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 A 'Jaaher sthal' or sacred grove ceremony in a tribal village. Photo: Wikipedia
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On November 11, the Jharkhand State Assembly, in a special session sent a resolution to the
Union government (https://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/governance/jharkhand-assembly-
passes-resolution-for-separate-identity-code-for-tribals-74189) asking for a separate religion
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code for the tribal population in the upcoming Census 2021 exercise. The resolution named it
‘Sarna Adivasi Dharam’.

Followers of ‘Sarna’ are usually nature worshippers. They have been demanding recognition of it
as a distinct religion for decades. At present, under the census, there are codes for only six
religions: Hinduism, Islam, Christianity, Sikhism, Buddhism and Jainism. While filling in these
columns, a tribal resident has to identify himself or herself as one of these or as ‘others’, but
cannot specify his / her religion as a different one.

In census surveys during 1871-1951, there was a separate category for the tribal population. But
later, this was dropped. In independent India, the tribal identity has been about constitutional
provisions promising to protect their rights and central laws promising to protect their land.
Although recognised as an administrative and social category — Scheduled Tribes — these
communities have never been recognised as a separate religious group.

For the Census 2011, the National Commission for Scheduled Tribes did recommend the addition
of this code. Demand for the separate religion code picked up in Jharkhand as preparations for
the survey started in September.

Till now, the Union government has not agreed to this. But while debating the resolution, state
Chief Minister Hemant Soren said the Sarna Dharam can teach a lot to the world facing
problems, such as pollution and environmental degradation, as it is all about worshipping nature,
forests, and mountains.

The resolution has resurrected the debate over whether tribal religion is a distinct ecological way
of life or just a belief system. It is often argued that tribal religious belief is an ecological
expression of their existence that maintains an intimate relationship with nature.

This is the reason, in April 2013, the Supreme Court ordered gram sabhas (village councils) to
hold referendums on whether a mining project of the Vedanta Group in the Niyamgiri hill
region of Odisha’s Rayagada and Kalahandi districts violated the religious and cultural rights of
the local tribal populations. Ultimately, 12 villages rejected the mining project, citing violation of
their religious and cultural rights that have an umbilical link to natural resources.

“It’s our identity”
DEEPAK BIRUADEEPAK BIRUA

MEMBER OF THE JHARKHAND LEGISLATIVE ASSEMBLY,
FROM THE JHARKHAND MUKTI MORCHA PARTY

In 2016, the Union government decided that the Scheduled
Tribes can be recorded under any of the six religions
recognised by the census. But why? We have a religion of
our own.

The resolution is for the recognition of this tribal identity. In India, communities with populations
smaller than those of the tribal groups enjoy separate religious identity. The Constitution has a
separate schedule (fifth) for the tribal population. Then why is our religion not recognised?

While the population of all other groups are increasing, the tribal population is decreasing. But in
the absence of any recognition of our religion, our population estimation suffers.

Since all constitutional safeguards and welfare provisions are based on population estimation,
we also fail to benefit from those measures. Gradually, many areas under the Fifth Schedule of
the Constitution would be denotified, citing a declining tribal population. There is a need for
recognising this separate identity and that’s what we are doing.

“This is in reaction to the erosion of tribal way of life”
USHA RAMANATHAN,USHA RAMANATHAN,



JURIST AND MEMBER OF XAXA COMMITTEE ON SOCIO-
ECONOMIC STATUS OF TRIBAL COMMUNITIES

They are asking for adding a column in the census and
assigning the tribal religion a code. Since the census is
based on self-identification, there is no reason not to
permit this.

Getting a code assigned in the census would not add the
religion to the list of religions recognised in the law,

although it could begin to provide legitimacy to such a claim over time.

This seems a way to assert tribal identity and maintain its distinctiveness. The erosion of
recognition of the tribal way of life seems to be one reason people are asking for this status in
the Constitution.

Since the census is about the state learning about people to figure out how it needs to plan,
there does not seem anything startling about asking for recognition of the tribal identity.

Since there is a lot of tribal migration, it seems this is the distinctive marker that the legislature
has identified to establish a person as belonging to tribal communities. It may be seen as a
move against ‘mainstreaming’, which seems to threaten the tribal identity. Their dropping
numbers speak of that possibility of erasure.

“It has an ecological basis”
RAMESH SHARANRAMESH SHARAN

VICE CHANCELLOR, VINOBA BHAVE UNIVERSITY,
HAZARIBAG, JHARKHAND

The Scheduled Tribes communities can be divided into
three categories — those who have adopted Christianity;
those who have converted to Hinduism and those who do
not identify as either of these, but are recorded as Hindus
in the census.

The last category is similar to Hindus, but is not the same. For example, they do not have a caste
hierarchy. There are certain overlaps with the Hindus, for instance, worshipping of some trees
like sacred fig (peepal) and banyan (bargad).

But Sarna or Adi Dharam is a more naturalistic way of life that just happens to involve nature
worship, sacred places and priests.

This demand for a separate Sarna code can be seen as an assertion of that identity. With an
ecological basis, this assertion is also part of a larger identity taking shape worldwide.

“We are part of the ecosystem, not masters of it”
SONAJHARIA MINZSONAJHARIA MINZ

VICE CHANCELLOR, SIDO KANHU MURMU UNIVERSITY, DUMKA, JHARKHAND

I don’t see this as an assertion of an ecological identity. It is an old demand to assert tribal
identity. For the tribal population that continues to follow their own culture and religion, it is a
question of their identity first and, maybe, then a question of an ecological identity.

According to the tribal ethos, community is part of an ecosystem and not the master of it. The
tribal religion is different from Hinduism as it does not have a figure of god.

There is a supreme spirit that does not have a name and is worshipped. There is reverence for
nature in the form of trees, mountains and rivers, as they are seen as the manifestation of that
supreme spirit. The denial of this identity distorts the census figures.



On the one hand, we recognise them as Scheduled Tribes in the census,
on the other, we deny them the right to their own religious or cultural
identity.

Vinita Damodaran,
Professor of South Asian History (History),
Professor of South Asian History (International
Development) School of Media, Arts and
Humanities, University of Sussex

As a historian of the Adivasis of Jharkhand it is
important to understand and respect their cultural

and spiritual traditions associated in the past with the Sarna or sacred
grove. The current resolution about a new religious category, sarna
adivasi dharam which draws on these ecological traditions and is a
celebration of difference. India needs to embrace its multiple religious

and cultural traditions and this new religious category is about recognising and respecting this
difference.

In the context of the long historical exploitation of adivasi communities all over India and the
marginalisation of their cultural and religious norms this resolution is of enormous significance
in restoring their identity which has been linked to the land and the forests of Jharkhand. In one
sense, it is also a celebration of their ecological identity.

Ambika Aiyadurai, Anthropologist,
Assistant Professor, IIT Gandhinagar
The passage of the Sarna code by the Jharkhand Assembly
is interesting and important at many levels. Indigenous
activists in Jharkhand and elsewhere have been resisting
to be part of other mainstream religions.

Both Christianity and Hindutva groups (in northeast India)
are competing with each other to bring the tribal
communities under their respective folds. To resist this,
there has been serious attempts to institutionalise the

indigenous faith of the respective tribal communities, to create space for their own faith.
Indigenous people are often caught up in a struggle to maintain their unique indigenous identity.

The role of ecology / nature in building nationalism or regional pride through ‘nature-based’
symbols cannot be sidelined. The passing of the Sarna code is a form of ‘eco-nationalism’.

This is a specific blend of environmentalism and sentiments attached to local ecology through
the feelings of people’s belonging to the land, their connection to their motherland, their origins
and their histories.

In Jharkhand, using the Sarna code, a need to have a separate identity different from Christianity
or an identity at par with this religion is being put forward. Resistance to the mainstream
religious groups, not only undermine the indigenous faith as ‘barbaric’, and ‘backward’ but their
meat-eating habits, ‘slaughtering of domestic animals’ are seen as inferior to the Hindu
Brahmanical rituals. Such efforts (passing Sarna code), perhaps is to counter the spread of
Hindu nationalism in the state.

Relationship of adivasis with the forests and nature is complex and pragmatic. Perhaps, nature-
worshipping is one of the aspects, which is often glorified. Infact, forests are feared for wild
animals (elephants, tigers and other carnivores) and for the forest spirits, which should be
avoided whenever possible.



  

  (https://api.whatsapp.com/send?text=Prejudices against women didn’t reduce in last decade; 90% people still hold

gender bias: UN https://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/governance/prejudices-against-women-didn-t-reduce-in-last-decade-
90-people-still-hold-gender-bias-un-89994)

   

NEXT NEWS ›

GOVERNANCE

(https://www.downtoearth.org.in/governance)

Prejudices against women didn’t reduce in last decade;
90% people still hold gender bias: UN
Countries with greater bias in gender social norms also show a lower presence of women in parliament

By Susan Chacko (https://www.downtoearth.org.in/author/susan-chacko-2310)
Published: Tuesday 13 June 2023

Forests also help in sustaining the local livelihoods and economy (firewood, medicinal plants,
leaves, mushrooms, etc). The dependence on their immediate environment is crucial for their
lives. They see forests as part of their social and cultural landscape, for both extraction and
preservation. It is better to avoid having a simplistic reading of the indigenous relationship with
forests.

This was first published in the 16-31 December, 2020 edition of Down To Earth 
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