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EXPLORING TRADITIONAL RURAL DEVELOPMENT PRACTICES
ACROSS THE CULTURALLY DIVERSE VILLAGES OF

WEST BENGAL: A REVIEW

GARGEE BASU*

Indigenous rural development practices in West Bengal show a strong link between cultural
diversity, ecological knowledge, and community livelihoods. Across regions-from the Sundarbans
to the lateritic plains and Himalayan foothills-villages follow distinct traditions in farming,
water use, crafts, forest management, healing practices, and collective labour. These methods
support social unity and environmental care rooted in local culture. This review outlines key
indigenous approaches, their role in sustaining livelihoods, and the influence of cultural identity
on resource use. It also notes the vital contributions of women and traditional institutions.
Alongside the pressures of modernization, climate change, and cultural decline, the study points
to ways traditional knowledge can be strengthened and blended with current development efforts
to support community-led rural progress.
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Introduction

Rural West Bengal reflects a blend of cultural
traditions shaped by diverse landscapes such as
coastal belts, forests, and hills and lateritic

plateaus3. Indigenous development methods draw on oral
traditions, customary rules, and ecological memory4. These
systems continue to guide farming, water use, forest
management, social organization, and sustainable
harvesting. Riverine communities rely on fishing and honey
collection linked to tides and monsoons8. Central Bengal
maintains agrarian folk traditions with festivals, harvest
rituals, and cooperative labour. Hill communities practice
terrace farming, herbal medicine and collective decision-
making rooted in Buddhist and animist influences5. These
cultural foundations shape how communities manage
resources, settle disputes, and maintain ecological balance.
At their core lies respect for nature, social cooperation,
and cultural identity.
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Cultural Diversity and its Influence on Rural
Development

West Bengal’s cultural diversity stems from its history
of migration, tribal settlements, agrarian societies, and river-
based civilizations. Tribal communities such as the Santhal,
Munda, Oraon, Lodha, and Bhumij contribute significantly
to rural traditions through their forest-based knowledge,
communal rituals, and sustainable harvesting systems5. In
the riverine and deltaic regions, fishing communities, boat
makers, and honey collectors maintain water-centric cultural
practices tied to the tides and monsoons7. Central Bengal
exhibits agrarian folk cultures rich in festivals, harvest
rituals, and cooperative farming6. The hill regions blend
Buddhist and ethnic animist traditions, influencing terrace
farming, herbal medicine, and community decision-making.
These cultural foundations shape rural development by
guiding how communities organize labour, manage natural
resources, resolve conflicts, and maintain ecological
balance4.
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Indigenous Rural Development Methods

Indigenous rural development methods include
traditional farming, ecological practices, crafts, and
community institutions. Farmers preserve local paddy
varieties like Tulaipanji, Gobindabhog, and Kalonunia
through household seed banks suited to local soils and
climates3. Organic methods using cow dung, leaf compost,
neem preparations, mixed cropping, and crop rotation help
maintain soil fertility and biodiversity1. Water is managed
through community ponds, tank irrigation, earthen bundhs
and small rainwater pits4. Forest-based communities collect
sal leaves, mushrooms, and honey under customary rules
that prevent overuse8. Rural crafts—terracotta, handloom
weaving, kantha work, bamboo craft, and pottery—support
household incomes6. and preserve tradition. Collective
labour systems such as reciprocal farming and shared
construction strengthen social ties and reduce costs.
Community councils help settle disputes and organise local
welfare.

Regional Analysis of Indigenous Methods

Different regions of West Bengal follow distinct
indigenous methods shaped by their landscapes. In the
western tribal districts of Purulia, Bankura, and Jhargram,
communities depend on forests, practice shifting
cultivation, use earthen irrigation channels, and store water
in traditional tanks. Bishnupur terracotta, dokra metalwork,
and wooden masks support local livelihoods6. The fertile
plains of Burdwan and Nadia rely on traditional rice
farming, pond aquaculture and seasonal agricultural
calendars4. Murshidabad and Malda continue weaving
traditions, mulberry growing, and mango cultivation. The
Sundarbans follow water-based practices suited to tidal
conditions7. Across regions, mixed cropping, crop rotation,
sacred groves, pond restoration, bundh construction, and
wetland protection help conserve soil, water, and
biodiversity. Traditional fishing respects breeding cycles,
and forest use is regulated to prevent overharvesting.
Together, these practices show strong ecological awareness
and a commitment to resource renewal1.

Role of Women in Indigenous Development
Systems

Women in rural West Bengal play crucial roles in
sustaining and transmitting indigenous knowledge6. They
manage seed selection, storage, and preservation, ensuring
crop diversity across generations. Women lead household-
based craft production, such contribution to forest
gathering, weaving, and herbal health practices5.

Environmental Sustainability Embedded in
Indigenous Practices

Indigenous development systems are inherently
sustainable due to their emphasis on ecological balance.
Organic farming avoids chemical fertilizers, preserving soil
structure1. and preventing water pollution. Mixed cropping
and traditional crop rotations help maintain biodiversity
and reduce pest attacks. Sacred groves protected by tribal
and rural communities serve as biodiversity hotspots and
shield endangered flora3. Water conservation practices—
desilting ponds, constructing earthen bundhs, and
protecting wetlands—safeguard groundwater recharge4.
Traditional fishing practices respect breeding seasons,
ensuring long-term sustainability. Forest-based livelihoods
depend on regulated harvesting ensuring that community
needs are met without degrading ecosystems8. These
practices collectively demonstrate a deep understanding
of ecological limits and resource regeneration.

Challenges to Indigenous Rural Development

Indigenous systems face increasing challenges
through modernization, commercialization, and socio-
economic change. Climate change disrupts indigenous crop
calendars, increases soil salinity in coastal regions and
alters rainfall patterns, making traditional irrigation difficult3.
Market pressures favor hybrid seeds, chemical fertilizers,
and mechanized farming, reducing reliance on traditional
practices Craft communities struggle due to competition
from machine-made products and fluctuating market
demand9. Forest-based livelihoods face threats from
deforestation, mining and restricted access to forest
resources9. Weak institutional recognition and limited
integration of indigenous knowledge into development
policies further marginalize these practices.

Integrating Indigenous and Modern
Development Strategies

Integrating indigenous knowledge with modern
development can support sustainable rural growth.
Recording traditional practices through community
archives, cultural mapping, and local museums helps
preserve fading traditions6. Strengthening rural crafts
through cooperatives, fair-trade networks, and online
markets can raise incomes7. Climate-resilient farming can
combine local seeds with scientific methods to improve
yields. Community-based eco-tourism built around festivals,
forest trails, and craft clusters can create livelihoods3. Local
governance can draw on indigenous decision-making to
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boost participation. Policies that protect traditional water
systems, promote organic farming, and support artisan
training can further strengthen rural economies.

Conclusion

Indigenous rural development methods represent
centuries of adaptation, ecological knowledge, and cultural
identity in West Bengal. These systems contribute
significantly to food security, environmental sustainability,
social cohesion, and local economies. Despite facing
challenges from modernization and climate change, they
remain valuable resources for community-led development.
Integrating these practices with contemporary policies can
promote rural resilience, preserve cultural diversity, and
support inclusive development across West Bengal. 
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