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INDIGENOUS MEDICINE
SOUTH AFRICAN INDIGENOUS HEALING: HOW IT

WORKS
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Sangomas or inyangas are shamans, heal-
rs, priests, and prophets that have been
he backbone of Bantu communities, es-
ecially in the rural areas of Southern Af-
ica for eons. However, with rapid West-
rnization and the increasing allure of the
ommodity market, the old ways are rap-
dly eroding. Indigenous knowledge has
lways been transmitted orally, and there
s little written down about the secret tra-
itions of initiation. Hence, the bibliogra-
hy listed at the end of this article is scant.
his information is a result of personal
xperience gleaned during my own initia-
ion into the world of sangoma and my

subsequent experiences with these healing
realms. The knowledge has been gained
experientially and not by the scientific

method. Some of it is secret and cannot be

ithout guiding ancestral spirits, the san-
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evealed. The information may differ
omewhat from healer to healer but the
eneral principles are the same. Most sub-
aharan African peoples believe in the im-
ortance of the ancestors being able to
uide events, and they revere them be-
ause they have this power. I mostly will
e describing the traditions that I encoun-
ered during my initiation and subsequent
ractice. There are others.
Since sangoma wisdom is an oral tradi-

tion the individual’s initiation will depend
on the mentor and the spirit guides in-
volved. That particular sangoma’s healing
repertoire will be somewhat different to
another though the principles remain the
same. The ancestors find the most effi-
cient way to impart the information so

that the healer can do the work. The way

lants and inyangas at times will trance.
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in which they transmit the knowledge will
be unique to that person’s receptivity and
talents.

Objective proof is not part of the expe-
riential training. In fact, any attempt at
systematic inquiry gets in the way of the
process. One has to put cognitive, left-
brained intellect aside. Obsession with
data obliterates the intuitive. The sangoma
or inyanga has a lot to teach the West
about the spirit world and our ancestral
roots. Science has put us in touch with a
magical universe of technology. We may
be technically advanced, but when it
comes to psychospiritual wizardry we are
really only beginners.

(Explore 2013; 9:58-65. © 2013 Elsevier Inc.

All rights reserved.)
INTRODUCTION
The sangoma, inyanga, traditional or indig-
enous healer, uses altered states of con-
sciousness, spirit possession, and some-
times out-of-body spirit flight to gain
knowledge about any problem at hand.
This ability may be hereditarily transmit-
ted, arise out of a dream or vision be-
stowed by the spirit world, or occur be-
cause of selection by the tribe. Sometimes
the calling arises out of a deformity, dis-
ability, illness, or even a psychosis. The
ability to go inward facilitates access to
alternative realities—the hallmark of the
shaman. The fact that the healer has suf-
fered usually gives her greater empathy
and compassion for the feelings and emo-
tions of others. Sangomas are usually called
o heal by an illness that they believe is
nvoked by the spirits in order to get their
ttention. When the sangoma commits to
hwasa or the initiation process, they un-
erstand that they have been chosen to
ork with the spirits to heal others. Some

angomas are self-chosen, but those that
re “called” wield much greater power.
goma is relatively impotent. The initiation
is about creating a relationship with the
student and the spirits who wish to work
through him or her.

Sangomas or inyangas can be either
omen or men. There is no practical dif-

erence between them—both are “pos-
essed” and derive their power from the
ncestors. Classically, the sangoma works

in a trance state by channeling the ances-
tors from the spirit world. Inyangas more
commonly translate messages from the
cosmic realm by reading divination bones
and work with plant medicines. Both work
with dreams, and there are highly special-
ized sangomas who practice femba that can
be likened to psycho-spiritual surgery that
rids the patient of intruding spirits. Nor-
mally, a sangoma will channel her own an-
cestors, but sangomas who specialize in
emba are also able to channel the client’s
ncestors for information or intrusive spir-
ts to exorcize them. To all intents and
urposes sangomas and inyangas are the
ame because sangomas also use bones and
All these healers have special gifts. They
an divine the future, diagnose illness,
nd lost objects or lost people, and estab-

ish direct contact with the ancestors and
he supernatural. When black South Afri-
ans visit Western physicians, they are of-
en surprised when asked to list their ail-
ents. Any competent sangoma would be

ble to tell them what was wrong without
aving to take any history.
To become a sangoma requires arduous

nd difficult training. Not just anyone is
alled and, though sometimes burden-
ome, the calling is regarded as a gift and a
reat honor. The goal of an ancestor who
hannels healing through a living relative
s to help and to heal. When a sangoma
buses the gift, the ancestors may with-
raw their support, and the healer will lose
his power. Hence most traditional healers
ractice with great humility and acknowl-
dge that the source of their talent is the
ncestors.

The ancestors cannot communicate in a
ormal way because they live in the realm
f spirit. Therefore, they choose to talk

hrough trance-channeling (spirit medi-
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umship or possession states) through the
divining bones, and through dreams.

The theory of reincarnation is germane
to the African mindset and has a profound
effect on the thinking and behavior of
many Africans. Reincarnation links them
to their ancestors who may reincarnate
back into the same family. Healing be-
tween kin therefore continues beyond the
grave.

There are three diagnostic methods of
the sangoma; spirit possession (spirit medi-
umship or trance-channeling), the divina-
tion bones, and dreams. In the Bantu tra-
dition, the ancestral spirit of the sangoma
or inyanga comes “down” from the cosmic
“Field” and possesses the healer. The spirit
occupies the sangoma’s body while the ego
or persona steps aside. In this way healers
can access information that is not local-
ized in space and time, information not
readily available to those not trained as
sangomas. The sangoma’s ancestors are able
to speak directly through the medium of
the healer to the patient, and the informa-
tion is highly specific to that individual.

The practice of throwing divining
bones probably developed over time be-
cause healers found spirit mediumship too
exhausting. Becoming possessed is hard
work, and it would be impossible to treat
many patients if possession were the only
method. Possession requires drumming,
chanting, and dancing that are demanding
of time and energy. The divination bones
are an alternative way of allowing the an-
cestral spirits to have a conversation with
the patient through the healer. Reading
the bones is a little like unraveling the met-
aphor of a dream. The healer becomes an
interpreter and messenger for the ancestral
spirit, who sets up an information “field”
accessible to the sangoma through the
bones. When the bones are thrown by the
sangoma, they do not fall in a random fash-
ion but in a way that the ancestral spirit
controls. A meaningful and usually highly
accurate interpretation can be made.

Another way the ancestors communi-
cate with the inyanga is through dreams.
Interpretation of dreams is a vital tool of
the sangoma. Healers often dream plant
remedies for their patients, information
that comes as a vision of a particular plant.
Other psychic information can be sent
through dreams to assist the sangoma in

caring for the client. y

Indigenous Medicine
NERGETIC MECHANISMS OF
EALING
few words on the Kundalini, the yogic

ife-force principle, are necessary to ex-
lain the initiatory process. The Kundalini

s primal feminine energy that rests at the
ase of the spine and is coiled like a ser-
ent. In the case of the sangoma, it results
n a trance state that allows the spirit of the
ncestor to come through.

In Zulu, Umbilini means “the place of
he two,” that mystical place where body
nd soul unite and become one powerful
hing. Umbilini resembles the “oneness ex-
erience” of the Yogi. Umbilini like Kund-
lini is a manifestation of this primal fem-
nine force that may vibrate and ascend up
he body, in this instance, with clapping,
hanting, singing, drumming, and danc-
ng. This vibration or shaking can be wit-
essed when the sangoma goes into trance
nd becomes possessed. All indigenous
outhern African people believe in a pri-
al feminine serpent or snake residing in

he lower belly that is vital for fertility and
or channeling the ancestors. The Bush-
en of the Kalahari call this energy Num.
The Umbilini enables the sangoma to

ross the veil and enter the cosmic Field
here the ancestors dwell. The Field is
onlocal, and within it is the universal
ind or universal consciousness. Carl

ung would have called this the collective
nconscious. From a Jungian point of
iew the sangoma or inyanga has the ability
o access an archetypal world where healer
ncounters the guiding spirits.

If one were to visit a sangoma who, with-
ut knowing you, could diagnose your
ealth situation in the past, present or fu-
ure, you would be receiving information
ot localized in time. If at the same time
e were to tell you about the health of
our children living in another country,
his would be information not localized in
pace. These kinds of shamans are now
alled “medical intuitives” in the West.
he diagnostic information they provide
ith the help of the ancestral spirits can be
ncannily accurate. This technology has
een available to all peoples in South Af-
ica through sangomas for eons.

The key to moving the Kundalini en-
rgy upward is the balance of the female
nd male energies, the cool moon and the
ot sun, the right brain and left brain. Also
or the energy to move one must go be-

ond the constraints of ego. a

EXPLORE Jan
The universal healing energy that is
hanneled through the sangomas and any

true healer is just love in disguise—to heal,
one must open the heart. There is a veil
between the worlds; between matter and
spirit, between this and that. Key to open-
ing up the veil is love. Entheogens or
mind-altering plants can open up the heart
and allow one to go beyond ego. Unlike
shamans in the Americas, where many rea-
sonably safe plants with these properties
abound, Sangomas rarely use them. In
South Africa, these types of plants have a
very narrow margin between mind-alter-
ing effects and death.

THE ANCESTORS AND FOREIGN
SPIRIT GUIDES—“POSSESSION”
The sangoma is able to communicate with
the cosmic, the terrestrial, and the water
spirits as well as the ancestors. The ances-
tors are not gods and were never believed
to be so. They were to be honored and
revered but not worshiped as one would
pray to God. All tribes believe in a single
Great Spirit, or God who is seen as too
remote and inaccessible. The ancestral
spirits are there to mediate between the
living and God. Since the spirits are linked
to the cosmos, the land, and the water
(hence shells are often present in the heal-
er’s repertoire of bones) they can provide
information that is not confined to the
space-time continuum.

Sangomas use drumming and dancing
to help channel the ancestors. All tribes
also channel information from the ances-
tors through the mediums of dreams and
the divining bones. Possession or spirit
mediumship among the Nguni peoples
(Zulu, Swazi, Xhosa) is usually overt and
extroverted, whereas among the other
tribes (Sotho, Venda, Tsonga) it is more
often implicit rather than explicit. How-
ever, there is much overlap among the dif-
ferent tribes, and drumming and posses-
sion by ancestral spirits are common to all
groups. Trance channeling or spirit medi-
umship, however, was historically more
part of the Nguni custom.

The word sangoma comes from the Zulu
ord for a drum, and it is the sound of the
rum that brings forth the spirit. The
rumming is accompanied by special
ongs and chants. When the spirit enters
he body, the sangoma’s voice may change

s she becomes the channel for the ances-

59uary/February 2013, Vol. 9, No. 1
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tor. Sometimes she will speak in tongues
and often with a different accent. The an-
cestor who presents will often be quite fas-
tidious and demand a certain cloth or gar-
ment. Sangomas usually have an array of
these and will wear a specific cloth de-
pending on which spirit is addressing the
group. Because most of the spirits are Af-
rican, they request traditional attire, but a
foreign spirit can make a special request
which then must be honored. Many san-
gomas will dance to work themselves into a
trance or will be “danced” at the will of
their ancestor once she or he enters their
body. The tremendous energy and skill
necessary to dance in this way can be re-
markable and add conviction to the fact
that the healer’s profoundly altered state
of consciousness has enabled the spirit to
take over the body to dance. Many times
the channel would seem incapable of per-
forming in this fashion unless she was in
fact “possessed.”

In addition to ancestral spirits there are
terrestrial (or bush) spirits, cosmic spirits
and water spirits who are very powerful.
Foreign spirits unrelated to the family also
exist. They may or may not be friendly.
Sometimes they have known the grand-
parents while they were alive and now are
“hanging about” in the ethers with them.
Some foreign spirits, on the other hand,
are up to no good, and these “intruders”
may cause mischief or get in the way of the
energy flow of the living. Malicious for-
eign spirits may also be present, for in-
stance, because someone’s dead grandfa-
ther or relative killed them long ago. These
bad spirits can be exorcized by Femba, a
form of psychic diagnosis and psycho-
spiritual surgery or exorcism. Bad spirits
are capable of causing significant harm.

THE ROLE OF REINCARNATION
Reincarnation plays an important role in
African philosophy, and family members
may reincarnate into their own “blood
line.” Because of this, black Africans,
whose traditions are intact, believe in a
Biblical sense that “the sins of the fathers
are visited upon the children.” Psychology
may attribute this to hereditary biochem-
ical derangements or unskillful parenting
which lead to hurtful influences and bad
conditioning of the child. African philos-
ophy goes further than this, believing that

not only can unhappy and dysfunctional g
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pirits affect their progeny from the be-
ond, but also that a dysfunctional spirit
an reincarnate into the family and re-
reate the same dysfunction in a future
eneration. As an example, an alcoholic
randfather who has passed on reincar-
ates into the family line, perpetuating the
lcoholic syndrome. All ancient wisdoms
elieve in karma or the law of cause and
ffect. We come back in order to perfect
hat we did not do in our previous life

ime and many times we come back into
he same family to do so.

It is the healer’s duty to intercede be-
ween the living and the dead and to make
estitution.

Animal sacrifice is the most powerful
ay of appeasing the spirits. Since the an-
estors, though dead, are still human, they
espond very favorably to any attempts to
cknowledge, thank, respect, greet, and
feed” them. Sacrifice is the ultimate
tonement.

Because ancestral spirits may reincar-
ate into the same family, it is crucial to
eal the sins that may have occurred in the
ast such as murder, theft, abuse, and so
n. By reaching out, forgiving, and heal-

ng the spirit who perpetrated the crime,
veryone is healed, and another cycle of
armic dysfunction in the family is
verted or lessened. Forgiveness and ac-
eptance are critical here. It is best
chieved while everyone is alive, but in
frican tradition, forgiveness and healing
an occur even when the spirit has passed
n. If the sin is not addressed and for-
iven, the problem may not only have a
armful effect on the living in this lifetime
ut could continue into future incarna-
ions.

Spirits sometimes feel the need to com-
lete the healing work they never finished
s a sentient being and will choose a suit-
ble person who is alive to act as a channel
or their mission. Spirits do not have free
ill on the other side and need the living

o complete their work and improve their
arma. By allowing them to help us they in
sense can come “alive” again.
Some of the Bantu’s healing concepts
ay appear Biblical because they are in

ouch with “original truths” that go back
illennia. The commandment of “honor

our mother and father . . .” is germane to
frican thinking and the respect goes all

he way back to the grandparents, great

randparents, and beyond. An interesting

ol. 9, No. 1
arvard study performed on medical stu-
ents in the 1950s and still ongoing dem-
nstrated that the single most important
actor mitigating in favor of good health in
hese doctors was a good relationship with
he parents. It is noteworthy that of all 10
ommandments this is the only one that
ays; “. . . so that your days will be long
pon the earth.” Sangomas would endorse
he fact that anyone who gives this respect
ill be protected in life and in health.

HWASA
hwasa, which comes from the word for
oon, is the process of self-discovery and

ecognizing one’s spiritual links and des-
iny. Metaphorically, the Thwasa student
egins as a new moon and matures into a
ull moon to become an inyanga, the one
ho doctors. The person who is called be-
omes “possessed” by the ancestors who
raw attention to their needs by making
he elected one ill. The symptoms can take
any forms: psychosis, severe headaches,

bdominal pain, shoulder and neck com-
laints, among others. The patient may go
o a Western-trained doctor who will be
nable to find anything wrong. She may
hen see a traditional healer for treatment.
he sangoma will divine and say that she is
possessed” and that the only recourse is
o become a sangoma. The “sangoma sick-

ness” mysteriously disappears after initia-
tion has begun. The process of being
called and then initiated is called Thwasa.
Failure to respond to the calling will often
lead to more illness until the person con-
cedes and goes to be trained. Alterna-
tively, the potential Thwasa student can
work through a sangoma to enter into a
dialogue with the spirits, explaining why
she cannot undergo training at this time.
Ancestors are reasonable and if respect-
fully approached and told why this calling
might not be possible, they may relent but
an explanation would be required.

MEDICINE OR MUTI
The medicine or muti that is used is based
on plants and, sometimes, different ani-
mals. This muti may have pharmacological
properties, but one cannot isolate the
power of the remedy from the strength of
the healer or that of the ancestors. The
more powerful the ancestors, the more

masterful the healer and the more effec-

Indigenous Medicine
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tive the muti will be. This phenomenon is
an example of the combination of placebo
and distant healing. Pharmacological
companies frequently are disappointed
when research of these plants of power
proves them no better than placebo
whereas they may be very effective if given
by the sangoma. From the sangoma’s stand-
point the vital ingredient missing here
would be the power of the ancestral spirits
assigned to the plant to do distant healing
or the relationship with the spirit or the
energy of the plant itself.

Sangomas are also able to manipulate
the power of belief and faith, or placebo.
Placebo is a vital tool for the sangoma. In
Western medicine, randomized, con-
trolled, double-blinded studies are con-
ducted to test the true pharmacological
action of a drug, unimpeded by the pla-
cebo effect, or the patient’s belief that the
drug will work. We know that the patient’s
“Inner Healer” is able to cure many mala-
dies if there is a strong belief in the treat-
ment being administered. In various trials,
the placebo or dummy medicine often
leads to at least 30% of the patients show-
ing a response. Although Western doctors
are focused on eliminating the placebo ef-
fect, sangomas are masters at enhancing it,
using their powerful rituals and their own
charisma. Placebo is augmented with cer-
emonies and plant medicines which act as
“containers” for the healing. The muti is
always prescribed with a heavy application
of attention, intention, action and affir-
mation, which have now become part of a
modern, integrative, or holistic, approach.

Whereas placebo works directly on the
Inner Healer through the power of belief
to effect healing, distant healing works via
the Field to cause healing without the ben-
efit of faith.

Distant diagnosis and distant healing
have been used by sangomas for thousands
of years. Indigenous healers can enter the
cosmic field and invoke the help of the
spirits for healing. When the ancestors are
invited to help with the healing, the rem-
edy goes beyond placebo and would be
called distant or remote healing.

Mutis also often have powerful symbol-
ism; for instance, lion fat may be used to
promote courage. Each time the muti is
used, it may be accompanied by a ritual
that confirms the intention and acts as a
powerful affirmation to the Inner Healer,

and as a prayer to the ancestral spirits. In e

Indigenous Medicine
he West we know that that healing by
istant healing or prayer works even if the
atients is unaware she is being healed or
rayed for. There are an increasing num-
er of double-blind studies, conducted by
estern doctors, showing that distant

ealing or prayer is statistically significant
n improving the outcomes of patients af-
icted with certain diseases.
The effect of muti may be a sophisti-

ated version of distant healing, if the san-
oma’s prayers and ancestor’s intentions
ccompany the treatment. The muti can
lso be regarded as a password or special
equest to the ancestor for a particular
ealing. Since the ancestors have access to
niversal healing energy, they have the
bility to cure almost anything. Each muti
arries a different message about what is
eeded for that specific problem. There is
mutual understanding between healer

nd ancestor based on tradition, dreams,
nd empiricism as to what plant to use for
hat problem. Different tribes and various
ealers may use the same plant for differ-
nt complaints and that implies that the
ncestral spirit and placebo rather than
harmacological effect are doing the heal-

ng. For instance one healer may use a
lant for constipation and another healer
he same plant for diarrhea. The plant is a
prescription” to the spirit world to invoke
he healing.

The homeopathic Law of Similars,
hich is not based on solid science, states

hat if things resemble each other they are
inked and can affect one another. In other
ords, like affects like. For this reason,

eeds that shake in the water may be em-
loyed for tremor, snake venom may be
sed against snake bite, black smoke ad-
pted to bring rain, and bark or roots that
re red can be used to treat blood or men-
trual disorders. Hence the principles of
uti are somewhat similar to those of ho-
eopathy. The muti is like a request to the

ncestor for a particular healing much in
he way one would get a written Rx from a
octor to take to the pharmacist. Since
lacebo alone is therapeutic in at least
0% of cases just filling the prescription
ay heal the problem. The sangoma with
is skillful intuitive diagnosis, spectacular
ancing and powerful rituals may enhance
he placebo effect significantly. The san-
oma takes no history, makes no physical

xamination but uncannily comes up with a

EXPLORE Jan
he diagnosis through trance, dreams or
ith the bones.
The problem may not be related to

hysical health and if there is marital dis-
armony causing “dis-ease” it will be re-
ected in the bones and remedies will be
iven. Sangomas do not distinguish be-
ween disease and “dis-ease.” The one will
ventually lead to the other. Sangomas go
o the source of the problem and correct it.

Medicines can be administered in vari-
us ways, such as bathing, steaming, or
nhaling. They can be taken by mouth or
y enema, rubbed on the body as a salve,
nd, in special circumstances inoculated
r rubbed into an incision. There are med-
cines for every eventuality; physical ill-
ess, mental illness, social disharmony
nd spiritual difficulties (for instance to
lign with the ancestors, to get rid of of-
ending spirits, and so on). There are also
ove potions, medicines for dreams and
uck, among others.

ITUALS
everence for the ancestors is very much
art of the Thwasa’s training and will con-
inue throughout the healer’s life. When
ntering the ndumba or healing hut where
he ancestors reside, one takes off ones
hoes, bows down on entering, and claps
wice as a greeting. Pahla, or praying, is
one kneeling down, and each sentence
s punctuated by a clapping of hands.
nuff, preferably made of home-grown to-
acco, is a frequent offering used in ritu-
ls. The plant mphepho (Helichrysum) is
urned to attract the attention of the an-
estors. Because the ancestors cannot
ommunicate with the living in the nor-
al way, special techniques to “bridge the

osmic field” are required. Sangomas will
rink foam or bubbles made of water
ixed with special muti, which is soul

ood for the spirits. By feeding the spirits,
ne draws the ancestors near. The ances-
ors are always fed when there is a ritual
nvolving food or sacrifice. Sorghum beer
r regular beer or wine may be offered as
ell.
Many tribes have an amaryllis plant in

he homestead where the ancestors reside,
nd offerings will be made to this plant
hile conversation is held with the spirits.
embers of the village will check in with

he plant on arriving or leaving to report

nd to ask the ancestors for favors and

61uary/February 2013, Vol. 9, No. 1
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safety along the way. Depending on the
tradition, a tree, a forked branch planted
in the ground, or even river stones may be
used in the same way.

Femba, the African equivalent of psy-
chic diagnosis and surgery, is a way of ex-
orcizing malevolent or intruding spirits
that are getting in the way of a person’s
progress in life. Houses, dwellings, farms,
garments, belongings, cars, and businesses
all can be spiritually cleansed by Femba.
Femba not only involves exorcism of ma-
levolent spirits but can also be a recondi-
tioning of the spirit body to eliminate ill-
ness, imbalance, or a block in energy flow.

To the sangoma, each helper spirit has a
role to play. One may assist the sangoma in
reading the bones, another may help with
plant remedies, and yet a third may want
to come and dance. Others may be there
to manage financial and business affairs.
Depending on the talent of the spirit, the
knowledge of the sangoma will vary. Some
have more powerful ancestors than others.
Usually the ancestor assists the channel
with the expertise he or she had while
alive. For instance the ancestor who helps
read the bones may have been a sangoma
(in my case) the other an herbalist, and
another a business person. Each will offer
expertise in their particular field.

CAUSES OF ILLNESS
Illness can be thought to arise from the
following factors:

1. From God or the ancestors. On rare
occasions, it is thought that the Great
Spirit can cause sickness. Sometimes
the ancestors will want a living soul to
join them on the other side and this
may account for illness or death.
When a grandparent is about to die
and leave the planet, the newborn is
about to enter it—hence both are close
to the spirit realm. The grandparents
in life and in death are the spirit guides
to the child while the parents attend to
his or her material needs. A loving,
deceased grandparent may visit a spirit
who may have just incarnated on the
earth plane in the dream time and ac-
cidentally lure it away back to spirit
world. This may account for the mys-
tery of crib death and it is interesting
that there are many rituals to protect a

newborn child during the vulnerable
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first few months of its life. Ancestors
may also cause illness by omission
rather than by commission by turning
away and not affording protection to
their progeny.

. Intrusive spirits. The role of intrusive
or earth bound spirits has already been
partly discussed. These may show up
as “shades” in the bones. Earth bound
spirits may not pass over to the other
side due to confusion and their spirit
may get lost between the worlds. This
can occur due to traumatic death from
suicide, murder, war, drugs, alcohol,
accidents etc. The Zulus have a rem-
edy for those who die away from
home whose spirits may get lost.
When they transport the body back
home, usually by train, they will re-
serve a seat for the spirit and put the
branch of a buffalo thorn tree on the
seat. The buffalo thorn is unique in
having both straight and hooked
thorns. The straight thorn is symbolic
of the spirit going up to heaven and
the hooked thorn signifies the body
that will be returned to the earth.
When the spirit sees this it will under-
stand it is dead and accompany the
body back home to be with the
ancestors.

It is important to realize that war veter-
ns who are haunted in their dreams may
n fact be receiving visits from vengeful
pirits they had killed in combat. A san-
oma might disagree with the psychologi-
al treatment of war veterans with post-
raumatic stress disorder and say that their
ightmares were attributable to intrusive
pirits. Zulu warriors in battle long ago
ould disembowel their victims to release

he spirit and also apologize to them and
ay that it was nothing personal. Further-
ore, these warriors on returning from
ar were ritually cleansed by sangomas to
xorcize any ghosts that may have at-
ached.

. Pollution. Pollution, which might bet-
ter be called ritual impurity, occurs as
a result of contact with some occur-
rence or phenomenon that is impure
and is recognized by the Zulu as “dirt”
or “dirty.” Causes of pollution include
miscarriages, abortions, birth (espe-
cially of twins) illness, crime, death (es-

pecially murder), burial, menses, preg- q
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nancy, sex, a journey, eating the meat
of an animal that died of disease, and
pork. A husband is polluted for up to a
year after the death of his wife or child,
and a wife for up to a year after the
death of her husband. Cleansing ritu-
als are dispensed that usually involve
bathing with muti.

. Witchcraft and sorcery. Although
sangomas usually work on the light and
not the dark side (as witches do), they
are frequently called to consult about
problems that are related to witch-
craft. They have to know how to coun-
teract hexes and also have to protect
themselves and their homesteads from
witches’ antics, which sometimes can
even involve attempts at poisoning.
Sangomas have remedies for their pa-
tients and themselves if they are con-
cerned about witchcraft. Witches are
known to consult sangomas not only
for help but also to uncover their se-
crets so they can work more effectively
against their competition.

Although a healer can heal someone far
way, a sorcerer can create disease and
ven death from a distance with a hex.

hite and black magic have been known
or millennia and are now being validated
y science. These malevolent effects can
e local or nonlocal. Nonlocal influences
ork through the Field without the knowl-
dge of those who are affected. Local ef-
ects work directly with the knowledge of
he victim through the nocebo effect (op-
osite of placebo). The key to nocebo and
lacebo is the belief system of the patient,
he absence or presence of hope, belief,
rust, and faith. Sangomas are masters of
he placebo effect; sorcerers work with no-
ebo. It is worthwhile stressing the fact
hat witchcraft can harm someone even if
hat person does not believe in it. Just as
istant healing can be effective, so too can
istant harming through sorcery.
Malevolent ancestors, and especially

indictive foreign spirits who may have
een wronged, can also cause illness, mis-
ortune, accidents, and even the death of
hose who have wronged them. Problems
an be countered by prayers, rituals, muti
nd sacrifices. Ancestors who have turned
way can be encouraged to return and de-
end their descendants against malicious
r intruding spirits. Illness is therefore fre-

uently connected to human relation-
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ships between the living and the dead.
However, if these relationships are per-
fectly functional and healthy, the sangoma
will look to witchcraft or sorcery and pol-
lution for the cause of the problem. Diag-
noses are made with the help of Femba,
trance-channeling, dreams, and the divin-
ing bones. There is usually a remedy for
any dilemma.

Witchcraft and sorcery arise from a
heart of envy. Therefore, anyone can be a
witch or a sorcerer, for instance, a wife
who is jealous of her husband or a busi-
nessman or politician seeking to eliminate
the competition. Witches and sorcerers
work on the dark side with the help of evil
spirits. They too have real power and are
able to manipulate the “Field,” which is
nondenominational, or spiritually neu-
tral. Evil messages go through the “Field”
just as effectively as do healing ones. The
general term witch doctor, sometimes
used by whites in South Africa to embrace
all traditional healers, is not only inaccu-
rate but demeaning and insulting. Most of
those who work in the “Field,” work on
the light side for the sake of good and not
bad. In South Africa, the word witch has a
dark connotation as opposed to some
Western thinking, where witches can be
either light or dark.

Sorcerers use herbs, poisons, and body
exuviae of their victims (eg, hair, nails,
urine). The Law of Contagion states that
once two things are in contact, they can
affect one another. The hair or nail from
the victim can be used with harmful muti
to hurt or harm.

Witches use “familiars,” which they ride
or send to perform their treacherous
deeds. Familiars include spotted hyenas,
baboons, polecats, weasels, genets, wild-
cats, snakes, owls, and bats. The Tokolosh
(English) or Thikoloshe is a dwarflike being

ith one buttock and oversized genitals,
nd witches are said to use them as sexual
onsorts. The Tokolosh cannot climb,
nd hence many blacks, raise their beds up
n several bricks to protect themselves
rom intrusions at night.

The commandment, “thou shall not
ovet . . .” is really an edict against witch-
raft since at the source of all witchcraft is
he principle of envy. Witchcraft is univer-
al and not only confined to indigenous
ocieties. The witch or sorcerer is “the trai-
or within the gates.” Their power resides

n their not being known to be malevolent u

Indigenous Medicine
o that they can continue to work unim-
eded. Any hex can be countered but only

f one is aware that it exists.

OTEM OR POWER ANIMALS
he dead can communicate with the liv-

ng not only by means of spirit medium-
hip, dreams, and divining bones but also
y using animals. Among the Zulu, snakes
eature prominently, especially mambas
nd pythons. The python is usually a fa-
orable message from the beyond, the
amba a warning. Some diviners have com-
unication with the ancestors through a

pirit animal (intyala), which can come in
he form of a lion, leopard, or elephant and
o which due respect must be accorded. The
nergy implicit in different animals is given
reat importance when it comes to the di-
ining bones. Some clans have surnames
hat are given according to their totem ani-
al such as Ndlovu that means elephant.

HE DIVINING BONES
he divining bones are not strictly all
ones but comprise shells, money, seeds,
ice, domino-like objects or even domi-
os themselves, and other objects that
ave been appointed by the sangoma and
he spirit to represent certain polarities (for
nstance a miniature car to represent a
ourney). Animal bones from lions, hye-
as, anteaters, baboons, crocodiles, wild
igs, goats, antelopes and others form the

arge majority of the objects in the sango-
a’s bag, and there are bones for all psy-

ho-socio-spiritual events. The bones rep-
esent all of the forces that affect any
uman condition, anywhere, whatever
heir culture. The primal energies and at-
ributes the animals represent hold enor-
ous power. For example, the hyena rep-

esents the thief that comes in the night,
nd a hyena bone is often used to locate a
tolen or lost object. The anteater is the
nimal that “digs the grave” and an ant-
ater bone may be used where death is
oncerned, or it may represent a deceased
erson or his spirit.
There is a protocol for consultation

ith any sangoma or inyanga. The consul-
ation takes place in the ndumba or healing
ut. Usually shoes are removed, and on
ntering, one kneels down and claps to
reet the spirits. The client places a fee

nder the mat on which the bones are to
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e thrown. Sometimes the healer will burn
phepho, a plant with a pleasant smell.
ome sangomas will light candles. Before

throwing the bones, the healer invokes the
ancestors by giving snuff or tobacco,
kneeling, clapping, rattling and chanting a
song. The purpose of all these rituals is to
call the ancestors into sacred space to help
the client. The healer’s bones are con-
tained in a skin bag. The healer asks the
patient to pick up the bones and put them
into the bag. The client shakes the bag of
bones, places a pinch of snuff in the bag as
an offering, blows into the opening of the
bag, states his or her name, and empties
the bones on the mat. Traditions vary de-
pending on the healer’s training or on
prior instructions given by the spirit who
is “throwing the bones” for the healer.
Sometimes more than one sangoma is pres-
ent, and the others will chorus the reading
of the main healer by chanting the word
siyavuma (we agree) after each interpreta-
tion.

First, a general reading is given and then
specific questions are answered. Each
question requires a separate throw of the
bones. The first throw is general in scope
and defines any problems the patient may
have—work, money, home, spouse, chil-
dren, sorcery, ancestors, and other specific
situations. There is a bone for just about
every polarity of the patient’s psycho-so-
cio-spiritual state of being. When the read-
ing is completed, the ritual is closed, by
kneeling down again and clapping in ap-
preciation to the spirits before leaving the
hut.

Different traditions assign different
meanings to the bones or objects, and
each particular teacher will have her own
method, which she passes on to the stu-
dent. Although there is an intellectual
component to divining – the healer has to
read the message that is laid out - the read-
ing is also highly intuitive. The sangoma is
“possessed” by the guiding spirit who
passes on intuitive messages to help the
healer to “see” the problem at hand. The
information forthcoming hence often ex-
tends beyond what the bones reveal. The
bones also function as a way of getting the
rational left brain out of the way so that
the right brain can do its intuitive work.
The ego is put aside since it is the ancestor,
and not the healer, who is providing the
information. This also allows the sangoma

to reveal information that would be un-

63uary/February 2013, Vol. 9, No. 1



heard of in psychotherapeutic circles; for
instance, “your husband is no good and
things will not go right for you until you
send him away.”

There is an understanding between the
healer and the spirit as to the meaning of
the bones and how they line up in rela-
tionship to each other. In fact when the
bones are thrown, they do not fall in a
random pattern but rather in a distinct ar-
rangement which can be read by the san-
goma whose training has taught him to di-
agnose past and present ailments and
somewhat predict future occurrences with
extraordinary accuracy. It seems that a mini-
Field of attention, intention, and coherence
is set up between the healer, the patient and
the ancestor that allow the bones to lie in an
intelligent pattern. The metaphor they rep-
resent is then interpreted by the healer.

The reading is usually concerned with
what is happening at that moment in the
patient’s life. Because the healer is reading
a metaphor, she may get the wrong image
and have to change direction. Divining is
like interpreting someone’s dream, and
only the owner of the dream will know if
the meaning rings true. The information is
given humbly and democratically. The
healer will ask the client if she agrees and,
if so, will continue along the same line of
exploration. If the client disagrees, the
healer will look at the same polarity in a
different way and reinterpret. For instance
money and energy are interchangeable.
The bones may reveal that the client has
no money when in fact the problem re-
lates to a lack of energy or vitality or being
“burnt out”. Usually the patient is well
aware of what is going on in his life. The
bones will highlight or focus on a problem
that requires attention and that may have
been ignored or denied.

The healer is attentive to the fact that
there is always free will and that anything
can be changed. For instance, if the ances-
tors advise against taking a certain person
for a spouse, and the partner is adamant
that she wants him, then muti can be dis-
pensed to make the potential partner more
acceptable. Rituals can be offered to the
ancestral spirits to remove any black shad-
ows that might be darkening the future of
the relationship. Bone readings are usually
concerned with helping people deal with
their current dilemmas, such as intrusive
spirits, witchcraft, health or “dis-ease,”

money and business, bad luck children,
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spouse, life path, spirit, heart, ancestors,
and so on. But the bones can also warn a
person not to take an upcoming journey,
and they can highlight a past event that
has bearing on the present. The future can
always change because of free will and the
number of possible variables that can
arise. Therefore, far-reaching and accurate
prophecy is sometimes difficult since free
will is ever-present to shift the variables
and alter the future.

If one were to ask a sangoma how dows-
ing works, she would say that the ances-
tor was moving the dowsing stick in the
direction of water. Similarly, sangomas
will sometimes use special devices that
“point,” or indicate direction, to help
them glean information from the ances-
tor. For instance the healer may place
different mutis around the mat and see
which the pointer indicates is the most
suitable for the client.

The bones are the psychospiritual
Computed Tomography (CT) scan of the
sangoma and speak to the cosmology of
the human condition; Western medicine
has sophisticated technology to diagnose
the physical but nothing like the bones
that can diagnose the psycho-spiritual.
Even psychotherapy falls short in many
instances and does not even acknowledge
that some of these forces exist. Some
churches used to do exorcisms for invol-
untary possession but now send the af-
flicted person for psychotherapy. Dreams
can also help us with the psycho-spiritual
but unlike the bones dreams cannot be
“called.” We may ask for a dream but not
get one. The power of the bones is that
they can be called when information is
needed.

DREAMS
For most of us the easiest form of access to
the cosmic infinity and to realms not lo-
calized in space and time is the dream
world. According to the sangomas and
other ancient wisdom, our dream state is
every bit as real as the waking state and all
we have to do is decipher the cosmic con-
versation. We have to understand the met-
aphors and the passwords. These may be
highly individual and it is up to each one
of us to find our own individual “Morse”
code.

Sangoma say that there are basically two

types of dreams, instructional and nonin-
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structional. Carl Jung called these instruc-
tional dreams, “Big” dreams. The ances-
tors usually work in metaphor, and often
we need to unravel the message. On occa-
sions we will see our spirit guides in our
dreams. These events may be visitations
rather than dreams.

Important dreams often have a different
quality. They may be numinous or lumi-
nous, in Technicolor or have a heightened
intensity.

Sangomas are specialists at interpreting
dreams and this may be because they are
used to reading the metaphors presented
to them by the bones. Sangomas dream
about patients coming to them and about
specific plant remedies for those patients.
Even though they may never have seen
that plant before, they will go into the
bush, find it, and then dispense it. Sango-
mas appreciate that these spirit dream mes-
sages usually occur in the early hours of
the morning. They say this is when the
ancestors are active. Physiologists would
say this is the period of REM, or rapid eye
movement sleep, which still does not dis-
count the possibility that guiding forces
are present.

Dreams like the bones, because of free
will tell us “what to see and not what to
be.” They open us up to a nonlocal, space-
time continuum which can give us infor-
mation that makes our lives easier. We are
perfectly entitled to ignore the advice and
accept the consequences.

Bone divination and dream informa-
tion can support one another. Both can
transmit similar information to the san-
goma either literally or metaphorically. I
recently dreamed that someone I knew in
South Africa was severely emaciated and
ill. When I went back for a visit I had him
tested, and he proved to be HIV positive.
Had I thrown the bones, the display
would have shown the bone designated
for him misaligned and off center and in
proximity to the crocodile bones (which
indicate disease) both oriented in a nega-
tive polarity. This would have given me
the same information as the dream and an
identical outcome. I could have con-
firmed the dream with the bones but there
was no need to in this case. The important
difference between the bones and dreams
is that the former can be “called” at any
time, the latter unpredictable so.

The sangoma is always confronting op-

position from witches, sorcerers and intru-
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sive spirits from the other side. They can
access the sangoma’s dreamtime and all
dreams are liable to pollution from trick-
ster spirits. The Field like the Internet is
impartial to messages, light or dark, both
have free access. Just as there are viruses,
Trojan horses, pornographic pop ups etc.
on the web so there are dark energies in the
spirit world that want to corrupt the san-
goma’s dream files. The advantage of the
bones is that they are far less vulnerable to
sabotage since they are protected by the
sacred space or “fire wall” of the ndumba.
These dark forces are part of the interplay
of light and dark and part of the design of
the polarity balance set in place by the
Great Spirit.

CONCLUSIONS
Ancestral reverence and the different heal-
ing techniques described are highly valued
in African society and have been in force
for eons. Sangomas are able to communi-
cate with the dead. This phenomenon is
quite alien to Western thinking, and is eas-
ily dismissed and even ridiculed. Yet dead
spirits may play a much bigger role in our
health, wealth, and happiness than we
may think.

Possession by the dead can be volun-
tary, as in the case of the sangoma, or in-
voluntary, and spirits can possess their
hosts without permission. Voluntary pos-
session is probably best called spirit-medi-
umship. Involuntary possession is rare
and is highly undesirable. It takes the form
of possession by a malevolent alien spirit.
The spirit can take over the body and per-
sona of an individual and wreak havoc.

It may appear as if guiding spirits take

away free will. This is only the case with g
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nvoluntary possession but not so with
pirit mediumship where the ancestor acts
s a guide to the channel. It is regarded as
boon and a privilege to have been cho-

en to be a sangoma. Every one of us would
elcome having a loving mentor who be-

tows gifts and can see and understand
hings that normally elude us. Sangomas
nd their ancestors are fallible. Although
he spirits have the advantage of not being
onfined to the space-time continuum,
hey are still “human” and not Divine.

The Bantu peoples are still much closer
o their original primal selves than we are.
n the West we are victims as well as ben-
ficiaries of our religion, education, cul-
ure, and conditioning. We are unable to
athom how disconnected we are from our
rimeval humanness. This is both good
nd bad. Our Western education has
rought us many technological marvels,
ut we should not doubt that we have paid
huge price for them.
Africa, on the other hand, has aborigi-

al psycho-spiritual technology that we
re only now beginning to appreciate. We
eed to recognize how much we have for-
eited and how much we can learn from
ative peoples who are still in touch with
heir original energies and can access these
ealms with such ease. We invent fancy
ames for mystical phenomena, such as
oherence, physiological arousal, cathartic
onversion experience, congruence, med-
cal intuitive, distant mental influence on
iological systems. African healers have
nown these principles for eons. In fact
heirs is the original medicine. We should
all our standard allopathic techniques
omplementary and alternative. We are

oing back to what we once knew.
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