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Abstract: - This paper lays out the historical background of how the term 'tribe' was created and supports the claims of its 

imperialist prejudiced roots. The role of anthropology as a discipline to aid in this project is analysed. In the Indian case, how the 

government settled with the classificatory term of Scheduled tribe is seen along with its complexities. The State has not clearly 

defined Scheduled tribes, which has led to various ambiguities. It has led to the State looking at Scheduled tribes as homogenous 

communities with primitive traits who are in need of protection and development. However, this stance has created problems for 

Scheduled tribes with a caste system in place. Most tribes of the Western Himalayan region come under this category. The 

oppressed section of these communities under the nomenclature of Scheduled Caste Dalits demand Constitutional status as their 

invisibility in law makes them doubly prone to legal and social injustices. The cases of Gaddis and Swanglas of Himachal Pradesh 

will be discussed. 
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I. ANTHROPOLOGY’S ROLE IN CREATION OF 

THE TERM ‘TRIBE’ 

 

It is the discipline of anthropology that popularized the 

concept of tribe. It was created as an evolutionary stage of 

human development by evoking the concept of time. 'Tribe' is 

an anthropological category with its own history in tension 

with 'Western' modernity that renders a common-sensical 

pejorative connotation of the savage, wild, and primitive 

'other' people without history. Tribes were placed at the 

bottom of social evolutionary models and considered relics of 

a 'pre-modern' past, to establish the superiority of the 

Western civilization (Fabian,2014; Sarukkai, 1997). This also 

acted as an ideological justification for colonization 

(Chandra, 2013; Skaria,1997). Sarukkai states that the 

primary role of anthropology was of 'inventing the human 

other' in order to develop a theory of humankind 

(Sarukkai,1997, p.1406). Sarukkai draws from Pandian some 

of the dominant others used in this discourse, including the 

fossil other, savage other, black other, and the ethnographic 

other. It is possible to put tribes in all these mentioned 

categories. As discussed earlier- tribes can be seen as fossil 

other (evolutionary framework), savage other (vis-à-vis 

modern), black other (racially inferior), and the 

anthropological other(other-not-self). He points out that, 

"The basic problem in the anthropological other is that it is 

never a recognition of the other; rather it is just an 

epistemological other which perhaps says more about the 

epistemological systems of the ethnographer rather than any 

'honest' description of the other" (ibid., p.1406). 

    Anthropology acted as a tool to carve out modernity by 

first creating the Other and then differentiating it from the 

modern self (Skaria 1997, Fabian 2014, Sarukkai 1997). Such 

an arrangement always places the Other behind in time. 

Proving this separation in a seemingly objective basis, on 

which anthropology bases the difference and hides the fact 

that "there is no knowledge of the Other which is not also a 

temporal, historical, a political act" (Fabian, 2014, p.1). In 

this way, anthropology played a significant role in morally 

grounding the imperialistic logic of civilising the savage by 

subordinating, controlling, and dominating the Other. 

 

II. TRAJECTORY FOLLOWED BY INDIAN 

ANTHROPOLOGY 

    Most scholarship notes that it was a British colonial 

enterprise to classify and categorise people of the world in 

time and space and establish hierarchy. It was then the moral 

duty of the civilized to rule over others and bring them on the 

path of modernity. Primarily it was the discipline of 

anthropology which provided for this ideological backing. In 

this relation, Bhangya Bhukya (2008) explains how the 

British categorized the forest and hill-dwelling communities, 

surviving through hunting-gathering or swidden-agriculture 

as 'aboriginal' or 'early tribe.' These communities were given 

unity under this categorization. During the 20th century, as 

different interest groups within India asserted their right to 

self- determination, "tribal" groups claimed to be the 

"original" or "indigenous" people of the subcontinent who 

had been deposed later settlers. They deployed the term 
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"Adivasi" which means indigenous in Hindi, to describe 

themselves. 

    The construction of textual knowledge about Indian 

communities was a major part of the colonial project of 

manufacturing knowledge to expand colonial power. This 

resulted in the production of extensive literature on all these 

communities that was used as a source for the administration 

to establish colonial domination. The colonial State had 

widened and reoriented its project of colonial knowledge 

creation as its control expanded. Lord Curzon expressed the 

need to know more and more about the ways of life, taste, 

and tradition to maintain their position in India and 

hegemony over the colony. Bhukya discusses Ronald's works 

to reveal how Indology or oriental school brought a notion of 

a "timeless" Indian society that got fixed from ancient times. 

Bernard Cohn illustrated how colonial historiography, 

certification, and representation, as state modalities, 

transformed knowledge into power. Nicholas Dirks' work 

critically portrayed how colonial anthropological projects 

invented a wholly new notion of caste. The tribal issues were 

not seen as distinct in pre-colonial times. In this essay, he 

wishes to establish "how Adivasis were reflected and viewed 

in colonial anthropology, and how postcolonial writings did 

not dislodge colonial derogatories" (p.105). 

    The initial construction of knowledge about Adivasis 

took place in the context of their violent resistance to colonial 

expansion into their land and forests. Through such 

interactions and viewing them as separate entities, studies 

started to look at them exclusively. Adivasi anthropology can 

be grouped into four distinct groups; Darvanic anthropology 

or official anthropology, missionary anthropology, romantic 

anthropology, and Hindu anthropology from the early 20th 

century. Each school had its own agenda behind producing 

and reproducing Adivasi knowledge. 

    The Darvanic anthropology India developed within the 

understanding of 19th century - European racial theories, 

served legal and administrative purposes of helping to 

establish a persistent hegemony over the inferior race. 

Biological frame of various races were compared and 

hierarchised to establish the British/Europeans' superiority 

and right to rule over the rest. 

    The missionary writings also emphasized the supposed 

primitivism and resonated with the official anthropology. The 

missionaries usually contributed in the form of noticing the 

attitudes, behaviour, and habits of the people. They sided 

with official anthropometric understanding as that 

propaganda encouraged them to take forward their 

conversion agenda to the tribes. They believed that the 

liberation of tribes is only possible through conversion, 

which was in sync with State agenda of modernisation. 

     Bhukya explains the romantic currents in anthropology 

by elaborating on Verrier and Haimendorf's lives and work. 

He even cites Skaria(1997) to explain how anthropologists 

entered the field with a preconceived notion about the tribes 

as innocent and childlike, needing state protection and taught 

manners, etiquette, and ways of governance. This stream of 

thought was generated to perpetuate the rationale of colonial 

rule over tribes, who are the noble savages. 

    From 1920s, the nationalist agenda began to surface in 

Indian anthropologists' works. Here Ghurye and Srinivas are 

mentioned. Ghurye claims that tribes are 'Backward Hindus.' 

He had a nationalist temperament and agenda; thus, he claims 

that primitive tribes will be gradually civilized by the Hindu 

contact. Srinivas is also critiqued for his theory of 

Sanskritization. He described Bhils as a tribe group 

emulating Hindu practices claiming Kshatriya status, as an 

example of Sanskritization. This proposition was highly 

critiqued as the same Adivasis shown as claiming kshatriya 

status put forth serious cultural challenge to Hinduism 

asserting their own cultural practices and values. 

    Therefore, in summation, Bhukya points out that 

although different in form, all these anthropology schools 

denied tribes their own "ideological integrity" (ibid., p.108). 

Various strands of anthropology have formed, which he 

mentions, including the Anthropological Survey of India, still 

working like the Darvanic anthropology, primarily focusing 

on racial profiling and categorisations. Other mentioned 

strands are romantic environmentalist studies of tribes, tribes 

seen as essentially nature-loving here. The Marxist strand of 

anthropologists still works on themes like Caste-tribe 

continuum, caste-race, and tribe. He brings to the notice of 

the readers how despite disciplinary progress in the study of 

tribes and anthropology, we have failed to decolonize our 

mentality and, thus, unable to provide ideological integrity to 

the Adivasi. 

 

III. RATIONALE BEHIND STATE 

CLASSIFICATION OF SCHEDULED TRIBE 

    According to James Scott (1998), for administrative 

convenience, the modern State began the project of 

simplifying the complex local diversities in its own 

typifications. State instruments like census officers, judges, 

and cadastral maps completely ignored the already in place 

local mechanisms of identification. While Scott has 

explained the general working of 'the State,' we need to 

delineate how State has created the classificatory 

mechanisms in India, with what intentions, but we need to be 

vary of that neither State nor India is a single entity. The 

State has various institutions working at different levels- 

national, state, district and local (Panchayat level) with 

different jurisdiction and intentionality. Historically, we can 

trace the ideological impulses that led to substantial changes 
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in how first the population got enumerated by the colonial 

State, retention and continuation of same classificatory terms 

by Independent India, and then look at the regional recorded 

history the same light. It will be beneficial to recognize the 

larger flow of how the idea of 'tribe' has informed the State 

policies at the national level and percolates in every 

administration and policy-making level. The State reports 

have begun to take gradual steps to acknowledge local 

wisdom. This had let to the Blocks and Panchayats to be now 

seen as significant sites of governance. Panchayats 

(Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act,1996 was formed to 

ensure self-governance through Gram Sabhas in the 

Scheduled Areas. 

    The British proceeded with the enumeration practices 

with the administrative logic of managing the colonial 

population but with the stereotype of the "other" as savage 

and wild as established by Skaria (1997). He draws from 

Fabian (1983) and calls this model of placing communities in 

a framework of time. Tribes thus become relics of the past, 

and the Western modernity is that the top, every other society 

lies in between, attempting to match the European 

civilization. Such politics also worked well as a justification 

for colonization. 

   According to Chandra (2013), the logic of civilizing the 

savage worked well as a justification for colonization. The 

caste society was soon considered a civilization as 

orientalists began to appreciate the written Indian historical 

records. Therefore, only a few communities that lived in 

remote and difficult terrains, the hills and the forest, now 

fitted the idea of tribes in the colonial State's eyes. He shows 

how certain communities were then called primitive and the 

State justified various laws that were intended to exploit 

resources in the name of protecting and civilizing them. 

Chandra (2013) also discusses the history through 

Government of India Acts which treated these regions as 

Backward tracts, made them excluded, and prohibited outside 

contact with the rest of the world. The 1935 Act, made these 

areas as Scheduled Areas and called the residents as 

Scheduled Tribe. Despite few disagreements and heated 

argumentations between leaders in the Constituent Assembly, 

the same classification of these people as Scheduled Tribes 

was accepted. Thus, the colonial understandings of tribes 

remain intact. The State's motive has now changed to the 

welfare of these people, but as they did not define the 

classification of Scheduled Tribe, the idea of Scheduled 

tribes to be primitive, backward and needy of State benefits 

to prosper sticks to their identity, hindering them from being 

seen in the light of modern, ambitious and equal citizens by 

the people (Gudavarthy in Chandra, 2013). 

   The biggest problem with State classification of 

communities as Scheduled Tribes is that the State has not 

dealt with the definition of the Scheduled Tribe 

(Beteille,1986; p 299). The whole focus of the Government 

was on establishing criteria to include communities on the 

list. Even the criteria is not mentioned in the Constitution, but 

in other State documents, like the Ministry of Tribal Affairs 

and Anthropological Survey of India, there are broadly five 

provisions given as: "indication of primitive traits, distinctive 

culture, geographical isolation, shyness of contact with the 

community at large, and backwardness" (Lokur Committee, 

1965). 

   There are scholars (Banerjee, 2016; Chandra, 2013) who 

find that it was the 'exclusive' strategy of governing some 

territories as 'external' and 'exceptional' to mainstream society 

that produced tribes in opposition to other territories. "If one 

studies the processes by which the modern Indian state 

reproduces its own privilege of 'eminent domain' over 

primarily tribal and Adivasi lands of the nation, it becomes 

clear that what we are seeing is a new form of exercise of 

sovereignty by the modern state, in contexts where the 

question of land shades off into the question of ecology, 

territory, border and frontier" (Banerjee, 2016, p.145). With 

such arguments, she points out the politics behind 

essentializing tribes. She explains that the continuation of the 

colonial framework has led to essentializing tribes that help 

State and Corporates appropriate tribal land and resources 

under the guise of providing protection and development. 

 

IV. TRIBE CASTE COMPLEXITY 

   The first monographs by the British about India and its 

people, show that they were not clear in who are the tribes 

and who are the castes in India. At this stage, we see 

anthropological works using the titles, "caste and tribes" as 

cognates. Some publications of this kind were 'The Tribes 

and Castes of Bengal,' 1891 by H.H.Risley, 'Hindu Tribes 

and Castes,' 1879 by M.A.Sherring, and C.William's 'Tribes 

and Castes of the North-Western India,' 1891(Kumar, 1999). 

The census began to treat tribes and caste differently; every 

consecutive census attempted to refine the definition of what 

it means to be a tribe. The 1891 Census Report included 

'Forest Tribes' as a sub-category under 'Agricultural and 

Pastoral Castes.' The term 'animist' was used in the next two 

censuses by Risley and Gait, respectively. The head' Tribal 

Religion' replaced 'animism' in 1921. 'Primitive Tribe' was 

replaced by 'Forest Tribe' in the 1931 census (Kumar,1999; 

Xaxa 1999). 

Scholars even today have been divided in the 

understanding of tribe and caste as continuum or tribes as 

isolates, and even the State has failed to give a concrete 

definition of who the Scheduled Tribes are, which gives a 

huge scope of assumptions in the everyday where people 

might have contradictory ideas on what is a 'tribe' and who 
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are the Scheduled Tribes. 

   The Tribe-caste continuum approach towards 

understanding tribes and caste treats tribes as backward 

Hindus. Ghurye first propounded this theory of tribes being 

Backward Hindus and suggested integrating Scheduled 

Tribes to the larger society. For the mainland tribes, i.e, ones 

living in proximity to the dominant Hindu society, to be 

assimilated to the larger Hindu social order, i.e. religious 

integration while residing in the North East India, being 

outside of the direct contact with Hindu society, be integrated 

politically. 

While Elwin advocated the isolationist position, creating 

'national parks' for the tribes, Ghurye contrarily believed that 

it is only through increased contact that tribes will be 

integrated to the larger whole and gain respectability and 

better living conditions. Oommen(2011) criticizes Ghurye to 

have ignored the difference between caste and tribe. While 

caste is a peculiar feature of India, the tribe is a global 

concept. While "castes are fragments of the same society 

ordered through ritual hierarchy; a common ancestral 

homeland and a shared language are the specific features of 

tribal societies" (p. 234). 

 

This idea was propounded by G S Ghurye and Srinivas 

concept of Sanskritization; when applied to tribes, it gives a 

picture of tribes trying to become caste/mainstream. This 

approach of hierarchizing tribes and caste with tribes 

attempting to become caste is challenged by Xaxa, who says 

that the process of 'hinduisation' is tribes should not be 

compared to Srinivas's concept of Sanskritization, as the 

tribes still remain intact with their tribal identity, adding 

Hinduism to their belief system does not alter their primary 

identification as tribes ( Xaxa in Chaudhary and 

Patnaik,2008). Oommen(2011, p.237) also criticizes treating 

tribe as caste when they are hinduised. He gives the example 

that the Marathi identity of a Maharashtrian is not altered by 

a change of religion, then how does tribal identity change if a 

tribe is hinduized? 

   Some Indian scholars have attempted to construct tribe 

identity endogenously (Ray, 1972 as cited in Xaxa, 2003). 

Ray used the concept 'Jana' - referring to egalitarian society 

and segmental society as opposed to 'jati' hierarchical society. 

However, scholars have questioned using the term 'jana' for 

tribe as it is amorphous (Beteille, 1986; Singh, 1993). 

   The isolationist school of tribal studies, headed by Elwin 

calls for preserving the innocence of the tribes. While at 

present, the scholars point out that it was the created 

seclusion of the tribes by British legislation of making hill 

and forest lands as restricted entry zones that long-histories 

of contact got over between these people and the outside 

world. Thus, it was the British administration and its 

differential treatment of tribal land and people, making tribal 

history different and more difficult. This view is supported 

by Xaxa(2003) and Beteille(1986). According to this 

understanding, historical references show how tribes were 

outside the civilization yet in contact with civilization. 

Therefore, tribe is not a stage in a unilinear evolution but a 

society with its unique history. Based on his understanding of 

tribe within the perspective of co-existence, Beteille(1986, 

pp.316-317) describes tribes within the understanding of 

'permeability of the boundary.' He cites the example of 

Bhumij and Bubla as on 'borderlines.' 

   Despite the elaborate stances of the two schools of 

thought, they have missed out on the possibility of tribes 

being a complex heterogeneous society in its own terms. The 

State, primarily influenced by anthropological data and 

census, lacks any understanding of tribes being 

heterogeneous. The State is thus blinded by the essentialist 

understanding of tribes, frozen in evolutionary stage in a 

sense that it cannot mature to complex formations of social 

stratifications of caste or class. (Appadurai 1988). 

   Sundar (2016) brings up the problem of stereotypically 

perceiving tribes in India. Adivasi as either relic who need to 

be quickly 'modernised' and 'mainstreamed' as government 

and corporates houses eye their lands and resources. The 

second sees them as defenders of the environment as they 

resist state attempts to appropriate their land and resources. 

Either way essentializes the category of the tribe, dismissing 

other versions of real-life existence. Together, anthropology 

and the colonial State contributed to creating the 

anthropological category of "tribe," which feeds to the 

understanding of the "Scheduled tribe" even today. Thus, 

Scheduled tribe cannot be called a mere classificatory 

category created by the State, having known the historicity 

behind its creation. Appadurai (1988) criticizes the 

anthropological creation of the natives as prejudiced, which 

leads to the other being essentialised, totalised, and 

exoticised in contrast with the civilisation. 

 

V. CASTE HIERARCHY IN WEST HIMALAYAN 

TRIBES 

    Caste in tribes is seen through the lens of 

Sanskritization. Therefore, it is imagined and assumed that 

homogenous communities called tribes have attempted to 

assimilate in the larger fold of the Great Hindu tradition by 

emulating upper caste Hindu ways of life and made a place 

for themselves in the Hindu society. Thus, the entire tribe 

would move into a singular caste fold. In the case of Bhils in 

Western India or Gaddis of Western Himalayas, this is called 

'rajputisation' as the respective tribe instead of emulating 

Brahmins as in Sanskritization, emulated the Rajputs/ 

Kshatriya caste as their martial status suited them more. 
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Koyal(1986) elaborates on the process of Rajputization in 

Munda society. He explains how the Raja or chief of Munda 

society wished to claim Rajput status and for which he 

brought Brahmin from the plains to perform rituals and 

declare his lineage to be Hinduized or Rajputized. Thus, caste 

crept into the otherwise egalitarian Munda society (p.357-

358). 

    Gaddis also claim to be predominantly Rajput. In 2002, 

the Gaddi-Rajputs of Kangra district were also included in 

the Scheduled tribe list and are now allowed to buy land in 

their native land, Bharmour. However, the Gaddi society also 

include Gaddi-Dalits, Halis and Sipi, respectively, who had 

come down to Kangra district for employment. But they are 

not recognized as Scheduled tribe and thus, cannot buy land 

in their own native land. Through his doctoral research on 

Gaddis, Stephen Christopher (2018) seeks to understand the 

intersectionality of low-caste groups within tribal formations. 

These groups are unevenly assimilated and accepted. He 

argues that recognising tribal casteism is the first step 

towards acknowledging tribal multiculturalism and providing 

marginal communities their due recognition and legal 

protections. 

    The Swangla is a Hindu Scheduled tribe situated in 

Lahaul Valley of Himachal Pradesh. The term Swangla in 

their local dialects stands for the Brahmin while the entire 

community, including upper caste groups, even the Dalit 

community professing Hinduism, namely Shipi and Lohar, 

come under this classification. Thus, here again, despite a 

heterogeneous real existence of these tribes, State considers 

them to be homogenous as the very definitional 

understanding of Scheduled Tribes is that of a simple, 

singular community with no caste division. 

 

VI. INVISIBILIZATION OF CASTE IN TRIBES; 

LEGAL INJUSTICE 

    The Dalits of Scheduled tribe communities have 

organized for the demand for visibility as Scheduled tribe 

Dalits. Lal Chand Dhissa, the president of Janajatiya Dalit 

Sangh, is credited for his struggles resulting in the 

administrative order of 2004 by the Himachal Government to 

have reserved seats for Scheduled Caste Dalits in district-

level employment based on their population. While this is a 

substantial victory for the cause of Scheduled tribe Dalits, he 

has published a book: Social Injustices of the Constitution 

(Samvidhān ke Sāmājik Anyāy), to write about the lack of 

political rights amongst Scheduled Caste Dalits. Janajatiya 

Dalit Sangh wishes for constitutional recognition for their 

peculiar social standing in scheduled areas. 

    The Scheduling of Lahaul entirely as a tribal area, Dalits 

are vulnerable, unprotected by otherwise protective 

legislation such as the Protection of Atrocities (PoA) Act, 

1989, meant to shield Dalits from communal violence. Such 

legislations, including Protection of Civil Rights Act, 1955 

considers tribes to be equally marginalised and of equal 

standing to Dalits. Thus, it is not applicable in tribal-reserved 

areas. Therefore, it does not recognise tribal discriminations 

against Dalits. Under the same light, Bhattacharya (2017) 

narrates how her interlocutor, Kavita, a tribal Dalit, could not 

register a rape allegation against a forward caste tribal under 

the PoA, Act because of the illegibility of her identity as a 

Scheduled Tribe Dalit. In addition to this, the 1996 Panchayat 

Extension to Scheduled Areas Act (PESA) also turns out 

hostile to the inclusion of Scheduled Tribe Dalits. Under 

PESA Act, the Pradhan(head) positions in the Panchayats are 

reserved to the Scheduled Tribes. Thus, it abolished special 

provisions for Scheduled Tribe Dalits that were already in 

place. In order to ensure that state legislation 'shall be in 

accordance with [tribal] practices and traditional laws, social 

and religious systems, and community management of 

resources' (Section 4(a)), it led to the legitimisation of 

systematic tribal oppression against Dalits. In 2013, a written 

petition to the High-Level Committee on Scheduled Tribes 

made by Dhissa described how PESA 'is being used to 

repress and exploit Scheduled Tribal Dalits.' The petition 

cited the example of a tribal boycott against Scheduled Tribe 

Dalits in Lahaul who refused their caste vocation as ritual 

drummers found themselves unable to seek redress through 

PESA. 

   Dalit Gaddis established many ethnic associations, 

organizations, and NGOs for the cause of their tribal 

inclusion. They extend the logic of Scheduled Tribe Dalits 

from Lahaul/Spiti (double status of tribe and caste) to the 

condition Dalit Gaddis in Kangra. Christopher(2020) narrated 

an incidence that in 2002, the Hali Vikas 

Mahasangh organised a meeting which included 

performances of Gaddi cultural heritage, Halis (ploughing 

caste also responsible for removing dead animal caracass) 

pleaded with the chief guest, former speaker of the Himachal 

Pradesh Legislative Assembly Tulsi Ram, for inclusion 

within the Scheduled Tribe quota. They made it very 

convincing as they said that despite being the second largest 

caste within the Gaddi community, they are devoid of their 

right as they carry Scheduled Caste certificate. To tackle this 

personally, people have forgone their Scheduled Caste 

names. This lessens the numerical strength of the community, 

and so does their resolve for justice. Instead, the recognition 

of Scheduled Caste Dalits would lead to the achievement of 

legal inclusion into tribal fold as well as providing protection 

to Dalit tribals. 
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CONCLUSION 

   The cases discussed above show that 'Scheduled Tribe 

Dalit' is a self-identificatory category which the oppressed 

Dalits of the Scheduled Tribe communities have come up 

with needs urgent academic and State attention. The error 

that a homogeneous understanding of tribal society has made 

leads to a number of injustices they face in everyday life. 

This invisibility in law against caste oppression within the 

scheduled tribe clearly evades the spirit of justice enshrined 

in the Indian Constitution. A step towards giving Scheduled 

Tribe Dalits their due would also lead to an understanding of 

Scheduled tribes as dynamic subjects and tribal societies as 

equally complex and evolving societies. 
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