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Abstract 

This paper explores the influence of Catholic missionary education on the identity formation of Oraon (Uraon) youth in 

the central Indian state of Chhattisgarh. Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork conducted between 2023 and 2025 in 

Jashpur, Ambikapur, and Raigarh districts, it analyzes how faith‐based schooling intersects with indigenous belief 

systems, kinship structures, and aspirations for social mobility. Semi‑structured interviews, focus‑group discussions, 

and curriculum analysis reveal four broad patterns. First, Christian education reconfigures traditional identity 

markers—language, ritual, dress—embedding them within a biblical moral framework. Second, missionary schools 

provide symbolic and material capital that facilitate upward mobility, yet often at the cost of linguistic and ritual 

continuity. Third, a hybrid ecospiritual consciousness emerges, wherein Catholic liturgy co‑exists with customary 

reverence for the forest and ancestral spirits. Finally, educated Oraon youth act as cultural brokers, mediating between 

clan elders and modern institutions. The study contributes to debates on acculturation, indigenous education, and the 

politics of recognition, showing that identity among Oraon youth is not merely assimilated or retained but actively 

re‑articulated through Christian schooling. The emerging identity among Oraon youth is neither entirely tribal nor fully 

Christian—it is a dynamic, hybrid, and evolving cultural construct shaped by personal experiences and institutional 

teachings. 
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Introduction 

The Oraons (locally pronounced as Uraons) constitute one of the largest Adivasi communities of central India. Known 

for their rich oral traditions, agrarian subsistence, and clan governance, they have historically inhabited the forested 

highlands of present‑day Jharkhand and adjoining regions, including northern Chhattisgarh. Following 

nineteenth‑century colonial penetration, Catholic missionaries—most notably the Belgian Carmelite order—established 

schools, dispensaries, and churches in the Oraon‑dominated plateaus of Jashpur and Surguja. These institutions framed 

education as both spiritual salvation and social uplift, thereby embedding Christianity in daily village life. Today, 

the Catholic proportion of Oraons in Chhattisgarh is estimated at nearly 40 percent, and missionary schools remain 

prominent despite the growth of state education. 

Education, however, is never a neutral enterprise; it transmits values, shapes subjectivities, and negotiates power. 

For indigenous groups, formal schooling often produces ambivalent outcomes. On the one hand, it equips youth with 

linguistic and professional capital required for navigating the Indian economy. On the other, it may erode traditional 

languages such as Kurukh, re‑signify customary rituals as 'pagan,' and relocate authority from clan elders to church 

hierarchies. The resultant identities are neither wholly assimilated into national Christian imaginaries nor strictly 

bounded by tribal customs; rather, they are fluid, contested, and hybrid. 

Catholic schooling participates in the ongoing re‑articulation of Oraon identity among youth aged 15‑30. By 

foregrounding lived experiences—classroom narratives, campus rituals, youth fellowship groups—it illuminates the 

subtle negotiations through which young Catholics reconcile clan solidarity with ecclesial doctrine, economic 

ambitions with indigenous stewardship of land, and modern citizenship with ancestral cosmology. Christian missionary 

education, especially in its Catholic form, brought with it not just religious instruction but also a broader cultural 

transformation. Catholic schools became centers of discipline, literacy, and exposure to new worldviews. For Oraon 

youth, these schools became sites where identity is not only transmitted but also contested and reconfigured. 

This paper seeks to analyze how Christian education plays a formative role in constructing a new sense of self 

among Oraon youth. It focuses on the lived experiences of students and alumni from Catholic schools and how they 

negotiate between their tribal roots and their Christian upbringing. 

 

Christian education in today’s world 

We cannot deny the fact that culture has influenced Christian educational institutions. In addition to culture, the 

government, finance, and social policies have also played major roles in reducing the Christian schools. These 

challenges can be described in three words: secularism, consumerism, and relativism. 

'The first mass media attempt is to remove religion from the public square and relegate schools to the private sectors.' 

Secularism deals with the introduction of mass media, such as television, movies, music, and the Internet, which is less 

noticeable in disturbing the three-legged stool. This force typically represents faith as being for fools and touts 

individualism, consumerism, hedonism, and relativism as tantalizing idols. 

Consumerism promotes the concept that the church and the school have merged. As a result, parents must now weigh 
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their options regarding their children's school admittance. Christian schools are not free from these principles; in fact, 

most Christian schools incorporate layers of Christian ideals into their curriculums. Beyond Christian institutions, 

parents are increasingly choosing charter schools that emphasize family values. Other school options include 

homeschooling, virtual schools, and mix-and-match schools. A parent trying to decide where to send their child to 

school once asked me a worrying question: "Is my financial investment in Christian education going to get my son 

or daughter a well-paying job?" Relativism assumes that truth is relative, which means that there is no absolute 

truth. What you perceive as truth may become false or completely wrong in another reality. Although the term 

"postmodernism" is difficult to define, it is commonly associated with the notion that no one can claim to have objective 

truth. Each person's history impacts their thinking and perspective of reality. 

 

9Redefinition of Tribal Identity 

Students frequently invoked biblical parables—such as the Good Samaritan—to articulate clan solidarity, thereby 

reframing Oraon ethos of 'Lai‐lai' (collective labor) within a Christian ethic of service. While elders fear a dilution 

of totemic symbols like the 'Kudukh Totam,' youth reinterpret these symbols as historical rather than sacred, allowing 

dual affiliation. Identity thus becomes iterative, performed through both clan festivals and parish youth days. 

 

Language and Communication 

Mission schools emphasize Hindi and English proficiency as gateways to state jobs and higher education. Kurukh usage 

declines in formal domains, yet resurfaces in peer jokes, folklore clubs, and WhatsApp memes. This code‑switching 

illustrates 'diglossic resilience'—the ability to maintain linguistic intimacy while embracing economic pragmatism. 

Educators who integrate Kurukh prayers during assembly are perceived as cultural mentors. 

 

Cultural Negotiation 

Ritual calendars exhibit syncretism: Christmas carols incorporate the Mandar drum, and nativity plays feature Oraon 

attire. Conversely, clan rituals like 'Sarhul' witness lower youth turnout, partly due to exam schedules but also 

theological ambivalence. Students negotiate by attending Sarhul as spectators rather than ritual participants, 

maintaining filial respect while signaling Christian distinction. 

 

Aspirations and Mobility 

Academic success stories—civil servants, nurses, catechists—serve as role models embodied in classroom posters. 

Education cultivates what Bourdieu terms 'habitus of confidence,' yet it also engenders spatial migration. Youth 

relocating to Raipur or Delhi for college encounter urban prejudice against 'tribals,' prompting a conscious embrace 

of Christian identity as transcultural capital. Remittances fund younger siblings' schooling, creating a feedback loop 

between faith, education, and mobility. 

 

Conclusion 

Christian missionary education among Oraon youth generates a multifaceted identity— neither wholly assimilated into 

mainstream Catholicism nor isolated within tribal particularism. Rather, it fosters a dialogic self that navigates multiple 

affiliations, leveraging education for mobility while selectively conserving ancestral values. Policymakers and 

educators must recognize this hybridity, designing curricula that validate indigenous languages and rituals alongside 

academic excellence. Further research could compare Catholic and non‑denominational schools or examine gendered 

variations in identity negotiation. The study finds that Christian missionary education among Oraon youth in 

Chhattisgarh plays a dual role—it empowers and transforms. While it offers new avenues of opportunity, it also 

requires young people to renegotiate their sense of belonging. The resultant identity is not static or monolithic but 

dynamic and hybrid. Youth are not passive recipients of missionary influence. They actively engage in meaning-

making, balancing traditional values with new religious ideals. Policymakers, educators, and religious leaders must 

recognize this complexity and support educational models that are both academically strong and culturally sensitive. 
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