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Introduction

Despite the prevalence of rationality and scientific advancements in modern societies, belief in supernatural practices, such as
fortune-telling and divination, remains widespread. Rather than being dismissed as mere superstition, these practices have adapted
to contemporary contexts through online platforms, mobile applications, Instagram pages, and Telegram channels. From a
sociological standpoint, fortune-telling is not simply an irrational remnant of pre-modemity; it servesasa cultural mechanism that
reflects existential concerns, collective anxieties, and coping strategies fornavigating uncertainty in everyday life. By analyzing the
content of fortune-telling narratives, researchers can uncover how individuals make sense of their lives and manage the
unpredictability of social and personal realities. This study investigated this phenomenon in Iran, where fortune-telling holds a
prominent place in popular culture. Although previous research has often categorized fortune-telling as superstition or pseudo-
science, this study approached it as a discursiveand cultural practice embedded within social relations. It aimed to analyze the
thematic structure of fortune-telling discourses, particularly focusing on the interactions between a female fortune-teller in the city
of Neyshabur and her diverse clientele. By exploring the narrative strategies employed, the study sought to illuminate how fortune-
tellingaddressed psychological, social, and cultural needs, especially in contexts marked by uncertainty and existential anxiety.

Materials & Methods pseudonyms were assigned, confidentiality was ensured, and

This study adopted a qualitative approach and utilized
thematic analysis as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006).
Data were collected from sessions conducted by a well-
known female fortune-teller in Neyshabur, with clients
accessed through a local intermediary. A maximum variation
sampling strategy was employed to capture a diverse range of
participants in terms of gender, age, marital status, education,
and occupation. The final sample comprised 10 clients (7
women and 3 men), resulting in 1,547 textual units for
analysis.

Data collection involved audio recordings of the fortune-
telling sessions, which were subsequently transcribed
verbatim. Ethical considerations were rigorously observed:

informed consent was obtained from both the fortune-teller
and the clients.

Thematic analysis was conducted in 6 stages: (1)
familiarization with the data through repeated readings of the
transcripts; (2) generating initial codes for meaningful textual
units; (3) identifying patterns and preliminary categories; (4)
reviewing and refining themes; (5) defining and naming
themes; and (6) producing a final analytic report. To enhance
reliability, two researchers independently coded the
transcripts  with any disagreements resolved through
discussion and consensus.
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Discussion of Results & Conclusion

The thematic analysis revealed 4 overarching categories that
structured the fortune-teller's discourse: identification of
problems, prediction of future events, prescription of
remedies, and final outcomes.

1. Identification of Problems:

The fortune-teller typically began by diagnosing clients'
issues using abstract, culturally resonant terms, such as
"heaviness", "blockages”, or "the evil eye". These diagnoses
emphasized intangible threats, external dangers, and states of
confusion, reinforcing the clients' reliance on the fortune-

teller's interpretive authority.

2. Prediction of Future Events:

Predictions were centered around recurring social themes,
including marriage and family formation, fertility and
childbirth, work and employment, education, wealth
accumulation, and legal matters. These areas corresponded to
culturally significant concerns in Iranian society, reflecting
both personal aspirations and structural insecurities.
Predictions were generally framed optimistically, providing
reassurance that difficulties would eventually resolve.

3. Prescription of Remedies:

After identifying problems and making predictions, the
fortune-teller prescribed remedies that combined religious
rituals (e.g., charity, vows, reciting specific prayers),
encouragement to exercise patience, and caution against
untrustworthy outsiders. These prescriptions served as both
coping strategies and symbolic actions, enabling clients to
reclaim a sense of agency.

4. Final Outcomes:
The sessions typically concluded with promises of positive
outcomes, reaffirming hope and alleviating clients' anxiety.
This projection of a favorable result served as a mechanism
for psychological relief, strengthening the bond between the
fortune-teller and her clients.

From a sociological perspective, the findings indicated
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that fortune-telling in contemporary Iran acted as a cultural
technology for managing uncertainty, alleviating existential
anxiety, and providing meaning during times of distress.
Rather than being mere entertainment or deception, fortune-
telling created a discursive space where individuals could
navigate social pressures, particularly those related to
marriage, fertility, employment, and economic insecurity.

Furthermore, the analysis revealed that the fortune-teller
personalized her discourse by tailoring messages to the
clients' demographic and social characteristics. This
personalization often achieved through subtle psychological
techniques, such as "cold reading”, enhanced her credibility
and fostered lasting client relationships. The interplay
between traditional religious idioms and modern existential
anxieties underscored the hybrid cultural nature of fortune-
telling in Iranian society.

This study contributed to the growing body of literature
that viewed supernatural practices not as remnants of
irrationality, but as adaptive responses to the uncertainties of
modernity. It resonated with Giddens' theories on the
resurgence of fate and destiny in late modernity, Adorno's
critique of astrology as a cultural industry, and Inglehart and
Welzel's thesis on the rise of post-material values. By
situating fortune-telling within broader sociocultural and
economic contexts, this research illustrated how these
practices functioned as cultural mechanisms for coping,
meaning-making, and identity construction.

In conclusion, fortune-telling in contemporary Iran
exemplified the persistence of supernatural practices in
modern societies. It provided symbolic reassurance, social
commentary, and existential orientation for individuals
navigating complex realities. As such, it represented a
significant area of inquiry for sociology, anthropology, and
cultural studies, highlighting the intersections of tradition,
modernity, and everyday life.

Keywords: Fortune-telling, Thematic Analysis, Popular
Culture, Uncertainty, Iran, Sociocultural Mechanisms,
Psychological Needs.
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