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This research examines how the Juang tribe of Keonjhar, Odisha, has shifted from an 
environmentally conscious way of life – gathering forest products without cutting trees, such 
as through the swidden farming method known as podu – to relying on wage labor, typically 
working for employers in exchange for payment. Traditionally, the Juang depended on four 
sources of food: cultivation, hunting, fishing, and gathering, providing for their families through 
these means. As the forests around Keonjhar were cleared, access to these food sources diminished. 
This study uses quantitative and qualitative data to assess the impact of these changes on the 
Juang and the resulting transformation of their economy. Increased cash income from wage labor, 
expanded market opportunities, and government assistance programs have led to reduced food 
security, altered consumption patterns, and a decline in indigenous ecological knowledge. The 
research also documents changes in sociocultural relations, including shifts in women’s family 
roles and the declining importance of traditional exchange systems. As the Juang become more 
dependent on unstable income sources, their economic vulnerability increases. Therefore, as this 
transition continues, further research should aim to balance the opportunities and challenges it 
presents, with the goal of creating sustainable livelihoods.

Introduction
Many Indigenous and forest-dependent communities are experiencing significant changes in 

their traditional ways of doing business, shifting from a subsistence lifestyle based primarily on forest 
participation to a cash-based, market-driven economy (Vijayan et al., 2020; Bauer, 2022; Awazi, 2025; 
Rahman & Alam, 2016; Wale et al., 2022). Traditionally, these communities relied on shifting agriculture, 
collecting forest goods, hunting, and systems of exchange among kin groups, which provided a degree of 
self-sufficiency with minimal connection to external market forces (Chanu et al., 2023; Shimrah, 2017; 
Shifting Cultivation, 2007; Nulkar, 2024). As these communities become more integrated into the cash 
economy through employment, the sale of forest goods, and government development interventions, 
they are transitioning to cash-based employment (Yu et al., 2024; Dushkova & Ivlieva, 2024). This 
shift affects how families earn income, consume products, use resources, and interact with one another. 
Changes in resource use and employment are important areas of research in contemporary Indigenous 
economic studies (Choithani et al., 2021; Sharma et al., 2024; Woodhill et al., 2022; Ma & Yin, 2024).
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The Juang tribe is one of 13 Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Groups (PVTGs) in the Indian state of 
Odisha, specifically in Keonjhar District. They mainly inhabit regions such as Bansapal, Harichandanpur, 
Telkoi, and Ghatgaon. Traditionally, they have been referred to as “hill cultivators” because of their 
reliance on agriculture in high-altitude areas, and as “forest-dependent communities” due to their 
dependence on forests. Historically, Juang households have used various methods to utilize natural 
resources, including shifting cultivation (podu), collection of Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFPs), 
small game hunting, barter, and other small-scale exchanges as their primary means of livelihood. Keonjhar 
District is endowed with a rich legacy of sal, siali, bamboo, and various minor forest products, which 
have provided the ecological foundation for the Juang’s subsistence economy for centuries. The Juang 
community’s economy was largely informal; most household production was based on self-sufficient, 
forest-based systems that met their lifetime needs. Consequently, the vast majority of resources used by 
Juang households were for domestic use rather than commercial exchange. In the late twentieth and early 
twenty-first centuries, mining, deforestation, land alienation, and increased state presence began to erode 
this previously insulated subsistence ecology. As forest access diminished and opportunities for shifting 
cultivation declined, reliance on wage labor, MGNREGA, mining employment, and sales of NTFPs 
increased. Changes in job opportunities, gender roles, household expenditures, youth aspirations, and 
consumption patterns have all accompanied shifts in lifestyle for the Juang community.

The significance of studying the economic transition experienced by the Juang people lies in 
demonstrating their gradual shift from reliance on forests to more commercially based and cash-dependent 
sources of income and livelihood. Understanding this transition is important not only for analyzing and 
evaluating issues related to the vulnerability of livelihoods, loss of resources due to displacement, and 
income instability, but also for assessing how economic reforms have affected the continuity of their 
culture and food security. As the Government of India has begun to implement specific programs and 
policies supporting the development of PVTGs (such as the Forest Rights Act, 2006; PM-JANMAN; 
and schemes like MGNREGA and the Odisha government’s PVTG Empowerment initiatives, which 
benefit households with disadvantaged members, including tribes in drought- and flood-prone areas), 
the economic structure and landscape of the Juang are rapidly changing. Although considerable work has 
been done by both the government and scholars to understand and assist with tribal development, little 
attention has been given to the micro-level transformation of Juang economic life. Most literature has 
focused on tribal identity, dependence on forests, or the role of welfare agencies in tribal development, 
with limited examination of the specific processes of transformation and their relation to larger forces 
affecting Juang society. Therefore, this research will contribute to the field of tribal economic anthropology 
by exploring the pace, pattern, and impacts of economic transformations among the Juang people.

Previous Research Work
An overview of the ecology and economic basis of many PVTGs relies on a shared understanding 

of seasonal patterns. Unlike conventional agricultural systems involving forests, homes, and livestock, 
the subsistence-based economies of PVTGs are distinctive. For example, PVTGs have developed their 
ways of living based on cultural backgrounds that influence their subsistence economy (Agarwal, 2018). 
Their subsistence economy depends on seasonal changes and various methods of obtaining food, such 
as hunting and gathering, as well as sources like wheat and bartering with tanned hides (Achmad et al., 
2022; Porcuna-Ferrer et al., 2023). They generally rely heavily on NTFPs for food, fuel, medicine, and 
trade (Mondo et al., 2024). Thus, the subsistence economy of many PVTGs is directly linked to their 
traditional use of trees. Ethnographic research on subsistence economies has identified major factors 
influencing their development, with one primary factor being the relationship between people and 
forest commons, which affects risk conditions by helping families survive extreme drought and famine. 
Therefore, in South Asia, unless explicitly stated in an ethnographic account, subsistence economy 
should not be equated with traditional agricultural or livestock production, or agricultural feed and 
fodder operations.
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The Juang tribe is a notable example of a western Odisha tribal community that has been extensively 
studied from cultural, historical, and health perspectives. Most earlier studies, especially those by Verrier 
Elwin in 1868, identify the Juang as Patua (literally “leaf people”) but also associate them with the 
Savara, suggesting they have a culturally distinctive identity from all other tribes of western Odisha. Their 
ancestral home is linked to the Gonasika hills, where the Baitarani River originates (Patnaik, 1986), 
demonstrating very close ties between the Juang people and the surrounding natural world. The Juang 
speak the Munda language; however, long-term interaction with Odia speakers has influenced the Juang 
language to some extent (SCSTRTI, 2016).

According to the Census of India (2011), about one hundred thousand Juangs live in the Indian 
states of Odisha and West Bengal. In general, the fate of the Juangs has been adversely affected by several 
demographic factors, including relatively high fertility, low infant mortality, and sex differences in 
infant mortality. Additionally, their health has been negatively impacted by severe poverty, inadequate 
sanitation, and limited access to health care incentives, according to health service research by Mohapatra 
et al. (2016, 2022). The Juangs also face nutritional problems, including both malnutrition and a rising 
number of overweight individuals, particularly women.

Changes in the availability of forest resources and the reduction of the Juangs’ reliance on traditional 
agricultural methods have led to changes in eating habits and a decline in food security and overall well-
being for the Juangs (SCSTRTI 2004). Although the total Juang population is expected to continue 
increasing steadily, the Juangs will remain severely affected by modernization and ongoing lack of access 
to education and health services. Additionally, the Juangs’ strong connection to their traditional cultural 
beliefs and practices is a significant part of their overall identity (Goswami 2012).

The literature on tribal economic transitions includes various theories related to this topic. These 
theories include livelihood theory, political ecology, and transition theory. The sustainable livelihoods 
theory highlights the relationship between assets (natural, human, social, physical, financial) and 
vulnerability contexts to explain changes in livelihood opportunities resulting from external shocks and 
political or management decisions. Critical Development Theory (Political Ecology Theory) examines 
the role of power and dispossession through resource reallocation and commodification, showing how 
most resource reallocations (such as mining, conservation, and state regulation) lead to different resource 
outcomes and, consequently, insecurity. Micro-labor market theories further explain push-pull factors 
influencing migration to temporary or permanent wage labor. Together, these theories demonstrate that 
transition is neither purely economic nor purely cultural; it is a contested process shaped by institutions, 
markets, and historical differences in wealth.

Numerous studies examine how different forms of forest governance (i.e., the ways forests are regulated) 
affect tribal people’s ability to access resources. For example, the implementation of the Forest Rights 
Act (FRA) has produced both positive and negative effects. A benefit of the FRA is that it grants tribal 
groups legal recognition, improving their tenure security (i.e., ownership rights over land) and livelihood 
opportunities. However, because of the procedures and delays involved in receiving recognition of rights 
under the FRA, many tribal groups are unable to fully enjoy these benefits. Furthermore, restrictions on 
forest access imposed by the state, industry, and conservation agencies force many tribal groups to rely 
on low-wage work (i.e., wage labor), which increases their risk of food insecurity. Additionally, multiple 
claims on land by the state, private industries, and conservation organizations often result in insufficient 
recognition and respect for customary tenure rights. This leads to increased dispossession (loss of land and 
resources) among tribal groups and ultimately links forest access regulations to growing socio-economic 
marginalization of these communities.

Area Under Study
The study area centers on Gonasika village, specifically the Juang Sahi hamlet in Keonjhar district 
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of Odisha (Figure 1). This area is notable for its proximity to the origin of the Baitarani River and its 
dense forests, which support the traditional livelihood of the Juang community. The residents continue 
to rely on forest resources, shifting cultivation (podu), and the collection of non-timber forest products 
(NTFPs). Meanwhile, improved access to roads, markets, and government schemes has introduced wage 
labor and cash-based activities. Therefore, Gonasika offers an ideal setting to examine the transition from 
a subsistence forest economy to a market-oriented livelihood system.

Hypotheses

•	 H1: The shift from subsistence-based forest living to cash-oriented livelihoods is influenced by 
government policies, labor market growth, and reduced access to forests.

•	 H2: The expansion of wage labor and additional income from markets has increased cash earnings 
but has not improved the long-term security or resilience of livelihoods.

•	 H3: The commercialization of NTFPs has increased cash flow but may expose gatherers to market 
fluctuations and exploitative pricing.

•	 H4: Growing dependence on cash income and reduced reliance on forest-based livelihoods have 
led to changing gender roles and altered norms within the Juang community.

•	 H5: Households with diversified or multiple sources of income (such as forest-based activities, 
wage labor, MGNREGA, and trade) are more economically stable than those relying on a single 
source of income.

Objectives

•	 To document the Juang community’s subsistence economy based on traditional uses and gathering 
of forest products.

•	 To investigate how the Juang economy is shifting from subsistence to cash-based livelihoods.
•	 To evaluate how this transition from a subsistence to a cash-based economy has affected the socio-

economic status of the Juang.

Methodology 
Using an interdisciplinary approach, this study examines how the Juang community of Keonjhar, 

Odisha, has shifted from a subsistence economy based on forests to one primarily based on cash. 
Both qualitative and quantitative methods were used to assess this transformation from a forest-based 
economy to cash-based livelihood activities. The study includes selected villages from multiple blocks, 
chosen according to criteria such as ecological conditions, access to resources, and the degree of market 
integration experienced. Figure 1 presents the methodology used to conduct the research in sequential 
order, beginning with the selection of the study area and ending with data analysis and interpretation.

Ethnographic methodologies were integrated throughout the research design. The qualitative methods 
of participant observation, focus group discussions (FGDs), and key informant interviews reveal cultural 
traditions, cultural heritage, and community perceptions, respectively. The quantitative methods consist 
of a structured household survey designed to measure household income sources, assets, expenditures, 
and dependence on non-timber forest products (NTFPs).

A purposive cluster sampling technique was used to select representatives from each socio-economic 
class and area, ensuring appropriate sample size representation and enabling comparisons within each 
socio-economic category. By combining both studies, the research improves the reliability and depth 
of its findings, providing a comprehensive assessment of the community’s economic transition and 
associated impacts.

Findings and Discussion
Forest-Based Subsistence Economy of the Juang
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The Juang tribe of Keonjhar relied on the forest for their livelihood, primarily through shifting 
cultivation, known as “podu,” to plant crops on small plots of forest land. They used the remaining forest 
to gather items such as fruits, roots, tubers, and other foodstuffs for daily use. The Juang also hunted small 
animals and birds and fished in nearby streams to supplement their nutrition.

The traditional economy of the Juang tribe in Keonjhar is based on the forest and the human-nature 
relationship, characterized by subsistence-oriented agriculture using shifting cultivation (“podu”). This 
agricultural cycle is practiced in one area for several seasons by clearing small plots of wooded land, then 
allowing them to revert to forest before moving to a new plot. Agricultural production is supplemented 
by a wide variety of forest products, including fruits, roots, tubers, leafy greens, mushrooms, honey, and 
other consumables, all of which are important to their diet and economic well-being. Hunting small 
animals and birds, as well as fishing in nearby streams, also provide additional sources of food for the 
Juang people.

Cash-Driven Economy of the Juang

The Juang people living in Keonjhar have experienced a fundamental shift in their economic structure, 
moving from a traditional system to a cash-based, market-driven economy over the decades. Several 
factors have contributed to this transition, including deforestation and its impact on the availability of 
forest products, forest policies restricting the use of forest resources, and the gradual decline of shifting 
cultivation as a sustainable farming method. Additionally, improved road infrastructure and increased 
interaction with non-Juang people within and outside their communities have facilitated access to local 
and regional markets for the Juang.

As a result, Juang households have increasingly diversified their livelihoods through wage labor (such 
as agricultural work for others and daily-wage construction jobs) and new economic activities that have 
emerged with the growth of industries like mining around Keonjhar. The collection of minor forest 
products, once limited to household use, has become a commercial activity through sales at local markets 
(local haats). Furthermore, the introduction of government development programs, welfare schemes, 
and access to formal education has raised awareness among the Juang of new economic opportunities, 
leading to greater reliance on cash for food grains, clothing, health care, education, and other goods that 
were previously produced within their communities.

The socio-cultural impact of this change has been significant. Economic relationships that were 
historically based on barter and reciprocity are diminishing, and individuals are increasingly participating 
in their own economic development. Consumption has shifted from traditional agricultural products 
to market-produced goods, reflecting a desire for better living conditions and modern conveniences. 
However, the cash-based economy has created challenges for the Juang people. Growing dependence on 
irregular wage labor and volatile market conditions has increased their economic vulnerability. As the use 
of forests for livelihood has declined, the Juang have lost much of their traditional ecological knowledge 
and practices related to forest use. Thus, while these changes have provided the Juang community with 
new opportunities to earn income and participate in the dominant economy, they have also introduced 
new forms of economic dependency, inequality, and social and economic instability.

Traditional Subsistence Economy

The Juang traditional way of life is based mainly on a subsistence economy with seasonal activities that 
rely heavily on the environment. The Juang have long practiced shifting cultivation to produce their food, 
as well as collecting non-timber forest products and utilizing various forest food resources. In addition, 
Juang society depended on an intricate network of seasonal patterns to determine the best time to 
collect each type of forest product, including roots, tubers, fruits, and honey. The traditional livelihood 
system enabled the Juang not only to sustain their families nutritionally but also to demonstrate their 
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deep understanding of the environment and their cultural connections to the forests by maintaining a 
balanced and sustainable existence.

Cash-Based Livelihood Shift 

Over the past few decades, the Juang people have increasingly moved away from subsistence-based 
livelihoods and begun relying on cash-earning opportunities. One of the most significant new sources 
of employment has been the growing number of Juang people working for wages, due to increased 
participation in agriculture, construction, and mining. Additionally, programs like MGNREGA have 
supported this shift by providing community-level wage work. While this new livelihood approach has 
helped reduce dependency on traditional practices, it has also created new forms of economic instability 
because wages are earned irregularly.

Market Integration and NTFP Commercialization 

The Juang economy has undergone significant changes in the integration of non-timber forest products 
(NTFPs) into the market. Previously, these products were primarily used for subsistence; however, 
there is now a growing trend toward commercial use within local markets and larger value chains. Juang 
collectors face disadvantages due to middlemen, the lack of proper pricing mechanisms, and the absence 
of value-adding facilities, resulting in low returns from selling these products. Although commercializing 
NTFPs provides new income opportunities for collectors, it has also introduced income instability due 
to their increased dependence on external market influences.

The Effects of Migration and Working in Industry

Migration and employment in industrial jobs have become more common among younger generations. 
An increasing number of Juang youth are choosing to work in the mining and industrial sectors, both 
within and outside Keonjhar, due to changing aspirations and greater exposure to economic and 
employment opportunities. However, industrial jobs are typically temporary, lack job security, and often 
expose workers to exploitation, resulting in unstable income and uncertainty about their livelihoods.

Gender and Household Economic Reorganization

The ongoing shift toward a cash-based economy is affecting gender roles within families and the 
overall organization of households. Women’s participation in income-generating activities has been 
steadily increasing. Wage labor and joining Self-Help Groups (SHGs) are two ways women contribute to 
family income. As women contribute more to family income, they have become increasingly involved in 
decision-making and financial management. However, there are still varying levels of control by women 
over family income and resources, indicating that changes in power dynamics within Juang households 
are ongoing.

Conclusion
This research demonstrates a significant change in the way the Juang people live. Instead of relying on 

the forest for food and shelter, they have shifted to a cash economy, supported by the sale of their goods 
and services in the marketplace. Although they still rely on traditional methods such as shifting agriculture 
and using non-timber forest products for food, a large portion of their livelihoods now depends on wage 
labor, participation in the marketplace, and working away from home. This shift has improved access to 
income, increased access to services, and provided opportunities to obtain new material goods that were 
previously unavailable to the Juang. However, the new economy has also introduced vulnerabilities, such 
as dependence on irregular wage work, exposure to market fluctuations, and reduced access to traditional 
forms of livelihood security.

This research indicates that the mixed results of the economic transition – including the development 
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of income-generating opportunities and social mobility, as well as the deterioration of traditional safety 
nets and increased economic uncertainty – are crucial for understanding the effects of this new policy 
on tribal development. An appropriate response to these issues should balance support for both the 
integration of tribes into the market and the continuation of traditional livelihood systems. In addition, 
policies must strengthen forest rights, improve the use of non-timber forest products (NTFPs), provide 
fair market access, and create alternative livelihoods for tribal people, including the Juang, that are both 
culturally acceptable and economically sustainable. Developing a comprehensive and equitable approach 
to tribal development will advance the inclusion and sustainability goals of developing countries.

Policy Recommendations

To achieve sustainable and inclusive development of the Juang community’s economy in Keonjhar 
District, a multi-faceted policy strategy is required. Developing and strengthening Non-Timber Forest 
Product (NTFP) value-added centers will increase income through further processing, storage, and 
improved marketability of forest products, as well as create fair, transparent pricing mechanisms to 
protect tribal collectors from exploitation by middlemen. Effective implementation of the Forest Rights 
Act is also critical to secure access to and rights over forest resources and habitat, thereby strengthening 
traditional livelihoods. Promoting skill-based livelihood diversification for Juang community members 
beyond unskilled wage labor is needed through training programs in handicrafts, agro-processing, and 
small-scale enterprises. Improving market access and establishing cooperative-based selling models will 
allow the Juang to negotiate better prices for their goods and reduce dependence on intermediaries. 
Finally, creating and supporting women-led Self-Help Groups (SHGs) with access to microcredit and 
digital banking literacy will significantly improve the Juang’s financial inclusion, entrepreneurship, and 
equitable, resilient livelihoods.

Limitations of the Study

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged to ensure academic rigor and 
transparency. The most significant limitation was the small sample size, which does not adequately 
represent the diversity and differences among the Juang people of Keonjhar. The timing of data collection 
also restricted the scope of the data, as many aspects of tribal livelihoods – such as forest resource use, 
agricultural practices, and income generation – vary significantly throughout the year. This seasonal 
variation may have limited the ability to draw meaningful conclusions from the results. Additionally, 
many areas where the Juang people live are remote and difficult to access, resulting in limited field coverage 
and significant logistical challenges for data collection. These limitations may have affected the depth and 
representativeness of the study; therefore, acknowledging them is essential for research credibility and to 
guide future, larger studies.
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