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I learned: the first lesson of my life: nobody can face the world with his eyes 

open all the time. 

(Rushdie, 2008, p. 171) 

 

All games have morals; and the game of Snakes and Ladders captures, as no 

other activity can hope to do, the eternal truth that for every ladder you climb, 

a snake is waiting just around the corner; and for every snake, a ladder will 

compensate. But it’s more than that; no mere carrot-and-stick affair; because 

implicit in the game is the unchanging twoness of things, the duality of up 

against down, good against evil; the solid rationality of ladders balances the 

occult sinuosities of the serpent; in the opposition of staircase and cobra we 

can see, metaphorically, all conceivable oppositions, Alpha against Omega, 

father against mother… but I found, very early in my life, that the game lacked 

one crucial dimension, that of ambiguity – because… it is also possible to 

slither down a ladder and climb to triumph on the venom of a snake… 

(Rushdie, 2008, p. 194) 

 

Reality is a question of perspective; the further you get from the past, the 

more concrete and plausible it seems – but as you approach the present, it 

inevitably seems more and more incredible. Suppose yourself in a large 

cinema, sitting at first in the back row, and gradually moving up, row by row, 

until your nose is almost pressed against the screen. Gradually the stars’ 

faces dissolve into dancing grain; tiny details assume grotesque proportions; 

the illusion dissolves or rather, it becomes clear that the illusion itself is 

reality… 

(Rushdie, 2008, p. 229) 
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ABSTRACT 

 

This study aimed to collate and analyse academic literature with regards to possible 

African perspectives on psychological distress. The purpose of conducting the 

literature review was to explore thirty years of critical arguments supporting and 

refuting an African perspective on psychopathology. Literature (e.g. Bhugra & Bhui, 

1997) appeared to suggest that some of the relatively recent views regarding 

psychopathology fail to adequately address psychological distress as it presents in 

Africa. A systematic literature review was selected as the methodology for this study, 

and the specific method of the review was research synthesis (Gough, 2004; Popay, 

2005). Reviewed literature was sourced between the years 1980 and 2010. The 

theoretical point of departure was integrative theory, thus falling within the post-

postmodern framework. As such, literature regarding psychological theory formed a 

substantial part of the research, including literature relating to psychodynamic theory, 

cognitive-behavioural theory, postmodernism, phenomenology, existentialism, critical 

theory, and systemic patterning (Becvar & Becvar, 1996). These theories formed part 

of the analysis, thereby allowing contextual analysis as the interpretive method. The 

review’s themes highlighted the following outcomes: current psychiatric nosology 

employed a universalistic approach to diagnosis and intervention, thus limiting 

cultural conceptions of mental illness; holistic intervention requires the inclusion of 

traditional epistemological tenets; collaboration between modern practitioners and 

traditional healers would probably better meet the patient’s needs; and that culture-fit 

assessment and treatment often indicated improved prognosis. The outcomes 

evidenced the operation of an African perspective on psychopathology. In fact, much 

of the reviewed literature also suggested culture-contextual perspectives on 

psychopathology. Furthermore, the way in which lack of cultural coherence appears 

to exist between patients and some clinicians suggested that diagnostic flaws may be a 

relatively frequent occurrence. Potential benefits of the investigation include 

increased awareness that culture-related conceptualisation be further explored in the 

clinical field; that future researchers use the current review as a foundational reference 

for primary investigations; that contemporary clinical classificatory systems be 

reviewed in terms of cultural applicability; and that clinicians reconsider the 

diagnostic process in terms of culture-fit manifestations of psychopathology. 

 
 
 



 vii

 

Keywords 

 

African perspective; clinical psychology; psychopathology; post-postmodern; 

systematic literature review; integrative theory; culture-bound syndrome; traditional 

healing; multiculturalism; South Africa. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 



 viii

CONTENTS 

 

Acknowledgements         ii 

Declaration          v 

Abstract          vi 

 Keywords         vii 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Overview         1 

1.2 Background         1 

1.3 Justification for the study       2 

1.4 Research problem        5 

1.4.1  Research question      7 

1.4.2  Delimitation of the scope of study    8 

1.5 Research goals        9 

1.6 Theoretical orientation of the study     9 

1.7 Clarification of terminology       10 

1.7.1   Defining African      11 

1.7.2  Clinical terminology      13 

1.8 Research methodology       14 

1.9 Structure of the thesis       15 

1.10 Conclusion         16 

CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL POINT OF DEPARTURE 

2.1 Introduction         17 

2.2  Background to integrative theory      17 

2.3 Integrative theory        18 

2.4 An African epistemology       23 

2.5 Theoretical transformation       26 

2.6 Integrative therapies        28 

2.7 Psychopathology for the African      30 

2.8 Exploring race – a process of humanisation    32 

2.9 Conclusion         34 

 

 
 
 



 ix

CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction         36 

3.2 Research design        36 

3.3 The systematic literature review      38 

3.3.1  Descriptive reviewing in systematic literature reviews 41 

3.3.2  Aims and principles of the systematic literature review 44 

3.4 Criteria for eligibility of literature      44 

3.4.1  Inclusion criteria      45 

3.4.2  Exclusion criteria      46 

3.5 Doing the systematic literature review     47 

3.5.1  The stages of the systematic review    48 

3.5.1.1  The problem formulation stage   48 

3.5.1.1.1  Various functions in literature 

 reviewing    49 

3.5.1.1.2  Moderating conceptual relevance 52 

3.5.1.2  The data collection stage    52 

3.5.1.2.1  Locating literature   52 

3.5.1.2.2  Abstracting and indexing services 53 

3.5.1.2.3 Determining the competence  

of literature searches   53 

3.5.1.2.4  Legitimacy issues   54 

3.5.1.2.5  Protecting legitimacy   55 

3.5.1.2.6  Judging the quality of research 56 

3.5.1.3  The data evaluation stage    57 

3.5.1.3.1  Appraisal assessment in  

scientific inquiry   57 

3.5.1.4  The analysis and interpretation stage   58 

3.5.1.5  The presentation stage    61 

3.6 Ensuring research quality       64 

3.7 Ethical considerations       66 

3.8 Dissemination of research results      67 

3.9 Conclusion         67 

 

 
 
 



 x

CHAPTER 4 

LITERATURE REVIEW: 

FOUNDATIONS FOR QUESTIONING AN AFRICAN PERSPECTIVE ON 

PSYCHOPATHOLOGY 

4.1 Introduction         68 

4.2 The cultural context        68 

4.2.1  The evolving definitions of culture    70 

4.2.2  The locus of culture      72 

4.3.3  Culture as a multidirectional construct   73 

4.3.4  The framework of culture     75 

4.3.5  ‘Culture’ misunderstood     76 

4.3.6  Culture and psychopathology     77 

4.4 Ethnicity         78 

4.5 Race          79 

4.6 Who is African?        80 

4.7 African identity        87 

4.7.1  Developing an African identity    90 

4.7.2  Acculturation       92 

4.7.3  Influences on identity      93 

4.8 The influence of colonisation in Africa     94 

4.9 Cosmology         95 

4.9.1  African cosmology      97 

4.9.1.1  Igbo cosmology     98 

4.9.1.2  Tabwa cosmology     99 

4.9.2  The creation of the universe     99 

4.9.3  Worldview and psychopathology    102 

4.9.4  The African epistemology and psychopathology  103 

4.9.5  Witchcraft       106 

4.9.6  Symbolism       107 

4.9.7  Legend and mythology     108 

4.9.7.1  The Zulu creation story    108 

4.9.7.2  The Boshongo creation story    108 

4.9.7.3  The Abaluyia creation story    109 

4.9.7.4  The Bushman creation story    109 

 
 
 



 xi

4.9.7.5  The legend of the bed of reeds   109 

4.9.7.6  The hole in the ground myth    110 

4.9.7.7  The miraculous child of Sankatane   110 

4.10 The historical context of psychopathology     111 

4.10.1  Misunderstanding psychopathology    112 

4.10.2  Progressive philosophical conceptualisations on  

mental health       113 

4.11 Conclusion         114 

CHAPTER 5 

LITERATURE REVIEW: 

EXPLORING AN AFRICAN PERSPECTIVE ON PSYCHOPATHOLOGY 

5.1 Introduction         115 

5.2 Psychopathology        115 

5.2.1  Psychopathology and being Black    118 

5.2.2  Psychopathology in Africa     119 

5.2.2.1  An African-specific perspective on  

psychopathology     119 

5.2.2.2  Prototypal names     121 

5.2.2.2.1  Alien-self disorder   122 

5.2.2.2.2  Anti-self disorder   122 

5.2.2.2.3  Individualism    122 

5.2.2.2.4  Mammyism    123 

5.2.2.2.5  Materialistic depression  123 

5.2.2.2.6  Self-destructive disorder  123 

5.2.2.2.7  Theological misorientation  123 

5.2.2.3  From then to now     123 

5.2.2.4 Contemporary trends in the  

manifestation of psychopathology   126 

5.2.2.5  Context-specific modes of expression   129 

5.3 Somatisation         134 

5.4 Psychopathology from a cultural perspective    136 

5.5 The theory of culture-bound syndromes     140 

5.6 Culture-bound syndromes in Africa     141 

5.6.1  Amafufunyane      144 

 
 
 



 xii

5.6.2  Amok        144 

5.6.3  Brain fag       145 

5.6.4  Roast breadfruit syndrome     145 

5.6.5  Koro and genital-shrinking     146 

5.6.6  Zar        148 

5.6.7  Boufée deliriante      148 

5.6.8  Falling out / blacking out     148 

5.6.9  Hex, rootwork, voodoo death     149 

5.6.10  Spell        149 

5.6.11  Ogbanje / abiku      150 

5.7 Traditional healing        152 

5.7.1  On becoming a traditional healer    153 

5.7.2  Types of healers      154 

5.7.3  The difference between traditional healers and witches 155 

5.7.4  Traditional healing processes     156 

5.7.4.1  Muthi       158 

5.7.4.2  Traditional healing and psychopathology  159 

5.7.5  Harmony and balance      163 

5.7.6  Traditional and modern collaboration    164 

5.8 Western perspectives on psychopathology     165 

5.9 Africa in relation to the West      167 

5.10 On universalism, relativism, and absolutism    172 

5.11 Ethnocentricity        177 

5.12 Comparative views        179 

5.13 Cultural diversity        181 

5.14 Multiculturalism        183 

5.15 Epistemology and science       185 

5.16 Psychiatry and clinical psychology      187 

5.17 Psychopathology in South Africa      190 

5.17.1  A reconciled South Africa     191 

5.17.2  South Africa: The present tense    192 

5.18 Excluded studies        194 

5.19 Conclusion         198 

 

 
 
 



 xiii

CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION 

6.1 Introduction         200 

6.2 Trends in the literature       201 

6.3 Presentation of findings       204 

6.3.1  Theme 1: Redefining psychopathology   204 

6.3.2  Theme 2: The supernatural in the psychoanalytic- 

oriented frame       210 

6.3.3  Theme 3: The locus of pathology    213 

6.3.4  Theme 4: Exploring somatisation    215 

6.3.5  Theme 5: Metaphysical vitalism    217 

6.3.6  Theme 6: Culturology      219 

6.3.7  Theme 7: Culture-bound syndromes    220 

6.3.8  Theme 8: The representational world    223 

6.3.9 Theme 9: Psychopathology embedded in  

interpersonal relationships     225 

6.3.10  Theme 10: Legends      228 

6.3.11  Theme 11: Transformation     231 

6.3.12  Theme 12: Ecumenical psychopathology   231 

6.3.13  Theme 13: The psychosocial and socio-political  

aetiological sphere      232 

6.3.14  Theme 14: The social functions of psychopathology  

in Africa       234 

6.3.14.1  Sub-theme 1: Stigma    235 

6.3.14.2  Sub-theme 2: Secondary gain  235 

6.3.14.3  Sub-theme 3: Social healing   236 

6.3.15  Theme 15: Configurationism     236 

6.3.16  Theme 16: Traditional healing    237 

6.3.17  Theme 17: Schism / immix     238 

6.3.18  Theme 18: Sectionalisation     240 

6.4 Conceptual conclusions       243 

6.5 A conceptual view on an African perspective on psychopathology 245 

6.6 Recommendations for clinicians and future researchers   248 

6.6.1  Updating the review      248 

 
 
 



 xiv

6.6.2 Limitations of the current state of affairs with regards  

to research on cultural psychopathology   249 

6.6.3  Research in somatisation     250 

6.6.4  Self-development and awareness    251 

6.6.5  Collaboration       254 

6.6.6  Culture-aligned reformulation and intervention  256 

6.7 Reflexivity         258 

6.7.1  On emic and etic      258 

6.7.2  On kinship and oneness     259 

6.7.3  On culture       259 

6.7.4  On critical theory      260 

6.7.5  Warnings       261 

6.7.6  Personal process      262 

6.8 Limitations of the research       265 

6.9 Directions for future research      267 

6.10 Conclusion         270 

CHAPTER 7 

REPORT 

7.1 Introduction         271 

7.2 Literature review protocol       271 

7.3 Closing remarks        275 

7.4 Conclusion         276 

 

References          277 

 

Appendix A: Coding sheet – literature details     305 

Appendix B: Coding sheet – themes      340 

 

List of figures 

Figure 2.1.  Theoretical framework employed in this study   26 

Figure 6.1. Number of sources       201 

Figure 6.2. Number of studies retrieved (per year)    202 

 

 

 
 
 


	FRONT
	Title page
	Quotations
	Acknowledgements
	Declaration
	Abstract
	Key words
	Contents
	List of figures

	Chapters 1-2
	Chapter 3
	Chapter 4
	Chapter 5
	Chapters 6-7
	Back

