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Introduction
The world has been disintegrating day by day Because of urbanization, industrialization, 

overexploitation of natural resources, and creativity progress (Loreau, 2001). These human activities 
are the principal cause of environmental pollution (e.g., rising global temperatures, climate change, 
biodiversity loss, and species extinction) and degradation (i.e., anthropogenic behaviors and natural 
hazards). Biodiversity is the most fundamental and primitive key to reducing pollution and degradation 
in the ecosystem, but it is the least valued resource (Wilson, 1999). Bushfires, removing mature trees 
and the haphazard collecting of fuel forests all substantially impact biodiversity. The close interaction 
that tribal peoples have with the environment is an important and unique feature of the human social 
structure and biodiversity. The ethnic people protect biodiversity for food, medicine, other purposes, 
and environmental services (Dudley et al., 2005). The ethnic people’s everyday demands and desires 
(natural, physical, and social) are to protect and preserve natural resources (Bodding, 1925). The practice 
of worshipping the sun, wind, soil, trees, plants, and water, which frames the entire concept of human 
resilience, demonstrates that religious activity is an old strategy of safeguarding and nourishing nature 
(Merriam, 2004). Respect and protection for faunal and floral creatures such as elephant, tortoise, tiger, 
peacock, and snake and other animals are also an important component of our social identity, as passed 
down through old religious scriptures and oral traditions such as myths, legends, and stories (Forest, 
2002).

Nature has been worshipped in India for thousands of years. To protect the environment, the 
prehistoric people of India implemented numerous precautionary measures, which demonstrate the 
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considerable changes (Phillips, 1998). Human interest was apparent in the prehistoric cave paintings at 
Bhimbetka in Central India, which depicted animals and individuals harmoniously coexisting (Bawa 
and Dayanandan, 1997). The Saraswati- Indus-Valley Civilization, which flourished in the Saraswati and 
Indus River basins and the Ghaggar- Hakra River basins, demonstrates a human fascination with nature, 
as evidenced by seals portraying rhinos, elephants, wolves, and other creatures (Ratnagar, 2001). In India 
ethnic groups live in various eco-geo climatic environments such as hills, mountains, rivers, and natural 
resources (Marten, 2001).They have adapted to the environment by drawing on indigenous knowledge 
and experience, developing a tight interaction with natural elements (Bhowmik, 1963). Forests and natural 
wealth have provided the foundation for their survival, providing enormous benefits to natural life and 
community (Baskey, 1999). As a result, nature proved to be an important part of their lives and livelihood.

Humans began to overexploit natural capital, and the human-nature interaction transformed from 
symbiotic to predatory (Gokhale et al., 2001). It has an impact on the equilibrium of the human-
environment connection. It is to blame for environmental damage. However, the moment has come 
to protect our ecosystem from unsustainable human activities causing environmental damage (Dudley 
et al., 2005). Folk practices and sacred groves may have an essential role in this regard. Sacred groves act 
as a bridge between nature and man and sociocultural history, religious, and ethnic beliefs (Khan et 
al. 2008; Rao and Sunitha 2011; Basha et al. 2012). They are extremely important in terms of nature 
conservation and ecological restoration (Khumbongmayum et al. 2004). The majority of the plants in 
such groves have therapeutic significance (Asokan et al., 2015). Plants have been employed for medical, 
economic, and edible purposes due to their farming. They are shipped and safeguarded all over the 
world as a biological treasure (Jhansi et al., 2018; Gokhale et al., 2001). Furthermore, religious ideas 
and taboos linked to the flora of sacred groves, and wildlife play an important role in the species’ careful 
usage and protection (Khan et al., 2008). Researchers have been investigating the relationship between 
traditional culture and biodiversity conservation (Chen et al., 2008). These knowledge systems and 
accompanying practices, rooted in traditional cultures, have become the social and technical foundations 
for cooperation and long-term development of residents and their surroundings (Xu and Liu, 1995; 
Zhang, 1995; Pei, 1996; Rao, 1996). These knowledge systems and associated practices, embedded in 
traditional cultures, have become the social and technical foundations for mutual coordination and 
sustainable development of local inhabitants, with their rich knowledge and practical understanding 
of the use and conservation of animals, plants, and the eco-system. Several studies have emphasized 
the importance of indigenous knowledge and cultural beliefs in biodiversity conservation. This study 
demonstrates how, as a result of historical events that resulted in very deep interrelationships with local 
animals, plants, and woods, local ethnic groups have formed different indigenous knowledge systems 
and traditional cultural beliefs. These sacred regions, in particular, are ecologically distinct and critical 
for conservation on multiple scales, including landscape, community, and species (Salick et al., 2007). 
The present study have investigated and documented traditional belief structures of ethnic communities 
in the Purulia district of West Bengal, India, to aid biodiversity conservation and restoration. The study 
also looked at how nature affects ethnic people’s daily lives and the intergenerational transmission of 
traditional attitudes about ecology and its impact on individuals. It also proposes ways for them to 
preserve their traditional knowledge. 

Because of its continuous presence from ancient times, India is an excellent place to study nature 
worship. Scholars from several fields have explored ethnic communities’ nature worship from various 
perspectives (Schimel et al., 2001). Kolean and Skrefurud (1887) studied the myths linked to their 
origin among the Santal population in West Bengal, and they discovered how this myth is tied to nature 
and ecology. Bodding researched Santal ethnomedicine and associated traditional knowledge, creating 
a database of ethnomedicinal plants utilised by Santals in western West Bengal and the Chotanagpur 
plateau region of Bihar (Bodding, 1925).Mitra examined tree worship among the Santal in West 
Bengal and Bihar in 1953. (Mitra, 1953). Choudhuri and Pal investigated the belief system of the 
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Lodha community of West Bengal’s Midnapur area in 1975. (Chouwdhuri and Pal, 1975). Hunter 
researched the Santals’ faith and belief system the same year (Hunter, 1868). A study conducted by 
Pal and Mudgal among the ethnic communities in the Purulia district demonstrates how the study 
area’s ethnic populations are conscious of their ecology (Pal, 2012). Chakraborty and Bhattacharya 
investigated numerous magico-religious characteristics of ethnic communities in the Purulia district, 
demonstrating how beliefs and religious practices are related to nature and how these activities hold the 
ethnic communities’ values systems (Chakraborty and Bhattacharya, 2004). Choudhuri investigated 
and demonstrated how several environmental elements affected various parts of ethnic traditions in 
West Bengal’s Bankura area in 2006. (Choudhuri, 2006). Previous research has shown that folk beliefs 
or cultural traditions have a negative impact on environmental viewpoints and, as a result, may play a 
significant role in ecological protection. Folk belief sheds light on some of the most likely causes of our 
continuous battle for environmental and social protection and the prospect of a long-term future.

Materials and Methods
The present study was carried out for a period of two years (2019- 2021) in the Purulia area of India’s 

West Bengal state. The study area is in the state’s western portion (Figure. 1). The Scheduled Castes 
and Scheduled Tribes accounted for 10.36 and 25.11 percent of the population in the Purulia district, 
respectively (Census of India, 2011). The main Scheduled Tribe and Caste people in the Purulia district 
include the Kheria, Birhor, Santhal, Munda, Oraon, Bhumij, Dhoba, Muchi, Shuri and Ghasi. There 
are also a few Muslims in the neighborhood. 

Every block of the district was investigated for the study (Table 1). The communities within each 
block were chosen for investigation with the assistance of key informants. Data was gathered from 485 
villagers (aged 35 to 65) from 121 villages (Table 1). As key informants, the authors chose 80 people 
(both male and female) from all 20 blocks of the district. Thorough discussions with village leaders and 
villagers, the investigators have chosen key informants. Their age vary between 45 to 65 years (Table 2). 
After discussions with the villagers and personal observations by the authors during pilot survey, the age 
group of the informants was selected for the study. Anthropological field methods such as questionnaires, 
interviews, case studies, observation, informal talks, and photographic documentation were used to 
acquire the data. Prior Informed Consent (PIC) was obtained from the villages participating in this 
study prior to the interview. Primary field data were collected through rigorous fieldwork. During the 
study, convenience and snowball sampling were used. During data collection, the investigators used a 
pre-designed and pre-tested standard questionnaire/schedule. Individual interviews, group discussions, 
and in-depth discussions with the people were also conducted. The interviews were held in both Bengali 
and Hindi languages. The investigators conducted case studies with the consent of those who actively 
participated in the study. Before being interpreted, the information obtained throughout the study was 
described and explained. Few field data has been represented through the tables and figures.

Result
Adaptive Folk Beliefs and Environmental Conservation by ethnic communities

Purulia is known for its ethnic, botanical and faunal diversity. In this district, the lifestyle of the 
ethnic communities are in sync with the rhythms of nature. Because they revere trees and use them 
in numerous ways to improve their lives, the forest is crucial in their lives and traditions. They are 
inextricably linked to the forest, and the bulk of the inhabitants in this district live in close proximity 
to nature. For the prosperity of human life, land-based cultures perform several rites and customs 
centered on the forest. Ethnic communities respect their Mother Nature from conception to death. 
They have a variety of folk customs that are associated with magico-religious values. Most ethnic 
communities believe that the forest is the home of their countless gods and deities, both friendly and 
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malicious. It keeps immigrant communities together and celebrates the community as a whole. It aids 
in the preservation of consciousness and fraternity. Ethnic communities of the study region have an 
innate apprehension of their surroundings. They believe that if they disobey their deity, they and their 
families will be slaughtered. As a result, people make efforts to preserve natural resources that are holy 
to them on social, cultural, and religious levels. Their most of the festivities, rituals, and traditions are 
all centered on the environment. These spiritual qualities have a special function in forest survival and 
preserving animal species that live in trees. A convoluted link between religious rituals and biodiversity 
conservation has been established in this district. Like other areas, ethnic communities of this region 
try to conserve flora and fauna by worshipping them according to their traditions to avoid misfortune, 
death, and disease. They both worship and use the plants for ethno medicine. They participate in a 
variety of belief-based actions in order to appease Mother Nature, and they believe that if they do not, 
Mother Nature will retaliate. In this approach, people work to conserve their environment by adhering 
to several folk tradition institutions such as totems, taboos, sacred forest, and religious activities. It has 
been noted that people’s lifestyles are influenced by their physical backgrounds. The lack of regular 
sources of income, dependency on the forest, and a lack of health and hygiene facilities have kept them 
out of the mainstream of contemporary culture. Providing resources for their food is a necessary and 
crucial prerequisite. The residents in the assessed villages have insufficient access to social services. They 
aim to conserve flora and animals by worshipping them through various beliefs to avoid various types 
of misfortune, illness, and diseases. They respect the herbs and use them as medicine. They engage in 
various behaviors through belief systems to placate Mother Nature because they believe she will retaliate 
if they do not. For example, the Mahali community’s belief about bamboo cutting can be discussed 
here. According to one key informants of the Raghunathpur- I block “Bamboo is not cut on Tuesdays 
or Sundays. They believe that Tuesday is Bamboo’s birthday and that on Sundays, one of the bamboos 
in a clump is infected with fever. Bamboo may be damaged if somebody cuts him these days”. In this 
way, people attempt to safeguard their environment by employing a variety of folk belief institutions 
(Figure.2), such as Totems, taboos, and rituals.

Conservation of animals and plants through totemic belief

The emergence of the totemic belief plays an important role in preserving biodiversity among the 
ethnic communities. They believe that the totem guards their society during difficult times, warns 
members of possible vulnerability and predicts the unavoidable mishap. People who belong to a 
particular totem cherish their totem and acknowledge that it has a special bond with each clan members 
(Lian, 2005). As a result, people pay various forms of homage to the totem. The ethnic communities of 
the study area use their religious beliefs to safeguard the flora and animals in their local surroundings. 
They claim that their ancestors were animals or plants. As a result, they have certain standards for how 
they regard their ancestors. They think that their totemic animal protects them in all circumstances. 
Samir Hansda, a resident of Deuli village in Baghmundi block argues ‘Harming any totem is prohibited 
within our community’. One villager of Anantapur village, Para block explained: 

We believe in the beliefs and traditions descended from our ancestors. The traditions 
that our ancestors believed in all along cannot be wrong. As long as our village still exists, 
we will require our descendants to inherit it and educate them to respect the gods and 
follow the rules and regulations. Only in this way can the village be developed sustainably. 

Denials or taboos are often so deeply embedded in specific ethnic communities that they believe 
destroying, devouring, or demolishing them will result in irrevocable harm to the clan. This religious 
belief is a self-regulating ritual that saves vast expanses of plants and fauna from extinction. Totemism 
is critical for safeguarding the long-term viability of biodiversity and preserving the knowledge and 
collective belief linked with forests and the biodiversity shield. The Totem’s peel is considered sacred 
and is worn on special occasions. The Totem symbol (Figure 3) is tattooed on their body, as described 
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in table 3.

According to the findings of this study, each clan has a totem focused on a variety of living objects 
such as birds, fish, animals, and plants. Figure 4 depicts the tribal community’s totemic clan and their 
relationship with nature (i.e., birds, fish, animals, and plants) (Table 4). During the field survey, the 
investigators also found that most totemic clans are living artefacts, which indirectly ensure the natural 
protection of Purulia district. The Flora and Fauna Totem are seen in Figure. 5.

Conservation of animals and plants through Taboos

Taboos are prohibitions against certain activities that prevent people from partaking in certain 
behaviors, such as eating certain foods or visiting a holy place. The taboos are required to preserve nature, 
various species, and natural artefacts. The ethnic communities of the study area value the environment 
as an essential component of their life. Humans and nature may discover a pure connection through 
their belief systems. These individuals have a long history of prohibiting indiscriminate exploitation 
of individual trees, wildlife, ponds, and forest-based land in mountainous places. It has a significant 
impact on the treatment of inhumane creatures and the protection of the environment. Adherence 
to restrictions develops a virtuous existence that encourages good honesty toward environmental 
sustainability. To protect the flora, several taboos have been developed in the ethnic communities 
of the study area. People in the villages of Jhalda- II block, believe that cutting down a cotton tree 
(Bombax ceiba), a chalkboard tree (Alstonia scholaris), or a banyan tree (Ficus benghalensis) will result 
in death. Amal Soreng, a Kheria inhabitant of the Adardi village stated “In sacred groves, cutting down 
or burning young leaves and picking blooms from any plant is regarded a sin. They are only permitted 
to use the shattered bits of the tree”. Such restrictions are observed by the ethnic people in their daily 
lives, contributing to preserving ecological equilibrium and symbiotic interaction between man and 
nature. The ethnic communities of the studied region have established measures to ensure that no 
animals are injured. They believe that catching a firefly will result in a fever. Not only does the Kheria 
community swear not to harm snakes, rats, or lions, but they also promise not to eat their meat. They 
feel that consuming these animals is unhealthy for them. The slaughter of wild geese, peacocks, snakes, 
and cows is prohibited among the Santal, Lodha, and Kheria communities. Lodha people never kill 
the cat because they believe it represents unpredictability. This belief system indirectly protects the 
environment. Taboos are frequently used to protect a certain flora. These taboos emphasize the intrinsic 
value of the flora over its utilitarian benefit. There is a negative connotation associated with the felling 
of trees and the collection of fuel woods in their proximity.

Sacred groves and environmental conservation

Sacred groves are woodlands that have been protected locally and are intertwined with their socio-
cultural and spiritual beliefs. Sacred groves are forest sections that are frequently dedicated to local deities. 
For religious and cultural reasons, generations after generations the ethnic communities are preserving 
these. Sacred groves are the patches (small or big) of vegetation protected based on the community’s 
religious beliefs. For many years, sacred groves served as biological diversity repositories. It is forbidden 
to destroy any plant within the holy region. These forest sections were critical in balancing the village 
ecosystem. It is important to note that cutting down trees, collecting fuel woods, and hunting are all 
prohibited during the Santal community’s Jaherthaan or Jaher Era (Figure.6).

In the study area it has been found that the Santals worship the deity Marang Buru in sacred groves 
where women are not allowed. Because of the uncommon plants and animals in this area, they typically 
protect forested areas on spiritual grounds, worship their deities, and have a close relationship with 
nature. The manner they worship their deities is purely nature-oriented, with people constructing red-
coloured flags to symbolise their religious bond with the forest. According to Amal Mahato, one of the 
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villagers of Bathandi village of Hura block, “We keep sacred plants with proper care and respect, important 
in maintaining ecological balance”. During study it has been observed that various plants, such as Simul 
(Bombax indica), Sal (Shorea robusta), Palash (Butea monosperma), Akar (Aquilaria malaccensis), Aam 
(Mangifera indica), Khejur (Phoenix sylvestris), and others, are preserved in the sacred grove (Figure.6) 
by the ethnic people of the studied area (Figure.7). 

Numerous species are safeguarded by preserving a tree since many organisms, such as insects, ants, 
and birds, rely on it. Many birds find refuge in these sacred forests. The ethnic people of the studied area 
have been maintaining a range of saintly trees and eco-nano-cultures and the historical custom that has 
been passed down for many years, such as tree worship and forest worship, which are motivated by the 
concept of the sacred grove.These groves are associated with various beliefs and faiths, and the locals treat 
them with the utmost care. The rituals performed in sacred groves vary from community to community 
and area to region. During investigation it has been found that the most sacred trees are dedicated to 
worshipping Manasa Devi, the goddess of snakes in the settlements. People put terracotta votive figures 
of horses and elephants beneath these trees. Sacred grove culture is also found among the Bauri caste at 
the study region. They worship many old Banyan trees and perform Dali puja under one of these sacred 
trees. Because of the impact of modernization, the location of Dali puja has been relocated to the other 
side of the concrete temple. People still conserve the location of Dali puja under the sacred Banyan tree 
(Ficus benghalensis), and they encircle the tree with a concrete frame. They use terracotta votive figures 
of horses and elephants to worship the sacred Tamarind tree (Tamarindus indica) (Figure. 8). 

It has been observed that the animal sacrifice for the honor of Baram Thaan takes place under Bamboo 
trees (Bambusa arundinacea). People build three knobs in front of Bamboo (Bambusa arundihacea) 
trees, with two opposed soil knobs for Baram Thaan and the middle knob for animal sacrifice. The 
Mahato caste of Hura block strongly worships a sacred grove in which Banyan tree (Ficusbenghalensis), 
Neem tree (Azadirachta indica), and Kuchla tree (Abrus precatorious), among other trees, are kept in the 
shape of a sacred forest. Sal tree (Shorea robusta) worship is the traditional ritual among Majhi castes, 
and in this way, they perpetuate their sacred grove heritage in many parts of West Bengal. Satyabati 
Majhi, a native of the Bundwan block, claims, “We preserve our sacred grove tradition by worshipping a 
clump of Sal trees. Kurdatala is the name given to these sacred groves.People keep terracotta votive figures of 
horses and elephants in the sacred Sal grove”. The Bagdi caste maintains the perception of sacred groves 
in their culture through the worship of sacred trees such as Banyan (Ficus benghalensis), Dead Palm 
(Phoenix sylvestris), Peepal (Ficus religiosa), Sheora (Streblus asper), etc. The Bagdi caste worships a 
Banyan (Ficus benghalensis) tree alongside the goddess Kali, and sacred groves protect a wide variety of 
plant and animal species that are important for food, medicine, and other uses (Figure.9).

Despite increasing challenges, sacred groves provide refuge for various plant and animal species that 
would otherwise perish in other parts of the surrounding ecosystem in the study region. According 
to Satamoni Hansda, one of the villagers of Delang village of Puncha block claims that they used to 
sleep close below the ledge of the hill. The sweeping hills instilled in them hope and confidence. When 
natural disasters happen, they turn to the Hill deity for food. They sincerely admire several hills, notably 
Maguriya Dungi near their village (Figure 10). The concept of sacred grove has impacted tree worship, 
forestland worship, and other types of prayer. Table 5 depicts the usage of trees in sacred grove as cultural 
traditions of the ethnic people of study area.

The ethnic communities of the studied area are very interested in sacred groves maintenance and 
consider environmental protection as a sacred duty. Since the start of humanity, forests and folk people, 
particularly ethnic communities, have had a long and symbiotic relationship. For religious reasons, ethnic 
people have long conserved forest parts, worshipping forest deities and preserving a strong relationship with 
nature. The vegetation in the woodlands preserved due to such religious beliefs is diverse. Sacred groves are 
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cherished in ethnic societies for various religious purposes and play an important role in social and cultural 
activities. Several kinds of plants has been conserved in the sacred groves of the study area (Table.6)

Sacred groves are important for preserving ecological balance. It is necessary for the preservation of 
both vegetation and animals. Several mammals, birds, reptiles, and insects rely on these sacred grove 
trees. In the study area the faunas found in the sacred groves are divided into two groups: those that 
live in the groves, such as snakes, frogs, lizards, and other lower groups of organisms and higher groups 
of fauna that nest and den there, and those who visit the grove for food, shelter, and so on (Figure.11). 
Several faunas were observed during the investigation, which is listed below (Table.7). Sacred Groves are 
significant in terms of environmental conservation because they allow for the appropriate cultivation of 
both the hydrological and ecological cycles (Figure. 12).

Environmental preservation and conservation through religious activities

It has been observed that the ethnic populations of the study area revere their natural resources and 
nature. Khitesh Mahato, a key informant from the Baghmundi block, believes the sacred forests are 
linked to their deities. They celebrate Salai, Karam, Baha, Gramdevata, and other festivals (Figure 13). 
The Salai celebration is conducted during the Sal tree’s blossoming season. The Santal community in 
the studied villages is known to worship the goddess Kali within the forest. They say the Goddess Kali 
lives in the sacred grove’s embedded leaves. Karam is a harvest festival for Santal. This festival is associated 
with a fertility cult. They regard the Karam tree (Nauclea Parvifolia) as sacred and never destroy it. 
During this festival, people worship trees as a source of income and pray to Mother Nature to preserve 
their farmlands as lush and plentiful. Bulls and cows are worshipped during Kali Puja in Badhna Parab. 
This event commemorates the arrival of Shashya Devi (Goddess of grains).The particular devotion 
of buffaloes and cows demonstrates the fertility of primordial civilization. Festivals complement 
appropriate tunes and dances, which follow a seasonal cycle. One of these cycles culminates around the 
middle of January with the Tusu parab in Pous Sankranti, with crop harvesting beginning with Karam 
and Jawa (seed-sprouting) parab (festival). During the study, it was observed that the Gram Devata 
plays an important role in each community. It comprises several local gods, goddesses and village spirits. 
Their residing places are always accompanied by terracotta horses, elephants and snakes of varying 
sizes. Dharma Thakur has also been worshipped at many sacred groves. It is a Hindu God revered by 
people in West Bengal’s historic Rarh region as one of their distinct village Gods. He is symbolized by 
a shapeless stone daubed with vermilion, normally put under a tree or in the open air and sometimes 
housed in a temple. Dharma Thakur is mostly worshipped by the Bauri, Bagdi, Hari, Dom, and other 
castes. They revered Dharam Thakur as their village deity. They believe Dharma Thakur is generous 
enough to bring about rain and aridity. Every clan member of the Santal and Lodha community must 
pay reverence to their totems at Dharma puja. The Banyan tree has been kept for Manasa (local goddess) 
worship in several communities in the studied area. The cultivation year in the study region begins in 
the autumn of the previous winter. The first day of the Magh month (known as Akhain Jatra or Hal 
Punhya) marks the start of the ploughing season. The farmers plough two and a half rings of their 
agricultural area to represent the sunny morning. This day is also seen to be a symbol of good fortune. 
The Salai celebration is held at the blossoming Sal tree. It is customary to worship Kali among the Santal 
community’s grove of trees. The interwoven trees of this sacred forest, they think, are the dwelling of the 
Goddess Kali. Sarhul festival honors the local deity, who is thought to protect the tribes. They cannot 
be secure and prosperous unless the deities of their community approve of them. The festival is popular 
because of its lively atmosphere. The region is charged with dance and singing and food and drink. It 
is celebrated in the spring season when the growing Sal becomes greener and the Sal trees blossom with 
their flower known as Shalony or Salai. Sarhul’s symbol is this flower. This flower is used to worship the 
village deities. The Salai, which represents friendliness and brotherhood, is distributed by priests of the 
ethnic communities in every village residence. The Prasad (offering) of this event is known as Hadia 
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or Diang, sacred country liquor made of stale rice. Men and women become engrossed and overcome 
with ecstasy. Badhna is a festival that takes place during Kali Puja. This celebration commemorates the 
completion of rigorous agricultural labour with animals utilised in farming. The festival is also known 
by various other names, including Sohorai, Badhna, and Gohail puja, to mention a few. This event, 
like all regional celebrations, is deeply rooted in agriculture. Animals utilized in farming, such as cows 
and buffalo, take centre stage at the event. These domestic animals are constantly treated with great 
care and fed specially prepared diets. During this occasion, bulls and cows are worshipped. This festival 
commemorates the arrival of Shashya Devi (Goddess of grains). Agricultural animals are worshipped 
at the Badhna parab. The animals are attached to a wooden pole by a thick, sturdy rope embedded 
in the ground. The animal fastening is the most exciting and important aspect of this parab. The act 
of fastening has an ancient significance to human civilization; this clasp is locally called gorukhunta 
(when securing a bull) or karakhunta (when fastening a cow). The Sanskrit term bandana (worship) 
or Bandhan (association), which appears to be the derivation of the word Badhna, literally means ‘to 
fasten.’ This fastening is an important aspect of the celebration. Another important and practical aspect 
of the event is the repairing of the mud buildings, which is intimately related to the mythology behind 
the celebration of Badhnaparab. According to the villagers of Balarampur block, 

Lord Shiva used to provide sustenance for a long time during the ancient period, when human 
civilization was in its early stages. When the population of humankind increased, He urged them 
to cultivate their food. People manufactured their food throughout this time, but they soon learned 
that farming was too difficult, so they asked Him for help. Then Lord Shiva gave them some 
livestock on the condition that they take care of them. The interaction between people and animals 
was initially positive, but it deteriorated with time, and the animals were subjected to abuse. When 
the animals were unable to bear the amount of anguish given by men, they complained to Lord 
Shiva, who secretly planned to visit the earth on the new moon in the month of Kartik to assess 
the animals’ health. When Narada informed the humans of this news, the wise men cleaned the 
courtyard, homes, and cowsheds. This is the time of year when residents in the area repair and 
renovate their mud houses made of various soils. Two to three layers of different soils are placed 
on the wall, and the walls are finally colored with natural colors extracted directly from natural 
elements. The courtyard and walls are painted with a unique type of artwork to this occasion. 
Men begin cleaning their animals and applying oil and vermilion on their horns and foreheads 
before the day of Amavasya (new moon) and providing adequate grass and Diya (an oil lamp 
made from clay) in the dwelling site for the animals during the night. Lord Shiva noticed men 
worshipping animals with various offerings and sacrifices the day after the new moon. The next 
day, animals and humans played together, accompanied by various musical instruments and 
Ahira melodies. As a result, the complaint against men could not be proven. The same claim was 
made the next year, and the same protocol was followed; thus, the Badhna Parab tradition lives on”. 

Tusu, also known as the harvest festival, is the most prominent winter holiday and is held on the last 
day of the month of Poush. It is also open to unmarried females. Tusu is very outstanding with grace 
and elegance, which may fulfill their want. Though there is no history to this celebration, there is some 
ritual custom, and it has a huge bank of sparkling songs full of vitality and taste. These songs depict 
the stories and experiences of people who make a living. It is so powerful that one can see the simple 
impression in the innocent inhabitants of this land. For a month, they (unmarried ladies) worship the 
kulungi in their dwellings, on altars, and in alpona-decorated wall niches (designs painted on walls and 
floors with a semi-liquid paste made of soaked rice) (Figure 14). Tusu’s immersion vehicle is known 
as choudal or choural. The choudal is similar to the tazia but smaller and made of jute sticks. All of 
the worship materials are placed within the choudal and then carried in procession to be submerged 
in a river, pond, or other body of water. This choural represents the sun. Tusu also has scientific value 
since the ancient people were able to connect the sun’s movement with agriculture and worshipped 
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Tusu to honor the sun’s power in agriculture. The Jawaparab (festival) is held in the Bengali month 
of Bhadra (mid-August to mid-September).Celebration of Jawais an indigenous practice to test the 
germination capacity of the seeds before they are sown in the land. Unmarried girls celebrate this festival 
eleven days before another local festival known as Karam. Girls plant various seeds in bamboo baskets; 
sand, soil, turmeric powder, oil, and other materials are placed in the bucket, which is locally known as 
Tupa. Planters of this Jawa/Jawapata have several social norms, practices, and ceremonies. There are 
six sorts of Jawa, each with its purpose Karampuja comes after Jawa Parab. Karam is Santal’s harvest 
celebration. Two branches of the esteemed Karam plant are embedded in the region. This festival bears 
an indication of a fertility cult. Because the Karam tree is considered sacred, people never destroy it. 
During this event, people worship trees as a source of livelihood, and they pray to Mother Nature to 
keep their farmlands green and assure a plentiful harvest. Throughout the year, the Santals celebrate 
various festivals such as Baha (flower festival), Iri Gundli Manwai (offering of the first fruits of millet 
crops), Erosim (celebrated before sowing the seeds in the field), Hariarsim (celebrated at the time of 
emitting seedling), Sohrai( harvest festival). The main event among the ethnic groupings is the worship 
of the Sal tree. As various spiritual practices focus primarily on plants and animals, forests and forest 
products play an important role. In the study area Santals observe Baha to ensure harvest prosperity. 
Kheria people worship the Tamarind tree (Tamarindus indica) with terracotta votive horses The Lodha 
community mostly observes Baram. Baram is a tutelary and powerful deity revered as an essential deity 
of sacred groves. Baram lives in either a Sal or a Neem tree. Lodhas worship their God in the Baram 
Thaan, located beneath a bamboo tree (Bambusaarundihacea). The Santal community in Ambika 
Nagar and Sindri worships Baram under the Sal tree, which is known as Bara Thaan. They continue 
to worship a sacred grove where old Banyan trees and Neem trees are preserved. People are observed 
worshipping Marang Buru under the Pakur tree (Ficu sreligiosa) in the sacred grove, where they 
have placed the promised horses (Table 8). During the worship at a certain location within the forest, 
terracotta votive figure of horses and elephants are used as offerings. They believe that all of these sacred 
places are necessary for human prosperity. The celebration of ancient rites and festivals contributes 
to plant protection. Because the ethnic populations of the studied region cherish each plant they use 
during festivals, they also adhere to traditional conservation methods. From a ceremonial standpoint, 
the value assigned to plants plays an important role in safeguarding and conserving plant species. At the 
study area, the ethnic communities’ rituals and practices through festivals unmistakably emphasized 
their rightful connection to forest species and conservation. In this manner, ecological sustainability is 
depicted in the flow diagram below (Figure. 15).

At the study region forests and forest deities are essential in various spiritual activities, with a focus on 
flora and animal. The ethnic communities of this area are well-known for their rituals and festivals, and 
their trust in them pervades their daily life. Plant preservation is substantially aided by commemorating 
local rites and festivals. Ecological protection and conservation have thus been achieved. Many medicinal 
plants, including Neem tree (Azadirachta indica), Tulsi plant (Ocimum sanctum), Methi plant 
(Trigonella foenum-graecum), Khejur Tree (Phoenix sylvestris), Dhatura plant (Dhatura stramonium), 
Ajwain plant (Thymus vulgaris), and Peepal tree (Ficus religiosa), are worshipped by ethnic communities 
during the festivals (Table 8). They use these medicinal plants to cure from the disease (Table 9) but they 
collect these plants from other parts of the forest not from the sacred groves. According to Rajesh Lakra, 
one of the key onformants of Manbazar – I block, “We collect these plants from the local hillocks not from 
the area which we are protecting through our beliefs and practices. We pay respect to those areas. We also tell 
our young generations about it. They are aware about it”.

Observation
Over the years, folk traditions have played an important role in analyzing a wide range of crucial 

socio-ecological challenges. People also relied on biodiversity to keep them safe from environmental 
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change and irregularity. As seen in this study, the ethnic people of the Purulia district have observed 
several institutions of belief, such as totems, taboos, rites, and sacred forests and practices such as 
rituals and festivals, to promote sustainable use of the environment. Because all animals are vulnerable 
to them, they perform a particular role in animal cruelty that necessitates moral attention. The socio-
cultural and environmental significance of sacred groves and folk beliefs should not be underestimated. 
There is a significant need for reclamation and the board of these traditional values and customs to 
sustain a sound biological system. The significance of these adaptive approaches will be enhanced by a 
logical comprehension of the concordance and concurrence of widely different vegetation, which will 
be crucial in preparing techniques for their regeneration and the board for the support of absolute 
environmental parity. The fundamental and primary measure required reviving such indigenous 
knowledge, values, and activities among the young generation are to raise awareness of the importance 
of folk beliefs. To preserve traditional ideas, benefit-sharing among ethnic group members should be 
developed. Environmental awareness should be raised among ethnic communities and the broader 
public. A series of lectures, conferences, forums, and other activities might be arranged regularly to 
promote information retention. Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) must participate in the 
sacred groves’ preservation initiatives.
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Images
Figure 1: Location Map of the Study Area
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Figure 2. Different kinds of institutions of folk belief.

Figure 3: Ethnic people with tattoos on their bodies at the study area.
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Figure 4 Totemic Clan & association with nature

Figure 5 Totem belongs from Flora and Fauna.

Figure. 6 :Jaher Than of Santals in Puncha Block.
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Figure 7 Plant species are preserved in the sacred groves of studied region. (a) Akar (Aquillariamalaccensis), (b) Sal 
(Shorearobusta), (c) Khejur (Phoenix sylvestris), (d) Palash (Buteamonosperma), (e) Simul (Bombaxindica).

 Figure.8: Votive figures of horses and elephants to worship the sacred Tamarind Tree.
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Figure.9: Worship under the Banyan tree.

Figure 10: Maguriya Dungi, Puncha Block, Purulia.

Figure 11: Animal species are preserved in the sacred groves of studied region. (a) Gray Langur (Presbytis entellus), (b)  Indian 
pangolin (Manis crassicaudata), (c) Indian crested porcupine (Hystrix indica), (d) Oriental garden lizard (Calotes versicolor).
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Figure. 12. Ecological significance of Sacred Groves.

Figure 13 (a) Worship of Gramdevata, (b) & (b-1) Baha celebration, (c) & (c-1) Celebration of Karam 
festival.
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Figure 14: Designs painted on the wall (alpona) with a semi-liquid paste made of soaked rice.

Figure.15. Flow Diagram of Ecological Sustainability
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Tables
Table- 1: Name of the blocks and number of villages under study

SL No. Name of block No of Villages Persons participated Age group
1 Arsha 5 26 40- 62
2 Baghmundi 10 54 45-65
3 Balarampur 4 16 40-65
4 Barabazar 4 18 35-60
5 Bundwan 8 29 38-62
6 Hura 2 9 45-65
7 Jhalda- I 10 33 35-60
8 Jhalda- II 9 22 40-60
9 Joypur 3 11 45-60

10 Kashipur 6 24 39-62
11 Manbazar- I 5 21 40-63
12 Manbazar- II 7 27 47-60
13 Neturia 2 13 39-55
14 Para 6 23 35-65
15 Puncha 3 14 45-59
16 Purulia- I 8 31 38-58
17 Purulia- II 4 19 40-56
18 Raghunathpur- I 11 45 43-61
19 Raghunathpur- II 8 26 40-65
20 Santuri 6 24 39-58

Total 121 485
Table- 2: Number of key informants involved in the study

Name of block No of key informants Age group
Arsha 3 51- 62

Baghmundi 5 47-60
Balarampur 4 49-57

Barabazar 5 46-60
Bundwan 3 48-57

Hura 2 45-55
Jhalda- I 5 55-62
Jhalda- II 3 47-59

Joypur 2 46-53
Kashipur 5 49-62

Manbazar- I 3 56-65
Manbazar- II 4 47-60

Neturia 3 49-55
Para 4 55-60

Puncha 5 46-53
Purulia- I 3 48-58
Purulia- II 6 50-56

Raghunathpur- I 8 49-61
Raghunathpur- II 4 50-65

Santuri 3 49-58
Total 80
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Table3: The sign & particulars of the totem clan

Clans Sign Particulars
Hansda U Hansuli (Crescent Necklace)

Hembram Ankshi (A pole with a hook fixed to one of its ends)

Murmu Long Ladder

Mandi Arrow

Kisku Stick

Baskey Hoe

Besra F Dhera
Tudu Cross (Dhera mark on the round)

Table 4 Totem names associated with ethnic communities

Tribal Community Clan Name Totemic Objects Biological Name

Santal

Besra Hawk (Bird) Buteo

Hansda A wild Goose (Bird) Branta canadensis

Hembrom Betel Nut (Plant) Areca catechu

Murmur Nilgai (Animal) Boselaphus tragocamelus

Mandi Sabai Grass (Plant) Eulaliopsis binate

Kisku Maina (Bird) Acridotheres tristis
Chore Lizard (Reptiles) Lacertilia

Pauria Pigeon (Bird) Columbidae

Bedia Wild Buffalo (Animal) Bubalus arnee

Lodha

Kotal Grasshopper (Insect) Schistocerca gregaria

Bugta, Bhakta Chikaalu(Yam) Dioscorea villosa
MallikMakar Shark (Sea Monster) Selachimorpha

Digar Porpoise (Marine Mammals) Phocoenidae

Paramanik Manik (Bird) Ardea purpurea

Laik, Layek, Nayek Sal fish (Fish) Channa marulius

Dandapat or Bag Tiger (Animal) Panthera tigris

Ari or Ahari Chanda Fish (Fish) Parambassis ranga
Bhuiya, Bhunia Sal Fish (Fish) Channa marulius

Kheria

Gulgu Sal fish (Fish) Channa marulius

Jaru Rat (Mammal) Rattus rattus

Kurkut Red Ant (Insect) Solenopsis invicta

Tesa Bird Aves



Biswas S., Bain W. K. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 18, n. 1 (2022) 335-358356

Table 5. Sacred grove of Purulia district and their uses

Name of the Sacred Groves in 
Purulia district Tradition Local Name Biological Name

Bagra Than, (Manbazar)

Maguria Baba Bara Pahar,

Hura, Manasha Than, 

Balarampur, Naktitala, Baghmundi
Beliefs as a spiritual 

tree

Tulsi Ocimum sanctum
Deodar Cedrus deodara

Nim Azadirachta indica
Bail Aegle marmelos

Peepal Ficus religiosa
Simul Bombax indica

Sal Shorea robusta
Palash Butea monosperma
Akar Aquillaria malaccensis
Amla Emblica officinalis

Khejur Phoenix sylvestris

Used in ritual

Banana Musa paradisica
Mango Mangifera indica
Kush Desmostachya bipinnate

Table. 6: List of trees conservation in sacred groves at study area

Name of the Tree Scientific Name No. of Trees
Tulsi Ocimum sanctum 17

Deodar Cedrus deodara 10
Nim Azadirachta indica 37
Bail Aegle marmelos 25

Peepal Ficus religiosa 10
Simul Bombax indica 11

Sal Shorea robusta 18
Palash Butea monosperma 33
Akar Aquillaria malaccensis 22
Amla Emblica officinalis 17

Khejur Ocimum sanctum 9
Banana Cedrus deodara 8
Mango Mangifera indica 19
Kush Aegle marmelos 7

Total trees conserved 213
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Table.7 List of Fauna conserved in sacred groves

Fauna Name Scientific Name

Insects Ant Camponotus compressus
Bee Apis cerana

Beetles Heterorrhina elegans
Bug Carausius morosus

Butterfly Melanitis phedima
Caterpillar Xanthodes transversa
Cockroach Supella longipalpa

Flies Calliphora vomitoria
Grasshopper Patanga succincta

Termites Coptotermes heimi
Reptiles Earthworm Pheretima diffringens

Snail Neripteron violaceum
Snakes Naja naja

Animals Bat Myotis sodalis
 Indian pangolin Manis crassicaudata

Indian crested porcupine Hystrix indica
Garden lizard Calotes versicolor

Fox Vulpesvulpes
Frog Lithobates catesbeianus

Jungle Cat Felis chaus
Gray Langur Presbytis entellus

Rat Golunda ellioti
Squirrel Funambulus palmarum

Bird Crow Corvus culminatus
Koel Eudynamys scolopaceus
Owl Glaucidium cuculoides

Pigeon Spilopelia senegalensis
Roufus Woodpecker Micropternus brachyurus

Sparrow Passer Pyrrhonotus
Tailor Bird Orthotomus sutorius

Table.8 Trees in the sacred groves and their affiliated deities at the study area

Name of the trees 
Affiliated deityLocal Name Biological Name

Sal Shorea robusta Goddess Kali
Karam plant Nauclea parvifolia Local deity

Neem Azadirachta indica Baram
Bamboo Bambusaa rundihacea Local deity
Banyan Ficus benghalensis Manasa
Pakur Ficus religiosa Marang Buru

Tamarind Tamarindus indica Local deity
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Table. 9: Medicinal plants of Purulia district and their uses

Name of the Medicinal Plants
Used for diseasesLocal Name Biological Name

Nim Azadirachtaindica Skin diseases
Tulsi Ocimum sanctum Antiallergic
Methi Trigonellafoenum Diabetes
Khejur Phoenix sylvestris Diarrhea

Dhatura Dhaturastramonium Asthma
Ajwain Thymus vulgaris Antiseptic
Peepal Ficus religiosa Constipation


