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Abstract

Social phenomena are so complex that one cannot gain an understanding of all their
aspects by a specific approach or a single discipline. Turning to pilgrimage action when
there is the possibility of catching a dangerous disease before, during, and after the
pilgrimage, the study of such phenomena requires taking a deep interdisciplinary and
qualitative approach. With the prevalence of Coronavirus in Iran as a Muslim country,
there are controversies over the conflict of observing hygienic rules or performing
religious rites, especially regarding the presence of the Imams in the shrines. To
investigate the effect of coronavirus outbreak on the rites of pilgrimage to the Imam Reza
shrine via a qualitative approach and content analysis method. Accordingly, 46 pilgrims to
the Imam Reza shrine were interviewed to investigate the reasons for their presence in
these special circumstances and examine their pilgrimage methods to the Razavi shrine.
The findings show that four categories of pilgrimage justification styles were obtained in
the mental dimension, which include traditional-devotional, mitigation-denial,
compulsion-imitation, and rational styles. These four styles are distinguished from each
other based on the degree of attention paid to the earthly matter (i.e., the disease and its
seriousness).
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INTRODUCTION

Social phenomena are more complex than what is thought in such a way that not all
their aspects can be understood with a specific approach or a single scientific
discipline. Pilgrimage, even when there is the possibility of developing a dangerous
disease for the pilgrims during or before or after the religious ceremony is also one
of these phenomena whose study requires an interdisciplinary, deep, and qualitative
approach. When talks and discussions about COVID-19 virus in Iran became rife
and the widespread awareness of it became public, it took some days to officially
and completely close public places (i.e., pilgrimage shrines). During that time, some
people continued to perform the pilgrimage act. As a result, the holy shrine of
Imam Reza witnessed the commute of pilgrims during the days of the Corona
outbreak. The widespread state of this disease and its risk in the media and the
public arena, on the one hand, and the turning of a part of the community to
pilgrimage and presence in these crowded public places, on the other hand, formed
the idea of conducting an interdisciplinary, in-depth, and qualitative research.

PURPOSE

In such a situation, it is important to understand the reasons for the presence of
people in the shrine and perceive how they behave in dealing with a situation that
may be pathogenic while sacred. In fact, the present study seeks to find responses to
these questions: Why do people attend the holy shrine (a crowded public place)
during the days of the virus outbreak? How do they justify their presence in the holy
shrine? What has been the effect of the virus on the pilgrimage behavior of the
pilgrims and what changes did it make in their rituals? How can these behavioral
changes be understood and explained with the help of psychological and
sociological theories?

METHODOLOGY

It was necessary to respond to the raised questions using a qualitative approach
(observation and interview). A semi-in-depth interview was conducted with forty-
six pilgrims (30 females and 16 males) in the holy shrine and the pilgrims’
pilgrimage behavior were observed and recorded with the presence of researchers in
the shrine. For data analysis, the content analysis method (thematic) was used to
obtain the main themes of each justification and pilgrimage style.

RESULTS

The research findings were presented in two dimensions as follows: 1. The mental
dimension of pilgrimage (reasons and justifications for attending the shrine), and 2.
The practical dimension of pilgrimage (styles of attachment hygienic principles). In



the mental dimension, four different categories of justification were obtained, which
can be classified based on the degree of distance or proximity to the disease (earthly
side) (distance/ proximity to the disease refers to the degree of seriousness of
attention to COVID-19 and its risk in each justification category). These four
groups of justifications include: 1. Traditional-devotional (least attention to the
disease), 2. Mitigation-denial, 3. Compulsion-imitation, and 4. Rational styles (most
attention to the risk of disease).

DISCUSSION

The first category of justifications (traditional-devotional), which is defined by the
central concept of "holiness’, in itself consists of five justification subgroups as
follows: 1. Justifications relating to fascination (fascination with the place and the
sacred act), 2. Justifications relating to prohibition (considering pilgrimage as
obligatory and its prohibition as unruly), 3. Justifications relating to safety
(considering the holy place to be clean and safe and the impossibility of getting
damaged in it), 4. Justifications relating to accuracy (considering pilgrimage as a
factor contributing to recovery and healing, and 5. Justifications relating to
providence (believing in destiny and absence of autonomy in getting ill).

In practical dimension, the traditional behavioral style refers to the pattern of
coverage and action that does not pay any attention to the observance of hygienic
rules. Here, the person neither wears masks or gloves, nor hesitates to be in crowded
places or to touch and kiss the shrine.

Paradoxical-undecided style is the kind of coverage and behavior that selectively
observes the hygienic rules like a person who wears a mask but at the same time
kisses the door and the wall. Rational style also refers to the type of coverage and
behavior that tries to observe all health issues.

CONCLUSION

The theoretical insights of this study are indeed an integration of Bourdieu's social-
anthropological theory and cognitive dissonance theory, which was first proposed
by Festinger (1957). According to this view, the pilgrims of the shrine are the
owners of internalized habitus (habits) which are the products of the individual’s
previous pilgrimage perception and practice and socialization. Habitus, which
directs the behavior, tends to repeat the a priori model of pilgrimage through a
series of strategies and solutions that result from the interaction of habitus with the
field (environment and requirements of the pilgrimage) and the circumstances
produced by the individual (prevalence of disease and the possibility of infection in
the environment). These strategies and solutions are better understood when it is
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referred to cognitive dissonance theory. Accordingly, people tend to interpret their
action (derived from habitus) as a rational one in different ways. As a result,
pilgrims justify their presence in the shrine sometimes by denying the disease or
considering it mild and insignificant (denial-mitigation style) and sometimes by
depriving themselves of responsibility and autonomy (compulsion-imitation style),
both of which are subcategorized under the node of cognitive dissonance theory. In
addition, people either pay so much attention to the sacred matter that the disease
has no room in their justifications (traditional-devotional) or consider the risk of
the disease so probable that they justify their presence only by observing health
protocols (rational).

NOVELTY

The innovation of the present research, besides its novelty (pilgrimage justifications
and styles in the days of Corona outbreak), lies in its theoretical and
interdisciplinary insights. The employment of a theory in the field of social
psychology (i.e., cognitive dissonance) and its integration with the social-
anthropological theory (habitus and field) has provided an opportunity to better
understand the religious practice of some people and the plurality existing in it with
an interdisciplinary outlook. This can provide a better understanding of audience
for the community policymakers who pursue such goals as unifying the observance
of health issues among the public.
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