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A Profile of the Tribes of Mayurbhanj
Sudhansu Sekhar Das Mangaraj

The tribes constitute 57 per cent of
the total population of the district of
Mayurbhanj. Though the population of
Mayurbhanj is only 6 percent of the state's
total population, the tribal population
share a 15.42 per cent of the state's total ST
Population. The tribals are popularly
known as “Adivasi”. The major tribes in the
district are the Santals, the Kolhas, the
Bhumijas, the Bathudis,the Bhuyans,the
Gonds (rare now), the Sauntis, the Kharias
and the Savaras. They live scattered
throughout the district. Their
concentration is more in Saraskana,
Khunta, Bangiriposi, Bijatala, amada, Tiring
and Thakurmunda Blocks. The tribal
population in those blocks varies from 70
per cent to 80 per cent of the total
population of respective Blocks. There are
different tribal groups found in the district
and they differ in their skills, aptitudes,
habits, culture and customs. So the
socioeconomic panorama of the tribals of
the district is extremely complex.
T h o u g h t h e y a r e s o c i a l l y,
economically and educationally backward
they have their own distinctiveness. They
are almost dependent on settled
cultivation bearing a segment of the tribals
who draw their substance from hunting,
collecting minor forest produce and others
being landless are engaged as labourers in
mines and small industries etc.
The significant features of tribals in
Mayurbhanj are that they practice the
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usual customs of the caste Hindus. The only
difference being that the bride price is given
to the bride by the groom. Hence, the
females assume greater importance in
tribal society. Both men and women engage
themselves in agriculture and other means
of production. The Santal and Bhumija have
taken the most advantage of government
schemes meant for tribals and they have
adequate representation in the state level
executive and legislative bodies as well as in
the local bodies.
The social, cultural and religious life of
Mayurbhanj has been considerably shaped
and influenced by tribal tradition. The tribal
societies are valuable parts of our heritage.
T h ey a re e co n o m i ca l l y p o o r a n d
educationally background. In spite of such
hostile existential thrust. The tribal
zealously guard and protect their culture,
tradition custom and heritage. There is a
declining trend of of tribal population from
1981-1991. There is a little increase in the
percentage of tribal population.
The tribals of Mayurbhanj have never
lived in isolation from the surrounding
society. Tribal communities lost the feudal
percentage exposed to non tribal
infringement on their customary right to
land and forest. However 8 number of
national and state level legislations have
been enacted to project the traditional
entitlement of tribals and also to protect
them from exploitation by the non-tribals.
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MAJOR TRIBES OF THE DISTRICT
Mayurbhanj is a tribal dominated
district. Out of tribal categories in Odisha.
Mayurbhanj alone houses 45 categories.
They are widely different from one another
in terms of their numbers. According to
2001 census the total tribal population of
the district stand at 1258459 which come
to 56.6 percent of the district's total
population. The district rank first in terms
of density of tribal population of this state.
The major tribes found in Mayurbhanj with
distinctive features are as follows :
Santal
According to 2001 census, the total
Santal population constitute the 3rd largest
tribal community of Odisha. Their main
concentration in Odisha is the district of
Mayurbhanj where the total tribal
population is 565268 and out of which
Santal males are 284661 and females
280607 as per 2001 census. They are also
equally found in the neighbouring states
like Bihar, Jhadkhand and West Bengal.
The physical characteristics of the
Santal are their skin colour which varies
from dark to dark-brown, coarse black hair
occasionally curly. They speak a language
known as Santali which comes under the
Austro-Asiatic group. Pt. Raghunath
Murmu, a Santal pioneer had developed
the Santali Script known as “Ol Chiki” for
the promotion of Santali language and
culture. Books are being published in Ol
Chiki script for promoting Santal culture
and language.
The socio-economic profile of the
Santal is found to be remarkably developed
in comparison to the other tribes of

55

Mayurbhanj. In the field of tribal literacy
they have occupied the foremost
position.The ordinary occupation of these
tribes is cultivation and they work as
agriculture labourers.
Kolha
The Kolha tribes belong to Austric
family and are the prime tribes and they do
have their own mother tongue. The total
population is 218886, out of which 1641 live
in urban areas and 217245 in rural areas
comprising the second largest tribe of the
district as per 2001 census.
This type of people are found in the
south-west corner of the district. The Kolha
tribe has given its name to the territory
where it has made its home and to the
Kolorian family of tribes and languages.
They have a strong fighting spirit and had
organized rebellions number of times. The
community is divided into many septs and
subsepts which are exogamous. They
worship Kali, Khichingeswari, etc. though
their own Gods are Mareng Bunga
Hambokes and Dwarsuni. Widow marriage
and divorce are allowed and either party
can divorce the other.
Bhumija
This type is found in the central part of
Baripada sub-division. As per 2001 census
there were 153308 Bhumija population out
of which 77154 were males and 76154 were
females. In some locality intercept marriage
takes places with the Mundas and they are
known as Bhumija Munda. These types of
people are cultivators or agriculture
labourers. These people are adopting Odia
language as their mother-tongue. They
accept cooked food from the Brahmins and
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other high castes and accept water from
Kurmis. Bhumijas also have taken
advantage of government schemes meant
for the tribals.
Bathudi
These people occupy an inferior
position in the society, but still they are
conscious of their self-respect and
prestige. According to 2001 census, the
number of people of this tribe was 107129,
of which 53441 were males and 53688
were females.
The people of this type are mostly
found in Panchpir Subdivision. Their
distribution in Baripada and Kaptipada subdivision is however, not small. In
Bamanghaty, the population of Bathudis is
low. Gait has described the Bathudis as one
of the Sub-castes of the Bhuyans, while
according to Russell, the Bathudis although
a subdivision of the Bhuyans are regarded
as inferior to them in social status.
Bhuyan
According to 2001 census, the Bhuyans
numbered 57328 in the district of which,
28944 were males and 28384 were
females. The members of this tribe are
scattered over the large tract of the state
and are found mostly in Mayurbhanj,
Keonjhar, Bonai, Baudh, Kalahandi and
Dhenkanal. The Sadar Sub-division of
Mayurbhanj is the homeland of this tribe.
Economic life of the Bhuyans mainly
centres around shifting cultivation which is
the primary source of their livelihood.
Collection of minor forest produce, dry and
wet cultivation, hunting and fishing also
supplement their wage earnings. The
people of this type have a resemblance
with the people of Bathudi tribe in their

38

food habits, clothing and also in social
manners and customs. The socio-cultural
life of the Bhuyan of Mayurbhanj is
extremely backward like that of other
tribes. There prevail many irrational and
superstitious practices among them. Like
other tribes they take keen interest in
festivals and are fond of music and dance.
Gond
As per 2001 census there were 24616
Gond tribals, out of which 12025 were
males and 12591 were females in the
district. The Gonds are the principal tribe of
the Dravidian family. It is an important nonAryan or forest tribe in India. They are
marked for there simplicity, sobriety and
honesty. These people are chiefly found in
Panchpir Sub-division.
Besides these important tribes, other
tribes are also found scattered in the dense
forest of Similipal and Suliapada. Most of
them are immigrant from Chhotanagpur,
Midnapore and Singhbhum, but all the
tribes prefer to be called permanent
inhabitants of Mayurbhanj. They believe
that Mayurbhanj is their original home
where they still have their relation and
kinsmen with whom they freely unite. In
spite of their diverse traditions and
languages, there is a common socio-cultural
bond which unites them. At the time of
Makara Parva, Car Festival and Chaitra
Parva, they not only get scope to be united
among themselves but also avail
opportunities to mix with non-tribal people.
References :
1. K.L.Bhowmik, Tribal India, Calcutta, 1972.
2. Census of India, 2001.
3. Sinha S.Tribe, Caste and Tribal Present
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Tribal Resistance Movement in Odisha
Balabhadra Ghadai

Tribal resistance movement in
Odisha, an integral part of Indian freedom
struggle presents a wide spectrum. By
temperament, tribals are simple, innocent
and nature loving people. In cultural
complexities, they are differentiated from
the rest of the people. They have their own
social, cultural and religious identity, their
own taboos, make beliefs and peculiar
compulsion of lifestyle and therefore any
attempt of the administration of an alien
rule to make an inroad into the tribal
society by way of reformative and
correctional changes, however laudable, is
bound to be resisted by the tribals with
their individual and collective might.
Soon after the British occupation of
Odisha in 1803, freedom struggle began in
different parts of Odisha in form of
armedresistance, protest and rebellion
against the alien authorities. The defective
land revenue system and administrative
vagaries of the British rulers continued to
cause discontent among the people and as
a result, there broke out an armed
rebellion by the masses in 1817, under the
leadership of Buxi Jagabandhu Bidyadhara,
the military Commander of the Raja of
Khurda. The rebellion began when about
400 Kandhs from Ghumsur entered into
Khurda and joined with the rebellious
Dalbeheras and Paiks under Jagabandhu's
leadership. They plundered Banpur and
adjoining areas, reducing the Government
buildings and Police Stations into ashes.
From Banpur the insurgents proceeded
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towards Khurda. On the way hundreds of
Paiks joined them. Government offices at
Khurda were taken by complete surprise. At
Khurda official buildings were set on fire and
treasury was looted.
In 1835 a rebellion broke out in
Ghumsur under the leadership of the Kandh
leader Kamal Lochan Dora Bisoyee who had
tremendous loyality to Raja Dhanurjaya
Bhanj for restoration of Bhanj family to
power. The Kandhs became violent. In an
encounter they killed 13 sepoys and 2
European officers. A vigorous military
operation was undertaken by the British to
suppress the Kandh insurgents and most of
them were either shot dead or hung upon
the trees. The rebellion was suppressed for
sometimes, but the British authorities could
not catch hold of Dora Bisoyee inspite of
having announced a reward of rupees
5000/- for his capture. He escaped from
Ghumsur and took shelter in Angul. The Raja
of Angul handed him over to the British
authorities. Thereafter Dora Bisoyee was
made a state-prisoner in Ooty near Madras.
There he breathed his last in 1846 having
leaving behind a glorious legacy of brave
and resolute struggle against the British.
After his sad demise, his nephew Chakra
Bisoyee continued the rebellion in Ghumsur
for two decades from 1837 to 1856. All
attempts to capture him failed. This valiant
Kandh Chief never surrendered to the
British inspite of the British offer of pardon.
After all the Ghumsur rebellion provided
the proper background to the rising of the
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subsequent freedom movements in and
around Odisha.
Towards the end of April 1868 the
Bhuyan Sardars revolted in Keonjhar. The
town of Keonjhar was invaded and the
oppressive Dewan Nanda Dhal along with
some of his associates was abducted. The
rebellion was suppressed with a strong
hand and most of the Bhuyan Sardars
surrendered. Ratna Naik, the leader of the
rebellion, was captured by the Paiks of
Pallahara on the 15th August. Ravenshaw
tried
the case of the Bhuyan leaders at Keonjhar.
The captured rebels, numbered 183, were
sent for trial. Among them Ratna Naik and
six others were sentenced to
transportation for life, and the rest to
different periods of imprisonment. During
the last part of the 19th
century, the Bhuyans of Keonjhar again
raised a revolt against the despotic rule of
Raja Dhanunjay Bhanj and his officers. The
immediate cause of the rebellion was the
construction of a canal known as
'Machhakandana Jhara' from Bararaon
Pahar (hillock) to Keonjhargarh which
would flow the stream water to the capital.
The cutting of stone was done completely
by the 'bethi' system in which the Bhuyans
were required to render inhuman physical
labour. It was strongly repulsed by
Dharanidhar who instigated the Bhuyans
and other tribals like Bathudi, Kolha and
Saunti to rise an mass against the tyrannical
rule of the Raja. The Bhuyans looted the
granaries and procured guns and cannons
to wage war. The revolt of the Bhuyans took
a violent turn. Later, the British
Government arrested Dharani by hatching
a conspiracy. Dharanidhar was detained in

Cuttack for seven years. Later he was
released in 1897 and led the life of a Saint.
The resistance movement of
Sambalpur led by Surendra Sai against the
British
imperialism was mainly a tribal rebellion. Of
course, the passion of the Gadi (throne) of
Sambalpur was the cause of the origin of the
Great Rising. But by and large it aimed at
making Sambalpur free from British yoke
and restoring native rule. The tribal
Zamindars of Ghens, Kolabira,
Paharasirgira, Machida, Kodabag had joined
the rebellion espousing the cause of
Surendra Sai. Some of them lost their
estates, some were killed in the battle,
some were arrested and hanged and many
were imprisoned.
Although the Great Rising was finally
suppressed, it shook the very depth of the
British rule in Sambalpur.
The Quit India Movement assumed
the character of a formidable mass uprising
in the district of Koraput which is mostly
inhabited by the Adivasis or aborigins. It was
on August 21, 1942, under the leadership of
Lakshman Naik tribals from different
villages holding congress flags and lathis
reached the Mathili Police Station and tried
to hoist the flag there. Lakshman Naik was
not allowed to hoist the flag as the
magistrate Mujibur Rahman ordered lathi
charge on the demonstrators. Lakshman
was mercilessly beaten. In this scuffle that
followed, the local Forest Guard G.
Rammaya was beaten to death and some
policemen sustained injuries. So the police
opened fire on the mob and five people died
on the spot and seventeen injured.
Lakshman was falsely accused of beating
the Forest Guard to death, at the break of
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dawn on March 29, 1943 by 5.30 am,
Lakshman Naik gallantly marched towards
the Gallows in the Berhampur Central Jail.
There ended his life and he was buried
inside the Jail Compound. He was not at all
worried for this punishment. Rather he told
his fellow convicts on the previous night of
hanging "I know Swaraj will definitely
come. But I feel sorry that I shall not be able
to see Swaraj". With his death passed away
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a great leader of the tribals and a true
disciple of Mahatma Gandhi.
An analysis of the tribal resistance
movement in Odisha reveals that it was
mass oriented, widespread and violent. In
spite of the barbaric methods of repression
by the British, the exemplary courage and
sprit of nationalism displayed by the tribals
in anticolonial uprisings had its profound
impact in India's freedom struggle.
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