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Manorama Tripathy

Kalinga and the Transformation of Asoka

It is well known to every student of Indian 
history that the great Mauryan ruler 
Asoka invaded Kalinga in the eighth year 
of his reign. The invasion led to deaths 
and destruction on a large scale. Such a 
massive human calamity seems to have 
been unprecedented in Indian history. 
According to his thirteenth major rock 
edict, 100,000 people were killed, 
150,000 were carried away as prisoners 
and many times that number perished. 
This catastrophe brought about a 
personal transformation in Asoka. His 
outlook towards society, politics and life 
underwent a deep change,and he  
became a keen follower of Buddhism and 
an apostle of peace. According to Pali 
chronicles from Sri Lanka, the king 
transformed from Chandasoka to 
Dhammasoka.

There is no text book on Indian history or 
Odisha history which fails to mention this 
event. Ever since the discovery of his 
edicts in the nineteenth century, Asoka 
and his Kalinga invasion have attracted 
the attention of historians, writers, 
thinkers, scholars specializing on 
B u d d h i st  s t u d i e s  a n d  re l i g i o n ,  
nationalists, politicians and others. 
Hundreds of books and thousands of 
articles have been written about Asoka in 
English, French, German and several 
Indian languages. His edicts have been 
published on many occasions in various 
books, papers, journals and other 
periodicals. Scholarly interest in Asoka 
has not subsided even today. In the year 
2012 alone, Upinder Singh published an 
article on Asoka in the journal 

SouthAsian Studies, and Patrick Olivelle, 
Janice Leoshko and Himanshu Prabha 
Ray brought out a volume of essays on 
Asoka.2 Among the other scholars who 
have studied Asoka in recent decades, 
t h e  n a m e s  o f  R o m i l a  T h a p a r,  
K.R.Norman, D. Devahuti, John S. Strong, 
S. Settar, Harry Falk and Etienne Lamotte 
stand out. Earlier scholars included 
European pioneers like G. Buhler, Vincent 
Smith and T.W. Rhys-Davids and Indian 
luminaries like D.C. Sircar, B.M. Barua and 
H.C. Raychaudhuri It is rather surprising 
to note that none of these writers have 
addressed a very fundamental question 
related to the invasion of Kalinga. The 
invasion of Kalinga was not the first 
military adventure of Asoka. He had 
served as governor of Ujjain and 
Takshasila under his father Bindusara, 
before becoming king. During this 
tenure, he had led military campaigns on 
many occasions. It is also said that the 
throne of Magadha did not rightfully 
belong to him. According to the Pali 
chronicles, he usurped it after killing his 
ninety-nine brothers. The figure of 
ninety-nine is clearly an exaggeration. 
But the legend brings to light the fact that 
before his transformation in Kalinga, 
Asoka was certainly capable of carrying 
out aggression and did not shy away from 
killing. If this is true, what was really 
unique about the invasion of Kalinga 
which changed his heart? 

This question can be easily brushed aside 
on the grounds that the death and 
destruction caused at Kalinga was far 
more colossal and devastating than the 
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damages caused by his previous wars. It 
involved the lives of lakhs of innocent 
people, as evident from the edicts. 

This answer is not really convincing. The 
figures mentioned in the inscription are 
grossly exaggerated. They are meant to 
inspire awe in the readers and to 
highlight Asoka’s remorse through the 
literary device of hyperbole. The real 
reason behind the king’s repentance 
must have been different. 

Historians generally refer to Asoka’s 
invasion as the battle or war of Kalinga. It 
is conventionally dated to the year 261 
B C .  M a ny  t h e o r i e s  h ave  b e e n  
propounded within Odisha about the 
precise location of the battle, although 
there is no clear evidence in the edicts 
about it. We have to ask a basic question 
here. Is there any evidence in the edicts 
to show that there wasa battle or war of 
Kalinga? Battles are generally fought 
between two rival parties. Each party 
may consist of a single power or a group 
of allies. Any military encounter between 
the two rivals for a short duration at a 
specific location is a battle. If it is 
protracted and is carried out over a long 
period of time, it is a war. A war need not 
be fought in the same location. It can be 
fought at different places at various times 
or even simultaneously in a number of 
locations. 

Who could have been the participant 
from the Kalinga side in this so called war 
or battle? It is difficult to answer this 
question due to a lack of conclusive 
evidence in any of the existing sources. In 
any case, the question already presumes 
that there must have been a state or 
chiefdom in the Kalinga region at the 
time of Asoka’s invasion, capable of 
engaging Asoka in a battle. Was there 
such a state or chiefdom at that time?

In the existing text-books on Odisha 
history, the question of state-formation 
is not addressed. When did a state or 
chiefdom emerge  in Odisha for the first 
time? How did it come into existence? 
What kinds of resources were required 
for the rise of such a political structure? 
When did Odisha transform from the 
Neolithic and Chalcolithic stage of 
evolution to the Iron Age? When did 
agricultural production begin to expand 
in such a way that a strong political 
structure could be established on the 
basis of the surplus generated by 
agriculture ? None of these questions are 
taken up for discussion in any of the 
available text books on the history of 
Odisha.

The Buddhist Tripitaka literature 
mentions sixteen mahajanapadas which 
were in existence in the sixth century BC. 
This list does not include Kalinga. Based 
on this we cannot argue that formal 
political structures had not yet arisen in 
Odisha at that time. However, it clearly 
indicates that even if they existed, they 
were not very powerful to be included in 
the list of the mahajanapadas. The 
representation of sixteen janapadas as 
mahajanapadas might have had its own 
political rationale behind it. We must 
t r e a t  t h e  r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  
mahajanapadas as a representation 
rather than as a fact. It must also be 
noted that most of the sixteen 
mahajanapadas mentioned in the 
Tripitakas were not identified as 
territories which can be clearly 
demarcated, but only as tribes. Perhaps 
the first ever reference to Kalinga is found 
in the Baudhayana Dharmasutra. Here it 
is stated that after visiting the Kalingas, a 
person must perform either the rite of 
punastoma or sarvaprishtha. This is 



23

becausethe Kalingas do not fall in 
Aryavarta.5It is clear here that the name 
is mentioned in the plural, which shows 
that the reference is not to a specific 
geographical territory, but to the location 
of a tribe. Six other tribes are mentioned 
along with Kalinga, which are Arattas, 
Karaskaras, Pundras, Sauviras, Vangas 
and Pranunas. The date of the 
Baudhayana Dharmasutra is not clearly 
known. But it is normally dated to the 
middle of the first millennium BC. It 
a p p e a rs  f ro m  t h e   a u d h aya n a  
Dharmasutra that a state or chiefdom 
had still not evolved in Odisha at that 
time. But certain tribal groups of the 
region, like the Kalingas, were already 
known to others. 

The exact location and boundaries of 
Kalinga at the time of Asoka’s invasion is 
not known. However, it is clear that the 
frontiers of the region kept changing 
from time to time according to the new 
political and economic conditions.At the 
time of Asoka, it might have been located 
between the Mahanadi and the 
Rushikulya. Dhauli and Jaugada, where 
Asoka’s edicts are found, fall within this 
geographical area. In later centuries, the 
name of Kalinga was usually reserved for 
the region consisting of the Ganjam and 
Gajapati districts of Odisha and the 
S r i k a k u l a m ,  V i z i a n a g a ra m  a n d  
Visakhapatnam districts of Andhra. 

The oldest known political lineage of 
Odisha is that of Kharavela, who 
belonged to the Mahameghavahana 
family of the Chedi clan. Kharavela’s 
famous Hathigumpha inscription is found 
in the Udayagiri caves in Bhubaneswar. In 
all fairness to the existing evidence, we 
must concede that no other political 
family is known to us from Odisha prior to 
the house to which Kharavela belonged. 

All these seem to point to the possibility 
that a state society had not yet evolved in 
Odisha during Asoka’s time. In fact, the 
line of Kharavela also is not known to 
have ruled for a long time. Strong local 
states evolved in Odisha only many 
centuries later with the Sailodbhavas and 
the Bhaumakaras. Before them, very few 
ruling families were known in Odisha. 
These include the Matharas and what 
historians like S.N. Rajaguru have called 
Pitrubhaktas and Srirama Kashyapas. 
They were not powerful in any ways. 
Besides, their rule was limited only to 
southern Odisha. They exercised greater 
control over the northern districts of 
Andhra Pradesh and ruled from there. 

At the time of Asoka, urban centres had 
not yet evolved in the Kalinga region in a 
big way. The process of urbanization had 
begun only in the fourth and third 
century BC on a small scale. A well-known 
urban centre of the period was 
Sisupalgarh.7 It  was a fortif ied 
settlement. Some historians have 
surmised that Sisupalgarh was the 
headquarters of Kharavela. We do not 
know if this is really true. A few other 
urban centres are also known from early 
h istor ica l  Odisha.  The recent ly  
discovered Radhanagar, near the 
Buddhist site of Langudi on the banks of 
river Kimiria, seems to be another 
important early historical urban site. 

On the whole the archaeological 
evidencedoes not point to the presence 
of a state in Odisha at that time. The 
figures of casualty given by Asoka are 
extremely amplified. If 100,000 people 
killed, 150,000 carried away as risoners 
and many times that number who 
perished were soldiers, the figures can 
match those of the Magadhans who 
according to Greek writers had a very 
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large army. Had agriculture progressed in 
Odisha in the third century BC to such a 
great extent that it could support such a 
large number of soldiers? This is 
impossible to believe. It is not proven by 
any positive evidence.

The existing belief among historians that 
there was a battle or war of Kalinga is also 
not founded on any clear evidence. The 
available historical and archaeological 
records do not give any indications about 
the existence of a state or chiefdom in 
Odisha in the third century BC. The 
existing level of agricultural surplus is 
unlikely to have supported such a 
political establishment or a large army. 
Asoka himself does not speak in his edicts 
of any war or battle fought by him. In the 
edicts of Asoka, the terms we come 
across are vijita and avijita, which in their 
espective contexts refer to regions that 
were conquered and those that 
remained unconquered.8There is no 
need to expect that a state existed in all 
the unconquered regions which the 
Mauryans conquered. We are speaking 
about a period in history when state 
societies had not yet evolved in many 
parts of India. States and formal political 
establishments do not exist in all 
societies at all times. States evolve under 
certain clear historical conditions. They 
are not natural features found in all 
human societies. 

In all likelihood, Kalinga was an avijita 
where a state society had not yet evolved 
at the time of Asoka’s invasion. We can 
now offer a surmise why the invasion of 
Kalinga changed Asoka’s heart while all 
the bloodshed committed by him earlier 
had not caused any such transformation 
in him. Asoka did not fight a war or battle 
of Kalinga. In his desire to expand his 
empire, he carried out a military 
campaign against Kalinga. This was an 
invasion of a region and not a war or a 
battle against an existing rival. The 
purpose of the invasion was to integrate 
the region with Magadha and introduce 

statecraft in a state where a state did not 
as yet exist. Such an enterprise was 
possible only by subduing a people who 
had so far not known any form of political 
subordination. For the first time in 
history, a people were to be subjected to 
formal political control through political 
representatives, taxation etc. This was 
not an internal development of Odisha 
society, but imposed by an external 
invader. Obviously, such a situation could 
lead to unrest, resistance and bloodshed 
on a large scale. 

In all his earlier military campaigns, 
Asoka had fought against those who 
were familiar with statecraft, formal 
political structures and institutions like 
the army. Although Magadha enjoyed 
superior military might for various 
reasons, these campaigns were led 
against those who knew the terms of the 
game. Such was not the case with the 
people of Kalinga. The ruler of a state 
society was exercising his might over the 
people of a society where a state had not 
yet come into existence. The inequality 
between Magadha and Kalinga was not 
merely a military inequality or an 
inequality of resources. There was also 
an inequality in terms of political 
institutions and other factors like world 
views, concepts, lifestyles, ethics and 
moralities. The grossly cruel nature of 
this unequal encounter and the resulting 
tragedy seem to have been the  real 
reasons behind Asoka’s great remorse 
and his ultimate transformation. This is 
o n l y  a n  a t t e m p t  t o  o f f e r  a  
reinterpretation of the Kalinga invasion 
of Asoka and his transformation to 
Buddhism. The conclusion drawn in this 
paper is not final, but only tentative. But 
this assessment is certainly different 
from most of the other existing theories. 
It offers fresh avenues and possibilities 
for interpreting the edicts of Asoka. Our 
knowledge of the past can expand only 
through such reassessments. 
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Religious Faith of Tribals of Malkangiri

From the very day of the beginning of the 
world, new creations have constantly 
and continuously evolved. The invincible 
truth is that God Who is at the root of all 
creation naturally attracts their 
unflinching faith and devotion. Their love 
and loyalty to Him only impels Him to 
descend down to the earth. Ages go on 
changing. The total intellect at the centre 
of human thought also undergoes 
change. God descends down in different 
forms, and the background is prepared 
for that. God certainly likes to descend 
down on the same soil in all ages where 
the man of the soil surrenders his pure 
self-hood by offering his devotion. And if 
the relationship between God and His 
devotee comes within the ambit of 
discussion, India deserves the highest 
position in  the mythical domain of the 
world. 

Whatever the rishis, the sages and great 
men create in this soil centering round 
God get the recognition of myth even 
though old. God of that simple and 
innocent man is as if eager to be born in 
this land. And that eagerness only 
acquires different forms at the centre of 
the inner consciousness and finds self- 
expression. The Indian myths take 
various colours; her God is born as the 
pioneer of an age. In the cyclic order 
come the Ages of Satya, Tretaya, Dwapar 
and Kali. Along with the ten incarnations, 
come also Their companion gods and 
goddesses. But God existing in the Indian 
mind is a lively truth based on an age. This 
is at the centre of our mindset. Moreover, 
to the mythical mindset is also attached 

an altar named Malyabanta where the 
heroes and heroines ofPuranas become 
great. Thus it gives rise to the formation 
of Devadangar, a meeting place of gods 
and goddesses. The question naturally 
arises: how does Malyabanta become a 
mythical altar? This ground has provided 
for the growth of the greatness of gods 
and goddesses of  national  and 
international level along with that of a 
few regional gods and goddesses. Let us 
come to that platform where stands the 
vast mountain Malyabanta with its deep 
dense forests of tall teak and ??sal?? 
trees, like an Amazonian figure whose 
long hands touch his thighs. 

God was there in the past and today also 
He is there: in the pages of religious 
scriptures or in the legends, in the 
anecdotes or in the folktales. As the 
Malyabanta was once an abode of 
gods,today also it retains the same 
mythical significance on the basis of a 
number of folktales. Let us now bring into 
our discussion the Malyabanta of those 
days, along with a number of puranic 
folktales prevailing in the present 
Malkangiri that will facilitate a clear and 
comprehensive picture that the 
Malyabanta was in fact the altar of the 
puranic folktales. 

Basis of Satya Yuga in the Malyabanta: he 
Malyabanta has carved out a special 
identity since the Satya Yuga. Once upon 
a time it was a part of the kingdom of Raja 
Dandak. Later Rishi Valmiki described the 
existence of this region in Satya Yuga in 
the Uttarakandaof the Ramayana. A 

Dr. Debashis Patra
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folktale relating to this available in this 
area can establish the mythical 
significance of the Malyabanta. 

Folktale : This has been collected from 
the Koya and Bonda tribes of Malkangiri 
where it is described that once upon a 
time a king named Dandaka ruled over 
Dandakaranya. He abducted the 
d a u g h t e r  o f  t h e  d e m o n  G u r u  
Sukracharya and forcibly enjoyed her 
consequent upon which Sukracharya 
cursed him. As a result he lost his 
kingdom. The people of the Bonda and 
Koya tribes have been worshipping that 
abducted daughter of Sukracharya 
named Shukuri or Bondeisuni since the 
time of  Satya Yuga. 

Malyabanta, the place of pilgrimage of 
Tretaya: In theRamayana written by 
Valmiki it is mentioned that Rama??s 
long fourteenyear exile was in deep 
dense forests, accompanied by brother 
L a k s h m a n a  a n d  w i f e  S e e t a .  
Ramachandra must have been happy in 
the midst of beauty and splendour of 
nature in stead of moving around the 
people??s habitation. So from north 
India to central India and then straight 
from there Sreerama had entered the 
Malyabanta; and hence so many folktales 
have grown here woven around him. The 
O d i a  p o e t  B a l a r a m  D a s  h a s  
acknowledged the arrival of Sreerama at 
the Malyabanta. The primitive tribes of 
this land strengthen the roots of the 
folktales in order to glorify their ancient 
heritage. 

As per the stories of the Bonda tribes, 
after Rama and Seeta arrived in 
Mudulipada, Seeta took off her only 
clean cloth and bathed in a nearby 
stream, naked. When the Bonda women 
saw it, they made fun of Seeta 

consequent upon which she cursed them 
that the Bonda women would also 
remain naked for all time. On the basis of 
that the Bondas there do not wear any 
clothes since time antiquity.

The second folktale about Seeta is born in 
the background of Amma Kunda of 
Khairaput. As per the folktale, once Seeta 
after offering the pinda  (usually the ball 
of rice offered to the ancestors) to the 
ancestors on the occasion of the 
Mahalaya Amabasya  gave some food to 
the fishes in a cistern of water. The fishes 
after taking the food prayed to her, They 
are alive today, but tomorrow someone 
may eat them. So, how can they bear 
witness to Sreeram that Seeta had 
offered the pinda Listening to these 
words, Seeta blessed them with the gift 
of immortality and said, The person who 
will eat you will certainly die. As per the 
warning of this story, no one eats the 
fishes of that place. And the Amma 
Kunda has become a tourist place 
centering round this. 

Besides Seeta, many folktales also have 
grown here centering round Rama. Even 
though they are short and brief they 
deserve discussion. One of them is based 
on the topography of the Malyabanta. 
Normally there are no sal trees seen 
beyond the Bhairav temple of the 
Malyabanta. Even though there is 
geographical reason for it, a folktale is 
woven around it. When both Rama and 
Lakshmana arrived in the Malyabanta in 
search of Seeta, there the friendship 
between Rama and Sugreeva grew. Rama 
assured Sugreeva that he would certainly 
save him from Balis torture and 
usurpation. But when Sugreeva doubted 
the heroism of Rama, the latter had to 
demonstrate it by his heroic action. He 
shot an arrow from the sacred seat of 
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Bhairava and made all the sal trees ahead 
of the Malyabanta lie on the ground. In 
accordance with the legend, from that 
day sal trees are not seen beyond the 
Malyabanta. 

The mountain Subalaya is in the present 
Korukonda. The folktale reveals that the 
fight between Bali and Sugreeva had 
taken place here and hence the mountain 
here is named after that incident. There 
is a place called Kurti in the Padia region 
of Malkangiri and there is a belief among 
the people that Sreeram ate the berries 
there offered by the Sabari (a woman of a 
Sabara tribe). And the place bearing this 
fame and glory is called Kurti  a derivative 
word of Kirti (fame) and the river that 
flows nearby is named as Saabari There 
has been a folktale centering round the 
reservoir of water named Tadakareu on 
the boundary line of Malkangiri and 
Andhra. The god of Bada Yatra is bathed 
here. As the folktale goes, Rama and 
Lakshmana after killing the Tadakasura (a 
demon called Tadaka) had bathed in it 
and hence its name after the demon 
Tadaka.

This folktale is based on Bali. As the 
Balisagar in Malkangiri is believed to have 
been established by Bali, it has been 
named after him. Moreover, it is a part of 
the folktale that the place where Bali was 
killed is now named as Balimela. Even 
though there are a lot of doubts 
regarding the authenticity of the folktale, 
it is very popular.  

The Malyabanta of Dwapar Yuga : The 
myths of  Dwapar Yuga have been 
enlivened in the Mahabharat of Vyasa. 
The hero of the Mahabharat Lord Krishna 
Himself is deeply rooted in the minds of 
all as God. Along with him the five 
Pandavas and Draupadi are also revered. 

It is clearly evident in the legends and 
folktales that Lord Krishna and His 
Pandava friends really existed in the 
background of the Malyabanta. The 
Pandavas had been really curious to 
know more about the Malyabanta from 
their study of the Ramayana in the 
hermitage of their Guru. So after they 
were defeated in the game of dice, as per 
the condition of the game they had to go 
on an exile into the forest. And their 
memory of the Malyabanta led them 
towards the mountain. Many Puranic 
folktales have been preserved in the daily 
life of these primitive tribes based on the 
activities of the Pandava brothers here. 
They are given below in the order of their 
acceptance or recognition. 

As per the Bonda folktales the second 
Pandava Bhima is the hero. The 
cultivation of paddy was first done by him 
in the Bonda mountains. A few years ago 
some researchers of Asiatic Research 
Society have collected and studied 
samples of more than three hundred 
varieties of paddy from Koraput and its 
nearby areas. The folktale goes like this: 
Bhima was a hard- working farmer and a 
devoted disciple of Lord Shiva. Once 
while he was working he felt very hungry 
and wanted to eat something. As he 
looked up at the sky, he noticed that the 
rice grains were soaring high in the sky. 
He stopped them and expressed his 
desire to eat them. They asked Bhima his 
name and Bhima also asked them their 
names. They told their 300 different 
names at which Bhima frowned at them:I 
have only one name, how is it that you 
have a number names After this Bhima 
clipped their wings and began to eat 
them. From that day onwards the 
practice of paddy cultivation in Bonda 
region started. Hence in due reverence to 
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this folktale the Bondas worship the land 
and performpuja in the honour of Lord 
Bhima before they begin their cultivation 
every year. This folktale is based on the 
Patakhanda festival of the Bondas. The 
story narrates that when the Pandavas 
after completing their exile in the forest 
of Malyabanta had gone on an exile 
incognito, they had all their arrows and 
ammunitions in the hollow of a banyan 
tree here. After the expiry of the term of 
exileincognito, they took away all their 
weapons from the hollow of the tree but 
inadvertently left behind one sword in 
the tree which is now worshipped as 
Patakhanda by the Bondas.

This folktale connected with the Bada 
Yatra centers round Krishna, Arjuna and 
Bhima. As per the myth, when Emperor 
Yudhistir arranged for the Rajasuya Yajna 
he came to know that the Emperor 
Jarasandha of Magadha had imprisoned 
one lakh kings and kept them in a certain 
fort in an inaccessible dense forest. So 
the Yajna was impossible without their 
liberation. 

 Therefore, for the sake of releasing one 
lakh kings, Krishna, Bhima and Arjuna 
arrived at Manyamkonda of Malyabanta 
to kill Jarasandha. After Jarasandha was 
killed, one lakh kings were set free. The 
goddess Katyayani was angry with out 
any offer of sacrifices. So Krishna, Bhima 
and Arjuna set out on a journey with her 
a n d  s a c r i f i c e s  w e re  m a d e  t i l l  
Devadangara to welcome them. The 
Bada Yatra has been celebrated since 
that day. Kanamraju, Balaraju, Poturaju 
and Mutyatumma have become the 
heroes and heroine of the legend .

The lac (wax) hill of Yadugada in 
Malkangiri has become significant in 
view of its mythical connection with 

Dwapara Yuga. According to the folktale, 
the Kaurava brothers had built the house 
here and conspired to burn the Pandavas 
alive there. When the Pandavas were 
resting in that house, it was set ablaze at 
the direction of the Kauravas. But the 
Pandavas were saved by Lord Krishnas 
grace. That razed lac house was  
metamorphosed into a lac hill.

This folktale is based on the Tulasi hill 
near Mathili. In the Age of Dwapara, 
Krishna thought of saving the world from 
the torture and havoc caused by demon 
Kandarasura. The demon was aware that 
nobody could kill him unless and until the 
chastity of his wife Tulasi is defiled. So 
Krishna craftily and cunningly defiled the 
chastity of Tulasi and killed Kandarasura. 
Stung and tortured at the defame and 
defilement, Tulasi committed suicide, 
and at the place of her cremation grew a 
lot of Tulasi plants on the hill and 
accordingly the hill was named Tulasi hill. 

According to the Hindu scriptures, in the 
Kaliyuga, God has descended down to 
the earth in the incarnation of Buddha 
and Jagannath. Even though they had 
never come to the Malyabanta, their 
devoted disciples have accepted many a 
time the boundaries of the Malyabanta 
as their sacred seat of meditation 
(Sadhana). 

A lot of Tantric Buddhist places have also 
developed here, keeping in view the 
ancient history and tradition. From 
among them, the sacred seats of Mauli 
Maa and Bhairava have come up on the 
basis of certain regional grounds. The 
prevailing practice of Tantra is followed 
here. There is an anecdote behind the 
availability of a number of statues of Lord 
Buddha at this place. 
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Tribal Leaders of Odisha and their 
Contribution

in Political and Social Movements

Odisha, the storehouse of natural beauty, 
the mine of precious metals and land of 
bumper crop, was not only famous for 
her trade and commerce, culture, art and 
architecture but also known for its 
revolutionary freedom movement, brave 
resistance and sacrifices. It had attracted 
foreign rulers who occupied Odisha; 
ruled the people of Odisha forcibly; 
enforced their laws and regulations on 
them; implemented oppressive revenue 
system and interfered in their traditional 
privileges and imposed new socio-
economic and political order. Above 
activities of the foreign rulers specially 
during the regime of the British 
Government grew unrest among the 
masses including the tribals who were 
deeply humiliated by the oppressors. The 
British Government policies had 
disintegrated the tribal society, culture 
and politics. To protect their interest, the 
tribals launched relentless rebellions and 
movements against the oppressors 
under the tribal leaders who challenged 
the Zamindars; formed alliances against 
the kings; conspired to overthrow the 
British and demonstrated ample courage

We can never forget the gems of the  
tribals who have glittered our politics, 
society and while fighting caste 
supremacism.  

We can never forget the gems of the 
tribals who have glittered our politics, 

society and Koraput sacrificed his life on 
the gallows. His name would remain alive 
for ages to come in the history of Indian 
freedom struggle. India and Odisha in 
particular is proud of Chakara Bisoi of 
Ganjam and others who fought tooth and 
nail against the British Raj. Bhima Bhoi, 
the Kondh genius, was a poet of the first 
order for his poemsthat proclaim of self 
sacrifice and human brotherhood. Thus 
we are highly indebted to the tribals of 
Odisha for their contribution to the 
Indian society, politics and culture. 
Although the movements initially began 
on social and religious issues and against 
the oppression of the outsiders, in course 
of time, they merged with the national 
movement and with the non-tax 
campaign. However, most of the 
movements were ruthlessly suppressed 
by the government. The government 
forced the tribals  to adopt British 
Policies and introduced protective 
administration in tribal areas. In this 
paper, the role of tribal leaders who had 
participated in different movements and 
result  of  these movements are 
highlighted. 

The tribal movements which started 
against British in 19th and 20th Century, 
were very significant in the history of 
modern Odisha. In the latter half of 19th 
Century they exhibited their active role in 
exposing socio-economic and political 

Sabitri Sethy
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maladies of the Government. They 
directly challenged the authorities both 
on economic and political front in 20th 
Century. They rose into rebellion against 
the British Policies more violently than 
any other community.  

The second decade of the 19th Century 
was very significant in the history of 
modern Odisha. Kandhas of the Ghumsur 
Zamindar started a vigorous revolt under 
the leadership of  Dora Besoyee and 
Chakara Bisoyee in 1835 which 
continued till 1866. Annexation of 
G h u m s a r,  i n t ro d u c t i o n  o f  n e w  
administration; depriva of the local 
feudal aristocracy from power and 
posit ion;  act iv it ies  of  Christ ian 
missionaries; introduction of new land 
revenue system; and the arbitrary 
dissolution of Bhanja ruling family from 
their estate were the most important 
cause which influenced the  Kandhas to 
start resistance movement against the 
Govt. It was the first movement in India 
against British which continued for long 
time and in which both Rajas and ethnic 
tribals like the Kandhas fought together 
against the foreign rule. It also provided 
the proper background to the rising of 
other movements in Odisha, starting 
from 1885 and extending upto 1947. The 
Ghumsar resistance movements which 
started under Dora Besoyee and Chakara 
Besoyee not only provided impetus and 
momentum to the national struggle for 
Independence, but also equally helped to 
foster a new kind of Odia nationalism in 
the region.

Kamala Lochan Dora Besoyee popularly 
known as Dora Besoyee took the 
Commanding Charge of Kandha Uprising 
in 1836, has left an unforgettable chapter 

in the history of modern Odisha. He 
organized the Kandha rebellion in 
Ghumsur, geared up that uprising against 
British from 1935-1946; committed to 
save his motherland from the foreign rule 
and subjugation and urged upon the 
Govt. for re-establishment of Rajas 
administration in their territory. Under 
his leadership, the Kandhas, the Paikas 
and other people of Ghumsardid 
whatever was possible for them to 
disturb and disrupt the normal 
functioning of the Government. The chief 
aim of this movement was for restoration 
of native rule under Dhananjaya Bhanja 
and for protection of their socio-religious 
customs like the Meriah Sacrifice Under 
his leadership, the Kandha uprising 
started in September, 1835 and 
continued till February, 1837. Though the 
British authorities suppressed this 
rebellion; arrested Dora Besoyee in 1837 
from Angul; destroyed many Kandha 
villages; Captured most of the rebel 
leaders and imposed martial law, they 
could not suppress it completely. He was 
arrested and sent to Ooty near Madras. 
There he died in 1846 as a state prisoner, 
leaving behind a glorious legacy of brave 
and resolute struggle against the British. 
It may be said that, he was a unique figure 
in the history of modern Odisha. Though 
born in a Kandh family and lived in forest, 
Dora Besoyee showed his talent and 
mentality to the British authority and 
died as a state prisoner. 

Among the freedom fighters of Odisha , 
who fought against the British to liberate 
their motherland from the foreign 
domination, Chakara Besoyee of 
Ghumsar was very notable. He took the 
commanding charge of Kandha rebellion 
in 1846 after death of his uncleDora 
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Besoyee and continued till 1866. He 
sacrificed his whole life for his 
motherland and did not surrender him 
near the British till his death in 1856. He 
was the brave son of Ghumsur estate 
who committed to restore the Bhanja 
family in this estate and fought for the 
cause of Kandhas of Ghumsur. He was a 
true successor of Dora Besoyee. His 
contribution to the Kandha uprising, 
ranked him with Jagabandhu vidyadhar 
and Surendra Sai. He championed the 
cause of the Kandhas for their ancient 
rite named the Mariah. Though he failed 
in his effort to bring socio-economic 
remedies, still he was a torch bearer. He 
helped the peasants of Nayagarh in their 
struggle for political economic rights 
from 1849 to 1851, acted a saviour of the 
Savaras of Paralakhemundi in 1855-56 
and fought against British authorities 
severely for the restoration of the Bhanja 
family to power in Ghumsar. However his 
long years of resistance (1846-56) againt 
the British Government, in the hill tracts, 
is a landmark in the history or heroic 
struggle by an individual against the 
mighty British power. He fought a selfless 
war against the British authorities, which 
was very rare in the history of freedom 
movement of India. He will always be 
remembered as a great freedom fighter 
of Odisha in the heart of people of 
Odisha. 

The second half of the 19th Century 
witnessed the Bhuinya revolt in Keonjhar 
under the leadership of Ratan Naik 
against the newly appointed King of 
Keonjhar Dhanurjay Bhanja, feudal Chief 
and the British. They were deprived of 
their political and traditional rights. This 
movement began in 1867 and continued 
till 1868. Though it was suppressed 

severely, it showed a path to the future 
generation who revived the movement 
two decades after. Ratan Naik, the great 
tribal leader of Keonjhar who sacrificed 
his life for the people of Keonjhar, was 
captured by the paiks of Pallahara on 
August 15, 1868 and brought to Cuttack 
where he was hanged by the British 
authority. He was a progressive 
personality who dreamt of an advanced 
government and wanted all individuals in 
the society to get individual rights 
keeping aside old traditions. He stood for 
human rights and against the despotic 
will of the King and fought against the 
British super power. He wanted to make 
Keonjhar a democratic state where there 
will be no hereditary Kings and the 
people of Keonjhar will enjoy all 
fundamental rights under a popular 
government. He was the brave son of 
Keonjhar and Odisha, who died for his 
motherland.

The second phase of Keonjhar uprising 
was a unique event in the history of 
freedom struggle in Odisha. It began in 
1890 and lasted for five years under the 
leadership of Dharanidhar Naik, a literate 
young Bhuyan. Minor in age, but a boy of 
immense moral courage, Dharanidhar 
Naik kindled the fire of a new hope 
among the tribals in the dark Garajat 
region of Keonjhar and sown the seeds of 
liberty and freedom. His bravery and 
rebellious mind to stop the oppression 
and exploitation of the king and the 
British, has added a glorious chapter in 
the annals of Odisha. Though he had got 
his education with the assistance of king, 
he organized movement against king. He 
started revolt against Bethi and other 
forced labour in 1891 that continued till 
1896. However, British suppressed the 
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revolt; captured Dharanidhar Naik and 
awarded a simple punishment of 7 years 
imprisonment. After his release from Jail 
in 1897, he led the life of a saint; began to 
preach his philosophy and delivered 
sermons to the people how to free the 
country  from the foreign rule.  
Dharanidhar who sacrificed his life for 
the people was a lover of humanity and 
equality. He was a peace lover; protector 
of the poor and a true human being who 
saved the life of Fakirmohan Senapati, 
the champion of Odia literature. His 
motto was Service to humanity is service 
to God. As a true patriot, he gave shelter 
to many freedom fighters in his Ashram 
at Ali in his last day. He saved the subjects 
of Kendujhar from the oppression, 
tyranny and humiliation of King. He 
would remain as a great revolutionary 
leader in the hearts of the people of 
Odisha. 

Laxman Nayak, popularly known as the 
Gandhi of Malkangiri was a tribal leader; 
a legendary figure and a celebrated 
freedom fighter of Odisha and India. 
Though he was born in a Bhumiya family, 
he took the commanding charge of tribal 
movement and the Quit India Movement 
of Koraput and Malkangiri.Influenced by 
the Congress leaders of Koraput district 
like Radha Krushna Biswas, Sadasiba 
Tripathy and Radhamohan Sahu, he 
joined the Congress; followed the 
Congress Programmes and started 
spreading its message, plans and 
programmes. He injected the Congress 
ideology and the spirit of freedom into 
the minds of the people and attracted to 
the peole towards Congress. As a 
disciplined member of the Congress, he 
exhibited his brave attitude during the 
Quit India Movement; mobilized the 

people against the British authority and 
had incited people not to pay various 
taxes viz. forest tax, road tax, plough tax 
etc. He was a patriot in true sense and 
loved his country and its people. He 
always felt sorry at the plight of the 
innocent, hungry tribals. His sincere and 
indomitable effort could arise the tribal 
people with patriotism against the 
Britishers. He was a great organizer who 
organized tribal people against British 
oppressive policies. He worked hard for 
the economic development of his tribal 
fellows and brought unity, solidarity 
among his people through cultural 
programmes like dance and singing. As a 
true tribal leader he was always trying to 
uplift the tribal people and opposed 
Bethi, Goti and Gudem. He also wanted 
to uproot the superstitions among the 
tribals like castesim in his own Bhumia 
Tribe.

The ideals of Congress and Gandhiji like 
faith in god, non-violence, total 
prohibition, celibacy, physical labour, 
humility fearlessness using swadeshi 
goods, giving up sensuality and abolition 
of casteism made his personality more 
stronger. This great man fought single-
handed against the oppressive foreign 
rulers with consummate skill and a rare 
passion and fervour of a fighter. He stood 
up like a rock with only one supreme 
truth as his polestar, the freedom of his 
motherland. He sacrificed all his creature 
comforts for the cause of national 
freedom and did not break or bend a bit 
before the wily machination of the 
foreign usurpers. He organized the tribal 
people to fight against old and inhuman 
practices likebonded labour and 
spearheaded  the f ight against 
oppression, suffering and exploitation. 
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However, greater things were in store for 
him. Responding to the call of Mahatma 
Gandhi Laxman Nayak took the 
commanding charge of Quit India 
Movement in Koraput; led a procession 
on 21st August 1942 and demonstrated 
peacefully in front of mathili police 
station. But the police fired at the 
demonstrator indiscriminately. This 
claimed 5 lives and more than two 
hundred were injured on this gruesome 
incident. The administration further 
falsely implicated Laxman Nayak in a case 
of murder and the death sentence was 
pronounced on him on 13th November, 
1942. Finally he was hanged on 29 
March, 1943, in Berhampur Jail at 
5.30AM. As a brave freedom fighter he 
died a martyrs death at the hands of the 
colonial administration and passed into a 
legend. Like other freedom fighters of 
Odisha, he became a symbol of sacrifice 
for the cause of the people and accepted 
martyrdom so that millions of his fellow 
countrymen could see thelight of 
freedom. He fought for truth, non-
violence and justice. 

Though, he did not live to see free India 
he remained imprinted in the minds of 
millions of people of India as the leader 
of leaders Nabaghan Kanhar of Ratabira 
in Boudh- Kandhamal area rose in revolt 
against the King of Boudh and the British 
in 1835. As a tribal leader he took the 
commanding charge of Kandha uprising 
in Boudh from 1837 to 1846. Rebellion 
spread like wild-fire in the entire Boudh 
region. Under his leadership, the 
Kandhas opposed tax system of Raja of 
Baudha, began to resent the exploitative 
and oppressive behaviour of British 
authority and raised voice against the 
abolition of human sacrifice by British. 

Nabaghan supported the Kondhas, took 
the commanding charge of this rebellion 
and organised the Kandhas of Ghumsar, 
Dasapalla and Banpur against Raja and 
British. He received support and 
cooperation from the King of Angul. 
Though the British suppressed the 
rebellion and captured Madhaba Kanhar, 
brother of Nabaghan and his two sons 
named Bira and Maheswar, they could 
not capture Nabaghan and check the 
unrest completely. Nabaghan continued 
his rebellion with the help of Raja of 
Angul. However, the British later 
suppressed it and captured the rebels 
and their leaders like Bira Kanhar and 
Nabaghan Kanhar. His leadership forced 
British authority to establish permanent 
peace in Baudh region. In spite of all 
development measures, the Kandhas of 
Baudh did not establish confidence on 
the British and continued their protest.

Gangapur, the 4th biggest princely state 
of Odisha, experienced a violent uprising 
of the triabl peasants in the year 1897 
under the leadership of Madri Kalo. 

The new revenue settlement was 
introduced by King Raghunath Sekhar 
Deo of Gangapur. Landlessness,  
depeasantization and land revenue 
policy of the colonial Government led a 
tribal uprising in Gangapur under the 
leadership of Madri Kalo. Madri Kalo, a 
tribal Gaontia or village headman of 
B h u y a n  c o m m u n i t y  t o o k  t h e  
commanding charge of this movement 
and organized this movement against the 
king of Gangapur and British. 

This movement is known as Gauntia Meli 
in the history of Odisha. He will chiefly be 
remembered as one who through his 
selfless sacrifices prepared a solid frame 
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work for a future tribal peasant agitation 
on massive scale led by Nirmal Munda. As 
a popular, helpful and tribal Gaontia, he 
united his people against the King 
Raghunath Sekhar Deo who had 
tremendous lust for wealth and thus 
started armed agitation in 1897 against 
the Durbar administration. He was a very 
popular leader and powerful organizer. 

He organized his movement from 
Mahabir Hill of Bargaon which was the 
nerve centre of his rebellion. Despite 
best efforts, itbecame difficult on the 
part of the Durbar administration to nab 
the rebels who sheltered in the hills. 
Finally the state administration with the 
assistance of his reliable friend the 
Gauntia of Kuranga arrested Madri Kalo 
in 1900. He was sentenced for 10 years of 
imprisonment of which he spent 6 years 
in Sundargarh Jail and the rest 4 years at 
Ranchi and was released from Jail in 
1910. 

Four years after his release from the Jail, 
he breathed his last in 1914 in the village 
Lamboi near Rajgangpur. Though he died 
in critical condition, he left behind for the 
tribal tenants of Gangapur a rich tradition 
of popular resistance against hegemonic 
oppression of the states administration. 
He fought for Justice and generated a 
sense of courage and moral strength 
among his friends who violently waged 
war against Durbar administration. As a 
brave leader, he compelled the British to 
bring changes in their administration. 
Really he was a charismatic leader of 
Gangpur who through his movement 
exposed the evils of age old Durbar 
administration in traditional line and 
forced British Government to check the 
mal-administration in Gangpur state.

For his sacrifice he will remain in the 
heart of tribal peasants as the first tribal 
leader who rose a war against the 
oppressive policies of Gangpur King. In 
this way he has become a living legend in 
the history of peasant movement in the 
state of Gangpur. 

The Munda uprising in the last decade of 
the 19th century in the state of gangpur 
under the leadership of Nirmal Munda 
was very significant in the history of 
resistance movement in Odisha. Nirmal 
Munda, a converted Christian and a 
brave tribal leader of Gangpur led the 
aggrieved tribals against land revenue 
system in 1934 and demanded a revision 
of the land settlement. His prime aim was 
to achieve economic freedom. Under his 
leadership the rebel Mundas openly 
revolted against the Queen of Gangpur 
and British and started No-rent 
Campaign. Dahijiri village became the 
nerve-centre of the agitation and non- 
Christian tribal leaders joined hand with 
Nirmal Munda. To suppress this 
movement the British started operation 
on 25th April 1939 and attacked the 
rebellious people, fired on the public, 
killed 28 tribals and arrested Nirmal 
Munda and his associates. This incident is 
known as Simko firing in the history of 
resistance movement in Odisha. He was 
sentenced for 6 years of imprisonment in 
Sundargarh and Sambalpur. After the 
arrest of the leaders, the movement 
collapsed. He was released from Jail on 
15th August, 1947 the Independence 
day. 

Though British Government suppressed 
this movement, this struggle did not end 
till independence. As a true tribal leader, 
he had demanded the tribal rights over 
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forest. However, Nirmal Munda, a 
fearless freedom fighter well known in 
Chhota Nagpur and Bonei area sacrificed 
his life for the economic development 
and political freedom of tribal people of 
Gangpur state.

The tribal people of Malkangiri especially 
the Koya tribe rose in revolt in 1870 
against the unjust and oppressive 
policies of Raja of Koraput and British 
under the Koya leadership of Tama Dora. 
Both the king of Koraput and British 
exploited the tribal people socially and 
economically. Tama Dora took the 
commanding charge of this movement; 
waged war against malad ministration 
and exploitation and organized the Koya 
tribes against British administration and 
desired justice for his people from king 
and British. However, the British 
authority took repressive measures 
against the Koya rebels; fired on them; 
killed Koya leader Tama Dora in 1872. 
Though, he died in firing, Tama Dora 

Born at Kankarapada in Redhakhol, 
Bhima Bhoi, a blind Kondha Boy and a 
saint Poet of Nineteenth Century played 
vital role to popularize Mahima Dharma. 
Attracted by Mahima Goswami, founder 
of Mahima Culture in Odisha, he 
embraced Mahima Culture; wielded his 
pen against the prevailing social injustice, 
religious bigotry and caste discrimination 
and played a very significant role in 
popularizing Mahima Cult by his 
immortal creations like Stuti Chintamani, 
Brahma Nirupan Gita, Nirveda Sahana 
and Adhyatma Gita. With his firm belief 
in one god, one society, one religion, he 
led this movement from Khaliapali 
Ashrama in Suvarnapur district. He 
prayed and preached, composed and 
sang for the liberation of entire world. He 
sought a synthesis between the life of the 

world and life of the spirit. As a great 
successor of Mahima Goswami, Bhima 
Bhoi dedicated his whole life to the 
propagation of the Mahima culture in 
Odisha particularly in the western Odisha 
and appeared as a true revolutionary. 

He did not bel ieve in idolatry,  
Brahmanical rituals and priesthood 
veneration. He raised a powerful protest 
against the distance between man and 
man; included the female folk into the 
fold and upheld radical and progressive 
views like female education and 
secularism in his works. However, Bhima 
Bhoi, an eminent saint of Mahima Culture, 
has occupied a very significant place in the 

history of Mahima cult. Though Mahima 
cult faced a great setback after the death 
of Mahima Goswami, Bhima Bhoi saved it 
from decline through his literature. The 
tone of social protest and anti-
authoritarian feelings of Bhima Bhoi are 
clearly reflected in his writings. He 
c h e r i s h e d  t h e  r e l i g i o n  w h i c h  
characterized the formlessness of god so 
perfectly that it was not probably 
revealed by any one. He is greatly 
re s p o n s i b l e  fo r  t h e  s p re a d  o f  
MahimaCult not only in the tribal belt of 
Odisha but also in Andhra Pradesh, 
Chhatishgarh, Bengal and Assam. 

To conclude all the tribal leaders of 
Odisha who took the commanding 
charge of tribal resistance movements 
united tribals, non-tribals and peasants 
against the oppressive policies of the 
British and the Hindu Kings. These 
uprisings were the first organized 
assaults on the British, against their Kings 
as well as on the Caste Supremacists. 
They had no loyalty towards the kings 
and no interest in releasing the royal 
families from British domains.
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Cultural Life of the Tribals of the 
Koraput Region

Rabindra Nath Dash

If one thinks of cultural history of 
primitive tribes one must turn towards 
south Odisha, the hub of tribals. So this 
Koraput region, the domain of tribals has 
become centre of study and research. 

Although the tribal population in Odisha 
has around 25%, their contribution in the 
development process of the state is 
outstanding. Their tradition and culture 
is broad and uncommon. And the cultural 
history of tribals of this undivided 
Koraput has special importance all over 
India. The tribal population consists of 
53.74% in the undivided Koraput (now 
divided into 4 districts Koraput, 
Rayagada, Nawarangpur, and Malkangiri) 
as per 2001 census. The anthropologist 
study gives an account that there are 62 
types of tribes in Odisha. They all live in 
the above districts although their 
number is so small. As far as the 
population of a tribe is concerned the 
Bhumia, Bhatra, Gond, Koya, Paraja, 
Kondh constitute above one lakh each. 
While other 26 tribes population is 
around one thousand. 

The Bonda and Didayi are considered as 
rare tribes because of their greatness and 
typicality of culture. Their domain and 
sphere of activity is confined to the dense 
forest of Eastern Ghats and on the 
mountainous river. This aboriginal tribe is 
divided into three communities viz,  
Munda (Austro-Asiatic), Dravidian and 
Indo-Asian. 

Literarily the definition of their culture is 
so broad that we appreciate and accept 
every aspect of their life style which is 
associated with culture.

In 1863 this region was under direct 
a d m i n i s t ra t i o n  o f  B r i t i s h .  T h e  
Government of India Act of 1919 
declared the entire area of Koraput 
district as Scheduled Area and the major 
tribes inhabiting the district have been 
declared as scheduled tribes. 

Normally the primitive tribes express the 
cultural identity through their custom, 
tradition, festivals, dress and ornaments. 
Every tribe has a certain place of origin 
and its spreading. They have their own 
oral and written language for interaction 
of each other. The matrimonial alliance 
of a tribe is arranged byits own 
community as they oppose inter 
community marriage. Each tribe has its 
own social bond, administration, 
tradition and judicial system. All these 
play a key role in maintaining law, youth 
dormitory, worship and enchanting, 
e co n o m i c  p o l i c y,  co l l e c t i o n  o f  
food,hunting, shifting agriculture and 
handicraft and so on for their lively 
subsistence. 

Traditional Village Council – The village 
council is considered to be the cultural 
centre of tribal village. The head of the 
village council is the head of the village. 
He is normally selected as per seniority 
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and talent. Almost all the tribe calls the 
head as NAIKO. Assistance is chosen to 
help the head is called as CHALLAN. The 
duty of convening a meeting is rested on 
the shoulder of BARIKA. The priest of the 
village is regarded as DEHURI. The head 
of Koya village is WARDE, the Paraja’s the 
MUDULI, the Sauras the GOMANGO and 
so on. The religious head of Kondh 
community is the JANI who is assisted by 
BIS-MAJHI during the time of meeting. 

Yo u t h  d o rm ito r ies : -  T h e  Yo u t h  
dormitories (Dhangda,Dhangdi Basa) 
play a major role for keeping the tribal 
culture and tradition afloat. And most of 
the tribe have such institution for 
unmarried youths. The boys and the girls 
spend nights their in separate room in 
the dormitories. This dormitory has 
another importance particularly 
choosing of life partner by the youth.

Position of women:- It is very interesting 
to note the role of women in the 
socioeconomic and cultural spheres of 
t h e  Ko n d h c o m m u n i t y.  Fo r  t h e  
management and development of family, 
the role of women was very important. 
Family was the smallest unit in the Kondh 
social organization. Life of a Kondh family 
was most peaceful and without conflict 
and tension. Wife and Husband helped 
each other in such a manner as the 
custom of their society dictated. It was a 
social custom on the part of the husband 
and wife not to address each other with 
name. Women did not speak the name of 
her husband and younger brother 
because if she was widowed, she might 
have to marry one of them. Women were 
allowed complete freedom before 
marriage. The women played a vital role 
for the management of the family. In 

every manner the Kondh women were 
considered as an important asset to the 
family. They not only help the male-folk 
socially but also economically. The 
women were not fond of gossip. They 
were busy as bees all round the year. 
They had no Purdah system. Most 
agricultural activities were done by 
women. Women were capable to 
purchase the daily necessities of life from 
the market. They were expert spinners. 
The Kondhs performed various festivals 
in a peculiar way and in every festival 
women enjoyed equal status with men. 

Ceremony of tribals:- ceremonies are 
inseparable part of the way of life of 
tribals. There are two types of ceremony 
so far as observation at family level and 
community level is concerned. The family 
level ceremonies mainly include newly 
born babies, marriage and death. The 
naming ceremony of the newly born 
baby is observed which is taken place on 
21st day after birth. There is also 
provision of prayer and worship to the 
forefather for blessing. 

The ceremony also includes the drawing 
of “Muruja and Jhoti” in tantric design. 
Similarly during the time of death rites 
there is also the rule of drawing tantric 
design and offering of non steam rice, 
wine, cocks, etc for pleasing the spirits of 
the dead. These ceremonies are 
conducted in presence and guidance of 
Jani, Sisa and Gurumai. 

Worship of nature:- All tribes are the 
worshipper of nature as they felt the 
presence of divinity in nature. Indeed, 
this is important from religious ground. 
They give more emphasis on three 
elements of nature. They worship the soil 
as mother earth, sun as religious god and 
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water as the life giver. The aim and 
objectives of religious objects are as 
follows (a) Prayer for blessing (b) System 
of  improved bread earning  (c )  
Worshipping and remembering of 
forefathers (d) Welfare of the world (e) 
Recreation (f) Environment protection 
and (g) Integration among communities. 
The eligious practices go on in tribal 
culture all over the year.

Song, festivals and dance :- Other aspects 
that associate with tribal culture are folk 
song, folk dance, fairs and festivals which 
can not be ignored. They prefer to 
perform song and dance in group rather 
than pairs or  single. They play traditional 
tribal musical instruments such as drum, 
horn, tamak, dungdunga etc. The 
expression of the parts of the body like 
eye, head, waist and hand attract others 
and especially at the time of dance which 
is parallel to the tune of musical 
instruments. Usually these types of song 
and dance are organized at the time of 
fairs and festivals. The main festivals 
include Chaiti Parab, Pus Parab, Ghanta 
Parab, Sim(bean) Parab, Aam (Mango) 
Parab, Bhairabi Jatra,Nuakhai, Dhan-
Nua, Dialli, Mandai and marriage 
ceremony. They put on their traditional 
dresses and ornaments well on these 
occasions so as to sing and dance in 
groups. The Pus Parab and Chaiti Parab of 
almost all tribe of Koraput region is 
recognized as main festivals and Dhemsa, 
the popular dance is regarded as the best 
in the country. 

Chaiti Parab:- The whole month of 
Chaitra (March-April) is celebrated as a 
holiday by the tribals of this region. The 
month is spent in feasting, night long 
dancing and singing and in expeditions 

into the forests together. Men and boys 
go into forest for hunting. 

Pus Parab :- Pus Parab is observed in the 
month of Pausha (December – January ) 
in which men, women and children 
participate. After the rituals and 
sacrifices are made a heap of wood is lit 
and people sing and dance encircling the 
fire. The Bonda, Koya, Paraja, Didayi, 
Bhatra, Matia etc. observe this festival 
with much pomp and pleasure.

Ghanta Parab :- Ganta Parab is observed 
for three days in the month of Baisakha 
(April). Ghanta means pot. Each such pot 
with four cakes, was offered to Thakurani 
Penu along with a sacrificial animal by the 
vow-taker who suffered from Small pox 
and Cholera. 

Am-Nuakhai:- Am Nuakhai held among 
the tribals in the month of March. On this 
festival they take the first mango of the 
year after worshipping their village gods 
and goddesses. It is not a group festival 
but individual. 

Amus:- It is held in the month of July. Each 
family member worships cow on the 
same day. They go to their paddy field 
with milk, Dhup, Kendu leaf for worship. 
In this occasion each member takes wine 
and goat, pig, cocks are sacrificed.  

Dhan-Nua :- This is also Nuakhai. A feast 
will be arranged in all familes on which 
new rice is first eaten. At first they give 
the new rice of the year to their gods.

Dialli:- The tribals observed the Dialli 
festival in the month of February. The 
milkman of their concerned master 
distribute goat meats to their masters. In 
the evening milkmen collect paddy and 
new clothes as their presentation. The 
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young villagers show their skill of fighting 
with sword and club. This is known as 
Gardhan. 

Mandai:- Mandai is a festival like 
exhibition. It functions in the month of 
February. All the village gods are invited 
to this function. Coloured clothes 
covering on a long bamboo stick are 
known as the Lathi. Each villager holds 
this stick and attends the Mandai with 
drums.

Dhemsa:- A popular dance form like 
Dhemsa which is normally performed in 
every village of Koraput is really 
fascinating. This is such a group dance 
which consists both men and women of 
all ages. They perform the group dance 
knitting fingers of one another and with 
the tunes of the instruments. Although 
all tribes perform the Dhemsa only the 
Koya’s style and expression is eye-
catching. The Koya male put on the horns 
of the bison during the dance. The 
beaut i fu l  song ,  dance,  mus ica l  
instruments associated with these 
performances by the tribals and their 
colourful costumes and ornaments are 
the greatest attractions for the viewers.

Food and drink:- For food tribes depend 
mainly on agriculture. Mango, tamarind, 
jack-fruit and other fruits are largely 
collected. In the day time they take a 
liquid food made from Ragi and a few 
quantity of rice. Bamboo shoots are very 
popular which is known as “Basta” in 
their language. The Saoras in their early 
morning and sunset, go to the palm tree 
for their wine. They also make chutneys 
of various kinds. For food the Bondas 
depend mainly on agriculture. They 
prefer for meat. Rats and mice were 
considered delicious. Vegetarian and 

non-vegetarian curries were generally 
prepared by boiling and adding only 
chilies and salt. But gradually they learnt 
the use of mustard oil and Mahul oil to 
make their curries.The favourite drink of 
the people is prepared from Mahua 
flower.

Method of treatment:- Among the most 
primitive tribe of Odisha, there is the 
belief that disease is caused by hostile 
spirits, the ghosts of the dead or due to 
the violation of some taboo. They have 
their own doctors. In the realm of netting 
the tribals are still living in the age of 
magic with its practitioner. By their 
magical performances they also cure 
various kinds of disease like stomach 
trouble, fever etc. Before proper 
treatment the tribal doctor or “Disan” 
called upon to attend a patient for 
diagnosis. For the diagnosis, what is 
known as “Chaula Khoja” any male 
relative of the patient brings a handful of 
rice which the patient is made to touch. 
Indigenous methods of treatment of the 
diseases among the tribal can be divided 
into two categories namely 1. Magical 
cure and 2. Medicinal cure. In case of 
epidemics like small pox, cholera or cattle 
disease they believe that it is caused by 
the evil influence of the Duma (Ghost). 
The family has to celebrate a worship to 
village goddess (Thakurani). 

Art and crafts:- The artistic skill of the 
tribal people is not only manifested in 
their dance and music but also in their 
dress and ornaments, wall paintings, 
wood carving and toy making etc.The 
Saura paintings are intimately related to 
religious beliefs and drawn in order to 
appease demigods and spirits. But 
through art and craft their self image and 
aesthetic sensibility are visualized. 
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The Folk Dance of Ganjam 
Danda Nacha

Rabindra Nath Dash

The folk dance is the dance of the 
common people living in the countryside. 
All dance forms owe their origin to the 
folk culture. Any folk dance, essentially is 
the fragrance of the soul of the rustic soil 
and is vibrant with rural sentiments.

T h o u g h dancing, as an art, is primarily 
for the sake of enjoyment and 
amusement of the individual performer 
and the audience, it serves as an 
instrument of social unity. No festival , 
ceremony or celebration of any 
conspicuity is considered complete 
without a dance performance. Every 
community, tribe or state has its 
distinctive variety of folk dance. On the 
other hand, folk dances are intricately 
intertwined with the rituals and 
ceremonies of the rural folk and their 
religious faith.  

The district of Ganjam is a veritable 
nursery of lively folk-dance traditions. It 
boasts  of  a  composite culture,  
comprising the best of Aryan and non-
Aryan traditions. Ganjam, a border 
district, is a rendezvous of the Aryan 
culture of Kalinga and the Dravidian 
culture of Andhra Pradesh providing for a 
visible confluence of cultures, languages 
and literatures of both the north and the 
south. In such a backdrop, the folk dances 
of Ganjam are highly captivating and 
distinctive. If we compare the tradition of 
folk theatres of other states with Odisha 

we find that the Odishan tradition of folk 
theatre is the richest in comparison with 
all forms of folk-theatres of other states 
of India. There are innumerable folk 
theatres of  Odisha which have 
c o nt r i b u te d  i m m e n s e l y  to  t h e  
development of folkculture of India. 
Among thirty districts of Odisha, the 
people  of  Ganjam have shown 
remarkable artistic qualities in sustaining 
and nurturing many of their folk theatres. 
Perhaps Ganjam has the richest tradition 
of folk theatre both in respect of quality 
and quantity among 30 districts of 
Odisha. That is why, theatre actor and 
director like Habib Tanbeer has shown 
keen interest in the folk theatre of 
Ganjam specially in Prahalada Nataka. 

A close look reveals that the people of 
Ganjam have shown indomitable 
creative energyin enrichment of their 
folk theatres in spite of economic 
deprivation and lack of patronage. The 
creative literary texts and musical 
tradition of Champu, Chhanda, Chautisa 
of Ganjam district which are enriched by 
the poet Upendra Bhanja, Kavisurya 
Baladeva Ratha and Gopal Krushna 
Pattanayak shaped the aesthetic 
sensibilities of the minds of the 
performing artists of the districts in 
sustaining their folk theatrical forms. 
Religiosity and musicality are two 
features of folk theatre of Ganjam 
district.  
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Resting for about twelve months, spring 
comes with sheer joy and happiness. 
Usually spring arrives during the month 
of March and April with various fairs and 
festivals. And then the whole of Odisha 
dances . Among these dance forms, 
Danda Nacha is very popular in the 
western part of Orissa, weaving religion 
and theatre together. 

Danda Nacha forms a part of the rich folk 
tradition of Ganjam. This is performed in 
the month of Chaitra-Vaisakha with 
much enthusiasm. Performed over a 
period stretching over thirteen to 
twenty-one days, Danda Nacha is a 
robust show of devotion of Lord Shiva 
and Goddess Kali. Danda Nacha is one of 
the major theatrical forms of Ganjam 
district associated with the Saiva cult1. It 
has its root in the religious and cultural 
history of Odisha with special reference 
to Hindu deities. Danda Nacha is 
essentially a ritualistic folk theatre in its 
nature and associated with Siva Kali 
myth2. Ritualistic in nature, the Danda 
(Penance) elucidates the Rudrakali myth 
narrating the activities of Lord Siva and 
Kali3.   

Its origin is traced to 8th and 9th 
centuries (inception of Tantrism) after 
decadence of Buddhism in Odisha4. In 
Odisha, after the degradation of 
B u d d h i s m ,  S a i v i s m  b e c a m e  a  
predominant religion. The downtrodden 
??untouchables?? and low castes took to 
the worship of Lord Siva outside the 
Hindu temples5. When the upper class 
Hindus hated the downtrodden 
untouchables and debarred them from 
entering the Hindu temples , they began 
to worship Siva, for their salvation, once a 
year at a festival called  Danda Nacha.

Danda means penance and Nacha means 
dance. Together they mean a festival 
celebrated for the worship of Siva in 
which penance, dance, songs and 
physical feats are all meant to please8. 
The term Danda has also another 
meaning. It refers to a stick or staff which 
symbolises a measuring rod of devotion, 
representing Hara(Siva) and Parvati 
(Sivas consort Goddess Parvati). Thus 
D a n d a  N a c h a  i s  d e r i v e d  f ro m  
Danda(either penance or a pole) and 
Nacha a dance which is usually 
performed in a religious fair called Danda 
Yatra. In this Lord Siva and His consort, 
Gouri are propitiated.

It is noticed that Danda, a huge wooden 
rod or a long bamboo stick having 13 
knots, is worshipped by thirteen or more 
devotees for thirteen to twenty one days 
terminating with Chaitra Samkranti or 
Meru Parva (i.e. Meru Samkranti). The 
devotees or Bhaktas known as Dandua 
observe Manasika (fast ing with 
austerity). When a person craves for 
early fulfilment of his desires viz. to be 
blessed with a son or to overcome some 
difficulty or to win a dispute he takes part 
inDanda Nacha. It involves very rigorous 
self discipline, such as taking food once a 
day, observing vigil etc.  singing songs for 
the entertainment of village community. 
Danda Nacha is  a r itual  dance 
accompanied by musical instruments like 
Dholo (drum), Jhanja (Cymbals), Mahuri 
or Kahali (Trumpet) , Magaravina ( a bow 
with a jingling bells), Mukhavina (a 
shahanai like wind instruments), Gini and 
Kartal etc. 

Danda Nacha aims at arousing religious 
fervour as well as entertaining aesthetic 
pleasure among the spectators. The main 
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aim of this type of folk dance is to 
promote spiritual upliftment through 
self-discipline. People pay reverence to 
the Danda dancers for their observance 
of religious rites during the course of 
their dance.9 This dance is mainly 
associated with agricultural activities like 
ploughing,  sowing,  reaping and 
harvesting of paddy. From time 
immemorial, the oral tradition of 
performing art in varied forms has been 
maintained by the rural folk with the twin 
objectives of aesthetic pleasure and 
education10. Thus, apart  from 
entertaining the village-folk with 
varieties of dances and songs, the main 
objective of this folk theatre is to impart 
moral teachings in order to remove 
superstitions and blind faiths that exist in 
the society.

The persons who participate in this Nata 
(dance) are called as danduas or bhaktas, 
irrespective of their castes, creeds, 
economic status and social standing. 
There is no caste distinction in Danda 
Nacha, whoever desires may join it 
without any fear of excommunication 
from orthodox society12. Thus, the 
bhaktas or devotees are drawn from 
various castes. However, participation is 
allowed to males only. 

The bhaktas offer their reverence and 
devotion to both Lord Siva and Goddess 
Kalika by way of their participation in the 
Danda nata, which means a dance of 
inflicting punishment on themselves in 
correspondence to the sins which they 
think that they have committed in their 
lives. Adandua undergoes several 
courses of ordeals while doing Danda, 
inflicting injury and torture on himself , 
so that he would be able to liberate 

himself from the cycle of karma and 
pratikarma or the law of actions and 
reactions or free himself from the results 
of the sins if he had committed 
inadvertently or otherwise. 

The bhaktas move from village to village 
and perform at a house only when 
invited. The bhaktas roll on the hot sand 
in the mid day sun of summer, dance and 
sing, praying for the welfare of the 
householder. Whether someone in the 
family is childless or poor or suffering 
from some incurable diseases , the 
householder usually vows to become a 
??bhakta?? next time if his miseries are 
removed.

 There was a general belief among the 
people that men would be free from all 
the sins if they become danduas and 
observe all rituals. The austerities and 
physical sufferings include walking on 
fire, piercing the back with sharp nails, 
using poisonous snakes as garlands and 
making them sting the body, piercing the 
tongue or walking on a sharp sword-edge 
etc. Theseare aimed at controlling their 
senses and taking upon themselves the 
suffering of the people in general  in 
order to please and secure boons from 
Lord Siva, the divine ascetic15. A dandua 
remains practically on fast with all 
sanctity in all these days except taking 
simple food in the night hours, along with 
his co participants, in total silence in a 
remote place away from din and bustle of 
human settlement. 

This rigorous dance or nata is related to 
that of the aboriginal tribals. The very 
conception of this nata rallies round a 
tribal story about how a man while 
hunting in forest was caught and bitten 
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by a deadly snake, fell unconscious on the 
ground. His wife deeply perturbed at the 
pitiable condition of her husband, 
s t a r t e d  i n s t a n t l y  p r a y i n g  a n d  
worshipping God Siva and Goddess Kalika 
invoking their divine blessings for 
bringing her husband back to life and at 
the end both the God and Goddess being 
pleased at the prayer of the woman bless 
her and her husband finally come back to 
life, which proves the divine aspect of the 
Nata. It also gives emphasis on the 
eternal truth of the ultimate victory of 
the good over the evil, and of the truth 
over the untruth.

his rigorous dance or nata is related to 
that of the aboriginal tribals. The very 
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tribal story about how a man while 
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invoking their divine blessings for 
bringing her husband back to life and at 
the end both the God and Goddess being 
pleased at the prayer of the woman bless 
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life, which proves the divine aspect of the 
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the good over the evil, and of the truth 
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The Danda is taken into a procession by a 
large number of devotees. The Danda 
natcha procession starts from the 
Merughara to the invited places when 
the occasion starts. The Danduas (i.e. the 
Danda performers) never useany vehicle 
to reach at the different places. The 
procession is led by parabha (or prava) a 

person, believed to be wielding mystique 
powers and is joined by local artists, who 
fashion themselves on mult iple 
characters like, Siva- Parvati, Chadheya 
and Chadheyani, Sabar- Sabarani, yogi, 
Binakar etc .

In the morning Bandana or prayer is 
conducted by the danduas in front of the 
house of the sponsoring Bhakta. In this 
phase, a contract is concluded between 
the sponsor and the Danda party about 
holding of a Nata (Dance drama) on that 
day night in front of the formers 
residence. 

The second phase starts at the midday 
around 12 O clock in front of the 
residence of the sponsoring bhakti with 
the performance of Dhuli-Danda 
(punishing his own body by sleeping on 
and playing with hot sands on the surface 
of earth byDanduas ) where the danduas 
do all kinds of torturous physical 
exercises on the heated ground with bare 
bodies under the hot midday sun. By 
doing such painful physical exercises 
theDanduas believe that they are doing a 
penance for their sins by their prayer to 
God Siva and Goddess Kalika to bestow 
blessing on them and as well as on the 
sponsorer bhakta. 

Thus, the performance done by the 
Danduas (persons, who follow all the 
rituals of Saiva cult for purification of 
soul) during day time is known as Dhuli 
Danda20. The conductor Danduas at 
whose instructions the Danduas do their 
physically torturous dances with the 
beatings of the Dholas (big drums ) is 
called Pata dandua. Dhuli Danda is largely 
associated with the agricultural life of the 
people in general21. During the play 
different characters such as hailas 
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(servant), khambari (chief-servant), tapia  
(mason), bepari (business person), 
kasturia (plank cutter), mulia (labourer 
etc. come to thearena in their costumes 
and make up and perform their notes.22 
The roles of the different characters are 
performed by men only.

Another special feature of the Danda 
Nacha is Pani Danda (dance in water). 
Every day after the completion of Dhuli 
Danda, all the danduas go to the river or 
tank to take their bath. Thus, the third 
phase of Danda Nacha begins with the 
dipping of the Danduas deep in the water 
of an allotted tank off and on for about an 
hour called Jala Dandaor Pani Danda 
(meaningreceiving punishment or 
physical torture in the water). At the 
bathing ghat, the parabha (painted Kali 
banner)  is  worshipped and the 
pattadandua lights the Danda ghadis 
(earthen torches) for the parabha with 
certain rituals and the torches are used to 
be burnt for the whole night. 

After Jala Danda is over, the danduas get 
themselves ready for taking the days only 
meal at midnight which is simplest in kind 
and menu While the only meal of the day 
i s  be ing  consumed amidst  the  
continuous sound of drum (dhola) 
beatings, beaten by the drummer, and as 
soon as the drum beating stops, the 
danduas stop taking their meals. The 
beating of the drum is felt necessary so 
that the danduas while eating their meals 
would not be able to hear any sound 
other than that sound. If a dandua 
happens to hear any external sound, in 
that case, he abandons his meal till the 
next meal on next night and he is to 
remain on fast without any food till then 
After eating they proceed to a temple 

preferably that of Lord Siva and stay there 
till the fourth phase starts in the night 
around 12 Ó clock with the performance 
of Ágni Danda (playing with fire). This is 
sort of offering worship to Lord Siva and 
Goddess Kalika through Agni Danda or 
playing and dancing with fire in front of 
the images.

The danduas go to the village in 
procession during mid-night holding the 
lighted Danda-ghadis. They reach in front 
of the house of the sponsoring Bhakta 
displaying Danda - khela26. During agni-
Danda, the parabha nata or Kalika nata 
(Kali dance) is also performed. They 
amuse the general spectators by 
performing different folk arts including 
dance and drama. In Agni-Danda 
(midnight performance), the characters 
like Iswara (Siva), Parvati, Chadheya,  
Chadheyani, Sapua, Binakara etc. appear 
in the mandala  with their acting 
costumes.  Now a days the Danda parties 
stage different social dramas (operas) to 
entertain the public. Thus from midnight 
t i l l  d a w n  b e a u t i f u l  d r a m a t i c  
performances take place accompanied 
by melodious music and beating ofdholas 
(drums)27. In the morning, after the end 
of the dance and drama, Danduas 
disperse from there in a procession with 
the beating of drums alongwith the 
images of deities to the doors of the next 
sponsored bhakta where they would 
repeat the routine nata performance in 
the same and similar manner. On the 21st 
day, they conclude the Danda Nacha on 
the Bishuba Samkranti or Meru 
Samkranti day with all serenity and 
sanctity in the observation of rites and 
rituals in the valedictory celebrations.



49

A Study on the Health Status of 
Tribal People

in Gajapati District of Odisha

Rabindra Nath Dash

Many tribal communities in Odisha are unevenly distributed in forest and hilly areas. 
They mainly depend on gathering of forest products and shifting cultivation. Gajapati 
district is being selected as it is the most tribal district of Odisha. Tribal people in 
general are highly diseases prone. Their misery is compounded by poverty, illiteracy, 
ignorance of causes of disease, poor sanitation, lack of safe drinking water and blind 
beliefs etc.

INTRODUCTION

The state of  Odisha,  the most 
picturesque state in Eastern India, 
occupies a unique position in the tribal 
map of India having many tribal 
communities, unevenly distributed in 
forest and hilly areas. They mainly 
depend on gathering of forest products 
and shifting cultivation. According to the 
World Health Organization (WHO), the 
definition of health is a state of complete 
physical, mental and social well being 
and not merely the absence of disease or 
infirmity. Health is an essential 
component of the well-being of mankind 
and is a prerequisite for human 
development. The health status of any 
community and especially of tribal 
people is influenced by the interplay of 
health consciousness of the people, 
socio-cultural, demographic, economic, 
educational and political factors. Ill 
health of tribal people is mainly 
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e i r  ex i s t i n g  
environment, social isolation, poverty, 
inadequate housing, mental illness, 

widowhood etc.. Generally, at household 
level, cultural norms and practices and 
socio-economic factors determine the 
extent of health problems among tribal. 
Tribal communities in general are highly 
d isease prone.  Their  misery  i s  
compounded by poverty, illiteracy, 
ignorance of causes of disease, poor 
sanitation, lack of safe drinking water and 
blind beliefs etc.. 

The topic is being selected as the health 
status of tribal people is poor because of 
the isolation, remoteness and being 
largely unaffected by the developmental 
process going on in India.  In 2011, 
Gajapati had population of 5777,817 of 
which male and female were 282,882 
and 294,935 respectively.  Main 
objectives of health and family welfare in 
Gajapati is, 

· To ensure adequate, qualitative,  
preventive and curative health care to 
people of the Gajapati district and 
state. 
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· To ensure health care services to all 
particularly to the disadvantaged 
groups l ike scheduled tr ibes,  
scheduled castes and backward 
classes.

· To improve health care facility in the 

KBK and Gajapati districts. 

· To reduce maternal, infant and neo-
natal mortality rates.

· To improve hospital services at the 
primary, secondary and tertiary level 
in terms of infrastructure, drugs and 
personnel.

OBJECTIVES

· To identify the health problems of 

tribal people

· To find out the reasons responsible for 

their ill health

·  To  study  the  soc io-economic  

characteristics of the tribal people

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The work reviewed and analyzed in the 

p re s e n t  i nv e s t i ga t i o n  i n c l u d e s  

Ravindranath Raos. Tribal Social 

Transformation [Article in Samaja 

Shodhana Vol-I, No-2 Oct 1992]; Ram 

Ahujas Social problems in India; Read 

Margarets Children of Their Fathers , 

Holt, Rinehart and Winston, New York, 

1960 etc

METHODOLOGY

The study was conducted in the Gajapati 

district of Odisha. Interview schedule 

was prepared for the collection of data. 

Information was collected from primary 

and secondary sources. 

HYPOTHESES

1. As they are less educated they have 
less idea about the health consciousness 
programme.

HYPOTHESES

1. As they are less educated they have 
less idea about the health consciousness 
programme.

ANALYSIS OF DATA

So far as the health status of tribal people 
in Gajapati district of Odisha is concerned 
tribal people are in ill condition. The 
health status of tribal people is poor 
because of the isolation,remoteness and 
being largely unaffected by the 
developmental process going on in India. 
Most of the respondents are not 
conscious about the health programmes 
as they are less educated and are 
suffering diseases due to their poor 
socioeconomic conditions. 

CONCLUSION

Tribal people in general are highly 
disease prone. Good health of tribal 
people will take a great change not only 
in their community but also the society. 
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