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Abstract

Calamity-averting refers to the act of transferring or warding off misfortune through
various methods. This element of folk culture, known as calamity-averting beliefs, has
held a special place among the Kurdish people, as it has among other ethnic groups and
nations. The present study examines these beliefs, focusing on practices for averting illness,
death, natural disasters, dangerous animals, the evil eye, and the als and jinn possession.
This research aims to identify these beliefs, explain the reasons for their use, and analyze
their functions. The study employs a descriptive—analytical approach, with data gathered
through both library and field research, and analyzed using content analysis techniques.
The findings indicate that Kurdish calamity-averting beliefs are based on two magical
principles, homeopathic (similarity) and contagious (contact) magic, and that some have
evolved alongside religious beliefs, taking on new forms adapted to distinct purposes.
Keywords: Folk Culture, Calamity-Averting Beliefs, Kurdish People, Natural Disasters,
Evil Eye, Jinn Possession.

Introduction

Calamity-averting refers to “an object, animal, or person that takes upon itself, or wards
off, a destined misfortune from another, thereby protecting them from harm” (Najafi, 2008:
169), and “to become someone’s calamity-averting; to bear the calamity so that they may
remain safe” (Dehkhoda, 1998: 4943). It was traditionally believed that, through magical
laws, one could comprehend or even alter the surrounding world. Early humans thought
they could produce any desired effect by imitating it, or that any material object could exert
a similar influence on someone who had once been in contact with it. According to Frazer
(2019), such thought belongs to two anthropological categories: contagious magic (based
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on contact) and homeopathic magic (based on similarity) (87-88).

Inaddition, the discovery and identification of various folk beliefs canreveal the philosophical
foundations underpinning them. Thus, by understanding folk culture and literature and the
influence of belief systems within them, this study examines calamity-averting beliefs in
Kurdish folk culture and literature. These beliefs are discussed in five categories: warding
off illness and death, averting natural disasters, repelling the evil eye, deterring harmful
animals, and protecting against the als (a female demon in folklore) and jinn possession,
in order to provide an accurate analysis of calamity-averting traditions in Kurdish culture.
Calamity-averting beliefs form a significant part of Kurdish folk culture and literature.
The aims of this research are to identify these beliefs, analyze their content through the
two magical laws of similarity and contact, examine their interweaving with religious
traditions, and explore the reasons for their use. Through this, a clearer understanding of
calamity-averting practices in Kurdish folk culture and literature can be achieved.
Research Method

This study collects data on calamity-averting beliefs among Kurdish-speaking communities
through both library and field research, then analyzes them using a descriptive—analytical
method grounded in anthropological approaches. The paper addresses this research
question:

Based on the two magical laws of similarity and contact, as well as mythological

and religious dimensions, what role and function have calamity-averting beliefs

played among the Kurdish people?

Literature Review

Frazer’s The Golden Bough (2019) is one of the most influential works examining beliefs,
rituals, primitive religions, magic, and superstition worldwide, relying on mythology and
religion. Donaldson’ The Evil Eye (2020) is a collection of twenty-one essays on the evil
eye among different cultures. Donaldson, in Wild Rue (2022), studies Iranian folk culture.
Among Iranian works, Agayed al-Nesa (Kolsoom-Nane) by Khansari is considered the
earliest text in which women’s beliefs in the Safavid era were humorously recorded.
Hedayat, more systematically, presented various beliefs and rituals from birth to death
in Neyrangestan (1933). Lesan, in “Sacrifice from Ancient Times to the Present” (1976),
discusses the history of sacrifice in Iran. Shamlu, in sections of Koucheh (1978), documents
Iranian folk beliefs, some of which overlap with Kurdish calamity-averting traditions.
Zolfaghari and Shiri, in Popular Beliefs of the Iranian People (2015), analyze Iranian folk
beliefs. Jafari Qanavati, in An Introduction to Iranian Folklore (2015), studies folklore in
two parts: seasonal customs and oral literature. In another article, “Is the Wolf the Totem
of the Azerbaijani People?” (2022), he examines a historical claim and concludes it is
unfounded. No previous work specifically focusing on calamity-averting beliefs in Kurdish
folklore was found, making the present study an attempt to fill this gap.

Discussion

Like many other peoples, Kurds have long held beliefs and rituals for averting misfortune.
With mythological, religious, and natural roots, these can be grouped into five main
categories:

1. Beliefs in warding off illness and death
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2. Beliefs in preventing and repelling the evil eye

3. Beliefs in averting the als and jinn possession

4. Beliefs in deterring harmful and dangerous animals

5. Beliefs in averting natural disasters

To ward off each of the aforementioned calamities, various methods were employed;
the use of different rituals and incantations, the symbolic application of various objects,
seeking intercession from holy individuals, or relying on natural phenomena are among
the strategies that were used to repel disasters, and they will be addressed in the following.
When early humans could not find logical and scientific solutions for treating diseases,
they resorted to methods influenced by the apotropaic beliefs accepted by their society. For
instance, when they wanted to treat their feverish children, they used a fever thread. The
belief in the magic of tying knots on a thread has evolved in line with religious beliefs; for
what was once a magical spell for destroying a person has, with a different objective than
before, transformed into a combination of religious-medical belief. Similarly, to cure a
stye, when they could not find a logical connection between cause and effect, they searched
for resemblance and connection among phenomena. This belief is related to the law of
similarity, as the resemblance between the appearance of the disease and its name justifies
this thinking. To ward off the evil eye, humans also used objects or beads known as fetishes.
With the notion that the supernatural forces present in some of these objects could be useful
in repelling the evil eye, they used them in various life situations. It seems that wild rue
(Espand) also functions like other fetishes, because in the view of its believers, it possesses
such an extraordinary power that it can ward off the malevolence of the evil eye.

In addition to what has been mentioned, to repel the als and demonic possession of the
mother and newborn, items such as pins, knives, or bread and salt were used. A combination
of magic and religion is a significant aspect of this belief, as some, in addition to sharp
objects, intended to repel demonic forces by placing a Qur’an above the head of the mother
and newborn. Therefore, these two ways of thinking move in parallel to achieve the desired
result. Sometimes, bread and salt were used to repel the Aal. In this apotropaic belief, by
placing bread and salt next to the newborn, it is imagined that the malevolent forces are
implicitly driven away, because bread and salt are held sacred, and the Aal, upon seeing
them, refrains from approaching the child. Repelling creatures and animals that could harm
human life and property was another concern of early man. When he lacked the proper tools
to be safe from their harm, he sought to protect his life and property by relying on sacred
things and magical methods. Also, when compared with the two laws of homeopathic and
contact magic, the concept of binding the wolf’s mouth is related to the law of homeopathic
magic (law of similarity), and repelling vermin with sacred earth is justifiable by the law
of contact. Throughout history, in line with social, cultural, and scientific developments,
humans have always strived to conquer natural phenomena and ward off natural disasters.
Just as science today can be a guide for making better use of celestial precipitation, in the
past, it was expected that this would be achieved through performing ritual ceremonies and
appealing to supernatural forces. In this context, by resorting to religious and mythological
foundations in the “Buke Baraneh” (Bride of the Rain) ceremony, this ritual on one hand
focuses on the myth of Anahita, and on the other hand, a religious aspect is also dominant.



66 Journal of Ritual Culture and Literature, Vol.4, No.7 (Spring & Summer 2025) ss
Furthermore, given the historical background of the myths, after the advent of Islam in
Iran, changes took place in its religious aspect.

Conclusion

This research examined the evil-averting beliefs in the culture of the Kurdish people.
Furthermore, this study aimed to answer the question of what role and function these
apotropaic beliefs have had among the people, based on the two laws of similarity and
contact, as well as mythological and religious aspects. The results of the research indicate
that these beliefs fall into five groups: warding off disease and death, warding off the Aal
and demonic possession, warding off natural disasters, warding off vermin and dangerous
animals, and warding off the evil eye. Each group also has subcategories, and their
examination based on the magical laws of similarity and contact shows that some of these
beliefs align with the law of similarity, while others, based on their practical application,
fall within the domain of the magical law of contact. Additionally, many beliefs are
centered on religious foundations, and by examining them, one can discern their magical
or mythological undertones.
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