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Receding Forests & Vulnerable Food Securi.ty o
- A Case Study of the Juang Tribe of Gonasika in Keonjhar District

S.C. Mohanty *

ide concern is the phenomenon of
a direct consequence of deforestation
urces. Large tracts

Today a serious matter of worldw
degradation of the natural environment as
precipitated by a situation of over-exploitation of natural reso
of moist tropical vegetations are disappearing fast from the earth’s surface day
by day. Now more than anybody else, the tribal folks who have been the denizens
of forest since time immemorial stand at the receiving end of the disaster as its

worst victims.

Tribal communities living close to the nature since the hoary past have
developed a symbiotic relationship with the forest. They depend heavily on the
forest for their livelihood, shelter, occupation and employment. To them forest is
not merely a perennial and renewable natural resource for fulfillment of their
basic needs but also the very foundation of their culture exemplifying the age-old
serene pattern of coexistence between man and nature. Their folklore, religion
and worldview are woven round the forest. Therefore their social and economic
well-being can not be ensured ignoring their dependency on the forest eco system.

The gravity of the situation of deforestation can be assessed from the fact
that, at the time of independence nearly one fourth (23%) of India’s land area
was under forest cover and now it has come down to less than one tenth. In
absolute terms of the extent of the area of deforestation, Orissa comes among the
top three most affected states. Forests that covered nearly 40 percent of the state’s
land area has dropped below 20 percent.

The denizens of forest satisfy their numerous needs from the forest with the
help of simple implements and without any technological aid from outside. They
depend on the forest flora and fauna for their livelihood and collect various kinds
of Minor Forest Produce (MFP) in different seasons. The edible items supplement
their food and add seasonal variations. So, in the tribal economy forests occupy a
central position.

In Orissa the standard of living of tribal people is low. What is of primary
relevance to us, however, is the socio-economic condition of the tribals like the
Juang as affected by the consequences of deforestation given the facts that a vast
majority of them who are predominantly forest dwellers are economically
backward, pre-literate and underexposed to the outside world. They lived with
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the forest for centuries inhabiting clusters of villages mainly in the hilly areas,
dependent primarily on shifting cultivation and minor forest produce (MFP) and
thus built up a symbiotic link with forest in context of their social, cultural and
occupational life. Forest has remained an important resource base for them.
Therefore, depletion of forests has not only disturbed the ecological balance but
also put pressure on the forest resources as well as the Juang as forest dwellers.
Now they find it extremely difficult to sustain their livelihood and to pursue their
traditional occupations because their perennial source of subsistence is dwindling
over period of time.

The Juang

Juang is one of the primitive tribal groups exclusively found in Orissa. In
the past, they were being called ‘Pattoa’ for wearing leaves. The word ‘Juang’
means, “Man”. They claim themselves to be the first humans on the earth,
originating at the sacred Gonasika hills as descendants of their legendary ancestors,
the Rusi couple. They firmly believe that they are the Thanyas, the autochthons of
Keonjhar as compared to their brethren who have fled to the neighbouring
Pallahara area in the long past and distinguished as Bhagudias, the emigrants.

Linguistically Juangs are Mundari speaking people and racially belong to
Proto-Australoid stock. As per 2001 census their total population is 41 339, sex
ratio is 1014 and their level of literacy is 25.35 %.

The Hill-Juang villages of Gonasika area are grouped under four pirhas -
territorially organized confederation of villages, named as Satkhand, Jharkhand,
Kathua and Rebena which had received due recognition and patronage of the
then rulers of ex-Keonjhar State. Each pirha is led by a traditional tribal chief
designated as Sardar. Each Juang village is an autonomous socio-political unit
managed by a set of traditional leaders and a corporate body of village elders
called bhalabhai or barabhai. The village community owns and manages all the
productive and useful natural resources like swiddens, forests, grazing land, and
habitation sites etc., which lie within their village boundary.

Another striking feature of the Juang society is their traditional youth
organization and dormitory called majang or mandaghar. The unmarried boys
and girls become members of this institution and undertake various community
services and socio-cultural activities for their village. They sing, dance and make
merry in moonlit nights in front of majang. The majang, a rectangular house
standing high in the center of the village serves as a community center for the
village, court house for the council of elders (barabhai), guest house for visitors,
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cooperative store for storage of common grains, place for keeping musical
instruments, a venue for communal rituals, and cultural center for dance and music.,

The other distinguishing features of the Juang are their strong kinship
organization dividing them into kutum (kins), and bandhu (affines) groups. Most of
the Juang villages have uni-clan composition; hence, village exogamy is the rule.

The Hill-Juang ekes out subsistence pursuing shifting cultivation and
collecting minor forest produce. The plains-Juang earn their livelihood by pursuing
small-scale settled cultivation and wage earning

The Juangs are a forest dwelling folk. Since the hoary past, their socio-cultural
life developed amidst the forest environment. As such their life and culture is so
inseparably linked with the forest that they cannot think of their survival without
the forest. Like a loving mother, forest meets most of their needs. They regard the
forest as a permanent gift of the Mother Earth (Whom they regard as one of their
Supreme Deity and call Basukimata - the Earth Goddess), which they have
inherited from there, foregathers. They worship a number of deities residing in
the hills, forests, fields, rivers, streams namely Thanpati, Boitaranipat, Gutipat,
Rangapat, Kalapat etc. in all major rituals they pay homage to these deities to
seek their blessing and protection. Particularly in the pirha puja festival held in
July-August, they pray the forest and hill deities. Their strong emotional
attachment with the forest makes them quite possessive about it and they always
treat it as their own property. However they understand quite well that forest
resources are limited and they shall be the worst sufferer if forests are destroyed
by greedy and irresponsibly human beings. They have developed their own
cultural norms for the management and protection of their forest resources.

Although there are no strict restrictions for a Juang against exploiting forest
resources anywhere within the Juang pirha area, the Juangs respect the territorial
autonomy of neighboring villages and ordinarily collect their requirements from
the forests lying within their respective village territories. Only they collect as
much forest produces as required for their own consumption but not for hoarding,
sale or profit. Overexploitation of forest resources by any person with selfish
motives or for commercial interests is looked down upon as an antisocial act.

Activities like, climbing and cutting trees, hunting, catching birds and
collecting honey are tabooed for Juang women. Felling fruit bearing trees and
certain useful plants such as mango, jackfruit, kendu, mohul, jamu, khajur, etc. are
tabooed for all. Certain plant and animal species, which are ritually connected to
them either as totemic objects for different clans or otherwise are also left
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untouched. Even they spare these forbidden plants while felling trees in their
toila sites. They believe that causing any harm to these forbidden plants, species
offends the deities and ancestral spirits resulting in disaster and human suffering.

No one dares to eat the seasonal fruits collected from the forest before offering
the same to the deities and ancestral spirits. They observe a number of communal
rituals and festivals round the year like Amnua, (February-March), Asadi (June-
July), Manchuri Puja (July-August), Kimiyang and Kalart Aba (September-
October), Gundadia (October-November) for this purpose. In the Amnua (New
mango eating) festival, they offer green mangos to the deities and ancestral spirits
and thereafter they eat the new fruit. Similarly in Asadi Parab, they offer bangur
fruits to the deities before eating the same.

The Subsistence Economy

The Juang economy is a typical subsistence economy founded on land and
forest. Traditionally they were hunters, food gatherers and shifting cultivators.
Over generations, they have been living in hills and forests deriving sustenance
from the resource bases of the mountainous country in various ways to meet
their small needs and making a bare minimum living. When the hills and valleys
were covered with lush green vegetation, the Juang were exploiting the resources
with mirth and furry. Toila cultivation was their way of life. Today, with the
depletion of forest growth and the under-woods and growth of their population,
swidden cultivation did not pay dividends; forest collections diminished, wild
games disappeared and the Juang are struggling to make both the ends meet.

Skills & Occupational Pattern; Continuity & Mobility

In the study area, rapid depletion of forests has led to deterioration of natural
environment. This has squeezed their traditional life support system i.e., their
economic resource base. Their dependence on traditional sectors such as, hunting,
shifting cultivation, animal husbandry and other forest based subsistence activities
including collection of minor forest produce have declined slowly in course of
time following the trail of deforestation. Gradually, they have taken up pursuits
like settled cultivation to grow paddy in valleys, horticultural plantations,
collection and sale of firewood and wage labour in general. Some of them have
acquired skills in weaving, rope making, mat making, comb making, masonry,
carpentry, basketry and dancing which fetches them some supplementary income.

Agriculture

Agriculture is the mainstay of the economy of the Juang. In recent times it
has taken precedence over shifting cultivation — their traditional mode of
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subsistence, which no longer remained profitable under the cumulative impact
of deforestation, ecological imbalance and decline of land /man ratio for pressure
of growing population. Since cultivable land is in short supply in their area for
undulating nature of the hilly terrain, the Juang are developing and cultivatin

whatever wet lands available in hill bottoms, valleys and streambeds, which 'they
call “Beda’ or “Bila” to grow paddy.

Yet, they still have to continue with shifting cultivation to supplement their
diet and earnings. Mainly they grow rice in their wetlands and a variety of minor
millets, cereals, pulses, oilseeds and vegetables in the swiddens and the up and
dry land. The Juang have four kinds of farmlands — (i) Beda / Bila: (ii) Guda: the
up and dry land, (iii) Toila / Kaman and (iv) Badi / Bakdi: The Guda and Toila /
Kaman are utilised for growing a variety of cereals, pulses, oilseeds and vegetables.

Trend of Agricultural Production

Settled agricultural practices of the Juang mainly focus on their Beda or
Bila, the wetlands for paddy cultivation which they regard to be their valuable
productive asset. But they hardly raise a second paddy crop in Beda during summer
months even though there are irrigation facilities. Guda — the up and dry land is
not as productive as the Beda. Majority (95%) of the study households have Guda
plots, which they utilize for mixed cropping like they do in their swiddens (Toila).

The agricultural production of all categories of crops have declined @ -20
percent over the decade. This has worsened their struggle for food.

People’s Response on the Situation

The Juang farmers generally know the reasons for decrease of their farm
output. They mainly attribute the consequences to (i) Deterioration in the Quality
of Soil, (ii) Uncertain Agro-Climatic Conditions manifested in erratic and
inadequate rainfall. Since most of their farmlands lack assured irrigation facilities,
they are bound to be dependent on the natural agro-climate to reap a good harvest.

They understand that destruction of natural vegetations and population
growth lie at root of the present problems. Deterioration of the natural environment
has become a matter of major concern for them. They apprehend that the situation

is going to worsen further in future. Now agricultural yields do not feed many of
them for a full year.

Horticulture

Being trees lovers, the Juang take all care to preserve the fruit plants like
date palm, mango, jackfruit, tamarind, Mohul, Salap, Ramphal, Sitaphal, kendu
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etc in their villages, hills and swiddens. Besides, they raise kitchen garden in their
backyards and orchards in the close proximity of their houses.

Presently, they are being motivated by the development agencies like the
ITDA, DRDA and JDA to raise profitable horticultural crops to make up the
deficit caused by the decline of forest based subsistence activities and supplement
their income. Now some of them have started growing many new varieties of
horticultural crops including vegetables.

Under the impact of deforestation, their horticultural production has
reduced by -22%

Shifting cultivation is an archaic agricultural system in which forests are
cleared by felling and subsequent burning and are cropped discontinuously by (i)
rotation of plots (ii) employing family and cooperative labour as chief input, (iii)
application of crude technology using simple implements such as hoe, digging
stick, knife, axe, sickle etc, and not using draught animals and (v) leaving a fallow
period larger than the period of cropping.

Mostly the forest-dwelling tribals, resort to this archaic mode of cultivation,
where enough plain lands are not available for settled cultivation. The most
remarkable feature of shifting cultivation is that though the yield is low, a variety
of cereals, pulses, millets, oil seeds and vegetables are grown in one plot which is
not feasible in the plain land cultivation. The existence of this primitive agriculture
as a way of life since the hoary past is a proof of its deep impact on the tribals’
psyche. It has undoubtedly evolved as a reflex to the physiographical character
of their habitat on specific adaptation to forest and hilly environments.

Traditionally for the Juang, swidden cultivation (toila chas) has been their
way of life. With the degradation of forest, swidden cultivation does remain
profitable. Now the Juang are realizing that this ageold mode of subsistence would
no longer sustain their growing population. While trying to reduce their
dependence on this less gainful venture and looking for alternatives, they are yet
to abandon the practice altogether. '

Normally a toila plot is cultivated for 2-3 consecutive years and left fallow
for 5-8 years for regeneration. The fertility depends on the soil quality, agro-climate
and the regenerative fallow period. Now these conditions are worsening day by
day affecting their pattern of food supply and variations.

° There is gradual reduction in the cultivated area and the number of farmers
from the 1% year (toila) to the 2" year (ekan) Toila chas.
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o Over a period of 10-15 years, the over all quantum of production has
decreased by -32.40 percent, the rate of decline being the maximum (-
35.96%) in the 2nd year.

. For declining fertility of Toila, cultivation of certain variety of crops has
been stopped

Collection of MFP

The consumption pattern of tribals, indicate that the MFP items constitute
important source of sustenance for at least three lean months in a year. During
drought and adverse climatic condition, their dependence on MFP increases. In
the area where job opportunities and viable economic alternatives are few, this
dependence is significant.

The Juang collect an endless variety of seasonal minor forest produce like
small timber, bamboo, thatching grass, fodder, fruits, roots, seeds, tubers,
mushrooms, leaves, flowers, fibers, leaves, barks, herbs, etc mostly, to meet their
consumption needs. Only a few surplus items are sold out after meeting their
domestic requirements.

Deforestation is directly linked with reduced availability of MFP, additional
workload and greater hardship, as the forest dwellers require more human power
to collect even the minimum required for survival.

The distance between the Juang MFP collectors and the forest has increased
from 0.5 — 3.8 kms to 1.5 — 5.8 kms between past 10-15 years and the present
for all items. That brings about the hardship to cover larger distance and spend
more time in this activity.

Juang men and women shoulder the responsibility of collecting the MFPs
almost equally. In average, they work for about 78 days each in a year for this
activity. But Juang women face the hardship more than men because with the
forests receding far and natural resources dwindling, they have to walk and work
for an additional 3 to 4 hours a day to collect MFP in addition to attending the
household works.

The reduction in the procurement of MFP between past and present is visible
in all categories- the overall decline being -30.77 percent. As a result their average
household consumption of all these items have come down proportionately by -
34 percent to -8 percent and created deficits by unbalancing the equation of demand
and supply of food.
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Possession of Livestock

The Juang rear animals for their agricultural, ritual and consumption
purposes. With depletion of natural vegetations and decline in agricultural
production, they now face problems to feed and maintain their livestock. sarat
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e  The animal population has decreased by -35.62 percent with the average
livestock per household shrinking from 12 to 8 animals over last 10 -15
years.

e  They attribute this decline to shrinking of grazing sources and drying up of
water sources.

. Goat rearing- the traditional gainful economic pursuit has been affected for
shrinkage of grazing sources and shortage of manpower for tending the
stock as now the Juang children who generally are engaged for this work
are being persuaded to go to schools.

Decline in the population of livestock has adversely affected their intake of
animal protein as well as their household income.

Conclusion

It is a sorry state of affairs that the receding forest line is not a good sign for
sustainable development of forest and tribals like the Juang. In the good old days,
when there were vast expanses of forests crowded with wild animals in the Juang
country and the Juangs had full freedom of exploitation of forest resources, regular
hunting formed a part of their subsistence. Gradually the forests are depleted
and the wild animals reduced considerably. In these days when hunting has
been totally banned for conservation of the natural environment in general and
protection of wild animals in particular, the hunting activities of the Juangs have
become a pastime, perused very occasionally and with this their past skill in

hunting has also diminished.

With the receding forest line, environmental problems arise and their struggle
for survival becomes intense weakening their traditional economy and affecting
their socio-economic existence and more particularly their food security. This
situation raises concern because in course of time, they are gradually getting
marginalized and alienated and so, there has been a change in the economy of
the tribe and in their attitude towards forest. There has emerged a need to orient
the development programmes and forest management in harmony with their

needs, problems and livelihood issues.
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Rituals and Festivals of Gadaba

Dr. Asit Kumar Pattnaik

Autochthonous tribal communities constitute an important segment of the
society in India. As we know Odisha is a thickly tribal inhabited state consisting
of sixty two tribes living in various parts of the state, in highlands, forests, valleys
and in foot hills, they are having their own traditions and customs.

Out of all the tribals “Gadaba” are one of the very important tribes of
Odisha. As per 2001 census the total population of the Gadaba in Odisha is
72,982 accounting for 0.90 percent of the total tribal population of the state.
Their population has registered a growth rate of 8.70percent during the decade
(1991-2001)

The Gadaba are concentrated in the southern most parts of the state i.e. in
the district of Koraput. Their original home was in the north of the Vindhya
mountains. The name of the tribe was connected with “GADA” by which a brook
or a stream is indicated in the part of the country. The names “Gadaba” seems to
have been formed of “Gada + ba” or ‘Gada + va’ the final syllable meaning
pertaining to or belonging to.

ORIGIN:

Not a single appropriate fact can be attributed to the origin of the term
Gadaba, but approximately the story goes that the Gadabas migrated from the
Godabari Valley and settled eventually in Gadabapada, a village in the Lamtaput
block in Koraput district, where from they again migrated to different parts of
the district to settle down on occupying land.

Another theory is also suggesting that the Gadabas who once belonged to
the Munda group of tribes, were originally inhabitants of the Vindhya hills. Later
on due to dislocation of the Munda tribal population, the Gadaba might have
migrated to Visakhapatnam region, and then to Koraput. The presence of the
Gadaba in the Chipurapalli and Bobbili taluk in Andhra Pradesh substantiates
this migration.

Samsundaram (1949) who has analysed the origin of the Gadaba says that
“the formalities strictly observed to propitiate the dead tell us clearly of the ancient
habitat of the tribe” and the “Gadaba soon after they dispose of the corpse, go into
brook or stream, bathe therein and catch fish”. Anything even today forms an
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among the Gadaba, and lends to the hypothesig
d by the side of a river. In Koraput District
bank of a stream.

important subsidiary occupation
that they should have long ago reside
the Gadaba usually built their villages on the
ar (1941) has stated that the Gadaba proceeded to their present
habitat from the bank of the river Godavari. In the Soara dialect the word “go”
denotes Greatness, and “da” signifies water. hence the euphonic combinations of
word goto denote the greatness and goda would be great water, meaning the

Majumd

Godabari.

Prof. Prasana Sree of Andhra University attributes that this tribe owes its
name to the fact that its ancestors emigrated from the banks of the Cadabari
(Godavari) river, and settled at Nandapur, the former capital of the Rajas of
Jeypore. Some evidence say that they can be called Kadava, as in Tamil, because
of their prominent earrings — Kadu in Tamil meaning ear. It may be more proper
to derive their name from the Sanskrit word gatvara, which in Oriya means
locomotive and palanquin-bearers. So it may deserve the adjective ‘gatvara’.
Another derivation may be from the Sanskrit kadavada, which means speaking
indistinctly. There is no more indistinct speech than that of the Gadaba, for their
words are rarely heard. Kadavada also means vile or contemptible. Gadaba or
Gutub is a Mundari language spoken by the Gadaba, a Scheduled Tribe living in
the Agency Area of north coastal Andhra Pradesh. The Gadabas call themselves
‘Mogililu’ or ‘Modililu’ in their own dialect who live in the Srikakulam District.
The Gadaba were formerly employed as palanquin-bearers.

Again he writes “The Gadaba are distributed in the Agency Area of
Visakhapatnam, Vizanagaram and Srikakulam districts and in certain agency
tracts of Koraput and Ganjam districts of Orissa.” In the state of Jeypore they are
the only representative of the Munda speaking people and they are “now a small
occupational group of palanquin-bearers, living east of Jagadalpur.”

They are one of the early settlers of this country and also trace their origin
from the time of Ramayana. They are mainly seen in adjoining mountainous
tracts of Andhra Pradesh, Orissa and Madhya Pradesh. They are mainly
concentrated in the district of Koraput, on its central plateau stretched over from
the boarder of Madhya Pradesh to the boarders of Andhra Pradesh. Though they
are often said to be a single tribe, but actually the name covers several tribes in
Koraput district and its eastern slopes in Orissa. But broadly the Gadaba are
divided to Bodo and Ollar Gadaba. Some scholars mention about Parenga Gadaba.
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According to the basis of language Boda Gadabas belong to Mundari speaking
group whereas Ollar Gadabas speak a Dravidian language. Among the three
groups Bodo Gadaba enjoys the superior status than the other two.

The Gadaba tribe has social division, like Bodo or Gutab Gadaba, Sao or
Parenga Gadaba, Ollar Gadaba, Jurumu Gadaba, Kapu Gadaba and Kalanji
Gadaba. Each section is different from the other on some customs and manners.
Socially the Bodo Gadaba enjoy the highest position and the Kalanji Gadaba the
lowest.

GADABA POPULATION IN FOUR MAJOR DISTRICTS (Census — 2011)
Koraput 1 68677

Malkangiri : 11816

Nabarangapur : 2932

Rayagada : 350

{8 nap Showing Gadaba Dominant Area

© Duviol Dalot 7 -mage. com

CHARACTERISTICS OF GADABA TRIBE

In social, ritual and economic aspects the village is the most relevant entity.
According to the general pattern, every tribal village is dominated by one of the
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ST categories. The people refer to themselves as Adivasi. They were the original
landowners or roit. They are said to be the first settlers or matia (”earth—people”)_
All other inhabitants of the village, whether Adivasi or non-Adivasi, are
distinguished as “upria”, those who came “later”. In a typical ideal village, all
the Gadaba would belong to the same patrilineal clan/bonso). Among the Boro
Gadaba we find four different clans viz Cobra, Tiger, Sun and Monkey. According
to ideal type of village there are either of Cobra or Sun or Tiger or Monkey. Each
Gadaba village has a separate name and may also consist of a ‘sub-clan’.

RELIGIOUS FAITH

The tribal religion mostly derives its authority from the supernatural and
functions as an effective agency of social control. Religion is the sole cognitive
system and it shapes the total world view of the people. Rituals and festivals are

the most important aspects of the tribal religion. The main objective of rituals and
festivals is to maintain order in society.

The spiritual world of the Gadaba compasses natural as well as supernatural
objects. At household level it begins with the Daran Delli, the deity which is
enshrined at a sacred pillar near the hearth inside the inner room. It is ritually
installed at the time of laying foundation of the house to protect the family from
the evil effects of the spirits. The deity is supposed to bring prosperity, happiness
and good things for the family. The Gadaba religion is a concrete experience
which is associated with their deepest emotions, especially with revered.

BELIEF IN THE EXISTANCE OF SOUL OR SUPERNATURAL BEINGS:

Gadabas have developed their faith in supernatural powers. They also
worship the souls of the ancestors on several auspicious occasions. They believe
that, all persons possess the soul called Atma. When a person dies the soul departs
from the body. Unless the funeral rites are performed the soul moves nearby and
it becomes a ghost (Duma). With the performance of the death rituals, the soul
gets satisfied and looks after the welfare of the family.

The Gadabeas also believe in the existence of the Supreme Being whom they
call Devta or Mahaptrabhu. Like many other tribal communities of the world,
the Gadabas also hold an anthropomorphic view of God and they believe in
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polytheism. They worship different elements of nature as the deities on various
occasions. Some of the popular Gods and deities worshipped by the Gadaba are
described below.

GOD, GODDESSES AND DEITIES

The Nisani Munda is the most important village deity. She resides in the
periphery of the village and considered as the most import god of Gadaba sodiety.
Before performing any festival, ritual or important function, villagers first worship
at Nisani Munda. The other Gods and Goddesses include Bana Durga (the Deity
of Jungle), Iswar or Mouli, Bhairavi, Jhakara Satabhauni, Dandapatdai
(worshipped to be saved form epidemics), Kamini (Goddess of water) etc. The
Goddess of water, Kamini, is worshipped before fishing and also on other
agricultural festivals. Dasmati is the goddess of earth. She is the deity of fertility
of soil and is worshipped for more production of crops. Dongar Devta lives in the
hills near the village. He is an important god. Satabhauni is worshipped for the
good harvest. For epidemics they worship both Budhi Thakurani and
Dandapatadei. Before any ritual starts, the village deity is prayed first, Jatkitara
is the god of thunder and Bijalitara is the god of lightning and cloud. Patkonda
god and Jhakar deities live in an isolated place in the village. Gangama or Gangi
devta lives in a tree. During the months of Push Gadabas worships her. Apart
from these they worship the Sun and the Moon on different occasions. Rites and
nituals are an integral part of their religion. In the broadest sense, rituals are
connected with their life cycle. These begin with birth rites and continue till death
rites. Religious rituals are those thought which are considered as sacred and

associated with the fundamental operations of the universe.

They perform many kinds of rites and rituals, these include the rites of

passage: birth, marriage and death and rituals related to land, man, god and

dumas (spirits) of ancestors, in appropriate time according to the annual festive

cycles and on other auspicious occasions. The ceremonies are frequently performed
by diviners, medicine men and other religious functionaries, who try to bring

some remedies in order to control the crisis situation and establish order and

stability in their society. Thus rituals are observed to seek the blessing and co-
operation of God, Goddesses, Dumas and other supernatural powers.
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FESTIVALS

1.

Nuakhai Parab

The Gadabas celebrates this festival during the month of Phalguna or ‘Diali’
(November). They eats the rice prepared from the newly yielded paddy of
that year. They also eat meat of Buffalo, Bore, Goat, Hen etc. The young
Gadaba men and women dance throughout the day till the evening. All
greats each other during this festival.

Bundapan (Margasira):

This festival is also called the Nuakhai Parab. On this day the Gadabas
worship their chief deity of their home or the ‘Ghar Devta’ with coconut
and sacrificing a cock or hen. The saru rice is being cooked. The Taraga root
is mixed with the newly yielded rice and the Gadabas offer this to the chief
deity of the house then they eat together using the leaf plates made of off sal
leaves. This day is the beginning of the Gadaba New Year.

Amba Nuakai Parab:

The Gadabas celebrates the Amba Nuakhai Parab, (First time eating the
Mango of that season) with traditional pump as they decorate their house
with Mango leaves and offer the Mangoes to the Deity of the house with a
sacrifice of hen, cock or goat. They dance ‘Dhemsa’ and also go for ‘Benta’.

Indra Puja (Bima Puja):

This festival is related to agriculture. The Gadabas pray the deity of Rain
the Indira if there is no seasonal rain. They sacrifice hen or even a cow.
They believe that this brings rain. This puja is also called ‘Bima Puja’. They
offer puja called ‘Jakar’ at (Nisan Ghara) at the outskirt of the village in a

small jungle or covered with trees and bushes. The Jakar is being kept their.
Nobody cuts any tree from that place.

PERFORMANCE OF RITUALS

The Gadaba have many agricultural rites which are observed at different

agricultural operations. These are performed for getting good crops or vegetables.
They observe certain rituals during important agricultural operations like
preservation of seeds, ceremonial germination of seeds, ploughing, seed showing,
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protection of crops from various diseases, harvesting, eating new crop and
vegetables etc. Ritual to liberate dumas of ancestors through the performance of
Gotar is another very significant religious finction. For this they sacrifice animals
mostly buffalos and pray the ancestors to save them from unforeseen danger.
Gadabas believe that various unnatural deaths like being killed by wild animals,
falling from tree, drowning, suicide etc. cause pollution. In order to purify
themselves the whole village performs certain religious rites. Rituals are also
performed to prevent evil powers who try to enter into the village. The evil elements
should be immediately and effectively ward off otherwise they can spread diseases
and other harms to the villagers. They believe that with an evil intention some
people can do witchcraft and sorcery and cause harm to other persons. They also
believe in patta bagh. It is a phenomena where they think that some evil human
beings with the power of witchcraft, can turn to tigers and kill people and then
change themselves to human forms. To control these evil activities the Gadaba
perform certain rituals with the help of Disari and Pujari. The Gadabas worship
various physical elements of worship-viz the image, the shrine, etc. The materials
of worship include wine, blood and grains etc; the general things of worship also
include knives pots leaves, flower sacred lamps etc. These are always considered
very sacred to them. The rice grains mixed with turmeric is used during rituals
and festivals. These are the most important sacred article. On many occasions,
rice or miller flour is used to draw sacred line over the floor. They also use flowers,
branch of various trees, and lamps etc. During the worship lamps are lit either
with castor oil or karanj oil. The earthen pots are most auspicious things and
these are of special importance during their marriage and other rituals. Banana
plants (Musca sapientum) also used in marriage bedi (stage) as a sign of

auspiciousness.

CHANGES IN BELIEFS RE
BEINGS

GARDING SOUL AND SUPERNATURAL

The forces of social change have affected the practice of some of the Gadaba
rituals and customs observed on the occasion of birth, marriage, death etc.
Influence in the ritual aspect has largely come from the high caste Hindus. They
consider the Hindu ritual practices as superior and they belong to a dominant
culture. Their assimilation and integration with the Hindu religion has changed
many of their traditional religious practices. Like all other aspects of social and
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cultural life, changes in religious beliefs and rituals among the Gadaba have been
widely observed. Now-a-days certain festivals, like Bag Puja, and Kida Biry Pyja
are missing among the Gadabas of Semiliguda, Lamtaput, Nandapur and Pottangi
blocks of Koraput district.

Not only change has occurred in the rituals for worshipping the ancestors,
but also a change is noticed in the worship pattern of village deities. Previously
for the worship of God ‘Jhankara’ they had to sacrifice a cow in the month of
Kartika. After this a festival was observed which was popularly called as ‘Bagha
Jatara’ (Tiger festival). This was done to save the people and cattle from tiger
attack. These days no such festival is celebrated by them.

At present the cattle and buffalos sacrifices have almost been stopped in
the entire district due to the spread of literacy and influence of Hindu religious
faiths. Because of financial difficulties most of the Gadaba are not showing interest
for celebration of Gottar festival. Traditionally they sacrificed buffalo in Gotar
festival. But the cost of buffalo is very high now. This high cost also has unprovoked
Gadabas to celebrate Gottar. Elaborate and expensive rituals connected with the
annual festivals and life-cycle of an individual are no more observed with their
usual pump and splendor. But these are observed in simple manners instead they
have started to celebrate some of the Hindu festivals like Holi, Dasahara, Rathyatra,
Diwali etc. Being influenced by the so-called modern culture some of the Gadabas
are now-a-days celebrating Birth day of their children.

Under the influence of modernization the Gadaba, once a community of
the staunch believers of duma and dissari, have started consulting local doctors
and visiting nearby government hospitals for common illness. In some cases, relief
from the diseases through modern medical treatment has convinced them to
gradually abandon the belief in the malevolent spirits. For disease like measles,
chicken pox, small pox etc they worshipped Dandapatadei. She was worshipped
in the sacred tree shrine of the village by Dissari or Pujari. A goat was sacrificed
to the deity and the hoisting of flag is done at the end of the village symbolizing
that the disease is driven out of the village. Such types of rituals are no more
observed in Gadaba villages. On account of the introduction of modern medication
facilities and arrangement of scrupulous vaccination, Gadaba people are now
not so much taking the help of Dissari or Pujari for preventing these diseases.
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However, these changing traits are very much prominent in villages that are close
to urban or industrial areas. But in remote villages the deep seated religious belief

has not been completely swayed away.
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Life-Cycle Rituals: The Signifiers of Bio-Social Transitions among
the Mundas of Jajpur District of Odisha

Dr. Kedar Nath Dash

Human beings do not accept the salient features of the life-cycle solely in
biological terms. Birth, puberty, reproduction and death-each is conceptualized
and handled in cultural terms as well as physiological ones. The degree of cultural
intensity in dealing with such changes of life varies from culture to culture. Some
people treat one or another of the phases of the cycle quite matter-of-factly; yet
most human beings are haunted by anxieties. In response, they apprehend the
transitional phases of life crisis, developing specific ritual practices and correlative
techniques for handling each situation. Rituals provide the means for reduction
of emotion and tension. “A ritual is a repeated act or set of acts usually but not
always ceremonial in nature by means of which a community (of whatever
composition) or, more rarely, an individual, makes manifest its celebration and
repetition of the myths explaining the nature of interrelationship among the
cosmological, divine and social worlds” (Bohanan, 1963)A ritual is a prescribed
order for performing concatenation of rites, and rite is a traditional performance
to which conventional symbolic meaning is attached by those who believe it. A
ritual is also a conventionalized act directed towards the involvement of non-
empirical (supernatural) agencies in human affairs.

Out-standing among life-cycle are those events that are connected with the
important, critical but expected occurrences in the life of an individual. In every
society simple or complex, birth, attainment of puberty, marriage and death are
important markers in the life-cycle of individuals. Society tends to look upon these
events as signifiers of bio-social transitions of considerable importance. Life is
taken as a journey, punctuated with eventful stages, which call for performance
of rituals and accompanying celebration. These rituals are referred to as rites-de-
passage as they mark the transition from one stage in the life-cycle to another.
Through performance of rituals transitions are socially recognized, accepted and
approved (Behura & Mohanty, 2006). “Rites of passage” describes any ritual or
rite that marks a change in an individual’s social position. Rituals are unique to
every society and culture, but the spirit of the ceremonies is recognition and
honoring the concerned individual. Therefore these rituals are meaningful and
symbolic in their socio-cultural context.

Crisis rites are markers of special events in the life of the individual and are
different from recurrent cyclic rituals pertaining to sowing and harvesting.
Happenings such as birth, marriage and death are extremely important to an
individual and to his kins and close relatives, and are generally of diminishing
importance outside his kinship circle.
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Area of the study

Munda is one of the 62 tribal communities of Odisha, concentrated in the
districts of Sundergarh, Sambalpur, Keonjhar, Mayurbhanj and Jajpur districts
of Odisha. Their language is Mundari, which belongs to Munda sub-group of
Austro-Asiatic language family. They are now agricultural cultivators although
some of them are industrial labourers. The Munda word signifies generally as
headman of the village. In Odisha the Munda tribe has a population of 5, 58,691
out of which 2, 79,211 are males and 2, 79,480 are females (2011 census).

Selected Demographic Profile and Parameters of Munda Community.

| SLNo. | Parameters Census Year
! 1961 | 1971 | 1981 | 1991 | 2001 [ 2011
1 Population Total 221399 | 222117 | 338936 | 396561 | 480252 | 558691
Male 110227 | 112107 | 170885 | 200389 | 242266 | 279211
Female | 111172 | 110010 | 168051 | 196172 | 237986 | 279480
2 Decadal Growth Rate 0.32 5259 |(17.00 |21.10 | 1633
> Sex Ratio 1009 981 983 979 982 1001
4 Literacy rate Total 8.70 1330 |16.20 | 2685 |3959 | 5452
Male 1426 | 1965 | 2415 |[38.64 |51.56 | 64.66
Female | 3.14 6.76 8.13 14.91 27.64 45.24
3 Workers Total Total 116219 | 75724 | 157306 | 184283 | 214114 | 247690
Workers | Male 67339 | 61559 | 100189 | 114351 | 124351 | 147361
Female | 48880 | 14165 | 57117 | 69932 | 89763 | 100329
Main Workers -— -— 131461 | 150269 | 126665 | 133792
Marginal -—_ - 25845 | 34014 | 87449 | 113898
Workers
6 WPR 5249 |34.09 (4641 |4647 |4458 |4433
7 Marital Status | Never 108507 | 120992 | 182109 | 197786 | 261519 -—
Married 100217 | 90550 | 139666 | 178245 | 194494 —
Married 11489 | 9776 15647 | 18820 | 22662 -—
Widow 981 728 1325 1546 1577 —
Divorced or | 205 71 189 164 . .-
Separated
Un-specified
8 Dependency Ratio 1.25:1 1.40:1 0.80:1 0.67:1 0.84:1 -—
9 *Child Population | 90657 | 100406 | 44741 | 74813 | 90263 | 97939
Population Ratio to 0.41:1 | 0451 | 0131 |0.191 |0.191 |0.18:1
. Total
: Population
: 10 | ** Population in the working | 98282 | 92435 | 1878531 | 238149 | 260901 -
age group

*Child Population for 1961 & 1971 = 0-14 yrs, For 1981 = 0-4 yrs, For 1991 & 2001 = 0-6 yrs
**Working Age Group Population for 1961 & 1971 = 15-44 yrs, For 1981, 1991 & 2001 = 15-59 yrs
Source: Census of India 1961, 1971, 1981, 1991 & 2011
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The Jajpur district is located in the eastern region of Odisha. The district
extends from 85°40" east longitude to 64°44’ east longitude and from 20°43’ latitude
to 21°10" north latitude covering an area of 2887.69 sq.km. The district is known
for rich mineral contents like iron and chromite.

The total tribal population in the district is 1, 25,989 in number, out of which
males are 64,198 and females are 61,719. The tribal population constitutes 7.76%
of the total population of the district. According to 2001 census the Mundas are
35,685, Shabars are 31,840 and Kolhas are 18,569. In this district four MADA
pockets are operating for development of tribals. According to 2011 census, the
Munda population has been increased to 44,874 in the Jajpur district of Odisha.

Objectives

The objective of this study is to give a description about the life-cycle rituals,
both primary as well as secondary to highlight the belief pattern, magico-religious
practices to control the supernatural power. The present study is an attempt to
examine the enormous socio-cultural implication through participation in life-
cycle rituals. Secondly, it attempts to explain how the Munda community is
integrated through these life-cycle rituals.

Methodology

The present study was conducted among the Mundas of Jajpur district of
Odisha using a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods. The data
was collected from both primary and secondary sources. In the present study,
the information has been collected by participant observation method using
interview-schedule guide technique. Secondary sources like published works and
web based information were also utilized.

Discussion

Birth is an important bio-social event in every society. It causes fresh
alignments in the structural relations. The persons, on whom the birth as a socio-
biological event hinges, observe certain taboos and refrain from the performance
of sacred activities for varying periods of time.
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Birth is regarded as very jovous occasion in the Munda community. It makes
the couple fertile and gets rid of the strain of bareness forever. It enhances the
status of the household. Soon after the pregnancy is known, the family of Mundas
makes preparations for offering sacrifices to their deity ‘Garasibonga’. A woman
in pregnancy is not considered unclean and there are no particular taboos upon
her. The actual delivery takes place at home. She is attended by her mother-in-
law. The umbilical cord is severed with an iron arrow or with a new blade. After
the birth of the child, ceremonial purification observances are followed for nine
days after which both the mother and child take bath in a nearby pond with a
devotion mind. The ‘chhathi’ ritual is observed on 3, 6 or 9 days after the birth of
a child for purification. The head of the child is shaved and offered to the deity;
usually thrown in the pond they take bath. The next day of chhathi ritual is
observed as name giving ceremony. The kins of the child are invited for the ritual.
To select the name of the child, a peculiar rice grain dropping method with appeal
to divine power is followed. On the naming day or on the following day, a black
thread is tied around the waist of the new born child to protect him/her from the
evil eye. The family remains ceremoniously unclean for a month. Ear piercing
ceremony of the child is observed in any of the winter months of the first three
years of birth of a child. On this occasion, a fowl or goat is sacrificed to the deity.
All the relatives offer their blessings to the child on this occasion. They observe
the birth rituals elaborately and spend lavishly in entertaining their fellow villagers.

Marriage is a remarkable event in the life of every individual. Marriage rite
is an elaborate one which begins with the attempts for bride acquisition and ends

up in her affiliation with her affinal kin group and sexual consummation. Marriage

may fall asunder, although most marriages are stable but important is the degree

of sacralization attached to marriage institution in the Munda Community. It is

vital for the social identity of children and continuation of lineages, clan and

other functioning social groups.

Marriage is considered obligatory for the Munda. Most of the marriages are
arranged with bride-price where parents take initiatives and the formal consent
of boy and girl is taken. Mundas celebrate the arranged marriage with all rituals
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observed from time to time with full joy and cheerfulness. Preferably Cross-cousin
marriages are widely observed and secondary marriages like levirate, sororate
and widow remarriages are practiced. Even though parents arrange the marriage,
the decisive factor is the omens which are invariably consulted before the Mundy
marriage. These are known as ‘chenre-uri-ko’ or ‘ere-uri-ko’. These omens are
observed while the bride groom and his relations are proceeding to the bride’s
place and also on the way while the bride’s relations proceed to the house of the
bride groom before the marriage. If the omens seen are the bad ones, the bride-
groom’s party returns and that is an end to it. But should the omens be good, they
are put to the test again by the guardian and relations of the bride visit in turn to

the bride-groom'’s house on an appointed day. If results are satisfactory, the two
parties settle the marriage.

On an appointed day, the ‘bala’ ceremony is performed when the members
of the family of bride with their relatives arrive at the groom'’s village. They are
most welcomed with hospitality by the groom’s kin group. The feet of the guests
are washed and rice-beer is served to them. Goats are sacrificed and bride-price is
settled with the presence of headman of village.

On the day of marriage, the procession starts from the groom’s house. On
the way the procession halts at the first mango tree where the mother of the
groom blesses her son. The relatives of the bride receive the groom’s party with
dance, music and songs for merry making at the outskirt of the village. Both the
bride and groom’s parties move around the village and then reach the bride’s
house for the marriage to be performed there. Marriage takes place on a pandal
of square size specially erected in the courtyard. The Dehuri officiates as priest;
vermillion is applied by the groom to the girl’s forehead. The ends of the clothes
of the bride and the groom are tied together and they walk around the pandal
seven times invoking ‘Singbonga’, the supreme god and other goddesses. This
solemnizes the nauptical tie. Feasting and dancing follow throughout the night.

Among the Mundas the marriage implies adulthood which means full

participation in the responsibilities and privileges of that society. According to
Mundas, marriage is essential for the continuity of family and tribe.
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Death, like birth or marriage is universally regarded as a socially significant
event, set off by ritual and supported by institutions (Riley, 1968). Death ceremonies
are considered as the most important for the deceased who must be entered from
the world of living to the symbolic world of dead. A funeral ceremony is personal
in its focus and societal in its consequences. Death ceremonies often entail the
central motif of culture; their performance usually helps to bolster the solidarity
of the social group.

Death is ritualized in two directions. The first deals with the deceased, the
separation of the spirit from the body, and the disposal of the corpse: the funeral.
The second focuses on the bereavement of the survivors, the transfer of property
rights and other statuses from the dead to the quick, and the reincorporation of
bereaved into the ongoing community: mourning (Hoebel, 1972)

Death ritual of Munda tribe is marked by the observance of different rites
and customs to appease the spirit of the deceased until it finds its permanent
shelter. Among the Mundas, ancestor worship and the cult of the dead are
important aspects of their ritual idiom. Just like birth and marriages, death involves

many rituals.

At the moment of death, his/her nearest relatives come around his/her
corpse and lament loudly. The corpse is prepared for disposal. Herbal paste with
scented oil and turmeric is applied to the face and body of the corpse to give a
decoration as a last ritual. In case of death of a person, the Munda family observes
the rituals. They practice both burial and cremation for nine days. They generally
opt for burial of the dead body; the cremation ground of which is located nearby.
After the burial, they start observing the death rituals for ten days. They restrict
themselves from everyday normal activities such as religious worships. They eat
boiled and plain food. They perform various rites of mourning during the

stipulated period.

Mundas believe that after the death of a person the spirit of the deceased
moves about the remains of the body and only after the observance of rites and
rituals he finds its permanent shelter. Among the Mundas, two mortuary rites
are performed; primary and secondary. The primary funeral/mortuary rite is
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completed within ten days from the day of death, and the secondary mortuary
rite is performed after a year when the family members of the deceased arrange
necessary financial resources for the ritual. The mourning period ceases with the
completion of the primary mortuary rites. As Munda is patrilineal in its descent
principle, funeral rites for males are more elaborative than those that are performed
for females. The mourning customs fall most heavily on the women for any death
of a kin. The degree of elaboration of the funeral rite depends upon the social
position of the deceased. The socio-cultural dimension of the mortuary rite is
directly related to the age and social position of the deceased.

The Mundas perform the ‘umbul-ader’ ceremony, i.e. a purificatory rite on
the third, fifth, seventh and ninth day of the dead. Mundas believe that after the
death of a person his spirit/shade (roa/umbul) has no place to live in. As an
outsider it roams about here and there to get a shelter. After some days, the ‘umbul-
ader” ceremony is performed to bring the shade to the home and enshrined there.
Henceforth, the man’s spirit is called no longer ‘umbul’ but ‘ora Bonga’ (house
spirit). The spirit of the deceased is welcomed shouting his name and later prayers
are offered and other rituals are carried out in his name. This important ceremony
is a way of re-introducing the deceased member into the tribe. It is believed that
they in turn are real benefactors of the family or the tribe to which they belong.
Buried ancestors are memorialized as “guardian” spirits of the ‘khunt’ or
genealogical family, symbolized by burial stones. The Mundas erect usually large
memorial stones in the burial ground. After a memorial stone is erected, a sheep
or goat is slaughtered near it and a feast held in which kinsmen partake of the
meat and liquor. Ancestors are given due respect as guardian spirit.

Among the Mundas, the death rites serve to readjust the community after
the loss of member and to regularize the emotional disturbances resulting from

the upset of effective habits in connection with the deceased. Secondly, as feasting
and property give away is involved, death rites effect a redistribution of wealth

and status among the community members.

Conclusion

In tribal society like Munda, the blessings of god, deities, spirits and manes
are invoked on crisis situations like birth, marriage and death with the hope that
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passage into the new phases of life will be smooth, both socially and emotionally.
Thus important biological phenomena of life are regulated through cultural

patterns of behavior and religion. Ritual mediation not only regulates and sanctifies

the rites-of-passage, but also renders communal approval as kins, magico-religious

functionaries, and co-villagers either participate or witness such incidences. In
this way performance of rituals dramatizes and reinforces unity of the community.
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