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Public Health and ‘Witchcraft’ Beliefs: An Overview

Presentation by Gary Foxcroft, Executive Director, Witchcraft and Human Rights Information Network (WHRIN)



WHRIN is a small NGO working to promote awareness and understanding of human
rights violations that are committed around the world due to the beliefs in witchcraft,
spirit possession, magic and human sacrifice.

The WHRIN network is made up of over 1,000 activists, academics, practitioners, policy
makers and survivors of abuse.

Our vision is of a world where all people can live freely without fear of their rights being
abused due to these harmful beliefs and practices.
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* Since 2012 WHRIN has been working to raise awareness and understanding of these issues.
Our work is increasingly focused on developing solutions to prevent further abuses.

« 2018 Report of the Independent Expert on the
enjoyment of human rights by persons with albinism on
the expert workshop on witchcraft and human rights
stated that:

“ Witchcraft is a deeply rooted reality, engrained in

societies that serve as a system of explanation as well as

of exploitation of misfortune. It is fuelled by misbeliefs in
supernatural powers and misconceptions of public health
issues”.
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Recommendations from the report highlighted the need to:

* Improve primary health care and health education about disease to reduce the
belief in witchcraft as a cause of illness;

e Carry out multi-stakeholder campaigns to dismantle myths that promote
witchcraft-related harm;

 Address the beliefs and motivation behind witchcraft accusations and ritual
attacks;

e Carry out education and awareness campaigns, including health awareness.



¥ WHRIN

* Most cases WHRIN have documented are linked to a prevailing public health
condition

* They are also located in places where access to health services remains very low

 The trigger for abuses is often a community member becoming ill or dying. The
wider family and community members then often blame a vulnerable member

of the community for this misfortune and accuse them of being a witch and
therefore causing the illness or death.

* People who are suffering from public health conditions themselves are also
particularly vulnerable to witchcraft accusations and ritual attacks.
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 What is witchcraft? There is no universally accepted definition of witchcraft
and the term means different things to different people in different places.
Primarily witchcraft can be seen as a negative, malevolent force which is used

by people — witches — in the spirit realm to bring about harm in the physical
realm. It is the art of doing evil.

* The central questions that beliefs in witchcraft provide an answers for are
“Why me?”, “Why now?” and “Who is to blame?” Such questions are likely to
arise no matter how the disease is interpreted. Put simply, all ilinesses are
believed to have a spiritual dimension.



Bwhriv

* Spirit possession is the supposed control of a human body by spirits, demons
or gods . The concept of spirit possession exists in most religions.

* Perceived Magical Powers of Certain Body Parts — Most especially related to
the killings of persons with albinism due to belief their body parts hold magical
powers.

* Family Curses — These are believed to be reoccurring problems that steal, kill,
and destroy, such as sickness.

* Evil eye - The evil eye is a curse believed to be cast by a malevolent glare,
usually given to a person when he/she is unaware. Many cultures believe that
receiving the evil eye will cause misfortune or injury.
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* Unexplained death and ilinesses
* HIV/AIDS

e Ritual Killing: Body Parts for
Cures

* Ritual Rape for Good Health

* Malaria

* Measles

* Child Developmental Concerns
 Mental lliness

Albinism

Epilepsy

Dementia

Sickle Cell Anaemia
Bloodshot Eyes
Elephantiasis
Arthritis

Cancers

Infertility

Blindness
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The Invention of Child
Witches

in the Democratic Republic of Congo

Table 1- Signs of witcheraft in a child, according to pastors and families

Physical signs

Character

Behaviour

Invisible signs

Strange
appearance, ill-
health, thinmness,
too small for their
age. pot-bellicd
stomach or a mal-
nourished look,
scabies on their
head, dirtiness, rod
lips or eves,
dealness, ugliness,
voung body buat
old face, epilepsy

Agoressive, untidy,
disobedient, sad,
mentally retarded,
impolite, full of
hatred, mysterious,
disrespectful, quick-
tempered, unruly,
liar, hypocrite, Loo
e, OO wWise,
provocative, too
apern, Courageos,
jealous, too fearful,
astulbbor,
incomprehensible,
solitary, too clever,
weak, naughty,
wviclent, fearless,
quiet, rude, mad,
curiowus, incredulowus,
selfish, insensitive,
lazy,

inattentive, ruthless,
wants to bo superior,
doesn't like visitors,
creative and full of
initiabive, unerateful

Steal, never look
people in the eyes,
transform themselves
or their toys, do not
slecp al night or sleep
badly, eat a lot, practise
sexual abandon, do not
hear or do nol listern Lo
what is being said to
them, have epileptic
fits, wel the bed,
defecate in their
clothes, talk to
themselves, sleepwalk,
collect rubbish,
wander, don't studw,
go oub even when they
are ill.

They ealt human
flesh, they cast
spells over their
tamily, they hawve
spiritual sex and
this causes sterility,
they are dangerous
murderers and
assassins at night,
thew zo out at
night bo hewitch
people, they have
the power to go
out even it they are
shut in, they are
behind natural
disasters such as
the destruction of
roads and
unemployment,
they paralyse
=ocial life,

cause road traffic
accidenits,
epidemics




Linking Pathogen Prevalence and ‘Witchcraft’

* Recent study, which was published online Oct. 30 in the Royal Society
journal highlighted that, in places where infectious diseases were
historically widespread, "people were more likely to believe in the devil,
the malevolent power of the evil eye and in witches who channel evil”.
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Vulnerable Groups - Women
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Vulnerable Groups — Non normative Bodies

Mozambique: Wave of Murders Based on Africans’ Belief That
the Heads of Bald Men Contain Gold



Human Rights Violations Linked to Public Health and ‘Witchcraft’ Beliefs

e Killings
 Mutilation
* Exploitation and sale of persons, organs and body

parts
e Ritual rape
* Burnings

 Banishment and displacement

 Grave desecration

 Robberies, both of property and human remains

e Torture, cruel, inhuman and / or degrading
treatment

e Stigmatisation of victims and their family members
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Witchcraft and Public Health Epidemics - Ebola

NGO worker, Sierra Leone - “The impact of beliefs on witchcraft on both the
medical and community education is immense. We work in communities
highly affected who just fail to respond to key messages on staying safe and
attribute family members dying to witchcraft, children surviving to them be
witches you name it. | was in a village where a corpse was dug out of the
grave , because a few of the elders felt they were haunted by the dead man'’
spirit for not giving him a full traditional burial. The whole community then
took part in the washing of the corpse... the result is they are dying like flies,
getting very sick and still attribute this to the curse of the dead man. | have
never seen burial teams and ambulances so active, all because of the belief

in witchcraft.”.

e There also exists the belief that the health professionals are witches who
aim to use parts of their victims’ corpses in powerful sorcery.

* In some areas the hostility against medical teams has resulted, not
merely in riots, but in their being chased away by a weapon-wielding
mob.

* 1In 2019 in DRC two facilities of Medicins Sans Frontieres was burned
down due to local beliefs in witchcraft.




Witchcraft and Public Health Epidemics — HIV/AIDS

Widely documented that belief in magic and witchcraft contributes
to misconceptions and the spread of HIV in Africa.

Symptoms of AIDS - diarrhea, tuberculosis, and wasting are the
classic symptoms of poisoning through witchcraft.

Many believe that HIV may have spiritual causes, notably
witchcraft attacks or loss of protection from ancestors through
violating cultural taboos.

Widows in some parts of Africa are expected to engage in
unprotected sex in order to "cleanse" them. The belief is that the
husband's spirit will return otherwise, cursing the family.

As Adam Ashforth observes, ‘a disease or complex of symptoms
better suited to interpretation within the witchcraft paradigm than
AIDS would be hard to imagine.'
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Throughout history and all around the world, beliefs
in witchcraft intensify during times of general social
anxiety

Covid-19 is expected to lead to a significant rise in
cases of harmful practices linked to accusations of
witchcraft and ritual attacks

This will likely be the result of the mystification of the
virus; lack of medical understanding of the virus and
symptoms; and through the actions of community
leaders professing alternative cures

In Africa the social and economic impact of the
lockdown itself is likely to have a far greater impact

India: Hindu priest beheads man in human sacrifice at
Indian temple in a bid to end coronavirus

Haiti: Girl dies after witch doctor gives her turtle
blood to drink as 'coronavirus cure’

Kenya: Miji Kenda elders,conducted traditional rituals in the
community's sacred forest, cursing the "COVID-19 evil spirit."

Kenya: DARK FORCES - Matuga residents say witchcraft killing
business - They say sorcerers have intensified their work in the
area and ruined the local economy.

Africa: People with albinism are being blamed for the spread of the
coronavirus in Africa because of their 'whiteness'

than the virus itself Tanzania - President John Magufuli has been singled out as an outlier in the fight

against COVID-19. He was quoted saying God, not masks, is the answer to fighting
the pandemic.
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* Lack of access to public health
facilities and spiritual beliefs drive
those in need to witchdoctors and
traditional healers

 Many witchdoctors and traditional
healers claim to be able to cure
various illnesses

* |In Sierra Leone for example there
are two psychiatrists and around
45,000 witchdoctors

* They are both a key part of the
problem and the solution



Traditional healer David
Conteh mixes pastes and
tinctures out of powders,
roots and leaves to drive
away evil spirits, he says




HL\1 (H L\Hr u ’M RICHTS

\||

WHRIN

The Role of Faith Leaders

Those with sickness are often taken to
faith leaders to cure the illness, which is
seen as having a spiritual source

Exorcism is a key tool used by faith
leaders to drive out the devil or evil spirits

This is often commercialised, with those
affected paying large fees for ‘treatment’

Faith leaders are a significant part of the
solution to combating these practices
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Previous Interventions

DON'T BE FOOLED
, AIDS IS NOT WITCHCRAFT
LA

sk lEPSY ?f AIDS IS REAL
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Epilepsy is caused FACT

o Epllepsy s o dnecte ke smy other dheose.

by witcheraft Epilepsy is coused by a

number of environmental
& genatic factors.
However, an underlying
cause is sometimes not
found

g"‘ Hoakh Laucation and
NeRD Favarch Qrgoniuoen

AEpilopsyMyth

o Epilepsy is not comad by witdheraft e
evil spirits.

o You canmot catch epihepsy throogh the selive
of the patiest.

o Epilepty con be treated ead costrolled with
meodern dregs.

© Help the potient baving epleptic fit: remeove
hirs froe bormful objects.

@ Remember, tpilepry can be hreated; see @
medical dector todey!
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STICK TO ONE PARTNER
OR USE A CONDOM
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AI bi n ism in Afri ca Coventry University (UK), The Commonwealth

Albinism in Malawi

Promating Inclsion for chikdren with albnism

Secretariat and Sightsavers,

Special thanks to the families living with albinism
and members of the albinism associations in botl

Al childron are. A QiR Zambia and Malawi, for their support and ideas.

from God...my baby
just has albinism

Information for children and

young people
In this booklet Dr Patricia Lund of Coventry University

(plund@coyentry acuk| shares her experiences of working
with people in Zimbabwe, South Africa, Malawi, Zambia and

Ghana by answering guestions she has been asked over the

\ past 20 years.
TAANE Tha Albne foascashan of Mibas:
A sroretizriorz s e e Thanks are due to the many people who have contributed,
D P 2 L - L0 2w o including families with albénssm, teachers, health care
. e ot professionals, education officials, development workers and INlustrations: www.teresa-robertson.co,uk

academic colleagues.
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For three years, Standing Voice has supported a
talented collective of advocates and performers
from across Tanzania in their mission to demystify
albinism through interactive theatre. In a
captivating display of creativity and courage, the
Hadithi Storytelling and Performance Group
harnesses the power of song, dance and
participatory drama to dispel popular myths and
spark community dialogue around albinism.
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* Demystification of public health conditions is clearly a significant part of
the solution to prevent further human rights abuses linked to beliefs in
‘witchcraft’

* A response will need to:
v Acknowledge the reality of the beliefs

v'Include voices and perspectives from communities, public health workers,
faith leaders, witchdoctors and traditional healers

v'Be adaptable to different cultures and beliefs
v'Be simple, cost effective and scalable
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Thank You!

www.whrin.org/witch-way-forward

WITCH WAY
FO RWARD



http://www.whrin.org/witch-way-forward

