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Abstract 

The Santals, one of the largest indigenous communities in India, have historically maintained a deep and 

symbiotic relationship with forests. This paper examines the multidimensional significance of forests in 

Santal life, encompassing livelihood, culture, religion, and ecological ethics. Drawing upon indigenous 

knowledge systems and environmental philosophy, the study argues that Santal life reflects an inherent 

ecological consciousness rooted in animism and sustainable resource use. The paper further explores the 

challenges posed by modern development, including displacement, deforestation, and cultural erosion. By 

engaging with contemporary environmental theories, it highlights how Santal ecological practices offer a 

viable alternative model for sustainable development. 

 

1. Introduction 

The Santals are among the most ancient indigenous communities of the Indian subcontinent and are widely 

regarded as original inhabitants. As one of the largest tribal groups in India, they have traditionally 

inhabited forest regions, developing a life deeply intertwined with nature (Sinha, 1972). Their origin myths 

further reinforce this relationship. According to Santal mythology, the first human ancestors, Pilchu Haram 

and Pilchu Budhi, were born and brought up within the forest, symbolizing an intrinsic bond between 

human life and nature (Bodding, 1925). 

Historically, forests have functioned not merely as a habitat but also as a protective and sustaining 

environment. During times of invasion and social unrest, forests served as places of refuge. Over 

generations, the Santals cleared small patches for cultivation while maintaining ecological balance. This 

adaptive coexistence reflects a sustainable mode of interaction with nature, sharply contrasting with 

extractive modern development practices. 

The Santals prefer a simple and self-sufficient life, often choosing seclusion from the complexities of 

urban existence. Their dependence on forest resources is complemented by a strong sense of responsibility 

toward nature. It is widely observed that regions inhabited by indigenous communities often retain 

significant forest cover, indicating their role as custodians of ecological balance. 

 

2. Review of Literature 

Scholarly engagement with tribal life and environmental relationships has highlighted the ecological 

wisdom embedded in indigenous cultures. Verrier Elwin emphasizes that tribal communities maintain a 

harmonious relationship with nature, rooted in cultural practices and belief systems (Elwin, 1964). 

Similarly, Ramachandra Guha argues that indigenous societies embody sustainable environmental 

practices that modern industrial systems often fail to achieve (Guha, 2000). 

http://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR260272476 Volume 8, Issue 2, March-April 2026 2 

 

Madhav Gadgil and Guha (1992) further analyze how traditional ecological knowledge contributes to 

biodiversity conservation. Ethnographic work by P. O. Bodding provides detailed insights into Santal 

medicine, folklore, and belief systems, revealing the deep interconnections between culture and ecology 

(Bodding, 1925). 

Despite these contributions, there remains a need to examine the Santal relationship with forests through 

an integrated philosophical and ecological lens. This paper seeks to address that gap. 

 

3. Theoretical Framework 

This study is informed by key concepts from environmental philosophy, particularly Ecocriticism, Deep 

Ecology, and Environmental Virtue Ethics. 

Ecocriticism examines the relationship between literature, culture, and the environment, emphasizing the 

representation of nature in human thought. Deep Ecology advocates for the intrinsic value of all living 

beings, rejecting anthropocentrism. Environmental Virtue Ethics focuses on character traits such as 

respect, care, and responsibility toward nature. 

The Santal worldview resonates strongly with these frameworks. Their animistic beliefs and sustainable 

practices reflect an eco-centric perspective that prioritizes coexistence over domination. Thus, their 

lifestyle can be understood as an embodiment of ecological ethics. 

 

4. Forest as an Eternal Source of Life 

Forests constitute the foundation of Santal existence, providing essential resources such as food, shelter, 

fuel, and clothing materials. The plant world sustains life by offering nourishment, oxygen, and medicinal 

resources, making the forest an enduring source of vitality. 

The Santals live amidst abundant natural resources and rely minimally on external systems. Their diet 

includes forest fruits, roots, vegetables, and edible fungi. Forests also supply materials for housing and 

tools. Although modern influences have introduced new opportunities, the Santals continue to maintain 

their connection with their ancestral environment. 

Their familiarity with the forest enables them to coexist with wildlife. Rather than perceiving animals as 

threats, they understand their behavior and maintain a respectful distance, ensuring peaceful coexistence. 

 

5. Forest-Based Livelihood and Economy 

Forest resources form the backbone of the Santal economy. Non-timber forest products such as honey, 

leaves, fruits, and firewood are collected for both subsistence and market exchange. This dual use reflects 

a balanced approach to resource utilization. 

Agriculture remains a central occupation. The Santals cultivate crops such as paddy, maize, wheat, and 

sugarcane using traditional methods that minimize environmental impact. Animal husbandry complements 

agricultural activities, with livestock grazing in forest areas. 

This integrated economic system ensures sustainability and self-reliance, demonstrating a model of 

livelihood that harmonizes with nature rather than exploiting it. 

 

6. Indigenous Knowledge and Traditional Medicine 

The Santals possess a rich tradition of herbal medicine, utilizing natural resources such as bark, roots, 

leaves, and fruits for healing purposes. This knowledge, documented by P. O. Bodding (1925), highlights 

the intricate relationship between ecological knowledge and cultural practices. 
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Such systems represent valuable alternatives to modern medicine and contribute to contemporary 

discussions on sustainable healthcare and biodiversity conservation. 

 

7. Animism and Ecological Ethics 

Santal religion is deeply rooted in animism, where natural elements are considered sacred. Trees such as 

Sarjom and Mohua play significant roles in rituals and ceremonies. Leaves, branches, and flowers are 

integral to life-cycle events, including birth, marriage, and death. 

The Santals worship their deities within natural settings, reinforcing their bond with forests. Their belief 

that divinity resides in nature fosters a sense of reverence and responsibility. Animals, too, are respected, 

with elephants being worshipped as “Hati Thakur.” 

This spiritual framework promotes an ethical approach to environmental interaction, discouraging 

overexploitation and encouraging conservation. 

 

8. Environmental Consciousness and Sustainability 

Environmental awareness among the Santals is not imposed but inherent. Their practices reflect an 

understanding of ecological balance and the need for sustainable resource use. Sacred groves are 

preserved, and resource extraction is regulated by cultural norms. 

As Ramachandra Guha (2000) observes, indigenous communities often embody ecological wisdom 

through their way of life. The Santals exemplify this principle by maintaining harmony with nature while 

meeting their needs. 

 

9. Impact of Modernity and Development 

Modern development has introduced both opportunities and challenges. Access to education, healthcare, 

and markets has improved living conditions. However, these benefits are accompanied by environmental 

degradation and cultural disruption. 

Deforestation, pollution, and industrial expansion have significantly impacted forest ecosystems. The 

construction of infrastructure and commercial establishments has led to habitat loss and increased human 

interference. As a result, wildlife populations are declining, and ecological balance is being disturbed. 

 

10. Displacement, Resistance, and Environmental Movements 

The Santals have faced repeated displacement due to development projects. Large-scale initiatives such 

as mining and dam construction have forced them to leave their ancestral lands. 

In regions like Jharkhand, Odisha, and West Bengal, they have organized movements to protect forests 

and assert their rights. Resistance against projects in Deocha Pachami and Hasdeo Forest highlights their 

struggle for survival and environmental justice. 

These movements reflect not only a fight for livelihood but also a broader struggle to protect nature and 

biodiversity. 

 

11. Critical Discussion: Indigenous Ecology vs Modern Development 

The Santal model of living challenges dominant development paradigms that prioritize economic growth 

over ecological sustainability. Their eco-centric worldview emphasizes interdependence and moral 

responsibility. 
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In contrast, modern industrial systems often adopt an exploitative approach, leading to environmental 

crises. The Santal way of life offers an alternative framework that integrates ecological balance with 

human well-being. 

 

12. Policy Implications and Way Forward 

Recognizing the ecological contributions of indigenous communities is essential for sustainable 

development. Policies should: 

• Protect forest rights of indigenous people 

• Promote traditional ecological knowledge 

• Ensure participatory development 

• Prevent forced displacement 

Integrating indigenous practices into environmental governance can contribute to long-term ecological 

sustainability. 

 

13. Conclusion 

The forest is not merely a resource for the Santals; it is the foundation of their existence, culture, and 

identity. Their relationship with nature is characterized by harmony, respect, and sustainability. However, 

modern development poses significant threats to this balance. 

Protecting indigenous communities and their knowledge systems is crucial not only for their survival but 

also for the preservation of global ecological balance. The Santal way of life offers valuable insights into 

sustainable living, making it relevant in addressing contemporary environmental challenges. 
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