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Assignment 3: Essay
Topic: Ethnomedicine – medicine vs witchcraft

Ethnomedicine is defined as the comparative study of how different cultures view disease and how they treat or prevent it also: the medical beliefs and practices of indigenous cultures.[footnoteRef:1] It comprises a wide range of treatment modalities, including herbal medicine, acupuncture, massage, and spiritual healing. The contrast between biological approaches to healing and traditional practises labelled as witchcraft or sorcery is of special interest in ethnomedicine. Ethnomedicine is a multidisciplinary field of research that incorporates concepts and methodologies from both the social and biological sciences, as well as culturally based biological and environmental knowledge, culturally based perception and cognition of the natural world, and associated behaviours and practises. It is concerned with cultural perceptions of health, sickness, and illness, as well as the process of seeking healthcare and healing practises. It bridges the gap between indigenous systems and their academic and modern applications.[footnoteRef:2] The case study of traditional healers in Ghana will be used in this essay to critically analyse the biological, social, and philosophical approaches to Ethnomedicine - medicine vs witchcraft.  [1:  Webster, Merriam. 1901. ‘Definition of ETHNOMEDICINE’, Www.merriam-Webster.com <https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ethnomedicine> [accessed 3 May 2023]]  [2:  Ethnomedicine Practitioners Association of South Africa. 2006. ‘Ethnomedicine – Ethnomedicine Practitioners Association of South Africa’, Ethnomedicine Practitioners Association of South Africa <https://epasa.co.za/ethnomedicine/> [accessed 3 May 2023]] 

Traditional healers in Ghana are highly regarded and sought after for their healing expertise and skills. They are referred to as "witch doctors," and their practises frequently include the use of herbs, charms, and rituals to treat illness and ward off evil spirits.[footnoteRef:3] Because of their accessibility, availability, cost, cultural acceptance, spiritual, religious, and social aspects, traditional medicines are a popular healthcare choice in many African communities. Herbal therapy is used by 70% of patients in Ghana, and the Centre for Scientific Research into Plant Therapy has been investigating and improving traditional remedies since 1975. Approximately 80% of traditional medicines are herbal medicines made from various parts of plants.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Schons, Mary. 2022. ‘Witch Trials in the 21st Century | National Geographic Society’, Education.nationalgeographic.org <https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/witch-trials-21st-century/> [accessed 3 May 2023]
]  [4:  Otto, Bakano. 2019. ‘Traditional Healers Broaden Health Care in Ghana’, WHO | Regional Office for Africa <https://www.afro.who.int/photo-story/traditional-healers-broaden-health-care-ghana>
] 

These practises are typically viewed with suspicion and cynicism by biomedical practitioners, who see them as unscientific and potentially dangerous. A Biomedical practitioner is defined as a person who practices medicine based on the application of the principles of the natural sciences and especially biology and biochemistry.[footnoteRef:5] It is commonly emphasised that the biomedical practitioner and his science hold the responsibility of fixing a problem and must be sensitive to the disease's cultural and social repercussions. The importance of a practitioner's expertise in the symbolic components of disease and healing is underlined, and this skill must be converted into clinically relevant suggestions and remedies. Because this expertise is frequently sub-cultured and too tied to specific subcultures for general clinical application, guidelines, and recommendations are needed to translate exotica lessons into examples and techniques that can be used by anyone.[footnoteRef:6] Traditional healing practises can also be viewed as witchcraft by biomedical practitioners because their actions and decision-making are supported by scientific knowledge, observation, and multiple trials - they view the healing outcome as more substantial than traditional healing. They may be concerned about the risks associated with traditional practises such as the usage of toxic plants or the spread of infectious diseases. While traditional healing is based on ancient knowledge. According to this point of view, the only method of healing that is acceptable is one based on solid scientific evidence and controlled clinical studies.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  ———. 2019. ‘Definition of BIOMEDICINE’, Merriam-Webster.com <https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/biomedicine> [accessed 4 May 2023]
]  [6:  Chrisman, N, and T. Maretzki. 2012. Clinically Applied Anthropology (Springer Science & Business Media)]  [7:  Krah, Eva, Johannes de Kruijf, and Luigi Ragno. 2017. ‘Integrating Traditional Healers into the Health Care System: Challenges and Opportunities in Rural Northern Ghana’, Journal of Community Health, 43.1: 157–63 https://doi.org/10.1007/s10900-017-0398-4
] 

This Biomedical approach to Traditional healing ignores the social and cultural aspects of their healing method. Traditional healing practises are strongly ingrained in local cultures and are frequently linked to religious and spiritual beliefs. It is emphasised that not all "productive" medications in Traditional healing obtain social acceptability, and that judgment varies on the situation.[footnoteRef:8]  It is emphasised that understanding present African Biomedicine begins with understanding how it was created. This demonstrates that traditional medicine dates back centuries to ancestral beliefs and practices and should be respected even though it is not scientifically founded; it is part of a culture and should not be ignored or dismissed. It may be considered disrespectful to their culture because it has served them well for many years and they have been schooled to obey and trust their ancestors' practices. It is also accentuated that even if Western Biomedicine could be transmitted in a mythical "pure" Western form, the long-term impact of its arrival would still be governed by local factors.[footnoteRef:9] They are also inextricably related to social structures and relationships, with healers playing crucial roles as community leaders and mediators. Traditional healers may be viewed as having an important role in the health and well-being of their communities from a societal standpoint.[footnoteRef:10] [8:  Kuper, Hilda. 1986. The Swazi: A South African Kingdom, ed. by George Spindler and Louise Spindler (Case Studies in Cultural Anthr)]  [9:  Baronov, David. 2010. The African Transformation of Western Medicine and the Dynamics of Global Cultural Exchange (Philadelphia, Pa.: Temple University Press; Chesham) [accessed 4 May 2023]]  [10:  Jones, Clay. 2016. ‘Honoring Traditional Healing Practices in Global Health’, Globalhealth.duke.edu <https://globalhealth.duke.edu/news/honoring-traditional-healing-practices-global-health#:~:text=Shamans%2C%20herbalists%20and%20other%20healers%20are%20the%20wisest> [accessed 4 May 2023]] 

Philosophy is defined as the use of reason in understanding such things as the nature of the real world and existence, the use and limits of knowledge, and the principles of moral judgment.[footnoteRef:11] The contrast between biological and traditional therapeutic practises raises significant philosophical problems concerning the nature of knowledge and competence. Knowledge, according to philosophy, is not restricted to scientific facts and theories, but can also be obtained from human experience, intuition, and cultural traditions. Therefore, from a philosophical standpoint, Traditional medicine is not incorrect, and even though the processes have not been scientifically tested and proven, it can still be used as a form of healing. This demonstrates that, even if science has not proven it, decades of practise can still be right. Philosophers have observed that biomedicine, particularly evidence-based medicine, places advocates of such non-biomedical systems in a no-win situation. One such philosophical problem is that some non-biomedical system assertions are stated to be non-measurable experiences. [footnoteRef:12] Traditional and complementary medicine have been demonstrated to improve the quality of life in studies. To address the Region's rapidly aging population and rise in noncommunicable diseases, the promotion and development of traditional and complementary medicine can aid in the change from a disease-centred to a person- and community-centred approach to health. However, access to and availability of traditional and complementary medicine varies across the Region, and their evidence-based use is not fully optimised.[footnoteRef:13] Traditional healers may have information that differs from that of biomedical practitioners, knowledge that is founded on years of accumulated expertise and experience. It may be impossible to define or measure this information, but it should not be discarded as unscientific or unreasonable. [11:  Cambridge Dictionary. 2019. ‘PHILOSOPHY | Meaning in the Cambridge English Dictionary’, Cambridge.org <https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/philosophy> [accessed 4 May 2023]
]  [12:  Valles, Sean. 2020. ‘Philosophy of Biomedicine’, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University) <https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/biomedicine/> [accessed 4 May 2023]
]  [13:  World Health Organization. [n.d.]. ‘Traditional, Complementary and Integrative Medicine’, Www.who.int <https://www.who.int/westernpacific/health-topics/traditional-complementary-and-integrative-medicine#tab=tab_2> [accessed 4 May 2023]
] 

Each approach to Medicine vs Witchcraft is essentially a cross-reference between science and belief. This demonstrates how differing perspectives and views may have an impact on societies, whether culturally, spiritually, or mentally. It demonstrates the impact that ancestors have on their communities, as well as the impact that science has on its students. This forms a boundary between scientific believers and those who believe in traditional medicine, creating an exciting debate in which each side has a valid reason for why their method of treatment is superior. This is an understandable debate between the two points of view, because some patients may feel more at ease receiving Biomedical treatment or scientifically proven treatment because it has been proven to be accurate and a cure is guaranteed with evidence to back it up, or because they do not trust Traditional medicine. However, in the case of Traditional medicine, some patients may prefer this method of treatment due to its historical significance in their family, whether it has been passed down from generation to generation, and they trust this method over treatment from a biomedical standpoint. Many factors can influence why patients choose Traditional medicine over other treatments, this is a sign of importance to people who are part of this society, considering the cultural and social variables discussed previously. The patient should be permitted to choose the treatment they choose without being judged. This is seen in an article where a pharmacy technician at a clinic said that her workplace provides both conventional and traditional medical care. She notes that many clients choose traditional medications and that they have their own consulting area, as do the orthodox. Certain conditions, such as sickle cell anaemia, diabetes, and hypertension, are thought to be better treated by traditional medicine. The World Health Organisation has created technical tools and recommendations to assist African countries in incorporating traditional medicine into their healthcare systems. 40 nations have established national policies and legal frameworks for traditional healthcare practise, which serve as action plans to ensure access to high-quality traditional medicine items. These materials aid in the scientific confirmation of the safety, efficacy, and quality of African herbal medicine products.[footnoteRef:14] The fact that both Traditional Medicine and Biomedicine have worked for communities over the years demonstrates that, while one may be riskier than the other, there may be no wrong choice in treatment because it has worked for both sides over the years. [14:  Otto, Bakano . 2019. ‘Traditional Healers Broaden Health Care in Ghana’, WHO | Regional Office for Africa <https://www.afro.who.int/photo-story/traditional-healers-broaden-health-care-ghana>
] 

In conclusion, the case study of traditional healers in Ghana exemplifies the intricate interplay of biological, social, and philosophical approaches to ethnomedicine. While biomedical practitioners may dismiss traditional healing practises as superstitious and potentially harmful, a more nuanced approach acknowledges the role of cultural context, social relationships, and personal experience in shaping health and healing practises. Traditional healers are widely recognised and sought after in Ghana for their healing talents. Biomedical practitioners frequently perceive them as unscientific and dangerous, ignoring the social and cultural aspects of the healing process. This gap between biological and conventional therapeutic practises raises philosophical questions about the nature of knowledge and competence. Medicine vs Witchcraft is a comparison between science and religion. Better health outcomes and greater respect for varied kinds of medical knowledge and practise can be promoted by taking a more holistic and culturally sensitive approach to ethnomedicine.
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