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The Demon in Iranian Local Folktales: A Mythological Perspective
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Abstract

Studies indicate that, at a superficial level, local folktales are intertwined with myths, making it difficult to distinguish
between the two. Some scholars and theorists have characterized myth, like folktale, as an illusory, imaginary, and false
narrative. Others have posited a fundamental and rigid dichotomy between them, maintaining that myth belongs to the
prehistoric era, whereas folktale pertains to the historical period. This raises the question of whether myth and folktale are
two forms of the same narrative genre. Some mythologists attribute all qualities of unreality, illusion, and falsity to folktales
in an attempt to construct a credible and accepted identity for myth. Others argue that myth is not folktale but history,
regarding myth as a sacred historical narrative and folktale as a narrative concerning a semi-historical and semi-mythical
character. The present study aims to examine demonological motifs in local folktales from a mythological perspective. The
nature of demons and the folk beliefs associated with them in local folktales suggest that beliefs concerning demons in
folktales and myths originate from a common source, although certain differences exist between the two. This study
employed a descriptive method, and its data were collected through fieldwork, documentary research, and library-based
sources.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The study of demons and other malevolent

supernatural beings provides an important
point of access to the symbolic systems,
collective fears, ritual practices, and historical
imagination of Iranian communities. Although
such beings are products of the human
imagination, they are represented through a
combination of human and nonhuman
attributes. Their human characteristics make
them intelligible within narrative structures,
whereas their nonhuman qualities embody
impossible human desires and extraordinary
instantaneous

capacities, including

movement, shape-shifting, invisibility,
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multilingual speech, knowledge of hidden
treasures, awareness of fate, and access to
future events. These exceptional abilities have
led societies to classify them as supernatural
beings whose existence transcends the
ordinary material world. In Iranian folk belief,
such beings may be created from fire, air, or
water and may assume the forms of plants,
animals, or human beings. They can assist or
harm individuals, appear or disappear in
storms and whirlwinds, and intervene in
human  affairs through magical and
superhuman powers. Supernatural beings
therefore constitute more than imaginary

figures in oral narratives; they form part of the
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worldview through which communities have
historically interpreted misfortune, illness,
natural disasters, unexplained events, moral
disorder, and the uncertainties of everyday life.
Their significance is especially evident in
societies where ritual practices and collective
customs have survived even after the beliefs
that originally produced them have weakened
or disappeared. The demonological traditions
preserved in Iranian folklore consequently
offer valuable evidence concerning archaic
systems of knowledge, collective memory, and
the cultural mechanisms through which human
communities have explained the unknown (36-
38).

A central theoretical issue in the interpretation
of Iranian folktales concerns the relationship
between myth and legend or folktale. Myth has
long occupied a distinctive position in
linguistics, psychology, anthropology, religion,
philosophy, literature, and folklore, vyet
scholars have disagreed over whether it
should be considered fundamentally different
from folktale. Earlier approaches often defined
both myth and folktale as imaginary, irrational,
or false narratives, while later mythological
scholarship attempted to establish myth as a
sacred, authentic, ontological, and historically
significant mode of narration. This effort
occasionally produced an overly rigid
opposition in which myth was treated as a
sacred account of primordial events, whereas
folktale was dismissed as a fictional narrative
concerning semi-historical or semi-mythical

figures. Such distinctions, however, become

unstable when examined comparatively.
Anthropologists and folklorists have shown
that a narrative classified as myth in one
society may be identified as folktale in another,
and that both forms emerge from the same
body of collective beliefs, symbolic patterns,
and inherited conceptions. The difference
between them frequently depends on the
narrator’'s cultural position, the degree of
sacred authority attributed to the account, and
the social function of its performance. Myths
and folktales may therefore be regarded as
related narrative forms whose shared
substance consists of the beliefs and
intellectual constructions through which
human societies have interpreted creation,
nature, supernatural beings, moral laws, divine
commands, and the origins of social customs.
From this perspective, Iranian local folktales
are not inferior or distorted remnants of myth;
rather, they preserve, transform, and transmit
mythological structures in forms adapted to
local history, oral performance, and communal
memory (2, 4, 6, 8, 9).

The present study adopts a descriptive and
interpretive approach to examine
demonological motifs in Iranian local folktales
through comparison with Iranian mythological
and religious traditions. The data were
gathered through documentary, library-based,
and field-oriented sources, including oral
narratives, collections of Iranian folktales,
mythological dictionaries, classical Persian
texts, Zoroastrian writings, and regional

ethnographic accounts. The analysis focuses
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on the continuity and transformation of beliefs
associated with demons across three broad
textual and historical domains: materials
related to ancient Iran, sources belonging to
the Middle Iranian period, and Persian-
language texts produced after the advent of
Islam. Ancient evidence includes the Gathas,
Achaemenid inscriptions, early Iranian
religious ideas, and archaeological
representations of hybrid and winged beings.
Middle Iranian sources include the later
Avesta, the Vendidad, Pahlavi writings, and
traditions  related to  Zoroastrianism,
Zurvanism, Manichaeism, and Mithraism.
Post-Islamic materials include the
Shahnameh, popular romances, local legends,
oral tales, and works concerning regional
beliefs. The comparative examination of these
materials makes it possible to identify
recurring features of demons, such as their
physical appearance, dwelling places, magical
powers, moral functions, antagonistic
relationship with human beings, and
association with disorder. It also clarifies how
older Iranian concepts interacted with Islamic
and Arabic notions, particularly the concept of
the jinn. By tracing these correspondences,
the study seeks to demonstrate that the
demonological material preserved in local
folktales derives from the same cultural
reservoir as mythological traditions, even
though narrative details have changed through
historical transmission and regional adaptation

(12, 15, 18, 27, 39).

The findings indicate that demon worship and
belief in demonic beings occupied a persistent,
though changing, position in Iranian cultural
history. In ancient Iranian religion, the
transformation of the daevas from divine
beings into embodiments of evil reflected the
development of a dualistic worldview
organized around truth and falsehood, order
and disorder, and the opposing forces of
Ahura Mazda and Angra Mainyu. The
Vendidad portrays demons and their
worshippers as impure beings associated with
darkness, cemeteries, corpses, cannibalistic
practices, and violations of religious order.
Although Zoroastrian orthodoxy condemned
demon worship as an unforgivable deviation,
references in Pahlavi texts suggest that
related practices continued secretly into the
Sasanian period and perhaps survived in
limited forms during the early Islamic
centuries. Such worship appears to have been
motivated less by admiration than by fear and
the desire to appease, control, or employ
dangerous supernatural powers. Within this
system, demons came to symbolize not only
hostile cosmic forces but also natural
disasters, disease, suffering, violence, envy,
greed, lust, and other destructive human
dispositions. The lack of order among demonic
beings is itself meaningful, because chaos and
disharmony are central attributes of evil in
I[ranian cosmology. Local legends preserved
these structures by depicting demons as
enemies of human settlement, obstructers of

water, devourers of children, inhabitants of
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mountains and caves, and masters of hidden
or inaccessible spaces. The persistence of
these representations reveals that local
folktales did not simply invent demonic figures
independently; instead, they reworked older
religious and mythological ideas within
narrative forms suited to regional communities
(10, 13, 14, 32, 35).

The narrative and physical characteristics of
demons in Iranian folktales further confirm the
continuity between mythology and oral
tradition. Demons are commonly described as
black, hairy, enormous, many-headed,
horned, tailed, winged, and equipped with long
teeth resembling those of wild boars. Yet their
appearance is not fixed, because shape-
shifting is among their most important powers.
They may assume the form of beautiful
women, wild asses, snakes, deer, horses,
lions, or dragons, and they frequently use such
transformations to deceive, attack, or test
heroic figures. The Shahnameh provides
some of the most influential models for these
representations, particularly the White Demon
and Akvan Div. The latter embodies the well-
known quality of inversion: because the
demon acts contrary to what it is told, Rustam
survives by requesting the opposite of what he
actually desires. This motif remains visible in
folk expressions concerning madness, error,
and behavior that violates accepted norms.
Popular romances and local tales similarly
portray demons as powerful but often foolish
beings who may be defeated, captured, or

compelled to serve human masters. Their

subjugation may require a metal ring, a
horseshoe attached to the ear, or possession
of a hair or feather through which they can later
be summoned. Their appearance and
disappearance  are  accompanied by
whirlwinds, a phenomenon interpreted in folk
terminology as the demon’s upward spiraling
movement. Iranian tales also locate them in
Mount Qaf, remote fortresses, caves, islands,
springs, and underwater realms. Following the
Islamic conquest, these indigenous ideas
increasingly overlapped with Arabic
conceptions of the jinn, resulting in a blended
supernatural taxonomy in which demons, jinn,
ghouls, and other harmful beings acquired
partially interchangeable features (16, 17, 23,
28-30).

In conclusion, the examination of Iranian local
folktales demonstrates that myth and folktale
cannot be separated through an absolute or
inflexible distinction. Although they may differ
in sacred status, historical setting, narrative
performance, and the degree of belief
attached to them, both derive from a shared
cultural and symbolic foundation. Iranian
demonological traditions illustrate  this
relationship particularly clearly. The demons of
local tales retain essential characteristics
found in ancient mythology and religious
literature, including their association with evil,
chaos, magic, shape-shifting, hidden spaces,
natural disasters, moral corruption, and
conflict with human beings. At the same time,
oral transmission has localized these beings,

incorporated them into regional histories, and
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adapted their features to changing religious
and social conditions. The later interaction
between the Iranian demon and the Arabic-
Islamic jinn further shows that supernatural
concepts are neither static nor culturally
isolated; they are reshaped through contact,
reinterpretation, and narrative continuity.
Studying demons in local folklore therefore
contributes not only to demonology or
mythology but also to the reconstruction of
Iranian cultural history, collective memory,
ritual life, and popular systems of knowledge.
The findings ultimately suggest that the source
of beliefs concerning demons in myth and
folktale is substantially the same, even where
differences of form and function are evident.
Local folktales should consequently be
understood as valuable repositories of
mythological thought rather than as merely

imaginary or culturally inferior narratives.
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