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FOLK MEDICAL TREATMENT IN EGYPTIAN NUBIANS

EUGEN STROUHAL

During two joint expeditions of Czechoslovak and Egyptian an-
thropologists to New Nubia in 1965 and 1967 (Strouhal 1974)
attention was paid also to the detection and systematic docu-
mentation of scars left after folk therapeutic practices. It was
shown that this method, associated with statistical assessment,
provided a more exact picture of the frequency of folk therapeu-
tic procedures than data from the medical history alone, since
many of the individuals examined could not remember all thera-
peutic procedures to which they were subjected.

The designation New Nubia is used for the recultivated area
of the aluvial plane east of the town Kom Ombo in Upper Egypt.
Nubians, displaced to this region in 1963 and 1964 from the ori-
ginal Egyptian Nubia, situated between the building ground of
the High Dam and the frontier between Egypt and Sudan, were
settled in newly built villages which were constructed in such
a way that the original larger administrative units, communities
(karia), were maintained and arranged into regions of three
ethnic groups of old Nubia, i. e. the Kenuz, Arab and Fadidja.
The original small settlements, the hamlets (naga) were lacking
in New Nubia. Together with Nubian settlers some nomads, i. e.
the Ababda from the Eastern Desert were displaced as well and
settled gradually at the outskirts of some villages. Therefore, in
addition to large population samples of the three ethnic Nubian
groups, we had the opportunity to examine also a smaller popu-
lation sample of the Ababda.
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My studies into indigenous medical practices were carried
cut on the adult male population. Corresponding data in children
and women, recorded by J. A. ValSik and F. H. Hussein (1973),
were used for comparison. The main part of our material consist-
ed of adult males aged from 21 to 55 years from all three inves-
tigated ethnic groups. This limited range of age was chosen
because of the ascertained prolongation of the growth period
and the earlier onset of senile changes in Nubians (Strouhal
1970). In addition to adult males of all Nubian ethnic groups we
examined also smaller numbers of adolescents (aged 15—20
years) and a group of old Kenuz males (aged 56 years and old-
er). The inclusion of these age categories allowed a comparison
in order to ascertain whether there were recently any changes
in the frequency of the applied folk medical therapeutic pro-
cedures.

The scars due to therapeutic practices were subdivided into
two groups differing markedly by their morphology, technique
of the therapeutic procedure, as well as by other characteristics.
There were, in the first place, linear scars after incisions (tash-
rih), mostly in vertical direction. They were found regularly
laterally from both orbits and consisted mostly of two or three
linear incisions. Larger numbers of scars covering sometimes
large areas and proceeding in an oblique direction were disclo-
sed in various localizations on the trunk and on arms. On the
face also horizontal incisions were present. The length of inci-
sions varied between one and several centimeters, scars of more
than six centimeters in length being exceptional.

The second group consisted of circular scars, often with
wrinkled and slightly depressed surface; keloids occurred more
rarely. The contour ranged from a regularly circular, over
a horizontally or vertically oval to a horizontally elongated form.
Its length could be sometimes even six times larger than its
width; such scars were located most frequently above and below
the navel. The scars represented the sequelae of cauterization,
i. e. of burning with a hot iron and therefore were designated in
Arabic as kauwi, i. e. brand-mark.

The results of frequency and localization of both types of
practices are presented in Tables 1 and 2. There are obvious dif-
ferences in their frequency. In the total series of adult Nubian
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Tab. 1 Frequency and Localization of Linear Scars after Incisions
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Tab. 2 Frequency and Localization of Circular Scars after Cauterization
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Explanatory notes:
n = number of cases
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+ = moreover, one old Arab included
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males the frequency of incisions was slightly higher (47.50 %)
as compared to cauterization (40.68 % ). Both types of interven-
tions differed in their frequency in the individual ethnic groups
of adult males. The highest frequency of incisions was present
in the Fadidja (66.86 %), followed by the Ababda (50.00 %),
while in the Arab (33.91 %) and in the Kenuz (26.21 %) it was
approximately by one half lower. On the contrary, cauterization
predominated in the Arab (60.87 % ) and was less common in the
Ababda (41.67 %); it occurred with a half frequency in the Fa-
didja (30.29 %) and in the Kenuz (28.16 %).

It appeared characteristic that, even though ValSik and Hus-
sien (1973) found in Nubian children and women a markedly
bhigher total incidence of incisions, as compared to cauterizations,
their reported incidence of both procedures in individual ethnic
groups was much lower and the order of individual ethnic groups
differed as well. No Ababda children or women were included
among the individuals examined.

The lower incidence in children is not surprising. Because
of their young age it was not possible to subject them to such
large numbers of therapeutic procedures as it was the case in
adult males. This low frequency, however, probably also reflects
the influence of the modern civilization, especially of medicine,
engaged in the fight against the use of indigenous therapeutic
procedures. Incisions were found only in 16.16 % of Arab, in
8.73 % of Kenuz, and in 5.21 % of Fadidja children. There was
especially a strikingly low frequency of cauterization scars in
children which were present in as little as 2.85 % of Arab,
1.46 % of Fadidja and 1.42 % of Kenuz children.

The frequency of both procedures in women was interme-
diary between the values recorded in children and those reported
in men. Incisions were recorded in 17.1 % of Arab, 15.1 % of
Fadidja and 14.5 % of Kenuz women, while cauterizations were
found in 8.1 % of Fadidja, 7.2 % of Kenuzand 5.3 % of Arab wo-
men. Incisions recorded inArab and Kenuz women attained appro-
ximately half the frequency of correspondingvalues in men, while
they amounted only to one quarter of the latter in Fadidja wo-
men. The frequency of cauterizations in Fadidja and Kenuz
women amounted only to one quarter, and in Arab women only
to one twelfth of the values ascertained in men. Thus the highest
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