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Abstract

The aim of this study is to identify fertility and infertility rituals in
Ilam County and to examine the beliefs and convictions of the local
population through the lens of Bronistaw Malinowski’s
functionalist school, Clifford Geertz’s interpretive and symbolic
anthropology, and Arnold van Gennep’s theory of rites of passage.
This study is qualitative in nature and follows a descriptive-
analytical approach in terms of data collection. The target
population consists of all key informants among the female
community who possess relevant knowledge about fertility and
infertility beliefs and rituals in Ilam County. Based on the principle
of data saturation, 25 informants were selected through snowball
sampling. Data were collected using in-depth semi-structured
interviews. For the extraction and categorization of data, the
researcher employed a coding method involving both open and
axial coding techniques. The findings of this study reveal that
fertility has historically served as the sole criterion for women’s
acceptance in traditional societies. After childbirth, various rituals
rooted in folk beliefs are performed to integrate the child into the
community. The diverse recommendations surrounding pregnancy,
infertility, and miscarriage align with certain Islamic scholarly
views, indicating that medical knowledge has been orally
transmitted to the broader society.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

The phenomenon of fertility and infertility in
traditional societies, especially in culturally rich
and religiously embedded regions like Ilam, has
been deeply intertwined with cultural identity,
gender expectations, and religious symbolism. In
contemporary times, while the expansion of
medical technologies has brought about significant
transformations in everyday life, the core beliefs
and ritualistic practices surrounding childbirth and
infertility persist. Particularly, the emotional and
psychological consequences of infertility among
women in traditional communities remain
significant. The role of religious beliefs in coping
with these consequences has attracted considerable
attention from anthropologists and psychologists
alike. Pregnancy is widely regarded as a sacred
phase during which religious rituals provide
psychological comfort and spiritual grounding for
the mother, often reinforcing community ties and
religious devotion (Shahi Sonobari et al., 2022).
Religious beliefs and practices—such as
supplication, visiting shrines, and engaging in
healing rituals—serve not only as means of comfort
but also as tools for medical and psychological
support during this crucial time (Cowchock et al.,
2010; Peterson et al., 2007). Infertility, especially
in traditionally patriarchal societies, carries
stigmatizing labels such as “cold womb” or “barren
fire” and is frequently associated with
psychological distress and social exclusion. The
social construction of motherhood and female
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identity is strongly linked to childbearing
capabilities, making infertility a key determinant of
perceived self-worth and social acceptance
(Behjati-Ardakani et al., 2010). These cultural
perceptions are reinforced through oral traditions
and spiritual beliefs, suggesting that the remedies
and understandings of infertility are transmitted
both socially and spiritually. The high social value
placed on childbearing, especially the preference
for male offspring, further exacerbates the
psychological burden for women who either cannot
conceive or who only bear daughters (Obi et al.,
2009; Padash et al., 2012). This study, therefore,
examines these dynamics through a functionalist,
interpretive, and symbolic  anthropological
framework, referencing foundational theories from
Malinowski, Geertz, and van Gennep.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study was designed using an
ethnographic methodology with a specific focus on
interpretive ethnography, aimed at uncovering the
cultural meanings of fertility and infertility rituals
in llam County. The participants consisted of 25
key informants, all women with intimate
knowledge of local fertility and infertility beliefs
and rituals, selected through snowball sampling
until data saturation was achieved. Semi-structured
in-depth interviews were conducted to collect
narrative data. Data analysis followed a coding
process involving open and axial coding, enabling
the extraction of meaningful categories and themes.
The researcher emphasized immersion in the field
to interpret the participants’ lived experiences.
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Observational and  participatory  techniques
complemented the interviews to deepen cultural
understanding. The data were then interpreted
within theoretical frameworks grounded in
functionalist and symbolic anthropological
perspectives.

Findings

The findings revealed that the cultural practices
around fertility and infertility are deeply rooted in
the local belief systems of llam. Fertility is seen as
a primary criterion for women’s social acceptance.
Rituals such as shrine visits, prayers, vows, and
sacrificial offerings are commonly performed to
facilitate conception, especially for women facing
infertility. A strong preference for male children
was also documented, with women feeling
pressured to bear sons to gain respect and maintain
marital security. Several themes emerged through
coding, including the influence of supernatural
forces on fertility, social alienation due to infertility
or repeated female births, and ritual-based coping
strategies such as amulets and sacred texts. Women
reported experiencing significant emotional stress,
including shame, anxiety, and social withdrawal,
when unable to meet societal expectations of
motherhood. Many resorted to both religious and
traditional remedies after medical interventions
failed. Additionally, infertility was often perceived
as a divine test, and women interpreted religious
verses and community advice as both a spiritual
and social guide. Other patterns identified included
internalized stigma, secrecy about reproductive
health, and the use of rituals for both protective and
curative purposes. The rituals and beliefs varied
slightly across different ethnic groups within the
region but maintained shared symbolic meanings
related to purity, transition, and divine intervention.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate the enduring
significance of cultural and religious rituals in
shaping women’s experiences of fertility and
infertility in traditional societies. Despite
modernization and the introduction of biomedical
treatments, many women still resort to ritualistic
practices rooted in local belief systems as a means

V4.

of coping with infertility. These practices serve not
only to provide spiritual relief but also to maintain
social coherence and personal identity within a
community that equates womanhood with
motherhood. The research underscores that
infertility remains one of the most stigmatized
experiences for women, especially in patriarchal
and tradition-bound contexts, where bearing sons is
often equated with personal and familial honor.
Rituals thus act as both coping mechanisms and
social tools, enabling women to seek hope, reduce
emotional distress, and assert their identity amidst
challenging societal expectations. Moreover, the
study highlights the complex interplay between
traditional and modern approaches to fertility,
showing that many women oscillate between
scientific and spiritual avenues in their pursuit of
motherhood. The ethnographic evidence presented
confirms that rituals, regardless of their empirical
efficacy, provide psychological comfort and a
sense of control over a deeply personal and often
distressing experience. Understanding these rituals
through anthropological and psychological lenses
allows for greater sensitivity in clinical and social
interventions aimed at supporting women facing
fertility challenges. This study contributes to a
nuanced appreciation of how belief systems
continue to shape individual and collective
responses to reproductive health issues in
contemporary traditional societies.
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