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ANTI SUPERSTITION LAW: CRITICALLY
ANALYSING THE NEED FOR REFORM IN INDIA

AUTHORED BY - YATHARTHA KAUSHIK

Abstract
This research paper explores the widespread and persistent influence of superstitions, black
magic, and witchcraft within contemporary society, tracing their historical roots and analyzing
their continuing relevance in the modern era. Despite significant advancements in science,
technology, and education, these irrational beliefs have endured, affecting both rural and urban
populations across various socio-economic backgrounds. The endurance of such practices
reveals deep-seated cultural traditions and highlights the complex interplay between history,
fear, and human psychology. These practices often exploit the most vulnerable members of

society, leading to significant physical, emotional, psychological, and financial harm.

The paper critically examines how community norms, religious traditions, and entrenched
cultural legacies contribute to the continued belief in and practice of superstitions and magical
remedies. It discusses how, in many cases, individuals turn to superstitious practices and black
magic out of desperation, lack of education, societal pressures, or inherited traditions,
perpetuating a cycle of ignorance and exploitation. Particularly in India, despite constitutional
guarantees promoting scientific temper and rational thinking, superstition remains deeply
ingrained, manifesting in various harmful ways such as witch hunts, black magic rituals, and

fraudulent magical cures.

In response to these dangers, several Indian states have implemented legislative frameworks
aimed at curbing such practices. The study analyses these state-level initiatives—such as the
Maharashtra Prevention and Eradication of Human Sacrifice and Other Inhuman, Evil and
Aghori Practices and Black Magic Act, 2013—evaluating their effectiveness and identifying
gaps in enforcement and awareness. The fragmented nature of anti-superstition legislation
across different states is critically assessed, leading to an advocacy for the introduction of a
unified national law that comprehensively addresses and criminalizes harmful superstitious

activities throughout the country.
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Ultimately, this research highlights that combating superstitions requires a holistic, multi-
pronged approach that integrates legal measures, educational reforms, and community-driven
social movements. It underscores the need for sustained awareness campaigns, public
education programs, and legal deterrence to protect the most vulnerable sections of society
from the exploitative and often dangerous consequences of superstitious beliefs and practices.
In doing so, society can move closer to the ideals of scientific temper, rationality, and human

dignity envisaged in the Indian Constitution.

By exploring the historical persistence, cultural underpinnings, and modern-day manifestations
of superstition, black magic, and witchcraft, and by evaluating existing legislative and social
responses, this paper aims to contribute to the ongoing discourse on building a more rational

and equitable society.

Keywords: Superstition, Black Magic, Witchcraft, Magical Remedies, Legal Framework.

Introduction

The term "superstition” is commonly understood in contemporary society, yet it warrants
further exploration. Essentially, superstition refers to a belief in concepts that are illogical, non-
existent, and lack tangible evidence, embodying a form of disbelief. Historical evidence
highlights how such beliefs have been entrenched in the practices of various established social
groups. Superstition, along with witchcraft and black magic, represents irrational and
potentially harmful beliefs that can have negative physical and mental effects on individuals
and society at large. These beliefs are prevalent globally.!

Throughout history, superstitions have significantly influenced cultures and communities,
shaping everything from personal habits to grand architectural choices. Many of these beliefs
are rooted in ancient traditions or religious practices and may persist despite contradicting
scientific understanding. While some view superstitions as mere eccentricities or harmless
customs, others believe they can yield tangible consequences or exemplify deeply rooted

societal norms.

If we reflect on the past, we can see that our grandparents played a crucial role in embedding

! Need of Anti-Superstition Law, ( NextlAS October 31 2022) accessed on 2 March 2024.
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these seemingly absurd beliefs into our societal fabric, a legacy that still affects us today. These
notions, rooted in the wisdom of our elders, have led Indian society to embrace actions devoid
of rational basis. Many still uphold these beliefs, considering the stories handed down through
generations as universally true and in harmony with the common good. It is essential to
recognize that, although those who originally nurtured these beliefs are no longer with us,

similar mindsets and practices persist in modern society.

When we take a step back, it becomes evident that our nation includes many individuals who
adhere to irrational beliefs, perpetuating practices that are largely unfounded. Our culture has
accommodated superstitions to an alarming extent, with individuals continuing to engage in
such practices despite rationality suggesting otherwise. In fact, these beliefs have little place in
the contemporary world and should ideally be discarded, as they offer no real benefits.

Examining some of the most prevalent superstitions reveals their absurdity. For instance,
people often avoid walking past a black cat, fearing it brings bad luck, despite there being no
real basis for this belief. Similarly, some refrain from sitting under a sacred fig tree at night,
convinced that spirits inhabit it. Maintaining such a limited mindset in our modern context
hinders societal progress. Superstitious beliefs have ingrained themselves deeply within our
culture, often more pronounced in rural areas where educational opportunities are limited. Yet,
increasingly, these practices have spread to urban environments as well, where even educated

individuals may fall prey to such irrational beliefs, adhering to them without question.

While having faith in someone can be a positive quality, placing blind trust in individuals can
lead to significant risks, including the loss of life and valuable possessions. Individuals who
engage in fraudulent practices often take advantage of vulnerable populations, resulting in

devastating outcomes for those affected, who may still find themselves without solutions.

This raises several important questions: What kind of outcomes do these individuals seek?
What circumstances lead people to lose everything? What actions are typical of these
exploitative individuals? Who are they, specifically? Are there legal repercussions for their
behavior? Why do they engage in such practices? Are there legitimate justifications for these
actions, and are they protected under the law? Does a person’s education level impact their
involvement in these activities? If there is a lack of legislation addressing these issues, should

new laws be enacted to provide adequate protection? What motivates people to participate in
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these harmful activities?

The complexity of these questions requires thorough exploration, as the issue has escalated to
a point where it demands urgent attention. If left unchecked, these practices could spiral out of
control, becoming increasingly difficult to eradicate.

Many forms of superstition are prevalent in society, including:

- Exploiting women under false pretenses with promises of bearing male children.

- Using astrology to make significant decisions.

- Engaging in traditional or magical healing practices.

- Offering fortune telling that affects personal and financial choices.

- Generating income through religious ceremonies that misrepresent divine intentions.

- Performing illegal abortions.

- Arranging child marriages.

- Attempting to alter the sex of an unborn child.

- Engaging in human or animal sacrifice as a religious offering (BALI).

- Promoting the idea of witchcraft or possession by divine spirits.

- Practicing black magic.

- Suggesting that unfavorable astrological conditions prevent individuals from marrying.

This list is merely a glimpse of the superstitious practices that exist within society. These beliefs
and actions range in impact, from minor inconveniences to significant life-altering

consequences.

These exploitative practices are frequently carried out by fraudsters who masquerade as Sadhus
and Tantriks. Sadhus are often viewed as devout ascetics who have renounced worldly life in
pursuit of spirituality. They tend to engage in practices such as meditation and yoga, adhering
to a complex set of moral and ethical principles that seem significant to their spiritual journey.
Many Sadhus live in secluded environments, possibly within communities associated with
specific religious sects, while others may wander across the country, devoted to their spiritual
practice or seeking enlightenment in solitude.

In contrast, Tantriks are practitioners of Tantra, a complex tradition that involves a variety of
rituals, practices, and esoteric beliefs aimed at bridging the physical and spiritual realms. Their
methods often involve intricate rituals and the chanting of mantras, alongside elaborate
ceremonies that can sometimes be misunderstood but are intended to enable higher states of

consciousness and spiritual liberation. Tantric practices seek to harness spiritual, cosmic, and
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psychic energies to achieve enlightenment or material success.

However, it is crucial to understand that not all individuals who identify as Sadhus or Tantriks
genuinely embody the traditional values associated with these roles. Many of these individuals
exploit people's vulnerabilities, often preying on those who are most defenseless. These self-
proclaimed Sadhus and Tantriks can be skilled con artists who use manipulative tactics to
deceive others, particularly women, in their quest for financial gain. They are adept at
exploiting the fears and insecurities of their victims, using their knowledge of black magic and
psychological manipulation to create an illusion of power and spiritual authority. Superstitions,
unfortunately, are pervasive and do not discriminate based on religion, caste, or social class.
They exist across various cultures and societies worldwide and are not inherently tied to
literacy, education, or economic standing. This universality points to a fundamental human
desire to seek comfort and explanations in a world filled with uncertainties. As noted by
Professor Ganesh Devy, a renowned writer, intellectual, and linguist, superstition often serves
as "mental medicine for people gripped by fear." >This statement underscores the psychological
appeal of superstitions; they provide individuals with a sense of control and reassurance amid

life's unpredictability.

Ultimately, the practices and beliefs associated with Sadhus and Tantriks can have profound
implications for individuals and society. Addressing the exploitation and manipulation that
stem from such fraud is crucial for protecting vulnerable populations and fostering a more
informed public. Awareness and education about these issues can help individuals make better-

informed decisions and resist the temptations of fraudulent spiritual leaders.

Black Magic in India

Black magic, often referred to as necromancy, comprises the use of supernatural powers for
malevolent and self-serving purposes. It involves harmful practices aimed at destroying an
individual’s physical, emotional, or financial well-being. Various techniques are employed in
black magic, such as using personal belongings—Ilike hair or clothing—or even engaging in
specific rituals that involve gazing into someone’s eyes. This insidious practice has historical
roots and is not new; it has been prevalent for centuries, necessitating extreme caution,

particularly in the current era of Kalyug, characterized by moral and ethical degradation.

2 Bala Chauhan, The State and the challenge of Superstitions (The New Indian Express 7 August 2023)
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In India, people often succumb to the allure of black magic, driven by desperation stemming
from unfulfilled desires, confusion, and misfortunes in their lives. The country’s rich tapestry
of religions and cultures contributes to the widespread prevalence of superstitious beliefs and
practices, including black magic. When all other avenues of hope seem to close, many
individuals turn to these dark arts seeking healing and solace. Since the 16" and 17" centuries,
black magic has evolved significantly, with its influences visible not only in India but also in

various other countries, notably Nepal, where similar practices are observed.

The practices associated with black magic include:

- Tantrik Rituals: Complex spiritual practices aimed at harnessing energy for various purposes.
- Vashikaran: A form of attraction magic used to influence or control someone’s thoughts and
actions.

- Jaran Maran: Tactics intended to harm or even cause the demise of an individual.

- Poppet Magic: Creating dolls or effigies to represent a person, which are then manipulated in
rituals to affect the target.

- Curses and Hexes: Spoken or written spells intended to bring misfortune or harm to someone.
- Spirit Communication: Attempting to summon or communicate with spirits for guidance or
power.

- Amulet and Talisman Creation: Crafting and energizing protective charms to influence fate.

- Utilizing Animal or Human Body Parts: Using physical remnants in rituals to invoke or
command spiritual energies.

- Charm Spells and Potions: Brewing concoctions believed to affect someone’s fate or
emotions.

Importantly, black magic is illegal and subject to punishment under Indian law. Various Indian
states have enacted legislation to combat the social ills associated with necromancy and black
magic. Notable laws include the Prevention and Abolition of Human Sacrifice Act in
Maharashtra and other measures aimed at curbing inhumane, satanic, and Aghori practices.
The belief in and practice of black magic has led to serious societal issues, including violence,

exploitation, and oppression.

Despite the prevalence of these beliefs, there are ongoing efforts by rationalist organizations
and movements to challenge and combat these superstitions. Such groups aim to raise
awareness about the detrimental impacts that black magic can have on individuals and

communities, emphasizing the need for education and critical thinking to dispel myths and
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promote a more rational understanding of these practices. Ultimately, confronting the dark
allure of black magic requires a concerted effort to foster knowledge and resilience in the face

of such archaic beliefs.

Black Magic in Europe

During the period spanning from 1450 to 1700, Europe was rife with beliefs in necromancy
and witchcraft, creating an atmosphere of fear and paranoia that significantly impacted society.
This widespread apprehension allowed King James | of Scotland to rule under the cloud of
witchcraft hysteria, which contributed to the inhumane execution and persecution of thousands
of individuals labeled as witches.® These fears manifested in widespread witch hunts across

various regions, including Italy, Switzerland, Germany, and Scandinavia.

In the wake of the Reformation, both Catholic and Protestant factions aggressively pursued
alleged sorceresses and practitioners of necromancy. This resulted in the execution of many
individuals who were accused of witchcraft, with society attributing various misfortunes and
social upheavals to these supposed sorcerers. In a significant legislative move, Emperor
Charles V enacted the “Constitutio Criminalis Carolina” in 1532, which specified that witches
who caused tangible harm should face execution by fire, while those accused of necromancy

that did not result in actual harm would receive different forms of punishment.

From the 15th to the 18th centuries, the Catholic Church endorsed many of these witch hunts,
actively promoting the persecution of those accused of necromancy, which predominantly
included women and children. Historians often cite the years between 1610 and 1630 as the
apex of witch-hunting activity, characterized by a surge in accusations, trials, and executions.
In 1542, England formally criminalized witchcraft with the Witchcraft Act, labeling
necromancy as a temporal crime. This move echoed similar sentiments across Europe; even
King Louis XIV of France eventually intervened by prohibiting witchcraft trials within his

domain, signifying a gradual shift in societal attitudes towards these practices.

The earlier fervor surrounding witch hunts illustrated the depths of fear and superstition that

permeated European society during these centuries. The repercussions of these beliefs,

3 Julian Goodare, A royal obsession with black magic started Europe’s most brutal witch hunts (National
Geographic 17 October 2019) 2024).
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however, extended far beyond the individuals directly accused of witchcraft, impacting
countless lives and contributing to an atmosphere of distrust and suspicion. Over time, as
enlightenment ideals began to take root, attitudes toward witch hunts evolved, ultimately
leading to a re-evaluation of the justice done to those who had been wrongfully accused of
witchcraft and necromancy. Today, historians explore this dark chapter of history not only to
uncover the socio-political dynamics at play but also to understand the underlying human fears

and societal tensions that fueled such tragic episodes in Europe’s past.

Legislation Against Superstition and Witchcraft in Various Indian States
1. Maharashtra

Maharashtra has taken significant legislative steps to combat superstition through the
Maharashtra Prevention and Abolition of Human Sacrifice and Other Inhumane, Evil, and
Aghori Practices Act, commonly referred to as the Black Magic Act. Introduced in August
2013, this groundbreaking law aims to eliminate harmful practices associated with black magic
and superstition. The Act was primarily championed by rationalist organizations and notable
activists, including Dr. Narendra Dabholkar, who dedicated over a decade to advocating for its
passage. Tragically, Dabholkar was assassinated on August 20, 2013, during a peaceful walk,

an event that spurred widespread protests and accelerated the bill's enactment.*

The law targets a range of superstitious practices such as human sacrifice, magical medicinal
claims, and other exploitative activities that often prey on the most vulnerable members of
society. Though it has faced challenges and criticisms—particularly regarding its implications
for religious freedom—supporters argue that it focuses solely on fraudulent practices and does

not interfere with genuine religious beliefs.

Following Maharashtra's lead, other states, including Karnataka, have also introduced similar
legislation aimed at eradicating superstitions and protecting citizens from harmful actions
based on irrational beliefs. These efforts mark a significant advancement in the legal framework
intended to balance cultural traditions with the need to safeguard human rights and dignity.

2. Bihar

Bihar was the first Indian state to implement laws specifically targeting witchcraft, with the

4 Amruta Byatnal, Rationalist Dabholkar shot dead (The Hindu 20 August 2013).
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Prevention of Witchcraft (Daain) Practices Act coming into effect in October 1999. This law
aims to identify and abolish practices that label women as witches, ultimately seeking to
prevent their torture, humiliation, and killings. Under this Act, all offences are cognizable and
non-bailable®, allowing for swift legal action against perpetrators. Additionally, community
leaders like Kumar from the Bal Kalyan Samiti actively engage in educational outreach to
combat superstitions, earning recognition for their efforts, including the Rashtrapati Puraskar
in 2009.°

3. Jharkhand
In 2001, Jharkhand enacted the Prevention of Witch (Daain) Practices Act, mirroring Bihar's
legislation. However, the effectiveness of this law has been questioned, with reports indicating
that it has failed to adequately protect women from being labeled as witches and subjected to
violence. The Jharkhand Police have acknowledged that incidents of witch identification and
related murders persist despite the law's existence.

4. Chhattisgarh

Chhattisgarh has been particularly vulnerable to witchcraft-related violence, where women are

often referred to as "tonahi.” In response, the state passed the Chhattisgarh Tonahi Pratadna
Nivaran Act in 2005, which aims to combat such acts. Under this law, individuals convicted of
labeling someone as a witch face penalties that include up to three years in prison and fines. If
the victim suffers emotional or physical distress, the sentence can extend to five years.

5. Odisha
The Odisha Prevention of Witch-Hunting Bill was passed in 2013 after the Odisha High Court

urged action against the rising instances of witch-hunting in the state. The legislation stipulates
penalties of up to seven years of imprisonment for offenders and includes provisions against

witch doctors and self-proclaimed black magicians.

6. Rajasthan
The Rajasthan Prevention of Witch-Hunting Act was adopted in 2015 to establish effective

5 ¢ Anti-Superstition Laws in India’ (Drishtilas 1 November 2022)
6 Rajesh Kumar Thakur, Bihar villager’s mission to eradicate superstition tastes success (The New Indian Express
5 August 2021)
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measures against the practice of witch-hunting and to provide legal recourse for victims. The

Act specifically prohibits witchcraft and the associated violent practices.

7. Assam
In 2015, the Assam Witch Hunting (Prohibition, Prevention, and Protection) Act was enacted,
which prohibits witch hunting in all forms. The law makes it illegal for anyone to identify,
label, or stigmatize another person as a witch and imposes strict penalties for engaging in such

acts.’

Magical Remedies and Their Victims

Magical remedies, often rooted in deep-seated superstitions, involve individuals believing that
one person's soul can exert control over another's. These practices are typically endorsed by
individuals who claim to possess supernatural healing or influence. Common magical remedies
include concoctions or rituals that purport to cure ailments, amulets believed to bring prosperity

or love, and spells intended to alter personal or environmental circumstances.

Victims of these practices are frequently individuals in vulnerable situations—those grappling
with serious health issues, financial hardship, relationship problems, or societal pressures. In
their desperation, they turn to these so-called remedies, hoping to find solutions. Cultural
traditions and societal endorsements often bolster these beliefs, leading individuals to trust in
the efficacy of magical medicines, making them easy targets for exploitation.

Sorcerers and practitioners of these harmful rituals can invoke diseases upon victims, with male
and female practitioners engaging in acts of violence against those who seek their help. Their
motivations often revolve around seizing valuable life aspects—such as family, wealth, and
property. Such malevolent practices are underpinned by a belief system that identifies illness
as something that can be inflicted through malicious spells rather than understood in the context

of natural or medical explanations.®

7 Are there any Anti-Superstition Laws in India, (CivilsDaily October 31 2022)

8 Sravana Borkataky-Varma, Christian A. Eberhart, Marianne Bjelland Kartzow, Religious Responses to
Pandemics and Crises, Diseased Rites: Magic Tantras and Inflicted IlIness, (Taylor & Francis 1 August 2023) Pg
70-71.
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Education and Its Impact on Superstition

The prevalence of superstition in society remains alarming, with even educated individuals
succumbing to irrational beliefs. A lack of education is a significant barrier to rational thinking
and a contributor to the persistence of these harmful practices. Many individuals mistakenly
believe that traditional healers (neem-hakeems) can address health issues better than qualified

medical professionals, underlining the urgent need for educational reform.

Education plays a crucial role in equipping individuals with critical thinking skills and a clearer
understanding of the world. By targeting communities that are most vulnerable to exploitation
by practitioners of superstition®>—often those in rural and impoverished areas—society can
create pathways for change. An effective educational framework should focus on promoting
critical thought, valuing rationality, and fostering a sense of national unity and social

integration.

Addressing issues such as obscurantism, superstition, fatalism, and religious fanaticism
through education can help eradicate these social problems.'® However, the current educational
system often emphasizes professional knowledge without cultivating the ability to think
critically about personal beliefs and societal norms.

The intersection of superstition, magical remedies, and societal exploitation poses significant
challenges in various communities. The incidents described reveal the often devastating human
cost of blind adherence to superstitions and highlight the need for a concerted effort towards
education and rational discourse. By improving educational opportunities and fostering critical
thinking, society can work towards dismantling the harmful practices that continue to affect

the most vulnerable populations.

Laws in India Regarding Superstition

In India, the legal framework addressing superstition, witchcraft, and related offenses is
fragmented, lacking a comprehensive central law specifically targeting these issues. Here are
key aspects of the current legal landscape:

1. Absence of Central Law: There is no overarching law in India that explicitly addresses

° N. Jayapalan, Problems of Indian Education, (Atlantic Publishers & Dist., 2005) 155-156
10 Schengl, Can education eradicate superstitions, (18 October 2011)
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crimes related to witchcraft and superstition.

2. National Legislative Attempts: In 2016, a Prevention of Witch-Hunting Bill *'was introduced
in the Lok Sabha, aiming to penalize the identification of individuals (predominantly women)
as witches, as well as torturing or humiliating them under the guise of witchcraft. However,
this bill was not passed, reflecting the challenges in legislating against deeply entrenched
cultural practices

3. Indian Penal Code (IPC) Provisions:

- Section 302 (Penalty for Murder): This section can be applied in cases of human sacrifice
but only after such acts have led to murder.*?

- Section 295A: This section penalizes deliberate and malicious acts that insult religious
beliefs, potentially applicable to statements or actions that provoke violence based on
superstition.*®

- Section 420: This section addresses cheating, which can include fraud committed by self-
proclaimed godmen or practitioners of superstition who deceive individuals.*

4. Constitutional Duties: Article 51A (h) of the Indian Constitution emphasizes the
responsibility of Indian citizens to foster a scientific temper, humanism, and a spirit of inquiry
and reform, underscoring the importance of a rational approach to beliefs and practices.*®

5. Drugs and Magic Remedies Act, 1954: This act attempts to address the adverse effects of
various superstitious practices, particularly those related to alternative medicine.

6. Data Collection on Superstition-Related Crimes: The National Crime Records Bureau
(NCRB) tracks incidents involving witchcraft, human sacrifices, and associated deaths.
According to a 2021 report, there were 68 witchcraft-related murders, with specific states like
Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh, and Telangana showing the highest incidences. °

7. Reports of Violence: From 2012 to 2021, the NCRB reported a total of 1,101 deaths linked
to witchcraft and 103 related to human sacrifices, signaling an urgent need for stricter

interventions.

11 The Prevention of Witch-Hunting Bill, 2016

12 Section 302, Indian Penal Code, 1860

13 Section 295A, Indian Penal Code, 1860

14 Section 420, Indian Penal Code, 1860

15 Article 51A(h) of the Indian Constitution

16 Sanita Gora, India awaits a National Anti-Superstition Law (CNBC TV 18 January 25 2023)
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Conclusion

Superstition, defined as an irrational belief in unfounded concepts, continues to plague Indian

society, affecting vulnerable populations significantly. Often, individuals facing health issues

resort to so-called remedies provided by practitioners like tantriks or babas instead of seeking

medical help. High-profile cases, such as that of Asaram Bapu, exemplify the deep trust people

place in these figures, further entrenching the issue.

In response to the prevalence of superstitious practices, several Indian states, such as

Maharashtra, Jharkhand, and Bihar, have enacted specific legislation to combat witchcraft and

related offenses. However, enforcement remains a challenge, and continued practice suggests

that these measures alone are insufficient.

Recommendations for Addressing Superstition

1.

Education: A primary solution lies in providing education to communities affected by
superstition. Empowered individuals with critical thinking skills are less likely to
succumb to exploitation.

Legislative Reform: The creation of an umbrella national law to replace or unify
existing state laws focused on superstition and related crimes could provide a coherent
framework for addressing these issues across India.

Judicial Intervention: Stronger involvement from judicial bodies is necessary to uphold
existing laws and ensure that perpetrators of superstition-related crimes are held
accountable.

Economic Improvement: Enhancing the living conditions of impoverished and rural
populations can reduce vulnerability and reliance on superstitious practices.
Awareness Campaigns: Initiating community awareness campaigns can help inform the
public about the dangers of superstition and the rights of individuals against such
practices.

National and State Redressal Forums: Establishing dedicated forums to address
grievances related to superstition would provide a platform for victims to seek justice

and support.

By adopting a multipronged approach that combines education, legal reform, economic

development, and grassroots awareness, India can work towards effectively mitigating the

harm caused by superstition and enhancing the well-being of its citizens.
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