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Abstract 

Witch-hunting has been practised in various parts of the world and still in some countries. In India, witchcraft followed by 
witch-hunting cases is reported from many parts, including northeastern states. In Assam, the practice of witchcraft and witch-hunting 
is reported from a majority of districts and different tribal groups; which Rabha community is found to be one such group in which the 
mentioned practices are deep-rooted to the extent that this is considered one of the traditional acts. Very few studies conducted on 
witch-hunting among Rabha communities presented that the practice has scores of dimensions, in which a patriarchal mindset and 
socio-economic reasons were found to be the significant ones. Several cases of witch-hunting indicated that land grabbing and sexual 
favours are some major causes whenever the victim is a woman, hence, making this gender-based violence. Illiteracy and superstition 
were found to be other grounds for witch-hunting in the remotest part of Assam. Though the state has enacted anti-witching 
legislation, cases of witch-hunting resurfaced even after. Through this paper, we have tried to understand the gripping picture of 
witch-hunting in its entirety. The paper is descriptive and based on secondary sources that looked into the practice of witch-hunting 
from various dimensions and tried to know about the Rabha community of Assam. The paper critically analysed the existing anti-
witch-hunting law and proposed evidence-based measures to curb the menace of witch-hunting.  

 
Keywords: Witch, Witch-Hunting, Witchcraft, Rabha Community, Gender Violence.  
 
Introduction  

Today, despite human civilisations having progressed in scientific temper, superstition and ignorance are still widespread in 
many countries. Some beliefs are so cruel and inhumane that they reduce the life of a woman to a nonentity, so murdering her is 
regarded as the panacea or antidote to misery. Witch-hunting is a practice of relentless brutality against the gender in which the victim 
of the accusation is subjected to punishment approved by the entire community (Iqbal, 2015). The modern practice of witch-hunting in 
India includes violence and beliefs that have led to the torture and murder of alleged witches. Witch-hunting is a superstitious practice 
which paved the way for the persecution and murder of hundreds of women every year in India. To a varying degree, this practice of 
witch-hunting is prevalent in different parts of India, wherein the victims are mostly single women and widows (Chakraborty and 
Borah, 2013). However, the government, both at the centre and state, with the assistance of rationalist groups, are trying to address 
this widespread menace, but while doing the needful, they come across numerous complications. When a neighbour becomes ill or 
unexpectedly passes away, elderly widows in many cultures worry about being slain as "witches." A contradiction of our time in India. 
It boasts the biggest democracy in the world and a burgeoning economy, on the one hand. In contrast, the majority of the population 
continues to live in poverty, and both educated and uneducated Indians frequently use superstition to find love, treat illness, and 
explain unfortunate events. Similar to the American witches' mania, this contemporary myth has grave repercussions. For being a 
"Dayan" or witch, one may be subjected to torture, rape, death by hacking or burning alive in India. Elderly single women are 
frequently the victims, generally widows, but they can also be males or children (Shaffer, 2014, Iqbal, 2015).  

 
Various studies were undertaken to understand the practice of witch-hunting worldwide and attribute it to different causes 

beyond mere superstition (Chakraborty and Borah, 2013). Several national-level studies on witch-hunting are carried out by 
researchers in India in the states like West Bengal, Bihar, Jharkhand, Rajasthan, Assam etc., where witch-hunting has been practised 
for quite a while and still posing challenges to the policymakers as to how to prevent the same and provide people with a sound and 
healthy social environment where people can live to their fullest capacity and capability. Apart from the traditional beliefs that had led 
to the witch-hunting practice, the involvement of other socio-political motives and other vested interests of a section of cunning people 
was highlighted through studies (Vokendro, 2013). However, attempts were made by Das (2018), Chakraborty & Borah (2013), Iqbal 
(2015) etc. To understand and explore the phenomenon of witch-hunting from the perspective of gender violence, which is 
inadequately debated and discussed in the academic circle.    
 

Historically, witchcraft is documented as a social evil widely practised out of ignorance and aboriginal belief systems. Black 
magic or sorcery is a discipline in which bad souls are summoned through rituals that are approved by religious texts as calling forth 
the forces of the devil or unclean souls. In Europe and the Americas, witchcraft was widely practised in prehistoric and mediaeval 
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civilisations. Not surprisingly, the barbaric practice was not unknown in the oriental nations. Many thousands of women were 
allegedly tortured and executed as witches in Europe up until the 18th century, frequently by being burned at stake (Iqbal, 2015). So 
far, in literature written on witch-hunting in India, apart from Das (2012) and Das (2018) and Saikia, Saha, Bora, & Joe, (2016) have 
conducted their respective research on Rabha tribal group in Assam, very few attempts have been made to explore the phenomena of 
witch-hunting widely prevalent in the northeastern states, particularly Assam, where witchcraft and witch-hunting are prevalent 
among the various tribal and non-tribal groups.  

 
Nevertheless, documented literature in the context of the witch-hunting phenomena, although available and widespread 

concerning various global communities and regions, is still scarce in the state of Assam. From the literature review, it has transpired 
that a good number of workers have studied the spatial and temporal variability of the witch-hunting phenomena at the international, 
national, and state levels. However, none seemed to detail the socio-economic factors of the victimised classes, which might have 
some bearing upon the phenomena at large, barring a few. State-level reports and studies on witch-hunting phenomena are relatively 
few compared to international and national levels. Very few works detail the practice of witchcraft and witch-hunting phenomena 
among the Rabha community (Saikia et al., 2016, Saikia, 2017). Hence, this paper attempts to understand and examine the phenomena 
of witch-hunting and its correlates among the Rabha Community in the state of Assam.    
 
Background and extent of Rabha community of Assam  

The Rabhas are one of the indigenous tribes of Assam. The Rabha areas of Assam are administered by the Rabha Hasong 
Autonomous Council, created in 1995 by an ordinance of Assam (Chinai, 2018). Their concentration is found throughout the state of 
Assam besides its adjoining states like West Bengal, Meghalaya and in a few areas of our neighbouring country Bangladesh. Different 
cultural and linguistic communities influence the Rabhas of Assam to a large extent. As a result of the adaptation of cultural and 
linguistic elements from other communities and repudiation of their own identity, some of the clan groups of the Rabhas have shifted 
to the Hindu Asomiya caste to a great extent. However, some of them are in the process of mobilisation to survive and preserve their 
inherent culture and language. Assam is a multiethnic and multilingual state in the northeast where a significant Rabha tribe live. 
Scholars opined that the Rabhas belong to the Tibeto-Burman subfamily within the Sino-Tibetan family of languages. Hodgson first 
used the generic term Bodo for this group of languages. The Bodo group comprises, as stated in the Linguistic Survey of India, Vol, 
Part-I, the following tribes, Kachari or Bodo, Lalung (now called Tiwa), Dimasa, Garo, Rabha, Tripuri (Kakborok), Koch, Chutiya 
(Deuri) and Moran (Basumatary, 2014).  

 
Basumatary cited Rajmohan (1948), who writes that "The inhabitants of various parts of the Bod country were known as 

Boddo-Fichaa or Boddo-cha (Ficha-cha-children) or the children of the Bod country, and were later known simply as the Boddo or the 
Bodo”. There is no distinct information about the origin of the Rabhas. Some scholars, regarding their place of origin, offer divergent 
opinions. Major A. Playfair noticed that the Rabhas had migrated from the Tibetan regions to the Garo-Hills and afterwards spread 
throughout the state of Assam-plains. To the origin of the Rabhas, Gait wrote in his ‘census Report of Assam (1891),  

 
"There seems to be a lot of ambiguity surrounding these individuals. While it is believed that they are Kachari on the 
Hindu path in Kamrup and Darrang, it is said that they are an offshoot of the Garos in lower Assam.”. (p. 15).  

 
Edward Tuite Dalton also noticed that "the other lineages of the Kachari race having ties to the Garos are the Rabhas and 

Hajongs of the Goalpara area.”. Hence, the Rabhas area is a distinct tribe of northeast India, having many dialect groups of its own 
and exhibiting maximum similarity with other Boro-Garo groups of languages (Basumatary, 2014).        
 

Das (2016) writes, as ascertained by the ethnologists and various writers, administrators and missionaries, the Rabha belong 
to a major Indo-Mongoloid ethnic group known as Bodo. According to the writings of different scholars like Rabha (2002) and Raha 
(1989), it is difficult to trace the history of the word Rabha. It is believed that the word Rabha is derived from the word Raba. Due to 
the lack of their written history, the community has no record left to produce information regarding their origin. However, their oral 
narratives and language talk about and trace their lineage from the region of the Himalayas. The community considers Rishi-bay as the 
creator of the world. One of the following popular folk stories narrates the history of the origin of Rabhas. Rishi-bay created the 
human race in separate groups and a group consisting of three brothers, namely Bingga, Ringga and Raba. Raba with their families 
was brought down to the Prithmi from Rang-Kareng for settlement. Raba means ‘to bring’ in the Rabha language. According to the 
story, the word Rang-kareng indicates the Tibetan region, which is considered the world's roof and thus represents the heaven above, 
and the word Prithmi indicates the country situated to the south of the Himalayas (Das, 2016). These stories still exist in the region of 
Goalpara and Garo Hill districts but are told with variations in different localities. The discussion about the origin of Rabhas has 
revealed different connections of the Rabha group with other regional communities. For instance, Rabhas were discussed as a part of 



 
Cover Page 

  

  
 
DOI: http://ijmer.in.doi./2022/11.08.29 

            

 

ISSN:2277-7881; IMPACT FACTOR :7.816(2022); IC VALUE:5.16; ISI VALUE:2.286 
Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal: VOLUME:11, ISSUE:8(2), August: 2022 

Online Copy of Article Publication Available (2022 Issues): www.ijmer.in 
Digital Certificate of Publication: http://ijmer.in/pdf/e-Certificate%20of%20Publication-IJMER.pdf 

Scopus Review ID: A2B96D3ACF3FEA2A 
Article Received: 2nd August 2022   

 Publication Date:10th September 2022 
Publisher: Sucharitha Publication, India 

 

 
62 

 

the Garo group. Both communities share similarities in their language and culture. Another folk story talks about the connection 
between Rabhas and Garos. According to the story, Rabhas were hired by the Garos for different purposes, for example, agricultural 
work, weaving and others. It was said that the name Raba (to bring) was given by the Garo people because the Garo community hired 
the Rabhas. The community had been living there for many decades and adapted the social structure of the Garo community. Later 
due to many conflicts, a large number of Rabha people migrated towards the foothills of Khasi–Jayantiya hills (Fenan, 2015). 

 
According to Rabha (2002), although both the Rabha and Garo communities have distinct identities and cultures, some 

similarities are still visible among them. The Garo community follows a matrilineal social structure, while the Rabhas are matrilineal 
only for their barai (clan) system. Apart from that, the Rabha society follows patriarchal norms in their social structure at present. Men 
inherit property rights and govern society and domestic affairs. There are still indications of the Rabha tribe's matrilineal origins, 
according to historical accounts. However, the practice has changed to a more patriarchal structure due to absorption with mainstream 
Hindu society and additional Sanskritization processes (Bujarbaruah, 2018, Mandal & Roy, 2013). Das (2017) opined that the belief 
system of the patriarchal system based on irrational thinking is the root cause of scores of social problems, including the one discussed 
here in the paper, i.e. witch-hunting.  

 
However, legal loopholes in the legislation also make women of the state vulnerable to different forms of violence. A report 

published by the North-East Network, a famous organisation working for Women’s Empowerment in the State, reveals that only 
North Cachar Hills and Karbi Anglong are the two districts of Assam where customary laws are legally enforceable. Jeuti Barooah, a 
lawyer experienced in the affairs of Assam, in his article “Property and the inheritance rights of women in the tribal areas of the 
Northeast", highlights some examples of customary laws: Throughout the mountainous region of Assam, tribal women are not allowed 
to inherit property. Their non-codified customary laws and practices govern them. We observe tribal women inherit property in some 
societies without a male problem in their families. Sometimes she inherits his father's land as a donation property. Although there is no 
provision in the various uses laws and practices relating to women's property and inheritance rights, girls and widows receive family 
support until their marriage or remarriage (North-East Network, 2019-2020.).  

 
Definition of the term ‘witch’ and ‘witch-hunting.'  

Who is a ‘witch’? In order to understand the phenomena of witch and witch-hunting, it is essential to define the concept of 
‘witch’. A person who is regarded as a witch is considered to possess superhuman strength, is able to do sorcery or black magic, and is 
alleged to have the ability to harm human health. Women are labelled as witches using words like "Dayan," "tohni," and "chudail." In 
the Chattisgarh forest state, men and witches are referred to as tohnas. Women are frequently referred to as "witches." Due to the fact 
that the majority of victims are female, witchcraft practices are regarded from a female perspective. Whatever the various definitions 
and usages of the term "witch," there is one thing they all have in common: the belief that a person has certain supernatural abilities 
that are bestowed upon them by others. Nearly always, labelling someone as a witch is detrimental, terrifying, and harmful. The legal 
definition of the two key terms, namely 'witch' and 'witch-hunting', is as follows:  

 
Section 2 (g) of “The Assam Witch-hunting (Prohibition, Prevention and Protection) Act, 2015 defines "witch" refers to any 

person who is allegedly labelled as Daini, Daina, Dakini, Dakan, Shoot, Bhootuni, or any other similar moniker by someone or 
someones who have the irrational and unjustified belief that they have the ability to harm anybody or society at large in any way. 
Section 2(h) of the Act mentioned above defines "witch-hunting" means identifying, calling. Stigmatising, defaming or accusing any 
person as a witch by any other person through words, signs, signals, conduct, acts, or in any other way, inflicting or assisting in 
physical or mental injury or execution of a witch that may involve mass hysteria, lynching, or any other activity. 

 
Prevalence of witch-hunting in the Rabha and other tribal groups in Assam 

Like many other parts of the country, Assam often witnesses death, injury and misery resulting from witch hunts, atrocious 
practices and socially sanctioned violence (Borah & Das, 2019). For a long time, Assam has been fighting against the awful practice 
of witch-hunting. The killing of people in the name of the practice of witchcraft is very common in rural areas of Assam, as witch-
hunting in the state and other parts of India is more prevalent among the tribal or indigenous communities. They also usually inhabit 
the rough or mountainous fringe areas within the country, characterised by limited access to livelihood opportunities (Zahan, 2019). In 
northeastern India, which houses diverse indigenous communities, the practice is more rampant in Assam, particularly among the 
Rabha, Hajong, Mishing, Bodo and Adivasi groups in the state (Chakraborty and Borah, 2013). Surprisingly, there is a separate village 
called Khasiapara, a sleepy village on the Assam-Meghalaya border, around 170 km from Guwahati, the largest city of Assam. 
Locally, the village is known as Dainigaon (village of witches in the local language). Those who are labelled as “witches” and driven 
from their homes for practising “witchcraft” take refuge in the “reserved” village (Zahan, 2019).  
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The report of the North Eastern Network viewed Witch-hunting, a common practice in some parts of Assam, as increasingly 
being promoted in the last few years. Women are called witches and accused of harming communities. These women are tortured 
physically and mentally. There is evidence that some are buried and even burned alive. Cases of witch-hunting are reported in 
Goalpara, Bongaigaon, Kokrajhar, and Districts of Nalbari and Dhubri. Resource control, personal enmity with powerful members of 
the community and the prevalence of superstitions are some of the factors responsible for witch-hunting. Several organisations at local 
and regional levels expressed their concerns and mobilised community members to form a public opinion against such cases of 
violence against women. Sadou Bodo Chatra Santha (All Bodo Students Union) is one of these organisations.  

 
Sinha (2007) wrote an article on Adivasis and witch-hunting in Chotanagpur, which presently comes in the territory of 

Jharkhand, in which he viewed belief in bongas (spirit, godlings) and dains (witches) formed an integral part of the religious and 
cosmological world of the Adivasis. The central idea behind the Adivasi religious systems was to seek an alliance with the highest and 
the most 'helpful' spiritual entities and control the 'harmful' ones through them. The constructions of witches were intrinsically linked 
to the patriarchal structuring of Adivasi societies, which often exhibited the form of violence, spurring the practice of witch-hunting 
(p.5).   

 
It has also been mentioned that witch-hunting is prevalent in various parts of India, and to curb this menace, the government 

and various institutions are working hard. In this series, Vijayam (2002) writes an article titled ‘Investigating Witchcraft and Sorcery 
in Rangareddi District’, in which he mentioned that once, the superintendent of police of Rangareddi district, which is located adjacent 
to Hyderabad city, invited a team from the Atheist Centre to investigate witchcraft and sorcery in the area. The team headed by Dr G 
Samaram, a well-known medical doctor, who has written extensively on medical problems, visited the place on the last week of April 
2002. Vijayam was one of the ten-member team members, consisting of medical doctors, magicians, and social workers. The team 
toured the ten most affected villages of the district, where they medically examined the so-called victims, held discussions with the 
villagers, and conducted meetings to spread awareness among the affected population. The research team discovered that widespread 
ignorance, illiteracy, poor health, and a strong sociocultural belief in the presence of witchcraft are all contributing to the people's 
unimaginable suffering. The practice of witchcraft frequently resulted in violent episodes that saw people being burned alive, having 
their tongues cut off, having their hands and legs broken, and having their teeth pulled. Women are subjected to ghastly murders and 
also sometimes banished from the village after subjecting them to severe torture. As the fear of witchcraft and its existence is 
culturally rooted, sometimes even the lower rung of the police and others fail to take note of the violence. At times the criminals 
escape punishment for their misdeeds. The team also explored the deep fear of witchcraft and sorcery, or banamati (in the local 
language), deep-rooted in the psyche of the area's inhabitants. The team also visited other areas, namely Nalgonda district and 
Warangal district. The visits helped dispel superstitious beliefs in the remote villages of the districts, as mentioned above (Vijayam, 
2002). Though it is observed that the evil practises of witch-hunting were found where illiteracy is rampant, to our utter surprise, even 
literate people believe that witches do exist, and in some instance, such people participate in witch-trial and witch-hunting cases 
(Saikia, 2017).  

 
For instance, researchers studied the death and torture of women in British India who were accused of being witches. 

Although inconsistently, this practice has persisted up to the present. A documentary by the international news channel Al-Jazeera in 
2013 explored the lives of women accused of practising witchcraft. Those who are fortunate enough to survive the charges are 
frequently compelled to leave their homes and begin their lives again in a new location without the necessary means. Numerous 
accusations have roots in property disputes, local politics, and disease, which develop into allegations of witchcraft and violence. In 
recent years, a concentrated effort has been to help women who fled their villages because of persecution (Shaffer, 2014).  

 
Causes of witch-hunting 

According to Saikia et al (2016), several countries throughout the world have social and economic issues that provide an 
ideal environment for the spread of the belief in the presence of bad spirits. These include lack of resources and poverty, joblessness, 
failure, issues with immigration and housing, family dissolution, illness, barrenness, and many others. The causes of these issues are 
frequently linked to certain community members who are labelled as witches, who are considered to possess exceptional healing 
abilities and also have the potential to do damage. In an effort to rid them of the evil spirits possessed by them as well as to punish 
them for their sinful actions, such persons are subjected to a variety of forms of abuse and harm. People who are labelled as witches 
risk long-term mental damage as a result of the severity of the torture and harm, which further adversely affects their overall well-
being. This whole suffering is termed witchcraft abuse, which can be of two variants: witch trials and witch hunts, the former 
preceding the latter. The fact that the killing of witches has been making headlines in all local newspapers of Assam for quite some 
time, now and then, is disturbing. Historically, only women were at risk of being accused of being witches, but lately, attacks have 
shifted to target entire families, even when only one person is implicated. Additionally, the alleged witches are frequently attacked by 
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mobs, and no one from the community steps forward to testify against anyone. Therefore, the authorities find it challenging to file 
charges against any one suspect.  

 
The research was conducted on Rabha tribal groups of the Goalpara region in Assam, in which the researcher found that the 

evil practises of witch-hunting function around the community's belief system, in which gender, class and individual identity play a 
significant role in the society. The practice of witch-hunting as a form of violence occurs to maintain the power structure among the 
mentioned categories. Poverty, lack of health facilities and patriarchal norms were closely related to one another (Das, 2018). Though, 
in most cases, women found themselves as soft prey to witch-hunting cases, even though women are not the only victim of witch 
hunts. Men also face the brunt of witch-hunting. In July 2012, an older man and his wife were forced to ingest urine and human 
excrement in Jharkhand. The two were accused of practising witchcraft, which allegedly resulted in the death of local cattle. A month 
later, a man was pulled from his house and buried alive for allegedly practising witchcraft in another state village. In 2013, an older 
man was forced to eat human excrement in Meghalaya, a state in northern India. He was accused of practising witchcraft when four 
girls fell ill and started dreaming of snakes. The villagers got together and decided on his punishment. After the event, the assistant 
village chief defended the action, declaring that the girls' health had improved.   

 
Das (2018), numerous literature published by social scientists, academicians and researchers indicates that the two variables, 

gender and property rights, are strongly connected. One of the approaches to looking at witch-hunting cases is a feminist approach, 
which strongly agrees that in most cases, women face the brunt of labelling as a witch mainly because they possess the land. Hence, 
their family member or outsiders start looking at them as soft prey to hit upon and eventually snatch their land. In terms of tribal 
women, it is observed that gender and property rights are key reasons for witch-hunting cases in tribal parts of India. As pointed out, 
land rights and witch-hunting or daini hatya (in regional lingo) are closely linked among the Rabha tribal groups of Goalpara region in 
Assam, where notorious elements declare single, older women get branded as Tikkar (witch) in order to discard them from their land 
mostly by their immediate family members. Pandey (2013) writes that a mother and daughter were accused of being witches in Assam 
In 2011, but police later discovered that the charges were used as a pretext for their rape. According to the Assam government, 
between 2006 and 2012, there were 105 " witch-hunting cases with government legislation limiting violence. Rao (2005) writes that 
the land rights of women make them vulnerable to being branded as witches, whereas Mishra (2013) agrees that when women 
publically assert their rights on their land and other valuable properties, they attract their enemies who could not wait to harass, label 
them as witches or to kill them in scores of cases.  

 
Saikia et al. (2016), in the doctoral thesis, stated that the witch-hunting phenomenon has turned out to be a form of organised 

crime, as some cases reported where a section of people claimed that the witch killings were acts by the land mafia. It is interesting to 
learn that those who declare others as witches, who are considered as evils, would like to live on the same piece of land where once 
'evils' used to live. Individual grudges and differences in the relations are other basis established for a reason for witch-hunting. In 
other cases, witnessed women have been punished by the family after resisting sexual exploitation attempts made by miscreants who 
are mostly known to them and live in the same community (Das, 2018, Saikia et al, 2016).  

  
The Belief System of Rabha and witch-hunting  

Das (2018) quoted J.H Hutton saying, 'The belief held by the tribal is not mere imaginings of superstitious and untaught 
minds but the debris of a real religious system, a definite philosophy’. For different social structures, belief in the existence of 
superhuman or supernatural power is universally true (Marak, 2005). Beliefs about the superhuman and supernatural power of certain 
daily events, sudden mishappenings, illnesses, death and inexplicable incidents are evident in Rabha society. As per the beliefs of 
Rabha, the tikkar exists everywhere in their village and has diverse meanings attached to it. It exists in the form of the practice of evil 
power by one community member to harm others. Villagers believe that certain families have practised this type of power since the 
time of their ancestors. Tikkar is a woman with magic, evil power, and the ability to harm others. Tikkar always uses her power to 
harm her enemies, and villagers can also take advantage of this power for their profit. For example, people who want to use their 
power can bribe her for their use. Sometimes tikkar is considered as beya botah (bad wind). This wind is harmful, and it can cause dis-
ease like fever if somebody comes in contact. 

 
Similarly, a pregnant woman can be harmed by a tikkar during her pregnancy if the pregnant woman fails to offer rituals to 

the tikkar. It is believed that it can cause severe pain during pregnancy and sometimes might result in miscarriage. Khetor ritual is 
followed by a pregnant woman of the Rabha community at the beginning of her pregnancy to avoid the destructive gaze of a tikkar 
(Das, 2017). Such is the hate and adversity attached to women labelled as tikkar. What other hardships a so-called tikkar passes 
through in her life can easily be understood.   
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Statistics of witch-hunting cases among Rabhas in Assam 
Datta (2020), while briefing the horrendous presence of witch-hunting, marked that the National Crime Records Bureau 

(NCRB) have reported more than 2,000 "witchcraft-motivated murders" from 2001 to 2014 across 17 states in India, wherein most of 
the sufferer were found to be women. A field report prepared by the Delhi-based legal resource group, “Partners for Law in 
Development” (PLD), termed the witch-hunting as a “proverbial tip of a very deep iceberg" and further added that the accessible data 
conceal much of the reality. Only the most awful cases are reported, while the majority face ignorance or are not reported by the 
victims of violence incurred due to witch-hunting practice.   

 
The data shows that until 2012, 119 people were killed due to allegedly being linked with the practice of witchcraft. National 

Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) revealed that over 1,700 women were killed in India between 1991 and 2010 for practising witchcraft. 
The actual figures are certainly greater, as many crimes go unreported or the authorities fail to register the cases. The history of rural 
India has often seen accusations of witchcraft that lead to communal violence (Shaffer, 2014). In terms of Assam, according to data 
available from the Assam Social Welfare Department, not less than 161 people were murdered in “witch-hunting” in the past 18 years 
in the state until January 2019. Some of the most affected regions of Assam are Sonitpur, Udalguri, Chirang, Kokrajhar, Baksa, Karbi 
Anglong, Lakhimpur, Sibsagar, Goalpara and Jorhat. Most reported cases were related to Rabha and Garo communities (Zahan, 2019). 
According to information presented by Parliamentary Affairs Minister Chandra Mohan Patowary in the state Assembly, Assam has 
experienced 107 deaths as a result of witchcraft-related occurrences since 2011. The Minister added that Eighty-four people died from 
2011 to May 2016, while another 23 lives were lost until October 2019, out of which 12 were men and 11 were women. (Nath, 2022; 
The Hindu, 2019). The deaths reported by both gender further consolidate the fact that witch-hunting is not solely related to women.  
 
Critical analysis of the Legal provisions of the state to prevent witch-hunting  

Witch-hunting is a brazen human rights violation which affects the victims' right to life and the lives of their families, as well 
as their means of subsistence, property, personal safety, and social dignity. Another aspect of the problem is that there are no explicit 
laws in place to address it. As of now, the state's law enforcement officials have little choice but to view witch-hunting as a common 
criminal case and book the perpetrators under the provisions of the IPC and Criminal Procedure Code (CrPC). Many of the Indian 
Penal Code (IPC) sections are bailable, making the situation more unfavourable for the victims (Choudhury n.d.). On the one hand, as 
the number of incidents seems to be on the rise, the state's action is inadequate to handle the situation that seems to be inadequate as a 
plethora of socio-economic factors seems to be the driving force of the phenomena. Zehan (2019) visited Khasiapara village for 
reporting, and there she met an activist called Dibyajyoti Saikia et al  , who viewed that although Assam has put in place "The Assam 
Witch-hunting (Prohibition, Prevention and Protection) Act, 2015”, an anti-witch-hunting law, but the concerned departments were 
found incapable of educating the population and hence, the practice continues. The mentioned law came into force in October 2018, 
and the same made witch-hunting non-bailable, cognisable and non-compoundable. However, even after that, till 2019 December, 
seven fresh incidents of witch-hunting were reported in Majuli, Kamrup and Goalpara regions in Assam, which indicates that the 
endeavours taken by the Home Ministry were inadequate to enforce the law in the true spirit.   
 
Proposed measures to curb the violence 

The superstitious belief in witchcraft still plagues some areas of India, resulting in injury or death, despite efforts made by 
vigilante organisations, NGOs working on witch-hunting, etc. Although they have sought tougher laws to punish violence resulting 
from allegations of witchcraft, several groups/activists and institutions want to change perceptions of women and supernatural beliefs. 
Indeed, legislation is not a remedy against superstition; improving critical thinking is because, as already mentioned in this paper, not 
only illiterate but literate people also believe in magic and witchcraft practices. Their superstition is equally deep-rooted; therefore, 
even after the existence of anti-witch-hunting legislation in Assam, witch-hunting cases were reported from the state. Therefore, 
efforts should spread awareness among people living in the remotest part of Assam, with a special focus on communities that believe 
in witch-hunting practices.  

 
Many scholars and activists write that in the dearth of medical services in the villages and remote tribal areas, people easily 

fall prey to charlatans who exploit their ignorance and ill health and attribute their bodily diseases to witchcraft and witchcraft. Hence, 
those working to eradicate the menace of witch-hunting suggested organising awareness programs, public demonstrations exposing 
superstitions and expanding medical facilities in villages, especially for the so-called victims of witchcraft. Vijayam (2002), who 
worked on the problem, suggests long-term, immediate measures to save people from the scourge of this superstition, including severe 
punishment for perpetrators of crimes related to witchcraft and witch-hunting. Moreover, the elimination of harmful gender 
stereotypes is fundamental for the definitive end of acts of violence against women and, in the broad sense, the eradication of all forms 
of violence against women. Hence, practices that define and demonise women in any way must be resisted. It is observed that 
independent social groups and non-government organisations (NGOs) are working to spread awareness on various social issues that 
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create problems for women. Such organisations and groups need to be supported and asked to also work on preventing the menace of 
witch-hunting.   

 
It is comprehensible that the full extent of violence against presumed witches is unknown. Several incidents of violence 

happen behind the curtains. Many sufferers do not report their victimisation to the authorities because they consider it a local affair 
and also consider that their victimisation is based on accepted traditional practices against them. They cannot even think of going. 
Some victims do not know their legal rights, and when violence happens in the remotest areas, it can be assumed how many people 
will be aware of legal options available for their safety and security. Others fear reporting their victimisation to law enforcement 
agencies and institutions will lead to further reprisals, leading to an escalation of violence against them. 

 
For this reason, community leaders, activists and law enforcement authorities must become proactive in providing services to 

the vulnerable population so that they can be encouraged to stand firm against any violations and start reporting violence related to 
witchcraft. Digital literacy can be a boon in fighting the menace of witch-hunting. The authorities can start a ‘complain page’ on social 
media platforms. Making people accessible to take help will surely make a difference in curbing the menace of witch-hunting.     

 
Conclusion  

The witchcraft and witch-hunting practices are practised in many parts of India, especially in the remotest rural regions. 
Mostly, witchcraft is used to ward off evils, but many socio-economic factors are underlying, including vigilantism, land grabbing, 
sexual exploitation, etc. Superstition is one of the most significant factors in witchcraft and witch-hunting practice, in which even 
literate people fall. Hence, spreading awareness in all types of societies is the need of the hour. So far, remote regions concerned 
where witchcraft is practised as a traditional act need to be approached forthwith and start providing medical facilities to the 
vulnerable population because it is observed that in the absence of proper medical facilities, people approach quacks and Ojha (so-
called local healers) to get rid of their pains. From this juncture, their victimisation gets started. In the absence of proper medical 
knowledge, such so-called healers start declaring that the patients are under the influence of black magic or are "witches" who cannot 
be treated. Single women and widows who either own land or refuse to provide sexual favours are, in most cases, labelled as 
"witches", and once it happens, they start receiving some of the worst experiences of their lives. If the number of witch-hunting 
victims is considered, it can be said that this is yet another form of gender-based violence; however, cases of men victimisation have 
also been reported and make the phenomenon a social evil. Social awareness, strict execution of anti-witch-hunting laws and 
empowerment of the people are some ways this menace can be prevented.   
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