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Abstract

In the folklore of Bushehr, dolls made from reed stalks were crafted not
only for entertainment but also as scapegoat figures for young girls.
Despite their cultural and ritual significance, comprehensive studies on
their dual and symbolic functions remain limited. This ethnographic
study uses a combined fieldwork and documentary approach. The
research focuses on scapegoat dolls in Iranian folk cultures, with a
qualitative case study of a reed doll from Bushehr. The study explains the
four classical elements embodied in these dolls and analyzes their ritual
function. According to local belief, supernatural forces known as Ahl-e
Hava could afflict young girls; in such cases, the doll acted as a
substitute, transferring misfortune to it. The doll was then burned by a
Mamazar or a married woman, symbolizing the removal of misfortune
and restoration of balance to individual and communal life. This process
reflects the cycle of the four elements: the reed grows from earth and
water, is exposed to wind, and is finally reduced to ashes by fire. The
sequence (water + air + fire — earth) embodied in the doll represents
transforming turbulent forces into controllable energy and preserving
cosmic order in Bushehr’s ritual beliefs.
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