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An ongoing process starting from late-1800s had Christianity missionary societies in 
Western Odisha (now the districts of Sundargarh and Sambalpur), which transformed 
the institutional scene of the region in the field of education and health. The article 
traces the missionary story of the vernacular and English-medium schools, teacher-
training institutions, dispensaries and mission hospitals established by groups like the 
Roman Catholic missions and Protestant evangelical societies in tribal and rural areas 
of Sundargarh and Sambalpur from around 1900 to 1956. Qualitative-historical 
approach in the research method is used that combines descriptive and analytical 
research, using archival data, missionary reports, district gazetteers, and secondary 
sources, to trace the growth of institutions, interaction with colonial administration, 
and the reaction of communities, as well as resistance and accommodation of 
indigenous communities. The results suggest that the mission schools made a 
significant contribution to increasing the literacy rate of tribal groups that were 
previously largely literate, such as Oraon, Munda and Kharia, and that mission health 
care programs brought many aspects of western biomedicine to tribal life, slowly 
displacing and supplementing, but not necessarily eradicating, indigenous healing 
practices. The research also contextualises these developments in related discourses 
on caste, gender and colonial governance of Odisha. It shows that though 
proselytizing was the mission's intent, the mission has left a long lasting 
developmental legacy, continuing to shape the social infrastructure of western 
Odisha, which can and should be studied in greater detail across different disciplines 
in history. 
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IMPLICATIONS AND CONTRIBUTIONS STATEMENT 

This study adds to the regional historiography in that it has brought to an end the scattered information on the lines of 
the mission education and health care in Sundargarh and Sambalpur in one historical treatise. It provides policy 
makers, historians and social scientists a documented baseline of the impacts of institutional interventions of the 
colonial era on contemporary literacy, gender differences and health-seeking behavior of tribal communities of 
Western Odisha and their need for further cross-disciplinary and archival research. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The story of Christian missionary activity specifically in the princely/tributary states of Odisha, namely Sundargarh 
and Sambalpur, in the West of Odisha is significant yet largely un-discussed in the field of colonial social history. 
During the late 19th century, mission organisations began to operate in the area because of the significant tribal 
population, which in many respects was beyond the scope of the formal colonial education system and organised 
health services (1). In contrast, the hill and forest areas of Sundargarh and Sambalpur were a bit more isolated, and 
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mission organizations were determined to reach them with schools, children's homes and dispensaries as a part of their 
evangelical mission (2,3). 

The aim of this study is to examine in an historical framework the ways in which missionary bodies have contributed 
to the fields of education and health care to this region and the intersections between them and the pre-existing social 
networks of gender, tribe, and caste (5,6). The working hypothesis for this treatise is that although theologically 
proselytising, missionary institutions also proved to be important though at times contested agencies of modernisation 
and that their institutional legacy lives on in the social infrastructure of the present. In the larger history of the 
nationalism and identity in colonial India literature, this inquiry comes at a significant juncture that places local 
Odishan history in larger political settings of colonial governance, religious conversion and community response. 

 

2. MATERIAL AND METHODS 

This study uses a qualitative-historical research approach by the method of archive and documentation. The sources 
of primary materials are district gazetteers of Sundargarh and Sambalpur, annual reports of the various missionary 
societies, colonial administrative letters, and published compilations and archives within the regions of the churches 
and missions. Secondary sources are scholarly monographs and peer reviewed articles on missionary activities and 
tribal society and their education development in Odisha (1,2,4). A purposive sampling method was used for selection 
of materials with a focus on items that directly mention Sundargarh, Sambalpur, or neighbouring tribal districts of 
western Odisha between 1880-1956. 

The analytical process used the thematic-historical technique, which involved first chronologizing the sources and 
then dividing them into two general categories, educational institution-building, and provisioning of health care, and 
then comparing them with other historiographical efforts on caste and gender and colonial policy (5,6,8). Because this 
is a documentary historical study, no human or animal subject was directly involved and so formal ethical approval is 
not required; all the archival materials used are in the public domain or they come from the published work of others. 

 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Missionary education in Sundargarh and Sambalpur 

Mission records and regional historiography suggest that missionary societies began to send missionaries to open 
primary and middle schools throughout Sundargarh and neighbouring Sambalpur tracts later in the nineteenth century 
and continued to do so until the present day, and that teaching was usually in the vernacular Odia language and tribal 
languages before switching to English at secondary level (2). In these, tribal communities like Oraon, Munda and 
Kharia were over-represented and they were deprived from the education provided by Brahminical or government 
schools due to the deep-rooted caste order (6). The missionary teacher-training seminaries also resulted in the 
formation of a pool of local catechist-teachers who reached remote hill villages to provide educational opportunities, 
which is consistent with evidence of missionary influence in the tribal socio-cultural activities as recorded for 
Sundargarh district (2,3). 

Health care initiatives 

In addition to education, missionary societies also opened up dispensaries and small hospitals as shown, frequently in 
mission compounds , to begin bringing western biomedical solutions to endemic diseases like malaria, cholera, and 
leprosy. These institutions were often the initial exposure of the tribes of the area to allopathic medicine, slowly 
changing attitudes to health seeking in the area as they co-existed with indigenous herbal and shamanistic healing 
practices, sometimes not in harmony (1,4). Gender was also introduced into the medical work of the missionaries, as 
women's dispensaries and maternity care covered areas that were not part of the social structure with its conservative 
conventional marriages. 

Community response and colonial politics 

Reactions to the presence of the missionaries were not always positive or always negative. Although many tribal 
families welcomed the missionary schools as a means to escape from village life and to gain access to social mobility 
and literacy, in some instances the orthodox Hindu elites and colonial administrators were not very happy about the 



 International Journal of Web of Multidisciplinary Studies 
E-ISSN: 3049-2424  

 

IJWOS | Volume 3 Issue 9, September 2026  |  https://ijwos.com                                                                          649 
 

 

missionary expansion because of the fear of change in the existing caste and revenue structures (6,7). These tensions 
are placed in comparative context of the process of identity formation in early twentieth century Odisha, where a larger 
struggle for religious and political allegiance was felt to have increased with the rise of nationalist feelings in the 
province of Odisha as a whole (4,7). These dynamics are reflected in the broader academic interest in minorities and 
marginalised communities in contested socio-political settings, which is discussed in international comparative 
literature on minorities and communal relations (9). 

All of this points to missionary institutions as alternative systems of modernisation that operated in parallel with and 
sometimes against indigenous and colonial state systems. This discovery is consistent with general interdisciplinary 
research which shows that the introduced knowledge systems are not usually introduced en bloc, but are rather co-
existed and negotiated with indigenous systems in colonial situations (8). 

 

4. CONCLUSION 

This historical treatise proves that from 1900 to 1956 there were formal educational and Western medical institutions 
that could be said to have contributed to the spread of formal education and western health care to the tribal and rural 
communities of Western Odisha. Although the intention behind the religious conversion work cannot be divorced 
from these activities, the institutional legacies of schools, teacher training centres and health dispensaries were 
significant factors in improving literacy and health in an area generally not considered to be part of colonial 
development agendas. Oral histories and district-level statistical records should also be added to future studies to 
quantify further these long-term social and demographic implications. 
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