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Original Article
Abstract

Background and aim: Despite the prominent place of sweets in the culture and everyday life of the people of Yazd, the
cultural dimensions of their continued consumption have received relatively little independent attention. Therefore, the
present study was conducted to examine the cultural and social contexts underlying the continued consumption of
sweets in the city of Yazd

Data and method: This study was conducted using a qualitative approach and an ethnographic method. Data were
collected through participant observation, sustained engagement in confectioneries, sweet-making workshops,
households, and ritual occasions, along with field notes. To complement the data, semi-structured interviews were
subsequently conducted with seven confectioners and seven consumers. The data were analyzed using Spradley’s three-
stage method.

Findings: The continued consumption of sweets in Yazd results from the interplay of culture, economy, climate, social
status, collective memory, and emotional relationships, and cannot be explained solely in terms of taste preferences or
nutritional needs. In different contexts, including gatherings, celebrations, mourning ceremonies, visits to the sick,
travel, Ramadan, and Nowruz, sweets serve various functions, such as expressing respect, hospitality, strengthening
social ties, displaying social status, preserving memories, and transmitting cultural values. In addition, concepts that
emerged from the field, including “installment sweets,” “junk sweets,” “sweets as symbolic capital,” “the ceremonial
display of sweets,” and “sweets as a cultural response,” reveal less explored dimensions of the culture of sweet
consumption.

Conclusion: This study shows that sweets in Yazd serve as a cultural medium through which identity, social relations,
and collective memory are reproduced.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Food plays a role in human life that extends far beyond meeting basic biological and nutritional
needs. Across many cultures, food carries profound social, symbolic, and identity-related meanings.
Scholars such as Lévi-Strauss, Barthes, Douglas, Fox, and Fisher have emphasized that the
selection, preparation, and consumption of food are not merely biological acts; rather, they acquire
meaning within particular cultural contexts and social relations. Among food products, sugar and
sweets have long held a distinctive yet ambivalent position. On the one hand, they have been
associated with luxury, social status, celebration, love, and friendship; on the other, they have been
linked to health concerns such as dental caries and type 2 diabetes. In Yazd, sweets occupy a
prominent place in the cultural and everyday life of the people. Local beliefs, including the
traditional distinction between foods that are considered “hot” and “cold” in relation to bodily
temperament, have also shaped the community’s cognitive framework for understanding food and
nutrition. Despite this cultural significance, however, the cultural dimensions of the continued
consumption of sweets have received relatively little independent attention. Given that the
prevalence of diabetes in Yazd Province has been reported to be twice the national average, there is
a particular need to examine the place of sweet consumption within the dietary system of the people
of Yazd. Accordingly, this study aims to explore the sociocultural meanings associated with sweet
consumption, its place in local beliefs and popular culture, and its connections with the social
relationships of the people of Yazd.

Methods and Data

This study adopted a qualitative approach and an ethnographic method. Data were collected
through participant observation and the researcher’s sustained presence in confectioneries, sweet-
making workshops, households, and ritual occasions, particularly during Nowruz 1404.
Observations were systematically documented in the form of field notes. To complement the
observational data, semi-structured interviews were conducted with seven confectioners and seven
consumers, allowing the study to consider both the professional perspectives of producers and the
experiences of consumers. The data were analyzed using Spradley’s three-stage method, consisting
of domain analysis, taxonomic analysis, and componential analysis. The data organization, coding,
and analysis process was facilitated using MAXQDA 2024. The validity and reliability of the study
were supported by the researcher’s direct and prolonged engagement in the field, systematic
documentation of observations, and careful recording of the research process. Ethical
considerations, including maintaining the anonymity of participants, were observed throughout all
stages of the study.
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Findings

The findings show that the continued consumption of sweets in Yazd cannot be explained solely
in terms of taste preferences or nutritional needs. Rather, it is shaped by the interplay of culture,
economy, climate, social status, collective memory, and emotional relationships. The findings are
organized around three main themes.

First, “Economic Capital and Sweets” shows that sweets are not merely food items but also
commodities through which the quality, reputation, and economic capacity of both buyers and
sellers are expressed. Several concepts emerged from this theme, including “the economization of
taste,” referring to the impact of rising prices of raw ingredients on the authenticity of the taste of
traditional sweets; “junk sweets,” referring to the decline in product quality resulting from the
substitution of cheaper ingredients; “installment sweets,” referring to the purchase of sweets on
credit or through installment payments based on trust and interpersonal relationships between
confectioners and customers; “meaningful customer—confectioner experiences,” referring to
customers’ loyalty to particular confectioneries based on shared memories and trust; and “local
market reputation,” referring to the ways in which confectioneries build their reputation through
everyday conversations among local people.

Second, “The Ceremonial Display of Sweets” demonstrates that sweets are not simply food but
an integral part of the performance of rituals and social relations. This dimension can be observed in
five main contexts. Wedding sweets symbolize sweetness, happiness, prosperity, and blessings at
the beginning of married life, with certain sweets, such as Chaharluz and Nan-e-Mangqa, expected
to be present. Nowruz sweets represent a peak period of demand and an important form of
hospitality and social display. Mourning sweets, including the distribution of sweets and dates as
khayrat (charitable offerings), are intended to ease the bitterness of grief rather than to signify
happiness. Ramadan sweets, particularly zulbia, bamieh, and goosh-e-fil, are closely associated with
the iftar table and the rituals of breaking the fast. Birthday sweets, especially the cake and the ritual
of blowing out candles, occupy a central place in marking the formal beginning of the celebration.

Third, “Sweets as a Cultural Response” reveals broader dimensions of the functions of sweets,
including “physiological-group sweets,” referring to changes in consumption patterns in response to
diabetes and growing attention to health and physical fitness, alongside the still-common belief in
the nourishing qualities of traditional sweets; “functionalist meanings,” including providing energy,
expressing respect, and beliefs in the therapeutic properties of sweets; “empathetic sweets,”
referring to sending sweets to loved ones living abroad as a way of conveying longing and a sense
of belonging; “sweets as symbolic capital,” reflecting the idea that hospitality without sweets is
almost meaningless and that their absence may be perceived as damaging to the host’s social
reputation; “the entanglement of sweets with everyday life,” particularly the inseparable connection
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between tea and sweets in daily habits; “climate-shaped taste,” referring to the connection between
Yazd’s hot and dry climate and preferences for sweet and warming foods; and “belief in the hot—
cold distinction,” through which the consumption of sweets is recommended to counteract bodily
coldness and restore humoral balance.

Conclusion and Discussion

The findings of this study show that sweets in Yazd function as a cultural medium through which
identity, social relations, and collective memory are reproduced. What distinguishes this study is its
focus on why the consumption of sweets continues in everyday life, rather than simply examining
sweets as a form of traditional heritage. Drawing on Douglas’s perspective, the consumption of
sweets is not merely an individual act but part of a broader cultural system and a set of social rules.
From a functionalist perspective, this consumption also has an adaptive dimension, as it is
connected to local beliefs about the hot—cold properties of foods and to the hot and dry climate of
Yazd. From the perspective of Bourdieu’s theory of distinction, the type, quality, and place of
purchase of sweets can serve as means of displaying social status and symbolic capital. Overall, this
study demonstrates that sweets in Yazd are not simply food. They function as a cultural medium for
reproducing identity, strengthening social ties, displaying social status, and transmitting cultural
memory from one generation to the next.
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