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Abstract:

The Iranian handwoven carpet has always served, beyond being an artistic or consumer good, as an important medium for representing the
culture and identity of society. Among these, the Khamseh carpet of Zanjan, with its mental-geometric motifs and natural dyes, is considered
a reflection of the ecosystem and identity of the Khamseh tribes. However, contemporary social and economic changes—such as the
introduction of commercial patterns, the weakening of indigenous tradition transmission, and the declining economic value of weaving—
have led to the gradual erosion of this identity. The present study was conducted with the aim of identifying the identity-forming components
of the Khamseh carpet and examining the threats it faces. Accordingly, three main questions were raised: (1) What are the key identity-giving
elements of the Khamseh carpet? (2) What factors have weakened this identity? (3) What strategies can be proposed for its revitalization?
The research method is qualitative, based on description and thematic analysis. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with
weavers and local experts, field observation in active workshops, and document analysis. Findings indicate that a visual structure based on
broken and symbolic motifs, the use of natural dyes such as madder and indigo, and a low knot density are among the most important identity
markers of this carpet. In contrast, the spread of commercial patterns, intergenerational discontinuity, and the substitution of synthetic dyes
have created conditions that weaken its cultural identity. The results of the study show that the Khamseh carpet is in transition from a “living
carpet with tribal identity” to a “market-oriented and rootless product.” Accordingly, revitalizing indigenous discourse, strengthening
supportive policies, and linking tradition with innovation are identified as key strategies for the protection and continuity of this cultural
heritage.
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3.Decorative / Peripheral Motifs.
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Extended Abstract

The Iranian handwoven carpet, deeply rooted in both tangible and intangible cultural heritage, transcends the boundaries of
being a mere artistic or consumer good and functions instead as a cultural text embodying identity, social memory, and aesthetic
systems of local communities. Among these, the Khamseh carpet of Zanjan represents a remarkable example, emerging from
the lived experiences of nomadic and semi-nomadic tribes such as Afshar, Shahsevan, Bayat, Qara Dagh, and Lo. These carpets,
characterized by mental-geometric motifs, natural dyes like madder and indigo, and relatively low knot density, act as symbolic
representations of tribal identity, cultural memory, and ecological adaptation (1). The study of such artifacts demands a
comprehensive theoretical lens that situates weaving practices within broader socio-cultural processes. Bourdieu’s concept of
habitus allows for the recognition of weaving as a symbolic practice that extends beyond technical skill, capturing the
internalized aesthetic dispositions and cultural routines of women weavers (3). Complementarily, Appadurai’s notion of the
social life of things highlights the shifting meanings of the Khamseh carpet as it circulates from tribal households to urban
markets, where its semiotic and cultural value transforms into a commodified and rootless product (4). Barthes’ cultural
semiotics further enriches this framework by enabling a reading of carpets as cultural texts whose motifs, colors, and visual
structures function as codes encoding collective memories, religious practices, and symbolic worldviews (5). These combined
perspectives illuminate how the Khamseh carpet, though historically tied to ritual, dowry traditions, and expressions of social
prestige, is increasingly threatened by commercial patterning, synthetic dyes, and the disruption of intergenerational knowledge
transmission (2).

The methodology employed in this research reflects a qualitative and descriptive orientation, grounded in thematic analysis
to excavate both explicit and latent cultural meanings embedded in the carpet. Data collection was designed to capture lived
realities, combining semi-structured interviews with twenty weavers, three master artisans, and two regional carpet experts, as
well as direct field observations in seven active workshops and documentary analysis of historical and ethnographic records.

This triangulation of data enhanced validity by cross-verifying narratives with empirical artifacts and scholarly works, a process
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in line with thematic analysis models such as Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework (16). Analysis revealed a series of
cultural signifiers including symbolic motifs such as the Tree of Life, boteh (paisley) forms, broken mihrabs, and eight-pointed
stars, all of which serve as condensed cultural codes linking cosmological beliefs, fertility, gender symbolism, and ritual
practices (8). Likewise, the use of vegetal dyes like madder, walnut husk, and sumac ties the visual appearance of the carpet to
the ecological conditions of mountainous Zanjan, reinforcing the ecological embeddedness of material culture (6). Pictorial
documentation of samples such as late nineteenth-century Shahsevan and Afshar carpets confirms that asymmetrical, unplotted
designs and earthy tones were deeply integrated into local cosmologies (9). Taken together, these findings situate the Khamseh
carpet within a cultural system that bridges materiality, ritual, and collective identity, while simultaneously revealing how
socio-economic changes and modernization pressures jeopardize this linkage.

The historical geography of the Khamseh region amplifies the carpet’s role as a vessel of cultural hybridity. The tribes of
Zanjan, situated in a semi-arid and mountainous ecosystem, developed portable weaving technologies, such as horizontal
looms, that were compatible with seasonal migrations. This practical adaptation left deep imprints on the morphology of the
carpets: rectangular or elongated asymmetrical shapes, loose knot density, and small-scale portable formats suited for nomadic
life (7). The visual repertoire of these carpets blends Islamic geometric abstraction with indigenous narrative symbolism,
creating a multilayered visual language that simultaneously conveys cosmological order and personal histories (10). The
compartmentalized motifs—often rendered as lozenges, squares, or hexagons—function as symbolic enclosures, akin to tents,
corrals, or sacred boundaries, thereby sacralizing visual space and embedding cosmological symbolism within the weave (13).
Carpets were not only used in domestic spaces such as black tents but also in dowries, ritual offerings, and religious ceremonies,
thereby solidifying their dual roles as utilitarian artifacts and symbolic carriers of tribal identity. The embeddedness of weaving
practices within women’s daily lives further underlines the gendered character of knowledge reproduction, where motifs,
dyeing skills, and weaving techniques are transmitted orally and experientially, forming a habitus that is resilient yet fragile
under the pressures of modern commaodification (17).

The thematic analysis identified three major categories: (1) identity-forming components of the Khamseh carpet, (2) factors
weakening this identity, and (3) the current transitional status of production. Within the first category, identity markers include
symbolic motifs rooted in tribal cosmology, vegetal-based dyeing systems, reliance on local wool from Afshar and Shahsevan
breeds, horizontal loom structures facilitating nomadic mobility, and cultural practices integrating carpets into dowry and ritual
contexts (15). The weakening factors, by contrast, include the disruption of intergenerational transmission of motifs, growing
dominance of urban and commercial patterns, substitution of natural dyes with cheaper synthetics, diminished ritual and social
functions, and lack of institutional support (14). As an illustrative case, many younger weavers now prefer to rely on market-
printed designs instead of reconstructing traditional motifs from memory, thereby eroding the symbolic codes embedded within
tribal aesthetics. Similarly, older informants lamented the replacement of vegetal dyes with synthetics, which they viewed as
stripping carpets of their symbolic vitality and ecological rootedness. These changes parallel Hall’s conception of cultural
identity as a dynamic and recombinatory process shaped by globalization and market forces (18). As such, the Khamseh carpet
now occupies a liminal status: still retaining traces of indigenous identity in isolated workshops, but increasingly reconstituted
as a market-oriented artifact devoid of its layered symbolic meaning.

The study also situates its findings within broader theoretical and comparative contexts. The erosion of identity in the
Khamseh carpet exemplifies how cultural artifacts undergo processes of commodification, semiotic hollowing, and symbolic

displacement in the face of modernization. Barthes’ concept of emptied signifiers captures how motifs once imbued with sacred
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meaning, such as protective lozenges or fertility boteh forms, are now reduced to repetitive decorative patterns in mass-market
designs (5). Appadurai’s framework underscores the movement of carpets across social spaces, from nomadic tents to urban
exhibitions, where shifts in consumption reframe them as commodities rather than cultural texts (4). Giddens’ account of
modernity explains the rupture of traditional transmission systems, as intergenerational pathways of knowledge break down
under the weight of formal schooling and labor migration (17). Ethnographic details from participants reinforce these
theoretical insights: older weavers stress the sacred and symbolic role of motifs, while younger ones emphasize market
preferences, indicating a reorientation from symbolic to economic capital in Bourdieu’s sense of field dynamics. This cultural
transition aligns with global patterns documented in studies of intangible heritage, where local crafts oscillate between revivalist
movements and commodifying pressures (11). Ultimately, the Khamseh carpet serves as a microcosm of broader processes of
cultural erosion, reflecting both local challenges and global structural transformations.

The implications of these findings extend across cultural, educational, and institutional domains. Culturally, there is an
urgent need to document and archive mental patterns, symbolic motifs, and oral histories before they disappear, framing them
as intangible cultural heritage worthy of preservation. Educationally, revitalizing mother—daughter workshops and integrating
oral knowledge into formal curricula could help bridge the gap between traditional and modern systems of knowledge
transmission. Institutionally, supportive policies are necessary to embed the Khamseh carpet into regional development
agendas, to provide insurance and financial support to weavers, and to foster alternative markets emphasizing authenticity and
geographical indications rather than commercial homogenization. Such measures parallel successful international projects
where local communities, in collaboration with cultural heritage organizations, reclaimed their crafts not merely as
commaodities but as carriers of identity and collective memory (12). In addition, symbolic revitalization through the recognition
of carpets as “regional cultural capital” could reestablish their prestige and protect them from market-driven dilution. This
systemic approach, linking Bourdieu’s field theory with grounded ethnographic insights, underscores that the preservation of
intangible heritage must engage both cultural symbolism and socio-economic structures simultaneously.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that the Khamseh carpet of Zanjan is at a critical juncture: historically it has embodied
a complex system of tribal identity, ecological embeddedness, and symbolic meaning, yet under the pressures of
commodification, urban market forces, and disrupted transmission, it faces gradual cultural erosion. The findings affirm that
the carpet is transitioning from a “living tribal artifact” to a “market-oriented product,” losing much of its cultural
embeddedness in the process. Nevertheless, the study also highlights possible strategies for revitalization, including reinforcing
indigenous discourse, promoting intergenerational educational programs, developing supportive institutional frameworks, and
integrating tradition with innovation. These insights contribute not only to the literature on cultural identity and intangible

heritage but also offer practical pathways for sustaining one of Iran’s most emblematic yet endangered cultural artifacts.
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