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ABSTRACT 

A common practice among many African patients who are admitted into western psychiatric hospitals 

is that they combine western with traditional methods of treatment. Although such practices are 

tolerated, they are not officially acknowledged due to mistrust and ignorance of traditional healing 

methods by western-trained health providers. The aim of this study was to qualitatively investigate 

perspectives and practices of African traditional healers known as ·'amagqirha" in managing 

psychoses. The phenomenological approach was utilized in order to explicate the "arnagqirha' s" 

understanding and how they treat the condition. A non-probability snowball sample of four 

participants who were chosen through their association with psychotic patients undergoing treatment 

at a local psychiatric hospital were used. In depth interviews were used to collect data. The 

interviews were conducted in Xhosa and tape recorded . Following transcription and translation, the 

data were then thematically analyzed in order to explicate meaning units associated with how the 

participants understood and treated psychoses. Three main themes emerged from the analysis, 

namely, diagnosis, aetiology and treatment. In terms of diagnosis, the African traditional healers 

identified symptoms of psychoses which correlate with the DSM-IV criteria for schizophrenia. The 

criteria included the following: delusions, hallucinations, disorganised speech (i.e., frequent derailment 

or incoherence), grossly disorganised or catatonic behaviour, negative symptoms e.g . affective 

flattening, alogia and avolition, and social/occupational dysfunction. With regards to aetiology, 

supernatural powers such as witchcraft, spirit possession and angered ancestors were blamed as well 

as genetics. These causes were mostly different from those proposed by western 

psychology/psychiatry with the exception of the genetic hypothesis which the traditional healers also 
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