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Familiarity with the culture and inherited heritage of a nation requires the
examination, study, understanding, and interpretation of the relationships
between the foundations, phenomena, and social manifestations existing within
that society. One of the most valuable representations of a society’s cultural
life is its clothing and the type of attire worn by its people. The aim of this
study is to identify the factors that, over time, have influenced the traditional
clothing of the people of Ilam. In this regard, the research draws upon the
functionalist school, Malinowski’s theory of needs, Tylor’s theory of survivals,
and the diffusionist school. The research methodology includes case study,
fieldwork, and interviews. It is noteworthy that the current form of headwear
and body clothing among the people of Ilam, as explained in this article, has
been influenced by several key factors: the passage of time and political
changes; the social activities of men and women; ethnic identity; climatic and
geographical conditions; livelihood patterns; cultural and religious beliefs of
the community; the functional role of each clothing component; and the social
status of individuals.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The traditional clothing of the Ilam people stands as a multifaceted cultural artifact shaped by a
convergence of historical, social, environmental, and symbolic dimensions. In anthropological terms,
clothing is not merely a utilitarian tool for covering the body; rather, it is a complex cultural text that
encodes the values, norms, and identities of the community in which it exists. The people of llam, a region
marked by mountainous terrain and rich historical heritage, offer a compelling case for analyzing the
intersection of attire and ethnocultural identity. The significance of traditional dress in Ilam transcends
aesthetics or practicality—it reflects the people’s response to environmental conditions, economic
patterns, and spiritual beliefs. Functionalism provides the theoretical backdrop for this analysis by
emphasizing the societal roles played by each element of clothing. According to the functionalist school,
particularly as articulated by Malinowski, clothing functions to satisfy basic human needs such as warmth,
modesty, and status communication (Garbarino, 1998). Furthermore, the continued presence of certain
ceremonial or decorative features, even after they lose their original utilitarian value, exemplifies what
Tylor conceptualized as “survivals”—customs inherited from earlier stages of cultural evolution that
persist as symbolic residues (Parvaneh, 2007). Additionally, the diffusionist approach elucidates the
transmission of certain clothing elements across tribal and regional boundaries due to cultural contact,
migration, and trade (Rouholamini, 1991). This anthropological investigation of Ilam’s traditional clothing
is grounded in such theoretical diversity, and aims to uncover how deeply embedded meanings and
external influences coalesce to shape attire in both historical and contemporary settings.

The ethnographic dimension of this research utilized participatory fieldwork, in-depth interviews,
and direct observation to document the material and symbolic features of I[lam’s traditional garments. The
study identifies a range of clothing components specific to women and men, segmented by their function,
social use, and environmental adaptability. Women’s clothing includes a combination of headgear (such
as the richly patterned “golvani”), loose-fitting tunics, vests (“sokhmeh”), skirts, and culturally
meaningful accessories like the “shal kamar” (waist sash) and a variety of traditional jewelry. Men’s attire
is similarly diversified, comprising winter-specific items like “ferajis” (wool cloaks), everyday garments
such as “shwal jafis” (traditional trousers), and event-specific outfits worn during ceremonies or festivals.
Each item encapsulates specific messages about the wearer’s gender, marital status, social class, and tribal
affiliation. Climatic considerations are intricately woven into the clothing's design. For instance, heavy
wool garments and layered headwear provide insulation during Ilam’s harsh winters, while lightweight
cotton fabrics are reserved for the hot, dry summers. Thus, the environmental determinism posited in
anthropological theories of material culture finds empirical validation in Ilam’s case (Gheibi, 2009).
Additionally, as noted in regional histories, these garments also express continuity with past civilizations,
linking modern llami identity with historical legacies (Wilcox, 2001; Zaka, 1967). The symbolism of color
and fabric choice—black for mourning, red for vitality in weddings, or green for spiritual meanings—
further exemplifies the semiotic richness of this material culture.

The research highlights the gendered aspect of traditional clothing, revealing a well-defined
dichotomy in the attire of men and women that resonates with wider patterns in Iranian and Kurdish tribal
societies. For women, clothing serves both protective and ornamental functions. Items like the “golvani,”
“sokhmeh,” and intricately beaded accessories not only enhance beauty but signify socioeconomic status,
family honor, and feminine ideals. These garments, often hand-sewn and embroidered, reflect collective
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aesthetics and communal labor, where elder women pass on tailoring skills to younger generations. The
cultural encoding of femininity is particularly salient in marital garments, such as bridal dresses adorned
with symbolic motifs and brightly colored veils that signal fertility and joy. By contrast, men’s clothing
often emphasizes resilience, austerity, and alignment with tribal roles. Items like the “shwal jafi,” wide-
legged and durable, suit agricultural labor and pastoralism, while the “feraji” denotes readiness for harsh
terrain and cold climates. These distinctions align with the functionalist premise that social institutions
(including gender roles) are reinforced through material culture (Tavassoli, 2003). Ritual garments worn
during life events—births, weddings, and deaths—underscore the integration of clothing into the lifecycle
and social fabric. This includes mourning attire of muted colors and the complete absence of jewelry, as
well as festive garments designed to attract attention and express joy.

Historical and intergenerational transformations in Ilam’s traditional attire are also analyzed in this
research. It is evident that socio-political developments, such as the Islamic Revolution, the Iran—Iraq War,
and rural-to-urban migration, have precipitated both shifts and syncretisms in clothing customs. For
instance, the wartime period saw increased use of black “maqnaeh” headscarves, particularly among
mourning women, as symbols of resilience and piety. Over time, Western-style garments and industrial
fabrics have replaced many traditional articles in everyday use, with traditional attire now mostly confined
to ceremonial occasions. The decline in daily use, however, does not imply cultural extinction. Instead,
the symbolic preservation of clothing through ritual performance illustrates what anthropologists identify
as cultural retention. Books and scholarship by Iranian ethnographers such as Ziapour and Chitsaz have
underscored how traditional attire preserves intangible cultural heritage (Chitsaz, 2000; Ziapour, 1964). The
challenge today lies in reconciling modernization with preservation—a dilemma faced not only in llam
but across Iran’s diverse ethno-regional landscapes. Nevertheless, localized resistance to clothing
homogenization is visible in events like traditional weddings, where elaborate dress still marks status,
ethnicity, and intergenerational continuity. The Ilami case reveals how clothing can be both a site of
cultural erosion and resistance.

One of the most remarkable aspects of Ilam’s traditional clothing is the intricate relationship it
maintains with ceremonial life. Wedding attire, for example, is steeped in symbolism, ranging from the
red veil signifying vitality and optimism to decorative elements like “jagheh” (gold forehead ornaments)
and “kolengeh” (beaded overcoats). Even the act of girding the bride with a white “shal kamar” by her
brother has symbolic underpinnings rooted in ancient Zoroastrian beliefs. Similarly, mourning attire
adheres to strict codes—dull colors, plain textiles, and abstention from jewelry—to convey grief and social
solidarity. The annual ceremonial ritual of “chamar” (a communal mourning event for prominent figures)
illustrates the performative use of clothing to construct and display collective memory. In such events,
gender-specific clothing delineates roles and spaces, while specialized garments such as the “kola rakhteh”
and “korakeh” signal status and identity. The use of clothing in these rites is not incidental but deliberate,
serving as a semiotic system that conveys values of honor, sacrifice, and familial obligation. This aligns
with the anthropological notion that clothing functions as a social script—inscribed, performed, and
interpreted through the codes of culture (Asgari Khanegah, 2000).

Furthermore, the article details how clothing practices in llam have been shaped by both internal
cultural logics and external influences. The diffusionist framework captures the layered influences from
Arab, Turkish, and other neighboring cultures that have found expression in llami garments. Examples




include the adoption of “maqgna” from southern tribes or the stylistic incorporation of Kurdish embroidery
patterns. This confirms the diffusionist claim that cultural elements often travel via migration, commerce,
or conquest and become embedded in local practices through adaptation and localization (Rouholamini,
1991). Interestingly, not all borrowed elements remain unchanged. Some undergo “indigenization,”
wherein foreign elements are modified to fit local aesthetic and symbolic preferences. Thus, the cultural
identity of Ilam’s people is not static but dynamic, redefined over generations through interaction with
other cultures while retaining a core of symbolic coherence. This dynamic is further visible in the
children’s and infants’ clothing practices, which retain strong ritualistic dimensions. Infants, for instance,
are wrapped in amulets and charm-laden cloths—such as “pishtan”—meant to ward off evil and ensure
health. The meanings ascribed to these clothing practices offer insights into how traditional societies
embed cosmological beliefs into everyday life.

In conclusion, this anthropological investigation into the traditional clothing of the people of llam
not only preserves a rich corpus of material and symbolic culture but also enhances our understanding of
how attire operates as a cultural artifact, a social instrument, and a historical document. The study
illustrates that clothing in llam is more than functional covering—it is an archive of memory, a medium
of identity construction, and a form of resistance to cultural erasure. The interaction between
environmental constraints, social roles, ritual needs, and historical shifts is vividly embodied in the
textiles, colors, and forms of Ilam’s traditional attire. As modernization continues to reshape cultural
practices across Iran, the preservation, documentation, and reinterpretation of such traditions become not
only an academic necessity but also a societal imperative. This research contributes meaningfully to
Iranian cultural anthropology and provides a methodological blueprint for future ethnographic studies that
seek to uncover the hidden layers of meaning in seemingly mundane aspects of daily life, such as what
people wear and why they wear it.
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