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Abstract: 

The Kharia community, traditionally an Austroasiatic tribal group, has maintained a continuous presence in 

the districts of West and East Medinipur, West Bengal, for over a century. Historical land deeds dating back to 

1920 substantiate their settlement and socio-economic contributions to the region. This paper explores the 

Kharias' historical documentation, occupational practices, socio-cultural transformations, and their status as a 

Scheduled Tribe under the Government of West Bengal. It emphasizes the need for cultural preservation amidst 

modern challenges and highlights the Kharias' evolving identity within the larger rural Bengali society. 
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Introduction: 

The Kharia tribe, a prominent Austroasiatic-speaking community, is historically associated with the regions of 

Jharkhand, Odisha, and Chhattisgarh. In West Bengal, however, the Kharias have formed a significant 

demographic, particularly in the districts of West and East Medinipur. Their settlement, rooted in land 

ownership and agrarian lifestyles, is well-documented through historical records. This study aims to examine 

the Kharia community’s enduring presence, cultural practices, economic activities, and their socio-political 

positioning in contemporary West Bengal. 

 

Historical Settlement and Previous Records: 

The presence of the Kharia community in Medinipur is supported by historical evidence, including ancient 

land deeds and official records dating back to 1920. These documents reveal that the Kharias have been living 

in the villages of Benapura, Urishal, Gajalpata, Ankami, and Keotkhalisa in West Medinipur, and in Telami, 
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Benachakri, Solpatia, Dubda, Khar, Baharda, Amarpur, Pusha, Kharigeria, Dashagram, Khaukhanda, 

Basudebpur, Palpara, Manglamaro, and Barbhagbanpur in East Medinipur for generations. 

Their integration into the regional administrative systems is evident from their adoption of local surnames 

such as Mondal, Das, Patra, Nayak, Bijuli, Munian, Ghorai, Hazra, and Ranabaj. These surnames frequently 

appeared in village registers and land records, signifying both adaptation and social recognition within the 

rural Bengali milieu. 

The available records not only authenticate their territorial belonging but also showcase their participation in 

agrarian economies and traditional crafts, further cementing their socio-economic relevance. 

 

Traditional Occupations and Livelihood 

Historically, the Kharia community’s primary occupation has been agriculture. Farming small plots of land, 

they cultivated staple crops for subsistence and local trade. Alongside agriculture, bamboo craftsmanship 

formed a vital component of their livelihood. Skilled in weaving, they produced bamboo baskets, winnowing 

fans, and various household items, supplying to village markets and local households. 

Another significant aspect of their traditional economy involved the utilization of khari trees (a local variety 

of small hardwood tree) to manufacture brooms, baskets (jhakas), and carriers (jhoras). Such eco-friendly 

handicrafts not only supported household incomes but also preserved indigenous knowledge of forest 

resources. 

Additionally, some Kharia artisans engaged in clay idol-making, contributing to local religious festivals and 

marketplaces. This diversification of labor highlights the community’s dynamic adaptation to socio-economic 

demands over generations. 

 

Cultural Practices and Beliefs: 

Despite integration into broader Bengali society, the Kharias have retained core elements of their indigenous 

culture. Their religious beliefs are centered around nature worship, particularly the veneration of ancestral 

spirits (Bonga) and sacred groves (Sarna). Important festivals such as Sarhul, Karam, and Sohrai continue to 

be observed, characterized by communal feasts, dances, and rituals. 

Music and dance remain integral to cultural expression. Traditional musical instruments like the tumdak, 

mendar, and changu are used during festivals and social gatherings, maintaining a link to their Austroasiatic 

roots. 

Linguistically, the Kharia language — a South Munda tongue — persists among elder generations, though 

increasing bilingualism in Bengali is observed among the youth, reflecting a gradual linguistic shift. 

 

Social Structure and Organization: 

The Kharias follow a patrilineal social system, organized into clans, with each clan having its own customs 

and rules. Clan membership plays a central role in social organization, marriage practices, and inheritance. 

The community elders or panchayats are responsible for decision-making processes, resolving disputes, and 

maintaining social order. 
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Marriage within the Kharia community is traditionally arranged, with strong emphasis on the continuity of 

family lineage and the preservation of cultural practices. Dowry systems are prevalent, though the practice has 

evolved over time. The family structure remains nuclear, with roles within the family often divided based on 

age and gender. 

Community leadership is largely vested in the hands of the elders. The elders play a key role in conflict 

resolution and in guiding the younger generations in matters of cultural preservation and social norms. The 

traditional panchayat system, though weakened in urban settings, remains strong in rural areas. 

 

 

Socio-Political Recognition and Current Challenges: 

The Kharia community has been officially recognized as a Scheduled Tribe (ST) under the Government of 

West Bengal, entitling them to certain affirmative action benefits. Despite this status, the Kharias face ongoing 

challenges, including: 

 Educational Backwardness: High dropout rates, particularly after primary education. 

 Land Rights Issues: Despite old land records, modern legal frameworks have complicated traditional 

land ownership patterns. 

 Economic Marginalization: Limited access to stable employment opportunities. 

 Cultural Erosion: Increased assimilation and loss of traditional language and practices. 

Community initiatives focusing on bilingual education, documentation of oral histories, and cultural 

preservation are urgently required to protect and revitalize Kharia heritage in the face of modernization. 

 

Contemporary Issues and Initiatives for Cultural Revival: 

The Kharias have become increasingly involved in activism to protect their land rights and cultural heritage. 

Tribal rights organizations, such as the All India Adivasi Mahasabha, have advocated for land restoration, 

improved educational facilities, and social justice for the Kharias and other indigenous groups. 

The Indian government has launched several initiatives to improve the socio-economic conditions of tribal 

communities, such as the Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest 

Rights) Act and various welfare schemes for education and healthcare. However, the effectiveness of these 

schemes remains mixed, and their benefits often fail to reach the most marginalized sections of the Kharia 

community. 

In recent years, there has been a surge in interest regarding the preservation of Kharia culture. Efforts to 

document the Kharia language, oral traditions, and rituals are ongoing. Local NGOs and cultural institutions 

are working towards reviving Kharia music, dance, and festivals, while also encouraging younger generations 

to reconnect with their heritage. 
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Conclusion: 

 

The Kharia people of West and East Medinipur are a testament to resilience, adaptation, and cultural continuity. 

Their historical records, socio-economic practices, and vibrant traditions paint a picture of a community that 

has been an inseparable part of West Bengal’s rural landscape for over a century. Recognizing and preserving 

their heritage is not only an act of historical justice but also essential for sustaining the diverse cultural fabric 

of India. 

Future policies and academic attention must prioritize the Kharias’ rights, foster community-led development, 

and safeguard their linguistic and cultural heritage for posterity. 
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