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ABSTRACT: Witch-hunting is a superstitious practice that leads to the persecution
and death of hundreds of women in India every year. This practice is prevalent in different
parts of the country in various degrees and mostly single women and widows become targets
of this least talked about violence on women. Assam is a state in the northeastern region of
India, where witch-hunting cases have been taking place for years. According to the Assam
Government, about 105 cases of 'witch-hunting' have been reported across the state from
2006 to 2012, with the highest number, 29, in 2011. Kokrajhar alone has accounted for 20 of
these cases. Parliamentary Affairs Minister of Assam, Chandra Mohan Patowary informed the
Assam State Assembly that atotal of 107 people werekilled in witch-hunting incidents in the
state from 2011 till 2019. Since most of the victim or survivors of witch-hunting are women, as
understood from the various reports and articles, the current study wants to see it as a form
of gender-based violence against women, and make a contextual analysis of the victims of
witch-hunting. The primary data for the present study have been collected from field works
carried out by the researcher mainly among Rabha and Bodo tribal communities living in the
villages of Goalpara District of Assam and its adjoining parts in Garo Hills districts of
Meghalaya in the period between 2016 and 2020. The secondary data have been collected
from various books, research papers, articles and news reports through library work and
internet browsing.

INTRODUCTION

In many communities’ witchcraft isafunction of
awide range of social behaviour, while in others it
has little ideological importance (Evans-Pritchard,
1935). Witchcraft isa body of beliefsfor explaining
misfortunein terms of evil power thought toresidein
human beingsand influencether action. It isasystem
of action that is believed to beat least to some extent
effective in taming and vanquishing that power.
Witchceraft isthe set of ideasthat justifiesthe counter-
witchcraft actions of curing, reparation, etc
(Bohannan, 1963). Witchcraft is alleged to be the
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intervention and practice of negative supernatural
powers. It is more prominent in societies whose
religious-cultural framework incorporatesreverence
towardsmysterious supernatura realms. It isbelieved
that witchcraft is mostly practiced by females. The
females assumed to be practising this craft are
considered or are often portrayed as malevolent and
wicked, causing damagesto people. Such women are
branded as witches, and thereafter prosecuted
(Ranjan, 2021).

The term ‘witch’ generally means a woman
regarded as having supernatural or magical power
through her contact with the devil. Common people
believe that witches cast spell, curse people, make
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livestock ill and cropsfail, createfear andlocal chaos.
They arebdievedtotalkin dreams, tofairies toghosts
etc (Baruah, 2015). According to the peopl e of Rabha
community of Assam, a witch actually is a demon,
produced from human beings. The Rabhas believe
that aman or woman can transform him/herself intoa
witch. With the magical power, he/she can separate
the head from own body and the head would then
move around in speed with the help of the tongue.
They can fly from placeto place and perform most of
their evil actsduring the night. They can seethings
in complete darkness as clearly asin the daytime or
watch things happening far away and can see the
supernatural beings that are invisible to common
mortals(Das, 2012).

Witch hunting may be referred to as the search
for witches or evidence of witchcraft. Going to the
etymology of the term, witch-hunting may be used
when a hunt for wrongdoers becomes abused, and a
defendant can be convicted merely on an accusation.
In modern day terminology, witch hunting has
acquired usage referring to an act of searching and
persecuting any perceived enemy, particularly when
the search is conducted using extreme measures and
with little regard to the actual guilt or innocence of
the suspect. It merely occurs within the court of
public opinion (Agarwal, 2015).

Satement of the Problem: Indiahas seen killings
of 2290 persons, mostly women for practising
witchcraft, during the period 2001-2014. A death is
reported everythird day in modern Indiafor witchcraft
accusation (Srivastava, 2016). Witch hunting is a
superstitious practice that leads to the persecution
and death of hundreds of women in Indiaevery year.
This practice is prevalent in different parts of the
country in various degrees and mostly singlewomen
and widows becometargets of this|east talked about
violenceon women. Thereweremore than 65 cases of
witch-huntingin Assam aonein the years 2007-2012
(Mehra, 2014). Assam is a state in the northeastern
region of India, wherewitch-hunting cases have been
taking place for years. According to the Assam
Government, about 105 casesof ‘witch-hunting’ have
been reported acrossthe statefrom 2006 t0 2012, with
the highest number, 29, in 2011. Kokrajhar alone has
accounted for 20 of these cases (Pandey, 2013).
Parliamentary Affairs Minister of Assam, Chandra
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Mohan Patowary informed the Assam State Assembly
that atotal of 107 peoplewerekilled in witch-hunting
incidentsin the statefrom 2011 till 2019 (PTI, 2019).

Victims of witchcraft accusations are normally
banished from their communities, property ceased,
physically assaulted and leading to murder. As the
number of incidents seemstobe on therise, the State
action is inadequate to handle the situation as a
plethora of socio-economic factors seem to be the
driving force of thephenomena (Saikia, 2015). Those
accused of witchcraft may flee their home areas to
escape anticipated harm or may bebanished from their
villagesby the community (Mgbakoand Glenn, 2011).
Even as the murders get reflected in crime records
and news reports, they are not the sum total of
victimisation. A large number of victims of witch—
unting are humiliated through community
puni shments, ostraci sation and disl ocation from their
homesand villages, resulting in impoverishment and
alife of fear andisolation (Mehra, 2014).

Studieson witch-hunting and efforts from various
bodies to deal with this problem are on. Several
international conventions, wherelndiaisasignatory,
also recommended taking up strict action for
eradication of the heinous crime because it ruins a
person and the family for entirelife. Lawshavebeen
enforced with exemplary punishment for the
perpetratorsof witch-hunting. However, witch hunting
is gtill continuing in many places of Assam and its
adjoining parts. Since witch-hunting is rooted in
traditional beliefs and the strong social structures of
many communities, it isdifficult to address theissue
without a deep understanding of its underlying
factors.

It isknown from variousaccountsthat thevictims
killed in witch-hunting arelargely women, with men
being involved mainly as members of the household
(Nathan et al, 2013). Since most of the victim or
survivorsof witch-hunting arewomen, asunderstood
from the various reportsand articles, the current study
wants to see it as a form of gender-based violence
against women.

Objectivesof the sudy: a) Exploretheunderlying
factorsthat perpetuate the practice of witch-hunting;
b) make a contextual analysisof the victims of witch-
hunting.
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METHODOLOGY

The primary data for this study have been
collected from field workscarried out by theresearcher
mainly among Rabha and Bodo tribal communities
living in the villages of Goalpara District of Assam
and its adjoining parts in Garo Hills districts of
Meghalayain the period between 2016 and 2020. The
secondary data have been collected from various
books, research papers, articles and news reports
through library work and internet browsing.

Case study method has been explicitly used to
find out how it became easy for theinstigatorsto get
mass support in targeting the women victim/survivors
covered in the study and how they were dehumani sed,
and eventual ly were banished from their villages or
murdered. Attempts have been made to showcase
witch-hunting as one of the strategies adopted to
perpetuate the patriarchal control over ordinary
women by obstructing their risein various spheres of
life” economic, palitical and social. The case study
method has been applied also to uncover some
significant issues triggering witch-hunting. It was
assumed by the researcher the human feelings like
jealousy, enmity, non-acceptance etc. ascomparatively
less conspicuous reasons might play great roles in
this entire scenario under the cover of supertition.

Interview method has been applied to know the
responses of various bodies starting from grassroots
uptothegatelevel. Thevictim/survivors, their family
members, neighbours, police, socia activissand even
theperpetrator of witch-hunting were interviewed to
collect information on afew particular cases and also
about witch-hunting in general. Apart from the
interviews, focused groups discussions have been
conducted with women groups to assess the
conditions of life of women in the community, their
multiple identities in the patriarchal society. The
community members of the area and the other
stakehol ders deserve sincerethanks for contributing
in this study by providing necessary information to
theresearcher.

CASESTUDY

Rinabala’s Case

Theincident happenedin 2006. Rinabala Rabha
(namechanged) wasa50-year-old widow living with
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her four daughtersin Kharuavillage, Tikrikilla, West
Garo HillsDisdtrict, Meghalaya. After her husband’'s
death, shestarted asmall teashop to earn livelihood
and managed her family with themeager incomefrom
the shop. Her daughters helped her in the shop. Her
nei ghbour Madan Rabha was a pharmacist, working
in the government hospital situated nearby. One day
Madan’saged mother got sick and heexplainedto all

that after eating some fried items at Rinabala's tea
shop hismother became sick and hence Rinabalawas
certainly awitch. During theritualistic questioning
by the villagers, Madan's mother uttered Rinabala’'s
name as thewitch who had devoured her. On theday
of prosecution Rinabala was sitting in her shop as
usual when her youngest daughter rushed to inform
her that awitch had been identified by thevillagers.
Like any other villager Rinabala also wanted to go
and see who was being accused as a witch.
Meanwhile, agroup of peoplecameand asked her to
gowith them immediately. Shewent with thegroupto
Madan’s house where she was offered a seat. The
sick woman was still shouting Rinabala’s name
repeatedly and commanded her to admit that shewas
a witch. All the villagers who were present in the
gathering supported thisand labeled her asawitch.

The next day agroup of villagers|ed by Madan
physically attacked Rinabala. They broke her shop,
threw her goods outside and asked her to leave the
place. Rinabala filed a case in the nearest police
station, but the police did not takeit serioudly. After
one week the people demolished her house. Madan
cut down all the trees and plantsin the backyard of
Rinabala. The villagers called a meeting where
Rinabalawas put through several testesto prove that
she was not a witch. Although she had passed the
tests the mob of villagers continued to beat her and
was about tokill her, but some of them prohibited the
mob from doing so. Then the meeting ordered
Rinabal ato leave her own house and take shelter in
an abandoned plot near thevillage crematorium, which
sherefused asit was unsafe.

Thus, Rinabala was forcefully evicted from her
house where she had been living for 27 years. Since
she had no registration of her land, she could not
demandit. Inthetribal villages of theareawherethe
field work has been undertaken, the land is not
registered, but owned by families and transferred
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through generationsin maelineby grictly prohibiting
women from claiming any right over it. Rinabalacame
to her mother’s place, keeping her household goods
with a well-wisher and neighbour who was a nurse.
After a few days she came to her cousin’s place in
Goalpara, Assam and stayed there for two years. From
there shewent back to her sister’ shousein Rongadol
village, Tikrikilla, Meghdayaandistill now living there.
In that village also she faced trouble from the local
community. They imposed Rs 2000/- asa penalty on
her sister’s son for giving shelter to a‘witch’ in the
village. Back in her own village Kharua, Meghal aya,
thevillagers occupied Rinabala’ sland where they set
up aschool and a pharmacy. The pharmacy isrun by
Madan.

After oneyear of the incident Rinabala cameto
know about an organisation hamed Assam Mahila
Samata Society (AMSS). AMSSworksfor rural women
empowerment; it has an active unit in Goalpara
Digtrict. Rinabal aapproached theAMSSfunctionaries
and requested to intervene in her case. AMSS took
help of police and negotiated the matter with the
villagers. They asked the villagers to give back
Rinabala’sland. Thevillagersasan dternativeshowed
them the plot near the cremation ground that they
had offered to her earlier. Police was not keen on
fighting thisinjustice meted out to the poor woman.
However, AMSS kept extending moral support to
Rinabala who isliving with the family of her sister.
Dueto financial crisis, her two daughters have been
married off at a very young age. Thisis the story of
Rinabala who lost her own land and property and is
leading apathetic lifefor nofault of her own.

Analysis of the Case

Rinabala's story is one of the many cases
collected during the study. It explains many factors
that are responsible for witch-hunting. First of all,
shewas awoman having no strong support of amale
family member asshewasawidow and did not havea
son. Secondly, she was earning alivelihood for her
family through her tea shop without depending on
others. The community did not approve this economic
independence and control over land by awidow who
had only daughters in the family. The main factor
behind thetargeting wasthe intention of Rinabala’'s
enemy Madan, to capture her land and set up his

Chitralekha Baruah & Mini Bhattacharyya Thakur

pharmacy asa profitable business. Hebranded her as
awitch and instigated the villagers to join him in
persecuting her and eventually to banish her from the
village so that he could execute his secret plan.

A critical analysis uncoversthefact that not only
Rinabala, but thewhol evillagewere equally victimised
intheincident. Duetotheir superstition and astrong
patriarchal mindset, it became easy for the primary
instigator to utilise them for his personal benefit. It
has been mentioned above that Rinabala was also
excited to see the accused witch, which meant that
being a part of the same society shealso believed like
the other members that witches existed. It is
predictablethat if the person branded asawitch had
been someone other than her, she would have taken
part with the villagers in the persecution of that ill-
fated person.

The roles played by a social organisation and
police in this case are noteworthy. The police as a
state body who had the authority to maintain law and
order played apassiverolein getting the survivor her
rights back over her land and property. On the
contrary, the AMSS as a social organisation was
found to bevery prompt in action. Immediately after
knowing about theincident from Rinabala, theAMSS
functionaries approached the police, asked for
collaboration and visited Rinabala’s village to
negotiatewith the community. It had been adifficult
task for AMSStoavail full support from administration
in dealing with the case because, her villagebel onged
to another state, i.e. Meghalaya while AMSS’
jurisdiction waslimited toAssam. However, Rinabaa
is continuously getting moral support and strength
from the organisation till date. Sheisalso invited to
awareness programmes, training, workshop and
conventions conducted by the organi sation and these
have devel oped self-confidencein her.

CONCLUSON

Witch-hunting isoneof thetraditional practices
intended to regulate the behaviour and mobility of
women. It isoneof the waysto confinewomen within
theframework designed for them (Baruah and Thakur,
2019).

The factors for branding women as witches are
personal grudge, jeal ousy, occupational rivalry and
property disputes. However, the non-acceptance of
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the behaviour of a woman by community also has
been instrumental in the process. The societies
maintain some behavioural standards. In traditional
societies, the behaviour of an individual is always
under ingpection of thecommunity with amorecritical
scrutiny for women. When awoman i s not matching
the stereotyped image, may be because of her
progressive nature or economic, social, political
independence, she becomes a topic of gossip. Some
practices and characters of women invite suspicion
of the community, and if the woman has a powerful
enemy who endures personal rivalry, jealousy, anger
against her and her family or has intentions of
capturing her property or damage her for personal
gain, that enemy would utilis-e this disfavour of the
community in branding her as a witch and taking
punitive actions against her with full public support.
But before taking up this action they would wait till
some unwanted occurrence takes place, e.g. illness,
death, croplossor irregular rainfall. Thiswill help to
confirm the branding by uttering the name of the
suspected woman through the diseased person in an
unconscious stage and/or by an announcement made
through an ojha (soothsayer). Theenemy, tolegitimize
his/her personal revenge upon the targeted woman,
would proclaim to have saved the community from
the evil acts of the accused witch.

Supergtition of people playsacrucial rolein the
entire phenomenon of witch-hunting by justifying the
branding and persecution of the targeted woman. It
has been found that much likethe other members of
the community, the survivors of witch-hunting also
believein witchcraft and before they were branded as
such, they took interest in taking part in the public
prosecution of accused witches. Superstition and
patriarchy are so pervasive, srong and complementary
to each other that they both create space for the
primary accusers of witch- hunting to execute their
plans. Therefore, it is not strange to find women
accusing other women aswitchesin a society where
everyonewhether a man or awoman, issocialized to
behavein acertain way which upholds subordination
of women.

The prosecutions of women targeted as witches
involve asking them toundergo very difficult teststo
prove innocence. Many women accused as witches
refuse to take these tests and surrender out of
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nervousness. Other women of the village al so attend
such traditional courts, but are not allowed to speak.
However, once theverdict isannounced, they become
equal partnersof men in the mob attack against the
accused witch. Thisishow patriarchy restricts women
from the power of decision-making and encourages
themtoindulgein violence, asper thedecision taken
by men.

Women are branded as witches in various
contexts. Middle aged women are the most common
targets of witch branding. This is the age when a
woman reaches the optimum leve of progressin her
life. Being labeled as awitch at this stage may have
an extremely damaging effect on her later life. Apart
from the age, women having no strong support of a
mal e family member also create grounds for being
accused asawitch. Control over landed property has
been one of the basic contexts of branding women as
witches. The communities do not allow land to be
inherited by femal e offspring of a couple. If thereis
no son in the family, land will automatically be
transferred to amalerdative of the husband.

Themultipleidentitiesliketribal, rural, poor, semi
or non-literate, having low or no formal education,
ignorant about State support system etc. of womenin
the areas where the field work has been done are
intersectional as Krenshaw (1989) had described in
her theory of intersectionality. Theseidentities have
created contexts for their oppression making them
vulnerableto violenceincluding witch-hunting.

The main accusersin witch hunting are either a
marital relative, or aneighbour, or acompetitor inthe
similar occupati on to the women accused aswitches.
Both accuser and accused in witch hunting belong to
the same tribe. Often the accusers take help of an
ojhatodeclareto the publicthat the suspected person
isawitch.

Even if the woman branded as awitch manages
to survive, she lives the rest of her life in constant
fear of being assaulted again or killed. Shealso hasto
livewith associated trauma of not being accepted by
the soci ety after the branding. The entirefamily of a
victim/survivor is affected by the displacement,
isolation, loss of property and livelihood followed by
thetraumatic mental condition.

Thepeoplein thevillagescovered in the current
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study consider witch-hunting to bean internal matter
to be settled entirely by the customary rules of the
community. Thevarioustribal bodiesthat proclaim of
working for the justice and dignity of women and the
entire tribal communities seem to evade the subject
by discouraging ‘outsiders who want to intervene
with ahuman rights perspective.

Thepoliceinitially hesitateto intervenein cases
of witch-hunting, leaving them to be settled by the
communities as per their customary rites. However,
police occasionally conduct awareness meetingsin
the villages. But then, no prominent effects of such
programmes have been seen in the areawherewitch-
huntingisstill continuing asearlier. The Assam Witch
Hunting Act, 2015 has clearly mentioned that police
on having any information about alikely incident of
witch-hunting, must visit the placeimmediately, and
takeall suitable measurestostopit by protecting the
likely victim and giving warning to the probable
perpetrators. The registered body, AMSS also
sometimes failsin saving lives by bridging the gaps
between the grassroots and the administration, when
the murder of a suspected witch is planned secretly
overnight by the perpetrators and executed
immediately.
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