Title: Sacred Materiality and Symbolic Healing: An
Ethnographic Study of Food-Based Votive Rituals among Women
in Kerman, Iran

Javad Madahi Mashizi' 0000-0002-3438-0588

Abstract

This study investigates the symbolic, therapeutic,zand socio&urjﬂ functions of
food-based votive rituals (nazr) among women in Kerman, Iran. ing on sensory
ethnography, semi-structured interviews, and participant observation, the_rescarch
demonstrates that votive food operates not merely as nourishment but as‘ sacred
medium through which women negotiate uncertainty, res hological balance,
and reinforce social cohesion. The findings reveal that food in nazr rituals embodies

a multilayered system of meaning, functioning simultangously as'a material offering,

a symbolic language of hope, and a culturally e%dded for healing.
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Introduction ‘ g

Votive, rituals iniIran constitute*a significant domain of lived religion, where
material practices—particularlys food preparation and distribution—mediate the

relationship between 11?@\& and the sacred. While previous studies have explored

the social structute, ge d agency, and ritual symbolism of nazr, the material
agency of food'itself'as'a conduit of healing has remained underexamined. This study
addresses this gap by analyzing how women in Kerman conceptualize, prepare, and
distribute votive food as a culturally meaningful therapeutic system. The research
situates nazr within a theoretical framework informed by Durkheim’s collective
effervescence, Turner’s liminality, Geertz’s symbolic anthropology, Kleinman’s
cultural model of healing, Thompson and Scott’s moral economy, and Douglas’s
theory of purity and danger.

Materials & Methods

This qualitative study employs an ethnographic methodology. Fieldwork was
conducted between 2023 and 2024 in various neighborhoods of Kerman. Data
collection involved:
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Participant observation during the preparation and distribution of votive foods in
domestic and communal settings.

Semi-structured interviews with 12 key female participants, including ritual
organizers and long-term practitioners. Interviews averaged 60 minutes and continued
until theoretical saturation was achieved.

Documentary and archival review of existing literature on Iranian votive
traditions, ritual theory, and symbolic healing.

All interviews were audio-recorded with consent, transcribed verbatim, coded, and
analyzed using thematic analysis. Eight major themes emerged, each reflecting a
distinct dimension of the healing logic embedded in votive food practices.

L
Discussion& Results N

.

The findings demonstrate that votive food rituals constltut‘ sop%ted
symbolic healing system. Food Opeﬁaas a materi lic meédiator “that

transforms uncertainty into meaning, anxiety into agency, an lation into solidarity.
Women'’s ritual labor—embodied, e otional, and communal—ereates a therapeutic
environment where the sacred beco s tangible through'sensory experience.

Nazr thus emerges as a,dynamic ¢ al technolog aging existential
insecurity. It integrates matNy, spiritualityy,and sociality unified system of
healing. The ritual’s power lies net in the biochemical properties of food but in the
culturally encoded m gs tw en activate\through preparation, prayer, and
distribution.

<
1. Ritual Agency and EmotionallRegulation

Participants described ct of cooking votive food as a meditative and
emotionally tegulating practlce Through focused bodily engagement—washing,
cutting, stirring, tasti men externalized anxiety and regamed a sense of control
over life’s uﬁ i is aligns with Malinowski’s view of ritual as a cultural
mechanism for managi

g fear and unpredictability.
2.Food as a Somat&’lediator of Healing

Food was perceived as a vessel carrying sacred intention. Participants emphasized
that healing occurréd not only through prayer but through the embodied act of
consuming blessed food. Kleinman’s model of cultural healing is reflected in the way
physical, emotional, and spiritual dimensions converge in the ritual.

3. Nazr in Rites of Passage and Fertility Regulation

Women frequently performed nazr during transitional life stages—marriage,
pregnancy, infertility, illness—reflecting Turner’s concept of liminality. Votive food
symbolically facilitated movement from uncertainty to stability, restoring both bodily
and social order.



4. Votive Food as a Regulator of Social Relations

Nazr served as a mechanism for repairing broken relationships and reinforcing
kinship ties. Sharing food created a neutral, sacred space where conflict dissolved and
collective identity was reaffirmed. This reflects Durkheim’s notion of ritual as a
generator of social cohesion.

5. Moral Economy and Future-Oriented Investment

Participants framed nazr as a moral transaction with the sacred—a symbolic
investment that transformed material anxiety (debt, illness, misfortune) into spiritual
assurance. This resonates with Thompson and Scott’s theories of moral economy.

k-

6. Ritual Boundary-Making and Protective Space N

Women described votive food as a protective bartier against misfortune, envy, and
spiritual harm. The kitchen became a purified ritual® space, echoeing Douglas’s
framework of purity, pollution, and boundary maintenance. i v \
7. Ritual Continuity and Familial Heritage .

The perceived efficacy of nazr depended on its continuity, across generations.

Participants emphasized that breaking a familys ritual lineage could disrupt the flow
of blessing (barakat). This reflects the role.of rit\in presetving ral memory and

moral order. \
b

8. Symbolic Semioticﬁ Foo&
Each food item—: resht SN zard, halva, samanu, rice dishes—carried

specific symbol"meanings related Y) hope, purity, fertility, strength, or renewal.
Following Geertz,.votive food functions as a cultural text through which women
articulate vtential concew aspirations.

Conclusion M
This study reveal t votive food among women in Kerman is a form of sacred

materiality that sustains psychological resilience, social cohesion, and cultural
continuity. Nazr sh(&i therefore be understood not as a relic of tradition but as a
living therapeutic practice that enables individuals and communities to navigate
uncertainty, reaffirmsidentity, and maintain moral order.
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