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Abstract 

It cannot be denied that myths and superstitions have endured 
through history and that people have been affected by them 
since the beginning of time. Superstitious beliefs and myths that 
result in the victimization of persons with albinism (PWA) are 
centuries old, are present in cultural attitudes and practised 
around the world. In Africa and in Tanzania in particular, PWAs 
have also been targeted because of harmful speculation and 
unfounded myths which place their lives at risk. As members of 
society PWA have human rights that need to be protected 
against any kind of violation, particularly against being killed, 
tortured and discriminated against. This article analyses various 
legal provisions that protect the rights of PWA as articulated in 
various UN covenants and conventions as well as regional 
treaties and national laws. 

Secondary data are consulted to examine the extent of the 
erroneous beliefs which heavily fuel the persecution and killing 
of PWA. It is found that there are deep-seated myths, 
superstitions and harmful cultural beliefs the existence of which 
seems to pose a serious obstacle to the implementation of the 
law and the protection of the rights of PWA in Tanzania. The 
article recommends awareness-raising and education in general 
for Tanzanian society as an approach towards the protection of 
PWA. 
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1 Introduction 

Superstitions and myths have endured through the course of history and 

have evolved from time to time. Most people, at some point in their lives, 

have encountered them. Myths and superstitions have been a crucial part 

of their cultures, relating to their methods of worshipping, being harbingers 

of good or bad luck, predicting of the future, healing, and preventing disease 

and accidents.1 Every society has at some time or other possessed within 

itself myths and superstitions. They can be found in different societies all 

over the world, but some may be limited to one continent, region, country, 

village, ward, clan/tribe/ethnicity/race, family and so on, and sometimes to 

one social group.2 African history discloses the existence of numerous 

myths that can be distilled from stories. One of these involves albinism. Like 

many other things in Africa's diverse cultures, albinism is surrounded by 

many harmful cultural beliefs and superstitions. This has people regard 

PWA with suspicion and fear. Many societies consider PWA evil, 

mysterious, and often, incapable of doing things that other human beings 

with no albinism can do. 

Myths and superstitions against PWA may have their origins in Neolithic 

Eastern European cultures where, at that time, death was personified as "a 

pallid woman with light hair".3 Noteworthy is the fact that in European 

tradition the fear of vampires and other renowned "undead" apparitions with 

a "deathly pallor" could also have played a role in fuelling discrimination 

against PWA.4 According to the National Organization for Albinism and 

Hypopigmentation (NOAH), which exists in the United States and Canada 

and is a non-profit advocacy group for PWAs, sixty-eight films that portray 

or attribute negative characteristics to PWA have been released.5 For 

example, a film based on Wells' 1897 science-fiction novel portrays the 

supernatural powers of "The Invisible Man".6 This fictional character uses a 
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1  Agazue Role of Culture.  
2  Agazue Role of Culture.  
3  OHCHR 2019 https://uganda.ohchr.org/Content/publications/Albinism_Analysis_ 

eport_2019.pdf. 
4  OHCHR 2019 https://uganda.ohchr.org/Content/publications/Albinism_Analysis_ 

Report_2019.pdf. 
5  Schiappa Beyond Representational Correctness 6. 
6  Schiappa Beyond Representational Correctness 6.  
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scientific invention which makes him capable of becoming invisible. 

Nevertheless, the film sent a message to superstitious societies that such 

"magic" was possible because the man who performed it had no pigment.7 

What contributed to the powerful influence of this film was that, subsequent 

to his experimentation, "The Invisible Man" eventually became totally 

deranged, which identified him as a "desperado albino".8 This alienated him 

from society and people were no longer interested in supporting him even 

in normal daily activities.9 The alienation became extreme when people 

thought that even the law no longer applied to the "Invisible Man" because 

he could not be arrested and brought to trial.10 He therefore plotted a "reign 

of terror", dreaming of fathering a novel master race of invisible men.11 

It is indisputable that people in Africa and in particular in Tanzania have 

different beliefs about people with albinism.12 In Tanzania these beliefs vary 

from one tribe and community to another.13 For example, some of the tribes 

in Tanzania believe that persons with albinism are not human beings but 

ghosts.14 They are targeted because of such false beliefs and therefore 

discriminated against, which a situation which places their lives at risk. 

This article discusses the nature of superstition and myths about PWA in 

Tanzania and how some societies have perpetrated discriminatory acts 

against PWAs as an outcome of these false beliefs. The paper discusses 

the ramifications of these in the context of the rights of PWA. The paper 

further explains the conflict between superstitions, harmful cultural beliefs 

and human rights. Various findings made from legal, medical and social 

perspectives that endeavor to illuminate the existence of PWA were 

consulted and referred to. It is submitted that there are deep-seated harmful 

cultural beliefs which seem to pose serious obstacles to the implementation 

of the law and the protection of the rights of PWA in Tanzania. 

1.1  What is superstition? 

In this article, superstition is construed to be 

… an irrational belief that an object, action, or circumstance not logically 
related to a course of events influences its outcome, or a belief, practice, or 

                                            
7  Schiappa Beyond Representational Correctness 5. 
8  Schiappa Beyond Representational Correctness 5. 
9  Schiappa Beyond Representational Correctness 5. 
10  Schiappa Beyond Representational Correctness 5. 
11  Schiappa Beyond Representational Correctness 5. 
12  Ntetema 2007 http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/7148673.stm. 
13  Ntetema 2007 http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/7148673.stm. 
14  Farmer 2004 Dev World Bioeth 17. 
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rite irrationally maintained by ignorance of the laws of nature or by faith in 
magic or chance.15 

Various superstitious practices suggest false explanations of natural events. 

Inquisitiveness about things that are hidden or are still in the future also 

plays a considerable part. For example, one can discern it in the various 

kinds of divination. With this in mind, superstitions may roughly be classified 

as cultural, personal or religious. 

1.2 What are harmful cultural beliefs? 

There is no universally and clear agreed definition of harmful cultural beliefs 

and practices. However, article 1(e) of the Disability Protocol defines 

"harmful practices" as including behaviour, attitudes and practices based on 

tradition, culture, religion, superstition or other factors which negatively 

affect the human rights and fundamental freedoms of persons with 

disabilities, or which perpetuate discrimination.16 Moreover, harmful cultural 

beliefs and practices are systems of thought that lead to specific value-

based discrimination against particular group of people, and they challenge 

the human rights of the people affected by them.17 For example, in many 

Africa societies and in Tanzania in particular people with albinism have been 

associated with witchcraft and it is believed that they are not human beings 

but rather that they are ghosts. Some believe that PWA are cursed, and that 

when their body parts are mixed with charms they can bring wealth and 

prosperity.18 The killing of PWA is considered or presented by its 

perpetrators as part of accepted cultural practice.19 However, on the face of 

it this is in violation of their right to life. Article 11 of the Disability Protocol20 

therefore obliges the state to take measures to eliminate harmful practices 

perpetrated on persons with disabilities, including witchcraft, abandonment, 

concealment, ritual killings or the association of disability with omens. 

The authors of this paper is of the view that, despite the existence of 

harmful cultural beliefs and practices, there are many positive cultural 

beliefs and practices in communities, such as those offering social benefits 

                                            
15  Wordnik 2012 https://www.wordnik.com/words/superstition. 
16  Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities in Africa (2018) (Disability Protocol). 
17  Kajiru Clash between Harmful Cultural Beliefs and Human Rights 102. 
18  Kajiru Clash between Harmful Cultural Beliefs and Human Rights 102. 
19  OHCHR date unknown https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/FactSheet23 

en.pdf. 
20  OHCHR date unknown https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/FactSheet23 

en.pdf. 
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and those promoting equality and social solidarity which therefore need to 

be protected when working to end harmful cultural beliefs and practices.  

1.3 What is Albinism? 

According to the National Organization for Albinism and Hypopigmentation, 

"albinism in humans is the absence of melanin or colour in any or all of the 

person's skin, hair and eyes."21 Albinism is said to be a world-wide genetic 

trait that affects all genders and races.22 It "results in the birth of a child 

whose appearance is markedly pale (mostly white) compared to both 

parents."23  

2 The rights of persons with Albinism 

This part of the paper examines the numerous international conventions, 

regional treaties and national laws that protect PWA. Although most legal 

instruments do not specifically address issues of PWA, a broad and 

generous explanation of the provisions in these instruments can be used to 

protect the rights of PWA in Tanzania. The Tanzanian government has 

ratified most of the conventions that protect human rights and under article 

26 of the Vienna Convention Tanzania is bound to adhere in good faith to 

the standards enshrined in the various international treaties by 

domesticating these treaties.  

2.1  The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR)24 

The UDHR is a source of what has been achieved for human rights at the 

international, regional, national, and local level.25 The development of 

mechanisms for the protection of human rights at the United Nations has 

been directly linked with the UDHR.26 The creation of a human rights culture 

in which everybody participates, beyond divisive ideologies, is the ultimate 

vision of the UDHR.27 The UDHR stipulates that all people in the world are 

entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in the declaration, without 

distinction of any kind.28 In a broad interpretation, the UDHR protects PWA 

as they form part of the human family and they are entitled to equal 

protection, among other entitlements. PWA have rights to life, dignity and 

freedom like any other person in society, as it is provided under article 1 of 

                                            
21  NOAH 2018 https://www.albinism.org. 
22  NOAH 2018 https://www.albinism.org. 
23  NOAH 2018 https://www.albinism.org. 
24  The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) (UDHR). 
25  Stamatopoulou 1999 ILSA J Int'l & Comp L 282. 
26  Stamatopoulou 1999 ILSA J Int'l & Comp L 282. 
27  Article 2 of the UDHR. 
28  Article 2 of the UDHR. 

https://www.albinism.org/
https://www.albinism.org/
https://www.albinism.org/
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the UDHR that "all human beings are born free and equal in dignity and 

rights." Thus, the characterisation as PWA is not a ticket to justify violation 

and the infringement of their rights. Tanzania is bound to advocate, teach 

and educate its citizens about human rights issues and promote respect for 

the dignity of PWA.  

2.2  The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR)29 

The ICCPR provides for the protection of civil and political rights, and this 

paper finds that articles 6 and 7 of the ICCPR are relevant to the protection 

of the rights of persons with disabilities, including PWA. Article 6 provides 

for the right to life and article 7 provides for the right to freedom from torture, 

punishment and cruel or inhumane or degrading treatment. These rights 

may be violated when persons with disabilities are placed in inappropriate 

environments. This is to say, PWA rights may be violated when are exposed 

to conditions that put their lives in danger, thus violating their rights to life, 

freedom from discrimination and livelihoods, for instance. Obviously, the 

killing of PWA is a violation of the numerous rights guaranteed under the 

ICCPR. 

2.3  The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights (ICESCR)30 

The ICESCR states clearly in its preamble that the rights entrenched in it 

are derived from the inherent dignity of the human person. It is significant 

and indisputable that the preamble responds to the rights of persons with 

disabilities, including PWAs. Further, article 2(2) of the ICESCR provides 

that "the states parties to the present Covenant undertake to guarantee that 

the rights enunciated in the present Covenant will be exercised without 

discrimination of any kind as to race, colour, sex, language, religion, political 

or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status." 

Hence, the ICESCR generally ensures equality for PWA. 

2.4  The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Racial Discrimination (ICERD)31 and the Convention on the 

                                            
29  The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966) (ICCPR). 
30  The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966) 

(ICESCR). 
31  The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 

(1965) (ICERD). 
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Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

(CEDAW)32 

The ICERD and the CEDAW establish the principle of non-discrimination 

with respect to the enjoyment of all human rights for the categories of 

persons covered. Specifically, these conventions are of obvious importance 

in the context of discrimination against people and add to the general 

provisions against discrimination in the ICCPR and the ICESCR. PWA are 

specifically suffering in this respect, as they are being discriminated against 

because they are disabled, and they belong to the category which is 

regarded as a curse in most African societies.33  

2.5  The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

(CRPD)34 

The CRPD promotes, protects and ensures the full and equal enjoyment of 

fundamental freedoms by all persons with disabilities, and respect for their 

inherent dignity. Article 1 of the CRPD includes all groups of people who 

have long-term disabilities, and prohibits the erection of any barrier that may 

hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with 

others. Article 10 insists that persons with disabilities have the right to enjoy 

life on an equal basis with others. This Article states that no one may deprive 

another person of the right to enjoy his/her life. So the humanity of PWA is 

fully acknowledged, regardless of the myths, in terms of their rights. PWA 

are human beings. The worst discrimination against PWA is their 

dehumanisation, which lays the foundation for horrifying physical attacks 

against them. 

2.6  African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights (African Charter)35 

Article 2 of the African Charter states that "every individual shall be entitled 

to the enjoyment of the rights and freedoms recognised and guaranteed in 

the African Charter without distinction." According to the African Charter, 

"human beings are inviolable and … every human being shall be entitled to 

respect for his life and the integrity of his person and no one may be 

arbitrarily deprived of this right."36 This is to the effect that persons with 

albinism cannot be devalued, and like any other persons, they have the right 

to enjoy life and live in peace without violence. 

                                            
32  The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

(1979). 
33  Article 1 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2007) (CRPD). 
34  The CRPD. 
35  The African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights (1981) (African Charter). 
36  Article 4 the African Charter. 
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2.7  The Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples' 

Rights on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in Africa 

(Disability Protocol)37 

The Disability Protocol provides that the rights and dignity of persons with 

disabilities should be promoted, protected and ensured in order to enable 

them to enjoy fully and equally all their human rights and fundamental 

freedoms. Article 2 of the Protocol requires States Parties to take 

appropriate and effective measures to ensure, protect and promote the 

rights and dignity of persons with disabilities, without discrimination on the 

basis of disability. Thus, the states are required to adopt appropriate 

measures for the implementation of the rights recognised in the present 

protocol. Thus, Tanzania is also bound to take all appropriate measures to 

ensure, promote and protect PWA's rights accordingly. 

2.8  The Constitution of the United Republic of Tanzania (CURT)38 

Apart from the international conventions, under article 13 the CURT 

guarantees equal rights to all persons. That being the case, PWA are not 

excluded. PWAs are human beings, are hence born free and are equal to 

other human beings, although these rights seem to be obscured in Tanzania 

due to the prevalent discrimination against PWA. 

2.9  The Persons with Disability Act (2010 Act)39 

Section 4(a) provides for respect for human dignity and an individual's 

freedom, and prohibits discrimination against PWD.40 This means that PWD 

are bound to enjoy their lives, and that in no circumstances are they to be 

discriminated against, excluded or restricted because of their disability, as 

that would affect, impair or nullify their recognition, enjoyment or exercise 

on an equal basis of their fundamental rights and freedoms.  

In Tanzania, history has shown that tribes like the Mang'ati, Maasai and 

Wachagga are the leading culprits in spreading various myths against 

PWA.41 For example, it is alleged that a child who is born with albinism in 

these tribes is killed instantly at birth.42 To them a child with albinism is a 

                                            
37  The Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities in Africa (2018) (Disability Protocol). 
38  The Constitution of the United Republic of Tanzania, 1977 (as amended). 
39  The Persons with Disability Act 9 of 2010 (2010 Act).  
40  Section 4(a) of the 2010 Act. 
41  Possi and Possi 2017 ADRY 120. 
42  Possi and Possi 2017 ADRY 120. 
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result of bewitchment in the family, or the child is a curse, or it is a 

punishment inflicted by an angry god for some wrongs done by the family.43 

3 Prevailing myths, superstitions and harmful cultural 

beliefs pertaining to PWA in Tanzania 

The discussion below highlights several harmful culture beliefs, dangerous 

myths and superstitions that endanger the lives of PWA. Examples are the 

myth that albinism brings bad luck and that it is a curse,44 the result of 

witchcraft, a sign that the ancestors are unhappy, or evidence of the 

mother's infidelity. There is also the belief that the body parts of PWA can 

bring wealth and good luck when ground into witchcraft potions, that such 

people do not die but only disappear, and that PWA are not human beings 

but ghosts.45 Some societies also believe that albinism occurs when a 

pregnant woman scolds or laugh at someone living with albinism or when 

she has sexual interaction with a mzungu (i.e. a white man).46 

3.1 PWA: an international phenomenon 

Persons with albinism are found in all societies of the world and on all the 

continents – Europe, Africa, America and Asia.47 A report by the National 

Organization for Albinism and Hypopigmentation (NOAH) reveals that the 

prevalence of albinism varies across the world.48 The report suggests that 

in North America49 and Europe an estimated one in every 20,000 persons 

has some form of albinism. However, all over the world persons with 

albinism are continuously facing prejudiced perceptions based on their 

outward appearance.50 In many cultures persons with albinism are 

portrayed as possessing supernatural powers, and discrimination and bias 

against their appearance is to be found in art, films, and fiction.51 For 

example, Barker refers to the 1978 comic film Foul Play, directed by Colin 

Higgins, which presents an albino as a killer with a murderous character.52 

Also the 2006 film The Da Vinci Code, directed by Ron Howard, which is 

                                            
43  Possi and Possi 2017 ADRY 120. 
44  Possi and Possi 2017 ADRY 120. 
45  Possi and Possi 2017 ADRY 121. 
46  Possi and Possi 2017 ADRY 120. 
47  NOAH 2018 https://www.albinism.org. 
48  NOAH 2018 https://www.albinism.org. 
49  NOAH 2018 https://www.albinism.org. 
50  Lipenga and Ngwira 2018 DGS 1472. 
51  Possi and Possi 2017 ADRY 118. 
52  Lipenga and Ngwira 2018 DGS 1472. 

https://www.albinism.org/
https://www.albinism.org/
https://www.albinism.org/
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based on a novel of the same name by Dan Brown, stereotypes an albino 

character as a unique and disturbing killer.53 

PWA are also found in other African countries such as Nigeria, South Africa, 

Namibia, Malawi and Zimbabwe,54 and the literature describes clear 

examples of discrimination and marginalisation aimed at them in these 

countries as well.55 It is argued in the literature that what really differentiates 

them from one another is the treatment they receive, based on the 

perceptions of the societies in which they live.56 For example it has been 

reported that PWA are in distress because of the challenges they encounter 

in their daily lives. In Nigeria albinos have suffered untold derogatory insults. 

They are called various names depending on the tribes they belong to. 

Thus, the Yoruba call them Afin, which is [an] insult. The Igbo call them 

Ayarin, the Edo people call them Ebo or Akwa, the Ibom people call them 

Bakara, while the Hausa call them Bature Ntuda. All of these names mean 

"fake white man".57  

This derogatory term means "an albino Negro; a freak someone who is not 

up to the mark of normality".58 Under the Same Sun (UTSS) provides 

epidemiological data on albinism based on a public survey in African 

countries that was published by the World Health Organization (WHO) in 

2006. This organisation mentions a prevalence of 1 in 100. The prevalence 

of PWA in South Africa is estimated at 1 in 11 545, in Zimbabwe at 1 in 6 

531, in Tanzania at 1 in 270 000, and in Nigeria at 1 in 8 267.59 With regard 

to the above estimates, one can argue that PWA are found not only in 

Tanzania but across Africa. In this context Tanzanian society therefore 

needs to understand that albinism is a worldwide genetic problem as it 

affects all people of all races across the world.60 Tanzanians have to 

understand that many people in the world are carriers of the recessive gene 

that causes albinism, and that it is a genetic condition which is a problem 

that is passed on from parents to children. 

3.2 Albinism is a curse 

In many diverse cultures in Africa there are various myths and beliefs that 

ascribe albinism to a curse by the gods or by dead ancestors.61 Some 

                                            
53  Dahl 1993 CJC 118. 
54  Hong, Zeeb and Repacholi 2006 BMC Public Health 212. 
55  Hong, Zeeb and Repacholi 2006 BMC Public Health 212. 
56  Hong, Zeeb and Repacholi 2006 BMC Public Health 212. 
57  Aiyetoro and Olaoye 2016 Pivot Journal 233. 
58  Phatoli, Bila and Ross 2015 AJOD 106. 
59  Hong, Zeeb and Repacholi 2006 BMC Public Health 212. 
60  Marcon and Maia 2019 ABD 504. 
61  Brocco 2016 Anthropol Med 233. 



I KAJIRU & I NYIMBI  PER / PELJ 2020 (23)  11 

people even believe that contact with a PWA can result in bad luck, 

sickness, or even death.62 Moreover, in some societies giving birth to a baby 

with albinism is something that carries severe stigma.63  

Myths and superstitions against PWA have led to discrimination, teasing 

and verbal abuse and, worst of all, killings.64 In many cases, and especially 

in rural villages, people with albinism are shut away and cut off from 

society.65 However, ostracising them from society is a violation of their 

rights, as stipulated under article 2 of the UDHR and other international 

conventions and national legislation. However, the parents or relatives 

choose to lock PWA indoors for their own safety and for "security purposes". 

Freedom of movement is stipulated under article 17 of the CURT and the 

equality of all people is also recognized,66 yet PWA seem to be excluded 

from these fundamental rights as their lives are constantly at risk.  

In this regard, it is argued that it is the most important function of CURT is 

to uphold the equality of the rights of all Tanzanians. As the "mother law" in 

the country, CURT lists equality first in the order of rights to stress its 

importance. Moreover, it is also important to comply with the international 

instruments as provided for under article 26 of the Vienna Convention. From 

the legal point of view human rights, albinism must be considered as a 

disability instead of a curse. It has been pointed out that from a medical 

point of view albinism is only a condition of the human body which results in 

a distortion of skin pigmentation.67 

3.3 Albino body parts can bring a blessing or good luck 

The report by the Special Representative of the Secretary-General of the 

UN on violence against children with albinism indicates that "persons with 

albinism are perceived as a curse from the gods and a charm made from 

their body parts is considered to have magical powers that bring wealth, 

success and good luck."68 It is also believed that a person who drinks the 

blood of a person with albinism will receive magical powers.69 This ritual, 

which is associated with witchcraft, is said to be more powerful if the victim 

screams during the amputation, so body parts are often cut from live victims, 

                                            
62  Braathen and Ingstad 2016 Disability and Society 599. 
63  Masanja 2015 IJER 244. 
64  Schühle Medicine Murder of People with Albinism 219. 
65  Possi and Possi 2017 ADRY 123. 
66  Article 12(2) of the CURT. 
67  UTSS 2012 https://underthesamesun.com/sites/default/files/UTSS%20report%20 

to%20UN%20-%20REPORT.pdf. 
68  ACPF 2014 https://violenceagainstchildren.un.org/sites/violenceagainstchildren.un. 

org/files/document_files/africanreport_on_violence_against_children2014.pdf. 
69  Kajiru Clash between Harmful Cultural Beliefs and Human Rights 123. 
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especially children.70 It is revealed that in the context of harmful cultural 

beliefs witchdoctors have influenced the huge demand for PWA's body 

parts, resulting in the killing of these people in East Africa and Tanzania in 

particular.71 

In most cases the perpetrators of the murder of PWA are predominantly 

witchdoctors.72 Witchdoctors are indirectly involved in the murder of PWA 

by simply directing those who come to see them to bring them the body-

parts and/or blood of PWA.73 In some cases witchdoctors allegedly advise 

their clients to drink the blood or consume the body parts in order to obtain 

wealth.74 Because society perceives PWA as "sacrificial lambs", people 

accept the advice without qualms. Tanzanian society believes in witchcraft 

to boost economic welfare, and therefore the incidence of the killing of PWA 

is clear evidence of the belief in witchcraft in Tanzania.75 Ritual killing in 

Tanzania, particularly for the purpose of economic gain and good luck, has 

a long history.76 Sanders recalls incidents in 1999 in the Mbeya region in 

southwest Tanzania where youths were reportedly killed and skinned.77 The 

killings reportedly occurred as a result of witchcraft activities.78 The skins of 

the victims were allegedly sold in countries such as Zambia, the Democratic 

Republic of Congo, and Malawi.79 Shockingly, similar incidents involving the 

killing of albinos were reported about ten years later both within and outside 

Tanzania.80 

The selling of PWA's body parts has become a lucrative business, which 

makes it difficult to combat.81 This is because many people hold the belief 

that good luck can be obtained by wearing charms or ingesting potions 

procured from albino body parts.82 It was reported in 2016 that, as of 

October of that year, there had been more than 173 attacks in Tanzania, 

with 76 killings, 74 survivors, 1 abduction, and 22 grave violations of the 

rights of the victims.83 However, it is suggested that the number of attacks 

                                            
70  Kajiru Clash between Harmful Cultural Beliefs and Human Rights 123. 
71  Kajiru Clash between Harmful Cultural Beliefs and Human Rights 123. 
72  Bryceson, Jonsson and Sherrington 2010 JMAS 353. 
73  Bryceson, Jonsson and Sherrington 2010 JMAS 353. 
74  Bryceson, Jonsson and Sherrington 2010 JMAS 353. 
75  Sanders "Save our Skin" 160. 
76  Sanders "Save our Skin" 160. 
77  Sanders "Save our Skin" 160. 
78  Sanders "Save our Skin" 160. 
79  Sanders "Save our Skin" 160. 
80  Jangu Healing Environmental Harms 264.  
81  Uromi 2014 IJER 323.  
82  Uromi 2014 IJER 323. 
83  UTSS 2016 http://www.underthesamesun.com/sites/default/files/Attacks%20of% 

0PWA%20-%201%20page_0.pdf. 



I KAJIRU & I NYIMBI  PER / PELJ 2020 (23)  13 

could be greater than the reported figures, particularly because the sources 

of such information are occluded by the secrecy inherent in witchcraft.84 The 

report also revealed that witchcraft-related crimes continue to be 

problematic because law enforcement structures often find it difficult to deal 

with cases of this nature.85 Owing to the secret nature of witchcraft-related 

rituals and the vulnerability and stigmatisation of the targeted population, it 

is believed that many attacks remain undocumented and unreported.86 

Tragically, albinism has nothing to do with charms or good luck in a real 

life.87 Persons with albinism are just human beings like anyone else and do 

not possess any magical powers.88 Witchdoctors are trying to spread all 

these myths in order to enrich themselves at the expense of the lives of 

others.89 It is absurd to think that a charm or potion concocted from the body 

parts of PWA has magical powers, or that they can bring success, wealth 

and good luck when consumed or worn.  

3.4 People with albinism never die 

In January 2006 the killing of PWA in Tanzania was drawn to public 

consciousness90 when it was reported that the number of outrageous killings 

of PWA had increased and that violations of the right to life had occurred 

through their torture during the practice of witchcraft.91 It was revealed that 

from 2006 to 2014 more than 74 PWA had been violently attacked.92 Most 

of the killings and attacks had occurred in the lake regions, namely Mwanza, 

Shinyanga, Simiyu, Geita, Kagera, and Mara.93 

On 31 January 2013 a 7-year-old boy with albinism was attacked while he 

was asleep.94 The attackers slashed his forehead, right arm and left 

shoulder, and chopped off his left arm above the elbow, using machetes. 

He did not survive the attack.95 His grandfather, a 95-year-old man, was 
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killed while trying to protect his grandson.96 The belief is that such senseless 

attacks are driven by greed and superstition rooted in harmful traditional 

cultural beliefs.97 

According to a report by Under the Same Sun, the killing of a girl with 

albinism also took place on 17 February 2015 in the Geita region. In this 

incident both Yohana's arms and her legs were hacked off. This incident 

was followed by four more killings. On 7 March 2015 a six-year-old boy by 

the name of Baraka Cosmas was also killed in a witchcraft-related incident 

in Kipeta village in the Sumbawanga district; and on 14 May 2015 a 30-year-

old woman known as Limi Luchoma was killed in the Katavi region.98 

Recently, on 12 April 2020, PWA Josephat Torner, who was a great 

Tanzanian human rights activist and resident director of the Josephat 

Torner Foundation Europe (JTFE) died in a car accident.99 The above 

sources state that there is no doubt that a person with albinism dies like any 

other normal person.100 The prevailing myth that PWA simply vanish is 

therefore undeniably refuted by the above evidence as provided by the 

UTSS report. 

3.5 PWA are not human − they are ghosts  

Persons with albinism are often treated as misfits or outcasts.101 As "white-

skinned people in a black society, they are shunned and feared as the 

products of witchcraft, therefore [they are] treated as if they are out of the 

ordinary."102 The idiosyncratic appearance of PWA happens to have a 

powerful impact on their lives from birth until death.103 The powerful effect 

of the negative perceptions and beliefs highlighted above also resonates in 

the mainly negative portrayal of albinism in popular culture, especially in the 

portrayal of PWA in film and fiction.104 This portrayal, referred to as the "evil 

albino bias",105 perpetuates societal intolerance, stereotypes and 

discrimination against this group of vulnerable people by manipulating the 

attitudes and opinions of audiences.106 In this context Mswela argues that 
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realistic attitudes and opinions change radically as a consequence of what 

is seen or heard.107 There is therefore no doubt that Tanzanian society has 

been living with the stories, myths and tales about PWA ever since the 

existence of the state.108 Stereotyping PWA has strengthened and led to the 

stigmatisation and discrimination that accompany albinism.109 

In particular, the distinctive physical differences in the colour of the skin, 

eyes and hair of PWA are reasons why PWA are often isolated, 

discriminated against and rejected by society. Bullying, ridiculing, 

antagonism and rejection are common forms of abuse that PWA must 

endure. Most of the descriptive terms that are used to refer to persons with 

albinism are derogatory and demeaning;110 as such terms seem to suggest 

that PWAs are lesser beings. In Kiswahili, which is spoken by the vast 

majority of Tanzanians, the name for a person with albinism is "zeruzeru", 

meaning "ghost-like creature", while another term refers to an albino as 

"mzungu", meaning "white man". Recently PWAs have been associated 

with the infamous statement "zeruzeru ni dili", which means "an albino is a 

business deal".111 There is no denying that such virulent statements 

increase tensions among PWA and threaten their survival.  

Generally, many African people believe that PWAs are ghosts from Europe 

who carry bad omens.112 Sadly, such superstitious beliefs and racial 

classifications endanger PWA lives. Thus, PWA suffer from a lack of 

positive social relationships, especially in terms of marriage, and are often 

denied the right to find a partner or have a family of their own.113 While 

people who have a normal skin find it quite easy to find partners, PWA are 

usually forced to remain single because no one wants them.114 Their 

families also often refuse to approve the relationships they forge.115 It is also 

revealed that PWA struggle to have relationships with other members of the 

societies in which they live.116 It is suggested that society is largely silent 

about the plight of PWA, and the media have been unable to find a way of 

referring PWA in ways that can bring to the fore their humanity rather than 
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their genetic condition. It is true that, in the world where colour has defined 

so much of people's fate, from slavery to colonialism, PWA are in the 

unfortunate position of not having been born with any, or with very little, and 

thus remain eternal outsiders.117 

The current situation of PWA in Tanzania contravenes their rights as 

stipulated in different treaties and national laws including the UDHR, as well 

as under the CRPD118, the African Charter119 and the CURT.120 The 

government is duty bound to protect its citizens against discrimination. 

When the government fails to discharge its constitutional duties, legal action 

may be taken against the government to secure those rights. Their pale skin 

and hair are a result of their limited melanin, which is responsible for colour 

in the hair and the skin. They are human beings like any other person and 

therefore they deserve respect and protection from all sorts of 

discrimination.  

3.6 Albinism is a contagious condition or disease  

It is believed that contact with PWA can cause diseases or illness. Some 

even go so far as to believe that even eating with, sitting next to, sleeping 

next to, and drinking from the same cup as a person with albinism will cause 

albinism, or you will smell like them or have a child with albinism.121 Many 

tribes in the Lake Victoria area in Tanzania, and especially the Wasukuma, 

believe that albinism is a disease or illness caused by the intervention of an 

agent such as another person, a witch, a sorcerer, a non-human, or a 

supernatural force.122 

Witchcraft beliefs regarding PWAs have been sustained by witchdoctors for 

their own nefarious purposes and have caused severe misunderstanding 

among the population. 

However, it is an unfounded belief that albinism is a communicable or 

contagious disease, as it is a genetic condition and is not contagious.123 

Even blood transfusions do not transmit albinism, as it can be transmitted 

to another person only by genetic means, explicitly from parents to their 

children.124 Although all persons with albinism are to various degrees 

visually impaired, not all PWA are blind. However, they are very sensitive to 
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light due to a lack of melanin. This requires the use of sunglasses to protect 

their eyes from the sun.125 However, regardless of their visual impairment, 

they can see during the day and at night, although they may be either short- 

or long-sighted and may need sight aids. Society needs to understand that 

PWA require basic support to protect them from the harmful ultraviolet 

radiation to which they are particularly vulnerable. Society also needs to 

understand that discrimination and neglect cause extreme pain, and that, 

due to their susceptibility to diseases such as skin cancer, they need love 

and care instead of rejection.  

It is not true that people who share certain things with PWA will "catch" 

albinism. It is not a disease and it is not contagious.126 This misconception, 

coupled with a lack of education, is a key reason why the persecution of 

PWAs is prevalent.127 The lack of sufficient and sound knowledge about 

people with albinism means that folktales and superstition, and particularly 

practices that are fuelled by witchcraft, take the place of medical and 

scientific facts in the minds of many native Africans with and without 

albinism, which in turn has major effects on the social integration of PWA 

into Tanzanian society.128 

3.7 It is the mother's fault if a child has albinism  

Albinism is an inherited disorder that is already visible at childbirth.129 

Children are in danger of being conceived with albinism if they have parents 

with albinism or parents who carry the gene for albinism. A deformity in one 

of several genes that produce or dispense melanin causes albinism.130 The 

deformity may bring about the absence of melanin generation or a 

diminished capacity for melanin creation. The defective genes are 

transmitted by both parents to the child and cause albinism.131 Albinism 

occurs in both males and females and is not specific to any race or ethnic 

group. However, lack of education and enough information about albinism 

are reasons why people discriminate against, kill and dismember PWA.132 

Peter Ash, the founder of Under the Same Sun (UTSS), which is a charitable 

organisation working towards helping people with albinism, is quoted in the 

Epoch Times as saying:133  
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Without enough information on the condition, parents, families and 
communities have been at pains to explain the condition when a child with 
albinism is born. The idea behind it is that albinos look different, particularly in 
Africa because it's not a Caucasian country, and 95 per cent of children with 
albinism are born to parents who are both black. You can imagine if you're 
black and all of a sudden you have a child who's whiter than most Caucasians 
and you have no idea that it's a genetic disorder. 

In most cases, it is the men who seem unable to accept their children who 

are born with albinism.134 This leaves women with the burden of raising 

these children alone.135 It has been reported in Tanzania, particularly in the 

lake area regions such as Mwanza, Shinyanga, Kahama and Simiyu, that 

many PWA are found and many women raise their children alone as their 

husbands abandon them.136 They either divorce their wives or simply leave 

to escape the stigma of having a child with albinism. Most children with 

albinism are raised by their grandmothers after their mothers have divorced 

and remarried.137 Furthermore, the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Human Rights has found that erroneous beliefs and myths are heavily 

influenced by superstition and put the security and lives of persons with 

albinism at constant risk.138 Killings and "attacks against [including 

mutilation] persons with albinism violate the right to life, the right to security 

of the person", and the prohibition of torture and ill-treatment – as enshrined 

in various international human rights treaties. 

Society has to be educated to understand that it is not true that women are 

the source of albinism in children.139 Both parents, who may or may not be 

afflicted by albinism themselves, might carry the gene that is passed on to 

the child.140 Persons with albinism can give birth to normally pigmented 

children if their partners are not carriers of a similar recessive gene for 

albinism.141 The children may be carriers of the recessive gene but it will not 

be expressed in them.142 Statistics have shown that fifty per cent of PWA in 

Tanzania have a known albinistic relative, although very few understand or 

are educated about the medical and genetic causes of this condition.143 

Many believe it is a punishment from God or bad luck, and that their 

"disease" could be contagious, which is often the view even of members of 
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the medical and professional communities.144 However, the most accurate 

approach for diagnosis is through investigation of hereditary genes that are 

identified with albinism.145 

4 Conclusion  

Myths and superstition have a profound impact on the plight of PWA. This 

discussion has clearly illustrated how myths and superstitions underpin and 

exacerbate the prevailing ignorance in Tanzanian society of what albinism 

is. The unique condition that affects PWA makes them vulnerable to the 

violation of their human rights. They have been excluded and restricted 

based on their appearance, which exclusion has prevented their recognition 

as full members of the citizenry, despite the fact that international, regional 

and national laws guarantee the respect of all people's rights without 

discrimination.  

Although law makers and enforcers, together with social and medical 

scientists, have taken initiatives and devised measures to address the 

powerful underlying assumptions that prevail in the minds of exploited 

members of superstitious societies, more must be done. Awareness, 

education and training must also be provided if substantive equality is to be 

achieved. Moreover, well-constructed laws and the advocacy of state 

policies are required in order to curb and eventually eradicate the practices 

that discriminate against PWA. It must be understood that all human beings 

are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason 

and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of 

brotherhood. Discrimination against PWA because of their condition is 

contrary to their human rights. As a minority group among the diverse 

cultures in Tanzania, PWA need protection, and Tanzanian society needs 

to understand that albinism is neither more nor less than a genetic, 

biological affliction and that there is proof beyond reasonable doubt that 

there is nothing magical or supernatural about albinism. PWA are normal 

people who live and function just like other people. 

Awareness campaigns are needed in order to make it possible to target and 

expose the myths surrounding albinism and ensure a full and immediate 

decline in the superstitious beliefs that lead to attacks on people with 

albinism. Educating the generality of the population would provide long-term 

and sustainable protection to people with albinism and address the root 

causes of the violence they experience. 
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