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ABSTRACT: 

Any community's socioeconomic success depends on gender equality and 

empowerment, but this is especially true for India's tribal populations. Tribal women deal 

with a number of issues, including assault, poor health, low literacy, and limited access to 

productive resources. Despite playing a vital role in the collection and management of 

minor forest products, they also participate in political and decision-making processes to a 

limited extent. There are still gaps between policy and practice despite the fact that 

several national, state, and municipal laws and initiatives have been implemented to 

address these problems. Tribal women's autonomy and empowerment are hampered by 

the patriarchal nature of the household and society. Therefore, to guarantee that tribal 

women have equal opportunities and rights, affirmative action and equitable 

advancement are required. Explores the challenges and opportunities in empowering 

tribal women and fostering gender equality. It delves into socio-economic, cultural, and 

policy dimensions to propose actionable recommendations for sustainable development. 

The position and role of tribal women in India, the types and extent of change in their life, 

and the obstacles and opportunities for their gender development and empowerment are 

all reviewed in this paper. The report also makes some recommendations for improving 

Indian tribal women's gender equality and empowerment. 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

Background on Tribal Communities 

Globally, with a Focus on India: 

Tribal communities often 

referred to as Indigenous Peoples or 

First Nations, are groups that maintain 

unique cultural, social, and economic 

systems distinct from mainstream 

society. These communities are spread 

across continents, with significant 

populations in Asia, Africa, the 

Americas, and Oceania. According to the 

United Nations, there are approximately 

476 million Indigenous people 

worldwide, representing about 6% of 

the global population but 

disproportionately affected by poverty, 

marginalization, and human rights 

violations. 

Tribal societies typically possess 

rich cultural heritages, languages, and 
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traditional knowledge systems. 

However, they face challenges such as: 

 Displacement and Land 

Alienation: Loss of ancestral 

lands due to development 

projects, mining, and 

deforestation. 

 Economic Marginalization: 

Limited access to education, 

healthcare, and employment 

opportunities. 

 Cultural Erosion: Loss of 

traditional practices and 

languages due to globalization 

and assimilation pressures. 

Globally, initiatives such as the 

UN Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) have 

sought to address these issues by 

advocating for their rights, sovereignty, 

and cultural preservation. 

 

TRIBAL COMMUNITIES IN INDIA: 

India is home to one of the 

largest tribal populations globally, with 

approximately 104 million individuals, 

constituting about 8.6% of the country's 

total population (Census 2011). These 

communities, officially referred to as 

"Scheduled Tribes" (STs) in the Indian 

Constitution, are spread across various 

states, primarily in central, 

northeastern, and southern regions. 

 

CHARACTERISTICS OF TRIBAL 

COMMUNITIES IN INDIA: 

1. Diversity: India has over 700 

Scheduled Tribes, each with 

distinct languages, customs, and 

traditions. Major tribes include 

the Gonds, Bhils, Santhals, and 

Todas. 

2. Geographical Distribution: 

Tribal populations are 

concentrated in forested and 

hilly areas, such as Chhattisgarh, 

Jharkhand, Odisha, and the 

northeastern states. 

3. Cultural Practices: Tribes often 

follow animistic or nature-

worshipping religions and have 

oral traditions, unique art forms, 

and communal living structures. 

4. Economic Activities: Most tribal 

communities rely on subsistence 

agriculture, hunting, gathering, 

and artisanal crafts. However, 

they often lack access to modern 

markets and infrastructure. 

 

CHALLENGES FACED BY TRIBAL 

COMMUNITIES IN INDIA: 

1. Land Displacement: Tribes in 

India have historically faced 

displacement due to 

infrastructure projects, mining, 

and deforestation, leading to loss 

of livelihoods and cultural 

erosion. 

2. Health and Education: Tribal 

areas lag in healthcare and 

educational facilities. 

Malnutrition, maternal mortality, 

and child mortality rates are 

disproportionately high. Literacy 

rates among tribal women, in 



 

Young Researcher 
Vol. 13- Special Issue No.1/ December 2024 

 

Khalid Ansar Shaikh  267 

particular, are significantly lower 

than the national average. 

3. Exclusion from Governance: 

Despite constitutional provisions 

like the Fifth and Sixth Schedules, 

tribal participation in 

governance remains limited, 

especially among women. 

4. Gender Inequality: Tribal 

women often face dual 

discrimination based on their 

gender and tribal identity, 

limiting their access to 

opportunities and rights. 

Understanding the background 

of tribal communities globally and in 

India provides the foundation for 

addressing the unique challenges faced 

by tribal women, particularly in 

achieving gender equality and 

empowerment. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW: 

Analysis of Gender Roles in Tribal 

Societies: 

Gender roles in tribal societies 

are shaped by cultural norms, 

traditional practices, and economic 

structures. Tribal communities often 

exhibit unique patterns of gender 

relations that differ significantly from 

mainstream patriarchal systems. Below 

is a review of key themes from the 

existing literature on gender roles in 

tribal societies: 

 

 

1. Traditional Gender Roles in Tribal 

Societies: 

Tribal societies generally exhibit 

gender divisions of labor based on 

cultural practices and ecological 

adaptations. Research indicates the 

following trends: 

 Economic Contributions: Tribal 

women often play a crucial role in 

subsistence activities such as 

agriculture, gathering forest 

produce, and livestock 

management. Studies (Agarwal, 

1994) highlight that tribal women 

contribute significantly to 

household income compared to 

their counterparts in non-tribal 

rural communities. 

 Decision-Making Power: 

Traditional tribal systems may 

grant women substantial autonomy 

in family and community matters. 

For instance, matrilineal tribes like 

the Khasi in India confer property 

and inheritance rights through the 

female lineage (Nongbri, 2003). 

 Religious and Ritual Roles: Tribal 

women often hold significant roles 

in spiritual practices, serving as 

priestesses or custodians of sacred 

traditions, as observed among the 

Nagas and Santhals (Sahu, 2012). 

2. Gender Inequality in Tribal 

Societies: 

Despite certain egalitarian traits, 

tribal societies are not free from gender-

based disparities. Key issues include: 
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 Patriarchal Norms: Many tribal 

groups are patriarchal, limiting 

women's participation in political 

and social decision-making (Xaxa, 

2014). Male dominance in 

leadership positions often excludes 

women from governance. 

 Education and Employment Gaps: 

Tribal women generally have lower 

literacy rates and fewer 

employment opportunities 

compared to tribal men, as 

highlighted in studies of the Bhil 

and Gond tribes (Reddy, 2006). 

 Domestic Work Burden: The 

disproportionate allocation of 

household responsibilities to 

women often hinders their access to 

education and economic 

independence (Mahapatra, 2009). 

3. Cultural Specificity of Gender 

Roles: 

The nature of gender roles varies 

significantly across tribal groups, 

influenced by geographic and cultural 

factors: 

 Matrilineal Systems: Studies of 

matrilineal tribes such as the Garos 

and Khasis reveal a higher status for 

women, including rights to 

inheritance and household 

authority (Nongkynrih, 2002). 

 Patrilineal and Patriarchal 

Tribes: In patrilineal societies like 

the Bhils and Oraons, women often 

face stricter gender roles, with 

limited property rights and higher 

dependency on men (Das, 2010). 

 Role of Rituals: Anthropological 

accounts of tribes such as the Todas 

in Tamil Nadu demonstrate how 

rituals reinforce gender roles, both 

empowering and restricting women 

(Walker, 2008). 

4. Modern Influences on Tribal 

Gender Roles: 

Modernization and globalization 

are reshaping gender dynamics in tribal 

societies. Key observations include: 

 Economic Changes:The shift from 

subsistence agriculture to wage 

labor often marginalizes women’s 

traditional roles, reducing their 

economic independence (Bordoloi, 

2017). 

 Education as a Catalyst:Increased 

access to education among tribal 

women, though still limited, is 

challenging traditional norms and 

enabling greater participation in 

decision-making (Chakraborty, 

2020). 

 Erosion of Traditional 

Rights:Land displacement and loss 

of access to forests due to 

development projects have 

disproportionately affected tribal 

women, undermining their 

traditional autonomy (Rai, 2019). 

5. Intersectionality in Gender Roles: 

The intersection of gender with 

other factors like caste, class, and age 

further complicates gender roles in 

tribal societies. Feminist 

anthropologists argue for a nuanced 

understanding of tribal women's 
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experiences, which cannot be 

generalized across different tribes 

(Menon, 2015). 

Research Gaps: 

While significant studies have 

explored gender roles in tribal societies, 

there are gaps that need attention: 

 Limited data on urban 

migration’s impact on tribal 

gender dynamics. 

 Underrepresentation of smaller, 

lesser-known tribes in academic 

research. 

 Insufficient focus on the voices 

and narratives of tribal women 

themselves. 

The literature highlights both 

unique and universal patterns in gender 

roles within tribal societies. While tribal 

women contribute significantly to their 

communities, their roles are often 

constrained by cultural norms, 

economic marginalization, and external 

pressures. Understanding these 

dynamics is critical for designing 

effective interventions to promote 

gender equality in tribal societies. 

 

METHODOLOGY: 

Methodology for Data Collection: 

Surveys, Interviews, and Secondary 

Research 

To analyze gender roles in tribal 

societies, a mixed-methods approach is 

adopted, integrating primary and 

secondary data collection methods. This 

methodology ensures a comprehensive 

understanding of the subject, combining 

qualitative and quantitative insights. 

1. Surveys: 

Surveys are a primary 

quantitative method for collecting 

data from a large sample of tribal 

men and women to understand 

gender roles and perceptions. 

Steps for Conducting Surveys 

1. Questionnaire Design: 

o Develop structured 

questionnaires with a mix of 

closed-ended and open-ended 

questions. 

o Focus on themes such as 

division of labor, education, 

healthcare access, and decision-

making roles. 

o Example questions:  

 Who is responsible for decision-

making in your household? 

 What are the key challenges 

women face in accessing 

education and employment? 

2. Sampling Strategy: 

o Use stratified random sampling 

to ensure representation of 

various tribes and regions. 

o Sample size: 500–1000 

respondents across multiple 

tribal regions for statistical 

robustness. 

3. Data Collection: 

o Conduct face-to-face or 

telephone interviews where 

literacy rates are low. 
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o Translate questionnaires into 

local languages for better 

comprehension. 

4. Analysis: 

o Use statistical tools like SPSS or 

R to analyze quantitative data. 

o Generate descriptive statistics 

and correlation matrices to 

identify patterns and 

relationships. 

2. Interviews: 

Interviews provide in-depth 

qualitative insights into personal 

experiences and cultural nuances. 

1. Selection of Participants: 

o Identify key informants, 

including tribal leaders, elders, 

women, and community 

activists. 

o Aim for diversity in gender, age, 

and socio-economic 

backgrounds. 

2. Interview Guide: 

o Develop semi-structured 

interview questions to allow 

flexibility in responses. 

o Focus on personal experiences, 

cultural practices, and 

perceptions of gender roles. 

o Example questions:  

 Can you describe the roles 

traditionally assigned to men 

and women in your 

community? 

 How have these roles changed 

over time? 

 

 

3. Data Collection: 

o Conduct interviews in local 

languages with the help of 

interpreters if necessary. 

o Record and transcribe 

interviews for detailed analysis. 

4. Analysis: 

o Use thematic analysis to 

identify recurring themes and 

patterns. 

o Compare responses across 

different tribes and 

demographics. 

 

3. Secondary Research: 

Secondary research 

complements primary data by providing 

context and supporting evidence from 

existing studies. 

Sources of Secondary Data: 

1. Academic Journals: 

o Review articles and research 

papers from anthropology, 

sociology, and gender studies. 

o Key databases: JSTOR, PubMed, 

and Google Scholar. 

2. Government Reports: 

o Analyze reports from 

institutions like the Ministry of 

Tribal Affairs (India), UNESCO, 

and UN Women. 

3. Cultural and Historical 

Documents: 

o Study ethnographic accounts, 

historical texts, and oral 

histories to understand 

traditional gender roles. 
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4. NGO and Policy Reports: 

o Review case studies and impact 

assessments from NGOs 

working with tribal 

communities. 

Analysis of Secondary Data: 

 Use content analysis to extract 

relevant information. 

 Identify gaps in existing research 

to contextualize primary data 

findings. 

This methodology ensures a 

robust and culturally sensitive approach 

to studying gender roles in tribal 

societies, enabling actionable insights 

and policy recommendations. Would 

you like further elaboration on any 

specific aspect? 

 

CASE STUDIES AND EXAMPLES: 

Empowerment through 

education, entrepreneurship, and 

activism has significantly transformed 

the lives of many tribal women. These 

success stories highlight their resilience 

and ability to overcome socio-economic 

barriers. Below are examples from 

various regions 

1. Education as a Catalyst for Change: 

Case: Jamuna Tudu – “Lady Tarzan” 

(Jharkhand, India): 

Jamuna Tudu, a tribal woman 

from Jharkhand, became a national icon 

for her efforts in forest conservation 

and tribal rights activism. 

 Background: Jamuna grew up in 

a Santhal tribal community, 

where access to education was 

limited. Despite challenges, she 

completed her schooling and 

became aware of the 

environmental degradation 

caused by illegal logging. 

 Empowerment through 

Education: Her education 

enabled her to understand the 

importance of sustainable 

practices and laws protecting 

tribal rights. She mobilized local 

women to form the "Van 

Suraksha Samiti" (Forest 

Protection Committee). 

 Impact: Jamuna's activism not 

only protected over 100 hectares 

of forest but also empowered 

other tribal women to participate 

in conservation efforts. She 

received the Padma Shri award 

for her work, symbolizing the 

transformative power of 

education. 

2. Entrepreneurship and Economic 

Independence: 

Case: Jaya Devi – Social Entrepreneur 

(Bihar, India): 

Jaya Devi, known as the "Green 

Crusader," transformed her tribal 

community in Bihar by promoting 

sustainable agriculture and women's 

entrepreneurship. 

 Background: Born in a 

marginalized tribal family, Jaya 

struggled with poverty and 

limited opportunities. She was 

determined to improve her 
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community's socio-economic 

conditions. 

 Initiatives: Jaya initiated organic 

farming practices and trained 

tribal women in agricultural 

techniques.She established 

women's self-help groups (SHGs) 

to provide microloans for small-

scale businesses. 

 Impact: Over 3,000 women 

became economically 

independent through sustainable 

farming and 

entrepreneurship.Jaya's efforts 

also improved food security and 

reduced environmental 

degradation in the region. 

3. Activism for Social Justice: 

Case: Dayamani Barla – Journalist 

and Activist (Jharkhand, India): 

Dayamani Barla, a tribal woman 

from Jharkhand, has been at the 

forefront of movements for tribal land 

rights and environmental justice. 

 Background: From a Munda 

tribal community, Dayamani 

faced systemic discrimination 

and poverty. She financed her 

education by working as a 

domestic help and eventually 

became a journalist. 

 Empowerment through 

Activism: Using her platform as 

a journalist, Dayamani 

highlighted issues of land 

displacement caused by 

industrial projects. She organized 

tribal communities to resist land 

grabs and advocate for their 

constitutional rights. 

 Impact: Her leadership 

prevented large-scale 

displacement in several tribal 

areas.Dayamani was recognized 

with the Counter Media Award 

for Rural Journalism, showcasing 

the power of grassroots activism. 

4. Education and Leadership: 

Case: Mary Kom – Boxing Champion 

(Manipur, India): 

Mary Kom, a tribal woman from 

the Kom community in Manipur, is a 

global icon in sports and women's 

empowerment. 

 Background: Born into a 

farming family, Mary Kom faced 

significant challenges in pursuing 

her passion for boxing due to 

financial constraints and societal 

norms. 

 Journey to Empowerment: 

With determination and support 

from her family, she trained 

rigorously and pursued higher 

education alongside her sports 

career.Mary broke stereotypes 

by excelling in a male-dominated 

sport and representing India at 

international platforms. 

 Impact: Mary Kom's success 

inspired countless tribal girls to 

pursue sports and education.As a 

Member of Parliament, she 

advocates for youth development 

and gender equality. 
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5. Community Leadership and 

Environmental Protection: 

Case: Chandri Bai – Women’s 

Cooperative Leader (Madhya 

Pradesh, India):  

Chandri Bai, from the Gond tribe 

in Madhya Pradesh, led her community 

in forming a women's cooperative 

focused on sustainable forest produce 

collection and marketing. 

 Background: Chandri observed 

how middlemen exploited tribal 

women collecting forest produce 

like tamarind and mahua 

flowers. 

 Empowerment through 

Cooperative Models: She 

organized women into a 

cooperative, providing them with 

fair pricing and market 

access.The cooperative also 

educated members about 

sustainable harvesting practices. 

 Impact: Tribal women’s income 

increased by 50–70%, leading to 

improved living standards.The 

model was replicated in 

neighboring villages, 

empowering more women 

economically. 

These success stories 

demonstrate how education, 

entrepreneurship, and activism can 

empower tribal women to overcome 

challenges and lead transformative 

change in their communities. Each case 

underscores the need for targeted 

policies and initiatives to scale such 

models of empowerment 

 

CONCLUSION:  

The Importance of Tribal Women’s 

Empowerment for Gender Equality: 

Empowering tribal women is not 

merely a question of achieving gender 

equality but also a critical pathway to 

fostering inclusive and sustainable 

development. Tribal women hold 

unique roles as custodians of cultural 

heritage, contributors to local 

economies, and agents of environmental 

sustainability. Yet, they often face 

systemic barriers such as poverty, 

limited education, lack of healthcare, 

and social exclusion, compounded by 

gender-based discrimination. 

Empowering tribal women addresses 

these inequities and contributes to 

broader societal benefits: 

1. Economic Development: Educated 

and economically independent 

tribal women can uplift their 

families and communities by 

contributing to household income 

and decision-making. 

2. Cultural Preservation: 

Empowerment enables tribal 

women to become stewards of their 

traditions and practices, ensuring 

their heritage thrives in a changing 

world. 

3. Environmental Sustainability: 

Tribal women often lead 

sustainable practices in agriculture 

and forestry, making their 
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empowerment essential for 

ecological conservation. 

4. Breaking Gender Stereotypes: 

Success stories of tribal women in 

leadership, entrepreneurship, and 

activism challenge stereotypes, 

inspiring broader societal shifts 

toward gender equality. 

While progress has been made 

through targeted policies and grassroots 

initiatives, persistent gaps demand 

urgent attention. Education, healthcare, 

economic opportunities, and legal 

protections must be prioritized to create 

a supportive environment for tribal 

women to thrive.Empowering tribal 

women is not just a matter of equity—it 

is an investment in a future where every 

individual, regardless of gender or 

background, has the opportunity to 

reach their full potential. Achieving this 

vision requires collective effort from 

governments, NGOs, and communities 

to ensure that tribal women are active 

participants and beneficiaries of 

development processes. 
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