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The negative association observed turns out to be highly statistically significant
and robust to the inclusion of a wide range of individual socio-demographic
characteristics (such as age, education, religion, and material well-being),
measures of regional geography, economic development, conflict, ethnolinguistic
diversity, quality of local institutions, as well as historical ethnic-level indicators.
Credit: American University/Boris Gershman

Believing in witchcraft is a salient feature of daily life in many parts of
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the world. In worst-case scenarios, such beliefs lead to murder, and they
may also cause destruction of property or societal ostracism of the
accused witches. The first large-scale economics study to explore beliefs
in witchcraft, broadly defined as the use of supernatural techniques to
harm others or acquire wealth, links such beliefs to the erosion of social
capital.

Where witchcraft beliefs are widespread, American University
Economics Professor Boris Gershman found high levels of mistrust exist
among people. Gershman also found a negative relationship between
witchcraft beliefs and other metrics of social capital relied upon for a
functioning society, including religious participation and charitable
giving.

It's long been argued that witchcraft beliefs impede economic progress
and disrupt social relations, and Gershman's statistical analysis supports
that theory. From a policy perspective, Gershman's results emphasize the
importance of accounting for local culture when undertaking
development projects, especially those that require communal effort and
cooperation. Gershman and other social scientists believe that education
can help foster improved trust and decrease the prevalence of witchcraft
beliefs.

"Education may contribute to an environment with higher levels of trust
and mutual assistance, insofar as it helps to promote a rational worldview
and reduce the attribution of any misfortune in life to the supernatural
evil forces of other people in the community," Gershman said.

Witchcraft beliefs in Africa and beyond

A major focus of Gershman's findings involves regions of sub-Saharan
Africa. The study draws on survey data on personal and regional
witchcraft beliefs, primarily from the Pew Forum on Religion and
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Public Life. A respondent is assumed to believe in witchcraft if she
claims to believe in either "witchcraft" or "that certain people can cast
curses or spells that cause bad things to happen to someone."

Many anthropological case studies document how fears of witchcraft
attacks and accusations erode trust and cooperation in African societies.
Evidence on the corrosive effects of witchcraft beliefs comes from
fieldwork conducted in Tanzania, South Africa, Cameroon, Namibia,
Mozambique, Zambia, and other countries, where witchcraft-related
fears manifest themselves in diminished cooperation, breakdown of
mutual assistance networks, avoidance of joint projects, mistrust in
community members, and general decline in social interactions.
Gershman's analysis of the Pew data documents that a systematic pattern
of this sort exists in regions in 19 countries of sub-Saharan Africa.

The relationship between witchcraft beliefs, trust and erosion of social
capital extends to many places beyond sub-Saharan Africa. Using
additional survey data from 23 nations (including those in Asia, Europe,
North Africa, and the Middle East), Gershman compiled a broader
country-level dataset on witchcraft beliefs. His analysis also reveals a
negative association between witchcraft beliefs and generalized trust in
the cross-section of countries, similar to that observed for African
regions.

Witchcraft may be alone among supernatural beliefs for having a
negative correlation to trust. Beliefs in heaven, hell, reincarnation,
angels, miracles, and evil spirits have no relationship to trust, Gershman
found.

Why believe in witchcraft?

It's difficult to understand why witchcraft beliefs persist and what
purpose they serve. Noted economist and jurist Richard A. Posner
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theorizes that witchcraft accusations against wealthy community
members force them to share their surplus, so witchcraft beliefs promote
mutual insurance in societies that lack conventional methods for
redistributing resources. Other theories suggest the belief in witchcraft
reduces social tensions or de-escalates conflicts; yet that explanation
doesn't square with the fact that witchcraft accusations sometimes lead
to cascades of ritual killings.

"A belief in witchcraft may be a way to keep order in society, but it's
definitely not the best way," Gershman said. "It forces one to conform to
local norms because any deviation may lead to an accusation." This type
of forced conformity under fear leads to immobility and interferes with
wealth accumulation and adoption of innovations.

The consequences of such behaviors likely exceed any potential benefits
of witchcraft beliefs, Gershman added. Gershman, who studies the social
costs and benefits of culture, has also published research on the "evil
eye," a cultural belief that a person's envious glance leads to property
destruction. The evil eye belief is also harmful to economic progress but
in a different way, Gershman said.

"Witchcraft beliefs are likely to erode trust and cooperation due to fears
of witchcraft attacks and accusations. The evil eye leads to
underinvestment and other forms of unproductive behavior due to the
fear of destructive envy, where envy is likely to manifest in destruction
and vandalism involving those who own wealth," Gershman said.

  More information: Boris Gershman, Witchcraft beliefs and the
erosion of social capital: Evidence from Sub-Saharan Africa and beyond,
Journal of Development Economics (2016). DOI:
10.1016/j.jdeveco.2015.11.005
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