
© 2026 JETIR March 2026, Volume 13, Issue 3                                                            www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162) 

JETIR2603013 Journal of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research (JETIR) www.jetir.org a98 
 

The Karam Tree and Its Socio-Ecological 

Significance among Tribal Communities of Eastern 

and Central India 
Dr. Truptirekha Sahoo 

Faculty, Department of History 

MSCB University, Mayurbhanj, Odisha 

Abstract 

The Karam (or Karma) tree occupies a central place in the ritual, ecological, and moral universe of several 

tribal communities in eastern and central India. Celebrated through the Karam (Karma) festival, the tree 

symbolizes fertility, youth, agricultural prosperity, and the reciprocal relationship between humans and nature. 

This article explores the cultural, religious, and ecological significance of the Karam tree among indigenous 

communities such as the Oraon, Munda, Santhal, Ho, and related groups. Drawing upon ethnographic 

literature, anthropological interpretations, and indigenous oral traditions, the study argues that Karam worship 

represents an indigenous model of eco-spirituality, where ritual practice reinforces environmental ethics, social 

cohesion, and cultural continuity. In the context of modernization, land alienation, and ecological degradation, 

the Karam tradition also emerges as a powerful marker of tribal identity and resistance. 

Keywords: Karam tree, tribal religion, eco-spirituality, indigenous knowledge, Karam Parab, India 

1. Introduction 

Across indigenous societies worldwide, trees function not merely as biological entities but as sacred mediators 

between the human, natural, and spiritual realms. In South Asia, tribal cosmologies often embed ecological 

ethics within ritual practice, ensuring sustainable interaction with forests and agricultural landscapes. One such 

tradition is the worship of the Karam tree, central to the Karam (or Karma) festival observed by numerous 

tribal communities across present-day Odisha, Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, West Bengal, Assam, and parts of 

Madhya Pradesh. 

Unlike institutionalized religions with fixed scriptures, tribal belief systems transmit knowledge orally through 

myths, songs, rituals, and seasonal festivals. The Karam tradition exemplifies this mode of cultural 

transmission. The festival revolves around the ceremonial cutting, installation, and worship of a Karam branch 

or sapling, representing a deity associated with fate, fertility, youth, and collective well-being. This article 

situates the Karam tree within its broader socio-cultural and ecological context, examining how ritualized tree 

worship sustains indigenous environmental ethics and social order. 

2. The Karam Tree: Botanical and Symbolic Identity 

While the exact botanical identification of the Karam tree varies regionally, it is commonly associated with 

forest species valued for their strength, resilience, and regenerative qualities. However, within tribal 

epistemologies, the tree’s symbolic function outweighs its botanical classification. The Karam tree is revered 

not for timber or economic value, but for its life-affirming qualities. 

Symbolically, the fresh green branch represents: 

Vitality and youth, reflected in the festival’s strong association with unmarried young men and women 

Fertility of land and people, linking human reproduction with agricultural abundance 

Moral order, as myths surrounding Karam often warn against disrespect toward nature and communal norms 
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Thus, the Karam tree becomes a living moral symbol, embodying the interconnectedness of ecology, society, 

and spirituality. 

3. The Karam Festival: Ritual Structure and Performance 

The Karam festival—known locally as Karam Parab or Karma Puja—is typically celebrated during the late 

monsoon season, coinciding with a crucial phase of the agricultural cycle. The timing reflects indigenous 

ecological knowledge, aligning ritual practice with rainfall patterns, crop growth, and soil fertility. 

3.1 Ritual Process 

The ritual generally follows these stages: 

 Selection of the tree or branch from the forest, undertaken with ritual purity 

 Ceremonial procession, often led by young women who carry the branch to the village 

 Installation of the Karam branch in a central communal space 

 Offerings and fasting, including sprouted grains, flowers, and traditional rice beer 

 Night-long singing and dancing, especially the circular Karam dance accompanied by drums 

and flutes 

The collective nature of these activities reinforces social unity, intergenerational transmission of values, and 

gendered participation within ritual roles. 

4. Mythology and Oral Traditions 

Karam rituals are accompanied by oral narratives that explain the origin and power of the Karam deity. Though 

variations exist, many myths revolve around themes of neglect, loss, and restoration. In one widespread 

narrative, brothers who forget to honor the Karam tree suffer misfortune until they rediscover and properly 

worship it. 

These myths function as ethical frameworks, teaching respect for ritual obligations, forest resources, and social 

harmony. The moral economy embedded in these stories ensures compliance not through coercion but through 

shared belief and collective memory. 

5. Eco-Spirituality and Indigenous Environmental Ethics 

The Karam tradition exemplifies what scholars describe as indigenous eco-spirituality—a worldview in which 

environmental stewardship is inseparable from religious practice. Rather than abstract conservation laws, 

ecological responsibility is embedded in ritual obligation. 

Key ecological dimensions include: 

 Sacralization of forests, discouraging indiscriminate tree felling 

 Seasonal ritual timing, reinforcing awareness of agricultural cycles 

 Symbolic reciprocity, where humans honor nature to ensure mutual survival 

This contrasts sharply with extractive modern development models, offering an alternative paradigm grounded 

in sustainability and respect. 

6. Social Identity, Gender, and Community Cohesion 

The Karam festival plays a crucial role in constructing tribal identity. Participation is communal rather than 

individual, emphasizing collective well-being over personal salvation. Young women often occupy central 

ritual roles, highlighting the association between femininity, fertility, and continuity of life. 

In contemporary contexts—especially urban migration and cultural homogenization—public celebration of 

Karam has become a means of asserting tribal identity and cultural rights. Universities, cultural organizations, 

and tribal federations now organize Karam festivals as acts of cultural preservation and political visibility. 

7. Contemporary Challenges and Transformations 

Despite its resilience, the Karam tradition faces multiple challenges: 

Deforestation and restricted access to customary forests 
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Land alienation and displacement 

Ritual commodification and performative celebrations 

In response, communities adapt by using symbolic saplings or conducting rituals in modified forms. While 

such adaptations ensure survival, they also raise questions about authenticity, agency, and cultural change. 

8. Conclusion 

The Karam tree is far more than a ritual object; it is a living symbol of indigenous philosophy that integrates 

ecology, morality, and social life. Through the Karam festival, tribal communities articulate an environmental 

ethic rooted in reciprocity, reverence, and collective responsibility. At a time of global ecological crisis, such 

indigenous knowledge systems offer valuable insights into sustainable human–nature relationships. 

Recognizing and preserving traditions like Karam worship is not merely an act of cultural conservation but a 

step toward acknowledging alternative ecological worldviews that challenge dominant development 

paradigms. 

References 

 Behera, D. K. (2002). Tribal religion and culture in Odisha. Journal of Tribal Studies, 10(1), 

45–62. 

 Berkes, F. (2012). Sacred ecology (3rd ed.). Routledge. 

 Durkheim, E. (1995). The elementary forms of religious life. Free Press. (Original work 

published 1912) 

 Eliade, M. (1959). The sacred and the profane. Harcourt. 

 Elwin, V. (1955). The religion of an Indian tribe. Oxford University Press. 

 Gadgil, M., & Vartak, V. D. (1976). Sacred groves of India—A plea for continued 

conservation. Economic Botany, 30(2), 152–160. 

 Guha, R. (1989). The unquiet woods. Oxford University Press. 

 Jain, S. K. (1991). Dictionary of Indian folk medicine and ethnobotany. Deep Publications. 

 Malhotra, K. C., Gokhale, Y., Chatterjee, S., & Srivastava, S. (2001). Cultural and ecological 

dimensions of sacred groves in India. INSA. 

 Posey, D. A. (1999). Cultural and spiritual values of biodiversity. UNEP. 

 Sinha, S. (1965). Tribal culture and change in India. Manohar. 

 Turner, V. (1969). The ritual process: Structure and anti-structure. Aldine. 

 Xaxa, V. (1999). Tribes and development in India. Economic and Political Weekly, 34(51), 

3589–3596. 

 

http://www.jetir.org/

