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Professor M. C. Behera
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In 2016 Professor
Peter Ronald Desouza
(The Centre for the
Study of Developing
Societies)  analysing
ideas and features of
“The Scientific Temper
Movement”stressed
that “It’s time for a
fresh  fight against
superstition.” We,
therefore, agree with
Professor Behera’s
analysis that “It is not
the practice which is
superstitious, but the

mental perception
that makes it super-
stition...... For people,

there is nothing called
superstition as long
as they believe hon-
estly what they do.
Otherwise, it is con-
fusion; contradiction
between belief and
practice; hypocrisy by
people who do not be-
lieve themselves but
practise to propagate
to others; and arro-
gance and ignorance-
breed opinion.”--Edi-
tor

Superstition is gener-
ally a label for irration-
ality in religious be-
liefs and practices of
‘others’. Obviously, it
is a perception of top
down processing of
‘others’ on the ques-
tion of ‘rationality’.
Simply, it reflects atti-
tude of ‘self’ towards
‘others’, a feeling of
‘we’ for ‘they’. It is
widely used to mark a
host of practices prev-
alent in Hinduism and
indigenous  religions
all over the world with
the advent of colonial
rule. During that pe-
riod similar practices
in  Christianity and
Islam were not so pro-
foundly marked super-
stitious as were Hindu
and tribal practices.

If absence of rational-
ity is superstition, it
is evident in different
decisions one takes in
one’s life time. One
does not depend on
rationality while pur-
chasing branded prod-
ucts at posh malls

faoly

when substitutes are
available on foot path
at much cheaper rate.
Obviously, the choice
is beyond rational
thinking;  subjective
factors like taste, pref-
erence, attitude, pres-
tige, status etc. deter-
mine the choice. Why
such decisions are
not superstitious and
why decisions with
regard to religious
practices are targeted
are questions of fur-
ther objective inves-
tigation.  Predictions
of Nostradamus and
Baba Vanga have never
been criticised as su-
perstitions despite the
fact that they are not
based on ‘rationality’.
Nevertheless, some
of their predictions
are found to be true
so far. Peter Hurkos’s
prediction through his
extrasensory percep-
tion and parapsy-
chological studies are
accepted, rejected
or criticised, often as
pseudo-science, but
never labelled with
any superstition tag.
Lack of rationality is
attributed mostly to
practices in the field
of native religions of
India. Though practic-
es may not qualify ra-
tionality test, still their
existence is not mean-
ingless for the people
who perform it.

In Hindu and tribal re-
ligions all aspects of
life are interrelated.
Necessarily, any as-
pect, for example faith,
pervades through all
other aspects so that
life-ways function as
an integrated whole.
To relate superstition
to such types of re-

ligion is to declare
all aspects of life of
people superstitious

and place these peo-
ple on an inferiority
scale. This is evident
when European power
labelled tribes with
the tag ‘savage’ and
Hindus with ‘idol wor-
shippers’” and many
others.

Superstition is a judge-
mental opinion that

On Superstition

arises from superior-
ity and inferiority di-

chotomy. However,
it does not have an
agreed upon defini-
tion, though it is as-
sociated with religious
beliefs and practices.
Is it a label for a belief
or a practice in the be-
lief? Usually, supersti-
tion refers to practices
in a belief. Arguably,
belief in  meritori-
ous life after death
is not superstition, it
is a mere belief. But
practices like becom-
ing Sati or killing kafer
(non-Muslims) to earn
merit is a supersti-
tion. Had belief been
superstition, then all
religious beliefs would
have the tag of super-
stition. When religion
is a superstition, auto-
matically all practices
therein are so. But this
is not the case. People
who believe in ration-
ality also have a reli-
gious identity or belief
init. Once a journal-
ist asked Einstein if
he believes in God or
not. Rapt came the
reply, yes. The aston-
ished journalist asked
the reason. Einstein
instead of answering
the question asked
another question. Do
you believe in relativ-
ity theory? Journalist:
Yes. Can you prove it?
Journalist: No. That is

exactly why | believe
in God. To know God
is not my field of re-
search as relativity
theory is not yours. As
you believe in me | be-
lieve in others whose
field is to know the
Gods. Has this argu-
ment rationality? It
is a belief and in the
belief there are no
superiority and infe-
riority considerations
and so no labelling.
Nevertheless, follow-
ers of some religions
consider their respec-
tive religions to be the
only true religion and
others false. What fol-
lows so far from the
discussions is the issue
of true and false, not
rational and irrational.
Rationality feeds on
facts. Absence of fact,
however, is not the
only criterion to de-
fine superstition. We
can cite an example. A
mother-in-law, fond of
cat, tied it on the day of
sradha so that the cat
did not feast on milk
and other milk prod-
ucts. After her death,
the daughter- in-law,
who used to observe
her mother-in —law,
brought a cat from the
neighbour to tie up on
sradha day. In this ex-
ample, the practice is
a continuity of observ-
able fact, but not the
reason. Superstition is

not always an absence
of fact; it is sometimes
without a reason.
Tying up the cat was
not superstition, but it
became one when the
practice did not ac-
company the reason.
Rationality is at the
core of labelling the
tag of superstition to
a practice. The tag is
dropped and the prac-
tice discontinues with
the dawn of rational-
ity. Undoubtedly, su-
perstition is a relative
phenomenon over
time, space and cul-
ture. In fact it is both
religious universal and
religious specific. The
phenomenon, called
superstition exists in
all religions. But it dif-
fers from religion to
religion. The belief of
enjoying 72 Hoors af-
ter killing Kafirs or dy-
ing in jihad is specific
to Muslim belief only.
Sati was a practice in

some social groups
in  Hindu tradition,
but not in Islam or
Christianity.

There is no rationality
in the belief that one
attends heaven if one
dies in a war. But still
it is believed. There is
no logic to believe that
kings are representa-
tives of the Divine. But
it was believed. The
first belief inspired sol-
diers to fight while the
latter created a sense
of loyalty for a stable
administration. These
beliefs had psycho-
logical reinforcements
and functional utility.
However, such beliefs
are no more there in
our present time. Each
belief has its own time
depending on people’s
ideological perception
of that period and is
discarded at the dawn
of new ideology.

Premonition about
happenings is not al-
together a baseless
absurdity.  Abraham
Lincoln had a premo-
nition in his dream
that he came upon his
own corpse a week be-
fore his assassination.
Eryl Mai Jones dreamt

about the Aberfan
Mining Disaster which
happened in 1966,
David Booth’s dream
about a commercial
aviation disaster which
happened in 1979,
Morgan Robertson’s
prediction about the
sinking of Titanic, and
similar dreams have
no rationality, but
they came true. Mark
Twain’s dream about
Henry Clemens’ death,
Kathleen Middleton’s
premonition about
Robert Kennedy’s as-
sassination, CarlJung’s
dream about World
War | also came true.
These do not have any
rational basis of expla-
nation. Are they su-
perstitions then?
Labelling the tag of
superstition to other’s
practice similar to the
one prevailing in one’s
religion is a reflection
of superstitious mind
on two counts. First it
reflects lack of appre-
ciation to differences,
and thus to a superior-
ity claim; and second,
it may be ignorance
about the rational-
ity behind the prac-
tice. For the Nyishi
community killing a
single flying hornbill
is tabooed. It is be-
lieved that the hunter
would be cursed and
his family destroyed.
Researches reveal
that male and female
hornbills fly together
except when the lat-
ter hatches egg. The
male bird fetches food
for them. If male bird
is killed, its family
would die of hunger.
This knowledge might
have been acquired
empirically over the
years of Nyishi’s inter-
action with their natu-
ral surroundings. Over
the passing years, the
practice of not killing
continued, but not the
reason behind, and
the whole phenom-
enon became a super-
stition for others.
Belief in superstition
by itself is supersti-
tion. Those who be-
lieve a practice, which

is a superstition for
others, is a belief for
them. Those who do
not believe, for them
it is not a belief and
in fact has no mean-
ing. Those who do not
believe, but use it to
gain from believers,
for them it is an instru-
ment of exploitation.
Idol worship is consid-
ered to be a supersti-
tious practice by those
who do not under-
stand that it is not idol
but the idea behind
it that carries mean-
ing. So it is also often
ignorance that sees ir-
rationality in a practice
of others. Belief in a
power through an idol
has a psychological im-
plication. Psychology
is a scientific study
and has no room for
speculation and super-
stition.

People worship a god,
but due to one rea-
son or other convert
to another religion.
The practices which
were once their belief
became superstitions
due to changing per-
ceptions shaped by
the new one. It is not
the practice which is
superstitious, but the
mental perception
that makes it supersti-
tion. So, superstition
itself is questionable.
Every culture has prac-
tices which comprise
belief system, but do
not have ‘rationality’
in them that people of
the concerned culture
apply to label similar
practices of others’
as superstition. It has
nothing to do with
rationality, but it is
sense of superiority or
an attitude of taking
pleasure in other’s ac-
tivities by constructing
an inferior space for
them. It is psychologi-
cal problem. Buddha
neither believed nor
denounced god, but
did not label the tag
of ‘blind belief’ or ir-
rationality to belief in
god by others. One’s
rationality, therefore,
should not be the yard-
stick of making judge-

ment on differences
one finds in others.

One should remain
indifferent and non-
reactive with patience
till the latter see their
practices with a reali-
sation of the absence
of rationality. Hurting
others in one or other
way, for example by
labelling the tag of su-
perstition, is not a ra-
tional behaviour, for it
shows irrationality as
it’s based on negative
perceptions.

Rationality is a very
small part of totality
of human behaviour.
This does not help in
understanding the
subjective aspects
of behaviour which
are psychological re-
inforcements for a
balanced living and
indispensable. There
are people who claim
rationality. But most
of them engage in
practices which ac-
cording to their logic
could be superstitions.
They often advance
justifications for obvi-
ous contradictions in
behaviour. But such
justifications do not
rationalise their objec-
tive behaviour based
on subjective judg-
ment. Such contradic-
tory persons are ‘real
superstitions’;  they
perform what they do
not believe to be ra-
tionally true!

Issue of superstition
in belief system is not
superstitious in the
absence rationality; it
is the issue of exploi-
tation, disrespect, in-
feriority consideration
that one holds against
the other, is the real
concern. For people,
there is nothing called
superstition as long
as they believe hon-
estly what they do.
Otherwise, it is con-
fusion; contradiction
between belief and
practice; hypocrisy by
people who do not be-
lieve themselves but
practise to propagate
to others; and arro-
gance and ignorance-
breed opinion.

(Rajiv Gandhi University, Rono Hills, Doimukh, Itanagar,Papum Pare views expressed by the author are his own and in no way the Editor be District,Arunachal
Pradesh-791112, Email: mcbeheral959@gmail.com;Theheld responsible for the them—Editor.)
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