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ABSTRACT 
 

 

Background 

Research supports the view that the South African 

traditional healer does not hold a modern medical identity, 

but developed from the traditional African religions and 

cultural environment as a kind of caregiver. The name 

healer with a medical connotation arose from early 

colonists and missionaries misunderstanding the role of a 

traditional healer in Africa, especially in early South Africa. 

There is even a misunderstanding today about the African 

meaning of spiritual healing. As such, the traditional healer 

is a remnant from a previous, pre-modern time. 

 

Traditional healers were forced to the foreground recently 

in South Africa by the Traditional Health Practitioners Act 

No 22 (2007). This act makes the traditional healer an 

exclusive healthcare practitioner with statutory status 

under the name traditional health practitioner. Such a 

healer can practice in the formal healthcare sector, 

including the public hospitals. The Act gives the healer the 

right to diagnose, treat and make, and prescribe pre-

modern health products to his/hers clients unhindered. It is 

clear that the various resolutions and implementations of 

the Traditional Health Practitioners Act No 22 (2007) intend 

to bring the South African traditional healer into the 

practice domain of the South African medical doctor.  

 

Aims 

The study aimed to determine if the traditional healer has a 

medical identity in modern South Africa. 

 

Methods  

This is an exploratory and descriptive study that makes use 

of an historical approach by means of investigation and a 

literature review. The emphasis is on using current 

documentation like articles, books and newspapers as 

primary sources to reflect on the traditional healer’s 

medical identity in modern South Africa. The findings are 

offered in narrative form. 

 

Results  

The New South Africa did not start changing socially, 

economically and politically after 1994. They have started to 

move into new cultural and life domains centuries ago. 

Some left behind many of the pre-modern beliefs, like the 

traditional healer and his supernatural activities and 

practices.  

 

The present-day political and cultural pressure from 

politicians (with outdated thoughts) by means of things like 

the Traditional Health Practitioners Act No 22 (2007), are 

being met more and more with resistance by the broad 

population.  

 

It is therefore important to research on the changes in 

cultural values and styles, economical positions and the 

medical needs of the country’s population to understand if 

the traditional healer has a truly medical identity in modern 

South Africa. 
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Conclusion 

The Traditional Health Practitioners Act (No 22, 2007) has 

failed to include the outdated traditional healer into the 

modern South African society and formal healthcare sector 

as a specific medical entity. The foundations of South 

African society had changed too dramatically to allow space 

for a pre-modern cult practitioner. 

 

Key Words 

Identity, indigenous, oracle, priest, ritual, traditional healer, 

sorcery 

 

What this study adds:  

1. What is known about this subject?  

The subject of traditional healing and the traditional healer 

has been researched at most superficially in South Africa, 

especially the medical entity of the traditional healer. 

 

2. What new information is offered in this study? 

This research offers a new view on the medical identity of 

the South African traditional healer. 

 

3. What are the implications for research, policy, or 

practice?  

The intention to confer a medical identity on the traditional 

health practitioner with the promulgation of the Traditional 

Health Practitioners Act No 22 (2007) seems to be short-

sighted. The traditional healer lacks a clear medical 

distinctiveness. The intention of the South African 

authorities to enforce the traditional healer into the 

healthcare and medical establishments should be regarded 

with suspicion.  

 

Background 

Literature on the South African traditional healer, including 

the Traditional Health Practitioners Act No 22 (2007) and its 

definitions traditional medicine, traditional philosophy and 

traditional practice, include many references to the 

traditional healer’s medical identity. These references 

intimate that the traditional healer is a kind of medical 

entity and an essential part of the healthcare of Black South 

Africans, especially for those in the poorer rural areas.
1,2

  

 

This alleged medical identity was clearly one of the main 

reasons for the promulgation of the Traditional Health 

Practitioners Act No 22 (2007). The concept of the belief in 

the supernatural that is specifically built into the Traditional 

Health Practitioners Act No 22 (2007), is seen as an 

exclusive part of the traditional healer’s health practice.
1,2

  

 

The medical fraternity is very sceptical about the abilities, 

skills and diagnostic approaches of the traditional healer as 

a healthcare professional, especially in the medical sector.
1,2 

 

Other research shows that the claim that the traditional 

healers contribute to healthcare is untrue. The role of the 

traditional healer in the South African society as a 

healthcare worker of medical healer seems to be minimal. 

This includes all practice activities, like herbalism and 

divinity. In general only between 1.4 per cent of the 

population makes use of traditional healers, and since the 

1990s there has been a constant decline in the demand for 

these services in South Africa.
1,2

  

 

The view that the traditional healer has a medical identity 

seems to be doubtful and needs further evaluation. 

 

The aim of this study is to determine if the traditional healer 

has a medical identity in modern South Africa. 

 

Method 
The research was done by means of a literature review. This 

method is aimed at building a viewpoint based on the 

available evidence as research on the subject developed 

over time. This approach is often used in modern historical 

research where there is a paucity of information. The 

databases used were EBSCOHost, Sabinet online and various 

contemporary sources like newspapers for the period 1989–

2014, articles from 1982–2016, books from 1958–2013 and 

government documents covering the period 2007–2012. 

These sources stimulate reflection on the development of 

the Traditional Health Practitioners Act No 22 (2007) and its 

assumption of the medical identity of the traditional health 

practitioner in modern South Africa.
3,4 

 

The findings are offered in the narrative form. 

 

Results 
Traditional healers’ lack in medical education and training 

The education and training of traditional healers in South 

Africa were and are still done in an informal manner. There 

are no education standards, formal learning programmes, 

established institutions, etc. There is no academic culture 

equal to that of the medical doctor. The traditional healers’ 

skills, competencies and abilities are of a much lower 

standard than those of the medical doctor in South Africa. 

In it not possible to be registered in terms of the Health 

Professions Act No 56 of 1974 as a kind of health 

practitioner with the Health Professions Council of South 

Africa (HPCSA) without adequate training. This medical 
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culture is absent among the South African traditional 

healers. There is no evidence of an educational foundation 

on which to establish medical training programmes or to 

learn practical biomedical skills, including diagnosis and 

treatment in the near future.
5–11

 

 

Erroneous names “medical” or “health” associated with 

the traditional healer in South Africa 

The assumption that the South African traditional healer is a 

true medically trained healthcare professional, someone 

with a unique medical distinctiveness, similar to that of the 

medical doctor, seems to be untrue.
9–13

  

 

The question is therefore: why is the traditional healer 

referred to in literature and even in the Traditional Health 

Practitioners Act No 22(2007) and viewed by a part of the 

public and the authorities in South Africa as a kind of 

medical doctor, traditional health practitioner, medicine 

man, traditional doctor, etc., if this is not the case? The 

reason is simply that these names, especially the name 

“traditional healer” (with the connotation of “medical” or 

“health”), is an erroneous name, introduced wrongly many 

years ago by the early colonists and missionaries of South 

Africa and accepted and offered in research as such since 

then. The South African “traditional healer” as we see and 

understand the term and the true role, abilities, training and 

position of the healer, has never been properly researched 

and defined. The name traditional healer has wrongly been 

included in the Traditional Health Practitioners Act No 22 

(2007) to refer to a kind of medical practitioner. This 

deception was driven and established further by the 

traditional healing fraternity and their propagandists.
9–11,14

  

 

An in-depth look into the writings of various independent 

African writers with deep African roots, like Mbiti,
15

 Boon,
16

 

Gumede
14

 and Essien,
17

 clearly explain this mix-up and the 

misleading use of the name traditional healer in South 

Africa as a kind of medical practitioner instead of as a 

religious practitioner, like a priest or spiritualist. It is clear 

from their descriptions that the identity of the traditional 

healer is solely that of a religious practitioner. 

 

Essien
17

 clearly classifies the traditional healer as an 

inextricable component of traditional (old) African Religions. 

Essien
17

 sees the act of healing by the traditional healer as 

divine and not medical as the Traditional Health 

Practitioners Act No 22 (2007) tries to profess. Essien
17

 

reflects that the traditional healer’s healing acts are aimed 

at aiding human health by adjusting to superstition, magic 

and religious actions. The cures offered for diseases and 

illnesses, or any other kind of human health danger, are 

purely religious and supernatural treatments. It includes the 

use of “medicine” that Essien
17

 identifies as amulets, 

charms, herbs, sorcery, witchcraft and muti. The aim of this 

“medicine” is specifically to block out or to help avoid 

misfortunes, mishaps and sicknesses or to counteract 

sorcery and to put a stop to the evil spells of witches. 

Nowhere does Essien
17

 refer to modern or real scientific 

medicine, diagnoses and treatment.  

 

Gumede
14

 also sees the traditional healer and his healing 

process as an integral part of religion. The healer is 

described as a “gifted man of God” and a parallel to the 

minister and evangelist. About the traditional healer’s 

prominent religious role during his home consultations, 

Gumede
14,p.144

 writes: “He opens proceedings with a prayer. 

The head of the family is requested to offer a goat – which 

is at the ready. The goat is killed by cutting the throat so 

that it bleats. This rings a bell to summon all the clans. All 

the spirits of the departed ancestors are alerted to remain 

at attention. The head of the family then sings the praises of 

the old ancestral spirits or the chiefs departed. The 

traditional healer is performing his duties as the emissary of 

Umvelingqangi for he is both healer and priest.” 

 

Gumede
14

 sees the approach of the traditional healer for as 

social, political, economical, moral, religious, recreation and 

they have a role when there is a change of environment. A 

true medicinal approach, based on modern medical science 

for diagnosis and treatment, is absent. 

  

Boon
16

 defines the work role of the sangoma in particular 

and sees the traditional doctor, traditional healer or diviner 

as the term is used in the Traditional Health Practitioners 

Act No 22 (2007) as a priest-healer (meaning to heal or 

restore through spiritual actions) and not a medical healer 

treating biomedical conditions. This classification of the 

traditional healer as a priest, spiritualist, a seer and religious 

leader and not at all as a medical healer, is supported by the 

descriptions and definitions of many other researchers.
18–23

  

 

Mbiti
15

, whose research and writing played a dominant role 

in defining the so-called African traditional healer, indeed 

calls the traditional healer specifically a medicine man, but, 

he adds that this person is active in a total of eight religious 

roles in the African society, especially in the role of the 

priest. Mbiti
15,p.153

 writes: “Religion has deep roots in 

people’s lives. Therefore, to make it function properly in 

society, there are often men and women who have religious 

knowledge, and who know how to lead others in religious 

activities, and who serve as the link between their fellow 

human beings on the one hand, and God, spirits, and 
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invisible things, on the other. We find many such leaders in 

all African societies. Their knowledge of religious matters 

varies considerably. Some of them are professionals, and 

therefore well trained and skilled. Others only take the lead 

when the need arises, otherwise living and working like 

ordinary people. Some are rulers and national leaders, and 

it is their positions which embody religious beliefs and 

emotions. In many ways, religious leaders are the 

embodiment of what is best in a given religion. They 

embody the presence of God among people, and the faith 

or beliefs of the people, as well as their moral values. 

Without them, African religion would disintegrate into 

chaos and confusion. The religious leaders are the keepers 

of religious traditions and religious knowledge. They are 

wise, intelligent, and talented people, often with 

outstanding abilities and personalities. They include 

medicine men, diviners, mediums, seers, priests, ritual 

elders, rain-makers, and rulers”. 

 

Both Mbiti
15

 and Essien
17

 emphasize that all major diseases, 

illnesses and life troubles in the African society are usually 

regarded, treated and explained as religious experiences 

and not as biological/medical illnesses and diseases as 

modern medicine would understand it. For Mbiti
15

 and 

Essien
17

, contrary to modern medicine’s diagnosis and 

treatment, the muti of the traditional healer is essentially a 

religious act and a “ritual” needed to assure that life 

troubles, in the form of magic, sorcery, witchcraft, broken 

taboos and the work of spirits, are laid to rest. 

 

Mbiti’s,
15

 Boon’s,
16

 and Essien’s
17

 own misunderstandings of 

the true meaning of words like “medicine”, “medical”, 

“healer”, and their subsequent wrong use of these names 

for a religious priest or practitioner, is reflected by Mbiti’s
15

 

inappropriate description of the “African science of 

medicine”. In this description, he portrays the religious, pre-

modern and supernatural training of his medicine man as 

based on a real medical foundation, similar to that of the 

modern medical doctor. The same misconception is also 

reflected by Mbiti’s
15

 definition and understanding of the 

concept “protective” or “preventive” medicine, namely the 

use of muti for protection against misfortune (a term that in 

modern medicine means: to inoculate with safe, effective 

and tested medicine to prevent an illness like poliomyelitis). 

 

Mbiti’s
15,p.156

 unclearness and lack of knowledge about what 

real modern medicine is, are also revealed by his naive 

remark that “medicine in African societies has a wider 

meaning”. He also tries to divert attention from the fact 

that “medicine in African societies” has no meaning similar 

to or connection to modern medicine and modern 

healthcare whatsoever in his definition:
15,pp.170-1

 “For African 

people, the word medicine has a lot of meaning. It is 

unfortunate that in the English language it has a limited 

usage.” The truth is that Mbiti’s
15

 “medicine” is solely 

spiritual and his “medicine-man” is a spiritual healer. 

 

Discussion 
It is clear that the traditional healer and the pre-modern 

medical products that he prepares and uses as part of his 

treatment are far removed from modern biomedicine. He is 

not a health practitioner or medical doctor. However, the 

name “traditional healer” in reference to the pre-modern 

African milieu does not have any other meaning in modern 

society.
24,25

 

 

The medical meaning ascribed to the term traditional healer 

was endorsed from 1652 onwards in South Africa by a 

portion of the public, researchers and the lawmakers of the 

Traditional Health Practitioners Act No 22 (2007). Be that as 

it may, it is a misconception that has become a deception in 

our daily life.  

 

It is clear that the role of the traditional healer, specifically 

as a skilled kind of medical practitioner in present-day South 

Africa, is minimal. His rituals, customs, practices and muti 

can primarily be associated with the supernatural, 

witchcraft, demons, bad magic, witches and other negative 

or problematic behaviours and doings, instead of scientific 

medical actions and healing.
26–29

  

 

The South African traditional healer is at most a priest or 

spiritualist: no medical role and identity can be allocated to 

him. 

 

Strength and limitations 

The findings of this research offer a clear definition of the 

traditional healer as a non-medical entity. The fixed and 

stereotypical thinking on the assumed medical abilities of 

the traditional healer will hamper new thinking and the 

correction of the view that the traditional healer is a 

medical practitioner.  

 

Conclusion 
It is clear that the traditional healers’ training, practices and 

treatments have been erroneously construed as medical 

over many years, while these practitioners are actually 

priests or spiritualists. There is a claim that traditional 

healers play a “distinctive” role as a kind of medical 

practitioner in the modern South African healthcare sector. 

However, role refers to an 11.2 per cent consultation rate in 

limited rural areas by a very small segment of poor people. 
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The general usage of the traditional healer by the total 

population is only 1.4 per cent. This 1.4 per cent represents 

a maximum patient base of only between 75 801 and 

607 041 persons. When it comes to consultations on truly 

“medical” problems, this number of users is even lower.
2,30

  

 

The maintenance of the medical identity of the traditional 

healer in South Africa by means of the Traditional Health 

Practitioners Act No 22 (2007) seems to be politically 

motivated. The post-1994 dispensation has given rise to 

political leaders and opportunistic politicians with masked 

agendas. They abuse the traditional healers by presenting 

them to the public as a so-called religious and cultural 

heritage that must be retained, playing on the emotions of 

the electorate. This unhealthy political climate is also 

abused by the traditional healers themselves to advance 

their own interests by means of the Traditional Health 

Practitioners Act No 22 (2007) and to promote their 

professional status as a kind of medical healer or 

practitioner. The traditional healer, with all his supernatural 

doings, is a pre-modern spiritual phenomenon with an 

ambiguous status.
31–37

  

 

The South African traditional healers’ assumed exclusive 

medical identity is non-existing in the modern South African 

society. The Traditional Health Practitioners Act No 22 

(2007) is clearly inapplicable and inappropriate in its aim to 

accommodate and to regulate an outdated kind of pre-

modern priest, spiritualist or caregiver as a kind of health or 

medical professional inside the formal health establishment 

of the country. This kind of registration belongs exclusively 

with churches, outside governmental healthcare regulation 

and relationship. 

 

Emperor Theodosius declared in 400 AD about the evil 

doings of the oracles and wizards of Apollo that:
38,p.110

 “no 

mortal man shall have the effrontery to encourage vain 

hopes by the inspection of entrails, or to attempt to learn 

the future by the detestable consultation of oracles. The 

severest penalties await those who disobey.”  

 

It seems as if the Traditional Health Practitioners Act No22 

of 2007 AD had tragically pushed back South African 

traditional medicine nearly 3,000 years to 600 BC together 

with the oracles and wizards of Apollo.  
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