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Abstract-

India is the residence to 705 tribal communities, which is 8.6% of the total population according to the Census of India 2011. Dongria
Kondh is an indigenous tribe inhabiting Odisha’s Niyamgiri hills. It is designated as a Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Group by the
Government of India. Dongria Kondh is famous for its unique weaving and cultural practices. This article delves into the socio-cultural
practices of Dongria Kondh and how they have persisted and evolved in the face of globalisation. Through an ethnographic method, this
study examines the significance of various cultural practices, illuminating their role in preserving community identity. This study
attempts to document the traditional festivals, ethnomedicinal practices, and their weaving practices as an intersection of art, culture, and
environment. Using participant observations, unstructured interviews, focused group discussions, and surveys, the study makes a humble
effort to understand the community-led initiatives for culture preservation. This is an honest attempt to record their socio-cultural

practices and transition.
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Introduction-

In India, there are 840 million indigenous people, who make up 8.6% of the total population spread across 15 states
of India. Their distinct cultural identity has been an integral part of the country's rich tapestry for centuries. Odisha
ranks first with the number of scheduled tribes within India and is renowned for its unique blend of art,
architecture, literature, music, and spirituality. Dongria Kondh, one of the Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Groups,
resides mainly in the Niyamgiri hills spread across Raygada and Kalahandi districts of Odisha. There are 120
villages on the hill slope of Niyamgiri; the majority of Dongria Kondh reside at Muniguda and Bissamcuttack
blocks of Gunpur sub-division of Raygada district. Recently, the Dongria Kondh community received a GI tag for
their unique and appealing Kapadaganda shawl. These shawls embody their traditional belief system through the
different motif and symbols, specially adorned over sarees by women. S. Sethi and P. Naik (2020) have examined

the critical role of these shawls in conserving and passing down their traditional knowledge and skills through
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centuries. A recent study by N. Seth & P. Panda (2018) highlighted the ornamentations of Dongria kondhs.
However, with time, the sanctity, relevance, and admiration of traditional rituals and attire have hesitantly faded
into the crowd of globalisation, where reverting back to their roots is far from possible imagination (Hansdah and
Biswal, 2023). Therefore, the preservation of the culture has been taken up to some extent by different
governmental organisations and non-governmental organisations to support the tribal entrepreneurship for

authentic tribal products (N. Seth & P. Panda 2018).
Objectives

This article tries to explore and document the continuing and evolving socio-cultural practices of Dongria Kondh

highlighting their socio-cultural changes due to modernization.

Methodology

Primary data has been collected by conducting semi-structured interview with the villagers, selected using
purposive and snowball sampling methods. Participant observation and focused group discussions were

employed to elicit qualitative insights into their culture.
Results and Discussion

Socio-cultural pattern of Dongria Kondh-

House structure-

Dongria Kondh houses are typically constructed using locally available materials such as bamboo, wood, thatch,
and mud. The houses are made with a two-roof thatched style, covered with asbestos. Dongria Kandha house has
three sections: a large rectangular room and two small rooms called Duki (the entrance or first section of the house),
Madrizo/Edzo (the middle section of the house), and Dhapa (the last section of the house or the back portion). All
the sections of the house are used for different purposes, like the Duki is used as a sleeping room for only adult
males and also as the guest's sitting room, like the drawing room. The Madrizo section is used as the guest's sitting
room, like the drawing room. Here all the female members (except adult girls during menstruation time),
including old people and children, may also use as their restroom. The kitchen room is also attached to this section.
A ceiling-like platform made out of wood is made in this room to store food grains and other household items.
The house deity is also worshiped in the Madrizo section of the house. Their houses are built in a linear fashion,

like one attaches to another with no specific boundary between the houses.
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Figure 1: (a) linear arrangement of house; (b) House painting of Dongria Kondh
Food Habits-

Dongria Kondh preferably have three meals in a day. They break their night’s fast early in the morning before
they leave for their daily routine which typically consists of rice, dal, curry with ragi gruel (mandia Jau), prepared
by boiling the ragi with rice and cereals like red gram (Kandula). They consume the same meal as lunch at noon
also. The last meal of the day consisting of either ragi gruel prepared with Kosala rice with vegetable curry, which
is available easily; is consumed around the time when the sun sets down. Rice is their staple food. They also
consume items gathered from the forest like mushrooms, fruits, spinach. Dongria Kondhs are fond of fermented
drinks like mahuli and mandia. The community lives in close tandem with the nature by sourcing their food from
the nature and having a sustainable way of collection, in a way caring for the community and the nature itself

such that food is available to everyone.
Occupation-

Dongria Kondhs are agriculturalist, they practice shifting cultivation growing millets like mandia, kasala, gangu etc.
Horticulture is also a significant source of employment because the Dongria Kandhaa are skilled horticulturists.
They mainly cultivate mango, jackfruit, pineapple, banana, orange, lemon, lichi, turmeric, ginger, etc. through
horticulture. Dongria Kandhaa has a strong connection to the forest. They engage in forest-based activities, such
as collecting non-timber forest products (NTFPs) like fruits, roots, and medicinal plants. These activities serve as

a source of sustenance and income. Dongria kondhs are also engage in construction work, and businesses.

Cultural practices-

Dongria kondhs are celebrate numbers of festival, few major festivals are discussed below:

Meria parb- This festival is celebrate for the welfare of whole village or community, to please the Earth Goddess

Dharani dongrias are sacrifise buffalo replace by a human. Village priest Bejuni take in charge of performing all

the rituals.
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Ghanta parb/puja- In this ritual, villagers worship their domestic or home god. Jani or Bejuni decide the Godor
Goddess for each house. Each clan has its own God or goddess; sometimes the same clan has a different god, and
these are selected by the village priest. According to their God, they also have a particular day to worship their
god. On that day, they sacrifice the cock at their Dongara/hill slope. Then cook that cock and serve a feast. This

puja is conducted when crops, vegetables, and other cereals are ripe.

Bihana parb/puja- This festival is conducted during the summer season around the monthdApril-May. In this
festival, villagers worship the Dharani god. Jani, Bejuni( village priest),and Gurbani( helper of priest) worship the

Dharini God. Villagers worship their goddesses by sacrificing hens and pigeons.

Kandula parb/puja- This festival is celebrated when their crops are cultivated duringDecember-February month.
Villagers make a small house for their God, in the middle of the village then worship by sacrificing a hen. All

villagers gather at that place and pray. They also use flowers, alcohol, and raisins for this ritual.
Music and dance-

Dongria Kondh uses a variety of musical instruments, including Dhampu, Nishani, Jhanjira, and Gini. These
musical instruments were made by them. Dhampu is a kind of musical instrument, a single-sided circular frame
drum made from goat skin. It can have a small stick 4 to 6 inches long attached to the instrument body or played
just with the hands. Nishani is also a kind of drum, made from buffalo skin. Different festivals mandate the use
of different musical instruments. Unmarried boys and girls dance with Dhampu and Janjira during a wedding
ceremony. During other festivals girls with noise-making anklets dance to the beats of Nishani, Dhampu, and Gini
in front of their goddess. By doing so, they can please their goddess. They believe that dancing and singing at
festivals and marriage functions brings them happiness. Singing their traditional song is a kind of ritual or worship
to please their goddess. The traditional song of the village priests (jani/bejani) includes the entire story of

Niyamraja, which revolves around their hills, streams, and festivals.
Art and Craft-

The Dongria Kondh tribe weaves shawls with a unique art design known as Kapadaganda. These shawls
symbolize the tribe’s rich heritage, culture and identity. Young and old are spend their evenings by embroidering
the Kapadaganda shawls. Different motifs and designs convey different meanings, when the triangle shape
represent the hill Niyamgiri circle represent the goddess’s eye. Usually they made the designs by using three color
such as red, green and yellow. These hues stand for historical cultural facets, red with sacrifice blood, yellow with

turmeric, green with hills. The Dongria Kondh’s handloom shawl have received the GI tag in the year 2024.
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Figure 2: Old women weaving their traditional Kapadaganda shawl
Dress and Ornaments-

Dongria kondh women are look unique for their ornaments and costume; hair bun, jewellery, lots of ear rings and
nose rings make them different from others. Dongria Kondh women have very fond of nose ornaments, especially
phuli. The nose rings or studs can vary from basic metal hoops to intricate pieces. Those phulis are also signifies a
women marital status. Bangles and armlets are integral elements of the traditional costume of the Dongria Kondh
community. Armlets are made of metal, which are worn on the upper arm, add to the grace and cultural opulence

of the outfit. Traditional shawl and white saree is the common attire of a Dongria Kondh women.

Figure 3: (a) Dongria Kondh women dressed in traditional attire (b) Ornaments of Dongria Kondh

Traditional healing practices-

Their ethnomedicine practices are rooted in traditional knowledge and involve the use of local medicinal plants
and techniques. They rely on a wide range of locally available plants for medicinal purposes. These plants are
used to treat various ailments and injuries like fever, cold, headache, knee pain, etc. Within the Dongria Kondh
community, their traditional healers or shamans who have specialized knowledge of herbal remedies and healing

rituals are called Dishari or medicine men. He is a practitioner of spiritualism and folk medicine who specializes
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in curing various ailments and illnesses. Through the useof hidden magical rites and obscure invocations, he can
heal sick individuals. His services are available to anyone, whether it be an individual, a family, or an entire village.
Additionally, he offers training to those who are interested in learning his skill. The medicine man or the Dishari,
charges a nominal fee of 20 rupees for his services and accepts animals and birds as payment for the magical rites.
Knowledge about medicinal plants and their uses is often passed down orally from one generation to the next.

Few medicinal plants and benefits of that is describe below:

(Bija) Bark/paste - Indigestion Bark of the plant, the plant Asparagus racemosus and bark of Careya arborea and

Mangifera indica are ground and given orally once to cure indigestion and lose motion.
Rupunimuta: This plant is used to cure high fever.
Bachakuna: This plant sused to cure fever (both these plants are used simultaneously in a powder form).

Baghmunda: The roots and bark of this plant are use to cure fever and headache.These parts of the plants are used

in a powder form. powders are mixed with water then patients have to drink this water.

Lohatadchi, Rakeshpitru, Bichanamata: The bark and leaf of these plants are used tocure a severe wound/cut area

on the body. These are used in a paste form.
Salada, Khadali, Kumudi: Root of these plants are used to cure diarrhoea.

Peacock feather, Honey oil: Firstly, the peacock feather is burned then honeyoil is added and given the small babies

who have continuously vomited.
Socio-Cultural Changes

. Dongria Kondhs now engaged with external markets and modern economic activities which is led to

shifts of their subsistence livelihood patterns into surplus economic.

. Due to the impact of modernization young boys and girls feel shy to wear their traditional cloths and
ornaments.

. Their traditional musical instruments change into an electronic music system.

. Dongria Kondh’s subsistence agricultural practices shift into wage labour.

. Education is becoming popular as seen by establishments of creches in many areas to cater young

children. Young individuals have the option to seek advanced education.

. The availability of energy, healthcare, and sanitation varies significantly. Certain settlements have had
enhancements, whilst others continue to be isolated with restricted infrastructure.

o Certain rural communities may possess rudimentary facilities such as metallic implements, garments, and
a limited selection of processed sustenance. Nevertheless, there is still a significant inclination towards self-
reliance. Despite the prevalence of cell phones, the communities continue to predominantly utilise the Kui
language for communication.

. Due to establishment of CHC/PHC Dongrias are reduce their uses of ethnomedicines.
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. Dongria Kondh Villages are now access to drinking water through the tubewells and taps. Solar panels
and electricity are provided to each houses of Dongria Kondh villages.

. Power tillers, tractors and other modern agricultural tools are used in field instead of bullocks, plough
and other primitive tools.

. Due to modernization Dongria Kondh women are participate in variety of programmes and policies like

SHG, OPELIP, etc.
Conclusion

Dongria Kondh’s culture is unique their weaving tradition give them a huge cultural identity globally.
Gradually Dongria Kondh community lost their identity due to acculturation, it is necessary to preserve their
traditional knowledge and cultural practices through documentation. There are many Government and non-
Government projects and organization took step forward to preserve their traditional culture. Dongria Kondh
community after the awareness about their culture elders and community leaders took initiatives to preserve their
culture. To portraying the traditional sacred symbols of Dongria Kondh culture, villagers paint their outer wall of

the houses with those sacred symbols.
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