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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Article type: During the Qajar era, Iranian society was facing a gradual transition from
Research Avticle tradition to modernity, especially in the field of health and treatment. Folk
) beliefs, traditional Iranian medicine, and the early influences of Western
Received: medicine played an influential role in shaping the public attitude towards
izcigttgfl h_ealth and treatment _methods. Foreign_travelers' reports provide a striking
2025/12/29 picture of I_ranlan §ouety's approgch to illness, treatmcfnt, _and the gonpe_pt of
op: health during this period, which shows a combination of individual
1-13 experiences, superstitious beliefs, and nascent efforts of modern medicine.
This study, using historical texts, examines the influence and spread of folk
Keywords: medical beliefs, traditional Iranian medicine, Western medicine, and
Qajar era; superstitious elements in Qajar Iranian society. During this period, people had
Medicine; diverse attitudes toward the causes of diseases and treatment methods, which
Treatment, were often based on traditional medicine, individual experiences, or
Folk Beliefs; institutionalized beliefs. This research, using a historical method and

O T, analyzing data extracted from reliable sources, explains historical statements

related to healing in popular beliefs. The main question of the research is what
factors were influential in the promotion and growth of folk beliefs in the
treatment and medicine practices of the Qajar period, and what position did
folk beliefs have in the medical practices of the Qajar period? The findings
show that individual attitudes and acquired group experiences played a
significant role in explaining the causes of disease and choosing treatment
methods. Folk medicine and modern medicine were present in society at the
same time, but the resistance of a large part of society to modern treatment
methods, due to the weakness of health facilities, specific climatic and social
conditions, and the lack of public awareness of modern medicine, contributed
to the spread of folk healing beliefs in the Qajar era.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

One of the most significant achievements of the Industrial Revolution era was the development
of advanced healthcare systems. Subsequently, the expansion of cultural and technological
exchanges between Iran and global civilization raised the necessity for attention to new health
and hygiene standards among the intelligentsia and a segment of Qajar-era policymakers.
However, despite the penetration of modern treatment methods into Iran, particularly during
the premiership of Amir Kabir and his health reforms, the majority of the country’s population,
due to a lack of knowledge, structural weaknesses in medical facilities, and a lack of public
access to modern medical technologies, were driven towards superstitions and local medical
beliefs. Diseases such as cholera, plague, malaria, influenza (grippe), typhus, typhoid, leprosy,
and similar ailments during the Qajar period inclined a society suffering from a shortage of
modern facilities toward popular treatments and beliefs rooted in magic and sorcery. These
epidemics would spread according to environmental conditions after breaking out. The lack of
adherence to basic hygiene principles and ignorance of health recommendations caused false
notions and superstitious beliefs to become prevalent, and people, when faced with contagious
diseases like typhus, diarrhoea, cholera, plague, and especially smallpox, which claimed the
lives of many children, resorted to unscientific and illusory methods (Dalmani, 1378: 2/106-
109). In this context, examining the role of the individual and collective tendencies of various
societal classes in the occurrence of diseases or the selection of specific treatment approaches
is also important. In this regard, the intense prevalence of popular and superstitious therapeutic
ideas among large segments of the people and the reluctance towards modern treatment
methods, especially in the early Qajar rule, exacerbated the situation of communicable and non-
communicable diseases and increased the mortality rate during this period (Elgood, 1352: 622).
European physicians, who were present in various social strata of Iran through consular,
diplomatic, commercial, and religious activities, in addition to introducing and promoting their
new methods of treatment, also confronted some of the old methods of treating epidemic and
contagious diseases. Approaching the end of the Qajar era shows historical evidence of a shift
in people’s approach toward traditional beliefs (intertwined with folk notions). In other words,
public awareness regarding modern treatment methods and techniques had increased; however,
traditional medicine still had widespread use, Iranian physicians were busy treating patients,
and they maintained a special position in Iranian society. Consequently, the four main prevalent
treatment approaches in the Qajar era were: 1- Iranian medicine; 2- Western medicine; 3-
Popular healing; and 4- Superstitious medicine. The present study seeks to describe some of the
medical beliefs in the domain of Iranian medicine and popular healing in the Qajar era, relying
on documentary sources, historical texts, and the reports of foreign travelers, and using a
descriptive-analytical approach, and to answer the following question: 1- What were the
methods and approaches of popular medicine and how did they spread during the Qajar period?
This study can be effective in minimizing or even eliminating folk medical beliefs that are still
accepted among some segments of the Iranian society from its historical past.

Material & Methods
This research explains the historical propositions related to healing within popular beliefs, using
a historical method and analyzing data extracted from credible sources.

Results and discussion

The findings indicate that individual attitudes and collectively acquired experiences played a
significant role in explaining the causes of illness and selecting treatment methods. Folk
medicine and modern medicine coexisted in society, but resistance to modern treatments,
especially for contagious and non-contagious diseases, was evident. Ultimately, the research
clarifies that the insistence on traditional treatment methods, the weakness in health facilities,
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specific climatic and social conditions, and the lack of public awareness regarding modern
medicine were effective factors in the spread of diseases during the Qajar era.

Conclusion

Based on historical evidence, the existence of various propositions regarding the infiltration of
folk healing beliefs into treatment and health practices indicates the lack of medical tools and
equipment, the absence of modern educational institutions, the ignorance and low literacy of
Iranian society in the Qajar era, and the widespread presence of quacks, all of which paved the
way for the promotion and spread of these beliefs in society. During this period, prescriptions
for patients included bloodletting, leeching, Istikhara (seeking guidance through
prayer/divination), amulets, writing incantations, the use of special stones, trees, supernatural
matters, celestial bodies, and constellations. Medical professions such as midwives (qabelah),
local bone-setters (orthopedists), surgeons, cuppers, and purifiers performed medical activities
whose treatment methods were often unprofessional and incorrect. This situation reveals the
strong influence of metaphysical and traditional healing beliefs and their tools in explaining the
causes and prevalence of diseases, especially among the underprivileged classes and in rural
and marginalized areas. The application of traditional treatment methods and procedures,
human casualties resulting from contagious diseases, the weakness of health and medical
facilities and equipment, climatic and environmental conditions, limitations in social
communication, as well as adherence to superstitions and folk medical beliefs, and the
resistance of some segments of the population to modern treatment methods, collectively led to
the outbreak and spread of mortality in Iran. Problems arising from the lack of efficient
regulatory bodies over the performance of physicians and the obstruction of establishing clinics
by non-specialists provided the necessary ground for the expansion of popular and superstitious
healing.
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