
The word “Tribe/Tribal” brings to one’s mind a general picture of half naked people, arrows and
spears in their hands, feathers in their heads, unintelligible language often combined with myths of
savagery and cannibalism. They are projected as savage, animistic, uncivilized or headhunters and their
life as nasty, brutish and short. Their art as crude, their religion as a medley of superstitions and they are
dirty with dark complexion, hideously wild, diseased and ugly visages.1 All the early explorers and
administrators including professionals like anthropologists, historians, academicians as well as different
religious leaders and Missionaries in general have piled over one another in their use of uncomplimentary
adjectives to describe the “tribals”.2 Even many of us today adopt either of these views in their entirety
in Indian “tribals” while narrating and speaking on them.

Whatever sample history and literature has been produced on them till the date is from outsiders
and it makes sometimes confusion and controversy in the matters of so called tribals’ age old oral history,
tradition, concepts, interpretation and values. Hardly one can find references on them in most social
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text books on Indian subjects, especially in earlier publications. In other words those people groups have
either appeared just at the fringe of the history subjects or have been completely passed over as a non-
entity and only in very recent times they have been treated as some body.3 Nevertheless, the Government
of India Act 1919, the Simon Commission Report of 1928 and the Government of India Act 1935 have
reflected this concern of the administration in seeking to treat the so called tribals as a separate entity.4

Thus these Acts were/are landmarks in the history of people groups who are called tribals in India.

After the independence of India in 1947, the constitution of India guaranteed special care of the
tribes. The policy promulgated was integrationist without destroying their identity. The policy of
Panchsheel enunciated by Pundit Nehru on tribal development in consultation with the then noted
anthropologist, Verrier Elwin, remains a memorable framework within which various programs supposed
to be implemented till the date but same has to be investigated further for its conceptual clarity and
authenticity and in fact no government has followed the Panchsheel principles as a policy in dealing
with the tribal society in India.5

India in spite of being the largest democratic country in the world has failed to define the term tribe
and just has inherited D. N. Majumdar’s definition which has been given in the Imperial Gazetteer i.e. -
A Tribe is a collection of families bearing a common name, speaking a common dialect, occupying or
professing to occupy a common territory and is not usually endogamous though originally it might have
been so.6 And today they are just described as “the tribes or tribal communities”.7 The Indian Ministry of
Information and Broadcasting Division in the year 1953 records 198 nomadic tribes (Scheduled Tribes)
spread over almost all states in India.8 More than 8% of India’s populations are tribals and around 95% of
them live in hills, forests and Jungles covering up to 15% of the country’s total area.9

It is interesting to note that the Census reports of India give different names at different periods for
the same people group (tribes) forgetting peoples’ own name, dignity and designation. For instance, in

3 Henry H. Presler, Primitive Religions in India(Bangalore: CLS, 1971), I ; cf, Satyadar Patnaik, Brahminical Religion in Ancient
Orissa, (New Delhi:Ashish Publishing House, 1987),p. 51; cf. James Massey, Minority Rights in NCCI Review, Nagpur, vol.cxxiii,
no-3, April 2003, p.137; O.L. Snaitang, In Search of a Tribal History in Asia Journal of Theology(Bangalore: BTESSC, VOL.18, NO-
2, October 2004,p.399; A.S. Hemrom “ The Role of the Churches towards building up Adivasi Solidarity: The Call for an Ecumenical
Task in NCCI Review, vol. cxxiv, February 2004, p135.
4 Ibid.
5 Joseph Marianus Kujur and Sonajharia Minz (eds.), Pearls of Indigenous Wisdom: Selected Essays from Lifetime Contributions
by Bishop Dr. Nirmal Minz, An Adivasi Intellectual (New Delhi & Bangalore: Indian Social Institute & Christian Institute for the
Study of  Religion and Society(CISRS), 2007), 34. The Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, known in India as the Panchsheel
Treaty are a set of principles to govern relations between states. Their first formal codification in treaty form was in an agreement
between China and India in 1954. They were five principles as: Mutual respect for each other’s territorial integrity and sovereignty,
Mutual non-aggression, Mutual non-interference in each other’s internal affairs, Equality and cooperation for mutual benefit and
existence. These principles were emphasized by the Prime Minister of India, Jawaharlal Nehru in order to avoid conflict and war
in and out. Verrier Elwin was a remarkable Englishman turned in to Indian. He was Oxford Scholar who became the foremost
spokesman for India’s Tribal People groups. Elwin was born to a Colonial Bishop in 1902 and he was reared in an evangelical
family. He came to India in 1927 with freshly ordained priest and joined with Christo Seva Sangh (CSS) at Poona. CSS was an
organization that sought to root Christianity in Indian soil by wearing homespun cloth, eating vegetarian food and incorporating
Indian motifs in to their liturgy. Elwin’s most consequential contact was Mr. Gandhi. He was deeply attracted towards Gandhi
whom he saw as the finest modern interpreter of the message of Jesus Christ.
6 D. N. Majumdar, “Ethnicity and Regionalism in North East India,” in Tribal Transformation in India: Ethnopolitics and Identity
Crisis, (ed.) Buddhadeb Chaudhuri (New Delhi: Inter-India Publications, 1992), 479.
7 A.C. Sinha, North-Eastern Frontier of India: Structural Imperatives and Aspects of Change (New Delhi: Indus Publishing Co.,
1994), 115; cf., Jaganath Pathy, “The Idea of tribe and the Indian Scene,” Man in India 69/4 (December 1989), 352; cf., R.C. Verma,
Indian Tribes through the Ages (New Delhi: Patiala House, 1990), 9-11.
8 Joseph Marianus Kujur and Sonajharia Minz, op.cit, 20.
9 India-Tribalbelt-Wikipedia-The Free Encyclopedia as on 26th November 2014; cf., Joseph Marianus Kujur and Sonajharia Minz,
op.cit, 63.
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1891, J.A. Brains, the Census Commissioner, reported them as “Forest Tribes” according to their traditional
occupation in the forest areas. In 1901 Census report it was changed from “Forest Tribes” to “Animists”
and then in 1911 more specifically changed to “Tribal Animists”. In the consequent reports of 1931
categorically mentioned as “Primitive Tribes” and “Backward Tribe” in1935 report. But just mention of
“Tribes” in 1941 report. It was only in 1948 census report they are called “Adivasi”. And only in 1950 for
the purpose of special treatment in Constitution of India they were categorized as “Scheduled Tribe”.10

There is no uniformity in the characterization of Scheduled Tribes all over the country.11

The constitution of India enables the President to specify people group in to tribe and it was this
administrative expediency and political opportunism in independent India that not only created mess
with Tribal definition and their identification but has also dominated the listing and delisting of
communities as Scheduled Tribes and Others for the past 60 years.12

There is no referable precise and satisfactory definition of the term “tribe” or “tribal” in the history of
social science, particularly in India. One of the reasons is that in the ancient Indian languages, there was
no term equivalent to the term tribe. There is mention of many communities,13 which are considered as
tribes in the ancient literature of India but without a definition.14 In the literature of contemporary social
sciences too, the term is just used to denoting a certain group of people but without defining them.
Some of the definitions mentioned below will help the reader to understand the gravity of its deviation
from appropriateness to inappropriateness and attached to certain people groups against their knowledge
and concern.

Definition of the term “Tribe/Tribal” In India

The commonly used adjectival form “Tribal” is etymologically derived from a Latin word tribus (tri
+ bhuour or bu = to be) which was basically used to identify or differentiate the three basic divisions of
the Roman people, namely: Tintienses, Ramnenses and Luceres.15 There was no derogatory connotation
as such as it is now. It had a purposeful concept and clear description, basically used for the division of
Roman citizens for the purpose of taxation, military conscription and census collection. All Roman
citizens were enrolled in one or other of the tribe (Three divisions).16 Now unfortunately in India the
same term is used to identify and categorize certain bulk of people groups with attached derogatory
meanings such as backward, uneducated, and uncivilized and so on. Majumdar is right in saying that
though it was not originally used to indicate small technologically backward communities, the sense of
backwardness has accreted to the term tribe only when it came to be used to denote peoples who are at
present time denoted by the same term.17 As time passed by this term has been used to identify certain
people groups with attached derogatory meanings from positive to negative and appropriate to

10 A.C. Sinha, op.cit, 115.Cf. Jaganath Pathy, op.cit., 352; R.C.Verma, op.cit, 9-11.
11 Birinder Pal Singh, “Defining the Tribe: Denotified Tribes of Punjab” in the Eastern Anthropologist, Vol.63, No.3-4, July-Dec
2011, 417.
12 Birinder Pal Singh, “Defining the Tribe: Denotified Tribes of Punjab” in the Eastern Anthropologist, Vol.63, No.3-4, July-Dec
2011, 418-419.
13 A.C. Sinha, op.cit, 115. The term community is being used in a very loose manner referring to caste, religious and linguistic
communities, tribes and nationalities. For instance, the anthropologist uses the term just to denote, “a group of people speaking
a common language, observing uniform rules of social organization, and working together for some common purposes such as
trade, agriculture, or welfare. Other typical characteristics include a common name, a contiguous territory, a relatively uniform
culture or way of life, and a tradition of common descent.”
14 D.N. Majumdar, “Ethnicity and Regionalism in North East India,” in Tribal Transformation in India: Ethnopolitics and Identity
Crisis, ed. Buddhadeb Chaudhuri (New Delhi: Inter-India Publications, 1992), 479.
15 See Encyclopaedia Britannica, Micropedia. 1979 (ed.), vol. X, s.v. “Tribe”, 115-116.
16 Ibid.
17  D. N. Majumdar, op.cit, 483.
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inappropriate and so on.18 Such a great shift from original meaning and description, therefore, is a
matter of remorse for the people who are called now by the name “tribal”. According to Dube, it was
used at one time to denote a bewildering variety of social categories that were neither analogous nor
comparable.19 In later usage it tended to be restricted only to some people groups who were described as
untouchables, the aboriginals and the primitive groups. At no stage however, did we have a clear set of
indicators of tribal-ness.20

It seems people in India do not try to see and exhume intended purpose of its application and its
usage mainly in Indian constitution. Thus it is intentionally distorted and that becomes a problem and
hindrance which creates barrier between person to person and the ideals enshrined in the preamble of
our Indian constitution remains aloof from actualizing. The meaning of the term tribe is derogated
which means primitive people living in the hills and forests, the original but not highly developed
inhabitants. They were named like: We-jati (out caste and others) Van Vasi (Forest dwellers), Pahardi
(hill dwellers), Janjati (folk People) and Adivasi (First settlers). This is how one can recognize the intensity
of deviation of the term tribe from its original intended meaning.21 The Simla Seminar,22 hailed as “The
Great Congress of Tribal Situation” too, failed to arrive at a concrete definition except analyzing the
tribal situation without defining who they are?23 The “People of India Project” identified and described
various communities in the country, but this ambitious project too could not present conceptual clarity.
Even K. S. Singh – one of the top authorities of the project on such conceptualization just says that the
communities generally identify themselves as such and are identified as such by others in terms of
occupation, endogamy, identity, etc.24 Later in his monumental work, he writes saying any discussion of
tribes in India has to proceed from the assumption that a tribe is an administrative and political concept
in India.25

The commissioner for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes in India for the year 1952 defined the
term “Tribe” and recommended the same to the government of India for the practical articulation as
follows: “Tribals are people who live in the forests and jungles away from the civilized world. They
belong to Negrito, Austroloid, or Mongoloid stocks. They speak the same Tribal language or dialect and
they profess primitive religion known as Animism. They follow primitive occupations like hunting,
gathering etc. They are largely carnivorous-flesh and meat eaters. They live either naked or semi-naked
using tree barks or leaves. They love for drinks and dance and spend their life with nomadic habits.26

It makes one to think the definition given by the commissioner which is a typical case of fiction-
creation by the government officers. And therefore in Indian System being a tribe means a person
remaining outside of state and civilization than attaining a definite stage and co-exists with the state and

18 T. Lakiumong Yimchunger – “Re-Perusal of the term “Tribe” and its Redeemable Humanized potentiality. A liberative perspective
in Journal of Tribal studies,( Vol. X, No. 2, July – Dec: 2006),1.
19 S. C. Dube, (ed.), Tribal Heritage of India,. Ethnicity, Identity and Interaction (Delhi: Vikash Publishing House, vol. I 1977), 2.
20 Ibid.
21 K.Thanzauva , Theology of Community : Tribal Theology in the making   ( Aizawl : Mizo Theological Conference) edited by
Wati  Longchar, In search of Identity and Tribal Theology : A Tribute to Dr. Renthy Keitzer (Jorhat, TSC, 2000),3.
22 This Seminar was organized by the Indian Institute of Advanced Study in collaboration with the Centre for Advanced Study in
Sociology of the Delhi University held in, 1969 (6th to 19th July).
23 A.C. Sinha, op.cit, 115.Cf. K.S. Singh,( ed.), Tribal Situation in India (Shimla: Indian Institute of Advanced Study, 1972), 627-632.
The final statement issued by the seminar does not mention anything about “who they are?”
24 K.S. Singh, People of India: An Introduction (Calcutta: Anthropological Survey of India, 1992), 42.
25 K.S. Singh, The Scheduled Tribes: People of India, National Series, vol. III, Anthropological Survey of India (Delhi: OUP, 1994),
xiii.
26 Birinder Pal Singh, op.cit, 418; cf., K.S. Mathura, “Tribe in India: A Problem of Identification and Interation” in Tribal Situation in
India: Proceedings of a Seminar. Edited by K.S. Singh, (Simla: Indian Institute of Advanced Study, 1972), 420.
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civilization.27 In this juncture literature produced on them by the outsiders like Anthropologists, historians
and writers using the existing exhaustive reviews, definitions and terms may not be acceptable to the
native people. This calls for an urgent rewriting and detribalizing the history of so called tribals in India
from native perspective and ultimately ends with deconstructing tribe/tribal in India. And this is definitely
a post-colonial/oppositional reading of the master narratives.

Post-colonial reading of the term “Tribe/Tribal” in India

The Imperial culture was considered superior to that of indigenous cultures especially in Asia and
Africa.28 The colonizers were of the strong belief that they knew others and they defined who the others
were. This assumption led them to colonize countries and annex them as their own.29 This ‘knowing’ of
others cemented the Imperial dominance and it became the mode by which ‘colonized’ increasingly
persuaded to know themselves as they were subordinate to Europe.30 But post-colonial reading refers to
a period from the very beginning of colonialism. It is a re-reading and oppositional reading that is
reading differently what has been written.31 So one should understand it as a continuing process of
deconstruction and reconstruction.32 It is a radical rethinking and reformulation of forms of knowledge
and social identities authored and authorized by colonialism and western domination. 33 This can
historically analyze the historical events and its interpretations using the methodology of either
oppositional reading or re-reading whichever is applicable in a particular text or situation.34

The contribution of this methodology is the restoration of the subject, status of the people who were
either silenced or taken away for granted by elitist discourses. In such a kind of research what happens
is deconstruction of colonial historiography and reconstruction of newer history that is peoples’ history.35

The imbalance is set right by counter-balancing history through re-reading and re-writing history while
considering the nature, role and function of the people.36 It is also to be noted that by its very virtue re-
reading of history is liberative.37 And its objective is to bring to the fore a perspective that has been
missing. This is not to dominate others rather to impart their qualities to others. This struggle will bring
real freedom to the people and it will open a new front in their struggle for freedom.38 This will repeal
and rebuild the past for present sustenance which sometimes to reject and disown all master narratives.39

In this process of writing so called tribals’ history people become the source, inspiration and subjects
of their own history which becomes a need for a better radical reorientation and sociological thinking to
arise out of and adapt to the historical, social, economic, cultural and political as well as religious settings
in which they live. Here people become the change agents.40 This takes people along in developing

27 Ibid.
28 V.V.Thomas, Understanding Subaltern History: Theoretical Tools (SATHRI: Bangalore, 2006)49.
29 Bill Aschroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin (eds.), The Post-Colonial Studies, Reader, Introduction (London: Routledge), 1;
cf., V.V. Thomas, op.cit, 48.
30 Bill Aschroft, op.cit, 1; cf., V.V.Thomas, op.cit, 48.
31 V.V. Thomas, op.cit, 51.
32 Bill Aschroft, op.cit, 1; cf., V.V. Thomas, op.cit, 48.
33 Gyan Prakash, ‘Post-colonial Criticism and Indian Historiography’ in Social Text, 31/32, 1992,8; cf., V.V.Thomas, op.cit, 66.
34 V.V.Thomas, op.cit, 67.
35 Prakash Louis, “Jharkhand Tribals at the Crossroads: Yesterday’s Dreams are Today’s Issues” in Integral Liberation, 4/3,
October 2000), 69; cf., V.V. Thomas, op.cit, ix.
36 Ibid.
37 Prakash Louis, op.cit, 69; cf., V.V.Thomas, op.cit, 109.
38 Ibid, cf., V.V.Thomas, op.cit, 115.
39 Ibid,   cf., V.V.Thomas, op.cit, xvii.
40 Walter Fernades and Rajesh Tandon (eds.), Participatory Research Evaluation: Experiments in Research as a Process of Liberation
(Delhi: Indian Social Institute, 1983), 12; cf., V.V.Thomas, op.cit, 34.
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history where people do not simply become objects but also subjects, not acted upon merely but also
become actors.41 This will give rise to a new ideology to the colonized, with the new found independence,
based on different values and concepts. This process will ultimately safeguard and strengthen the
specificity of Indian secularism, which is an absolutely necessary for the Indian communities to know
how to relate themselves with one another and work together for the promotion of social peace and
national unity emphasizing individual freedom, human unity and societal renewal.42

History however was often tailored to suit the tastes and conveniences of the dominating class. And
the role of the common people, the colonized and marginalized is neglected in making the history.43

Thus a historian’s task is to explain how one understands oneself and others in a given context on the
basis of what historian discerns to be the historical fact. When a historian considers a text she/he strives
not only to investigate the context within which the text has been produced but also recognizes any
biased therein. So that s/he can understand it and overcome the same and come out with the positive
and liberative narratives which will end up with deconstruction of colonial historiography particularly
with tribe/tribal in India.

It is important for one to maintain his or her Identity in the society as a composite whole.44 According
to Downs, identity is the category that provides the most helpful integrative principle that strengthens
a consciousness of ecumenism in the society.45 In such a context, of course, identity politics is an important
means of emancipating the marginalised groups. Therefore, the re-thinking and reconstruction of one’s
identity requires a self-critical approach that does not debilitate one’s capacity to learn.46 Such an approach
is necessary to transcend the essentialisation of identities and overcome any constriction to freedom and
choice. In the tune of Sebastian Karotemprel identity is a quest for dignity and identity as human beings
created in the image of God.47 This identity is inevitably a relational reality in the society at large.48

Social status of a person or family in a society can be achieved during his or her lifetime as a result of
the exercise of knowledge, ability, skill and/or perseverance.49 And this status refers to social stratification
on a vertical scale neither stagnant nor downward.50 But unfortunately so called tribals in India are not
considered accordingly. For Hindus a cow can attain upward status in the society than a person called
tribal in spite of his/her great achievements and knowledge and wisdom. In this juncture the sayings of
an anthropologist B.S.Cohn comes true that India is a collection of castes and Brahmins are the preserver

41 Ibid.
42 A Pusparajan, From conversion to fellowship, op.cit, 13.
43 V.V. Thomas, op.cit, ix.
44 Such a composite nature of identity can be understood from the words of Amartya Sen that reads: “In our normal lives, we see
ourselves as members of a variety of groups – we belong to all of them. A person’s citizenship, residence, geographic origin,
gender, class, politics, profession, employment, food habits, sports interests, taste in music, social commitments, etc., make us
members of a variety of groups. Each of these collectivities, to all of which this person simultaneously belongs, gives her a
particular identity. None of the can be taken to be the person’s only identity or singular membership category”. Amartya  Sen,
Identity and Violence: The Illusion of Destiny (London: Penguin Books, 2006), 4-5.
45 F.S. Downs, “Identity: The Integrative Principle,” Journal of Social Science and Humanities of North Eastern Hills University 9/
3 (1991): 7-18. The same article can be found in Asia Journal of Theology 6/2 (Oct. 1992): 238-249; in Essays on Christianity in North
East India, (ed.) Milton S. Sangma and David L. Syiemlieh, NEHU History Series, no. 4 (New Delhi: Indus Publishing Company,
1994), 28-35; cf., Journal of Tribal Studies I/1 (Dec. 1997): 30-50.
46 Ananta Kumar Giri, “Civil Society and the Limits of Identity Politics,” Jeevadhara XXXI/181 (January, 2001), 37.
47 Cf. Sebastian Karotemprel, “Reflections on Identity, Culture, Cultural Change and Christianity,” in Christianity and Change in
Northeast India, ed. T.B. Subba, Joseph Puthenpurakal, and Shaji Joseph Puykunnel (New Delhi: Concept, 2009), 46.
48 Cf. Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London/New York:
Verso, 1991),5
49 Max Weber in http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/social_status#cite-note-2.
50 Ibid.
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as well as intellectual superior to all castes and races. They not only decide social status of Hindus but
also non-Hindus in Indian Society.51

In this context as long as one maintains his/her status as Tribal, he or she gives life to the caste
system. Liberation, identity and dignity become remote reality in Indian Society. Thus one has to strive
hard to get rid of it by rejecting the imposed designation and all the benefits attached to it and impound
one’s own name and fame with new found independence, dignity and identity. This may be implied to
the term Dalit and Dalit Theology too.

De-Constructing the term “Tribe/tribal” in India

The so called tribal population is spread all over India living in the forests, hills and also in plains.
They differ considerably from one another in race, language, culture and beliefs and present a spectacle
of striking diversity. It is this diversity marked by varied social characteristics and diverse culture, traditions
and linguistic traits that lends trustee to the cultural mosaic of India.52 In their dividend in to the geo-
political situation of their isolation in the lofty mountains, roaring rivers, deep valleys and dense forests
and some of them in plains and islands have been made prey and exposed to various forms of exploitations,
deprivations, suppression, subjugation and human rights violation both at regional and national levels.
And thus majority of them remained illiterate, uneducated, unsophisticated, down trodden, marginalized,
poor and destitute. In the midst of that they have developed their own society where they allowed
themselves to be governed by their own primordial and customary traditional laws and rituals, caring
for each other and for the natural resources and forced to their own fate.53 They are as better as anybody
else and never be the lower grade of human beings. They have the civilization having all sorts of work
culture. They have priests, teachers, religious leaders, manual workers and business people within the
frame work of their system. They should not be compared with any other civilization and given defilement
in to their dignity and identity. In this light of such perception, how can a tribal society be projected in
contrast with modern society as pre-industrial, pre-literate, pre-historic, uncivilized and folk society
which legitimizes a sort of humiliation and inferiority complex?54

According to the International Working Group for Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA) so called tribals have
their own historical self-understanding about themselves over against the derogatory and discriminatory
connotation. They are people with distinct historical, political and cultural identities. They are united by
their histories as distinct societies, by their languages, laws, traditions and unique spiritual and economic
relationships with their lands and territories.”55 It is commonly accepted and understood that the term
‘Tribe’ has not derived from those who are being called tribals rather imposed on them in against their
own name and fame.56 In fact, along with colonization and spread of Christianity the use of the term
Tribal became more popular and later it was imposed by the constitution of India.57

51 S.V. Ketkar, History of Caste in India, (Delhi: Low Price Publications, 1998), 9.
52 George Edward, Welcoming the Gospel in Jharkhand, (Bangalore: SAIACS press, 2003), 6.
53 Henry H. Presler, Primitive Religions in India, (Bangalore: CLS, 1971), I; cf, Satyadar Patnaik, Brahminical Religion in Ancient
Orissa, op.cit, 51; cf. James Massey, Minority Rights, op.cit 137; A.S. Hemrom “ The Role of the Churches towards building”
op.cit.135.
54 K. Thanzauva, Theology of Community: Tribal Theology in the making, (Aizawl : Mizo Theological Conference) edited by Wati
Longchar, In search of Identity and Tribal Theology : A Tribute to Dr. Renthy Keitzer (Jorhat, TSC, 2000), 2.
55 IWGIA, The Indigenous World (Copenhagen: 2000), 395. For a critical discussion on “the derogatory and discriminatory
connotation vs. historically conscious self-understanding”, see John B. Mundu, “Tribal and Indigenous Peoples in India,” in
Responding to India’s Social Challenges:  Promoting Tribal Rights & Culture, ed. Agapit Tirkey (Bangalore: NBCLC, n.d.), 7-17.
56 T. Lakiumong Yimchunger, “Re-Perusal of the term “Tribe” and its Redeemable Humanized potentiality. A liberative perspective
in Journal of Tribal studies, (Vol. X, No. 2, July – Dec: 2006), 1.
57 A. Wati Longchar, An Emerging Asian Theology: Tribal Theology (Jorhat: TSC, 2000), 2.
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The Ethnographic study conducted by H.H. Riseley in Bengal served as a basis for the 1901 census in
India and in that census many people groups were misplaced and some groups were under placed in
the caste-hierarchy.58 The vague definition of Tribe first appeared in that year of 1901 in India, which
says “The Tribe is a collection of families or group of families bearing a common name which as a rule
does not denote any specific occupation and who claim common descent from a mythical or historical
ancestor and occasionally from an animal, who usually speak the same language and occupying a definite
tract of the country and not necessarily practicing endogamy.”59 Then it acquired a systematic character
after 1931 census.60 It is to be mentioned that the concern in India was more with the identification
rather than the definition of Tribes and scientific considerations were never allowed to displace
administrative or political ones.61 As Beteille says that those who engaged in census or scheduling the
Tribes had their own conceptions of tribe which were neither clearly formulated nor systematically
applied.62 Therefore it has no strong grounding and academic input in the definition to exercise and to
justify the term tribe.63 It is also evident that the terms like animists, animism and Tribal religion have
been used as classificatory marks in opposition to caste though the terms lacked the conceptual clarity.64

The International Labor Organization did not find any exclusiveness in the definition and uses of both
Tribes and Indigenous people simultaneously.65

So called tribals are highly spiritual and religious people yet their culture and religious tradition is
never been accepted by the main line Government in any calendar for the observation as holiday day.
Hardly any male or female of so called tribals has become the subject of study in the academics rather
they are asked to study about alien aspects, alien culture and alien life style which sometimes create
confusion to the total life of so called tribals. Western education system in one way has forced them to
forget their past, neglect their language, art and culture.66 Every history of Tribals is at stake. This is a
known fact to everybody. Since most of them have no written documents and literature, outsiders have
made use of that opportunity to produce the literature on them from their own perspective and thus the
ground reality of the so called Tribals is not manifested.

The common assertion, therefore, is that there are no tribals in the region as far as the name is
concerned; and none of the communities like to be called or identified as “tribals”, except in the context
of claiming constitutional provisions for privileges. They never consider themselves as “tribal” but identify
with their racial names. In fact, the most of the communities officially referred to as ST have long before
moved away from the tribal stage of development. There are now hardly isolated primitive communities
in the country where definition of “tribal” can fit into. Many of the communities have been exposed to
the process of modernization right from the British days even much more so than that of other communities

58 B.S. Cohn, An Anthropologist Among the Historians and Others Essays (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1990), 241ff; cf., cited
in Gilles Chuyen, Who is a Brahmin? The Politics of Identity in India (New Delhi: Manohar Publishers and Distributors, 2004), 16.
59 H.H. Risley, Census of India, Report, 1903, Shimla: Government of India Press.  cf. L.M. Lewis, Tribal Society, In David L. Sills
(ed), International Encyeclopedia of Social Science, Volume16, New York, The Macmillan Company and the Free Press, pp146ff.
60 M.C. Behera “Tribes in India: A Discourse of Temporal and Contextual Limitations” in The Eastern Anthropologist, Volume 63,
Number 2, April-June 2010, 184.
61 Ibid.
62 Andre Beteille, The Concept of Tribe with special reference to India, op.cit., .23; cf. Cited in M.C. Behera “Tribes in India: A
Discourse of Temporal and Contextual Limitations” in The Eastern Anthropologist, Volume 63, Number 2, April-June2010, 184.
63 M.C. Behera op.cit, 184.
64 Ibid., 187.
65 B.K. Burman Roy, Indigenous and Tribal Peoples and the International Agencies, RGICS Paper No-27, New Delhi: Rajiv Gandhi
Institute for Contemporary Studies, Rajiv Gandhi Foundation, 1995, 4f; cf. Andre Beteille, The Idea of Indigenous People in
Current Anthropology, 39(2): 18-191, 1998.
66 Joseph Marianus Kujur and Sonajharia Minz, op.cit, 71.
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of other Indian States.67 In theological circles too, there are strong reactions to the pejorative use of the
term “tribal”. The common contention in all the writings is that the appellative “tribal” is an imposition
of anthropologists, missionaries and Indian Constitution that carries negative meanings.68 However,
despite of derogatory connotations, some of the proponents of “Tribal Theology” like Longchar and
Thanzauva have retained to use the term “tribe” or “tribal” for time being with certain justifications.69

According to Syiemlieh, their stance concerning its temporary use poses serious questions. He finds a
number of flaws as regards such a continued use of the term tribe.70

The term Tribe therefore in India has no proper explanation and thus has limited scope of application
to the diverse situations of the population. It suggests the use of Community in place of Tribe to designate
a group.71 There is no disagreement among the scholars of Tribal Studies that the concept of Tribe is a
colonial legacy.72 The consciousness of the Europeans to situate the self against others got favorable
wind in a political situation which involved the dominance of the white people of the colonial power.73

Naturally the conceptual apparatus of categorizing people as “Tribe” lost the generality and specificity of
its application to cross-cultural situations across the globe which is in diversities.74

Concluding Remarks

It is clear from above discussion that so called tribals are not tribals but they are people group like any
other people groups or communities.75 One of the most common arguments is that as far as the racial
history is concerned, the so called “tribals” in India cannot be identified with the term tribal any more.76

Many studies have shown that there is little scientific basis on which the present categorization of
“Scheduled Tribe” may be defended. Because the exclusion or inclusion of a particular group reflects
political mobilization rather than a neutral application of the criteria.77 The problem in India is to identify
the people group rather than to define the people group.78 Thus in India the term “Tribe” is an inadequate
explanatory to identify a group as tribe.79 At the same time the term tribe is a time-neutral and not being
elastic enough to accommodate upward movement of the smallest unit of the social organization of the
people group over time and again.80 So it is suggested that the use of the term “community” is an ideal
concept instead of tribe.81

67 Right after the political and economic integration of the region with British India, the traditionally socio-economic institutions
and structures of many communities got influenced by modern institutions and practices. see Sajal Nag, Contesting Marginalities:
Ethnicity, Regionalism and Subnationalism in Northeast India (New Delhi: Manohar, 2002), 349.
68 A. Wati Longchar, An Emerging Asian Theology: Tribal Theology - Issue, Method and Perspective (Jorhat, Assam: Tribal Study
Centre, ETC, 2000), 2-3.;   cf.,  A. Wati Longchar, “Tribal Theology - Issues, Method and Perspective,” in In Search of Identity and
Tribal Theology, ed. A. Wati Longchar (Jorhat, Assam: Tribal Study Centre, ETC, 2001), 44.
69 K. Thanzauva, Theology of Community: Tribal Theology in the Making (Aizwal: Mizo Theological Conference, 1997), 8-9.
70 cf. Brightstar Jones Syiemlieh, “The Viability of the Term “Tribe” in the light of Postmodernity,” in In Search of Identity and
Tribal Theology, ed. A. Wati Longchar (Jorhat, Assam: Tribal Study Centre, ETC, 2001), 18.
71 M.C.Behera op.cit, 183.
72 Ibid.
73 S.M. Channa “ Concept of Mainstream” in Sukant K. Chaudhury and Soumendra Mohan Patnaik(eds.), Indian Tribes and the
Mainstream, Jaipur, Rawat Publications, 2008, pp69.
74 M.C.Behera op.cit, 184.
75 Yet, the term community is being used in a very loose manner referring to caste, religious and linguistic communities, tribes and
nationalities. Cf.,A.C. Sinha, op.cit, 115.
76 As cited in M.M. Thomas and R.W. Taylor, eds., Tribal Awakening (Bangalore: Christian Institute for Study of Religion and
Society, 1965), 2-3.
77 Birinder Pal Singh, op.cit, 417.
78 Ibid, 418.
79 M.C.Behera, op.cit, 185.
80 Ibid.
81 Ibid.
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The term tribal is not the part of culture rather politically motivated administrative word. Thus
probably the Tribal theology is not encouraged any more. People should not use the term tribal attached
to their name, community or identity instead should use their own traditional name and identity. Rejection
of the use of term tribal by the so called tribals will give rise the liberation from below perspective which
has been a remote reality from above perspective since long.

In theological circles too, there are strong reactions to the pejorative use of the term tribal. The
common contention in all the writings is that the appellative tribal is an imposition of outsiders that
carries negative meanings.82 In India, in the eyes of the dominant community it denotes untouchability
and the servile class of Hindu society irrespective of a tribal being highly elevated from all realms.83

One may react to the definition of tribal as suggested by many saying that tribals are living in the hills
and forests outside the civilized society. According to M.Banarjee tribals are those people who eat food
in sal leaves, drink water in earthen wares and sleep on mats made of date leaves.84 Then one can
question that what is civilization? What determines it? In real sense, civilization does not mean living in
beautiful houses, palace, eating scrimptions food or wearing better dress and so on. It is one’s creativity,
thinking and humbleness, love etc. In relation to discovery and inventions, so called tribals are also no
less good. Since they have local doctors, discover medicines from the nature and they can invent new
ideas according to the need.85 In spite of that invaders derogated some people groups and named them
tribals, if so, what name should the tribals give to those invaders and whether invaders and Indian
constitution will accept that? 86

Before the advent of British Rule so called tribals were neglected and oppressed to the worst possible
ways and degrees by their neighbors.87 According to Bishop Dr. Nirmal Minz there was never made an
attempt to improve the educational, medical and economic conditions of the aboriginals by the caste
ridden Hindu society but the first step was taken by the British Government in the 19th century and
even the British Government became the instrumental in helping the exploitative pattern of life, granting
legal or semi-legal sanctions to all became advantage to the non-tribals.88 As a result so called tribals
remain isolated as “driven ones” from the aggressors till the date.89 Bishop Nirmal Minz further says that
tribals are also considered a “burden” to the so called advanced/cultured/civilized society in India.90

Hatred and bitterness have created a wide socio-cultural gap between so called tribals and non-tribals.
The loss of confidence has created mistrust so great and deep that most of the so called tribals have taken
it for granted that no good can be done for them by any non-tribals in India rather exploitation, domination
and irreparable human relationship will continue.91

82 A. Wati Longchar,op.cit, 2-3., cf.,   A. Wati Longchar, “Tribal Theology - Issues, Method and Perspective,” in In Search of Identity
and Tribal Theology, ed. A. Wati Longchar (Jorhat, Assam: Tribal Study Centre, ETC, 2001), 44.
83 A. Wati Longchar, An Emerging Asian Theology: Tribal Theology - Issue, Method and Perspective (Jorhat, Assam: Tribal Study
Centre, ETC, 2000), 2-3.
84 M. Banarjee, An Historical outline of  Pre-British Chottanagpur( Ranchi Education Publications, 1989) quoted by Joseph
Marianus Kujur and Sonajharia Minz, op.cit, 38.
85 T. Lakiumong Yimchunger, “Re-Perusal of the term “Tribe” and its Redeemable Humanized potentiality. A liberative perspective
in Journal of Tribal studies, Vol. X, No. 2, July – Dec: 2006, 10.
86 Ibid.
87 Joseph Marianus Kujur and Sonajharia Minz, op.cit, 21.
88 Joseph Marianus Kujur and Sonajharia Minz, op.cit, 21 & 67. The biggest harm British has done is perhaps the land re-
organisation system. Private ownership of the land was introduced by destroying the community life and customary laws. Land
became the commodity to be bought and sold also affected the entire system of property and inheritance.
89 Ibid.
90 Ibid.
91 Ibid.
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In this context a Christian responsibility is mainly to focus on human rights and social justice. Bible
is a text of liberation or we can say that liberation is one of the major themes of the Bible. The Exodus
from Egyptian bondage was the foundational narrative of the Jewish nation and Jesus inaugurated his
ministry by announcing that he had come to release the oppressed and captives as well as recovery of
sight to the blind helping them to go free (Luke 4:18). The theologians should rethink the entire theological
enterprise, setting out a new way to do theology with proper insertion and exclusion of terms, concepts
and ideology to recover an integrated vision of the gospel as a message of liberation from every kind of
oppression and ultimately into the glorious freedom of the “children of God” (John 1:12; Romans 8:21).

One should be proud of being a Christian than being a tribe/tribal. Because a Christian is empowered
to be the light of the nation but to become a tribal is a burden of the nation and remain “defeated people”
in India.92 As long as caste system prevails in India citizens will never experience freedom and liberation.93

According to Charles Dias the modern education system is continuation of colonial legacy of terms and
concepts with oppressive quality inherent in it.94 Be it s/he a civil officer or military officer, a doctor or
an engineer cannot escape from its derogative meaning of being called tribe or tribal. Therefore it is a
failure of an Indian Constitution which was to see to the welfare of the so called tribals and suggest ways
and means to bring them at par with the other developed Indian Communities remains a myth. Without
a creative interaction between caste-ridden Indian society and the casteless and classless society, the
development of India as a nation in unity in diversity can become a remote reality.

In this case why can’t one think of coming out of it and stick to the identity as Christian or his/her
own traditional nomenclature is a big challenge ahead of us. This liberation campaign should start from
below since it is not possible from above perspective due to its attachments to befits as well as politicians
for the vote banks. Same is true to some theologians who are benefited out of its galvanization.

Thus revitalizing thrust of liberation from all perspective is an urgent call. To do so rewriting peoples’
history becomes mandatory. And this education will become a powerful tool in liberating oppressed
masses in general and so called tribals in particular from their oppression, exploitation and backwardness.95

For that one has to go back beyond the colonial British History in India and one has even to go back to
the pages of prejudiced Indian History to find the human values which existed and were practiced
among the so called tribal people of India. This system of de-tribalisation of so called tribals in India
could become powerful instrument for liberation, dignity and identity of people groups and ultimately
lead towards assimilation or proper identification in a greater Indian society.

Similarly the recent curriculum revision under the Senate of Serampore College has witnessed the
regrouping of many subjects mainly with the History of Christianity in India where so called tribals are
put in the centre which was not the case before. In line with that our Theological education system
should fight for liberation of people here in this world. Tribal studies, Dalit Studies should not be allowed
under same nomenclatures. These studies remain as pretentions for liberation to masses but in reality
subjugate people group generation to generation. Those who expertise on these areas may benefit

92 Ibid, 57. It may be difficult to define who these defeated people are. The Aryan invasion of India, mainly the Indus Valley
civilization and colonized includes scheduled castes and scheduled tribes and also may include other backward castes groups in
India.
93 Ajaya Chakrabarty “Bengal Pastors’ Role in the National Movement (1885-1947). A paper presented at 16th Triennial Conference
of CHAI at Ranchi held on 30th October-1st November 2014. He is a faculty of Calvin Institute of Theology, Hyderabad in the
branch of History of Christianity and Missions.
94 Charles Dias “Christian Contribution to the Development of Modern Education System in India”. A paper presented at 16th
Triennial Conference of CHAI at Ranchi held on 30th October-1st November 2014. He is a Director of Indo-Portuguese Cultural
Centre, Cochin.
95 Jose Kalapura (ed), Christian Missions in Bihar and Jharkhand till 1947: A Study by P. C. Horo (New Delhi & Ranchi: Christian
World Prints and Gossner Theological College, 2014), 41.
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maximum but ground reality remains the same. So what has been achieved after being many years of
having Tribal Theology, Dalit Theology and so on in our nation? Is there any single person either of Dalit
or Tribal who has been assimilated in to caste group due to his education or development?

A Christian becomes liberated and becomes light to the world. Jesus has liberated and also given the
elements of liberation to be continued. Image of a Christian is never underestimated rather gained as
royal priest and royal nation. In this context it is important to note that the world values survey on
Indian Human Development reports that though Christians in India are minority but they stand first in
overall development in every sphere of life comparing to Hindus and Muslims.96 If this is the case then
one should be proud of being Christian and strive to remain Christian but nothing else. This should be
the bold theological vision for Christians in the days ahead.

96 Chirodip Majumdar “Christianity and Attitudes towards Life and Society: An Indian Perspective.” A paper presented at 16th
Triennial Conference of CHAI at Ranchi held on 30th October-1st November 2014. He is a faculty of Rabindra Mahavidyalaya,
Hooghly; cf. www.worldvaluessurvey.org.
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