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Abstract  
History reveals that witch-craft and witch-hunting are nothing new in human civilization. The Assamese vocabulary for 

‘witch’ is ‘daini’. It is said that this word daini has been derived from Indo-Aryan term dakini. Witchcraft is a barbaric act of 
superstition. The struggle between science and superstition has been a long standing one with each trying to overstep the other since 
centuries. Various studies undertaken to understand the practice of witch hunting worldwide attribute it to different reasons beyond 
mere superstition. The vulnerable sections of the society are usually identified as witches with an aim to denounce them from the 
community and take control over their land, property etc. In a substantial number of reported cases, witch hunting aims to rob the 
woman of her property. Sometimes it is also directed as punishment for turning down sexual advances or even to settle any grouse that 
some person with say in village politics might nurse against that woman. 
 
Keywords: Witch-Hunting, Superstition, Violence, Woman. 
 
I. Introduction  

History reveals that witch-craft and witch-hunting are nothing new in human civilization. The Assamese vocabulary for 
‘witch’ is ‘daini’. It is said that this word daini has been derived from Indo-Aryan term dakini (Gogoi, et.al. 2015). A `witch' or its 
Assamese vocabulary `Daini' in Assam is used to identify a woman alleged to have magical powers intending to harm society (Medhi, 
2015).  There is also mention of witch-craft in Hebrew Bible: “There shall not be found among you anyone who makes his son or his 
daughter pass through the fire, or one who practices witch-craft, or a soothsayer, or one who interprets omens, or a sorcerer, or one 
who conjures spells, or a medium, or one who calls up the dead” (Sarma, 2014).  

 
In South Asia, violence against women is a particularly relevant issue, which is also known to be ‘the most gender insensitive 

region in the world’ (Niaz, 2003). Women in countries like India suffer from and are exploited in various ways: domestic violence, 
battering, rape, marital rape, dowry-related violence, female infanticide, sexual harassment, human trafficking for prostitution and, last 
but not the least, witch-hunting (Yogesh & Kosambi, 1993). In recent years, the media has reported many cases of witch-hunting 
incidents in the country and most of the reporting came from Assam. Witch-Hunting is gender-based violence that mostly targets 
women from a lower class and elderly women, women living alone, single and owning property are targeted on the basis of the belief 
that they are practicing black magic to harm an individual, group of people or a community (Mahanta, 2017). 
 

In Assam this superstitious evil practice is quite common among few tribal communities like, Rabha, Hajong, Mishing, Bodo, 
Adivasi etc. A witch in most of the cases is a woman who is alleged to be a practitioner of black magic and causes death to the 
villagers where she lives. Local Ojhas (sorcerer) `detects' and identifies witches. Witch hunting is a superstitious practice that leads to 
an oppression and death of hundreds of women in India almost every year. The struggle between science and superstition has been a 
long standing one with each trying to overstep the other since centuries. A superstition is generally understood to be an irrational fear 
or reverence for something which cannot be examined or testified by science. For long, it has been a part of the tribal customs, 
especially recognized in remote rural areas. In actual fact witch hunting is rampant today, and the rate of witchcraft killing is 
alarmingly high among tribal communities and other minor communities. Witchcraft is known by different names in Indian languages 
such as 'Banamati', 'Chetabadi', Chillangi 'Hawa' or 'evil eye' or 'Halka', 'daini ', 'Dayan', 'Chudail' 'Bhootni', 'Chilavan', 'Opri' and so 
forth (Paul, 2012). 
 
II. Objectives of the study      
The main objectives of the study are 

 To study how the women are branded as witches. 
 To find out the factors associated with witch hunting and 
 To study the scenario of witch hunting in Assam and suggest few measures to fight against this practice. 
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III. Review of literature  
The phenomena of witchcraft is well researched topic in anthropology where the topic falls under the study of religion and 

magic among folk societies (Bailey 19942, Mair 1969). The literature on witch hunts is heavily centered upon women. One type of 
explanation focuses on witch hunts as an expression of male hegemony with attacks directed at female cults, midwives and women 
healers. Women healers, who aided during illnesses and child birth procedures, were common targets during witch hunts. According 
to Barstow (1994) a witch in Europe was a woman who possessed the power of healing a power that everyone believed was also the 
power to kill. In other words, a witch was a woman who had some kind of a ‘power’ perceived to be a threat to the male dominated 
society. The literature on India identifies economic conditions, particularly the struggle for property between families, village level 
conflicts, disease and illness, and gender conflicts are the main causes of witch hunts (Barman, 2002; Kelkar and Nathan, 1991; 
Mishra, 2003; Nathan et al, 1998) 

 
Witch-hunting is a three-stage process viz. accusation, declaration, and persecution. Accusation means, accusing women for 

any harm occurred in the village or community or to the individual, such as the death of any person, child, any disease in the village, 
loss of crop or anything happen wrong in the village. By declaration, it means brand the woman as a witch as she possesses some evil 
power. For identifying a witch in the society, the witch doctors perform certain rituals and then perpetrators charge them for 
persecution (Mallick, 2008). Persecution includes mental and physical torture, ranging from social exclusion, lynching, or putting to 
death in any way. Accusing a woman of witchcraft and persecuting her is a standard weapon of the patriarchal set-up in rural India. It 
is an acknowledged fact that most of the witch-hunting victims are widows, single, older women, and social-economic marginalized 
women without any family or social support (Barman, 2002; Kelkar & Nathan, 1991; Mehra & Agrawal, 2016). 
 
IV. Sources of data and methodology 

This paper is descriptive in nature based on both primary and secondary sources of data. Primary data have been collected 
mainly by the use of structured questionnaires. The questionnaire survey is an important tool when primary data are required about 
people, their behavior, attitudes, opinions and their awareness about specific issues (Flick, 2002). These questionnaires have been 
administered to the household representatives, where both open and close ended questions have been asked with the room for any 
additional comments at the end of the interview. Twelve victims were considered for case study analysis. Most of the victims were 
interviewed in their houses/ villages where the cases have occurred.  Secondary data are based on the websites, books, reports, 
government documents, and previous studies done in the study area. The victims were randomly chosen through a snowball sampling 
method in each of the villages in each district.  
 
V. How are women branded as witches 

Witch-branding usually begins when suffering of people or something drastic happens in the area, like the sudden death of a 
person, or an epidemic in the village and even bad crop. With minds steeply rooted in superstitions, the villagers need an outlet to 
dump their anger and frustrations on. Women, mostly single or widowed, then find themselves at the receiving end. However, it is not 
just superstition that drives such horrific executions. Mostly single women and widows become ‘easy scapegoats’ and are branded as 
witches to divest them of their land and property, or punished for transgressing social norms or refusing sexual advances. Some 
theoretical explanations refer to witch hunts as a form of sexual terrorism, as a system by which males frighten, dominate and control 
females (Chaudhuri., 2008). 

 
If a woman does not marry or is widowed, usually is entitled to her father’s or husband’s property. In an attempt to get hold 

of the property, jealous relatives or villagers seek such illegal methods to brand her as witch. Women who reject sexual advances are 
also branded witches or dainis. What is even more concerned is the fact that most of these incidents happen with the support of the 
entire village. Various studies undertaken to understand the practice of witch hunting worldwide attribute it to different reasons 
beyond mere superstition. The vulnerable sections of the society are usually identified as witches with an aim to denounce them from 
the community and take control over their land, property etc. This is the reason witch hunting is also understood as a manifestation of 
the low social status of women whereby male attitude of dominance and violence against women is legitimized by calling her a witch 
(Chakraborty, 2013). 
 
VI.  Reasons of witch hunting 

Illiteracy, ignorance, backwardness and most of all, superstition - these are the easiest assumptions of witch hunting in India 
and in the state of Assam. That superstition is an important ingredient in this crime is undeniable. The helpless and marginalized 
people become more vulnerable because they can easily be manipulated by those who use superstition and religion for solving all 
problems. People leading lives of deprivation need help for a solution to their problems but practically they get exploited. They are 
encouraged to believe that the misery of their lives - a bad crop, a dry well, an illness or a death in the family - can be relieved by 
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identifying the witch responsible for their misery and by punishing her. But just beneath the easily identifiable surface of superstition 
lie other motives explaining the accusation of witchcraft. Women’s organizations, activists and researchers have produced 
considerable evidence of these other motives. They have shown that property and power - various manifestations of a power tussle - 
sum up the real reasons for a witch-hunt. Particularly the struggle for property between families, disease and illness, village level 
conflicts and gender conflicts as the leading causes of witch hunts (Barman, 2002; Chaudhuri, 1981; Kelkar and Nathan, 1991; 
Mishra, 2003; Nathan et al, 1998). 
 

Witch hunting also serves as a powerful instrument in the hands of caste-Hindu men who want to persecute assertive Dalit 
and Adivasi women who might directly challenge caste hegemony, or indirectly subvert local power equations. It has been noticed 
that most witch-hunting victims hail from schedule castes or lower caste blamed for all calamities and misfortune befalling society 
(Mathur, 2004). In a substantial number of reported cases, witch hunting aims to rob the woman of her property. Those who try to rob 
the woman may be her own family members. But in situations where the woman is unprotected, i.e., she is a widow or a single 
woman, there’s no shortage of people eyeing her land.  
 

In many rural communities with limited or no access to health care facilities, these ‘ojhas’ become powerful figures. In most 
of the cases, the local ‘ojha’ has accepted a bribe to name a woman as a witch. One easy way to break a strong woman is to call her a 
witch and punish her.   
 

In a majority of the cases, it is difficult for the accused woman to reach out for help and she is forced to either abandon her home and 
family or, is driven to commit suicide. Most cases are not documented because it's difficult for poor and illiterate women to travel a long distance 
from isolated regions to file police reports.  Once a woman has been accused of witchcraft inside her own society, it is difficult for her to ever escape 
the stigma. She can suffer severely the rest of her life.  
 
VII. Witch hunting in Assam 

In recent time, it has been seen an ever-increasing trend of crime against women in Assam, along with rise in witch-hunting 
cases (Moorthy, 2015). Crime against women is a manifestation of the historically unequal power relation between men and women, 
and discrimination against women by men. Assam is the ranked second in the country with the highest report on crimes against 
women. Table 1, shows the crimes committed against women in Assam during the period 2008 to 2017. 

 
Table 1: Incidence of crimes committed against women in Assam 

Crime head  Incidence of crimes (No.)  
 2008 2009 2010 2017 
Rape  1419 1631 1721 1708 
Kidnapping & abduction 1613 1906 2486 5186 
Dowry death 73 159 143 150 
Torture  3410 4355 5189 10580 
Molestation  1268 1389 1611 3559 
Eve-teasing 16 16 48 - 
Others  654 468 313 303 
Total 8453 9924 11511 - 

Source: Statistical Handbook, Government of Assam, 2011 & 2018 
 

Traditionally, witchcraft was a part of the social life of the tribal communities in Assam, but now it is increasingly expanding 
among the other communities as well as across the state (Omeo Kumar Das Institute of Social Science, 2015) 

 
Majority of the tribes in Assam have heterogeneous tradition and culture. All the districts of the state exhibit a mix of 

divergent ethnic groups who are truly distinct in their own identities. Some of the important tribes include Bodo, Deori, Dimasa, 
Khamti Karbi, Hmar, Miri, Mishimi, Rabha, Tiwa and many other tribes. These tribal communities always try to protect their self-
identities through their customs, traditions and cultural affairs. Witchcraft and witch hunt in Assam are not new events. Assam, known 
as the land of tantra- mantra (magic), which has a number of folk tales of dead regaining life with the mantra and had been extensively 
used for the benevolent or malevolent purpose (Saikia, 2017; Sarma, 2014). Mayong, a part of Morigaon district, had been very much 
famous for black magic and tantra-mantra. In the medieval period Mayong was known as the capital of black magic and witchcraft. 
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Recent revelations about the incidents of witch hunt in Assam, shows that districts like, Kokrajhar, Udalguri, Baksa, Chirang, 
Tinshukia, Goalpara, Sivasagar, Sonitpur, Morigaon, Kamrup (rural) and Cachar are suffering seriously by the problem. Goalpara is 
one of the worst affected districts in the State in terms of prevalence of witch hunting practices.  

 
The problem of witch–hunting in Assam is increasingly becoming complex with the passage of time. It is noticed that not 

only the poor or under–privileged are targeted, but educated people of the state are also not spared. In September 2008, a senior leader 
of Koch–Rajbangshi youth leader and his mother were lynched by a mob of villagers near Abhyapuri in Bongaigaon district on the 
suspicion of practising sorcery.  

 
This social evil forces an innocent person to undergo distressing phases involving mental and physical torture. The brutalities 

designed against women and children in the name of witchcraft are against to the fundamental ethos of country’s civilization. As per 
the data of Assam Mahila Samata Society (AMSS) assessment, 71 persons were persecuted under the semblance of witchcraft 
between September 4, 2006 and May 2011. The people who had been expelled from their home after declaring them as witches are 
neither reported to the local police station for the fear of being exposed nor reported by the media. As a result, the vast numbers of 
cases are not even recorded. Under such circumstances, it is not an easy task to estimate the accurate number of people who had been 
branded, ostracised, tortured and expelled from their native place on the suspicion of practising sorcery.   

 
In the year 2013, nine cases of witch–hunting with equal of casualties were reported in the state.  The first incident took place 

on February 19, a 58-year-old man was killed at Samugaon village in Chirang district.  On June 6, 2013 a 70-year-old man was 
murdered in Solabari police station area in Baksa district and on the same day, an elderly person belonging to Adivasi (Tea Tribe) 
community was lynched in a tea garden under Lakhipur sub–division in Cachar district of Assam. In another incident on August 23, 
three aged persons were killed in two separate incidents of witch–hunting in Kokrajhar district. The victims were from Bodo and 
Rabha communities. The majority of that year’s witch–hunting victims have been elderly people. It has been observed that, the 
practice of witch hunting not only widespread among the tribes of Assam but also spreading among the non tribal rural people of 
Assam. On 16th October, 2014 ex-sports woman Debojani Bora from Serekoni village of Dokmoka, Karbi Anglong has been alleged 
by the villagers and the “Namghoria”1 as she is practicing witchcraft. On that allegation villagers and the Namgharia have physically 
tortured her. On 18th October,2014 in Lengeri village of Baithalongsu, Karbi Anglong, where one business man Budhiram  Chenar has 
been branded as witch because of the death of two  person of the village namely, Kagen Teron and Jaising Hanse. To get rid of the 
witchcraft the villagers have served a notice to Budhiram to leave the village with his family within 19 days.  

 
The increasing rate of crimes against women under the pretext of them being witches has compelled the State government to formulate 
necessary legislation against this horrific practice. The Assam Legislative Assembly on Thursday the 13 th August, 2015 unanimously 
passed the Assam Witch Hunting (Prohibition, Prevention and Protection) Bill, 2015 making any offence under the Act as non-
bailable, cognizable and non-compoundable to eliminate the superstition from society. The key features of this law are that it aims to 
eradicate superstitions from society by making such crimes non-bailable and non-compoundable. This provision comes under 
punishment for murder of Indian Penal Code (IPC) if someone is killed after being branded a witch. The law prohibits any person 
from calling, identifying or defaming any other person as witch by words, sign, conducts or indications.  The law prescribes severe 
punishment if anybody found guilty.  It enforces up to 7 years of jail and fine up to 5 lakh rupees. Whoever, assaults or uses criminal 
force or causes assault or use of criminal force against a person accusing him/her to be a witch, resulting in his/her Central death, shall 
be punished in accordance with section 302 of the Indian Penal Code, 1860 (Rahman, 2018). 
 
VIII. Measures to fight against the evil practice 

To combat this social evil the strategy has to be multi-pronged. As a matter of fact, the best strategies that the Government 
and NGOs can adopt are as follows: 
1.  Government and NGOs must take initiative to eradicate illiteracy in the rural areas where witch hunting is widespread. Especially 
measure should be taken to eradicate illiteracy in tribal and tea garden areas. 
2. It is necessary to organize seminars and workshops on it in the areas basically inhabited by the tribal people by the government, 
NGO’s and elite class of the society. 
3. Introduce the subject of witchcraft in school and college textbooks. The idea is to raise awareness among the students about the 
primitive practice of witch hunting based on superstitious beliefs, so that it can eventually be discredited and eradicated, 
 

 
1 who performs Nam-Kirtan in Namghar of Assam? 
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4. Religious leaders from all the religions should make a common platform to organize seminars and educate the people against this 
superstition. 
5. Basic amenities should be provided i.e., road-rail connectivity, sanitation, drinking water, health facilities etc. 
6. Media can play an important role by creating awareness among the people about this age-old superstition.  
7. The socio-economic status of these castes and tribes must be improved where witch hunting is widespread. 
 
IX. Conclusion 

Witchcraft thus emerges as a multifaceted issue which gets entwined with both the concerns for superstition and social 
disempowerment of women. Hence the promotion of scientific temper becomes as important as ensuring the empowerment of fringe 
communities. Witchcraft-related violence has been shown to be connected to property and inheritance confiscation. The most effective 
solution to the problem would be to educate the people and also to frame and implement effective laws for the protection of women 
and people belonging to the lower classes of the society.  Laws need to be accompanied by efficient social welfare delivery 
mechanism as well. Women are so much cocooned by various social customs and taboos, that they often cannot and do not want to 
bring changes in their own traditional lifestyles, so there is a need for creating socio-political consciousness among women. The 
government along with voluntary organizations should take up concrete steps, to uplift the women status by providing safe, security 
and peaceful life for women.  
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