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WHAT IS TRADITIONAL MEDICINE 

Traditional medicine refers to the knowledge, skills, and practices based on the theories, beliefs, and 
experiences of indigenous cultures that are used to maintain health and treat physical and mental 
illnesses. It is often passed down orally through generations and is deeply rooted in the cultural and 
historical contexts of a region or community. 

Key Features of Traditional Medicine: 

1. Holistic Approach – Focuses on balancing body, mind, and spirit rather than targeting isolated 
symptoms. 

2. Natural Remedies – Uses herbs, minerals, animal products, and other natural substances. 

3. Cultural Foundations – Reflects the spiritual and philosophical values of the community. 

4. Preventive Focus – Often emphasizes maintaining balance and preventing disease before it 
occurs. 

5. Manual Therapies & Rituals – Includes massage, bone-setting, acupuncture, cupping, spiritual 
healing, and more. 

Examples of Traditional Medicine Systems: 

Region Traditional Medicine System 

China Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) 

India Ayurveda 

Africa Various indigenous herbal and spiritual systems 

America Native American medicine 

Japan Kampo 

Korea Traditional Korean Medicine 

Middle East Unani medicine 

 

 Traditional Medicine vs Modern (Conventional) Medicine: 

Aspect Traditional Medicine Modern Medicine 

Philosophy Holistic, energetic balance Biomedical, evidence-based 
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Aspect Traditional Medicine Modern Medicine 

Treatment Natural remedies, manual therapy Drugs, surgery, diagnostics 

Training Apprenticeship or traditional schools Universities, clinical residency 

Evidence Based on tradition, experience Based on clinical trials, data 

 

 Integration Today: 

• The World Health Organization (WHO) encourages integration of traditional medicine with 
modern healthcare where it's proven safe and effective. 

• Many countries have formal systems for regulating traditional practitioners and medicines. 

PRACTICE AND TRAINING STANDARD 
 
The practice and training standards of traditional medicine vary widely across the globe, depending on 
the country, the specific tradition (e.g., Ayurveda, TCM, Unani), and how integrated the system is within 
the national healthcare framework. However, many governments and institutions are working to 
formalize standards to ensure quality, safety, and effectiveness. 
The practice and training standards of traditional medicine vary widely across the globe, depending on 
the country, the specific tradition (e.g., Ayurveda, TCM, Unani), and how integrated the system is within 
the national healthcare framework. However, many governments and institutions are working to 
formalize standards to ensure quality, safety, and effectiveness. 

 General Practice Standards for Traditional Medicine Practitioners 

Regardless of tradition, competent traditional medicine practitioners are typically expected to: 

1. Undergo formal education or traditional apprenticeship. 

2. Understand foundational theories of their medical system. 

3. Diagnose and treat patients safely, using system-specific methods (e.g., pulse diagnosis in 
Ayurveda or tongue diagnosis in TCM). 

4. Use herbal and natural remedies responsibly and in proper dosages. 

5. Refer patients to biomedical care when conditions are beyond their scope. 

6. Document treatments and outcomes, especially in regulated settings. 

7. Maintain hygiene and ethical standards, particularly in physical treatments or medicine 
preparation. 
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 Training Standards by Major Traditional Medicine Systems 

Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) 

• Training: 3–8 years at university or college level (Bachelor’s to Doctorate). 

• Core Curriculum: TCM theory, acupuncture, herbal medicine, Western medicine basics. 

• Clinical Practice: Supervised internships in hospitals or clinics. 

• Licensing: Regulated in China, the U.S., Australia, and more. 

• Certification Example: NCCAOM in the U.S. 

🇮🇳 Ayurveda (India) 

• Training: Bachelor of Ayurvedic Medicine and Surgery (BAMS, 5.5 years). 

• Curriculum: Ayurvedic principles, herbal pharmacology, surgery, anatomy, and modern medicine. 

• Clinical Training: Rotations in Ayurvedic hospitals. 

• Regulation: Central Council of Indian Medicine (CCIM) under the Ministry of AYUSH. 

• Advanced Degrees: MD/MS (Ayurveda) and PhD. 

Unani Medicine (Middle East, India, Pakistan) 

• Training: Bachelor of Unani Medicine and Surgery (BUMS, ~5.5 years). 

• Core Areas: Humoral theory, herbal medicine, regimental therapy (e.g., massage, cupping), 
pharmacology. 

• Regulation: Under CCIM (India) and health ministries in other countries. 

 African Traditional Medicine 

• Training: Often through apprenticeship, spiritual lineage, or community mentorship. 

• Formalization: Some African countries are now creating official registries and certification 
systems. 

• Regulation: WHO supports national policies on integrating and regulating traditional healers. 

 Indigenous/Native Medicine (Americas, Australia, etc.) 

• Training: Oral and cultural transmission through elders, often tied to spiritual practices. 

• Recognition: Increasing efforts to preserve and validate knowledge while respecting cultural 
sovereignty. 

• Integration: Community health programs may involve traditional healers alongside biomedical 
staff. 
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 Current Trends 

• Integration into public healthcare systems (e.g., China, India, South Africa). 

• Creation of licensing boards, quality control of herbal medicines. 

• WHO Traditional Medicine Strategy encourages countries to regulate, research, and integrate 
traditional medicine responsibly. 

African Traditional Medicine (ATM) 
African Traditional Medicine (ATM) refers to the indigenous health knowledge and practices 
developed and used by African communities over centuries to maintain health, prevent illness, and treat 
physical, mental, and spiritual conditions. 

It is a holistic system that integrates herbal medicine, spiritual beliefs, rituals, and manual techniques—
and is deeply rooted in African cultural traditions and cosmology. 

Key Characteristics of African Traditional Medicine 

1. Holistic Approach 

• Treats the body, mind, spirit, and community as one. 

• Illness is often seen as the result of imbalance, spiritual disharmony, or broken social 
relationships. 

2. Use of Natural Remedies 

• Herbal medicines (roots, bark, leaves, and plant extracts) are the primary form of treatment. 

• Also includes minerals, animal products, and water-based therapies. 

3. Spiritual and Ancestral Involvement 

• Healers often act as intermediaries between the physical and spiritual worlds. 

• Illness may be believed to result from spiritual causes such as curses, ancestral displeasure, or 
witchcraft. 

4. Types of Traditional Practitioners 

• Herbalists – Specialize in medicinal plants. 

• Diviners (spiritual healers) – Use rituals, trances, and divination (e.g., bones, shells) to diagnose 
and treat. 

• Traditional birth attendants – Assist with pregnancy and childbirth. 

• Bonesetters and massage therapists – Treat physical injuries and misalignments. 



5 
 

Current Role and Recognition 

• Over 80% of Africans use traditional medicine for primary healthcare. 

• In rural and underserved areas, it remains the most accessible form of treatment. 

• Recognized by the World Health Organization (WHO) as a valuable healthcare resource. 

Regulation and Training 

Challenges: 

• Lack of standardized training and safety protocols. 

• Risk of harmful practices or toxic herbs without oversight. 

Progress: 

• Many African countries now support registration and licensing of traditional healers. 

• Some have research institutes and formal training centers (e.g., Nigeria, Ghana, South Africa). 

• The African Union and WHO encourage integration of traditional medicine into national health 
systems. 

 Cultural Importance 

• ATM is not just a health system but also a cultural identity, preserved through oral tradition and 
community trust. 

• Healing is often communal, ceremonial, and tied to storytelling, music, and dance. 

 Training Standards of African Traditional Medicine (ATM) 

Training in African Traditional Medicine varies widely across countries and ethnic groups, as it is often 
based on oral tradition, apprenticeship, and spiritual initiation. However, due to the growing role of 
traditional medicine in public health, some African countries are formalizing training standards to 
improve safety, effectiveness, and integration into national healthcare systems. 

 1. Traditional Training Pathways (Informal/Oral) 

Most African traditional healers are trained through non-formal methods, including: 

• Apprenticeship: Long-term mentorship under a senior healer, often a family member or 
respected community figure. 

• Initiation: In some cultures, individuals are "called" to healing through dreams, illness, or spiritual 
revelation, followed by a ritual initiation. 

• Practice-Based Learning: Observation and participation in healing rituals, herbal preparation, 
and divination. 
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 Note: There is no uniform duration—training can span years and continues through lifelong practice. 

 

2. Emerging Formal Training Standards (Country-Specific Examples) 

🇿🇦 South Africa 

• Traditional Health Practitioners Act (2007) regulates training and registration. 

• Categories include herbalists, diviners, traditional birth attendants, and surgeons 
(bonesetters). 

• Efforts are underway to standardize curricula and develop training centers. 

• Practitioners must register with the Traditional Health Practitioners Council of South Africa 
(THPCSA). 

🇳🇬 Nigeria 

• Traditional medicine is recognized by the Federal Ministry of Health. 

• Some training programs exist in herbal pharmacology and ethnomedicine at universities. 

• The Nigerian Natural Medicine Development Agency (NNMDA) supports documentation and 
research into indigenous knowledge. 

• Professional associations help coordinate training and ethical practice. 

🇬🇭 Ghana 

• The Traditional Medicine Practice Act (2000) regulates training and registration. 

• The Centre for Scientific Research into Plant Medicine (CSRPM) provides scientific backing for 
herbal practice and may collaborate in training. 

• Ghana has introduced Diploma and Certificate programs in Herbal Medicine at some 
universities. 

🇹🇿 Tanzania 

• Traditional medicine is regulated by the Traditional and Alternative Health Practice Council. 

• The government supports collaboration between traditional and biomedical systems, and some 
training programs are emerging. 
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 Common Elements in Formalizing Training 

Element Details 

Herbal knowledge Identification, cultivation, and use of medicinal plants 

Diagnosis techniques Traditional methods (e.g., divination, observation) 

Spiritual components Cultural and ancestral healing practices 

Basic public health Hygiene, patient safety, referrals 

Recordkeeping Patient documentation and dosage tracking 

Ethics Respect for patients, informed consent, non-maleficence 

 

 Current Challenges 

• Lack of standardized curricula across countries and traditions. 

• Intellectual property concerns: Protecting indigenous knowledge from exploitation. 

• Balancing tradition with modern safety standards without losing cultural authenticity. 

Ongoing Efforts by WHO and African Governments 

• WHO Traditional Medicine Strategy (2014–2023) promoted training and integration. 

• African Union (AU) encourages member states to develop national policies on training, 
registration, and research. 
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WHAT CAN TRADITIONAL MEDICINE MANAGE AND THEIR CONTRADICATIONS 

Traditional medicine can be effective in managing a wide range of health conditions, 
especially those related to chronic diseases, preventive care, functional disorders, 
and culturally rooted health issues. However, it also has limitations and 
contraindications, especially when used improperly, without proper diagnosis, or in 
place of necessary biomedical treatment. 

Conditions Traditional Medicine Can Help Manage 

1. Chronic and Functional Disorders 

• Digestive issues (e.g., constipation, indigestion) 

• Chronic fatigue 

• Menstrual irregularities 

• Joint pain, arthritis 

• Mild hypertension 

• Insomnia and stress-related disorders 

2. Psychosomatic and Spiritual Issues 

• Anxiety, mild depression 

• Spirit-related afflictions (in cultural context) 

• Grief and trauma healing through ritual and community support 

3. Infectious Disease Support 

• Symptom relief for colds, flu, and fevers 

• Wound care and skin infections (using antiseptic herbs) 

• Malaria management (using traditional herbs like Artemisia annua in controlled 
forms) 

4. Reproductive Health 

• Fertility enhancement 

• Pregnancy support (used with caution) 
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• Traditional birth assistance 

• Postnatal recovery 

5. Pain Management 

• Headaches 

• Back pain 

• Muscle aches 

• Traditional bone setting and massage 

6. Preventive and Wellness Care 

• Detox and cleansing rituals 

• Immune system support (e.g., herbal tonics) 

• Nutrition guidance based on indigenous knowledge 

 Contraindications and Risks 

1. Delayed or Rejected Biomedical Treatment 

• Life-threatening conditions like cancer, heart attack, or stroke should never be 
treated with traditional medicine alone. 

• Delays in surgery, emergency care, or antibiotics due to overreliance on 
traditional remedies can lead to worsened outcomes. 

2. Toxic or Contaminated Remedies 

• Some herbal preparations may be toxic, improperly dosed, or contaminated 
with heavy metals, microbes, or pesticides. 

• Examples: Aristolochia species (used in some remedies) are nephrotoxic and 
carcinogenic. 

3. Drug-Herb Interactions 

• Combining herbal treatments with modern drugs (e.g., for diabetes, 
hypertension, or HIV) can cause harmful interactions or reduce effectiveness. 
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• Example: St. John’s Wort (used in some African herbal blends) reduces 
effectiveness of HIV antiretrovirals. 

4. Unsafe Traditional Practices 

• Scarification, unsterilized tools, or unsafe birth practices can lead to 
infections, HIV transmission, or complications. 

• Rituals involving fasting, bloodletting, or ingestion of unknown substances can 
be dangerous if unmonitored. 

5. Vulnerable Populations 

• Caution is needed for: 

o Pregnant or breastfeeding women 

o Children 

o Elderly 

o Immunocompromised individuals 

 

 Best Practice: Integrative Approach 

• Traditional medicine is most beneficial when used alongside modern 
healthcare, especially in: 

o Chronic disease support 

o Mental and spiritual well-being 

o Cultural competence and patient trust 
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