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Sorcery Accusation-Related Violence in PNG – Part 8: 
Responses to Prevent Sorcery Accusation Turning to Violence — 
Reporting from the SARV Incident Database
Miranda Forsyth, Ibolya Losoncz, Philip Gibbs, Fiona Hukula & William Kipongi

This In Brief is the final part in a series presenting findings from 
a multi-year study of sorcery accusation-related violence (SARV) 
in PNG in four hotspot provinces — Enga, The Autonomous 
Region of Bougainville (Bougainville), Jiwaka and the National 
Capital District (NCD) — over a four-and-a-half-year period 
(January 20161–June 2020). It summarises what we have learnt 
about who tries to intervene in incidents of SARV, and the 
respective efficacy of responses aimed at preventing sorcery 
accusations turning into physical or property violence. 

Drawing upon the metaphor of a bushfire, SARV can 
be conceptualised as a cycle with a number of stages and 
recursive loops between the different stages.  The six stages are: 
1. development of a landscape conducive to sorcery accusation; 
2. increasing threat levels (such as jealousies or land disputes); 
3.   ignition event (often a death or sickness); 4. ‘fanning the 
flames’ — the crystallisation of an accusation against an 
individual and gaining public legitimacy/moral authority for a 
violent response; 5. harm, destruction and damage; 6. post-
event trauma. Each of these stages (which may not be present 
in every case) provides an opportunity for intervention. We 
conceptualise the victims as being ‘in waiting’ as they are in 
some ways an identifiable group before an ignition event, but 
their status as victims only solidifies following such a trigger 
and accusation. We are concerned here with the interventions 
attempted between stages 4 and 5, namely after an accusation 
but before violence (physical or property damage) has occurred.  

A hugely encouraging finding of our study is that in 73% of 
sorcery accusation incidents, attempts were made to manage 
the accusation in a non-violent way. Overall, these attempts had 
a positive impact on preventing violence. That is, of the incidents 
where an attempt was made, only 27% turned into violence, 
compared to 36% of the incidents where no attempt was made. 

Who intervenes and what do they do?
Overall, attempts to resolve conflict in a non-violent way were 
most likely to be made by village leaders (66%) and family 
members of the accused (55%), but there was significant 
variation between provinces in the frequency of their intervention 
(see Table 1). Intervention by village leaders was highest in 
Bougainville (82%), while intervention by family members was 
highest in the NCD (63%). An attempt by a religious figure/
pastor was particularly high in Enga (52%). 

Table 1: Who attempted to intervene when accusations 
were made, percentages* of incidents where an attempt 
was made by location, January 2016**– June 2020

Enga
(%)

Bougainville
(%)

NCD
(%)

Jiwaka
(%)

Total
(%)

No. of incidents 
where an attempt 
was made

n=149 n=238 n=216 n=70 n=673

Village leader 65 82 46 67 66

Family member 49 53 63 49 55

Village court 
official

31 37 35 4 32

Pastor/religious 
figure

52 17 23 41 29

Neighbour 29 20 21 0 20

Police 17 11 16 31 16

Government 
official

11 3 3 35 8

Other 2 3 5 3 4

* Calculated using number of interventions by actor as a percentage of num-
ber of incidents where an attempt was made (n). Each incident could have 
had people from more than one category involved in trying to intervene.

** Start date for Port Moresby data is 1 January 2017 and for Jiwaka 
March 2019.

Source: SARV project incident dataset, ANU

Interventions by state officials were less common. Village court 
officials would make an attempt in about one-third of the cases 
in all provinces except Jiwaka. Police intervention at this early 
phase of accusation incidents was proportionally low (on average 
16%), except in Jiwaka where intervention by police as well as 
by government officials was significantly higher (31% and 35%, 
respectively) than in the other three provinces. This may be due to 
the catalytic effect of an active NGO (Voice for Change) in Jiwaka 
that regularly involves government actors in their SARV work.

The number of actor types trying to resolve the accusation 
in a non-violent way ranged from one (29% of incidents when an 
attempt was made) to as many as seven. This finding supports 
our qualitative research findings about the importance of networks 
of actors in intervening in SARV incidents, rather than individuals 
acting alone who are frequently overwhelmed by the situation.
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Actors used a broad range of approaches to prevent the 
accusation turning to violence. While the number and types of 
approaches used to resolve accusations in a non-violent way 
have shown a statistically significant variation between the four 
provinces, the three most popular approaches used in all four 
provinces were: 

• arguing that there is no proof of sorcery in that 
particular case (57%)
• arguing that the use of violence is against the law 
(37%)
• arguing that sorcery does not exist (27%). 
An exception is the NCD where attempts to deal with 

existing conflict (33%), for example through mediation, 
was considerably higher than the seldom-used argument 
that sorcery does not exist (11%). 

In 70% of cases, more than one strategy was used, 
sometimes by different actors and sometimes by the same 
actor. The use of multiple approaches was highest in Enga, 
where in 49% of cases three or more types of reasoning 
were used, while the use of a single approach was highest 
in the NCD (39%). The high frequency of the use of multiple 
strategies suggests that different types of intervention will 
appeal to different groups – some may be more persuaded by the 
idea that sorcery does not exist, while others are more likely to accept 
there was not sufficient evidence in that particular incident.

Which actors or approaches are more likely to lead 
to a peaceful resolution?  
The nature of the interdependencies between the responses 
to our surveys made determining clear causal connections 
between interventions and outcomes difficult.

In the process of working through these, we came across one 
key factor that was strongly influential upon whether an accusation 
would lead to violence – namely whether or not the accusation 
involved the accused person being accused of having caused death. 
In our dataset, being accused of causing someone’s death more than 
doubled the likelihood of an accusation turning to violence. 

We did identify that there is a causal link suggested by 
our data between the two most frequently used intervention 
strategies and a movement away from violence. Both the 
strategy of arguing that there is no proof of sorcery in that case 
(57%) and arguing that the use of violence is against the law 
(37%) each have a small, but statistically significant negative 
association with the accusation turning violent in some provinces 
(and no relationship in the others). 

In addition, intervention by village leaders, who are, overall, most 
likely to intervene, shows a negative association with the accusation 
turning violent in Enga for cases where the accused is accused of 
having caused death. In the NCD and Jiwaka, family members of 
the accused, who are, overall, second most likely to intervene, have 
a negative association with the accusation turning violent.

We also asked open-ended questions about what factors 
stopped the accusation from turning to violence and coded 
these into four groups. The two most significant responses were 
strong leadership against violence and family members saying 
no to sorcery as an explanation of the misfortune that triggered 

the accusation.  The second two strongest factors that stopped 
the accusation from turning to violence were a fear of police 
intervention, and the provision or acceptance of an alternative 
explanation of the misfortune that triggered the accusation. 
These findings can be graphically represented (see Figure 1).2   

Figure 1: Causal factors explaining likelihood an accusation 
will lead to violence

Source: SARV project

From a policy angle there are two important takeaways from 
these findings. First, communities and, particularly, village leaders 
play an important role in stamping out the sparks of SARV, and 
need support and encouragement to continue to do so. It would 
be valuable to find ways to support them to share their stories and 
strategies with other communities. Second, there is an evident 
need for the state to take a more proactive role in combatting 
SARV. The potential is there – people are paying attention to the 
messaging that SARV is against the law and are afraid of the 
police – but state presence in communities is currently lacking. 
Significant state intervention and resourcing in terms of police 
presence in communities and leadership is needed to effectively 
prevent, contain and put out the SARV wildfire.
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Endnotes
1. The start date for Port Moresby data is January 2017 and for 

Jiwaka March 2019.

2. We write about the role of glasman/glasmeri (diviners) in an 
issues paper published by PNG’s National Research Institute 
(Forsyth et al. 2021).
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Violent
outcome

Non-violent
outcome

(this time)

Strong leadership against violence 

Community has a customary way of dealing with sorcery accusations 

Family members say no to sorcery accusations 

Fear of police intervention

Use of strategies of arguing no proof of sorcery in that case, and that violence is against the law 

Attempt to deal with the accusation in a non-violent manner (attempts most likely 
to be made by village/local leaders and family members)

Accused is accused of causing death through sorcery (+130%) 

Accused has been accused before (+74%)  

Involvement of glasman/glasmeri (+110%)  

Accusation against individual that they have used sorcery
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