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Objective: The ritual of preparing “Ash-e Sizdah-e Safar” accompanied by dough
figurines is one of the ancient and increasingly forgotten traditions of the people of Naqneh
in Borujen County, Chaharmahal and Bakhtiari Province, Iran. Performed to ward off
misfortune and the perceived ominousness of the thirteenth day of Safar, the ritual
combines the preparation of a communal dish with the making of dough figurines as
apotropaic objects. This study aims to investigate the meanings and symbolic functions of
this ritual, including the preparation of the ash and the creation of male and female dough
figurines as bearers of misfortune, and to explain the relationship between these two ritual
elements within the folk culture of Nagneh.

Method: This qualitative study employs a descriptive-analytical and ethnographic
approach. Emile Durkheim’s theoretical framework is used to interpret the collected data.
The research population comprises traditional rituals practiced in Naqneh, Borujen County,
from which the “Ash-e Sizdah-e Safar” ritual and its two male and female dough figurines
were purposively selected for analysis.

Findings: The findings indicate that the “Ash-e Sizdah-e Safar” ritual constitutes a
distinctive example of Iranian food-based symbolic ritual practices, simultaneously
incorporating religious, symbolic, and social functions. The preparation and distribution of
the ash, together with the making and subsequent disposal of the dough figurines,
constitute interconnected ritual actions through which beliefs concerning misfortune,
purification, and renewal are expressed.

Conclusion: The dough figurines function as symbolic mediators and are regarded as
carriers of misfortune and ominousness. Their release into water signifies notions of purity,
purification, and fertility. Moreover, collective participation in preparing and distributing
the ash, intergenerational cooperation, and the active involvement of women in performing
the ritual contribute to the reproduction of social solidarity, cultural memory, and
collective identity within the local community. From this perspective, the “Ash-e Sizdah-e
Safar” ritual extends beyond a culinary tradition and constitutes a symbolic system through
which shared beliefs and social order are reproduced through ritual practices and collective
participation. Documenting and analyzing this ritual can contribute to a deeper
understanding of Iranian folk culture and to the preservation of the country’s intangible
cultural heritage.
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Introduction

Local rituals and culinary traditions not only reflect the culture and history of communities
but also play an important role in reproducing beliefs, symbols, and social structures. One
such ritual is the preparation of “Ash-e Sizdah-e Safar” in the folk culture of the people of
Nagneh, Borujen County, Chaharmahal and Bakhtiari Province, Iran, which is performed on
the thirteenth day of the month of Safar. This ritual involves preparing Ash Reshteh and
making dough figurines, and its collective performance demonstrates the solidarity and social
participation of women in the region.

Given the ongoing processes of social and cultural change, many traditional rituals are at risk
of being forgotten. Therefore, documenting and analyzing these practices is particularly
important for understanding their cultural and social roles. The aim of this study is to explore
ethnographically the meaning and symbolic function of the ritual of preparing the ash and
making dough figurines as apotropaic objects within the folk culture of Naqgneh. It seeks to
demonstrate how these ritual practices, as an integrated system of meaning, reproduce beliefs
associated with warding off misfortune, averting ominousness, and fostering social solidarity.
In the course of the research, the following question was raised: What is the relationship
between the preparation of Ash Reshteh and the making of dough figurines, and how do these
elements function within the framework of an integrated ritual?

This article first examines the background and significance of the study in relation to local
rituals involving Ash Reshteh. It then addresses Iranian folk rituals associated with the month
of Safar. Subsequently, the structure and symbolic elements of the “Ash-e Sizdah-e Safar”
ritual and the role of the dough figurines are described. Finally, an ethnographic analytical
framework is presented for understanding the meaning and function of this ritual.

Method

In this study, data were collected through fieldwork, including direct observation, oral
interviews, and visual documentation, as well as documentary research. Accordingly, the
study employed a qualitative research framework. The research population comprised
traditional rituals practiced in the Nagneh region of Borujen County. Among these, the “Ash-e
Sizdah-e Safar” ritual and its female and male dough figurines were purposively selected and
examined. The researchers visited Nagneh on the thirteenth day of Safar and documented and
photographed the stages of preparing the ash and making the dough figurines through direct
observation.

In terms of its objective, this study is fundamental research, while its nature is descriptive-
analytical with an ethnographic approach. The ethnographic approach seeks to document and
examine the beliefs, customs, and traditions of a community through field observation and
participation, without imposing personal judgments on participants’ narratives and practices.
The ethnographic data were interpreted using Emile Durkheim’s theoretical framework, with
emphasis on the social origins of religion, collective consciousness, and the functions of
religious rituals. Within this framework, rituals, myths, and symbols are understood as
elements of a society’s symbolic world that contribute to the reproduction of shared values,
beliefs, and collective identity. Accordingly, the “Ash-e Sizdah-e Safar” ritual in Nagneh was
analyzed as an expression of collective consciousness and a symbolic system through which
collective participation contributes to cultural memory, the transmission of tradition, and
social solidarity.

Results

The findings indicate that the “Ash-e Sizdah-e Safar” ritual in Naqgneh consists of
interconnected practices, including preparing Ash Reshteh, making female and male dough
figurines, placing them in the ash, and ultimately releasing them into running water. The
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dough figurines function as symbolic intermediaries for transferring misfortune, illness, and
the perceived ominousness of the thirteenth day of Safar away from the community.

The findings also demonstrate the prominent role of young women in making the figurines
and performing key stages of the ritual, reflecting symbolic associations with purity, fertility,
and blessing. Collective preparation and distribution of the ash further reinforce social
interaction, intergenerational participation, and cultural memory.

At the same time, the ritual has undergone changes in its social context. While its former
communal character has diminished and its performance has increasingly become family-
centered, key practices, particularly the use of dough figurines, have remained. Thus, the
ritual continues to preserve its central symbolic meanings while adapting to contemporary
social changes.

Discussion

The “Ash-e Sizdah-e Safar” ritual in Naqneh, Borujen County, represents a distinctive

example of the continuity of ritual traditions within Iranian folk culture, in which religious
beliefs, food symbolism, human figurines, and collective participation are -closely
interconnected. The female and male dough figurines function as sacred intermediaries that
symbolically absorb illness, affliction, and the perceived ominousness associated with the
thirteenth day of Safar. Their subsequent release into running water represents the symbolic
removal of these threatening forces from the community.
The ritual has a significant social dimension in addition to its symbolic functions. The
gathering of families, the participation of young girls in preparing the noodles and making the
figurines, and the distribution of the ash among neighborhood residents provide important
mechanisms for reproducing social solidarity, strengthening intergenerational participation,
and maintaining cultural memory. Preparing and sharing the ritual food is therefore not
merely a culinary activity but a collective practice through which social values and communal
relationships are maintained.

From a historical and anthropological perspective, the combination of Ash Reshteh and

dough figurines demonstrates how a common food can acquire symbolic, ritual, and social
meanings. Across different historical periods, Ash Reshteh has been prepared with varying
ingredients and has been associated with religious, social, and family occasions, including
acts of offering and practices intended to ward off illness and misfortune. This continuity
demonstrates that food rituals in Iran extend beyond nutritional functions and serve as carriers
of religious beliefs, symbolic meanings, and social values.
From the perspective of the anthropology of religion, the “Ash-e Sizdah-e Safar” ritual can be
understood as a form of religious offering and the transfer of misfortune, in which an object or
entity serves as a medium for transferring evil, illness, or ominousness. The dough figurines
of Nagneh function as transitional figures that symbolically carry misfortune and protect the
community from threatening forces. The role of young women as carriers of purity and
blessing further demonstrates the connection between gender, fertility, and ritual systems of
meaning that have been transmitted across generations.

The ritual also demonstrates an animistic conception of nature, particularly through the
symbolic role of running water. Water is not simply a physical medium for disposing of the
figurines; it represents purification, renewal, and the removal of unwanted conditions. The
relationship between water, femininity, fertility, and purification therefore constitutes an
important dimension of the ritual’s symbolic structure.

At the same time, the gradual reduction of collective participation reflects broader social and
cultural transformations. The movement of the ritual from a community-based setting toward
a more family-centered practice suggests that some of its former social functions have
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weakened. Nevertheless, the continued practice of placing the figurines in the ash
demonstrates the persistence of core ritual meanings despite changes in the social context.
Conclusions

The “Ash-e Sizdah-e Safar” ritual in Naqneh can be understood as an integrated symbolic
system in which food, dough figurines, water, gender roles, and collective participation are
interconnected. The dough figurines serve as symbolic intermediaries through which illness,
misfortune, and the perceived ominousness of the thirteenth day of Safar are transferred away
from the community. Their release into running water reinforces the interconnected meanings
of purification, protection, renewal, and fertility.

The ritual simultaneously performs important social functions. Collective participation in
preparing the ash, making the dough figurines, and distributing the ritual food strengthens
social interaction, intergenerational cooperation, cultural memory, and collective identity. The
active participation of young women also highlights the symbolic association between
femininity, purity, fertility, and blessing within the ritual system.

Recent social changes, however, have reduced several collective dimensions of the ritual
and increasingly confined its performance to the family sphere. Despite this transformation,
the practice of placing the dough figurines in the ash has continued and can be regarded as a
surviving ritual element that preserves aspects of collective cultural memory. This continuity
demonstrates that even when the broader communal structure of a ritual weakens, local
communities may retain its central meanings, particularly those associated with protection
from misfortune, the restoration of well-being, and the attainment of blessing.

In conclusion, the “Ash-e Sizdah-e Safar” ritual represents more than a culinary tradition.
It constitutes a symbolic and social system through which the people of Naqneh reproduce
shared beliefs, social solidarity, cultural memory, and collective identity. Documenting and
analyzing this ritual is therefore important not only for preserving Iran’s intangible cultural
heritage but also for understanding the symbolic and social mechanisms through which local
communities respond to uncertainty, vulnerability, and culturally perceived forms of
misfortune.
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