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Vision 2001 : Tribal Identity and Development
Summary Report

Preamble

The tribal population in India designated
as scheduled tribes in the constitution is
around 10% of India’s population. Unlike the
scheduled castes, other backward castes and
nomadic groups who live in the main stream
Indian rural and urban environment, the tribal
communities lived in forest and hill tops in
geographically isolated locations. As a result
of personal interest taken by Mahatma
Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru and other national
leaders, the policies and programmes have
been devised to bring the tribals into the main
stream of Indian polity. There are some tribal
states in the north-east, the latest Jharkhand
having been added as a predominantly tribal
state.

There are several voluntary
organisations running schools and clinics in
tribal areas. The preliterate tribals do not

respond to the government programmes’

which needs lot of paper work and follow-up
tours of government offices. The tribal
population is also good political material for
the political parties in view of its sizeable
numnber, Several development projects like
the construction of dams and hill resorts
dehabilitate the tribals from their habitat. The
tribals have lost their source of food and
earning from the forest where they lived for
centuries. With inferior lands, and primitive
methods of cultivation, there is a problem of
food security for the tribals which leads to
malnutrition and exploitation. There is large
scale seasonal migration to urban areas as

anskilled labour which leads to deterioration
inquality of life.

The educated tribal young social
workers who also have a political clout are
concerned about the loss of identity of the
tribal communities. They are trying to develop
their own literature and poetry on lines of Dalit
Literature. Some of them with the help of
NGOs are trying to adopt modern technology
for increasing production in agriculture and
horticulture. They are trying to group
themselves in order to launch struggles on
such issues as forest lands and the use of
reservation benefits by pseudo tribals.

The Maharashtra Association of
Anthropological Sciences, a NGO (voluntary
organisation) started by the University based
teachers in 1976 attracted the tribal activists,
administrators and intellectuals on a common
apolitical platform. The quarterly magazine in
Marathi "HAKARA" (Clarion Call)
exclusively devoted to tribal issues is being
published for the last 21 years. This has
provided another forum to debate the tribal
issues. Hach issue is devoted to a focussed
theme such as Forest and Land, Education,
Health, Literature and Art, Tribal Women.
The organisation had Presidents of the caliber
of Late Prof. G.B. Sardar, Late Prof. P.V.
Sukhatme, and a famous history researcher
and ex-Vice Chancellor of Tilak Maharashtra
University Prof. A.R. Kulkarni. The
organisation has provided a bridge between
the city based intellectuals, the tribal activists,
the NGOs and the government.




Report of the Conference

Report of the ConferenceThe MAAS
organised a state level silver jubilee conference
during 12-14 May 2001 at Vidyartht Sahayak
Sarniti, Shivajinagar, Pune, taking advantage
of MASS having completed 25 years since
its establishment in the areas of research,
training and advocacy and support to
grassroot level organisation. The conference
was attended by about 175 grassroot level
tribal workers, non-tribals working in tribal
areas, administrators and academicians. The
conference was inaugurated by an agricultural
scientist Dr. Jayant Patil who spent his life in
the tribal areas of Thane District and was a
member of Planning Commission,

Prof. Devdatta Dabholkar who was
Vice Chancellor of Pune University, when
MAAS was established 25 years ago and Mr.
Girish Sohoni, Executive Vice President of
Bhartiya Agro-Industries Foundation were the
key speakers at the inaugural function. The
sessions on tribal identity, health, education,
. literature, forest and land, nomadic groups
- were arranged during the conference presided
over by the experts. Dr. Govind Gare, who
was the first Director of the Govt. Tribal
Research Institute was the chief guest at
valedictory function presided over by
erstwhile President of MAAS, Prof. AR,
Kulkarni. A Kavi Sammelan was one of the
attractions in the conference.

At the inaugural function Prof. D.A.
Dabholkar discussed the issue of whether
Adivasis could be brought in the main stream
on Indian Society. He advocated a larger
debate on this issue. Shri. Girish Sohoni
wanted the conference to debate the five
issues mainly:

1. Food secarity for the tribals in the context
of total development

2. Documentation of medicinal plants

3. Dialect, literature and crafts

4. Indigenous knowledge

5. Appropriate education

Dr. Jayantrao Patil discussed with
examples about poverty alleviation
programme through agricultural development.
He gave several examples of horticulture
developrnent particularly about mango and
chikoo. He alsc advocated the importance
of drumsticks which has high nutritive values.
Shri. Janardan Walvi narrated his experience
about social change through the spread of
education in tribal area.

The conference was organised into

- several symposia which were addressed by

invited experts followed by discussions.
The symposia pertained to:

1. Tribals: Identity and Development:
presided over by Dr. Govind Gare, IAS, who
was the first Director of the Tribal Research
and Training Institute, Govt. of Maharashtra,
Pune.

2. Tribals and Health: presided by Dr. S.L.
Kate who has been pioneer research worker
in the area of Sickle Cell Anemia among the
tribals in Maharashtra.

3. Tribal Women and Health: Presided over
by the reknowned tribal activist Smt. Nancy
Gaikwad.

4. Issues about Vimukta Jati and Nomadic
groups: Presided over by Shri. Venkatrao
Avdhut who is State President on VINT of
the Natipnalist Congress Party

5. Land, Forest and Reserved Areas:
Presided over by the noted academician,
activist Prof. Sharad Kulkarni.




6. Education of the disprivileged: Presided
over by Gandhian Social Worker and
educationist, Janardan Walvi from Akrani,
Dhule Dist,

7. Tribal art and literature: Presided overby a
noted tribal poet Prof. Vinayak Tumram from
Chandrapur

8. A Kavisammelan participated by several
tribal poets was presided by the famous tribal
poet, Shri. Wahru Sonawane from Shahada,
Dhule Dist.

Besides inaugurating the conference on
12th May, Dr. Jayant Pail also gave akeynote
address on 13th May regarding the Role of
Technology in Tribal Development.

The purpose of the conference was to
bring together tribal activists, thinkers and
others on a platform which has been open to
them for the fast 25 years. The platform of
MAAS was used for holding several seminar
and workshops during last 25 vears. MAAS
has also been bringing out a Marathi quarterly
HAKARA exclusively devoted to fribal issues
since 1980. Several participants attending the
conference have contributed their thoughts in
this journal. It was therefore thought to bring
all these people together in a conference
discussing the issues which were separately
tackled over the past few years.

The basic issue on tribal identity
addressed itself to the issues of identity crises
noted by the non-tribal perceptions and
interventions in tribal society. Reservations
were expressed about joining the so called
consumerist and hierarchical main stream
based on hereditary inequality. The main
stream society has been exploiting and
molesting women in contrast to tribal society.
There is aprinciple of community cooperation
in the production process in tribal society. The

natural resource of the land is also not
exploited commercially. Adivasi society is
organised on democratic principles
particularly on man-woman relationships and
in the absence of hereditary inequality like
caste system. The tribal identity therefore has
to be preserved by allowing the tribal
community to live life according to their own
genius. [t was surprising that the tribal history
in the freedom struggle in India has been
negated and not recorded. Development
policy about tribals are creating a kind of
dependence of the tribals on Government and
social reformist voluntary sector. It was
advocated that the tribal development should
aspire for symbiosis between man and
environment. It was also brought out that the
tribal dialects needed to be preserved. Tribat
communities need to develop on the principle
of self-confidence and self-determination.

in the session on forest and land,
concern was expressed about acquiring tribal
lands for development project such as hotels,
hill-stations, industries and national parks. It
was advocated that the geographical territory
of scheduled tribes needs to be extended so
that the tribal lands could not be marketed
for such development projects,

In the session of Vimukta Jaati (V])
and Nomadic Tribes (IN'T); it was made out
that the communities were greatly harassed
by the bureaucracy while providing the
benefits of reservations. The condition of VJ
and NT had deteriorated because they lost
their traditional occupation in the wake of
technological development. Unless these
communities are rehabilitated in a designated
geographical area, they would notbein a
position to educate their children and get the
benefits of reservations. The funds provided
for their development are negligible. There
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was a general apprehension about their
harassment by the regulatory departments like
Police. On the issues of education, of the
disprivileged communities, the issues were
discussed with reference to dropout rate,
quality of teachers, lack of facilities in the
schools such as library, laboratory, play
ground, etc. In spite of education being free
to tribals, there is no provision for other
expenditure relating to school education. The
relationship of education with environment
had to be established. Lack of education
among tribal girls is still an issue to reckon
with.

During the session on health with
particular reference to women's health, the
issues pertained to absence of health care
~facilities in tribal areas. Communicable
diseases like malaria, diarrhea, cholera were
rampant. Recently, malnutrition has become
synonymous with Adivasis which is believed
to be reasoned as a result of de-forestation.
The food available to the tribals from the forest
is no more accessible to them. Similarly, the
migration and occupation on brick kiln deprive
them to potable water and wholesome food.

The session on tribal literature and art
was dominated by issues on close relationship
between tribal identity and tribal literature.
There was also a debate as to what constitute
tribal literature. The issue of regional language
and dialect and its impact on literature was
aiso discussed. There were also problems
about publication of tribal literary books. A
note was taken about critique of tribal
literature that it was dominated by the thought
process of Dalit literature. The speakers also
regretted that the State Government was not
promoting tribal literature and arts. In the
concluding session Wahru Sonawane and Ms.
Ushakiran Atram expressed their happiness

about MAAS having supported cause of
Adivasi for the last 25 years.

D1, Govind Gare and Mr. Girish
Sohony suggested that action groups be
formed on the subjects of symposia to follow
up the discussion and suggestions made during
the conference, Dr. Gare also advocated an
approach of struggle on issues of tribal land
and forest.

The President of MAAS, Prof. R.K.
Mutatkar, expressed satisfaction that the
young tribal workers who have been with

- MAAS for the last 25 years, are now

occupying leadership positions in the tribal
world and they are guiding the tribal workers
through their own NGOs on issues of tribal
interest. MAAS was willing to organise the
regional meetings since it was not possible for
all the tribal workers to come for the
conference at Pune. He also made out that
MAAS was amoving, living stream and did
not belong to some individuals. An appeal to
the participants to consider MAAS as their
own organisation and contribute towards
development and articulate their expectation
without any hesitation was made.

‘A Kavi Sammelan was organised at
night on 13th May. Tribal poets like Wahru
Sonawane, Vinayak Tumram, Bhujang
Meshram, Kusumtai Alam and several others
narrated their poems about the exploitation
of the tribals and the interaction of tribals with
the non-tribals in the modern world.
References were also made to the forces of
globalisation and privatisation and its
exploitation ill effects on tribal society.
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