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The paper tries to present a relatively 
long course taken in peasant mentality 
regarding one’s own body in relation with 
the modern medical action. The system of 
beliefs regarding the body is alluvial but 
in our case, for the past one hundred years 
suffered also systematic interventions 
from the state. The direction was from 
top to bottom with the clear intention of 

culturalizing the peasant society. All this general cultural interventions generated a 
change in the way the peasants (Romanian peasants) see or perceive their own body 
or the way they should deal with it. The study is based on a fieldresearch done in 
summer of 2009 in few townships in Cluj County, Romania1. The object of study is 
constituted by the narratives of people interviewed during research. 

Coming across this topic I am about to present in this paper, I have noticed that 
it has a large amount of bibliography. This bibliography is mostly theoretical, or it 
tries to portrait a theoretic approach of the topic. I also found this idea regarding the 
body in David Le Breton, and few others2, but beyond all this theoretical approach 
I could notice through the interviews I had with people, the common people - the 
peasants -, the fact that they have also something to say on the matter.

Starting from this hypothesis I begun doing a series of field researches with a 
questionnaire, drawn by me and a colleague and gather an impressive number of 

1 The study is part of a greater research in the frame of the Grant ID 1647, with the title 
Receptarea modernizarii sistemului sanitar de catre lumea rurala in perioada comunista 
(1948-1989) financed by C.N.C.S.I.S., competition 2008

2 David LeBreton, Anthropologie du corps et modernité, Presses Universitaires de France, 
1990; Michel Foucault, Naissance de la clinique. Une archéologie du regard medical, 
Presses Universitaires de France, 1963
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interviews. These interviews are practically the narrative expression of the realities 
experienced. We have consequently, a perception towards self, towards one own’s 
body, and events they were subjected to.

The area we did our researches is the rural area in Transylvania, Romania for few 
reasons: firstly, it is the fact that it is a neglected area of research in the circumstances 
when it constitutes about 50% of the total population of the country, and secondly, 
because it was long seen only as a receiver but never counted for a feedback or as a 
segment that has something to say regarding the policies they are subjected to obey.

From methodological point of view we chose first, the oldest persons we could 
find, but considering the period under study, most part of our informants is born 
during the 30’ and 40’s, but we also have people born in 1913. Even so, as our 
inquiries developed, we moved to younger generations and collected also information 
about experiences lived during the end years of communist period by people then 
in their childhood years and so the youngest informant is born in 1976.

Consequently, what I will try to present is the fact that in relation with the 
modern medicine and its representatives, besides other types of relations between 
the two parties: peasants and physicians there is one in particular that has at its 
core the relation with the body, in our case the peasant’s body. This relation is 
becoming problematic for some of the informants, not all of them, precisely because 
the peasants need to change their perception regarding their own bodies. The 
interviews were centered on the relation the peasants had with the institutions 
and representatives of modern medicine, how they have seen the medical act they 
were subjected to during communism. One major result, not really surprising for 
someone who knows the peasant society is the refusal of the modern medicine. Even 
more, the same mentality characteristic one hundred years ago was still present 
fifty years ago and it seems to perpetuate in the present as well…

By analyzing the interviews I could notice that the most recurrent reasons for 
not seeing a doctor were: lack of money and the great distance. Indeed, for certain 
people in certain areas and certain situations these two major reasons are standing. 
But there is something else for most of the people interviewed when the interview 
goes deeper into their medical experience, and it is not the money, nor the distance, 
at least it is not the physical distance. It is a cultural distance. We have in a simple 
medical act the crushing of two cultures: the peasant/traditional and the modern/
medical ones. Both have different points of reference and this is how I ended up at 
the problematic of the body which is in fact the object of the medical act. So…how 
can one treat the very same object = the body, from two different perspectives? 

For the period under study there is also one major element that contributed to 
the relation peasant-physician: the settlement of communism. It was a glorious time 
when everything had to be changed and great efforts were done to change…peasant 
mentality, great efforts to transform the peasants into working class (industrial). 
On the other hand great efforts were done to impose the modern in the rural area, 
one aspect – that is of importance here - being that of medicine: new hospitals, 
maternities and dispensaries were built in rural areas. At the same time a tough 
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blow was given to Church, as a major reference point for a pre-modern world, and 
thus also very important for the relation ego – disease – healing, that is central to 
this study.

Consequently, my interest is from bottom to top, and for this paper it is going 
around the perception of one’s own body in relation with the medical act. Thus I 
would like to know what changed during those past years / the communist period / 
that made people think about their own bodies, or in other words how they changed, 
if they changed their relation with their own body. Do they think of it or perceive it 
differently? In what sense is this different, and it is different to what?

Starting from these questions, few mark points came out from the analysis of 
interviews. For the old generation the body was making a whole with the self, as 
David Le Breton says it in his book upon body: “Chaque société, à l’intérieur de 
sa vision du monde, dessine un savoir singulier sur le corps: ses constituents, ses 
performances, ses correspondences etc. elle lui donne sens et valeur. Les conceptions 
du corps sont tributaries des conceptions de la personne. Ainsi de nombreuses 
sociétés ne distinguent-elles pas l’homme et son corps sur le mode dualiste si familier 
à l’occidental. Dans les sociétés traditionnelles le corps ne se distingue pas de la 
personne.”3

Accordingly, any health problem was to be dealt by the person herself/himself. 
In tougher situations another people could appear: the mother, the grandmother 
or different healers. But these were considered people attached to the self either 
through a blood connection or an alliance, or in some cases, those of folk healers 
they were assimilated to one’s own universe so they were considered close. The 
key for understanding such attitude is culture. They all belong to the same cultural 
context and so they share the same views and opinions about certain situations, 
including health. We found out so that these folk healers were even farther than a 
major city with modern hospitals and also that their services were not for free as 
well. So the two reasons: lack of money and distance do not really count in this 
situation. What is it then? I think that the most important element here is a mental 
closeness: the sick person and the healers, be they family members or quackers, share 
the same beliefs, in God, and in the origin of sickness. On the other hand one other 
important aspect is that all healing techniques applied to the patient are requesting 
God’s or Virgin Mary’s help and are non-invasive, that is the body does not suffer 
painful interventions, and as a general rule does not suffer any kind of physical 
discomfort. Usually the healer goes just as far as a massage with natural potions or 
concoctions in his/her attempt to healing process. But more important they always 
appeal to the mind of the sick person and to time passage by situating the healing 
process in an indefinite time: someday, sometime… Placing this healing process 
in a long duration and in an indefinite time, leads to diluting the responsibility of 
the quacker while increasing that of the patient/peasant.

3 David LeBreton, Anthropologie du corps et modernité, Presses Universitaires de France, 
1990, p. 8
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The problems come up when the situations of health must be shared with doctors. 
Doctors do not belong to their cultural universe. They did not come up from their 
cultural universe. Moreover, doctors were imposed to them through an up–>down 
process. Consequently, they reject whenever they can any intervention from doctors 
or at the point when they can’t, they start to find ways of creating distance between 
them and their own bodies just to accept more easily a doctor’s intervention. Either 
way, they need to change something to make this relation work. But in fact this 
relation is problematic. It doesn’t really work for most of times or for most of their 
lives. Precisely because they do not understand doctors and there is no attempt 
to be understood by doctors, the peasants see themselves forced to change their 
perception of their own bodies.

Before, they didn’t go (to hospital), my father had 86 years old when he 
died. Let me tell you... and he had not been to a doctor not even for a minute! 
I lived 30 years with my father but he had not been hospitalized, even for 
one day!. (B.I., 1953)

There is a strong perpetuation of the idea that they were healthy and that is why 
they did not see a doctor. But the truth wasn’t necessarily this one. Firstly, it was 
a problem of willingness in seeing a doctor. In other words they did not want to 
see a doctor as they wanted to manage by themselves. Then there was another type 
of fear. Whenever they did see a doctor, they were told that they had one or more 
health problems. It developed so, the belief that if you go to see a physician he will 
surely “find you something” (some sickness). Consequently, they preferred not to go 
to a physician by choosing to ignore the symptoms on the general principle (that is 
common to traditional culture regarding negative aspects) that what is not named, 
does not really exist, and so the people who dare to name it (the physicians) must 
be avoided. At the same time we also find in the field the idea of not disturbing a 
body for minor reasons, that is also discussed in Alain Corbin, Jean Jacques Courtine, 
Georges Vigarello, Istoria corpului, as it produces a negative result in the future: 
“To the fear the examination might discover an un-guessed disease is added the 
anguish of an exploration of the body perceived as a dangerous intrusion. Some 
women explains very clearly that a body that does not present any signs must not 
be «touched» for fear this might mean a defiance of destiny and launching of a 
sequence impossible to control”4

It starts this way a sort of swinging between subject and object, interior and 
exterior. Moreover, they started to exteriorize their body because they were forced 
by the communists to appeal to exterior bodies – hospital, nurses. It was like the 
communist system had taken away their bodies transforming them into state 
property, and the observation is quite pertinent if we think of what happened 

4 Alain Corbin, Jean Jacques Courtine, Georges Vigarello, Istoria corpului, Editura Art, 2009, 
p. 70, (our translation)



155

to women during Ceausescu’s time – the Decree no.770/ 1966 was banishing the 
legal abortion and so women saw themselves forced to give birth to babies for the 
state5. It is as if they need to make distance by themselves between them and their 
own bodies so as to let a stranger (the doctor) to take care of them. Whatever (the 
body) was theirs or their family is now “belonging” to others. In order to accept a 
“second” intervention which in fact becomes a “third” intervention they need to 
step backwards from their bodies by objectifying it. It’s like they take their bodies to 
the doctor just as you take some object from household to the repair shop. You need 
somebody’s else’s opinion and even action. It is resulting then that my body is not 
me but somehow beside me, I am owing it, in a relation that makes a break between 
me as a physical body and me as a mental/psychological body. This never happened 
in the past, before the physicians come up. I could also notice that for the old 
generation they always present their encounter with a physician in a passive manner: 
they never went to see a physician but they were taken to the physician. All these 
takers could be their children, their cousins, neighbors, friends or acquaintances 
belonging to medical staff.

And I went ’cause it hurt here in the back that I could not stay such pain 
it was, and my daughter took me, she took me to Cluj to the physician and 
I still didn’t want to... «show me your palm» «leave me alone» I said to him 
- the physician – well I had to show it. «well we have to make some shots 
there». «But I said: no, no, no.» the doctor said: You have to stay ‚’cause the 
time will come that your fingers will be like that, and then you will come for 
nothing to me, ’cause I won’t be able to make them straight. And so he did 
shots for three times in fingers, but they didn’t do anymore, here they stay like 
that (curved) and well they hurt. I had to go again but I didn’t. (V.D., 1936)

We have so all this trip from a subjective body(body-subject) to an objective 
body(body-object) which is in fact a struggle. The relation of the peasant with the 
health workers is a tumultuous one. The peasants are opposing a strong resistance… 
They do not want to change anything. But they just have to. What could be more 
problematic than that?

Moreover, the battle is not over, as doctors and patients (peasants) are disputing 
the property over the body. If the doctors continue to pull towards a body-object, 
the peasants keep on pulling towards a body-subject. It may be very well seen from 
the attitude they have regarding the medicine prescriptions of the doctors. First of 
all they do not like these prescriptions, then, they do not understand why their 
prescription is different from that of their neighbor, for example, as they do not 
think they have different sicknesses. Furthermore, they take the liberty quite often 

5 Elena Barbulescu, Femeia şi avortul în perioada 1966-1989, (The Woman and Abortion 
During 1966-1989) în “Anuarul Institutului de Istorie Orală”, tom. I, 1998, Cluj-Napoca, 
pp. 177-193, Gail Kligman, Politica duplicităţii. Controlul reproducerii în România lui 
Ceauşescu, Humanitas, 2000.
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to give their own medication to family members or neighbors and friends if they 
think the symptoms are similar. We may talk here about an attempt of substituting 
the physician and his knowledge inside their group. All this different medication 
that the physician prescribes according to his medical knowledge brings worry to 
the peasants. They cannot understand the logic of prescribing a medicine and so 
that of its positive and negative effects.

The peasants are discontent that they are also asked to give up on certain food: 
fats, meat, eggs etc, together with taking the pills. Practically they are against it. 
They do not want to give up to these things. In fact they push the limit on the same 
field – the body (their body) in the sense that they want the doctor to do his job by 
prescribing the receipt and they continue eating and drinking whatever they want. 
Thus they just “borrow” their body to a cult medication but they are “taking” it back 
through food/nourishment. In the end all this situation can be regarded as a form of 
resistance to the changes imposed before 1989 by the communist state, and today 
by the consumer society.

And the family physician said every time I saw her: don’t eat lard, don’t 
eat fat... Madam doctor don’t annoy me so much I said to her. Maybe you 
know, maybe you don’t know, ’cause you are young. When I was a child we 
wanted to eat but we have nothing to eat, the world was like that, now that 
I have, I should not eat it?! (V.D., 1936)

There is also a different level of the problematic discussed here, that of symbolism. 
The cultural universe of the peasant has a central figure: God. The communist regime 
had taken it away and replaced it with a new figure: the state. The physician becomes 
an extension of the state in the rural universe. The peasants used to treat/heal their 
bodies by themselves. In fact they were treating it through their belief in God. But 
it was a close God, assimilated. And this is how it can be explained in fact also the 
acceptance of quacks and of “natural” treatments that they apply. They apply them 
because they consider them to be from God. And they accept the quacks because they 
think that they have a gift from God and so they all belong to the same world. They 
are all inside a circle. The doctors are outside the circle. Within a symbolical level, 
at the moment the doctors appear in their knowledge universe they are perceived as 
taking the place of God. And this is something impossible to accept. The doctor tries 
to take God’s place. Here is the problem. Here from we see that the doctors’ success 
would depend very much on the way they would manage this relation. Obviously, 
a great help for them was the communist regime and the blow it has given to the 
Church, for the period under study. Since state was trying so hard and with some 
success to detour the peasant minds from God and Church, the physicians were 
coming to fill the “void” left by this action in the medical field. We may add up the 
systematic interventions of medical nature into people’s lives. During those times 
there were regular medical checks up, usually at work places and of course, they 
were compulsory… physicians were coming with a whole system to superpose on 
the peasant one. Still, it didn’t reach everybody, some have chosen to resist it.


