
Helga Fink 

Religion, Disease and 
Healing in Ghana 

A Case Study of Traditional Dormaa Medicine 

Translated from the German by 

Volker Englich 

Trickster Wissenschaft 



Contents 

Preface 10 

1. Introduction IS 

Subject of this Book IS 
A Few Remarks on 'Medical Care and Health Care Policy in 
Ghana 15 
The Significance of Ethnomedicine for the Project's Health Policy 
Aspects 18 
Topics of the Study 20 
The Dormaa 24 

Anthropological Theory and Issues Raised by Ethnomedicine 30 
Disease and Culture in Ethnomedicine 30 
Medical Pluralism 35 
The Integration of Traditional and Modern Medicine 38 
The Dormaa Healer Project (DHP) - Dangers and Perspectives 40 

Methodology 45 
Approach of this Study 45 
Research Techniques 46^ 
Procedure 47 « 
Establishing Contact 47 Role of the Interpreter 50 Sources 
of Information 51 
Reflections on my Role as a Researcher 54 

The Dormaa District - Demographic Facts 59 
Climate 59 
Population 61 
Infrastructure 63 
Natural Resources and Employment 66 
Medical Care 69 
Health Institutions 69 Dormaa Hospital 70 Dormaa 
Presbyterian Primary Health Care (DPPHC) 71 

5 



2. The Dormaa 76 o 

Historical Background 76~^ 
Ethnic Affiliation 76 

< Mythological Origin 81 
Historical Development of the Dormaa Kingdom 83 
Internal Structure of the Dormaa Kingdom 92 
Authorities in the Family, Village and State 92 The Role of the 
King 100 The Role of the Queenmother 101 Role and 
Function of the Queenmother in the Election and Inauguration of 
the King 104 

Tradition and Social Structure 106 
The Dormaa View of Human Life 106 
Okra 106 Sunsum 107 Ntoro 108 Mogya 109 
Nkrabea 110 
Life Cycles and Associated Rituals 111 
Pregnancy, Birth and Name-giving 112 Childhood 116 
Puberty 118 Marriage 119 Death 122 
Daily Routine and Common Practices 128 

The Traditional Family System 132 

3. Traditional Dormaa Religion 137 

General Structure 138 
Onyame 138 ^ 
Asase Yaa 141 
The Ancestors 143 
Deities, Spiritual Beings and Spiritual Forces 146 

Responsibilities and Functions of Gods, Spiritual Beings and Spiritual 
Forces 153 

Gods 153 
Atano-Abosom 153 Ogya-Abosom 159 Abosomerafo 160 
Amodini 176 Amodini as a Symbol of Ambivalence towards 
Feminity 179 
Spiritual Beings and Spiritual Forces 182 

6 



Sasammoa 182 Sasabonsam 183 Mmoatia 9184 
Asuman 185 Asuman-Abosom and Ko-Asuman 189 
Bayie 192 
Spirit Possession 202 

State and Religion 206 
The Roles of King and Supreme State Priest 206 
The Role of Queenmother 209 
Religious Celebrations 214 
Adae 214 Kwafie 217 
Prayer 220 

4. Traditional Dormaa Medicine 223 

Sickness and Health 223 
The Dormaa Understanding of Sickness 223 
Health Behaviour 225 

The Healers 227 
Priest-Healers 228 
Abosomfo 228 Akomfo 229 The Role of Women 
as Akomfo 232 
Herbalists 236 
The Training of Healers 239 
Priest-Healers 239 Herbalists 244 Conclusion and Future 
Perspectives for Healers 248 

The Classificatory System of Diseases 255« 
Levels of Classification 255 
Classification of Diseases by Severity 275 
Minor Diseases (yadee hunu) 275 Serious Diseases (yadee 
bone) 279 
Classification of Diseases by Affected Area 281 
Internal Diseases (mu yadee) 282 External Diseases (honam 
yadee) 288 
Classification of Diseases by Causation 289 
Diseases with a Natural Causation (onipadua yadee) 289 
Diseases with a Supernatural Causation (sunsum yadee) 290 

1 



N The Healing Process 293 
Diagnosis, Causation and Treatment 293 ° 
Preventive Measures 299 
Causes, Symptoms and Treatment of Diseases 303 
Abdominal Diseases (yafunu yadee) 303 Diseases of the Blood 
(mogya yadee) 310 Diseases Centered in the Chest 
(bo yadee) 313 Diseases Centered in the Head, Throat and 
Neck (tUkon yadee) 314 Diseases of Muscles, Joints and Bones 
(honam mu yadee) and other Diseases 315 

5. Conclusions 317 

Appendix 330 

The Dormaa Healer Project 330 
Notes 336 
Literature 346 
List of Tables and Figures 355 
List of Diseases and Medical Terms 357 

8 


