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Abstract 
The concept of healing in the experiences of African Traditional Religion and Islam 

is as old as the religions themselves. The human person is subjected to physical 

and psychological sicknesses, and body abnormalities are restored through special 

help of experts in the healing ministry in the two religions. The paper is aimed at 

exhuming comparative experiences of healing in African Traditional Religion and 

Islam.  The paper made use of prescriptive, analytic and comparative methods of 

research. Data was collected from the field and consultation of relevant books. It 

has been discovered by the research that, healing in the experiences of African 

Traditional and Islamic religions are purposely carried out for the restoration of 

people’ illness and body abnormalities. Patients are also exploited by healers in 

quest for them to pay heavily in order to received healing. There are quacks also 

portraying themselves as healing experts, whose actions posed serious challenges 

to people’ health in the two religions.  The paper identifies genuine healing in the 

two religions to be experienced by seeks. People must also guard against 

patronizing fake healing tycoons in the two religions, with the view of ascertaining 

genuine healing to be experienced by the sick. Government should assist healing 
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ministries in the two religions to upgrade the standard of medication for the 

benefit of those seeking healing. Punitive measures should also be meted on quack 

medicine men, with the view of safeguarding the experiences of genuine healing 

in African Traditional and Islamic religions. There should be interchange of 

healing experiences, knowledge among the two religions with the view of 

promoting   and improving knowledge for significant healing experiences in the 

two religions and others.  

 

KEY WORDS: Healing, African Traditional Religion, Islam Quacks, Medication 

 

Introduction 

It is only the person who is sick that needs healing. Thus, frailty and weakness of human 

conditions are indispensable in man' search for healing in African Traditional Religion and 

Islam. The adherents of the two faiths here, earnestly seek solutions to their related 

spiritual and psychological problems via healing, which can be administered by medicine 

men or experts from physical material as well as spiritual methods. Thus, prior to the 

coming of orthodox medication as it is being experienced today by adherents of the two 

faiths here, healing experiences have potential importance to the health of individuals and 

communities (Gbenda49). It has been asserts that, people with longest lives in the world 

depends on traditional medicine as well as prayers. The healthiest life is the one with much 

naturalness as possible one (Angere26).  

 

The search for healing has become a topmost priority in African Traditional Religion and 

Islam respectfully. Hence, healing is sought for the restoration of the body from illness and 

other related spiritual and physical abnormalities being faced by people. Thus,    healing 

in the experiences of the two religions above, are faced with so many related challenges of 

quacks administering wrong medication, exploitation of the masses and abused of  healing 

profession, which are dangers to human lives. Proliferation of healing   houses today is 

something to lament because, the healing experiences in both religions are under threats 

by orthodox medication, which dwindles patronage by those seeking for healing. The 

research is aimed at exhuming these challenges with the view of restoring the paramount 

place of healing experiences in African Traditional Religion and Islam now and in the 

future.  

 

Healing in African Traditional Religion and Islam is the sole responsibility of the healers, 

who are called medicine men, and whose responsibility is restoration of physical, 

psychological and spiritual sickness. Thus, the use of prescribed herbs, prayers and rituals 

are required in offering solutions to related health challenges bedeviling people. Hence, 

sicknesses are generally disturbing phenomena that renders the human body in capable of 
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doing anything because of weakness and damages they caused to the body. Hence, 

medical attention is sought by all those facing related health challenges with the aim of 

finding lasting solutions. Medicine men come into play at various points both in individual 

and community. Healing is sought from those who have curative and preventive medicine 

against body frailty (Parrinder159). When sickness defies normal therapy, the adherents of 

both religions believed it is being caused by diseases, demons, witches and diseases. Thus 

healing is the next step to restore such persons suffering from the aforementioned 

problems (Ikeobi43).  

  

Also, diseases, hunger, sickness, witchcraft, physical as well as psychological imbalances 

are treated with healing power of medication and prayers, which cannot be 

overemphasized. In this paper, we shall discuss healing in African Traditional Religion 

and Islam, a comparative analysis of healing experiences in African Traditional Religion 

and Islam shall also be examined. There is going to be comparative analysis of healing 

experiences in the two religions, challenges facing healing experiences in African 

Traditional Religion and Islam shall be discussed, and some recommendations proffered.    

 

Healing 

Healing is a process of restoring somebody or thing to healthy state again. According to 

Hornby “it is simply a process of curing, preventing, and restoring health. It also has to do 

with casting out evil spirits and demons” (54). In another succinct definition, " it is the 

process of restoring to bodily wholeness, emotional well-being, mental functioning, and 

spiritual aliveness (Dictionary of Pastoral Care and Counselling221).  

 

African Traditional Religion 

African Traditional Religion is defined as the living indigenous religion handed to Africans 

by their forebears. Gbenda asserts also that “it is a religious tradition of the African peoples 

that is based purely on their culture” (5). In another manner, Gaiya posits that “it is an 

institutionalized system symbols, beliefs, values, practices which are focused on question 

of ultimate meaning to different African societies” (2). Shishima also reiterates thus “it is 

the indigenous religion of the African people which is written on their hearts and can be 

seen in other sources like songs, proverbs, idioms and symbols” (1). In another  brief 

definition, Adasu posits " African Traditional Religion is  a religion which is being 

practised by men and women today as the religion of their forebears. It is therefore not 

only a heritage from the past but a living reality today"(14). 
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Ekwunife further defined African Traditional Religion in the Nigerian experience thus: 

… living institutionalized religious beliefs and practices, which are rooted 

in the past… religious culture; a religion that was transmitted  to the 

present overt and covert votaries by successive forebears mainly through 

oral traditions( myths and folktales, songs  and dances, liturgies, rituals, 

proverbs, dances, pithy saying and names, sacred specialists and persons, 

initiation rites, festivals , sacred spaces and objects and religious works of 

art; a religion which is  slowly but constantly updated by each  generation 

in the light of new religious experiences through the dialectical process of 

continuities and discontinuities(1).  

 

The Meaning of Islam and its Origin 

Etymologically, the root “slim” in Arabia means to be in peace; to be an integral whole. 

From this root comes Islam, meaning to surrender to God’s law and thus to be an integral 

whole. Therefore, a Muslim is a person who so surrender (Eliade303). Islam is a religion of 

clear dogma and simple, but with a deep vigor of expression, was founded by Prophet 

Muhammed the son of Abdallah and Amina of the country of Arabia in the year 610 AD 

(Omoregbe53). The great Prophet Muhammed was said to have been born at Makkah in 

the ruling aristocratic clan of Qurayshi, a branch of the Israelite’ family (Rahim4). This 

religion began in Arabia at the beginning of the 7th century of the Christian era in pagan –

Jahiliya Arab environment (Jomier5).  Thus, this religion later spread to different parts of 

the world including Africa (Smart 373).  

 

Healing in African Traditional Religion 

Healing is an indispensable religious phenomenon of the African people. Thus, prior to 

the coming of orthodox medicine, Africans depends largely on traditional forms of healing 

till date (Gbenda 48). An African is seriously concerned with living a pleasant, happy, full 

life and dying at a very old age.  Hence, healers in African religious life include herbalists, 

medicine men, and, to a certain extent, priests. The services they render to people are 

highly appreciated and the people cannot live or do without them (51).  

 

Onunwa similarly note the following methodological process in the restoration of patients 

to health by traditional healers in African societies to include: 

1. Having a thorough knowledge of herbs and roots. 

2. knowing the appropriate rituals to be performed at the right time. One of the secrets 

is that, they practice holistic medicine, applying traditional herbs and medicine to 

forestall and cure diseases(82-88). 
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3. Knowing the right rituals to be performed, and the most efficacious herbs  and spirits 

involved in their trade(122). 

4.  Treatment of patients may simply start with simple herbs and antidotes for specific 

number of days required. Thus, some  herbs are efficacious within their potency. 

5.  A diviner( Zang ganang/nee gbal zala in Mumuye) are usually consulted if there is no 

improvement in the health condition after the first treatment. The medicine man 

identify the causes of sickness, and recommends the herbs and medication to be 

administered for the treatment of the sick persons( Gbenda52). 

6.  There is ritual washing of the sick with boil herbs as necessary  way of making the 

patient 'whole' whose  contact with spiritual agencies is disrupted but could be 

restored through rituals( 52). 

7.  Healing involves both the physical and spiritual aspects of man which are 

inseparable. Thus,body and soul work hand in hand. 

8. Traditional healers may be itinerant medicine men or they may build 'clinics' in their 

homes to admit patients and closely monitored the person until their health is 

restored. 

9.  Methods of therapy vary from one African healer to another depending on the kind 

of disease ravishing the health of the sick. Thus, Ezeanya adumbrated three kinds of 

healing such as:the physical,spiritual,  and psychological. The physical healing is 

done by the use or application of substances such ad herbs,plants,root, 

leaves,liquids,powder, nones and parts of animal. The spiritual and psychological 

healing are highly necessary,it is common knowledge that disease all forms of 

suffering, calamities and misfortunes are caused mystically in thd African 

worldview. They are caused by witches,evil spirits , divinities, deities or sorcerers(5-

6). 

 

Medicine men in African healing system are concerned with treating sickness, diseases, 

misfortunes and offering preventative therapy or antidote against further out break of 

diseases. Central to his therapy is the use of medicine to revived those on therapeutic 

medications. Hence, healing could be magical, ritualistic, or using pharmaceutical 

medicine. The medicine man sometimes offers sacrifices, prayers or refers patients to the 

appropriate priest (Shishima91). Furthermore, medicine men are believed to handle 

spiritual and physical  sicknesses in people. Mumuye called them zang ganang/ nee gbal zala, 

who are deeply concerned with restoring sick people to normalcy and proffering solutions 

to impeding dangers.  Furthermore, in the healing system, medicine man is concerned with 

treating sickness, unravelling cause of diseases, and misfortunes. He sometimes offers 

prayer, sacrifices or refers the patients to the appropriate ones for effective healing to be 

administered them. Generally, the traditional healer is a highly respected person in the 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies    | www.phjhds.com Vol.8 N0. 4 December, 2021 

 

Healing in the Experiences of African Traditional Religion and Islam               136 

African society. Even in this age of civilization, the proliferation of foreign objects in 

human bodies known  in Mumuye as zeng, jiiling and in Fulani batal , which are magically 

send to destroy lives, and can be ejected from people’ bodies through the help of medicine 

who specialises in them. 

 

Fundamentally, traditional healers treat people with different kinds of ailments ranging 

from stomach problems, dizziness, tuberculosis, mental disorders, menstrual problems, 

chest pains, snake bites, cough, body rashes, infertility and impotency and fracture cases 

among others.  Thus, their knowledge is vast as it is their duty to heal using  required 

combination of medicines  both herbal and for fracture cases. Thus, traditional healers in 

some occasions referred patients to relevant experts (92). Medicine men in African societies 

are the greatest gifts, and the most useful helpers of the society. Hence, every village in 

Africa has a medicine man within its  reach.He is accessible to everybody and at most all 

times, comes into the picture at many points in individual' and community' life 

(Mbiti166).Thus, healing is an indispensable phenomenon which is wide spread in 

traditional world view (Shishima166). 

 

It is interesting to know also that, healers are categorized according to their specialty. Some 

handle spiritual and psychological cases like demonic possession. However, healing vary 

according to sickness(Gbenda53). Some healers exorcise people suffering from demonic 

possession using prayers and herbs (Dauda6). 

 

Healing in the Experience of Islam 

Healing in Islam is known as Shifa. This word in its different grammatical forms is used in 

several verses of the Qur’an (Sura 9:14; 10:57; 16:69;17: 82; 26:80 and 41:44). Hence, these 

six verse are referred to as “Ayatu’sh- shifa” the healing verses. Thus, the two above cited 

verses of the Holy Qur’an recognized Allah as the healer of all the sick. These verses read:  

 

“And (Allah) shall heal the breath of the believers (Sura9:14). And when I am ill, 

it is (Allah who cures me” (Sura26:80). 

 

The healing in the first verse is spiritual, while the second verse is bodily. Thus, since Allah 

is the source of spirit and body.  It is deducible that Jabir to Abdallah narrated that he paid 

Al- Magana’ a visit during his illness and said, I will not leave till he gets cupped for I 

heard Allah’ Apostle saying there is healing in it (cupping). 

 

To demonstrate the healing nature of cupping, the prophet got cupped on a number of 

occasions and paid for the services provided him. Black Cumin (habatu- Sawda) equally 
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heals all diseases except death. Hadith which enthused: I heard Allah’ messenger saying: 

there is healing in black cumin for all diseases except death which man cannot escaped 

from it (Imam T). Healing is divided into two according to Islamic view as shall be seen 

below: 

 

Healing through the Qur’an 

While Allah cures and heals, its revelation, the Qur’an can also provide healing for many 

diseases. Thus, relevant verses reiterate the role of the Qur’an in healing in these excerpt: 

“Mankind there has come to you a guidance from your Lord and a healing from 

(diseases) in your hearts and for who believe, a guidance and mercy 

(Qur’an10:57). 

And declare (O Muhammad) that (the Qur’an) guidance and healing for 

believers” (Sura 41:44). 

 

Hidden ailment that the Qur’an heals include doubt, impurity of the mind, hypocrisy 

disbelief, falsehood. It heals a variety of all, if not all forms of bodily diseases. Such healing 

chapters are Suratu’I Fatihah and Al-Mu’awid hatayin. There, healing power of the Qur’an 

can be obtained through its recitation by faithful believers. 

 

Healing through the Hadith 

The Hadith was made up “statements or communications” collected over a period of two 

or generations and incorporated into a mass hear say material (Smart376).   There is no 

doubt that the Hadith has also provided insights into the subject of healing. Cupping as a 

source of healing as contained in this Hadith reiterate thus: 

 

We went out and Ghalib b. Abjar was accompanying us. He fell ill on the 

way and when we arrived Medina, he was still I'll. Ibn Abi Atiq came to 

visit him and said to us “treat him with black Cumin. Take five or seven 

seeds and crush them (mix the powder with oil and drop the resulting 

mixture into both nostrils, for Aishah has narrated to me that she heard 

the prophet saying: Thus black Cumin is healing for all diseases except 

death (ImamT.32). 

 

From the above, it is clearly seen that Black Cumin can unilateral heal all forms of diseases 

except death and its combination with oil is equally valuable for sickness. There is also 

healing power in Al-Talbina, a kind of porridge prepared from milk, honey, white flour. It 

is good for the sick as well as those who greave  over the death of beloved ones. According 

to Urwa, Aisha used to recommend At- Talbina for the sick and she used to say: I heard 
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Allah’ messenger saying At- Talbina gives rest to the heart of the patient and makes it 

achieve some of his sorrow and griefs (Imam Y.34). 

 

In another interesting statement, Indian incense also heals sickness according to the Hadith 

narrated by Um-Qais. B Mihsan who said, I heard the prophet saying: Treat with Indian 

incense   for it has healing for seven diseases. It is to be sniffed by having throat pains and 

to be put into one side of the mouth of one suffering pleurisy (37).  

 

In addition to the use of the above materials for healing, prayers of different types other 

than chapters and verses of the Holy Qur’an mentioned earlier have been reported from 

the prophet to assist [people with a variety of visible and invisible ailments. Evil eye is one 

of the disease to which such prayers have been found useful. The efficacy of prayers for 

evil is established in this report below: 

Imam T. quoted Humaid b. Qais to have reported that, two sons of Jafar 

b. Abi Tahib came to the messenger of Allah who looking at them asked 

their nurse as to why they were so thin. She replied: Messenger of Allah, 

they were easily affected by the evil eye and we did not exorcise for we 

did not know whether you would allow it. The messenger of Allah said, 

do not chant prayer for them, if anything advances in front of fate, it is the 

eye (40). 

 

Comparative Analysis of Healing in the experiences of African Traditional Religion and 

Islam 

1. Haven discussed healing in the experiences of African Traditional Religion and 

Islam, the paper considers x-raying some features involved in the two religions here: 

2. The two religions all believed in God as the source of healing power for healing those 

who are sick. The essence of healing in the two religions is to restore the health 

conditions of the sick. 

 3. The role of prayer cannot be over emphasized in healing as it pertained to the two 

religions. They all call the divine or  Supreme Being for assistance in prayer in their 

respective healing session (Abiem 9). 

4. The efficacy of using herbs is obtainable in the two religions because both use them 

in the treatment of diseases as prescribed by medicine men be it physical or spiritual. 

 5. Both religions use spiritual items like water, oil, incense, Holy water in healing 

process which proved efficacious(ImamY.31). 

 6. Healing in the two religions could be spiritual and physical since the human body is 

faced with spiritual and physical frailties which forces him to seek for healing (from 

diviners to unraveled spiritual attacks and proffer solutionsGbenda56). 
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Challenges Facing Healing Experiences in African Traditional Religion and Islam in 

Contemporary Time 

Despite the relevance of   healing experiences in the two religions here, they are faced with 

challenges like: 

1. There is high proliferation of quacks in both religions  when it comes to healing. 

Thus,medication to sick are poorly administered and as such exposed lives of the 

sick to risk of deteriorated health conditions. 

2. Sick people needing health assistance are also exploited by healers, which posed a 

serious problem in those needing healing today. Thus, many healers have distorted 

the essence of saving lives to enriching their pockets. 

3. Government is not doing enough to encourage healing in the two religions  among 

those offering healing services as remedy in tackling related health challenges of 

people. Thus, there is proliferation of quacks who ruined the healing systems in the 

two religions without being scrutinized and approved. 

4. The coming of orthodox medicine is posing a serious threat to healing systems in 

both religions. Hence, patronage is less and three is mad rush for healing in the 

modern health system, which affects the efficiency of the former. 

5. There are crises of faith among the adherents of the two religions when it comes to 

looking for healing from related diseases and ailment. The other religion seeks to 

adhere to its religious healing system than  to totally subscribed to the other' view. 

Hence, healers confused the sick with a lot of ritual rites and this posed a problem 

for authentic healing to be experienced by the sick. 

6. Many of those seeking for healing in the two religions lack strong faith, which is an 

impediment to authentic healing experience. Thus, spiritual healing requires strong 

faith but is lacking in the two religions among their followers, which has today 

remained a major concerned for those seeking healing. 

7. Those seeking healing are not consistent, nor adhere strictly to one medicine man. 

Hence they move from one healing home to the other in search of healing, and 

sometimes they suffers  complications from various medication received in view to 

get healing. 

 

Recommendations 

Amidst the challenges bedeviling the experiences of healing in African Traditional 

Religion and Islam, the paper makes the following recommendations: 

 1. Both religions should practice genuine healing with the aim of restoring 

deteriorating health conditions of the sick not minding religious affiliation or being 

imposed to some rites or rules. 
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2. Government should try and support healers in the two religions with basic needs 

like beds, ward’s and sanitary parts in order to function well by saving people from 

ravishing impact of diseases. Hence, the need to be respected and accorded full 

license should highly be promoted if the healers met the stipulated guardlines. 

3. The two religions must be able to sift between quacks and people who are 

competence and willing to render effective in healing to the sick. Thus,people  

should insist on  by patronize genuine healers in the two religions inorder for healing 

to be experienced genuinely. 

4. Government should put punitive measures on fake and unregistered operators of 

healing houses in the two religions with the view of salvaging lives of people from 

being exploited and   their health conditions deteriorated.  

5. Both adherents of the two religions should share knowledge and herbs for treating 

patients. Hence, they should not relent to work hand and in hand in order to save 

lives from the hands of diseases, sickness and spiritual attacks. 

6. Healers in the two religions should adopt humanistic sense of treating the sick 

without charging them high fee. Thus, they should serve as health restorers than 

become exploiters of the needy. Love should supersede every intention in healing 

experiences in the two religions which has no bond. 

 

Conclusion 

Healing in the experiences of African Traditional Religion and Islam have come to stay for 

the significant effort they play in restoring the sick. Hence, healing is as old as the two 

religions because, human beings are subject to falling sick and they needed restoration. 

The two religions believed vehemently in the search for healing when people are sick. In 

the foregoing, the paper examined healing in the experiences of African Traditional 

Religions and Islam, and comparative analysis of healing in African Traditional Religion 

and Islam were examined. Challenges bedeviling healing practices in the two religions 

were also examined and some recommendations proffered. 

 

Every human deserves genuine healing with the intention of recovering from sicknesses. 

Hence, healing experiences bring relief, joy to those are healed and even to their family as 

well as communities despite its variant methods of addressing sicknesses. Thus, healing is 

carried out with the intention that the sick will get well. Humans need to search for healing 

in the two religions, it is by so doing that the sick will be restored to sound health and 

participate actively in the socio, political and religious affairs of the country. Quality and 

reliable search for healing is vital to one’ health. Hence, the human person is obliged to 

seek for genuine healing in the two religions without having some mix feelings about the 

nature of healing in the other. Cooperation and romance with the two healing schools; 
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African Traditional Religion and Islam, and sharing of healing experiences can help boost 

the efficiency of the healing profession in the two religions in the world that is ravished by 

the challenges of diseases and sickness. Furthermore, these religions should work towards 

restoring the health of people, which they can, by integrating the experiences of 

administering healing in African Traditional Religions and Islam for the restoration of 

people battling with various sicknesses and illness. Thus, this will go a long way in 

remedying health challenges bedeviling the society. 
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