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Abstract: 

This comparative analysis examines the phenomenon of witch hunting as an organized crime against women in 

India. It explores the similarities between witch hunting and organized crime, shedding light on the structural, 

socio-cultural, and legal aspects of this alarming practice. The analysis delves into the systematic targeting of 

women, the role of patriarchal power dynamics, economic motivations, legal frameworks, and the profound 

impact on victims. This exploration aims to enhance understanding of the complex dynamics surrounding witch-

hunting as an organized crime against women in the Indian context. Witch-hunting, a deeply rooted, 

superstition-based practice continues to plague several regions of India. This practice has fostered another 

category of gender-based violence, making women the primary victims of witch-hunts over time. The paper 

delves into the prevalent issue of witch-hunting, focusing on its organized nature and thus, drawing a 

synonymity between witch-hunts and organized crimes. The paper also aims to analyze the various factors 

contributing to the organization of witch-hunting and its implications on women's rights and societal 

development. By examining historical contexts, cultural beliefs, socio-economic factors, and legal frameworks, 

this research seeks to shed light on the complex nature of this crime and propose strategies for its eradication.  

Keywords: Witch Hunting, Organized Crime, Women, India, Patriarchy, Gender-Based Violence. 

Introduction 

Witch hunting, as a crime against women, remains a distressing issue in India, perpetuating gender-based 

violence, social injustice, and human rights violations. Rooted in deep-seated superstitions and cultural beliefs, 

this practice continues to claim innocent lives, particularly in rural and marginalized communities. Branding 

women as witches and subjecting them to heinous acts of violence is an alarming reflection of societal 

prejudices, ignorance, and the subjugation of women. This research paper aims to try and establish witch-

hunting in India as an organized crime. The study sheds light on the complexities surrounding this deeply 

entrenched issue by examining the historical, socio-cultural, economic, and legal aspects. Furthermore, the study 

explores the implications of witch-hunting on the victims and the broader social fabric, seeking to identify 

effective strategies for eradication and social transformation.  

Historically, witchcraft-related beliefs have deep roots in Indian culture, with superstitions and notions of black 

magic prevalent across various regions. These beliefs perpetuate the view that women, majorly by dint of their 

sex, may have the capabilities of drawing misfortune to an entire community. Poverty, illiteracy, and lack of 

access to education exacerbate the vulnerability of marginalized communities, making them more susceptible to 

such practices.
1
 In some cases, witch hunting is employed as a means of land grabbing, where women labelled 

as witches are targeted for their property or resources. Women accused of witchcraft face physical and 

psychological violence, social ostracism, and loss of livelihoods. They endure torture, public humiliation, and 

often fall victim to mob violence or extrajudicial killings. This perpetuates a cycle of fear and silence, 

                                                             
1
 Santals | Encyclopedia.com, https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-

and-maps/santals. 
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preventing victims from seeking justice and perpetuating the cycle of violence against women. While legal 

provisions exist to address witch hunting in India, their effectiveness remains limited. The legal framework 

faces challenges in implementation, including inadequate resources, corruption, and a lack of awareness among 

law enforcement agencies and judicial bodies. The study aims to contribute to the existing knowledge on witch 

hunting by providing a nuanced understanding of its organized nature and its implications for women in India. 

Through collaborative efforts involving government agencies, civil society organizations, local communities, 

and individuals, a concerted fight against this crime can be waged, protecting the rights and dignity of women 

and fostering a more inclusive and equitable society. 

Systematic Targeting of Women: Witch hunting in India predominantly targets women, particularly those who 

are vulnerable, marginalized, or deemed deviant within their communities. Accusations of witchcraft are often 

employed as a means to control and suppress women who challenge patriarchal norms or possess economic or 

social influence. The systematic targeting of women reflects the deep-rooted gender inequalities and the 

perpetuation of patriarchal power dynamics, wherein women become victims of violence and discrimination due 

to their perceived threat to existing power structures. 

Role of Patriarchal Power Dynamics: Patriarchal power dynamics play a pivotal role in perpetuating witch 

hunting as an organized crime against women in India. The patriarchal social order enables the manipulation of 

cultural and religious beliefs to justify violence and discrimination against women. Accusations of witchcraft are 

often used as a tool to reinforce existing power structures and suppress women's autonomy, agency, and social 

mobility. The subjugation of women within patriarchal systems creates an environment conducive to the 

organization and sustenance of witch hunting as an organized crime. 

Economic Motivations: While witch hunting is primarily driven by patriarchal power dynamics, economic 

motivations also come into play. In some instances, women accused of witchcraft are targeted due to their 

economic status, land ownership, or inheritance rights. The organized criminal elements involved in witch 

hunting exploit these economic interests, aiming to seize the property or resources of the accused women. 

Economic gain, combined with patriarchal control, creates a powerful incentive for the continuation of this 

organized crime against women. 

Legal Frameworks and Challenges: The legal frameworks surrounding witch hunting in India present a 

complex landscape. While India has legislation in place to address witch hunting, such as the Prevention of 

Witch-Hunting Act in certain states, implementation and enforcement remain challenging. Weak 

implementation, lack of awareness, and societal biases contribute to the persistent failure in delivering justice to 

the victims and holding perpetrators accountable. Furthermore, the blurred lines between cultural beliefs and 

criminal acts complicate legal interventions, making it crucial to strike a balance between respecting cultural 

diversity and ensuring the protection of women's rights. 

Impact on Victims: The impact of witch hunting on women in India is devastating. Accused women often face 

severe physical and psychological violence, including public humiliation, torture, and even murder. The social 

stigma and isolation attached to witchcraft allegations lead to the loss of social support networks, exclusion from 

economic activities, and a shattered sense of identity. The intergenerational impact is also significant, as the 

trauma and discrimination experienced by survivors have long-lasting effects on their families and communities. 

Aims & Objectives: 

1. To explore the causes behind witch-hunting. 

2. To analyse the comparative aspects of witch-hunting and organized crime. 

3. To evaluate the existing legal framework and its effectiveness in curbing witch-hunting. 

4. To propose measures for raising awareness, promoting gender equality, and eradicating witch-hunting 

through collaborative efforts involving government, civil society, and local communities. 
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Methodology: 

The methodology adopted by the researcher in this research work is analytical in nature. The 

researcher has adopted the doctrinal method of data collection in order to study the existing literature on the 

subject. The researcher has referred to a great number of scholarly articles published in reputed journals and 

magazines; newspaper reports; reports prepared by Civil Society Organizations etc. in order to understand the 

nature, impact and historical prevalence of the evil practice of witch craft.  

This research is analytical in nature wherein an attempt has been made to analyse the comparison between 

organized crime and witch-hunting. The research also analyses the 

role of government, judiciary as well as the civil society organizations, committed to eradicate this evil human 

rights abuse.  

Research questions: 

1. How is witch-hunting established as a crime against women in India? 

2. How do socio-economic factors such as poverty, illiteracy, and lack of access to education contribute to 

the organization of witch hunting as a crime against women? 

3. What can be the similarities between the occurrence of a witch-hunt and an organized crime? 

4.  How effective is the existing legal framework in addressing witch hunting in India, and what are the 

key challenges and limitations in its implementation? 

5. What strategies and interventions can be employed to raise awareness, promote gender equality and 

eradicate witch hunting? 

6. How can collaborative efforts involving government agencies, civil society organizations, and local 

communities be mobilized to combat witch hunting and protect the rights of women? 

Discussion: 

Classifying Witch-Hunting as a Crime against Women: 

Classifying witch-hunting as a crime against women is essential for understanding its gendered nature and 

addressing the specific vulnerabilities and injustices faced by women. By recognizing witch-hunting as a crime 

against women, we acknowledge the systematic targeting, violence, and discrimination women endure due to 

accusations of witchcraft. Here are key aspects of classifying witch-hunting as a crime against women: 

1. Gender-Based Violence: Witch-hunting predominantly targets women, making it a form of gender-

based violence. Women are disproportionately accused, subjected to physical and psychological harm, and 

deprived of their rights and dignity. Recognizing witch-hunting as a crime against women highlights the gender-

specific nature of the violence and the need for targeted interventions and support for survivors. 

2. Patriarchal Power Structures: Witch-hunting is deeply intertwined with patriarchal power structures 

that perpetuate gender inequality and control over women. Accusations of witchcraft often serve as a means to 

reinforce existing power dynamics and suppress women who challenge societal norms or possess economic and 

social influence. By classifying witch-hunting as a crime against women, we acknowledge the role of patriarchal 

structures in sustaining this violence. 

3. Intersectionality: Classifying witch-hunting as a crime against women recognizes the intersectionality 

of gender with other forms of discrimination and marginalization. Women from marginalized communities, such 

as Dalit women or indigenous women, often face heightened vulnerabilities due to multiple axes of oppression. 

Understanding the intersectional dimensions helps in developing targeted strategies to address the specific 

challenges faced by these women. 

4. Legal Protection: Classifying witch-hunting as a crime against women strengthens the legal framework 

for protecting women's rights. It highlights the need for comprehensive legislation that specifically addresses 
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witch-hunting and ensures accountability for perpetrators. It also emphasizes the importance of sensitizing law 

enforcement agencies, judiciary, and other relevant stakeholders to respond effectively to cases of witch-

hunting. 

5. Empowering Women: By classifying witch-hunting as a crime against women, we recognize the 

importance of empowering women to resist and challenge this violence. Empowerment initiatives can focus on 

education, awareness, economic opportunities, and social support networks that enable women to assert their 

rights, combat discrimination, and break free from the cycle of violence. 

6. International Frameworks: The classification of witch-hunting as a crime against women aligns with 

international frameworks and conventions that address violence against women. The United Nations Declaration 

on the Elimination of Violence against Women and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women provide a basis for recognizing and combating witch-hunting as a gendered 

crime. 

It is difficult to define witch-craft in an all-comprehensive manner because it assumes various definitions and 

implications with the changes of locations, cultures and traditions.
2
 But whatever be the differences in its forms, 

people across the world would opine that witch is believed to have some malignant power by the spell of which 

she inflicts harm on the people and the society above all.
3
 The Oxford Advanced Learner‘s Dictionary defines 

‗witch‘ as a woman thought to have evil magic powers and ‗witchcraft‘ as use of magic powers, especially evil 

ones. The same dictionary defines ‗witch-hunt‘ as a search to find and destroy people thought to be witches. The 

term ‗witch‘ has been derived from the old English words ‗wicca‘ (masculine) and ‗wicce‘ (feminine).
4
 ‗Wicca‘ 

represents a form of religious belief associated with paganism. It often has been described as the ‗craft of the 

witches‘. Witchcraft mainly bears a negative meaning in that it denotes the use of occult or supernatural powers 

to inflict harm on others. Throughout history, the connotation of witchcraft has been suggested by various terms, 

but all of them give the same negative implication. Blind faith in superstitions results in the condemnation of 

human beings for the damage experienced by some other. Such kind of beliefs is characterized by blaming a 

person, especially a woman for having alliance with the Devil in bringing about destruction of others in the 

society through magic or sorcery. ‗Witch-hunting‘ refers to stigmatization of people belonging to specific 

groups, especially women, by labelling them as ‗witches‘ or evil spirits who bring bad omen to the society.
5
  

"Witch-Hunting: An Unabated Social Menace of Assam" published in the Journal of Education & Social Policy, 

Vol. 1, No. 2, in December 2014. Additionally, references from other sources are utilized, including an article 

by Michael R. Dilts titled "Power in the Name: The Origin and Meaning of the Word Witch" and a legal study 

by Zafreena Begum titled "Menace of Witch-Hunting: A Legal Study" from the book "Phenomenon of Witch 

Hunting in the North-East: A Major Challenge to Women." 

Witch-hunting, a practice rooted in superstition and cultural beliefs, continues to be a grave social issue in 

Assam, India. This article explores the research article published in the Journal of Education & Social Policy in 

2014, which sheds light on the persistent nature of witch-hunting in the region. Additional sources are 

referenced to provide a comprehensive understanding of the issue. 

Witch-Hunting as a Legacy of Violence Against Women: A Gendered Analysis: In our society, with a 

particular focus on women from marginalized communities, such as Dalit or Adivasi women. It explores the 

                                                             
2
 Sarma, Ramala, Witch Hunting-An Unabated Social Menace of Assam, Journal of Education &amp; Social 

Policy, Vol. 1, No. 2, (December, 2014). 
3
 Id. 

4
 Dilts, Michael R , Power in the Name: The Origin and Meaning of the Word Witch, available at: 

http://www.academia.edu/12416396/Power_in_the_Name_The_Origin_and_Meaning_of_the_Word_Witch_  
5
 Begum, Zafreena, Menace of Witch-Hunting: A Legal Study, Phenomenon of Witch Hunting in the North-

East: 

A Major Challenge To Women, The Women Cell, S.B.M.S. College, Sualkuchi, 1 ST ed. (2014), p.92. 

http://www.academia.edu/12416396/Power_in_the_Name_The_Origin_and_Meaning_of_the_Word_Witch_
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gendered nature of witch-hunting, where women are disproportionately targeted and branded as witches.
6
 By 

punishing those who deviate from societal norms, particularly women who exhibit assertiveness or 

independence, oppressors reinforce patriarchal expectations of docility and domesticity. The historical context 

of communal murders fueled by allegations of witchcraft in rural India, including the surge during the 1857-58 

resistance against the British in the Chhotanagpur region, further exemplifies the long-standing prevalence of 

witch-hunting and its connection to violence against women.
7
 

Introduction: Witch-hunting serves as a manifestation of violence against women in our society. This article 

aims to analyze the gendered nature of witch-hunting, with a specific focus on how women, particularly those 

from marginalized communities, such as Dalit or Adivasi women, are disproportionately targeted as witches.
8
 

The article also explores the underlying motivations behind witch-hunting, examining how it reinforces 

patriarchal expectations and perpetuates violence against women. The historical context of communal murders 

triggered by allegations of witchcraft further underscores the deep-rooted nature of this issue. 

1. Gendered Dimension of Witch-Hunting: Witch-hunting predominantly targets women, particularly 

those who deviate from societal expectations of docility and domesticity. The practice acts as a tool to control 

and punish women who challenge traditional gender roles or exhibit assertiveness. The disproportionate 

victimization of Dalit or Adivasi women highlights the intersecting factors of caste and gender in perpetuating 

violence against marginalized communities. 

2. Reinforcement of Patriarchal Norms: Witch-hunting serves as a mechanism to reinforce patriarchal 

norms by punishing women who assert agency or exhibit independence. The violence inflicted upon those 

accused of witchcraft sends a chilling message to women, emphasizing the consequences of deviating from 

societal expectations. By reinforcing traditional gender roles, witch-hunting serves to maintain power dynamics 

and subjugate women. 

3. Historical Context of Communal Murders: The historical context of communal murders triggered by 

allegations of witchcraft provides further evidence of the prevalence of witch-hunting and its connection to 

violence against women. During the 1857-58 resistance against the British, the Chhotanagpur region witnessed a 

surge in witch-hunting cases. This underscores the deep-rooted nature of witch-hunting as a means of exerting 

control and perpetuating violence, even in times of larger social upheaval. 

Witch-hunting is a legacy of violence against women in our society, often targeting marginalized communities, 

such as Dalit or Adivasi women. By punishing those who deviate from traditional gender roles, witch-hunting 

reinforces patriarchal expectations and perpetuates violence against women. The historical context of communal 

murders fueled by allegations of witchcraft further emphasizes the enduring nature of this issue. Eradicating 

witch-hunting requires comprehensive efforts, including legal reforms, community education, and addressing 

the structural inequalities that underpin this practice. By challenging patriarchal norms and empowering women, 

society can work towards creating a more equitable and just future, free from violence and oppression.
9
 

The Sepoy Mutiny of 1857 is well known as India‘s First War of Independence, but what has remained hidden 

is the fact that it is also witness to the first mass witch hunt across the tribal communities of Singhbhum and 

Santhal Parganas.
10

 Witch hunting involves various forms of violence and torture inflicted upon women. They 

may be physically assaulted, beaten, publicly humiliated, or subjected to cruel rituals to extract confessions or ― 

purge" them of their perceived powers. In extreme cases, victims are even killed through mob violence or 

                                                             
6
 Singh, Rakesh K., Witch hunting: Alive and Kicking‖, Women‘s Link, Vol. 17, No. 1, (2011). 

7
 Id. 

8
 Id. 

9
  Sinha, Shankar, Witch-hunts, Adivasis and the Uprising in Chhotanagpur, Economic and Political 

Weekly, Vol. 42, no. 19 (May 12-18, 2007), p.1672. 
10

 PLD, Piecing Together Perspectives on Witch Hunting: A Review of Literature, (2013), available at: 

http://ssrn.com/abstract=2660710,  

http://ssrn.com/abstract=2660710


 
 
 
 

 

145  

 

Journal for Re Attach Therapy and Developmental Diversities 
eISSN: 2589-7799 
2023 July; 6 (8s): 140-155 

https://jrtdd.com 

sanctioned executions. In conclusion, classifying witch-hunting as a crime against women highlights the gender-

specific nature of the violence, the role of patriarchal power structures, and the need for targeted interventions 

and legal protection. This classification enables a comprehensive understanding of the injustices faced by 

women and paves the way for concerted efforts to eliminate witch-hunting, promote gender equality, and ensure 

the safety and well-being of women. 

Causes behind Witch-Hunts: 

The menace of witch-hunts has attained such proportions that it is earning itself the tag of being the most 

primitive and yet persistent social evil. The world has been a witness to this evil since ages and now India also 

falls under the category of being a hotspot of this menace. Records of many NGO‘s, Government agencies as 

well as researchers suggest the growing magnitude of this crime. Therefore, many people and agencies have 

tried to find out the causes behind this crime‘s initiation and the factors that have added to its perpetuation and 

growing significance. These factors and causes are more or less same around the world, though there are certain 

ones which are related to the peculiar circumstances of the region where the crime is committed. And also that 

the causes being the same over centuries, they have managed to transform themselves in conformity with varied 

circumstances in different areas and times, though keeping their root purpose the same. Despite laws and 

regulations being put into play to curb this evil, still the reasons behind it have superseded them. 

1. Belief and Adherence to age old Superstitions: Witchcraft and sorcery are mainly related to the 

primitive, tribal and indigenous populations around the world. These people have a strong history and culture 

and as such they adhere to every means to preserve their collective well-being. The primitive world tries to take 

a number of measures conjointly in order to expel the action of the evil and to save them from the impending 

danger, and this action of the primitive people gives them a feeling of oneness and unites them together to fight 

the forces of evil and danger coming from different internal and/or external agencies.
11

 The common conception 

in the tribal populations is that disease, bad crops, natural disasters, unnatural deaths, etc. are mainly caused by 

ghosts and demons. They were liable to believe that when something negative happened it was a manifestation 

of witchcraft.
12

 Witch hunts are a common occurrence in a community that is isolated from the mainstream 

population.
13

 The tribal and indigenous populations include those people the majority of which live below the 

poverty line and in remote areas. As such they cannot avail themselves of the basic necessities of life like health 

care, education, etc. 

 

2. Lack of Education: Education is one of the basic requirements for the complete development of an 

individual‘s character. It is most integral for transforming his personality for the better. As such, the right to 

education has been advocated by all throughout the modern day world. The right to education finds its place in 

almost every major international document pertaining to human rights. India too has its own legislation on the 

subject matter as well as it has attained the category of a fundamental right. In India, in the case of J.P. 

Unnikrishnan v. State of Andhra Pradesh, the Supreme Court implied the right to education from the right to life 

and personal liberty guaranteed by Article 21.
14

 Those who lack education fail to understand the consequences 

their actions can bring about on the society. For the lack of knowledge these people fail to analyse the reality 

that exists in the society. They don‘t understand the deep rooted causes that might be prevalent behind common 

issues. For example, as regards witch-hunts, whenever there is sickness, bad crops, unnatural deaths, etc. the 

                                                             
11

 Manish Kumar Rabha, The World of Supernaturals: Belief and Practices, Matriliny to Patriliny: A Study of 

the Rabha Society, 1989, p.279. 
12

 Johansson, Tobias, The Crucible and the Reasons for the Salem Witch Hunt, Masters‘ Thesis, 2004, Lulea 

University of Technology, Sweden. 
13

 Soma Choudhury,Women as Easy Scapegoats: Witchdraft Accusations and Women as Targets in Tea 

Plantations of India,18 Violence Against Women, Sage Publications, Michigan State University, Michigan  

(2012). 
14

 Gitika Sarma, Education:An Important Remedy for Eradication of Witch Hunting in Assam, Phenomenon of 

Witch Hunting in the North-east: A Major Challenge to Women, The Women Cell, S.B.M.S. College, Sualkuchi 

(2014), p.231. 
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people tend to believe in superstitions that were handed down to them by their ancestors or which they got to 

know about from rumours. This very well leads them to blaming a person for practising witchcraft and inflicting 

harm upon the society. As such, witch-hunts are caused. Illiterate people fail to find out the rationale behind 

general occurrences in the society. They are the easy targets of the so-called ‗witch-doctors‘ who could have a 

strong influence upon them. 

 

3. Way to Suppress the Vulnerable Groups: Witch-hunts have often been employed as an avenue to 

suppress the vulnerable groups in the society like the poor and infirm, women, etc. Although there is a notion 

that witch-hunt is the product of illiteracy, but the fact is that it is prevalent among the educated as well.
15

 The 

people belonging to the upper educated class of the society often use witch-hunts as a ploy to suppress the ones 

for meeting their own ends. This happens mainly in terms of property disputes where the stronger party uses it 

to acquire the property of the other when they exhaust all other methods of extracting it. Again, witch-hunts are 

also used to suppress women who like to establish their presence in the society. This is mainly because of the 

patriarchal conceptions that exist in the society. It is a way to manifest patriarchy. To assert their authority, men 

suppress the women by branding them as witches. 

 

4. Lack of Health Care facilities: earlier, the witch-hunts are carried out in remote areas where there are 

no proper health care facilities. These areas are also cut off from the media and also the population there lack in 

education. This leads them to not being aware of hygiene and sanitation which in turn, causes severe epidemics. 

Malaria, dengue, cancer, tuberculosis, typhoid, meningitis, etc. are some of the diseases commonly occurring in 

these areas. The people fail to understand the reasons for such diseases and as such they fail to take the care that 

is required in such circumstances. And the lack of health care facilities adds to the woes of the society as the 

sick ones have to consult the village witch-doctor who then carries out his treatment through magic.   

 

Witch Hunting as an Organized Crime: 

Organized crime is perhaps the most interesting form of criminal behaviour.
16

 Public fascination with the 

―Mafia‖, the ―Mob‖, the ―Syndicate‖ and other suggestive descriptions has remained strong for more than a 

century.
17

 Defined literally, 'organized crime' is systematic illegal activity for power or profit.
18

 The United 

Nations Convention on Transnational Organized Crime (UNTOC) does not contain a precise definition of 

'transnational organized crime'.
19

 Nor does it list the kinds of crimes that might constitute it.
20

 This lack of 

definition was intended to allow for a broader applicability of the UNTOC to new types of crime that emerge 

constantly as global, regional and local conditions change over time.
21

 The UNTOC, however, defines an 

organized criminal group in Article 2(a) as: 

                                                             
15

Juthika Das and Anubhab Sarmah, Witnessing Witch-Hunting in the State of Assam: The Challenges and the 

Solutions, Phenomenon of Witch Hunting in the North-East: A Major Challenge to Women, Women Cell, 

S.B.M.S. College, Guwahati (2014), p. 140. 
16

 Albanese, Jay S.. 2014. Organized Crime : From the Mob to Transnational Organized Crime. London: Taylor 

& Francis Group. Accessed June 24, 2023. ProQuest Ebook Central. 
17

 Id. 
18

 BEARE, MARGARET E., ed. Critical Reflections on Transnational Organized Crime, Money Laundering, 

and Corruption. University of Toronto Press, 2003. https://doi.org/10.3138/9781442670242.  
19

TRANSNATIONAL ORGANIZED CRIME, https://www.unodc.org/ropan/en/organized-

crime.html#:~:text=a%20group%20of%20three%20or,financial%20or%20other%20material%20benefit (last 

visited Jun. 22, 2023) 
20

 Id. 
21

 Id. 

http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/treaties/CTOC/index.html
http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/treaties/CTOC/index.html
https://doi.org/10.3138/9781442670242
https://www.unodc.org/ropan/en/organized-crime.html#:~:text=a%20group%20of%20three%20or,financial%20or%20other%20material%20benefit
https://www.unodc.org/ropan/en/organized-crime.html#:~:text=a%20group%20of%20three%20or,financial%20or%20other%20material%20benefit


 
 
 
 

 

147  

 

Journal for Re Attach Therapy and Developmental Diversities 
eISSN: 2589-7799 
2023 July; 6 (8s): 140-155 

https://jrtdd.com 

―Organized criminal group‖ shall mean a structured group of three or more persons, existing for a period of time 

and acting in concert with the aim of committing one or more serious crimes or offences established in 

accordance with this Convention, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or other material benefit.
22

  

This definition was also adopted in the EU‘s Council Framework Decision 2008/841/JHA of 24 October 2008 

on the fight against organised crime and continues to reflect law enforcement authorities‘ conceptualisation of 

organised crime across the world.
23

 However, this definition does not adequately describe the complex and 

flexible nature of modern organised crime networks.
24

 Organized crime has the characteristics of self-

perpetuation and continuing conspiracy, the goals of profit and power, the use of fear and corruption, and virtual 

immunity from the law.
25

 Organized crime typically consists of co-ordinated illegal activity for financial gain by 

a group of agents over a significant period of time.
26

 The precise definition and characteristics of an organized 

crime, which is universally acceptable has not yet been defined. As such, there are certain characteristics of an 

organized crime which are commonly featured in the definitions of organized crime, which have featured over 

time. 

1. A Conspiratorial Crime: One way to understand witch-hunting is as a conspiratorial crime. Witch-

hunting involves a collective effort to target, accuse, and persecute individuals based on the belief that they 

possess supernatural powers or engage in witchcraft. It requires coordination and collaboration among accusers, 

informants, religious leaders, and community members who participate in the identification, investigation, and 

punishment of alleged witches. Similar to organized crime, witch-hunting operates through networks or groups 

that share a common goal. These groups often consist of individuals who hold influential positions within the 

community, such as religious figures or local leaders. They use their authority and influence to promote the 

witchcraft narrative, propagate accusations, and maintain control over the community. Conspiracy theories and 

rumors play a significant role in fueling witch-hunts. False or exaggerated claims about supernatural abilities, 

harmful spells, or demonic alliances are spread among the community, leading to a collective belief in the 

existence of witches. The conspiratorial nature of witch-hunting is evident in the secretive nature of 

investigations, the reliance on anonymous informants, and the closed-door proceedings of trials. Moreover, 

witch-hunting shares characteristics with conspiratorial crimes in terms of secrecy, coercion, and the use of fear 

to maintain silence and compliance. Accusers and informants may be coerced or manipulated into providing 

false testimonies, and individuals who question or challenge the witchcraft narrative may face social ostracism 

or even become targets themselves. The conspiratorial aspect of witch-hunting highlights the organized and 

premeditated nature of the crime. It involves a deliberate effort to control and manipulate beliefs, perpetuate fear 

and superstition, and exploit vulnerable individuals for personal, social, or economic gain. Recognizing witch-

hunting as a conspiratorial crime provides insights into its structural dynamics, the roles played by different 

actors, and the need for coordinated strategies to combat and prevent such crimes. Witch-hunting can be 

understood as a conspiratorial crime due to its organized nature, collective efforts, reliance on rumors and 

conspiracy theories, and the use of coercion and fear to maintain control. Examining witch-hunting through this 

lens can help inform strategies aimed at dismantling the conspiratorial networks, challenging false beliefs, and 

promoting justice and human rights. 
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An organized crime is characterized by a preceding criminal conspiracy.
 27

 Criminal conspiracy has been 

defined under Section 120A of the Indian Penal Code, 1860
28

 as: 

When two or more persons agree to do, or cause to be done—  

(1) an illegal act, or  

(2) an act which is not illegal by illegal means, such an agreement is designated a criminal conspiracy
29

 

As such, to be defined as an organized crime, there should be a conspiracy framed by two or more people for an 

‗illegal‘ act. Illegal has been defined under Section 43 of the Indian Penal Code as: 

The word ―illegal‖ is applicable to everything which is an offence or which is prohibited by law, or which 

furnishes ground for a civil action. 

 

To prove a woman as a witch also involves conspiracy. The conspiracy which is hatched by the influential 

patriarchs of the society and the conspiracy which is subjected to women, mainly women belonging to a lower 

caste or economically backward class. Witch-hunting attacks can be broadly categorized into two major 

categories- calculated and surprise.
30

 A calculated attack very well resembles a criminal conspiracy, where the 

perpetrators plan to attack the victim by using various means. These attacks may be lead on due to various 

reasons ranging from jealousy to property conflict. It has also been established time and again in various 

newspaper articles as well as researches that Indian villagers are still easily influenced by quacks. These quacks 

tend to instigate the people by alleging someone to be the reason of all the misfortunes. The villagers, then, get 

together and ‗discuss‘ about the punishments to be imposed on the ‗witch‘. 

 

The facts of the case in Sate of West Bengal v. Kali Singh & Others
31

 read: The appellants are the members of 

Munda community under the Scheduled Tribe category residing at Dubrajpur and Haridaspur villages in the 

district of Paschim Medinipur. Labouring under the unfounded superstition that three women, namely, Sambari 

Singh, Fulmani Singh and Sombari Singh (hereinafter referred to as 'the victims') belonging to their community 

were 'witches' and due to their evil spell death and other misfortunes had befallen their community, a meeting 

was organized on 16.10.2012 at noon at Dubrajpur village under the leadership of one Thoba Singh (an 

absconding accused). The meeting was attended by Ganesh Singh, Sani Mandi, Bablu Singh and Others. In the 

meeting the victims were declared as 'witches' and a sum of Rs. 60,000/- was demanded as fine. As they failed 

to pay, the victims were assaulted indiscriminately with fists, blows and kicks.
32

 

 

According to police data published by the Times of India newspaper, some 123 people were killed by mobs in 

Jharkhand between May 2016 and 2019.
33

 Women branded witches have had their nails pulled out, been forced 

to eat feces, been paraded naked or been beaten black and blue. They have been burned or lynched.
34

 From 2010 

to 2021, more than 1,500 people were killed in India after accusations of witchcraft, according to the National 

Crime Records Bureau.
35

 These instances are results of mostly mob violence. Mob violence which are, again, 

mostly a form of calculate witch-hunting attack on the victim and, thus, an instance of criminal conspiracy. 
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2. Use of Violence & Force: Organised crime groups rely on violence
36

 – or the threat thereof – to 

strengthen their reputation and maintain their position.
37

 However, it is worth highlighting that while organised 

crime groups recognise the expedient value of force, they have historically tended to resort to violence only 

when other forms of intimidation prove inadequate.
38

 An organized crime group, as such, uses the element of 

violence to inculcate the sense of threat among the subjects. The motive also includes revenge and deterrence of 

the individual as well as of those who will view his fate as an example to themselves.
39

 

Witch-hunting is a violent form of witchcraft belief.
40

 Witch hunting involves various forms of violence and 

torture inflicted upon women. They may be physically assaulted, beaten, publicly humiliated, or subjected to 

cruel rituals to extract confessions or ― purge" them of their perceived powers. In extreme cases, victims are 

even killed through mob violence or sanctioned executions. Witch-hunting is a three stage process viz., 

accusation, declaration and persecution. The third step includes mental and physical torture.
41

 Gary Jensen, in 

his book, The Path of the Devil: Early Modern Witch Hunts, describes persecution as strategic attempts initiated 

by the dominant groups in the society and directed at groups that threaten them. Witch hunts, thus, use threat in 

a similar connotation as an organized crime. In Ganesh Chandra Gond v. State of Jharkhand, the Jharkhand 

High Court dealt with a case involving the murder of a woman accused of practicing witchcraft.
42

 In Budhu 

Munda and Others v. State of Bihar, the Jharkhand High Court dismissed an appeal whereby the appellants were 

held guilty under Sections 302/34 IPC and convicted and sentenced them to undergo rigorous imprisonment for 

life and to pay a fine of Rs. 1000/- and in default to undergo rigorous imprisonment for six months for an act of 

assaulting and committing murder on accusation of witchcraft and black magic. They were further convicted 

and sentenced to undergo rigorous imprisonment for one month under Section 323 IPC but sentences were 

directed to run concurrently.
43

 In Munshi Soren & Others v. State of Assam, the Gauhati High Court convicted 

three persons who were accused of killing a husband and wife on accusations of being possessed with the evil 

spirit.
44

The three convicted persons were accused of beating up Chida Soren and his wife Sumi Mardi, on 

accusations of being ‗Daini‘, causing illness that led to the death of a number of children at Demdema village 

within the jurisdiction of Gossaigaon Police Station. The beating ultimately led to the death of Chida Soren and 

his wife.
45

 These cases clearly point towards the use of the worst form of violence against witch hunting victims, 

which is also a tactic to deter others, as they too will otherwise meet the same fate. 

 

3. Financial or Material benefit
46

:  The first official definition of organized crime was formulated in 

1995, highlighting the profit motive of ―criminal conspirators.‖
47

 This definition has been, however, changed 

over time. The objective for commission of organized crime till date remains revolving around financial or 

material benefit of the perpetrators. The goal of organized crime is enormous and ever expanding profits, which 

involves gaining increasing political and economic power.
48

 Thus, the one thing that researchers have concluded 
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over time is that material benefit, including power is one of the most potent motives of an organized crime being 

carried out in the first place. 

Witch Hunting, which started as a superstitious evil, a practice which tends to give reason the cosmos swirled 

around the tangible forces, has changed its course through the years. The reason of ―hunting a witch‖ is no 

longer confined to the religious and superstitious arena. One such attribute is financial gain or acquiring the 

sense of power by branding a person as a witch. A study of the witch-hunting cases of 1857 in India 

demonstrates that certain material interests rather than spiritual beliefs lay behind witch-hunting.
49

In Tula Devi 

and Others v. The State of Jharkhand and Another, it was contended that since there was a partition case going 

on, branding the victims as witch was a means to put pressure on the victim for the partition suit.
50

 A bulk of the 

crimes related to witch- hunting is motivated by property disputes.
51

 In a case study by PLD, a victim, Gulabi 

Kumawat affirmed that the people tried to grab her land of 4,047 sq mt approximately and sell it without her 

consent.
52

 She was called a ‗dayan‘ when she confronted and was almost killed. A woman, often is branded as a 

witch so that she can be ousted from the village and her land can be taken over by the perpetrators.
53

 In witch-

hunts, superstition is often used as the veil to hide the material interests of the perpetrators.
54

  Categorization of 

victims of witch-hunts, often point out that women, who are well-off and are unsupported, because they are 

widows or are single. To state the obvious, witch-hunting is often directed towards the people belonging to the 

lower castes or are tribals. This gives a sense of power to the ‗reigning upper caste‘ perpetrators.  

Theoretical Perspectives: 

Various theories, pertaining to perpetuation of witch-hunting has been put forth by Prof. Brian A. Palvac, who 

has drawn inspiration from what various historians had put forward in the course of their works.
55

 The theories 

which draws similarities to an organized crime have been taken up in the study. 

1. The Greed Theory: According to this theory the elite class or the rich people initiated circumstances 

that would lead to the hunts of witches just for the sole reason of taking away or confiscating their property for 

their own gain.
56

The basic premise of this theory as such is greed of the elite class. However, in many cases 

these barbaric steps by the elites did not yield any fruit as quite a few times they hunted down people who did 

not possess any sort of useful property as well as they could not gather wealth from very wealthy targets too.
57

 

 

2. The Social Control Theory: This theory is also known as the State Building Theory. This theory says 

that witchcraft, the fear of demons and witches were used as a means of social control over the people by the 

Early Modern Governments in Europe. The fear of witches and demons gave them the power to have better 

control over the members of the society, have better jurisdiction, impose cultural uniformity and dominate the 
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Church.
58

However it is debatable whether the Governments actually used witchcraft or not, but it can be 

established that the fear of the dangerous cult of witches bolstered their authority over the people.
59

 

 

3. Feminist Theory: Feminist theory provides a critical lens to analyze witch hunting as a gendered 

phenomenon. It examines how patriarchal power structures and gender inequalities contribute to the targeting of 

women in witchcraft accusations. Feminist perspectives highlight the intersectionality of gender with other 

forms of oppression, such as class, race, and caste, in shaping the experiences of women in witch hunting. They 

emphasize the need to challenge patriarchal norms, promote gender equality, and empower women to combat 

witch hunting.
60

 

 

4. Structural-Functionalism: The structural-functionalist perspective focuses on the functions and 

dysfunctions of witch hunting within a society. It examines how witchcraft accusations and the subsequent 

persecution serve social and cultural purposes. According to this perspective, witch hunting may function to 

reinforce social norms, maintain social order, or provide a scapegoat for societal problems. It highlights the role 

of social institutions, such as religion and legal systems, in regulating and controlling behavior through witch 

hunting.
61

 

 

These theoretical perspectives offer different angles to understand the complexities of witch hunting. Social 

constructionism emphasizes the social and cultural construction of witchcraft, feminist theory analyzes the 

gendered dimensions, and structural-functionalism explores the societal functions and dysfunctions. By utilizing 

these perspectives, researchers and activists can gain a comprehensive understanding of the underlying 

dynamics, power structures, and social implications of witch hunting. This knowledge can inform strategies to 

address and eradicate this harmful practice, promote gender equality, and foster social justice. 

Psychological and physical impact on the victims, including social ostracism, violence, and trauma:  

The practice of witch hunting has profound physical, psychological, and social impacts on its victims, extending 

far beyond the immediate event. Victims of witch hunting are often subjected to intense physical abuse, 

including torture and, in some cases, violent deaths. The methods used during witch trials and punishments can 

lead to long-lasting physical harm and severe pain, affecting the victims' overall health and well-being. 

The psychological impact is equally devastating. Victims are frequently subjected to mental and emotional 

abuse, leading to anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, and other mental health issues. The fear and 

trauma can persist long after the incident, making it challenging for victims to regain a sense of normalcy and 

mental peace. They often suffer from recurring nightmares, fear of social interaction, and an overarching sense 

of terror. 

Social ostracism is another significant repercussion of witch-hunting. Accusations of witchcraft often lead to the 

individual being ostracized from their community, resulting in social isolation. This exclusion extends to the 

victim's family, disrupting social networks and support systems. Victims are often shunned by their community, 

including friends and family, and are denied access to communal resources, events, and relationships. They are 

marked with a stigma that is hard to erase, affecting not only their social standing but also opportunities for 

employment and economic stability. 
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These physical, psychological, or social impacts are not isolated but interrelated. The physical abuse can 

heighten psychological distress, while social ostracism can amplify feelings of fear, loneliness, and stress. 

Therefore, the trauma of witch-hunting permeates all aspects of a victim's life, disrupting their sense of self, 

relationships, and place in the world. This underlines the urgent need for comprehensive measures to prevent 

such practices, support victims, and rehabilitate them back into society with dignity and security. 

Hypothetical scenario illustrating the psychological and physical impact of witch hunting on its victims: 

Imagine a rural community where accusations of witchcraft are rampant. Maria, a middle-aged woman known 

for her knowledge of herbal medicine, becomes the target of witch hunting due to envy and superstition. The 

accusations spread quickly, and soon Maria finds herself facing a hostile community. Physically, Maria endures 

brutal physical abuse. A group of villagers, convinced of her alleged witchcraft, violently assault her, inflicting 

severe injuries. She is subjected to torture, including beatings and burnings, leaving her with permanent scars 

and debilitating pain. The physical harm she suffers affects her mobility and overall health, making it difficult 

for her to engage in daily activities. The psychological impact on Maria is immense. She experiences intense 

fear, anxiety, and trauma. The constant threat of violence and the knowledge that her life is at risk leaves her in 

a state of constant terror. Maria develops symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), experiencing 

flashbacks and nightmares of the traumatic events. She becomes withdrawn, avoiding social interactions, as trust 

in others has been shattered. Maria's mental well-being deteriorates, leading to depression and a loss of hope for 

the future. 

Additionally, the social ostracism Maria faces exacerbates her suffering. She is isolated from her community, 

with neighbors and even her own family turning their backs on her. She is denied access to communal resources, 

such as water and firewood, which further isolates her and limits her ability to meet her basic needs. The social 

stigma attached to being labeled a witch prevents her from finding employment or securing economic stability, 

leaving her in a state of vulnerability and poverty. 

The intertwined physical, psychological, and social impacts intensify Maria's suffering. The physical pain and 

disabilities impede her ability to heal and recover psychologically. The social exclusion reinforces her feelings 

of isolation and despair, further exacerbating her mental health struggles. The combined effects of the physical 

abuse, psychological trauma, and social ostracism leave Maria in a state of profound distress, struggling to 

rebuild her life and regain a sense of dignity and security. 

While this scenario is hypothetical, it reflects the devastating realities faced by many victims of witch hunting. 

The psychological and physical impacts, coupled with social ostracism, underscore the urgent need for 

comprehensive measures to prevent and combat witch hunting, protect victims, and promote justice and human 

rights. 

Existing legal framework and its effectiveness in curbing witch-hunting:  

In India, legal provisions to tackle witch hunting exist both in the Indian Penal Code (IPC)
62

 and in certain state-

specific laws. However, the effectiveness of these provisions can be limited due to a range of factors. The IPC, 

which applies nationwide, does not specifically address witch hunting, but relevant sections can be invoked for 

crimes commonly associated with witch hunts, such as murder, assault, intimidation, and wrongful restraint. 

However, the broad nature of these sections can sometimes make it difficult to effectively prosecute and convict 

those involved in witch hunting. Several states, recognizing the limitations of the IPC in this context, have 

enacted specific laws to deal with witch hunting. These include Bihar, Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, Rajasthan, and 

Assam. In Assam, the Assam Witch Hunting (Prohibition, Prevention, and Protection) Act, 2015
63

 was passed to 

deal with the rampant problem of witch hunting. This law specifically criminalizes and penalizes the 

                                                             
62

 Government of India Act, Indian Penal Code, 1860. 
63

 Witch Hunting (Prohibition, Prevention, and Protection) Act, 2015 



 
 
 
 

 

153  

 

Journal for Re Attach Therapy and Developmental Diversities 
eISSN: 2589-7799 
2023 July; 6 (8s): 140-155 

https://jrtdd.com 

identification, stigmatization, harassment, and killing of individuals as witches. It has also made provisions for 

the protection of victims and witnesses and for the speedy trial of accused persons. However, even these specific 

laws have limitations. First, the enforcement of these laws is often weak due to a lack of awareness among law 

enforcement agencies and the general public. This can lead to delays in prosecution or even non-reporting of 

crimes. Second, these laws often do not address the underlying social, economic, and cultural factors that 

contribute to witch hunting, such as superstition, poverty, and gender discrimination. 

Additionally, despite the laws, witch hunting continues due to deeply entrenched beliefs and practices. Often, 

victims are marginalized and have limited access to legal resources, making it harder for them to seek justice. 

Stigma and fear also discourage victims and witnesses from coming forward. Moreover, while these laws are 

designed to prevent witch hunting, they often lack provisions for the rehabilitation and compensation of victims, 

leaving them to grapple with the aftermath of the crime without adequate support.  

The existing legal framework in various countries, including India, aims to address witch hunting and provide 

legal protections for the victims. However, the effectiveness of this framework in curbing witch-hunting varies 

and faces several challenges. Here are some key points to consider: 

1. Implementation Challenges: Despite the existence of legal provisions, the implementation of laws 

against witch-hunting can be challenging. In some cases, law enforcement agencies may lack awareness and 

sensitivity to address the unique nature of witch hunting cases. Additionally, resource constraints, corruption, 

and limited cooperation from communities can hinder effective implementation. 

2. Lack of Reporting and Awareness: Underreporting of witch-hunting cases is a significant challenge. 

Victims often fear reprisals, social stigma, and lack of support, leading to a reluctance to report incidents to the 

authorities. This lack of reporting contributes to the underestimation of the problem and hampers effective 

enforcement of the legal framework. 

3. Weak Judicial Processes: The judicial processes related to witch-hunting cases may face challenges, 

such as delays, lack of access to justice, and bias. This can undermine the victims' confidence in seeking legal 

recourse and may result in a lack of accountability for perpetrators. 

4.  Need for Comprehensive Approaches: While legal measures are crucial, addressing witch hunting 

requires a multi-faceted approach. This includes raising awareness, promoting gender equality, empowering 

women, strengthening community engagement, and providing support services to survivors. Collaborative 

efforts involving government agencies, civil society organizations, and local communities are essential for 

effective implementation of legal provisions. 

Improving the effectiveness of the legal framework requires addressing these challenges. This includes 

enhancing training for law enforcement personnel, promoting awareness campaigns, establishing specialized 

courts or tribunals, ensuring access to legal aid for victims, and strengthening the collaboration between various 

stakeholders involved in combating witch-hunting. The existing legal framework provides a foundation for 

addressing witch-hunting, but concerted efforts are needed to overcome implementation challenges and ensure 

justice for the victims. 

Preventive measures:  

Raising awareness, promoting gender equality, and eradicating witch hunting require collaborative efforts 

involving government, civil society organizations, and local communities. Here are some measures that can be 

taken: 

1. Education and Sensitization: Implement educational programs that focus on debunking superstitions, 

challenging gender stereotypes, and promoting critical thinking. Integrate information about the harmful 

consequences of witch hunting into school curricula to foster awareness and empathy from a young age. 
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2. Community Engagement and Empowerment: Engage with local communities through workshops, seminars, 

and community dialogues. Encourage open discussions on the causes and consequences of witch hunting, 

emphasizing the importance of gender equality, human rights, and social cohesion. 

3. Strengthening Legal Frameworks: Review and strengthen existing laws to address the specific challenges of 

witch hunting. Ensure that laws are effectively enforced, and provide training for law enforcement agencies and 

judiciary on handling cases related to witch hunting. 

4. Support for Victims and Survivors: Establish support systems for victims and survivors, including counselling 

services, medical assistance, and rehabilitation programs. Create safe spaces for them to share their experiences, 

receive support, and rebuild their lives. Empower survivors through skill development and economic 

opportunities. 

5. Awareness Campaigns and Media Engagement: Launch targeted awareness campaigns through various media 

channels, including television, radio, print, and social media. Use stories, documentaries, and testimonials to 

highlight the consequences of witch hunting and the importance of gender equality. Encourage positive 

portrayals of women in the media and discourage sensationalized coverage of witchcraft-related incidents. 

6. Collaboration between Stakeholders: Foster collaboration between government agencies, civil society 

organizations, local leaders, religious leaders, and community members. Create platforms for dialogue, 

coordination, and joint initiatives to combat witch hunting. Establish task forces or committees comprising 

representatives from various sectors to ensure effective implementation of interventions. 

7. Research and Data Collection: Support research initiatives to gather data on the prevalence and impact of 

witch hunting. This information can inform evidence-based interventions and policy-making. Encourage 

academic institutions and research organizations to study the root causes and dynamics of witch hunting to 

guide effective strategies. 

8. International Cooperation: Foster international cooperation and exchange of best practices to address witch 

hunting. Collaborate with regional and international organizations, share experiences, and learn from successful 

initiatives implemented in other countries facing similar challenges. 

By implementing these measures collectively, governments, civil society organizations, and local communities 

can work together to raise awareness, promote gender equality, and eradicate the practice of witch hunting. It is 

essential to recognize the importance of long-term commitment, sustained efforts, and a multi-dimensional 

approach to achieve meaningful change. 

Conclusion: 

In conclusion, witch hunting is a deeply ingrained cultural and societal issue that has evolved over centuries. 

Despite its historical origins, it continues to exist in various forms in certain parts of the world, including in 

India. Victims of witch hunting bear severe physical, psychological, and social impacts. They often face extreme 

violence, social ostracism, and persistent trauma. These impacts can be long-lasting and significantly affect the 

victims' quality of life and mental health. Legal provisions to tackle witch hunting exist but have their 

limitations. While some states in India have enacted specific laws to deal with witch hunting, issues with 

enforcement, lack of awareness, and underlying societal issues limit their effectiveness. These laws also often 

fail to address the rehabilitation and compensation of victims, who are left to manage the aftermath of the crime 

without adequate support. Therefore, effectively addressing witch hunting requires a comprehensive approach 

that goes beyond legal measures. It requires interventions that address the root causes of witch hunting, such as 

education to dispel superstitions, measures to promote gender equality, and social support to victims. Continued 

efforts are needed from government bodies, social organizations, and communities to eradicate this practice and 

support those affected by it. 
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