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“We often speak about getting lost in the dark, but it is also possible to get 
lost in the light.” 

— Bayo Akomolafe, These Wilds beyond Our Fences

During a seven-week span in 2014–2015, two toddlers living hundreds of 
kilometers apart in rural Northwest Tanzania were abducted from their moth-
ers’ arms and murdered. Four-year-old Pendo and Yohana, eighteen months old, 
were the latest victims of what had become known as “albinocide,” the killing of 
people with albinism, allegedly to satiate demand in an illicit speculative econ-
omy for their body parts (Jangu 2012). By this point, violence against people 
with albinism had been reported on for a decade, and more than a hundred 
Tanzanians had been killed or permanently disfigured. In Mwanza, the bustling 
metropolis where I was living and the region most prone to albinism-related vi-
olence, seemingly every headline, conversation, and prayer lamented the trage-
dies. For weeks around me—at friends’ homes and on the radio, in the market 
and outside storefronts—I took part in a kind of collective mourning, a quiet 
desperation as friends and strangers cast doubt on the ability of the state, media, 
or even a robust transnational humanitarian apparatus to quell violence against 
some of its most marginalized citizens. 
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I spent many of these days with Yakobo, a regional leader of the grassroots 
Tanzanian Albinism Society (Chama Cha Ualbino Tanzania), as he talked to the 
press on behalf of NGOs, pressured law enforcement to beef up their investiga-
tions, and coordinated support for the families.1 At a secondary school in Katoro, 
a rural part of Geita teeming with gold and diamond mining not far from where 
Yohana had been taken, he spoke to journalists, government officials, parents, 
and teachers, before answering students’ questions. Who is doing this? Why here? 

What are they doing with albino body parts? Yakobo reiterated points I had heard 
at similar events: it was an election year, and in a region known for powerful 
healers and intense competition not only in political races but across extractive 
industries, traditional healers (waganga wa kienyeji) were using albino body parts 
to cleanse others’ nyota (sing. and pl.)—the literal translation of which is “star,” 
“fortune,” or “fate,” but in this context invokes a practice of restoring brightness 
to an embodied and invisible lifeforce. 

Yakobo condemned the consumers of dawa containing albino body parts,2  
allegedly politicians, businesspeople, and laborers in extractive industries. In do-
ing so, he expressed an understanding of albinism-related violence that circulates 
across forms of media worldwide. These representations purport that violence 
stems from an Indigenous cosmology that devalues the humanity of people with 
albinism on the basis of their alterity, making them prime targets for nefarious 
“traditional” healers who orchestrate their murder and dismemberment to stim-
ulate demand in a grisly market for human body parts (Brocco 2015; Bryceson, 
Jønsson, and Sherrington 2010; Imafidon 2019; Masanja, Imori, and Kaudunde 
2020; Mulemi and Ndolo 2014; Taylor, Bradbury-Jones, and Lund 2019). As Ya-
kobo surmised, while the dehumanization of those with albinism and the use of 
their body parts in dawa was age-old (toka zamani), it was the relative newness of 
competitive, capricious extractive economies, the commodification of traditional 
healing, and the advent of multiparty democracy and neoliberal capitalism that 
had created an “albino fetish.” Hence Yakobo’s claim that albino body parts were 
used by healers in dawa to “cleanse the stars” (safisha nyota) of their patients—that 
is, to intuit through divination one’s alignment with socio-bodily and ancestral 
forces that presage future successes or challenges.

Initially, I conducted fieldwork with questions aligned with the students in 
Katoro. I spent thirty months, mostly between 2014–2016 and 2018, following 
interventions surrounding albinism. This involved working with self-proclaimed 
albinism rights stakeholders (wadau), among them geneticists and physicians, 
journalists and academics, politicians and religious leaders, and development 
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workers and humanitarians.3 By attending albinism rights events, I learned that 
stakeholders see violence as the result of a failure to recognize albinism as a 
recessively inherited genetic condition and false beliefs (imani potofu) attribut-
ing properties to body parts that they don’t really have. In other words, it is 
the fetishizing of albino body parts—of imbuing fragments of bone or hair with 
agency and value—that explains what happened to Pendo and Yohana. 

Like Yakobo, many stakeholders relied on the notion of brightening one’s 
nyota to explain this process of misattribution: Yasi, a Lutheran pastor and mid-
dle-aged man with albinism, for example, preached about the superstitions of 
miners who overvalued the potential use of his limbs to clean their nyota while 
undervaluing his personhood, which he rooted in biomedical, Christian, and 
rights-based notions of human difference. The correct valuation, he preached, 
is that body parts are worthless, mere things devoid of agency that must be de-
mystified, while whole subjects are immeasurably worthy. Further problematiz-
ing nyota were tweets like “New albino violence is emerging and now girls and 
women are being raped in the belief that star cleaning will prevent AIDS.”4

Taken by our collective mourning and intrigued by these representa-
tions, I also worked with those maligned by these narratives. By entering into 

Figure 1. Media groups like the Swahili Times report on others’ erroneous 
beliefs, in this case the notion that raping a person with albinism cleanses 

one’s nyota and thus prevents HIV/AIDS.

SPECTACLE



CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY 40:2

252

knowledge exchanges with healers, conducting oral histories with chiefs and el-
ders, and shadowing artisanal gold and diamond miners and fishermen, I learned 
that there is no unified, generalizable theory of albinism that can be contrasted 
with albinism as strictly biomedical. There are, however, disparate instantiations 
of albinism beyond biomedicine. For some of my interlocutors in mining en-
claves, for instance, albinism emerged in part through its use in dawa that could 
in theory be used for myriad purposes, including healing nyota, though not in 
ways that abide the logics of fetishism nor in ways that necessitate violence. They 
described nyota as a constellation of fate, soul, blood, and vitality, the health of 
which reflected one’s standing with the humans and nonhumans around them. 
Nyota also manifested a radiance that was representational and material, embod-
ied and transcorporeal. As I came to see by accompanying miners to traditional 
healers adept at treating extractive laborers, radiant nyota enable forms of seeing 
needed to succeed in extractive industries. 

As an ethnographic concept, nyota enables a different understanding of re-
cent interventions, one that does not reify albinism, violence, and activism as on-
tological pre-givens, but rather approaches these categories as emerging through 
the interventions themselves. My use of intervention intentionally spans the work 
of stakeholders like Yakobo and Yasi and of miners and healers: I found the 
categories invoked in explanations of albinocide (e.g., “violence” and “humani-
tarianism”) and the narrative certainty with which stakeholders came to know 
the causes and effects of their actions surrounding albinism to be untenable. In 
contrast, I show how interventions prejudged as either humanitarian or illicit 
produce cascading effects, making it difficult to discern between practices that 
help or harm, elucidate or obscure. This requires a semiotic approach that traces 
how a minoritized group becomes valuable for differently positioned actors. I ap-
proach interventions through the embodied qualisigns of lightness and darkness 
that compel them. Here I am thinking of lightness neither in terms of whiteness, 
racial or otherwise (Bashkow 2006; Redfield 2012), nor of relative degrees of 
weightiness (Munn 1986).5 Rather, lightness evokes illumination and visibility as 
requisite qualities for seeing, coveted by albinism stakeholders and by healers and 
extractive laborers. 

Following the semiotics of Charles Peirce (1955), abstract qualities such 
as lightness are qualisigns, or abstract properties of yet unrealized signs (see 
also Chumley and Harkness 2013). Properties like hotness and redness, for in-
stance, do not exist on their own: they become signs when they are embodied in 
things like fire or chili peppers, even if these properties appear intrinsic. In these 
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examples, it is not only fires and peppers that signify; it’s also the qualities of 
being hot and red. Peirce called these qualia. When qualia are conventionalized 
such that subject/objects are seen as having particular qualities, they become 
qualisigns (Harkness 2015; Parmentier 1994). Anthropologists have explored 
qualia and qualisigns across a range of ethnographic sites, highlighting what they 
mean and do, rather than how they are subjectively or mentally experienced 
(Chumley and Harkness 2013). Famously, Nancy Munn (1986) showed how the 
semiotics of quality impart positive and negative value. While she showed how 
value was created through processes that reproduced Gawan society, my analysis 
reveals how value emerges through the spectacle created around a minoritized 
group. 

With a semiotic approach, I show how, in different ways and for different 
actors, the lightness of albinism is iconic of human rights and genetic understand-
ings of difference, including in melanin; God’s love and triumph over the dark 
powers of Satan; and nyota, shiny minerals and fish, and the possibilities of dawa 
to enable forms of seeing.6 Lightness thus transcends bifurcations of meaning 
and matter. Unlike Saussurian semiotics, where signs are abstract, dyadic enti-
ties emergent through language, Peircean models of the sign are triadic relations 
in which an entity (object) is represented by another (sign-vehicle or represen-
tamen) and is represented to a third entity (interpretant). This approach empha-
sizes the centrality of interpretation to processes of signification and roots such 
processes in settings beyond language and human cognition (Keane 2003; Kohn 
2007; Parmentier 1994). Further, Peircean semiotics is “ontologically flexible” 
in that objects, sign-vehicles, and interpretants can be material or immaterial. It 
thus offers a privileged vantage point from which to understand competing theo-
ries of agency and value (Chumley 2017; Kockelman 2006; Munn 1986).

Tracing qualia of light and dark across disparate interventions, I suggest that 
the extraordinariness of albinism comes not from Indigenous cosmologies or ex-
ogamous forces but from their imbrication—and from the spectacle surrounding 
albinism. By locating violence in the cumulative effects of myriad forms of inter-
vention, I also situate the tragic deaths of Pendo and Yohana within a framework 
of spectacle. If activist efforts to see albinism more clearly have enabled violence 
vis-à-vis spectacle, then my efforts here are not to elucidate “what happened,” 
for I often came up against the limits of knowability in a context where the ef-
fects of my actions were unknown and where asking questions created its own 
spectacle. My aim, then, is to trouble the idea of activism as itself ethical (Dave 
2012) and instead point to a postactivist sensibility predicated on complicity and 
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entanglement (Akomolafe 2021; see also Rubaii and Varma 2023). While activist 
sensibilities are rooted in the notion that stopping violence requires seeing more 
clearly and that interventions are external to rather than constituent of spec-
tacle, postactivist politics and ethics are relational and understand socio-bodily 
health as mutually constituted among humans and nonhumans (Zigon 2019). I 
explore what this means for the livelihoods of people with albinism and others 
through a miner’s quest for healthy nyota. 

PENETRATING DARKNESS
Because miners and traditional healers were already implicated in narrative 

explanations of albinism-related violence, many hesitated to be represented in 
journalistic or academic work. In keeping with the requests of my interlocuters 
to remain untraceable, I describe my fieldwork with “Nsembi,” a composite of 
three miners with whom I worked. One of the individuals represented in Nsembi 
introduced me to the other two, and as I got to know them over a few months, 
I heard overlapping and sometimes contradictory stories, only some of which 
I witnessed firsthand, but that revealed the importance of light nyota. What I 
present here is a triangulation of their stories, our experiences, and our analyses, 
one that is partial and defies the possibility of a definitive account. While this 
piece itself constitutes an intervention and form of spectacle, I aim to question 
the value of lightness and its assumed binary opposition to darkness, as well as to 
offer an alternative framework of violence and activism as co-constitutive. A the-
ory of violence rooted in spectacle might best align with Nsembi’s understanding 
of people with albinism as broadly valuable to others. It helps destigmatize ex-
tractive laborers and traditional healers who engage “dark power.” For albinism 
rights stakeholders, the semiotics of spectacle holds the potential to inspire—
and in some cases it has led to—different kinds of interventions, including those 
that work across sometimes incommensurable theories of agency and value. 

Over games of pool and checkers, Nsembi and I discussed everything from 
the atrocities of mining accidents to the joys of English Premier League football. 
Keen to talk about my fieldwork, he became a point of contact around mines, 
explaining my presence to others and encouraging them to chat with me. His 
interest in my work did not seem to emanate from a desire to convince me of 
anything. Rather, he seemed motivated by his philosophical nature, as well as by 
his boredom, the result of temporary bans on artisanal mining in “unregulated” 
areas. 
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After two decades of agrarian-based socialist development, economic lib-
eralization in the 1980s opened Tanzania to foreign investment and paved the 
way for the expansion of the mining sector. Like much of Africa’s mineral boom, 
mining has largely consisted of, on one hand, large-scale miners employed by 
multinational companies who use tools to extract minerals on titled land and 
thus contribute to “development” and, on the other, artisanal miners who oc-
cupy questionable legal status, lack employment or mechanization, and work in 
collectives that evade state control. Their ambiguous legal and economic posi-
tion has contributed to their reputation as unscrupulous, despite evidence that 
artisanal mining enclaves are organized, relatively democratic spaces (Smith 
2021). In Tanzania, this reputation has led to state efforts to license, tax, and 
regulate 1.5 million artisanal miners (URT 1997, 1998) and rebrand them as 
micro-entrepreneurs worthy of worker protections and mineral claim-holdings 
(Bryceson, Jønsson, and Sherrington 2010; Fisher 2007; Hayes 2008; Mwaipopo 
et al. 2004). Fraught relations between miners and state actors intensified during 
my fieldwork: not only was an election causing the president to crack down on 
artisanal mining but negative international media attention surrounding albinism 
also exacerbated depictions of miners as mired in “false beliefs” (imani potofu).7 

In anthropological literature on the “modernity of witchcraft,” beliefs in an 
unseen realm function as idioms through which to grapple with inequality, con-
spicuous consumption, and the opacity of neoliberal markets (Comaroff and Co-
maroff 1999; Geschiere 1997; for critiques, see Holbraad 2012; Kapferer 2002; 
Pederson 2011). At the heart of these interpretations are questions of agency and 
value: not only whether an albino arm can possess agency but also whether its 
value is rooted in the thing itself or is displaced from some other “real” source 
of value (e.g., a seemingly inscrutable extractive economy). Similarly, scholars 
of albinism have begun from the premise that body parts are objects onto which 
others have projected false beliefs (Brocco 2016; Bryceson, Jønsson, and Sher-
rington 2010; Imafidon 2019; Myhre 2017; Tanner 2010). Of particular import 
in this literature is both a history of Indigenous practices surrounding albinism 
and political economic changes in the transition from Tanzanian socialism (i.e., 
ujamaa or familyhood) to neoliberal capitalism that explain the recent explosion 
of practices to cleanse nyota.8 

In this vein, albinism represents the latest fetish in a litany of violent ep-
isodes. Simeon Mesaki (1994, 2009), for instance, interpreted the murders of 
elderly Sukuma women rumored to be witches to result from forced relocation 
schemes (i.e., villagization) that disrupted systems of voluntary movement and 
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heightened tensions, as well as from the commercialization of traditional healing 
and its infiltration by charlatans. And interpreting the skinning of children in 
southern Tanzania in the 1990s, reportedly for sale in cross-border trade, Todd 
Sanders (2001, 173) argued that episodic fits of violence be taken as a desire for 
“meaningful modernity” with equitably distributed and transparently accumu-
lated wealth. While indebted to approaches rooted in material conditions and 
structural transformations, this article charts a different course by tracing the 
creation of value surrounding albinism. Approaching albinism semiotically af-
fords a different understanding of violence vis-à-vis spectacle and offers a meth-
odological entry point for the study of justice-based movements rooted in entan-
glement. 

Nsembi and his friends often discussed the unpredictable, opaque nature 
of extractive spaces that, while occasionally tremendously lucrative, posed grave 
danger. Esteemed for her work treating miners and fishermen, “Bujukano,” an 
elderly Sukuma healer, Muslim convert, and also a composite, explained the 
unique nature of extractive maladies (Langwick 2011) as resulting from the ex-
ceptional spaces the people who incurred them inhabited.9 I understood her to 
be referring not to the horizontal spatiality of decentralized mining enclaves, 
which have been shown to magnify the political economic tensions of post–
structural adjustment Africa and reconfigure relations between state and non-
state actors (Ferguson 1999; Reno 1998; Smith 2011). While this work refers to 
the horizontal dimensions of mining lifeworlds and deals mostly with the visible 
realm (e.g., regimes of taxes and governance), Bujukano was instead pointing to 

Figure 2. Artisanal miners in Misungwi, Mwanza illegally dig for diamonds 
during a temporary ban on artisanal mining. Photo by Jane L. Saffitz.
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vertical spatiality and the invisible worlds that exist below ground—to subterra-
nean thresholds (De Boeck 2005; Meyer 1995; Niehaus 2000; Victor 2019). As 
she explained, entering a space of extraction meant engaging a different social 
order governed by majini (pl., spirits).10 In darkness, conditions of being with 
uchafu—dirt, disorder, and disarray—indexed not only a substance one must 
see through to find shiny minerals and fish but also a broader way of being that 
required navigating the moral hazards associated with darkness. 

Nsembi narrated his experiences with uchafu one evening, as we sat around 
the guesthouse where I had rented a room. We were a few hours and a ferry ride 
from Mwanza, and since the Pentecostal family I lived with made clear their 
demurral for miners and healers who, they claimed, engaged dark forces, I often 
spent a few days at a time at the guesthouse so as not to offend my family, es-
pecially given their status as elders at a church known for its albinism advocacy. 
Between drags of a cigarette, Nsembi explained that once after being divined, a 
healer revealed that his nyota had been closed by a displeased jini who owned the 
pit where he had been digging. Channeling the jini, the healer relayed its dissat-
isfaction with the infrequency with which Nsembi’s team had been showering, 
as well as with their time in bars and with prostitutes. The jini, offended by the 
forms of uchafu ushered into the mine, signaled to the healer that if his crew 
were to continue their behavior, they would further incur its wrath through the 
concealment of minerals or, worse, accident, sacrifice, or some sinister act of 
misfortune that would surely tarnish Nsembi’s nyota.

The most distinguishing aspect of mines and lakes, then, were the non-
humans that were more irascible with demands harder to intuit than their land 
counterparts. The arbiters of subterranean thresholds guarded the flow of min-
erals and fish, controlling the terms of their extraction and making them visible 
to laborers only when they saw fit. Fickle and vindictive, they had been known 
to cover the eyes of miners to prevent them from seeing gold or trick them 
into digging in the wrong location. In this sense, extractive labor is not a mat-
ter of locating fixed entities, but, rather, a complex process of engaging unseen 
realms where resources move in and out of existence, becoming visible or invisi-
ble in the process (Calvão 2013; Coyle Rosen 2020; Niehaus 2000; Smith 2021). 
That resources are only visible under certain conditions suggests that success 
requires proper (that is, safi, or clean) social relations, such as showering regu-
larly and not committing adultery. From this perspective, subterranean thresh-
olds are spaces of uncertainty (Johnson 2017; Victor 2019). Part of extracting 
of resources, then, was the removal of uchafu and the opening of Nsembi’s ways, 
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which required the visions of a skilled healer to intuit the jini’s demands. Semi-
otically and ethnographically, dirtiness and darkness are qualisigns of negative 
value that connect the embodied act of seeing below ground with the moral per-
ils of unsavory practices. As much as Nsembi joked with friends about his vices 
or boasted the natural protection of his nyota that comes from having strong 
mizimu (ancestors), he was often reminded of the stakes: getting minerals is a 
matter of miracles, he would repeat. Engaging darkness was inevitable. 

Negative valuations of darkness took on particular significance for albi-
nism stakeholders, many of whom are devout Christians. Christian stakeholders 
fiercely opposed any engagement with a non-godly unseen realm and thus saw di-
vining and treating nyota as shrouded in darkness, rather than as restoring luster 
to what was tarnished through witchcraft. For both Yasi and Yakobo, Christian 
valuations of dark power (nguvu ya giza) evoked the power of Satan to rule over 
God’s kingdom, which manifested in the use of albino body parts to cleanse 
nyota. In this context, penetrating darkness by disparaging the belief nyota as 
indexical of evil was constituent of a broader mission to fight satanic power and 
usher in the light of God.11 

Beyond religious organizing, darkness indexed the ignorance of improp-
erly valuing albinism and understanding who or what possesses agency. Here, 
nonbiomedical understandings of albinism—for instance, questioning whether 
albino body parts can generate wealth—indexed obscurantism and thus complic-
ity in violence. Darkness was similarly invoked to lament the opacity surround-
ing investigations into Pendo’s disappearance and Yohana’s murder, as Yakobo 
denounced politicians, prosecutors, and police who he said had the power to 
transparently bring about justice but, owing to their own possible consumption 
of albino body parts, refused. As a result, stakeholder interventions often cen-
tered on the need to eradicate forms of darkness that pointed to conditions of 
ignorance, malfeasance, or erasure. 

As a qualisign of negative value, darkness enables an understanding of what 
is semiotically continuous across disparate interventions (Harkness 2015). For 
Nsembi, qualisigns of darkness and dirtiness evince a need for healthy nyota 
and, by extension, a properly relational social order that grants the ability to 
see in subterranean thresholds. For differently positioned albinism rights stake-
holders, negative valuations of darkness compel interventions to “correct” beliefs 
in nyota, including through Miss Albinism pageants, skin and vision caravans, 
documentary films, summer camps, red carpet events, and more. I read these 
interventions as forms of spectacle that signal the value of albinism. That nyota 
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index lightness for some and darkness for others points to the importance of 
interpretation in processes of signification, and to signs as sites of ethical, epis-
temological, and ontological contestation (Chumley 2017; Peirce 1955; see also 
Parmentier 1994). 

Despite the differing metaphysical commitments underlying them, prac-
tices of illumination are fraught. Although albinism stakeholders see their inter-
ventions as acting on a preexisting spectacle, the visibility they create is turned 
on its head by spectators who interpret the value—and demand—surrounding 
albinism in unpredictable ways. In contrast, Nsembi felt less sure of the effects 
of his interventions and understood his actions as already caught in spectacle. 
Rooted in entanglement, his mode of seeing less concerned a binary opposi-
tion between light and dark, and more their tendency to exist inside each other 
(Barad 2007). This struck me as ethical work and resonated with my own sense 
of complicity and entanglement—who had seen me attend albinism rights events 
and the homes of traditional healers, and what had they suspected about me? 
In this way, working with Nsembi allowed me to imagine a postactivist ethics 
grounded in relationality that parsed the effects of interventions semiotically, 
rather than through reified categories or crumbling narratives.

SEEKING LIGHTNESS
A prominent albinism intervention, International Albinism Awareness Day 

(IAAD), has been celebrated every June 13 since its initiation by the United 
Nations in 2015. At the inaugural event in Sengerema, NGO and state officials 
hosted radio and television broadcasters and journalists, all of whom preached 
the need to protect people with albinism. As they spoke, crowds surrounded 
a newly built monument on a roundabout in the town center, created by the 
Canadian evangelical NGO Under the Same Sun (UTSS). As UTSS explained, 
the Nithamini Monument, or the self-respect monument, “portrays a life size 
metal statue depicting an enlightened father who does not have albinism holding 
his child with albinism on his shoulders while an educated mother, also without 
albinism, puts a wide brimmed hat on the child’s head to protect him from the 
sun.”12 Signaling the lightness of properly valuing albinism as genetic and ad-
dressing the potency of the equatorial sun, the monument was erected at a site 
that UTSS claims was once a ceremonial gathering place for healers exercising 
“dark power.”

I stood silently as NGO representatives read the names of people with albi-
nism who had been killed. Afterward, we lit candles to commemorate them in a 
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process that many albinism rights stakeholders, me included, found comforting. 
Looking back, I understand how events like the IAAD generate spectacle, not 
only showcasing albinism as valuable but also capable of enabling societal trans-
formations. After the commemoration, walking to the bus stand, I overheard 
two bystanders remark on the robustness of albinism activism. “Those with albi-
nism have much security in society,” one said. The other retorted, “If you even 
touch one, you will face big consequences.” They laughed and continued debating 
how many years one would spend incarcerated and how much money one would 
have to pay for “touching a person with albinism.” Casting a shadow over the 
day’s events, their laughs stayed with me, for they revealed how albinism inter-
ventions designed to ameliorate violence nevertheless signal the value of albinism 
through the creation of spectacles. 

Figure 3. Erected in 2014 by albinism rights NGO Under the Same Sun, the monument in 
Sengerema town features the love two black parents have for their child with albinism. With 
the names of people with albinism painted around it, the monument is said to be built on top 

of a “sacred site” where healers once practiced. Photo by Under the Same Sun.

Embodied qualities of light became more explicit in IAAD celebrations 
with annual themes like “Shining Our Light to the World” in 2018 and “Made to 
Shine” in 2020. In commemorating the 2018 event, the UN Special Representa-
tive of the Secretary-General on Violence against Children, Marta Santos Pais, 
said, “We must all shine a bright light of compassion and protection upon the 
darkness of violence and discrimination that too many children with albinism 
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endure.” She ended by appealing to the goals of the 2030 Sustainable Develop-
ment Agenda: “We must ensure that no child, including those with albinism, 
is left behind in the dark. Together, let us shine their bright light to the world” 
(UN-VC 2018). Themes at IAAD thus indexed the material lightness of albinism 
as it manifests in skin, hair, and eyes, and the concepts of enlightenment and 
illumination that connote expanded consciousness and higher orders of knowl-
edge. Also invoked as a means of combatting the ways in which people with al-
binism had historically been marginalized and “kept in the dark,” the lightness of 
albinism was understood to promote visibility and normalize difference through 
medical, religious, and rights-based modes of personhood. 

Figure 4. An annual event rooted in demands for greater visibility and thus conditions 
of light, International Albinism Awareness Day themes also celebrate the lightness of 

albinism. Image by Under the Same Sun.

As Yasi explained to me a few months after the first IAAD, stakeholders 
consider visibility a primary aim. From behind the desk in his office at church 
just outside of Mwanza, he articulated the need to bring light—in this instance, 
something akin to transparency—to seemingly dark processes that made it nigh 
impossible to know what happened to Pendo and Yohana, and who was doing 
what with albino body parts and why. For him, lightness meant a media that 
could freely report on violence without fear of state violence or repression, a 
government that could effectively investigate violence and bring perpetrators to 
justice, and a population that could curtail the power of healers by rejecting 
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the temptation of albino body parts and channeling one’s inner darkness into 
religious faith. Preaching the need to abandon “African traditions” steeped in 
darkness, particularly around “beliefs in nyota,” Yasi averred the need to both 
accumulate wealth transparently and assimilate genetic understandings of human 
difference.13 

The strategy of “shining a light” on albinism was not lost on artisanal min-
ers and healers, who questioned why people with albinism were capable of at-
tracting powerful people like journalists, scientists, humanitarians, and academ-
ics. Like the dialogue I overheard at the bus stop in Sengerema, conversations 
about albinism were frequently motivated by albinism rights interventions, espe-
cially on TV and radio, rather than by personal conviction, rumor, or shadowy 
visits to healers. During these conversations, Nsembi and his team pointed to the 
fetishization of albinism at the hands of various stakeholders who, for their own 
purposes, possessed highly visible interests in working with populations with 
albinism, this article no exception. Not surprisingly, discourses disparaging min-
ers as indifferent to the plight of people with albinism and ignorant of “the truth” 
about them angered Nsembi, as did the tendency of stakeholders to circumscribe 
nyota within a discourse of fetishism, such that the former came to signify a fail-
ure to correctly value the agency of human bodies and parts. 

Yet Nsembi’s quest for shiny nyota formed part of his desire to align with 
the forces that determined his fate. During an exchange with Bujukano, she told 
me that nyota are mostly imperceptible to the bodies they inhabit and must be 
checked by healers through divination. As she accesses an unseen realm, a pa-
tient’s nyota reveals itself to her through subtle atmospheric perceptions brought 
by her ancestors or her jini, allowing her to intuit their malady. In this sense, 
nyota are harbingers of disease. On another occasion, Bujukano elaborated that as 
a symptom of bewitchment, nyota could be stolen, tarnished, and made crooked 
through the baneful acts of others; in this way, dark or dirty nyota signal despair, 
while those that are light, shiny, open, and straight portend success. The oracu-
lar quality of nyota caused Bujukano to analogize, “Nyota is ndagu [Sukuma: fate], 
like knowing your CD4 count.”14 That is, like CD4 T lymphocytes that measure 
the strength of one’s immune system and the progression of HIV, nyota is unseen 
protection that can deteriorate and leave one vulnerable to attack, whether from 
pathogens or subterranean majini. 

Toward the end of our time together, after Nsembi’s team had been work-
ing for weeks with no payout, the team asked that he have his nyota checked. In 
February 2016, I accompanied him to Bujukano’s kaya (Sukuma: homestead). 



263

We sat cross-legged on woven mats in what she called her house of culture 
(nyumba ya utamaduni), where she displayed her dawa. She instructed Nsembi to 
speak his intentions; then she closed her eyes and through a slow, breathy whistle 
summoned her mizimu (ancestors). She chanted, shaking a basket, and causing its 
contents—old coins, petrified wood, shells, and peanut-sized iron bells—to rise 
and fall. On opening her eyes, she read their configuration and told Nsembi that 
his nyota was dirty. To restore its lightness, she had us return the following day 
with a small white chicken that she slaughtered, dried, and added to a mortar. 
After adding water and stirring with a cow tail, she began to gently whip the 
soaked tail across Nsembi’s bare back. 

We left with a plastic water bottle of dawa and instructions for Nsembi to 
wash three times the following day, far from any latrines, and meet her the fol-
lowing evening at the pit where his team had been digging. When we arrived, 
Bujukano asked the pit’s majini for permission to enter, then lit a small bouquet 
of incense. Nsembi removed his shirt and kneeled before her, while she mixed 
dawa and, using a cloth that facilitated her ancestors’ presence, quickly washed 
Nsembi’s shoulders before portending light nyota by the week’s end.15 

Later Bujukano explained that the chicken’s lightness catalyzed the dawa she 
used to brighten Nsembi’s nyota, allowing him to see in extractive thresholds. I 
understand her use of seeing (kuona) to encompass ideas and practices beyond 
ocular processes, like the ability to manifest particular futures (Smith 2021). 
She also mentioned treating Nsembi with a category of dawa that enabled him to 
attract shiny minerals. It was similar to dawa she had prepared for fishermen who 
used it at night to wash the lanterns used in the lake to attract swarms of white-
bait, as well as for businesspeople who would wash the walls of their stores to 
attract customers. In this case the efficacy of Bujukano’s dawa lies in its ability to 
manipulate the terms of one’s visibility, which for Nsembi the light chicken made 
possible. Yet for albinism rights stakeholders, agentive chicken (or human) parts 
reflect a fundamental misunderstanding of who or what can act (e.g., ancestors 
who direct divinations, demons who own pits, or body parts that attract certain 
entities). It is for this reason that Yakobo and Yasi condemn practices of healing 
nyota and aim to stabilize the boundaries between whole people who are valuable 
and agentive, and commodified parts that are not. While strategies of demysti-
fying, illuminating, and solidifying the boundaries of albinism appear sensible, 
especially given what is at stake, they generate spectacle and, in this way, enable 
further interpretations of the possible value that coheres in the bodies of those 
with albinism. 

SPECTACLE



CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY 40:2

264

VALUING ALBINISM
Nsembi never asked about the additives in his dawa, nor did he inquire 

about the root cause of his tarnished nyota.16 It was not typical for patients to 
ask about ingredients, since dawa depended on the “articulated visions” rendered 
through their divination and on the networks of humans and nonhumans through 
which their knowledge emerged (West 2007). Additionally, the efficacy of dawa 
for treating nyota rests only partly on material composition: potency cannot be 
disentangled from the therapeutic encounter between healer and patient, where 
ritual practices fuse with words and intentionality (Green 1996; Langwick 2011; 
Stroeken 2013). This means that while mutually agreed-on kinds of dawa ex-
ist—for example, samba (Sukuma: to attract) or kukingia (Swahili: to protect)—
what proves efficacious in one encounter may not in another (Feierman 2000). 
Similarly, dawa comprising the same ingredients might treat different afflictions, 
while dawa containing different materials and administered with different speech 
acts and intentions may produce similar effects. 

The relational and embedded nature of preparing and administering dawa 
suggests that it is not possible to speak of dawa containing albino body parts 
in the aggregate, as a homogenous category that abides by uniform logics to a 
prescribed set of ends, as the narratives of albinocide purport. Additionally, the 
centrality of ritual, evident in Nsembi’s need to be treated through a particularly 
sequenced set of events involving ancestors and other subterranean nonhumans, 
suggests that the efficacy of dawa—the source of power—lies not in the thing 
itself, as the logic of fetishism suggests. Rather, dawa becomes agentive through 
the social relations it comes to embody. By this token, an albino bone would not 
itself be valuable in that neither patient nor healer would aver its agency indepen-
dent of the ritual practices that might imbue it with value.

Because his grandmother (bibi) had been a well-regarded healer and brought 
him to the bush to find dawa, Nsembi knew what was needed to brighten tar-
nished nyota. Shortly after rumors of albinism-related violence surfaced in 2006, 
she warned him that being treated with dawa containing human body parts was 
uchawi (witchcraft) and would bestow misfortune on their lineage; she also ex-
plained that body parts obtained through practices that severed social relations, 
like those obtained violently, were inert. Her sentiments echo what I heard from 
many traditional healers who acknowledged the extraordinary power of anom-
alous bodies to access an unseen realm and the use of their parts in dawa, both 
historically and contemporarily, as well as broader practices among Wasukuma 
related to human sacrifice (Mbogoni 2013). In her practice decades ago, she 
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diagnosed and treated tarnished nyota. At the time, she knew of the medicinal 
properties of albino body parts and condemned their use. 

Years later, Nsembi equivocated about their possibilities, and sitting at a 
roadside restaurant where we were the only patrons, he relayed his bibi’s theory 
of the value of albinism. Long ago during competitions between Sukuma dance 
societies, he began, participants aimed to drum up support for their society by 
creating a spectacle (Bessire 2005). Using dawa to attract crowds and attack 
their opponents, troupes would try to find someone with albinism—a difficult 
feat since many were kept inside compounds set apart—and insist that they at-
tend the competition. Such a spectator would invariably guarantee the spectacle 
they needed to win. 

Nsembi interpreted his bibi’s story to mean that lightness attracted specta-
tors. Extending her insights beyond Sukuma dance competitions, Nsembi rea-
soned that albinism similarly attracted scientists, journalists, missionaries, aca-
demics, and disability and human rights advocates—all of whom generate their 
own spectacle. By pointing to the value of albinism not for healers and miners 
but for powerful Tanzanian and international actors, Nsembi suggested that the 
demand for albino body parts might ultimately come from the value created 
through stakeholder interventions.

Prominent albinism rights stakeholders also entertained the possibility 
that demand may come from Westerners. Once when Juma, an albinism rights 
stakeholder who often worked with Yakobo and Yasi, and I were in the regional 
offices of the Tanzanian Albinism Society, he asked me what scientists “in my 
country” were discovering about the powers of his albino arm. When I asked 
him to explain, he elaborated that wazungu (Euro-Americans) were always dis-
covering new things, so perhaps knowledge of the extraordinary powers of al-
bino body parts was discovered in a laboratory—and then abused by healers. 
Articulating his value within biomedicine, Juma, too, pointed to the possibility 
of a non-African demand for albinism.17 

Analytically, Nsembi and Juma blurred any neat separation between the 
lightness of biomedicine and genetics, Christian values, and human rights, on 
the one hand, and for purposes of polishing nyota and extracting resources, on 
the other. Instead equating a Sukuma attraction to albinism for healing purposes 
or in dance competitions with a biomedical attraction to albinism for treating 
skin cancer or a journalist’s attempt to raise awareness, Nsembi showed how 
the value of albinism emanated from practices that illuminate, rather than from 
purportedly deeply held “traditional beliefs,” leaving open the question of what 
any given intervention might effect. 

SPECTACLE
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Nsembi returned to this conversation a few days later when he explained 
that the lightness of albinism could enable forms of seeing: “People with albinism 
can see in darkness.” Like ancestors who impart radiant nyota, he explained, peo-
ple with albinism can illuminate subterranean spaces. As he spoke, I thought 
of my friends with albinism who had complained about the difficulty of seeing 
during the brightest hours of the day. I recalled an albinism seminar where an 
ophthalmologist diagrammed the physiological implications of albinism for the 
eyes, including an underdeveloped optic nerve that makes it harder to absorb 
light and thus easier to see in darker conditions. And I was reminded of the ad-
vocacy work of albinism rights NGOs who taught schoolchildren with albinism 
to sit in lower lit areas and close any curtains. Significantly, Nsembi rooted his 
observations about the possibilities of albino body parts in biomedical knowl-
edge, which attests to the various kinds of interpretations emergent in albinism 
interventions.   

He also makes a broader point about visibility and the consequences of be-
ing seen. As Yakobo explained, the idea behind awareness-raising campaigns is 
that they “sensitize” others to albinism and assimilate them to biomedical, rights-
based, or religious frameworks. But as Nsembi showed, what albinism signifies 
is variable. In Peirce’s triadic theory of the sign, meaning is not inherent but 
relational (Kockelman 2005). To illustrate this idea, semioticians often draw on 
joint attention, a phenomenon where someone turns to observe what someone 
else is already observing. The idea that Nsembi—or anyone—was observing not 
only stakeholders but also anyone seemingly interested in albinism, and possibly 
interpreting my work as indexical of a demand for the bodies of people with al-
binism, whole or in parts, felt deeply unsettling, to say the least. 

SPECTACLE
It is difficult to convey the affective intensity in Mwanza in the weeks and 

months following Pendo’s disappearance and Yohana’s death. Rumors abounded, 
frustrating stakeholders and journalists who became increasingly angry with 
state officials for what appeared to be a lack of political will. The absence of clear 
information prolonged our grief. At a televised Premiere League football game, 
players stood silently on the field while holding a baby or the hand of a child with 
albinism. And on a multiday protest march, college students walked hundreds 
of kilometers to seek the wisdom of Maria Nyerere, the former wife of baba wa 
taifa (the nation’s father). It is in this affective context that Yakobo was speaking 
to media, holding seminars, coordinating services, meeting with politicians, and 
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hosting foreign donors; and that Yasi, engaging in much of the same activities, 
was also preaching godly interpretations of albinism. 

Two months after Pendo’s disappearance, Yakobo informed me that a man 
had been arrested in Ukerewe with an apparent human arm bone the size of a 
small child. He was later released. I didn’t investigate further, not because there 
were no leads to follow or rumors to trace, but because following them meant 
engaging in practices of illumination that I came to see as part of the problem. 
In retrospect, I suspect this man was looking for a buyer—one who would pay 
handsomely for the parts said to be so valued—but couldn’t find one. I had seen 
similar stories of what seemed like supply without demand in newspapers arti-
cles, police reports, and court documents. Eventually I came to see the presump-
tion of demand as the result of a semiotics of joint attention whereby a range of 
different actors were entangled in the interventions of another. Tragically, then, 
one is left looking for the demand that always lies elsewhere. 

An analysis rooted in the semiotics of quality also raises questions about 
what constitutes activism. Compelled by understandings of fetishism that bifur-
cate who or what can act, albinism activism is predicated on a single ontology 
rooted in the idea that the motives, causes, and effects of any intervention can 
be transparently known. Activism also relies on partitioning those who act from 
those who are acted on, affording the former facts that enlighten, and the latter 
rumors that obscure. Except that if we follow valuations surrounding nyota and 
its relative qualities of lightness and darkness, we see that such partitions do not 
exist and that sign processes in one milieu can intimately shape another. Hence 
Nsembi’s assessment rooting the extraordinary power of albino body parts partly 
in biomedicine. The historian Florence Bernault (2006, 207) cautions against 
the “tendency to draw epistemic boundaries between western and African imag-
inaries.” While she was speaking to historians and anthropologists, the same ap-
plies for humanitarians. 

Beyond albinism specifically, spectacle demonstrates the importance of 
situating issues of representation and visibility inherent to social movements in 
broader processes of sign-making. This requires a particular openness to ques-
tions of who or what can act in semiotic processes (Keane 2003). Because stake-
holders understood violence to stem from fetishistic error, their interventions 
strove to partition person from thing and foreclose the ontological possibilities 
of albinism beyond genetics (Saffitz 2023). I understand this activist practice to 
constitute an ethics of doing, in this case motivated by the desire to keep people 
with albinism safe, as well as by the operational narratives and categories that 
make stakeholder activism meaningful. 

SPECTACLE
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For Nsembi, avoiding the deathly dangers of mining and receiving even 
a modest payout required that he be divined and washed with dawa to lighten 
his nyota. To interpret these practices as “superstitious beliefs” misses how the 
value of lightness emerges relationally and how interventions contra nyota gen-
erate spectacle. At the same time, his postactivist ethics and politics were at-
tuned to being in alignment with the forces around him, whether nonhumans 
or albinism stakeholders, and thus find meaning relationally, rather than through 
an individual or group (Zigon 2019). This meant deferring when it came to the 
powers of albino body parts—to neither avowing nor abnegating their agency. It 
also meant assimilating notions of the biomedical body that genetic explanations 
of albinism espoused and the bodies that nyota inhabit, which come into being as 
sick or healthy only through the relations they manifest. And it meant remaining 
suspended between nyota as they manifested social relations and extractive com-
modity chains as they obscured them. 

Instead of activist strategies that can lead to forms of hypervisibility, 
postactivist practice moves beyond humanitarian categories and the logics of 
identity politics to foreground the practices that give rise to them. Aligning with 
Peirce’s model of the sign and Nsembi’s relational ethics emergent in healing 
nyota, postactivism approaches agency relationally rather than categorically or 
essentially. Beyond social movements, the analytic of spectacle provides a way 
forward in recent debates about anthropology in light and dark times (see, for 
example, Ortner 2016). Exposing how conditions of lightness and darkness exist 
inside each other, spectacle moves beyond the light/dark binary in anthropologi-
cal theory by focusing on regimes of visibility that afford different ways of seeing. 

ABSTRACT
In the past fifteen years, scores of high-profile murders of Africans with albinism 
have sparked a robust global movement for albinism rights. In Tanzania, disparate 
albinism stakeholders (wadau) attribute violence to an illicit market for albino body 
parts run by traditional healers and their patrons, who are said to believe in the 
extraordinary powers of these parts to access an unseen realm. This article tacks be-
tween stakeholders with albinism and composite sketches of a healer and her artisanal 
miner patient, to offer a theory of violence rooted in spectacle rather than belief. Fo-
cusing on albinism interventions as sites of spectacle, I employ a semiotics of quality 
to show how albinism becomes central to broader processes of illumination (kuongeza 
nuru). A semiotic approach to social movements moves beyond the sedimented cate-
gories and narrative tropes that compel activism to reveal a postactivist politics and 
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ethics grounded in relationality. [albinism; lightness; social movements; semi-
otics; qualisign; violence; Tanzania]

MUHTASARI
Katika kipindi cha takribani miaka kumi na tano iliyopita, matukio mengi ya 
mauaji ya Waafrika wenye ualbino yamechochea vuguvugu kote duniani la kupigania 
haki za watu hao. Nchini Tanzania, wadau tofauti tofauti wa ualbino wanahusi-
sha vurugu na soko haramu la viungo vya watu hao linaloendeshwa na waganga 
wa kienyeji na wateja wao, ambao wanadaiwa kuamini katika uwezo wa ajabu wa 
viungo hivi kufika kwenye ulimwengu usioonekana. Makala haya yanahusu wadau 
wenye ualbino na hadithi ya mganga na mgonjwa wake mchimbaji madini mdogo, 
ili kutoa nadharia ya vurugu iliyojengeka na tamasha lenye mvuto badala ya imani. 
Nikizingatia kuingilia kati kwa ualbino kama maeneo ya tamasha lenye mvuto, ni-
natumia semiotiki yenye sifa ilikuonyesha jinsi ualbino unavyokuwa kitovu cha mi-
chakato mipana katika kuongeza mwonekano. Mtazamo wa semiotiki wa harakati za 
kijamii unasogea zaidi ya kategoria zisizo badilika na mambo yote ya kawaida ya 
kila siku ya kuchochea wadau kwenye kuweka wazi siasa na maadili za wanaharakati 
zilizojengwa katika mauhusiano. [ualbino; nuru; harakati za kijamii; semiotiki 
(masomo ya alama na ishara); qualisign (sifa zinazowasiliana kama ishara); 
vurugu; Tanzania]
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1. The names presented in this piece are pseudonyms. 
2. Generally translated as “medicine,” dawa involves a more capacious category that in-

cludes substances and immaterial practices that catalyze socio-bodily transformations. 
Rather than making them equivalent, I leave dawa untranslated.

3. Despite criticisms that the term stakeholder homogenizes the actors and interests in any 
given movement (Fortun 2001), I use the term because it best corresponds with the 
word used by Yakobo, Yasi, and others (wadau). While I highlight common narrative 
tropes related to albinism, I do not wish to imply uniformity across diverse groups 
with various ties to albinism.

4. Swahili Times, Twitter Post, January 12, 2017, 11:44 PM, https://twitter.com/swahili-
times/status/819767147849220096 
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5. While some occasionally used race as a rubric through which to interpret violence, 
this tended to cause confusion among non-English speaking Tanzanians, where the 
Swahili word for race (ubaguzi wa rangi, or separation by skin) evoked South African 
apartheid. While acknowledging the centrality of white supremacy in humanitarian 
apparatuses (Benton 2016), my focus on lightness in relation to the eyesight of people 
with albinism moves away from skin as a key element of the alterity of albinism. 

6. Koen Stroeken (2011) has written about mwanga (light) in relation to albino body 
parts. His use differs from mine in that he treats mwanga as a metaphorical connection 
bridging the symbolic world of enlightenment and the material world of mining polit-
ical economy.

7. Mwanza has been the site of negative media attention surrounding the exploitation 
inherent to extractive capitalism. See, for example, the documentary film Darwin’s 
Nightmare (2004), directed by Hubert Sauper, which represented Tanzanian politicians 
unfavorably and to this day instills tensions surrounding others’ efforts to represent 
extractive economies in the region.  

8. Practices of cleansing nyota are not new, nor is dawa to attract or illuminate. While 
many healers explained historical uses of cleansing nyota—for instance, to ensure 
healthy crops—they also acknowledged that the need for light nyota has recently in-
creased alongside the rise of extractive industries, privatized media, and multiparty 
democracy. 

9. Bujukano is composed of three healers who worked in the Mwanza region treating 
miners and fishermen, among others. Because divining is criminalized in Tanzania, I 
combined elements of multiple divinations and healing practices to disguise potentially 
distinguishing features. I did not visit healers who advertised for their services, nor 
did I visit those known for illicit activities. Instead, I visited reputable healers, main-
stays in their communities, all of them located through word of mouth by my research 
assistant or me. These healers were majority Sukuma but ethnically and religiously 
diverse.

10. Ethnically and religiously Muslim, majini that live in subterranean thresholds differ 
from those on land. (Larsen 2008; Lindhardt 2019). Many healers described long-
term relationships with majini who guided their work. Mashetani (sing.: shetani), gen-
erally translated as “spirits” or “demons,” or in the singular as “Satan,” are said to 
inhabit bodies for their own ends and must be exorcised by a pastor or placated by a 
healer. Bujukano and Nsembi also evoked mapepo (sing.: pepo), sometimes as synonyms 
for majini and mashetani and sometimes as its literal translation (winds) to describe the 
agency of nonhumans. While differences between nonhumans vary across regional, 
ethnic, and religious contexts, my interlocutors used them interchangeably when de-
scribing the hazards of extractive labor. These nonhumans differ from mizimu, ances-
tors who also require sacrifices and can be difficult to please but are generally thought 
to be benevolent. 

11. Valuations of light and dark and their association with cleanliness and dirtiness also 
evoked Muslim moral sensibilities embedded in healing practices derived from the 
Swahili coast (Giles 1995; Lindhardt 2019; McIntosh 2009). They speak to the multi-
plicity of practices of making light across religious, ethnic, and geographic differences. 

12. Information taken from an Under the Same Sun Newsletter, 2014. 
13. Albinism rights stakeholders occasionally evoked colonial logics that once ascribed 

darkness continent-wide to refract the lightness of European civilization. On darkness 
in Africa, see Achebe 2016 and Conrad 2008.

14. Koen Stroeken has written about ndagu as “curse” (Stroeken 2008b, 475) and as “an-
cestral guides” (Stroeken 2008a, 160). Bujukano used the term in the latter sense. 

15. As is common for healers in the region, Bujukano drew on a range of therapeutic tech-
niques and medical traditions beyond the Sukuma knowledge she inherited. These in-
clude Maasai herbalists and Waswahili healers from the coast whose practices include 
insights from the Quran (Giles 1995; Wilkens 2011).
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16. While it is typical for patients to request a specific kind of dawa, they do not, for the 
most part, inquire about certain ingredients, since this is known to be a private matter 
belonging to healers and the nonhumans who aid in their practice.

17. James Smith (2015, 17) had a somewhat similar experience in the Eastern Democratic 
Republic of Congo when he was approached as a possible buyer of an albino skeleton.
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