International Journal of Research in Engineering, Science and Management 37

Volume 7, Issue 11, November 2024

IURESM  https://www.ijresm.com | ISSN (Online): 2581-5792

The Need for Laws 1n India to Deal with

Superstitions and Pseudoscience 1n the Post
Truth Era

V. Vijay Karthik"

Assistant Professor, Chennai Dr. Ambedkar Government Law College, Pattaraiperumpudur, Tiruvallur, India

Abstract: This paper presents the need for laws in India to deal
with superstitions and pseudoscience in the post-truth era.

Keywords: anti-vaccine campaign, black magic, conspiracy
theories, post-truth, pseudoscience, public health, offerings,
rituals, superstition, witchcraft.

1. Introduction

In the modern world, where technology and information flow
at an unprecedented rate, we find ourselves in an era
characterized not only by scientific advancements but also by
the proliferation of misinformation, pseudoscience, and
superstitions. The post-truth era—a term coined to describe the
age where emotions and personal beliefs often outweigh
objective facts in shaping public opinion—has exacerbated the
problem, making it difficult for individuals to distinguish
between science, reason, and unfounded claims. Superstitions
and pseudoscience, which were once relegated to the margins
of society, have found a strong foothold in the mainstream,
often fuelled by social media, cultural traditions, and even
political rhetoric. Superstitions are irrational beliefs or practices
that are based on fear or ignorance rather than reason or
scientific understanding. They often involve the belief that
certain actions, events, or objects can influence the outcome of
future events, especially in ways that are beyond human control.
In India, superstitions are deeply rooted in folklore, religion,
and cultural traditions, and they can range from harmless rituals
to dangerous practices that can harm individuals and society.

This essay explores the pressing need for comprehensive
legal frameworks to deal with superstitions and pseudoscience
in the post-truth era. We will examine the impact of
pseudoscience on public health, education, and societal well-
being, assess the role of laws in curbing these issues, and
advocate for specific legal reforms to address the growing
influence of superstitions and pseudoscientific practices.

2. Understanding Superstitions and Pseudoscience

Before delving into the legal aspects, it is essential to define
what is meant by superstition and pseudoscience, as these terms
play a central role in the discussion. Superstition refers to
beliefs or practices that arise from fear of the unknown or
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irrational beliefs in supernatural causes of events. These beliefs
often lack scientific evidence or rational explanation and are
rooted in cultural practices and traditions. Common examples
include beliefs in astrology, black magic, witchcraft, and the
fear of bad luck associated with certain numbers or actions.
India, with its rich cultural heritage, history, and diverse
traditions, is home to a wide array of practices and beliefs.
Among these, superstitions have persisted for centuries and
continue to influence various aspects of life, from daily rituals
to social interactions, and even politics. Despite the
advancement of science, technology, and education,
superstitions remain deeply ingrained in Indian society.

3. Common Superstitions in India

India, with its pluralistic society, is home to a diverse range
of superstitions. These beliefs vary significantly across regions,
communities, and even families, but many are common
throughout the country. Some examples of prevalent
superstitions include:

A. Astrology and Horoscopes

One of the most widespread superstitions in India is
astrology. It is believed that the position of celestial bodies at
the time of one’s birth can determine their future. People
consult astrologers before making important life decisions, such
as getting married, starting a business, or even buying property.
In fact, marriage horoscopes are a critical factor in the selection
of partners in many Indian families [1].

B. Belief'in "Evil Eye" (Nazar)

The concept of the "evil eye," where it is believed that
envious or malicious glances can cause harm, is prevalent in
many parts of India. To protect oneself from the evil eye, people
wear amulets or black thread, perform rituals, or use various
protective charms [2]. This belief influences many social
interactions and even affects the decisions people make in their
personal lives.

C. Bad Luck and Omens

Many Indians are highly superstitious about omens and
signs. For example, it is considered bad luck to cut nails or hair
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on certain days, especially on Tuesdays or Fridays. Some also
believe that certain animals, such as black cats crossing their
path, are omens of misfortune [3]. People may also avoid
certain numbers, such as the number 13, or certain dates, based
on these beliefs.

D. Witchcraft and Black Magic

The belief in witchcraft and black magic remains particularly
strong in rural India. Women, particularly those who are older,
widowed, or socially marginalized, are often accused of being
witches and subjected to violence and social ostracism. This
belief has been the cause of numerous witch-hunting incidents,
with innocent individuals being killed or tortured based on false
accusations [4].

E. Ritual Sacrifices and Offerings

In some regions of India, people still practice rituals
involving animal sacrifices, believing that these offerings will
appease gods and bring good fortune. For example, in parts of
Kerala, people perform "sacrifices" of animals to propitiate
deities, particularly in temple festivals [5].

4. Pseudoscience

Pseudoscience involves beliefs, theories, or practices that are
claimed to be scientific or made to appear scientific but lack
empirical support or adherence to the scientific method.
Pseudoscience can involve misinterpretations of data,
fraudulent claims, or deliberately misleading information.
Examples include alternative medicine practices like
homeopathy, anti-vaccination movements, and climate change
denial. Pseudoscience refers to beliefs, practices, or claims that
are presented as scientific, but lack empirical evidence,
methodological rigor, and adherence to the scientific method.
While pseudoscience often mimics the language and
appearance of legitimate science, it fundamentally fails to meet
the criteria of valid scientific inquiry. The persistence of
pseudoscience, despite the availability of evidence-based
knowledge, is a significant challenge in the modern world.

Another hallmark of pseudoscience is the refusal to accept
falsifiability—the principle that a scientific claim must be
testable and capable of being proven wrong. For example,
beliefs in astrology, which posits that celestial bodies influence
human behavior, have been debunked by numerous studies. Yet
astrology continues to be widely followed, particularly in
regions where scientific literacy is low [6].

In the post-truth era, these practices have been amplified
through digital media, with individuals increasingly turning to
online platforms for guidance, rather than relying on credible
scientific sources. This has serious implications for society,
especially in terms of public health, education, and scientific
literacy.

5. The Role of Superstition and Pseudoscience in the Post-
Truth Era

The rise of social media and the breakdown of traditional
gatekeepers of information (e.g., academia, media, scientific
institutions) have contributed to the spread of misinformation
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and pseudoscience. The post-truth era, where emotional appeal
and personal belief often override factual accuracy, has allowed
these irrational practices to gain widespread influence.

A. Impact on Public Health

One of the most significant threats posed by pseudoscience
is its effect on public health. Practices like the rejection of
vaccines, alternative medical treatments, and the belief in
miracle cures often lead to harmful consequences. The global
anti-vaccine movement, for instance, has led to the resurgence
of preventable diseases such as measles and polio, putting
millions of lives at risk.

The anti-vaccine movement was largely fueled by a now-
debunked study by Andrew Wakefield in 1998 [7] which falsely
linked the MMR (measles, mumps, rubella) vaccine to autism.
Despite the study being retracted and Wakefield being
discredited, the misinformation persists, largely through social
media and personal testimonies. In the post-truth era, where
emotional and anecdotal experiences are often given more
weight than scientific evidence, pseudoscientific claims like
these have the power to shape public opinion and endanger
public health Although the study was retracted and Wakefield
was later stripped of his medical license, the damage was done.
The study became a rallying point for vaccine skeptics, despite
no credible evidence supporting a link between vaccines and
autism [8].

The anti-vaccine rhetoric, bolstered by personal anecdotes
and emotional appeals, often disregards rigorous scientific data.
Social media platforms amplify these false narratives, creating
echo chambers where misinformation thrives, leading to
vaccine refusal in communities worldwide. As a result, diseases
like measles, which were nearly eradicated, are making a
resurgence. For instance, in 2019, the World Health
Organization reported a 30% global increase in measles cases,
largely due to declines in vaccination coverage [9].

The COVID-19 pandemic, coupled with the rapid
development of vaccines, became a focal point for a surge in
pseudoscientific misinformation and conspiracy theories,
especially regarding the safety and efficacy of vaccines. Anti-
vaccine campaigns during this period were fueled by a blend of
fear, distrust, and the spread of false scientific claims, often
propagated through social media platforms.

One of the most prominent pseudoscientific claims was the
false assertion that COVID-19 vaccines alter human DNA. This
was based on a misunderstanding of how mRNA vaccines (such
as Pfizer-BioNTech and Moderna) work. In reality, mRNA
vaccines do not alter DNA; they simply instruct cells to produce
a protein that triggers an immune response [10]. Despite this,
misinformation about "gene editing” and '"biotech
manipulation" spread widely, leading to vaccine hesitancy and
refusal among certain groups.

The negative impact of superstitions is profound and far-
reaching. These beliefs often lead to fear, anxiety, and
unnecessary social tension. In some cases, they promote gender
discrimination, as women are disproportionately targeted by
witch-hunts and black magic accusations. In other cases,
superstitions about death, illness, and misfortune can lead to
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harmful practices that prevent individuals from seeking medical
attention or adopting rational solutions to problems.

For example, there have been numerous instances where
people suffering from diseases such as cancer, tuberculosis, or
even malaria, have refused medical treatment in favour of
traditional remedies or rituals [11]. This delay in medical
intervention can often lead to worsened health outcomes or
even death. Superstitions also contribute to the perpetuation of
social injustice and inequality, particularly when it comes to
caste-based discrimination, witch-hunting, and other forms of
social exclusion.

B. Undermining Scientific Literacy and Education

The spread of pseudoscience and superstition also
undermines scientific literacy, particularly in education
systems. Young people who are exposed to pseudoscientific
claims may develop skepticism toward real science. This is
particularly evident in fields like climate science, where
misinformation campaigns funded by interest groups have
successfully sowed doubt about the existence of human-
induced climate change.

For example, climate change denialism is a form of
pseudoscience that has gained traction due to politically
motivated campaigns and the spread of misinformation on
social media. Despite the overwhelming consensus among
climate scientists that human activity is a significant driver of
climate change, the denial of climate science has become a
significant political issue, particularly in countries like the
United States and India.

Similarly, astrology, which has no scientific basis, remains
widely practiced in many parts of the world, including in India,
where it plays a significant role in influencing decisions
regarding marriage, business ventures, and even medical
treatments. The acceptance of such practices at the societal
level can hinder rational decision-making and perpetuate
unfounded beliefs. The rise of social media has further
exacerbated the spread of pseudoscientific ideas. Unfounded
claims can go viral, influencing public opinion and perpetuating
myths about vaccines, climate change, and health. Combating
pseudoscience requires stronger public education on scientific
literacy, critical thinking, and better regulation of
misinformation, especially on digital platforms [12].

C. Cultural and Social Consequences

Superstition and pseudoscience also have far-reaching
cultural and social consequences. Beliefs in witchcraft, black
magic, and supernatural forces often result in discrimination,
violence, and social exclusion. In many communities,
individuals, particularly women, are accused of being witches
and subjected to horrific violence and social ostracization.

In India, for instance, incidents of witch-hunting have been
reported in several states, with women being branded as witches
and subjected to horrific forms of torture, including being
beaten, burned, or murdered. These practices are often rooted
in deep-seated cultural beliefs in the supernatural, and laws to
address such issues are essential to protect vulnerable
individuals from harm.
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6. Scientific Temper in the Constitution of India

The concept of scientific temper plays a crucial role in
shaping the values enshrined in the Constitution of India. While
the term itself is not explicitly mentioned in the Constitution,
its essence is embedded in several provisions that emphasize
rationality, critical thinking, and the pursuit of knowledge.
Scientific temper refers to an attitude of logical inquiry,
skepticism towards unverified claims, and reliance on empirical
evidence to solve problems and make decisions. It is a
fundamental aspect of building a progressive and enlightened
society.

The most direct reference to scientific temper is found in
Article 51A(h) of the Indian Constitution, which imposes a duty
on every citizen to "develop the scientific temper, humanism,
and the spirit of inquiry and reform." This provision
underscores the importance of fostering a mindset based on
reason and inquiry as a national objective. The inclusion of
scientific temper in the fundamental duties reflects the vision of
the framers of the Constitution to promote a rational,
progressive, and forward-thinking society.

The adoption of scientific temper is also reflected in India’s
policy and legal frameworks. The government has long
recognized the need for promoting scientific education and
rational thinking as part of its development agenda. Programs
aimed at increasing scientific literacy, such as the promotion of
science in schools and universities, and campaigns against
superstition and pseudoscience, align with this constitutional
directive. In 1982, the then Prime Minister, Indira Gandhi,
spoke about the need to develop a scientific temper in the
nation, emphasizing that science must guide policy decisions,
especially in healthcare, agriculture, and technology [13].

7. The Need for Laws to Curb Superstition and
Pseudoscience

In the face of the growing influence of superstition and
pseudoscience, there is an urgent need for laws that can
effectively address these issues. While freedom of belief and
expression are fundamental rights, the spread of
misinformation, particularly when it results in harm to
individuals or society, must be regulated. The legal system can
play an essential role in curbing harmful superstitions and
pseudoscientific practices through regulation, education, and
public awareness.

A. Regulating False Claims and Misleading Advertisements

One of the primary ways that pseudoscience spreads is
through misleading advertisements, often seen in the fields of
health, wellness, and alternative medicine. Charismatic
individuals and organizations may make false claims about the
efficacy of unproven treatments, often exploiting vulnerable
populations who are desperate for solutions.

Laws need to be implemented that regulate such claims and
penalize those who spread misinformation. For instance, in
2019, the Indian government passed the Drugs and Magic
Remedies (Objectionable Advertisements) Act, which aims to
regulate misleading health advertisements. However, stricter
implementation and comprehensive coverage of alternative
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medicine and pseudoscientific products are necessary.

B. Creating Awareness and Promoting Scientific Literacy

Education plays a critical role in combating superstition and
pseudoscience. School curricula should include education
about the scientific method, critical thinking, and the dangers of
pseudoscientific practices. Promoting scientific literacy can
help individuals develop the skills to evaluate claims and
distinguish between science and pseudoscience.

The government and civil society can work together to create
awareness campaigns that educate the public about the dangers
of pseudoscience and superstition. Public  service
announcements, media campaigns, and the use of social media
platforms can help spread accurate information and counteract
misinformation. Education and media play a critical role in
addressing the issue of superstitions in India. The government
has recognized the importance of promoting scientific thinking
and rationalism through the National Policy on Education,
which encourages the incorporation of scientific temper into the
curriculum.

Several organizations, such as the Federation of Indian
Rationalist Associations (FIRA), have worked tirelessly to
educate the public about the dangers of superstitions. These
organizations conduct workshops, seminars, and campaigns to
spread awareness about the importance of critical thinking and
the scientific method.

The media, both traditional and digital, can be a powerful
tool in debunking superstitions. The rise of social media
platforms and the increasing penetration of mobile phones have
enabled the rapid spread of information. Fact-checking
websites, science bloggers, and social media influencers are
playing a key role in challenging superstitions and promoting
rational thinking. Programs like Satyamev Jayate hosted by
Aamir Khan, which focused on social issues like child sexual
abuse, caste discrimination, and superstition, have had a
significant impact on public awareness.

Despite these efforts, there is still a long way to go. Deep-
rooted superstitions require continuous and sustained efforts to
challenge their validity. The integration of scientific knowledge
into everyday life and the promotion of rational thinking are
essential to dismantling the foundation of these beliefs.

C. Enacting Laws to Prevent Witch-Hunting and Ritual Abuse

Laws specifically designed to prevent witch-hunting and
other forms of ritual abuse are essential in regions where these
practices are still prevalent. In India, several states have enacted
laws to address witch-hunting, such as the Chhattisgarh
Prevention of Witch-Hunting Act (2005) and the Jharkhand
Witchcraft Act (2001). These laws criminalize the practice of
branding individuals, particularly women, as witches and
subjecting them to torture or murder. Recognizing the dangers
posed by superstitions, several state governments in India have
passed laws to curb their influence. The most notable of these
is the Maharashtra Prevention and Eradication of Human
Sacrifice and Other Inhuman, Evil, and Aghori Practices and
Black Magic Act (2013), commonly known as the "Anti-
Superstition Act." This law seeks to curb harmful superstitions
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and punish those who exploit vulnerable individuals by
promoting false beliefs.

The Act criminalizes practices such as human sacrifice, black
magic, and witchcraft. It also provides penalties for those found
guilty of performing or propagating such practices.
Maharashtra’s law is an important step in the fight against
superstitions, but its enforcement has been inconsistent. The
Act has been criticized for its vague provisions, particularly
regarding the definition of "black magic," which can lead to
misuse.

Similarly, Karnataka and other states in India have passed
laws to prevent witch-hunting, recognizing the need for social
reforms to protect women from such brutal practices [14].
Despite these efforts, the enforcement of anti-superstition laws
remains a challenge, and public awareness campaigns are
necessary to support these legal measures.

However, despite these legal frameworks, witch-hunting
continues to be a problem in many rural and tribal areas.
Effective implementation, awareness-building, and grassroots
efforts to educate communities about the dangers of such
practices are necessary to combat these deeply ingrained
superstitions.

D. Encouraging the Scientific Community to Take a Leading
Role

The scientific community, including universities, research
institutions, and individual scientists, must play a proactive role
in addressing the spread of pseudoscience and superstition.
Scientists can use their platforms to educate the public, engage
with media, and advocate for evidence-based policies.
Universities and research centers can offer public lectures, write
articles, and create content that debunks pseudoscientific
claims.

Moreover, scientists can engage in policy advocacy to push
for laws that regulate pseudoscience. For instance, the Indian
science community has played a key role in advocating for the
Anti-Superstition Bill in states like Maharashtra and Karnataka,
which seeks to prevent harmful superstitions such as black
magic, child sacrifice, and miracle cures.

8. Case Studies and Global Approaches

Several countries have implemented laws to address the
dangers of pseudoscience and superstitions. These include:

e  Brazil: In 1996, Brazil passed the Anti-Quackery Law,
which criminalizes the practice of offering medical
treatment without scientific evidence. The law has
been effective in curbing fraudulent health claims and
promoting safer medical practices.

e South Korea: South Korea has also enacted
regulations to combat pseudoscience, particularly in
the realm of alternative medicine. The government
regulates the practice of traditional medicine, ensuring
that it is based on scientific principles.

o  United Kingdom: The UK has laws that target
fraudulent and misleading practices in health and
medicine, including the Consumer Protection from
Unfair Trading Regulations (2008), which prevent
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businesses from making false claims about the
effectiveness of products.
India can draw inspiration from these examples while also
tailoring its approach to local cultural and social contexts.

9. Conclusion

In conclusion, the need for laws to combat superstitions and
pseudoscience in the post-truth era is urgent and undeniable.
The proliferation of pseudoscientific beliefs and practices poses
serious risks to public health, education, and social harmony.
The legal system has a critical role to play in regulating false
claims, protecting vulnerable individuals, and promoting
scientific literacy.

However, laws alone are not enough. There needs to be a
multi-faceted approach that combines legal action with public
awareness campaigns, educational reforms, and active
involvement from the scientific community. The post-truth era
demands a renewed commitment to rational thought, scientific
inquiry, and critical thinking—values that must be enshrined
not only in the law but also in the cultural fabric of society.

In the fight against superstition and pseudoscience, it is
essential that we empower individuals with knowledge, while
also ensuring that harmful practices are effectively regulated
and curtailed. Only through a comprehensive, society-wide
effort can we ensure that truth, reason, and science prevail in
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the post-truth era.
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