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t r i b a l  i d e n t i t y  
i n  IN DIA
Ex tin c tio n  o r  A d a p ta tio n !

T h is  v o lu m e  is  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  th e  is s u e s  

o f  c u ltu ra l su rv iv al o f  th o s e  p o p u la tio n  

g ro u p s w h ic h  a re  th e  tru e  c u ra to rs  o f  th e  

b io cu l tu ral d iv e rs ity  o f  th e  w o rld . It i s  a lso  

d e d ic a te d  to  th e  l i f e  e n h a n c in g  in d ig ­

en o u s k n o w le d g e  sy ste m s  o f  th o se  tr ib e s , 

w h o se  h a b ita ts  a re  l iv in g  w o rk s h o p s  f o r  

h a rv e stin g  th e  e n v iro n m e n ta l  re s o u rc e s  

w is e ly  an d  s u s ta in a b ly .  T h e s e  a re  th e  

e c o sp h e re  p e o p le , w h o  n e e d  to  b e  p ro ­

te c ted  a g a in s t b io p t.s p e c to r s ,  in  th e  in ­

te re st o f  g u a rd in g  th e  b e s t a n d  f in e s t in  

th e  h u m an  e n v iro n m e n t, a s  th e  c o m m o n  

h e rita g e  o f  m a n k in d . T h e  b o o k  is  tim e d  

f o r  re le a se  in  th e  5 0 th  y e a r  o f  In d ia 's  In ­

d e p e n d e n c e . I t  i s  e x p e c te d  to  b e  a v o ic e  

raise d  in  d e fe n c e  o f  th e  l iv in g  in d ia n  tra ­

d i t io n s  a g a in s t th e  E u r o p e a n i s a t i o n ,  

te c h n if ic a tio n  an d  h o m o g e n is a tio n  o f  th e  

p lan e t.
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EDITORIAL

T h is v o lu m e  h as e m e rg e d  o u t o f  a larg e  c e le b rato ry  e v e n t c alle d  C h in h ari 

( In sig n ia in  C h h attisg arh i)  h e ld  at Bh ilai, Easte rn  M ad h y a P rad e sh  in  M arc h , 

95 in  w h ic h  th e  R ash triy a  M an av  San g rah alay a  (N atio n al M u se u m  o f  M an ) 

Bh o p al h ad  asse m b le d  re p re sen tativ e s  an d  sp o k e sm e n  o f  trib al c o m m u n i ­

ties fro m  all o v e r In d ia to  asse rt c e rta in  tru th s w h ic h  se e m  to  n eed  re asse r ­

tio n . T h e  trib al p e rso n  is n o  less u n iq u e  as an  in d iv id u al fo r b e in g  a m e m ­

b e r o f  h is  c o m m u n ity . H e  is  n o t o u tsid e  th e  p a le  o f  h isto ry , w h ic h  is n o t the 

e x c lu siv e  d o m ain  o f  th e  n o n  trib al p e o p le . N o r is  it tru e  th at th e  trib al c iv i ­

l isatio n  d o e s  n o t h av e  a se q u e n c e  o r c an n o t ac k n o w le d g e  c h an g e  an d  d e ­

v e lo p m e n t. T h e  c ap ac ity  o f  th e  trib als  to  c o d ify , c lassify , d o c u m e n t an d  p re ­

se rv e  h is  k n o w le d g e  an d  e n v iro n m e n t m u st b e  re c o g n ise d . R ese arc h  o n  

trib als, p ro g ram m e s fo r trib al d e v e lo p m e n t, o r u se  o f  trib a l k n o w le d g e  s y s ­

tem s an d  te c h n o lo g y  m u st b e  u n d e rtak e n  w ith  th e  p rio r in fo rm atio n , c o n ­

sen t, p artic ip atio n  an d  c o m p e n satio n  o f  th e  trib als . T h e  trib al sh o u ld  n o t b e  

seen  as an  o b je c t o f  e x p e rim e n t an d  d e v e lo p m e n t strate g y , re f in e d  ac c o rd ­

in g  to  im p o rte d  m o d e ls, b u t p e rc e iv e d  fo r w h at h e  is, a su b je c t n o t o n ly  

c ap ab le  o f  se lf  d ire c tio n , b u t also  o f  re d e e m in g , c o rre c tin g  an d  b a lan c in g  

th e m an y  life  n e g atin g  w e ste rn is in g  w ay s o f  th e  so  c a lle d  ad v an c e d  c u l ­

tu res. U n lik e  th e  life  an d  art o f  th e  p e d d le rs  o f  te c h n o lo g ic a l c iv ilisatio n , 

th ere  is  n o  d iv o rc e  b e tw e e n  th e  life  an d  art am o n g  th e  trib a ls , ju s t as  th ere  is 

n o  a lie n atio n  o f  th e  trib als  fro m  th e  o rg an ic  an d  in o rg an ic  c o m m u n itie s  

an d  th e ir h ab itats. Tru ly  sp e ak in g , it is o n ly  b y  ap p re c ia tio n  o f  th e  trib al 

id en tity , fu lf illed  th ro u g h  a re a lisatio n  o f  th e  id e n tity  o f  a ll b io lo g ic a l an d  

n o n  b io lo g ic a l fo rm s, o f  th e c o n ju n c tio n  o f  th e  b e au ty  an d  u tility  o f  m an  

m ad e  o b je c ts , th e  u n io n  o f  fo rm  an d  fu n c tio n , in  to o ls  an d  im p le m e n ts , th at 

th e  m o d e rn  te c h n o lo g ic al c iv ilisa tio n  c an  e x o rc ise  an d  b a n ish  th e  u n c an n y  

g h o st o f  n ih ilism , sta lk in g  it at its d o o r. It h as to  b e  re alise d  th at all sc ie n tif ic  

k n o w le d g e  is n o t w e ste rn , n o r is all w e ste rn  k n o w le d g e  sc ie n tif ic . It is the 

in  situ  rath e r th an  ex  situ  c o n se rv atio n  o f  k n o w le d g e  w h ic h  is im p o rtan t 

fo r c o m b atin g  so c ia l an d  m e n tal a lie n atio n  an d  e n v iro n m e n ta l p o llu tio n , 

c reated  b y  w e ste rn is in g  an d  e x c lu siv e  m o d e ls  o f  d e v e lo p m e n t.

T h e re  is an  atte m p t in  th is v o lu m e  to  asse rt th e  id e n tity  o f  th e  trib al 

as an  in te g ral p art o f  h is  e n v iro n m e n t. T h u s, in  th e  n o rth  e ast, am o n g  th e 

K ach aris in  A ssam , th e  M ish in g , M iri an d  th e  A d i c a ll th e m se lv e s  th e  c h il ­

d ren  o f  su n  an d  m o o n , w h o  c am e  fro m  th e  h e ig h t, n e g o tia tin g  d an g e ro u s 

w ater falls an d  h ills. T h e  D im asa are  th e  so n s o f  a b ig  riv e r o r D im ; th e



M ish in g  are  lite rally  m an  (M i) liv in g  o n  riv e r s id e  (Sh in g  o r w ate r) ; M iz o  

are  the p eo p le  (M i)  o f  th e  h ig h lan d s (Z o ) . T h e  trib e  L alu n g  are  p e o p le  re s ­

cu ed  (Lu n g ) fro m  w ate r (La). T h e  N ag a, u sed  as a su f f ix  o f  th e  A o , A n g am i, 

Lo tha, K o n y ak  in so m e  30 o d d  g ro u p s an d  su b  g ro u p s, p ro b ab ly  d e riv e s  

fro m  the San sk rit w o rd  N ag  o r m o u n tain , o r th e  A ssam e se  w o rd , N o k u a o r 

nu d e. In  th e n o rth , in th e  H im alay as, th e  K h asi c re atio n  m y th  sp e ak s o f  a 

d escen t fro m  th e  m o u n tain  n o rth  o f  Sh illo n g  k n o w n  as u  L u m  So h p e tb n e n g  

o r the n av e l o f  th e sky . T h e  P an g w als , G ad d is  an d  K in n aras in  H im ac h al 

Prad esh  w o rsh ip  d e ities p e rso n ify in g  c ro p s, m o u n tain , fo rest an d  w o rsh ip  

natu re  in  th e  festiv al o f  f lo w ers c a lle d  P h u laic h .

In  c en tral In d ia, am o n g  th e  G o n d s o f  Bastar, th e  M arias  d e riv e  th e ir 

nam e fro m  M ar o r fo rest, w h ic h  is n o  m ere  p h y sic al entity , b u t fath er, m o th er, 

lo v er, frien d , sib lin g , G o d , so u rc e  o f  su ste n an c e , a f f in ity  an d  c o n san g u in ity  

o f  the  h o u se  ho ld  and  c lan  fo r th em . T h e  fo re st is se en  as  th e  e n v iro n m e n tal 

w o m b , h o m o lo g o u s to  th e  b io lo g ic a l w o m b , an d  at th e sam e  tim e , e q u iv o ­

cally  p erce iv ed  as a p re se rv e  o f  m an  as ag ain st th e  v illag e  w ith  its e q u iv o c a l 

fem in in e  p resen c e . A m o n g  th e  P an d o  in  Sarg u ja , Jab a lp u r an d  R aig arh , 

K arm a, N ach a d an c es are  tied  to  th e  rh y th m  o f  w o rk  in  h arv e stin g  th e  

fo rest p ro d u c e . M e d iatio n  w ith  su p e rn atu ra l fo rc e s  is d o n e  b y  Baig as, 

G u n ias and  o th er p u jaris  to  san c tio n  an d  fac ilitate  th e ir ac tiv itie s. T h e  g o d  

K o h alan g  is ap p e ase d  fo r slash  an d  b u rn  c u ltiv atio n  in  A b u jh m ad . Bam b o o  

cap s w ith  b iso n  h o rn s an d  fe ath e rs  o f  c ro w , fo w l, p e ac o c k , w ild  b o ar tu sk s 

fo rm  th e  head  g e ar o f  th e  M aria  an d  M u ria  d an c e rs. In  e aste rn  In d ia , fe sti ­

v als are h eld  in  c e le b ratio n  o f  th e  rh y th m  o f  g o o d  an d  b ad , th e  b a lan c e  o f  

o rd er in n atu re  e v e ry  tw e lv e  y e ars , am o n g  O rao n s an d  K h ariy as. A g ric u l ­

tu ral festiv al like  H ari H ari, K arm a o n  Bh ad o n  Ek ad asi an d  K h alih an i Pu ja 

are  c o m m o n  am o n g  trib al g ro u p s lik e  th e  San th als , an d  Sarh u l is h e ld  to  

w elco m e the ev e n t o f  th e  Sal fo re st c o m in g  in to  flo w er. T h e  d ru m  b e ats , th e 

m asks, th e step s, th e  m o v e m e n ts in  C h au  d an c e  in  Jh ark h an d  are as in d i ­

cate  the stalk  o f  th e  c ran e , th e  d e sc e n t o f  G o d s, th e  p ro w l o f  th e  tig er. T h e  

natu re and  in te n sity  o f  th e  f lo w  o f  w ate r fro m  d if fe re n t so u rc e s  is c ap tu re d  

in an  ex p ressiv e  lan g u ag e  re lated  to  th e  fo re st h ab itat. San th al so n g s re ­

sp o nd  to  th e h u m  o f  th e  fo rest, th e  so u n d  o f  th e  w o o d  p e c k e r o n  th e  p e e p u l 

tree, eq u ate  th e w o m b  o f  th e  m o th e r w ith  th e  w o m b  o f  th e  fo rest, an d  d e ­

sc rib e  the b irth  o f  th e  c h ild  as d e sc e n t fro m  th e  h ill, su g g e stin g  a tran sitio n  

fro m  the v isib le  to  th e  in v isib le , u n m an ife st to  th e  m an ife st. T h e  O rao n  o f  

R o u rkela, O rissa see  th em se lv e s as th e  o rig in al in h ab itan ts  o f  th e  earth  w h o  

first d u g  the earth  fo r c o n stru c tio n , e m b an k e d  it fo r irrig atio n  an d  th e  m in e d  

it fo r ex trac tin g  o re . T h e  P arajas, Bh u m iy an s, G ad ab as , K o y as in  K o rap u t

iv



p e rfo rm  fe rtility  rites fo r b e tte r p ro d u c tio n  o f  c ro p s.

In th e  So u th  th e  C h e n c h u s o f  A n d h ra c o n n e c t th e ir n am e  w ith  the 

Telu g u  w o rd  C h e ttu  o r tree  o r C lu m c h u  o r rat. T h e y  c o n tin u e  to  liv e  as 

h u n te r g ath e re rs  in  trad itio n al p atas o r se ttle m e n ts  w ith  th e  su ff ix  D u n g , 

n am ed  a f te r th e  lo c al stre am s, f lo ra, fau n a o r th e  d e itie s  o f  th e  te rrain  w h ich  

p ro v id e  sh e lte r an d  su ste n an c e  to  th e ir c attle  in c o u rse  o f  th e ir m o v e m e n t 

in  te m p o rary  c am p s. Bam b o o , b am b o o  f ib re  an d  w attle  g rass  are  u sed  fo r 

th e ir b o w s, arro w s an d  stic k s. T h e  tu b e r c alled  C h e n c h u  G ad d a fo rm s an  

im p o rtan t ite m  o f  th e  d ie t. Fam ilie s  an d  c lan s are  n am e d  a fte r p lan ts  and  

an im als . W o rsh ip  is o f fe red  to  w ate r stre am s an d  o th e r sp irits  p resid in g  

o v e r n atu re  an d  its b o u n ty  lik e  M asim m a, P e d d am m a, G u ru b ap p asw am y . 

T h e  Malasars an d  M ah am alasars  o f  A n n am ala i h ills  o f  K o im b ato re  in 

T am iln ad u  are  th e  A lasars o r w an d e re rs  o f  M alas o r m o u n tain s. T h e y  w o r ­

sh ip  trees, m o u n ta in s, riv e rs, u se  b am b o o  as c rad le  at b irth  an d  b o th  b am ­

b o o  an d  so rg h u m  tree  as  d a is  in  m arriag e  p an d al. T h e y  o f fe r w o rsh ip  an d  

sac rif ic e  b e fo re  g o d s an d  sp irits  lik e  M allu n g , V eerab h aard an , A rap p u sam y , 

re p re sen te d  b y  sto n e  h e ap s, so m e tim e s  arran g e d  as K aattu  A th a, in th e 

sh ap e  o f  an im als . T h e  b ark  c lo th  o f  th e  Sh o m p e n , th e  c o c o n u t le af  g ird le  

am o n g  th e  N ic o b are se , th e  d u g o u t c an o e , b e e h iv e  c an e  le af  h u t, w ild  b o ar 

as  fo o d  am o n g  th e  O n g e s, th e  m u lti p ro n g ed  w o o d e n  h arp o o n , h ib isc u s 

b ark  ro p e , c a n e  b ask e t am o n g  th e  Se n tile n e se , th e  tu rtle  h u n tin g  an d  tu rtle  

sh e ll feast in  th e  A n d am an e se  m arriag e  c e re m o n ie s, d e f in e  th e id e n tity  o f 

th e  trib es o f  A n d am an  an d  N ic o b ar in  m an y  w ay s, in  re latio n  to  th e ir e n v i ­

ro n m e n t.

T h is  sy m b io tic  re latio n sh ip  o f  th e  trib als  in  In d ia w ith  th e ir e n v i ­

ro n m e n t is artic u late d  th ro u g h  an  e n tire  set o f  se m io lo g ic a l, c u ltu ral an d  

lin g u istic  m ark e rs, an d  th ro u g h  th e  so c io  p o lical stru c tu re . In th e fo u r n o rth ­

e aste rn  h ill s ta te s , th e  trib e s d e riv e  th e ir b io c u ltu ra l an d  so c ial id e n tity  fro m  

So u th  e ast A sia , an d  th e  so n g s o f  th e  v ario u s  trib e s recall th e ir m ig ratio n  

ro u te s, an d  c o m m o n  k in sh ip , c lan  an d  lin e ag e  d e sc e n t sy ste m s. A m o n g  the 

N ag as, th e  in te rg ro u p  d iv isio n  is b ased  o n  te rrito rial rath er th an  lin g u istic  

an d  p o litic a l d istrib u tio n , as also  o n  d if fe re n t c u ltu ra l p rac tic e s  o f  tatto o in g , 

d isp o sa l o f  th e  d e ad , tak in g  o f  h ead  in  w ar, u se  o f  w ard ru m , leg en d  o f  

g ro u p  d isp e rs io n , w h ile  th e  d if fe re n c e s  are  o v e rrid d e n  b y  a b ro ad  sim ilar ­

ity  in m ate rial artifac ts , rite s o f  p assag e s, in te rk h e l re latio n s. T h e  Pah aria 

K o rw as are  re lated  th ro u g h  d if fe re n t to te m ic  c lan s  c alle d  K illi. T h e  K h arias 

d e riv e  th e ir c lan  n am e s fro m  d if fe re n t to tem s in  th e  h ills. Bo th  th ese  g ro u p s 

re so lv e  th e ir  in te r  v il la g e  d is p u te s  th ro u g h  B a rm u k h iy a s  an d  Parg a



Pan c h ay at re sp ec tiv e ly , ac tin g  as  in te r v illag e  c o u n c ils . T h e  San th als  also  

h av e  th e ir  in te r  v il la g e  c o u n c il  c a lle d  P a rg a n a , p re s id e d  o v e r  b y  th e  

Parg an ait. T h e  M u n d as  h av e  th e  h e ad  m en  M ah ato s. T h e  H o  v illag e  g ro u p s 

called  P ir are  p re sid e d  o v e r b y  M an k i. T h e  San th al M ajh i is s im u ltan e o u sly  

v illag e  h e ad , h e ad  p rie st, th e  c h ie f  te ac h e r o f  th e  y o u n g  an d  th e  m ain  o r ­

g a n ise r o f  d a n c e  f e s tiv a l. T h e  P a n d o s  o f  C h a ttis g a rh  h av e  th e ir  lo c a l 

P an c h ay at k n o w n  as th e  D arb ar p resid ed  o v er b y  th e  M u k h iy as. P ro b le m s 

are  reso lv ed  b y  th e m  b y  tak in g  p an c h  b h at fro m  th e  c o n te n d in g  p artie s.

M an  w o m an  re latio n sh ip  is an o th er p lan k  o f  trib al id entity . T h e  p rac ­

tic e  o f  Id i M e  am o n g  th e  iro n  sm e ltin g . A su rs, o r c o h ab itatio n  o f  m an  an d  

w o m an  w ith o u t m arriag e , th e  sto ry  ab o u t th e  b o y  and  g irl fro m  th e  Ip p im ala 

h ill am o n g  th e  P an iy an  o f  W y n ad  in  N ilg iris , w h o  are  frie n d s, an d , o n  b e ­

in g  m arrie d  b y  th e  te m p le  p rie st, are  ad v ised  to  b e  s iste r an d  b ro th e r fro m  

th e  w aist u p  an d  h u sb an d  an d  w ife  fro m  th e  w aist d o w n ; th e  v o g u e  o f  

c ro ss-c o u sin , u n c le -n ie c e  m arriag e , p re m arital c o n ju g al re latio n s, m arriag e  

b y  e lo p e m e n t am o n g  th e  C h e n c h u s o f  A n d h ra P rad e sh  are  so m e  o f  th e 

u n iq u e  e x am p le s  o f  th is.

T h e  b in ary  d istin c tio n  d raw n  b y  th e  trib als  to  id e n tity  th e m se lv e s  

fro m  o u ts id e rs  is an o th e r trait d e f in in g  th e  trib al id en tity . T h e  Bh atra  d e f in e  

th e ir f rie n d s as G h are r lo g , G ao n riy a  lo g  o r Ban d h u , an d  o u ts id e rs  as D ig ar 

lo g  o r Be h ariy a  in  w h at are  te rm e d  as p e e k  o r d ile ttan te  sh o w  fro m  th e  

p o in t o f  v ie w  o f  id e n tif ie rs, an d  m im ic  sh o w s fro m  th e  p o in t o f  th o se  id e n ­

tif ied . Sim ilarly , th e  San th als  c h arac te rise  th em se lv e s as H o r M itan g , o r m an  

an d  frien d  an d  o u ts id e rs  as H o r D ik u  o r f o re ig n e rs. T h e  O rao n s asse rt th e ir 

id e n tity  b y  tre atin g  o th e r trib e s  lik e  th e  K h aria as lo w  c aste  H in d u s, b y  

re stric tin g  e n try  o f  R o u tia  H in d u s, o r b y  w e arin g  a lo c k e t in  c o n fe re n c e s  

w ith  th e  p o rtra it o f  th e  D an d a K atta , th e  sac red  sy m b o l o f  th e ir co m m u n ity . 

T h e  K h o d a o n  w o m e n 's  fo re h e ad  o r Sika o n  m an 's  h an d  are  su p p o se d  to  

re m in d  th e  O rao n s o f  th e ir v ic to ry  o v e r th e M u slim  fo lk  in  R o h itasg arh . 

T h e  Bo ri am o n g  th e  N ag as  w e re  d e p e n d e n t, an d  th e  A b o ri in d e p e n d e n t o f  

th e  A h o m  k in g s. W h ile  th e  Pan d o s h av e  th eir in tern al h ierarch y , th e  Sarg u jias 

c o n sid e r th e m se lv e s  to  b e  su p e rio r to  th e  U ttarah as. T h e  ru ral v ag ran ts , 

w ag e  lab o u rers o r c u ltiv ato rs  c a lle d  Bu ra C h e n c h u s are  d istin g u ish e d  fro m  

th e  C h e n c h u s p ro p er, w h o  fo llo w  th e trad itio n al h u n tin g  g ath e rin g  w ay s. 

Sim ilarly , th e  M alasars  treat th e m se lv e s  as e x c lu siv e  in  T am iln ad u  sin c e  

th ey  still fo llo w  th e  p rim itiv e  T am il d ia le c t, w ith  g re ate r c o m m itm e n t to  

trad itio n al p rac tic e ss  o f  an im ism , to tem ism , h u n tin g  g ath e rin g , o ld er fo rm s



o f  K o ttu m o lo k k u  m u sic . T h e  M alasars  at th e  fo o t h ills  h av e  b e e n  d esertin g  

trad itio n al w ay s fo r u n d e rg o in g  T am ilisatio n  an d  H in d u isatio n . T h e  H ill 

V ed an s, w h o  h av e  starte d  liv in g  in  th e  p e rip h e ry  o f  c as te  H in d u  an d  C h ris ­

tian  g ro u p s in  K e rala , are  treated  as H in d u  an d  C h ris tian  c o n v e rts  w ith o u t 

lo sin g  th e ir V ed an  w ay s, an d  w ith o u t b e in g  ac c ep ted  in  th e  H in d u  and  C h ris ­

tian  fo ld s.

U n d e rly in g  th is e n tire  q u e stio n  o f  trib al id e n tity  is th e  q u estio n  o f  

c u ltu ra l e x tin c tio n , o r su rv iv al b y  ad ap tatio n , o f  th e se  v a rio u s  g ro u p s. In 

so m e  c ase s  th e  c h an g e  is h isto ric al. In  A ssam , th e  M o n g o lo id  an d  trib al 

e le m e n ts  h av e  c o n tin u e d  in  th e  in ac c e ssib le  h ill are as a lo n g  w ith  th e  p re - 

San sk rit, K am ak h y a c u lt, p lac e  an d  riv e r n am e s, b u t, in  th e  p la in s th ese  

e le m e n ts  h av e  b e e n  o v e rtak e n  b y  Bo d o isatio n  an d  th en  A h o m isatio n , an d  

b y  a fu rth e r p ro c e ss o f  H in d u isatio n , San sk ritisatio n  as w e ll as  p e rm eatio n  

b y  Bu d d h ism . R e p lac e m e n t o f  c lan  sy ste m  b y  G o tra  sy ste m , tab o o  o n  e at­

in g  c e rta in  u n c le an  an im als , ab an d o n m e n t o f  m atrilin y  are  so m e  o f  th e  in ­

f lu e n c e s  o f  H in d u ism . T h is is ac c o m p an ie d  b y  a c o n trary  m o v e m e n t o f  re ­

v ita lisa tio n  o f  T ib e to -Bu rm an , M o n -k h m e r lan g u ag e s, o f  trib a^ re lig io n s like 

th e  an im istic  San am ah i faith  am o n g  th e  M e itis  in  M an ip u r, an d  b y  th e  in ­

tro d u c tio n  o f  n ew  trib al ac ro n y m s. C h ristian ity  an d  e d u c atio n  h as  d iv id e d  

th e  le arn e rs  o r T az u n g ers an d  n o n  le arn e rs  M az u m g e rs , w ith  th e  le arn e rs 

g iv in g  u p  th e ir v illag e s, th e ir w o rk  in  th e  f ie ld s, th e ir trad itio n al c o stu m e s, 

an d  so n g s  o r th e ir d e itie s c o n n e c te d  w ith  v illag e  M o ru n g s  am o n g  N ag as. 

T h is  is ac c o m p an ie d  o n  th e  o th e r h an d , b y  c o n tin u e d  ad h e re n c e  to  v illag e  

c o u n c ils , p h ratry  rite s, lo g  c u t z y lo p h o n e s an d  trad itio n a l ritu als. T h e  R o ­

m an  sc rip t h as u ltim ate ly  en larg ed  th e  u se  o f  N ag a d ia le c ts , re d u c in g  d ire c t 

m issio n ary  in f lu e n c e  o n  trib al d an c e s an d  ritu als.

T h e  p ag an istic  an im ism  o f  th e  L e p c h as o f  Sik k im  an d  D arjilin g  o f  

W est Be n g al, h as b e e n  o v er laid  b y  T ib e tan  Bu d d h ism  in tro d u c e d  b y  Bh o tias 

in  th e  17th  c en tu ry , an d  b y  C h ristian ity , th e  L e p c h as an d  Bh o tias  sh arin g  a 

c o m m o n  p e rc e p tio n  ag ain st th e  H in d u s an d  th e  N e p ale se . T h e  K h asi id e n ­

tity  is m ain ta in e d  in sp ite  o f  th e  c o n v e rs io n  o f  th e  K h asi lite rary  trad itio n  

fro m  o ral to  w ritte n  R o m an . T h e  m an y  fo lk , fairy , ae tio lo g ic a l tale s, c reatio n  

m y th s, fo u n d atio n  le g e n d s, s lan g s, jo k e s , p ro v e rb s , lu llab ie s  c h an ts , b a l ­

lad s, an im als  an d  tric k ste r tales, c o u p le ts  ab o u t lo v e  an d  w ar, m ag ic  and  

b rav ery  in  th e  d ia le c ts  o f  th e  M o n -A n am  fam ily , c o n tin u e  to  k eep  th e  K h asi 

id e n tify  v ita l an d  aliv e . T h e  f lo w e r fe stiv als , fe stiv als  o f  n e w  c ro p s, th e  w o r ­

sh ip  o f  lo rd  Sh iv a as Ish u ras, an d  H e m k u n t, th e  fath e r o f  P arv ati, f lo u rish  

am o n g  th e  K in n aras, G ad d is , G u jjars  an d  P an g w als  to g e th e r w ith  leg en d s



o f  w itch es, d e m o n esses, o ld  lad ies lik e  Bo o d h i N ag n i D e v i an d  Bu d d h ist 

d e ities like  Sao n is an d  Y o g in is.

O n  th e o n e  h an d , th e lan g u ag e  o f  th e  San th als  o f  Jh ark h an d  is u n ­

d er the assau lt o f  th e  lan g u ag e  o f  th e  d o m in an t co m m u n ity , re p lac in g  c o m ­

m u n icatio n  b y  silen c e , w h ic h  b ec o m es e v id e n t th ro u g h  th e lo ss o f  p h o n e m e s 

o r m o rp h em es, w h ic h  in d ic ate s th e  b io so c ia l ag e  o f  m an  an d  w o m an , an d  

the so u n d s o f  n atu re  am o n g  th e  San th a ls  o f  C h h o ta N ag p u r. T h e  lo ss o f  th e  

o rig in al lan g u ag e  d u e  to  d if fe re n t m ed ia o f  in stru c tio n  h as re su lte d  in  o b ­

liv io n  o f  th e n ativ e  p lac e . O n  th e o th e r h an d , am o n g  th e  San th als  o n ly , th ere  

is an atte m p t to  re in state  th e  lo st sc rip t O l-C h ik i, u sin g  th e  R o m an  sc rip t, 

and  to  p re se n t San th al c u ltu re  th o u g h  Jatras , au d io  c asse tte s  an d  se m in ars. 

A m o n g  th e  O rao n s, th e  re v iv a list atte m p t is d ire c ted  to  th e  asse rtio n  o f  th e  

K u ru k h  lan g u ag e , su p p o se d ly  d e riv e d  fro m  K aru sh  d e sh  in  Sah ab ad  d istt. 

o f  Bih ar w ith  D e v an ag ari sc rip t. A m o n g  th e  trib als o f  K o rap u t, th e  n o n v io ­

len t, n o n -ritu alistic  w o rsh ip  o f  Jain a T irth an k aras an d  Sasan a D e v is , is  b e ­

in g  c o m b in e d  w ith  th e  an im istic , to te m istic  life  c y c le  rites an d  sac rif ic ial 

ritu als o f  th e  trib als. T h e  artif ic ia l c ate g o rie s  im p o se d  b y  British  C o lo n ial, 

A n th ro p o lo g ic al and  C o n stitu tio n al d e f in itio n s o f  th e  SC  an d  STs, c o m b in e d  

w ith  area re stric tio n s, h av e  ig n o red  th e  c o m m o n  m isery  o r e c o n o m ic  d e p ri ­

v atio n , w h ic h  b in d s  d if fe re n t V ed an  g ro u p s to g eth er, an d  w h ic h  h av e  d e ­

p riv ed  th e e c o n o m ic a lly  b ac k w ard  V ed an s o f  th e  b e n e f its  th e y  are  e n title d  

to  u n d er th e  G o v t, d isp e n satio n . M is-d e f in itio n s an d  m isc lass if ic atio n s  im ­

p o v erish  trib als , w h o  o fte n  n e e d  th e  th e  p ro te c tio n  m o st. In  sp ite  o f  th e 

b u rd en  o f  trad itio n s, trib al artists  lik e  So n a Bai o r Sah ad e v  R an a fro m  trib al 

C h h attisg arh , are  ab le  to  in n o v ate  an d  c re ate  b e au ty  b y  g iv in g  a n ew  lo o k  

to  th e  o ld , an d  b y  tre atin g  o b je c ts  in  d a ily  u se  w ith  c h an g in g  m ed ia an d  

so lu tio n s. D e sp ite  th e  te n sio n  b e tw e e n  th e  c o n v e rte d  an d  ad v an c e d  C h ris ­

tian  San th als an d  u n c o n v e rte d  San th als , th e  San th als  as a w h o le , are  try in g  

to  re asse rt th e ir p rim o rd ial id e n tity  ag ain st o th e r trib al g ro u p s lik e  M u n d as 

an d  H o s.

T h e  assim ilatio n  o f  c aste  an d  trib e  h as n o t n e c e ssarily  b e e n  o n ly  a 

p ro c e ss o f  c h an g e  o f  trib e  to  c aste  b u t also  o f  a c e rta in  ac c u ltu ratio n  o f  th e  

c aste s  b y  th e  trib es. In d e e d , b o th  c aste s  an d  trib e s are  u n d e rg o in g  c h an g e  

to g eth er, b e in g  b o u n d  in to  th e  d y n am ic  w e ste rn is in g  n atio n al an d  g lo b al 

eco n o m y . T h e  eg alitarian  trib al so c ie ty  is b e in g  s lo w ly  tran sfo rm e d  in to  a 

statif ie d  o n e , b u t b o th  are  u n d e rg o in g  th e le v e llin g  in f lu e n c e  o f  th e  te c h n o ­

lo g ic al so c ie ty . In d e e d , at th e  lo w e r e c o n o m ic  an d  so c ial le v e ls , th e  c aste  

g ro u p s are  o fte n  in d istin g u ish ab le  fro m  th e  trib es, h av in g  p ro b ab ly  e v o lv e d



f ro m  p rim itiv e  trib al g ro u p s. M an y  c aste  lik e  g ro u p s am o n g  th e  Bh u m ij, 

th e M ah ali, th e  Bau ri in  W est Be n g al, o r  th e  C h ero s, th e  K h arw ar, th e M an jh i 

in  Bih ar, an d  v ario u s se g m e n ts o f  th e  Bh ils  an d  th e  G o n d s , h av e  b e e n  ac ­

c e p te d  in  th e  c aste  sy ste m  w ith  ap p ro p ria te  statu s. Ju s t as th e  trib al g ro u p s 

are  n o t u n ifo rm  in  te rm s o f  trib e -c aste , in te r o r in tra -trib e  re latio n s in  th e ir 

m arital o r o th e r so c ial re latio n s, th e  p atte rn s  o f  se ttle m e n ts  a lso  v ary  am o n g  

th e  trib e s fro m  th e  c o m p ac t, n u c le ate d  ty p es in  th e  d e lta ic  p la in s o f  Be n g al, 

th ro u g h  th e  lin e ar se ttle m e n ts  in  th e  f ish in g  v illag e s  o n  th e  sea o r alo n g  

riv e rs, to  te m p o rary  e n c am p m e n ts in  th e  h ig h lan d s  o f  c e n tra l In d ia. T h e  

e c o n o m y  ran g es fro m  h u n tin g  g ath e rin g , th ro u g h  slash  an d  b u rn  an d  sh if t ­

in g  c u ltiv atio n , to  in te n siv e  p lo w  c u ltiv atio n . T h e ir re lig io n  m o v e s  fro m  

w o rsh ip  o f  th e  m o u n tain s, riv e rs, sp rin g s , tre e s, an d  sac red  g ro v e s, th ro u g h  

th e  w o rsh ip  o f  Sh iv a , Sin g h  Bo n g a o r th e  su n , th e  m o th e r e arth , to  Bu d ­

d h ist, Ja in a , H in d u , C h ristian  am alg am s. T h e  in f lu e n c e  o f  H in d u ism  h as 

ac c o u n te d  fo r u p w ard  m o b ility  th ro u g h  'Brah m an isa tio n ', 'San sk ritisa tio n ', 

an d  'K sh atriy a iz atio n '. T h is h as b e e n  ac c o m p an ie d  b y  a w h o le  ran g e  o f  

n a tiv is tic , p e rp e tu ativ e , re v iv a lis tic  o r  tra n s f o rm a tiv e  m o v e m e n ts  w ith  

e sc h ato lo g ic al, m illen ial o r m e ssian ic  featu re s, as a re su lt o f  e n c o u n te rs  w ith  

th e  d o m in an t H in d u  o r w e ste rn  c u ltu re s , c u lm in atin g  in  th e  m o d if ic atio n  

o f  th e  in c lu siv e  p an th e ism , p o ly th e ism  an d  c ath o lic ism  o f  trib al re lig io n  

to w ard s p u ritan ic al m o rality  an d  m o n o latro u s  w o rsh ip .

T h e  su rv iv al o f  th e  fo rest b ased  trib al c o m m u n itie s  o f  In d ia is  lin k ed  

w ith  th e  su rv iv al o f  th e  e c o lo g ic al an d  c u ltu ra l d iv e rs ity  o f  In d ia an d  the 

w o rld . A tte m p ts are  b e in g  m ad e  to  re p lac e  th e  d iv e rs ity  o f  e c o sy ste m s and  

sp ec ie s b y  u n ifo rm ity  o f  c ro p s, trees, liv e  sto c k  o r m o n o lith ic  te c h n o lo g ic al 

ap p ro ac h es th ro u g h  m e g a-d e v e lo p m e n t p ro je c ts, b y  c le arin g  o r b u rn in g  fo r ­

e st, o v er h arv e stin g  p lan ts an d  an im als , o r u sin g  p e stic id e s  in d isc rim in ate ly . 

T h is w ill d e stro y  th e  tro p h ic  d iv e rs ity  w h ic h  h e lp s  h u m an  b e in g s  g u ard  

ag ain st o v e r d e p e n d e n c e  o n  p artic u lar sp e c ie s. T h e  p re c o lo n ia l trib al in ­

h ab itan ts m ay  c o n stitu te  o n ly  ab o u t 4  %  o f  th e  w o rld  p o p u latio n , b u t ab o u t 

5000 d if fe re n t c u ltu re s , w h ic h  is 90 to  95%  o f  th e  c u ltu ra l d iv e rs ity  in  th e 

w o rld . To  o v e rrid e  th e ir in te re st in  th e  n am e  o f  c o n se rv atio n  o r d e v e lo p ­

m en t o f  n atu ral re so u rc es, is th e  su re st w ay  to  e n c o u rag e  a b io lo g ic a l and  

m en tal m o n o c u ltu re . Ju st as 95%  o f  th e  D N A  is d ism isse d  as  ju n k , v alu ab le  

c ro p s an d  trees as w e e d s  an d  h e alth  g iv in g  h e rb s as sc ru b , b e c au se  o f  ig n o ­

ran c e  o f  th e ir v alu e  o r fu n c tio n , th e  trib al c o m m u n itie s  o f  th e  w o rld  are  also  

o ften  seen  as irre le v an t o b stac le s  in  th e  p ath  o f  p ro g ress. T h e  in te rd e p e n d ­

en ce  o f  th e trib al c o m m u n itie s  w ith  th e  n o n  h u m an  b io lo g ic a l an d  n o n  b io ­

ix



lo g ic al c o m m u n itie s  m u st b e  se en  fo r w h at it is , as v alu ab le  p e r se , to  e x ­

c lu d e  o v e rd e p e n d e n c e  o n  an y  p artic u lar life  o r re so u rc e  fo rm , so  th at d is ­

e ase  o r d istu rb an c e  o f  th e  e c o lo g y  an d  th e  re so u rc e  b ase  in  o n e  p art, is n o t 

tran slated  in to  a d e stru c tio n  o f  all o th er p arts. T h e se  c o m m u n itie s  h av e  b e e n  

d e s ig n ate d  as  th e  e c o sp h e re  p eo p le , w h o  are  n o t o n ly  d e p e n d e n t o n  p ar ­

tic u lar e c o sy ste m s, b u t are  in teg ral p arts o f  th o se  sy ste m s. T h e y  h av e  to  b e  

p ro te c te d  ag ain st th e  Bio sp h ere  p eo p le , w h o  k eep  o n  e x h au stin g  an d  sw itc h ­

in g  fro m  o n e  e c o sy ste m  to  an o th er. T h e  e c o  c o n se rv atio n  p rac tic e s  o f  th e se  

c o m m u n itie s  are  in  c o n so n an c e  w ith  th e  n atu ral se lf  re g e n e ratin g  p ro c e sses 

o f  n atu re , an d  are  u ltim ate ly  in  th e  in te rest o f  th e  su rv iv al o f  th e  h u m an  

sp e c ie s. To d ay , th e  e x tin c tio n  rate  o f  liv in g  c o m m u n itie s  is  ab o u t 40000  

tim e s h ig h e r th an  th e  Bac k g ro u n d  R ate , d u e  to  th e  u n p re c e d e n te d  an d  d e ­

s tru c tiv e  in te rv e n tio n  o f  su c h  Bio sp h e re  p e o p le , le ad in g  'n o t o n ly  to  th e  

d e ath  o f  sp e c ie s b u t to  th e  e n d  o f  b i r th ' . It is  w ise  to  re c all in  th is c o n te x t, 

th e  K ari-O c a d e c laratio n  an d  In d ig e n o u s Earth  C h arte r o f  1992, p ro m u l ­

g ate d  in  Braz il: 'W e  fee l th e  e arth  as if  w e  are  w ith in  o u r m o th er. W h e n  th e  

e arth  is s ic k  an d  p o llu te d , th ere  is n o  h u m an  h ealth . To , h eal o u rse lv e s , w e  

m u st h eal th e  p lan e t, an d  to  h e al th e  p lan e t, w e  m u st h eal o u rse lv e s '.

-Editor

October, 1996

Indira Gandhi Rashtriya Manav Sangrahalaya, Bhopal, India


