
PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

Evil Eye

Authored by

mohammad looti

September 25, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammad looti (2025). Evil Eye. PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES. Retrieved from

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=29395

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=29395
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=29395
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


Evil Eye 2

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

Evil Eye

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Anthropology, Folklore, Sociology of Religion, Cultural Studies,

Psychology

1. Core Definition and Phenomenology

The evil eye is a pervasive and ancient belief, understood primarily as a malicious glare, often

stemming from envy or ill-will, which is believed to cast a curse upon an unsuspecting individual.

This malevolent stare is thought to possess the power to inflict various forms of misfortune, injury,

or even death upon the recipient. Unlike a direct physical assault, the evil eye operates through an

intangible, often unseen force, making its effects mysterious and difficult to counteract without

specific protective measures. The core phenomenology revolves around the transmission of

negative energy or ill intent through the act of looking, particularly when the gaze is imbued with

covetousness or admiration that turns to envy.

The concept posits that individuals who are particularly successful, beautiful, wealthy, or fortunate

may unwittingly attract the envious gaze of others. This envy, consciously or unconsciously

expressed through a stare, then becomes a conduit for misfortune. The victim of the evil eye is

typically unaware of the specific moment or individual who cast the curse, which adds to the

anxiety and helplessness associated with the belief. The range of perceived effects is broad,

encompassing sudden illness, personal injury, infertility, loss of property, professional setbacks, or

even inexplicable bad luck that extends to one's family, livestock, or possessions. This broad

impact highlights the comprehensive nature of the misfortune attributed to the evil eye, affecting all

facets of life that are subject to human vulnerability and external influence.

Furthermore, the belief system surrounding the evil eye often distinguishes between intentional

and unintentional casting. While some traditions emphasize a deliberate act of malice, many

cultures believe that even an admiring or overly intense stare, particularly from someone deemed

unlucky or possessing certain innate characteristics, can inadvertently transmit the curse. This

nuanced understanding underscores the psychological dimension of the belief, where the mere

perception of envy, rather than overt hostility, can trigger fears of impending doom. Consequently,

the evil eye is not merely a superstition but a deeply ingrained cultural framework for interpreting

and coping with life's unpredictable adversities, offering an explanation for misfortunes that might

otherwise seem random or unjust.

2. Etymology and Ancient Roots

The concept of the evil eye boasts an incredibly ancient lineage, with references and protective

practices dating back thousands of years across numerous civilizations. While the specific

terminology varies widely across cultures--such as mal de ojo in Spanish-speaking regions, ayin
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hara in Hebrew, and nazar in Turkish, Persian, and Arabic--the fundamental fear of a malevolent

gaze remains consistent. Archaeological evidence suggests the belief was present in Sumerian

texts as early as the 3rd millennium BCE, indicating its profound antiquity. Ancient Mesopotamian

cultures often depicted eye symbols in their art and artifacts, some of which are believed to have

served apotropaic purposes, warding off the dangerous glance.

Its presence is also well-documented in Ancient Egypt, where eye-shaped amulets, most famously

the Eye of Horus, were extensively used for protection against various evils, including the envious

gaze. The concept flourished in classical antiquity, becoming a prominent feature of Ancient Greek

and Roman beliefs. Greek writers like Plutarch, in his work "Symposiacs," and Roman naturalists

such as Pliny the Elder, in his "Natural History," explicitly discussed the phenomenon of the evil

eye, describing its power to inflict harm and the various methods employed to avert it. These

classical accounts reveal a sophisticated understanding of the evil eye, linking it to psychological

states like envy and to inherent magical properties believed to reside in certain individuals' eyes.

Throughout the medieval period, the belief in the evil eye continued to evolve and spread,

intertwining with burgeoning religious doctrines. In Jewish traditions, the concept of ayin hara

emphasizes humility and modesty to avoid attracting the envious gaze. Islamic cultures widely

embrace the belief, referring to it as "al-ayn" and incorporating specific prayers and rituals for

protection. Even in early Christian contexts, while often condemned as superstition, the fear of the

evil eye persisted, leading to syncretic practices that blended folk beliefs with Christian symbolism.

This enduring presence across diverse cultures and historical epochs underscores the concept's

deep-seated resonance with fundamental human experiences of vulnerability, envy, and the

inexplicable nature of misfortune.

3. Cross-Cultural Manifestations and Belief Systems

Geographic Distribution: The evil eye is a truly global phenomenon, deeply ingrained in the

folklore and daily lives of countless communities across vast geographical expanses. While the

provided source highlights its prevalence in specific countries such as Portugal, Turkey, Greece,

Iran, Morocco, and Italy, its reach extends far beyond these borders. It is a cornerstone belief

throughout the entire Middle East, North Africa, the Balkans, and parts of Eastern Europe.

Furthermore, the belief is robust in South Asia, particularly in India and Pakistan, and has migrated

with diasporic communities to North and South America, as well as Australia. In Latin American

countries, particularly Mexico and Central America, the concept of mal de ojo is widespread,

influencing child-rearing practices and social interactions. Even within Western societies, where

scientific rationality often prevails, pockets of belief persist, often within specific ethnic enclaves,

demonstrating the resilience of this ancient superstition across time and cultural shifts.

Cultural Interpretations: The specific interpretations and nuances of the evil eye vary
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considerably from one culture to another, reflecting diverse worldviews and social structures. In

some societies, the power to cast the evil eye is attributed to specific individuals, such as those

with unusual eye colors (e.g., blue eyes in some Mediterranean cultures) or those born with certain

deformities. In others, it is believed to be an involuntary act, where even a well-meaning but overly

enthusiastic compliment can inadvertently transmit harm. For instance, in many Arab cultures,

expressing admiration without adding a phrase like "Masha'Allah" (God has willed it) is considered

risky, as it implies a human attribution of success that might attract the eye. Similarly, in parts of

the Balkans, babies are often swaddled or adorned with amulets from birth to protect them from the

envious gazes of strangers, as they are considered particularly vulnerable to its effects. These

variations highlight how the core belief adapts to local customs, social anxieties, and spiritual

frameworks, shaping the specific behaviors and rituals associated with protection and remediation.

Associated Superstitions: Beyond the central tenet of the malevolent gaze, numerous

associated superstitions and folk beliefs have developed around the evil eye, further illustrating its

cultural depth. As mentioned in the source content, some groups superstitiously believe that the

distinctive markings on a peacock's tail, which resemble numerous eyes, are a display or

embodiment of the evil eye itself. This association likely stems from the peacock's ostentatious

beauty, which might be perceived as attracting envy, or from the widespread symbolic power of the

eye as a motif. Other related superstitions include the belief that giving compliments without a

protective gesture or phrase can attract the evil eye, or that certain individuals are inherently more

susceptible to its effects due to their vulnerability or perceived excess of good fortune. The belief

often dictates social etiquette, such as avoiding excessive praise of one's children or possessions,

to prevent drawing unwanted attention. Furthermore, specific days, times, or places might be

considered more prone to the casting of the evil eye, leading to rituals and restrictions during these

periods to minimize risk. These intricate webs of beliefs underscore the comprehensive manner in

which the evil eye permeates daily life, influencing social interactions, personal conduct, and the

interpretation of everyday events across diverse cultures.

4. Talismans and Apotropaic Practices

To counteract the pervasive threat of the evil eye, numerous cultures have developed an extensive

array of talismans and apotropaic practices designed to deflect, absorb, or neutralize its harmful

effects. Among the most iconic and universally recognized of these protective charms is the "evil

eye" talisman itself, often referred to as a nazar amulet in many regions. These charms are

typically circular, featuring concentric circles of blue and white, with a distinct black dot or "iris" in

the center, visually mimicking an eye. The rationale behind this design is often interpreted as the

creation of a watchful, protective eye that gazes back at the envious stare, thus deflecting its

negative energy. The ubiquitous cobalt-blue eye decorations found in souvenir shops in Istanbul,

Greece, and other Mediterranean countries serve as a testament to the widespread

commercialization and enduring cultural significance of this specific talisman.
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Beyond these distinct ocular ornaments worn by people as jewelry--on necklaces, bracelets, or

pins--or displayed in homes, businesses, and vehicles, the range of protective measures is vast.

Hand gestures, such as the mano cornuta (hand horn) in Italy, or making a fist with the thumb

tucked between the index and middle fingers, are commonly employed to ward off the gaze.

Certain colors are also imbued with protective qualities; blue, particularly cobalt blue, is widely

believed to be effective in many cultures, possibly due to its association with the sky or water,

symbolic of purity and protection. Red is another color frequently used for protection, especially for

infants, often appearing in ribbons or clothing.

Moreover, specific rituals and materials are integral to apotropaic practices. For example, in some

cultures, spitting three times (or mimicking the act) after a compliment is believed to dissipate any

potential evil eye. Burning certain herbs, like frankincense or rue, performing specific incantations,

or using objects like garlic, salt, or lead have long been part of the repertoire of protective

measures. The practice of hanging a piece of blue fabric, a horseshoe, or a charm with a hand

symbol (like the hamsa) outside a home or business is also widespread. These varied talismans

and practices are not merely superficial accessories; they represent deeply held beliefs about how

to maintain good fortune, protect loved ones, and navigate a world perceived to be fraught with

unseen dangers and the potential for malevolent human intent. Their continued prevalence

underscores the enduring psychological and social comfort they provide to believers.

5. Psychological and Sociological Perspectives

From a psychological standpoint, the belief in the evil eye offers a compelling framework for

understanding and managing various human emotions and experiences, particularly those related

to envy, insecurity, and the perception of misfortune. One interpretation suggests that the evil eye

serves as a mechanism for psychological projection, where individuals unconsciously project their

own feelings of envy or insecurity onto others. When misfortune strikes, attributing it to an external,

identifiable source like the evil eye can provide a sense of explanation and control, alleviating the

anxiety that comes from randomness or personal responsibility. It offers a culturally sanctioned

narrative for inexplicable suffering, making it more bearable than confronting the capricious nature

of fate or the complexities of personal failure. Furthermore, engaging in protective rituals can

provide a sense of agency and reduce anxiety, creating a placebo effect where the belief in

protection itself contributes to well-being.

Sociologically, the evil eye functions as a powerful mechanism for social control and the

maintenance of communal harmony. In societies where resources might be scarce or social

hierarchies pronounced, the fear of the evil eye can act as a deterrent against excessive displays

of wealth, beauty, or success. This discourages ostentatious behavior, fostering humility and

preventing the arousal of envy among less fortunate members of the community. In essence, it

acts as a "leveling mechanism," subtly pressuring individuals to temper their public displays of
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good fortune to avoid attracting negative attention. By doing so, it helps to mitigate social tensions

and reduce potential resentment, contributing to a more egalitarian social dynamic, at least on a

superficial level.

Beyond its role in regulating behavior, the evil eye also strengthens community bonds and

reinforces shared cultural identity. The collective belief in its power and the communal adoption of

protective measures create a shared understanding of the world and a sense of solidarity among

believers. When misfortune occurs, the evil eye provides a common enemy, fostering empathy and

collective support rather than blame within the community. It can also serve as a convenient

scapegoat for illness, failure, or other adversities, diverting attention from systemic issues or

individual shortcomings. Thus, from both psychological and sociological perspectives, the evil eye,

regardless of its objective reality, plays a profound and multifaceted role in shaping individual

behavior, interpersonal relationships, and the overall fabric of social life within the cultures that

embrace it.

6. Modern Interpretations and Cultural Resonance

Despite the advancements in scientific understanding and the increasing secularization of many

societies, the concept of the evil eye continues to exhibit remarkable resilience and cultural

resonance in the modern world. While explicit belief in its literal curse may have diminished for

some, its symbolism and associated practices have often transcended their original superstitious

context, becoming ingrained in contemporary culture in diverse ways. In many regions, the evil eye

talisman, particularly the blue nazar amulet, has evolved into a popular fashion accessory. It is

frequently seen on jewelry, clothing, and home decor, often adopted for its aesthetic appeal or as a

general symbol of good luck and protection, even by individuals who do not fully subscribe to the

traditional belief in its power to curse.

The ubiquity of these eye decorations, as noted in the source, particularly in tourist-heavy areas

like Istanbul, showcases how an ancient apotropaic symbol can be seamlessly integrated into

modern commercialism. Beyond fashion, the evil eye motif has found its way into popular culture,

appearing in art, literature, film, and even digital media, sometimes as a narrative device

representing malevolence or fate, and other times as a stylistic element. This persistence

highlights the enduring psychological appeal of the concept--the idea of unseen forces influencing

one's destiny or the power of envy--even if interpreted through a more metaphorical or symbolic

lens.

Furthermore, the evil eye often exists in a state of syncretism with formal religious practices. In

many Christian, Islamic, and Jewish communities, traditional protective prayers or blessings are

offered alongside folk remedies and talismans to ward off the evil eye, illustrating a pragmatic

blending of spiritual beliefs. For many, the continued adherence to evil eye rituals is not necessarily
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an act of irrational superstition but a deeply ingrained cultural tradition, a way to connect with

ancestral heritage, or simply a habitual practice passed down through generations. This enduring

presence, transitioning from an active threat to a cultural symbol, underscores its deep roots in

human psychology and its adaptability to changing societal landscapes, confirming its status as a

concept that continues to resonate with meaning and identity for millions worldwide.

7. Debates and Criticisms

The concept of the evil eye, while culturally significant, has been subject to extensive academic

debate and criticism, primarily from scientific, rationalist, and some theological perspectives. From

a scientific viewpoint, the evil eye is classified as a superstition or a folkloric belief, lacking any

empirical evidence to substantiate its claims of casting curses or inflicting harm through a gaze.

Skeptics argue that misfortunes attributed to the evil eye are merely coincidental events, and the

perceived efficacy of talismans and rituals is a result of confirmation bias and the placebo effect.

They contend that attributing real-world problems to an invisible, intangible force can hinder

rational problem-solving and divert attention from actual causes of illness, poverty, or social strife,

potentially leading to a lack of proper medical care or economic action.

Theological criticisms often arise from religions that emphasize a monotheistic God's sole power

and dismiss such beliefs as idolatrous or superstitious practices that contradict divine

omnipotence. For instance, some Islamic scholars differentiate between the evil eye as a real

phenomenon mentioned in religious texts and the various protective talismans and rituals, which

they may deem non-Islamic innovations. Similarly, certain Christian denominations view belief in

the evil eye as a form of paganism or a lack of faith, arguing that divine protection renders such

human-made defenses unnecessary or even blasphemous. These criticisms highlight a tension

between traditional folk beliefs and formalized religious doctrines.

Despite these criticisms, anthropologists and cultural studies scholars often defend the study and

understanding of the evil eye, not as a literal truth, but as a crucial cultural construct. They argue

that its significance lies not in its scientific veracity but in its social function, its role in expressing

and managing anxieties, and its contribution to cultural identity and social cohesion. For millions

around the globe, the evil eye is a deeply meaningful aspect of their worldview, providing a

framework for understanding causality, morality, and the unpredictable nature of human

experience. Therefore, while debates persist regarding its objective reality, the cultural and

psychological impact of the evil eye remains an undeniable and significant area of study, offering

profound insights into human belief systems and the intricate ways societies navigate their fears

and hopes.
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