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festivals has been one of the most important forms of worship, to which various religions of the world
have paid attention with the motivation of renewing time. The Zoroastrian religion is one of the
religions in which holding festivals holds a special place. In this faith, festivals are held on various
occasions and are accompanied by hymns, feasts, and a collection of pleasant customs. Here, one of
the monthly festivals in Zoroastrian culture, called Abangan, is examined, which, according to
Yazdgird’s calendar, is held on the tenth day of the eighth month of the year, Aban. In the present study,
Clifford Geertz's interpretive analysis method has been used to understand the deep and hidden
meanings of this festival and its how and why. Due to the influence of the goddess Anahita's role in this
ceremony, the relevant Avestan hymns have also been examined with a textual analysis approach to
interpret the reason for the ritual at its profound level. The research data pertains to the Zoroastrian
community of Iran and has been collected through oral interviews, digital content, and library
resources. This festival is specifically held to commemorate water and Anahita. The findings show that
this ritual is not only a cultural means through which the Zoroastrian community defines itself, but it
is also held for group solidarity, strengthening natural forces, the prosperity of agriculture and animal
husbandry, and increased fertility. Given that the characteristics of water and Anahita are similar in
terms of femininity, fertility, purity, abundance, and expansiveness, increase, healing, freedom, power,
and adornment, Anahita is likely the sacred, spiritual, and transcendental form of water, and water is

the earthly form of Andahita.
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1.

Introduction

Rituals and festivals are integral to the religious experience, functioning not only as
expressions of faith but also as mechanisms through which communities reinforce cultural
identity, social cohesion, and cosmic order. In Zoroastrianism, one of the world’s oldest
religions, joy is considered a spiritual duty, and festivals are celebrated as sacred times of
renewal, thanksgiving, and affirmation of divine creation. Among these observances, the
Abangan festival occupies a special place. Celebrated on the tenth day of the month of
Aban, the festival honors both the element of water and the goddess Anahita, the divine
embodiment of purity, fertility, and healing.

Abangan is not amere cultural tradition but a multi-layered ritual that connects cosmology,
mythology, and communal life. Water, as the second creation in Zoroastrian cosmology,
represents life, fertility, and purification. Anahita, whose name means “undefiled” or
“pure,” personifies the spiritual and feminine dimension of water. The festival incorporates
prayers, offerings, and symbolic acts such as sprinkling water and performing abzohr, all
of which reaffirm the sanctity of water as the source of abundance and renewal.

Research Methodology

The research employs Geertz’s interpretive anthropology, which emphasizes symbols as
vehicles of cultural meaning. For him, rituals are texts that fuse the lived and the conceived
worlds, providing participants with both a cosmological map and a moral framework.
Accordingly, this study applies Geertz’s “thick description” to the Abangan festival. The
methodology proceeds in three stages: Textual Analysis: Primary Zoroastrian scriptures,
including the Avesta, Aban Yast, and Bundahisn, are examined, alongside ritual texts such
as the abzohr prayers. These sources articulate the symbolic associations between water
and Anahita. It is analyzed as a layered text whose meanings extend beyond surface
practices. Hermeneutic interpretation uncovers symbolic associations and hidden
dimensions—such as fertility, protection, and social renewal—that may not be explicitly
recognized by practitioners but form part of the ritual’s cultural logic. Ethnographic and
Comparative Perspective: Observations of contemporary Zoroastrian practices, including
visits to fire temples, water offerings, and communal gatherings, are interpreted in light of
Geertz’s theory. Comparative insights from studies of Anahita’s worship and water
symbolism in Iranian religion further enrich the analysis.

This multi-pronged approach integrates textual, symbolic, and interpretive methods,
enabling a comprehensive reading of the Abangan festival as both lived religion and
cultural narrative.

Discussion

The interpretive analysis reveals that the Abangan festival is embedded in a dense network
of symbolic meanings that extend across cosmological, ritual, and social dimensions.

In Zoroastrian cosmology, water is the second of the primordial creations, flowing from the
mythical river Arodvi Stra Anahita into the cosmic sea Vourukasa. Water is conceived as
both a physical and spiritual entity, cleansing and fertilizing the world. The goddess
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Anahita, associated with the planet Venus and often described in richly adorned feminine
imagery, embodies the sacred qualities of water: fertility, purity, healing, and strength.
The Aban Yastand other Avestan hymns praise Anahita as the source of growth, protection,
and abundance. Her dual nature—as cosmic river and celestial goddess—createsa symbolic
framework in which water represents both material sustenance and divine blessing. By
venerating Anahita during Abangan, Zoroastrians affirm water’s sacred role in sustaining
life and order.

The core of the festival centers on rituals performed beside water sources or within fire
temples. The abzohr ceremony involves mixing consecrated substances such as water, milk,
pomegranate leaves, and fragrant herbs, which are then offered back to the water. This act
symbolizes reciprocity with nature: returning purity to the source of life to ensure its
preservation and abundance.

Other practices include reciting hymns, laying ceremonial spreads with bread, fruits, and
greenery, and sprinkling water on one another as a symbol of cleansing and renewal.
Bathing in water signifies both physical purification and spiritual rebirth .

Geertz’s interpretive lens highlights three symbolic layers:

Natural Function: Water as the source of fertility, agriculture, and human prosperity.
Ritual Transformation: Natural processes are elevated into sacred acts that embody divine
presence.

Hermeneutic Interpretation: Scholars uncover deeper symbolic meanings—such as water’s
connection to purity, fertility, and divine femininity—that extend beyond practitioners’
immed iate awareness.

Anahita’s attributes mirror the qualities of water: she is at once nurturing and powerful,
beautiful and protective, pure yet abundant. She embodies the generative force of nature
while also symbolizing divine order. Through rituals of Abangan, Zoroastrians interpret
their relationship to the environment, fertility, and community. The goddess thus functions
as a cultural text, linking cosmology, social life, and ethical order into a coherent narrative.

4. Conclusion

The study demonstrates that the Abangan is more than a festival; it is a symbolic system
that integrates Zoroastrian cosmology, mythology, and social life. By venerating water and
Anahita, Zoroastrians affirm both the physical and spiritual foundations of existence.
Ultimately, Abangan embodies the Zoroastrian worldview in which joy, fertility, and
community are sacred duties. By participating in the festival, practitioners do not merely
remember cosmological myths but enact them, fusing lived experience with divine order.
The ritual thus sustains both individual faith and collective identity, reaffirming the sacred
relationship between humanity, nature, and the divine.

In conclusion, the Abangan festival is a multifaceted ritual that functions simultaneously as
worship, social gathering, and cultural narrative. It preserves religious tradition, reinforces
community cohesion, and celebrates the sanctity of water and the divine feminine. Assuch,
Abangan remains a vital cultural mechanism for sustaining the Zoroastrian worldview and
ensuring its transmission into the future.
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