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Summary 
Traditional medicine is the healthcare practiced over generations by indigenous people belonging to a particular 

culture. African traditional medicine is endemic to the sub-Sahara region, including South Africa. It is based on the 

cultural and community mores and values of the society in which it operates. Traditional medicine consists of 

healthcare practices such as herbal medication, manual techniques, spiritual support and physical exercises that 

are employed in the diagnosis, treatment and prevention of the patientʼs troubling ailment, or in the maintenance of 

wellbeing. It excludes conventional, orthodox and modern medicine taught at Western-orientated medical schools. 

Traditional healers in South Africa are the first choice for a large proportion of indigenous people seeking medical 

assistance on a wide range of physical, mental and spiritual ailments. There are areas in both theory and practice in 

which traditional healing would benefit from advances made in general healthcare. Although traditional healing co-

exists with conventional medicine, the relationship between the two systems is characterised by mutual hostility and 

suspicion. 

Tibb is originally a traditional medicine, with a history stretching back to ancient Egypt and Greece, and modified by 

input from medieval Arabic, Traditional Indian and modern Western eras. It promotes inner healing as a way of 

achieving perfect health, dealing with disharmony underscoring the particular disorder. Tibb focuses on treating the 

root causes of disease, and provides practical and specific advice on lifestyle issues such as food, exercise, sleep, 

and stress alleviation, as well as breathing and detoxification techniques. Treatments are tailored to the patientʼs 

specific temperament and aim to restore harmony in the patientʼs humoral balance. Tibb therapy is a suitable 

partner for conventional medicine in the integrative treatment of chronic or recurring disorders such as diabetes, 

heart problems and HIV/Aids. 

There is a good case for increasing dialogue between African traditional healers and Tibb practitioners. There are 

several ways in which Tibb can enhance the traditional healerʼs diagnostic skills and improve treatment outcomes. 

Over the centuries, Tibb has accumulated a vast materia medica, and much of this could be of value to traditional 

healers. As much of the basic philosophy of both systems overlaps, there should be no theoretical objections to 

such a symbiotic relationship. Furthermore, as Tibb and conventional medicine share a common heritage, Tibb is 

well placed to act as a conduit for information and skills which could be of real value and benefit in the practice of 

traditional healing.   

If measures to develop a closer relationship between African traditional medicine and Tibb were adopted, it would 

be to their mutual benefit. The image of the former would be markedly enhanced, as the changes made in the light 

of advancing knowledge and experience would make it more up to date and in keeping with developments in the 
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Traditional medicine used in the developed 
world is labelled Complementary and 
Alternative Medicine. This includes Ayurveda, 
Tibb and traditional Chinese medicine.  

 

diagnosis, treatment and prevention spheres. The use of the latter, with its focus on encouraging inner healing by 

lifestyle changes, would become more accessible to a larger proportion of the population.     

 

 

Background 

Did you know that in South Africa, traditional African healers outnumber conventional, or orthodox, 

doctors by eight to one? Or that around 80% of black South Africans approach a traditional healer as first 

call for treating physical, mental or spiritual disorders? African traditional medicine is a holistic healing 

system in the true and fullest sense of the word, and, as we will see, employs several ways of identifying 

and treating many ailments.  

In spite of the impression given by a plethora of TV programmes such as ʻHouse”, ʻ 

Emergency Wardʼ, ʻHolby Streetʼ, and extensive glossy magazine coverage of a wide range of common 

ailments, there is virtually no corresponding exposure of our people to African traditional medicine, either in 

real-life or fictional medical dramas. This is somewhat surprising, as most of our African population visit a 

traditional healer when ill, when pregnant, nursing, convalescing, or in the throes of old age. They may also 

seek immunity from witchcraft, prophesy of events in the future, love potions, revelation of secrets, or advice 

on sex and other personal relationships. One contributing factor of the lack of exposure may be negative 

attitudes – mistrust, misunderstanding, even contempt – of typically educated and ʻWesternisedʼ people 

towards traditional practices. For these people, traditional practice is based on superstition, or worse, 

witchcraft.  

What is traditional medicine?  
Also known as indigenous medicine, it is the approach adopted by a particular culture for maintaining health by 

preventing or treating physical and mental diseases. It embodies the sum total of tradition, knowledge, experience 

and practical skills involved in diagnosing and treating a personʼs ailments, whether physical, mental, spiritual or 

social in origin. It usually employs medicines sourced from plants, animal parts and minerals, spiritual therapies, and 

specific hands-on techniques.  

The central belief of traditional medicine generally is that when a person is healthy, the internal vital energies are in 

perfect harmony. These energies interact constantly from day to day, 

from season to season. On the one hand, they enhance a personʼs 

powers, so improving vigour. On the other, they can reduce the 

powers, leading to lethargy and fatigue. Topping the hierarchy is the 

most powerful deity, succeeded in short order by ancestral spirits, living people, plants, and finally inanimate 

objects. 

 

 

Traditional medicine world-view  
A personʼs state of health and any disorder that may afflict him arises when an imbalance or disharmony develops. 

Illness is not the result of blind chance – there must be a good reason why a person becomes sick, probably due to 
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Imhotep was immortalized as the God of 
Healing, or the Universal God of Medicine. 
Some claim that Imhotep actually 
belonged to the Khoisan people. 

some sort of social or spiritual disharmony. This is one way African traditional medicine parts company with 

conventional medicine, which is based firmly and unequivocally in the physical world, whereas any treatment 

adopted using African traditional medicine focuses on restoring harmony by reconciling the cosmic forces that have 

been disrupted. This usually consists of a natural or herbal remedy that not only has healing abilities, but possesses 

symbolic and spiritual significance. 

Variants of traditional medicine  

Before the arrival of modern medicine, all medical care for restoring and protecting health was traditional in nature. 

Medical systems differed in their theoretical bases, their cultural origins and traditions, and in specific therapies 

employed. Knowledge and skills are generally handed down from generation to generation.  

There are, not surprisingly, many traditional medical systems throughout the world. Each has evolved in response, 

often over millennia, to the many well-being needs of the indigent 

population, against the backdrop of their particular culture. Take Tibb, for 

example: this can trace its roots way back to Imhotep – vizier, adviser and 

doctor to the Pharaohs of ancient Egypt. He is, arguably, the earliest 

physician known to us, and according to legend, placed medicine on an organised footing.  

Each culture developed its unique techniques – acupuncture, cupping, hydrotherapy, Ayurvedic herbalism, etc. 

Medicine later assimilated and modified much of Imhotepʼs teachings, and these in turn later morphed into Arabic 

Medicine.  

African traditional medicine  
This refers to the body of knowledge and experience involving the examination, diagnosis, treatment and prevention 

of ailments, carried out by practitioners over many centuries in the sub-African region. It deals holistically with the 

prevention of, and recovery from, a wide range of disorders, working at the physical, mental, spiritual, and social 

levels. African traditional medicine accepts the dynamic interaction between the person, the natural world, and the 

cosmos, or environment. 

The underlying philosophy of African traditional medicine is embodied in ubunto, or the concept that all humans are 

inter-connected, and a person is defined according to his relationship to others, both living and dead. The 

philosophy has strong religious elements, and this pervades all aspects of theory and practice in the physical, 

emotional and spiritual domains.  

Understanding of the natural environment, or ecology, is paramount in African traditional medicine. It is not seen as 

a system to be dominated or manipulated, but to be respected and venerated. Nature is viewed as a living force, 

with its own distinctive personality and will. Maintaining a positive and mutually beneficial relationship between man 

and nature is considered a priority. 

The traditional concept of health and disease  
Good health is related to the personʼs state of harmony with the cosmos. Ill health is thought to arise as a result of a 

personʼs internal discord due to the disturbance of harmony with the cosmic force, which in turn leads to organic 

malfunction. Disease is regarded holistically, so the organic and psychological components of the personʼs disease 

are considered simultaneously (Sindiga). Supernatural forces (white and black magic), ancestral spirits, taboos, 

transgression of kinship and religious failure are often regarded as the source of a particular disease. Treatment 

deals with both the probable causes and symptoms in both the physical and the spiritual world. This concept differs 



             - Page 4 -                                                
 
completely from that of modern conventional medicine, which affirms that every disease has an organic cause, such 

as a microbe or disturbed metabolism. 

Cause of disease – the African traditional perspective 
The breakdown or disruption of harmony within the body, leading to deterioration in the quality of blood, and on to 

the malfunctioning of a particular organ, is regarded as the reason a person becomes ill in most cases. This 

sequence of events generates a certain degree of fatalism, with the patient accepting that he or she has little or no 

control over natural forces that may affect the clinical picture. The malevolent influence of events both before and 

after the episode is recognised. Generally, an ailment is regarded holistically, with acceptance of organic and 

psychological components to a disease. Several factors are accepted as being involved in its onset and 

development of illness. Infection is recognised as a cause of certain diseases, although the identity of the infecting 

agent remains a mystery. 

How is diagnosis carried out?  
This is heavily dependent on psychological and spiritual factors. In fact, actual treatment takes a back seat until this 

is applied and sorted out. The traditional healer is more concerned with the person than with the complaint itself, 

and the diagnosis ultimately reflects the religious or spiritual beliefs of the local community. Instead of looking for an 

obvious physical explanation, or a natural cause, for the ailment, a traditional healer will try to uncover the reason 

for the disharmony between the person and the cosmos. The possibility of a solely natural cause is usually 

summarily dismissed. Instead, the malign influences of vital forces, ancestors and the deity are sought. A person 

may be afflicted by an ailment because of moral misbehaviour by his or her family, the community, or even the 

person. The signs and symptoms of the complaint reflect the displeasure of the gods and ancestors. 

Treatment of ailments  
The traditional healer usually applies empirical measures to restore harmony between the patient and the cosmos. 

Their effectiveness probably relies heavily on the healerʼs experience and observation. Most of these practices have 

probably been handed down from generation to generation, often orally, but increasingly in writing. The main 

treatment options range from the mystical pursuit of religious rituals; surgical procedures such as cupping (u ku-

gcaba); biomedical methods such as fasting, emesis, and purging; and ʻhands-onʼ techniques such as steam 

bathing and massage.  

The use of herbal medicines features prominently. The species of healing herb or plant used depends on the nature 

and degree of the personʼs disharmony. The symbolic or spiritual meaning of a particular herb is often of equal 

importance to the expected therapeutic effect.   

The use of herbs by traditional healers  
A lot of actual treatment involves the use of plants and herbs, or umuthi. South Africa is rich in plants, and hundreds 

are used to treat numerous diseases and conditions such as pregnancy and infertility, and as tonics for the 

problems of old age. Birth attendants liberally use herbal medicines prepared from indigenous plants to help women 

in childbirth and when nursing. Their use is often loaded with symbolic and even spiritual significance. Herbal 

concoctions are often used as enemas and purgatives, and for the removal of tape worm and other parasites. 

Although some herbs are undoubtedly effective for many ailments, there are reports of serious toxicity and fatalities. 

Very few of the plants used have been evaluated pharmacologically, although this is changing rapidly as the search 

for bio-active herbal substances gains momentum. 



             - Page 5 -                                                
 
Providers of African traditional medicine  
There are several types of traditional healers:  

• Diviners: mainly concerned with diagnosis and spiritual healing. Also called sangoma, amagqira, or ngaka.  

• Herbalists: mainly concerned with treatment. Also known as inyanga, amaxhwele, or ngaka.  

• Faith healers (basically a combined diagnostician and therapist, called umthandazi or moprofeta).  

• Surgical healers are the bone-setters.  

• Birth attendants dealt with obstetric problems. These are similar to the midwives of conventional medicine. 

African traditional healers are expected to have considerable in-depth knowledge of the close relationship between 

man and nature.  

Why African traditional medicine is popular  
African traditional medicine is appropriate for this country for a number of reasons. First, it fulfils the four major 

criteria for a viable medical system, namely accessibility, availability, acceptability, and dependability. Second, it is 

considered affordable to most of its adherents. Third, it is community-based, with its own recognised and trusted 

healers, and people prefer traditional advisors and healers who hold similar cultural views. A major outcome for all 

medical systems is the satisfaction or otherwise of the patient.  The traditional healerʼs combination of magical and 

empirical remedies is known to bring comfort and relief to many, perhaps most, patients. Understandably, therefore, 

traditional medicine in South Africa can claim widespread use, with highly respected practitioners who are 

knowledgeable and bestowed with considerable status, and who largely understand the patient base. 

Resurgence of traditional medicine  
The World Health Organisation strongly advocates bringing traditional medical practice back into the mainstream of 

primary medical care. It recommends stronger regulation of traditional practices, products used, and their providers 

to ensure quality of treatment and protection of the patient from unsafe practices. It also suggests that evidence of 

efficacy is provided for certain treatments, and that traditional medical knowledge and experience is recorded and 

preserved. It also encourages the upgrading of the skills and knowledge of traditional medicine providers as a way 

of improving treatment outcome and patient safety. As part of this mission, there is a need to inform and educate 

the populace about the availability of traditional practices, and their value in the wide range of physical and mental 

disorders. 

The basic principles of Tibb  
Over time, Tibb has developed empirically into a medical treatment system which: 

• Accepts that each patient is unique temperamentally, and diagnoses and treats accordingly 

• Emphasises the need to achieve and maintain optimum health, rather than treat disease 

• Directs all forms of treatment towards supporting physis, the bodyʼs capacity for inner healing  

• Considers that the body and mind are intimately interconnected, and should be considered holistically 

• Treats the underlying causes of the disorder, rather than merely subduing symptoms 

• Takes an integrated approach to treatment – lifestyle changes, herbal medicines and physical therapies 

• Focuses on the lifestyle factors – breathing, food and drink, exercise, sleep, toxin elimination, emotional stress  

• Takes note of the patientʼs subjective input regarding his or her disease 



             - Page 6 -                                                
 

Both African traditional medicine and Tibb focus 
on promoting health by encouraging inner healing 

 

• Accepts that the physician is a partner in the healing process, and that care and empathy are critical to healing 

• Encourages the patient to become actively involved in health care decisions and choices 

• Focuses on promoting health initially by preventing the development and recurrence of disease, then treating 
disease by the use of non-toxic, natural therapies 

 

Comparing African traditional medicine and Tibb  
As one would expect, there are a number of similarities between the two healing paradigms. Both agree on  

maintaining inner harmony for optimum health, and restoring it in 

times of bodily, psychological or spiritual disorder. The role of 

blood is regarded as paramount, and blood cleansing procedures 

used in African traditional healing have much in common with Tibbʼs toxin elimination practices, such as cupping 

and detoxifying.  In Tibb this is reflected in the humoral theory. Likewise, the approach to the sufferer is humane and 

intuitive. Recognition of the spiritual element, especially in diagnosis and disease prevention, is an important feature 

of practice. Actual treatment is holistic in nature, based on experience, and geared to promoting inner healing by 

enhancing and supporting the inherent wisdom of the body. Focus of medical attention is on the patient, rather than 

his or her malady. In this context, little distinction is made between the body and mind, which are considered closely 

connected and totally interactive. Natural remedies, especially herbal medicines, feature prominently in treatment, 

rather than ʻnew-to-natureʼ synthetic chemicals. In addition, the importance of the spiritual factor is acknowledged, 

perhaps more so in the African diagnosis and healing process. 

 

How Tibb can benefit African traditional healthcare  
Tibb can benefit the practice of African traditional medicine in several important ways.  

In the diagnosis field, the application of standard Tibb temperamental analysis, pulse and tongue diagnosis 

techniques should help improve treatment outcomes for traditional healers.  

Tibbʼs overriding focus on assisting and promoting inner healing should lead to more successful treatment. Any 

interventions have to be safe and well-tolerated over both short- and long-term, and actually support and enhance 

the bodyʼs inner capacity for self-healing – the “doctor within”. 

Modifying any unwise or deleterious lifestyle behaviour exhibited by the patient, a central tenet of Tibb practice, is a 

reasonable, well-proven and cost-effective route to achieving and maintaining good health.  

Assistance is in the education and empowerment of the patient. By understanding the nature of the disorder 

affecting him or her, and the recommended treatment, the patient can expect a better treatment outcome.  

The use of Tibb emergency medicine would allow the traditional healer a greater scope of practice of disorders 

amenable to treatment in the community. 

 

 

Tibb – the bridge between African traditional healing and modern medicine  

In many ways, Tibb is the bridge between African traditional healing and conventional medicine. It can act as the 

middle-man between the two systems. Historically, the attitude of practitioners of conventional medicine towards 
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African traditional medicine was, with rare exceptions, uniformly negative. This attitude reflected the typical 

colonialist viewpoint of regarding anything indigenous or local as being inherently inferior, ineffective or backward. 

Physicians, steeped mentally and culturally in the North Atlantic civilisation, kept a cool distance from traditional 

medical practice, whether faced in Africa, South East India or North America. Traditional medicine was dismissed as 

reflecting superstition, witchcraft and gullibility, and viewed with deep suspicion, hostility and even as being evil. Not 

only was it fake and ineffective, but it was often downright dangerous.  

In recent times, however, the true value and competence of conventional medicine has been called into serious 

question, and doubts abound on its assumed superiority. There is no doubt that conventional medicine excels in 

treating acute or emergency conditions with drugs and surgery. Alas, the tremendous successes in handling acute 

disorders such as infectious diseases are not matched by similar success in treating chronic recurring disorders, 

such as diabetes, heart failure, chronic pain, depression and inflammatory disorders. The conventional focus on 

treating symptoms of disease, rather than encouraging health and healing is rapidly becoming an outdated attitude, 

limited in vision, and revolving around ʻanti-approachesʼ – anti-infectious, anti-hypertensive, anti-depressant, anti-

diabetic, etc. therapy: the ʻpill for the illʼ mentality. The therapeutic wheel is coming full circle – going back to what 

Hippocrates stated: ʻit is more important to treat the person than the diseaseʼ, as diseases manifest differently in 

every person.   

Tibb has much in common with conventional medicine. Both can trace their origins back to the same source, 

namely Greek medicine, pioneered by Hippocrates. They are not mutually exclusive, or contradictory in any 

meaningful way. Over the millennia, the two systems progressed in parallel. The systems diverged when Cartesian 

body/mind dualism was accepted, and Pasteurʼs specific aetiology theory (“germ theory of disease”) became 

prominent in the 19th century. 

The climate for transferring information on diagnosis and treatment from conventional medicine to African traditional 

healing is now much improved. Tibb is ideally placed to act as the agent or conduit in this process.  
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