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Abstract
Health and its maintenance are fundamental needs of human societies;

yet health is closely intertwined with culture. The community under
study shows a significantly higher cancer risk compared to the global
average. Analyzing the belief system of this society reveals how
certain cultural perceptions and behaviors contribute to increased
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disease risk. Folklore plays a pivotal role within the cultural system of
societies in shaping both perceptions and behaviors. In this specific
context, folklore serves as a foundational element in the construction
of a fatalistic worldview, which leads to behaviors that elevate cancer
risk. The main aim of this article is to identify the beliefs and
linguistic practices embedded in Turkmen folklore that have
contributed to the emergence of a fatalistic disposition. Findings
indicate that folklore acts as a key factor in generating and reinforcing
fatalistic attitudes in the studied society. This disposition plays a
particularly significant role during the two major transitional stages in
Turkmen life—birth and marriage—and ultimately undermines
effective screening, prevention, and treatment by fostering a sense of
inevitability.

Keywords: Folk culture; Turkmen ethnic group; fatalistic disposition;
interpretive anthropology; oral literature.

Introduction Research

Background

The role of folklore in dealing with diseases has generally received
little attention from researchers. However, in the Turkmen
community, it has been explored in a few works. Ghojogh, in a book
titled Yapragq, collected, described, and translated a range of Turkmen
cultural elements including oral literature such as folktales, lullabies,
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laments, proverbs, and idioms. Additionally, Rasekh Yildirim, in his
book History and Culture of the Turkmens, provides historical
background and highlights aspects of Turkmen folk culture, including
linguistic and literary traditions. Houshmand and Dazi, in Turkmen
Proverbs, compiled and translated one hundred Turkmen proverbs into
Persian, English, and Arabic, offering further insight into Turkmen
oral culture.

Goals, questions, and assumptions
This article employs the theoretical framework of interpretive
anthropology and utilizes thick description to reinterpret cultural
concepts relevant to the research problem. In the interpretive
approach, the anthropologist acts like a literary critic, analyzing
cultural behaviors as texts that must be read and interpreted. Clifford
Geertz emphasizes the notion of "anthropological transparency,”
seeking to represent a deep and nuanced understanding of cultural
phenomena. From this perspective, society is treated as a text, and folk
culture as a collection of texts in which human actions are culturally
embedded. The main objective of this study is to understand the
beliefs and linguistic actions within Turkmen folklore that contribute
to the formation of a fatalistic disposition. This article seeks to answer
the following questions: What role does folklore play in the social
construction of a fatalistic mindset in the studied society? What are the
defining characteristics of folk culture in the Turkmen community?
Which elements of folk culture have the greatest impact on shaping
the fatalistic worldview among the Turkmen?

For decades, the Turkmen community has experienced the highest

rates of gastrointestinal cancer. Research conducted in this area
highlights the significant role of culture in shaping high-risk
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behaviors. During an investigation into the cultural factors that hinder
effective prevention, screening, and treatment of gastrointestinal
cancer in the studied society, the researcher encountered several
cultural constructions among which the most critical was the social
construction of fatalistic ideology. One of the key contributors to this
fatalistic worldview is the folklore of the Turkmen people, which
plays a major role in both primary and secondary socialization
processes. Folklore, therefore, operates on several levels in shaping
this ideology. The first is the religious level. At this level, the general
religious framework of the Turkmen people functions in a particular
way that reinforces fatalistic beliefs and reflects a specific
configuration of religious life. Notably, practices such as pilgrimage
and intercession are considered sacred. In the studied community, holy
sites play a central role. In fact, pilgrimage within Turkmen folk
culture assumes a function of survival or endurance, particularly in
situations where the life of an individual or group is perceived to be
under threat. The second level is oral literature, which is manifested
through prose narratives, folk songs, poems, lullabies, and more.
These forms not only guide the social upbringing of individuals from
birth to adulthood but also play a pivotal role in shaping the character
of people within various ethnic and tribal groups. The lived experience
of the Turkmen people has historically been accompanied by suffering
and hardship, further reinforcing this fatalistic orientation.
Transmission of Fatalism in Turkmen Oral Literature: What is
passed down from generation to generation in the oral literature of the
Turkmen people, more than anything else, is the fate of suffering that
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defines this ethnic group. This suffering is regarded as an inevitable
part of their destiny.

Conclusion

The fatalistic worldview is one of the dominant constructs in the
studied community, significantly influencing the local healthcare
system. This influence is particularly evident in the lack of effective
treatment for gastrointestinal cancers, as people often rely on non-
medical methods instead of timely medical intervention. As a result,
the crucial window of treatment, which is typically within six months
to a year after symptom onset, is often missed. Pilgrimage sites, sacred
places, holy trees, and footsteps of saints are deeply embedded in
Turkmen folk culture and are closely linked with rituals of
intercession. These sites serve as spaces where people seek divine
intervention, reinforcing the fatalistic mindset. Within this
phenomenon, two practices—intercession (tawassul) and seeking
blessings (tabarruk)—intensify the fatalistic approach. Turkmen oral
literature predominantly revolves around two major life transitions—
birth and marriage. Although this literature encompasses a wide range
of educational themes with both explicit and implicit social functions,
it nonetheless plays a significant role in both primary and secondary
socialization, thereby reinforcing fatalistic ideas. The most prominent
influence of fatalism in this context comes from lullabies during early
childhood socialization and lamentations (la leh-khwa ni) during later
rites of passage. These traditions are deeply woven into the social
fabric and carry forward the ideology of predetermined fate. Fatalistic
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beliefs serve as a mental barrier to preventive behavior, as individuals
often attribute health outcomes to destiny or divine will.
Consequently, the fatalistic mindset—shaped by multiple factors,
especially folklore—delays screening, prevention, and effective
treatment of life-threatening illnesses, and thus disrupts the
functioning of the health system in the community.
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