
Abuse linked to witchcraft or
spiritual possession is on the
rise and something social
workers need increasingly to
be able to recognise, as Shahid
Naqvi finds out

or most people, witchcraft is the
stuff of children’s storybooks or
the superstitious minds of
mediaeval folk. But despite living
in an increasingly sceptical age of

technological and scientific advancement, it
may come as a surprise to many to learn that
belief in witchcraft and spiritual possession is
not just very much alive but, according to some
experts, on the rise.

The Government-commissioned Eleanor
Stobart report, Child Abuse linked to
Accusations of “Possession” and “Witchcraft”,
published in 2006, concluded that belief in
possession by evil spirits and witchcraft is
“widespread”. Moreover, it found this belief
“not confined to particular countries, cultures
or religions, nor is it confined to recent
migrants” confounding stereotypical
assumptions.

Ms Stobart stresses the scope of the report is
limited and should only be regarded as a “first
reconnaissance” into the subject. But recent
years have seen growing concern at abuse,
particularly of children, linked directly to belief
in witchcraft or possession by evil spirits.

A number of high-profile cases have fuelled
this, most notably that of eight-year-old
Victoria Climbié who was burnt with
cigarettes, tied up for long periods and hit with
bike chains, hammers and wires by her
guardians before dying in 2000. The horrific
circumstances of her death led to fundamental
changes to child protection in England. 

Equally shocking was the death of 15-year-old
Kristy Bamu, drowned in a bath on Christmas
Day in 2010 during an exorcism after being
repeatedly tortured by his sister and her
boyfriend.

Thankfully, the number of such extreme
cases remains small. According to Stobart,
there were only 38 cases of abuse involving 47
children in which possession or witchcraft was
proved to have been a factor between 2000 and
2006. However, nearly 100 potential cases were
reviewed by the study and experts believe
official figures represent the tip of the iceberg.

Leethen Bartholomew, a social worker, has
spent the last seven years working with families
and raising awareness of witchcraft and
possession within black and minority ethnic
communities, specifically in Haringey and

Hackney. He says: “We only know the cases
that people tell us about so we don’t know the
full extent of it. The worse case scenario would
be Kristy Bamu or Victoria Climbié where a
child is murdered. But there are much more
subtle things that can happen. It can start with
a parent just saying they are praying for this
child. [But] when a carer says they were ‘just
praying’, you need to delve more deeply into
what that means.

“What time are they praying? Do they wake
the child up in the middle of the night to pray
for them? When they are praying what else do
they do? Do they make the child drink olive
oil? You have to ask these questions.”

Mr Bartholomew, who is currently employed
by the City & Hackney Safeguarding Children
Board, says he deals with several cases of
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focused. Cases have been identified across
England and of the four cases with which Mr
Foxcroft is currently involved, one is in
Yorkshire, one Lancashire and two in London.

Although Christianity appears to be the
main religion within which witchcraft is
practised, it has also been identified in families
of Muslim, Hindu and pagan faiths. Stobart’s
analysis of the background of child victims
indicates many of them originate from the
Congo, with Nigeria and South Asia the next
highest locations, followed by the Caribbean.

Health
The need for more research to help identify
what is fuelling increasing belief in spirit
possession has been widely acknowledged.
According to Mr Foxcroft there are certain
common themes present in cases that have
emerged to date. “It is often linked to people’s
need to rationalise misfortune in their lives,” he
says.

“With many of the children I have worked
with over the years, one of their parents will
have died and the surviving parent will
somehow want to attribute blame to someone.
Maybe they are very poor or they have lost
their job.

“It is always the most vulnerable members
of society who suffer this [form of abuse]. It is
children, women, or the elderly. There are very
few cases of grown up men being accused.”

Ms Stobart’s study underlines this, and
stresses children are especially vulnerable to
such scapegoating: “Research suggests that
when a family experiencing problems has a
child who exhibits a behaviour that the family
views as problematic, difficult to understand or
outside the family norms; this, combined with
a change in family dynamics may increase the
risk of the family accusing the child of
harbouring some ‘evil’ force such as
‘witchcraft’ or ‘possession’.”

Mr Foxcroft adds that disability can also be a
cause of someone being targeted for abuse. “It
maybe that they are autistic, or epileptic. One
thing you hear time and time again is that they
are very stubborn,” he says.

The need to apportion blame for domestic
difficulties has obvious relevance to the current
tough economic climate, with more families
suffering from the impact of rising prices and
flatlining incomes. “When you have a big

economic recession and people are suffering,
there is going to be a need to somehow
rationalise that experience,” says Mr Foxcroft.

Some professionals have difficulty
understanding how carers can believe a child is
possessed. Reflecting on her research into the
experiences of professionals working alongside
families where witchcraft beliefs are present,
Ms Stobard explains: “They had even more
difficulty in understanding the belief that a
child was so ‘evil’ that the carer’s life might be
in danger. Some assume that those holding
this belief must have a mental illness.”

Mental illness was identified in 11 of the 38
cases examined in her study, including post-
traumatic stress disorder, depression and
schizophrenia.

But for many, witchcraft and possession is
not a illness but part of a very real belief
system. Makers of a recent BBC documentary
travelled to the Democratic Republic of the
Congo to show how there is a “boom” in
pastors promising to deliver children accused
of being witches or possessed by evil spirits in
return for payment. In one scene a distressed
boy of about six is surrounded by robed figures
who smack, beat and force him to drink hot
palm oil to rid him of a telephone they believe
to be inside his body, through which he is
communicating with evil spirits.

Explaining the deliverance, a pastor says it
has to be like that “because the thing that has
been placed inside him is being removed and
when it is being removed he has to feel the
pain because it is a foreign object in his body”.

In the face of such images, it is easy to feel
despair. But Mr Bartholomew has hope. His
work with communities in London has proved
that, through education and engagement,
deeply held beliefs can change. “It is about
helping give the parent a different narrative
and helping them understand how it may be
other things causing a child’s behaviour and
then providing them with the support to
manage their difficulties,” he says.

“From our experience we’ve found if you help
parents and provide the right support
and intervention, change can happen.”

To comment on this article, email
editor@basw.co.uk
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witchcraft-related child abuse in the area every
year. Some are so bad that children have had to
be taken into care. He says it is not a new
phenomenon. “The belief has always been
there, it didn’t just start ten or 15 years ago.
Dealing with it is about understanding the
influence people’s faith and culture has in the
way they live their lives.

“In the majority of cases they think the
child’s behaviour is caused by something
spiritual. So if you think it is a spiritual
problem, then you will look to solve it in a
spiritual way.”

Growing awareness of the issue at a national
level led to the launch of a National Action
Plan to Tackle Child Abuse Linked to Faith or
Belief by the Department for Education, last
year.

The document warns it is “likely that a
proportion of this type of abuse remains
unreported” and acknowledges the huge
amount of “distress and suffering” caused to
children who are victims of it.

For social workers, identifying victims of
witchcraft and knowing how to deal with the
subject is a challenge. Families who practise it
are unlikely to already have a relationship with
social services, says Ms Stobart. Most
commonly the alarm is raised by schools,
though families abusing children in this way
will often remove them from formal education.

Ms Stobart believes it is important that local
authorities develop links with voluntary and
third sector organisations likely to have more
success in gaining access to hard-to-reach
communities. She also recommends harnessing
their expertise to train people working in
statutory agencies in how to spot the signs of
witchcraft-linked abuse.

One such organisation is the Witchcraft and
Human Rights Information Network
(WHRIN) which offers an online information
resource. The organisation has devised a
training programme for frontline practitioners
which it is rolling out this year. Gary Foxcroft,
WHRIN founder, said lack of awareness among
professionals remains an issue that needs to be
addressed. “The main challenge is your average
social worker is going to find these issues
extremely difficult to work with.

“If you mention witchcraft to the average
person on the street they think of Harry Potter
or kids books with witches in them. But social
workers need to understand it isn’t alien. It is
here in the UK in the 21st Century and there is
a chance they could be working with people
with these beliefs. The first step to helping
these people is becoming aware that these
things exist.”

Research and policy development in this
field remains relatively new. What is available,
however, offers an indication that most cases
are found in London, though this may be
because this is where most of the research has

IT IS HERE IN THE UK IN THE 21ST 
CENTURY AND THERE IS A CHANCE YOU
COULD BE WORKING WITH PEOPLE WITH
THESE BELIEFS. THE FIRST STEP TO HELP
THEM IS BEING AWARE IT EXISTS.

PSW

014-015_PSW Oct 13_PSW_templates  23/09/2013  16:54  Page 15


