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abstract: In the public health debate on how to reduce maternal deaths, Traditional Birth Attendants (TBAs) are
criticised for being unable to deal with haemorrhages and obstructed labour which account for most maternal
deaths. Nonetheless, in rural Cameroon, TBAs continue to practice with significantly high approval ratings of
their activities by their clientele. This research used ethnographic methods to explore the following questions:
what factors explain the continuous demand and supply of TBAs? Do pregnant women employing their services
consider the risks involved? How do TBAs themselves perceive their services to society? The findings suggested
that; the prevalence of TBAs, use of their services, and clients attitudes can be explained by a complex
intertwined nexus of fear of HIV/AIDs stigma, gender, cultural beliefs and lack of access to formal health care
systems. The TBAs interviewed considered their services as being humanitarian, but rural women interviewees
had a more instrumental functional perception. These clients understood the risks involved, but considered
TBAs to be relatively reliable safety nets when the formal health care system was seen as spatially or socially
inaccessible.
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