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WITCHCRAFT AND SORCERY IN TANZANIA

Part I: The General Dimensions

by Norman N. Miller

August 1969

The belief in witchcraft is a closed, seli-perpetuating, and self-
encasing system of thought. It is on the risein much of East and Central
Africa because it provides important answers for rural people who face
pressures tochange their traditional habits. Witchcraft beliefs, and the
accompanying accusations of witchcraft, provide a means for reducing
.competition and tension between individuals, provide explanations for
mysterious or unfathomable events, and explain calamities or untimely
deaths. They assure that local codes of etiquette will be observed, be-
cause deviants may be censored as witches. Such a system of thought
allows responsibility for some unfortunate event to be transferred to any
person who is a social outcast, misfit, or rebel.

The standard disclaimers about Africanwitchcraift state that sim-
ilar Europeanand Americanbeliefs have only recently declined, and that
all people have reverted to explanations based onthe irrational, the mys-
terious, or the supernatural. Man's tortured searchfor causal explana-
tions, the disclaimer goes on, has led tobelief systems much more irra-
tional than those manifested by the Bantu peoples. Here, the systems of
thought that supportwitchcraftbeliefs are based on the problems of small,
agrarian tribal groups where life is harsh. The uncertainties of nature
thatdictatea man's life—the calamities, the ill fortune—understandably
cause him to seek answers in a supernatural world of spirits, shades,
and witches.

Witchcraft beliefs are so much a part of the social fabric of the
rural areas that unless they are understood there is no way to fathom
the complexbehavior of the vastmajority of Africans. Such insight, how-
ever, is difficultto obtain. Those who embracewitchcraft livein a mys-
ticalworld of their own, largely impenetrable to Westernforms of thought.
Of the severalhundred ethnic groupsin Bantu-speaking Africa, each has
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unique views which can only be fully understood within their social con-
text. For African leaders, information on current witchcraft practices
is hard to obtain, and their eradication is almost impossible because
witchcraft beliefs, like other closed belief systems, turn criticism and
attack into justification for their own existence.

Witchcraft has been recorded in Tanzania since the early Euro-
pean explorers ventured inland from the coast. Sir Richard Burton (1860)
relates that in some parts of central Tanzania witchcraft was punished
by the stake, and that heaps of ashes and blackened bones along the track
were mute evidence of recent tragedies. John Speke (1863) reported sim-
ilar findings in Zaramo country near the coast (map). He notes that exe-
cution was carried out mainly for witchcraft and adultery, and that trial
by ordeal—forcing the suspect's hand into boiling water to determine
guilt—was common.

Traditionally, in most areas of Tanzania, witches were condemned
to death either by a chief or a group of elders who had collectively passed
judgment. Execution was often related to the witch's crime: for example,
among the Nyakyusa, punishment for witches suspected of bringing croco-
diles to the village was to be placed in a fish trap in a crocodile-infested
area; among the Nyamwezi, witches believed to be in consort with hyenas
were to be mutilated, immobilized, and left to the hyenas.

In spite of the early chronicles, there is ample evidence that
witchcraft and witchcraft accusations are far more prevalent today than
in the past.:l Tanzanian elders report more witchcrait currently than in

! Further evidence for the rise of witchcraft comes from reports in

the Tanzania Standard and the East African Standard, the occasional pub-
lic denunciation of witcheraft by national leaders, and evidence from re-
searchers. See John Middleton and E.H. Winter, eds., Witchcraft and
Sorcery in East Africa (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1963), Marc J.
Swartz "Interpersonal Tensions, Modern Conditions, and Changes in the
Frequency of Witchcraft/Sorcery Accusations' (conference paper, Afri-
can Studies Center, Michigan State University, 1969) and R.E.S. Tanner,
"The Sorcerer in Northern Sukumaland, Tanganyika,' Southwestern Jour-
nal of Anthropology (Vol. 12, 1956), pp. 437-443. For important litera-
ture concerning modern uses of witchcraft and sorcery outside East Af-
rica see Max Gluckman, Custom and Conflict in Africa, {London: Basil
Blackwell, Ltd., 1956), M.G. Marwick, Sorcery in its Social Setting (Man-
chester University Press, 1964), and '"The Social Context of Cewa Witch
Beliefs," Africa(Vol. 22, 1952}, Part I, pp. 120-135; Part II, pp. 215-233.
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their youth; during the early German period (1888-1900}), witchcraft was
rarely reported, and few healers, sorcerers or witch-finders were known.
By contrast, during the last days of British administration in Tanzania
{1956-61) there was a rash of witchcraft trials, fines, and imprisonments.
One explanation may be that as tribal wars and other illicit communal
activities were banned by European administrators, increased witchcraft
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practices provided slternative outlets for tension and competition. It
can be expected, moreover, that these practices will continue to flourish
under African leadership as well in response to modern pressures, par-
ticularly stresses that do not lend themselves to reconciliation in the
traditional ways.

Several distinctions can be made from among the practitioners
who often capitalize on witchcraft beliefs. Witches exist only in the minds
of those who embrace these beliefs; their witchcraft is innate and covert.
Its believed power may be possessed consciously and occasionally admitted
and bragged about, or possessed unconsciously. Sorcery, on the other
hand, is the overt practice of evil acts. A sorcerer does exist; he prac-
tices learned techniques for evil purposes by manipulating medicines,
poisons, charms, animal parts, and other paraphernalia. A wizard isa
sorcerer who is also believed to be a witch.? In addition there are a
number of important practitioners who are not considered evil. These
include witch-finders, medicine men, herbalists, diviners, oracles, sooth-
sayers, and those who believe themselves to be prophets.

The broad systems of thought underlying witchcraft are the re-
ligious tenets of ancestor wor ship, mixed with forms of totemism, ani-
mism, and tribal mythology. There is often an admixture of Islamic be-
lief, particularly concermning annual sacrifice and polygamy, and in some
areas, traces of Judeo-Christian thought in the form of messianic cults
and prophet movements.

These beliefs are most often articulated through secret societies
whose activities in turn reinforce the system. Some societies are made
up of practicing sorcerers; others are based on ancestor worship, healing,
or witch-finding. Leaders impose their teachings and dogmas through
elaborate initiation rites for members. The overall effect of such secret

2 The definitions follow E.E. Evans-Pritchard, Witchcraft and Oracles
Among the Azande, (London: Clarendon Press, 1937), and John Middleton
and E.H. Winter, op. cit. These distinctions are for purposes of analysis.
Most English-spe?ﬁnﬁast Africans would use the single term "witch-
craft!" to mean an attempt to harm another by supernatural means. The
term, aside from its misuse in the West, is also inaccurate for many
Africans who believe there exists an art of causing death and harm, which
is antisocial. Some of the same techniques, however, might be used in
other ways, by medicine men, artists, smiths, or hunters, and be accept-
able, normal procedures.
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societies is to create an environment for belief in the supernatural and
a climate of acceptance for irrational thought.

3 % ¢ * *

Secret Societies

Secret societies in Tanzania exist for a number of reasons: to
educate young members of a tribe into its customs, to give protection
and to heal, to communicate with the ancestors, to hunt certain animals,
or to drive out witches. Some societies are open only to clan members,
or to a particular age group such as elders or young men. A secret so-
ciety that is widespread in Tanzania, the Baswezi, is an excellent ex-
ample of how such organizations can help to support beliefs in witchcraift
and sorcery.

Baswezi, according to its leaders in Tabora Region (map), origi-
nated in the Congo and Rwanda before the coming of the Europeans (1880).
Its initial purposes were to heal the sick, to give advice, and to bring
good fortune to its members. By 1930 the society was known in a large
sector of central and western Tanzania. The early records of the British
administration, particularly in the 1920's, describe Baswezi in diabolical
terms, suggesting that its members engaged in secret rites, human sac-
rifice, 'black magic,' and poisoning. Adultery and incest were suspected.
Some administrators, moreover, believed it to be a ''secret bolshevism"
opposed to the advance of European government and ''civilization.' In
recent years there is no evidence for the early charges, and the society
has not had any political aspirations since Tanzania's independence in

1961.

Baswezi is linked to ancestor worship and has its own mythical
history and hierarchy of gods and leaders. The authority structure in-
cludes the local chief as the supreme leader, and under him a rank order-
ing of functionaries. High rank is ascribed by birth, but may also be
attained by bringing in new recruits ("sons'"). Family-wide membership
is most common, although individuals also join. Christians are usually
excluded, but Moslems, or more accurately, quasi-Moslems who cover
all eventualities by also practicing ancestor worship and variations on
animism, are often members.

Members speak in a distorted tongue, take new, Baswezi names,
and offer prayers in the form of vows ("If I safely pass this lion, I will
give Baswezi two goats.'}. The leaders' regalia includes kishingo, a
leather crown of cowrie shells with an ox tail attached, kiranda, an
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Baswezi secret society leader and retainer,
Nyamwezi chiefdom, Central Tanzania.

ox tail fly whisk, and nkimba, a rattle made from a gourd (photograph}.
Other symbols of office include beads, drums, and spears.

Sick men are often taken to the society for treatment, and become
members thereafter. Curing usually takes place in a secret bush camp
where, as part of the ritual, Baswezi leaders in full regalia gaze at the
ill person for a number of days. Medicines are administered, food pre-
pared, beer brewed, and drumming and dancing are carried on around
the ill person. A Nyamwezi peasant's statement on how he joined the
society is typical: "Baswezi men came and took me to the bush when I
was sick and could not walk. I was crippled, but when they finished the
ngoma [dance] and let me go, I could walk. Then I became 2a Baswezi."

For those who wished to attain high rank in the society, the early
reports indicate that a murder was necessary. These institutional forms
of killing, as in other areas of Tanzania, may have been methods of elim-
inating unwanted tribal members or known criminals. Since World War IL
there has been little evidence of Baswezi murders, although threat of
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murder undoubtedly serves as a method of local control. In some cases,
moreover, the society's name may be used as a cover-up for a random
killing. The society leaders, however, do perform services as diviners
or oracles, and occasionally dispense both good and bad medicines. They
may threaten to use witchcraft, and capitalize on fear of the society and
ignorance of its exact activities. If an individual comes under Baswezi
attack, it may be in the form of poisoning, beating, or extortion of prop-
erty. In lesser cases Baswezi members may descend as unwelcome
guests, insisting on the traditional etiquette, and in effect eat their host
out of house and home.

At present Baswezi is often the organization behind such local
festivities as Independence Day celebrations and Republic Day ceremonies.
It reportedly is strong enough to have an office in the capital, Dar es
Salaam, and to claim broad membership in tribes of western Tanzania.
Over-all, Baswezi provides its members with a degree of intratribal co-
hesion as well as an institutionalized healing organization.

Societies such as the Baswezi, however, are often accused of in-
volvement in witchcraft murders. Two main patterns seem to occur
First, the secret society, as an agent of village control, engages collec-
tively in dispatching an unwanted villager, criminal, or senile chief, usu-
ally by suffocation or poisoning. {For some tribes, in fact, the murder
of senile chiefs was traditionally accepted and expected.) Second, secret
society murders also occur simply for profit or personal revenge. Bas-
wezi, for example, was implicated in the 'lionmen'" murders in Singida
district in the 1940's and early 1950's. In these cases demented youths
were trained by '"keepers' to attack designated victims with sets of lion
claws. Blame, or indeed the fact of murder rather than lion attack, was
hard to prove. When these cases were brought to trial, some of the
accused claimed their victims had practiced witchcraft, and that the
murders were therefore justified. Usually the authorities found the
witchcraft accusations untrue.

Other societies, similar to Baswezi, are organized for more
specialized tasks: medical practitioners, healers, or witch-finding groups
exist and have special rites of membership. Traditional dance groups
can also be semisecret and serve to reduce tensions and maintain local
solidarity. The Basumba, in the Sukuma-Nyamwezi areas, is essentially
composed of roving work parties of young men who travel the country

. threshing grain, building huts, and harvesting for pay. Bayeye, among

the Nyamwezi, was originally a society for snake charmers whose mem-
bers secretly built up immunity to venom through small arm incisions,
and thereafter demonstrated fearless control of snakes.
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Many of the secret and semisecret societies are gradually losing
support, although some have adjusted their activities to contemporary
concerns, and opened membership to younger members. Nevertheless,
the basic contribution of the secret societies is to perpetuate the aura
of superstition and fear that supports witchcraft beliefs.

e ole ate s e
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The Practitioners

Two major factors determine the type of practitioner who capi-
talizes on witchcraft and sorcery: first, the intent of the act, whether
for good or for evil, as dictated by the local moral codes; and second,
the supposed source of the practitioner's power, whether innate, or ac-
quired. These two factors distinguish the four major types of practi-
tioners common in Tanzania and other parts of East and Central Africa.
While avoiding the pretentious jargon of the model or the matrix, the
relationships may be illustrated as follows:

SOURCE OF SUPPOSED POWER:

Innate Acquired
Evil Witch Sorcerer
INTENT:
.Good Witch- Medicine
Finder Man
Witches

Witches exist only in the mind, the imagination, and the belief
system of the individual. As in any society, hypersuggestion and psycho-
somatic disorders can be very real; so too the results of witchcraft may
exist in very tangible, visible form. Some individuals sincerely believe
themselves to be witches, while others only claim powers in order to
make money. Although belief in witches varies significantly between
tribal groups, a few generalizations are possible for Tanzania. Witches
are believed able to do miraculous, supernatural, and evil deeds. They
can directly cause death, sickness, loss of cattle and property, or they
can place curses that will be activated in the future.

Witches are often believed to be predominantly women and com-
mon male attitudes towards women support this distrust. Suspicion
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that women are evil is confirmed when excessive drinking, barrenness,
poor farming techniques, "European ways,'" or general laziness are per-
ceived. In patrilineal societies, furthermore, it is expedient to suggest
that witchcraft is passed on through women in order to keep male descent
lines unblemished.

Accused witches, male or female, are usually social misfits who
live alone and are unpopular for their miserly ways, or for their refusal
to treat neighbors with the traditional etiguette. In many cases envy of
a close neighbor is a primary motive behind witchcraft accusations. In-
deed, witches themselves are thought to lust after those commeodities in
the society that are in short supply, such as meat, milk, cloth, or tangible
wealth. Others might be accused if they are proud or arrogant, have re-
tiring personalities, or are solemn by nature. Nervous looks, sidewise
glances, or piercing eyes can also lead to suspicion.

Because witchcraft beliefs vary markedly between tribes, and
even between chiefdoms or clans within tribes, they can be fully under-
stood only within their social context. The Nyakyusa of southwestern
Tanzania (map) illustrate the complex nature of such beliefs. Here,
witches are traditionally thought to have pythons in their stomachs and
thus to have the power to choke and wound men, to throttle cattle, and to
kill when necessary. A witch's spirit is believed able to leave the body
and fly through the night in search of victims. Witches may also ride
baboons to attack a victim, beat him with invisible sticks, or send flies
into his nose while he sleeps. They may draw lines with poison on the
ground where a man walks, eat or otherwise destroy his entrails, and
cause the untimely deaths of his children. Witches can cause envy be-
tween neighbors, insanity, impotence, and, in short, any form of behavior
that is considered evil, immoral, or unwanted within Nyakyusa society.
Witchcraft was traditionally proven by autopsy: after the death of an
accused witch, if the intestines were swollen, scarred, or blackened, or
if they burst out during autopsy, proof of witchcraft was established.?

Certain people, particularly Nyakyusa headmen or chiefs, are
believed able to defend against witches by flying against them and turn-
ing them back. If such defenses fail, and calamities strike, Nyakyusa
villagers are likely to make an accusation of witcheraft by placing thorn
barricades in front of the suspect's door. Frogs in bamboo enclosures,

* Material on the traditional forms of Nyakyusa witchcraft comes

from Monica Wilson, Good Company (London: Oxford University Press,
1951).
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tufts of twisted roof grass, and markings on a man's pathway are also
used. Accusations are often made of pregnant women, or between older
men who seem to be losing their economic positions in the neighborhood.
Unnatural acts such as sodomy or homosexuality are believed to be the
results of witchcraft, and may lead to accusation.

Currently, witches are believed to operate only within their im-

mediate neighborhood, and to have intimate knowledge about their victims. i
Occasionally, accusations of witcheraft are made against 'local strangers,'' ;
members of an alien tribe, living among the Nyakyusa. ‘

=
el

In precolonial times such accusations often led to poison ordeals,
and even if the accused did vomit the poison as proof of innocence, a ban-
ishment or execution might follow. The most severe cases involve sus-
pected killings, but even here, the traditional punishment varied with the
popularity, status, and economic position of the accused. In recent years,
moreover, both the autopsy and the ordeal have declined. The colonial
administrators established trial procedures for witchcraft and made it
an offense either to attempt witchcraft, or to accuse an individual of
witchcraft. Since independence, official witchcraft investigations are
initiated either by the local political party (TANU), the Divisional Exec-
utive Office of the district council, or the local police. If convicted in
court a man may be fined, imprisoned, or sentenced to death in cases

involving murder.

Sorcerers

Sorcerers are distinguished by thelr malevolent use of poisons
and other medicines, usually for pay. They manipulate equipment such
2s bones, rattles, arrows, or gourds for their clients' purposes and they
will also supply poisons, instructing clients in their use. They under-
stand and secretly practice magic with the intent of doing evil, defined
as that which is immoral in the context of the local social system. Judg-
ing from the amount of poisoning that was reported in Sukuma, Nyamwezi,
and Nyakyusa cultures, such practitioners had ample business. The
Nyamwezi saying, ''"We have sometimes taken hot food," for instance,
refers to the use of poisons, for which crocedile bile, snake venom, and
tree bark are common ingredients. Poison may be placed in the victim's
food, on his path or doorstep, or in his well. Colored powder may simply
be sent for its shock effect, or a man's footprints stabbed with poisoned
quills.

In some areas SQrcerers are believed to cause mental illness,
to strike people dumb with invisible sticks, and to engage in divination
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and foretelling. Divination is used to find the source of the client's trouble —
oftent believed to be relatives with whom the client has quarreled-—and to
provide cures and protective devices against further probilems.

Sorcerers usually have a "legal' practice in medicines and only
engage in sorcery as the occasion dictates. Practitioners, however, en-
courage belief in tribal myths and folk legends that build up around the
Mart" which suggest that the sorcerer has extraordinary powers to com-
municate with the dead, to keep spirits from returning to the grave, to
raise the wrath of the ancestors, or to be the companion of hyenas. Be-
cause it is also commonly believed that the sorcerer may be the cause
of tragedy, his fortune can change quickly. Sudden death, miscarriage,
snake bite, crop failures, or road accidents can be blamed on him, and
he may be driven out of the village, beaten, or killed. Most belief sys-
tems hold that sorcery dies with the individual and, unlike witchcraft, is
not inherited.

Witch-finders

Tanzania has had a long history of employing witch-finders from
neighboring areas: Zambia and northern Malawi are sources for south-
western Tanzania; the Congo and Rwanda supply witch-finders, who often
travel the main railway line, to the western region. They are almost
always strangers to the villages they ''cleanse,' but in some cases are
members of the tribe in which they operate.

Witch-finders are usually requested by a large group in a village
who believe their area has been bewitched. Although practices vary,
usually the witch-finder will set up camp near the village, employ local
youths to help him, and in a few days start a systematic search for poi-
sons and other "evidence."! One or more persons will be accused, and
often elaborate de-witching ceremonies will follow. The accused may be
cleansed' through confessions, medicines, or tatooing with curative
ointments. A number of communal ceremonies are also carried out: a
bull or goat may be sacrificed, vows taken in unison, drumming and danc-
ing begun, and each homestead sprinkled with medicine.

The witch-finder's secret lies in courageously facing and chal-
lenging known witches, and in getting precise village information on the
suspects in the village. Such information often comes from the village
youths the witch-finder has employed, or through a network of informants
in the local tea houses and beer shops. Operating in this way, witch-
finding movements are a part of a tribe-wide attempt to root out evil.
They arise periodically as countermeasures to the power of witches
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Medicine man at a local election, Rungwe District, Tanzania

believed to be entrenched in the villages. In some areas the witch-finding
movements are internal balancing processes for villagers who fear the
use of government courts and the possibilities of prosecution under the
law, as well they might since the accusation of witchcraft is itself an
offense punishable by imprisonment.

Witch-finders occasionally build their practices into cults, or
messianic movements, and in some cases claim to be prophets. One
individual in Rungwe District, for instance, stated he was in personal
touch with both the Almighty and Queen Elizabeth. During the British
administration certain witch-finders were given licenses to practice,
and aided the administration by giving evidence in court. Since independ-
ence, however, the African central administration has officially refused
to allow witch-finders to operate, although local level authorities, in-
cluding party officials, are known to reque st and pay for such services.

Medicine men (mganga)

Medicine men provide a variety of local services, from dispens-
ing medicines to conducting ceremonies or offering aid and advice. Some
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practitioners build reputations for effectiveness on certain problems:
specialists on love troubles, for example, give advice on how to be a
more attractive and magnetic personality, or they will dispense drugs

to make a desired woman unable to resist. In the latter case, the medi-
cine is to be offered when the object of affection is mildly ill, or slipped
into her food by a helpful relative. Medicines are also available to assure
a husband's faithfulness, to keep him from wandering, or to defeat a rival.
Aphrodisiacs are regularly dispensed, and other medicines for success

in a difficult undertaking, for the time of puberty, for fertility, and to aid
expectant mothers are commonplace.

Thieves and suspected witches are often forced to take curative
drugs. These preparations are taken in food or water, or rubbed into
cuts on the scalp, arms, or legs. Still other concoctions are designed
to protect an individual against the evil machinations of those who wish
them ill. Ointments rubbed into cuts on the feet protect one against evil
medicine on a path or doorstep; medicines on the elbow protect against
poisons hidden on tables.

Medicines may be made locally from roots, herbs, tree bark, or
animal parts, or may come from outside the district. The Congo, for
example, is a main source of supply. Even though government control
exists in the form of registration and licensing procedures, a great deal
of illicit trade persists. To expedite import and distribution a few prac-
titioners are organized into the Tanganyika Native Medicine Cooperative
Society, Ltd. (Iringa Region}), but most operate independently.

The mganga may apply his skills in many spheres; he may, for
instance, give extended counsel on how to succeed in a difficult under-
taking. Typically, the client will take up residence in the mganga's com-
pound, and will be instructed in intricate detail as to how to proceed with
the project. If a problem concerns a cure for a particular illness, a
series of medicines may be given, or a ceremonial dance held. Referral
to other practitioners or occasionally to Western clinics also occurs.
Ordinarily, however, traditional religious beliefs are used in the healing
ceremonies; reintegration with the ancestral spirits, cleansing of the
soul, and purging of one's inward evil—all are made possible by the
mganga's rituals.

Medicine men are commonly connected with secret societies such
as the Baswezi, and these groups are a major source of their clientele.
Many practitioners hold key leadership positions in secret societies,
making them very influential in the community. There may also be links
between a practitioner and the more open clubs, dance groups, and clan
organizations. For these reasons, an mganga's work can have strong
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political implications. His services are often requested by local politi-
cians or government servants who seek success in an election or other
difficult undertaking. A form of talent school may be offered, good luck
charms and amulets provided, or protective medicines rubbed into small
scalp cuts concealed with a hat. Such precautions are thought to favor a
man politically and prevent unwanted competition so that an mganga may
be retained throughout a campaign to insure success. By the same means,
law suits will be avoided, new, imposed leaders made ineffectual, and
forced financial contributions evaded.

The magnitude of the mganga's influence can be appreciated, for
example, when government projects fail because planners do not consider
his role in the community. The mountain~dwelling Sambaa people in
Tanga Region (map) refused to participate in village settlement schemes
in nearby valleys because their medicine men would not be available. In
addition, most potential settlers had consulted an mganga and were ad-
vised against the project. Others refused to leave without ceremonies
administered by an mganga.

The main competition for the mganga are the government and
mission clinics which dispense Western medicine. Often the local prac-
titioners spread rumors about the clinics, suggesting that blood tests
are actually for witchcraft purposes, that injections make one infertile
or insane, or that clinic staff kidnap children. Current indications, how-
ever, are that reliance on the mganga is declining. Younger, educated
men tend to be skeptical, and the effectiveness of Western medicine is
increasingly accepted. Women and elders are still the mganga's best
clients, but in a namber of areas there has been a decline in the economic
fortunes of the practitioners, and increased difficulty in finding recruits
for their art.

Modern Forms of Witchcraft

Several indicators suggest that modern forms of witchcraft prac-
tices are emerging as rapid economic and political changes occur. In
terms of location, two patterns are common in Tanzania. First, outbreaks
of witchcraft accusations have occurred along lines of communication
such as railways and major roads. This has been particularly the case
along the central rail line in the Dodoma, Tabora and Kigoma areas {map).
One explanation is that the villages along the rail line provide some men
with new jobs, and new wealth, and thus the envy of their neighbors. Such
areas also vividly show the contrast between the rural, traditional life,
and the possibilities of the more Westernized life. Impressive manu-
factured goods and urbane passengers make the rail lines the cutting
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edge of the modern world; they dissect poor, remote areas with only
traditional means of explaining the differences between the two worlds.

Secondly, concentrated pockets of witch belief are able to continue
in such areas as Rufiji, Kasulu and Rungwe Districts because they are
far from the administrative centers. Witchcraft practitioners living in
these areas of strong concentration build up local reputations as power-
ful and awesome people. Their reputation, plus their geographic remote-
ness and inaccessibility, is a form of protection from the authorities. The
necessity of giving evidence and thereafter being open to the witch's wrath
keeps most peasants from reporting cases. Occasionally even local police
constables are intimidated and refuse to give evidence., To use the anti-
witchcraft ordinance police must present convincing proof that a person
either practiced witchcraft, claimed witchcraft powers, accused another,
or administered ordeals for discovering witchcraft. Current indications
‘are that the African government is prosecuting less than their more '
sanctimonious colonial counterparts, except where murder is involved.

Although most cases do not come to government court, informal
neighborhood trials, presided over by elders or local party officials,
are frequently held to determine the guiit of an accused witch. Counter-
charges by the accused may suggest his accuser is indeed a witch. In
these cases, articulate elders are sometimes employed by both parties
to argue their cases and the situation can escalate and drag on through
several meetings. One adversary may hear that his opponent has hired
a representative with great speaking ability, and he is therefore com-
pelled to engage an equally eloquent defense. In these cases, the resem-
blance to government court procedures and court{ dramatics is often
apparent.

Modern witchcraft practices in towns and urban centers have
been thought to be far less prevalent than in rural areas but this assump-
tion needs important qualifications. Townsmen are mainly transplanted
villagers who undergo major stress in adjusting to new jobs, new social
relations, and different values. Town officials, however, do not condone
witchcraft in any way; the courts are harsher and judges far less sympa-
thetic. Unlike village elders, they do not look on '"'traditional law" as
legitimate or justified in any way. Nevertheless, increased competition
leads to tensions that traditionally are settled via witchcraft. For this
reason one must assume that some clandestine witchcraft activities do
occur in towns, and are merely less apparent.

A further explanation is also persuasive. When tensions arise
for the individual, it is conceivable that he does not locate the cause of
his problem where it arises, with his employers or his co-workers, but
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transfers such blame back to his home village. Here his familiar re-
lationships can be blamed for the town problem. The supposed cause of
the trouble is due to something he did, or did not do, while in his village.
it may be an old feud, 2 ruptured relationship, or a failure to placate his
ancestors, but it is a '"home’’ issue, not a town issue.* Another reason
for the transferral of the problem's source to the rural areas is that
superficially town conflicts can be expressed openly. Townsmen who
work together are not united in the multiple ties of village cooperation
which prohibit ventilation of a conflict. By contrast, home area hostility
cannot be expressed openly because it would involve too many other com-
mitments and oblige the individual's kinsmen to be drawn into open con-
flict with his adversaries.

Other practices, both urban and rural, represent adjustment of
witch beliefs to modern conditions. Beliefs surrounding the mail are
indicative. To receive a red powder, an unexplained picture, a strange
marking, or an empty piece of paper in the mail can indicate witchcraft.
Office clerks who open mail daily often wear charms or have protective
medicines of their own. Some believe that if one sneezes while opening
2 letter, an invisible and evil powder was enclosed.

Occasionally reports of European coffee or tea planters attempt-
ing to capitalize on modern witch beliefs have emerged. In the Southern
Highlands, tea planters were known to have used alleged witches to co-
erce their employees during local elections to assure the return of can-
didates most sympathetic to their estate. Similar coercion was used to
get rid of certain foremen who threatened labor disputes if dismissed
openly.

The coercive use of witcheraft still extends into many local re-
lationships. Rural political party leaders employ either feared witches
or known witch-finders to gain support for their programs. Alleged
witches, operating independently, engage in a wide variety of coercion
and extortion; they hold private trials, demand payments, and occasion-
ally seize, tie up, and imprison their victims. Petty theft, and other
crimes ordered by witches are carried out by those who are under threat
or in need of protection.

4 | am indebted to Professor Marc J. Swartz, Michigan State Univer-
sity, for this observation, op. cit.
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The Broader Implications

Considered broadly, witchcraft practices have both positive and
negative implications. The negative side is most vividly seen in con-
crete personal terms: an individual pays a terrible price if accused or
brought to trial for witchcrait. The resulting loss of prestige and status,
divorce, loss of bride-price, loss of land and property, all effectively
condemn him to the life of an outcast. For those caught up in witchcraft
cases, exploitation, extortion, and continuing insecurity are commonplace.
National leaders, too, must face the serious dilemmas that witchcraft
presents. If large numbers of people look inward for traditional answers,
any modern innovations that challenge these answers will be rejected.

Tanzania is largely rural, and agricultural development dictates
its future. Yet witchcraft beliefs effectively hinder rural development.
An individual's initiative to work and accumulate wealth is curtailed by
fear of witchcraft, for if he excels, he can cause envy, which is disrup-
tive to the local social system. Such attitudes negate progress not only
in the rural economic sphere, but in the vital areas of medicine, educa-
tion, and welfare.

Witcheraft, on the other hand, satisfies a great many needs. As
Evans-Pritchard noted, it "explains the inexplicable,' and offers a way
of "controlling the uncontrollable.!" As a cohesive force, such beliefs
help to maintain the local society, to keep it solid, and to perpetuate its
values. Witchcraft supports and enhances the entire traditional social
structure and may, in some locales, serve as an alarm system. An accu-
sation of witchcraft brings the attention of higher authorities to crucial
local problems; the difficulty in dismissing a corrupt or oppressive vil-
lage leader is eliminated if he is accus ed of witchcraft and thereafter
his activities are investigated by higher authority.

Other implications for the society as a whole lie in the area of
social and political control. Witchcraft beliefs safeguard the local moral-
ity and provide rules of behavior. They force compliance with tribal eti-
quette, and effectively punish those who break social rules. Politically,
such beliefs are a method of maintaining order and resolving local con-
flicts. In a micropolitical sense, the system is strongly authoritarian
and may dictate a large portion of a man's behavior during periods of
stress. For individuals living in face-to-face proximity, therefore,
witchcraft serves as a control for competitive relations that are not
otherwise shielded by age or sex differences, kinship sentiments, or
status and prestige differences.
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Witchcraft beliefs pose problems for all African leaders who seek
rapid economic changes for their people but such systems of thought also
have important implications outside Africa, particularly for those who
believe they have gone beyond witchcraft. For the West, the power of
witchcraft has been historically checked by the scientific, self-ventilating
belief systems which permit counterevidence and fresh ideas. There are
no guarantees, however, that such open systems will prevail. Once re-
gression occurs, beliefs similar to witchcraft can arise anew and per-
vade an entire society.
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