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Demographics 

• Tropical climate   200” rain 

• Population     3.8 million  

• Under 15    47% 

• Over 60     4% 

• Average Life expectancy   45years 

•  Child deaths under 5  111 per 1000 

• Population in poverty  83.7% 

 

 





















Symptoms of “open mole” 

• A soft spot in the centre of the head, sunken 
fontanelle 

• Severe headache, neck pain, bad dreams 

• Tiredness, weakness, “worriness”,  

• Body pain, fast heartbeat, heat in the body 

• Trembling, crying, self isolation, numb legs 

• Loss of interest, poor vision, eyes “swimming” 

• Forgetfulness, confusion, fear of death 



Traditional Treatments 

• Study of the head 

• Person recounts their symptoms 

• Paste of herbs and leaves is made 

• Small space shaved on top of the head 

• Paste is applied then bandaged tightly 

• Paste applied daily for two weeks to a month 



Additional Treatments 

• Available drugs, e.g. valium 

• Chinese medicines 

• Alcohol or marijuana 

• Social strategies – prayers in church, support 
and advice from friends 



Definition of “empowerment” 

 

“to give (someone) the authority or power to do 
something” 

 

“to make (someone) stronger and more 
confident, especially in controlling their life 
and claiming their rights” 

 



Questions to consider 
 

1. What are some of the unintended 
consequences of this approach, for 
individuals and local communities? 

 

2. Who or what is being empowered by these 
services? 

 

 



What are some of the unintended 
consequences of this approach? 

1. The meaning of “open mole” is undergoing a 
gradual shift – the defining meaning, the 
sunken fontanelle, has been lost. 

2. A local idiom of distress is being translated 
into a Western psychiatric diagnosis. 

3. Local people believe that Western 
psychotropic medication can cure “open 
mole”. 

 



4. More and more patients are seeking 
psychiatric care. 

5. Staff have less and less time for 
talking/counselling. 

6. Patients will talk about themselves in ways 
that are expected by staff to obtain 
medication. 

6. Possibility of collaboration with traditional 
healers is diminished. 

 

 

 



Who or what is being empowered? 

1. Liberian staff hold respected, paid positions 
in their community 

2. Western psychiatric diagnoses are being 
used. 

3. Psychopharmaceutical approach to 
emotional distress is becoming more 
acceptable and sought after. 

 


