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Abstract 

Regional histories play a crucial role in decentralizing dominant historiographical narratives and 

highlighting the dynamic interplay between ecology, society, and political transformation. Purulia 

District, situated at the western frontier of West Bengal and historically associated with the Manbhum 

region, represents a distinctive cultural landscape shaped by environmental constraints, tribal 

resilience, religious plurality, colonial restructuring, and post-independence integration. Despite its 

historical significance, Purulia has often remained peripheral within mainstream Bengal 

historiography, which tends to privilege deltaic and urban-centered developments. This study critically 

examines the cultural heritage and historical evolution of Purulia from early historical periods to the 

contemporary era. Employing a qualitative historical-analytical methodology based on archival 

records, archaeological findings, anthropological accounts, and policy documents, the research situates 

Purulia within broader debates on regional historiography, subaltern agency, and intangible cultural 

heritage. The findings suggest that Purulia’s socio-cultural identity evolved through processes of 

negotiation rather than passive assimilation. The district’s tangible heritage—including temple 

architecture, sculptural remains, and settlement patterns—reflects trans-regional connectivity, while 

intangible traditions such as Chhau dance, Tusu, Bhadu, and Karam festivals demonstrate continuity 

within transformation. Colonial administrative interventions restructured agrarian relations and forest 

governance, yet indigenous frameworks of identity persisted. Post-independence linguistic 

reorganization and development policies further reshaped the district’s political and cultural 

orientation. The study argues that Purulia should be understood as an active historical agent whose 

ecological setting and tribal foundations shaped a distinctive regional modernity. Recognizing its 

layered heritage contributes to broader discourses on cultural sustainability and decentralized 

historiography in India. 
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Introduction 

The study of regional history has gained renewed importance in postcolonial historiography. Scholars 

have increasingly argued that centralized national narratives often marginalize frontier regions, 

thereby obscuring local agency and alternative historical trajectories (Chakrabarty, 2000). In this 

context, Purulia District offers a compelling case for examining how ecology, indigenous social 

structures, and political transformations intersect to produce a distinctive cultural identity. 

Geographically positioned at the eastern fringe of the Chotanagpur plateau, Purulia differs 

significantly from the alluvial plains of southern Bengal. Its lateritic soil, undulating terrain, forested 

tracts, and semi-arid climate shaped patterns of subsistence, migration, and settlement. These 

environmental conditions limited large-scale agrarian surplus and urbanization, fostering instead a 

socio-cultural order rooted in clan-based governance and ritual solidarity (Singh, 1994). 

Historically part of the Manbhum region, Purulia experienced multiple political transitions—from 

early medieval religious influences to colonial administrative incorporation and post-independence 

state reorganization. Each phase contributed to the reconfiguration of regional identity. Yet, despite 

these transformations, tribal communities such as the Santhal, Munda, Bhumij, and Kurmi maintained 

resilient socio-cultural frameworks. 

This paper seeks to examine the historical evolution and cultural heritage of Purulia through 

interdisciplinary lenses, emphasizing continuity, adaptation, and negotiation across temporal phases. 

Review of Literature 

The historiography of Purulia intersects with broader studies of tribal society, regional architecture, 

and colonial agrarian change. Early ethnographic documentation by Roy (1912) provided foundational 

insights into Munda social organization and customary land systems. Vidyarthi (1963) conceptualized 

tribal culture through the “nature-man-spirit complex,” highlighting ecological embeddedness. 

Michell (1983) analyzed eastern Indian temple architecture, situating Purulia’s deul temples within the 

rekha-deul tradition. Eaton (2000) emphasized frontier zones as spaces of religious interaction and 

syncretism. Guha (1983, 2007) examined colonial agrarian restructuring and subaltern resistance, 

offering a framework for analyzing tribal marginalization and agency. Hobsbawm (1983) introduced 

the concept of “invented traditions,” relevant to the transformation of Chhau dance in modern 

contexts. Smith (2016) argued that heritage is not merely material preservation but a cultural process 

shaped by contemporary identity politics. UNESCO (2019) emphasized safeguarding intangible 

heritage within globalization. Recent scholarship on eastern Indian folk performance (Sen, 2018; 

Banerjee, 2021) highlights the hybridization of traditional art forms under state patronage. However, 

comprehensive interdisciplinary analysis of Purulia’s historical evolution remains limited, justifying 

the present study. 
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Objectives 

1. To trace the historical development of Purulia District across major political phases. 

2. To examine the ecological foundations of tribal socio-cultural organization. 

3. To analyze tangible heritage, particularly temple architecture and archaeological remains. 

4. To explore the transformation of intangible heritage such as Chhau dance and agrarian festivals. 

5. To assess colonial and postcolonial restructuring in shaping regional identity. 

Methodology 

This research adopts a qualitative historical-analytical methodology. Data sources include: 

  Archaeological Survey of India reports 

  Colonial administrative records 

  District Statistical Handbooks (Government of West Bengal, 2022) 

  Anthropological monographs 

  Peer-reviewed journal articles 

  UNESCO heritage policy documents 

The study applies thematic and chronological analysis to interpret cultural continuity and 

transformation. Secondary sources were critically evaluated to avoid narrative bias and ensure 

historiographical balance. 

Historical Analysis (Thematic Sections) 

1. Ecological Foundations and Settlement Patterns: Purulia’s lateritic plateau environment 

significantly shaped its socio-cultural formation. The soil’s limited fertility and uneven rainfall 

patterns discouraged intensive agriculture, promoting instead forest dependence and mixed subsistence 

strategies. Anthropological research suggests that such ecological contexts often foster cooperative 

land-use practices and ritual integration (Singh, 1994). 

Settlement patterns were dispersed, with villages organized around kinship networks. Sacred groves 

and clan deities symbolized ecological interdependence. Thus, geography functioned not merely as 

background but as an active determinant of social structure. 

2. Early Historical and Medieval Cultural Developments: Archaeological remains at Deulghata, 

Pakbirra, Banda, and Suisa demonstrate temple-building activities between the 9th and 12th centuries 

CE. The rekha-deul architectural style indicates connections with Odisha and eastern Indian temple 

traditions (Michell, 1983). 
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The presence of Jain Tirthankara sculptures and Shaiva iconography suggests religious plurality. 

Eaton (2000) argues that frontier zones frequently serve as sites of cultural negotiation. Purulia 

exemplifies such syncretic integration. 

3. Tribal Governance and Social Organization: Santhal, Munda, Bhumij, and Kurmi communities 

historically structured Purulia’s social fabric. Clan-based institutions regulated marriage, land 

distribution, and ritual obligations (Roy, 1912). 

Agrarian festivals such as Tusu, Bhadu, and Karam reinforced seasonal rhythms and communal 

solidarity. Oral narratives transmitted collective memory, embedding historical consciousness within 

performance and song. 

4. Chhau Dance: Ritual, Performance, and Reinvention: Chhau dance represents Purulia’s most 

globally recognized cultural expression. Combining martial choreography, epic narratives, and 

elaborate masks, it embodies ritual symbolism and aesthetic dynamism. 

Hobsbawm’s (1983) theory of “invented tradition” illuminates how Chhau transitioned from localized 

ritual practice to staged national performance. UNESCO recognition expanded visibility but 

introduced commodification (UNESCO, 2019). 

Recent scholarship (Banerjee, 2021) emphasizes the negotiation between authenticity and modernity 

in Chhau’s institutionalization. 

5. Colonial Intervention and Agrarian Restructuring: British incorporation into Manbhum district 

introduced revenue settlements and forest laws (Hunter, 1877). These measures redefined land 

ownership and restricted customary rights. 

Guha (1983) highlights how colonial agrarian policy intensified marginalization yet provoked 

resistance. Tribal agency manifested through adaptation and localized assertion of identity. 

6. Post-Independence Reorganization and Development: The 1956 linguistic reorganization 

integrated Purulia into West Bengal, redefining administrative identity. Development policies 

improved literacy, irrigation, and connectivity (Government of West Bengal, 2022). 

However, environmental degradation and migration persist. Heritage tourism offers economic 

opportunity but demands sustainable governance. 

Discussion 

The historical evolution of Purulia District reveals a complex and multilayered process of cultural 

formation shaped by ecological constraints, indigenous resilience, religious plurality, and political 

restructuring. Rather than perceiving Purulia merely as a peripheral extension of Bengal’s historical 

mainstream, the evidence suggests that it functioned as a dynamic frontier space where multiple 

cultural currents intersected and interacted. This challenges the traditional core–periphery 
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historiographical model and aligns with the argument of Chakrabarty (2000) that provincial histories 

must be examined on their own epistemological terms. 

One of the most significant insights emerging from this study is the centrality of ecology in shaping 

social organization. The lateritic plateau environment did not merely influence economic patterns; it 

structured collective consciousness and ritual frameworks. Limited agricultural surplus discouraged 

rigid stratification and promoted cooperative land-use systems. Clan-based governance and sacred 

ecological spaces such as groves and hills reflect a worldview in which nature, spirituality, and 

community were deeply intertwined. This ecological embeddedness corresponds with Vidyarthi’s 

(1963) “nature-man-spirit complex,” demonstrating how environmental realities produce distinctive 

cultural epistemologies. 

At the same time, Purulia was not culturally isolated. The archaeological remains at Deulghata and 

Pakbirra provide compelling evidence of participation in broader architectural and religious networks 

of eastern India. The rekha-deul style indicates artistic and ritual exchange across regional boundaries. 

Such material evidence complicates assumptions that tribal-dominated regions remained detached 

from mainstream religious currents. Instead, Purulia appears as a zone of selective assimilation and 

creative adaptation, supporting Eaton’s (2000) thesis regarding frontier syncretism. 

The transformation of Chhau dance further illustrates this dialectic of continuity and change. 

Traditionally embedded within agrarian and ritual cycles, Chhau embodied martial symbolism, 

mythological narrative, and communal identity. However, in the post-independence era, institutional 

patronage and global recognition—particularly through UNESCO—have repositioned it as a 

performative emblem of national heritage. While this transformation enhances visibility and economic 

opportunity, it also introduces commercialization and standardization. The tension between 

authenticity and staged representation reflects Hobsbawm’s (1983) notion of “invented traditions,” 

wherein modern institutions reshape historical practices to serve contemporary identity politics. In 

Purulia’s case, this reinvention does not imply loss of authenticity but rather an adaptive recalibration 

within global cultural circuits. 

Colonial intervention marked a decisive rupture in agrarian and administrative structures. Revenue 

settlements and forest legislation disrupted customary land rights and altered socio-economic 

hierarchies. Yet, as Guha (1983) argues in the broader context of peasant insurgency, subaltern groups 

were not passive victims but active negotiators of power. In Purulia, tribal resistance, adaptation, and 

migration strategies mitigated total marginalization. This pattern underscores the need to interpret 

colonial transformation not solely through exploitation but also through indigenous agency. 

Post-independence reorganization further reshaped Purulia’s political identity. The linguistic 

reconfiguration of 1956 integrated the district into West Bengal’s administrative and cultural 

framework. While development policies improved literacy and infrastructure, economic vulnerability 

and environmental degradation remain persistent challenges. The expansion of cultural tourism around 
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Ajodhya Hills and Chhau festivals reflects both opportunity and risk. Without community-centered 

preservation strategies, heritage commodification may undermine local autonomy. 

Thus, the historical trajectory of Purulia demonstrates a pattern of negotiated coexistence. Ecological 

determinism alone cannot explain its evolution, nor can narratives of cultural domination fully capture 

its complexity. Instead, Purulia represents a historically active region where identity was continuously 

reconstituted through interaction, adaptation, and resilience. 

Conclusion 

The cultural heritage and historical evolution of Purulia District illuminate the broader significance of 

regional historiography in understanding India’s pluralistic past. This study has demonstrated that 

Purulia’s development was neither linear nor subordinate to metropolitan centers. Rather, it emerged 

through layered interactions among ecological constraints, tribal governance systems, medieval 

religious exchange, colonial restructuring, and postcolonial administrative transformation. 

A central conclusion of this research is the persistence of indigenous socio-cultural frameworks 

despite successive political transitions. Tribal institutions, agrarian festivals, oral traditions, and 

performative practices have exhibited remarkable resilience. At the same time, material heritage such 

as temple architecture reveals trans-regional connectivity and participation in wider civilizational 

networks. This dual dynamic of rootedness and openness challenges reductive binaries between 

isolation and assimilation. 

The study also underscores the importance of viewing heritage as a living and negotiated process. 

Chhau dance, for instance, illustrates how tradition adapts to institutional recognition and global 

circulation. Rather than interpreting modernization as cultural erosion, Purulia’s example suggests a 

model of adaptive continuity, wherein communities recalibrate tradition within changing socio-

economic contexts. 

Colonial and postcolonial administrative transformations significantly redefined land relations, 

governance, and identity politics. However, indigenous agency remained central in shaping responses 

to these structural changes. Consequently, Purulia’s history should be understood as a dialogue 

between external authority and internal resilience. 

From a policy perspective, sustainable heritage management in Purulia requires balancing economic 

development with cultural integrity. Community participation, ecological conservation, and digital 

documentation of oral traditions are essential strategies for safeguarding both tangible and intangible 

assets. 

In conclusion, Purulia District represents a microcosm of India’s complex historical landscape—where 

ecology, identity, and power intersect to produce a distinctive regional modernity. Recognizing its 

layered evolution not only enriches decentralized historiography but also contributes to contemporary 

debates on cultural sustainability and inclusive development. Future research integrating ethnographic 
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fieldwork, archaeological exploration, and interdisciplinary methodologies will further illuminate the 

nuanced historical processes that continue to shape Purulia’s evolving identity. 
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