
Cross-Cultural  Aspects of  Health and  Disease

Psy.  Tania  Re
Prof.  Antonio  Guerci

April  2,  2016  – Porto  – Bial Foundation  



Fo
to
  A
nt
on
io
  S
ca
rp
a



1. Anthropology  of  Health,  Ethnomedicine  and  Traditional  Medicines

2. The  ritual  aspects  in  the  healing  process

3. Fieldwork

4. Research  



1.  Ethnomedicine

Ethnomedicine – the study of
traditional medicines of different
people – researches all preventive,
hygenic and therapeutic procedures
coming from the 3 natural realms.



Human abilities to heal refer
historically to the habitat, adopting
different therapeutic strategies
following climate pedologic,
fitogrographic, fauna characters as
well as cultural and socio structural
elements.
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1.  Ethnomedicine

Evolving from an original historic –
ethnographic interest towards lab
research, the discipline involves
biomedicine and pharmacology,
thanks to World Health Organization.

WHO’s Traditional Medicine Program
Is created as an answer to renewed
interest towards traditional therapies
and their interaction within the
national health service.

( Alma Ata, 1978)



Different  People



Different  Cultures



Different  Cosmologies    



Different  Body  representations



1.  Traditional  Medicine

1978 The Declaration of Alma Ata builds the historical foundations for the MT 
Program official policy.

1987 The 40th World Assembly urges Member States to promote integrated
programs on medicinal plants

1988 Chiang Mai Declaration: Saving lives by saving trees, recognizing
traditional medicines as essential treatment

1989 It is encouraged inventory of traditional practices in different countries.
Enunciation of the "Doctrine of reasonable assurance"

1990

1991

Enunciation of the "Doctrine of reasonable assurance”
Promotion of cooperation between traditional and modern health care
medicine.WHO consultation on research methodologies and evaluation
concerning traditional medicine

2000

2003

WHO consultation on research methodologies and evaluation concerning
traditional medicine
The role of traditional medicine for primary health services. Protection of
traditional medical knowledge and fitoterapeutiche resources for
sustainable development.



1.  Traditionl  Medicine

1. In some Asian and African countries, 80% of the population depend on traditional
medicine for primary health care.

2. Herbal medicines are the most lucrative form of traditional medicine, generating
billions of dollars in revenue.

3. Traditional medicine can treat various infectious and chronic conditions: new
antimalarial drugs were developed from the discovery and isolation of artemisinin
from Artemisia annua L., a plant used in China for almost 2000 years.

4. More than 100 countries have regulations for herbal medicines.

Traditional medicine is the sum total of knowledge, skills and practices based on the
theories, beliefs and experiences indigenous to different cultures that are used to
maintain health, as well as to prevent, diagnose, improve or treat physical and mental
illnesses.

Annual revenues in Western Europe reached US$ 5 billion in 2003-2004. In China sales
of products totaled US$ 14 billion in 2005. Herbal medicine revenue in Brazil was US$
160 million in 2007 (WHO, 2010)



UNDERSTANDING of HEALTH SYSTEMS Anthropologist

CENSUS of THERAPEUTIC USES Ethnomedical
expert

botanical identification botanist

use interpretation botanist

RESEARCH USE on CONVERGENCES
oral traditions Medicine learned Anthropologist

BIBLIOGRAPHY
DATABASE Anthropologist

DRUG EVALUATION Medical
Doctor

Preparation extracts according to tradition.
Chemical characterization

Toxic-pharmacological protocol
in vitro in vivo

Pharmacologist

Chemical Identification Chemist

CLINICAL EVALUATION Clinician

RETURN INFORMATION Anthropologist

Spreading Ethnomedical
expert

DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM EconomistDipartimento di Scienze Antropologiche, Museo di Etnomedicina Antonio Scarpa, Università degli Studi di Genova
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Devereux:  father  of  ethnopsicology

Devereux indicates in 1971 that oe needs to
approach the problems of health – sickness
states not in function of a culture or another,
but of culture as a concept, considered as
lived or learned experience.

1.  Ethnomedicine
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2.  The  ritual  of  healing



«Pure  should  be  the  one  who  
enters  in  the  odorous  temple:  But  
being  pure  means  having  pure  
thoughts  ».
Porfirio,  De  abst.,  II,  19

2.  The  ritual  of  healing

Epidaurus



In  the  porches  towards  the  temple    was  located  the  abaton,  
hospitalization  and  sleep  area,  where  patients  spent  their  nights  immersed  in  a  
hatched  sleep

In  the  sacred  enclosure  was  a  thòlos,  a  circular  labyrinth  
with  a  sacred  well,  home  od  the  sacred  serpents  where  the  
sick  would  leave  votive  tablets  with  their  stories,  symptoms  
and  treatments  received.  

2.  The  ritual  of  healing

Epidaurus



The  first    greek clinical case  
documented by  the  patient.  The  whole
life  of  the  greek orator  Aelius Aristides
turnes around a  mutant psychic case  
and  around Asclepio,  the  god healer.  

The	  Sacred Tales of	  Aelius Aristides
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2.  The  ritual  of  healing

Epidaurus



We	  are	  such	  stuff	  as	  dreams	  are	  made	  on,	  and	  
our	  little	  life	  is	  rounded	  with	  a	  sleep



In 1961 Dr. Henry Beecher reported on a
study in which he divided patients
scheduled for heart surgery for treatment
of angina pectoris into two groups. One
group had the full surgery. The other was
cut open and simply sewn back up. Both
groups were told they had the full
operation. Follow-up studies indicated that
all the patients fared equally well and so it
was shown that surgery for angina pectoris
was a placebo.



Molecula vs Placebo

The placebo is not so much a
PILL but a PROCESS. The
process begins with the patient’s
confidence in the doctor and
extend through to the whole
functioning of his healing
system.The process works not
because of any magic tablet but
because human body is its own
best apothecary
Norman Cousins (Anatomy of
Illness, 1995)
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2.  The  ritual  of  healing.  Placebo



2.  The  ritual  of  healing.  Nocebo



ANIMALS

PLANTS

POEMS

COLOURS
SOUNDS

MINERALS

SMELLS
COLD

MASSAGES
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Senegal

2.  The  healing  process

India Brazil



Panax  Ginseng  C.A.  Meyer
Active  principles:
- Ginsenosidi  (panaxosidi)
- Poliacetileni
- Panacene…

Family:  Araliaceae
Order:  Umbelliflorales
Class:  Dicotyledones
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Active  principles:
• Ibogaina         
• Ibogamina
• Ibossigaina
• Tabernantina
…

Family:  Apocynaceae
Order:  Contortales
Class:  Dicotyledones

In  2000  Gabon  has  declared  
Tabernanthe   Iboga  a  National  
Treasure

2.  The  healing  process

Tabernanthe  Iboga



4.  Fieldwork

Mayantuyacu  – Italy  2012



www.youtube

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mdYd4Ydm01A&feature=youtu.be
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Mayantuyacu  – Italy  2012
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Video	  1	  
Songs: “Icaros”
Pictures: Mayantuyacu Healing Centre

• Video Sections
1. The place
2. The first researches 
3. Songs: “Icaros”
4. Water
5. Experiences
6. Group Research

a. “Icaros” and EEG
b. Water
c. Ethnomedicine
d. Teaching plants 
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