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Witches: through changing contexts Women 
remain the target

Dev Nathan,Govind Kelkar and Shivani Satija *

introduction
This paper deals with the phenomenon of witch-hunting among indigenous peoples in 

peninsular India. It looks at this phenomenon in a number of different contexts: the struggle 
over domination in the sphere of rituals, and also contestation in more mundane spheres, 
such as control over land and property and new forms of accumulation.

The phenomenon of witch-hunting is a form of violence, violence mainly against women 
but also at times including other members of the family. As violence, is it transformative, an 
attempt to change existing gender relations? Or, is violence constitutive of gender relations, 
a phenomenon that exists as part of ongoing gender relations? We will argue that witch-
hunting has been both instrumental in changing gender relations, as well as constitutive of 
gender relations, initially instrumental and then constitutive.

The contemporary condition of indigenous peoples is one of rapid change, a change 
from subsistence economies to one of accumulation. The former is characterized by relative 
stability and the latter by instability and growing inequality. We analyse the nature of witch-
hunts in the transitions that are underway. 

What all this means is that there are various layers to the witch and witch-hunting 
phenomena. But in order to set the scene for the analysis, we first summarize the dimensions 
and extent of the witch phenomenon among Indian indigenous peoples. We concentrate on 
the situation of indigenous peoples in Jharkhand, since that is the area we have studied more 
extensively (see Kelkar and Nathan, 1991; Nathan 1997; Nathan, Kelkar and Yu Xiaogang, 
1998). 
existence and extent

Whatever disputes there may be about the existence of witch practices by women, the 
denunciation and subsequent violence including killing, cannot be denied. This denunciation 
of women as witches and their persecution in various forms, we will summarize under the 
term ‘witch-hunting’. The prevalence of witch-hunting was much commented on by British 
colonial administrators, such as Col. Dalton and W. G. Archer, and European missionaries, 
such as S. Bodding in the 19th Century, in his Santhal Dictionary and J. B. Hoffman in the 
20th Century in Encyclopaedia Mundarica. 

There are partial figures in the immediate post-Independence period. For the district of 
Malda, West Bengal, from 1950 to 1980 it was estimated that some 46 persons had been killed 
as witches (Chaudhuri, 1987: 160). National police data have been recording ‘witchcraft’ 
under motives of murder since 2001. 

* Respectively, Institute for Human Development, New Delhi, and Duke University, USA, Landesa, New Delhi, and 
Institute for Human Development, New Delhi 
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Table 1 in the Annex is a summary of data from the National Crime Records Bureau 
(NCRB). The NCRB data, unfortunately, are not gender disaggregated. But, we do know, 
from various accounts that the victims killed are largely women, with men being involved 
mainly as members of the household. There is some variation in this gendered picture among 
the major indigenous communities of Jharkhand, with an almost entirely female incidence 
among the Santhal, Ho and Munda, but less so among the Oraon people.

It should be noted that the data are likely to be an underestimate of the situation. Instances 
of witch-killing could well be listed under other categories, such as property disputes or 
personal vendettas. Nevertheless the numbers of witchcraft related killings are non-trivial. 
The period from 2001 to 2012 averaged 168 witchcraft deaths1  nation-wide per year, with 
a range from 114 deaths in 2004 to 242 deaths in 20112.  The deaths were concentrated in 
the states of Andhra Pradesh, Chhatisgarh, Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, Odisha and West 
Bengal, with one or two also in Bihar, Gujarat and Haryana. As one would expect, they 
were concentrated in the tribal-dominated states of peninsular India. 

Jharkhand is home to the Association for Social and Human Awareness (Asha), an NGO 
led by Poonam Toppo, whose grandmother was denounced as a witch. Its activities were 
initially entirely focused on opposition to witch denunciation and witch-hunting, but have since 
expanded to take up development issues of children’s education and ecological agriculture.

 Asha has a figure of 371 witch killings in Jharkhand state from 2001 to 2008 (as reported 
in the Hindustan, 2012). This is about 50 per cent more than the National Crime Records 
Bureau (NCRB) figure of 250 killed in Jharkhand in the same period. Asha also estimates 
about 100,000 women to have been charged with being witches, giving an average of a little 
more than three witch accusations per village in the state’s 32,000 villages.

The official figures themselves are non-trivial and clearly warrant investigation and 
explanation. The estimates of one person killed in every 100 villages and three accusations per 
village are substantial. The phenomenon of witch-hunting cannot be explained by hysteresis, 
or the continuation of a phenomenon that continues though its cause has ceased to exist. 
There is a need to explain why it continues even in considerably changed socio-economic and 
political circumstances, right into the current era of market-based globalization. Of course, 
the Jharkhandi communities have not been immune to the impacts of market relations, with 
a history dating back to the early colonial period of supplying timber and lac. In fact, it 
was the destitution that followed a crash of lac prices that was the occasion for the Birsa 
Munda-led revolt at the end of the nineteenth century.
Witches and Witchcraft

The first question that one has to deal with is that of existence of witches. Are there 
really such people, such women? Talking to people of the region there certainly is a strong 
belief in the existence of such women who practice a different form of worship labelled 
witchcraft, and thus—as per popular belief— gain certain powers to cause harm. But are 
there really such practices as gathering at night, in the sacred grove, where it is otherwise 
forbidden for women to enter, usually on the night of a new moon (amavasya), dancing, 

1 From the NCRB data we have taken both ‘murder’ and ‘culpable homicide’ to be witch killings.
2 For details see Table 1 in the Annex.
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possibly naked and uttering unknown chants? The Norwegian missionary, Bodding, who in 
the later 18th century recorded what he could of Santhal life, wrote, ‘I am inclined to think 
that the practice of witchcraft by Santhal women is, to a certain extent, really secret worship, 
resorted to by women because they are not permitted to take part with the men directly and 
personally in ordinary public worship,’ (1979: 224). 

Some reputed contemporary anthropologists and observers have also mentioned in 
personal communications that they have witnessed such forms of secret worship by women. 
More recent accounts, though not first-hand, also testify to the continued existence of secret 
forms of worship by Santhal and other indigenous women (see Bosu-Mullick, 2000 and 
Mishra, 2003). What, however, has been noted as secret worship may well have been a 
normal form of worship in an earlier period. In the course of history it may have moved 
from centre-stage to the margins. 

The Santhal and Munda both have myths of the manner in which the women-centred 
religious practices were relegated to the margins or came to be denounced as negative. 
Myths are not history, but they play a role in making a cultural account of how the history 
was created. And, once mythologized, these notions continue to play a role in people’s 
understanding of contemporary events.  

The movement of religious practices to the margins is the result of a struggle, a struggle 
in which formerly exalted practices and states, such as ‘being possessed’, are now derided 
and even cast in a negative light. It is in this struggle that the women-centred practices and 
rites came to be charged as being witchcraft. As Malcolm Gaskill points out, ‘… the charge 
of witchcraft was never uniquely associated with one faith or another, but generated by 
conflict between faiths,’ (2010: 16, emphasis in original). Discussed in more detail elsewhere 
(Nathan, Kelkar and Xiaogang, 1998; and Bosu-Mullick, 2000) there was a conflict between 
women-centred and men-centred religious practices among various indigenous peoples.  

What is important for our present analysis is that these conflicts, mythologized women 
as dangerous witches. There is an easy, even if unconscious polarization between ‘the 
polarity of gender and the polarity of good and evil’ (Gaskill, 2010: 30). There surely is not 
an invariant connection between women and evil, but many religio-cultural systems3  posit 
such a connection among their founding metaphors.  
rebellion and Witch-hunting

Two periods of adivasi rebellion in Jharkhand were simultaneously periods of intense 
witch-hunting. This was during the 1857 Mutiny, at which time the Santhal hul (rebellion) 
led by the brothers Sighu and Kanhu took place and later at the end of the 19th century 
when there was the Birsa Munda-led rebellion in the Khuti-Ranchi area. Preceding these 
rebellions were periods of colonial rule. The colonial authorities, along with missionary 
priests, obviously opposed witch-hunting and killing.  

There was a belief that witches flourished under benign British rule. In Africa too 
there was the belief that the colonial state protected witches by refusing to act against them 

3 See Nel Noddings (1989) for an analysis of Eve and the origin of evil in Christianity. 
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(Geschiere, 1997: 15). In 1837, Wilkinson issued a directive with specific instructions against 
witch murders (Sinha, 2007). When the political space of the colonial state shrank during 
the 19th century adivasi rebellions, there was a rise in witch-killings. In a parallel manner, 
one might note that the ending of apartheid in South Africa is said to have seen a rise in 
witch-killings. ‘The problem seems to be that as soon as a new political space is opened 
up, it is overrun by rumours about the use of sorcery and witchcraft’ (Geschiere, 1997: 7).   

The Jharkhand adivasi rebellions combined anti-colonial and anti-women connotations. 
As colonial rule weakened, many women were killed as witches. But should the anti-witch 
drives of the adivasi rebels be seen as a type of James Scott’s ‘weapons of the weak’, as 
argued by Shashank Sinha (2007)?  It would rather be more straightforward to point out 
that the adivasi rebellions of the 19th century also contained within them anti-women aspects 
related to the traditional practice of witch persecution and killing. 

Further, there was adivasi opposition to the witch-hunts (Ata Mallick, 2008). Even 
in those days persecuted women and their families approached the colonial authorities for 
help. Opposition to witch hunting then came from not just the colonial authorities alone, 
but also from sections of the community itself. Since quite large numbers of women were 
attacked and faced the threat of attack, there could have been substantial opposition. Chotrae 
Deshmanjhi a participant in the Santhal rebellion of 1855 said, ‘We were all afraid seeing 
such things. My two brothers suggested that we should leave the place immediately as we too 
have women and girls. They might be identified as witches’ (ibid.: 118, emphasis added). 
The Santhal myth, in particular, identified all women as actual or potential witches.4 

By the time of the Adivasi Mahasabha in the 1930s and the Jharkhand Party in the 1950s 
both Hinduism and Christianity had spread among the indigenous peoples in Jharkhand. 
In addition, the attempt to create pan-Adivasi identities also led to ‘toning down internal 
tensions (witch-killings included)’ (Sinha, 2012).  
nature of Witch -hunting

The types of events that constituted violence in witch-hunting are clear enough. They 
involved humiliation (e.g. being forced to eat human or animal excreta), trashing of the 
house, sexual and physical attacks on women and other members of the immediate family. 
The witch and sometimes her family could be banished from the village. At times, the 
women were killed. 

Witch-hunting was not an inter-tribal matter; it did not involve members of one tribe 
attacking those of another as having witches. In that sense, it was not similar to head-hunting, 
which usually involved villages fighting each other. Witch-hunting was an internal matter, 
an intra-tribe matter. Those making the accusations and those being accused belonged to 
the same tribe. It was an internal struggle, a gendered struggle. Since any woman could be 
denounced as a witch it would have served to terrorize and inhibit all women from being 
forceful or insistent about anything.

More than just being members of the same tribe, the accuser and accused were usually 
closely related to one another, members of the same kin group or lineage. The accusations 

 4 For an analysis of the Santhal myth of witch origin, see Kelkar and Nathan (1991); Nathan, Kelkar and Yu (1998)
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usually centred around losses suffered by one family, or section of the family. These losses 
could be economic, such as of livestock or even the harvest; or the loss of family members 
through illness. Any kind of misfortune was explained in terms of the malevolent intentions 
of some persons, accused of using witchcraft to bring about misfortune. 

These accusations were followed by the killing or driving out of the witch and the takeover 
of her land and other property by the accusers, since, most often the accused women were 
widows or otherwise single women. Such women had little familial support and thus could 
be easy victims. A struggle within kin groups is often about property. Witch-hunting truly 
is ‘the dark side of kinship’ (Geschiere, 1997: 11).5 

In the struggle within kin groups, land was the central issue. In different tribes women 
had varied rights to land as widows, ranging from the right to full-use, to the right to merely 
be maintained. In the case of a widow without sons, the land then went to the nearest male 
kin on the husband’s side. Those male kin with a claim over the land where often the ones 
who initiated witch accusations in order to immediately takeover the land. 
Land and subsistence economy

In the traditional tribal economy there was growth. A village could grow by bringing 
new land under cultivation. A kin group could also grow by bringing more land under 
cultivation. As sons got married and started new households they could bring new land 
under cultivation. More land, which also meant more households, strengthened a kin group. 

The economy was not stagnant—there was growth, but at the extensive margin. Growth 
at the extensive margin meant that per capita income or consumption standards remained 
more or less constant. Higher production which might occur in a good year did not mean 
a higher consumption standard. The excess, over and above regular consumption or seed 
needs, was often consumed in feasting. Or, at times the surplus produce would simply be 
left to rot in the ground, as was observed in the case of swidden cultivators in Tripura 
(Malabika Dasgupta, 2002). 

 When such an economy could grow by bringing more land under cultivation there may 
have been less conflict over land within the village. But when colonialism set limits to the 
expansion of cultivation, claiming the forests as state property, then there would have been 
an intensification of land conflicts within the village. It should be noted that in both major 
adivasi revolts in the 19th century, the right to expand cultivation into what were claimed 
as state forests by the colonial state, was the key issue. The Chotangapur Tenancy Act that 
resulted from the Birsa Munda-led revolt, explicitly recognized the right of villages over 
their forests, legalizing the ‘khutkatti’ system.

The colonial state not only took over the forest lands stopping growth possibilities, 
it also took steps against witch killing. As mentioned earlier, in 1853 Wilkinson (of the 
famous Wilkinson Rules) criminalized witch killing, treating it as murder. 

But even in a subsistence economy, there could be some possibilities for accumulation, 
particularly through forms of trade, which colonialism made possible. For instance, in 

 5 This remark was made by Peter Geschiere (1997) about witchcraft in Cameroon or Africa in general.
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Jharkhand there grew the trade in lac. In this subsistence economy, witch-hunting did 
function as a levelling mechanism, in the manner that seems to have occurred in Africa 
(Geschiere, 1997). 

Among the Munda there was a system of redistribution that inhibited accumulation, 
rather than centralized it, as was the case among the Khasi of Meghalaya.6 Any family that 
accumulated wealth was subjected to hisinga or envy. The wealth was supposed to be due 
to worship of the paltu or domesticated bonga or spirit. Success in accumulating wealth 
was then due not to individual or household effort, but to the spirit, the bonga. At some 
time the family would be required to give a feast to the whole village, which could leave 
the family even worse-off than the rest of the village.

The village feasting was a manner of redistribution, or rather consumption of the 
surplus. But it did not carry the negative connotation of wealth acquired through illicit or 
negative means, as through witchcraft. Thus it was different from the African case where 
any accumulation was due to witchcraft and led to persecution of the witch. Redistribution 
by feasting was a relatively benign form of levelling, compared to denunciation as a witch. 

change in Production orientation

Over time, the subsistence, or ‘full belly’-orientation of tribal production began to 
change. New needs were created and grew, such as those for education and modern medical 
services.With better communication the possibilities for trading opened up avenues for 
increasing income.There was a shift from a subsistence form of production to accumulation.

However, the possibilities for accumulation were not equally shared by all households. 
There were inequalities depending on access to external contacts, education, etc. Not 
only were local goods, such as non-timber forest products (NTFP) traded, migration for 
wage labour also opened up. 

When there is growth of per capita income in an economy where growth is possible 
only at the extensive margin, then that must come about through some forms of external 
economic contact. Some persons got jobs outside the village economy, in some form of 
migration. But with migration, and even more jobs, being limited, there could clearly be an 
element of jealousy when some households, and not others, received increased income.

A shift from subsistence to an accumulative mode of production is a very major 
transformation of the economic system. It is what may be called a civilizational change 
(Nathan and Kelkar 2003). The change is, as mentioned above, not just in the types of 
production carried out but also in the attitudes to production. Production is not just for 
meeting relatively fixed needs, but now has the objective of maximizing income.

Such a shift in thinking about economic production also has many social consequences. 
Reciprocity in sharing, works well when who does better is a random occurrence. Such 
change and sharing tend to cancel each other out over time. But when some households 

6 For an extended discussion of issues of accumulation among indigenous peoples see Nathan and Kelkar (2003).
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have a regular access to higher income than others in the kin group, then sharing tends 
to break down. For instance, when one household has a member in a government job 
or other such salaried job, then the claims of kin over that income become a source of 
resentment. Those who do not have the benefit of having secured such a job become 
envious of those who have. 

Envy, or hisinga, as we saw above, is a well-established concept in tribal socio-economic 
thinking. Earlier accusations of witchcraft did not include being economically better-
off as a factor. But more recent accounts, such as Archana Mishra (2003) and personal 
communications with Poonam Toppo, of the anti-witch persecution NGO, Asha, mention 
the rise of being better-off as a factor in witchcraft accusations.  

Thus, there is a new kind of background to witch accusations. ‘The money she received 
from him [migrant husband] every month became the root cause for her brother-in-law’s 
jealousy,’ (Archana Mishra, 2003: 61); and in another instance, ‘We were leading a calm and 
quiet life and my family was well-settled. Maybe this was the reason why they labelled me 
as a witch,’ (ibid.: 95). These are new kinds of background elements in witch accusations, 
of households that do well or better than others. 

In these examples the witch could be thought to have used evil or at least occult 
powers to secure some benefit for her family. The good fortune of these households is 
directly linked to the absence of good fortune of other less advantaged households. Such 
an analysis is explicitly made among the matrilineal Khasi of Meghalaya. When someone, 
other than those from the clans of the chiefs (Syiems) or priests (Lyngdoh) accumulated 
wealth, it was supposed to have been done by worshipping the serpent, u thlen. This 
accumulation was tantamount to drinking the blood of other clan members. 

The notion of sanctioned and non-sanctioned wealth is present among central Indian 
tribes too. This is discussed in some detail in Bailey (1994), which we use over here to 
supplement material from our earlier work. 

There was the wealth from land. The village head and the village priest usually had 
the better quality land in the village. If they were skilful and careful they could manage 
some accumulation, though their feasting obligations would usually dissipate any possible 
accumulation. But if some accumulation did take place, this was acceptable as a sanctioned 
form of wealth. This wealth, one should note, was something entirely relative. It might just 
mean having more grain, fruits and vegetables. Such extras could not really be accumulated 
and were justified on the basis of the redistribution involved in various rituals. 

The other way of accumulating wealth was a kind of ‘easy wealth’ (ibid.: 79). This was 
due to luck, or more important, opportunistic behaviour or cheating. Even more important, 
however, was the fact that such easy wealth was accumulated by those who were not 
supposed to do so. This could be any family other than those of the headman and priest. 
It could also extend to multi-ethnic villages, with a combination of tribes and castes. 
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Among7 the Munda and Ho, such a family is supposed to have tamed or kept the paltu 
bonga, or domesticated spirit. In the multi-ethnic village that Bailey analyses, the family 
is said to have kept a devata. Witches too have their own bongas. They could be used to 
damage another person’s well-being. Between the witches and various bongas or devatas, 
the point is that there were sanctions for acquiring wealth. If acquired it should be shared 
with other members of the lineage. Those who did not do this voluntarily could be forced 
to do this through the mechanisms of either hisinga (envy) or the witch accusation. 

That acquiring wealth and not sharing it, could spark-off hisinga, is seen in one key 
incident. The family of the sister-in-law of Ram Dayal Munda, one-time Vice Chancellor 
of Ranchi University and a member of the Congress Party’s National Advisory Council 
(NAC), was killed by a group of men from the village. Not only had they become better-
off, they had also given up drinking haria, or rice beer. Not sharing rice beer with your 
brotherhood is even taken as an insult, a sign of anti-social behaviour and of looking down 
upon other members of the brotherhood. They were asked to leave the village and when 
they refused, all members of the family who were in the village were killed. There was no 
witch accusation in this case.

If spirits could be used to accumulate wealth, they could also be used to damage 
another person’s economic well-being. A market-based economy brings with it various 
risks. Very damaging could be the loss of uninsured livestock; cattle in particular represent 
large investments for agriculturist households. 

With the growth of a new orientation towards accumulation away from subsistence 
production, the witch could use powers to: (i) accumulate, and (ii) to damage others. Those 
who did badly economically would try to find the witches who had damaged them. Those 
who did well would be targeted as witches. 

Witch-hunting, then, serves as a levelling tendency. Here the distinction between 
witchcraft and witch-hunting is important. Witchcraft may be thought to be used for either 
a positive reason, such as accumulation, or a negative reason such as to destroy another. 
Overall though, witch-hunting is seen to serve only one tendency, that of levelling by not 
allowing accumulation by some.

 The above analysis is different from that by Peter Geschiere (1997) of witchcraft in 
Cameroon. He thinks that representations of witchcraft strike a, ‘precarious balance between 
“levelling” and “accumulating” tendencies’ (1997: 16). That is correct as far as witchcraft 
goes, which can be used either to benefit oneself or harm others. 

Witch hunting however would not have an accumulating tendency (unless it were 
exclusively, or preponderantly used to target the worse-off sections and enable the 
better-off to grab their land and other properties). A preliminary look at contemporary 
cases of witch-hunting does not show that it is mainly the worse-off who are the victims 

 7 Thanks to Samar Bosu-Mullick for discussions on these points.
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of witch-hunting! 

Further, as we saw about the Munda, the levelling function was served not only by 
witch accusations but also by requiring those who had more to offer as a feast to the village. 

Before going on to next section we would like to again reiterate that there is a difference 
between two groups of those who get ahead of the rest. The first group of those who 
enter into professions (or, even government jobs) and either completely move away from 
the village or depend on it only in a nominal sense. There would certainly be a substantial 
number of claimants on the income and property of such persons and families, but their 
having moved away makes them somewhat immune to levelling pressures.

The other group is of those who have moved somewhat ahead but still remain 
within the village economy. They may have some members who have migrated not into 
professions but as workers at various levels. Their families would continue to reside in the 
village and interact with them. This section is most vulnerable to levelling pressures. One 
would expect that it is among them that women are likely to be denounced as witches 
and subject to persecution. 

institutions and economic transition

It is important to look at the overall impacts of witch-hunting. The literature on witch-
hunting is trapped in an anthropological mode, if one may call it that. As a starting point it 
is necessary to look at how those involved look at these institutions. But even when going 
beyond how local people look at these institutions, it is necessary to place witch-hunting 
within the context of the transitions actually underway in tribal economies. In summary 
form, this is the transition from subsistence to an accumulating economy. In this transition 
what is the impact of witch-hunting?

This impact can be broken down to a number of aspects in order to be analysed. At a 
social level there is loss due to destruction of property, at least the witch’s house and all 
materials in it. Land and other productive assets may not be destroyed in the course of 
witch-hunting, but the house usually is trashed and made unfit for dwelling. In any case, 
people are unlikely to stay in a declared witch-house.

Injury, banishment, or death, all result in a loss of labour power. There are seemingly 
mundane matters like the cost of treatment and the loss of income due to the inability to 
work during treatment and recovery, but these are real costs that must be attributed to 
witch-hunting. Premature death, of course, is the ultimate loss of labour power, reducing 
the productive potential of the household, lineage and tribe. With accumulation and the 
possibilities of migration the loss of such labour power, whether temporarily through 
injury or permanently through death, becomes particularly acute. 
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The above losses are concentrated in the households of the witches and through 
that have an impact on production in the village or tribe. But more important may be the 
impact of witch denunciation and witch hunting on the agency and initiative of women 
and even the whole tribe. Any woman, particularly one who is successful or part of a 
successful household, is in danger of being denounced and persecuted as a witch. This 
would inhibit women’s’ agency in taking initiatives for economic betterment. It could also 
lead to attempts to conceal actual accumulation. Such attempts could have costs at least 
in terms of not investing in more visible, but higher-return arenas. Hiding money, rather 
than investing it, has a cost. 

The inhibiting effect on investment is not just a matter of women alone, but would 
affect the households of which they are a part. Any successful household is likely to have 
women denounced as witches. All households would then either restrict or hide their 
accumulations and investments. 

Accusations and witch-hunting would thus affect the agency of women and their 
ability to use or even build upon their capabilities. These inhibiting effects spread from 
women to their households, which in effect impacts the whole village and tribe. A resulting 
low-level trap could be broken by a collective decision to take up new and promising 
activities. But the continuation of suspicion and envy, hisinga, would make such collective 
decisions difficult. 

Finally, there is no doubt that witch-hunting and killing are a gross violation of human 
rights. It may be argued that such practices are part of the culture of the concerned 
indigenous peoples, but cultural practices have and do change. 
Witch-hunting as anti-modern

That witch-hunting continues to occur in a modern context does not, therefore, make 
it a modern practice. We have seen that it is an anti-accumulative practice. That this is 
framed in terms of levelling does not make it modern. Rather, one could argue that there 
are two kinds of levelling. There is a levelling practice that inhibits accumulation and brings 
down or levels those who get ahead of the rest. There can also be a levelling practice of 
collective ownership based on accumulation in a market-based economy. Witch-hunting is 
a levelling practice of the former type. Taking modernity to mean at least accumulation, 
one can argue that witch-hunting is anti-modern at the economic level.

More important, however, is to frame modernity in terms of more equal gender 
relations. On this count, there can be little doubt that witch-hunting and accusations are 
thoroughly anti-modern. They inhibit the agency of women and are a threat to all and 
any women of the tribe.  
Witch-hunting in changing contexts

We have looked at witch-hunting in three different contexts. First is that of setting 
up masculine domination in the ritual and political spheres. This is also the period of 
displacement of women-centred religious practices and their replacement by men-centred 



WITCHES: WOMEN AS TARGETS  11

religious practices. It is in this clash of religious and ritual systems that women’s’ religious 
practices were denounced as witchcraft. The key aspect of this process was women not 
having a voice in governance, in conjunction with their ritual devaluation.

The second context is that of the patrilineal descent system. Women’s land rights 
were reduced over time. Witch accusations and the killing or driving out of witches were 
among the forms of oppression used in this process, which established and re-established 
women’s economic dependence. 

Analytically we can distinguish these two spheres of political and economic affairs and 
the context of political and economic domination by men and dependence of women. 
But they may well occur simultaneously and at various points of time.

The third context of witch-hunting is that of transition from subsistence to an 
accumulative economy, and the decline of reciprocity. In this context the target is not 
just women, but may also include their households. 

But across all three contexts the constant is the denunciation of women as witches and 
their being hunted in various ways. This oppression of women in ritual, political, economic 
and family or kinship spheres, or patriarchy, is the constant through all these contexts. 

The violence of the witch-hunt seems to have had a constitutive role in establishing 
women’s subordination. But it also has an instrumental role in continuing to keep women 
subordinated. The likelihood of any woman being denounced as a witch has an effect on all 
women, persuading them to follow established practices and not deviate from the norm.

Patriarchy strengthened over time, extending men’s domination from the ritual and 
political spheres to the economic sphere. But with the growth of the market system and 
the substantial possibilities for women’s independent economic activities we may see a 
weakening of patriarchy. But this economic weakening needs to be accompanied by a 
weakening of strongly held cultural beliefs of the need to control women. 
nature of Violence

Witch-hunting, even when it does not involve killing, is an extreme form of violence. 
It can involve destruction of a house, being forced to eat human and animal excreta, and 
physical and sexual assault. Either banishment or killing is often the end-result. With any 
woman likely to be branded a witch, this violence is a threat against all women of the tribe. 

Was witch-hunting and killing instrumental in converting gender difference into 
gender hierarchy? Henrietta Moore (1994: 139) poses this question about violence about 
women in general. Looking at the Santhal myth of the origins of women as witches and 
men as witch-finders, one can certainly put forward the thesis that the violence of witch-
hunting and killing was instrumental in turning gender difference into gender hierarchy. 
Thus this function of the violence of witch-hunting may be viewed as instrumental—that 
is, violence employed to establish a patriarchal gender-hierarchy and its belief system.  
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But, having established gender hierarchy in the form of patriarchy, what then explains 
the continuing violence of witch-hunts? One might use the term violence as constitutive 
of gender relations to explain the continuing role of witch-hunts. This formulation is a 
little different from Moore’s question: ‘does violence enter into the cultural construction of 
personhood in different ways for women and men?’ (1994: 139). The violence of witch-hunting 
clearly enters in different ways into the cultural construction of women and men in these 
indigenous communities. Women are the victims (or, largely the victims), while men are the 
perpetrators of that violence. Women are the witches, who can be subject to violence; while 
men are the witch-finders who can initiate violence. Having played an instrumental role in 
establishing gender hierarchy, the violence of witch-hunting then continues as a constitutive 
part of gender hierarchy.
Dealing with Witch-hunting

Dealing with witch-hunting surely requires police action. But it is not necessary that 
this will be a deterrent where people believe that their actions are justified by a moral 
code or social norms that they adhere to. There have been reported instances where after 
killing the woman, the perpetrators have turned themselves in at the police station. In 
the case of the Munda family hisinga killing mentioned above, the killers went directly 
to the police station. Nevertheless, police action alone is not sufficient. It needs to be 
accompanied by a change in social norms.

How norms change is a difficult matter to analyse. In Weber’s analysis the Protestant 
Ethic, a macro-level change in norms, brought about a change in norms and behaviour 
at the micro-level. Saving and accumulation now become acceptable in social behaviour. 
This is, in a sense, a top-down change—a macro-level change in beliefs bringing about a 
micro-level change in norms and behaviour. 

But there are also examples of changes in norms which have come about not through 
top-down changes but more from a bottom-up movement. Micro-credit, when it started in 
Bangladesh, went against the then established norm of women not being income-earners. 
There were religious sanctions against women entering into micro-enterprises. As Jean 
Ensminger and Jack Knight point out, ‘When we have sanctioning of deviant behaviour, 
we have evidence for the existence of a norm,’ (1997: 3).  

But over time, women’s participation in micro-enterprises has spread through the 
country and a new norm of women contributing to household money earnings has come 
to be accepted as a norm.8 “Some actors will eventually focus on a particular outcome and 
others will in time follow suit, establishing a convention” (Ensminger and Knight, 1997: 
3). With tens of millions of women running micro-enterprises, it amounts to that many 
millions of women deviating from an older norm who in the process, ‘... make possible the 
assertion of a new one’ (Keesing, 1975: 140, quoted in Ensminger and Knight, 1997: 1).   

There is a social (and individual) selection of one norm over another. The change in 
norms accompanies the actual change in women’s economic behaviour. The selection 
of women’s micro-enterprises at both individual and social levels must mean that it is 
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superior in providing a better economic result. In the economic context of poor women, 
the fitness landscape would favour the selection of a norm that provides a better economic 
outcome for poor women. 

Ensminger and Knight put forward three mechanisms of changing social norms, ‘… 
coordination of focal points, competitive selection among contracts, and bargaining’ (1997: 
3). Focal points here would be those who take up activities resulting in accumulation. The 
spread of these activities could be a factor in changing current norms. Whether those 
activities spread or not, however, depends on whether they are likely to be selected by 
large numbers of people. These activities should be economically superior to others in order 
to be selected. These two mechanisms—of focal points and selection—then really turn 
out to be just one mechanism, of being economically superior. An economically superior 
practice is likely to spread, overcome old norms and, in the process, establish new norms. 

Bargaining could also enter into the picture in the sense of undertaking some 
redistribution through feasting to buy-off those who do not benefit from the new norms. 
But there is a contradiction through such kin-based redistributive claims and incentives for 
individual accumulation. The stronger the former claims, the weaker will be the incentive 
to accumulate. More important than bargaining could be the possibility of drawing all or 
most into the accumulative process. In the absence of such inclusion there are bound to 
be tensions in accumulation. There will also be a contradiction between buying out those 
not benefiting and incentives to accumulate. The substitution of state-based redistribution 
through taxes in place of kin-based redistributions, rather than bargaining, could be a 
way around resistance to the new norms.

The above analysis relates to dealing with the witch problem in so far as it relates to 
the spread of a new economic system based on accumulation rather than a subsistence 
economy. The inequalities resulting from individual property and capability-based growth, 
exacerbate tensions in this transition. It is likely that a collective form of such a transition 
would reduce the resulting tensions in such a transition. As analysed elsewhere (Nathan and 
Kelkar, 1998 [Nathan, Kelkar and Yu]; and the Chonqing experience) collective economic 
entities, even collections of entities owned by a village as a whole, are possible within a 
market-oriented system of accumulation. 

Moving beyond the strains of the civilizational transformation of economic systems, 
there still remains the issue of gender relations. How does one deal with the gender-
relations issue, irrespective of whether it appears in the context of an economic transition, 
a relatively stagnant land-based economy or an even more stagnant tea plantation labour 
economy? 

There have been some movements to oppose witch-hunting. 

How do they frame (Goffman, 1974) the anti-witch hunt campaign?9  The category of 
superstition or questioning the supposed existence of witches is one such frame. Others are 

 8 See Kelkar, Nathan and Jahan, 2003, and Nathan, 2005, for an analysis of this change in norms.   
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 9 This section draws on Soma Chaudhuri (2008). 
10 For a fuller discussion of this issue see Nathan et al. 2012. In a more general context, but one which is important 
for framing the debate on human rights and culture see Appiah (2005).

those of women’s development, whether through reducing their vulnerability or reducing 
their dependence on men, and that of justice. The issue of development is not posed as 
we have put it in this paper—as one of transition from subsistence to accumulation, but 
the development schemes taken up (setting up women’s micro-enterprises) point in that 
direction. In this regard there is NBPDC or North Bengal People’s Development Center is 
working in the North Bengal tea plantations, while Jharkand NGO Asha has also expanded 
its ambit from witch denunciation and witch-hunting, to take up development issues of 
children’s education and ecological agriculture (Soma Chaudhuri, 2008).

Justice and the issue of superstition are related. They could be translated into the field 
of culture. What is called superstition is the cultural belief in the existence of malevolent 
women with extra-normal powers to cause harm. Linked to this is the attribution of 
misfortune (e.g. death of a person or livestock) to acts by some human. There is the further 
belief that unauthorized persons who accumulate wealth do so in an illegitimate manner, 
a transgression compounded by their failure to redistribute their gains. 

Thus the questioning of beliefs that support witch-hunting relate to some aspects of 
the culture of indigenous peoples. It is often argued that such cultures and their practices 
are not to be questioned, leave alone opposed. Nowadays in India, there is even a claim 
to a right ‘not to be offended’ by criticism. But when cultural beliefs and their resulting 
practices violate currently accepted notions of human rights, then it is human rights that 
are superior to cultural practices.10 

Future research

In this paper we have put forward the thesis that the context of witch-hunting has 
changed from the acquisition of land in a largely-subsistence, patrilineal economy to a 
levelling tendency within systems of accumulation. It would be useful to conduct a survey 
across a number of states to document the relative importance of these two contexts of 
witch-hunting. 
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