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Abstract AN

This article examines a protest action carried out by farmers in Isfahan in July 2021, when a
pregnant cow was publicly sacrificed in front of the Provincial Goyernor’s Office. The act emerged
from conflict over water rights, the drying of the'Zayandeh Rud"“River, and the destruction of
agricultural livelinoods. Rather than treatingithe event as ar\impulsive expression of anger, the
study approaches it as a culturally embedded“performanceslt asks how a familiar sacrificial
practice was transformed into protest and why its symbolic power failed to produce social
reintegration, institutional dialogue, or meaningfulpolieyschange.

The research uses a qualitative, interpretive,case study combining symbolic anthropology and
performance studies. Its materials include\available news reports, photographs, video recordings,
and public media responses. The analysis reconstructs the event, maps the wider conflict onto
Victor Turner’s phases,of social dramay,and examines the relations among location, bodily action,
symbolic form, performers, and\audiences. Because the study relies on public representations
rather than ethnographicgieldwork,it'does not claim direct access to every participant’s intention
or viewer’s experience. N\

Turner’s theory of social drama‘provides the principal framework. The erosion of water rights and
disruption of the farmers’ economic order constitute a breach; expanding protests and
confrontation with“authorities mark the crisis; and the sacrifice operates as redressive action
intended to make suffeting visible and compel an official response. Turner’s concepts of liminality,
communitas,ydeminant symbols, and the liminal-liminoid distinction clarify the action. Richard
Schechner’sfrestoréd behavior explains how an established ritual form was detached from its
conventional context and rearranged politically. Jeffrey Alexander’s cultural pragmatics
illuminates the failure of performative fusion, while Arpad Szakolczai’s permanent liminality
explains the persistence of unresolved crisis.

The first finding concerns spatial and functional displacement. Animal sacrifice ordinarily occurs
within religious, domestic, or sanctioned ritual environments. By moving it to a governmental
building, the farmers turned a bureaucratic site into a temporary stage of crisis and claim-making.
The Governor’s Office, as a sign of state authority, was confronted with blood, animal
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embodiment, and sacred obligation. This displacement did more than dramatize a political
message: it reorganized the ritual’s function. A practice conventionally confirming religious or
communal order became a voluntary, critical, liminoid action directed against failed water
governance. The performance thus joined a traditional symbolic vocabulary to a modern political
demand.

The pregnant cow intensified this transformation. In Turner’s terms, it became a dominant symbol
whose sensory and ideological poles were activated together. Pregnancy, bodily vulnerability,
blood, and death generated pity, horror, grief, or disgust; simultaneotsly, the animal condensed
fertility, motherhood, productive labor, livelihood, innocence, and the threatened future. Its death
combined birth and destruction, abundance and sterility, hope and despair in one disturbing image.
Within Isfahan’s ecological context, the cow could represent both thésfarmers, whose capacity to
produce had been undermined, and the Zayandeh Rud, the life-giving river whose disappearance

threatened regional continuity.
N\
The performance also created what the article calls a communitas of'Sufferingiamong participating

farmers. Shared water scarcity and economic insecurity. reduced differences of village, age,
property, and status, producing a collective identity organized“around loss. Yet this solidarity
remained internal. Beyond the scene, the sacrifice enceuntered copflicting moral frameworks. For
participants familiar with religious sacrifice, it signified surrendering a valuable possession and
the extremity of their condition. For urban viewers and animal®rights advocates, killing a pregnant
animal appeared as unjustifiable violence. The symbel ofwulnerability therefore became the focus
of condemnation. The result was a paradox of commuriitas: cohesion within the protesting group
coincided with interpretive division beyond it.

The performance failed for two further reasons: profound power asymmetry between farmers and
administrative authorities, and the absenge @f institutions capable of translating symbolic protest
into policy. Performanee can,expose €risis and generate pressure, but it still requires audiences
willing to listen and institutions able to réspond. No durable mechanism connected the image’s
intensity to effective redress, The social drama therefore did not reach Turner’s fourth phase,
whether reintegration or formal r\ewgnition of schism. The farmers neither recovered economic
security nor entered a newworder guaranteeing water rights and political representation. Crisis
persisted after the performance ended.

The, article sonsequently proposes chronic liminality as an extension of Turner’s model for
contexts where redressive mechanisms are weak, blocked, or absent. It does not replace social
drama; it\oamesvits arrested movement, when breach, crisis, and symbolic redress recur without
reintegration}r stable separation. The Isfahan case demonstrates the value and limits of Turner’s
framework. Ritual forms remain available for political reinvention, and performance can make
suffering neglected by official discourse visible, urgent, and politically consequential. Yet
symbolic intensity cannot overcome institutional closure, unequal power, or incompatible
interpretive systems. The event matters less as a successful passage from crisis to resolution than
as a performance revealing why such passage had become impossible.
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