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Abstract 

 India is home to more than 700 tribal communities, whose cultures, languages, and 

lifestyles are deeply rooted in ancient traditions. However, globalization, rapid development, 

and socio-political changes have posed significant challenges to their identity and autonomy. 

This research paper explores the questions surrounding the tribal community in India, 

particularly focusing on issues of marginalization, cultural erosion, and displacement. It further 

investigates how the Indian Knowledge System (IKS), encompassing traditional knowledge, 

indigenous technologies, oral traditions, and ecological wisdom, plays a critical role in 

preserving and promoting tribal identity. By integrating tribal epistemologies with modern 

development paradigms, the IKS framework can serve as a bridge to inclusive, respectful, and 

sustainable development. 
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Introduction 

India is a nation rich in diversity, not just in terms of language and religion, but also in terms 

of the many communities that inhabit its land. One such group is the tribal communities, often 

called Adivasis, which literally means "original inhabitants." These groups represent about 

8.6% of India’s population, according to the Census of 2011. This means that nearly one in 

every twelve Indians belongs to a tribal community. What makes these communities unique is 

their deep connection with nature and their own distinct cultures, languages, beliefs, and social 

systems. They have traditionally lived in forests, hilly areas, and remote regions where they 

have built sustainable lifestyles over generations. Their traditions, from agriculture and healing 

practices to music, dance, and storytelling, are closely tied to their local environment. For 

example, many tribes have specific rituals related to the harvest, forest conservation, or 

seasonal changes showing how nature is central to their cultural identity. 

However, despite their rich heritage, tribal communities have faced growing challenges in 

modern India, especially since the country gained independence in 1947. One of the most 

serious problems is displacement when tribal people are forced to leave their homes and lands, 

usually because of large development projects like dams, mines, or factories. These projects 

often claim forest land, which displaces entire tribal villages, pushing them into unfamiliar 

urban or rural settings where their traditional knowledge becomes difficult to apply. This 

http://www.shodhpatra.org/
mailto:rajeshsocio@bhu.ac.in


ShodhPatra: International Journal of Science and Humanities 
E-ISSN: 3048-6041 | Volume- 2, Issue- 4 | April 2025 

SPIJSH    www.shodhpatra.org     125 

 

displacement leads to the loss of land, which is not only an economic asset for the tribal people 

but also holds spiritual and cultural meaning. 

Another major issue is the erosion of traditional knowledge. As more tribal children enter 

mainstream education systems that do not recognize or respect tribal languages and customs, a 

lot of indigenous knowledge is being lost. This includes knowledge about medicinal plants, 

farming methods, forest conservation, and oral traditions. Over time, this creates a cultural 

disconnect among the younger generations, which leads to an identity crisis. Added to these 

issues is the socio-economic marginalization of tribal communities. Despite affirmative action 

policies (like reservations in education and jobs), many tribal groups continue to suffer from 

poverty, lack of healthcare, poor access to education, and social discrimination. These barriers 

further push them to the fringes of society. In this challenging context, the Indian Knowledge 

System (IKS) offers a powerful opportunity. IKS refers to the ancient and traditional systems 

of knowledge that have developed in India over centuries. These systems emphasize harmony 

with nature, oral traditions, community life, and holistic living values that are already part of 

tribal life. By recognizing and integrating tribal knowledge within the IKS framework, India 

can help protect and promote tribal identity rather than forcing them to assimilate into the 

mainstream. 

This research seeks to explore how IKS can be used not just as a tool of preservation, but as a 

way to empower tribal communities helping them reclaim pride in their identity and play an 

active role in shaping the future of Indian society. 

Historical Marginalization 

During colonial rule, the British administration introduced policies that disrupted tribal life. 

Traditional systems of self-governance and communal ownership of land were replaced with 

laws that prioritized private property and state control. This led to the alienation of tribal 

communities from their land, which was central to their survival and culture. After India gained 

independence, the Constitution introduced special protections for tribal populations, such as 

the Fifth and Sixth Schedules, aimed at safeguarding their rights and territories. However, in 

practice, these protections were often overlooked, especially when large development projects 

like dams, mining, and infrastructure were undertaken. Many tribal families were displaced 

from their ancestral lands without fair compensation or proper rehabilitation. As India 

modernized, efforts to "mainstream" tribal communities through education, religion, and 

governance often ignored the importance of their native traditions. Schools rarely used tribal 

languages, and curriculums did not reflect their history or culture. As a result, tribal languages, 

customs, and oral traditions have gradually faded, especially among the youth. Without 

opportunities to learn and practice their traditions, the younger generation becomes 

disconnected from their roots, leading to the erosion of traditional knowledge. 

Economic and Social Exclusion 

Many tribal areas remain underdeveloped. Poverty, low literacy, lack of healthcare, and 

inadequate infrastructure are widespread. Despite being recognized as Scheduled Tribes and 

receiving some benefits through reservations in education and employment, many Adivasis 

still struggle with systemic discrimination and lack of opportunities. Their voices are often 
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underrepresented in decision-making processes, and they continue to face social stigma in 

mainstream society. As tribal communities interact more with dominant cultures, especially 

through migration and media, young tribal individuals often find themselves caught between 

two worlds. On one hand, they are drawn to modern lifestyles and aspirations; on the other, 

they feel a deep pull toward their cultural roots. This tension leads to an identity crisis, where 

they may feel uncertain about who they are or where they belong. In sum, tribal communities 

in India are facing layered challenges historical, cultural, economic, and emotional that threaten 

their existence and identity in a rapidly changing society. 

The Indian Knowledge System: An Overview 

The Indian Knowledge System (IKS) is a vast, interconnected body of traditional wisdom that 

has developed over thousands of years on the Indian subcontinent. It spans a wide range of 

disciplines such as Ayurveda (traditional medicine), yoga (physical and mental discipline), 

Vastu Shastra (architecture), astronomy, metallurgy, ecology, linguistics, arts, and philosophy 

and Sociology as What sets IKS apart from many modern knowledge systems is its holistic, 

nature-centric worldview, which resonates strongly with the traditional lifestyles of tribal 

communities. 

Holistic Worldview IKS sees humans, nature, animals, and the cosmos as deeply 

interconnected. In this worldview, no being exists in isolation; everything is part of a larger 

system. In many tribal communities, such as the Baiga tribe of Madhya Pradesh, cutting down 

a tree is considered a sacred act. They often seek permission from the forest before felling a 

tree and perform a ritual to thank it. This is not superstition it's a spiritual reflection of 

ecological wisdom. Similarly, in Ayurveda, a person’s health is seen as a balance between 

body, mind, and environment. This holistic approach mirrors how tribal communities live in 

balance with nature, rather than exploiting it. 

In Oral TraditionI IKS has historically been transmitted orally through stories, chants, songs, 

and performances especially in rural and tribal cultures where written texts were not commonly 

used. Among the Santhal tribe of Jharkhand, stories of creation, nature spirits, and ancestors 

are passed down through songs sung during festivals. These songs carry moral lessons, 

historical knowledge, and practical wisdom (like when to sow crops or how to predict rain). 

IKS recognizes the value of this oral tradition, understanding that knowledge doesn’t only live 

in books it lives in people, rituals, and everyday life. Preserving this oral tradition is vital 

because it maintains not just information, but cultural memory, identity, and values. 

Sustainable Living IKS strongly emphasizes living in harmony with nature. Sustainability is 

not a recent trend it has been a core principle of traditional Indian life for centuries, particularly 

among tribal communities. The Apatanis of Arunachal Pradesh practice a unique form of 

sustainable wetland rice cultivation that requires no fertilizers or pesticides. They combine fish 

farming with rice growing, creating a self-sustaining ecosystem. This kind of eco-friendly 

farming, rooted in tribal knowledge, is a prime example of sustainable living promoted by IKS. 

Such indigenous practices demonstrate a deep understanding of ecological balance, which is 

now being studied even by modern scientists and environmentalists. 

http://www.shodhpatra.org/


ShodhPatra: International Journal of Science and Humanities 
E-ISSN: 3048-6041 | Volume- 2, Issue- 4 | April 2025 

SPIJSH    www.shodhpatra.org     127 

 

In Community-Based Knowledge the Indian Knowledge System, knowledge is not individually 

owned it is seen as something shared and passed on within the community. This aligns directly 

with tribal systems, where learning happens through communal participation, and skills are 

passed from elders to the youth. In the Toda tribe of the Nilgiris, house-building is a community 

event. Their traditional huts are built with precise knowledge of weather patterns, insulation, 

and local materials all taught orally. No single person “owns” the knowledge; it belongs to the 

group. Similarly, tribal medicine, weaving, and hunting techniques are all community-taught 

and collectively practiced. 

This approach supports a strong sense of identity and belonging, as everyone contributes to and 

benefits from the knowledge. The Indian Knowledge System is not a thing of the past it is a 

living, breathing framework that deeply aligns with the values and lifestyles of India’s tribal 

communities. By embracing IKS, we also embrace a way of life that is sustainable, inclusive, 

and rooted in respect for nature and community. 

For tribal communities, this recognition is empowering. It validates their knowledge systems 

as equal to scientific knowledge, not inferior. Preserving IKS helps ensure that tribal identities 

are not erased but celebrated, and that their wisdom continues to shape India’s present and 

future. 

Contribution of Indian Knowledge System in Preserving Tribal Identity 

Tribal oral literature myths, folklore, and songs is a rich repository of knowledge. Documenting 

and recognizing these traditions within the IKS framework helps preserve linguistic and 

cultural identity. Initiatives like tribal language documentation projects, folklore archives, and 

digital storytelling have played a role in cultural preservation. Tribal communities possess deep 

ecological knowledge medicinal plants, forest cycles, water conservation techniques which 

aligns with the IKS emphasis on sustainability. Promoting this knowledge in academic and 

policy circles reinforces their cultural significance and relevance. 

Indigenous Healing and Healthcare Practices 

Traditional healing systems among tribes using herbs, rituals, and spiritual practices are part of 

India’s plural medical landscape. Integrating such practices with Ayurveda and community 

health programs can help validate tribal knowledge and reduce dependence on inaccessible 

modern healthcare systems. Tribal Art, Music, and Aesthetics 

The tribal aesthetic reflected in crafts, dance, music, and tattoos is an embodiment of 

cosmological and social values. IKS recognizes and promotes these expressions as legitimate 

knowledge systems. Government and non-government efforts to revive tribal art (e.g., Warli, 

Gond, Pithora) contribute to economic empowerment and cultural pride. NEP 2020 encourages 

education in the mother tongue and the inclusion of local knowledge systems. This is a major 

step in ensuring that tribal children receive culturally relevant education, fostering both identity 

and learning outcomes. 

Lack of Documentation and Standardization 

Much of tribal knowledge is transmitted orally, through stories, songs, and rituals. While this 
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method has sustained communities for generations, it is highly vulnerable to disruption, 

especially as younger generations migrate to cities or enter mainstream education systems that 

don’t value or record traditional knowledge. There is currently no standardized methodology 

for documenting oral traditions in a way that is both academically rigorous and culturally 

respectful. As elders pass away, entire bodies of knowledge risk disappearing unless proactive 

steps are taken to record and preserve them ideally with the community’s active participation. 

Continued Marginalization in Policy and National Discourse. Despite constitutional 

protections and affirmative policies, tribal voices are often excluded from national 

conversations on education, healthcare, development, and environmental protection. This 

marginalization leads to policy decisions that do not reflect the needs or aspirations of tribal 

communities. Furthermore, IKS itself is still seen by some policymakers and academics as 

“primitive” or “unscientific,” leading to its limited inclusion in formal education and policy 

frameworks. Without systemic change, tribal knowledge remains undervalued and 

underutilized in shaping India’s development agenda. 

 Participatory Research and Policymaking Tribal communities must not be treated merely as 

“subjects” of research. Instead, they should be active participants in studies concerning their 

knowledge systems. Similarly, policies aimed at tribal welfare or cultural preservation should 

be designed with direct input from tribal leaders, elders, and youth. Such participatory 

approaches ensure that development is inclusive, respectful, and empowering, rather than 

extractive or patronizing. Protect Tribal Intellectual Property Rights (IPRs) Legal mechanisms 

must be put in place to protect tribal knowledge from exploitation. These include creating 

community-held patents, enforcing benefit-sharing models, and ensuring that tribal people are 

recognized as the original custodians of their knowledge. The use of tools like Geographical 

Indications (GIs), Traditional Knowledge digital Libraries (TKDL), and community consent 

protocols can help formalize and protect tribal intellectual property. Promote Interdisciplinary 

and Inclusive Education. Education systems must move beyond textbooks and include local 

and indigenous knowledge systems. Curriculums should be designed to include tribal history, 

languages, and ecological practices, not just as side topics but as essential components of 

holistic education. This interdisciplinary approach combining science, ecology, history, and 

culture would not only empower tribal students but also help mainstream students appreciate 

and respect indigenous wisdom. Support Community-Led Initiative. Communities are best 

placed to preserve their own traditions. Governments, NGOs, and academic institutions should 

offer support for tribal-led documentation projects, cultural schools, and local entrepreneurship 

in areas like art, crafts, herbal medicine, and sustainable tourism. Empowering tribal youth 

through skill development and access to markets allows for economic sustainability while 

reinforcing cultural pride. Preserving tribal identity is not just about saving ancient traditions 

it’s about honouring the knowledge, resilience, and dignity of India’s first inhabitants. Majhi, 

J. & Mohan, D. (2024). "Indigenous Knowledge System; Preserving Culture Heritage and 

Promoting Sustainability." International Journal of Humanities and Social Science Invention, 

13(3), 118-125. The Indian Knowledge System provides a powerful foundation to do this, but 

only if it is applied thoughtfully, ethically, and inclusively. By addressing the challenges of 

exploitation, erasure, and marginalization, and by placing tribal communities at the heart of the 

solution, we can build a more just and culturally rich future for all. 
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Conclusion 

India is known across the world for its cultural richness, philosophical depth, and spiritual 

traditions. But this vast heritage is not just the product of written scriptures or urban civilization 

it also draws heavily from the deep, living traditions of India’s tribal communities. Often 

referred to as Adivasis, these communities are among the earliest inhabitants of the Indian 

subcontinent. They have lived in harmony with nature for centuries, developing complex 

systems of knowledge, health, agriculture, art, and governance, passed down orally through 

generations. In recent years, there has been growing recognition that tribal knowledge is not 

primitive or backward, as once thought, but is a crucial part of India’s Indian Knowledge 

System (IKS) a framework that encompasses traditional Indian wisdom across disciplines such 

as Ayurveda, yoga, ecology, astronomy, and ethics. Tribal communities are, in fact, the 

custodians of much of this knowledge. Their lifestyles are practical embodiments of the 

principles that IKS promotes: harmony with nature, community well-being, oral transmission 

of wisdom, and sustainable living. 

Yet, in today’s India a society undergoing rapid industrialization, urban expansion, and cultural 

globalization tribal communities face serious challenges. These include displacement from 

their ancestral lands, erosion of traditional languages and customs, lack of representation, and 

increasing alienation from mainstream society. In this context, IKS can play a transformative 

role. 

Historically, many efforts to "develop" or "mainstream" tribal populations have taken the form 

of assimilation pushing them to abandon their traditional ways and adopt modern norms. This 

has led to the loss of identity and cultural fragmentation. However, IKS offers a different 

approach: it provides a framework of inclusion, where tribal knowledge is valued, preserved, 

and integrated into national life, without demanding that tribal people give up their identity. 

For example, consider traditional tribal medicine. Many tribal communities have used herbs, 

roots, and forest-based remedies for generations. Instead of discarding these in favor of 

pharmaceutical solutions, India’s healthcare system could benefit by scientifically validating 

and integrating such practices into community healthcare. Initiatives like the AYUSH Ministry 

(Ayurveda, Yoga, Unani, Siddha, and Homeopathy) are steps in this direction but must include 

tribal healers and practitioners in shaping policies and protocols. In education, incorporating 

tribal languages, folk stories, and indigenous environmental knowledge into the curriculum not 

only helps preserve culture but also improves engagement and learning outcomes for tribal 

children. The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 encourages teaching in the mother tongue 

and inclusion of local knowledge, which is an encouraging step toward inclusive learning. In 

ecology and conservation, tribal communities have historically managed forests through 

community systems that ensure sustainability and biodiversity. Recognizing these practices in 

national environmental policies can significantly enhance conservation efforts. For instance, 

the Dongria Kondh tribe of Odisha has been globally praised for preserving the Niyamgiri hills 

and its unique ecosystem. Their knowledge of flora, fauna, and natural cycles is not just useful 

it’s essential in today’s climate crisis. Similarly, in governance, India’s Panchayats (Extension 

to Scheduled Areas) Act (PESA) 1996 allows tribal communities to manage their own 

resources and affairs through traditional governance structures. However, implementation is 
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weak. Strengthening such provisions, while respecting tribal autonomy, can ensure 

development without disempowerment. 

By acknowledging, respecting, and integrating tribal knowledge into broader national 

frameworks, India stands to gain immensely not just in cultural terms but in practical benefits 

across health, education, environment, and governance. More importantly, this integration is 

not about romanticizing tribal life; it’s about empowering tribal communities to be equal 

stakeholders in India’s development story, with full recognition of their rights and wisdom. As 

India aspires to be a global leader in technology and innovation, it must also lead in cultural 

sensitivity, sustainability, and social inclusion. The Indian Knowledge System, when used not 

as a museum artifact but as a living, evolving tool for inclusive growth, can help us build a 

future that honours our past while embracing progress. In doing so, India will not only preserve 

its tribal heritage but also ensure a more balanced, ethical, and sustainable society for all. 
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