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SOCIETY,DOCTOR AND PATIENT

Sociocultural Aspects of Traditional Georgian
Medical System and Modernity

(Summary)

The research on sociocultural aspects of medical systems, the
function of the doctor and the patient in society, and their inter-
dependence became especially popular in the middle of the last
century. Since then, many works have been created by specialists
in different fields of science: sociology, ethnology, philosophy,
anthropology, etc., about the medical system of society, the func-
tion, social role, and status of the patient and the doctor.

One of the first who discussed the role and status of the pa-
tient and the doctor and their relationship was the American sci-
entist Talcount Parsons. He established a specific model of the
relationship between the doctor and the patient, in which the
doctor plays the main role, and the patient is his collaborator.
After Parsons, several important works were written on these is-
sues and various models of the doctor-patient relationship were
established. Among them, are Szatz and Hollander, the American
philosopher Veatch and others.

According to Parsons and his followers, the relationship be-
tween doctor and patient is a partnership as they try to overcome
the disease together. Michel Foucault, a famous philosopher of
the last century, has a different approach. According to him, the
doctor’s intervention in the patient’s life is violence — this is the
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Foucault model of the relationship between the doctor and the
patient.

In the 70s of the last century, an American scientist, and a
well-known researcher of medical anthropology, Arthur Klein-
man discussed the medical system in the context of culture and
concluded that caring for human health is an inevitable part of
the cultural system. According to his conclusion, the sick person
is treated by the whole system of culture.

Many more studies have been written about the sociocultur-
al aspects of the medical system. We mentioned a few. Georgian
scientists also researched the above-mentioned issues. Back in the
first quarter of the last century, the famous public figure, historian,
and philologist Zakaria Chichinadze discussed on the one hand,
how the Georgian medical system was changed by the new med-
ical system that came from Russia, and on the other hand, how a
whole generation of doctors brought up in the Georgian medical
school and manuscripts were changed by mostly non-Georgian
doctors educated in Russia and Europe and concluded what the
were the consequences of the changes in the society.

In the 1930s, a well-known specialist in the history of medi-
cine, Lado Kotetishvili, through whose efforts medieval Georgian
medical manuscripts were published, showed the importance of
traditional medical knowledge in the formation of culture.

In the 1950s, historians of medicine: M. Saakashvili and A.
Gelashvili, based on old Georgian medical manuscripts, present-
ed important conclusions in the work — “History of Georgian
Medicine”. They emphasized the importance of social factors in
the development of the disease and the spread of diseases in gen-
eral, expressed the opinion that the role of the doctor in society
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is not only determined by the means of treatment but also by the
society’s attitude towards them, in which mutual love, trust, and
respect should prevail. The researcher of the history of medicine
Mikheil Shengelia, discussed the medical system of Georgia ac-
cording to different eras and emphasized the importance of social
factors in the development of Georgian medicine.

It should be noted that Georgian scientists paid attention to
the socio-cultural aspects of medicine in the same period as the
discussion was active in Europe.

The relationship between the patient and the doctor, the is-
sues of deontology, the rights and duties of the doctor, and the
social aspects of medicine in general are being successfully stud-
ied by Georgian scientists today. Specialists in the history of med-
icine, bioethics or sociology of medicine, ethnologists or anthro-
pologists.

We aimed to identify and study the existing medical systems
in Georgia, the social role and status of the doctor and the pa-
tient, their interdependence, and the society’s attitude towards
them in different times and places. In the process of historical
development, in the past — in the traditional society and today.
We chose two regions as a research area — Khevi, located in the
highlands of eastern Georgia, and Kvemo Imereti, located on the
Colchis Lowlandin western Georgia, to present the peculiarities
of the medical systems of the population living in different bio-
geographical environments. Such research is relevant today be-
cause it allows the health care system to be discussed taking into
account the influence of the environment on it. [Kleinman]

The earliest archeological findings provide us with informa-
tion about the healing activities of people living in the territory
of Georgia. A mixture of animal brain and fat found in one of the
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Stone Age caves (Sakazhia) is considered a healing ointmen. The
existence of a surgeon, a healer of injuries in ancient times is indi-
cated by tools for surgical manipulations from the Paleolithic era,
trepanned skulls dated to the Late Bronze-Early Iron Age, etc.

Surgical instruments have been found in male burials. This
makes us think that the specialty of Dastakari (Surgeon) was held
by men in the given era. In some tombs, a razor, seen together
with surgical instruments, informs us that the owner of these ob-
jects must have been a barber or a surgeon [Sadradze]. It could be
a barber who also possessed the art of surgery. It is known that
barbers have been masters of bloodletting and tooth extraction
since ancient times.

Palynologists in the Upper Paleolithic burials in Georgia con-
firmed the fact of burying medicinal plants with the deceased.
The fact should be an expression of care for the sick and the health
of a person in general, not only during his life but also after death,
if we take into account the idea of the ancient people about the
beyond world.

Mythology, in particular, the myth of the Georgian Amiran
and the Greek Argonauts, provides us with small but interesting
information on the social aspects of medicine. Mythical women:
Qamari and Medea knew the healing properties of plants. Me-
dea was a representative of a high social circle, the daughter of
King Aeeta of Colchis, and a priestess of the temple of Hekate.
Along with the art of medicine, she also possessed the secrets of
magic. Such multifunctional healers have continued to practice
in the field of folk medicine since ancient times. Starting from
the Stone Age and including the ancient era, the medical system
of the population living in the territory of Georgia, probably,
mainly combined two specialties — the Dastakari (surgeon) and
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the therapist, men were engaged in the surgeon’s work, includ-
ing the barber, who performed certain surgical manipulations.
Women, however, seem to have been mostly healing with plants.
According to the myth of the Argonauts, even a woman from a
high social circle could be skilled in healing in the ancient era.
Amulets, talismans, and votives found by archaeologists indicate
the practice of magical medicine in the same era and later.

Medieval Georgian medical system, according to M. Shenge-
lia, combined: church-monastic, civil-professional, and folk medi-
cine. Family medicine and military medicine can be distinguished
separately. According to historical and medical sources, in this
era, medical practitioners were both laymen and clergymen. Pro-
fessional healers served the emperor’s court and nobles, military
doctors served warriors, and folk healers who mainly possessed
empirical medical knowledge and used natural and magical rem-
edies provided medical services to the lower social class of the
population. Along with the specialties of therapist and surgeon,
the practices of a midwife, Meshirime — a specialist in removing
stones from the bladder, and Mesneule — an average medical
staff in medieval Georgia are also confirmed.

We think that church-monastic medicine did not exclude the
medical practice of professionally trained medical practitioners.
If we take into account that it was in the hospitals near the monas-
teries that the mesneule’s (healer’s) profession existed, which Ac-
cording to Ivane Javakhishvili, implied the activities of an aver-
age medical staff, and according to Saakashvili and Gelashvili the
activities of a professional healer. Also, a representative of family
medicine can be both a layman and a clergyman. The practice
of professional and mid-level medical staff who removed stones
from the urinary bladder is confirmed. The literary monument
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of the 5th century in Georgia confirms the healing activity of the
clergy. It occupied an important place in the Georgian medical
system. Family medicine was mostly characterized by narrow
specialization and was found in all social strata. Some families
passed down secret remedies and methods of treatment through
the male line from generation to generation.

The information preserved in medieval Georgian medical
manuscripts about the relationship between the doctor and the
patient is important, according to which the doctor should be
well-versed in his work, professional, highly responsible, calm,
and patient. A lover of the sick and people in general. He had to
earn the trust, respect, and love of the patient and society. At the
same time, the sick person should also have a certain obligation
to the doctor — to follow the prescription and advice received
from him.

In the Middle Ages, in the religious systems and moral norms
of both Western and Eastern countries, an important value was
charity, which manifests itself in the attitude towards the sick.

The church and the clergy contributed to the widespread
charitable activities: representatives of both high and low social
strata and, of course, the clergy were involved in charity. Rep-
resentatives of the lower social strata provided the sick families
with food, and helped in agricultural activities — they cultivat-
ed the land, harvested the corn, even stayed overnight in case of
need, etc. The representatives of the high social class built hos-
pitals for them, and provided material assistance and spiritual
fathers specially studied the care and treatment of the sick to help
the sick for free.

Historical sources have preserved information about the
charitable activities of Georgian kings Davit Agmashenebeli (The
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Builder) and King Tamar, Megrelian Prince Levan Dadiani help-
ing the sick.

From the 17th century, European missionaries played an im-
portant role in medical work and enjoyed great popularity among
the population. They earned great love and respect among due to
their charity and unselfish treatment of the sick. Georgian clergy
and Catholic missionaries were especially distinguished during
the Black Death epidemic. They cared for the sick without any
compensation, putting their own lives at risk.

At the end of the 18th and the beginning of the 19th centu-
ry, after the integration of Georgia into Russia, a new system of
medicine was introduced in Georgia through Russia. One of the
visible examples of the replacement of the old Georgian medical
system with the new system is the changing of the meaning of
the word Ekimbashi. Ekimbashi, the name for the chief doctor,
became a word for a folk healer after the change of the medical
system.

In the 19th century, when the new medical system that came
through Russia took root in Georgia, the attitude of the officials
towards the “new” doctors was positive and strongly negative
towards the folk healers, who were Georgian doctors trained in
the old Georgian medical manuscripts. It's evident on the pages
of the press at the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th
century. However, we learned from the same source that defend-
ers of Georgian traditional medicine also appeared.

Khevi. One of the biogeographical areas of our research is
the highlands of Georgia — Khevi, the northern border region of
Georgia. It is located on the northern slopes of the Great Cauca-
sus Mountains, in the river Tergi Basin.
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Khevi inhabitants lived in a healthy biogeographical envi-
ronment, nevertheless, various diseases spread quite often writ-
ten sources are available from the 19th century.

In Khevi, as well as in other regions of Georgia, the disease
has been understood as a biological and sociocultural phenome-
non since ancient times. From a biological point of view, it was a
sign of a person’s physical weakness, and from a social point of
view, it was considered a deviance from the normal life of society.

Children’s infectious diseases, so-called “Batonebi” (Lords)
were not considered as a disease but sent by God. They believed
that an angel sent by God would settle in a child, i.e. Actually, a
sick child was given the status of God’s chosen one, therefore,
they did not turn to the doctor and took care of him by the tradi-
tional rules, they fulfilled every wish, tried to create a calm and
pleasant environment for him. Neighbors helped the family. All
the abovementioned efforts had a positive effect on the nervous
system of the sick child. In the case of the death of a sick person,
it was forbidden to mourn, because they believed that God’s cho-
sen one would go to heaven. This belief helped to avoid panic
during epidemics. Nowadays, vaccinations against children’s in-
fectious diseases are carried out regularly in Khevi. If “Batonebi”
still comes to a child, they care for the sick person according to
the old traditions. The status of offender and sinner was assigned
to the sick person if the disease was considered as a punishment
received as a result of a sin, a crime committed in front of the
shrine. In this case, the ritual of sacrifices and prayers was per-
formed in the shrine by the family of the sick person, sometimes
with the participation of the villagers, to repent the crime and
restore the broken relationship with the shrine. Determining the
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mystical cause of the disease was the function of the diviner. For-
tune-telling in Khevi was conducted by twisting the wick.

Based on all of the above, we can conclude, that family and
the community took care of both — the infected child and the
person who was sick from the shrine. i.e. Both on the chosen one
and the culprit. In the first case, due to the respect of the angels
sent by God, and in the second case, due to the punishment from
God. In the first case, society tried to return the child to society to
fulfill its social obligations in the future. In the second case, the
society tried to rehabilitate the person who was cut off from the
society to fulfill his social role in the present. In both cases, the
involvement of the community in the care of the patient had a
positive result, if we take into account the mutual trust, mutual
respect, and deep belief in the effectiveness of their actions be-
tween the patient and the community.

In the above cases, people did not consult a doctor. It was
believed that in the case of Batonebi, everything depended on the
will of God. In the case of the punishment from the shrine, the
ill could not be helped except by repentance, supplications, and
sacrifices.

In fact, in Khevi, a serious illness was considered a dis-
ease when the sick person could no longer “stand on his feet”,
and could no longer fulfill his public duties, and his social role
changed dramatically. Instead of being an active member of the
society, he became a passive, weak, useless person for the family
and the society. In this case, the community was actively involved
in the care together with the family of the sick person. They did
everything for the sick person to recover, get back on his feet, and
return to his normal life. If a sick person did not have a family, the
villagers took care of him. They would provide food, spend the

248



night with him, and not leave him alone. During the holiday, they
were the first to receive festive meals. Besides they looked after
the cattle and engaged in various agricultural activities instead of
him. This fact is a sign that the society tried to heal the sick and to
restore the social order because every member of the society had
their purpose, their social role. It is especially noteworthy that the
neighbors and relatives took care of the patient, even when the
situation was already hopeless and the patient needed palliative
care. Relatives and neighbors did their best to not leave the pa-
tient and his family members alone in a difficult situation, to help
and give them relief. This should be considered an act of charity.

According to the Khevi tradition, a certain part of the food
from the funeral Supra in the name of the deceased was distribut-
ed by the hands of children to the elderly, the sick, and generally
to the people of poor health. The above actions set the best exam-
ple of morality for the next generation. This tradition leads to the
association of the common Aghapi rule for the poor in the first
centuries of Christianity.

As for the “standing”, but weak-minded, mentally ill, dis-
abled, or physically handicapped people, it was unacceptable to
insult them, ridicule and make fun of them. The people of Khevi
try not to forget these norms of morality, which are still alive to-
day.

The healthcare system in Khevi underwent certain changes
over time, for example, if the practice of folk healers in Khevi
was quite active in the 60s of the last century, in 2020, during
our fieldwork, their practice was already a rarity, but folk healing
knowledge did not completely disappear. Especially in the field
of phytotherapy. Almost every Khevi family knows the healing
properties of the plants.
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Until the 19th century, as an assumption, we can say that
the inhabitants of Khevi were provided with medical services by
their families, folk healers, and clergymen, who replaced profes-
sional doctors. From the 19th century, after the Georgian medical
system was replaced by a new medical system, until the Soviet
era, along with folk healers and clergymen, official medical per-
sonnel were also providing treatment services to the population
episodically, during epidemics, but the population did not have
a positive attitude towards them, and if necessary, people turned
to folk healers and clergymen.

In the Soviet era, the health care of the Khevi population
was provided by the State Medical Service. Along with this, de-
spite the ban, traditional medicine was still active here, combin-
ing treatment with natural and magical-religious means. Khevi
dwellers were positive towards both official and folk healers, and
not only because of effective treatment. They appreciated the hu-
man qualities of a doctor: kindness, solicitude, and the ability to
care and love Among professional doctors and folk healers, the
people of Khevi singled out those with these qualities and still
do so.

The healing activities of the clergy were severely restricted
during this era, not only the practice of healing but even the ba-
sic activities of the clergy were prohibited, especially in the early
years of the Soviet era. Nevertheless, religious services in Khevi
did not stop completely, and religious holidays were still cele-
brated in shrines. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, until
today the population of Khevi is mainly served by state medi-
cal institutions and their medical personnel. The practice of folk
healers, with rare exceptions, is no longer confirmed in Khevi,
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but traditional medicine is quite active, which implies the aware-
ness of the population in medicine, and the medical knowledge
possessed by the community. Traditional medical knowledge has
been enriched for a long time not only by the traditional medi-
cal experience of Khevi, but also by information from magazines,
newspapers, books, and television.

In the 20s-30s of the last century According to Makalatia,
there were two medical centers in Khevi, one in Kazbegi, and the
other in Kobi. A hospital with 60 beds was opened near Arsha
production, where 26 doctors worked... but it was not sufficient
and the majority of the population was still treated by Ekimbashi.
They treated people with home remedies, spells, and various ma-
nipulations.

As in other parts of the mountainous region of Georgia, due
to the natural environment and way of life, the people of Khevi
first of all needed “Dastaqari” surgeons, who were mainly skilled
in the treatment of injuries. The frequency of injuries among the
mountain population was determined by the specific geographi-
cal environment, the custom blood feud, pouching, and hunting.

At the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th
century, Yoba Avsajanishvili was an outstanding physician who
received medical “education” (knowledge) from his ancestors
and passed on his own healing experience to his son.

Later on, medical services in Khevi expanded, and the num-
ber of doctors also increased, memories about them are still pre-
served in the Khevi population. First of all, they remember the
Sabauri, natives of Fansheti village, whose family members, pro-
fessional doctors: for years, in the 50s of the last century and later,
provided medical services to the inhabitants of Khevi.
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Lado Sabauri, who was distinguished by his professionalism
and special kindness, is remembered with special warmth and
gratitude. It is noted that people called him “Lomisa”(Lomisa is
one of the oldest shrines in the mountains of Eastern Georgia,
respect and modesty of which is still widespread among the pop-
ulation today) as a sign of gratitude.

Today there is no hospital in Arsha anymore. There is only
one hospital in Kazbegi municipality. Also, 4 ambulatory clinics
and 1 emergency aid station are functioning.

During our expedition, in 2020, the district hospital in Khevi
was working at full capacity, but opinions about the hospital vary
within the population. Some are unhappy that the hospital is un-
able to treat seriously ill patients. There are also different atti-
tudes towards doctors. However, the residents of Kazbegi district
are unanimous in their evaluation of Dr. Badri Badridze, who is
not a resident, but works in Kazbegi hospital and serves the resi-
dents selflessly. In this case, too, the residents appreciate not only
the doctor’s professionalism, knowledge, experience, and skills,
but also his attitude toward the patient, his warmth, his ability to
love, and his kindness.

Mokheves had the right attitude towards mentally ill and
disabled people, who were treated with compassion and respect,
they did not distinguish them from others and tried to integrate
them into society, if they did not pose a threat. Such an approach
instilled a sense of dignity in them and helped to overcome the
inferiority complex.

A few words should also be said about magical treatment.
Healers with magical means, mostly spells, were often referred
to as healers in the ravine, according to legend, their treatment
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was always successful. In this case, the relationship established
between the patient and the doctor was of special importance,
in which mutual trust and deep belief in the effectiveness of the
treatment was determined by both the patient and the doctor. To-
day, the practice of treatment with magical methods has almost
disappeared.

As for epidemics, it is known that an epidemic causes certain
changes in existence, and new rules of life are created, to use the
words of Michel Foucault, a certain disciplinary scheme is creat-
ed that regulates life under epidemic conditions. During past and
recent epidemics in Khevi (we mean black plague epidemics in
the past and the current COVID pandemic) isolation of the sick
was mostly resorted to. In the past, this separation had the char-
acter of self-isolation. Self-isolation of people suffering from com-
municable diseases was carried out separately from the popula-
tion in existing facilities, the so-called “huts”, and during black
plague epidemics, according to the information preserved in the
historical memory of Khevi dwellers, the place of self-isolation
was “Tombs”.

It should be noted that the echo of this extraordinary exis-
tence created during the epidemic is imprinted in the collective
memory of Khevi dwellers. What is clearly shown is the disci-
plinary scheme that society developed in response to a deadly
disease for self-preservation.

The basis of the above-mentioned is field ethnographic ma-
terial, which we gathered in the following settlements in Kazbegi
Municipality in 2020-2023: settlement Stephantsminda, villages:
Akhalcikhe, Karkucha, Sno, Pkhelshe, Goriscikhe, Tkarsheti, Ger-
geti Cdo.
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Prohibition and fear of the tombs for the plague epidemic,
which is dictated by the rational idea of protecting oneself from
infectious diseases, was characteristic of the older generations of
Khevi dwellers until recently.

Similar are the accounts preserved in the collective memory
of the society about the epidemics and the discipline formed in
the epidemic environment. These references are closely related
to such a group of monuments of the Khevi material culture as
the collective burials “Akldamas” (tombs), which the population
refers to as “Ekaldams”, “Akaldams”, “Kaldams” and consider to
be the abode of people suffering from contagious diseases during
the period of the plague epidemic period. It is these buildings of
collective burials that preserved and passed on from generation
to generation this special model of the relationship between so-
ciety and individuals during the epidemic, which is confirmed
in the mountains of Eastern Georgia. In all the villages that have
tombs, the storytellers repeat the same story about the self-isola-
tion, only the toponyms and family names change. The scheme
remains unchanged: voluntary separation of a person from so-
ciety and community care for those with deadly diseases from a
safe distance.

The respondent from village Tsdo — M. Tsiklauri notes about
the tomb complex next to “Plague Shrine”(Djamis Khati): “It was
old and [had] beds and seats on both sides.” If the black plague
appeared and someone would feel himself unwell ... they were
peculiar people. Not like us now.... clinging on for dear life... they
would take the food, and leave the village voluntarily so that it
would not be transmitted to someone else. They did not come out
from there. Food was provided while they were alive. Those who
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survived would come back. It was a long time ago. Even before
my grandfathers and their grandfathers could remember.” We re-
corded narratives of similar content in different villages.

In such conditions, when the disease becomes the main guide
of the public way of life, these references gathered to study the
relationship between society and the individual give us the basis
to make some assumptions about their historical context.

In this regard, worth noting not only the number of villages
where the existing ruins, according to the respondents, should be
related to the Black Plague epidemic, but also the list of villag-
es where these monuments of material culture and the historical
memory related to them are not recorded. At present, the existence
of Tombs (Akldamas) in the inhabited villages is not confirmed in
Achkhot, Koseli, Kanobi, as well as Nasoflari, Toti. These villages
are characterized by one common feature, they are relatively new
(eg, Achkhoti village, Toti village), or they have changed their
settlement area in the last few centuries. E.g.: the village Kanobi
was built on the right bank of Tergi, where the main celebration
of the village “Tarangeloba” (Archangel celebration) is still cele-
brated by Kanobi residents on July 13th. Village Koseli was also
founded by the population from the village of “Kose| |Kosai” in
the Snostskali valley, where in the 1970s former settlements and
tombs were found.

The mentioned circumstance supports the opinion that the
information about the epidemic preserved in the historical mem-
ory of Khevi inhabitants should be not only an echo of the Black
Plague wave of the XVIII-XIX centuries but also of an earlier era.
The dating of the epidemic in Khevi to the 14th century seems
considering according to the following circumstances: this his-
torical-ethnographic area has always represented the “Northern
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Gate” of Georgia, and it is logical to think that even in the Mid-
dle Ages it could not escape the deadly epidemic diseases. Worth
mentioning. D. Mindorashvili notes, that in the early and later
Middle Ages Dariali Fortress, which was quite densely populated
despite mountainous conditions lost its function in the later Mid-
dle Ages. The researcher dates the disruption of Dariali Fortress
function to the 14th century and considers the reason for this to
be only the invasions of Timur. We think it would not be unrea-
sonable to assume the spread of the Black Plague as one of the
possible reasons for the deterioration of Dariali Fortress. His dat-
ing of the tombs does not oppose the fact of the possible spread of
the Black Plague in Khevi in the 14th century, and to some extent
even supports it.

The comparison of the above references shows that the infor-
mation preserved in collective memory is a reflection and echo of
the historical situation. At the same, the above-mentioned, clearly
describes and depicts the relationship between society and the
disease in a crisis, when the doctor as such is thrown out of this
chain due to the lack of treatment methods, and the individual
and the society remain facing each other.

The community will keep the sick person away from the set-
tlement to control the epidemic and to protect themselves, but
the place of isolation is so close to the village that the commu-
nity can take care of the sick person. It should be noted that the
tombs for the sick are always located close to the icon-shrines. It
is conceivable that with this, society tries to create a psychological
environment for a suffering person before death, which is based
on a solid system of beliefs and ideas, indicative of the worldview
of the people of that era.
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We think that the psycho-social factor is most important in
such cases. It is known that during epidemics, a new, unusual sit-
uation — forced isolation, fear of deadly diseases, and feelings of
weakness, creates a danger for mental illness. In such conditions,
the popularization of self-sacrificing actions — the stories about
self-isolation during the Black Death epidemics, pushed the pop-
ulation to morally exalted actions. The existence of shrines next
to the self-isolation buildings helped to calm the sick, overcome
fear, and gave the population hope for survival, which somewhat
reduced the risk of mental disorders in people during epidemics.

In the background of the epidemic, the above-described mod-
el of the relationship between the individual and the society was
formed in the course of the evolution of human society over mil-
lennia. This is a pattern of functioning of a solid system ensuring
their mutual survival. Considering the background of experience,
it is important to analyze the current pandemic data and compare
it with the historical experience described above.

In the summer of 2020, when our scientific group was con-
ducting ethnographic fieldwork, the first infected person was de-
tected in Kazbegi municipality. Until that, the traces of COVID-19
seemed to be only in the economic life of the society: tourism and,
accordingly, income decreased. Part of the population engaged in
tourism continued to cultivate the land, grow potatoes, and raise
livestock. There was also a critical attitude towards self-isolation
rules. We were at the epicenter of events when the first infected
person was detected. According to the ethnographic data gath-
ered using the participant observation method, we can conclude
that in the initial stage of the pandemic, there was a lack of ac-
ceptance and distrust of the reality of the threat. The storytellers
noted that there was nothing wrong with the infected people, that
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they were just drinking vitamin C. In this case, the invisibility
of the threat increased the general mistrust. In the later period,
the attitude changed dramatically. The threat was perceived as
real, vaccinations were in progress and self-isolation rules were
followed. The experience became the basis for this: complicat-
ed diseases and increased cases of death caused by COVID-19.
As a result of experience and modern analysis, we can conclude
that despite the above-described disciplinary scheme in histori-
cal memory, the population of Khevi, like everywhere in Georgia
and the world, was characterized by a critical attitude towards the
rules of self-isolation at the initial stage of the spread of Covid-19,
based on our observations and the words of the narrators, we see
a general distrust of the system, which introduced the new reality
to the population and dictated the rules of behavior. Experience
played a decisive role in the real perception of the threat, after
which isolation entered and established itself in the pandemic
order of being. The difference is clear: if earlier the sick person
removed himself from the society, now the need and order of this
removal was established by the state.

Regardless of the attitude of the people of Khevi towards in-
dividual healers — positive or negative, the social role of both the
professional doctor and the folk healer was particularly import-
ant and the status was quite high among the people of Khevi. In
some cases, the relationship between the doctor and the patient is
in the model of an active-passive relationship, in which the doc-
tor is active, and the patient is passive; sometimes, for the most
part in the modern era, this relationship is more suited to a coop-
erative model.

We think that the sick person himself had a certain social
role, in particular, he integrated a part of the society around him,
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stirred up a sense of solidarity and sympathy for a person in need,
and indicated to him the need to help the weak. All this contrib-
uted to the moral improvement of society and created a system
in which each individual understood the need to help others to
protect himself.

It is particularly noteworthy that the traditions of compas-
sion and support for the seriously ill, mentally ill, infirm elderly,
or disabled people have been preserved by the Khevi dwellers,
even though, as the famous sociologist Emile Durkheim rightly
points out, the principle of individualism is dominant in modern
societies and the primacy of collective consciousness and social
solidarity is being lost.

Imereti is one of the regions in Western Georgia. It is divid-
ed into two parts — upper (Zemo) and lower (Kvemo) Imereti,
which is the area of our research. It is mainly spread over the Col-
chis Lowland, including the territory from the estuary of Kvirila
to Tskhenistskali rivers, it includes Tskaltubo, Khoni, Samtredia,
Vani, and Baghdadi districts. The center of Imereti is the city of
Kutaisi. Among the diseases characteristic of the region, malaria
is mentioned the first, which was widespread in the plain of Kolk-
heti since ancient times and was an endemic disease. The French
traveler Jacques Francois Gamba described certain characteristics
of the Imeretian people, for example, the choice of altitude for
building a residence, the fire lit day and night in the house, etc.
Malaria is prevalent in the damp and swampy environment of
the Kolkheti Plain.

Interesting material about the specifics of the spread of dis-
eases in our research region is preserved in the scientific litera-
ture of the 19th century, where the diseases spread on the plain
of Rion are discussed taking into account time, space, and social
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factors. After the draining of the swamps of the Kolkheti plain in
the late 1920s and 30s, malaria was almost eradicated here, but
when a ferroalloys plant was built near Zestaponi in 1933, due to
the vulnerability of ecological conditions, malignant oncological
diseases increased.

As we mentioned, epidemic diseases spread periodically in
Imereti: various types of typhus, cholera, black plague, and chil-
dren’s infectious diseases (Batonebi), which as well as in other re-
gions of Georgia, was not considered as a disease. If someone did
not receive his masters (Batonebi), he was considered to be dis-
pleased with God. Whoever was visited by the masters enjoyed
the status of God’s chosen one and was treated with respect.

A certain part of the diseases in Imereti was also explained by
the wrath of the shrine, the wrath could be caused by any shrine,
due to a crime committed before it, a sin, or as a result of trans-
ferring to the icon. Transferring to the icon, the same as a curse,
an apparition, implies the punishment of a person by the shrine,
mostly by illness, at the request of a person offended by such per-
son, verbally or as a result of conducting a certain ritual at the
shrine. We could not confirm the tradition of transfer to the icon
in Khevi.

In Imereti, diseases with mild symptoms were often not even
considered diseases, and treatment was carried out at the level of
being, with domestic — herbal or animal remedies. Chronic dis-
eases were mostly treated when any symptoms appeared.

In Imereti, as well as in other regions of Georgia, a person
was considered sick when he was no longer able to work, “could
no longer stand on his feet”, and could no longer fulfill his so-
cial role, his obligations. Weak people became an object of care
and concern of his family and relatives, as well as charity, and
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in H. Sigerist's words, the privileged social status was acquired
and everything was done to help the sick to recover and return
to society. It should be noted here that both in Imereti and Khevi,
the loss caused by personal illness had a greater impact on the
lives of the population in the past than it does now. Especially in
Khevi, whose population represented a more cohesive and closed
society, even though the famous Georgian military road passed
through Khevi.

Regardless of the ideas about the etiology of the disease, the
person was considered to be the chosen one or punished by God
for some sin, and the attitude towards the sick person in Imereti
was positive. Both his family and the surrounding community
took care of the sick person, which meant helping the family of
the sick person materially and physically. These traditions are
more or less preserved to this day. Even today, if there is a se-
riously ill person in the family, especially if he needs palliative
care, the family is helped by neighbors and relatives.

As we mentioned above, the nature of society’s attitude to-
wards the sick was determined to some extent by charity. The
earliest information about charity in Imereti refers to Davit Ag-
mashenebeli. He has built an infirmary near the Gelati Monastery
in Imereti. According to the sources, King David was taking care
of the sick and managing the work of the infirmary. He used to
check whether the patients were well taken care of or not, wheth-
er cleanliness was maintained, therefore, there was strict supervi-
sion. Based on this, we can conclude that infirmaries were build-
ings, undoubtedly placed at a high level near the “monastery”.
Since the 17th century, Catholic missionaries have been doing
charity work in Imereti, who selflessly treated the poor popula-
tion and earned the great respect and love of Imeretians.
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At the beginning of the 20th century, a charity of a complete-
ly new form was held in Kutaisi to help people suffering from
tuberculosis, which later became a tradition. It was Chamomile
Day, a holiday that spread to Georgia from Europe and was most-
ly celebrated on May 2nd. The money collected from donations
on the holiday was used for TB-affected patients. This charitable
holiday was banned by the Soviet government .... this year. It was
restored after gaining independence ... this year and is still being
held.

According to archeological data, medicinal remedies are con-
firmed on the territory of Imereti as far back as the Stone Age. The
myth of the Greek Argonauts tells us about the healing activity of
Medea, the daughter of the king of ancient Colchis.

In 1951, archaeologist Nino Berdzenishvili found a skull of
a 50-60-year-old woman in one of the tombs dated to the Middle
Ages, on which traces of surgical manipulations could be seen.
[Pirpilashvili, Paleoanthropological materials on the study of dis-
eases — Pirpilashvili P., Paleoanthropological materials on the
study of diseases, injuries and therapeutic manipulations in an-
cient Georgia, Abstract of the dissertation for the degree of Can-
didate of Medical Sciences, Riga Medical Institute, Riga, 1974.29;
Tamta Okropiridze, Aslan Germanishvili, Nina Arudova, Shore-
na Laliashvili, Liana Bitadze Trepanation Practice in Georgia,
Kronos, Journal of Ivane Javakhishvili Institute of History and
Ethnology, 134].

In the Middle Ages, as in all feudal societies, medical services
varied among different social classes. The royal court and dig-
nitaries were treated by doctors equipped with classical medi-
cal knowledge, who received their medical education in Geor-
gia or abroad. Their textbooks were the medical literature of the
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civilized world of that time, Georgian Karabadins, and medical
books. The interest of Imeretian nobles in medical literature is ev-
idenced by a large number of medical books transcribed by their
order, which are often accompanied by the will of the person who
commissioned or copied the mentioned manuscripts. There are
also reports about Alexander the Third’s court physician. All this
speaks of the high level of professional medical culture in Imereti.

In the late Middle Ages, mainly from the 17th century, as we
mentioned, Catholic missionaries provided medical assistance to
the population of Imereti and enjoyed the greatest respect of the
population. Thus, it seems that in the Middle Ages, the level of
professional medical culture was quite high in Imereti.

Representatives of the lower social strata were served by folk
healers, and infirmaries near the monasteries, in some cases, they
were also assisted by the priests of the village church, during the
care or treatment of the sick. During this period, the social role
of the doctor in Imereti was very important and the prestige was
quite high, which was determined primarily by the demand for
them, which the existing medical services clearly could not satis-
fy. From the 19th century, a new system of medical services was
introduced in Imereti, as in Georgia on the whole. Changes were
also made in the medical services of the population of Imereti.
Foreign doctors educated in Russia and Europe took the place
of doctors working in Georgia, brought up on classical medicine
and Georgian karabadins of that time. Doctors from Russia were
not popular among the population. During the endemic fever
spread in the villages located on the Imereti plain, the residents,
except high-ranking representatives, very rarely consulted Rus-
sian doctors and were usually satisfied with the advice of village
elders.
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The new medical system implied the establishment of med-
ical institutions, the formation of an infirmary (so-called “Kse-
non”) in rural areas [Saakashvili 4, 100], and providing the pop-
ulation with civilian stationary institutions, but this could not be
fully implemented. The lack of inpatient facilities led to the de-
velopment of private facilities. Among the owners of private hos-
pitals and those engaged in private practice, many were engaged
in charity, treating deprived patients free of charge. Grateful resi-
dents remember them to this day. For example, such was Samson
Topuria, who worked at the end of the 19th and the beginning of
the 20th century, and Nikoloz Kakhiani, who worked in the first
quarter of the last century and sacrificed himself for the treatment
of the young patient. Konstantine Eristavi, a doctor of the Soviet
period. Nikoloz Kakhiani and Konstantine Eristavi. The grateful
inhabitants of Kvemo Imereti built monuments at their own ex-
pense in their villages: Nikoloz Kakhiani’s monument — in Roki-
ti, and Konstantine Eristavi’s monument — in Salominao.

Judging by the above data, it can be said that the medical
system of the population of Imereti combined official, profession-
al, and folk, traditional medical services in all the eras we have
discussed. Official medical institutions and professional healers
served the aristocracy as well as the poor in the form of charity.

Traditional, folk medicine in Georgia was combined with
empirical medical experience created based on the influence of
official medicine in many cases, and the so-called professional
medical knowledge. The entire community possessed medical
knowledge, while professional medical knowledge was the pri-
ority of individual healers. In the traditional medical culture, we
consider healers who were skilled in healing activities, had a set
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salary for their work, i.e. medicine making and treatment, and an
established system of receiving and transferring medical knowl-
edge, as professionals. This knowledge, as a rule, was kept secret,
in the 19th and early 20th centuries in Georgia, such healers were
mainly representatives of family medicine. It should be noted
that representatives of both the aristocracy and the lower social
class practiced family-lineal healing. It is possible that some of the
healers of the high social class were Georgian doctors who were
replaced by the doctors educated in Russia and outside of Russia,
that is, they were healers brought up on Georgian medical manu-
scripts, who did not stop healing practice, passed healing knowl-
edge to their descendants and limited themselves to the status of
folk healers. In Imereti, the Turmanidze, Ugrekhelidze, and other
clans represented such, in Khevi — the Avsajanishvili and others.
The healing practice of the Turmanidzes has withstood the pas-
sage of time and today it is extremely popular, licensed, and sold
in pharmacies.

In both Imereti and Khevi, healing practices were also prac-
ticed by more or less knowledgeable people, mostly women, but
treatment was not an important source of their income, did not
provide for the remuneration of their work with a fixed salary
and any rules for receiving and passing on healing knowledge.
The medical knowledge of such village doctors was much higher
than the existing medical knowledge. Thus, their healing practice
can be considered a transitional step between residential and pro-
fessional healing practice. These healers, for the most part, gained
healing knowledge and experience as a result of empirical obser-
vation and combined with natural or magical means and healers
of various specialties: Dastakari (surgeon), therapist, midwife,
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fortune teller, spell caster, etc. sometimes one person mastered
several specialties.

Here we want to touch on the issue of family medicine in
Imereti. Family treatment practices were practiced by both aris-
tocrats and representatives of the lower social class. It is possi-
ble that some of the healers of the high social class were Geor-
gian doctors who were replaced by doctors educated in Russia
and outside of Russia, that is, they were healers brought up on
Georgian karabadines, who did not stop the healing practice and
passed on the healing knowledge to their descendants.

When we talk about folk medicine, we cannot leave without
attention the healers with magical and religious means: spellcast-
ers and diviners, the so-called sorcerers, whose duty was to de-
termine which shrine was punishing the sick person for what rea-
son and what was needed to prevent his illness. The population
had a positive attitude towards such healers and believed in their
remedies. Separately stands the so-called Witchcraft and Rituals
of Dispelling Magic. In Imereti, they believed in the existence of
magic quite deeply.

It was believed that certain people were in contact with the
spirits and acted under their influence. Such people, mostly
women, were avoided by the population, they stayed away from
them, and they were afraid to interact with them, but sometimes
they were still approached, to remove magic or others. They were
considered marginal individuals and often became victims of
aggression. In this regard, D. Kldiashvili’s short stories “Victim”
and “Kamushadze’s Hardship” are of great interest.

As we mentioned in the first chapter of the work, treatment
with magic-religious means was forbidden by the officials and
the church. A part of the intelligentsia also had a negative atti-
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tude towards such healers, they were considered superstitious
and liars.

Different social strata had different attitudes towards both
professional and folk healers. The population, except the aristoc-
racy and part of the intelligentsia, distrusted doctors equipped
with classical medical knowledge, and the officialdom was hos-
tile to folk healers, with some exceptions. In Kvemo Imereti, as
well as in the whole of Georgia, both in the past and now, the
population treats the doctor with special respect. From society’s
point of view, in addition to professionalism, compassion, hu-
manity, and professional tact are considered necessary qualities
for a doctor, which the doctor should show with the patient, and
which should characterize the important and special relationship
between social relations between the healer and the patient’s.

Today, the population’s attitude towards working with doc-
tors varies: there is both skepticism towards the professionalism
of doctors and special trust towards doctors. The starting point
for both points of view is empirical experience: the first is deter-
mined by negative experience, and the second by positive results
achieved by effective treatment, which is accumulated in the so-
ciety in the form of the experience of individual members and
determines the society’s attitude towards the doctor.

The population’s attitude towards folk healers also varies,
and the guiding factor in this case is the empirical experience
related to the effectiveness of the treatment practices of various
doctors.

Attention is drawn to several cases confirmed in the city of
Kutaisi, when famous doctors in the society combine the techno-
logical achievements of medicine and the inherited folk traditions
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of treatment in their medical practice: Classical pharmacology
and herbal remedies.

As the field ethnographic research conducted in Kvemo
Imereti shows, the respect for the doctor as the leader of treat-
ment and his special status in the society is unchanged, which,
as we mentioned at the beginning, should be determined by his
decisive role in health and illness, and in some cases, in front of
the patient standing between life and death. Among the social
relationships built for life support, the attitude of the doctor and
the patient is one of the most important relationships.

The older generation of the research population is especially
grateful to the doctors of the Soviet period and to the old hos-
pitals in Khoni and Samtredia. They remember the famous doc-
tors of that time — husband and wife Katchakhidze, who were
highly respected by the entire population of Samtredia district.
As we have already pointed out, the names of Samson Topuria,
Dimitri Navrozashvili, Nicolas Kakhiani, Konstantine Eristavi,
and others have never been forgotten. In modern times, part of
the population has a good attitude towards doctors. According to
them, doctors conduct their activities in difficult times, because
the number of various diseases has increased.

The attitude towards doctors working during the pandemic
varies. We find their criticism and suspicion of professionalism,
although the second part believes that epidemiologists are quali-
fied and work tirelessly during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Even though the population of Imereti today intensively
uses official medical services, the practice of folk healers has not
disappeared. Even today, in some villages, we find doctors who
use folk remedies, especially the practice of using medicinal oint-
ments made from plants. Some modern folk healers studied this
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activity themselves out of interest, while others passed it on to
their descendants. As for magico-religious treatment, it is no lon-
ger practiced, or very rarely applied.

When studying the issue of the doctor-patient relationship,
noteworthy information was obtained in the city of Kutaisi. Spe-
cial attention was drawn to the following fact: several very pop-
ular doctors in the city combine the approaches of classical and
folk medicine in their work. In most cases, official medicine ap-
pears as an irreplaceable diagnostic tool, and medicinal products
are prepared by traditional, folk methods, although they refuse to
include pharmaceutical drugs when necessary.

As our research focuses on the relationship between society,
doctor, and patient and the socio-cultural aspects of this relation-
ship, we tried to identify healers known for phytotherapy and
folk methods among the population of Kutaisi. The identity of
several of them was stated by every respondent: Mamageishvili,
Akofov, Khabazi, Gadelia, Assirians.

Gia Khabazi is one of the famous doctors who combine the
best experience of classical medicine and folk remedies in their
work. He works in Kutaisi Polyclinic No. 2 and his traumatology
office is located here. For diagnosis, he appoints an X-ray and
other necessary clinical studies, and the method of treatment is a
continuation of the ancestral tradition of Khabazi.

In the treatment process, classical medicine and folk tradi-
tions are used side by side by the representative of the famous
family of doctors in Kutaisi, the Gadelia.

Another famous healer, Irina Mamageishvili, is a doctor-ther-
apist by profession, who, in addition to being a representative of
official medicine, is also a psychotherapist, during treatment, as
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needed, she uses both classical medicine remedies and medicines
prepared from plants collected by herself.

Based on the above-mentioned examples, we can conclude
that the public’s attitude towards medical doctors is based on the
empirical experience of people and the authority of medical doc-
tors with positive results. Those folk healers who have inherited
the medicine and methods of treatment from their ancestors, do
not hesitate to include pharmaceuticals in the treatment if neces-
sary and actively use modern methods of diagnosis.

In Kvemo Imereti, as well as Georgia in general, the role and
status of the doctor are respected by the population, they remem-
ber with love and respect those doctors who were distinguished
by their professionalism and human qualities and left a mark on
the memory of the population.

From society’s point of view, in addition to professionalism,
kindness, humanity, and professional tact are considered essen-
tial qualities for a doctor, which the doctor should show about
the patient and which should characterize the extremely import-
ant and special relationship between the doctor and the patient
among social relations.

Regardless of the attitude of Khevi or Imereti residents to-
wards individual healers — positive or negative, the social role
of both professional doctors and folk healers was particularly im-
portant and their status was quite high in the population. The
relationship between a doctor, as well as a professional, a tradi-
tional healer, and a patient is in some cases an active-passive re-
lationship model, in which the doctor is active and the patient
depends on their characteristics.

The results of the quantitative research allowed us to draw
the following conclusions. Knowledge about traditional folk
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healers is being forgotten. However, there are exceptions. In gen-
eral, there is a trend of cooperation between folk and convention-
al medicine in Kutaisi. As for the use of folk remedies, mainly in
the form of herbal or fruit tinctures, they are used in situations
where self-medication is allowed. These are flu, cough, cold, sore
throat, minor wound, headache, and stomach ache. Through the
questionnaire, the importance of shrines in the everyday life of
the Khevi population and actions aimed at restoring/protect-
ing health is confirmed, while in Imereti, the importance of the
church and Orthodox prayers is highlighted. Also, the temporal
orientation of the population, which is directed towards the pres-
ent, is clear, which is an indicator of socio-economic problems
in the society. Most of the population consults a doctor only in
complicated cases, in times of extreme necessity, not for preven-
tion and planned examinations. However, it is worth noting that
more people are interested in a healthy lifestyle. In particular, the
interviewees” motivation to exercise and eat healthily. Finally, the
memories left in the ravine are special in connection with pan-
demics: it was distancing, isolation of villages, and isolation in
rocks, which is the merit of high social self-awareness.

Based on the written medical and historical sources, archae-
ological materials, and ethnographic data collected in the focus
regions, we conclude:

In both regions, Kvemo Imereti and Khevi, the role and so-
cial status of the doctor were and are equally important among
the people. This would equally apply to representatives of official
and folk medicine.

The population from both regions has heterogeneous atti-
tudes towards the professionalism of modern doctors. Along
with the professionalism of the healer, the people emphasize the
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importance of the doctor’s proper attitude towards the patient.
Professional doctors with personal qualities had a special status
in Khevi and Imereti and still have it today. People tend to sacral-
ize individual, most respected doctors.

In the past, in both regions, folk medicine played an import-
ant role in public medical services. Nowadays, the practice of folk
healers, in both regions, has been drastically reduced. In Khevi,
folk healing knowledge has spread among the population and
become a part of everyday life. Kvemo Imereti region is charac-
terized by certain peculiarities, whereas in Kutaisi, a synthesis
of official and folk medicine, is recorded. Doctors who combine
elements of these two different medical systems in their practice
enjoy a special status among the population of the city and the
region as a whole.

In the past, the religious factor was important in the treat-
ment process for the population of both regions. This was man-
ifested in the attitude of the population towards the shrines and
clergy, which had a positive effect on the psychological condition
of the society members, both on the sick person and on his sur-
roundings.

Also, for the medical system of both regions in the past, mag-
ical and religious practices of treatment had no small place. De-
spite the current prohibition from the government and the official
religion, it proved to be viable and had its function even in the
recent past. Today, you can no longer meet such healers in Khevi,
and in Imereti, their practice is confirmed, although the demand
for them is drastically reduced.

The collective memory related to epidemics is different in
the study regions. The inhabitants of Khevi have preserved in-
formation about epidemics. These references are closely related
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to tombs — Akldamas. The traces of epidemics in Imereti are less
visible in the collective memory. In addition to the fact that the
mountain population is more traditional and experiences of the
past are more preserved in the collective memory, the reason for
this difference may be the fact that in Kvemo Imereti we did not
find monuments of material culture related to epidemics.

The image of society’s behavior in the conditions of the mod-
ern pandemic is characterized by uniformity. At the initial stage,
the population is critical towards the sources of information.
In the wake of the strengthening of the disease, the increase in
the number of complications, and the increase in the number of
deaths, the population has changed its attitude and begun to fol-
low regulations and preventive measures.

Even though a gravelly or terminally ill person, both in the
population of Khevi and Imereti and in society in general, is cut
off from an active life and can no longer fulfill the role assigned
to him, is not marginalized. Society is actively involved in the
process of fighting for his health and continues to support the
patient in the form of palliative care even when there is no hope
for the patient’s recovery. In this process, the patient himself also
has a social role, which contributes to the integration of society
and instilling solidarity in it, which contributes to the moral im-
provement of society.
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