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folk culture. Such practices provide means of responding to illness, misfortune, and biological
and social crises. Drawing on Arnold van Gennep’s theory of rites of passage, Victor Turner’s
concept of liminality, and James Frazer’s theory of sympathetic magic, the study asks how these
rituals facilitate transitions from illness or misfortune to health and equilibrium, and how they
contribute to the reconstruction of individual and social order.

Method: The research uses documentary methods and qualitative content analysis. Data were
collected from ethnographic texts, anthropological reports, and studies concerning healing and
scapegoating practices in Iranian folk culture. Examples were interpreted through a framework
combining van Gennep’s model of separation, transition, and incorporation; Turner’s
elaboration of the liminal phase; and Frazer’s two principles of sympathetic magic: similarity
and contagion. The analysis focused on the symbolic actions and meanings through which these
rituals address illness and misfortune.

Results: The findings show that healing and scapegoating rituals are not simply superstitious
or ceremonial acts. Rather, they have meaningful structures and cultural functions and can be
understood as rites of passage. A person affected by illness or misfortune is symbolically
separated from their condition, enters a liminal state, and undergoes ritual actions that enable a
transition toward health and balance. These actions draw on sympathetic magic. Through the
law of similarity, the reenactment of birth represents rebirth and renewal. Through the law of
contagion, illness or misfortune is transferred to a substitute carrier, such as an object, animal,
or natural element, symbolically freeing the affected person from crisis.

Conclusions: Healing and scapegoating rituals serve as cultural mechanisms for managing
biological and social crises. By creating a symbolic transitional space, they support personal
transformation, identity reconstruction, and reintegration into the social order. They may reduce
anxiety, provide a sense of control in the face of unfamiliar forces, and help restore order
disrupted by illness and misfortune. These practices are part of Iranian folk culture’s meaning
system, through which communities interpret crises and seek to re-establish well-being and

social equilibrium.
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Introduction
Healing, protection, and the removal of misfortune are important components of Iranian folk culture.

In many practices, illness or danger is addressed through symbolic acts of crossing, transfer, purification,
and transformation. Although ethnographic and folkloric sources document these practices, the
relationship between ritual passage and the symbolic mechanisms of healing and scapegoating remains
insufficiently analyzed. Physical crossing should not automatically be equated with a rite of passage,
which entails transformation of an individual’s social or symbolic status.

This study examines documented healing and scapegoating practices in Iranian folk culture and asks
when crossing or transition can be understood as part of a rite of passage. Its framework combines
Arnold van Gennep’s stages of separation, transition, and incorporation; Victor Turner’s concept of
liminality; and James George Frazer’s principles of sympathetic magic, similarity and contagion. It
addresses the gap between descriptions of ritual acts and analysis of their structure and symbolic
mechanisms.

Method

This qualitative study uses documentary analysis and interpretive reading. The corpus comprises 24
distinct ritual cases drawn from published ethnographic, folkloric, cultural, and historical sources on
Iranian folk practices. No new field observations or interviews were conducted, and repeated accounts
of a single practice were treated as one case.

Cases were purposively selected if they were documented in an identifiable source, related to healing,
prevention, scapegoating, or removal of an undesirable condition, and contained an analyzable element
such as crossing, transfer, contact, similarity, purification, or transformation. For each case, the analysis
recorded the condition before and after the ritual, the illness or danger, the ritual act, its mediator, the
mode of crossing or transfer, and the expected outcome. Cases were coded and compared, then
interpreted through van Gennep’s model, Turner’s liminality, and Frazer’s distinction between similarity
and contagion. The theories served as analytical tools, not categories imposed in advance.

Results
The cases fall into groups according to their dominant symbolic mechanisms. The first involves

similarity-based symbolic rebirth. Passing an infant through an oven opening or subterranean passage
may reenact birth: the cavity resembles a womb, and emergence may signify renewal or release from
illness. Related examples include passage through a stone cleft, a cannon-like opening, or between a
mother’s legs. Such interpretations support a rite-of-passage analysis only when a transition between
prior and subsequent conditions is discernible.

The second group involves contagion, transfer, or transmission of power. Passage through or over
animal skins, a firearm strap, a stone lion, fire, a grapevine, or sacred architectural elements may
symbolically transmit strength, protection, fertility, purification, or sacred efficacy. These cases are
primarily interpreted through Frazer’s principle of contact. Their classification as rites of passage
requires additional evidence of a change in the participant’s condition.

The third group comprises scapegoating and substitution rituals. Misfortune, danger, impurity, or
illness is represented as transferable to another carrier, as in passing near a slaughtered animal, over a
grave or carcass, or over a broken egg. The substitute receives, contains, or is discarded with the
undesirable condition. Sacred, natural, and human mediators may also function primarily in protection,
purification, or transmission of beneficial qualities.



Rites of Passage Associated with Scapegoating and Healing in Iranian Folk Culture 253

Discussion
The findings show that crossing is not inherently a rite of passage. It may serve symbolic rebirth,

transfer of power, purification, protection, or removal of misfortune. The key criterion is not physical
movement but its relation to a change in biological, social, or symbolic condition. Some cases reveal
elements of separation, liminality, and incorporation; others are more accurately described as ritual acts
of passage or transfer, since evidence for the full tripartite structure is lacking.

This distinction clarifies the application of van Gennep’s model. Turner’s liminality denotes an
intermediate condition, not the crossing itself, communitas is not a stage. Frazer’s theory explains
symbolic efficacy attributed to resemblance or contact. A cavity may evoke birth and renewal, whereas
contact with a mediator may be interpreted as transferring an attributed quality. These are analytical
interpretations and not necessarily explanations explicitly stated by practitioners or sources.
Conclusions

The study distinguishes physical crossing, symbolic transfer or removal, and rites of passage. Healing
and scapegoating may intersect with transitions related to illness, childbirth, marriage, travel, or crisis,
but do not invariably constitute rites of passage. Interpretation must consider the participant’s condition,
ritual action, mediator, and expected outcome.

The study contributes a more precise complementary use of van Gennep, Turner, and Frazer in
analyzing Iranian folk practices. It also offers a framework for comparative research into how rituals
symbolically manage vulnerability, uncertainty, and change. Future fieldwork could examine
practitioners’ own interpretations and regional and historical variation.
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