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A Study of the Material Folklore of Childbirth in Juyom, Fars
Based on Theory of Rites of Passage

Soolmaz Mozaffari

Abstract

Birth and fertility are fundamental aspects of human life and essential for the continuity
of the human lineage, holding a significant place in Iranian popular traditions. This
descriptive-analytical study examines childbirth rituals in Juyom, Fars, applying Van
Gennep’s three-stage framework of the Theory of Rites of Passage. The research focuses
on the personal transformation of the mother figure, analyzing the customs associated
with the important life passage from woman-wife to mother. Findings indicate that this
transformation is clearly structured according to Van Gennep’s three stages: separation,
transition, and reincorporation. The study identifies numerous specific customs observed in
Juyom corresponding to each stage, including rituals such as the birth bath, cord cutting,
and others. These rituals, often incorporating cosmic and spiritual symbols, are instrumental
in facilitating this personal metamorphosis. Many of these traditional customs remain
prevalent in the beliefs and practices of the people of Juyom today.
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Introduction

Childbirth and fertility are regarded as central pillars of human life, forming the foundation
for the continuation of the human race among various peoples and nations. In the popular
and ritual culture of Iran, attention to the beliefs, customs, and traditions surrounding
childbirth has taken different forms from the past to the present. Rituals, as part of a nation’s
traditions, occupy a special place. Their popular nature leads communities to preserve and
perform them, seeking in them expressions of patriotic and religious sentiments. Like many
others, in Iranian society, a woman, after giving birth, gains a new and distinct identity
within her family and community, which grants her a special social status. In traditional
societies, women undergo a transformation through childbearing, acquiring a recognized
social identity. Arnold van Gennep’s Rite of Passage theory, with its three stages of
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separation, transition, and incorporation can help explain how an individual attains a new
social identity. The life stages of a woman, from marriage to fertility and childbirth, can be
examined within this tripartite framework.

Method

This qualitative research is based on a descriptive—analytical approach, using both
documentary and library sources. Fieldwork and oral inquiries were also conducted to
collect data on childbirth rituals. Information was gathered from residents of Juyom aged
46 and above, with an emphasis on consulting elderly and knowledgeable informants. Over
the extended period of data collection, the researcher sought to document and analyze rituals
in line with Van Gennep’s theory, classifying them according to their temporal sequence.
Analysis and Discussion

Fars Province, home to many historically significant towns, has its own distinctive rituals.
One such town is Juyom, whose customs related to marriage, childbirth, birth, life, and
death show both unique local features and similarities to those of other Iranian regions. In
Juyom, childbirth and fertility rituals—viewed as tangible examples of folk culture—can
be examined through the three stages of Van Gennep’s Rite of Passage theory. In this study,
the transformation of a woman’s identity is traced through the stages of ‘woman—wife—
mother’ and the attainment of initiation. The acquisition of a new social identity and the
transformation of a woman'’s personality are intertwined with life’s most significant events,
each marked by specific rituals.

The findings show that the progression of a woman’s identity in Juyom corresponds clearly
to Van Gennep’s three stages:

. Separation: tying a votive strip, locking the waist, leaving the 40-day
confinement, rituals for pregnancy cravings.

. Transition: determining the child’s gender, proximity to sacred elements

and avoidance of inauspicious ones, keeping away from demonic or harmful beings

. Incorporation: seventh-day washing, navel-cutting ritual, circumcision

feast, first hair-cutting, sacrificial offerings, and ritual bread-giving

This transformation both personal and sacred depends on the performance of these customs,
many of which are laden with cosmic and spiritual symbolism, producing a process of
personal metamorphosis. Notably, many of these customs have preserved their traditional
forms and remain an active part of Juyom’s cultural identity.

Conclusion

The findings suggest that in Juyom, a woman attains her social standing primarily through
marriage, childbearing, and motherhood; childlessness, on the other hand, is viewed as a
threat to the continuity of life and is associated with enduring social and personal hardships.
Many childbirth rituals, key elements of Juyom’s material folklore, are infused with sacred
and spiritual symbolism, representing purification of both body and soul. Inauspicious and
“demonic” forces are believed to threaten women during the three stages of initiation,
making it necessary to shield them through acts of separation and seclusion. Childbirth
itself encompasses all three stages of the rite of passage and culminates in the mother’s full
transformation. Natural elements such as trees, plants, fruits, grains, and other symbolic
items carry sacred meanings, contributing to the spiritual transformation of both mother
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and child. Numbers also carry symbolic significance, representing the completeness of this
transformation. Ceremonies such as circumcision, ear piercing, first hair-cutting, and navel-
cutting mark the detachment from worldly ties, often accompanied by sacrificial offerings
in gratitude. Across these rituals, the bond between humans, nature, and the Creator is
clearly visible, along with the sacred beliefs and ancient traditions that continue to this day.
All three stages—separation, transition, and incorporation—are accompanied by customs
that lead to initiation, personal elevation, and spiritual fulfillment.
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