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The Mankirdia tribe in the Similipal Biosphere Region of Odisha relies on the forest for 
their livelihoods, particularly on the Siali creeper (Bauhinia vahlii) to support their sustainable 
way of life. The present study was conducted in the villages of Dengam panchayat in Khunta 
block of Mayurbhanj district. This study examines how the Siali creeper contributes to their 
sustainable lifestyle. The Siali creeper provides a strong fiber that the Mankirdia people use 
to make ropes, mats, baskets, and bags. Using Siali to make ropes not only generates income 
but is also an integral part of their community identity and traditions. Both men and women 
from the Mankirdia tribe participate in this work, using simple tools such as axes, knives, and 
bamboo carriers. The entire process, from collecting and shredding the bark to drying and 
twisting the fibers, demonstrates their skill and connection to nature. However, as forest reserves 
and access to natural resources have diminished, the Mankirdia tribe’s traditional way of life 
is under threat. This study shows that the Siali creeper plays a vital role in enabling sustainable 
living, preserving culture, and maintaining environmental integrity. The study concludes 
that protecting the rights of the Mankirdia tribe to access and use Siali is crucial for economic 
security and the preservation of indigenous knowledge for future generations in the region.

Introduction
According to the 2011 Census, 22.85% of Odisha’s population is tribal. Odisha has one of the 

largest tribal populations in India (third in total) and is also home to some of the widest variety of 
indigenous groups in the country. Of the 64 tribes in Odisha, 13 are classified as Particularly Vulnerable 
Tribal Groups (PVTGs). The Mankirdia tribe is a PVTG in Odisha, and their habitat rights in the 
Similipal Biosphere Reserve have been revoked under the Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional 
Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006. The Mankirdia mainly live in the districts 
of Mayurbhanj, Keonjhar, and Sundargarh, with a population of 2,222 (Census 2011) in Odisha. The 
Mankirdia are a semi-nomadic community who have traditionally lived in forests and are associated 
with the Birhor tribe. The term “Birhor” literally means “people of the forest,” with “Bir” referring to 
forest and “Hor” to people. They have been designated as a PVTG by the Government of India because 
of their small population, low literacy, and economically vulnerable position in society. The Mankirdia 
get their name from the Odia term “Mankada,” which means monkey, as they were once skilled at 
catching monkeys.
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The community primarily relies on the Siali (Bauhinia vahlii Wight & Arn) creeper to make ropes 
and baskets. The Siali creeper is an abundant natural resource around the Similipal forest. Currently, 
they are restricted from accessing non-timber forest products. The Mankirdia practiced animistic beliefs, 
worshipping nature and forest spirits before converting to Christianity. They also possess extensive ethno-
ecological knowledge. They live in small, dispersed habitations made from bamboo and leaves available 
in the forest. Siali is a climbing plant found mostly in Sal forests. This plant is widely found and used 
by tribal and rural communities in Odisha, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, and Jharkhand for various 
purposes. In Chhattisgarh, communities use its robust leaves as plates and bowls. In the Mayurbhanj 
district of Odisha, surrounding the Similipal Biosphere Reserve, tribal communities, especially the 
Mankirdia, harvest the creeper primarily to make rope. While there is a lack of comprehensive research 
into Siali leaves or their relationship with wildlife, some ethnographic development has taken place in 
collaboration with the Mankirdia people from the forager villages of the Similipal Biosphere Reserve 
(October 2024–March 2025), working to demonstrate that Siali creepers form a central part of their 
livelihood. This paper aims (a) to assess the broader implications of Siali plants for Mankirdia culture, life, 
and livelihood in selected villages in and around the Similipal Biosphere Reserve, and (b) to understand 
how recollecting and utilizing Siali promotes Siali plant regeneration.

Data collected through ethnographic methods shows that Mankirdia communities gather Siali 
creepers as raw material to make rope, mats, baskets, bags, and other craft items. There is traditional 
knowledge about how to collect, process, and construct goods from Siali. Since the Mankirdia population 
lives in the biosphere reserve and does not have extensive land for conventional subsistence agriculture, 
Siali offers some community members an opportunity to diversify their income. An examination of 
the economic situation of individuals using the Siali creeper indicates that this dependency helps them 
maintain their socio-economic and cultural lives. However, new restrictions on habitat rights, limitations 
on using the creeper as determined by the forest department, and increasing commercialization of the 
economy put their livelihoods at risk and raise concerns about the longevity of both individuals and 
the plant. In contrast, the return of Mankirdia people to their habitat and fibrous creeper plant species 
would enhance the longevity of local ecological knowledge, uphold cultural rights, and promote greater 
rural sustainability.

Literature review
Many scholars have studied the life and challenges of the Mankirdia tribe and other tribes in Odisha. 

Sahoo (2014) examined the Mankirdia tribe in Mayurbhanj district and reported that the pursuit of 
development has compelled many young tribe members to migrate seasonally to earn a living. This 
clearly indicates that livelihood pressures are changing their traditional lifestyle. Patra et al. (2023) also 
studied two villages, Dengam and Kendumundi, and found that government health care schemes have 
not improved the health status of the tribal people, even where health facilities exist, because the schemes 
were poorly implemented. Similarly, Turk, Patra, and Sarangi (2021) studied these villages and reported 
that the social structure of the Mankirdia tribe influences their health. Their association with the non-
tribal community has changed their traditional way of life, reflecting social and cultural changes among 
the Mankirdias. More broadly, Sahoo and Dubey (2018) discussed the obstacles to implementing 
livelihood programs under the Forest Rights Act (FRA), 2006. They suggested that although the Act 
recognizes individual and community rights over forest land, many obstacles to implementation remain.

Jana and Ghosh (2015) assert that districts with tribal populations in Odisha are experiencing multiple 
forms of poverty simultaneously. They indicate that access to food, drinking water, and sanitation is 
an important way to improve social and economic conditions. Ghosh and Ghosal (2021) examined 
tribal households in the Himalayan region of West Bengal and found that the determinants of tribal 
well-being are shaped by variations in income, culture, education, health, and changing livelihoods. 
Tripathi (2016) added that tribal rights to forest lands and resources have been restricted by historical 
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forest laws. Islam et al. (2015) note that Indigenous people rely on forests for their livelihoods, and 
forest resources play an important role in daily life and traditions. Overall, scholars illustrate that the 
Mankirdia and other tribal groups struggle with their livelihoods, health, and rights while adapting to 
social and environmental changes in modern times.

Methodology 
The study was conducted using a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods. Primary data 

were collected through anthropological research techniques, including individual household surveys, 
focus group discussions, and individual interviews. The findings are based on primary data collected 
from a total of 63 Mankirdia households.

Study Area 
The study was conducted in Dengam village (Fig. 01), Khunta block (21.71°N, 86.63°W), located in 

Mayurbhanj district, Odisha. The study focused on the Mankirdia tribe, which is considered the most 
vulnerable tribe and is one of the PVTG groups in Odisha. This tribe primarily inhabits the central part 
of the Simlipal Reserve biosphere forest area, and their livelihood practices are entirely dependent on 
forest resources.

In the study area, most people still depend on the forest for their livelihood. Traditionally, they 
survived by hunting, gathering, and making ropes from the Siali creeper, as well as collecting honey, 
tendu leaves, and sal seeds. They lived in temporary leaf-and-bamboo huts, practiced animistic beliefs, 
and had minimal contact with the outside world. Their lives revolved around the forest, which served 
as their home, resource base, and spiritual space. Now, many Mankirdia have been settled in permanent 
villages through government schemes, though they still rely heavily on the forest for their livelihood. They 
continue traditional activities such as rope making, but also work as daily wage and agricultural laborers 
during the agricultural season. Both men and women participate in rope making, mat weaving, and other 
forest crafts for both market and personal use. They still have limited access to education, health care, 
and markets. They also face new challenges, such as restricted forest access due to wildlife protection 
laws, societal marginalization, limited services, and cultural erosion. Despite these changes, the Mankirdia 
continue to strive to maintain their identity and traditions while gradually adapting to the modern world.

The Mankirdia depend on Siali fiber, which is obtained by weaving together the fibrous bark of the 
Siali creeper, a forest plant. This natural fiber is strong, and the Mankirdia use it to make ropes, their 
main source of income. Rope made from Siali fiber is used at home for many purposes: securing loads, 
securing homes, making baskets, and trapping animals for food. Rope making is a traditional activity, and 
the associated knowledge has been passed down through generations. Rope making is important to their 
culture. The Siali creeper is a non-timber forest product, allowing for sustainable use of the forest and 
aligning with their eco-harmonious way of life. Unfortunately, access to the forest has become more limited 
due to the growing influence of middlemen and the decline in traditional practices as youth move away, 
resulting in decreased use of Siali fiber. Despite these challenges, Siali rope making remains an indicator 
of their identity and demonstrates their resilience and connection to a healthy forest ecosystem. Social 
changes, urbanization, modern development policies, and forest protection policies are also significantly 
altering their way of life. Many people are leaving the community to become laborers and earn money.

Process
The Mankirdia tribe uses the Siali creeper, a robust, fibrous natural plant, to construct durable ropes. 

They earn their livelihood from this ancient skill, which is also an important part of their cultural heritage.

The Mankirdia tribe makes strong ropes using the Siali creeper, a natural, leathery vine that grows in 
the forest. Selling handmade rope is the tribe’s main source of income and a significant aspect of their 
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cultural practices. The rope-making process begins with stripping the Siali creeper for its bark (Fig. 02). 
Men and women from the tribe go together into the forest to identify a suitable Siali creeper based on 
its size and length. They then cut the creeper with axes and small knives and strip away the outer bark.

The second step in processing the Siali creeper is harvesting the fiber (Fig. 03). At this stage, the outer 
bark layer is removed, and this process leads directly to the next step, stripping the bark (Fig. 04). As in 
the previous step, men and women sometimes work together to strip the useful inner fiber from the 
bark using a large axe. Once the fiber is separated from the outer bark, it is placed in a two-sided bahungi 
(bamboo carrier) for transport back home, with one end resting on the person’s shoulder. The women 
carry the creeper on their heads.

When they reach home, either on the same day or the day after, they begin the cleaning and drying 
process (fig. 05). They leave the fibers on the ground in the sun for one to two days, typically on the 
road in front of their house, to dry and become strong enough to continue. They also dry the fibers on 
the roof of their house. Once dry, the fibers undergo one last step: twisting and weaving (fig. 06). The 
dry fiber is twisted by hand into long strands of rope, which are then woven into the final product. The 
Mankirdia women and men take pride in their traditional work, seeing it as a way to make a living and 
connect with nature. Every rope made tells a story of skill, patience, and cultural knowledge passed 
down from generation to generation.

The process of rope making is shown below:
	‒ Step 1: Identify mature siali creepers based on their thickness and length.
	‒ Step 2: Cut off the outer layer of the bark using an axe and carefully peel off the bark.
	‒ Step 3: After cutting, strip off the outer layer of the bark using the same axe.
	‒ Step 4: Clean and dry the fiber under the sun for a day or two.
	‒ Step 5: After drying, twist the fibers into threads, then braid the threads together to form the rope.

Discussion and Conclusion
The Mankirdia tribe of Similipal depends on the Siali creeper as both an economic resource and a 

foundation of cultural self-reliance. Rope making from Siali is a longstanding tradition that continues 
to support their economy, even as new challenges arise. The Mankirdia possess a deep knowledge of 
the forest and harvest the creeper in ways that promote its regeneration for future use. However, recent 
forest policies and efforts to protect wildlife from human interaction, now reinforced by changing social 
norms, have created obstacles for their livelihood and traditional way of life. The tribe has lost income 
and means of subsistence due to restricted forest access and market exploitation by intermediaries. 
Despite these challenges, the Mankirdia continue to work with dedication, maintaining and enhancing 
their traditional practices. The vibrant culture of the Mankirdia exemplifies the importance of securing 
rights to access and harvest forest products like Siali, which are essential for preserving both their culture 
and the ecosystem. Promoting indigenous knowledge could provide a framework for addressing issues 
of livelihood, cultural preservation, and sustainability in tribal communities.
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Fig. 1 -  Study area Map
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Fig. 2 -  Collection of the bark Fig. 3 -  Harvesting the fiber

Fig 04: Stripping the bark Fig 05: Cleaning and drying

Fig 06: Twisting the fibers and braiding into rope


