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Abstract 

Jagannath culture occupies a unique and central position in the religious, social, and cultural life of Odisha. Lord 

Jagannath, worshipped at the sacred temple of Puri, is not merely a deity but a living symbol of Odisha's collective 

identity, spiritual consciousness, and cultural heritage. The traditions associated with Lord Jagannath have 

deeply influenced the daily life, customs, rituals, food habits, social practices, literature, and value systems of the 

Odia people. This paper examines the multifaceted influence of Jagannath culture on the beliefs and lifestyle of 

Odisha. It explores how Jagannath consciousness permeates every stage of human life—from birth to death—and 

shapes religious observances, social relationships, food traditions, family customs, and moral values. The study 

further highlights the inclusive and humanistic philosophy embedded in Jagannath culture, which transcends 

caste, creed, and social distinctions. Through an analysis of religious practices, cultural rituals, and social 
customs, the paper demonstrates that Jagannath culture serves as the foundation of Odia identity and remains a 

vibrant force in preserving the cultural continuity of Odisha. 
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I. Introduction 
Culture represents the collective way of life of a people, encompassing their beliefs, customs, traditions, 

rituals, language, literature, and social institutions. In Odisha, one of the most significant forces shaping cultural 

identity is the worship of Lord Jagannath. Revered as the supreme deity of the Odia people, Lord Jagannath 

embodies a unique synthesis of spiritual traditions and cultural values that have evolved over centuries. 

The Jagannath tradition is distinctive because it integrates diverse religious streams including 

Vaishnavism, Shaivism, Shaktism, Ganapatya, and Soura traditions. This remarkable synthesis has enabled 
Jagannath culture to become a unifying force that transcends sectarian divisions. The deity is worshipped as Daru 

Brahman—the Supreme Being manifested in a wooden form—and is regarded as the embodiment of universal 

humanity. 

The cultural significance of Lord Jagannath extends beyond the temple walls of Puri. His influence 

permeates literature, art, architecture, music, dance, festivals, social customs, and everyday practices of Odia 

society. Consequently, Jagannath culture has become synonymous with Odia culture itself. The present paper 

seeks to examine the reflection of Jagannath culture in the beliefs and lifestyle of Odisha and to understand its 

role in shaping social and cultural consciousness. 

 

II. Historical and Philosophical Foundations of Jagannath Culture 
The Jagannath tradition has a long and complex historical evolution. Scholars have identified tribal, 

Buddhist, Jain, Shaiva, Shakta, and Vaishnava elements within the Jagannath cult. This pluralistic character has 

contributed to its broad acceptance across different communities. 

Lord Jagannath is viewed as the universal manifestation of the Supreme Being. According to popular 

belief, He appeared in different forms during different ages: as Narasimha in Satya Yuga, Rama in Treta Yuga, 

Krishna in Dwapara Yuga, and Jagannath in Kali Yuga. Such beliefs reinforce the perception of Jagannath as the 

eternal and all-encompassing divine presence. 

The philosophical foundation of Jagannath culture is rooted in inclusiveness, equality, and universal 

brotherhood. The principle of "Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam" (the whole world is one family) is deeply embedded in 

the Jagannath tradition. This philosophy has enabled the culture to transcend social barriers and become a symbol 
of unity and harmony. 
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III. Influence on Food Culture and Culinary Traditions 
One of the most visible reflections of Jagannath culture is found in Odisha's food traditions. The Jagannath 

Temple at Puri is renowned as a "Bhoga Kshetra," where elaborate food offerings are prepared and presented to 

the deity daily. 

The temple kitchen is one of the largest religious kitchens in the world. Hundreds of earthen pots are used 

to prepare food using traditional methods. The cooking process is considered sacred and is associated with ritual 

purity and divine supervision by Goddess Mahalakshmi. 

Mahaprasad occupies a special place in Odia society. It is generally classified into dry offerings (Nirmalya) 

and cooked offerings (Sankhudi). The sharing of Mahaprasad among people of different castes and communities 

symbolizes social equality and communal harmony. 

Many food items popular in Odisha have direct associations with Jagannath worship. Pakhala, a fermented 

rice preparation, is among the favorite offerings made to Lord Jagannath. Different varieties such as Subasa 

Pakhala, Chupuda Pakhala, Pani Pakhala, and Mitha Dahi Pakhala are offered on different occasions. 

Similarly, traditional beverages such as Pana hold significant cultural importance. During Pana Sankranti, 
special offerings are made to the deity, and the practice of serving Pana to guests reflects the values of hospitality 

and respect ingrained in Odia culture. 

The use of banana leaves for serving food during religious functions and festivals also mirrors the 

traditions practiced in the Jagannath Temple. Thus, food culture in Odisha is deeply intertwined with Jagannath 

traditions. 

 

IV. Jagannath Culture and Social Life 
Jagannath culture exerts a profound influence on the social structure and collective consciousness of 

Odisha. Lord Jagannath is regarded not merely as a divine figure but as a member of the family and community. 
The deity is believed to experience human emotions and activities such as eating, sleeping, bathing, celebrating 

festivals, and changing clothes. 

The festivals associated with Lord Jagannath are celebrated across Odisha with great enthusiasm. Events 

such as Rath Yatra, Bahuda Yatra, Snana Purnima, and Gundicha Yatra bring together people from all social 

backgrounds. These festivals strengthen community bonds and reinforce collective cultural identity. 

The annual Rath Yatra is particularly significant because it symbolizes accessibility and inclusiveness. 

During this festival, the deity leaves the sanctum of the temple and comes among the people, emphasizing the 

intimate relationship between the divine and humanity. 

In villages throughout Odisha, Lord Jagannath is worshipped in various forms. Community participation 

in religious activities promotes social cohesion and strengthens local cultural traditions. 

 

V. Influence on Family Rituals and Life-Cycle Ceremonies 
Jagannath culture is closely associated with the life-cycle rituals of Odia society. From birth to death, the 

presence of Lord Jagannath is felt in numerous customs and ceremonies. 

Shortly after birth, many families touch Nirmalya to the lips of a newborn child. This act symbolizes the 

child's initiation into Jagannath consciousness. During important milestones such as Annaprashan, birthdays, and 

sacred thread ceremonies, offerings are often made in the name of Lord Jagannath. 

Mahaprasad and Nirmalya are frequently distributed during auspicious occasions and social gatherings. 

Sending Mahaprasad to relatives and friends along with invitations is a cherished cultural tradition. 

At the time of death, many devotees wish to receive Nirmalya and remember the name of Jagannath. It 
is widely believed that remembrance of the Lord at the final moment facilitates spiritual liberation. Such beliefs 

demonstrate the deep spiritual connection between the Odia people and Lord Jagannath. 

 

VI. The Role of Goddess Lakshmi in Odia Culture 
The Jagannath tradition also highlights the importance of Goddess Lakshmi, who symbolizes prosperity, 

fertility, and abundance. Her influence is evident in numerous domestic rituals and cultural practices. 

Traditional Odia households often begin the day by cleaning and sanctifying the home, practices 

associated with inviting the blessings of Goddess Lakshmi. Agricultural prosperity, household welfare, and 

economic well-being are linked to her divine grace. 
The observance of Sudasha Brata and the special Lakshmi worship conducted during the month of 

Margashira reflect the enduring significance of Lakshmi-centered rituals. The drawing of lotus motifs and sacred 

designs in homes further demonstrates the integration of religious symbolism into daily life. 

These practices reveal how Jagannath culture extends beyond temple worship and becomes embedded within the 

domestic sphere. 
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VII. Rath Yatra and Cultural Symbolism 
The Rath Yatra of Puri is one of the world's largest religious festivals and represents the most visible expression 
of Jagannath culture. Every year, Lord Jagannath, Balabhadra, and Subhadra travel to the Gundicha Temple in 

elaborately decorated chariots. 

The festival symbolizes divine accessibility and universal participation. People from different religions, castes, 

and nationalities join the celebrations, highlighting the inclusive spirit of Jagannath culture. 

Several social customs are reflected in the narratives associated with Rath Yatra. The relationship between 

Jagannath, Balabhadra, Subhadra, and Lakshmi mirrors traditional family structures and social norms prevalent 

in Odisha. 

The festival also serves as a powerful cultural institution that reinforces Odia identity and promotes the 

transmission of traditional values across generations. 

 

VIII. Nabakalebara and the Philosophy of Renewal 
One of the most unique aspects of Jagannath culture is the ritual of Nabakalebara, which involves the 

periodic renewal of the wooden idols of the deities. This sacred ceremony occurs during a special calendrical 

conjunction and carries profound philosophical significance. 

Nabakalebara reflects the Hindu understanding of life, death, and rebirth. Just as human beings discard 

old bodies and assume new ones, the deities also undergo symbolic bodily transformation. 

The rituals associated with Nabakalebara include mourning ceremonies, purification rites, and 

community participation. The Daitapati servitors observe funeral-like practices after the transfer of the divine 

essence from the old idols to the new ones. 

These rituals demonstrate the humanized nature of Jagannath worship and reinforce philosophical teachings 

regarding impermanence, continuity, and spiritual regeneration. 
 

IX. Jagannath Culture and Humanism 
A defining feature of Jagannath culture is its emphasis on humanism and social equality. Mahaprasad is shared 

without discrimination among people of different castes and communities. The temple traditions emphasize 

collective participation rather than exclusion. 

The image of Lord Jagannath as a universal deity has enabled the tradition to become a symbol of harmony and 

coexistence. Throughout history, Jagannath culture has fostered social integration by incorporating diverse 

religious and cultural influences. 

Its humanistic values continue to inspire social solidarity, mutual respect, and spiritual inclusiveness in 
contemporary Odisha. 

 

X. Conclusion 
Jagannath culture represents the spiritual and cultural soul of Odisha. It is not confined to religious 

worship alone but extends into every aspect of social and cultural life. The influence of Lord Jagannath can be 

observed in food habits, festivals, family customs, social relationships, domestic rituals, and philosophical 

outlooks. 

The traditions associated with Jagannath promote inclusiveness, equality, compassion, and collective 

identity. Through practices such as Mahaprasad distribution, Rath Yatra celebrations, Lakshmi worship, and 
Nabakalebara rituals, Jagannath culture continues to shape the beliefs and lifestyle of the Odia people. 

In essence, Jagannath culture serves as the foundation of Odisha's cultural heritage and remains a 

dynamic force that preserves and transmits the values, traditions, and spiritual consciousness of generations. Its 

universal message of human unity and divine compassion continues to resonate far beyond the boundaries of 

Odisha, making it one of India's most significant cultural and religious traditions. 
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