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Identity, Conversion, This study presents a critical ethnographic exploration of the ongoing cultural and religions
Mankirdia, Christianity, transformation among the Mankirdias, a Particularly Vilnerable Tribal Group (PVTG)
PVTG living in the rolling hills of Similipal forests in Mayurbhanj district, Odisha. Traditionally

semi-nomadic, the Mankirdias are widely known for their expertise in trapping monkeys, an
occupation reflected in their name, which is derived from the Odia word mankada (monkey).
Besides Mayurbhanj, they also inhabit in Sambalpur, Sundergarh, Keonjhar, Balasore, and
other nearby districts. The villages of Ambadali, Mahalibasa, Uthanisahi, and Kendumundi,
which have sizable Mankirdia populations, were selected for fieldwork. The study examines
how the community’s social identity, beliefs, and daily life have been affected by conversion to
Christianity. Information was collected from local priests, elders, and community members using
anthropological methods such as focus group discussions, informal interviews, case studies, and
participant observation. Findings indicate that conversion often occurs during times of illness or
perceived danger, prompting a revisiting of identity within the community. Overall, conversion

is viewed as a social and spiritual reovientation that alters beliefs, transforming notions of purity,
morality, and collective identity.

Introduction

In social science, particularly in anthropology, identity as a conceptual framework is rarely viewed as
a fixed trait; instead, it is understood as a dynamic process. The paradox of identity, rooted in the Latin
term “idem,” implies both sameness and difference (Mokri, 2024). The concept of identity, researched
extensively in the 1980s, refers to the dynamic and varied ways individuals and groups develop their sense
of self within different cultural, social, and political contexts. Cultural identities are shaped by several
factors, such as race, ethnicity, gender, and class, among others. The real locus of these factors, however, is
the notion of difference. The question of difference is emotive. We often hear about differences between
‘us’ and ‘them, friend and foe, belonging and not belonging, in-groups and out-groups, which define ‘us’
in relation to others. From this, we form ideas about communities and can even imagine them (Clarke,
2008). Indigenous identity is a complex and often controversial topic. There is little agreement on what
precisely constitutes indigenous identity, how to assess it, or who truly possesses it. Indeed, there is not
consensus on appropriate terms.

The topic of indigenous identity opens a Pandora’s box of possibilities, and attempting to address
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them all would do justice to none (Weaver, 2001). Homi Kharshedji Bhaba (1994), a prominent post-
colonial critic known for his concept of ‘hybridity, describes the blending of cultures during colonial
encounters, which created new “in-between” identities. This illustrates how Mankirdia identity is in
transition, highlighting the ‘third space’ they inhabit. They constantly oscillate between integrating
traditional forest-based practices and knowledge with the demands of contemporary wage labor,
resulting in a dual identity that is neither fully traditional nor entirely modernized. The transformation
of tribal lifestyles due to development prioritizes profit over people. Globalization imposes significant
social and economic burdens, introducing mass media and spreading consumerist culture. It marginalizes
the poor and erodes indigenous identity. This market-driven economy has particularly affected tribal
communities and women. Traditional craftsmanship is being replaced by cheap, mass-produced foreign
imitations, leading to the loss of both livelihood and heritage. As a result, many tribal groups are being
lured into adopting superficial, globalized values that do not serve their interests, and the Mankirdias are
no exception.

Area and the People

The current research provides an extensive ethnographic exploration of the ongoing cultural and
religious transformation among the Mankirdia, a Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Group (PVTG) residing
in the rolling hills of Similipal forests in Mayurbhanj district, Odisha. Traditionally semi-nomadic, they
are widely known for their expertise in trapping monkeys — an occupation reflected in their name, which
is derived from the Odia word mankada (monkey). Besides Mayurbhanj, they also inhabit in Sambalpur,
Sundargarh, Keonjhar, Balasore, and other nearby districts. Although a food-gathering tribe, their
lives are intricately intertwined with nature, age-old crafts, and customs. They live in temporary camps
known as zandas, while the dome-shaped leaf hut where they stay is called as kumbhas. They belong to
the Austro-Asiatic linguistic family speaking a form of Mundari language. As per the 2011 census, their
total population was 2222. Though they are animist by nature and worship thier ancestors, they are
found to be following the neighbor Odia and Santal gods/goddesses. the supreme deities are Logobir and
Budhimai. Their traditional livelihood depends on hunting, collecting siali (Bauhinia vahlii) bark for
crafts such as topas, sikkas, paghas, and dauda, and catching monkeys. As part of their foraging strategy,
they are considered excellent monkey catchers and eaters. Their symbiotic relationship with the forest
and local knowledge systems is reflected in their cultural fabric, which is both fragile and resilient.

Literature Review

Historically, the Mankirdia identity has been shaped by dependence on forests, traditional occupations,
and a customary belief system (Sahoo, 2023; Sahoo, 2014). However, changes in government policy,
new forest laws, and the education system have affected the culture of the Mankirdias community.
Significant repercussions have resulted from increased migration between regions, as well as the influence
of missionaries and non-tribal society (Sahoo, 2024). These factors impact their livelihoods, social
structures, and cultural afliliations. Consequently, the Mankirdia currently remain in a state of instability.
This research undertakes a closer and systematic examination of how conversion has reconfigured the way

people identify as Mankirdia.

To understand the changingsituation of the Mankirdias, Sahoo (2014) presents a case study examining
how development initiatives have affected the natives during their transition from a nomadic lifestyle to
a settled one within a government colony. The study critically evaluates the successes and failures of these
programs during this significant cultural shift. It also emphasizes that tribal development schemes can be
effective if they involve specialists with expertise in tribal social structures. She stresses the importance of
qualitative methods, community-focused research, and strategies that respect the unique cultural identity
of the Mankirdias, rather than applying a one-size-fits-all model.

Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of habitus refers to the unconscious ways of thinking, behaving,
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and living shaped by past experiences within a social group. His idea of ‘capital’ in his seminal work
“Distinction” (1986) extends beyond economic wealth to include cultural, social, and symbolic resources
that can be accumulated and transmitted across generations. In this study, these concepts explain how the
Mankirdia community’s daily practices sustain their social identity, status, and kinship systems over time
despite external developmental pressures.

Similarly, Behera and Nayak (2015) investigate the complex interplay between state policy, livelihood,
and identity among Odisha’s indigenous communities. Their study highlights how traditional knowledge
and tribal customs are increasingly threatened by industrial expansion, deforestation, and economic
shifts. A similar explanation is included in the following section of the current research.

Mawlein’s (2025) analysis focuses on the ‘tribe’ label, showing how negative stereotypes affect the
people of North-East India during their interactions with the wider population. The study further
investigates the deep-rooted spiritual and physical connection that tribal communities maintain with
their ancestral territories. The author also examines the struggle for tribal identity, which often conflicts
with mainstream views or external definitions. This identity is contested, meaning it is frequently
misunderstood or restricted by outside assumptions. Furthermore, the study clarifies the various
development and administrative proposals offered to these communities, comparing the Colonial Era
approach with post-independence Indian policies.

Methodology and Objectives

The study aims to examine religious conversion and identity transformation within the Mankirdia
community. Using a critical ethnographic approach, it explores the life experiences of local residents.
The focus is on how conversion has affected personal, social, and collective identity. The research was
conducted in the villages of Ambadali, Kendumundi, Dengam, and Mahalibasa, where conversion occurs
at various stages. A sample of 155 houscholds from these villages was selected for the study. Villages
were strategically chosen to capture diverse conversion patterns, including differences based on the
timing of conversions, ranging from isolated individual households to entire communities converting
simultaneously. The study uses both primary and secondary data to provide a comprehensive perspective
on what it means to be a converted or non-converted member or leader of the Mankirdia community.
Additionally, a combination of case studies and unstructured and semi-structured interviews was used to
collect both quantitative and qualitative data. Content and thematic analysis were employed to rigorously
examine complex issues surrounding tribal identity. To suggest feasible interventions, the study integrated
Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) and policy review frameworks.

The study was undertaken with the following objectives:

e To investigate how the cultural and religious beliefs of the Mankirdia influence identity
transformation.

o Toexamine how theidentity of the Mankirdia is changingdue to economic, social, and psychological
factors.

e To understand the impact of conversion on relationships within and between communities.

e To develop alternative strategies for safeguarding tribal identity and ensuring cultural continuity
amid rapid socio-economic transformation.

Findings

We find that the identity of the Mankirdia is inseparable from their forest environment, including their
economy, which revolves around collecting forest produce and the craft of rope-making. However, current
circumstances have changed this situation. Their dependence on the forest has made them vulnerable to

socio-economic problems, including the loss of traditional lands, livelihoods, land displacement, and
restricted access to essential services such as healthcare and education. Furthermore, deforestation and
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urbanization are causing a steady decline in traditional expertise (Marndi, 2024).

It is also found that denial of access to forests threatens both the identity and livelihood of the
Mankirdia people. Recent case studies and interviews have documented these issues. The indigenous
people of Similipal, including the Mankirdias, have been threatened by forest ofhicials, despite the Forest
Rights Act, 2006, and the Wild Life (Protection) Act, 1972, clearly stating that PVTGs need access to
forests for their livelihood. They were previously accused of setting forest fires and killing animals, which
led to their criminalization. Due to the unavailability of Siali bark, the community is forced to make
plastic ropes, which have no demand in the weekly haar (local market), compelling them to take on
debt from other communities. Younger generations are migrating to neighboring states out of distress.
However, some have returned due to low wages, making it difhicult to live in cities. Most government
officials responsible for issuing Aadhar or Voter ID cards have misspelled their surname, which does
not match the state-wise list of Scheduled Tribes. As a result, their children have not received caste or
tribe certificates, preventing them from accessing higher education and other government facilities.
Ultimately, the Mankirdias find themselves at a crossroads, having lost access to their traditional way of
life and struggling to adapt to the mainstream (Ghosh, 2026).

Before the advent of Christianity, the Mankirdia were recognized for their ability to engage in specific
occupations based on natural resources. Central to their traditional livelihood was the sophisticated
extraction and processing of materials derived from sia/i bark. From this single botanical source, the
community manufactured three primary commodities: phogha, sikha, and tela tupa. The extraction and
preparation of forest products from the sia/i tree ensured the community’s subsistence and facilitated a
system of trade and material exchange with neighboring groups. Following their conversion to Christianity,
the Mankirdia have demonstrated significant cultural continuity. Although they have adjusted to certain
aspects of Christian worship, the community retains a robust framework of traditional ontological beliefs
preserved from the pre-conversion era or adapted through contemporary syncretism.

We also find that the Mankirdia community sees other tribes like the Khadias as inferior because
the Khadias still consume alcohol. This practice creates negative social judgment rooted in tribal
identification. Alcohol consumption is asignificant social stigma, and individuals from any tribe, including
the Mankirdias, who consume it face social discrimination. While the Mankirdia have converted to
Christianity, caste-based discrimination persists within the religious community today. This illustrates
that although Christianity has shifted the Mankirdia’s moral beliefs and behaviors, concepts of caste and
purity remain deeply entrenched.

The crisis of tribal identity in India has become a fundamental human rights issue rather than simply
a struggle to preserve traditional customs. It represents a challenging battle as these communities face the
combined pressures of modernization and social exclusion. Although India has constitutional provisions
to protect indigenous rights, poor implementation of these laws has worsened the situation. Government
strategies should go beyond paper protections to ensure strict enforcement and greater political representation
for tribal leaders. Additionally, policies and development programs should aim to integrate, not erase, tribal
identities. For a sustainable future for tribal people, the government should create livelihood opportunities
based on sustainable practices that align with tribal values (Kumbhar, 2025).

Discussion

Many scholars advocate for development strategies for the Mankirdia that are culturally sensitive
and grounded in the specific socio-economic realities of this tribe (Sahoo, 2024). This study emphasizes
the Mankirdias’ ongoing struggle to maintain their social cohesion and ancestral identity amid external
pressures. The Mankirdias™ identity is deeply rooted in their cultural legacy and traditional practices,
which highlight their forest-dependent lifestyle and the communal structure that defines their society.
Closely associated with natural ecosystems and traveling primarily in woodlands, the Mankirdias have
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always been a close-knit group. For residents of the forested regions, their primary mode of subsistence
was hunting and gathering. Much of their hunting involved monkeys; consequently, the ethnonym
“Mankirdia” emerged as a linguistic marker of their specialized ecological niche. The lifestyle of the
Mankirdia directly reflects their symbiotic relationship with their habitat; therefore, their unique identity
results largely from their deep connection to the surrounding flora and fauna.

Patterns and Extent of Conversion

As discussed, data collected from houschold surveys indicate that a very high percentage of the
Mankirdia in these villages have adopted the Christian faith. Since the Mankirdias have virtually ceased
practicing their traditional animistic religion, very few, if any, family members remain adherents of either
animism or Hinduism. It is noteworthy that most Mankirdia conversions to Christianity occurred as
family units rather than as individuals. In most cases, entire families converted together, and the decision
of one household often influenced others in the community to do the same. Conversion was rarely an
instantaneous event; instead, it evolved in stages, with the decision of one family gradually influencing
the rest of the community. The conversion to Christianity was not a sudden event but rather a gradual
process that took place over several years for some families and across multiple generations for others. In
the three villages studied, this long-term transition appears to be nearing completion across the entire
Mankirdia community.

Changes in Religious Beliefs and Practices

Most people adopted Christianity after being strongly influenced by surrounding groups that had
already converted, particularly the Mankirdia of Sambalpur and Sundargarh, as well as the neighboring
Santal tribe. Before their conversion, if a member of the Mankirdia fell ill, the community would perform
traditional rituals and offer sacrifices in hopes of healing. However, these ceremonies often failed to cure
the individual and frequently resulted in significant financial hardship. The Mankirdia’s conversion serves
as a textbook example of the acculturation process — cultural change resulting from continuous firsthand
contact between distinct groups, as defined by Redfield, Linton, and Herskovits (1936). Their traditional
healing practices were either replaced or supplemented by Christian prayer due to sustained contact and
the perceived benefits of the new faith.

After observing Santals who were healed by prayer and converted to Christianity, the Mankirdia
began asking the Santals to pray for them as well. When many also recovered following these prayers,
they came to view Christian prayer as a feasible and desirable method of healing. Consequently, belief
in the power of prayer grew within the community, contributing to the eventual conversion of many
Mankirdia members to Christianity. Upon conversion, their focus shifted from worshipping nature and
spirits to prayer to Christ. While the frequency of traditional puja, sacrificial rituals, and animal offerings
has reduced significantly, many aspects of the local culture remain relevant today. By adopting these
new belief systems, methods of worship, and ethics, the converted Mankirdia experienced a profound
transformation in their way of life.

Transformation in Social Identity

The social identity of the Mankirdia underwent a significant transformation after their conversion to
Christianity. Previously, they were primarily recognized as a tribal community that practiced animistic
and Hindu rites and rituals. However, after embracing Christianity, their identity became rooted in the
Christian belief system. This new faith profoundly influenced their daily routines and reshaped their
relationships with family, friends, and the broader community. When they perceived that many recovered
expressed this identity through regular church attendance, prayer, and the active integration of Christian
values into their daily lives. Initially, there was a sharp contrast between those who converted and those
who did not. As conversion became more widespread, this divide diminished. Ultimately, Christianity
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became the foundation for both individual faith and a unified collective identity within the Mankirdia
community.

Impact on Social Organization

While they continue to identify as a tribal community, they now claim a Christian identity over Hindu
afliliation - a shift not yet reflected in official government records. Many members believe that persistent
discrimination was a primary reason for their conversion, and they maintain that such prejudice continues
today. Consequently, their interaction with broader society was minimal, with few opportunities for
travel or social exposure. However, their social world has expanded as more Mankirdia people participate
in church networks and activities beyond their immediate surroundings. Frequent travel to towns and
cities such as Sundergarh and Sambalpur has fostered greater social awareness and confidence. These
changes are also evident within the family structure and marriage practices, which have been modified
under Christian influences. Furthermore, the leadership pattern has evolved; church leaders and elders
now play pivotal roles alongside traditional authority figures. Ultimately, this conversion is strengthening
unity among Christian members.

Economic and Educational Changes

Until their recent conversion to Christianity, the Mankirdias reported that alcohol consumption was
prevalent in both their families and communities. This widespread use often led to frequent conflicts, poor
health, and reduced life expectancy. However, after their conversion, many have stopped drinking entirely.
As a result, the community has experienced significant improvements in overall health and a notable
increase in longevity. Economically, the change has been equally transformative. Before their conversion,
much of their income was spent on alcohol, leaving little for essential needs. Today, the Mankirdias are
saving more and exercising greater financial discipline. This new stability is evident in better clothing and
more consistent, well-maintained housing. With assistance from the church, families now have increased
access to education, basic medical care, and welfare programs. There is a strong emphasis on schooling for
children, along with greater awareness of health and hygiene. Over time, there has also been a shift toward
more productive family employment and income-generating activities. While many challenges remain,
residents of this Mankirdia community generally believe their economic conditions have improved since
their conversion.

Conclusion

India’s indigenous groups define their identity through a deep connection with their ancestral
territories. However, this bond is now threatened by a severe identity crisis resulting from urbanization,
industrialization, and shifting socio-economic landscapes. These issues have long been marginalized,
leading to the loss of land and the disappearance of cultural practices. Although legal protections exist,
they have not resolved the fundamental challenges to tribal autonomy. A single factor does not determine
the issue of identity; rather, multiple factors are responsible. The Mankirdias face distress even when
identifying their own name. While struggling to maintain their indigenous status, they also confront a
religious transition. As a tribe in transition, they require urgent attention from the administration and
civil society to ensure their sustainability. Therefore, all policy initiatives must be inclusive, context-
sensitive, rights-based, and rooted in ecological knowledge, given the inherent vulnerability of the tribe.
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