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In early human societies, belief in witchcraft arose as people tried to explain illness 
and misfortune through supernatural forces. Even today, in many parts of India, 
especially in tribal regions, witch-hunting remains a serious form of violence against 
women. In most cases, single women and widows are the primary victims. This study 
examines the changing patterns of witch-hunting from 2000 to 2022, focusing on tribal 
communities such as the Santal, Kharia, Munda, and Oraon in the Jhargram district 
of West Bengal. In these communities, people commonly believe that illness is caused by 
evil spirits or witchcraft. The study also analyzes the socio-economic and political causes 
behind the practice, examines witch-hunting as a form of violence against women, and 
evaluates the role of government and organizations in addressing the issue. The practice 
cannot be understood solely as a traditional belief; it is closely linked to poverty, social 
inequality, and patriarchal control. Weak institutional support and limited awareness 
further increase the risks faced by tribal women. Therefore, laws alone cannot stop 
this problem; they must be properly implemented in practice. Many people still follow 
traditional beliefs due to a lack of awareness. Education can help change this mindset. At 
the same time, better access to healthcare can reduce fear, minimize misunderstandings, 
and help prevent such violence in society.

Introduction
In the twenty-first century, witch-hunting remains a serious social problem in many parts of the 

world. This practice persists in regions including India, Papua New Guinea, Africa, and the Amazon. 
In India, the states of Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, Rajasthan, Bihar, Jharkhand, Assam, Odisha, and 
West Bengal regularly report incidents of witch-hunting. In these cases, people are usually attacked after 
being accused of practicing witchcraft. Most victims of such attacks are women (Sharma, 2021).

The word “witch” typically refers to a woman believed to possess supernatural or evil powers. In 
society, such women are often labeled as witches. This belief has persisted for centuries and continues 
to affect rural and tribal communities. Witch-killing has deep historical roots. In Europe, especially 
from the fifteenth to the eighteenth century, approximately 100,000 witchcraft trials were recorded, and 
nearly 40,000 people were executed, the majority of whom were women (Levack, 2016).
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Similar customs and practices exist in India. For example, in colonial India’s Chotanagpur region, 
witch-hunting was widespread, and many women were targeted and killed (Sinha, 2007). According to 
the National Crime Records Bureau (2021), 3,077 people in India were killed due to witchcraft-related 
accusations. The weak health system in the tribal regions of West Bengal’s Jangalmahal, combined with 
frequent outbreaks of malaria-like diseases, has led people to rely on traditional healers such as Ojha 
or Gunin. These healers often attribute illness to the influence of evil spirits or the alleged actions of 
a “witch,” resulting in suspicion and accusations against certain women. The accused are usually older 
women, widows, or poor women, making them easy targets of violence (Banerjee, 2017).

Literature review 
To gain a clear understanding of witch-hunting, it is essential to examine existing scholarly work from 

historical, sociological, and cultural perspectives. Several historians and researchers have made significant 
contributions to this topic.

Brian P. Levack, in his book The Witch-Hunt in Early Modern Europe (1400–1750), provides a 
detailed analysis of witch trials. He explains that fear of torture or punishment often forced the accused 
to confess, and these confessions were frequently unreliable. Such statements usually reflected what 
authorities wanted to hear rather than the truth. Most of the accused in these trials were women, who 
were often targeted because of social suspicion, gender bias, and their vulnerable position in society. This 
suggests that witch-hunting was influenced more by power structures and patriarchal control than by 
actual evidence.

Edward Miguel conducted research on the economic conditions in Tanzania. He showed that poverty 
and financial crises are major causes of witch killings. When people’s income decreases or economic 
hardship arises, they often blame elderly women through witchcraft accusations driven by fear and anger. 
Understanding the current situation of rural Indian society is urgent.

In the Indian context, Mishra showed that improved health systems reduce witch-hunting incidents. 
In her book Casting the Evil Eye: Witch Trials in Tribal India, she explained that modern medical 
treatments are unavailable to people in tribal and rural areas, forcing them to depend on traditional 
healers such as Ojhas or Kabirajs. As a result, whenever an illness occurs, they attribute it to supernatural 
powers or witchcraft. Areas like Jangalmahal are particularly affected by this problem.

Researchers Joya Chakraborty and Anjuman Borah, in their article “Witch-hunting in Assam”, show 
that victims experience both physical and mental health problems. They explain that local Ojhas often 
accuse innocent people of being witches. They state that awareness campaigns are essential to stop this 
problem in tribal areas.

Shashanka Sinha, in his research Witch-Hunts, Adivasis, and the Uprising in Chotanagpur, explains 
how tribal society believes in witchcraft practices. Under intense social pressure, victims are often forced 
to accept the false accusations made against them.

G. M. Carstairs, in his book Death of a Witch: A Village in North India, 1950–1981, discusses a real 
incident in which suspicion of witchcraft led to the murder of an elderly woman. He shows how society’s 
collective fear and pressure can drive people to commit extreme violence.

Research Objectives
•	 To understand witch-hunting in the tribal society of Jhargram district.
•	 To analyze the socio-economic and political causes behind the practice.
•	 To study witch-hunting as a form of violence against women.
•	 To examine the role of the government and organizations in addressing the issue.



Shit, A. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 22 n. 1 (Summer 2026) 221-227 223

Methodology
This study employs qualitative and historical research methodologies. Data have been collected from 

various sources, including both primary and secondary materials.
•	 Primary Sources: For primary data collection, the study uses a field-based survey method. 

Information is obtained through direct observation and semi-structured interviews with local 
residents in selected blocks of the Jhargram district: Jhargram, Jamboni, Nayagram, Sankrail, 
Gopiballavpur-I, Gopiballavpur-II, and Salboni. In these blocks, interviews were conducted with 
selected individuals such as members of tribal communities, village elders, women – especially 
widows and older women – local healers like Ojhas and Kavirajs, and family members of victims 
of witch-hunting incidents. The interview schedule includes questions about beliefs regarding 
witchcraft, causes of illness, the role of traditional healers, awareness of modern healthcare, and 
attitudes toward women in the community. The study also utilizes key government sources, 
including Census of India reports, which provide demographic and literacy information, and 
reports from the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB), which offer data on witch-hunting-
related crimes across India. Historical records such as L.S. O’Malley’s Bengal District Gazetteers: 
Midnapore are also consulted to understand the region’s historical background.

•	 Secondary sources: Secondary data sources include books, academic journal articles, newspapers, 
government publications, and previous research related to witch-hunting and tribal society. Both 
primary and secondary sources are accessed from various libraries, including the Central Library of 
Vidyasagar University, the National Library of Kolkata, the District Library of Jhargram, the West 
Bengal State Archive, the District Collectorate Record Room, and online resources.

Witch-Hunting in Jangalmahal: Context and Causes
Several factors contribute to this situation. First, poor economic conditions discourage them from 

using modern medical facilities. Second, language barriers prevent patients or their family members from 
communicating health problems to doctors, who also do not know the local language and speak very 
little with them. As a result, proper treatment is not possible. Third, lack of education and hesitation 
prevent them from visiting city hospitals. Moreover, district hospitals are far from their villages, making 
access to treatment very difficult. Consequently, they are deprived of modern healthcare facilities. 
Therefore, rather than interpreting witch-hunting in Jangalmahal as a traditional practice, it should be 
understood as a social problem arising from the combined effects of limited educational access, economic 
marginalization, inadequate healthcare infrastructure, and deeply rooted belief systems.

Gender Violence in Witch-Hunting
When a crisis occurs in the village, such as disease, death, or crop failure, people strongly believe these 

events are caused by evil spirits or Bonga. They often blame women who are marginalized in society. Due to 
weak health infrastructure, villagers easily become dependent on Ojhas for treatment. Local people believe 
Ojha Kabiraj are magic men who can cure diseases caused by witches. Traditional healers often exploit 
these ingrained beliefs for social or financial gain, convincing villagers that the illness is caused by a witch. 
However, social hostility, jealousy, and conspiracy can also be reasons behind accusations of witchcraft. 
Barstow (1994) writes that women with knowledge of herbal medicine, or who were considered eloquent 
or intelligent, were accused of witchcraft because they were seen as a threat to male-dominated society. In 
the tribal society of Jangalmahal, villagers also began to call a woman a witch if she had knowledge of herbal 
medicine or performed religious rituals different from those of the rest of the village. Feminist researchers 
highlight the deep social inequalities reflected in this practice. In a male-dominated society, when a woman 
tries to speak up for her rights, people often intimidate her into silence. This is a method used by patriarchal 
society to take away women’s freedom and limit their identity.

Socio-Economic and Political Dimensions 
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In the tribal society of Jangalmahal, almost all women accused of witchcraft are helpless, poor, elderly, or 
widowed, and own some land or money. Those making the accusations are usually close relatives. In other 
words, these women are labeled as witches to deprive them of their land rights (Nathan & Kelkar, 2003). 
They are blamed for someone’s death or illness, after which a trial is held in the village court. At this stage, 
the judgment becomes one-sided. For example, in August 2015, in Rasmandal village of Lalgarh thana in 
Jhargram district, police arrested the two main accused in the case of beating an elderly woman, Kalandi 
Murmu, to death after branding her a witch. The arrested were Sanatan Murmu and Satya Murmu, the 
village headman. After a preliminary investigation, police suspected a dispute between Kalandi Murmu 
and her stepson Sanatan over land and property. Out of anger, she was deliberately declared a witch 
and then murdered. In many cases, the main purpose is to seize the victim’s land, and younger women 
are subjected to gang rape. An exploiting class has emerged within the tribal community. They identify 
witches in connection with any illness or death, extort fines from them, and incite villagers by promoting 
blind beliefs. Therefore, it is wrong to think that the practice of witchcraft survives only as superstition 
in uneducated and neglected tribal societies. In many cases, it has been observed that, to achieve personal 
interests and deprive women, men conspire to label them as witches.

Table 1: Literacy Rates by Gender and Scheduled Tribe (ST) Population in India, West Bengal, and Jhargram (Census 2011) 1

Region / Category Total (%) Male (%) Female (%)
India (Overall) 74.04 82.14 65.46

India (ST) 59.00 68.50 49.40
West Bengal (Overall) 76.26 81.69 70.54

West Bengal ST 57.90 67.00 48.10
Jhargram District ST 55–58 65–68 42–46 

Source: Census of India (2011)

The table shows that literacy rates among Scheduled Tribes are significantly lower than the national 
and state averages. In Jhargram, the situation is even more critical, with ST female literacy estimated at 
42–46%. This disparity reflects deep-rooted socioeconomic inequality and limited educational access, 
which increase vulnerability to social practices such as witch-hunting and gender-based violence.

Legal Framework and Government Response
The role of the police and administration is especially important in addressing witch-hunting in 

the tribal society of Jangalmahal. Reports indicate that the police have saved many women accused of 
being witches from punishment. In several cases, the police have actively intervened to rescue individuals 
declared witches in village courts. However, in most witch-hunting cases, it is often reported that the 
police and administration do not play an effective role. In Chandrakona village, the son of Dinu Bhaduli, 
who was declared a witch, said, “Even after repeatedly approaching the administration, no solution was 
found. We want the administration to take legal action against the accused, remove superstition, and ensure 
our safe return home” (Anandabazar Patrika, 2023).

In most cases, although the administration takes some steps immediately after an incident, it does not 
take effective measures to eliminate this practice. The short tenure or frequent transfer of government 
officials makes this problem more complex. Anti-witch-hunting movements often depend on the personal 
initiative of a particular BDO or police superintendent. When they are transferred, the projects they started 
come to a halt. The progress of such movements then depends on the priorities of the new officials.

The gap between the police and administration and tribal or rural society still exists. Although there 
are civic volunteers or village police, they often fail to provide accurate information to the administration 
due to pressure from the village. As a result, the administration often learns about village trials or social 

1	 Separate Census 2011 data for Jhargram district is not available, as the district was formed in 2017. The figures above 
are approximate estimates based on Paschim Medinipur district data, block-level patterns, and field observations.
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boycotts only after a significant delay, when the harm has already occurred. It can be argued that the 
practice of witch-hunting can be stopped only by changing people’s mindsets. Only then will it be possible 
to end this darkness in tribal society and build a modern, rational society.

Case Studies from Jhargram District
Case Study 1: Witch-Hunting Incident ( Jhargram, February 2017)

This case study describes a brutal incident that occurred on February 9, 2017, in Noaga village, 
Jhargram, highlighting the deadly impact of superstition and the influence of quacks (ojhas). The event 
involved a young man named Radhakanta Bera, who murdered his 65-year-old grandmother, Tarulata 
Bera, after accusing her of being a “witch.” Radhakanta had been suffering from a long-term illness, and 
instead of seeking medical treatment, his family took him to a traditional healer, or “ojha,” in Odisha.

The healer falsely claimed that a witch was responsible for his illness. Believing this, Radhakanta identified 
his grandmother as the cause of his problems. Under the influence of this superstition, he lured her near a 
temple by offering her snacks and then beheaded her with a sharp weapon. He further terrorized the village 
by carrying her severed head until the police arrested him (ABP Ananda, 2023). This case demonstrates how 
a lack of scientific education and reliance on fake healers can lead to extreme violence. It shows that witch-
hunting often results from mental manipulation and a lack of proper healthcare awareness.

Case Study 2: Murder over Witchcraft Accusations ( Jhargram, August 2015)
On August 25, 2015, a tragic event took place in Rasamandal village in Jhargram. This case highlights 

the deadly combination of superstition and family greed. An elderly woman, Kalandi Murmu, over 70 
years old, was beaten to death by her brother-in-law, Satya Murmu, and other relatives after being labeled 
a “witch.” The incident began when Basimani Hansda, the wife of Kalandi’s grandson, died suddenly. 
Although the hospital reported that she died of anemia, Satya Murmu claimed her death was caused by 
black magic. He blamed Kalandi, organized a village meeting (Salishi) in her backyard, and subsequently 
killed her (Anandabazar Patrika, 2015).

Police investigations revealed that superstition was not the only motive; there was also an intention 
to seize her land and property. Kalandi received a government pension and had electricity in her house, 
making her relatively better off than her relatives. This led to jealousy. The accused used the label of 
“witch” as a pretext to settle personal grievances and take control of her property. In tribal communities, 
accusations of witchcraft often arise from broader social dynamics, including labor disputes, gender 
disparities, and conflicts over local authority (Chaudhuri, 2013).

Analytical Explanation of the Two Incidents: These two incidents clearly show how deeply superstitions 
like witch-hunting are still rooted in the tribal society of Jhargram. Analysis of these cases reveals that, in 
both instances, elderly women were the victims of this violence. This presents a terrifying picture of society. 
It is observed that those who are economically poor or weak and socially isolated become easy targets.

Table 2: Analytical Summary of Case Study 1 and Case Study 2

Dimension Details of the Cases

Victim Profile Old women are easy targets

Nature of Accusation Called a witch and blamed for illness, death,  without proof
Underlying Motive Superstition, fear, and property issues
Nature of Violence Brutal killing with community role

Structural Gaps Poverty and low education, weak law, poor healthcare

Findings and Discussion
This study shows that witch-hunting is not simply the result of belief in supernatural powers. Instead, 

it arises from a combination of social inequality, economic problems, and gender-based discrimination. 
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Together, these factors create conditions that allow such practices to persist in rural society.

An important finding is that women are the main victims, especially those who are socially and 
economically vulnerable. Elderly women, widows, and women living alone are more frequently accused. 
Their weak social position makes them easy targets, as they lack support and protection within the 
community.

The study also finds that property and economic interests play a crucial role in many cases. Women 
who own land, livestock, or receive financial benefits are often accused so others can take control of 
their resources. These accusations frequently arise within families or among close relatives, showing that 
personal conflicts are closely linked to such incidents.

Another key issue is the reliance on traditional healers such as ojhas. In areas where modern healthcare 
is not readily available, people seek treatment from these healers. When illnesses or deaths cannot be 
explained, they are often attributed to witchcraft. This not only reinforces belief in such ideas but also 
leads to individuals being identified as responsible for harm (Chakraborty & Borah, 2013).

The findings also indicate that local power structures and informal justice systems contribute to the 
persistence of witch-hunting. Decisions at the village level are often shaped by bias and social pressure 
rather than evidence. In these situations, accusations become a socially accepted way to justify punishment.

The case studies support these findings. In both cases, elderly women were targeted, and the 
accusations were linked not only to belief but also to issues such as health, property, and family disputes. 
This demonstrates that witch-hunting is closely connected to broader social conditions rather than being 
an isolated practice.

Conclusion
Witch-hunting in the Jangalmahal region of West Bengal, especially in Jhargram district, remains a 

serious social problem. It cannot be explained solely as a traditional belief or superstition. Instead, it is 
shaped by multiple factors, including inequality, gender bias, and weaknesses in social and institutional 
systems.

The study shows that women, particularly those who are socially and economically vulnerable, are most 
affected. In many cases, accusations are used to control, exclude, or remove individuals from the community. 
These actions are often linked to personal conflicts or the desire to gain control over resources.

The persistence of this practice also reflects gaps in basic services and institutional support. Limited 
access to healthcare, weak law enforcement, and the influence of local authority structures allow such 
incidents to continue. These conditions make it easier for accusations to escalate into violence.

Although the government and other organizations have taken steps to address the issue, their 
impact remains limited. Long-term change requires not only legal action but also social awareness and 
community-level transformation.

It is therefore important to adopt a comprehensive approach. Improving education, strengthening 
healthcare systems, ensuring proper implementation of laws, and empowering women are essential steps to 
reduce such practices. Only through these combined efforts can meaningful and lasting change be achieved.

Recommendations
•	 Promote scientific education and awareness at the community level.
•	 Strengthen rural healthcare systems to ensure accessible medical services.
•	 Enact strong laws and ensure proper enforcement to stop witch-hunting in West Bengal.
•	 Empower women through education, property rights, and economic opportunities.
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