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Abstract

Folk healing beliefs are widely reflected in narrative literature. Prior to
modern medicine, communities relied on local experience, rituals, and
supernatural beliefs to confront illness. Focusing on Houshang Moradi
Kermani’s autobiographical narrative You Are No Strange, this study
compares traditional healing practices with modern medical
knowledge. Rather than dismissing them merely as superstition, it
explains their psychological, social, and cultural functions within their
historical context. Drawing upon medical anthropology, health
psychology, and the theory of the placebo effect, this study argues that
rituals such as cauterization, the use of amulets, the burning of rue
(Esfand), prayer-writing, fortune-telling, and warding off the evil eye
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operated as psychological coping mechanisms in the absence of
modern clinical care. The findings demonstrate that despite their
inherent risks, folk medical systems furnished a framework of hope,
meaning, and social support elements from which modern medicine
can potentially benefit.

Keywords: Houshang Moradi Kermani; folk medicine; placebo;
medical anthropology; You Are No Stranger.

Theoretical Background

Folk literature is a major source for understanding culture, social
relations, and everyday life because narratives preserve historical
realities (Mahjoub, 2011). In addition to poverty, orphanhood,
loneliness, and human relationships, You Are No Stranger records the
customs and healing beliefs of the people of Sirch village. Earlier
studies have examined its folklore, myths, magic, superstition, and
traditional medicine  (Mohammadnejad & Parham, 2019;
Mohammadnejad & Joneidi, 2023; Shiri, 2023). However, they have
not systematically compared these beliefs with modern medicine or
interpreted  their  psychological  functions through  medical
anthropology and placebo theory. This theoretical gap highlights the
need for the present study, which seeks to interpret these beliefs not
merely as superstitions, but as meaning-making systems and coping
mechanisms, thereby exploring the long-standing relationship among
culture, literature, and mental health.

Objectives and Research Questions

The primary objective is to analyze the folk healing beliefs and
practices depicted in this narrative, to explain their latent psycho-
social functions, and to compare them with the principles of modern
medicine. The secondary objectives are to identify and classify these
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folk therapeutic methods, conduct a comparative analysis with
contemporary medical knowledge, and examine the role of the
placebo effect within these traditional practices. The research
questions are as follows: What folk healing beliefs and rituals are
reflected in this work, and what are their cultural-historical roots?
What are their psychological and social functions, particularly within
the framework of the placebo effect? Can modern medicine draw upon
these meaning-making systems to develop a more holistic and
integrative treatment paradigm?

Hypotheses

The primary hypothesis is that many rituals, despite lacking proven
medical efficacy, functioned as coping mechanisms by reducing
anxiety and increasing hope and positive expectation. The second
hypothesis is that they contributed to perceived well-being by creating
a sense of control, activating placebo responses, and reinforcing the
healer—patient relationship. The third is that negative beliefs, including
sarkhori, could create harmful expectations and act through a nocebo
mechanism.

Data Collection and Method

This qualitative study applies content analysis and a comparative-
analytical approach. Its primary source is You Are No Stranger
(Moradi Kermani, 2005); relevant scholarly works serve as secondary
sources. Data were collected through systematic library-based note-
taking and examined at three levels: descriptive, by presenting each
ritual in its narrative context; comparative, by assessing it against
modern medical principles; and analytical, by interpreting its
psychological and social functions.
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Analysis and Discussion

The theoretical framework integrates perspectives from medical
anthropology, health psychology, and placebo research. The findings
show that each ritual contains deep symbolic meanings beyond its
physical action that contribute to reducing patient and familial anxiety
while fostering hope. Although "cauterization” of a child's forehead is
medically hazardous, within its indigenous cultural framework, it
functioned as a decisive intervention to expel illness and effectively
restored a sense of agency and empowerment to the patient's family
(Ghofrani & Tanhaei, 2013). Amulets and written prayers transferred
part of the perceived responsibility for healing to a supernatural
power, reducing emotional burden and activating the placebo effect.
Burning wild rue and passing through fire symbolically separated
polluted from purified space and reconstructed psychological security
(Bolukbashi, 2010).

The " Mashk-Cv" treatment for bee stings, reliant on collective

community belief, reinforces anticipation of recovery. Palmistry and
divination, particularly through the poetry of Hafez, constitute a
wisdom-oriented and meaning-affirming system for confronting
helplessness and reinforcing cultural identity, exemplifying how "in
times of helplessness, people take refuge in the unseen..." (Zarrinkoub,
2004). Rituals against the evil eye transformed invisible threats into
manageable symbolic actions. Conversely, Sarkhori illustrates how
negative expectation may intensify distress and produce a nocebo-like
response.
Furthermore, these folk healing systems performed a critical social
function: By gathering relatives and community members around the
patient, these practices created emotional support networks and
reinforced social cohesion. Moradi Kermani’s non-judgmental
narration provides a humanistic testament to the deep interconnection
between cultural frameworks and psychological well-being.
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The healing beliefs represented in You Are No Stranger are parts of
the traditional community’s system of care and meaning-making; they
were neither merely superstition nor equivalent to scientific medicine.
Their main value lay in producing hope, empathy, social support, and
a therapeutic relationship. Modern medicine may incorporate these
relational and cultural strengths while rejecting harmful procedures
and unsupported claims. Such literary works document the lived
experience of illness and show that effective care must address the
body, psychology, culture, and social environment.
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1. medical anthropology
2. health psychology

3. placebo effect studies
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