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African Beliefs Concerning People with Disabilities:
Implications for Theological Education

Hebron L. Ndlovu

Department of Theology and Religious Studies, University of Swaziland, Kwaluseni, Swaziland

ABSTRACT
This article describes the position and teachings of indigenous
African beliefs concerning people with disabilities in
contemporary African society. It examines explicit and implicit
African attitudes and teachings pertaining to disability. The
article also considers the implications of these African beliefs for
theological education. Drawing largely on documented
indigenous African beliefs from selected African cultures, and
from Swaziland in particular, the contention of the article is that
the position and teachings of indigenous African beliefs
concerning people with disabilities is ambivalent: on one hand,
some African beliefs promote the stigmatization and
marginalization of people with disabilities through exclusion
and depiction of them as objects of pity or ridicule, and as
victims of evil forces; alternatively, other African beliefs inculcate
positive and empathetic moral and ethical teaching aimed at
protecting and empowering those living with disabilities by
depicting them as full human beings who have the same rights,
obligations, and responsibilities as ‘normal’ persons.
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In this article, I use the term African Religion to refer to the predominantly orally
transmitted and “lived religion” (Magesa, 1997, p. 57) of the African peoples of
sub-Saharan Africa “that involves the whole of life” (Magesa, 1997, p. 58). I also
use the term disability following the World Health Organization definition of dis-
ability as: “a restriction or lack of ability (resulting from impairment) to perform
an activity in the manner or within the range considered normal for a whole being.
An impairment is any loss or abnormality of psychological, physiological or ana-
tomical structure or function. A handicap is a disadvantage for a given individual
resulting from impairment or a disability that limits or prevents the fulfillment of a
role that is normal for that individual” (Deputy Prime Minister’s Office, 2011, p. 5).

To appreciate the role of indigenous African beliefs concerning disability in Afri-
can society, it is useful to consider in a broader perspective the nature, prevalence,
impact, and challenges of disability as a global, as well as local, matter of concern.
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Overview and background of the disability issue

Current disability studies indicate that one in seven persons in the world (about
1 billion people) are disabled, and that 80% of these persons live in developing
countries, and that most people with disability – in the developing countries – live
in abject poverty and are the poorest of the poor in all developing countries (Charl-
ton, 1998, p. 24; cf. Chappell 2011, p. 231; Kachaje 2011, p. 353; Deputy Prime
Minister’s Office, 2011, p. 3). Significantly, apart from being on the bottom scale in
terms of impoverishment, people with disabilities have experienced much power-
lessness, social exclusion, marginalization, and denial of amenities and privileges
(Charlton, 1998, p. 24; Norwich, 2008; Shiriko, 2011, p. 172).

This observation shows that the real challenges and barriers faced by people
with disabilities do not necessarily emanate from their different forms of
impairment – physical, mental, intellectual, or sensory. On the contrary, the main
challenges are a number of environmental barriers that prevent people with dis-
abilities from full enjoyment of life and to unconditional inclusion in society.
Some of these barriers are cultural, religious, social, physical, historical, and per-
sonal. Thus, what people with disabilities mostly seek within any society is to be
empowered to become self-reliant, independent, and equal in dignity to the so-
called normal people. This sentiment is clearly articulated in the Swaziland
National Disability Policy (2013) as follows:

Factors that impact on disability include … the attitudes of other individuals and of soci-
ety that perceive those who have disability as being different persons; and do not see
them as human beings with equal rights and responsibilities. (Deputy Prime Minister’s
Office, 2013, p. 7).

There is proven correlation between disability and material deprivation, mar-
ginalization and denial of the humanity of disabled persons. In recent times the
international community, through the agency of the United Nations (UN), has
taken a clear position to give disability a high priority status in the development
agenda of emerging economies. Fortunately, good progress in this endeavor has
been made because many developing countries are signatories to a range of inter-
national, regional, and national instruments that aim to enhance the quality of lives
of persons with disabilities.

Instruments that seek to protect and promote the rights of
people with disabilities

At the global level, the basic UN instrument that has been used to spearhead the
global campaign to improve the lives of people with disabilities is Article 22 of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which states that “All human beings are
born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and con-
science and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.” The Decla-
ration also categorically guards against all forms of discrimination in respect to
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equal opportunities and privileges in society when it states that “Everyone has the
right to equal access to public service in his and or her country” (Deputy Prime
Minister’s Office, 2013, p. 9).

More specifically, the United Nations has ratified certain rules and conventions
that aim at affirming and protecting the rights of people with disabilities. For
example, the United Nations Standard Rules on Equalization of Opportunities for
Persons with Disabilities seeks to promote the visibility, independence and self-
determination of persons with disabilities when it stipulates that:

Persons with disabilities and their parents, guardians, advocates and organisations must
be active partners with states in the planning and implementation of all measures affect-
ing their civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights. (Deputy Prime Minister’s
Office, 2013, p. 10).

At regional levels on the African continent, similar instruments that seek to
advance the cause of promoting the well-being of people with disabilities include
the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights, 1990, and the African Decade
for Persons With Disabilities 1992. In Southern Africa, these instruments have
been further contextualized under the auspices of the Southern African Develop-
ment Community (SADC) in the form of protocols and standards that recognize
the rights of Persons With Disabilities, including women (Deputy Prime Minister’s
Office, 2013, pp. 10–11).

At national levels, most African countries such as Madagascar, Malawi, Tanza-
nia, Uganda, and South Africa have crafted national legislations that strive to pro-
tect and promote the overall interests of people with disabilities (Kabue, Mambo,
Galgala, & Peter, 2011, pp. 315–403). The Constitution of the Kingdom of Swazi-
land, for example, provides for protection and promotion of fundamental rights
and freedoms of all persons – and these include “workers and persons with disabil-
ities” (The Constitution of the Kingdom of Swaziland, 2005, Section 14:1, f). The
same Constitution also provides that no person shall be discriminated against on
the grounds of “gender, race, colour, ethnic origin, tribe, creed or religion, or social
or economic standing, political opinion, age or disability” (The Constitution of the
Kingdom of Swaziland 2005, Section 20:2). Presently, the Government of the King-
dom of Swaziland has drafted The Persons With Disabilities Bill, 2015 which seeks
to provide for, among other things: 1) the general well-being of persons with dis-
abilities, and 2) the registration, protection, rehabilitation and development of per-
sons with disabilities (Deputy Prime Minister’s Office, 2015, p. 3).

It is against this backdrop, then, that one can meaningfully examine the position
and teachings of indigenous African beliefs concerning disability and people living
with disability.

African beliefs concerning disability and people with disabilities

African indigenous beliefs are part and parcel of an intricate network of ideas,
knowledge, values, ethics, art, attitudes, norms, rituals, taboos, social traditions,
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and institutions that constitute the main ingredients of the total way of life of Afri-
can peoples. It is for this reason that scholars such as Magesa describe African reli-
gion as a “lived religion that involves the whole of life” of African peoples (Magesa,
1997, pp. 57–58). As a result, it is hardly surprising that many, if not most, Afri-
cans in contemporary African society, including Christians and Muslims, continue
to cherish, uphold, and retain indigenous African beliefs, and integrate them into
all aspects of life (Magesa, 1997; Olupona, 2006; Shoko, 2007; Maluleke, 2010).

Nevertheless, because African religion is a pragmatic “everyday religion” (van
Beek and Blakely, 1994, p. 17), there are no absolute, binding, and categorical doc-
trines concerning disability. Instead, there are direct and indirect teachings, atti-
tudes, perspectives, insights, and principles that can be inferred from what
particular African peoples do and say under the auspices of prayers, healing practi-
ces, magical rituals, festivals, ceremonies, moral teachings, sayings, proverbs, and
normative behavior.

Ambivalent positions and teachings of African beliefs

Indigenous African beliefs concerning disability and people with disabilities are
ambivalent because they depict disability and persons with impairments both neg-
atively and positively. Negatively, most African beliefs tend to characterize disabil-
ity as affliction. As affliction, disability is viewed as an abnormality that represents
a “diminishment or destruction of the force of life, [and] something must be done
to restore it” (Magesa, 1997, p. 193). Such a diminished life-force is by definition
unwelcome, and is frequently confronted through the aid of religious specialists
who commonly attribute all afflictions to the actions or compliance of various
mystical or transempirical realities such as curses, witchcraft,1 the ancestors, and
God the Creator (van Binsbergen, 1981; Kasenene, 1993; Blakely, van Beek, &
Thomson, 1994; Magesa, 1997; Mtshali, 2004; Shoko, 2007; Makhubu, 2009).

That indigenous African beliefs portray virtually all types of physical and psy-
chological impairment as affliction that must be counteracted with all means nec-
essary can best be seen in traditional therapies for mental illnesses ranging from
social stress, anxiety, depression, schizophrenia and insanity.2 Like other human
traditions worldwide that objectify and stigmatize disability as either punishment
from divinities, or the ancestors, or as the embodiment of sin or social deviance
(Sait, Lorenzo, Steyn, & Van Zyl, 2011), indigenous African religions depict people
with mental impairment as victims of either witchcraft or ancestral anger due to
their moral indiscretion. Hence, they are frequently treated as virtual ‘pariahs’ who
have to be ritually, morally, and physically cleansed of their affliction before they
can be reintegrated into human society. In what follows, I will cite a few examples
of African beliefs concerning mental illness that depict psychological and neuro-
logical impairment in a negative light.

Indigenous African religions interpret mental illness as an affliction that can
best be contained by diviners or mediums who have the capacity to establish the
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cause of the affliction and “also advise on what steps must be taken to obtain heal-
ing” (Magesa, 1997, p. 214). Invariably, the diviner identifies withcraft or the
ancestors as the main causes of serious ailments such as mental illnesses (Magesa,
1997, p. 178; Makhubu, 2009, p. 51). It is very rare for the diviners to identify God
as the cause of serious diseases such as mental illness (Magesa, 1997, pp. 178–179;
van Bisbergen, 1981, p. 76). The most widely held belief, however, is that mental
illness is caused by witchcraft (Magesa, 1997, p. 214; Shoko, 2007, pp. 93, 52;
Makhubu, 2009, p. 47).

Magesa, for example, posits that in traditional African society, it is believed that
witchcraft is the major cause of sudden insanity (1997, p. 214). It is believed that
insanity — as one of various serious afflictions such as violent death, death by
lightning, sterility, undue delay of pregnancy and impotence — should be counter-
acted and neutralized through specific therapy designed to restore the health and
well-being of the patient spiritually, morally and socially. Shoko (2007, p. 93)
observes that among the Karanga of Zimbabwe, chipengo, or mental illness, is a
serious disease that is best treated by the n’anga, or diviner – herbalist. Because the
Karanga strongly believe that insanity is caused by an arch-rival through witch-
craft, the n’anga cures the patient by removing the spirits or magical charms that
caused the illness. The treatment may include making the patient inhale steam
from boiling water mixed with medicinal plants or making the patient inhale a
mixture of special herbs and seeds placed on glowing coal.

That mental illness is believed to be an affliction that is predominantly caused
by witchcraft, but curable through magico-spiritual means, is also attested by Soko
and Kubik (2008) and Makhubu (2009). Soko and Kubik note that among the
Thumbuka of Malawi, many people believe that serious ailments such as epilepsy
and insanity are caused by wachari or witches. To cause madness, for example, the
witch throws some medicine into a fire and when the intended person inhales the
smoke from the fire, he or she will run mad. Alternatively, the witch will use some
medicine to make a whirlwind; and when the whirlwind reaches the intended per-
son, he or she will go mad (Soko & Kubik, 2008, p. 52). Among the Swazi,
Makhubu (2009) notes that many Swazi believe that mental derangement is caused
by invading evils spirits sent by batsakatsi, or witches, in the form of tilwane, or
animals that disturb the normal functioning of the brain. Alternatively, the witch
may do kuphosa, or to send an evil spell to the intended victim, and it is believed
that such evil power can defy distance, walls and closed doors (pp. 49–54).

Yet, as other African peoples, the Thumbuka and the Swazi believe that various
forms of insanity are curable, largely through the work of traditional healers such
as diviners. Soko and Kubik (2008) observe that among the Thumbuka, the
diviners are believed to be able to heal mental derangement by preparing and
administering “more powerful” medicine to neutralize and exorcize the evil spirits
and spells that had caused mental illness (2008, p. 52). Likewise, Makhubu (2008)
states that among the Swazi, diviners treat insanity caused by witchcraft by admin-
istering mind-changing drugs that can be taken orally or through inhalation.
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Upon taking the said medication or treatment, the patient is believed to recover
his/her sanity (2008, p. 56).

However, as I noted earlier, apart from attributing the prevalence of mental ill-
nesses to the machinations of witches, the ancestral sprits are often identified as
the cause of major diseases such as insanity. It is generally believed that more often
than not, ancestral spirits cause temporary insanity, which can nonetheless lead to
death if left unattended to (Stone, 1994, p. 292; Mtshali, 2004, p. 43). Stone (1994),
shows, for example, that among the Kpelle of Liberia, ancestral spirits that support
music performance often induce insanity or even death to their clients as a demon-
stration of their ultimate control over their lives (p. 392). Mtshali (2004), on the
other hand, relates an incident among the Swazi wherein the ancestors caused
insanity to a diviner who had abandoned her practice and burnt all her divination
attire, implements and medicines following her decision to become a Christian.
The said diviner was taken ill for ten years, and only regained her sanity after she
had ‘repented’ and had been forgiven by the ancestors (Mtshali, 2004, pp. 43–44).

Nonetheless, in traditional African contexts, regardless of whether mental ill-
nesses are attributed to witchcraft or the ancestors, the dominant understanding
and belief is that mental impairment is a burdensome affliction that ought to be
rooted out to ensure the good health and well-being of society. In this regard, per-
sons living with mental impairment tend to be objectified as victims of malevolent
forces or as undesirable social deviants.

But the tendency on the part of indigenous African beliefs to stigimatize
mental illness and people with mental impairments extends to other forms of
prevalent disabilities such as blindness, paralysis, and albinism. With regard to
albinism, for example, in Swaziland a person with albinism was traditionally
generally viewed as sub-human and mysterious. Consequently, a person with
albinism was derogatorily called inkawu, or a monkey. As a sub-human and
mysterious species, a person with albinism could not be afforded a normal
decent burial since it was believed that he or she did not die like normal peo-
ple, but simply vanished into thin air.

The veiled meaning of such beliefs have recently been explained by persons with
albinism in Swaziland. According to Mr. Philip Gama, a person with albinism and
current Chairman of the Federation of Organizations of the Disabled in Swaziland,
“the belief that people with albinism did not die a natural death was a discreet allu-
sion to the fact that such persons were killed for witchcraft purposes” (Interview
on Swaziland Television Broadcasting Corporation, June 30, 2015). That many
persons with albinism often live in perpetual fear of non-disabled persons who
desire to kill them for the purposes of obtaining some of their body parts for witch-
craft purposes has been observed by many writers (cf., Aquaron, Djatou, & Kam-
dem, 2009; Igwe, 2015). In Swaziland, for example, Mbongeni Ndlela (2015), in his
newspaper article titled “Teacher with Albinism in fear of ritual killing,” which
appeared in the Times of Swaziland (September 21, 2015), reminded his readers of
a gruesome incident that happened in Swaziland in August 2010, in which an
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11-year-old girl with albinism was shot, killed, and beheaded in front of her friends
in broad daylight. It is widely believed that the child was killed to obtain some good
luck charm for some nondisabled persons.

Perhaps the most tragic dimension of the lives of people with albinism in Swazi-
land is the subtle form of rejection that they experience in their own families from
birth. Mr. Gama further states that, children with albinism are made to feel differ-
ent from other siblings through their given names. Many Swazi parents, upon real-
izing that a child was born with albinism, give names to the children which carry
negative and questionable connotation. Some examples of such names are: Sipho-
sakhe (One’s Gift) and Siphesihle (A Beautiful Gift). According to Mr. Gama, while
at face value the meaning of these names appear positive, in the context of Swazi-
land, where the birth of a child with albinism is viewed as a family misfortune,
such names effectively stigmatize and devalue the child as “the other” from birth.
Speaking on behalf of persons with albinism in Swaziland, Mr. Gama categorically
implored parents to desist from giving such names in the future: “We do not want
these names. They carry bad connotations – labeling the child as different from
childhood”(Interview on Swaziland Television Broadcasting Corporation, June 30,
2015).

In addition to persons with albinism, the vast majority of persons with other
forms of impairments are excluded from society by being treated as pariahs and
ignored. In the most recent past, in Swaziland, people living with disabilities were
often concealed from the general public. Indeed, many blind and lame children
were hidden by their families from society; they were a source of shame and
embarrassment to their families. Notably, at the national level, in the recent past
persons with disabilities could not participate in major national celebrations and
ceremonies such as Reed Dance and Incwala.3

However, the position and social teaching of African beliefs concerning disabil-
ity and persons with disabilities can also be quite positive. There are many African
proverbs, sayings, and ethical teachings that enjoin society to treat people with dis-
abilities humanely, respectfully and empathically. The social teaching of ubuntu/
buntfu/botho, or humanness, is a case in point.

The doctrine of ubuntu/buntfu/botho, as with most teachings of African Reli-
gion, is frequently expressed and inculcated through various literary genres and
cultural artifacts such as folktales, sayings, proverbs, idioms, values, morals, rituals,
beliefs and norms, and acts of kindness, generosity and hospitality to strangers and
the less fortunate. Many keen observers of traditional African philosophy/philoso-
phies (cf., Mbiti, 1989; Teffo, 1995; Hord & Lee, 1995; Ramose, 1999; Biri, 2014),
have shown that the ethics of ubuntu/buntfu/botho embraces communalistic
notions of a holistic personhood, partnership, mutuality, the dignity of the Other,
and that cardinal principle that “I am because we are; and since we are therefore I
am” (Mbiti, 1989, p. 209).

In Swaziland, for example, the following sayings warn against treating disabled
persons with disdain:
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1) Wahleka sichwala nawe uyawuchwala ngemuso, or, Should you laugh at a
disabled person, you will also be disabled in future.

2) Wahleka inkawu utayitala, or, Should you laugh at a person with albinism,
you will also have a child with albinism.

3) Linceba lendvodza alihlekwa, or, One should never make fun of another per-
son’s wound.

These sayings encapsulate the African doctrine of personhood in that a person is
not defined primarily in terms of his physical, mental, or psychological qualities, but
in terms of his and her social babyhood, childhood, teenage years, adulthood, com-
munal membership, and nationhood. Communal membership entails, among other
things, belonging to an endless chain of interpersonal relationships and collective
responsibility for the general well-being of other members of the community.

What is significant about the African beliefs in ubuntu/buntfu/botho is that they
have been retained by many African Christians, and as such, African Christianity
is defined, among other things, by its humanness. Commenting on the positive
influences of African Religion on Christianity in Africa, Gerhardus Oosthuizen
(1999) correctly observed that interpersonal relationships in African Indigenous
Churches were characterized by “fellowship and mutual support, caring and shar-
ing, as understood in the traditional African context” (1999, p. 162).

This observation was further broadened by Tinyiko Maluleke (2010), who
boldly asserted that the sense of humanity and humanness constitutes one of the
distinguishing features of African Christianity:

The unique thing about African Christianity is
therefore the fact that it is a human Christianity…
The quest for and the quest of African Christianity
is the quest for a more humane and a more human
Christianity. The struggle of African Christianity
is for a more human and more humane world. (2010, p. 378)

Implications for theological education

In the light of the foregoing description of the issues pertaining to disability, and
the ambivalent position of African beliefs pertaining to it, I suggest, in agreement
with many analysts of disabilities issues (cf., Kabue, 2011; Galgalo, 2011; Kachaje,
2011; Norwich, 2008; and Charlton, 1998), that there is a need to rethink all reli-
gious doctrines, ethics, and attitudes (emanating from both African Religions and
Christianity) that militate against the full participation of persons with disabilities
in the mainline activities of any given society. This should be done simultaneously
with retaining those positive beliefs and values that foster the creation of inclusive
societies. A major implication of this way of thinking is a paradigm shift in the
way the Christian church has addressed the issue of disability.

First, a theology of disability ought to be a theology of liberation. Like other Chris-
tian theologies of liberation developed on the African continent, such as African
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Theology, Black Theology, African Liberation Theology, and Feminist and/or Wom-
anist Theology, the theology of disability should seek to liberate persons with disabil-
ities from all oppressive structures (religious, cultural social, political) that contribute
to their material deprivation, discrimination, and denial of basic human rights. Cer-
tainly the goal of disability theology ought to be to transform the church and society,
put in place policies, laws, rules and programs that shall affirm, protect and promote
the dignity and God-given right of people with disabilities to equal access to social
and economic and spiritual resources, opportunities and activities in all areas of life.

This implies that African Christians need to adopt a hermeneutics of suspi-
cion that re-interprets Biblical and inherited theological views and attitudes
concerning people with disabilities. As Amanze rightly contends (2014), a
Christianity theology of disability should show that “God is for and is on the
side of people with disabilities since they bear the image of the ‘Disabled
God’” (p. 264). In addition, such a hermeneutics needs to be complemented
by a hermeneutics of critical endorsement of all positive beliefs (from Chris-
tian and African Religion) that can be appropriated in the quest for the crea-
tion of more humane, just and inclusive societies. In this regard, all African
beliefs that espouse positive attitudes about persons with disabilities (such as
the doctrine of ubuntu/buntfu/botho)/should be appropriated and combined
with Christian and philosophical ethical ideals that advocate for social equity.
The purposeful appropriation of positive African ethical teachings drawn from
African culture and experience is likely to give rise to a contextual African
theology that, in the words of John Pobee, “the gospel can speak to Africans
in the primordial symbols of African identity and existence” (2014, p. 29).

Second, as with all other known Christian theologies of liberation, the leading
proponents of the theology of disability should be the disabled persons themselves.
After all, it is persons who have personally experienced societal oppression and
marginalization (in church and society) that have unearthed insightful theological
and scholarly views about disability. In fact, it is these views that have given rise to
notions such as the “disabled God,” and subsequently advocated for the formula-
tion of the UN Convention on the Rights and Dignity of Persons with Disability
(Eiesland, 2010, p. 326; Charlton, 1998). I therefore concur with Julia Belser (2015,
p. 177) when she suggests that disability theology should be undertaken with the
explicit goal to “honour the dignity of disabled people’s lives and to act in solidarity
with activists striving for disability justice.”

Notes
1. For the purposes of this article, I use the term witchcraft broadly to refer to 1) the use of an

evil power inherent in certain individuals that permits them to do harm or cause misfor-
tune to others without the use of magical charms or other objects; and 2) the use of magical
charms or rituals to harness supernatural powers to achieve evil ends.

2. It must be noted, though, that African traditional medicine does not draw any distinctions
between the various types of mental illnesses as it is done in modern medicine.
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3. This fact was publicly reiterated by a visually impaired clergyman, Rev. Matfunjwa, at the
annual Good Friday Ceremony in Swaziland (on April 3, 2015). At this national Christian
ceremony, which is hosted by the Swazi monarchy, Rev. Mtfunjwa preached to the congre-
gation and when he had finished, he profusely thanked the Swazi monarchy for allowing
and encouraging people with disabilities to participate in the Easter ceremony because in
the past, persons with various disabilities were prohibited from taking part in national royal
ceremonies (Swaziland Television Broadcasting Corporation, April 3, 2015).
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