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A combination of aging and poverty is becoming dominant in African society today, at a 

time when African countries are expected to be recovering from poverty, and are projected to 

house the economic growth of the next century.  The emergence of aging in African context and the 

aging of the world population will expose the weakness of the current mechanisms used for older 

people around the world.  As economies grow around the world, the distribution gap between the 

affluent and the poor widens, and the constant struggles for wealth, power, and social status, 

amidst scarce resources, continue to be sustained.  To remain in charge of economic resources, the 

powerful few devise means to disenfranchise the weak, and witchcraft accusation is one of such 

tools used in Northern Ghana today.  

 A new wave of witchcraft accusation has caught the attention of many in Northern Ghana.  

These victims with certain socioeconomic characteristics appear helpless and without defense 

against such accusations.  As a result, they suffer untold hardships and are often compelled to leave 

their homes and to reside in camps reserved for witches.  This study was undertaken to identify 

those sociodemographic characteristics, which are commonly shared by witchcraft accusation 

victims.  These sociodemographic characteristics can be used to predict those who are most likely 

to be discriminated against using accusations of witchcraft in Northern Ghana.  As age places more 

strain on existing systems and as more people survive into old age with inadequate healthcare, 

more accusations may be predicted to occur against the elderly, unless enough government 

intervention is used to address the present redistribution of income in third world countries. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In recent times, momentum has been gathering in Northern Ghana, Africa in response 

to violence against women, specifically, the presence of camps designed to house older women 

accused of witchcraft.  In rural agricultural communities, it is not uncommon for a woman to be 

accused of witchcraft upon the occurrence of a fellow villager’s dream or upon the event of a 

villager’s illness, death, or other such tragedy.  The accused “witch,” more often than not, is 

forced out of her rural village, taken from her family, and forced into camp conditions without a 

defense.  In other instances, women accused of witchcraft understand their faith and 

voluntarily move to camp to avoid persecution, humiliation, and torture.  The camps, housing 

more than a thousand accused women across Northern Ghana (Badoe, 2010; Houde, 2010; 

Ngota, 2012; Stromberg, 2011; Young, 2011), are surely considered to be a better lot than the 

abduction, beating, or murder of the suspected “witch,” but either response to an accusation of 

witchcraft in modern times is in extreme contrast with the goals set by the United Nations (UN) 

and other world organizations toward the reduction of poverty and the socioeconomic 

improvement of women. 

In this study, I attempted to identify the sociodemographic characteristics 

predominately shared by people accused of witchcraft in Northern Ghana.  Elderly women and 

widows represent the majority of those accused of practicing witchcraft on fellow village 

members (Badoe, 2010; Houde, 2010; Stromberg, 2011).  In many African cultures, witchcraft 

serves as traditional practice and religion, and is legitimate in the minds of the villagers, having 

been a factor in traditional belief for generations (Alland, 1965; Mair, 1969a, 1969b; Moro, 
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Myers, & Lehmann, 2008); however, there is now significant attention directed on the results of 

the extreme practices of these beliefs, especially when witchcraft accusation has become an 

accepted form of societal discrimination against women.  Elderly women in the past were 

accorded some respect and were considered to be significant members of their communities, 

assisting in the daily work and often attending the children of the village (Habte-Gabr, Blum, & 

Smith, 1987; Khagayi, Debpuur, Wak, & Odimegwu, 2010; Mba, n.d.).  There is the need to 

understand the sociodemographic characteristics shared by those victims, who, though 

protected by the laws of Ghana, are targeted continuously as witches.  Unfortunately, 

witchcraft accusation warrants forceful removal of these women from their homes and 

families.  

Witchcraft Accusation and Violence Against Women 

Worldwide 

Newspaper articles report details of violence toward women throughout the world in 

areas where traditional belief systems exist, and witchcraft accusations may be, as discussed in 

Chapter 2, both functional as well as cathartic.  The belief in witchcraft and these compulsory 

accusations may strike a balance between the accumulation of wealth, power, or status, and 

the leveling of inequalities where disparities in wealth, power, or status are apparent 

(Geschiere, 1997).  Documented violence targeting women as witches has been reported 

recently in areas such as Haiti, India, Nepal, Saudi Arabia, Lesotho (South Africa), and other 

areas around the globe. 

In Haiti, vodou practice is deep-seated in Haitian culture and practiced by nearly half of 

the population even alongside the practice of other religions.  Allen (2010) reported in the 
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Telegraph that, during the rebuilding process several months following major hurricane 

destruction, a cholera epidemic broke out.  Villagers suspected the vodou practitioners in the 

area of poisoning the water supply, and a witch-hunt ensued.  In response to the deaths from 

the epidemic, Haiti’s government issued a statement of information about the scientific nature 

of the microbe and its dissociation from witchcraft (Allen, 2010).  

Three reports of witchcraft accusation (Kumar, 2011; Lakshmi, 2005; “Toil and trouble,” 

2012) show that traditional practices and associated violence are persistent in modern India.  

The Economist reported that in Assam, northeast India, a prosperous woman accused of 

witchcraft and badly beaten by villagers in 2007, received death threats, and had to flee her 

home.  The same report also stated that in the area where the violence occurred, many lives 

had been upset over political strife with the Bodo, the area’s largest tribe, who had been 

fighting to achieve statehood.  And, even more significant, is the statement in the report that 

“at least 17 people were killed in witch hunts in the area last year” (“Toil and trouble,” 2012, p. 

1). 

In central India in 2011, Kumar (2011) reported in Reuters an accusation of witchcraft 

and attack against a 45-year-old woman and her husband who were beaten and blinded with 

scissors.  This attack arose from a neighboring family who was having financial and health 

difficulties, and in the aftermath 10 people were arrested.  A local police officer was quoted in 

the report as saying, “brutalities related to witchcraft, mainly against women, are not new [to 

this area], where women accused of witchcraft are often killed or paraded naked” (Kumar, 

2011, p. 1).  Though the 2005 Witchcraft [Prevention] Act was passed in that state of India, it 
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has been ineffective in the rural tribal areas, where many cases are not even reported (Kumar, 

2011). 

A 2005 case in east India of a woman beaten and blamed for a crop fire appears to have 

arisen out of a land dispute.  Lakshmi (2005) reported in the Washington Post that, according to 

an official, the local wealthy and powerful landowner made use of local traditional beliefs in 

witchcraft to create suspicion against this woman, maintaining his own control over the land.  

This report also stated torture and accusation of witches occur in the area about five times each 

month despite the state law prohibiting witchcraft accusation.  Also, the Free Legal Aid 

Committee is quoted with the statement that “only 2% of people charged with witch-hunting 

are convicted in court” (Lakshmi, 2005, p. 2). 

In Nepal, Shrestha (2012) reported a case of a 40-year-old mother accused of witchcraft 

in creating the illness of a relative and was burned alive.  The 10 people police arrested 

consisted of two shamans, five women, and a young boy (Shrestha, 2012).  Dhital (2011) wrote 

an article in the Kathmandu Post about the frequency of witchcraft accusation and torture in 

Nepal, stating that “thousands” of people each year are targeted, and that most of the accused 

are older women and children (Dhital, 2011, p. 1).  While there is a law discouraging the 

accusation of witchcraft, there were still at least 82 cases of witchcraft-related violence in the 

past two years as documented by the Women’s Rehabilitation Centre (Dhital, 2011). 

In April of 2012, a woman in Saudi Arabia was accused of practicing witchcraft after 

crossing paths with a 13-year-old girl in a shopping mall (Murray, 2012).  Murray reported in the 

New York Daily News that the girl’s father noted strange behavior in his daughter after the 

incident, called security, and requested the woman’s arrest.  In Saudi Arabia, Waleed Abu Al-
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Khair, a Saudi lawyer and human rights activist lamented, “punishment is always beheading for 

anyone found guilty of witchcraft” (Murray, 2012, p. 1). 

Also in Saudi Arabia, the Daily Star Lebanon reported that a woman was beheaded in 

2011 after being convicted of witchcraft.  The practice of “witchcraft and sorcery,” according to 

a Saudi state news agency, is punishable by beheading under Islam’s Sharia law (“Saudi 

Woman,” 2011, p. 1). 

Africa 

In 2012, Malope reported in the Public Eye Daily that a traditional healer began a witch-

hunt against five women whom he accused of witchcraft, in Lesotho, South Africa.  The women 

had to flee their village for fear of their lives, and villagers burned one of the women’s home. 

Police reluctantly opened an investigation into the crime (Malope, 2012). 

A 72-year-old woman was burned alive in Ghana upon accusation of witchcraft, as 

reported by Ocloo in the Daily Graphic online in 2010.  In Tema, in the south of Ghana, a mob of 

people including a known evangelist tortured the woman in order to force a confession of 

witchcraft, and then lit her afire after dousing her with kerosene.  Authorities took the woman’s 

body for autopsy, and the suspects, who had denied the charges, were being investigated 

(Ocloo, 2010).  

Abdul-Majeed (2012) described in the Ghanian Times a teenage girl’s predicament after 

having been accused of witchcraft and banished from her village in Northern Ghana.  A 

classmate of the girl had a dream that revealed to him the occurrence of sorcery, thereby 

contributing to the boy’s poorer grades in school.  The accused girl, after spending time in a 
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witch camp, was working with nongovernment organizations to return to her schooling and 

continue her education (Abdul-Majeed, 2012). 

In April of 2010, Leo Igwe reported in the Independent World Report that three children 

were accused of witchcraft, abandoned by their families, and forced to flee from their homes.  

The children, who were on average under the age of 10 at the time of accusation, were either 

accused by their parents directly or by a church pastor.  At the time of the article’s publication, 

the children had found refuge in a Nigerian camp in Rivers State.  Igwe (2010) reported that the 

stories of these children are not isolated in Africa; there are “hundreds of children . . . carry the 

scars of witch-hunting campaigns that have been going on across Nigeria and may other parts 

of Africa” (para. 5). 

In 2012, Igwe also reported on the proclivity of churches in Nigeria to promote crusades 

against witches.  He wrote on the Richard Dawkins Foundation Web site, in an attempt to raise 

worldwide awareness on the problem, that a church’s recent “crusade was a literal declaration 

of war against alleged witches and an unequivocal endorsement of witch hunting in the state” 

(Igwe, 2012, para. 5).  Igwe also noted that the “business of pentecostalism” has been growing 

in Africa and has not helped the issue of witch accusation (para. 2).   

Oppenheimer (2010) reported in the New York Times about a Nigerian preacher whose 

sermons teach that children can be possessed.  Along with others like her, this preacher claims 

that she can identify possessed children as well as exorcise them, for a fee. 

There are indeed many stories of witchcraft in the rural areas of sub-Saharan Africa that 

may not get reported to world newspapers.  This research reviewed dialogues which were 

conducted with accused witches during a visit to the accused witch’s camp in Gushegu, 
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analyzed secondary data from five different documentaries done on witchcraft in Northern 

Ghana, used SPSS to analyze primary data collected from Gushegu and surroundings, and 

interviewed stakeholders around Ghana to know their opinion concerning trends of witchcraft 

accusation.  The secondary data consist of case studies of women accused of witchcraft, many 

who were beaten or tortured, and forced from their homes to take refuge in established “witch 

camps” which offer them protection at a cost that, in times of economic difficulty, they may 

have to struggle to afford. 

Government Response 

Njeng’ere (2010) made a report in the Africa News Blog addressing the prevalence of 

witchcraft in the Central African Republic, and the fact that “hundreds of people . . . are 

convicted of witchcraft” and received sentences (para. 1).  In this country, the instability of the 

government and judicial corruption contribute to the failure of the system to reasonably deal 

with witchcraft accusation.  Njeng’ere (2010) reported “a United Nations (UN) study found that 

in the local prison, more than half of those held were accused of witchcraft” (para. 10), and as a 

result, the UN is actively taking part in assisting with education of area residents concerning 

human rights and legal assistance.  

Igwe in his media articles (2010, 2011a, 2011b, 2012), and studies by Diwan (2004) and 

Geschiere (1997) have also brought attention to the difficulties in proper government handling 

of witchcraft cases.  Igwe (2011b) reported on the Nigerian court system’s handling of 

witchcraft cases, suggesting that the authorities at the time had been misinterpreting penal 

codes aiming to prevent accusation of witchcraft.  For government to enforce adequately 

sanctions to abolish wrongful accusations of witchcraft, and to encourage tolerance within 
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communities where these belief systems are strongly held, awareness and understanding are 

both prerequisites.  Diwan’s (2004) study of court cases involving witchcraft in various areas of 

Africa, as well as Geschiere’s (1997) look at witchcraft’s relationship with political power are 

examined in more detail in the Literature Review section of this paper. 

Numerous articles have documented cases of witchcraft accusation, related violence 

against women, and works of government and non-government organizations attempting to 

raise awareness and promote a change in attitudes which allow for witchcraft accusation, and 

to reduce the numbers of women forced to remain in the camps.  Despite the increase in 

awareness throughout the world, the numbers of refugees admitted into the camps also 

continues to increase (Badoe, 2011).  

It appears from these reports of violence that witchcraft alone is not giving rise to fears; 

there are significant struggles going on that have an effect on people’s lives, causing them to 

place blame or seek a resolution for their fears and hardships.  Examination of demographic 

and socioeconomic conditions in areas showing a prevalence of witchcraft accusation is 

necessary to determine to what extent the problem of witchcraft has exacerbated by decline in 

socioeconomic systems.  

Demographics and Socioeconomic Conditions in Ghana 

Demographics and socioeconomic conditions have been changing rapidly in Ghana over 

recent generations (Central Intelligence Agency [CIA], 2012; Ghana Statistical Service [GSS], 

1998; International Fund for Agricultural Development [IFAD], 2012; Khagayi et al., 2010; World 

Bank, 1995, 2002).  Ghana is comprised of more than eight ethnic groups whose people speak 

more than 11 languages; 56% of their labor forces are employed in agriculture (CIA, 2012).  
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According to GSS (1998), the country has been experiencing a high rate of population increase, 

growing at a rate of 3% per year.  Since the last census, the population growth in Ghana shows 

to have increased by 28%; in the northern region which is more rural, this amount is even 

greater, showing an increase in population of 36% since the last census (GSS, 2011). 

Poverty 

Poverty remains a central issue for the country, as 28.5% of the population is below the 

poverty line (CIA, 2012).  The International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) (2012) 

suggests that even though Ghana’s poverty rate has declined by almost half in the past two 

decades, poverty rates are not dispersed evenly.  Recent estimates suggest roughly 40% of rural 

people are poor, while the urban population living below the poverty line is only 10%.  Table 1 

shows current population statistics. 

Table 1 

Ghana Social and Economic Indicators (2010) 

Indicator Population - Percentage 

Total Population 24,391,823 

Annual Population Growth 2.4% 

Population Density (People per Square Kilometer) 107.2 

Population of People Living in Rural Area 11,830,034 

Percentage of Ghana Population Living in Rural Area 48.5% 

Percentage of Rural Population who are Poor  40.0% 

Total Population of Rural Poor 4,637,373 

Note.  Northern Ghana comprises the poorest of Ghana’s population (IFAD, 2012).   
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Literacy rate, as an indicator of access to education and better quality of life, is also a 

gauge of poverty levels.  As women become educated, there are generally more opportunities 

for her economic achievement outside the home (Harris & Johnson, 2003).  Ghana shows great 

potential as well in making improvements in education.  In recent decades school attendance 

has increased, and the gap between male and female student attendance rates has lessened 

(GSS, 1998).  Despite the increase in female education, still more needs to be done if the era of 

witchcraft accusation against old women must one day be a thing of the past.  Table 2 displays 

literacy rates for Ghana.  

Table 2 

Ghana Literacy Rate 

Literacy Percentage 

Total Population  74.8 

Male 82.7 

Female  67.1 

Note.  Rate is defined by Age 15 and older, can read and write.  National Population and 
Housing Census showed that “43.4% of those who are three years old or more have never 
been to school and 49.9% of the adult population of 15 years or more are totally illiterate” 
[2001 data] (Ghana Web, 2012) 
 

Another area in which the high poverty level can be seen is in the high rates of infant 

mortality and birth (fertility).  Harris and Johnson (2003) wrote the rate of fertility in sub-

Saharan Africa was at 6.0 per woman, “one of the highest fertility rates in the developing 

world” (p. 93).  The data in Table 3 show a comparison between fertility and mortality rates in 

Ghana from census data over almost 15 years.  The numbers here suggest improvement in 
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Ghana over this length of time, but at a slow growth.  Yet when the cause of death appears 

uncertain, it is attributed to witchcraft and an innocent woman is caged. 

Table 3 

Ghana Fertility and Mortality Rates 

Rate 1997 2010 

Fertility (births per woman) 4.9 4.7 

Mortality (infant, per 1,000 live births) 77.0 50.0 

Mortality (under 5, per 1,000 live births)  122.0 74.4 

Note.  IFAD, 2007; UNICEF, 1997; World Bank, 2012 
 

Economic Status of Older Women in Rural African Societies 

Some of the extreme conditions of poverty women face can be explained by their lack of 

economic resources in rural societies.  The patriarchal societal structure in rural African 

communities specifies that women do not own property, but are rather expected to perform 

much of the agricultural processing in addition to the rigorous work of household domestic 

tasks, and bearing and caring for the children, all for the economic gain of the man (Alland, 

1965; H. N. Amenga-Etego, n.d.; Harris & Johnson, 2003).  The persistence of high poverty levels 

as a result of gender inequity in these rural areas is explained in World Bank’s (1995) report on 

poverty in Ghana:  

Gender is an important dimension of poverty, especially in Northern Ghana.  Women 
play significant roles in rural economic activities—in Rural Coastal and Rural Forest they 
are responsible for 40% of all household agricultural activities, and they completely 
dominate agricultural processing activities.  The participatory assessment confirms the 
sharp distinction between the income-earning roles of men and women in Ghana.  
Women therefore bear a disproportionate share of the burden of being poor—they are 
obliged to spend a great deal of time not only at working in family enterprises, but in 

11 



the nurture and rearing of children, and in important household tasks, such as cooking, 
and fetching water and fire wood.  (p. ii) 

 
Aging and Health 

Another problem for deliberation is the quandary of aging Northern Ghanaian women in 

rural areas.  The majority of the aged persons in Africa as a whole are found to reside in rural 

areas (Habte-Gabr et al., 1987; Maier, 1992), where there is less access to improved water and 

sanitation, and more likelihood of diseases and malnutrition, as represented in Table 4.  

Table 4 

Prevalent Infectious Diseases in Northern Ghana  

Diseases Result 

Food or waterborne diseases Bacterial and protozoan diarrhea, hepatitis A, 
and typhoid fever 

Vector borne diseases Malaria 

Water contact disease  Schistosomiasis 

Respiratory disease  Meningococcal meningitis 

Animal contact disease  Rabies 

Note.  CIA, 2012 
 
In these rural areas, consistent, quality medical care has been noticeably lacking 

(Chimbelu, 2011).  However, with combined efforts of Ghana and international organizations, 

improvement on medical and technological research is expected to increase life expectancy, 

and the probability exists for a future with higher population of elderly women compared to 

men; thus we can devise that the population of the elderly in Ghana will be primarily (a) poor, 

and (b) rural, and (c) female.  As medical care becomes more readily available and of better 
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quality with the growth of population meanwhile slowing down, it is suspected that the number 

of elderly women in Africa will increase significantly (Habte-Gabr et al., 1987; Maier, 1992).  In 

fact, the population growth has maintained a rate of 2.4% annually over the last 15 years 

(World Bank, 2012).  Table 5 shows life expectancy and elderly populations for Ghana. 

Table 5 

Ghana Life Expectancy and Elderly Population 

Variable 1997 2010 

Life Expectancy (female) 59 years 65 years 

Life Expectancy (male) 57 years 63 years 

Elderly Population (65 & above) 3.3% 3.8% 

Note.  World Bank, 2012  
 

There is a lack in Ghana and other African nations of defined and efficient methods to 

provide support in the form of pension systems, health insurance, health care, or social welfare 

systems to the rural population as they reach their older years (Chimbelu, 2011; Habte-Gabr et 

al., 1987).  In areas where such things are in place, delivery and execution methods make it 

hard for the people who need the services most to access them.  Table 6 shows health-related 

statistics for Ghana. 

Significantly for aged women who have had to entrust themselves to the care of men as 

income providers, the absence of resources for self-support upon widowhood is a harsh 

consideration (Habte-Gabr et al., 1987).  Rather than receive care or assistance from social 

programs, and with land and property ownership bypassing women completely, women in sub-

Saharan Africa remain dependent on their adult male children who are expected to care and 
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provide for their needs in their later years (Harris & Johnson, 2003).  “Without sons, a woman 

loses her right to use land after her husband’s death” (Harris & Johnson, 2003, p. 93). 

Table 6 

Ghana Health Care Statistics 

Category 2008 2009 

Health expenditure, total − (% of GDP)  6.9 

Physicians − (per 1,000 people)  0.1 

Improved water source, rural − (% of rural population with access) 74.0  

Improved sanitation facilities, rural − (% of rural population with access) 7.0  

Prevalence of HIV, total − (% of population ages 15-49)  1.8 

Note.  IFAD, 2012 
 

 

Religious Practices, Polygyny 

The frequency of occurrence of polygamous families in rural Northern Ghana adds yet 

another layer of complexity to the challenges women here endure.  According to White (1988), 

the occurrence of polygyny is prevalent in societies in which there is foundational basis for it in 

the areas of cultural practice, history, and ecology.  In the horticultural societies of Northern 

Ghana, many of the rural population practice polygamy, which is supported by their religious 

and cultural beliefs (Schnier & Hintmann, 2000-2001; Stromberg, 2011).  Table 7 displays the 

religious practices in Ghana. 
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Table 7 

Ghana Predominant Religious Beliefs  

Religious Belief Percentage 

Christian  68.8 

Muslim  15.9 

Traditional  8.5 

Other 0.7 

None  6.1 

Note.  CIA, 2012 
 

Polygamous marriages in the rural areas are more desirable because it provides for a 

larger family and the labor needed in the agricultural sector.  Women married into polygamous 

families partake in the agricultural work, provide for, and take care of the children as well 

(Klomegah, 1997).  Recent statistics show the tendency for the stronger prevalence in rural 

areas for polygamy than in urban areas of Ghana (Heaton & Darkwah, 2011; Klomegah, 1997).  

Table 8 displays this comparison. 

As reflected earlier in this paper in regard to the correlation between increased 

education of women and reduced levels of poverty, a similar trend in the rate of occurrence of 

polygamy in Ghana relates negatively to the education level of the woman (ICF Micro, 2010; 

Klomegah, 1997), displayed in Table 9.  Polygamy in rural Northern Ghana creates living and 

working arrangements that bring many women together with many children, broadening and 

adding more interpersonal elements, and often concurrent rivalries or posturing for power 

within the resultant hierarchy of the family. 

 

15 



Table 8 

Percentage of Women in a Polygynous Union, by Urban–Rural Residence in Ghana 

Time Period Urban (%) Rural (%) 

1979-1980 32.0 36.0 

1988 28.0 35.0 

1993 22.0 31.0 

1998 16.0 26.0 

2003 17.0 27.0 

2008 12.0 23.0 

Note.  Data represents currently married women, ages 15-49; ICF Micro, 2010 
 
Table 9 

Percentage of Women in a Polygynous Union, by Level of Education in Ghana 

Time Period No Education (%) Primary (%) Middle/JSS (%) Secondary + (%) 

1988 40 28 27 19 

1993 36 24 22 18 

1998 32 23 16 13 

2003 36 19 13 9 

2008 31 19 12 4 

Note.  Data represents currently married women, ages 15-49; ICF Macro, 2010 
 

 

Based on the overview of the current demographic conditions in northern rural Ghana, 

one can argue that considerable portions of the older population of Ghanaian women live in 

primarily agricultural, rural areas.  In those areas they are affronted with challenges brought on 
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by poverty, social status perceptions, aging and health issues, and family relationships within 

polygamous marriages.   

Purpose for the Study 

The purpose of this study was to identify the sociodemographic characteristics 

predominantly shared by persons accused of practicing witchcraft in Northern Ghana.  Violence 

against women in traditional, patriarchal societies is not uncommon (Ahmad, Riaz, Barata, & 

Stewart, 2004; R. Amenga-Etego, 2003; R. M. Amenga-Etego, 2006; Kahn, 2011; Klomegah, 

1997; Mba, 2007; “Toil and trouble,” 2012), and inquiry into these cases was necessary in order 

to understand the common attributes shared by most of the accused persons in Gushegu, 

Northern Ghana.  Older adults deserve respect and dignity, but current data suggest the 

inference that economic stress prevents this from happening.  Where economic conditions 

continue to show little to no improvement, one can expect witchcraft accusation will sustain 

and continue to prevent older adults from being treated with respect.  To rectify this trend and 

preserve the dignity of the aging population in Northern Ghana, it will be necessary to prevent 

the influence of greed and economic factors from having a negative influence on aging.  

Research Questions 

The research questions I examined in this paper include: 

1. What role do age and gender play in witchcraft accusation in Gushegu? 

2. What role does poor economic empowerment play in witchcraft accusation in Gushegu?  

Significance of the Study 

The sociodemographic characteristics associated with witchcraft accusations in 

Northern Ghana may be key to ending witchcraft accusation used as societal discrimination.  In 
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this study, I identified those sociodemographic characteristics often shared by victims of 

witchcraft accusation in Northern Ghana, and suggest measures to improve the quality of life of 

those most affected by the accusation.  Witchcraft belief has a strong presence in African and 

other traditional societies.  Examining and identifying the sociodemographic characteristics of 

those most frequently accused of practicing witchcraft, and adopting new ways to ameliorate 

their general being will serve as a baseline in attempting to reduce witchcraft accusation 

leveled against older adults in Northern Ghana.  Similar studies, when conducted in a broader 

scope around Africa, will pave the way to improving conditions of the accused persons and will 

energize the masses in order to ask the government to provide more support for 

empowerment in African rural areas.  Such meaningful support will serve in protecting the 

rights of all people, regardless of gender, age, and socioeconomic status.  

Limitations of the Study 

The scope of this study was limited to understanding the predominant 

sociodemographic factors associated with witchcraft accusation, i.e., identifying those ever-

present elements always shared among people accused of practicing witchcraft in Northern 

Ghana. This study has not attempted to interview alleged witches in all the camps across 

Northern Ghana, and cannot claim to be a true representation of all the accused and 

institutionalized witches in Northern Ghana.  Without considering all the accused throughout 

Northern Ghana, real causality of witchcraft accusation cannot be easily established nor 

generalized.  The analysis of documentaries, interviews, and books may include biases on the 

part of the previous researcher/observer/documenter.  Many of the studies referenced have 

not looked at specific age groups, in particular elderly women aged 50 and above, but rather 
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are concerned with the plight of all women.  Much research that has been conducted in Ghana 

and in worldwide statistics indicate a standard label of elderly at age 60-65, which does not 

take the brevity of life expectancy in rural Ghanaian areas into consideration.  Previous 

research on the health of rural African women may be limited to recent decades (H. R. Amenga-

Etego, n.d.; R. M. Amenga-Etego, 2006; GSS, 1998; IFAD, 2012; Mba, n.d.; World Bank, 1995).  

Summary 

While recognizing the firmly founded belief system of witchcraft in the rural, traditional 

areas of Northern Ghana, in this study I identify persistent sociodemographic characteristics of 

those often accused of witchcraft in Gushegu.  The argument is that putting the necessary 

measures in place to eliminate or reduce the predominance of the identified characteristics will 

thus reduce the likelihood of being a victim of witchcraft accusation.  Secondly, if supports are 

in place to enhance the socioeconomic conditions of those in the lowest social status, and 

made accessible at an early stage of life, witchcraft accusation may be reduced.  When 

necessary supports are in place, despite the existence of witchcraft beliefs, steps will be in 

motion toward creating a more empowered environment thereby reducing the chances of 

being accused of witchcraft.  In rural Northern Ghana, men are allowed to practice witchcraft 

on the grounds their acts are devoted to protection and good, while women’s practices are 

claimed to be for destruction and ill.  As more females in the rural areas are provided with 

sound educational opportunities and are better equipped to become self-sufficient, more 

women would be socially awakened to be able to question the witchcraft accusation, and will 

more likely challenge the labeling of women as witches. 
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These measures are important because people are not born old, but everyone 

progressively attains an aged status.  If the younger females in a society live with the notion 

that it is acceptable to be labeled at will as witchcraft practitioners, then they will have the 

same fate as the powerless and disrespected older women of today in Northern Ghana.  Old 

age should be with dignity, and witchcraft accusations targeted toward older women is a social 

stigma which must be properly addressed.  In the introduction, I discussed the demographic 

attributes of Ghana, taking notice of the socioeconomic limitations of women in northern rural 

Ghana.  Moro et al. (2008) stated that sub-Saharan Africa contains the highest level of 

witchcraft belief in the world today.  In Ghana, with 8.5% of its population adhering to 

traditional religious practices (see Table 7) (CIA, 2012), it is clear that understanding of the 

belief system must be attempted, as it is a real part of the rural people’s lives.   
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Explanation of Witchcraft in Traditional World Societies 

In this chapter, I discuss the functions of witchcraft and compare witchcraft with 

sorcery.  I then relate the anthropological explanation of witchcraft in world societies, exploring 

the principal theories of modernization, mobility, scapegoating, and income shock, in order to 

determine the reality and scope of witchcraft in people’s minds.  Then I review specific cultures 

and applications of witchcraft belief in both recent and historical times, in Ghana and vicinity, 

as well as worldwide.  Finally, I examine the socioeconomic issues in Ghana and the response 

from both government and non-government organizations with respect to witchcraft 

accusations. 

Function of Witchcraft 

As an aspect of traditional religion, witchcraft has been studied throughout the world in 

anthropological research.  Researchers have been able to posit explanations behind the social 

functions of witchcraft and its presentation in the minds of its practitioners, the functions 

manifested as functional and cathartic. 

The functional explanation of witchcraft in traditional society attests to a person’s ability 

to explain and therefore cope with the unknown.  In close communities such as rural villages 

where there is typically a lack of knowledge of modern science and medicine, people’s belief in 

witchcraft serves as explanation for sicknesses and a variety of daily crises and calamities (Mair, 

1969b).  Witchcraft, from a functional perspective provides a mechanism for people to feel an 

element of control or manipulation over their predicament (Moro et al., 2008).  Witchcraft can 
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serve as a means for social control over and maintenance of the social order within the group, 

in that it presents a picture of behaviors that are acceptable within the community, and 

reduces entrance from outsiders (De Waal Malefijt, 1968; Mair, 1969a, 1969b). 

The cathartic dimension of witchcraft is a psychological one.  It allows for the relief from 

pressure of social relationships in a close community, so that the people in the community have 

a way to deal with tension naturally arising from these close living arrangements.  Witchcraft 

can allow people to “break off relationships that have become intolerable” (Mair, 1969b, p. 

203), allow people to “level disparities in wealth and status” (Moro et al., 2008, p. 260), and 

provide people with an “outlet for aggression, anxiety, and hostility” (De Waal Malefijt, 1968, p. 

289). 

Of significance then is the question Mair (1964) braised in “Witchcraft as a Problem in 

the Study of Religion,” which points out the social implications of the witchcraft accusation.  

Mair asked, “Against whom are the accusations of witchcraft directed?” (p. 337).  Any person in 

the community who believes him or herself to be a victim can decide upon whom to cast his or 

her suspicion, thereby making use of the social control mechanism mentioned in the functional 

aspect of witchcraft.  Mair also brings up the ubiquitous rivalry among family members who are 

competing against one another for stature, which pervades villagers’ attitudes and can 

commonly lead to accusations.  

Cultural Features and Comparison with Sorcery 

Witchcraft belief in modern Ghana shares cultural features with other cultures 

throughout the world and throughout history.  Witches, as opposed to sorcerers, are typically 

female and have power and desire to harm other individuals (Moro et al., 2008; Sidky, 1997).  
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The women are seen with negative, antisocial tendencies; they carry out their evil practices at 

night and often outside of their own bodies (De Waal Malefijt, 1968; Mair, 1969a; Moro et al., 

2008; Sidky, 1997). 

In contrast to the evil nature of witches, sorcery, most often seen as the practice of men 

and perceived generally as a practice of beneficial uses, including healing.  And while sorcery 

characteristically uses materials in its employment, witchcraft leaves behind no trace of 

evidence and left to the spiritual realm, and allows for accusation with no proof or adequate 

defense for the accused (Mair, 1969a; De Waal Malefijt, 1968).  These features of witchcraft 

lend to the difficulty in following a consistent method in legal control over both the perceived 

evil that arises from witchcraft, and the harm to the accused resulting from suspicions only.  

Theoretical Explanation of Witchcraft 

In this section, I discuss research on theoretical explanations for the occurrence of 

witchcraft in order to determine their relevance and applicability to witchcraft belief in Ghana.  

Theories reviewed in this section include modernization theory, mobility theory, income shock, 

and scapegoating theories. 

Modernization Theory 

Researchers Inglehart and Baker (2011) surveyed data from 65 societies and about 75% 

of the world population in order to test the extent that cultural consequences can be predicted 

in societies proceeding on their paths through industrialization.  The authors noted cultural 

values are strongly impacted by economic development, as reflected in their measurement of 

the difference in value systems between countries that are rich and those that are poor.  They 

viewed in their research that, as modernization theory implies, there is a trend toward the 
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secular and self-expressive values of a culture during the period of economic development; 

however that direction appears to reverse in times of economic downturn, and traditional 

values appear to become culturally stronger.  

Inglehart and Baker’s (2000) study showed associations can be drawn between 

economic development and the dominant cultural belief systems, but one noteworthy 

observation they made was: 

The shift from agrarian to urban industrial society reduces the importance of organized 
religion, but this is counterbalanced by the growing concerns for the meaning and 
purpose of life.  Religious beliefs persist, and spiritual concerns, broadly defined, are 
becoming more widespread in advanced industrial societies.  (p. 49)  
 
Though modernization theory predicted that as cultures advance economically, there 

would be a resultant decline in the need for religion; this simplistic result was not what was to 

come about.  Rather, Inglehart and Baker’s (2000) study suggest that when insecurity is 

persistent, it may give people a reason to hold on to their religious or spiritual beliefs.  Heaton 

and Darkwah (2011) analyzed Ghana Demographic and Health Surveys to make observations 

regarding cultural changes as evident in family structures, noting religion remains fundamental 

in shaping the social context of changing trends within family structures.  The researchers 

looked specifically at behaviors relating to marriage, reproductive health, and religion to 

observe changes in family demographics in Ghana.  Heaton and Darkwah (2011) found the rate 

of change varied across religious groups, resulting in “a lack of uniformity” and an “inability to 

generalize about the nature of the linkage between religion and family,” but the authors did 

note religion plays a central role in family life and will continue to have an effect on changes to 

the cultural family structure in Ghana over time (p. 1594).  
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Mobility Theory 

Brain (2008) reviewed ethnographic data to compare societies based on their mobility 

and attachment to property, and their beliefs in witchcraft.  He suggested in non-industrial 

areas, the people are agricultural based and therefore sedentary, which allows the 

establishment of complex social structures involving hierarchy and authority.  Brain (2008) 

contrasted this with societies that have built up complete mobility and less property 

attachment, in which people have the option and therefore the ability to move physically out of 

conflicting relationships, completely circumventing the functional needs that witchcraft 

addresses.  

Scapegoating and Income Shock Theory 

In her researcher, Oster’s (2004) looked at the implications of climate conditions on the 

prevalence of witchcraft belief during the witchcraze of the Middle Ages in Europe.  The 

researcher observed a “deterioration in economic conditions” that was brought about by a 

temperature decrease and resultant reduction in food supply, and which she stated correlated 

with the violence of the witchcraze (p. 225).  

Miguel (2005) analyzed, in his research, the income shock resulting from extreme 

rainfall conditions in Tanzania which led to economic downturn he termed as “income shock” 

which correlates, as seen in Oster’s (2004) study, with an increase in violence targeted at 

“witches” (p. 1).  Miguel (2005) suggested that in traditional areas where witchcraft is a part of 

the cultural dogma, an interaction between economic events and these prevalent cultural ideas 

is possible. 
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The theories reviewed in this section, when applied to witchcraft accusation, can be 

used to understand some persistent conditions leading to witchcraft accusation during certain 

economic and social trends.  The theories are also valuable in predicting patterns of witchcraft 

occurrence and witchcraft-related violence.  Modernization and mobility theories can be used 

to describe witchcraft prevalence in Northern Ghana in that the rural, traditionally practicing 

culture is adhering to those beliefs during economic distress.  The scapegoating and income 

shock theories may apply to Northern Ghana where an increase in the rate of witchcraft 

accusation and violence has been constituent during harsh economic times.  The links between 

religious and cultural practices and economic conditions and interpretations will be an 

important factor when establishing plans to implement socioeconomic changes.  

Definitions of Witchcraft as Perceived in Modern Society 

Observations of cultures in Ghana over the last 50 years support the finding that 

perceptions of witchcraft and traditional practices persist in modern Ghana.  In this section, I 

review some of this research and address the endurance of these views in the modern world. 

The Abron of east central Côte d’Ivoire share borders with Ghana, and is a matriarchal 

society, which practices polygamy as observed by Alland in his 1965 research.  Alland (1965) 

noted that the close social structure among women could give rise to fears of witchcraft 

aggression.  In the Abron society, there was a belief that any supernatural attack from a witch 

could be dealt with by means of counter-magic, which served to reverse the evil magic toward 

the perpetrator, and solve the problem through nonaggressive action (Alland, 1965). 

Badoe (2011) and Houde (2010) have studied witchcraft accusation in rural Northern 

Ghana and extracted stories from women accused of witchcraft and have sought shelter in one 
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of Ghana’s many witchcamps.  Both researchers discussed the assumption by people in this 

area of the country that it is a natural, hereditary trait that women are witches, and many 

epidemics or misfortunes are the direct result of a woman practicing witchcraft (Badoe, 2011; 

Houde, 2010).  

In examining a statewide anti-witchcraft campaign in Bénin during the 1970s, Kahn’s 

(2011) historical case study included field research of the Fon culture.  Kahn (2011), like Badoe 

(2011) and Houde (2010), also remarked on the Fon’s assumption that women were witches by 

their own nature.  Additionally, his cultural informants identified a rationale for accusing 

women of practicing witchcraft, which included pointing to the family-structure relationships 

and rivalries that develop in polygamous households, as well as the competitive nature of 

entrepreneurial women in the marketplace (Kahn, 2011). 

Royer (1999) conducted field research with the Sambla, and examined research of Mali 

and missionary and colonial documents from the region, in order to determine the impact of 

two religious cults during the 1950s independence periods in societies of Mali, Burkina Faso, 

and the Côte d’Ivoire.  As a necessary element that relates to power, witchcraft (la sorcellerie) 

was found to have changed in those areas affected by the two cults, but is still apparent and 

necessary in the function of the population’s daily lives (Royer, 1999). 

Conducting his field research with the Maka in southeast Cameroon during the early 

1970s, Geschiere (1997) observed that modernization in Africa has not reduced the impact or 

the significance of the witchcraft dogma.  Like Royer (1999), Geschiere (1997) also noted that 

witchcraft is strongly linked culturally with power; and the focus of his book, The Modernization 

of Witchcraft: Politics and the Occult in Postcolonial Africa, explores his three dimensions of 
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how witchcraft is tied to political development.  He described the ambiguity of witchcraft 

practice, in that it can either equalize disparities to enable one’s achievement of power, or it 

can give a person the remedy needed to attain the desired wealth or power.  A second 

dimension pertains to the fact regional variations of witchcraft must be seen as real and 

important.  Finally, despite modern times, Geschiere (1997) explained there is a close 

relationship between family kinship and witchcraft. 

Homezo (2011) is another researcher who had noted the connection of witchcraft with 

power.  His research was a qualitative analysis of the Agadji village in southwest Togo, looking 

at witchcraft in a rural, agricultural society, and the dynamics of family relationships and 

rivalries for power.  Homezo also observed the persistence of witchcraft in the culture despite 

modern times and the presumed attitudes toward modernization. 

There are similarities to Northern Ghana when one looks at examples of witchcraft in 

cultures in other areas of the world.  Kelley’s research (2002) of the Etoro of New Guinea, 

Evans-Pritchard’s study (2008) of the Azande in Africa, and McPherson’s survey (2008) of the 

Kabana in New Guinea all reflect the use of witchcraft as a tool for the maintenance of social 

structure and to keep inappropriate behaviors well controlled.  

Traditional religious practices are practiced in Haiti.  Vodou, the religion of Haiti, 

incorporates traditional African belief systems, and, according to Germain (2011), empowers 

those who practice it.  Germain stated, “Vodou has a proven track record of providing 

emotional, psychological, and spiritual support to many Haitians, who feel abandoned by the 

international community, the state, and even their own justice system” (p. 260).  Haiti has in 

common with Ghana its very patriarchal society; however, Germain’s (2011) article suggests 
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that gender inequities are lower in Haiti because of the positive connotations of Vodou by both 

male priest and female priestesses, and this enables women’s issues to be brought forth for 

discussion. 

Germain (2011) primarily brought up for discussion the impact and trauma arising since 

Hurricane Jeanne in 2004, which left people of Haiti to cope with the aftermath of the 

catastrophe.  Outside influence, primarily from foreign organized religions, brought in money as 

well as the belief the traditional practice of Vodou was satanic, and encouraged many people to 

convert from Vodou (Germain, 2011).  Germain’s observation is significant in looking at Ghana, 

where, in seeking to decrease the violence and the outmoded social disparities that lead to 

witchcraft accusation, one must also take into consideration the consequences of removing or 

modifying a people’s long-standing value system.   

Witchcraft in History 

Witchcraft practice is a primitive form of religious belief, and witnessed in its history is 

contiguous violence.  The witchcraze of the 16th-17th centuries in Europe as well as the puritan 

New England witch trials of the 17th century are well-known examples of such phenomena. 

European Witchcraze 

In his discussion of mobility theory, Brain’s (2008) research focused on the European 

witchcraze of the 16th-17th centuries.  He claimed,  

During the 16th and 17th centuries there was enormous social, political, economic, and 
religious ferment in Europe.  This led initially to feelings of deep insecurity in all these 
arenas of human activity, exacerbated by the Copernican revolution; it also led to 
unrivaled opportunities for the acquisition of wealth, power, and social status.  All this 
activity generated great divisions in society, as well as powerful emotions such as envy, 
jealousy, hostility, self-questioning, and guilt.  (p. 271) 
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Brain (2008) also stated that something similar to the societal divisions and presence of 

emotional energy that took place in Europe may be occurring in Africa today, and is reflected in 

the persistence of witchcraft and the continued accusations pitting family/neighbor against one 

another. 

Sidky’s (1997) book entitled Witchcraft, Lycanthropy, Drugs, and Disease: An 

Anthropological Study of the European Witch-Hunts mentioned, like Brain (2008), the 

stratification of society during this time, as well as the propensity for people to blame each 

other for socioeconomic difficulties and changes.  In medieval Europe, the elite were able to 

achieve and maintain their social control by falsely accusing the weakest members of society, 

spreading both the belief in and fear of witches, and publicly punishing those who were 

accused.  Sidky (1997) also found correlations, like Miguel (2005) and Oster (2004), between 

the occurrence of natural disasters, such as the instances of breakouts of the plague epidemics 

and ergotism, and the frequency or intensity of witchcraft accusation and subsequent 

punishments.    

Puritan New England  

Mixon’s (2000) article emphasized that in colonial Massachusetts of the 17th century 

wealth and power stood to be gained by the people allowing witchcraft accusation to persist, 

namely the ministers.  “Clergy were effective in shaping popular conceptions of witchcraft” (p. 

181) and as a result were able to increase attendance at the sermons as well as the social status 

of the local churches, hence their salaries.  A religion with a doctrine easily interpreted and is 

less guided by strict doctrine may be used to manipulate people and their beliefs.  Mixon (2000) 

also mentioned a possible correlation between the witchcraft accusations and the likely 
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conditions for the presence of ergotism.  Another factor for the intensity and prevalence of 

witchcraft trials was the fact the trials allowed the use of spectral evidence.  

As reviewed in other historical areas where witchcraft has occurred, there was 

stratification in Puritan Massachusetts society: cosmopolitan and secular town versus rural 

village, East Salem versus West Salem, and witchcraft accusation leveled disparities between 

these classes, while at the same time disparaging antisocial behavior (King & Mixon, 2010).  

King and Mixon pointed out social, business, and legal changes were afoot in colonial 

Massachusetts and that these modifications of societal thinking led to the demise of witchcraft 

accusations and trials: 

The lessening of community-based power and decisions by ministers led to increased 
commercial activity because businesses could be open longer and more often.  With this 
increased commercialism came a need for a change in the method of exchange from 
barter to . . . paper currency.  The acceptance of paper currency allowed new traders to 
compete with established local merchants in these expanded markets.  The increased 
commercial activity and new market participants required changes in the legal system to 
handle the inevitable disputes.  The legal system changed to accommodate the 
innovations of the business environment.  (p. 683) 

 
These historical examples of witchcraft are demonstrative of the close societal and 

economic interworking that perpetuated witchcraft accusation and trials.  In the next section of 

the chapter, I take a closer look into these factors, focusing on women’s perceptions, roles, 

rights, aging, and health. 

Social and Economic Factors Affecting Women 

In an article published in 2004, Ahmad et al. attempted to determine women’s 

perceptions of their roles in the patriarchal social structure, in order to assess the applicability 

of education programs that seek to reduce spousal violence against women.  Though this study 

focused on South Asian immigrant women in Canada, the study offers important considerations 
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for bringing about social change in areas where there is strong patriarchy and a woman’s 

ambivalence toward her place in the social system.  The research found women’s beliefs do 

indeed influence their perceptions of spousal violence toward women (Ahmad et al., 2004).  

Though this particular research looked at modern immigrant women in the western world, the 

research can offer insight into the ambivalence and helplessness experienced by older women 

in the rural patriarchal society of Northern Ghana. 

H. N. Amenga-Etego (n.d.), director of public policy for women and development for the 

organization Grass Roots Africa in Accra, Ghana, submitted a review paper discussing women 

and poverty in Ghana.  The article suggested there is continued discrimination against women 

as a result of their being concentrated in lower paying and lower skilled jobs, making them 

more susceptible to poverty and also results in their continued lower social status as compared 

to men.  The author recommended government involvement in the creation of new policies and 

in the monitoring of policies already in existence, which can reduce the inequities and gender 

gaps common in the rural areas of Northern Ghana.  Of important consideration are necessary 

agricultural modifications that can assist women to reduce economic dependency on men (H. 

N. Amenga-Etego, n.d.). 

Though steps are being taken in Ghana to introduce protections and rights for women, 

R. M. Amenga-Etego (2006) noted violence against women is also occurring in Ghana when a 

woman does become successful and self-sufficient.  Because of the patriarchal system and the 

inherent recognition of property as the right of the male, the author stated: 

Many women have thus been dispossessed of their property either through divorce or 
at the death of their spouses.   In Northern Ghana for instance, animal properties such 
as cattle, sheep, and goats are taken over by husbands in the event of divorce or the 
living kindred of their husbands during widowhood.  In other words, the properties, 
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which many women undergo different forms of violence or difficulties to acquire, may 
be violently confiscated at some stage in their life.  (p. 33-34) 

 
As other researchers have noted, R. M. Amenga-Etego (2006) echoed the idea that in the 

presence of even adequate legal rights and with access to legal protection, women in Ghana are 

subjected often to the threat of violence and are thus still unwilling to seek legal assistance. 

In another context, R. Amenga-Etego (2003), coordinator of advocacy and campaign 

programs at the Integrated Development Centre (ISODEC) in Accra, Ghana, published a report 

discussing the inequities of women’s rights concerning property laws, in particular this paper 

dealt with water privatization.  He lamented how the government of Ghana adopted policies of 

decentralization, and moved administrative and development responsibilities to area districts, 

and separated the division of water services into separate urban and rural departments.  These, 

according to the author, were economic policies created in order to increase the profitability of 

utilities, but the policies are unreasonable and too cost prohibitive for the poor (R. Amenga-

Etego, 2003). 

These policies require that communities not only contribute to the installation of capital 
equipment, but also bear all recurrent costs, including for repair and maintenance.  Due 
to poverty, they are unable to meet the costs and, therefore, they are deprived of safe 
water.  More than 70% of the people in Northern region live below the national poverty 
line.  (p. 4) 

 
Culturally, water is important to women, as they have been responsible for fetching 

water used domestically for generations.  Women, in rural Northern Ghana are typically less 

able to earn adequate income to be self-sufficient, are thus unable to afford the high and 

growing costs of water and related utility maintenance.  In poor areas, women are inadequately 

educated, cost will likely be a determining factor for women who need to choose their water 
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supply; where free water, though unsafe, is available, it will likely be used (R. Amenga-Etego, 

2003). 

A woman’s access to water and the presence of waste and sanitation facilities are an 

everyday need seen to have a significant impact on women’s lives in rural areas.  This is noted 

in Khagayi et al.’s (2010) research in which their data showed 94% of surveyed elderly residents 

were without access to water, and more than 99% were without sanitation.  In this study, the 

researchers examined possible socioeconomic factors impacting adult mortality in rural Ghana 

by analyzing longitudinal data collected over a two-year period from the Navrongo 

Demographic Surveillance System (NDSS), data obtained through a survey of the residents of 

the Kassena-Nankana District in Northern Ghana.  Khagayi et al.’s (2010) research suggested 

social relationships in and outside of the family as well as companionship, rather than indicators 

of socioeconomic status, are more likely to predict patterns of elderly mortality.  This shows 

there is a need for support within the community by government or NGO programs outside of 

the community that will contribute to a healthier, better quality of life for the aged in northern 

rural Ghana. 

Chimbelu (2011) reported in the Duetsche Welle there is a trend in Africa that seems to 

be going away from families openly supporting their relatives who are aging.  While the elderly 

are still important and contribute to the family income and support, especially in the care of 

grandchildren, their needs are not being met within the family.  Though not currently popular 

politically, pension programs would be worthy of consideration for improving the lives and 

value of the elderly, allowing them to make even more of a contribution to their families and 

their community’s well-being (Chimbelu, 2011).  Maier (1992) also expressed concern for the 
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increasing population growth of elderly in Africa.  His article in the Independent repeated the 

fear that families in Africa do not have the means to take care of their aged in their 

communities or in their own families. 

Habte-Gabr et al.’s (1987) study also mentioned the devaluing of the elderly in Africa by 

the younger generations, due to lifestyle changes, knowledge, and work methods.  In addition 

to early access to medical interventions for wellness and health maintenance, there is also need 

for community support and respect, which contribute to a healthy life in the aging population.  

Issues brought to light in this research included rapid/premature aging, widowhood, lack of 

research on disease patterns in the African elderly population, inadequate 

insurance/pension/benefits for the employed, necessity for the prevention of disabilities, 

healthcare needs for the elderly, and healthcare assistance programs provided by the 

government.  Habte-Gabr et al.’s research emphasized families, who traditionally take care of 

their aging relatives, are unable to earn more than can pay for just their basic needs.  Whether 

young generations migrate to urban areas or stay in the rural areas, they are becoming less able 

to provide adequate care for their aging family members.  

Mba’s (2010) research discussed aging in Africa and suggestions for preparing 

governments to initiate programs for elderly assistance.  He stated as people grow older and 

are exposed to disabilities and illnesses in a country such as Ghana, many aged individuals are 

already experiencing health concerns when they reach old age (Mba, 2010).  This is problematic 

when an elderly person’s primary asset is his or her physical health and work performance (in 

rural/farming applications) in order to provide for him or herself.  Mba (2010) further stated:   

Due to pervasive poverty, it is hypothesized that there is an inverse relationship 
between modernization and family support for the elderly, resulting in a growing 
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incidence of low levels of well-being among the elderly persons.  Yet, very little is known 
in Ghana and other parts of Africa about intergenerational transfers.  In the traditional 
African society, children are expected to support their parents in old age because there 
is no universal social security system.  With increasing urbanization and modernization, 
it is vitally important to know something about intergenerational transfers from adult 
children (who live in towns, cities, and outside the country) to their elderly parents, and 
characterize the elderly persons’ food security strategies in a fast-changing social and 
economic environment.  (p. 7) 

 
Mba (2010) emphasized the importance for governments of Ghana and elsewhere in Africa to 

address these issues and assure adequate preparation for current and future aging populations. 

Polygyny in Rural Society 

Another social and economic factor directly impacting women in northern rural Ghana is 

polygamy.  It has been a longstanding tradition in the area for men to have multiple wives in 

order to have a large family and high community status; and the influence of Islam has also 

allowed for the continuation of its practice.  Because the practice of polygamy in sub-Saharan 

Africa contributes to the perception of lower status of women and the woman’s inability to 

maintain her own property rights, it is an important factor to consider in having implications on 

witchcraft accusation. 

In his research, Klomegah’s (1997) explored socioeconomic indicators of marriage type 

in Ghana using the Ghana Demographic and Health Survey conducted by the Ghana Statistical 

Service in 1988.  His research revealed education level and urban location are correlated 

positively with monogamous relationships in Ghana.  Also, Klomegah (1997) noted in rural 

areas where polygamy is more widely practiced and accepted, there are social statuses for 

polygamous union, as well as a support network for the housework and the raising of children.  

Schnier and Hintmann (2001) discussed polygyny in Ghana from a legal perspective, 

having noted the high frequency of polygamy alongside the government’s new constitution and 
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international treaties in which the language suggests polygyny be prohibited.  Additionally, the 

authors argued polygamy is unhealthy to a woman’s mental and physical health in that it 

contributes to the spread of disease (HIV/AIDS) and to the frequency of domestic abuse, 

including jealousy and disagreements among the co-wives.  They also recognized the negative 

impact on children, in particular the development and health of young girls, and their ability to 

achieve higher education or occupation levels (Schnier & Hintmann, 2001). 

Schnier and Hintmann’s (2001) research brought up many arguments that discussed the 

opposition to polygyny as voiced in the Ghana Constitution and in international treaties signed 

by Ghana.  These documents guarantee the rights of women as equal persons before the law, 

and the authors revealed in many ways polygamy undermined those conditions.  The article 

stated: 

Even if based on religious belief (i.e., Islam) or long-standing tribal customs, polygyny 
must be prohibited because it infringes on women’s fundamental right to equality 
before the law.  The Preamble to the International Bill of Rights states that, “it is 
essential . . . to ensure that the use of religion or belief to support multiple wives is 
inconsistent with the Charter of the United Nations and other relevant instrument of 
the United Nations . . . is inadmissible.  (Schnier & Hintmann, 2001, p. 825) 
 
In this section, I worked to point out factors at play that seem to inhibit Northern 

Ghana’s abilities to accommodate the national move toward equality for women, rather 

enabling the persistence of witchcraft accusation in its rural areas.  Notably, the continued 

perception women may have in regard to their status or role in society or family can 

conceivably lead to their ambivalence and acceptance when accused of witchcraft.  Lack of 

property rights, lack of necessary supports, lack of care, loss of respect as women age, and the 

continued ramifications of polygamy in society are all contributing factors to the ordeal women 

in rural Northern Ghana are facing.  As Schnier and Hintmann (2001) showed, the constitution 
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of Ghana and various international treaties are all in support of the fundamental rights of 

women.  Therefore, further government, especially local, response to witchcraft cases needs 

consideration prior to establishing an adequate plan which more effectively brings the laws and 

their protections into the rural areas.  

Government and Legal Response 

In the discussion of the background of the problems surrounding witchcraft in modern 

Ghana and other areas of Africa, in Chapter 1 of this paper I presented current news articles 

illustrating the horrific nature of the violence pursuant to witchcraft accusation as well as the 

legal procedures, if any, following the crimes.  It is vital in the pursuit of solutions to the 

problem that there be a legal response, which is both reasonable and takes into account the 

concerns of the people.  In the next section, I present legislative and judicial responses to 

witchcraft accusation cases brought to trial.  

In his work entitled The Modernity of Witchcraft: Politics and the Occult in Postcolonia 

Africa, Geschiere (1997) took a chapter to discuss the judiciary response to witchcraft in the 

area of his observations, the East Province of Cameroon inhabited by the Maka.  He noted in 

post-colonial times, judges were apt to condemn accused witches without concrete proof and 

without having a valid confession from the accused.  Before that time, during the 1970s, 

colonial law was applied toward witchcraft only when tangible proof was offered.  During the 

1980s, healers began to be consulted as the experts or specialists in determining proof of a 

witch and they were being used as key witnesses in court cases against witches, imparting what 

seemed to be a conflict of interest (Geschiere, 1997). 
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Judges in the area at that time were able to punish a witch by levying heavy fines and 

imprisonment for up to 10 years (Geschiere, 1997).  Quite often, the people who were 

financially successful were very concerned about witchcraft, and may have made an accusation 

against someone in the village in order to protect him or herself from having his or her wealth 

(or health) taken by witchcraft.  Known to offer encouragement to the accuser in bringing the 

case to court were the village healers (Geschiere, 1997). 

During 1970s observation of the Maka by the author, witchcraft issues were handled in 

the villages by village chiefs, and were not normally brought to the court.  Once brought to the 

courts during the 1980s, judges felt that the laws as written did not adequately reflect the 

culture of the people, and that the judges needed to make judgments on behalf of the people 

and their beliefs (Geschiere, 1997).  At the time of his writing, because of the laws on the books 

that allowed for the punishment of a witch without adequate concrete proof, and the judges’ 

willingness to accept the statements of a possibly partial healer representative for the people, 

Geschiere (1997) concluded the state was ill-equipped to prosecute witchcraft cases. 

The previous section identified the modern government of Ghana as well as 

international politics are in fact concerned with the rights of all people; so it is concluded the 

rights of women, while backed and supported by the government documentation, has not been 

seen to be of adequate assistance to women in the rural areas where witchcraft accusation is 

prevalent.  Diwan (2004) looked at the balance of modern reasonableness with popular opinion 

in cases of witchcraft brought to trial.  Diwan emphasized in his research if a law is to be 

effective in a community, it is extremely important that the law respond to serious needs of the 
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community, the community must understand it, and it must comprehensively address the 

problem(s) faced in the community.  

In his research, Diwan (2004) examined cases in various common law countries of Africa, 

noting the judges’ responses to spectral evidence and the witchcraft accusation in general.  

Cases cited occurred in Zimbabwe, Cameroon, South Africa, Tanzania, and Uganda.  The author 

concluded that, though he found there to be an increase in witchcraft cases, judges seemed to 

defer to the state legal perspective over the belief systems of the local communities.  This is in 

contrast to Geschiere’s (1997) earlier observations in Cameroon.   

R. M. Amenga-Etego (2006) wrote on violence toward women in Ghana and noted when 

there are laws in support of women’s rights, women who attempt to follow those legal steps 

are often stigmatized socially and as a result women are discouraged from taking action.  In 

1998 the parliament underwent a review of sex offense laws in Ghana, resulting in 

improvement of the laws concerning rape, forced marriage, child prostitution, and incest. 

In his report commissioned by the UN Economic Commission for Africa, Dzidonu (2003) 

outlined what he believed to be critical factors concerning the overall development of Ghana.  

One of these items was the fact the nation’s lack of education is considered to be holding back 

the country’s development overall.  Dzidonu’s (2003) recommendation was for increasing 

access to basic education for more of Ghana’s population.  One can infer the significance of 

education’s role in the discontinuation of witchcraft accusation in the rural northern areas of 

Ghana.  

A World Bank report edited by Shiyan Chao (1999) addressed the attention given to 

gender concerns in Ghana at the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, September 
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1995.  Because of Ghana’s need for economic improvement and the presence of the gender 

gap, this report was written to assess those issues of gender the country of Ghana must face in 

order to take steps forward (Chao, 1999).  First, the report acknowledged that “reducing gender 

inequalities and increasing women’s access to productive resources greatly improves both 

welfare and economic productivity” (Chao, 1999, p. 9).  

According to the report, the key areas to address in Ghana’s development and reduction 

of the gender gap were agricultural productivity, entrepreneurship, and the education and 

health concerns that are specific to women and their children (Chao, 1999).  Because the 

involvement of the government in creating and implementing policies is vital to the success of 

gender gap reduction and social improvement of well-being for women, the government must 

consider being able to successfully: 

• Diagnose gender constraints 
• Analyze underlying causes 
• Identify appropriate policy and program responses 
• Incorporate those in the normal functioning of all stakeholders 

(Chao, 1999, p. 55) 
 
Clearly, constant vigilance in this effort and allowance of adequate time in order to see changes 

within the longstanding social systems are necessary with these goals. 

Besides the 1995 Beijing conference, the World Survey on the Role of Women in 

Development, presented by the UN every fifth year, addresses women’s development issues 

(UN Women, 1995).  The sixth report, presented in 2009, addressed women’s economic 

empowerment, also noting the close relationship between economics and social development 

in gender issues (United Nations, 2009).  In order to help struggling governments enact policies 
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and programs whose intention is to avert the continuation of chronic poverty, the UN survey 

addressed specifically these needs of women: 

• Employment concerns 
• Land, housing, and other resources 
• Access to financial services 
• Access to social protection   

(UN, 2009, p. 2) 
 
Thus it is evident that, at the very least, international organizations are spurring governments in 

poverty stricken countries to focus programs on leveling disparities between genders, and 

offering assistance to women who are indeed a significant contributor to world economies. 

Summary 

Witchcraft is a belief system seen throughout history and during present times to be 

culturally significant.  In this chapter, I reviewed anthropological research regarding the 

explanation of witchcraft, including its functions and its cross-cultural features.  Theoretical 

research on witchcraft was also examined, in particular the theories of modernization, mobility, 

and scapegoat and/or income shock.  

While modern research can enlighten today’s audience on the rationale of witchcraft, it 

cannot come close enough to revealing why the practice persists.  In this chapter, I also 

explored research delving into areas in modern society that currently practice the beliefs, in 

order to look for cultural understanding and comparison with the practice in Ghana.  Also, I 

examined cases in history, which witchcraft turned into epidemics or crazes, such as the 17th 

century Europe and Puritan New England witch-hunts, to determine the presence of common 

threads with Ghana of today. 
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No matter where or when the practices of witchcraft occur; closely woven fibers of 

social norms and economics are recurring.  The fibers, or factors, can be seen as gender related, 

and often consist, as in Northern Ghana, of property rights, access to necessities such as 

water/sanitation, health care and aging, and the presence of polygyny.  Women’s perceptions 

of their roles and status often are affected by their level of or access to education, and this 

seems to play a strong role in a woman’s ambivalence toward the injustice aimed at her. 

Finally, in this chapter I explored research that analyzed court documentation on 

witchcraft crimes and accusations in an attempt to qualify the balance between legal 

effectiveness and citizens’ desires.  Also reviewed were some of the international treatises on 

women’s rights and the global idea of empowering women and eliminating, or at least 

beginning to reduce, the gender gap.  All of these issues, when further revealed and improved 

upon, can serve to empower women in rural Northern Ghana accused of witchcraft and unable 

to fight the false accusation. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

To complete this study, I used three levels of analysis.  The micro level began with an 

informal discussion which took place during a visit to an accused witch’s camp in Gushegu, and 

then followed a thematic analysis of secondary data selected from 28 case studies from past 

documentaries.  Five different women produced the documentaries in different time periods, 

covering a few witches’ camps in Northern Ghana.  In this chapter, I discuss detailed 

perspectives on the selected cases examined and the reasons for the selections.  At the meso 

level, the focus was on the primary data I collected in Gushegu in Northern Ghana, while the 

analysis of the telephone interview, conducted with individuals in various regions across Ghana, 

is discussed at the macro level. 

Protecting Human Subjects 

The Institutional Review Board of the University of North Texas approved the permission 

to conduct this study on September 17, 2012 (see Appendix A).  Submitted and approved on 

October 1, 2012, was a request for amendment to the original approval (see Appendix B).  

These measures were to ensure that the rights of the participants were properly addressed.  

The participants were verbally read the descriptions of the study prior to participating and the 

written descriptions were also handed to the participants.  They were informed that 

participation was voluntary, and the risks associated with the study and their rights to withdraw 

at any point in time were also explained.  In all cases, I read the consent information (Appendix 

C) to each participant, and provided the contact information for me and the dissertation 

committee chair should the participants have any need for more information. 
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Omitted, to ensure the privacy of the interview participants, were the participants’ 

identities.  The materials collected were stored in a file cabinet under lock and key and 

protected against any unauthorized intruders.  All electronic materials were stored on a flash 

drive with a backup copy in case of any accidental loss, and no other person had access to the 

files.  All necessary precautions were taken to ensure the privacy of all concerned subjects 

throughout the study. 

Micro Level 

Visit to the Accused Witches’ Camp in Gushegu 

The journey started in Accra where I boarded an autobus travelling to Techima.  The first 

few hours of the journey were horrible; the road leading north out of Accra was under 

construction with the old surface already removed.  I arrived at Techima after nine hours and 

had to wait until daylight to board the next bus to Tamale.  The journey to Tamale lasted for 

four hours, and I spent the night at Tamale before proceeding on another bus to Gushegu the 

next day.  The last part of the journey from Tamale to Gushegu was very memorable in the 

sense that I rode with some traders from the villages who visited the capital to buy 

merchandise in order to sell in their respective villages.  Instead of transporting just passengers, 

the bus also doubled as a cargo van.  Goods were tied on the carriage over the roof and 

whenever passengers got to their destination, the bus conductor climbed up to the roof to 

offload their goods and changed the seating arrangements.  The frequent stops stretched the 

travel time from Tamale to Gushegu to five hours, as more passengers were picked up to fill the 

seats of those who were dropped off along the way.  I had made pre-lodging arrangements in 

the village, but lost the reservation due to the fact that I arrived late.  I was directed to a private 
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residence where a night fee was settled for $10.00, and my journey to the investigation in 

Gushegu began the next morning.  This portion of the investigation was informal and does not 

involve any detailed analysis, to that effect; I expand on the discussions during this visit in the 

finding section of this paper. 

Analyses of 28 Case Studies 

I conducted a thematic analysis on the responses to the data extracted from select 

documentaries of accused women from several camps in Northern Ghana.  I examined a total 

of 28 cases extracted from the various contents.  

Selection of Cases 

The cases selected were from the sources below: 

• Badoe, 2010 (10 cases) 

• Houde, 2010 (seven cases) 

• Palmer, 2010 (four cases) 

• Stromberg, 2011 (two cases) 

• Young, 2011 (five cases) 

To select the materials included in this analysis, I used convenience sampling.  Cases were 

selected based on (a) age of accused woman and (b) completeness of details surrounding her 

background and the accusation, experience with the camp, and the contingency of returning to 

her home village.  Of primary interest to my research was the aging of women in Northern 

Ghana and the treatment that leads to witchcraft accusation.  

 A total of 13 questions were developed and categorized under three different 

subheadings.  The first five questions related to the witchcraft accusations against the women.  

46 



Next, a set of four questions which explored life at the witchcamp, while the third set of 

questions related to release from the camp and homecoming.  I used these questions to extract 

details from the women’s stories and then categorized the details into variables.  The 

accusation-related questions served to determine the basis for the witchcraft accusation.  The 

questions attempt to establish how the residents of Gushegu perceive class, the age of the 

women, their economic assets, and contributions to the family structure.  The witch camp-

related questions helped to determine the personal characteristics that accused women share, 

their management of hardships, and their internal and external methods for coping with the 

trauma of an accusation and subsequent demoralization.  The questions pertaining to release 

from the witchcamp, or homecoming-related questions, served to establish the attitudes and 

changes in attitudes among the family members and larger community following the 

accusation.  These questions enabled me to identify the sociodemographic characteristics that 

are more likely to dispose a person to witchcraft accusations.  Knowing these recurring 

sociodemographic characteristics may help to suggest effective measures to combat and 

hopefully curtail or eliminate the discrimination, physical abuse, and the resultant social stigma 

associated with witchcraft accusation. 

It was possible that the sampling methods used in this study may lead to a biased 

sampling selection.  There was a presumed strong incentive for those accused as opposed to 

others to participate in the study.  There were also the rumors about the study purpose that 

repeatedly impeded acquisition of respondents.  While such biases are obvious, I ignored the 

fact but still opted for convenient sampling.  The major reason for using this method of 
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sampling selection was the lack of other options to choose from due to the limited availability 

of materials on the subject matter.  

The majority of the women making up the samples for the thematic analysis live in 

Gambaga camp.  This camp is located about 93 miles north of Tamale in the northern region of 

Ghana, and though now it is the Old Women’s Home, locals still referred to it as the witches’ 

camp.  Some claim that this camp has been in existence for over 200 years, when an Imam 

offered sanctuary in the mosque for a woman accused of witchcraft and sentenced to 

execution.  As the number of accused women seeking shelter there increased dramatically, a 

camp was created (Badoe, 2010, 2011; Houde, 2010, Stromberg, 2011).  The camp at Gambaga 

is for women only, and at the time of Badoe’s (2011) research, there were 74 women who lived 

in the camp; Houde (2010) reported there were 83 women in 2006; and Young (2011) reported 

a population of 85 women and 37 children.  Ngani camp is the largest of Ghana’s alleged witch 

camps, it is located near Yendi, and reported by Young (2011) to house 750 adults and 400 

children.  

The resources’ data extracted for this study vary slightly in their focus.  Badoe (2010, 

2011) completed both an article and a documentary film surrounding the topic of witchcraft in 

Ghana.  She spent many years researching and writing, and making the film.  Badoe’s approach 

was to take personal interviews and analyze them, also interviewing the Gambarrana and town 

chiefs when possible.  She criticized the male-domineering structure of family and social life, 

apparent in the Gambarrana’s attitudes, and the necessity for women to be ambivalent in 

accepting their fate when accused, as reasons that perpetuate witchcraft accusation.  But 

Badoe also offered her ideas of education at all levels of the society, including males in 
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positions of authority, government programs, and patience in awaiting cultural change as 

solutions.  I extracted and analyzed 10 cases from Badoe (2010, 2011) in the context of this 

research.   

Houde (2010) wrote an article for POWER: Progress & Opportunities for Women’s 

Equality Rights Africa-Canada through the Human Rights Research & Education Centre at the 

University of Ottawa.  Based on her visits and her own research, Houde (2010) wrote mainly an 

informational tool to increase awareness, and offered a few interviews, general impressions, 

and basic background information about witchcraft, the camps, and the region.  Houde also 

conducted interviews and extracted narration from women at Gambaga.  Houde’s (2010) paper 

echoed Badoe’s (2010) findings in necessary factors to be implemented to stop the abuses, and 

that education, government and nongovernment organizations, law enforcement, and 

alternative refuge are necessary considerations to prevent the continuation of this violence 

toward women.  For this study, I selected seven relevant cases from Houde (2010), though 

most gave just brief histories concerning the accused witch and flight to Gambaga rather than 

more details surrounding family structure. 

Spellbound: Inside West Africa’s Witch Camps, published in 2010, was written by Karen 

Palmer; it is a narrative of her experiences in Northern Ghana.  Besides addressing the 

perceived reality of spiritual elements in the atmosphere of rural Northern Ghana, Palmer also 

recounted details surrounding a variety of types of witchcraft accusation of several individuals 

who reside at the camp of Gambaga, the rituals involved, and the cultural aspect in general.  

Her case histories are broader, with colorful and subjective details, rather than scientific 

description.  Nevertheless, I extracted details from four of Palmer’s (2010) case studies. 
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Stromberg (2011) is a journalist who published a report cosponsored by the Tamale 

NGO called Human Help and Development Group (THUDEG) and the Anti-Witchcraft Allegation 

Campaign Coalition.  Her report, designed to bring witchcraft-related violence to the public eye, 

also included a few case histories describing events around women’s accusations.  In her 

presentation, Stromberg (2011) highlights the problems of poverty and ingrained social 

practices that are having such a negative impact on older women in the area.  I retained and 

used two cases from Stromberg for the purpose of this study. 

The Southern Sector Youth and Women’s Empowerment Network (SOSYWEN), in 

Ghana, produced Young’s (2011) film.  The film design was to show the effect of extreme 

poverty, lack of education, and an overlong process of cultural change in Ghana.  According to 

Zenabu Sakibu, the coordinator for SOSYWEN, to an average person in Ghana, witchcraft has no 

direct definition, “but it is a thing practiced by women where they use magical powers to hurt 

others” (Young, 2011).  She established the base of most accusations stem from lies, and that 

these lies often originate from hatred and jealousy.  Once labeled, getting out of the stigma is 

next to impossible because even when the faulty but adopted system of witchcraft 

confirmation exonerates an individual, the community still maintains the accused person is 

guilty (Young, 2011).  I examined five cases from the Ngani camp women’s experiences as 

presented by Young and used as part of this study.   

Meso Level 

In the meso level, I collected primary data in Gushegu in Northern Ghana during the fall 

of 2012 and analyzed the data for my study.  The study design was to collect information on key 

elements that would help to determine the common sociodemographic characteristics 
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predominately shared among those accused of practicing witchcraft in Northern Ghana.  Some 

of the characteristics considered included gender, age, marital status, religious affiliations, and 

level of education, occupation, and the presence of other family members of the accused 

witches.  These factors were grouped together and considered as the independent variables 

whereas witchcraft accusation was tagged the dependent variable.  I designed a survey 

instrument to collect data for the study in Gushegu.  The survey consisted of 22 questions, 

mostly multiple choice questions, and among other things, contained some demographic 

information (see Appendices D and E).   

Recruitment of Participants 

Though the study was intended to uncover factors behind witchcraft accusation of 

elderly women, there was need to make comparisons with men in order to determine whether 

the factors  to be identified were gender biased and predictive of witchcraft accusation.  It was 

determined, could reach most people during the weekly market day, so the data were collected 

on a market day in Gushegu using a convenience sampling method.  A tent was set up in one 

corner of the entrance to the market and I approached and asked people if they wanted to 

participate in the study.  Those who accepted to participate were directed to a designated area 

and the informed consent was read to them prior to administering the questionnaire. 

A greater number of the people who accepted to complete the survey could not read 

nor write and, as such, I engaged a trained interpreter.  The interpreter read the questions to 

the respondents and then the interpreter asked the respondents to select the appropriate 

answers applicable to them.  To complete the survey, I rotated positions to other corners of the 

market upon perception of getting the same people who had initially responded to the survey.  
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The first few hours of the operation went smoothly as many people responded positively and 

were happy to complete the questionnaire.  But it was not too long into the day before 

people’s attitude towards the survey started to change.  At this time, speculations had spread 

around the market contending the survey being conducted may not support witchcraft 

accusation in Northern Ghana; most people started declining the offer to complete the survey.  

However, those who accepted to complete the survey did answer all the questions in record 

times.  Those who sat down to complete the questionnaire needed to hurry up and leave 

because they did not want people to know that they had anything to do with witchcraft.  In all, 

128 people completed the survey. 

Quantitative Data Analysis Method 

I used SPSS V. 20 used to run crosstabs on the data collected and to determine whether 

the independent variables were significant based on gender, and to run descriptive statistics of 

the data collected.  Since most of the independent variables are categorical, a multiple 

regression analysis used a binary logistic regression to determine whether there are potential 

associations between the independent variables and witchcraft accusation.  Odds ratios were 

computed for the independent variables and tested against selected references to determine 

the likelihood of witchcraft accusation, based on association with a particular independent 

variable.   

Dependent and Independent Variables 

 The independent variables were:  

• Gender (male and female) 
• Age 
• Marital status (Married, Divorced, Widowed, Never married) 
• Religious affiliations (Traditional, Muslim, Christian) 
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• Self-reported health status 
• Level of education attained (No education, Elementary, Secondary, Vocational, 

University) 
• Occupation (Unemployed, Daily Laborer, Farming, Fishing, Civil Service) 
• Other family members (Brothers, Sisters, Father, Mother, Male child) 

 
The dependent variable is:  

• Witchcraft Accusation 
 

Macro Level 

At the macro level, I considered a telephone interview with people in various regions 

across Ghana.  The intention was to interview one person from each of the 10 regions across 

Ghana.  I designed the questions to test how much these persons knew about witchcraft in 

Ghana.  Unfortunately, only seven people accepted to complete the telephone interview. 

Recruitment of Participants 

For the telephone interview (see Appendices F and G), it was expected that at least one 

participant from each region would participate in the discussion for a total of 10.  I used a 

snowball sampling method to select participants in the telephone survey.  An initial set of 

informants were recommended by word of mouth and informed about the study, and were 

asked if they were familiar with witchcraft issues and willing to participate in the study.  Those 

responding yes, had the consent form read to them, and then were asked to take the survey.  

To get more people to participate, both those who responded to the survey questions and 

those who declined were asked for referrals, and the process continued with the new lead.  The 

new members were screened, and those thought to be competent and willing were asked to 

participate in the phone survey and to recommend others.  This process was supposed to have 

continued until one representative was found from each of the 10 regions of Ghana.  Using this 
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selection method, 10 stakeholders from Ghana were initially recommended to participate in 

the interview, but only seven actually participated in the study (n = 7). 

Data Analysis 

I thematically grouped together all the responses to the questions and reviewed to see 

how much each respondent knew about witchcraft in their society.  The material for the 

telephone administered survey consisted of 14 open ended questions (Appendices F and G).  A 

free and open-ended question and response is believed to be instrumental in understanding 

policy issues as related to witchcraft accusations when used as discriminatory tool in a society.  

Open ended questions provided a relaxed atmosphere for respondents to air their observations 

and point of view in their own words.  I summarized the collective responses to shape an idea 

on different opinions which are nursed by people in different parts of Ghana with regard to 

witchcraft accusation against women. 

Guiding Hypotheses 

The guiding hypotheses behind this study were: 

• H1: There is a potential association between aging  and witchcraft accusation 

• H2: There is a potential association between gender and witchcraft accusation 

• H3: There is a potential association between poor economic empowerment and 

witchcraft accusation  

Summary 

In Chapter 1, I gave background information on how violence toward older women is 

occurring in northern rural Ghana as a result of witchcraft belief and witchcraft accusation.  In 

Chapter 2, I reviewed the literature and exposed instances of witchcraft across different parts 
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of the world.  I suspected violence appears to be quite interconnected with social structures 

and economic conditions, and these factors may be a common characteristic shared among 

most women accused of practicing witchcraft in Gushegu, Northern Ghana.  In this chapter, I 

provided detailed procedures used in this study, both in the collection of data and in its 

analysis, to help in answering the major questions.  The analysis focused on specific regional 

details, attempting in particular to get a closer inspection of women and the conditions in the 

rural areas of the northern region of Ghana, where the six alleged witch camps in Ghana are 

located.  A combination of the micro, meso, and macro levels of approaches used help to 

answer the research questions of interest to this study. 
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CHAPTER 4 

DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

In this chapter, I provide details on the three different levels of analysis explored to 

investigate the sociodemographic characteristics mostly shared among people accused of 

practicing witchcraft in Northern Ghana.  While conducting the investigations in three levels, I 

adopted four different approaches.  At the micro level, first, I visited the accused witches’ camp 

in Gushegu, and the lengthy interaction with residents helped to set the stage for the study.  

The second approach in the micro level was a thematic analysis of the 28 cases selected from 

past documentaries on witchcraft in Northern Ghana.  The macro level entailed a quantitative 

analysis of the primary data I collected in Gushegu Village in the fall of 2012.  Finally, at the 

meso level, I analyzed and used responses from telephone interviews to shed more light on the 

level of awareness of the general public on issues of witchcraft in Northern Ghana.  Since I used 

the hypothesis as a guide in this study, I do not attempt to prove or disprove the hypothesis, 

but used these analyses to deepen the understanding of the first research question of the 

study: What roles do age, gender, and poor economic empowerment play in witchcraft 

accusation in Gushegu, Northern Ghana? 

Micro Level 

Visit to the Accused Witches’ Camp in Gushegu 

This was by far the most intriguing experience of this study.  The accused witches were 

very warm and welcoming, and we engaged in a dialogue which lasted for hours.  During the 

interactive section, they explained what it meant to be accused of witchcraft and to live in the 

camp, as well as the daily struggles that they had to put up with to survive in the camp. 
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Findings from Visit to the Accused Witches’ Camp in Gushegu 

The accused witches’ settlement in Gushegu camp, said to be about 40 years old, 

houses about 80 females and six children, and is located a few miles south of the town.  The 

camp is located in such a way the residents are secluded somehow from the rest of the 

community.  In between the camp and the village is a waterlogged area which makes it difficult 

to access the camp during rainy seasons.  During my visit, the rain had already stopped but the 

roads were still covered with muddy water and one had to walk through the water to reach the 

camp (Appendix H).  There were acres of empty land along the road leading to the camp, and 

with donations, a non-governmental organization working closely with the camp purchased the 

land with the intention to use the land to introduce the residents into substantive farming 

(Appendix I). 

From the discussions, the women lamented on the humiliation associated with 

witchcraft accusation.  To them, the issue was not whether or not witchcraft exists.  The issue 

of existence is widely accepted, but the important thing is the accusations have no basis and 

the burden of proof falls on the accused and not the accuser.  They lamented that accusation 

literally reduces a person to nothing by automatically deleting, from the memory of the 

accusers, every contribution the accused person had ever made to the immediate family and to 

the society in general.  While living at home, a woman is under certain obligation to support her 

children and her family and by doing so indirectly supports the society.  Such support provides a 

collateral value to the woman, even though she not given all the credit deserved, appreciation 

is by the freedom she enjoys.  According to the women, accused of witchcraft simply amounts 
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to depriving one of all credits for work done in the past, and attributing no value to one’s 

existence. 

Life in the camp is only better than torture or even death, which was the norm in the 

not-too-distant past.  There were some semi-brick houses in the camp built through the help of 

some non-governmental organizations, but the units are not enough to accommodate the 

residents.  To that effect, residents are compelled to share rooms and the new residents live in 

mud houses scattered around the camp.  While it is true these accused women have some roof 

over their head, it is also important to note that the buildings are far from having all the basic 

necessities for the residents.  For example, there were neither kitchens nor bathrooms and the 

living arrangements provided no privacy to the residents of the camp.  There are many 

improvements that could be done to make life easier in the camp, especially when most of the 

residents are old and are not able properly to carry out their activities of daily living.  However, 

those living in the solid buildings do consider themselves lucky enough to have such privileges, 

while the others still living in the mud huts believe other organizations will come to their rescue 

and donate money for more buildings.  A picture of a semi-brick and a mud house, both of 

which serve as residences for the accused witches, are in Appendices J and K. 

The struggle for survival is ongoing as every day brings a new opportunity.  The residents 

were not new to receiving strangers; in fact, they are always eager and willing to talk to visitors 

due to the generosity of those who had visited in the past.  It was obvious that the camp had 

only female residents, and although they were not asked to tell their ages, it was discernible 

that they were mostly around 55 years and above.  However, there was one woman who 

appeared to be within the child bearing age as evidenced by the ages of the children living with 
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her in the camp.  Most of the women reported to be either widowed or were married in a 

polygamous family, having other co-wives.  They reported being predominantly Muslims and 

African religious practitioners, although few reported to be Christians.  The interaction revealed 

that none of the women accused had any sort of formal education.  The few who were able to 

gather enough food and those who could sell some of the remaining food considered 

themselves to be traders, while others were engaged in daily labor, exchanging their services 

mostly for food or for very low wages.  The majority of the residents had no source of income 

whatsoever, and depended on charity to survive.  Most had lost their parents and those having 

male children still exercise faith that their children will come to rescue them at some point.   

Thematic Analysis of 28 Case Studies 

I thematically analyzed the responses from the selected cases.  I reviewed each case, 

and notated and transcribed the case history.  I formulated questions which I used to extract 

details from the cases and those details categorized as the variables.  Prior to applying the 

questions to the cases, it was necessary to determine the age level of the participant based on 

supplied documentation or personal judgment.  Also important was the perceived description 

of the woman’s family social status in the community in which she was living, and the woman’s 

economic assets.  The questions focused on three areas including the nature of the accusation, 

life at the witchcamps, and the return home.  I reviewed and categorized by the component 

themes of the issues listed in Table 10, the responses to the data set questions from the case 

studies and interviews. 

 

 

59 



Table 10  

Themes Identified from the Cases 

 

Identified Theme Outward Presentation of Theme 

1 Poverty/Prosperity availability or lack of funds for self sufficiency 

2 Social Status rival poverty or jealousy 

3 Aging and Health perceived burden of accused; 
ability of accused to withstand mistreatment 

4 Religious Practices village’s attitudes toward belief system and accusation; 
woman’s acceptance of belief system and accusation 

5 Polygamist Household Family structure 
—relationships with co-wives, children of co-wives, and 
husbands 

6 Support Network for the Accused presence or lack of grown children, especially sons; 
presence of, lack of, or access to government or 
nongovernment (NGO) programs 

 
The categorization of responses from the secondary data as outlined above allowed for 

thematic analysis of the data in order to focus on the extent to which the socioeconomic factors 

of families and rural communities play a part in or lead up to accusations. 

Accusation-Related Questions 

The accusation-related questions serve to determine the basis for the witchcraft 

accusation.  The questions attempt to establish the manner with which Gushegu residents 

perceived the woman’s social status in her family, her community, her age, and her economic 

assets and contributions to the family structure. 
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What Leads to the Accusation of Witchcraft? 

The events leading to the accusation of witchcraft could be determined from the cases 

reviewed.  Listed in order of frequency of occurrence from the data obtained from the sources 

are these circumstances.  Most frequently, accusations were to have arisen from either a 

person’s illness or from another person having dreamed of the accused.  Next, either a death or 

an unknown factor preceded the accusation.  Dreams followed by an illness, arguments which 

were followed by a death, and an argument over the accuser’s refusal to pay back debt were 

next in frequency.  Other events blamed to bring about a witchcraft accusation were an 

epidemic (spinal meningitis) resulting in mass illness and deaths, an argument, an injury from 

an accident, an argument over the birth of a son to a wife of lower status, and a dream of the 

accused followed by a death.  There was one case history worth noting in which a woman 

admitted to seeking out witchcraft for the purpose of strengthening herself, as well as curing 

her husband’s excessive drinking and drunkenness.  The woman’s son later dreamed of his 

mother and this led to her being accused.   

What Is the Relationship Between the Accused and Accuser? 

The relationship between the accused and the accuser showed the overwhelming 

tendency for accusations to be by relatives.  Due to the high frequency of polygamous family 

structures in rural Northern Ghana, extended and intricate family relations are very common.  

In analyzing the cases, the researcher classified the relationships of the accused women into 

four categories, consisting of (a) husband and children, (b) co-wives and their children, (c) 

extended family (including brothers and sisters, nieces and nephews, and in-laws of all 

varieties), and (d) unrelated villagers.  The majority of the selected women were accused by 
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extended family (16 accusations), followed by unrelated villagers (seven accusations), then co-

wives and their children (three accusations), and finally the closest family members including 

husband and children (two accusations). 

What Is Gained by Accusing the Woman of Witchcraft? 

Most of the accusations reviewed led to the removal of the alleged witch from her 

home and her village.  To determine the motivation for the accusation and the purpose served 

by the elimination of the woman, it was necessary to review the situations recorded by the 

sources which lead to the accusation and also to consider the woman’s status within the family 

and her community.  It does appear that each instance of witchcraft reviewed served to reset 

family social hierarchies when the accusation was within the family, or to level economic 

disparities in the village, especially in arguments over debt, in the cases where villagers were 

responsible for the accusations.   

What Is the Alleged Witch’s Response to the Accusation? 

All of the alleged witches fled or were taken to the camps for their safety, some having 

been badly beaten or tortured.  Eighteen of the case studies directly indicated they felt safe at 

the camp.  While most of the women seemed to feel demoralized by the accusation, they 

appeared to deal with their fate and continue with life and work as it came to them.  Several of 

the women stated they contested their accusation, but of the women who spoke of the label of 

witchcraft, the majority of them ultimately accepted they must be witches if they are there at 

the camp.  Most of the women seemed to believe the rituals performed were all the proof that 

was needed and they accepted their fate, though were certainly unhappy to have experienced 

the outcome.   
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What Effect Has the Accusation on the Family’s Socioeconomic Status? 

From the source information available, the full extent of the effect of the accusation on 

the families involved in an accusation could not be determined.  Most women had no 

significant property, and the value they provided to their families was in the form of work for 

income and for household duties.  It was noted consistently there was a stigma on the family of 

the accused, and often, young children suffered as a result of this, by losing access to school, 

clothing, and other necessities.  Those accused women assumed to be prosperous, at least as 

perceived by the villagers, had had their property and possessions stolen or destroyed, and any 

status they may have held in the community was consequently removed. 

Witchcamps-Related Questions 

The witchcamps-related questions serve to determine the personal characteristics that 

accused women share, their hardships, and their internal and external methods for coping with 

the trauma of an accusation and subsequent demoralization. 

How Do the Women Deal With the Humiliations Away From Home? 
 

It appeared most of the women felt demoralized at the accusations against them, and 

they quite often came to accept their accusation and the resultant consequences.  Most of the 

women who had children and grandchildren expressed difficulty in being away from them.  

They survived their days in the camp by keeping busy with work and maintaining hope their 

children would either visit or take steps to return them home. 

How Does the Woman Fit in to the Social Structure of the Camp? 

There did not appear to be an obvious social structure at the witchcamps.  The sources 

indicated there was a woman selected as a camp representative, but the extent of her position 
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was unclear.  The women at the camp were required to work in order to pay for their residence 

there, but it seems they mostly worked on their own to gather food and to take care of their 

own needs.  A few of the women mentioned they could rely on other women for assistance in 

times of need.  A few women had relatives previously installed at the camp, and the 

newcomers relied on them to help familiarize them to their new homes, at least for the 

foreseeable future. 

What Are the Woman’s Responsibilities at the Camp? 

As stated, work on the gambarrana’s fields or in agricultural production was required in 

exchange for room and board.  The women seemed to be responsible for gathering their own 

food and firewood, and for maintaining their own care.  One woman reported work continued, 

even in the rain.  Overall, the women worked for food. 

How Does the Camp Hierarchy Impact the Women in the Camp? 
 

None of the source materials address this question.  One woman’s case study did 

directly indicate, however, that the gambarrana was seen to have a protective role at the camp.  

Judging by the previously analyzed responses from the women to the accusations alleged 

against them, it can be concluded the gambarrana played a part in keeping the women safe at 

the camp; and the trial by ordeal involving the death of a chicken and the gambarrana’s 

interpretation thereof, was adequate proof in determining a woman’s innocence or guilt. 

Upon Return to Villages/Homes Questions 

The questions pertaining to release from the witchcamp serve to establish how the 

attitudes and changes in attitudes among the family members and larger community are 

affected following the accusation.   
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How Frequently Does Return Occur and What Is Involved? 

In order for a woman to be able to leave the camp, a payment is required along with a 

ritual of purification.  Additionally, a male relative must make arrangement for the woman’s 

return to her village.  A significant number of case studies reviewed revealed that women 

would return home, but were in need of a male relative to make the request.  For re-

acceptance into her village, the woman must wait for an opportune time when villagers have 

gotten over their fears.  Also significant were the number of case histories that showed the 

women to be still fearful their fellow villagers would not accept them back yet.  For two 

women, there was mention that the fee for leaving the camp was unaffordable by the women’s 

family.  One woman was awaiting a new village chief who would advocate for her return to the 

village, and another woman had no intention of returning home. 

How Are Women Perceived Upon Their Return to Home? 

Three women in the case studies mentioned the stigma of being labeled a witch would 

always be a part of them, and that they could never escape the label of witchcraft.  One of the 

women who had been prosperous and self-sufficient stated she could not reopen her 

restaurant because of that stigma, and the fact people would not buy food from a witch.  For 

the two women documented who were able to return to their villages, the village elders initially 

refused to accept the purification rites.  They required the women be under “house arrest.”  

They were required to remain in their homes, refrain from dancing and celebration, and refrain 

from playing with the children. 
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How Does the Family’s Socioeconomic Status Change upon Coming Home?  

For the women who were able to return home, it was difficult to ascertain whether 

there was a direct change in socioeconomic status once they arrived at home.  There was 

mention of the persistent stigma of witchcraft; however, in one woman’s case, her brother’s 

influence in the community led to her overall reacceptance in her village.  For one woman, her 

return helped the family’s economic situation in that she could once again take care of 

grandchildren while the young mothers in the family left the home for work.   

Has Experience Shaped Societal Attitude Towards Witchcraft? 
 

In the case mentioned in the last question, a brother’s status in the community 

persuaded the villagers to accept the woman.  It is difficult to say whether the people’s hearts 

had changed or whether they were just following social order.  Perhaps more telling is a case 

history from Gambaga in which Badoe (2010) observed a new chief installed in a nearby village 

whose fresh approach to the subject of witchcraft was surprising.  The new chief claimed to 

have “never seen a witch,” and he usually sought to counsel families who brought up 

accusations of witchcraft, toward getting along better (Badoe, 2010).  Further analysis of the 

case studies examined in this study helped to demonstrate the strong interconnectivity of the 

six socioeconomic variables identified with witchcraft accusation. 

Identified Variables Categorized 

I reexamined each case history in order to determine the prevailing sociodemographic 

characteristic shared by those often accused of practicing witchcraft.  Two of the six 

characteristics inherently present represent a spectrum or a range of intensity; therefore it was 

necessary in these situations to indicate whether there was a lacking or a significant presence 
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of the identified characteristic.  I accomplished this by applying an indicator value to each of the 

identified sociodemographic characteristics.  When attributed to a case history or interview 

response, I identified each of these sociodemographic characteristics as containing a positive or 

a negative value for the case in question.  Left blank was a neutral or insignificant variable. 

Poverty/Prosperity 

The poverty/prosperity variable indicated the availability or the lack of funds for self-

maintenance.  In analysis of this variable in the cases reviewed, it was apparent the prosperity 

of a woman was more significant than her poverty.  Most of the women who had been 

prosperous, however, also had done so alone and were self-sufficient.  While some accusations 

seemed to stem from villagers who were unwilling to pay back debt to the woman, I must also 

consider a man did not, as is socially required, represent these women.   

Perceived Social Status of Women 

Social status of the woman in this sense was determined by looking outside the 

immediate family and into the community.  Several of the accused women had strong ties in 

the community: paternal family social standing, entrepreneurial success or recognized talent in 

the community, or social abilities for planning and organizing events.  In these cases, the 

women, who did not have a male representative or advocate, were unable to prevent or 

discourage the accusations of witchcraft, and the perceived social status was ineffectual. 

Aging and Health 

In this analysis, I looked for issues of aging and health which would indicate the woman 

was of extreme age, poor health, or reduced mental faculties and represented a perceived 

burden on the family’s resources.  There was one case history in which a woman was 
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tormented by vivid dreams, which in her mind led her to believe she was a witch.  This woman 

did not have access to adequate mental health treatments, and she lacked support both in the 

village and in her own family (her sons) due to misperceptions and lack of education regarding 

mental illness as a medical condition.  It was clear with most women, however, despite their 

age, and perhaps being of reasonable health, the woman was able to assist in tasks within the 

household that contributed to the support of the family.   

Religious Practices 

Identified in the religious practices variable were the attitudes of the villagers and the 

women’s acceptance of the belief system.  Obviously witchcraft belief affects each and every 

case history, as there would be no accusation without it.  With this variable, more specifically, I 

determined the ease with which women accepted the accusation and their belief that they truly 

must be witches. 

Polygamist Household 

In looking to identify the variable of polygamist household, I looked for those case 

histories in which accusation occurred in the immediate polygamous family.  Often a widow 

would move to live with a brother or extended family relation who was polygamous; but the 

polygamist household label in this analysis refers to the closest family relationships (husband, 

co-wives, co-wives’ children) and the status and hierarchy within the family. 

Support Network for the Accused 

For the women in the witch camps, it became immediately clear that there is a lack of 

social support in their villages, as they are in the camp for protection from their fellow villagers.  

Women who have been removed are given access to the available support in order to return 
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home.  The placement of this variable with a positive value is strictly reserved for the presence 

of closer, family support, meaning a male member of the woman’s family who is both willing 

and able to carry out measures to return the woman to her home.  A negative value is more 

indicative of a lack of that same support that led to or did not prevent the accusation. 

Findings from the Thematic Analysis of the 28 Case Studies 

In the cases reviewed, it was overwhelmingly common to see a woman not adequately 

represented by a male family member.  The cases showed women whose husbands were ill or 

incapacitated and unable to support them; there were widows who had to move in with a 

brother or other extended relative; and there were women who lived on their own and were 

self-sufficient, but frequently in these cases we saw the villagers react negatively to her 

perceived wealth and status. 

The polygamist household was the next most frequently identified variable to occur in 

the case studies.  In these cases, there are frequent arguments that arise between co-wives and 

illnesses or deaths which are unavoidable in these poor, rural conditions.  Illnesses and deaths 

are commonly reported to follow an argument or a dream, as we discussed in the previous 

section.  In all of these cases, the male head of household decides that she must be a witch; or 

that if the ritual proves her guilty, she must be a witch, even if she feels that she did not do any 

action of a witch. 

The cases revealed the lack of frequency of the aging and health variable.  Most of the 

women in the case studies were older, and many of them were widows.  Whether their family 

or community members see the older women as a burden is left unsaid; and if it is to be true 

then perhaps the villagers prefer (or it is most socially acceptable) to use an indirect approach, 
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being a witchcraft accusation.  However, the majority of the women’s cases analyzed seemed 

not to have significant economic value, and seemed rather productive in their daily tasks and 

childcare activities for their age.  Without more specific questions and data to analyze, the 

extent this variable plays in witchcraft accusation cannot be fully addressed.  What is clear is 

that the women not represented by a man of adequate means are the ones who have no way 

to fight the accusation.  The one case study involving mental illness did bring up the question of 

education and the village members’ understanding of medical science. 

The woman’s marital status is a good indication of her perceived social status, her 

position within her family, and the number of children she had.  Nine of the women were 

known to be widows, and two indicated that their husbands were ill (one paralyzed and one 

blind).  Six of the non-widowed women lived as co-wives with one husband, and four women 

had left their husbands for various reasons.  Of the 28 women, 17 indicated they had children.  

In the sources, the women often referred to having had or not had sons, but it was difficult to 

determine whether the women meant they were not counting their daughters.  To assist in 

determining how residents of Gushegu perceived a woman’s social status in her community, it 

was important to consider where she was living, and whether there were male advocates for 

her in her community.   

It became clear in reviewing these cases that a woman without a male advocate (grown, 

prosperous, or self-sufficient sons; a husband; a father, brother, uncle, or other kin) to support 

her, she typically was forced to flee her community due to violent actions against her.  Of the 

28 cases I examined, 14 women had been living with their husbands and the husband’s family.  

As this family setting usually consisted of multiple wives, there were hierarchies inherent in the 
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family structure.  A woman’s position as wife and her ability to provide sons was important for 

her to have a better status.  Six women had been living in the house of a male family member 

who has few wives.  This type of living arrangement seemed to place them, even more so once 

widowed, in a lower level of the family hierarchy.  Five women reported having attained a self-

sufficiency status without having to rely on a male family member.  Such self-effort is often 

frowned upon by dominant members of the community who more often resort to accusing 

such women of witchcraft.  The financial statuses of the rest of the women were not indicated 

in the source information.   

Typically not recorded in the source documentation were the women’s economic assets.  

Study of the culture in the rural northern region of Ghana has shown women do not have any 

property rights within the family structure.  Those five women who reported being self-

sufficient without residing under the roof of a male subject in their communities may have held 

some degree of respect for a time, but the accusations brought against them showed the lack 

of status, as their property and possessions were stolen or destroyed in the aftermath of the 

accusation. 

Meso Level 

I collected the primary data for this level of analysis in Gushegu.  Analysis of the data 

was to identify the sociodemographic factors persistent and always found during witchcraft 

accusation.  Once I identified those factors, Pearson’s chi-square test was used to assess for 

potential associations between the identified sociodemographic factor and gender.  I 

attempted, based on the results, to determine which factor(s) have potential associations with 

witchcraft accusation.  The next step involved using the multinomial logistic regression, using 
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the variable “have you ever been accused of witchcraft” (coded as Yes = 1, No = 0) as the 

response (dependent variable) and the respective sociodemographics as the predictor.  The 

goal was to determine the likelihood a particular sociodemographic characteristic predisposes a 

person to witchcraft accusation.  Precisely to determine whether or not age has any potential 

impact on witchcraft accusation, I examined the effect of age on a potential witchcraft 

accusation.  I accomplished this by running the independent sample t-test to the mean 

difference of the age between respondents stating they had been accused and those stating 

otherwise.   

Meso Level Data Analysis Procedure 

Using SPSS, I performed data management and analysis.  A total of 128 completed 

surveys were returned and the data entered into SPSS followed by a double entry verification 

process that ensures data validity.  To assess factors that may explain how the residents of 

Gushegu perceived social class, I used a Pearson’s chi-square test.  This test assessed a potential 

association between each sociodemographic variable and gender (see Table 11).  Prior to 

performing a chi-square analysis, the asymptotic condition for which the chi-square test was 

valid was assessed.  According to Cochran’s recommendations, the chi-squared test may not be 

valid when the following conditions are violated: No cell must have expected frequency of less 

than one and a) if any cell has a minimum expected frequency of one, not more than 20% of the 

cells should have expected frequency of less than five or b) if the degree of freedom is less than 

30, the minimum expected frequency cell must be at least two.  Where these conditions were 

violated, the Fisher’s exact test was used.  Thus, the p-values reported in Table 11 are for either 

the Pearson’s chi-squared test (with asymptotic condition satisfied) or the Fisher’s exact test. 
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To determine the likelihood that a person of a particular sociodemographic 

characteristic was accused of witchcraft, the multinomial logistic regression was used with the 

variable “have you ever been accused of witchcraft” (coded as Yes = 1, No = 0) as the response 

(dependent variable), and the respective sociodemographics as the predictor (see Table 11).  In 

this analysis adjusted models were not used because of sparse data.  Recorded as continuous 

was the age of each study participant.  In order to assess whether or not age has a potential 

impact on alleged witchcraft accusation, the independent sample t-test was used to the mean 

difference of the age between respondents who stated they had been accused and those who 

stated otherwise.  Prior to running the t-test, I performed the Levene’s test of homogeneity of 

variance and the results reported here was for the t-test with unequal variance assumed.  All 

the tests were evaluated at the 5% level of significance. 

Meso Level Analysis Findings 

Data for all the 128 study participants were validated.  Of these, 98 (76.6%) were 

females and 30 (23.4%) were males.  Table 11 shows the frequency distribution of the 

sociodemographic variables according to gender for this study sample.  There seemed to be 

potential associations between gender and marital status (p < 0.001), religious affiliations (p = 

0.02), level of education (p < 0.001), self-reported general health status (p < 0.001).  

Particularly, females were more likely to report being widowed (45.9%) or married (36.7%) than 

being separated/divorced (8.6%) or single (6.1%), while most males stated that they were 

married (93.3%).  The Islamic faith was reportedly the dominant religion in this village for both 

the females and the males, followed very closely by African tradition.  Most of the respondents 

(68.0%) reported no education and this was more so among the women (84.7%) compared to 
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the males (13.2%).  Some (25.0%) reported having had an elementary education and aging 

reflecting gender segregation: female (12.2%) vs. male (66.7%).  The main type of occupation 

reported by most of the study participants was farming (29.7%) with many reporting no jobs 

(38.3%).  Among females, 45.9% reported no jobs while only 13.3% of the men reported that 

they had no job.  Most of the respondents (56.3%) were reportedly having poor general health 

and this was profoundly more so among the females (65.3%) compared to males (26.7%). 

Table 11 

Crosstabs of Gender and Marital Status, Religion, Education, Self-Reported Health, and Age   

Independent Variable Male (%) Female (%) Total p-Value 

Total in Sample 30 (23.4) 98 (76.6) 128 <0.001 

Marital Status Married 28 (43.8) 36 (56.2) 64  
 Not Married 2 (3.1) 62 (96.9) 64 <0.001 

Religion Islam 18 (30.0) 42 (70.0) 60  
 African Traditional 8 (16.3) 41 (83.7) 49  
 Christianity 4 (21.1) 15 (78.9) 19 0.24 

Education No Formal Education 4 (4.6) 83 (95.4) 87  
 Some Formal Education 26 (63.4) 15 (36.6) 41 <0.001 

Self- Reported 
Health Status 

Excellent 6 (60.0) 4 (40) 10  

 Good 16 (34.8) 30 (65.2) 46  
 Poor 8 (11.1) 64 (88.9) 72 <0.001 

Age (Years)* Mean/STD 50/5.8 55.8/8.5 54.5/8.3 <0.001 

 
Table 12 shows the frequency distribution of the socio-demographic variables (having 

family member and occupation) according to gender for this study sample.  There seems to be a 

potential association between gender and occupation (p < 0.001) and having family members.  

With respect to having family members, the association was found to be significant in terms of 
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having parents (father - p = 0.03; mother - p = 0.01), and adult male children (p < 0.001).  No 

significant association was found between gender and having brothers (p = 0.09) or sisters (p = 

0.26). 

Table 12 

Crosstabs of Gender and Having Other Family Members and Occupation 

 

 

 

 

Independent Variable Male Female Total p-Value 

 30 (23.4) 98 (76.6) 128 <0.001 

Family Members Have No Father 23 (20.4) 90 (79.6) 113 0.03 
 Have Father 7 (46.7) 8 (53.3) 15  
 Have No Mother 21 (19.3) 88 (80.7) 109 0.01 
 Have Mother 9 (47.4) 10 (52.6) 19  
 Have No Brother  8 (15.7) 43 (84.3) 51 0.07 
 Have Brother 22 (28.6) 55 (71.4) 77  
 Have No Sister 8 (32.0) 17 (68.0) 25 0.20 
 Have Sister 22 (21.4) 81 (78.6) 103  
 Have No Adult 

Male Child 
26 (28.6) 65 (7.4) 91 0.02 

 Have Adult Male 
Child 

4 (10.8) 33 (89.2) 37 <0.001 

Occupation Farming/Fishing 18 (47.4) 20 (52.6) 38  
 Day Laborer 2 (10.5) 17 (89.5) 19  
 Trader/Other 6 (27.3) 16 (72.7) 22  
 None 4 (8.2) 45 (91.8) 49  

 
Table 13 shows the frequency distributions, odds ratios (OR) with 95% confidence 

interval (95% CI) along with the p-values stating the likelihood that respondents with certain 

socio-demographic characteristics would be accused of committing witchcraft.  Accordingly, 82 

respondents stated they had been accused of witchcraft constituting 64.1% of the study 

sample.  Over 97% of the females stated they had been accused of witchcraft compared to just 

2.4% of males.  Based on this report, females were about 62 times more likely to be accused 
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compared to the males [OR = 62.21, 95% CI = (13.60 – 285.32)].  Among the allegedly accused, 

most (52.4%) were widowed and some (26.8%) married.  However, compared to being married, 

respondents were more likely to be accused if they were single [OR = 11.46, 95% CI = (1.30 – 

101.22)] or widowed [OR = 27.36, 95% CI = (7.62 – 98.32)]. 

Table 13 

Frequency Distribution [n (%)], Odds Ratio/95% Confidence Interval and p-Value Stating the 
Likelihood That Villagers of Certain Gender, With Certain Marital Status Are More Likely to Be 
Accused of Witchcraft 
 

 

 

 

 

Independent 
Variable 

Total Accused n (%) Not Accused n (%) OR (95% CI) p-Value 

 128 82 (64.1) 46 (35.9)   

Gender 
Female 98 80 (81.6) 18 (18.4) 62.22(13.60, 285.33) <0.001 
Male 30 28 (93.3) 2 (6.7) Reference  

Marital Status 
Married 64 22 (34.8) 42 (65.6) Reference  
Not Married 64 60 (93.8) 4 (6.2) 28.64 (9.20, 89.2) <0.001 

 
As shown in Table 14, most (45.1%) of the allegedly accused were reportedly practicing 

African traditions and there was a 12% increased odds that they would be accused of witchcraft 

compared to those who were Christians; however, the result was not statistically significant [OR 

= 1.12, 95% CI = (0.30 – 4.18)].  Those of the Islamic faith reported a 58% reduced odds of being 

accused compared to their Christian counterparts but not of statistical significance [OR = 0.42, 

95%CI = (0.12 – 1.45)]. 

Almost all (99.8%) of the allegedly accused had no education (Table 14).  Compared to 

this group those with elementary education were far less likely to be accused [OR = 0.002, 95% 

CI = (0.001 – 0.02)]. 
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Table 14 

Frequency Distribution [n (%)], Odds Ratio/95% Confidence Interval and p-Value Stating the 
Likelihood That Villagers of Certain Religious Affiliations With Certain Educational Background 
Are More Likely to Be Accused of Witchcraft 
 

 
 
 
 

Independent 
Variable 

Total Accused n (%) Not Accused n (%) OR (95% CI) 

 128 82 (64.1) 46 (35.9)  

Religious Affiliations 
Islam 60 32 (53.3) 28 (46.7) Reference 
African 
Traditionalist 

49 37 (75.5) 12 (24.5) 2.70 (1.18, 6.16) 

Christianity/Others 19 13 (68.4) 6 (31.6) 1.90 (0.64, 5.65) 

Education 
No Education 87 81 (93.1) 6 (6.9) 540 (62.86, 4638) 
Some Education 41 1 (2.4) 40 (97.6) Reference 

 
Family network seemed to have a protective effect against witchcraft accusation (see 

Table 15).  Respondents with either father [OR = 0.16, 95% CI = (0.05 – 0.55)], mother [OR = 

0.20, 95% CI = (0.07 – 0.57)], or brother [OR= 0.19, 95% CI= (0.08 – 0.46)] were significantly less 

likely to be accused compared to not having either (see Table 15).  Strange as it seems, those 

having adult male children were profoundly more likely to be accused compared to having none 

[OR= 16.38, 95%CI= (3.72 – 72.19)] than those with neither (Table 15). 

Also from Table 16, those having any form of occupation were less likely to be accused 

compared to those with no jobs and this was profoundly more so among those doing farming 

[OR = 0.03, 95% CI = (0.01 – 0.11)] and trading [OR = 0.07, 95% CI = (0.02 – 0.29)].  The accused 

were less likely to report excellent [OR = 0.11, 95% CI = (0.03 – 0.45)] or good [OR = 0.09, 95% CI 

= (0.04 – 0.21)] than poor health (see Table 16).  There also seemed to be a profound difference 

between the mean age across gender with female being significantly older than male (mean 
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age 55.8 vs. 50.0, p < 0.001).  The mean age of all study participants was 54.5 + 8.3 years.  Those 

accused were significantly older than those not accused [mean age difference= 9.02, 95% CI= 

(6.84 – 11.22)]. 

Table 15 

Frequency Distribution [n (%)], Odds Ratio/95% Confidence Interval and P-Value Stating the 
Likelihood That Villagers With Certain Family Members Are More Likely to Be Accused of 
Witchcraft 
 

 

 

 

 

Independent 
Variable 

Total Accused n (%) Not Accused n 
(%) 

OR (95% CI) p-Value 

 128 82 (64.1) 46 (35.9)   

Having Other Family Members 
Father 15 4 (26.7) 11 (73.3) Reference  

No Father 113 78 (69.0) 35 (31.0) 6.13 (1.82, 20.59) <0.003 

Mother 19 6 (31.6) 13 (68.4) Reference  

No Mother 109 76 (69.7) 33 (30.3) 4.99 (1.75, 14.26) <0.003 

Brother 77 39 (50.6) 38 (49.4) Reference  

No Brother 51 43 (84.3) 8 (15.7) 5.24 (2.18, 12.49) <0.001 
Sister 103 70 (68.0) 33 (32.0) Reference  

No Sister 25 12 (48.0) 13 (52.0) 0.44 (0.18, 1.06) 0.07 

Adult Male Child 37 35 (94.6) 2 (5.4) Reference  

No Adult Male Child 91 47 (51.6) 44 (48.4) 0.06 (0.01, 0.27) <0.001 

 
Captured through the analysis were a few other desirable features regarding witchcraft 

accusation in Gushegu.  Of the 82 respondents who stated affirmatively they had been accused 

of witchcraft, 65.9% stated accused by family members, 13.4% by friends, and the rest by other 

members of the community.  They noted that they were accused of being responsible of family 
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financial stress (46.3%), burden of old age (18.3%), sickness (17.1%), or jealously (11.0%).  Over 

64.6% of the accused had been institutionalized.  There is a 183% increased odds for an accused 

person to be institutionalized compared to the non-accused [OR = 2.83, 95% CI = (2.11 – 3.78)].  

All of those who indicated that they were institutionalized (n = 53) also indicated that they were 

being compelled to do so mostly by family members (96.2%) or by the local chief.  All 53 

respondents living in the alleged witch camps associated their condition with financial hardship.  

Over 20.8% noted their primary source of income while in this camp was from day labor, 9.4% 

trading, and the rest (69.8%) unspecified sources.  Living in the alleged witch camp reportedly 

forced them away from their typical sources of income prior to being institutionalized, which 

was mostly trading (54.7%) and farming (26.4%). 

Table 16 

Frequency Distribution [n (%)], Odds Ratio/95% Confidence Interval and p-Value Stating the 
Likelihood that Villagers Engaged in Certain Occupation, With Certain Self-Reported Health 
Status at a Given Age are More Likely to be Accused of Witchcraft 
 

Independent 
Variable 

Total Accusedn (%) Not Accused  
n (%) 

OR (95% CI) p-Value 

 128 82 (64.1) 46 (35.9)   

Occupation 
Farming/Fishing 38 10 (26.3) 28 (73.3) 0.03(0.01,0.11) <0.001 
Day Laborer 19 16 (84.2) 3 (15.8) 0.47 (0.09, 2.35) 0.36 
Trader/Other 22 11 (50.0) 11 (50.0) 0.09(0.02,0.33) 0.33 
None 49 45 (91.8) 4 (8.2)   

Self-Reported Health Status 
Excellent 10 4 (40.0) 6 (60.0) Reference  
Good 46 30 (65.2) 16 (34.8) 0.80(0.20,3.25) 0.80 
Poor 72 62 (86.1) 10 (13.9) 9.30(2.22,38.9) <0.002 

Age (Years)* 
Mean/STD 54.5/8.3 57.7/8.3 48.7/4.2 9.02(6.84,11.22)* <0.001 

Note.  * Age being continuous, checked on difference in the mean age based on education 
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Macro Level Analysis 

Qualitatively analyzed were the principal informants’ opinions about witchcraft 

accusation and what they thought the government is doing to arrest the issues of witchcraft.  It 

was interesting to see how much people know about witchcraft across the regions; even in 

regions where cases of witchcraft were almost not an issue. 

Key Informants’ Telephone Interview and Responses  

(1) What Is the Government Doing to Address Issues of Witchcraft? 

According to the responses, 72% of the stakeholders felt the government is doing 

enough to handle the issues of witchcraft in Ghana.  Many lamented witchcraft is deeply 

engraved in the mind of many in areas where it is currently pronounced, and despite 

government intervention, the issue will not easily go away.  There were 14% who felt that 

witchcraft is a non-governmental issue and a separate 14% responded the government has 

many important issues to worry about, and witchcraft accusation was not a priority.   Those 

who felt government has many more important issues than witchcraft shared the opinion that 

witchcraft is more of a cultural issue than it is a government issue. 

(2) What Supports Are in Place to Help Rural Villagers to Recognize the Importance of Education, 
Especially for Girls? 
 

All the stakeholders affirmed education is a top priority to the government of Ghana.  

Their responses indicated educational opportunities pursued by the government are non-

discriminatory, and government is making sure educational provisions cater to both boys, girls, 

and even to adults.  They stressed the participation of non-governmental organizations, both 

local and international, in encouraging education at the grass roots as something worthy of its 

time.  However, 28% recognized that although government attitude towards education is all-
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inclusive, there are yet specific efforts targeted towards encouraging the education of girls.  

Among other supports to lure rural dwellers towards girls’ education are scholarship and 

stipend.  Families receive stipends to encourage school attendance, ease transportation, and 

provide boarding accommodation so as to reduce the burden of school on both the parents and 

the children. 

(3) Since Farming Is the Major Source of Livelihood in Northern Ghana, What Is the Government 
Doing to Address Land Tenure Rights for Women? 
 

According to the response, 72% commented land tenure issues are governed by set 

customarily laws reverting to family and are not areas in which the government is expected to 

intervene.  A portion of 28% recognized there are problems with land inheritance, mostly when 

the head of the family dies intestate.  Due to the persistent illiteracy rate, mostly in Northern 

Ghana, many people die without wills and put women at risk when it comes to land inheritance.  

Among other things, they reported there is a 1985 Intestate Succession Law, and the Head of 

Household Accountability Laws that were set in place to ease the transfer of land rights in 

Ghana.  When people are not aware of such provisions, they fail to take advantage of such laws, 

and still suffer in the hands of unfriendly traditional laws. 

(4) What Efforts Are in Place to Improve Women’s Access to Credit Facilities? 

Of the people interviewed, 72% suggested a combination of women’s organizations, 

microfinance schemes, and government interventions are catering to the issues of access to 

credit facility to women.  They affirmed that when women proactively take the lead on the 

challenges facing women, government will most likely support the cause.  Another 14% felt 

credit issue should not be approached from a male/female point of view, but should be made 

accessible to all, while 14% had no idea of any specific intervention towards the issue of credit 
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provisions for women.  According to those interviewed, women advocacy groups like the 

Ghanaian Association of Women Entrepreneurs (GAWE), supported by groups like Business 

Sectors Advocacy Challenge (BUSAC) among others, are examples of organized efforts to extend 

credit facilities to women. 

(5) What Factors Are Responsible for the Sudden Attention to Witchcraft Accusation? 
 

Among those who responded, 86% attributed the widespread nature of the witchcraft 

issue to the availability of information through the Internet.  They overwhelmingly echoed 

witchcraft is not new, but what is new is the sudden attention presently given to witchcraft and 

witchcraft accusations.  If not for the role of the media, the issue would have remained 

undetected as usual.  As in many other regions, using Internet to share information has raised 

concerns and sometimes challenges the status quo, which is what we are seeing with the case 

of witchcraft today.  Some 14% of the responders attributed the sudden attention to witchcraft 

to a new social change movement that will happen at the appointed time, and felt social media 

were not to blame.  Yet few suggested the sudden attention to witchcraft accusation was 

propelled by the Internet. 

(6) Is Witchcraft Accusation Against Women a Regional or a National Issue? 

All the responders interviewed recognized the issue of witchcraft accusation is a 

national issue.  Though some argued the effects are felt usually at the regional arena, they still 

accepted the government is treating the issue as a national one.  I see some sort of hope based 

on the responses as to the handling of witchcraft issues by the government.  Though not at the 

speed anticipated, at least something is beginning to happen.  In defending acclaimed 

democracy in Ghana, the respondents felt it is the president’s duty to protect the national 
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interest of every citizen.  They argued that while the impact of witchcraft accusation may be 

stronger in certain regions, it is still to be addressed at the national level. 

(7) Why Is It That the Women Who Are Accused of Witchcraft Are Not Offered Constitutional 
Protection?  
 

The majority of the people interviewed responded the constitution protects the rights of 

all citizens, including the women accused of witchcraft.  Some, 14%, felt the issue of witchcraft 

is not a constitutional issue but a cultural issue.  Despite such claims witchcraft is not a 

constitutional issue, the overwhelming response that the constitution offers equal protection to 

both men and women leaves one wondering why women are still being subjected to such a 

degrading humiliation.  The general consensus was women are offered constitutional 

protection in Ghana, and while witchcraft constitutes some type of domestic violence, Ghana 

adopted the Domestic Violence Act in 2007 to protect women.  Unfortunately, domestic 

violence remains prevalent in Ghana, not taking into consideration the Convention on 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), which was ratified in 1986 

and the protocol was signed in 2000.   

(8) What Plans Are in Place to End Witchcraft Accusation of Women in Northern Ghana? 

Response to this particular question varied across the responders.  However, it is 

obvious from the responses that no one seems to know exactly the solution to ending 

witchcraft accusation in Northern Ghana.  Almost everyone interviewed had an opinion as to 

where they see the issues of witchcraft heading.  To some, a new wave of social awareness will 

dissuade people from pointing accusing fingers at others as witchcraft practitioners.  Others 

think government has embarked on a cultural change education and if such changes are 

adopted, accusation of witchcraft against women may end.  Yet to some, no one strategy will 
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end the issue, and hence the need for multiple and blended options.  A few suggested the focus 

is more on protecting women against violence than it is on attempting to end witchcraft 

accusation against women.  Despite these many viewpoints, some are still doubtful of defined 

plans in place geared towards ending witchcraft accusation in Northern Ghana.  In addition, few 

believed that they foresee no law will end the issue of witchcraft accusation.  They claim what 

government can do, and is doing, is to put in place strict laws to eliminate or reduce the 

physical abuse associated with witchcraft accusation. 

(9) Why Do These Camps Exist? 

According to the responses, there appears to be a lack of consensus as to the reason 

why these camps exist.  While 30% of the responders felt the camps are in place to provide 

housing for the accused witches, few felt the camps exist to protect the masses from the 

accused witches.  Yet some think the camps exist to provide a safe hiding place for the accused 

witches, who otherwise, would have to deal with humiliation at home.  Among the varied 

opinions, few maintained the camps serve as a sort of rehabilitation for the women accused of 

practicing witchcraft.  Another reason why the witchcraft camps exist is to attempt to satisfy 

the social curiosity of a society where people accused of witchcraft are expected to be expelled 

from the community.  It was a common opinion these camps exist to house the witches, protect 

them against the general population, and protect the general population from the activities of 

the witches. 

(10) What Is the Value of the Utility of Its Existence? 

Of the responders, 42% felt the value of the utility of the camps lies in the fact they help 

to protect life, both directly and indirectly.  The camps indirectly protect life by serving as a sort 
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of prison, which is a better alternative than the harsh conditions faced by the accused women 

at home.  On the other hand, by serving as a shelter, the camps are believed to save life as well.  

There were 14% who felt the camp had some possible economic value but could not specify 

further.  Yet, few felt different segments of the society derive different utilities from the 

existence of the camps.   

(11) Will You Welcome the Accused Women Back Into the Community? 

The response revealed different feelings across different regions in Ghana.  Of the 

people interviewed, 57% felt they would welcome the accused women back into the 

community on conditions.  Though the conditions varied, the fact that the acceptance of these 

women back home was conditional exposed the hard-held attitudes towards people accused of 

witchcraft.  Actually, 29% of the responders would not welcome the accused women home 

because of the inherent risk of future attacks by the same women.  Yet, despite these opinions, 

14% accepted that they would welcome the women home, especially if it would mean 

conforming to government directives.  Generally, most of the respondents agreed that meeting 

certain conditions and taking necessary precautions is commendable if the accused person(s) 

will have to return home. 

(12) Is the Witchcraft Practiced by Men Different From That Practiced by Women? 

This was a very important and interesting question to the topic under study.  If we can 

get the people interviewed to accept that witchcraft is the same, maybe we can get them to 

accept women should not be punished when practicing the same witchcraft as men.  

Interestingly, 72% of the people interviewed refused to answer the question directly, but 

accentuated that the issue is the outcome of the witchcraft practice.  They claimed that 
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witchcraft as practiced by women hurts.  Further attempts to get the people who responded to 

shed more light on why they thought that witchcraft as practiced by women is different, failed.  

Few argued that women came to be associated with witchcraft due to the simple fact that most 

cases of witchcraft accusation were often involving women.  In their opinion, women currently 

practice witchcraft as there are few or no issues of men and witchcraft.  On the other hand, 

28% affirmed they believe that witchcraft is the same, whether practiced by men or women. 

(13) Could Witchcraft Accusation Against Women Be Said to Be an Accepted Form of 
Discrimination Against Women in Northern Ghana? 
 

Not all the people interviewed accepted the accusation against women as 

discriminatory.  These 44% said witchcraft practice is optional; women had the options to 

practice or not to practice witchcraft.  They echoed that when women make the decision to 

engage in witchcraft practice, whatever reaction they receive from the community should not 

be considered as a targeted discrimination.  There were 28% who felt since women are accused 

mostly while men are seldom accused, it does qualify as a targeted discrimination.  The other 

28% said that witchcraft accusation against women should not be seen as a targeted 

discrimination, but rather as a tool to balance social norms and to maintain sanity in the 

society.  Based on these responses, it is obvious that majority do not see the accusation, mostly 

against women, as discriminatory.   

(14) Do You Support Closing the Witchcamps? 

According to the responses, the majority will conditionally support closing the camps.  

The conditions differ and range from providing alternatives to the witchcamps, to supporting 

government actions if it becomes law.  Others will support closing the camps if women will stop 

practicing witchcraft and the need for witchcamps fails to exist, and other conditions include 
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finding alternative options to protecting the masses from the dangers of the witches.  Of the 

remaining responses, 14% of the people interviewed will not support closing the camps and 

14% have no defined opinion. 

Key Informants’ Telephone Interview Findings 

 Responses from the key informants failed to reveal a conviction that the masses are 

fully aware of what the government is doing to tackle the issues of witchcraft.  Pretty much 

each individual member interviewed had one’s own opinion of witchcraft, and most tended to 

believe witchcraft is here to stay.  But all the people interviewed echoed that the societal 

attitude towards women accused of witchcraft should be changed.  Most felt the physical abuse 

component should be eliminated even though those who engage in witchcraft should be 

appropriately punished.  Many were worried the Internet will continue to propagate the issue 

even though it is not internally seen as a big problem.  As to the government efforts to improve 

credit facilities to women, many also share the opinion that credit facilities would best serve 

both men and women, and that emphasis to extend credit facilities to women alone would be 

discriminatory.  On the aspect of girls’ education, many responded government emphasis is on 

extending education to all citizens, although there are few incentives to encourage both girls 

and their families to embrace education. 

 Many shared the opinion that land is best handled at the family level and government 

should stay away.  But few recognized the government is intervening in ensuring land passage 

and inheritance laws are not used to discriminate against women.  None of the people 

interviewed accepted women are not protected by the constitution, and some mentioned 

specific provisions of law that protects women.  Witchcraft is believed to be a national issue but 
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they recognized that the effect may be pronounced in certain regions.  Not everyone will 

support closing the witchcamps, and those who will, will only do so conditionally.  Opinion 

differs as per the utility of the existence of the camps, but it is a necessary evil that must be in 

place to ensure societal norms.   

Research Question 1: What Role Do Age and Gender Play in Witchcraft Accusation in Gushegu, 
Northern Ghana? 
 

While the study could not conclude age was a marker in witchcraft accusation in 

Gushegu, gender revealed a high risk of exposure to witchcraft accusation.  A closer look at the 

relationship between witchcraft accusation and gender, and between witchcraft accusation and 

age, revealed the mean age of all study participants to be 54.5 + 8.3 years, and all the people 

who reported accused of witchcraft were females.  Those accused were significantly older than 

those not accused, mean age difference = 9.0, but one could still not conclude whether the 

people were accused based on age.  Equating poor health status to old age, the results revealed 

those accused were less likely to report excellent than poor health.  It is true some of the 

women would greatly benefit from health services if provided to them, but it should be noted 

that despite their age, most of the women reported having been able to positively impact their 

family by helping with the performance of household tasks within their abilities.  It was not 

certain whether the people accused were accused primarily because of age and/or poor health.  

The odds ratio revealed that females with strong relationship with the sociodemographic 

characteristics identified in this study, were about 62 times more likely to be accused of 

practicing witchcraft compared to males, and this is in line with the fact that “gender is an 

important dimension of poverty, especially in Northern Ghana (World Bank, 1995, p. ii).    
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Other interesting findings revealed the majority of the people who were actually making 

the accusations against the women were family members.  Of the 82 people who affirmed they 

were accused, 65.9% stated their accusation emanated from family members.  The reasons for 

the accusations vary from being at the origin of family financial stress, to sickness, to jealousy, 

and others.  Once accused, there is 183% increase in odds to be institutionalized compared to 

those not accused.  The findings support past claims that elderly women and widows represent 

the majority of those accused of practicing witchcraft (Badoe, 2010; Houde, 2010; Stromberg, 

2011).  While this study cannot claim that being a woman is reason for accusation, it is 

necessary to note the conditions of older women which put them at greater risk of witchcraft 

accusation. 

I examined how marital status and gender interplay.  Women were more likely to be 

married or widowed than being separated or divorced.  Inquiries revealed the strong tendency 

for women to be married supports the expectation that women should not stand alone and be 

socially accepted, or integrated into the society, unless such women are identified under the 

umbrella of male figures.  Hence, as predicted, for a woman, aligning herself under the shadow 

of a man, preferably by remaining married, somehow increases or enhances her perceived 

social status.  Are women better off married, separated, or divorced with respect to witchcraft 

accusation?  According to the result, 52.4% of the women who were allegedly accused of 

practicing witchcraft were widowed, while only 26.8% were married.  The odds ratio revealed 

that compared to married women, respondents were more likely to be accused if they were 

single or widowed.  In addition, females were more likely to report being widowed (45.9%) or 

married (36.7%) than being separated/divorced (8.6%) or single (6.1%), while most males stated 
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that they were married (93.3%).  Despite the friction between women who are married to the 

same man, being married offers a greater shield against witchcraft accusation, and a higher 

number of those widowed are more likely to be accused.  This relates to the association 

established earlier between marital status and witchcraft accusation.  Nothing in the tradition 

in Northern Ghana specifies women must be married, yet they are frowned at when they stand 

alone, and even more if they are successful.   

Research Question 2: What Role Does Poor Economic Empowerment Play in Witchcraft 
Accusation in Gushegu? 
 
 A combination of the victim’s level of education and occupation helped in shedding light 

on the role of poor economic empowerment in witchcraft accusation in Gushegu.  It was found 

to be true there is a potential association between witchcraft accusation and the level of 

education attained.  Of those who were accused, 99.8% reported having no education.  Most of 

the respondents reported having no education, this being even more significant among women 

(84.7%) compared to men (13.2%).  A very interesting finding to reconsider is the effect of 

education on witchcraft accusation, even at the elementary school level.  Compared to the 

population of the people who were accused, those with a simple elementary education were 

less likely to be accused.  The importance of education in understanding and interpreting the 

provisions of fundamental human rights as contained in the constitution cannot be over-

emphasized.  Many argue that education increases one’s opportunities to access the 

information which is necessary to get the most out of life.  Literacy rate, as an indicator of 

access to education and better quality of life, is also a gauge of poverty levels.  As women 

become educated, there are generally more opportunities for economic achievement outside 

the home (Harris & Johnson, 2003).  Witchcraft accusation, the torture and humiliation that is 
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closely associated with such accusation, defies provisions of human rights, especially when such 

accusations are not proven to be true in any court of law.  It will not be an overstatement that 

education would have increased the curiosity of these accused women and aroused their 

interest in seeking judicial interventions against their plight.  Education also helps in seeking 

and taking advantage of economic empowerment, as well as asking for those empowerments 

to be put in place. 

The results of this study showed there are potential associations between witchcraft 

accusation and a person’s occupation.  While many reported been engaged in farming, 38.3% 

reported having no jobs.  This number is even higher among females where 45.9% reported 

having no source of income.  Occupation is a significant indicator of source of income, and 

those engaged in one type of activity or another in the region were still not able to make 

enough income to be self-sustaining.  There is a common practice of men having many wives 

and co-habiting together, which creates increased dependency on the head of household.  

When the head of household cannot boast of meaningful occupation to produce substantial 

income, competing for the few available resources raises the odds of picking, among the many 

wives, who should be accused as a witchcraft practitioner and sent to the camps. 

While an association exists between witchcraft accusation and occupation, one should 

relate occupation with provisions or source of income.  It also makes sense to state that while 

this finding is generally true across the accused community, few cases proved otherwise.  Not 

all the accused women were poor relative to the standard in Northern Ghana.  Badoe’s (2010) 

account of accused women in Gambaga camp revealed some of the women were accused 

because they were prospering in their respective activities.  They were accused due to the 
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simple fact they prospered in business, contrary to established social norms.  A woman is 

expected to be under the umbrella of man to accomplish anything meaningful; if not, her hard 

work can be interpreted in no other way than witchcraft, and her success often falsely 

attributed to using witchcraft powers.   

It is not uncommon that in a circle that is highly stricken by poverty, those with enough 

to eat and some reserve to keep are likely to engage in some sort of moneylending.  Some of 

the accused women in the cases interviewed by Badoe (2010) were lending money to members 

of their community.  The witchcraft accusations always follow the maturity of their debt 

because most debtors are unable to pay their debt.  Most of the affected women contend the 

witchcraft accusations leveled against them were planned tactics used by their accusers to level 

economic disparities between the women (the lenders) and the villagers (the borrowers).  But 

we must retain that the number of women who were accused and were poor, greatly 

outnumbers those accused because they were prospering in their various activities.  

Unfortunately, the stigma associated with witchcraft accusation erodes the financial position of 

the few enterprising women, reducing them to mere dependents.  Yet those having any form of 

occupation (source of income) were less likely to be accused compared to those with no 

occupation (no source of income).  Poverty is well pronounced in the area which represents the 

poorest region in Ghana.   

During the visit, some of the residents were repairing cracks on the walls, and they had 

to use cow feces mixed with sand as cement to patch the cracks.  Unfortunately, it does not 

take much time before the crack resurfaces and the process is repeated.  The survival of the 

residents depends largely on charity as they have to pick leftovers from the market to feed, and 
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some who are able to pick enough sometimes sell them back to the community to purchase 

other necessities.  This fact sustains claims that poverty remains a central issue and that 28.5% 

of the population is below the poverty line (CIA, 2012).  This is not to say that poverty levels are 

the same across Ghana, but point to the fact that roughly 40% of rural people are poor, while 

only 10% of the urban population lives below the poverty line (IFAD, 2012, p. 1). 

Summary 

I used the micro, macro, and meso levels of analysis to identify sociodemographic 

characteristics often shared by people accused of witchcraft in Gushegu.  In the first part of the 

micro analysis, a dialogue with the accused women in Gushegu revealed what life is all about in 

the camp and some inherent hardships associated with living as an accused witch.  In the 

second part of the micro analysis, I analyzed selected case studies and identified the common 

characteristics among accused women.  With the macro analysis portion, I analyzed the 

identified variables and attempted to establish the likelihood of a person having those 

characteristics being accused of witchcraft.  The meso analysis factored responses from 

telephone interviews conducted with key informants revealed the level of awareness of 

witchcraft accusation across Ghana.  I conclude the chapter by pulling information across all 

three levels of analysis to shed more light on the research question of interest to this study. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS AND CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I reconcile the findings of the study with some documented facts about 

witchcraft in many parts of the world.  While the design of the study was not to prove or 

disprove the hypothesis, merging the results of the findings from the four different approaches  

support the claims certain social-demographic characteristics can predict the likelihood of 

witchcraft accusation.  I also shed more light on the sociodemographic characteristics found to 

be common in most cases of witchcraft accusation. 

In addition to age, gender, level of education attained, and occupation, which helped in 

answering the research questions, examining other sociodemographic characteristics (such as, 

marital status, religious affiliation, having family members, and self-reported health) were also 

in an attempt to determine whether people identified with such characteristics were more or 

less likely to be accused of witchcraft.  According to the results, there seemed to be potential 

associations between witchcraft accusation and religious affiliations, self-reported health 

status, and having family members. 

I sought to find out the religious affiliation of the women accused in order to know if 

people affiliated with certain religions were more likely to be accused of witchcraft than those 

in other religions.  According to the result, the majority of the women accused of witchcraft 

practiced African traditional religion (45.1%), followed by proponents of Islamic religion 

(39.0%), and then those who practiced Christianity (13.4%) and others with no identified 

religion.  The women who were accused and practiced African traditional religion were at (12%) 

increased odds that they will be accused of witchcraft compared to those who were Christians, 
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but those who were accused and practiced Islamic faith were at (58.0%) reduced odds of being 

accused compared to their Christian counterparts.  However, it is worth noting that these 

differences were not of any statistical significance.  In terms of witchcraft existence, there is not 

much difference between the teachings of Islamic faith and African traditional religion, as both 

religions accept the existence of witchcraft.  Both religions integrate plenty of traditional 

practices and even encourage the use of means for self-protection at certain times.  This 

attitude towards witchcraft by both the Islamic and African traditional religion may lead one to 

draw a conclusion that the existence and the accusation of witchcraft practice may be strongly 

rooted in these two religions.   

There is also a potential association between witchcraft accusation and family network.  

As noted, witchcraft accusation increased when one has no close relationship with members of 

her family, or when ties are severed between the woman and her family members.  But those 

who have close family ties with their family network, and who maintain good standing are often 

protected from the threats of witchcraft accusations.  The results revealed respondents with 

father, mother, or brother were less likely to be accused compared to those not having either. 

There was a strange revelation that those having adult male children were more likely to 

be accused compared to having none.  Most of the women who were accused and sent to the 

camp, and whose children were young at the time of the accusation, exercised faith and hoped 

that one day, their children would be in position to bring them home.  I tried to ponder why 

those with adult male children were more likely to be accused.  Further discussions with some 

of the accused women pointed to the frequent clash between mother-in-law and daughter-in-

law as a possible explanation.  Those accused with adult male children also had daughters-in-
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law, and these daughters-in-law are supposedly responsible for taking care of their mothers-in-

law.  But when tight economic conditions persist, coupled with decreased physical abilities that 

accompany old age, some daughter-in-laws are exposed to more responsibilities than 

anticipated.  As a result, friction ensues between the two and the fights always end up with one 

party having to leave the house.  Unfortunately, a man forced to make a decision between an 

aged mother and his wife, the latter seems to be more appealing, and chosen often is the wife 

over the old mother with increased dependency.  I am not making claims that daughter-in-laws 

are always responsible when the mother-in-laws are accused; but the burden of care, when it 

falls on younger females in our present generation, are not always welcomed with gratitude.  

Without nursing homes or visiting nurses to help, when the burden of caregiving falls only to 

one person, a daughter-in-law, and when she has to carry out those duties, among other things, 

there will be tendencies for increased friction between the two persons.  If the friction 

continues unresolved, there is increased likelihood that an accusation of witchcraft practice 

may be invoked against the older female which may result in sending her away from home. 

The Accused Witches’ Camp in Gushegu 

The women living in the camp had benefited from donations from charitable 

organizations that provided money to improve the housing conditions in the camp.  However, 

the houses are insufficient for the residents of the camp and those without accommodations 

had to arrange to build their own huts.  Even the solid buildings require some maintenance, but 

the economic conditions of women in the camp are such that they are not able to raise the 

necessary funds needed to maintain the buildings.  From past donations, the residents had 

purchased some grains which were to be stored and later sold for profit at a time when the 
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prices are expected to be higher.  However the lack of storage facilities exposed the grains to 

pests, and their efforts wasted as they will not have the grains to sell when needed.   

There were plans to dig some boreholes in the camp to solve the problems of water, but 

the lack of donations forestalled the project and the residents have to walk for miles carrying 

buckets on their head to look for water.  Some of them are not in physical condition to 

transport the water, but have no choice than to transport as little as possible, even if it involves 

making multiple trips.  The accused witches suffer mostly from lack of economic empowerment 

because the stigma associated with witchcraft accusation makes their labor less desirable.  

When people hire them to work in the fields, pay is not anything close to the regular wages for 

a day job.  Those who are physically not able to engage in any manual labor are exposed to 

more risks because they depend upon the assistance of their fellow residents to survive in the 

camp. 

There were ongoing interactions between the villages and the camp residents to explain 

that the accused women do not pose any danger to their respective communities.  The 

residents leave the camp very early on market days to sweep leftovers of grain and other food 

items from the floor, and then sit for hours to separate the sand from the food which they had 

collected.  Easily noticed with brooms in their hands, they are the only people that will be 

waiting for any vendor to finish with their customers so that they can jump in and sweep up 

leftovers from the floor.  Their struggle for food depicts people who belong to the lowest social 

class in the society.  Yet despite what they have to go through to survive, those of them who 

are able to pick enough food are still the cheapest supply source of some villagers who visit the 

camp to purchase the grains at very low prices for resale to the villagers.  Most are widows, and 
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those married were all involved in a polygamous marriage where new wives had been brought 

in to take their place.  Oftentimes they are older, weaker, and undesirable to their families, at 

least from an economic point of view. 

Contrary to the notion these accused witches are in camps against their wishes, the 

women in the camp in Gushegu were there mostly for shelter.  There were no chiefs in this 

particular camp who determined whether a woman was guilty or not.  They have a woman who 

assumed the leadership role and helped to settle disputes among the women.  She is their 

spokesperson and understands their predicaments.  They need help and are willing to receive 

any group interested in helping them in any possible manner to improve their economic 

activities, which will translate to a better quality of life.  While some still have their family 

members visiting them, some complained their family abandoned them and focused on making 

the best out of their stay in the camp.  According to the women, poor economic conditions 

accounts for the major reason why they were accused and any effort to alleviate poverty in this 

region may help to reduce the frequent witchcraft accusation in the region. 

Conclusion 

Having had the chance to examine witchcraft accusation and the sociodemographic 

characteristics of most of the victims, one can conclude from the findings that witchcraft 

accusation is an adopted discriminatory tool against people of lower social and economic 

means.  Family members were the most common accuser, which points to the fact families are 

constantly seeking ways to reset social hierarchies.  The fact there were a few other women 

accused by outsiders could be attributed to efforts in leveling economic disparities by those 

who have not.  Women are competitive by nature and when such tendencies manifest fully, a 
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mechanism of income redistribution in the form of witchcraft accusation is adopted by the 

society to stop the women from further wealth acquisition.  This was only true to the extent 

that prosperity of women was more significant than poverty upon examination of the 

secondary data.  Furthermore, a majority of the accused women were old and were less likely 

to report excellent or good health, but there was no reason to conclude poor health was what 

caused their accusations.  Government should still, however, endeavor to provide health care 

services to those of the less privileged class, especially older women.   

 While I do not make any claim as a result of this study that education will stop 

witchcraft discrimination against women, it is obvious education will help many women to 

escape the discrimination.  Educated women generally have more opportunities and sometimes 

may even migrate to other areas outside their homes for work.  Far from home and engaged in 

meaningful income-producing activities, these women are removed from the pool of people 

who would have possibly been exposed to witchcraft accusation.  Education will also expose 

women to the knowledge of diseases, cause, and prevention.  A woman that understands 

chicken pox has been around for many years, and that the treatment process will likely teach 

the masses on how best to reduce the spread during an outbreak.  On the other hand, those 

who are ignorant of the diseases will more likely accept their fate when accused of causing the 

outbreak through the power of witchcraft. 

Another issue I observed during the course of this study is the correlation between 

polygamous marriages and education.  It is not my intention to make any judgment as to how 

many wives a man should be allowed to marry.  I must express my neutrality on the issue, but 

will comment that most of the women who were accused shared a husband with other women.  
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The Schnier and Hintmann (2001) report affirmed that polygyny infringes on women’s 

fundamental rights to equality before the law, and that such practice is inconsistent with the 

United Nations provisions.  If educational opportunities are made available and encouraged 

among females, the likelihood they will resist getting married to married men increases, and 

hopefully will reduce the marital struggles that increase one’s chance of being accused.  I make 

this argument because more opportunities for women through education will translate to a 

reduction in the struggle for status, which is common among many women married to one man 

and eventually increases the chances of witchcraft accusation among the rivals.  When more 

women are engaged in positive contributions towards the society, the current negative 

antisocial tendencies against women will begin to dissipate.  Germain (2011) argued that 

despite sharing the similarity of patriarchal societies with Ghana, women’s inequalities are 

reduced in Haiti where women’s witchcraft practices are respected as much as the men’s.  Such 

respect for female practice allows for feminine conditions to be addressed appropriately.  More 

women should be empowered to attain economic freedom and share the knowledge to many 

others to do the same. 

No attempt should be directed at eliminating a historical value of any society.  All 

attempts should focus rather on bridging the socioeconomic disparities connected to witchcraft 

accusation.  To that effect, briefly consider the functions of witchcraft.  The functional 

explanation of witchcraft in traditional society attests to a person’s ability to explain and 

therefore cope with the unknown.  In close communities such as rural villages where there is 

typically a lack of knowledge of modern science and medicine, people’s belief in witchcraft 

serves as explanation for sicknesses and a variety of daily crises and calamities (Mair, 1969b).  
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Witchcraft, from a functional perspective provides a mechanism for people to feel an element 

of control or manipulation over their predicament (Moro et al., 2008).  Witchcraft can serve as 

a means for social control over and maintenance of the social order within the group, in that it 

presents a picture of behaviors that are acceptable within the community, and reduces 

entrance from outsiders (De Waal Malefijt, 1968; Mair, 1969a, 1969b).  It allows for the relief 

from pressure of social relationships in a close community, so the people in the community 

have a way to deal with tension naturally arising from these close living arrangements.  

Witchcraft can allow people to “break off relationships that have become intolerable” (Mair, 

1969b, p. 203), allow people to “level disparities in wealth and status” (Moro et al., 2008, p. 

260), and provide people with an “outlet for aggression, anxiety, and hostility” (De Waal 

Malefijt, 1968, p. 289).  It serves as a social control mechanism in the society.  I have the right 

to cast my suspicion on whomsoever I chose to accuse—that aspect ensures people maintain 

some level of harmony with fellows in the community.  Mair (1969a,) asked, “Against whom are 

the accusations of witchcraft directed?” (p. 188).  Others like Geschiere (1977) claimed it could 

equalize disparities to enable one’s achievement of power.  Yet, note, regional variations of 

witchcraft are important and account for certain levels of balances and interdependency among 

the regions.  They are tools for the maintenance of social structure and help in checking 

inappropriate behaviors.  To others, it provides emotional, psychological, and spiritual support 

to many who feel abandoned (Germain, 2011). 

There seem to be links between religious, cultural practices, and economic conditions.  

Improving the socioeconomic conditions of the people in Northern Ghana may reduce the 

likelihood of women’s exposure to witchcraft accusation.  To accomplish such purposes, King 
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and Mixon (2010) claimed the modifications of societal thinking pertaining to witchcraft in 

colonial Massachusetts is attributable to attempts to save the social, business, and legal 

climates which faced many threats at the time.  It is my hope further research on the witchcraft 

issue may lead to the discovery of events that may be important to society leaders, and may 

lead to the modification of societal thinking in Northern Ghana.  Women need government 

assistance for their present economic predicament; they occupy the lowest paying jobs because 

they have no defined skills.  Policies to reduce inequities and gender gaps should either be re-

enforced or created where none currently exist.  Agricultural laws should be modified to 

encourage women’s stand-alone participation and reduce dependency on men. 

Since epidemics and misfortunes are attributed mistakenly to direct activity of women 

engaged in witchcraft, a sensitization campaign is worth embarking on to debunk these beliefs.  

Increase awareness workshops and seminars because women are still not ready to challenge 

the status quo, even in areas where there are laws already in place to protect them.  Adequate 

environmental impact assessment of economic policies should not only factor in the rentability 

of such policies to the government; the government must integrate the community issues into 

laws to be effective and efficient and should factor in the economic impact of such policies on 

the lowest class of the society.  Change the longstanding expectations that the care of the 

elderly directly defaults to the children.  Government should do more because the new society 

has resulted in new challenges for young people, and meeting these new challenges greatly 

reduces the ability to tackle effectively the burden of elderly care. 

It is worthy to note the government of Ghana has not acted indifferently towards the 

issues of witchcraft.  It has put in place necessary elements to curb the issue of witchcraft, and 
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more especially to protect the rights of the individuals who were accused.  Unfortunately, the 

cultural acceptance of witchcraft in Northern Ghana sustains above most government efforts.  

As society continues to address all the deficiencies in property rights, care, respect of the aged, 

education, employment, social protection, and financial services, one gets closer to leveling the 

existing disparities between gender, not only in Northern Ghana, but across Africa.  Hopefully, 

the end to using witchcraft accusation as discriminatory tools against older women will draw 

nearer, or at the least − reduced. 

Implication of the Study 

Women are more likely to be in the lowest social class and accused of witchcraft in 

Gushegu.  In the face of economic stresses, those in the highest social class will likely adopt 

discriminatory practices to divert resources away from women, especially when they fall into 

the lowest social class.  There is a deeply established system of patriarchy in northern rural 

Ghana, creating an environment of socioeconomic tension for women, who have very few or no 

rights at all.  In a system where men are in control of and hold economic power over women, 

there may be a resultant ambivalence toward the plight of older women who are often 

classified as members of the lowest social class, if not an underlying benefit to the male 

maintenance of the status quo.  When the social class of a woman is determined by marital 

status, level of education, and the availability of an adult male figure; any woman, but mostly 

widows with a severed relationship with the family, is more likely to be exposed to witchcraft 

accusations. 

In the absence of sound economic development, poverty becomes a threat and even 

more so to women when they are expected to be identified with men for economic 

103 



empowerment.  Persistent poor economic conditions will lead to sustained witchcraft 

accusations against women.  Adequate economic development including government and non-

government programs can assist more women in achieving economic self-sufficiency and access 

to social support networks, even eliminating the jealousy and rivalry which can lead to 

witchcraft accusations and violence.  If a woman is provided with opportunities to be self-

sufficient earlier in her life, and if an adequate and necessary support network is available and 

accessible, it will be easier for such a person to appropriately plan for retirement.  With a good 

retirement plan, the possibility of being self-sufficient at old age becomes an achievable goal, 

and reduces the perceptions of old age being a burden on families and communities. 

As I discussed in the background for this research, the extent to which the witchcraft 

belief system plays a role in the lives and psyche of rural women Ghanaians, even in modern 

times, must not be underestimated.  Generally women are considered to possess witchcraft 

powers that gradually develop over a lifetime and mature at old age.  Health conditions of 

women tend to deteriorate with age.  Such attitudes about old women increase the odds of 

accusing an old woman with poor health of witchcraft.  Government agencies and non-

government organizations are working hard to change people’s attitudes towards witchcraft 

accusations.  According to my findings from the telephone interviews of people across Ghana 

regions, many are not adequately informed about witchcraft.  The government requires the 

input of many to adopt certain laws, including those laws expected to stop witchcraft 

accusation against women.  More efforts are needed to take the witchcraft campaign to the 

masses.  The bid to create new attitudes regarding witchcraft and encourage the proliferation 

of empowerment and support networks for women will remain unsuccessful or be extremely 
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slow to develop without facing the dogma within traditional society head-on.  An adequate 

campaign is required to change the negative beliefs against older women and the perception 

that they are witches. 

The telephone interview with the key informants across Ghana further revealed either 

the respondents interviewed were not fully aware of what the government is doing specifically 

to improve the socioeconomic situation of women in Northern Ghana, or the government is not 

doing enough.  Improving the participation of girls in education, adopting new laws to address 

properly land access by women, and enforcing the inheritance and succession laws already in 

place should be a top priority for the government.  Upon accusation, women who ordinarily will 

engage in petty trade to boost their financial situation are forced to remain inactive, partly 

because they are stigmatized and blackmailed.  Such forced leave of absence from economic 

activity demands some kind of income redistribution from the government, in order to alleviate 

the financial pain of the affected women.  Without any kind of financial assistance to the 

accused women, the condition of many will continue to deteriorate. 

Oftentimes, the reasons for accusations are nothing but mere ignorance.  Provisions of 

adequate public health facilities and education will go a long way towards providing the 

explanations for certain medical conditions currently interpreted as witchcraft acts.  People use 

witchcraft, either practicing or accusing someone else, to explain why certain things happen, 

especially when it is beyond their control.  Public health campaigns will help people to 

understand certain implications of poor hygiene on one’s health, and will reduce the accusation 

of witchcraft, which mainly comes from family members.  Reducing witchcraft accusation will 

help in reducing the intergenerational gap that results from forcing women away from their 
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families for an extended time.  While the government will continue to devise better and quicker 

means of eradicating witchcraft accusations against women, government should readily enforce 

laws that should immediately put a stop to the physical abuse against women.  The moment 

younger females understand they can live in an environment that is “bully free,” it will increase 

the faith they have in themselves, and will increase participation in the society. 

Witchcraft accusations, whether in Ghana, in the USA, or in Europe, has not been an 

easy issue to deal with.  Embedded in the religious connotation of witchcraft may be a simple 

explanation to the complexity of the issue.  People are happy when they are at peace with their 

religion.  Everyone’s desire is to practice their religion without persecution, but when such 

practice draws the attention of many, and when society collectively frowns on such a practice, 

something must be wrong, either with the religion or with the community.  In Northern Ghana, 

deeply engraved in the minds of many is witchcraft practice; many practice it, and many also 

despise it.  There is every indication that both men and women, young and old, rich and poor, 

practice witchcraft.  But why has witchcraft become an acceptable form of societal 

discrimination against women in Northern Ghana?  While this study is far from answering the 

question, emphasis was on identifying those variables that expose women to witchcraft 

accusation in Northern Ghana. 

 I makes no claim that the variables identified here are the only variables that are 

present when women are accused of witchcraft in Northern Ghana.  However, my hope is that 

they are able to provoke students’ interest in undertaking further studies to be in a position to 

understand fully why witchcraft is persistent in Northern Ghana, and also to find a long lasting 

solution to the issue. 
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Recommendations for Further Studies 

• Expand the research to investigate whether there are other areas where people other 

than women are subject to witchcraft discrimination. 

• Identify other variables that are seen during witchcraft accusation in other areas and 

compare them with the variables identified in Northern Ghana. 

• Expand the study population to include all the witch camps in Northern Ghana. 

• Conduct a study focusing on the families of the accused persons to know why they 

would rather see their own family member suffer the humiliation of witchcraft 

accusation. 

• Explore what the state government is doing to stop witchcraft accusation and see 

whether there are variations across states. 
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 Gushegu Study Questionnaire 
Please circle the most appropriate answer 

1. Sex: 
(a) Male      (b) Female 

2. Marital Status 
(a) Married     (b)  Single     (c)  Divorced     (d)  Widowed     (e)  Separated 

3. Do you have other family members? If yes, answer question 4 
(a) Yes     (b)  No 

4. Indicate your other family members (circle all that applies) 
(a) Father   (b)  Mother   (c)  Brothers   (d)  Sisters   (e)  Adult male child 
(f)  Others (specify) 

5. Religious affiliation: 
(a) Christianity    (b)  Islam    (c)  African Traditional Religion 
(d)  Others (specify) 

6. Level of educational attainment: 
(a) No education   (b)  Elementary   (c)  Secondary   (d)  Post- Secondary 
(e)  Others (specify) 

7. Occupation: 
(a) Retired/Pensioner   (b)  Civil/Public servant   (c)  Farming 
(d)  Day laborer   (e)  Trader   (f)  None    (g)  Others (specify) 

8. Have you been accused of witchcraft? If yes, answer 9, if no proceed to 20 
(a) Yes     (b)  No 

9. Who accused you of witchcraft? 
(a) Family member   (b)  Community member   (c)  Friend   (d)  Others (specify) 

10. Do you currently live in the alleged witches’ camp? If yes, answer question 11 
(a) Yes     (b)  No 

11. Were you forced to move into the camp? If yes, answer 12, if no go to 13 
(a) Forced to move   (b)  Moved voluntarily   (c)  Others (specify) 

12. Who forced you to move into the camp? 
(a) Family member   (b)  Community member   (c)  Friend   (d)  Chief 
(e)  Others (specify) 

13. Why did you voluntarily move into the camp? 
(a) To escape prosecution    (b) To allow things to calm down 
(c) To have peace of mind   (d) To avoid humiliation   (e) Others (specify) 

14. What was your source of income prior to moving to the camp? 
(a) Pension   (b)  Trading   (c)  Day job   (d)  Charity   (e)  Others (specify) 

15. What is your source of income now at the camp? 
(a) Pension   (b)  Trading   (c)  Day job   (d)  Charity    (e)  Others (specify) 

16. In the camp, do you receive less, same, or more compensation for your daily labor 
as compared when you were living at home? 

(a) Less    (b)  Same   (c)  More   (d)  Others (specify) 
17. Are you better off financially in the camp or at home? 

(a) Better off at home   (b)  Same   (c)  Better off in the camp 
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18. Why do you think that you were accused? 
(a) Family stress   (b)  Burden of old age/dependency   (c)  Sickness 
(d) Jealousy   (e)  Others (specify) 

19. What were you accused of doing? 
(a) Making a family member sick   (b)  Killing a person through witchcraft 
(c)  Responsible for the financial misfortune of a family member 
(d)  Someone dreamed that I am a potential witch   (e) Trading with witchcraft 
help   (f)  Others (specify) 

20. Do you feel that the alleged witches’ camp should be abolished? 
(a) Yes   (b)  No 

21. In general, would you say that your health is ……..(circle one) 
Excellent 1 
Good  2 
Poor  3 

22. How old are you? 
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GUSHEGU TIŊKPAŊ SONIM BIƐBU MUSIƔIGU VIHIGU SOLI 

DIM SUƔILO BOOIGILI  A NI  NYA KA SHƐLI TUHI. 

 
1. A nyɛla doo bee Paɣa? 

( a) doo  (b) Paɣa 
2. A kpuɣi paɣi bee a kuli doo? 

(a) N kpuɣiya/  N kuliya (b) N ko n nyama (c) N yiho mi/ N yimi (d) Dakolo/ Pakoli. 

 
3. A na mali so, yi daŋ maa ni?  Di yi Iin, nyin labisim bɔhigu dim pahi anahi. 

( a) Iin,   (b) Aayi 

 
4. Wuhimi a daŋ ni ninvuɣ’ so a mali maa. ( booigilli ) 

  (a) ba  (b) ma  (c) tuzɔ doo (d) tuzɔ paɣa (e) nachimbili kurili (f) bampahi 

 
5. Yɛlimi a diini shɛli ni a ni be. 

 (a) dolodolo (b) musulinsi. (c) dagbandohili 

 
6. Wuhimi a ni chaŋ shikuri shɛli. 

( a) m bi karim (b) n karim la biɛla (c) n karim chaŋ tooni biɛla (d) n karimya pam. (e) dim    pahi 

 
7. Yɛlimi a ni tumdi tuun shɛli. 

( a) n chɛla tuma (b) gomnati tuma (c) n korimi ka gbahirila zahim. (d) n gbahirila zahim.  

(e) lɛbira tuma (f) daabiligu (g) dimpahi 

 
8. Bɛ namin’ paa sɔɣu? di yi nyɛla Iin, nyin labisim bɔhigu dim pahi awe. Di yi nyɛla Aayi nyin chɛlli ka 

chaŋ bɔhigu dim pahi pishi 

  (a) Iin  (b) Aayi 
9. Ŋun n lee paa sɔɣu maa? 

 
     ( a) n daŋ ni nira  (b) n yanim maa ni so.(c) n zo  d. dim pahi 
 
 

10. A na kuli nyɛla ŋun be sonim biɛhigu shee maa? di yi nyɛla Iin, nyin labisim bɔhigu pini yini. 

( a) Iin  (b) Aayi 
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11. Ka daa bɛ kara mi tahi sonim biɛhigu shee maa? di yi Iin, nyin labisim bɔhigu pini-ayi, ka di yi nyɛla 

Aayi, nyin labisim bɔhigu pini-ata. 

(a) bɛ daa karima mi   (b) mani n daa zo   (c) dim pahi 

 
12. Ŋuni n daa lee kara tahi sonim biɛhigu shee maa? 

(a) n daŋ (b) ni nima  (c) n yanima   (d) n zo  (e) tiŋ-naa ( f) dim pahi 

 
13. Ka wula zuɣu, ka gba niŋ sɔɣilo ka kuli sonim biɛhigu shee maa? 

( a) m bɔrimi ni nangbani zuɣibo maa chɛ   (b) din ni chɛ ka vuri ŋmaai  (c) din ni chɛ ka n suhi maai.  
(d) n yihi m maŋ ninsalitali ni  (e) dim pahi 

 
14. Wula n daa lee nyɛ a bɔmma pɔi, ka a naayi kana sonim biɛhigu shee maa? 

( a) penshini yɔri ( b)  daabiligu   (c) n daa deeri la yɔri   (d) n daa kɔri mi  e.n daŋ n daa sɔŋdi ma   
(f) dim pahi 

 
15. Ka wula n nyɛ a bɔmma ni nyamma a ni be kpɛ ŋɔ? 

(a) penshini yɔri    (b) daabiligu  ( c)  biɛɣu-kulo tuma yɔri  (d) niriba sɔŋsim   

( f) dim pah 
 

16. Ka a ni be kpɛ ŋɔ mini a ni daa be yiŋa din soŋsim n lee gari di kpee bee di zaa nyɛla yim? 

    (a) Kpɛ ŋɔ soŋsim maa pɔra   (b) di zaa saɣimi  (c) kpɛ ŋɔ soŋsim maa galisiya   

    (d) dim pahi 
 

17. A laɣi nyabo kpɛ ŋɔ mini a ni daa be yiŋa dini n lee so? 

   ( a) n laɣi nyabo yiŋ daa so  (b) di zaa nyɛla yim  (c) n laɣi nyabo kpɛ ŋɔ so 
 

18. Wula ka a lee tiɛhi zaŋ chaŋ a sɔɣu ŋɔ gbaaibu polɔ? 

(a) daŋ puuni fakari  ( b) n ni nyɛ ninkurigu maa/ n lan ka la so  (c) bariŋ zuɣu   

(d) nyubiɛɣu zabbu  (e) dim pahi. 

 
 

19. Wula ka bɛ lee yɛli ka gbaaiga sɔɣu maa? 

(a) ni n chɛmi ka daŋ maa ni so biɛra  (b) ni n zaŋla sotim n ku so  ( c) ni daŋ maa ni so daarizichi ka 
n ku   (d) ni so zahim zahinli n nya ma ni sotim  (e) ni zaŋ la sotim bee bukpahigu n ku so daarizichi  
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(f) dim pahi 
 

20. Ka daa a bɔri ni yi sonim biɛhigu ŋɔ wurim? 

   ( a) m bɔra  ( b) n je 

 
21. Din gari ŋɔ zaa, wula ka a yɛli zaŋ kpa a daalaafee polɔ? 

  1. alaafee kuli pali mi zaa 

  2. din a so 

  3. di kuli kani 
 

22. A yuma ala? 
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1. What is the government doing to address the issues of witchcraft? 

2. What supports are in place to help rural villagers to recognize the importance of 
education, especially for girls? 

3. Since farming is the major source of livelihood in Northern Ghana, what is the 
government doing to address land tenure rights for women? 

4. What efforts are in place to improve women’s access to credit facilities? 

5. What factors are responsible for the sudden attention to witchcraft accusation? 

6. Is witchcraft against women a regional or national issue in Ghana? 

7. Why are women accused of witchcraft not offered constitutional protection in Ghana? 

8. What plans are in place to end witchcraft accusation against women in Northern 
Ghana? 

9. Why do these camps exist? 

10. What is the value of the utility of its existence? 

11. Will you welcome the accused women back into the community? 

12. Is the witchcraft practiced by men different from the witchcraft practiced by women? 

13. Could witchcraft accusation against women be said to be an accepted form of 
discrimination against women in Northern Ghana? 

14. Do you support closing the Witchcamps? 
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VIHIGU BɔHI SHƐŊA A NI YƐN BƆHI GOMNATI KPAMBA BEE BAN SU FUKUMSI 
1. Niya dini ka gomnati lee mali zaŋ chaŋ sonim ŋɔ yɛla ŋɔ polɔ? 

 
2. Sɔŋsim di ni n lee beni, din yɛn sɔŋ tiŋkpanim ŋɔ zaŋ kpa shikuri karim baŋsim bɔbu poolɔ, 

Kaman bipuɣinsi? 
 

3. Di ni niŋ ka pukparilim n nyɛ ti tudu polɔ ŋɔ na biɛhigu toontibo tuma ŋɔ, wula ka gomnati 
yɛn niŋ ka paɣaba gba ni tooi mali tiŋgbani suŋ din yɛn ko? 
 

4. Kpaŋ maŋ bɔ n-lee beni din chɛ ka paɣiba gba ni tooi mali soli din yɛn deei laɣi paŋda? 
 

5. Yɛlkpani bɔnim n lee tu ni ti yuli zaŋ chaŋ sonim laɣinsi ŋɔ polɔ? 
 

6. Ka daa sonim laɣinsi dim beni maa lee jendi la tudu polɔ ŋɔ na paɣiba ko bee Gana ŋɔ 
paɣiba zaa? 
 

7. Ka wula ka paɣiba nangbani zuɣibo zaŋ kpa sotali ŋɔ, ka zaligu shɛli din ni taɣiba? 
 

8. Ka so dini ka ti lee bɔri ni tuhi ku paɣiba nangban zuɣibo bee sotali ŋɔ polɔ? 
 

9. Daliri bo n daa lee pili sonim biɛhigu shee ŋɔ? 
 

10. Ka di kpɛ zaa ŋɔ anfaani lee nyɛ dini? 
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Waterlogged Road Leading to Alleged Witches’ Camp Gushegu 
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Empty Farmland Purchased for Gushegu Witches’ Camp Residents 
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Semi Brick House for Gushegu Witches’ Camp Residents 
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Mud House for Residents Without Accommodations in the Camp 
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