Received: 29 July 2022
Received in revised form: 25 January 2023

Language Related Research
E-ISSN: 2383-0816
https://Irr.modares.ac.ir

https://doi.org/10.48311/1rr.2025.7117

Accepted: 14 February 2023

Incest and Iranian and Egyptian Legends:
An Analysis Based on the Link between the
Structure of Legend and Language in the
Perspective of Claude Levi-Strauss

Somayyeh Al-Sadat Tabatabaei’

Abstract

The present study, drawing upon the theories of Claude Lévi-Strauss in mythology,
seeks to investigate why the legends associated with Tale Type T411 in Iran and
Egypt, despite the historical precedent of incest in these two lands, reject its practice.
According to Lévi-Strauss, an identical structure lies hidden behind the diverse
appearances of related myths. The discovery of this hidden structure is made
possible by its similarity to the structure of language; for myth, like language,
possesses constituent units that are called "mythémes." By discovering these units
and understanding the relationships between them, it becomes clear what message
the related myths convey and how they do so. Upon examination of the discovered
tales based on the aforementioned method, it became clear that these legends
represent the dualism of the minds of their creators; for the opposition of
incest/prohibition of incest forms the foundation of the emergence of these tales.
This opposition, in turn, stems from a contradiction rooted in the depths of the
human soul: the duality of nature/culture. Since the prohibition of incest is the point
of humanity's break from nature and the beginning of the emergence of culture, the
Iranian and Egyptian legends attempt to institutionalize this “should not/should" in
their audience and, for this reason, have a conclusion different from ancient religious
beliefs.
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1. Introduction

This study investigates the motif of father-daughter incest, classified as Tale
Type T £)Vin the international Aarne-Thompson-Uther (ATU) index, within
the corpus of Iranian and Egyptian folklore. A striking paradox emerges
from these narratives: despite the documented presence of incestuous unions
in the ancient mythologies and religious beliefs of both Iran and Egypt, the
popular legends of these cultures consistently portray the daughter's refusal
of such a union and her subsequent escape.

Research Question

This rejection stands in contrast to older belief systems, raising a central
question that guides this research:

Why do these Iranian and Egyptian folktales, which are thematically
linked to ancient myths, explicitly reject the practice of incest, thereby
diverging from their own cultural and religious precedents?

The study posits that this divergence cannot be sufficiently explained by
external factors, such as the influence of later religions like Islam, but rather
points to a deeper, internal logical structure within the narratives themselves.
To uncover this logic, the study employs the theoretical framework of
Claude Lévi-Strauss's structural mythology, which argues that behind the
diverse manifestations of related myths lies a universal, hidden structure that
can be deciphered much like the structure of language.

2. Literature Review

The scholarly background for this research is situated in two distinct yet
interconnected fields. The first body of literature concerns the incest motif
(TE€VY/ATU @) B, "Donkeyskin™) in folklore. Previous research, such as the
works of Goldberg and Zepnikowska, has primarily focused on the
comparative cataloging of tale variations across different cultures. Other
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studies have approached the motif from psychoanalytic perspectives, like
Bettelneim's interpretation of the Electra complex, or from feminist
viewpoints, such as Raufman and Milo's analysis comparing the heroine's
actions to the testimonies of real-life incest victims. While these contributions
are valuable for understanding the motif's distribution and psychological
dimensions, they have not systematically applied a structural analysis to reveal
the underlying cognitive framework that generates these narratives.

The second body of literature pertains to the structuralist methodology of
Claude Lévi-Strauss. Scholars like Mokhtarian and Scholes have provided
comprehensive expositions of Lévi-Strauss's theories on mythology, his
concept of "mythémes,” and his core idea that myths operate through
systems of binary oppositions. However, a significant gap exists in the
intersection of these two fields. No prior study has systematically applied
Lévi-Strauss's method of structural analysis to the specific corpus of Iranian
and Egyptian T ¢)Vtales. This research, therefore, presents a twofold
innovation: it is the first to address the incest motif in Iranian folklore
through a structural lens, and it pioneers a comparative analysis of these
narratives with their Egyptian counterparts to uncover a shared, cross-
cultural deep structure, thereby resolving the apparent contradiction between
legend and ancient myth.

3. Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research design grounded in the principles
of structural analysis as developed by Claude Lévi-Strauss. The
methodology involves several key steps. First, a comprehensive corpus of
relevant folktales was compiled. For the Iranian tales, sources included
major collections such as the Y%-volume *Farhang-e Afsaneh-ha-ye
Mardom-e Iran* by Darvishian and Khahandan, the Y-volume *Afsaneh-ha-
ye Irani* by Qasemzadeh, and the Y +-volume *Afsaneh-ha-ye Khorasan* by
Khazaei. For the Egyptian and related Arab tales, sources included works by
Hassan El-Shamy, Inea Bushnag, and numerous issues of the journals *Al-
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Funun al-Sha'biya* and *Al-Thagafa al-Sha'biya*. In total, YVnarratives ( Y4
Iranian and AEgyptian/Sudanese) were identified and analyzed.

The core of the analytical process involves the deconstruction of these
narratives into their smallest constituent narrative units, which Lévi-Strauss
termed "mythemes." This process, akin to a linguistic analysis breaking
sentences into phonemes, seeks to isolate the fundamental building blocks of
the stories. Once these mythémes were identified across the corpus, the
analysis focused on uncovering the relationships and, most importantly, the
underlying binary oppositions between them. The goal is to move beyond the
surface structure (the specific plot variations, character names, and cultural
details) to reveal the deep structure—the universal system of logical relations
that governs the formation and meaning of these tales. This method allows the
researcher to decode the "message” embedded within the legends' framework.

4. Results

The structural analysis of the 27 folktales revealed a consistent and deep-
seated logical structure underlying their diverse surface narratives. The
deconstruction process identified three core mythémes that are present, in
various forms, across the entire corpus:

1. The father proposes marriage to his daughter.
2. The daughter refuses and flees.
3. The daughter marries a prince from a distant land.

These three mythémes generate a series of embedded binary oppositions.
The first is the direct conflict between the Father and the Daughter. The
second, broader opposition is between the Father and the Prince. The
analysis demonstrates that these narrative oppositions are manifestations of a
more fundamental and abstract dualism: **Incest / Prohibition of Incest**.
The father's desire represents the pole of incest, while the daughter's refusal
and subsequent union with the prince represent the pole of its prohibition.
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Following Lévi-Strauss's argument that the prohibition of incest is the
foundational rule upon which culture is built, this study concludes that the
ultimate binary opposition governing these tales is the most fundamental one
in human thought: **Nature / Culture**. In this framework, the father
embodies the forces of "Nature"—instinctual, pre-cultural desire. The
daughter, in contrast, embodies "Culture." Her flight from the father is a
rejection of nature, and her marriage to an unrelated foreign prince is the
ultimate affirmation of exogamy. For Lévi-Strauss, exogamy (marrying
outside one's kin group) is the mechanism that establishes social exchange
and alliances, thereby creating the very fabric of culture and society.

Therefore, the "message” of these Iranian and Egyptian legends is not
historical but ideological. They function as collective narratives designed to
institutionalize the incest taboo in the consciousness of their audience. By
consistently portraying the victory of culture (the daughter's choice) over
nature (the father's desire), the legends reinforce the primary "should/should
not" that separates humanity from the natural world. This explains why they
contradict ancient myths that may have condoned such acts; their purpose is
not to recount history but to affirm the foundational principles of social
structure and cultural identity.
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B. Mythemes constituting the narratives: 1. The father wishes to marry his daughter. 2. The
unwilling daughter flees3. The daughter marries a prince far from her homeland.

Coulzalia/ juy 5 a0/ Hay slaslas :
C: Oppositions: father/daughter and father/prince
Disialaoloe 5 o3/ (s 3meTaslas ol ¢
D: Opposition: incest / prohibition of incest
ESia 8/ mands Jola3 :
E: Opposition: nature / culture
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1. The Donkey Skin Folktale Cycle (AT 510B)

2. The Journal of American Folklore

3. Story type 510B "Donkey Skin" in the polish fairy tradition

4. The Princess in the Wooden Body": Israeli Oral Versions of "The Maiden in the Chest"
(ATU 510B¥*) in Light of Incest Victims' Blogs
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