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Folklore serves as an organic epistemological archive for indigenous and agrarian societies, 

chronicling existential adjustments, ecological frameworks, and cosmological models. In Odisha, a 

state characterized by an expansive tribal (Adivasi) demography and deeply entrenched vernacular 

systems, folklore has historically functioned as the primary template for community life. However, the 

systematic expansion of state-led institutional science education has catalyzed a complex sociocultural 

paradigm shift. Rather than enacting a simple trajectory of cultural erasure, scientific literacy has 

initiated a dialectical negotiation within the domain of Odia folk culture. 

This paper investigates how modern science education intersects with Odisha’s oral traditions, 

domestic taboos, and supernatural mythos. Utilizing a critical cultural framework, the study 

demonstrates that while science dismantles paralyzing, obscurantist superstitions and subverts 

hazardous folk-medical monopolies, it simultaneously decodes and validates the sophisticated 

empirical ecology embedded within indigenous folkways. The paper concludes that the interface 

between science education and folklore in Odisha results not in cognitive homogenization, but in a 

reflexive hybridity that recontextualizes traditional wisdom for contemporary survival. 

Keywords: Folklore, Science Education, Scientific Temper, Indigenous Knowledge Systems, Odisha, 

Cultural Demystification, Eco-critical Analysis. 

 

1. Introduction: The Epistemic Landscape of Odisha 

The encounter between institutional scientific rationality and regional folklore represents one 

of the most critical cultural friction points in post-colonial spaces. Folklore is not merely a 

collection of trivial fairytales or static performance traditions; as anthropologist Clifford Geertz 

emphasizes, it constitutes a form of "local knowledge"—a highly structured, self-contained 
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system of meaning through which a community interprets reality, enforces morality, and 

manages its natural habitat. For centuries, the geographical and social space of Odisha has been 

uniquely structured by this local knowledge, operating across a rich spectrum of coastal 

agrarian traditions and inland tribal (Adivasi) worldviews. 

Concurrently, the constitutional mandate of modern Indian education, as articulated under 

Article 51A(h), explicitly charges citizens with the development of a "scientific temper, 

humanism, and the spirit of inquiry and reform." The implementation of standardized science 

curricula across primary, secondary, and tertiary educational tiers in Odisha has introduced an 

alternative, empirical methodology for verifying truth. This systematic introduction of 

biological, chemical, and physical principles into rural and subaltern consciousness has 

disrupted the unchallenged authority of oral traditions. 

This paper explores the structural consequences of this intellectual encounter. It moves beyond 

the simplistic binary that views science and folklore as inherently antagonistic forces, instead 

arguing that science education acts as an analytical filter. This filter deconstructs the harmful, 

exclusionary, or superstitious layers of folklore while preserving and illuminating its 

foundational ecological and humanistic insights. 

2. Theoretical Framework and Methodological Approach 

This study utilizes a theoretical synthesis of Gramscian subaltern studies and Anisur 

Rahman’s critiques of endogenous development. Antonio Gramsci’s conceptualization of 

folklore defines it as a "reflection of the world-view of certain social strata," which often exists 

in opposition to official, dominant socio-political cultures. In the context of rural Odisha, 

folklore has historically provided a parallel system of law, medicine, and environmental 

management. 

To analyze the impact of modern pedagogy on this parallel system, this paper uses a qualitative 

methodology combining historical analysis with contemporary cultural critique. It categorizes 

the primary contact zones between science education and Odisha folklore into three structural 

areas: 

1. The medical-supernatural domain. 

2. The domestic-behavioral taboo system. 

3. The empirical verification of tribal ecological lore. 

By tracking these vectors, the paper assesses how scientific literacy alters the authority, 

transmission, and internal logic of Odia oral traditions. 
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3. Deconstructing the Supernatural: Medical Rationalism and the Decline of Occult 

Monopolies 

For generations, the absence of public health infrastructure and widespread scientific literacy 

in rural Odisha allowed folk narratives to fill critical explanatory gaps during material crises. 

Pathological afflictions, psychiatric conditions, and natural disasters were frequently integrated 

into the folklore of supernatural malice. Malignant entities such as the Chiriguni (the restless 

ghost of a pregnant woman), the Dahani (witch), and various forest spirits (Bana Durga, Khati 

Munda) were used as causal explanations for sudden mortality, infant sickness, or crop failure. 

┌────────────────────────────────────────────────────

────────────────────┐                          THE SHIFT IN CASUAL PATHOLOGY 

EXPLANATION             

─────────────────────────────────────────────────────

───────────────────┤ 

[ Pre-Scientific Folk Model ]  ──► Demonic Malice / Witchcraft    (Propitiation via 

Gunia/Ojha)      

                                                                        

 [ Modern Scientific Model ]    ──► Pathogenic Vector / Biochemistry  (Clinical Intervention 

at PHC)     

                                                                   

└────────────────────────────────────────────────────

────────────────────┘ 

The introduction of basic epidemiology, microbiology, and physiology into school curricula 

has fundamentally weakened these supernatural explanations: 

The Desacralization of Epidemics 

Diseases such as cholera and smallpox were historically interpreted through the folk narrative 

of divine retribution, attributed to the fury of Maa Sitala or Budhi Maa. Folklore dictated that 

these outbreaks required ritual appeasement rather than quarantine or clinical treatment. The 

dissemination of germ theory and basic immunology has reframed these events in the collective 

consciousness as biological emergencies caused by pathogenic vectors, shifting community 

responses from temple squares to medical clinics. 
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The Subversion of the Gunia Institution 

The Gunia or Ojha (the village medicine-man-exorcist) held immense sociopolitical power in 

rural Odisha, acting as the primary investigator of supernatural crimes and healer of physical 

ailments. Folklore validated their complex methodology of chants, herbs, and physical ordeals. 

Science education, particularly widespread awareness campaigns concerning snakebite 

management, has demystified the Gunia’s authority. Students trained in basic toxicology 

understand that neurotoxic and hemotoxic envenomation requires immediate anti-venom 

treatment at a Primary Health Center (PHC), directly reducing reliance on occult rituals that 

often proved fatal. 

Eradication of Witch-Hunting Rituals 

In specific pockets of western and northern Odisha (such as Mayurbhanj and Sundargarh), folk 

beliefs regarding Dahani Vidya (witchcraft) occasionally led to violent social cleansings, where 

marginalized or elderly women were targeted as scapegoats for collective misfortunes. 

The growth of rationalist networks, driven by science educators and institutional outreach, has 

framed these practices as criminal superstitions born out of biological ignorance, utilizing the 

legal system and scientific demonstrations to dismantle the folk legitimacy of witch-hunters. 

4. Empirical Decoding of Domestic Taboos and Behavioral Systems 

A significant portion of Odia domestic folklore manifests as an intricate code of behavioral 

restrictions (Nijama or Barana). These prohibitions, passed down through grandmothers' tales 

(Aai Budhi Kahani), dictate daily sanitation, architectural positioning, and dietary habits. While 

historically enforced through threats of divine displeasure or cosmic bad luck, contemporary 

science education has enabled a critical re-evaluation of these taboos, revealing that many 

possess a hidden empirical utility designed for survival in a tropical, rural landscape. 

Traditional Folk 

Taboo / Prescription 

Folk Mythological 

Rationale 

Scientific / Rational Reinterpretation 

Ban on sweeping the 

domicile or cutting 

nails/hair after 

sunset. 

Invites the departure of 

Goddess Lakshmi, 

causing sudden poverty. 

A necessary safety protocol in pre-

electricity agrarian settings to prevent 

physical injury or the accidental disposal of 

valuable household micro-assets in the 

dark. 

Strict fasting during 

solar/lunar eclipses; 

disposing of pre-

cooked food. 

The celestial demons 

Rahu and Ketu swallow 

the sun/moon, releasing 

toxic cosmic radiation. 

The sudden drop in ambient temperature 

and solar ultraviolet radiation during an 

eclipse triggers accelerated microbial 

proliferation in open, perishable food items 

under tropical conditions. 
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Prohibition against 

sleeping with the 

cranium oriented 

toward the North. 

Aligns the individual 

with the direction of 

death and ancestral 

spirits. 

Minimizes subtle cardiovascular and 

neurological strain by avoiding alignment 

with the Earth's natural magnetic field lines, 

which interacts with the iron content in 

human hemoglobin. 

Mandatory 

consumption of 

Torani (fermented 

rice water) in 

summer. 

Deemed an auspicious 

food item favored by 

agrarian deities for 

maintaining inner 

peace. 

A vital biochemical solution for a tropical 

climate; fermentation enriches the water 

with B-complex vitamins, lactic acid 

bacteria, and essential electrolytes, 

preventing heatstrokes and restoring gut 

microbiome health. 

5. Eco-Critical Validation: Tribal Epistemology and Environmental Science 

One of the most profound impacts of science education is its validation of the environmental 

science embedded within Odisha’s indigenous and tribal folklore. Odisha is home to 62 

distinct scheduled tribe communities, including 13 Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Groups 

(PVTGs) such as the Dongria Kondh, Bonda, and Juang. For generations, these communities 

have utilized folklore to codify complex ecological balances. 

The Biocentric Philosophy of Sacred Groves 

In the tribal belts of Niyamgiri and Mayurbhanj, oral folklore centers around the sanctity of the 

Jahera (Sacred Groves)—pockets of virgin forest where felling trees or harming wildlife is 

strictly prohibited by folk law, under threat of cosmic imbalance. Modern botanical and 

environmental sciences have reframed these spaces not as sites of primitive animism, but as 

sophisticated, community-led biodiversity reserves. 

Science education confirms that these groves protect critical watersheds, prevent severe topsoil 

erosion, and preserve rare endemic flora that serve as crucial gene pools for regional 

reforestation. 

Agro-Ecological Preservation in Harvest Folklore 

Agricultural festivals such as Nuakhai in Western Odisha (the ritual consumption of the first 

harvest) and Akshaya Tritiya in coastal Belts are deeply embedded in folk performance, song, 

and narrative. Science education helps students view these festivals not merely as religious 

events, but as community-enforced agricultural calendars. 

The folklore surrounding the preservation of native seed varieties during these rituals serves as 

a vital defense against the risks of monoculture and genetic homogenization introduced by 

corporate agrarian models. 

6. The Digital Transition: Textualization, Archiving, and Critical Inquiry 

The rise of digital literacy—a direct byproduct of technological and scientific education—has 

fundamentally altered how Odisha’s folklore is preserved and transmitted. The traditional 
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mode of oral transmission from elder to youth was highly vulnerable to urbanization and 

migration, threatening to erase regional narratives. 

Modern science and technical education have provided the youth of Odisha with the tools 

necessary to preserve their heritage through digital archiving: 

 Democratic Audio-Visual Repositories: Students and researchers across state 

universities are deploying digital media to record, catalogue, and preserve oral epics 

like the Laxmi Purana, the Abolakara Kahani, and localized tribal cosmologies. 

 Analytical Deconstruction: Rather than accepting folk narratives passively, 

contemporary digital spaces allow for a critical, text-based interrogation of folklore. 

This process isolates and removes historical biases—such as caste-discriminatory logic 

or patriarchal undertones—while preserving the creative, linguistic, and historical 

essence of the tales. 

7. Conclusion: Toward an Endogenous Scientific Modernity 

The intersection of science education and folklore in Odisha does not represent a binary conflict 

where one force must eliminate the other. Instead, it demonstrates a nuanced process of cultural 

selection and evolution. 

Scientific literacy serves as a vital corrective mechanism for folklore, systematically 

neutralizing its hazardous components: 

 It counters debilitating medical superstitions. 

 It exposes the vulnerabilities of occult exploitation. 

 It challenges exclusionary social hierarchies. 

Simultaneously, the analytical methods learned in science classrooms help illuminate the 

empirical insights hidden within traditional practices, recognizing traditional Odia folkways as 

valid early attempts to understand and live sustainably within the natural world. 

Ultimately, science education does not dilute Odia cultural identity. Instead, it transitions the 

community away from uncritical superstition and toward an endogenous modernity. In this 

space, the contemporary Odia citizen can confidently navigate a globalized, technological 

world while remaining deeply grounded in the sustainable, humanistic wisdom of their 

ancestral heritage. 

References 

Geertz, Clifford. Local Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive Anthropology. Basic Books, 1983. 

Gramsci, Antonio. Selections from the Cultural Writings. Edited by David Forgacs and Geoffrey 

Nowell-Smith, Harvard University Press, 1985. 



 

Dr Saroj Kumar Nayak & Dr Nirupama Nayak (Pg 45-51) 51  

 

Copyright © 2026, Scholarly Research Journal for Interdisciplinary Studies 
 
 

Mohapatra, Sitakant. The Changing World of Tribal Folklore: A Study of Santhal Folklore. Orissa 

Sahitya Akademi, 1986. 

Patnaik, N. Sacred Groves of Orissa: An Eco-Cultural Study. Indira Gandhi National Centre for the 

Arts, 2004. 

Rahman, Anisur. People's Self-Development: An Inquiry into Participatory Research. Zed Books, 1993. 

Sahoo, Binod Chandra. Science, Superstition and Society in Rural Odisha. Panchashila, 2011. 

Tripathy, Kunjabihari. The Evolution of Oriya Language and Script. Utkal University, 1962. 

Mahanti, Prafulla Kumar. The Dynamics of Odia Domestic Rituals and Superstitions. Friends 

Publishers, 1997. 

 


