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Abstract 

This paper is a historical investigation into the discrimination of Persons with 

Albinism (PWA), a major problem in sub-Sahara Africa. The discriminated PWA 

have been subjected to extreme violence including killings, which have caused 

physical and psychological problems for many years. Killings of PWA done by 

energetic men have been associated with witchcraft beliefs instigated by 

witchdoctors that albino organs are useful ingredients in the manufacture of 

medicine, which necessitate gains of material wealth and prosperity. In Tanzania, 

these killings of PWA are widespread and recognized as a significant barrier to 

socio-economic development. Despite being an important aspect of humanistic 

scholarship, killings of PWA have not been adequately explored by historians. 

The paper utilized a qualitative research approach drawing from primary and 

secondary sources to examine the underlying factors for killings of PWA and the 

limitations of witchcraft law in controlling such killings among the Sukuma 

ethnic group, which inhabits the Mwanza region in northwestern Tanzania. An 

analysis of these sources revealed that the desire for material wealth and 

prosperity was a key factor in killings of PWA among the Sukuma from 1980 to 

2015. The data also showed that the colonial witchcraft law inherited by the 

Tanzanian government has limitations in controlling killings because it does not 
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reflect local people’s culture. The Sukuma culture is associated with 

witchdoctors’ use of charms for the treatment or protection of individuals against 

diseases caused by witches or to influence wealth and prosperity. The paper 

concludes that the government should address the root causes of poverty, 

ignorance, myth, and superstition that push people to participate in killings of 

PWA. 

 

Keywords: Killings, albinism, witchcraft, Sukuma, legal limitations 

 

Introduction  

Albinism, derived from the Latin word “albus” meaning white, is a genetic 

deficiency in melanin pigment production. It is an inherited genetic condition 

that reduces the amount of melanin pigment formed in skin, hair, and eyes 

(Carden, 1998; Kirkwood, 2009). Persons with Albinism (PWA) often face low 

vision problems, which can make everyday activities such as reading, driving, or 

fishing more challenging. However, according to Kromberg and Kerr (2025) who 

studied albino genetic makeup, PWA are just as healthy as anyone else. Albinism 

is typically a hereditary trait that physicians cannot control (Kromberg & Kerr, 

2025). Globally, melanin production is typically 1-10 percent of the normal 

melanin production, affecting approximately 1 in every 20,000 individuals 

(Egbeto & Richmond, 2021). In Tanzania, this condition affects almost 1 in 4,000 

people (Dave-Odigie, 2010; ADRA Tanzania, 2021). 

 

The killings of PWA in Tanzania stem from the belief in witchcraft, which holds 

that their body parts possess supernatural powers capable of bringing wealth 

and prosperity (Tarrosy, 2022). Witchcraft is defined as the influence of 

supernatural forces on events, as described by Nyabwari and Kagema (2014) in 
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their studies of witchcraft beliefs in African communities. They concluded that 

people believe that witches can be either men or women with the ability to 

transform into animals, birds, insects or even inanimate objects. This 

transformation can result in phenomena such as preventing rain, causing disease 

in crops and animals, infecting humans, causing unexpected death, and inducing 

impotence (Nyabwari & Kagema, 2014). Additionally, as Machangu (2021) 

explains, local Tanzanian beliefs suggest that witches predominantly operate at 

night, seeking the blood, urine, faeces, saliva, hair, nails, clothes, foot prints and 

shadows of human beings to use in bewitching them (Machangu, 2021). 

 

However, indigenous people in Tanzania believe that the undesirable practices 

of witches are always countered by witchdoctors who restore health, protect 

individuals from diseases and bring wealth and prosperity.1 This belief is 

supported by the fact that in their daily lives some politicians, government 

officials, entrepreneurs, and agriculturalists consult witchdoctors to protect 

themselves from bad luck, gain votes in elections, secure positions in 

organizations, and improve their economic status to enhance their living 

standards.2 Additionally, consultations with witchdoctors are prevalent in sports 

competitions, particularly soccer clubs that participate in various leagues as a 

part of their winning strategies.3 In these instances, football committees invest 

significant amounts of money in payments to witchdoctors to bring victory to 

their teams (Leseth, 2010). Since the pre-colonial period, witchdoctors have been 

consulted for various purposes and have therefore reinforced witchcraft beliefs 

 
1 The Pew Research Center, “Ten Things we have Learnt about Africa,” British Broadcasting 

Corporation (BBC) News, 15 April 2010, accessed on 2nd July, 2025, available at 

http://news.bbc.co.uk>africa   
2 Stella Nyemenohi, “Witchcraft Rituals in the Parliament,” Tanzania Daily News (15 June 2008). 
3 Willie Chiwango, ‘Punish Stadia Managers Who Condone Witchcraft,’ This Day Tanzania, 8 

February 2010, accessed on 6th September, 2024, available at http://www.thisday.co.tz/?/1=10633 

http://www.thisday.co.tz/?/1=10633
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in the Tanzanian community (Mesaki, 1994). In African traditional knowledge 

witchdoctors are central characters in their respective communities because they 

are regarded as the link with ancestors who are believed to be more powerful 

and have an influence on their living descendants (Westlund, 2006).   

 

Killings of PWA and the limitations of witchcraft laws in Africa are topics of 

great concern on a continent where beliefs in witchcraft are widespread. Since 

the pre-colonial period, PWA have been targeted for their organs in ritual 

sacrifices across Africa. Incidents of PWA killings have been reported in 

countries such as Burundi, Chad, Congo, Guinea, Kenya, Malawi, Nigeria, 

Rwanda, Uganda, and Zambia (Ikuomola, 2015).  In South Africa, Namibia, and 

Zimbabwe, many PWA in urban areas face the threat of being killed by members 

of their rural communities (Niehaus, 1999). In Tanzania, PWA experience 

discrimination in various forms, including social stigmatization, sexual abuse, 

human trafficking, and killing due to their white skin (Brocco, 2016). 

 

From 1980 to 2015, Tanzania had the highest number of PWA killings among the 

African nations. The country has an estimated 150,000 PWA, which implies that 

approximately 0.3 percent of the population of 44 million was at risk of being 

killed.4 Although the government did not provide an accurate figure for those 

killed, it provided an estimated number ranging from 60 to 90 individuals. Such 

killings of PWA mostly occurred in the Mwanza, Shinyanga, Simiyu, Geita, 

Kagera, Mara, Mbeya, Rukwa, Kigoma, and Ruvuma regions (Ntetema, 2012).   

 

 
4 Under the Same Sun (UTSS), Children with Albinism in Africa: Murder, Mutilation and 

Violence, A Report on Tanzania with Reference to other parts of Sub-Saharan Africa, Submitted 

to United Nations (UN) June 19 2012, pp. 1-55, p. 34.  
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This study was conducted in seven districts of the Mwanza region: Buchosa, 

Illemela, Kwimba, Magu, Misungwi, Nyamagana, and Sengerema from 1980 to 

2015. During this period, government statistics provided by the Ministry of 

Home Affairs showed that this area, inhabited by the Sukuma ethnic group in 

northwestern Tanzania, had the highest number of killings of PWA. The 

government reported about 66 PWA being killed in the area, which was almost 

two-thirds of the national total of albino murders in a period of thirty-five years.5 

The region of Mwanza not only recorded the largest number of PWA who were 

killed but also documented an estimated 3,000 registered witchdoctors, which 

was the highest number of witchdoctors in the country.6 However, it is believed 

that most witchdoctors used albino body parts to produce traditional medicines 

(Saflitz, 2023). 

 

The Tanzanian government did not formulate an explicit approach to address the 

killings of the PWA. Instead, the government banned witchdoctors from 

operating and relied solely on legal instruments to address this issue.7 However, 

the law was not effective in preventing killings as only 5 percent of murder cases 

connected to witchcraft beliefs resulted in successful prosecutions between 1980 

and 2015 (Ndambalilo, 2018). This study aims to provide a detailed 

understanding of the nature of the killings of PWA and the limitations of 

inherited colonial witchcraft law for the control of such incidents in the Sukuma 

community of Mwanza. After gaining independence, Tanzania inherited British 

colonial witchcraft law to prosecute those involve in such practices. However, 

 
5 United Republic of Tanzania, Ministry of Home Affairs’ Reports on Killings of PWA, 1980-2015.  
6 Deogratias Mushi, “Media Can End Albino Killing,” Tanzania Daily News, 23 February 2009, 

accessed on 3rd August, 2024, available at  

<http://www.dailynews.co.tz/feature/?n=395&cat=feature > 
7 Caesar Bubani, “Witchcraft and the Law in Tanzania,” The Guardian Tanzania, 26 September 

2008.  

http://www.dailynews.co.tz/feature/?n=395&cat=feature
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the law designed for European culture was not successful in preventing killings 

of PWA, as it did not align with Sukuma cultural beliefs, which were integral to 

their way of life.  

 

This study adopts a political economic perspective within the broader political, 

social, cultural, and economic framework of a given society to analyze the 

killings of PWA and the legal limitations in controlling such killings (Craig, 

2002). This perspective emphasizes the relationship between production and 

consumption, social differentiation, and class structures in understanding the 

occurrence of PWA killings and legal constraints in a society. This perspective 

argues that these relations, which prevail in different historical periods, drive 

certain individuals to resort to witchcraft beliefs in the pursuit of material gains 

and prosperity (Stewart & Strathern, 2004). 

 

Method of the study  

The data for this study were collected from secondary and primary sources, 

which were carefully examined, interpreted, and presented in a historical 

context. The first stage involved a review of secondary literature by reading 

electronic and printed books, journal articles, workshop proceedings, 

dissertations, and thesis to gather information on witchcraft practices and their 

control. These sources were accessed from the library of the Institute of Adult 

Education in Dar es Salaam and Tanganyika Library branches in Dar es Salaam 

and Mwanza respectively. To avoid repeating the work of other researchers, the 

literature search focused on the killings of PWA and the practice of witchcraft 

law in Tanzania, specifically in the Mwanza region. This approach was 

indispensable in identifying gaps in the literature and conceptualizing and 

contextualizing the study.  
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The second stage involved collecting primary sources from the Tanzania 

National Archives (TNA) at the Dar es Salaam and Mwanza stations. The files 

reviewed included the Tanganyika Territory Provincial Commissioners’ 

Witchcraft Annual Reports, Mwanza Regional Office Livestock Annual Reports, 

Mwanza Regional Office Mineral Resources Annual Reports, Mwanza Regional 

Fisheries Annual Fishing Reports, Mwanza Regional Commissioners’ Office 

Annual Socio-economic Profile, Planning Commission Based on National 

Accounts of Tanzania, Tanganyika Colonial Witchcraft Ordinance, and 

Republic of Tanzania Witchcraft Ordinance. These documents provide detailed 

data on various themes related to the killings of PWA and the enforcement of 

witchcraft laws in the region. 

The third stage involved conducting in-depth, semi-structured, and open-ended 

interviews with the interview guide and research questions: What was the nature 

of the killings of PWA in the Mwanza region? What were the limitations of the 

Tanzanian witchcraft law in controlling the killings of PWA in the Mwanza region? In 

this stage of the interview, three groups of anonymous interlocutors were 

involved in the Mwanza region. The first group consisted of 35 local people who 

were PWA, as well as friends, neighbours, and relatives of PWA who witnessed 

or were victims of killings. The second group included 14 witchdoctors with 

expertise and extensive knowledge of Sukuma medical culture. The third group 

comprised seven senior lawyers who practiced and were knowledgeable in 

Tanzanian witchcraft law. Individuals from all these groups of interviewees were 

asked about their experiences with the killings of PWA and the limitations of 

witchcraft law in the region. Their insights helped fill the gaps in documentary 

information and rectified distortions, inaccuracies and exaggerations.  
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The findings of this study are presented and integrated in alignment with the 

two research objectives and contextualized in relation to findings from other 

similar studies. The first finding of this study is that the killings of PWA among 

the Sukuma community in Mwanza were based on the misconceived idea that 

their organs held supernatural powers that bestowed fortune. This belief has 

been reinforced by witchdoctors, who use albino body parts as ingredients in 

rituals to bring success in mining, fishing, businesses, and political positions. The 

second finding of this study revealed that limitations of the inherited colonial 

witchcraft law led to unsuccessful control of these killings because of its 

refutation of the presence of witchcraft, which was a cultural conviction of the 

Sukuma people. 

 

The nature of albinism killings among the Sukuma 

Killings of PWA in the Sukuma community were mostly carried out by poorly 

energetic individuals aged between 20 and 50 years. This age bracket of PWA 

killers demonstrates a clear connection between attacks and the belief that such 

attacks are of socio-economic value to attackers (Bucaro, 2010). These killers 

commonly attack and either mutilate or kill a PWA by using a sharp machete. 

They usually do not harm anyone else in the household or steal anything from 

their family (Burke, 2013). 

 

Available data indicate that killings of PWA among the Sukuma originated 

during the pre-colonial period. The use of albino organs in the preparation of 

magic medicine has long been reported in Mwanza (Corry, 1951). Since the pre-

colonial period, some Sukuma people believed that an individual with albinism 

would simply disappear, making it impossible to trace or locate the burial site of 
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such a person (Winchester, 2014). According to anonymous interlocutors, these 

PWA were supposedly killed for sacrificial purposes or secretly buried in the 

homes of their relatives to prevent their bodies from being exhumed in search of 

magical organs. One interlocutor noted: “Unidentified individuals among the 

Sukuma use bestial and barbaric actions to persecute PWA for magical organs.” 

Another interlocutor added: “Even after PWA die, they are at risk of being 

exhumed from graves to obtain their body parts for ritual sacrifices.”  

 

The instances of killings of PWA were attributed to a series of socio-economic 

transformations among the Sukuma. These changes included the removal of 

traditional Sukuma chiefs during the colonial period and the Tanzanian 

government’s refusal to reinstate them after independence (Jangu, 2012). During 

the pre-colonial period, the organization of the Sukuma was under the control of 

their traditional chiefs, whose role was to oversee trade, receive tribute from 

their members, control the use of fire, and manage land (Mirambo, 2004). 

Traditional Sukuma chiefs relied on witchdoctors to maintain political rule and 

chiefdom (Saanane, 2005). These witchdoctors were divided into medicine men, 

diviners, and soothsayers, who were believed to have the power to diagnose and 

prescribe medicines for the cure of diseases, prevent misfortune, provide 

protection against the powers of witches, and bring prosperity and happiness to 

the local people (Tanner, 2010). 

 

However, the expansion of socio-economic activities during the colonial period 

led people to seek more wealth. The achievement of material goods often became 
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associated with witchcraft, resulting in an increase in killings of PWA.8 Although 

there are no available data, it is important to note that during the pre-colonial 

period, such killings among the Sukuma were minimal because of sparsely 

populated areas and limited interactions between individuals due to low levels 

of socio-economic activities (Machangu, 2013). According to interlocutors, 

another reason for this was the power of the Sukuma chiefs to control witchcraft 

practices as they believed that it strengthened their rule. Witchcraft specialists 

were integral to the Sukuma ruling system with the ability to identify and punish 

those involved in witchcraft practices. An interlocutor commented: “The fear of 

the chiefs and the ruling system restrained killings of PWA in the Sukuma 

community.” 

 

When Tanganyika9 came under colonial rule from 1890 to 1961, the Mwanza 

region transformed into the centre of a capitalist economy and changed its local 

ruling system.  The colonial governors introduced provincial and district 

commissioners to oversee the area. These top officials relied on African chiefs 

who were not indigenous to the Sukuma to supervise socio-economic activities 

(Malcolm, 1953). These appointed Africans were representatives of the colonial 

officials from whom they received orders. These appointees administered laws, 

collected taxes, supervised agricultural production, and extracted labour from 

the Sukuma people. This transformation increased the pressure on the local 

people to meet the goals of colonial administrators. Thus, the objectives of 

colonialism introduced several socio-economic changes in the area (Machangu, 

2013). 

 
8 UTSS, Children with Albinism in Africa: Murder, Mutilation and Violence, A Report on 

Tanzania with Reference to other parts of Sub-Saharan Africa, Submitted to United Nations 

(UN) June 19 2012, pp. 1-55, p. 35.  
9 Tanganyika was renamed Tanzania in 1964. 
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The expansion of socio-economic activities and exploitation during the colonial 

period worsened the living conditions of the Sukuma. This was exacerbated by 

agricultural concentration in Mwanza because of population growth.10 During 

this period, according to informers, clandestine sacrifices using albino organs 

increased, as many Sukuma people saw it as an alternative approach to eradicate 

poverty and bad luck that prevailed in the area.  

 

In 1961, Tanganyika gained British independence under the leadership of 

Mwalimu Julius Kambarage Nyerere. In 1963, chiefs throughout the country 

were removed from their offices (Nyerere, 1967). The government could not 

restore Sukuma’s local ruling system. The regional commissioners, district 

commissioners, and lower-level officials were instructed to control the area. 

These officers received orders from the central government to supervise socio-

economic activities in Mwanza (Abrahams, 1989). 

 

The government encouraged local people to engage in the extension of 

commercial crop exports. This expansion increased agricultural activities in 

Mwanza compared to the pre-colonial and colonial periods. The increase in the 

cultivation of cotton cash crops resulted in a remarkable decline in subsistence 

agriculture. During this period, the price of cotton was very low to the extent 

that local people could not afford food and other necessities, such as health and 

school costs for their children (Coulson, 2016). Nevertheless, the expansion of 

cotton cultivation, which was not clearly supervised by the government, led to 

the massive cutting down of trees and deterioration of forest vegetation. The 

 
10 Tanzania National Archives (TNA), Provincial Commissioners’ Annual Reports for Lake 

Province, 1920- 1955. 
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intensified exploitation of local people and deterioration of the environment have 

led to widespread poverty and its consequences, such as a lack of education, 

inadequate medical care, homelessness, and higher rates of crime.11 Available 

evidence shows a relationship between poverty and witchcraft practices in the 

Sukuma community. Poverty and its consequences were push factors behind 

witchcraft and the killings of PWA, because a number of local people sought to 

increase their income through witchdoctors’ deceiving beliefs regarding albino 

organs.12 

 

The government also did not succeed in controlling the increase in livestock 

population in Mwanza, which had the highest livestock density in the country 

(Ernest et al., 2016). Livestock ownership is a key indicator of wealth and an 

essential source of bride price. Livestock serves as a form of currency, with 

income mainly from cotton production being deposited in the form of calves.  

Livestock is then sold to meet basic needs, such as food, medical treatment, and 

clothing. High livestock density has led to grassland degradation.13 According to 

informers, this deterioration of the environment led to a shortage of rainfall, 

which reduced agricultural products and livestock quality. Thus, local people in 

Mwanza experienced poverty to such an extent that some ought to alleviate it 

through the acquisition of organs of PWA, with the hope of obtaining good luck 

in trade or other ventures. 

 

 
11 United Republic of Tanzania (URT), Mwanza Forest Resources Management Reports, 1980-

2010. 
12 Simeon Mesaki, “Albinism: Rejection, Stigmatization and Poverty,” Sunday Observer, 20 April 

2008, accessed on 18th September, 2024, available at  

 <http://www.ippmedia.com/ipp/observe/2008/04/20/112771.html > 
13 URT, Mwanza Regional Office, Livestock Annual Reports, 1980-2016. 

http://www.ippmedia.com/ipp/observe/2008/04/20/112771.html
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In 1967, the Tanzanian government introduced the Arusha Declaration. This 

declaration imposed socialist and self-reliant policies that hindered many people 

from speculating on wealth. The belongings of some rich people were 

confiscated following the idea that the source of their property was illegal, such 

as theft or the misuse of the majority’s resources (Abrahams & Bukurura, 1992). 

However, changes in economic policies brought about by Ali Hassan Mwinyi, 

the second president of Tanzania, opened up many opportunities for wealth-

seekers among the Sukuma. Between 1980 and 2015, liberal economic policies led 

to the expansion of socio-economic activities compared to the previous periods in 

Mwanza. This expansion had some consequences on the increase in witchcraft 

practices and killings of PWA.14 

 

The gold and diamond mining industry in Mwanza was not new, as German and 

British colonialists had already begun to exploit these mineral deposits during 

their administration (Lemelle, 1986). However, during the first three decades 

after independence, Mwalimu Nyerere’s political leadership strongly 

disregarded the industry because of fear of placing valuable resources for 

capitalist exploitation (Bryceson, 2012). Mining activities took a new start and 

increased from the 1980s, with changes in economic policies, which allowed 

small-sized miners to operate. In addition to ventures controlled by powerful 

international companies, there were a number of areas open to local and small-

sized diggers who attempted their luck mainly because of low products from 

their farms.15 Thus, many people moved from different parts of the country to the 

Sukuma areas, such as Mwadui, Geita, Kahama, Buzwagi, Bulyanhulu, 

Nyarugusu, and Tulawaka for mineral undertakings (Madulu, 2004). This influx 

 
14 URT, Mwanza Regional Commissioner’s Office, Annual Socio-Economic Profile, 1980- 2015. 
15 URT, Mwanza Regional Office, Mineral Resources Annual Reports, 1980-2015. 
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led to an increase in PWA killings because a number of small-scale gold and 

diamond diggers were influenced by witchdoctors to believe that to find a mine 

rich in ore and protection against danger while mining, one must obtain luck 

medicine by offering sacrifices using albino organs (Bryceson et al., 2010). 

Available data show that the price of albino organs ranges between US $ 1,000 

and $3,000. This price was higher than the average annual income of Tanzanians, 

which was estimated to be less than $ 800 (Salewi, 2011).  

The policy of economic liberalization also led to an increase in fishing activities 

in Mwanza in response to the requirements of the international market (Wilson, 

1996). Many foreign fish industries have been built along the shore of Lake 

Victoria. Established industries demand large amount of fish (Medard, 2002). 

These high demands for fish had an impact on fishermen, who were influenced 

by witchdoctors to believe that the success of their operations depended on the 

possession of albino organs. Many fishermen believed that to achieve in catching 

many fish one required magical power, which was to be obtained from albino 

organs. Thus, wealth-seekers among fishermen frequently visited trusted 

witchdoctors for good luck.16 

 

The socio-economic liberalization policy resulted in a section of economically 

active traders in Mwanza.  Successful traders ventured into different political 

sectors such as members of parliament, regional commissioners and district 

commissioners. Available data show that traders who entered politics managed 

to succeed through the use of their money, which enabled them to purchase luck 

medicines from witchdoctors (Mulemi & Ndolo, 2014). Some businessmen and 

politicians, who became wealthy, were suspected to have advanced their careers 

 
16 URT, Mwanza Regional Fisheries Office, Annual Fishing Reports, 1980-2013. 
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with the help of ritual murders of human beings, especially PWA. This indicates 

that witchcraft practices stemmed from increased socio-economic activities that 

led to the decline of the moral economy and the widening gap between the rich 

and poor.17 It is evident that the Tanzanian government was unsuccessful at 

addressing the issue of economic equality among its citizens, deepening the 

degree of richness to only a few individuals. The failure of the government to 

ensure equality in economic issues among local people pushed the majority into 

the margin line of poverty. The impact of poverty prompted many Sukuma 

people to strive for economic prosperity, so they could live better lives like 

successful businessmen and politicians, a situation that escalated the killings of 

PWA.18 

 

Incidents of power abuse were highly prevalent in Mwanza despite the 

government’s efforts through anti-corruption policies and instruments. The 

abuse of power has undermined the government’s poverty strategies and 

economic development, hindering the growth of democratic ethics, transparency, 

and accountability in the use of public resources (Kayupayupa, 2016). The impact 

of this situation was experienced through economic hardship and 

unemployment among local people. The area has become one of the most 

deprived parts of the country, with its people surviving an annual income of $ 

300, which could not make ends meet.19 This increased the number of people 

who resorted to witchcraft as part of their survival. The increase in the number of 

 
17 UTSS, Children with Albinism in Africa: Murder, Mutilation and Violence, A Report on 

Tanzania with Reference to other parts of Sub-Saharan Africa, Submitted to United Nations 

(UN) June 19 2012, pp. 1-55, p. 35.  
18 The Citizen Reporter, “Child’s Father, Priest among nine Arrested in Murder of Girl with 

Albinism,” The Citizen, 19 June 2024. 
19 URT, Planning Commission: Based on National Accounts of Tanzania, 1980-2014. 
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witchdoctors and hired killers was an expression of the commercialization of 

witchcraft practices, which increased the killings of PWA.20 

 

However, killings of PWA persisted in Mwanza despite the government’s efforts 

to eradicate witchcraft practices. Strategies for controlling the killings of PWA 

were hampered by the limitations of inherited colonial law, which did not 

address the long existence of witchcraft beliefs among the Sukuma. 

 

Limitations of the Witchcraft Law 

The German officers who were directed to take control of Tanganyika 

immediately after the Berlin Conference of 1884/85 used harsh measures, such as 

imprisonment and the execution of those who engaged in witchcraft beliefs and 

practices (Semali, 1986). However, it is evident that official measures against 

witchcraft practices in Tanganyika began with British officers, who took over 

from the Germans after the First World War in 1919. These officials developed a 

strategy that was a replica of Britain’s legal history regarding the problem. Their 

plan stemmed from Britain’s Witchcraft Ordinance of 1735. In this regulation, the 

challenge of witchcraft beliefs and practices is referred to as pretended crime. 

Thus, in Tanganyika, the law was approved to penalize local people who were 

assumed to pretend to engage in witchcraft beliefs and practices (Munday et al., 

1951).  

As mentioned earlier, British colonial officials enacted laws to control witchcraft 

beliefs and practices in Tanganyika. The question of witchcraft was addressed 

through the Witchcraft Ordinance of 1922, which made it illegal for anyone to 

 
20 The Citizen Reporter, “Child’s Father, Priest among nine Arrested in Murder of Girl with 

Albinism,” The Citizen, 19 June 2024. 
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practice medicine with the intent of harm.21 In 1928, British colonial officials 

amended the ordinance to state that anyone intending to cause harm through 

sorcery could face jail for up to seven years.22 However, these colonial efforts 

were unsuccessful as witchcraft beliefs and practices continued throughout the 

territory.23  

 

In 1965, the Tanzanian government revised the Colonial Witchcraft Ordinance of 

1928. The amended law allowed for the criminal prosecution of anyone who 

practiced witchcraft, claimed to practice witchcraft, possessed witchcraft items, 

or accused another person of practicing witchcraft without evidence. The 

ordinance defined witchcraft as sorcery, enchantment, or the alleged use of any 

occult power, and purported the possession of any occult knowledge. The law 

also stated that those who practiced witchcraft could face imprisonment for up to 

seven years, a fine not exceeding Tanzanian Shillings (TZS) 4,000, or both. In 

addition, the law gave authority to regional and district commissioners to order 

those suspected were practicing witchcraft to reside in certain places.24 

 

In 2002, the Tanzanian government modified the 1965 Witchcraft Ordinance. 

However, the so-called Witchcraft Act of 2002, which is the currently used 

regulation, did not provide any substantial change apart from the increase in the 

fine from TZS 4,000 to 150,000. The increase in the fiscal penalty was intended to 

align with the existing economic realities of the time and support the 

government’s strategy to prevent witchcraft beliefs and practices in the country.25  

 
21 TNA, Tanganyika Witchcraft Ordinance, No. 39 (1922). 
22 TNA, Witchcraft Ordinance, Chapter 21 (1928). 
23 TNA, Tanganyika Provincial Commissioners’ Report, Witchcraft Annual Report (1956). 
24 TNA, Tanzania Legislative, Witchcraft Ordinance, Cap. 8-Supp-66-70 (1965). 
25 TNA, Tanzania Legislative, Witchcraft Act, Revised (2002). 
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However, between 1980 and 2015, government statistics show that out of the 160 

events recorded, with a total of 76 killings of PWA, only nine cases led to 

successful sentences of criminals in the High Courts of Tanzania.26 These figures 

indicate that there were no successful prosecutions for killers of PWA due to 

legal limitations.  

 

One of the limitations of inherited colonial witchcraft law originates from the 

definition of the term witchcraft. The regulation lacks a clear definition of this 

term because references to synonyms, such as sorcery and enchantment, made it 

unrealistic (Sulu, 2018). According to Mesaki (2009), the term witchcraft is 

defined in relation to the occult and exercise of power, rather than its effects 

(Mesaki, 2009). In this case, the act did not account for actions connected to 

killings of PWA. In fact, it was very difficult for prosecutors to determine which 

violations were related to witchcraft crimes. Thus, the act was rarely used to 

prosecute people accused of witchcraft beliefs and practices in the Mwanza 

region. In most cases, the challenge of the law influenced lawyers to charge 

killers of PWA with murder under Section 196 of the Penal Code of the Laws of 

Tanzania of 1976 and its revised version of 2002 as an alternative to the 

Witchcraft Act.27 

 

The second limitation is the challenge posed by the definition of the term 

instruments of witchcraft. This term is closely linked to the ambiguities 

surrounding the term witchcraft. The Witchcraft Act lacks a clear explanation of 

 
26 Legal and Human Rights Centre (LHRC), Tanzania Human Rights Report 2015, LHRC, 2016, p. 

45. 
27 LHRC, Tanzania Human Rights Report 2015, LHRC, 2016, p. 35. 
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these instruments. The act defines the instrument of witchcraft as anything used 

or intended to prevent someone from performing a lawful act, compel someone 

to do an act he may lawfully refrain from doing, or cause death, injury, or disease 

to any person or damage to any property.28 Sulu (2018) argues that this vague 

definition allows for broad interpretations of what constitutes instruments of 

witchcraft. As a result, many lawyers have assumed that witchcraft instruments 

include items such as gourds, cowrie shells, beads, and animal horns (Sulu, 

2018). However, according to interlocutors, this assumption is incorrect, because 

these instruments served various purposes in the Sukuma community. One of 

the interlocutors stated: “Gourds were used to store liquids, cowrie shells for 

ornament, beads for decoration, and horns as signals.” Therefore, it was 

challenging to directly link these assumed witchcraft instruments to PWA 

killings. This discrepancy caused issues for lawyers during the prosecution of 

killers of PWA.   

 

The third limitation of the law stems from its assertion that witchcraft do not 

exist, thus, making it a crime to pretend to be a witch. The provision of the 

Witchcraft Law fails to consider the cultural beliefs of the Sukuma.29 Many local 

people in Tanzania regardless of age, education, or social status, believe in 

witchcraft and seek assistance from witchdoctors (Hutton, 2017). Similarly, 

according to interviewees, government officials from different parts of the 

country who were directed to work in various positions in Mwanza also engaged 

in witchcraft practices, so they did not provide information to the respective 

legal authorities for the control of killings of PWA. This discrepancy between the 

law’s denial of the existence of witches and their widespread belief created 

 
28 TNA, Tanzania Legislative, Witchcraft Ordinance, Cap. 8-Supp-66-70 (1965). 

29 TNA, Tanzania Legislative, Witchcraft Ordinance, Cap. 8-Supp-66-70 (1965). 
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challenges in the investigation and prosecution of those who were responsible 

for crimes against PWA in the region. 

 

Fourth, the regulation also failed to efficiently address the persecution of killers 

of PWA because of the similar functions of witchdoctors and traditional healers 

in the Sukuma.30 Under the premise that witchcraft do not exist, the Witchcraft 

Act prohibits the services of witchdoctors.31 However, for a long period, 

traditional healers have been recognized, allowing them to operate under the 

inherited colonial regulation of 1947 before its amendment in 2002, when the 

Traditional and Alternative Medicines Act was endorsed (Mesaki, 2005). In this 

context, according to Miller (2012), traditional healers were permitted to use their 

supernatural powers to heal patients among the local people (Miller, 2012). In his 

research, Leistner (2014) argues that the practices of traditional healers and 

witchdoctors often overlap. Thus, in various circumstances witchdoctors tended 

to present themselves as traditional healers to continue their services, which 

caused difficulties to prosecute and sentence killers of PWA (Leistner, 2014).  

 

Fifth, the law’s limitations in addressing the culture and beliefs of the Sukuma, 

due to its denial of the existence of witchcraft, influenced some police officials to 

disregard accountability. Policemen who also believed in witchcraft lacked the 

dedication to investigate and prosecute perpetrators (Kibadu & Mligo, 2023). 

Similarly, these government officials often exploited the law’s limitations to 

approach suspected witches in local communities and demanded illegal money 

to increase their income. This level of corruption, which stemmed from the law’s 

 
30 Bertha Ismail, “Tanzania Ordered to Revise Witchcraft Laws to Protect People with Albinism,” 

The Citizen, 5 February 2025. 
31 TNA, Tanzania Legislative, Witchcraft Ordinance, Cap. 8-Supp-66-70 (1965). 



430 

 

  

limitations, rendered police officials ineffective in the investigation and 

prosecution of killings, sending a clear message to perpetrators that the 

government was not fully committed to the safety of PWA in the region 

(Kayupayupa, 2016).   

 

Sixth, it is also important to note that the limitations of the Witchcraft Ordinance 

originate from a statement that stipulates that it is an offence to claim that 

someone practices witchcraft without providing evidence.32 The punishment of 

local people who accused others of practicing witchcraft without confirmation 

sent a strong message to the public that such accusation was an abuse of the law 

(Sulu, 2018). This scenario created a significant challenge as an impediment to 

investigators of killings in the Mwanza region. An interlocutor mentioned: 

“Local people who had information about killers of PWA refused to notify police 

officials or other authorities in the area due to the fear of being charged with a 

criminal offence under the regulation.” 

 

The last limitation of the Witchcraft Act stems from the section that allows 

regional or district commissioners to remove suspected witches from one area 

and reside in another without any legal procedure.33 According to interlocutors, 

it appears that this section of the law was passed to fulfill the government’s 

requirement to gain popularity from its citizens rather than to focus on legal 

measures. One interlocutor commented: “In this case, the law influenced many 

local people to believe that the only significant repercussion for a suspected 

person in one location was resettlement in another.” Another interlocutor added: 

“This provision inspired some members of the Sukuma community to practice 

 
32 TNA, Tanzania Legislative, Witchcraft Ordinance, Cap. 8-Supp-66-70 (1965). 
33 TNA, Tanzania Legislative, Witchcraft Ordinance, Cap. 8-Supp-66-70 (1965). 
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witchcraft without fear of the law, which created difficulties in the extermination 

of killings of PWA.”   

 

Conclusion 

The lack of proper supervision in socio-economic activities has increased poverty 

in Mwanza, resulting in inadequate education for many local people. This lack of 

awareness has influenced some individuals to seek wealth and a better life 

through the illogical use of organs from PWA as ingredients in medicine for 

good fortune. However, inherited colonial witchcraft law designed for different 

British cultures is not readily applicable to the Sukuma social system of beliefs. 

The Tanzanian government’s efforts to use this inherited law to eradicate the 

killings of PWA have been unsuccessful because of its denial of the existence of 

witchcraft, a belief held by the Sukuma.  

 

To effectively combat the killings of PWA nationwide, the government should 

not only rely on enacted laws, but also involve all stakeholders in finding 

permanent solutions. Efforts should be made to address the root causes of 

poverty that drive local people to engage in killings of PWA. The government 

should comprehensively invest in different sectors to ensure that its citizens have 

access to improved educational programs, agricultural equipment, water 

facilities, healthcare amenities, and communication networks. Additionally, the 

government should invite various organizations to conduct national mass 

awareness campaigns for several years to dispel myths associated with albinism 

and the existence of witchcraft beliefs. 
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