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Purpose: This study aims to provide a systematic analysis of the
transformation of funerary rites and beliefs about the afterlife in
Zoroastrianism during the transition from the Sasanian period (224—
651 CE) to the early Islamic centuries. The central question is whether
the changes of this era reflect continuity with Sasanian tradition or
indicate rupture and ritual reinterpretation within the Islamic context.
The role of social mediators—such as mobeds, nasusalaran, and local
Zoroastrian institutions—in guiding this process is also examined.
Method and Research: The research adopts a qualitative and
interdisciplinary comparative method. Data were collected from three
sources: Zoroastrian religious texts, early Islamic writings, and
archaeological and architectural evidence of funerary practices. The
analysis employed historical interpretation and the semiotics of ritual
to identify patterns of change and continuity.

Findings and Conclusions: The findings show that dakhma exposure,
the official Zoroastrian funerary method, persisted in Fars, Yazd, and
Kerman after the fall of the Sasanians; however, under Islamic social
and legal pressures, it gradually transformed into enclosed structures
and Towers of Silence. Concepts such as the judgment of the soul and
crossing the Chinvat Bridge, when in contact with Islamic thought,
developed interpretive overlaps with notions such as the Day of
Reckoning and the Sirat Bridge. Archaeological evidence likewise
indicates a gradual transition from exposure burial to inhumation and
the simplification of rituals—a process shaped by the mediating role of
mobeds and local institutions. The conclusion indicates that the
transformation of funerary practices in this period constituted a
moderated continuity: while the doctrinal core was preserved, the ritual
forms were reorganized to adapt to the Islamic social environment,
with religious mediators playing a decisive role in this transition.

Cite this article: Khalili, Somayeh., EImi Daneshvar, Mahdi.,. (2026). From Dakhma to Aramgah: Transformations in
Zoroastrian Death Rituals and the Role of Religious and Social Mediators. Journal of Iranian Studies, 25 (49),
245-267. http//doi.org/10.22103/jis.2026.26104.2790

© The Author(s).
DOI: http//doi.org/10.22103/jis.2026.26104.2790

Publisher: Shahid Bahonar University of Kerman.



https://orcid.org/0009-0007-9425-9943
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-0891-8392

Journal of Iranian Studies, Volume 25, Issue 49, 2026 246
EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The study explores the transformation of Zoroastrian funerary practices and afterlife beliefs
during the transition from the Sasanian period (224-651 CE) to the post-Sasanian era (7th—-9th
centuries CE). Funerary customs in ancient Iran reflected not only attitudes toward death but
also the social, ethical, and cosmological order of the time. Under the Sasanians, the
Zoroastrian religion institutionalized the dakhma (exposure burial) as the only ritually pure
method of disposing of corpses, based on the doctrine of avoiding contamination of the sacred
elements—earth, water, fire, and air.

With the Islamic conquest of Iran, these customs faced profound cultural and theological
challenges. The present research seeks to determine whether post-Sasanian changes in
Zoroastrian burial traditions represent continuity, rupture, or a syncretic reinterpretation
within an Islamic framework. The study’s theoretical foundation rests on three key
concepts—continuity, rupture, and synthesis—as analytical categories for tracing cultural
transformation.

Methodology

The research employs a qualitative, comparative, and interdisciplinary design, combining
textual, archaeological, and historical data.

Three main sources underpin the analysis:

1. Zoroastrian religious texts (Avesta, Vendidad, and Pahlavi writings) that codify ritual
laws regarding purity and death;

2. Early Islamic sources (Hadith, historical chronicles) documenting Muslim attitudes
toward non-Islamic funerary practices;

3. Archaeological and architectural evidence, including dakhmas (towers of silence),
astodans (ossuaries), and early Islamic graves.

4. Data were interpreted using a historical-hermeneutic and semiotic approach, focusing
on the ritual meaning of death, pollution, and purification. Comparative synthesis
enabled the identification of evolving forms and symbolic functions of funerary
structures from open-air exposure to enclosed towers.

Sampling Procedures

The study does not involve human participants but draws from historical and archaeological
samples. The textual corpus includes canonical Zoroastrian sources and verified early Islamic
writings, while archaeological data were obtained from published excavations in Fars, Yazd,
and Kerman. The material was selected through purposive sampling, ensuring representation
of both Sasanian and early Islamic phases.

Discussion
The findings reveal a gradual transformation rather than a sudden rupture.

e The practice of exposure burial persisted in parts of Iran (notably Fars, Yazd, and
Kerman) even after the fall of the Sasanians. However, increasing social and religious
pressures from Islamic norms led to the architectural evolution of open-air platforms
into enclosed “towers of silence.”

e This change was both architectural and ideological—a response to the need for ritual
continuity within the constraints of Islamic society.

e Doctrinally, the Zoroastrian concept of the Chinvat Bridge (judgment of the soul)
found symbolic correspondence with the Islamic Sirat Bridge and the Day of
Judgment.
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e Archaeological evidence indicates a shift from aerial exposure and ossuary use to
inhumation, accompanied by a simplification of grave goods and the disappearance of
luxury items, mirroring the egalitarian ethos of Islamic burial.

e Throughout this transition, mobeds (priests) acted as mediators, adapting ritual
practice while preserving essential doctrinal elements concerning purity and cosmic
order.

Conclusion

The evolution of funerary practices from the Sasanian to the post-Sasanian period reflects a
multilayered process of cultural adaptation rather than an abrupt religious break. Traditional
Zoroastrian elements were reinterpreted within an emerging Islamic worldview, producing a
hybrid ritual system that balanced continuity and conformity.

This process exemplifies how religious minorities negotiate identity under dominant
paradigms: through reinterpretation, spatial adaptation, and symbolic translation. The
transformation from dakhma (open exposure) to aramgah (burial enclosure) thus symbolizes
not cultural extinction but syncretic resilience—the ability of ritual to survive through
reinterpretation.
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