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Superstition—or, as Dehkhoda defines it, “pleasant but incoherent utterances”—has
long provided refuge for human beings wearied by calamity and hardship. Pleasant
fantasies and false hopes may have served as a balm for human suffering. In this regard,
Iranians, like other peoples and nations, tended to turn toward the supernatural
whenever they were unable to identify the natural causes of events. Governments also
played a major role in linking the economic and social lives of the Iranian people to
supernatural concepts. Owing to its need to restore order and consolidate its authority,
the Qajar government increasingly aligned itself with religious discourse, particularly
its popular form. Consequently, this form of popular religion rapidly spread among the
population, especially among women during the Qajar period. The restrictions and
deprivations historically imposed on Iranian women, together with the ignorance and
illiteracy resulting from their seclusion within the confines of the andaruni and the
monotony of everyday life, made this segment of society more susceptible than others
to superstitious beliefs. Moreover, an unstable life and the absence of a secure and
appropriate position within the family compelled Iranian women to grasp at any means
that promised even a small measure of peace and reassurance. The present study aims
to examine and analyze the role of women in the spread of superstition in Qajar-era
Iran. To achieve this objective, popular religion, superstition, and the status of women
during the Qajar period were investigated, after which cases related to women’s
superstitious practices were analyzed. Data were collected through library research,
and the study was conducted using a descriptive-analytical approach within the
framework of historical research. The findings indicate that the social conditions
governing women'’s lives and their lack of access to education contributed to the further
expansion of superstitious beliefs and their deep penetration into the physical and
psychological dimensions of Iranian women’s lives during the Qajar era.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Superstition has accompanied human societies since antiquity and has often emerged wherever
natural, social, or personal phenomena could not be explained through empirical knowledge. In such
contexts, supernatural beliefs provided individuals with symbolic explanations, emotional reassurance,
and imagined forms of control over uncertainty. Iranian society was no exception, and during the Qajar
period, superstition became deeply interwoven with popular religion, everyday customs, family
relationships, and the political culture of the state. The Qajar government, whose political legitimacy and
institutional foundations remained fragile, benefited from the expansion of religiously framed popular
beliefs and from the reproduction of ideas that encouraged submission to fate, sacred authority, and
supernatural causation. Popular religion, unlike formal and jurisprudential religion, was generally
transmitted through oral traditions, rituals, local customs, dreams, omens, charms, and collective practices
that did not necessarily conform to systematic theological reasoning. It was particularly influential among
social groups excluded from formal education and institutional religious authority. Women constituted
one of the most important of these groups because they were largely confined to domestic spaces, denied
equal access to education, and excluded from formal political and cultural participation. The interaction
of political interests, religious discourse, patriarchal social structures, and widespread illiteracy created
conditions in which superstitious practices were normalized and reproduced across generations.
Superstition thus functioned not merely as an individual psychological tendency, but also as a social and
cultural system through which insecurity, fear, deprivation, and hope were expressed. In the Qajar context,
dreams, divination, magic, amulets, vows, sacred objects, and appeals to supernatural forces acquired
particular importance because they offered apparent solutions to problems that women could not address
through legal, economic, medical, or educational means (Bolukbashi, 2023; Mousipour, 2014; Rahnama,
2015; Yathrebi, 2024).

The present study examines and analyzes the role of women in the spread and persistence of
superstition in Qajar-era Iran. Its principal question is how the social position of women contributed to
the expansion of superstitious beliefs and practices, while its subsidiary questions concern the meaning of
popular religion and superstition, the legal and social status of women during the Qajar period, and the
principal forms of superstitious behavior practiced by women. The main hypothesis is that the restrictions,
deprivations, and structural inequalities imposed upon women made them especially vulnerable to
superstition and simultaneously transformed them into important transmitters of such beliefs within the
family and wider society. The study is historical in character and employs a descriptive-analytical method.
Its data were collected through library research and the examination of historical chronicles, memaoirs,
travel accounts, social histories, anthropological studies, and works devoted to women’s lives in the Qajar
period. Particular attention was paid to European travelogues, indigenous memoirs, court writings,
descriptions of urban and domestic life, and later historical analyses of women, popular culture, and
religious customs. These sources make it possible to reconstruct both elite and ordinary perceptions of
women’s lives and to identify recurring patterns in the relationship between gender, power, superstition,
and social deprivation. The analytical framework treats superstition as a product of both cultural continuity
and social vulnerability. It therefore avoids reducing women’s practices to irrationality alone and instead
interprets them within the material and symbolic conditions of Qajar society. The study also distinguishes
between uncodified popular religion and formal religious practice, emphasizing that popular religion was
often emotional, imitative, resistant to rational inquiry, and closely connected to ritualized responses to



fear, uncertainty, illness, infertility, marital conflict, and misfortune (Esfandiari, 2016; Morier, 2007;
Pakdaman, 1999; Zarrinkoub, 1990).

The findings indicate that the inferior social position of women was the most important structural
factor encouraging their reliance on superstition. Qajar society was profoundly patriarchal, and women
were generally defined through their roles as daughters, wives, and mothers rather than as autonomous
individuals. Their identities were closely tied to the male members of the family, and their movement,
education, marriage, divorce, property rights, and social participation were subject to extensive
restrictions. Formal schooling for girls was extremely limited, especially among the lower classes, and
even among elite households women’s education was usually confined to basic religious instruction,
reading, or domestic training. The dominant culture regarded female literacy with suspicion, partly
because it was feared that educated women might communicate independently, question male authority,
or challenge domestic seclusion. Women’s exclusion from public life confined them to the andaruni,
where daily existence was often repetitive, socially restricted, and emotionally burdensome. Polygyny,
temporary marriage, early marriage, unequal divorce rights, physical punishment, and dependence on
husbands or male relatives intensified women’s insecurity. A wife could be displaced by a new spouse,
abandoned, beaten, deprived of financial support, or forced to relinquish her dowry in order to obtain
separation. Even women from wealthy or aristocratic families remained legally and socially subordinate,
while poorer women faced the additional burdens of poverty and near-total illiteracy. Such conditions
produced fear, jealousy, anxiety, competition, and a persistent need for protection. When legal institutions
offered little security, education offered few alternatives, and medical services were inaccessible,
supernatural practices became an intelligible means of coping. In this sense, women’s recourse to charms,
prayers, divination, magical formulas, and sacred objects reflected not only inherited beliefs but also a
response to systemic powerlessness (Abbasi, 2022; Delrish, 1996; Foran, 2003; Holland, 2024; Kar, 2001;
Shafiei, 2021; Sheil, 1989; Taj, 1992).

Women’s superstitious practices were concentrated especially around three central concerns:
finding a husband, preserving a marriage, and bearing children, particularly sons. Since a woman’s social
value was closely tied to marriage and motherhood, failure in either domain could threaten her status,
security, and survival. Unmarried girls sought rituals for opening their fortunes, married women sought
charms to secure their husbands’ affection, and infertile women resorted to vows, sacred objects, amulets,
prayers, and magical practices in the hope of conceiving. Women frequently consulted fortune-tellers,
diviners, charm writers, elderly female practitioners, itinerant gypsies, and Jewish amulet writers, whose
services were widely believed to possess special efficacy. Parties and domestic gatherings created
opportunities for fortune-telling, interpretation of dreams, divination with cards or household objects, and
the purchase of love charms, snake stones, protective amulets, and other magical items. Divination through
the poetry of Hafez was also common, as were rituals involving sacred or semi-sacred objects such as the
Pearl Cannon in Tehran and stone lions in other cities. Women touched, climbed upon, tied threads around,
or slid over such objects in the hope of obtaining marriage, fertility, healing, or protection. Infertility
generated particularly intense anxiety because women were usually blamed for childlessness and risked
divorce or the arrival of a co-wife. Consequently, barren women might pass beneath animals, visit shrines,
purchase amulets, perform vows, or follow unusual ritual prescriptions. Pregnancy and childbirth were
similarly surrounded by beliefs concerning jinn, the supernatural figure known as Al, the evil eye, and
magical harm. Iron objects, onions placed on skewers, weapons, Qur’anic verses, salt, rue, and protective



charms were used to guard mothers and infants. These customs reveal how superstition penetrated the
most intimate dimensions of women’s lives, including sexuality, reproduction, childbirth, childcare, and
marital rivalry (Colliver Rice, 1987; Foroughi & Asgari Moghadam, 2009; Hardouin, 1945; Hedayat, 2002;
Jackson, 1973; Katiraei, 1999; Khosropanah, 2003; Landor, 2009; Polak).

The evidence further demonstrates that women were not merely passive consumers of superstition
but also active agents in its circulation, adaptation, and transmission. Mothers, grandmothers, midwives,
servants, female relatives, and neighborhood specialists passed down beliefs concerning childbirth, illness,
protection, marriage, the evil eye, spirits, and divination. Children encountered such ideas early in
domestic life and absorbed them through stories, rituals, warnings, household practices, and gendered
forms of instruction. Because women were responsible for much of child-rearing, their beliefs could
become embedded in the next generation and thereby acquire social durability. At the same time, women’s
agency in this sphere remained deeply constrained. Their use of magic or charms often represented an
indirect strategy for influencing circumstances from which formal power excluded them. A woman unable
to prevent her husband from marrying again might seek a love potion or a spell against a rival; a woman
denied divorce might attempt to alter her husband’s behavior through charms; a mother without medical
assistance might use amulets to protect her child; and a young girl denied choice in marriage might resort
to fortune-opening rituals. These practices could also be exploited by professional diviners, amulet sellers,
fraudulent healers, and opportunists who profited from women’s fear and ignorance. Historical accounts
describe women surrendering money, valuables, and even antiquities in exchange for incomprehensible
inscriptions presented as powerful charms. Urban streets and rural communities contained numerous
fortune-tellers who interpreted hands, feet, bowls, cards, dreams, and accidental signs. The spread of
superstition therefore depended on a social network linking vulnerable clients, religious or magical
specialists, household traditions, commercial interests, and political tolerance. Its persistence was
strengthened because it was often presented in religious language, making the boundary between faith,
popular custom, and superstition difficult for ordinary people to distinguish (Babin & Houssay, 1984;
Brugsch, 1995; Floor, 2007; Qazvini, 1991; Rabino, 1971; Rice, 2004; Rochechouart, 1999; Sepehr, 1989; Wills,
2007).

In conclusion, the spread of superstition among women in Qajar Iran cannot be understood solely
as the outcome of ignorance or intellectual weakness. It was rooted in a broader structure of gender
inequality, educational deprivation, legal dependence, domestic confinement, medical insecurity, marital
instability, and the absence of reliable public institutions. Women turned to divination, charms, magic,
vows, sacred objects, and supernatural explanations because these practices offered symbolic control over
circumstances in which they possessed little actual authority. Their beliefs were particularly concentrated
around marriage, emotional security, rivalry with co-wives, fertility, childbirth, and the protection of
children, all of which directly shaped their social worth and personal survival. At the same time, women’s
central role in domestic life enabled them to transmit these beliefs to children and other family members,
thereby contributing to their persistence across generations. Their role was therefore dual: they were both
victims of a social order that encouraged superstition and agents who reproduced it within everyday
culture. The expansion of superstition in Qajar society must consequently be interpreted as a collective
historical phenomenon in which political authority, patriarchal customs, popular religion, commercial
exploitation, and social vulnerability reinforced one another. Women’s participation in this process was
significant, but it was shaped above all by the limited choices available to them. Their resort to superstition



was often less an expression of free preference than an attempt to make an intolerable life more
manageable, to preserve fragile relationships, to protect children, and to create hope where legal,
educational, and social mechanisms had failed.
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