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T his study looks at the interrelated factors of 

transition from a pre-state forest dependent 

economy to a social system of an agricultural 

inequalities are brought by global changes such 

for a large percentage of women in indigenous 

is to understand the culture and social beliefs 

that underlie modern-day witch hunts in Assam 

these cultures and belief systems at the nexus of 

While some contemporary representations of 

this study deals with the current misogynist 

branding of rural and indigenous women as witches 

These women are punished in inhuman ways for 

of violence and its consequences of killing and 

Culture, Capital, and 
Witch Hunts in Assam

actively opposed witch violence point out that 

may be shown as having occurred due to property 

organisations have noted the violent consequences 

of witch accusations and have mobilized to 

societal belief in witches and in their power to 

cause harm and illness as well as the land and 

property gains that come to the accusers have 

we observed that witch violence is related to 

of patriarchy in the move from hoe to plough 

massive structural changes within families 

from matriliny to patriliny and the formation of 

of capital and the separation of workers from the 

in witchcraft alongside such massive structural 
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changes produces a spiritual insecurity that results 

This study is a critical analysis of cultural rights 

attempt to understand the human rights-respecting 

cultural rights of everyone without discrimination 

framework for addressing witch persecution or 

witch hunts in Assam must also be informed both 

by local and global dynamics in understanding the 

ways in which capitalist patriarchy in one part of the 

respect cultural mixing or mixed cultural identities 

cannot progress and be part of wider society where 

equality and dignity of women are an integral 

�����������

A systematic literature review that took an 

approach than a traditional narrative review was 

This was followed by the use of Google Scholar to 

ensure the inclusion of relevant papers/studies and 

was undertaken through collecting information 

from various published and unpublished materials 

in the public domain and from the websites of 

research centres and individual researchers in 

and the rise in patriarchal changes in indigenous 

accumulation and the associated development 

of patriarchal governance has played a major 

role in changing the traditional beliefs and social 

indigenous identities but with less room for human 

Fieldwork was then conducted in the districts of 

Goalpara and Kokrajhar of Assam by the Lead 

Kokrajhar are infamous for carrying out witch 

district is an administrative unit carved out from 

understand diverse viewpoints and get a plurality 

of perspectives on cultural diversity and cultural 

two researchers engaged in the day-to-day 

activities of the villagers and ojhas to understand 

with women in their homes during which they 
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of women in their communities and their health 

of witch violence also helped us to understand 

fragmented views on the witch belief system and 

associated violence we uncovered can be summed 

witchcraft is not simply the superstition of 

the existence of superhuman or supernatural 

Interview with key informants in Kokrajhar

of the women leaders who had survived 

running campaigns against witch branding 

indicated that there has been a major shift in 

the thinking of women who survived the witch 

violence or who were at risk of being accused 

then produce the evidence of use of our evil 

regular campaigns against witch branding and 
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put the following questions to these key experts in 

What is the situation with regard to witch 

branding and persecution in the area?

When is a woman or man likely to branded as 

a witch?

support the person who is branded a witch?

Who are the ojhas? What is the basis of their 

power? 

are the reasons for this increase in branding 

and persecution of women as witches?   

What are your ideas of how this practice can be 

ended legally and socially? 

with witch hunting? 

What is required for providing legal aid 

and protection to the survivors? Can they be 

resettled in their communities? 

other key actors in their response to the violent 

crime of witch hunting? 

internal discussion on research perspectives and 

of strong objectivity in conventional research 

by the idea of a feminist standpoint based on the 

lived experiences of survivors of witch violence 

is more relevant to producing knowledge that can 

be used for building a human rights-centred social 

analysis which makes witch violence more visible 

and makes the silences of alleged witches speak 

and non-human ritualistic practices to identify and 

written consent was taken prior to each individual 

anonymity when recording sensitive matters that 
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Various social movements and indigenous 

peoples have been engaged in discourses of 

practice of witch hunts is seen as a marker of the 

set against forces of globalisation and the related 

attempt to bring in global standardisation and 

make inroads into a world dominated by western 

We noted three streams of thought on witch 

in anthropological studies on misfortune and the 

community role of witch accusations within the 

cultural context of indigenous and rural societies 

 /

the development of the notion of witchcraft as 

a prominent occult praxis that occurs as part of 

it exists today is located within a narrative of 

increasing inequality and the cultural and political 

marginalisation of indigenous and rural peoples in 
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Within historical accounts of colonialism and later 

witch persecution or killing is understood to be 

been cases where individuals who have killed 

so-called witches have gone on to surrender 

socially privileged kabiraj or ojha continues to 

capable of driving out evil spirits from the bodies 

of possessed women and also as someone who not 

between indigenous societies and capitalist 

Witches, Witch Hunting and Women
explains that capitalism and patriarchy together 

Meeting with Tapan ojha in his house
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fundamental platform of their exploitation and 

and herbalists with knowledge of contraception 

were killed to consolidate patriarchal power and 

create generations of subjugated women as a 

because they could 

no longer provide children or sexual services and 

therefore were considered a drain on the creation 

we noted that older women who could no longer 

provide children and sexual services to men  

 

 

therefore thought to deserve a brutalised physical 

economy approach with an analysis of culture 

and political processes of change as well as to 

the creation or strengthening of patriarchy within 

with its associated social relations of privileges 

existence can often be perceived as acceptable and 

power structures and bringing in transformation 

researchers have recognised that the analysis of the 

androcentric principle is necessary for an objective 

pathways through which witch persecution and 

structural transformation from subsistence to 

the standpoint of women persecuted or hunted as 

uses non-physical means to cause misfortune or 

mystical or supernatural means to cause harm to 

harm to others through supernatural or mystical 

social belief results in a discourse that creates a 

reality that is manifested in practices of witch 

who is perceived to cause harm by supernatural 

may not possess such occult power to cause harm 

Historical research suggests that the Rabha people 

with mainstream Hindu society shifted the 

system towards a patriarchal institutional system 

the Rabha people noted that property rights and the 

control of resources in the hand of the women later 

of how to treat illness with herbs became a matter 

the Rabhas for a woman who is known as a keeper 

in the form of the practice of evil power which has 
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the ability to harm other in the community and 

villagers can take advantage of this evil magical 

marriage and inheritance of property had provisions 

who was married could exercise rights over the 

assets she brought with her from her parental 

something to be admired and acknowledged as part 

stayed away from recognising cultural diversity 

and plurality of perspective that come from 

cultural sharing and mutual learning from human 

rights-respecting practices in both indigenous 

respecting practices and their social and economic 

younger women are told by village elders (all 

to communicate through mobile phones or adopt 

patriarchal greed for the control of land and other 

resources that women and girls might have had and 

legitimise the physical torture of women (and some 

social injustice and is a violation of human 

This study is an attempt to introduce a human 

rights-respecting approach to cultural diversity 

with a focus on witch hunts in the context of 

to work for the erasure of witch hunt practices and 

Their histories must be understood in a manner 

respectful of the cultural rights of women and 

plurality of change from matriliny to patriliny and 

then to patriarchal societies and the adverse impact 

complicated and strengthened by the colonialist 

diversity of rights respecting-cultures in line with 

international standards of human rights for all 

Factors in Witch Hunts

The most important proximate factors in witch 

persecution that usually bring forth accusations 

problem of illness is understood as having been 
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This belief in the existence of witches and their 

seated in the collected psyche of many indigenous 

power to punish the alleged witch in a degrading 

Such violence on the basis of accusations 

of witchcraft has a number of causes and 

inequality and uneven development through the 

as some causes of witchcraft accusations and 

culture and ideology that are not conducive to the 

enables them to speak and manage otherwise 

communities share the belief that the existence 

it is important to note that these treacherous attacks 

on women accused of being witches come from the 

immediate surroundings of the village or the home 

had put their trust in the village/household and  

worked hard for the people they lived and  

witch would cause further misfortune and deaths 

hunts possible in rural Assam and in other societies 

The persecution of women as witches has a 

their agency in economic or other spheres for 

and not invest them in savings locally for fear of 

substantial costs of treatment associated with the 

injuries sustained due to the violence perpetrated 

Not all accusations end in the continued persecution 

examples of resistance by the accused and their 

we noted in some ad hoc reporting and in our earlier 

strengthening resistance and policies to overcome 

this most degrading form of violence that is carried 
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where the concerned peoples 

can cherish an egalitarian 

and other dispossessed groups 

The National Crime Records 

were committed between 

persecution was recorded as the 

were killed for supposedly 

practising witchcraft and were 

accused of causing the illness or 

deaths of individuals or harming 

of persons accused as witches 

gs 

due to witch persecution or 

�
���	 !		

 States  2001  2002  2003  2004  2005  2006  2007  2008  2009  2010  2011  2012  2013  2014  2016

 

Telangana

- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Assam -

4 -

Chhattisgarh 4 7

Goa - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Gujarat 4 4 -

Haryana

Researchers with Usha Rabha, President of the Birubala Mission
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 States  2001  2002  2003  2004  2005  2006  2007  2008  2009  2010  2011  2012  2013  2014  2016

- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

-

47

Karnataka 77 -

Kerala - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

4 7 -

- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

-

- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Nagaland - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

-

Rajasthan

Sikkim -

Tamil Nadu -

Tripura 4 -

-

- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

4 -

Total states

killings may be recorded as having occurred due 

the numbers of killings recorded as due to  

do not record other forms of persecution of 

 

 

only after a woman who is branded as a witch 

 

�
���	 !	"��
��!#		 



Culture, Capital, and Witch Hunts in Assam 11

Ta
bl

e 
2.

 W
itc

h 
H

un
ts

 C
as

es
 in

 A
ss

am

 
20

10
20

11
20

12
20

13
20

14
20

15
20

16
20

17
20

18
20

19

District

CR

CS
FR
PI
PA
CR
CS
FR
PI
PA
CR
CS
FR
PI
PA
CR
CS
FR
PI
PA
CR
CS
FR
PI
PA
CR
CS
FR
PI
PA
CR
CS
FR
PI
PA
CR
CS
FR
PI
PA
CR
CS
FR
PI
PA
CR
CS
FR
PI
PA

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

K
o
k
ra

jh
ar

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

D
h
u
b
ri

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

G
o
al

p
ar

a
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

N
ag

ao
n

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

7
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

4
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

S
o
n
it

p
u
r

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

L
ak

h
im

p
u
r

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

D
h
em

aj
i

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

T
in

su
k
ia

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
7

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

D
ib

ru
g

ar
h

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

4
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

S
iv

as
ag

ar
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

G
o
la

g
h
at

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

K
ar

b
iA

n
g
lo

n
g

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

D
im

aH
as

ao
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

C
ac

h
ar

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

K
ar

im
g
an

j
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

H
ai

la
k
an

d
i

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

C
h
ir

an
g

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

K
am

ru
p

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
4

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 



��������	�
���
��	

�	�����	��
��	�
	���
�12

Ta
bl

e 
2.

  (
C

on
td

.) 
W

itc
h 

H
un

ts
 C

as
es

 in
 A

ss
am

 
20

10
20

11
20

12
20

13
20

14
20

15
20

16
20

17
20

18
20

19

District

CR

CS
FR
PI
PA
CR
CS
FR
PI
PA
CR
CS
FR
PI
PA
CR
CS
FR
PI
PA
CR
CS
FR
PI
PA
CR
CS
FR
PI
PA
CR
CS
FR
PI
PA
CR
CS
FR
PI
PA
CR
CS
FR
PI
PA
CR
CS
FR
PI
PA

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

N
al

b
ar

i
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

4
 

 
4

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

D
ar

ra
n

g
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

C
h
ar

ai
d
eo

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

H
o
ja

i
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

S
o
u
th

 S
al

m
ar

a
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

W
es

t 
K

 A
n
g
lo

n
g

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

C
it

y
 G

u
w

ah
at

i
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

H
am

re
n

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
7

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Assam

4

4

4

4

4

7

4

4

7

4

7

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

S



Culture, Capital, and Witch Hunts in Assam 13

reluctant to report witch hunt cases to the police 

number of people arrested for witch persecution 

number of campaigns during this period demanding 

and there was an increase in the arrest of people 

from our interviews showed that that numbers in 

who are driven by their belief in the existence 

witchcraft—or a woman who has dared to defy the 

social rules of submissiveness and gender norms 

return by seizing the land and other assets of the 

encompasses the use of both threats and acts of 

The institutional structures of indigenous 

peoples in Assam and other indigenous 

are neither fully understood nor accepted in 

legal institutions to constrain or punish for the use 

party enforcement of contracts to maintain law and 

order as well as incentive-compatible agreements 

and their power to cause harm and illnesses 

are embedded in the institutional structures 

and individual beliefs of the great majority of 

indigenous peoples
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of the nation state and the market and that of the 

necessary to recognise the rights of individuals and 

those accused of being witches all have human 

Witch Persecution and Resilience 
What were the reasons why and when a woman 
was declared witch?

I
performed to please a daini so to safeguard crops 

from insects and to protect people and prevent 

an inseparable part of the everyday rituals of the 

indigenous culture and the traditional knowledge 

a woman from a marginalized household in the 

not only violated the basic human dignity of the 

They were subjected to violence and trauma 

excreta and being driven out of the village to live 

these stories to us with tearful eyes and in choked 

Authors’ discussion in Heera Rabha’s house 
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Land and Property:
cases shows that in all the cases there were multiple 

and in another 4 cases jealousy was the primary 

related to grabbing land from the women who were 

The other two factors that emerged in branding the 

if she was seen as capable in making her own 

you think was the reason for calling you a witch?” 

well and also help others in times of ill-treatment 

was a vegetable vendor and used to sell vegetables 

and regarded her as very successful in business 

and he validated the claim of the woman who 

village supported Heera and settled the matter in 

explained how she struggled against the takeover 

of her land and property and resisted the sexual 

resilience and resistance against the community 

this struggle she did seek help from the police 

the matter of land seizure will be decided in court 

societies were matrilineal societies which over 

as intermediaries between the common people and 

not trusted but rather feared and avoided in order 

to keep common women and men free from harm 

and herbs to treat illness and in land management 

relegated to a position of caregiving at home and 

made economically and otherwise dependent on 

and persecuted and killed (for detailed case studies 
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A major feature of this belief system is that 

witches cannot be stopped once their deeds are 

was noted that woman often faced the predicament 

of being branded a witch after the death of their 

from some chronic illness or physical disability 

branding a woman as a witch forces them to leave 

the village and attacker (in most cases a close 

neighbour had the ulterior motive of wanting to 

recognition as full members of a family and 

status of being landowners/controllers and became 

transition also changed social norms and became 

reinforcing patriarchy and disallowing women 

Any transgression of these social rules made a 

woman a likely candidate to be branded a witch 

and punished in brutal ways for daring to act in a 

way that was not in accordance with indigenous 

Box. 1

Masi Brahma

Masi Brahma lived with her parents and brother. They worshipped Shiva and Kali (a god and 

block the passage to the neighbour’s premises. Their next-door neighbour was a local healer 
who earned a living through the use of tantra/mantra (ritual chanting). Many patients who came 
for solutions or treatment to the local ojha’s house complained about the water logging in the 

logging as a reason to brand Masi Brahma a daini. Their ulterior motive was to grab her land and 
property and force her out of the village. Two villagers attending the puja in a highly intoxicated 
state barged into Masi Brahma’s house and asked the father to drink with them. When he refused, 
they took out a khukri (a sharp dagger) and tried to kill him. Masi and her father had to run for 
their lives as the villagers kept shouting “Kill those dainis”. The next day, they were forced to 
accept that they were dainis in a public meeting and also light 3 lamps (jewari) in front of 



��������	�
���
��	

�	�����	��
��	�
	���
�20

Box. 2 

Pudumi Rabha

Pudumi and 
Tiki Rabha were 
friends and used 
to stay in the same 
n e i g h b o u r h o o d . 
One day Tiki Rabha 
invited an ojha to 
performe jara phuka 
(a ritual performed 
by an ojha to ward 

the patient). Tiki 

the idols of Shiva and Kali in a public 
temple. Although the lamps were lit without 

not light if she was a daini), the villagers 
called a car, forced them to get into it and 
gave directions to the driver to drop them 
somewhere far away from the village. Masi 
and her family kept pleading for mercy, but 
the villagers threatened them to kill them if 
they didn’t leave the village. Local villagers 
even attacked the All Bodo Students Union 

help Masi and her father.

Jealousy:  This is a major reason for which women 

allegation and th

bloating due to a stomach illness (pet phula). 

cause of the disease as a daini who had cast 
an evil spell on her. Tiki Rabha named her 
friend Pudumi as the witch. On hearing this, 
the villagers barged into Pudumi’s house and 
dragged her by her hair across the village in the 
late evening. Her husband managed to escape. 
She had two children, one a 3-month old and 
the other a 2.5 year-old son, who were seen 
clinging to her side. The Goan Burha (village 
head) asked them not to run in this manner, and 
the villagers then dragged her to the deep dark 
Maikuwa jungle and tried to kill her and her 
two children. But she managed to run away.
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Illness:

lack of transport facilities make people visit ojhas/

there is also a strong belief in the medicinal value 

of local herbs and plants and illness is largely seen 

in remote villages far away from block or district 

known to be associated with a more powerful ojha 

in the village or in another village was engaged 

are alleged to be witches and made responsible 

Women are thus branded as witches not on the 

basis of on any evidence but simply on allegations 

harassment on the alleged witch even without an 

this often translates into the intergenerational 

exclusion of her daughters/sons and their continued 

Medicinal Plants at Madhav ojha’s House
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Men as Witches

A
During a local match at the football ground in 

that Rabiram was a witch who was responsible 

 

 

 

calls his mother a daini and gives no support to the 

Megheswari Rabha, 

Megheswari Rabha, who was accused of being a 
witch multiple times, is living a life of shame and 
humiliation. First, her neighbour, who was ill, 
called Megheswari a witch with the help of the 
local ojha. This was followed by accusations from 
a school-going girl who saw Megheshwari moving 
‘headless’, on the street and then another woman 
who developed some illness and started having 
hallucinations of Megheshwari. Following this, 
Megheshwari was tortured, paraded naked, and 

she repeatedly said she is waiting for the last day of 
her life; even after her death the villagers will not 
allow her to use the public graveyard, and she will 
have to be cremated in her own backyard.

Box. 2

noted that men are usually branded as witches for 

and is actively engaged in protecting his wife 

and refuses to share this with community or 

relate to the community on equal terms in 

We were not able to get much information 

We may make an intelligent guess that he 

thinks that young player died in front of his 
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Oor kabiraj is a key player in the entire witch 

which is supported by rumour and a belief in the 

the ojha or kabiraj who is called upon to identify an 

the woman in order to get a confession from her 

is then likely to be tortured in brutal and inhuman 

and under the direct or indirect supervision of the 

During our interviews with an ojha in a village 

to be the protectors of culture and meant to protect 

the people from any misfortune as well as foretell 

Ojha Kabiram 

Yes, there are many witches in these villages. We 
know how to identify the evil spell of a daini on 
a patient. In most cases, a patient would shout 
and yell loudly about her/his illness. This illness 

be under a spell, which only an ojha and kabiraj 
can identify. In such a case the ojha/kabiraj will 

press them hard for a while. This will make the 
patient shout even more than before. Then we 

and then hold the ear. Thereafter the patient will 
say if she has been possessed by a daini or not. 
The ojha alone cannot do anything. They do it 
in consultation with the villagers. These things 
cannot be done alone. 

Box. 4

witch and killed. She ate the kaleja (liver) of a 
girl and killed her. Then we caught hold of the 
daini and chased her out of the village. If we get 
to know that someone is a daini, we destroy her 
house, seize her property, torture her, and chase 
her out of the village, then she is killed. 

by a daini in the village, she was found sleeping 
in a room on a mat covered with a cloth. When 
the villagers came to see me and narrated the 
incident, I went (as kabiraj) with them and found 
a woman who was made to confess that she 
did eat the liver of the girl and killed her. She 
was old and abandoned by her family. Now the 
villagers use her land for agriculture. The daini 
is a pishachi/rakyoh (demon); she knows 
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the mantra (chant) through which she eats the 
liver. She consumes only human beings… Only 
a kabiraj/ojha can identify a daini. Sometimes, 
a deodhani also knows how to identify a daini. 
We get more cases during the rainy season.

He added that there are witches who cannot be 

who were learned and led a pious life knew 
how to do it. He said there were instances when 
he was young many ojhas would kill daini 
(witches). But now they do it for money if they 
are unable to cure a particular patient. It is all 
fake. People are illiterate and they believe the 
ojha or anyone who brands someone as a daini.  

Contradicting himself, he added “My main work 
is to cure illness… I don’t know how to identify 
a daini… I perform Mansa pooja (a ritual 
of chanting mantras and villages come with 

for 3 nights and 3 days and perform ojhapalli 
dance and sometimes with deodhani (women 
who assist ojhas and go through trance during 
this ritual)…I can treat and cure jaundice, 
fever, piles, paralysis, breathing problem, 
insomnia, stammering, arthritis, etc. I was 
trained to be a kabiraj by my father-in-law, 
who also trained me in how to make medicines, 
combining a number of herbs. I do pooja every 
Tuesday and Saturday and after that I prepare 
medicines. It is God who helps me in curing 

He also mentioned that during the last rainy 
season, he had slipped and hurt his back and 
got treatment from a medical doctor. When 
we asked him why he did not treat himself, he 

making the required medicine. 

possible by rumours and gossip that create a 

social environment in which a person can be 

 

 

woman to be charged for causing harm or illness 

any evidence of actual harm or causing a person  

 

 

a witch is a matter of belief and does not require 

 

growth of structural capitalist relations connected 

what was relatively stable in egalitarian 

a tool for the oppression and exploitation of 

 

stronger capitalist relations that favour  

patriarchal forces becoming dominant in societies 
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Indigenous Beliefs in Witches

Tare caused by the wilful interventions of 

individuals with special powers or magical 

than declining thanks to modern education and 

belief in witchcraft and the accompanying violence 

three conditions for this belief to result in witch 

the idea that such harm can be caused by those 

who have acquired supernatural means and can 

 

there is collective/community acceptance of action 

which a young boy is attacked by a daini who 

boy teaches him a mantra/formula that involves 

pitha and then cooking the pitha over an open 

courage in driving away the daini from the village  

ojha uses this invisible arrow on his enemies or 

the people who question his magical power during 

into a trance and may predict something about the 

from a supernatural power and is beyond the 

ways through which an ojha/kabiraj can establish 

go to a deodhani for their knowledge of medicinal 

herbs to cure people of various kinds of illness and 

Birubala Rabha
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associated violence against those accused of being 

nedekhae bishashes kore (There is strong belief 

need to brand them and chase them away through 

she refuted the claim that witches exist during a 

to live in the community and refused to accept that 

the witches is learnt though books and also from 

youth in the entire system of victimization and 

acting as the major force to supply the punishment 

goes to extent where they decide upon the death 

a powerful weapon to shape the truth to their own 

in the social activities of the village” (Anima 

as having not only natural causes but also social 

witches women? 

as witches owing to their increased assertiveness 

relations owing to economic growth and capitalist 

resources because of the instability of land and 

property in newly introduced capitalist relations 

instigators themselves or through the strength of 

The reasons for witch hunts in the majority of cases 

we have described were related to struggles over 

their myths and stories have created two categories 

all men but only some who have knowledge of 

who transgress gender boundaries or manifest 

their agency are in danger of being branded and 

Legal Dimensions to the Belief in Witches

India has the largest recorded number of witch 
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The act was reported to be good in the sense 

that it could lead to a reduction in the witch 

rooted social practice be challenged by law… 

people who practice witch hunts are so blind to the 

enlighten them about laws and the consequences of 

the impact of the new law on the prevalence of 

persons who have worked on witch violence in 

did not have any discernible impact on beliefs 

witch persecution which were registered under the 

powerful as they were in the years prior to the 

of Assam instituted a community policing project 

of modern healthcare in several districts of Assam 

initiative is providing a platform to launch a 

proactive strategy against social prejudices through 

energies were needed to deal with militancy and 

insurgency in these areas of Assam and the organic 

replaced with having to deal with insurgency and 

also played a critical role and conducted many 

awareness campaigns in villages where the 

status of women is low due to illiteracy and 
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conducted awareness campaigns against 

understood that women are branded as witches by 

ojhas to further personal interests or the interests 

continued belief in the existence of witches haunts 

in witches and will never brand any woman as a 

Box. 5 

Khanindra Basumatary, General Secretary, 
ABSU, narrated:

The belief in witches and that witches should be 
killed is not only common among the villagers 
or among people with low literacy but also 
among educated people. I remember being told 
by a science teacher, I will also start believing in 
witches after I get married and have kids. So, the 
belief that witches exist is very deep rooted in 
the society. However, as ABSU we have done a 
lot of work to stop the practice of witch hunting. 
I remember in Chirang there was a case where 
an old woman and man were killed after an ojha 
named them as witches. It didn’t end there, they 
also performed shradha (last rites) of the couple. 
The ojha refused of doing anything and after 
pressurizing him to tell the truth, he confessed 
that he did it for money. Sometimes the patients 
give him money and, in this case, too some 
villagers gave him money. The ojha was arrested 
and imprisoned in this case. In another case, a 
brother called his brother as daini and killed him 
for property. The villagers believed the accused 
and the case was brought to the ABSU very late. 

bulge in the leg and stomach due to high sugar. 
An ojha branded a woman as a witch and made 
her responsible for his condition. Once a woman 
is branded a witch by someone and by the ojha, 

then people believe that woman has to be a witch 
and will try their best to kill her. 

Along with the police, we have organized many 
awareness campaigns. I myself have been part 
of many awareness campaigns. Witch branding 
is also used as a tool for personal or political 

due to jealousy, hatred, greed for land property, 
this belief of simple people is exploited. However, 
as ABSU organises campaigns whenever 
possible, it is our prime agenda to stop the 
practice of witch hunting. We as ABSU give full 
support to the Pahari Project to end witch hunts. 
Police at the higher positions cooperate but 
at the lower level, cases of witch hunts are set 
aside as unimportant matters. We are committed 
to the cause of ending witch hunts as it is based 
on superstition and innocent people are killed, 
mostly vulnerable and weak women. If a woman 
is considered beautiful or seen doing good 
work, then out of jealousy also she is likely to be 
branded a witch. 

ABSU addressed meetings, ending the practice 
of witch hunts was one of the prime issues. 
Cases have come down but a lot of work needs to 
be done. Health and educational infrastructures 
are very poor in this Bodo region. Many people 
come up with health problems and there is no 
money to buy medicines
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witches and they continued living in their own 

the passing of the Act against witch hunting is still 

: 
“

believed in the villages that once branded a witch [a 

an alleged daini was risky for us and the villagers 

to establish that there are no witches and branding 

Conclusion: What Women Say to the 
State and Community

I
the perpetrators of violence on the grounds of a 

justice from the persons who engaged in the torture 

branded a witch by her husband and driven out 

or belief in a legal system is nonsense… what 

perpetrators of witch hunts have to show us the 

stated the need for realising the cultural rights 

is not made sensitive about the human rights of 

made enforceable without bringing in matters of 

economic context of indigenous societies in 

a paradox of increased hegemonic masculinity 

concerned thinkers suggest that the state-instituted 

enforceable measures are needed to institute a 

rights-based approach that embraces the dignity 

infrastructure with attention to the reproductive 

concerns of women and girls and endemic 

no longer powerful to validate the cause of 
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understanding among people that cholera is 

caused by unclean water and can be treated 

textbooks through stories that say witchcraft 

as well as new production technologies and 

economically independent and enabling them 

to live with dignity and the freedom to make 

or a collective frenzy to free society from the 

belief system that views women as occupying a 

Any potential transgression of these gender norms 

is likely to cause harm through death or disaster 

for the social group or the family in which these 

The role of the state in providing unmediated 

productive assets and resource-based equality 

in domestic and public spaces is crucial in the 

attempt to overcome the issue of witch persecution 

withering away of beliefs in witchcraft through 

legal changes and by instituting policy and practice 

aimed at doing away with misogyny in social norms 

and imparting dignity to women in individual and 

A policy change in the belief in the existence of 

based on such beliefs can change through political 

engagement with elevated socio-political tasks and 

undermining the present patterns in gendered 

persons acquiring evil powers and good examples 

of resilience and resistance against the belief in 

witchcraft and of women who successfully fought 
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Appendix 1

Districts Goalpara and Kokrajhar in Assam

Interviews with women survivors of witch violence conducted in August-September 2021

S. No. Alleged Witches Community Ojha

Rabha

Rabha

Rabha

4 Rabha

Rabha

Rabha

7 Rabha

Rabha

Rabha

Rabha

Rabha

K=Kokrajhar District

G=Goalpara District
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Appendix 2

Discussions with key experts on witch violence

S No. Name

Activist and alleged witch

Dr Natyabir Das

Chikimiki Talukdar

Activist (Former Assam Samata Society

Neelesh Singh

Chhutni Devi

Dev Nathan

Virginus Xaxa

Sarika Sinha



and has been working in the development sector for more than 

amongst the clientele of the government school in Assam by 

A keen learner of qualitative research she joined the Council for A
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