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We are not 

As albino babies are torn from their mothers' arms and 
their limbs hacked off for black-magic potions, we ask – 
what hope is there for the hunted children of Tanzania? 
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human beings
ghosts

...we are

thing in common – they were 
born to black African parents, 
yet their skin is white.

Eighteen-year-old Kabula 
Masanja was 13 when her arm 
was chopped off. Like little 
Yohana, Kabula has albinism, a 
rare genetic condition which 
can disrupt the production of 
melanin, the pigment which 
gives our skin, hair and eyes 
their colour.

“We were asleep at home one 
night when some people came 
and bashed on the door,” says 
Kabula. “They came in and 
started beating my mum. They 
took me outside and started 
beating me. They held my arm 
out and cut it off.”

Kabula lowers her blue eyes 
at this point. “I can’t talk about 
it easily. It hurts too much.”

This chilling practice comes 
from long-standing 
 superstitions in some African 
nations that pale-skinned black 
people are demons whose body 
parts possess magical 
 properties which bestow wealth 
and fortune. 

They are known as “zeru-
zeru” – a Swahili word meaning 
sub-human – and they are seen 
as a curse on their families. 
Many believe that instead of 
dying, albinos become paler 
and paler until they disappear. 

In Tanzania, one in 1,400 
 people is born with albinism, 10 
times the global rate, which is 
thought to be due to 
 interbreeding. Traditional 

E
ster Jonas was 
 preparing the evening 
meal, her baby son 
close by her side, when 
the door burst open.

Five men stormed into her 
home. Immediately realising 
what they had come for, she 
desperately reached for 
 one-year-old Yohana as she felt 
the sting of a machete blade 
slash her face and body. 

As Ester slipped into 
 unconsciousness and fell to the 
floor, her wailing baby was 
ripped from her arms. 

Two days later, his tiny 
 mutilated body was discovered 
by police a few miles away. 

He and his devastated mother 
had fallen victim to the latest in 
a wave of barbaric attacks to 
sweep the East African country 
of Tanzania – attacks in which 
victims are murdered and their 
limbs are hacked off to be used 
in black magic potions. The 
dead and maimed all have one 

 healers or “mgangas” believe 
that albino body parts can be 
used for potions, and according 
to the Red Cross, witch doctors 
will pay £50,000 for a complete 
set of limbs. 

Since just a few hundred 
 dollars can change lives for 
ever in Tanzania, opportunistic 
relatives are often all too 
 willing to do a deal. 

Incredibly, Kabula believes it 
was her own family who set up 
the attack on her. “I think it was 
my dad who sent those people 
to cut me up,” she says.

Her story is not uncommon. 
Many albino babies in Tanzania 
are poisoned at birth, and those 
who do survive are often 
regarded as commodities, living 
in a constant state of fear. 

Since 2006 there have been 
162 documented killings of 
 people with albinism across 25 
African countries. 

In Tanzania alone, 72 have 
been murdered and a further 
64 violently attacked. The only 
option for many is to hide  

away with  others affected by 
the condition. 

Kabula shares her home at 
the Buhangija Albino School in 
Shinyanga, Northern Tanzania, 
with 118 other children, all of 
whom have fled here or been 
dumped by families who 
rejected them. The school has 
become a haven for persecuted 
children, but outside their high 
walls, the danger remains.  

Even though the Tanzanian 
government banned witch 
 doctors last year, the belief that 
albinos are cursed creatures has 
been hard to eradicate. 

“Traditional healing and the 
occult play such an important 
role in Tanzanian life and 
 culture,” explains Harry 
Freeland, co-founder of albino 
support charity Standing Voice. 

He spent six years in 
Tanzania supporting the albino 
community, where he made his 
documentary, In the Shadow of 
the Sun. 

He says: “Businessmen will 
go to a witch doctor and say, 
‘My friend just got really rich 
from mining and I want that to 
 happen to me.’ He pays the 
witch doctor, who in turn offers 
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The first time I encountered 
albinism in Africa was when 
a terrified mother in Senegal 
held out her white baby and 
begged me to take it. 

She thought it was 
somehow cursed and 
assumed that because I was 
white, it belonged to me. 

She had been kicked out 
of her house and accused of 
sleeping with a white man. 
She was severely 
traumatised. 

I travelled to 
Ukerewe in 
Tanzania to 
document a 
group of 
albinos as 
they moved 
from village to village trying 
to re-educate people. 

Individuals spoke bravely 
about how they had been 
treated like animals, locked 
away in dark rooms, forced 
to eat from separate plates. 

Many had attempted 
suicide and women had 
been raped in the belief  
that their albinism could cure 
HIV or Aids. It was 
heartbreaking. 

Our charity Standing Voice 
delivers health and education 
programmes, helping people 
with albinism to speak to 
their societies and claim 
equality. The difference  

I’ve seen in 10 years  
is incredible. 

Huge strides have 
been made but there 
are still countless 
communities in dire 
need of help. 

If you want to find 
out more and help our 
cause, please visit 
standingvoice.orgvo
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£70 to a poor, rural man from 
the community who can bring 
him an albino limb – all in the 
belief that when taken as a 
medicine together with roots, 
bones and animal skins, this 
will somehow bring the man 
supernatural wealth.”

The arms and legs are 
reserved for the rich, while the 
rest of the victims’ bodies are 
sawed up and made into 
charms, often sold to fishermen 
to weave into their nets in the 
hope it will increase their haul.

And superstition is not the 
only threat. Melanin is the 
body’s natural protection 
against the sun, leaving people 
with albinism at serious risk of 
cancer. 

Just two per cent of 
Tanzanians with albinism live 
past the age of 40 because of 
skin cancer, virtually non- 
existent among black Africans. 

Albino children often struggle 
at school as the condition also 
affects the structure of the eye, 
leading to impaired vision. 
Even though they are just as 
intelligent as other children, 
those with albinism in Africa 
face yet more hardships as  

they reach adulthood and try to 
find work.

But there is hope. Thanks to 
the Albinism Society and 
Standing Voice, better 
 education and medical care is 
making a huge difference to 
people like Kabula.

The island of Ukerewe in 
Lake Victoria, where many  
albinos flee for safety, now has 
a  state-of-the-art care centre. 

It offers  spectacles to all 
schoolchildren, and small 
 telescopes to aid their vision. 
There are also skin clinics with 
everything from sunscreen to 
advanced cancer treatment. As 
a result, skin cancer rates have 
dropped by 85.7 per cent in the 
past 10 years. 

Paschal, 51, is one of those 
who has benefited, having 
had surgery on his skin 
and eyes. 

He says: “There 
were times I was 
beaten by my own 
family. A cousin tried 
to hang me, just 
because of the way I 
looked. 

“The abuse 
had got so 

bad I tried  swallowing watch 
 batteries to kill myself. But 
now my life has changed a lot. 
People are beginning to 
 appreciate us. 

“Once I was an outcast – 
now neighbours borrow things 
from me. They are beginning 
to see us as normal people.”

Standing Voice also works 
with albino activist Josephat 
Torner to dispel the dangerous 
myths about the condition. 

Josephat, 36, has faced 
 prejudice all his life but says 
it’s important to keep fighting 
for equality. 

Josephat, below, says: “This 
is our time to show the world 
that we are not ghosts. We are 
human beings. 

“My life is changing. The 
day is coming where we 

will all sit at the same 
table. All we ask is 
that society gives us 

the same chances 
as everybody else.” 

The dream for all 
albinos in Africa is to 

live as humans – no 
longer as  spectres in 

the shadow of  
the sun.
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Go on, commit 
yourself to

 today  
 i will...

life is short, let’s live it well


