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Part I: Tribals and National Development

Walter Fernandes

On 15th August 2007 India celebrates 60 years of its independence. It became a Republic in 1950. In 1951 it launched the five-year plans for its development. It was taken for granted at that time that its fruits would reach every citizen. While presenting the Constitution to the Constituent Assembly in November 1949, Dr B. R. Ambedkar, the first law Minister of India and himself a Dalit (former untouchable) expressed this hope and the challenge of combining social with economic growth when he said “Through this constitution we have ensured political democracy. Now we have to ensure social and economic democracy to every citizen.” Today, however, the 82 million tribals (8.1 percent of the population) and 180 million Dalits (17 percent) feel that they have not realised this hope. 

80 percent of the tribals live in the Middle India belt from Orissa and Jharkhand in the East, Chhattisgarh and Madhya Pradesh at the centre to Maharashtra and Gujarat in the West. Around 12 percent or 10.2 million live in North Eastern India between Bangladesh and Myanmar. The rest are spread over the remaining States. Most tribes in Middle India come under the Fifth Schedule of the Constitution that accords protection to their land and culture. Some tribes in the Northeast come under the Sixth Schedule that grants them greater autonomy than their counterparts have in Middle India. In response to their nationalist struggles, the federal Parliament amended the Constitution to allow the tribes of Nagaland and Mizoram in the Northeast to run their civil affairs according to their customary law. Most other tribes do not have any special protection other than the law preventing tribal land alienation.

The influx of East Pakistani Hindu refugees at the Partition in 1947 caused the first problem to the tribals. They occupied much land that the tribal communities owned according to their customary law. Their influx has continued especially in the Northeast. Because of it the tribals in Tripura in Northeast India have lost more than 60 percent of their land to the immigrants and their proportion has come down from 58 percent in 1951 to 31 percent today. 

The Development Paradigm

Another reason why the tribals and Dalits have not realised the hope of Dr Ambedkar is the neglect of the social sector. The country has made much economic progress. The middle class has grown from around 30 millions at independence to more than 250 millions today. India has developed a good industrial base and produces every item that it imported before independence. Literacy has grown from 14 percent to 64 percent. Birth rate has declined from 49 to 32, child mortality from 250 to 82 and life expectancy has gone up from 40 to 65 years. On the other side, around 300 million Indians go to bed hungry. Most of them are tribals and Dalits. 

Many positive measures have been taken in favour of Dalits and tribals. They are entitled to free education up to the university level. 7.5 percent of all jobs in the government and in economic enterprises owned by the State and seats in the legislature are reserved for the tribals and 15 percent for Dalits. Special economic programmes are prepared for them. But that has not changed the situation of a majority of them. Their poverty prevents them from making use of these benefits. A large number of them have been impoverished during the last six decades because most planners view development only as economic growth and neglect the social components of education, health, nutrition and hygiene.

Thus, the main reason of their impoverishment is not development itself but the priority given to economic growth. Development was needed because the colonial regime had robbed the country of its resources and had left it undeveloped and impoverished. However, when India launched its five-year plans it forgot that the development of the West would not have been possible without the exploitation of the colonies whom the colonial regime turned into suppliers of raw materials and capital for the industrial revolution in Europe and captive markets for its finished products. The colonies were thus impoverished. 

Any newly independent country that followed the western path was bound to impoverish some of its own communities for the benefit of the middle class since it did not have colonies to exploit. That is India what has done to most tribes. By and large they live in backward regions that are also resource rich. 80 percent of India’s coal and most other minerals as well as many forest and water resources are in their regions. These resources have been exploited in the name of national development. People have been displaced to acquire land for different projects. No count has been kept of the numbers displaced for them. Studies put their number at 50 to 60 millions 1947-2000. The tribals are more than a third of them. Fewer than 25 percent of the displaced persons have been rehabilitated. Of the more than 25 million hectares of land used by these projects 1947-2000, around 8 million ha are forests and other land belonging to the tribal communities. Forests have been destroyed also for raw material in the form of timber. 

That has made the economic progress possible but very little attention has been paid to the displaced persons. Its net result is impoverishment of the tribals. More than half of them are malnourished, two thirds continue to be illiterate and live below the poverty line. Today globalisation adds to their woes. More land than in the past is being acquired to encourage investment by the Indian and foreign private sector that wants mainly mineral land in Middle India and to build major dams in the Northeast. A list of 168 dams has been prepared for the Northeast. 48 of them are under active consideration of the Government of India, all of them in the tribal areas where the community owns land according to their customary law.

Thus displacement will grow but they may not even be compensated for what they lose because the land laws that have come down from the colonial regime recognise only individual ownership. According to them forests, biodiversity and land without individual titles are State property. Most tribal communities that sustain themselves on community owned land, forest, water and other natural resources have been displaced without even compensation. Many are not even counted among the displaced. For example, Assam in Northeast India has displaced 1.9 million persons form 556,000 hectares 1947-2000. But according to official files, only 342,000 persons have been displaced from 1.9 million hectares. More than 50 percent of the 1.5 million displaced persons who have not been counted are tribals displaced from their common land. The rest are others like fish workers depending on common property like water bodies. 

Even the little individual land the tribals own is not safe. They get very low compensation when it acquired for development projects since it is in the backward regions. Every Indian State has laws banning alienation of tribal land but studies show that more than half of their individually owned land has been lost or mortgaged to moneylenders and traders who give them loans to take control of it. Most Dalits are landless or marginal farmers who sustain themselves on land owned by others. They are displaced when that land is acquired but are provided no alternative to the livelihood lost since it is not their land according to the law.

Part II; Development and Tribal Identity

Walter Fernandes

Land and Tribal Culture

The first part of this paper has looked at tribal impoverishment mainly through land loss. To the tribals land and forests are more than an economic commodity. They are the centre of their culture and of their very identity. They have built their economic, social and political systems around them and have developed sustainable management systems. Basic to their culture is equity i.e. ensuring that every family gets enough for its needs. Secondly, the resources are treated as renewable i.e. used according to need and preserved for posterity. Thirdly, as long as land and forests are community owned, the woman has some say in their management. All the tribes are patriarchal. So she is only has a higher social status than women do in other communities do but she is not equal to men. Her relatively high status depends on community ownership of their resources. These values are basic to tribal identity 

All of them come under attack and a total crisis enters their life when the resource is taken away. Apart from being impoverished they also absorb a new culture. For example, once land alienation or deforestation causes a shortage of resources they fall in the hands of moneylenders. For sheer survival they begin to destroy forests and other resources that they had preserved till then for posterity. That causes more shortages and individualism enters their communities. Equity that is central to their culture gets weak. A few of them take over the livelihood of other tribals and impoverish them further. Class formation follows.

Because they destroy the resource for survival, the middle class that begins the vicious circle of their destruction for consumer goods, calls them enemies of nature. Poverty also forces many of them to fill the urban slums. Often they are evicted from there in order to keep the city beautiful. During 2006 evictions took place in Ahmedabad, Delhi, Mumbai and other cities. Most of its victims are Dalits who are 65 percent of the slum dwellers in the major cities. But today there are also many tribals whom deforestation and displacement have impoverished. 

Together with equity and sustainable management of their resources also the relatively high women’s status, the third base of their identity, gets weak. All the tribals and Dalits lose out but women and children suffer more than men do. The tribal woman’s relatively high status as a productive member of the family depends on her work in the community owned land and forest and her role as the main decision-maker in the family. The man was in charge of society. Once these resources are lost, she ceases to be an economic asset. If jobs and land are given, they are in the name of men. So power passes from her to the man and to his son. She is reduced to being only a housewife. With it also her social status suffers. One of the tribal reactions is to internalize the male culture of the dominant society according to which her place is in the kitchen and she is not intelligent enough to take up other work. Children too suffer. Child labour increases among them. For example, because of impoverishment 56 percent of the families studied in Assam and 49 percent in West Bengal pulled their children out of school to turn them into child labourers.
Tribal Reaction

Many tribes have reacted to their exploitation, some of them peacefully and others violently. Violent reaction began with Nagaland demanding sovereignty already before 1947. Mahatma Gandhi seems to have been sympathetic to their demands of self-rule but other national leaders did not understand the aspirations of Northeast India where most tribes belong to the Mongoloid stock. So the Naga leaders declared independence on 14th August 1947, a day before Indian independence. The nationalist struggle that began with it continues to this day. An agreement was reached in 1963 to create the State of Nagaland and recognise their customary law. Not much has happened after it. A ceasefire is in place for a decade but negotiations do not seem to make progress. The positions have remained almost unchanged for sixty years. Neither the Naga leaders nor the Indian State seem to be ready for a compromise. The struggle has spread from them to some other tribes of the Northeast. The Mizo who made the same demand in the 1960s gained a State of their own and recognition of their customary law. 

Those who demand sovereignty have not defined it till today. The State and those opposed to it interpret “sovereignty” and “self-determination” as independence and secession. That is the main reason why India has not signed Convention 169 of the International Labour Organisation that speaks of the sovereignty and self-determination of “indigenous peoples”. The State is not even ready to discuss the indigenous status. Most tribal leaders are aware that acceptance of this status can protect their land and culture but have not come out with a viable definition either to it or to sovereignty and self-determination. Hence the stalemate continues.

Some tribes of Middle India who demand sovereignty interpret it as control over their economy and administration because their struggles are by and large for the protection of their land and forests. The struggle around the Narmada dam in Gujarat in western India is known internationally. Such struggles exist all over tribal India. For example, the tribals of Jharkhand in Eastern India succeeded in stopping the Koel-Karo dam and the Netarhat test firing range. Others have been less successful. For example, many tribals who have been opposing their land acquisition for copper mining at Kashipur in Orissa have been jailed. Some have been killed in police firing. Also the tribes who demanded a better deal when 6,500 hectares were acquired at Kalinga Nagar in Orissa were suppressed. Twelve of them died when the armed police opened fire on them on 2nd January 2006. On the other side, the Fifth Schedule area won a major victory in 1996 by getting the federal parliament to enact a law on their self-rule at the village level. This law respects their traditional political systems and stipulates that the villagers be consulted before land acquisition. It is a beginning and much more has to be done. 

One can probably end by quoting the Austrian anthropologist Haimendorf who did a study of the tribals in the 1940s. After a second study of the same tribes in the 1970s he asked “How do you explain the fact that their communities that were self-reliant thirty years ago today need State subsidies? Their women had a high status three decades ago. How have they lost it today?” The question is not about development but about its type. One should ask whether the colonial system continues in a new form by impoverishing the tribals to the benefit of another class. The Indian and foreign private sector that wants more of their land do not question that pattern of development. But those interested in the their progress have to search for the type that combines economic growth with the development of every human community.
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