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Abstract
This paper explores the intersection of heritage and democracy through the political career of Pratap Keshari Deo, the last ruler of the Kalahandi princely state and later a parliamentarian in independent India. By situating Deo’s leadership within the socio-political transformations of Odisha, the study highlights how traditional authority, cultural heritage, and democratic institutions converged to reshape political leadership in Kalahandi. The paper argues that Deo’s trajectory exemplifies the negotiation between inherited legitimacy and modern democratic mandates, offering insights into the broader processes of political adaptation in postcolonial India.
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Introduction
The transition from princely states to democratic governance in India was neither abrupt nor uniform. In regions like Kalahandi, where rulers held deep cultural and symbolic authority, the shift required a delicate balance between heritage and democracy. Pratap Keshari Deo (1919–2001), scion of the Kalahandi royal family, embodies this transformation. His political journey from a hereditary ruler to a democratically elected representative illustrates how traditional leadership adapted to the demands of modern politics.
Early life of P.K Deo
Pratap Keshari was born on 5th October, 1919, and was the son of Braja Mohan Deo, the Maharaja of Kalahandi. The important event of the year was the Paris Peace Conference, where the League of Nations grew out of the catastrophe of World War I (1914 to 1918), in which ten million people lost their lives, and emerged with the noble objective of the settlement of all disputes among nations and the prevention of future war.  In 1937, He graduated from Ravenshaw College, Cuttack. Through the good offices of his tutor, Professor K. P. Sinha, he secured a place at Trinity College, Cambridge, and planned to pursue further studies in England. But his ambition was laid to rest because of his father’s ailing health. In Europe, war clouds were gathering. These provided sufficient grounds for his father to discourage him from pursuing his plans. He sent him to Patna to pursue a master’s in Economics and a bachelor's in Law simultaneously. The two years in Patna were fully utilized by playing various outdoor games, particularly tennis and football. In the New Patna Club, he took coaching in tennis from a French Coach procured by Mr. P.R. Das, the leading advocate of Patna.

The Lahore Congress Resolution of 1926, which articulated the demand for Poorna Swaraj (complete independence), together with Mahatma Gandhi’s philosophy of non-violence, charismatic personality, and persuasive oratory, positioned him as an inspirational figure for the youth, who were increasingly restless to secure India’s freedom. This sentiment intensified after the Indian National Congress assumed power in several provinces under the framework of provincial autonomy established by the Government of India Act, 1935. During this period, students in Patna began establishing Students’ Unions to channel their political engagement. In one such election, his peers encouraged his classmate, Shri Indra Deep Narayan Sinha a radical voice to contest against Shri Biswanath Verma, a relative of Dr. Rajendra Prasad. The campaign was marked by remarkable enthusiasm, culminating in Indra Deep’s decisive victory, which was celebrated with great fervour among them. In subsequent years, Indra Deep aligned himself with the Communist Party of India and served two consecutive terms in the Rajya Sabha, while P. K. Deo later represented the Lok Sabha.
In Odisha, the Prajamandal movement had already taken root and gained momentum following the resignation of the Parlakhemundi Ministry, thereby enabling the Congress to assume power in the province. The provincial Congress leadership actively endorsed the agitation by extending its influence into neighbouring states, offering financial assistance, and sustaining a steady stream of propaganda through local newspapers published in Cuttack. At the heart of the Prajamandal movement was opposition to the exploitative Bethi system an oppressive practice of forced labour that compelled subjects to undertake manual work during the non-agricultural season without remuneration. In Talcher, for instance, the extensive stone boundary wall surrounding Rani Park was erected entirely through Bethi. Similarly, in Dhenkanal, Pattayat Shri N. P. Singh Deo, then chief minister, commissioned the construction of a grand palace atop a hill, later known as Jatan Nagar, which stands as a conspicuous symbol of the system’s inequities.
The oppressive Bethi system was abolished in Kalahandi in 1919 by Maharaja B. M. Singh Deo, coinciding with the birth of P. K. Singh Deo. Yet, the more pressing demand of the people was for a fully responsible government in which citizens could determine their own destiny, with the ruler functioning merely as a constitutional head. The aspirations of the Prajamandal movement, however, suffered a setback in 1947 when the princely states were merged into the Orissa province. On 13 October 1949, Shri Sarangadhara Das, Member of Parliament, voiced his discontent in the Constituent Assembly, remarking that both the central government and provincial representatives displayed a “step-motherly feeling” toward the people of the merged states, a sentiment reflected in their treatment post-merger. This situation arose because, on 1 January 1948, Shri Moni Guha, administrator of the former Gangpur State, and Shri Durga Prasad Tripathy, administrator of the former Talcher State, dispatched a telegram to Shri H. K. Mahtab, then Prime Minister of Orissa, declaring: “Conquest completed and annexation peaceful” (Deo, 2000).
By this period, Burma had already separated from India, which curtailed employment opportunities for Oriya labourers who had previously migrated to Rangoon. In Calcutta, menial occupations were largely monopolized by Oriya workers, although the scope of such employment remained limited. The abundance of natural resources in the region, combined with the momentum of the Prajamandal agitation, provided Orissa’s leaders with a strong rationale for consolidating authority and governing in accordance with the logic of a colonial economy. Significantly, Kalahandi remained outside the ambit of the Prajamandal movement, with no references to such mobilization found in contemporary records. Nevertheless, in June 1938, the secretary of the All-India States People’s Conference visited Cuttack, and at the behest of H. K. Mahatab, a State People’s Inquiry Committee was constituted. This committee comprised Balwant Rai Mehta, H. K. Mahatab, Lal Mohan Pattnaik, and Sarangadhar Das.
His Administration (1939 to 1947)	
Although he ascended the Kalahandi throne on 11 September 1939, he was entirely inexperienced in administration. His father, Dewan Shri B B Mohanty, used to take him to all the offices, and he would stay there for hours to oversee the various administrative branches personally. The heads of Departments used to enlighten me by presenting performances of their multiple activities, and he found their work quite interesting. In the meantime, the political agent called on him during the mourning period of his father’s death and settled the date for his investiture at a darwar to be held at Bhawanipatna, where the residents of the Eastern states would present me with a sword on behalf of the paramount power.  
After some time, he received a letter from the political department that, since he was already a law graduate as a special case, his investiture would take place even though he was 19 years old, because the practice prevalent then was that until the ruler was 21, the state used to be administered by the Court of Wards. They waived the age bar in his case. They concluded that no administrative training was necessary, as a copy of the annual administrative report had already been sent to the political department. The investiture ceremony (which was to take place in Darawar, held in Bhawanipatna on 18th February 1940) was postponed to 16th March 1940, as he had an attack of chicken pox.
 It was attended by Lt. Col. Barton, the then-British resident in Calcutta, as well as all five zamindars and prominent citizens. The paramount power most likely took this unusual step, since the Kalahandi state had a strong reputation under his father's able administration, and there was no local discontent. However, on an auspicious day before February, he had the Rajyabhisek performed at the central stone at Jugasaipatna, where all his ancestors were coronated, seated on the lap of the Kandha leader, the Patmajhi of Merkul. It coincides with the installation of the association of the tribal Bhil leader during the coronation of the Bapa Rawal as the first king of Mewar. The Patraja of Rampur once tied the turban. Since Rampur Zamindari had already been escheated to the parent Kalahnadi state when the late Patraj Moti Singh died issueless without leaving any heir, the turban was tied on his head by the eldest Zamindar, Shri Maheswari Prasad Deo of Lanjigarh, who was later given the title of ‘Patraja’ by him.  
His father had his constitutional advisor in Shri K. C. Neogy, a distinguished barrister of Calcutta who, at that time, was the Dewan of the state of Mayurbhanj. In later years, after India gained independence, he became a cabinet minister in Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru's Cabinet, a post he resigned from, along with Shri Shyam Prasad Mukharjee, after two years of differences with the Prime Minister over the rehabilitation of East Bengal refugees. After his father’s death, Neogy moved to Bhawanipatna and remained with them until the succession was completed. At this instance, Maharaja Shri Pratap Chandra Bhawani Deo of Mayurbhanj invited him to Baripada to attend the Chhau festival in 1940.
In 1941, he married Kasturika Modini Devi, the only daughter of Gajapati Maharaj Rama Chandra Dev of Puri. He has two sons and one daughter. However, she died on 23rd September 1983. They had a pleasant married life. They had two daughters (Rajkaumari Krishna Devi, married to Brig. Raja Kamaksya Prasad Sigh Deo of Dhenkanal, and Rajkumari Gitanjali Devi, married to Raja Manavendra Singh Chouhan of Sanjeli) and two sons (Yuvraj Udit Pratp Deo, married to Princess Padma Manjari Devi of Mayurbhanj, and Pataiyat Bikram Keshari Deo, married to Princess Nayan Shree Devi of Puri). They are well educated, prosperous, and well settled in life (Deo, 2000).  
He continued to administer this ancient state until 1 January 1948, when, upon receiving Sardar Patel’s call after the partition had truncated India, he merged Kalahandi State with the dominion of India to build a democratic, more prosperous, and integrated India. This period, my 7.5-year administration, was both exciting and eventful. To discuss common problems, the rulers of the Eastern States Agency used to meet under the auspices of the Council of Rulers of the Eastern States Agency. 
He had the privilege of attending the council meeting in March 1940 in Calcutta, at Tripura House, under the presidency of Maharaja B. B. Manikya Bahadur of Tripura. He was the youngest ruler at the conference, the most educated at the time, and took an active part in its deliberations. At that time, Britain was fighting a grim war with Germany. Various matters came up for discussion, including the State’s offers of assistance to the British in their crisis, administrative reforms, and cooperative projects through which the State could expand its economic resources and establish institutions such as the Common High Court, Engineering College, and Medical College.
He observed an everyday awareness among the rulers that the time had come to involve their people in the administration of their states and to train them gradually within a democratic framework. Their ultimate aim was a responsible government of the people, with the ruler as a constitutional monarch, who would be guaranteed an assured income to maintain a lifestyle commensurate with the state's status. 
Since it was the unanimous feeling that the state people should be associated in the administrative machinery, after the retirement of my father's Dewan, Shri B B Mohnaty, and after a short span of Shri SK Shrivastav’s reign, he appointed a Council of Ministers consisting of the Dewan, one official member, and one unofficial member. The Dewan was Rai Bhadur Uma Charan Das, a retired senior Officer of the Bihar and Odisha provincial service. The other two were Shri P. C. Mohanty, District and Sessions Judge, and Patraja Shri Maheswari Prasad Deo of Lanjigarh. The portfolios were distributed. Subsequently, the Grama Sabha order was promulgated to decentralize local self-government. These Gram Sabhas were larger than the panchayats in the present context. At a later stage, they became the constituencies for the election of members to the Kalahandi State Legislative Assembly. In 1946, he inaugurated the Kalahandi State Legislative Assembly. A minister was elected by the assembly to be responsible for the confidence of the State Assembly and to have loyalty to the ruler. Shri Utsabanda Pradhan was the elected minister when the nominated popular minister Patraja M P Deo resigned. The portfolio of control and civil supplies was allotted to him. The Assembly could pass any resolution on administrative reform and send it to the Council of Ministers for implementation. 
The council was formerly presided over by him. Thus, he made an honest attempt to educate the public about the process of achieving a responsible government in the state. He was serving in the High Court of Kalahandi State until 1946, when the rulers of the Eastern States established a common High Court. Its headquarters were at Raigarh. The Chief Justice was Justice Mohammed Ismail, the retired Chief Justice of the Allahabad High Court, who later became the High Commissioner for Pakistan in India after Partition. In 1946, to separate the judiciary and the executive, he appointed a district magistrate and a district and sessions judge. Previously, these two jobs were combined and managed by a single incumbent. 
The separation of the judiciary and the executive in Orissa was not implemented until 1959, when the Ganatantra Parishad joined the coalition government. He established the Kalahandi State Bar, and the first lawyer was Shri Goura Chanda Panda, B.A., B.L. As the sovereign ruler of Kalahandi State, exercising his clemency, P K Deo commuted the death sentences imposed by the High Court on two condemned prisoners to life imprisonment. 
To better manage forests and agriculture within the Eastern State Agency, a Board of Forestry and Agriculture was established. He was its chairman. hey had a director of Agriculture and Forestry. Shri H F Monney was the director of Forestry for the Eastern States Agency. To this day, his inspection notes on the forest's working plan and sylvicultural operations are followed by the Orissa Forest Department. The only natural sandalwood forest was in Thuamul Rampur, and considerable effort was invested in protecting and developing it by establishing sandalwood plantations in the adjoining areas. State bus transport was introduced on all state highways connecting railheads, business centres, the state capital, and the interior. South Kalahandi i.e Kasipur area, was connected by motorable roads. Many man-eating tigers were killed by Shikaris, one of whom was the late Raja RC Deb of Puri, who killed a tiger from hissports car near Chandragiri in Kashipur. 
To modernise agriculture in the state, he donated 150 acres of my own agricultural land in Arkabahali to start an agrarian demonstration farm and a dairy farm. This farm undertook extensive extension work on the latest agricultural and dairy operations in the Thana Rampur plateau area. A coffee plantation was started on an experimental basis. During his extensive tours, he identified the potential of the Indrāvati Multi-Purpose Hydroelectric project and personally visited various sites from which Indravati water from the Godavari valley could be diverted to the Mahanadi Basin across the eastern Ghats to create an artificial waterfall of 1200 ft and ultimately to irrigate the Kalahandi plains. 
The state capital, Bhawanipatna, was developed by a town-planning officer, Mr. Leslie, who was engaged on a contract basis from Patna state. Areas were earmarked for playgrounds, parks, swimming pools, recreation centres, and cinema houses. To maintain communal harmony, he threw open all the Hindu temples for worship to all classes of Hindus, including Harijans. The only Muslim Mosque in Bhawanipatna was given land for its maintenance. The Sikh Gurudwara was established in the heart of the town and was provided with sufficient agricultural land to sustain it. There was no communal tension. All festivals were celebrated, and everybody participated. There was complete communal harmony among all sections of the communities. Each village has its own Gram Devata, which was formerly worshipped by the Pujhari or Jhankar (a tribal). For the maintenance of the Pujhari, maufi grants of land were given.  
In the field of culture, Kalahandi State's contributions are significant. For the best Oriya writer, an annual prize was given by the state, and many eminent Oriya writers have been awarded this prize. In sports, the state maintained very high standards in football, cricket, and tennis, employing the best All-India coaches to provide instruction in these disciplines. An archaeological department was established in the state under the leadership of Sri Kedarnath Mohapatra and Sri Satyanaryan Rajguru, who undertook various research and excavation projects at temples such as the Belkhandi Temple and at the site of Sapta Matrukas along the Tel valley. As P. K. Deo was the President of the Kalinga Historical Society, a quarterly journal was published from Bhawanipatna. Orissa did not have any archaeological Department at that time. 
First opposition party, the Ganatantra Parishad of Orissa: his role as MLAs and MPs till 1965:
Following a constructive dialogue with Sardar Patel in Delhi, attended by Orissa’s premier and other regional rulers, P. K. Deo returned to Bhawanipatna in October 1948. In accordance with the collective resolution, the habeas corpus petitions filed on behalf of the detainees were withdrawn from the Patna High Court, signifying his readiness to engage with the nation’s democratic framework as an ordinary citizen. Subsequently, the detainees were released from prisons in Cuttack and Bhawanipatna, ceremoniously received with garlands by Deo and his associates at the prison gates, and publicly honored through a grand procession through the town, symbolizing reconciliation and the transition toward participatory governance.
In the afternoon, a public meeting was held in Bhawanipatna, and it was decided to form a political Opposition Party, as all speakers stressed that democracy can function only if there is an effective Opposition Party. A one-party rule without checks and balances was likely to go despotic. The next morning, a political party was formed by the name 'Ganatantra Sangha'. After a few months, the various opposition elements in the Western districts of Orissa and the disillusioned Prajamandal leaders of the state held a meeting in Sambalpur. They organised a political party, Koshal- Utkal Praja Parishad, whose name was changed after a couple of months to Ganatantra Parishad. The name Ganatantra was taken from the Kalahandi Unit of Ganatantra Sangha, and 'Parishad' from Koshal Utkal Praja Parishad. At the Sambalpur meeting, Dr Natabar Pandey, the Chief Whip and the nominated MLA of the Orissa SHEL Assembly, who had just resigned in protest, was elected President. Sri Rajaballav Mishra became the Secretary. The first convention of the Ganatantra Parishad was held at Bhawanipatna, and a policy statement and a programme were decided. In the meantime, intensive propaganda was made in most of the districts of Orissa, and delegates from all the districts of Orissa, except Ganjam, were fully represented. Our organising Secretary, Sri Purna Chandra Rath, the former Secretary of the Kalinga Historical Society and an Archaeologist of the Patna State, was a dynamic personality. He conducted extensive tours in coastal areas and delivered Ordinary talks at various Bar Associations and Town Halls, attracting most of the delegates from the then-intelligentsia. In the adjoining Koraput district, Pandit procured the services of Lingaraj Das Sharma and Jayasingh Majhi, a nominated MLA from Orissa who had resigned, and we conducted extensive tours and received a tremendous response from the people.
Sri Harihar Mishra, the then President of Utkal Sammilani, advocate at Jeypore, became the President. P. Subba Rao, an advocate who later became our MP from Koraput, served as the Vice President. Abhimanyu Rath, a moenergetic young man, was the Secretary.
The movement gained momentum and grew from strength to strength. Sri Sradhakar Supkar, the leader of the Hirakud Movement, became popular in Sambalpur after he led litigation against the Orient Paper Mill for polluting the Mahanadi. The effluents of the paper mill used to be let out in the IB river, a tributary of the Mahanadi. He was elected to the Orissa Legislative Assembly. 
Conclusion 
During the critical juncture of India’s transition from British colonial rule to national independence, P. K. Deo exemplified the qualities of an ideal statesman by instituting a representative government in his state, grounded in the principles of decentralization and the functional separation of the Judiciary and Legislature from the Executive. This foundational reform marked the beginning of his broader efforts to consolidate and advance Orissa in the post-independence era. His developmental interventions in Kalahandi acquired heightened significance within the larger trajectory of Odisha’s modernization. Notably, he spearheaded agricultural reforms, initiated the Indravati Multipurpose Hydroelectric Project, and introduced several pioneering measures, including the establishment of a Department of Fisheries and a Department of Geology, thereby laying the groundwork for institutional and infrastructural transformation.
His generosity attained legendary stature, yet his contributions as a statesman to Orissa were even more profound. Between 1952 and 1957, he served as a member of the Orissa Legislative Assembly, and subsequently represented Kalahandi in the Lok Sabha until 1980. During his parliamentary tenure, he played a pivotal role in advancing legislative reforms, introducing landmark measures such as the Lokpal Lokayukt Bill, the Anti-Defection Bill, and the Registration of Political Parties and Publication of Audited Accounts Bill, thereby enriching India’s constitutional and democratic framework. Beyond his political engagements, he was actively associated with a broad spectrum of scholarly institutions, including the Bombay Natural History Society, the Asiatic Society of Calcutta, the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute in Poona, and the Indian Numismatic Society, among others, underscoring his intellectual breadth and commitment to academic pursuits. He has been a distinguished patron of sports, literature, and education. His munificent contribution of Rs. 4,000,000 to Burla Engineering College and other institutions of higher learning will be eternally commemorated with profound gratitude. He embodied the qualities of a benevolent ruler, an erudite intellectual, a progressive visionary, and an exemplary public servant, harmoniously integrated into a singular persona.
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