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ABSTRACT: This study examines the transformation of life-cycle rituals, including birth, marriage, and death, 
within the Kukna tribal community of South Gujarat, India. Traditionally embedded in ecological knowledge, kinship 
structures, and spiritual belief systems, these rituals have undergone notable changes due to modernization, 
education, industrialization, and cross-cultural contact. Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork in Vansda Taluka, this 
paper documents both the continuity of indigenous customs and their contemporary reformulations. The analysis 
reveals a dynamic negotiation between tradition and modernity, wherein rituals are neither wholly abandoned nor 
rigidly preserved but adapted to shifting socio-cultural contexts. These findings contribute to broader debates in 
anthropology, sociology, and heritage studies concerning cultural resilience and transformation in indigenous 
societies. 
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1. Introduction 
Every community develops distinctive cultural practices that shape its identity, social organization, and 
worldview. For the Kukna tribe of South Gujarat, rituals surrounding birth, marriage, and death have 
historically provided symbolic continuity across generations. These rituals are not only expressions of faith 
but also frameworks through which kinship ties, ecological relationships, and community solidarity are 
reaffirmed. 
However, as modernization and industrialization accelerate in India, tribal communities are increasingly 
confronted with external influences. Education, health interventions, and exposure to dominant religious 
practices have reshaped ritual performance, creating spaces of syncretism and negotiation. This paper 
explores these transformations within the Kukna community, situating them within theoretical discussions 
on cultural change (Herskovits, 1958), modernization and identity (Appadurai, 1996), and heritage resilience 
(UNESCO, 2003). 
2. Literature Review 
Scholarly work on Indian tribes has often focused on socio-economic marginalization, with fewer systematic 
studies on ritual transformation. Ethnographies of the Gamit and Rathwa tribes (Gamit, 2003; Gamit, 2007) 
highlight similar patterns of religious adaptation under the influence of education and missionary activity. 
Gaikwad (2014) documents the oral traditions of the Kukna, but limited research exists on their life-cycle 
rituals in the context of modernization. 
Globally, studies in anthropology and ethnomusicology (Ingold, 2000; Seeger, 2016; Sahlins, 1999) 
emphasize that ritual change is rarely a case of cultural loss; instead, it demonstrates adaptive resilience, 
where communities selectively incorporate external practices while preserving core symbolic meanings. 
This paper builds upon such insights to analyze the Kukna case. 
3. Methodology 
This study is based on qualitative ethnographic methods conducted in Vansda Taluka (Navsari district, 
Gujarat) between 2020 and 2023. Data collection included: 

• Semi-structured interviews with community elders, ritual specialists (Bhagats), and younger 
generations. 

• Participant observation of birth, marriage, and death rituals. 
• Comparative analysis with existing tribal studies and archival sources. 

Ethical consent was obtained from all participants, and local languages were used to ensure cultural 
sensitivity. 
4. Findings and Discussion 
4.1 Birth Rituals 
Traditional practices involve protective measures such as tying black threads containing dried ginger, 
turmeric, and herbs (ikhanda) around the mother and child to ward off evil spirits. These rituals also have 
medicinal value, as the herbs serve antiseptic functions. In contemporary contexts, biomedical 
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interventions, hospital deliveries, and vaccinations have replaced many ritual practices, though symbolic 
acts such as the ikhanda persist in modified forms. 
4.2 Marriage Rituals 
Historically, Kukna marriages emphasized clan (gotra) restrictions and rituals such as Bolven Vidhi, where 
the bride spent one night at the groom’s house before returning to her natal home, and Anu (the fifth-day 
ritual when the bride is ceremonially fetched). Restrictions during this period included avoiding meat, 
forests, and rivers. Presently, these rituals have been shortened or abandoned. Attire has shifted from 
traditional garments to modern wedding wear (suits, sherwanis, and lehengas), reflecting broader social 
integration. 
4.3 Death Rituals 
Traditionally, death rituals were overseen by community elders, with offerings of chicken or goat during 
Devkari ceremonies to deify ancestors. In contemporary practice, animal sacrifices are replaced mainly by 
coconuts, influenced by education and reformist ideologies. Ritual specialists are increasingly Brahmins 
rather than tribal elders, demonstrating cross-cultural religious exchange. Yet, the Devkari ritual remains 
central to preserving ancestral memory and lineage. 
5. Cultural Transformation and Heritage Implications 
The Kukna community demonstrates a dynamic interplay between tradition and modernity, where rituals 
continue to function as markers of cultural identity, even as their outward forms evolve. Instead of viewing 
these changes as “erosion” or “loss,” they can be more productively understood as examples of cultural 
negotiation and adaptation. The resilience of ritual meaning, even in transformed practice, illustrates how 
indigenous groups safeguard symbolic continuity while adjusting to shifting socio-political contexts. 
One of the most striking examples is the replacement of animal sacrifice with coconuts in death rituals. This 
modification does not erase the ritual’s purpose, honoring ancestors through offerings, but reframes it in a 
way that resonates with contemporary ethical sensibilities and reformist pressures. Similarly, the adoption 
of modern clothing in wedding ceremonies signifies participation in broader social norms while still 
embedding the marriage within Kukna frameworks of kinship and clan. These transformations show how 
rituals can incorporate new symbols without displacing their original intent, a process that anthropologists 
such as Sahlins (1999) describe as “indigenization of modernity.” 
From a heritage perspective, these adaptive practices highlight the community’s role as active custodians 
of intangible cultural heritage rather than passive victims of modernization. The continuing performance 
of Devkari ceremonies, the retention of ikhanda in birth practices, and the persistence of kinship-centered 
marriage restrictions all serve as cultural anchors. These examples reveal that heritage is not a frozen 
legacy but a living, evolving system of practices transmitted through performance, storytelling, and 
communal participation. 
Globally, the Kukna experience resonates with similar transformations among indigenous groups in Africa, 
Latin America, and Southeast Asia, where modernization is often absorbed into existing cultural logics 
rather than replacing them entirely (Agawu, 2016; Seeger, 2016). Such parallels underline the broader 
theoretical point that indigenous traditions possess adaptive resilience, ensuring their relevance across 
generations. 
These insights also carry practical implications. Tribal rituals should not be preserved only in museums or 
archives but supported as living traditions through community-led initiatives, educational curricula, and 
cultural policy frameworks. The UNESCO (2003) Convention emphasizes that safeguarding intangible 
cultural heritage requires community participation. For the Kukna, this might include documentation of 
ritual practices, revival programs led by local elders, and the integration of tribal knowledge into regional 
cultural platforms. 
In summary, the cultural transformations observed among the Kukna tribe illustrate not decline but 
creative adaptation, reflecting both the pressures of modernization and the persistence of heritage values. 
Their example underscores the importance of viewing indigenous rituals as dynamic cultural systems that 
embody continuity, resilience, and innovation simultaneously. 
6. Conclusion 
The analysis of birth, marriage, and death rituals among the Kukna tribal community reveals that cultural 
traditions are neither static nor obsolete, but are continuously reinterpreted in light of modernization, 
education, and religious pluralism. While many older ritual forms have been modified, such as the 
replacement of animal sacrifices with symbolic offerings or the adoption of modern wedding attire, the 
underlying symbolic values of community solidarity, ancestral reverence, and ecological awareness remain 
intact. It indicates that the Kukna community is not abandoning tradition but actively reworking it to 
maintain cultural continuity while aligning with contemporary social norms. 
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Importantly, these findings demonstrate that ritual transformation is not synonymous with cultural decline. 
Instead, it reflects what anthropologists describe as adaptive resilience, where communities negotiate 
external pressures by innovating within tradition. The Kukna case contributes to broader anthropological 
and heritage debates by showing how indigenous groups preserve cultural distinctiveness even in contexts 
of rapid social change. 
At a broader level, this research underscores the need for policy frameworks and heritage initiatives 
that recognize and support tribal communities as active agents of cultural sustainability. Interventions by 
educational institutions, NGOs, and government bodies should not attempt to “museumize” rituals, but 
instead encourage inter-generational transmission, documentation, and community-led revival. Aligning 
these practices with global frameworks, such as UNESCO’s Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage (2003), can help secure recognition and protection for such living traditions. 
The study also points to several directions for future research. First, comparative studies across different 
tribal groups in India would illuminate how processes of modernization are negotiated differently across 
communities. Second, a gendered analysis of ritual change could provide insights into the shifting roles of 
women, who are often the custodians of ritual practice. Third, cross-cultural comparisons with indigenous 
societies in Latin America, Africa, and Southeast Asia could further situate the Kukna experience within 
global debates on cultural adaptation and resilience. 
In conclusion, the Kukna community exemplifies how indigenous societies creatively balance continuity and 
change. Their evolving rituals reflect an active engagement with modernity while safeguarding cultural 
identity. Preserving and supporting such traditions is not only vital for the community itself but also 
enriches global understandings of cultural diversity, heritage sustainability, and the enduring relevance of 
indigenous worldviews in the 21st  century. 
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