
Tribal Cultural Heritage in India in the 21st century 
India has the most diversified population of native peoples worldwide 

"According to the official Census held in 2001, Adivasis [indigenous peoples] 
constitute 8 per cent of the nation’s total population, over 84 million people. 
Unofficial figures vary significantly but represent a much higher proportion of 
India’s population." (unhcr.org)


The right of tribal communities to maintain their cultural 
heritage was enshrined in the constitution when India 
became "the world’s largest democracy". In the words of 
historian Romila Thapar, "Hindus, Muslims, Christians, Dalits 
and Adivasis are all equal citizens. All citizens have the right 
to debate and discuss their duties towards the state and also 
the obligations of the state to ensure that the claims to 
human rights of all citizens are met by the state to an equal 
degree." (The Hindu, 2 March 2016)


India consistently favoured the promotion and protection of indigenous peoples’ 
rights including their right to autonomy or self-government in matters relating to 
their internal and local affairs, as well as means and ways for financing their 
autonomous functions. – Diplomat Ajai Malhotra quoted by the United Nations 
after "Vote on Indigenous Rights Declaration" with 143: countries in favour to 4 
against (UN Department of Public Information, 13 September 2007)


Historian J.J. Burman points out that "the term ‘indigenous peoples’ itself appears 
to be contentious in the Indian context as there are many claimants to it".


"About 25 crore [250 million] people live off the forests, we cannot keep them out 
[because] the adivasi is not the enemy of the forests." – Former Union Minister of 
State for Environment and Forests, Jairam Ramesh (The Hindu, 29 April 2011


"Two main streams within Indian anthropology – assimilationist and isolationist 
positions or policies – influenced the literary and visual representations of tribes 
by mainstream writers, artists and film-makers."– Santali scholar and poet Ivy 
Imogene Hansdak
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Celebrating cultural and linguistic diversity 

Tribal children are entitled to maintaining their cultural and 
linguistic identity: 
"A sensitive cadre of teachers and bureaucracy is definitely 
required to make the difference. At another level, educational 
deprivation must be seen in the context of overall deprivation 
of the community and hence emphasis must be placed on 
improving the situation of tribal communities in general. 
Restoring land and livelihoods, empowering women, 
providing basic civic amenities such as fuel, water and 
sanitation are preconditions to advancements of rights of 
tribal children." – Archana Mehendale


"The smart boy or clever girl who is deprived of the 
opportunity of schooling, or who goes to a school with 
dismal facilities (not to mention the high incidence of 
absentee teachers), not only loses the opportunities he or 
she could have had, but also adds to the massive waste of 
talent that is a characteristic of the life of our country." – 
Nobel Awardee Amartya Sen in The Argumentative Indian


This agrees with the experiences gathered at the Viswa 
Bharati Vidyodaya Trust in Gudalur (Tamil Nadu). Here 
members of several tribal communities belonging to different 
linguistic groups and surrounded by three official languages 
– Tamil, Malayalam and Kannada – manage their own 
educational and health institutions.


Based on personal teaching experiences with English medium 
in Adivasi education, the trust’s co-founder Stan Thekaekara 
emphasizes: "Our challenge therefore is not ensuring that 
they do not learn other languages but ensuring that this is 
not at the cost of their own language."


According to the Unesco Atlas of the World’s Languages in 
Danger 2009, India has around 196 endangered languages. 
Omkar Koul, former director of the Central Institute of Indian 
Languages, explains: "No one knew how many minor and 
tribal languages existed in India at present. The Indian 
Constitution protects the right of children to learn through 
their mother tongue." (The Telegraph, 3 March 2011)
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In "A View of Higher Education in India", Ganesh Devy (Chair, 
People’s Linguistic Survey of India) argues that the problems 
faced by speakers of indigenous languages should be solved by 
other means than legislation: "Adivasi languages in a state have 
always strayed into the larger language of that state. The contact 
with Persian, Arabic, which was active at one time too has 
weakened now. The market needs have brought the bhashas 
[vernaculars languages] closer to English, and there’s too much 
of intimacy with English. So languages keep changing all the 
time. And so long as human beings are there, interacting with the 

phenomenal world, languages will be there. They need greater attention, but it 
cannot happen through legislation. Languages should not be legislated. When 
there was no legislation, languages were safer. With legislation, they start going 
down. That is the experience all over the world. In Russia, Spain and China it has 
been so, in India it has been so."


Award-winning publisher Ruby Hembrom searches for the right balance between 
the demands of the modern world (including a fair command of English) and 
Adivasis’ affirmation of their cultural roots:  
"Being Adivasi doesn’t automatically qualify one to avail the quota. […] The 
disparity in standards of education in rural or urban areas is so large that we 
cannot make the cut, cannot crack entrance exams or interviews despite the 
reservation provisions. These gaps translate to opportunity gaps. How can 
someone qualify from vacuum?" (The New Indian Express, 11th August 2016)


Tribal elders continue to be revered even as modern community facilities and 
educational institutions are being developed in many parts of the country.
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Usage in legal and historical records  

The term Adivasi (Adibasi) was coined in the 1930s. It refers to the various 
"indigenous peoples of India" (adi "original", "earliest" –vasi "inhabitant", "settler"): 
"Indigenous communities of India are commonly referred to as tribal or adivasi 
communities and are recognised as Scheduled Tribes under the Constitution of 
India." – Archana Mehendale


Jaipal Singh, a Munda from Chotanagpur (1903–1970), argued that the tribals 
were the ‘original inhabitants’ of the subcontinent. He formed the Adibasi 
Mahasabha in 1938 which asked for a separate state of ‘Jharkhand‘, to be carved 
out of Bihar. In the Constituent Assembly he came to represent the tribals not just 
of his native plateau, but of all India. "His first speech was made on 19 December 
1946 when, in welcoming the Objectives Resolution, he provided a masterly 
summary of the adivasi case." – Ramachandra Guha, India After Gandhi: The 
History of the World’s Largest Democracy. A successful hockey player and gifted 
speaker, Jaipal Singh became captain the Indian team that won the gold medal in 
the 1928 Olympic Games in Amsterdam. (wikipedia.org/wiki/Jaipal_Singh)


India’s cultural renaissance  

Asia’s first Nobel Laureate Rabindranath Tagore 
(1861-1941) was the first public figure to highlight the 
value of his country’s tribal cultural heritage. He created an 
environment that accounts for the fact that Adivasi culture 
has long exerted a profound influence on modern Indian 
art.


For Uma Dasgupta (parabaas.com), his play Raktakarabi 
remains relevant for its "depiction of unscrupulous 
capitalism, environmental exploitation and the importance 
of human relationships". The Sahitya Akademi (India's 
national academy for literature) published its Santali 
translation by Santali educator Boro Baski.


In the field of music, another case in point is the legacy left by flautist Pannalal 
Ghosh, today regarded as a pioneer in the field of Indian classical music as we 
know it.


Jawaharlal Nehru (India’s first Prime Minister, 1889-1964) discouraged the 
imposition of interventionist policies on tribal communities: he would not agree to 
creating a mere "second-rate copy of ourselves". – Jawaharlal Nehru’s "five 
principles" for the policy to be pursued vis-a-vis the tribals
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Women’s rights 

"Women’s rights are human rights. But in 
these troubled times, as our world becomes 
more unpredictable and chaotic, the rights 
of women and girls are being reduced, 
restricted and reversed. Empowering 
women and girls is the only way to protect 
their rights and make sure they can realize 
their full potential." – UN Secretary-
General’s Message for International 
Women’s Day 2017


The elevated status assigned to women in many tribal communities has yielded 
tangible benefits wherever their talents continue to flourish: "If women are 
empowered, there is more development in society" – Droupadi Murmu (15th 
President of India)


"Tribal communities are a standing example of how women play a major role in 
preservation of eco historic cultural heritage in India." – Mari Marcel Thekaekara 
(writer and Co-Founder of ACCORD-Nilgiris).


Social bias against women is largely absent in tribal communities such as there 
exists among the middle castes (especially landed ones): instead, "money is paid 
to the girl’s family at the time of marriage and tribal women may ask for a 
divorce." – Abhay Bang (award-winning doctor and social activist from Gadchiroli)


Reversing adverse inclusion  

Even the Prime Minister feels obliged to acknowledge that for tribal communities 
"equality" is far to seek after seven decades independence: "The Adivasis, who 
have made sacrifices during our freedom struggle were not given their due 
respect and recognition." (Prime Minister’s Office, 4 March 2019)


In 2011 a Supreme Court of India Bench cited historical and anthropological 
evidence that "ancestors of the present Adivasis were the original inhabitants of 
India" and asserted that "despite horrible oppression on them, the tribals of India 
have generally (though not invariably) retained a higher level of ethics than the 
non-tribals."


Yet negative stereotypes and cultural racism continue to form the backdrop to the 
discrimination and humiliation of Adivasis in general, and women in particular. 
Such adverse inclusion is rooted older practices including caste: "Casteism is the 
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investment in keeping the hierarchy as it is in order to maintain your own ranking, 
advantage, privilege, or to elevate yourself above others or keep others beneath 
you."


Historian B.G. Gokhale points to ancient texts when describing the multiple 
challenges faced by India’s indigenous communities to the present day: "The 
Aryans describe their enemies as dark in complexion […] named Dāsas, Asuras, 
Panis and Kīkatas. The Aryan invaders finally triumphed over the non-Aryans, 
many of whom were killed, enslaved or driven further inland. In this land, which 
the Aryans conquered from their enemies, were founded the early Aryan 
settlements."


Scholars also consider the impact of modern developments like the "privatisation 
of enterprises and education [that] strengthened the importance of caste ties, as 
selection to posts and educational institutions is less based on merit through 
examinations, and increasingly on social contact as also on corruption. 


In the words of Stan Swamy, the late sociologist and activist for Adivasi rights,"it’s 
a long road to freedom!"


Congenial education 

Resolving long-standing imbalances requires an alliance of 
educators, politicians, academics, social and medical workers 
committed to quality education for all. During an award-
ceremony, former President Sri Pranab Mukherjee defined the 
responsibility of educators as follows:  
"Education has to liberate a person from narrow world view 
and the boundaries of caste, community, race and gender. 
Teachers have been entrusted with the responsibility of 
moulding the young minds to understand the world and make 
it better."


In his Economics-in-Action blog, academic V. Santhakumar 
advises his followers that "an improvement would happen only 
when the current set of teachers (whatever be their limitations) 
are empowered to teach the majority of their students in a way 

that they get a proper sense of what they are taught. This is not a difficult task. In 
my view, the majority of students in any cohort would be able to assimilate quality 
education if an appropriate pedagogy is attempted." –"Only small, consistent 
steps can improve the quality of education in India" (1 November 2019)
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The value of this approach has already proven by several schools, each developing 
its own methodology and always in tune with local needs; for instance by way of 
incorporating "the forests and the Adivasi way of life" in Tamil Nadu: 
"The tribals had been led to believe that they were ‘uneducatable’, but when they 
saw the few tribal children in our school flourishing, they were convinced that it 
was the system and not the children at fault." (Ramdas Bhaskaran)


Many Indian and foreign museums now provide indigenous communities with 
opportunities to showcase their own cultural heritage, ideally in accordance with 
their own value systems:  
"It becomes necessary to privilege the 
oral over the written, and myth over 
history [and] the established 
institutions of managing memory 
stand to gain by the theoretical 
complexities posed by the Adivasi 
heritage to the current museum 
practices in India. I intend to 
demonstrate this view with reference 
to the Museum of Adivasi Voice at 
Tejgadh." – Founding member Ganesh 
Devy 


As an example for other tribal communities keen on preserving their cultural 
heritage the Adivasi Academy has established a museum at Tejgadh (Gujarat). 
This museum is maintained for and by local communities. Its name vachaa means 
"voice or expression": "Vachaa functions as a forum for expression of creativity 
and offers intellectual space to indigenous communities documenting and 
creating dynamical displays of their expressions, both artistic and cultural, in the 
form of objects, artefacts, performances and digitized multimedia images.


Understanding the role of "Residential, Ashram and Factory schools" 

Who was Ekalavya? Ekalavya (Eklavya, Eklabya) is the name of a legendary archer 
prodigy "who, being a Nishada [Sanskrit Niṣāda, "tribal, hunter, mountaineer, 
degraded person, outcast"], had to give his thumb as a fee to the brahmin guru 
thus terminating his skill as an archer." – Romila Thapar in "The epic of the 
Bharatas"


Residential Schools and Ashram Schools: In some regions there are similar 
"Residential Schools" and "Ashram Schools" for tribal children, as in Tripura where 
they are managed by a society called "Tripura Tribal Welfare Residential 
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Educational Institutions Society (TTWREIS)" – Tribal Welfare Department, 
Government of Tripura


Ekalavya Residential School Scheme (EMR): a network of boarding schools where 
tribal children are to be educated in accordance with rules and syllabi provided by 
the government; such schools are being designated as "Eklavya Model Residential 
School (EMR)" with the objective of empowering students "to be change agent, 
beginning in their school, in their homes, in their village and finally in a large 
context." (Government Guidelines 2010)


Critics place question marks as regards corporate profit orientation including 
those proclaimed by the world’s largest Factory School: converting tribal children 
(who have their own language and culture) into compliant workers-of-the-future; 
literally transforming "tax consumers into tax payers, liabilities into assets." – 
Survivalinternational.org/factoryschools


Note: "Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group" amounts to 
genocide as defined by the United Nations Office on Genocide Prevention.


Health and food security 

Tribal customs attract the attention of experts in 
the wake of multiple threats posed to public 
health and food security. Indigenous knowledge 
systems are in the process of being seen as 
valuable assets in the context biodiversity just as 
ethnobotany. This explains why distinguished 
scientist MS Swaminathan sought to ensure that 
resources will be shared in a more sustainable and 
equitable manner. 


Such views are reaffirmed by the former Vice President of India, M. Venkaiah 
Naidu:"Tribal groups can teach us lessons in sustainable development".


In the larger context of ecology and environment this appeal relates to the 
question how the effects of climate change affects rural and urban communities 
alike: "Cultivating and conserving diversity is no luxury in our times: it is a 
survival imperative." – Scientist Vandana Shiva


In her paper "Perceiving the Forest", historian Romila Thapar looks at the way 
people observed and wrote about the forest at different times, and to see how 
over time it changes: "Environmental history is being researched in a much bigger 
way than before. This is apparent in discussions on the decline of Harappan cities. 
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What caused the decline? Today we know that invasions and conquest are very 
often really quite marginal. More likely factors could be deforestation, possible 
changes in climate at that time, changes in sea level and the silting up of 
settlements, flooding, changing river courses like that of the Satlej or the 
disappearance of the Hakra, and the proximity of settlements to particular 
ecologies."


Scientist Kamaljit S. Bawa emphasizes that the country needs 
Partnerships for sustaining life: "India is blessed with unique 
and an enormous amount of biodiversity that sustains many of 
our economic endeavours, and provides aesthetic, cultural and 
spiritual values. This biodiversity is declining, and this decline is 
threatening our survival."


"The inclusion of local people’s needs and interests in 
conservation planning is increasingly accepted as essential, 
both to promote the well-being of human populations, and to 
ensure that biodiversity and conservation needs are met in the 
long-term." – International Journal of Conservation Science, 
April-June 2014)


"About 40 per cent of school absence in rural India is attributed to only one 
factor: malnutrition." – Damayanti Datta in "Rage Of A Silent, Invisible Killer Called 
Malnutrition — Why Shining India Is In Grip Of An Epic Calamity" (Outlook 
Magazine, 26 August 2019)


Based on decades of first-hand experience, acclaimed writer Mahasweta Devi 
addressed social problems such as the violence and injustice suffered by the 
Lodha and Shabar communities of West Bengal. Her readers come to realize that 
"Indian forests, rivers and mountains owe their survival to Adivasis … the most 
civilised people" who deserve to be treated accordingly. In response to a widely 
reported crime she challenged widely held prejudices by maintaining that "tribal 
girls have always been exploited by men and I have always fought for 
them." (Indian Express, 5 February 2015).


In her award winning documentary "Have you seen the 
arana?", filmmaker Sunanda Bhat follows a group of tribal 
women concerned over the disappearance of medicinal plants 
from the forest: "A farmer tells about his commitment to 
growing traditional varieties of rice organically. We gain fresh 
insights into shifting relations between people, knowledge 
systems and environment. Interwoven into contemporary 
narratives is an ancient tribal creation myth that traces the 
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passage of their ancestors across this land, recalling past ways of reading and 
mapping the terrain."


Environmental educationist Davidson Sargunam attributed the remarkable health 
among elders of the Kaani community to these very factors:  
"Even during celebrations, they eat with moderation and avoid preserved food just 
as cooking with oil. During a recent medical survey among 350 members living in 
the Kanyakumari mountain forests, a Kaani woman aged 95 was found to be 
enjoying perfect health. Conversely, an increase of diabetes-induced eye problems 
and hypertension was observed among those who had adopted the less active, 
more stressful lifestyle characteristic of urban Indian society."


"The biodiversity and the indigenous knowledge of the people about numerous 
varieties of seeds are the wealth of the people. Local and indigenous knowledge is 
totally different from the recorded written matter, as it lies hidden in many oral 
traditions." – C.R. Rajagopalan and V.K. Sreedharan in Summer Rain: Harvesting 
the Indigenous Knowledge of Kerala


Ecology as part of concept of trusteeship 

"We have a special responsibility to document, monitor and conserve our most 
precious asset" – Kamaljit S. Bawa in "Our biodiversity, our life, our future"


Since the Hyderabad Biodiversity Pledge was adopted in 2012, concerned citizens 
want their elected officials to act more responsibly as far as India’s natural 
resources are concerned. 


According to Tarsh Thekaekara, "biodiversity is under threat from a range of 
sources […] The question now is whether India is going to honestly identify what 
this underlying driver is and make a serious effort to balance the development 
versus nature battle." So it matters if laws such as the much-discussed Forest 
Rights Act (FRA) are properly understood by the communities concerned in view of 
the fact that "tribal communities have been living in harmony with nature for 
centuries and have not caused any destruction at all." –  thesholatrust.org
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Adivasis have a proud history of their own and know how to manage their own 
affairs. Wherever their traditional way of life remains feasible, they have avoided 
dependance on charity: "Tribal culture at its best provides a living exmple of the 
Gandhian concept of trusteeship." – Lachman Khubchandani in Indigenous 
Peoples: Responding to Human Ecology 


Arup Maharatna quotes C. von Fürer-Haimendorf ("a celebrated authority on 
Indian tribes"): "Only one or two generations ago many tribal communities 
enjoyed the advantages of a well-balanced ecology fully in tune with the natural 
resources of their environment and boast an overall quality of life superior in 
many ways to that of large sections of the Indian rural population. Adequate food-
supplies, non-exploitative social structure, freedom from indebtedness and other 
forms of dependence on non-tribal outsiders, equality of the sexes and a 
remarkable tolerance in all interpersonal relations were outstanding 
characteristics of such tribal societies."


Mari Marcel Thekaekara, a columnist and human rights activist at home amidst 
the Paniya, Bettakurumba and Kattunaicken village communities of the Nilgiris, 
shares these observations as regards tribal children's behaviour: "We non-adivasis 
were constantly stunned by the fact that Adivasi kids never fought for a sweet, 
however tiny. They always shared it solemnly and equally, a truly amazing sight to 
see. Their school which is managed by members of their own communities – 
encourages these youngsters to 'teach all the kids what Adivasi means and that 
our people are spread out all over India and all over the world.'" – Adivasi.net


The role of modern media 

The Asian College of Journalism reminds students that "proper Media portrayal is 
all about good reporting: balanced and appropriate reporting reflecting the 
magnitude of challenges faced by India’s rural population". In other words, this is 
all about greater sensitivity: "Although deprivation so defined is a huge part of 
contemporary Indian reality both in the countryside and in cities, the mainstream 
media do not generally give it informed, sustained coverage." – Covering 
Deprivation
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Until now – in the words of noted press photographer P. Sainath – "media 
attention in India is almost exclusively focused on its metro cities"; a situation he 
and like-minded people seek to counter by launching an ambitious effort in 2014: 
the People’s Archive of Rural India (ruralindiaonline.org)


"We shall first have to give up this hubris of considering tribes backward. Every 
tribe has a rich and living cultural tradition and we must respect them." – Vice 
President M. Venkaiah Naidu on the constitutional obligation to respect the 
cultural traditions of India’s tribal communities


"Air is free to all but if it is polluted it harms our 
health… Next comes water… From now on we must 
take up the effort to secure water. Councillors are 
servants of the people and we have a right to 
question them." – Mohandas K. Gandhi, Ahmedabad 
address on 1 January 1918; quoted by his grandson, 
Gopalkrishna Gandhi, in "On another New Year’s 
Day: Mahatma Gandhi’s ‘khorak’ a 100 years 
ago" (The Hindu, 1 January 2018)


"Hundreds of millions of people today are highly impoverished and disadvantaged 
by virtue of ethnic or gender identity. These and other forces render them highly 
vulnerable to false offers by human traffickers." – Siddharth Kara (interviewed on 
the persistence of modern slavery at Harvard Kennedy School (12 October 2017)


"The world has enough for everyone’s need but not for anyone’s greed." – 
Mahatma Gandhi quoted by Medha Patkar and Baba Amte (Narmada Bachao 
Andolan)


"The Big-brother attitude of educators must end. The approach to tribal education 
has to be a two-way transaction of give and take, based on an informed 
appreciation of traditional tribal values and wisdom." – Uma Ram (Kakatiya PG 
College) in "Issues in Tribal Education in Bastar, Chhattisgarh" (Folklore 
Foundation, Lokaratna, Volume IV 2011)


Towards a more holistic approach 

"We are so much more than that. We follow a tradition rich in music, dance and 
love." – Irula scholar Swarnalatha, who runs an NGO that works for the upliftment 
of her community


"Irulas are specialists in traditional herbal medicine and healing practices. lIrula 
vaidyars, mostly women, practice traditional healing systems, which use over 320 

 
12



medicinal herbs. They treat several new-age diseases with a high success rate." –
 "Irula’s tribal secrets unraveled" (Times of India, 29 March 2005)


Organizations committed to the welfare of India’s tribal communities are 
supported by media professionals from various backgrounds: "These women are 
doing it every day, and how!" — Jovita Aranha on the Halpati community of 
Gujarat whose entrepreneurial journey ended exploitation without financial help 
from anybody; in "Of Spice & Spirit" (The Better India, 3 July 2018)


"Our fate in our hands: Addressing any single aspect of peoples’ lives is unlikely 
to improve their living standard as a whole. We therefore have taken a holistic 
approach, trying to address all relevant aspects of village life […] All our initiatives 
reflect the rhythm and the abilities of the villagers." – Educationist Boro Baski


Future prospects 

In the face of multiple challenges posed by rapid modernization, India’s urban 
youth now takes pride in indigenous culture: tribal fashion, health and nutrition, 
nature and wildlife, eco tourism. For many, prosperity and global influence also 
have come to mean: respecting the rights of indigenous peoples for being 
indispensable for human rights in general.


Young "tribals" are determined to overcome misconceptions and stereotypes that 
kept self-development beyond the reach of their ancestors. They know that 
progress depends on their own voices being heard in higher education. Virginius 
Xaxa (Delhi School of Economics) observes:  
"Although there has been a decline, the level of poverty in the tribal population is 
still much higher than the national average and the gap between the two 
continues to be one of the major issues of concern in poverty discourse in India." 
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During a literary meet in Jharkhand titled "JAGWAR: Santal Onolia Helmel" (Santali 
Jagwar meaning "vigilant, watchful") senior authors and scholars interacted with 
budding poets, prose writers and the audience. In a world poised between 
tradition and change, multiple challenges came into focus, notably social change 
and the emergence of a new idiom of expression. "We felt as if we had entered a 
new world through our rich and vibrant literary heritage. We felt glad, confident 
and watchful… in other words, we felt Jagwar!" – Report by Ivy Imogene Hansdak 
(Convener, Santali Literary Meet 2013 held in Jharkhand)





For detailed references and more refer to: 
https://archive.org/details/tribal-cultural-heritage-india-background-guide 

Updated: 27 May 2024
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