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Why This Fact Finding

Fact finding team
interacting with villagers

Witch hunting is prevalent in the state of Jharkhand well before
its inception. Despite the government effort, this heinous crime
and alleged social practice refuses to die. Recently a brutal case of
witch hunting was reported by media in August 2015. The tragic
incident of lynching of five women, mainly from tribal community,
branded as witches by a group of villagers took place at Maray
Toli, 2.5 kilometer away from Mandar police station in outskirt of
capital city Ranchi in Jharkhand. Usually women were killed in the
name of witch hunting in Jharkhand but this time the incident was
different. Unlikely to the normal practice, five women belonging
to the different families and even different communities were killed
simultaneously by the lynching mob led by a bunch of villagers.
The forms of violence that women face as ‘witches’ are not
only in violation of the Prevention of Witch Hunting Practices Act,
2001, but violate a whole host of national and international laws
including but not limited to numerous sections of the Indian Penal
Code, 1860 and The Code of Criminal Procedure, 1973; as well as
the International Declaration of Human Rights, the Convention on
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the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women,
and International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.
A fact finding team comprising of eminent tribal activists,
advocate, journalist and member of civil society organizations led
by a tribal activist and author Sanjay Basu Mullick visited the village
to understand the hidden motives behind the lynching. The other
members were Ajay Kumar- Advocate, Anupma Kumari- Journalist,
Aity Terky – All Indian Progressive Women Association, Dinbandhu
Vats –PAIRVI, Shanti Sen – All India Progressive Women Avocation
and Suryamani Bhagat- Jharkhand Jangal Bachao Andolan. The
team member visited the village on 6th October and local police
and administrative officers on 7th October. The 7 member team
met a wide range of villagers including victims and accused, and
held discussions with police officers, lawyers, administration and
local activists.

Background

State of Jharkhand has emerged as one of the most vulnerable
states for witch hunting and ranks first in term of witchcraft
murder in India. As per NCRB data, in 2014 out of total 156 cases
of witchcraft murder registered all over India, 47 were reported
from Jharkhand only. State accounted for 54 out of 160 cases of
murders in 2013 where women were branded witches and killed.
A total of 400 women have been murdered with the same motive
since 2001 in the state. According to Jharkhand Police, as many as
49 people, most of them women, were killed for being “witches” in
the state in 2014 and 12 people had been killed until March 2015.

Current Context

Underlining a disturbing trend in Jharkhand five tribal women
were lynched at Kajiya Maraytoli village in Ranchi’s Mander police
station area for allegedly practicing “witchcraft” on 8 August 2015.
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Deceased were identified as, Etwaria Khalkho, Madni Khalkho,
Jasinta Toppo, Tetri Khalkho and Ratiya Khalkho. Around 90 tribal
families live in Kajiya Maraytoli. All of them bear the surnames
Khalkho and Toppo and follow Sarna religion. Some families are
Christian. The village has a primary school. Agriculture and dailywage labour are the primary occupations. Several homes receive
remittances from members of the family in the Army.

Legacy of Violence Against Women

With-hunting is essentially a legacy of violence against women
in our society. For almost invariably, it is women, especially dalit
or adivasi women, who are branded as dayans or witches.1 Witch
hunting appears to be a form of violence which afflicts middle
aged married women from the lower economic strata who have
little formal education but who are spread across a cross-section of
castes and communities. Victims and perpetrators are often closely
related to each other and inter-caste and inter-class dynamics is not
always present in this form of violence. Immediate family members
are however often collateral victims. While belief systems seem to
help trigger the violence, material factors are almost omnipresent
in cases of witch hunting. The consequences of witch hunting are
wide ranging and are not always spectacular and gruesome. Often
they take the form of serious social and economic deprivations.
A high degree of complicity of the community and apathy of the
state is discernible in cases of witch hunting.2
Women in Jharkhand live in an abysmally disempowered
situation. Participation of women in the formal, organized sector
is extremely poor, and most of them are compelled to work in
the unorganized sector where they are ruthlessly exploited. Witch
hunting is widely seen to be used as ‘a pretext for suppressing
women and gaining personal interest.’ While on the one hand,
Jharkhand’s history is a history of the Adivasi struggle against
outside forces, on the other hand, it is also a history of women’s
1
2

Witch-Hunting: Alive and Kicking DR. RAKESH K SINGH
http://wcd.nic.in/research/WitchHunting-FinalReport.pdf
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struggles against internal patriarchal forces. It is a history of the
bloody battle and inhumane cruelty against women, a history of
the process that robs women of their personal and political rights.
Activists explicitly connect the practice of witch-hunting to the
prevalence of patriarchal attitudes. It is an opposition to women’s
rights over property, a general suspicion of female sexuality, as well
as a lack of education and health services that have contributed to
the continuation of the antiquated practice of branding women
witches. Although both men and women have been persecuted
as witches, there is an overwhelming majority of women that are
subjected to this practice and main reasons behind witch hunting
are property disputes and land grabbing, rejecting sexual advances
and suspicion of female sexuality.3

Toothless Laws

At least 12 states — Jharkhand, Haryana, Chhattisgarh, Orissa,
West Bengal, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, Andhra Pradesh,
Gujarat, Maharashtra, Assam and Bihar — are recognized as areas
where witch hunts are rampant even today. Some of states have
enacted the specific acts to combat the witch hunting in their
respective states. The increasing graph of crimes against women
under the pretext of being witches has compelled some states
in India to formulate necessary legislation against this appalling
practice. Bihar was the first state in India to pass a law against
witch hunting. The Bihar government passed a law in 1999 called
the Prevention of Witch (Daayan) Practices Act, 1999. Jharkhand
followed it with the Anti Witchcraft Act in 2001. The Chhattisgarh
Tonhi Pratarna Bill 2005 (Chhattisgarh Prevention of Atrocities on
Women in the name of Tonhi) was formulated in 2005. Odisha
enacted the prevention of witch craft act in 2013.
An essential element of the anti-witchcraft laws has been:
‘a crime would be considered to have been committed when
any person or community intentionally or inadvertently abets,
conspires, aids and instigates the identification of a woman as a
3

Witch Hunting in Jharkhand… A Curse on the Society by Ahmed Raza, HRLN Ranchi
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Matiyas Khalkho, husband
of deceased Jasinta Toppo
at his residence

witch leading to her mental and physical torture and humiliation.
Unfortunately, the existing laws have not been able to either tackle
such vicious crimes or create fear in the minds of perpetrators.
The threat of punishment and conviction hasn’t been a deterrent.
Witch hunting in most cases constitutes an attempt to murder. But
it is because of lack of law or rather toothless laws and their weak
implementation that specifically targets this practice.4
The Prevention of Witch Hunting Practices Act came into
effect in the state of Jharkhand in 2001, yet the practice of branding
women witches is centuries old in the region. Although the
Prevention of Witch Hunting Practices Act, 2001, is a positive step
in the right direction, it is unfortunately, completely inadequate for
dealing with the severity and scale of the practice of witch hunting
in the state of Jharkhand. The Act fails to meet its objective of
preventing witch practices and the identification of a woman as
a witch and their oppression and the elimination of the woman’s
torture, humiliation, and killing by the society. The special law of
witch hinting is seldom used on their own. Predominantly cases are
registered under various sections of Indian Penal Code. In many
cases, FIRs reporting incidents of witch hunting are not getting
lodged at all, due to the social taboos relating to the practice of
witch hunting, as well as the unwillingness of the police to get
4
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Matiyas Khalkho showing
photo of his deceased wife
Jasinta Toppo

involved in cases of witch hunting. Conviction rate is drastically
very low. Less than one percent of reported cases led to conviction.

Village Scenario

Nearly two months after the tragic incident of lynching victims’
families are living under continuous fear of possible threats and
revenge. Most of the villagers are accused of lynching. The family
members of victims left their homes abandoned. They prefer to stay
out of their homes in the day time and come at night to sleep only.
Around 80-85 households are in this villages. Most of them are
laborer and some of them are marginal farmers. There is a primary
school in this village. Primary hospital, college, and police Station
are situated at Mandar which is around 2 KM from the village.
Most of the villagers practice Sarana, a cult of Jharkhand Tribals,
while some families in this village practice Christianity.
Five women identified as Etwariya Khalkho (50), Madni
Khalkho (55), Rakiya Khalkho (70) and her daughter Tetri
Khalkho (45) and Jasintha Toppo (55), all from Maray Toli
village were lynched by villagers in the intervening night on 7/8
August 2015.

Brief Profile of the Victims

1. Etwariya, a widow, had two sons and two daughters. She
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2.
3.
4.
5.

was living with her sons Sukuman and Ashish Khalkho.
Her eldet daughter is married and younger daughter Madhu
(22) is working as domestic help in Delhi.
Madni Khalkho wife of Suna Khalkho was a Bhagtayin,
religious lady, and performed rituals in the village.
Rakiya Khalkho wife of Etawa Khakho, had four sons Sivi,
Johan, Mangi and Parto who is constable in Jharkhand
police.
Tetri Khalkho was daughter of Rakiya Khalkho who lived
with her mother after dispute with her in-laws.
Jasinta Toppo wife of Matiyas Khalkho had two daughters
Anima and Anu and a son Anil Khalkho. Anima had
completed Class XII and become a nurse at Mandar Hospital
and Anil is an army personal.

What Happened Exactly?

When our team interacted with villagers, initially they denied
sharing anything about the incident. However they shared their
view after repeated requests. Most of the people said that after the
death of Vipin Khalkho, a 13 year old student of the village, his
brother in Law Arun Khalkho conspire with some other villagers to
kill these women. Arun and some of his friends reportedly claimed
that deceased women have performed the witch craft to kill his
brother in law and these women must be learnt the lesson. There was
a general voice with unanimity that a mob consisted of 15-20 people
managed by Arun Khalkho, Sachin Khalkho, Sandeep Khalkho and
Anil khalkho orchestrated the lynching mob and forcibly entered
into the house of victims and brutally beatened them with sticks
and rods. “This lynching mob forced other villagers to be the part
of mob, forcibly take them out from their houses. This might be
the reason to mislead the police investigation. Latter, women were
dragged at Akhara and attacked with axe and choppers”, said Tulsi
Khalkho. All the women were lying in the pool of blood at Akhara
where they breathed her last, he added.
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Akhara, where all the five
women breathed her last.

Junus Lakra, a local social activist said that assailants first
killed Etwariya who named four other women who had allegedly
performed the witchcraft. She was believed to found performing
some rituals around the grave of Vipin. However, no one had seen
her performing the ritual. Adverse stories were planted against
these women and charged atmosphere was created in the village.
They had been threatened regularly to face the dire consequences,
confirmed Anu, daughter of Jasinta Topo. They held secret
meetings and families of the targeted women were ostracized
before the assault. All the deceased except Jasinta were Sarna while
Jasinta was Christian. Interestingly, main conspirators Arun and
his aforesaid friends are Christian. “They had been conspiring to
kill these women immediately after death of Vipin. Anil Khalkho,
another army personal of this village, had come at his home
on leave. He reportedly gave money for liquor and arms”, said
Matiyas Khalkho.

Why it happened?

Even though women were killed after labeling as daayans, no
one in this village has accepted that these women were found
practicing witchcraft. However, it was learnt that behind the garb
of superstition, property dispute, family and personal rivalries were
main reasons. Rakiya’s son Johan said, “Our relatives Sachin and
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Sandeep had an eye on our land. They led the mob that dragged
my mother and sister out and stripped them.”
Similar view was echoed by Anu, daughter of Jasinta
Toppo. “Prime assailants of my mother were my uncle and cousins.
We have a long rivalry with our uncle. That night, my uncle and
cousins barged into our home and dragged my mother out. They
stripped her and killed her,” said Anu.
“While the victims’ families have been provided protection,
they are still living in fear. Relatives of those arrested have no
remorse, and fear”, she added.
Anima, another daughter of Jasinta said that police could
have prevent this incident. Immediately after the mob dragged her
mother out, she mananged to escaped and reached the Mandar
police station. Police came within an hour and all the women
were alived by that time. However the mob attacked on police and
compelled them to retreat. “If they had opened fire to disperse the
mob, life of these women could have been saved”, said Matiyas.
According to SHO Mandar Police Station a total of four
FIRs had been lodged and 61 persons had been booked under
various sections of IPC including 302, 120B and the state antiwitchcraft law. However, 35 accused had been arrested by the time
of reporting and remaining were at large. Amol V Homkar, SP
CID said that state police have prepared three fouled planning to

Anu, Daughter of deceased
Jasinta Toppo
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counter the witch hunting. Police have been studying the cases
of last five years and would try to indentify the potential villages
where such incidents had taken place. Police will also indentify
possible ojhas who were instrumental in these episodes. Preventive
measures would be taken at identified villages and ojhas would be
punished as per the law. Police have also started campaign against
witch hunting at local level with the help of Panchayat Institution
and civil society organizations.

Conclusion

The incident of witch hunting of more than one woman is a
common trend in Jharkhand. Murder of mother and daughter had
also been reported but in most of the cases deceased belong to same
family. This is a unique case of witch hunting where women from
different family and different community were murdered in the
name of witches. Here, deceased were member of four families and
two different religions. Experts said that this makes the incident
complicated. The team observed that the villagers denied to the
direct connection to the incident and reiterated that they were
made victim of conspiracy cooked by Arun, Sachin and Sandeep.
The issue of land and property dispute was also an important factor
as family member of Jasinta and Rakiya asserted repeatedly. The
main accused Arun, Sachin and Sandeep are Christian while the
four deceased practices Saran cult. However, villagers denied any
differences between Sarna and Christian in the village.
In this case five families of the village are victims and rest
of the villagers are accused. It has created extremely tense situation
in the village and it may cause another round of violence. family
member of victims have demanded police protection and immediate
arrest of absconding accused. District administation and Panchayat
Institution must step-in to curve the prevailing tension in the village
and confidence building exercise must be carried out to return the
normalcy. The state government must take multifold and consistant
action to deal with this grim situation of witch hunting.
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Annexure

1. Copy of police complaint lodged by Anima Khalkho
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2. List of weapons and other objects received from crime scene
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