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ABSTRACT 

 Willingly or not, the society, keeping aside its rationale, has been indulging itself in 

certain callous activities towards its members since ages. In other words, presence of societal 

tribulations are certainly not uncommon in any country be it developed or not. But 

tribulations specifically based on superstitious beliefs makes ‘man’s cruelty to man’ more 

harsh. One among such vicious societal ills is witch hunt that has been in practice across 

religion, culture and territory and has unveiled the dreadful face of the so called civilized 

human society. Its presence in Asian and particularly South Asian countries like India is not 

exceptional. The focal point of interest and discussion of this paper is to throw light on the 

contemporary scenario of a northeastern state of India known as Assam with reference to the 

issue of witch hunting as well as the response of the government towards it.        
 

KEYWORDS: Witchcraft, Witch Hunting, Killing 
 

INTRODUCTION  

 The contemporary society conceitedly claims itself a civilized one. Willingly or not, 

the society, keeping aside its rationale, has been indulging itself in certain callous activities 

towards its members since ages. In other words, presence of societal tribulations is certainly 

not uncommon in any country, be it developed or not. But tribulations specifically based on 

superstitious beliefs makes ‘man’s cruelty to man’ more harsh. One among such vicious 

societal ills is witch hunt that has been in practice across religion, culture and territory and 

has unveiled the dreadful face of the so called civilized human society. This practice even 

rose towards its zenith in many European countries especially from 15th to 18th century. 

Moreover, Asian and particularly South Asian countries have not restricted themselves from 

forming such absurd ideas relating human life. In this context the multicultural society of 

India is a crucial one where people frequently associate their irrational beliefs with their 

culture or religion. In this paper we shall consider a critical issue, completely based on 

superstitious or illogical beliefs, like witch hunting with reference to Assam, a northeastern 

state of India. Sources of facts and figures, drawn to support arguments, are secondary one.     
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Witch Hunting in Assam: Idea and Incidents 

 The term ‘witch’ literally represents a woman who is believed to have magical powers 

especially to do evil to others. It is also known by the term “daini”, a local dialect of Assam. 

Witches, it is alleged, perform inauspicious things to any person or the community by 

practicing black magic. Hence, considering their detrimental effect on their fellow people the 

society revile them. Generally, widows, single or mentally ill women, are targeted of 

practicing witchcraft more though men cannot be freed from this. To identify witches the 

community avails witch doctor or ojha, in local parlance, who on the basis of certain 

symptoms viz., fever, cough-cold and hysteria etc. declare any person (women/men) as witch. 

The community then collectively decide the fate of such person and often her/his families if 

exists. Such person becomes subjected to the merciless criticism of the community they live 

in. In most instances they are killed brutally by the community and in fewer cases are driven 

out of the locality. This practice of killing people on allegations of practicing witchcraft is 

known as witch hunting which is greatly in practice in many Indian states such as, Uttar 

Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Oddisa, West Bengal, Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, Tripura and 

Assam. In fact, incidents of witch hunt in Assam are immensely widespread in recent times.  

 Assam is the land of both tribal and non-tribal communities. Majority of the tribes in 

the state have heterogeneous tradition and culture. Actually, all the districts of the state 

exhibit a mix of divergent ethnic groups who are truly distinct in their own identities. Some 

of the important tribes include Bodo, Karbi, Deori, Hmar, Dimasa, Rabha, Miri, Mishimi, 

Khamti, and many others. People belonging to these various communities always try to 

protect their self identities through their customs, traditions and cultural and religious affairs. 

 Witchcraft and witch hunt in Assam are not new events. Historically, Mayong, a part 

of present Morigaon district, had been very much famous for black magic. In fact, it was the 

medieval period of ancient India when Mayong was known as the Indian Capital of Black 

Magic and Witchcraft (Bajaj, 2012). Recent revelations about the incidents of witch hunt in 

Assam, through media, shows that districts like, Kokrajhar, Udalguri, Baksa, Chirang, 

Tinshukia, Goalpara, Sivasagar, Sonitpur, Morigaon, Kamrup (rural) and Cachar are affected 

seriously by the problem. The vice is mounting especially in the remote areas of the state. 

However, violence, torture and killing of innocent people in the grab of witchcraft cannot be 

tolerated anywhere as is the case related to human life. In the following paragraph we shall 

cite some of the cases of vicious attack on people and their families in different parts of the 

state on the allegation of practicing witchcraft.     
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a. On August 21, 2013 Sukhushree and Biren Basumatary of Kokrajhar district were 

attacked by their fellow villagers with axes and spears and were ultimately put to 

death (Pandey, 2013).   

b. On October 18, 2009 one Muni Hajda (45) and her husband Garbo Murmu (55) of 

Kokrajhar district were attacked by a violent mob with sharp weapons and were left in 

seriously injured condition at night in their house (Talukdar, 2010).  

c. On May 8, 2011 Alasi Boro (60) and her husband Jugen Boro (65) were forcefully 

dragged out of their house in Udalguri district and were killed by their fellow villagers 

(“Couple killed,” 2011).  

d. On November 12, 2011 a women called Birsu Orang (35) from Sonitpur district was 

killed by some people of her locality (“Women killed in the name of,” 2011).  

e. On June 22, 2011 a woman identified as Karishma Gaur (36) with her husband 

Binanda Gaur (46), daughter Naina (15) and a neighbour Manglu Mour (14) were 

attacked, burnt with acid and then killed in Sonitpur district. The woman and her 

daughter were also raped before the murder (Deka, 2011).    

f. On June 6, 2013 a man known as Jawahar Moora (55) in Cachar district was cruelly 

tortured before killing by the villagers on the allegation of being a witch. He was 

killed following the dream of a fellow villager in which Goddess told about the 

existence of evil spirit in him (the victim) as was expressed by the villagers after the 

incident (Witch hunting,” 2013). 

   It is very difficult to extract accurate figures relating killing of people in the name of 

witchcraft due to the nature of the problem itself, for instance, the victims or the family of the 

deceased one hesitate to speak out or they have to face social boycott and like this. However, 

with all these ruthless incidents continuing during 2006-2012, a total number of 105 cases of 

witch hunting have been reported in the state as stated by the Govt. of Assam itself (“Assam 

State Commission for Women seeks law,” 2013). Moreover, killing of 116 people including 

66 women have also been accounted in the state during the last ten years (2001-June 2011) as 

confirmed by the Environment and Forest Minister Rockybul Hussain in the State Assembly 

on July 18, 2011 (“Over 100 killed,” 2011). Many such incidents might remain unaccounted 

also regarding which it is very difficult to make comment here. Notwithstanding this the 

accounted incidents are critical enough of the state’s handling of the issue.  
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Causes and Fallout   

 Though it is given a superstitious stance, witch hunting is primarily the result of 

uneven development and distribution of services. Actually, uneven development of Assam is 

a common feature that helps many social malaises to take place. People living in rural areas 

of the state are lagging behind in socio-economic respect than those living in urban developed 

areas enjoying the fruits of science and technology. Here, we can consider poor health 

services or even its breakdown in certain situations like conflict and like this in rural areas as 

important reasons behind the practice of witch hunt in the state. In the absence of adequate 

medical facilities people, in rural Assam, often avail the so called witch doctors. This 

situation is amplified further by the problems viz., illiteracy, low educational level and 

unfounded beliefs. Further, it has also been seen that women who are single, widow and the 

owner of property like land often become the target of such violence by the society. It is thus 

viewed that the causes of witch hunt cannot be simply located in the irrational beliefs, but 

some other surrounding facts that are of public interest or political importance. The 

consequence of witch hunting is disadvantageous to people in the state. It is worthy here to 

emphasize absolute violation of human rights is the result of witch hunting among others. 

The inclusion of the context of human rights seems sensible for the reason that it incorporates 

almost every arena of rights that people, merely being human being, are entitled including 

socio-economic, civil, political and cultural one.   

 

Whether the Government is really concerned about the Problem?   

 Has the State Government, knowing about the harmful consequences of the problem, 

taken any crucial step to restrain the practice? It is seen that the government, on this subject, 

has introduced a project called Prahari first in 2001 in the Kokrajhar district under which by 

developing a closer relation with the public the police tries to deal with social ills including 

the problem of witch hunting. The project, through Community Management Groups or 

Community Liaison Groups, aims to uplift and develop masses and society respectively 

(Home Department, 2007). But it hardly succeeds in curbing the menace during the last 

decade; this can be observed through many incidents and number of reported cases of such 

nature throughout the state as mentioned in the preceding discussions. Afterward an initiative 

aimed at reviving the same project in close collaboration with the Assam State Commission 

for Women was taken in 2011. Besides, students’ organisation and civil society groups 

namely, the All Bodo Students Union (ABSU), the apex student body of the Bodos and the 
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North East Society for the Promotion of Youth and Masses (NESPYM) respectively have 

been calling attention to the State Government through their campaigns and research relating 

witch hunt in the state. Of late it has been noticed that in Majuli, the largest riverine island in 

the world, located in Jorhat district of the state, thirty five people including a child, who were 

accused of practicing witchcraft, have been allowed to stay in the village through a process of 

purification (“35 people saved,” 2013). It happened only after the villagers were counseled by 

the members of a voluntary organisation. Throughout this event when many are feeling 

contented, it is still an issue of serious concern as the incident took place through a process of 

purification only by performing some rituals like, they were made to bow down, get their ears 

and drink holy water. In reality, the villagers could not get rid of their ingrained belief though 

allowed those accused to stay. It is now crystal clear that whatever be the approach of 

government and civil society in considering the issue, it is not enough until there develops a 

stringent legal mechanism.  

 

Concluding Observation  

 It is cogently asserted in this paper that witch hunting, being a nuisance to the society, 

in Assam appears over and again. It is nothing but barbarism relating the belief and way of 

life of people in this civilized society. Its consequence on the lives of people is truly 

heartrending. But the core fundamental questions are that why the government fails to handle 

the issue for such a long time; whether the government is hesitant to interfere and risk a 

conflict with those communities by negating their beliefs directly; is there anything related to 

vote bank. These questions remain unanswered. Nevertheless, developing a sound health 

infrastructure evenly throughout the state is predominantly asserted along with other means 

like educating the society and particularly with human rights approach for beating the menace 

of witch hunting in the state.                             
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