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 “Children of the Forest” or “Backwards Communities”: 
The Ideology of Tribal Development 

Katharine Charsley 

 
Abstract 
This paper is grounded in the assumption that the category of ‘tribe’ in India does not relate to a 
homogenous ethnographic reality, and thus that pan-Indian generalisations of the nature of tribals are an 
example of the creation of an ‘other’ by those who hold these images. Tribal development plans, whether 
governmental or from non-governmental organisations (NGOs), must logically be shaped by the image of 
the tribal held by their designers. After reviewing the debates surrounding the term ‘tribal’, giving a brief 
history of tribal development, and examining contemporary models of the tribal, one organisation, 
FEDINA-Vikasa, is taken as a case study. Based on four months anthropological fieldwork, this paper 
attempts to show how Vikasa’s construction of the tribal shapes their goals and policies. It highlights 
conflicts between Vikasa’s assumptions and the actions of tribal clients, and suggests that a recent crisis 
within the organisation may profitably be analysed in terms of the preceding discussion. 

 
The first problem to be addressed when approaching the subject of Tribals, who represented 7.76% of 

the Indian population at the 1981 census, is one of terminology. As will be clarified later, these groups do not 
correspond to the conventional anthropological formulation of the ‘tribe’, and this term in any case now carries 
derogatory and politically incorrect connotations in western academic circles.  

Bates (1995a) advocates the use of adivasi, (original settler), noting that this appellation may itself rest on 
the same prejudices as Tribal, but arguing that it is preferable as the name employed by members of Indian 
‘indigenous peoples’ movements themselves. Adivasi is indeed the term best known internationally, but 
many others are in use. During my fieldwork in the southern state of Karnataka,  moreover, the word adivasi 
was not used, the organisation which I studied preferring girijana (forest people). However, much of this paper 
concerns the pan-Indian classification, including non-forest dwellers, making girijana inadequate.   

Consequently, I have chosen  Tribal for use throughout this work, as during my fieldwork it was used 
at least as frequently as any other (including in conversations conducted in Kannada), is widely used in Indian 
popular and academic English-language writing, and is in pan-Indian usage.  Although controversial in the 
west, it should be remembered that the legal term for these groups is the Scheduled Tribes. In order to free 
Tribal from the negative associations carried in many quarters, but which I did not find in the field, I have 
treated it as an indigenous (Indian-English) term. However, as italicising a word used so frequently  would 
not read easily, this usage will be signified by capitalisation (Tribe, Tribal). When it refers also to groups 
outside India, such as in the conventional anthropological usage, it will be in inverted commas (‘tribe’, 
‘tribal’). 

Tribe and Caste: The Debate Reviewed 
André Béteille has suggested that the separation of caste and Tribal society is evident in the Sanskrit 

division between jati, communities settled in towns and villages, and with elaborate division of labour, and 
jani, who inhabit hills and forests (1980). Vidyarthi and Rai similarly find evidence for Tribal communities in 
the ancient literature, citing examples from the Vedas, the Puranas, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata 
(1976: 26-9).  Since the 1960s, however, much anthropological debate has surrounded the category of Tribe in 
India.  

Bailey (1961) questions the distinction between Tribal and caste society, which is often taken as self-
evident. Isolation, animistic religion, economic backwardness, language and (historically questionable) 
autochthonous origins have been used implicitly or explicitly to identify Tribes, but Béteille objects that the 
last is insufficient for a sociological formulation; not all Tribal groups speak distinct languages; and the 
remaining three criteria are often shared by low caste groups. He suggests that Tribe and caste in fact 
constitute a continuum, with individual groups’ positions determined by the proportion of the population with 
direct (Tribe) rather than mediated (caste) access to land. 

Dumont’s (1962) reply, while agreeing that no absolute dichotomy can be drawn between Tribe and 
caste, suggests instead a surface, or even a volume, would better represent the complexity of the situation. 
Socio-economic criteria are not reliable indicators, as their significance may differ: ‘What is central in the one is 
marginal in the other’ (ibid.: 122). It is such ideological differences which he considers to be more significant, 
although obviously less neatly measurable, than Bailey’s formulation. 
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Dumont also points out that it is unclear whether Bailey is comparing the Tribe to Hindu society as a 

whole, or to an individual caste. This point is taken up by Béteille, remarking that the Tribe compared to 
Hindu society appears very different, but when compared to a particular caste, similarities become more 
apparent (1986: 311). 

In an earlier article, Béteille traces the difficulty in distinguishing castes from Tribes to historical context. 
The anthropological concept was based on experience of Australia and North America, but Indian Tribes do 
not conform to this model of a ‘completely organised society’, as ‘Tribes have existed at the margins of Hindu 
civilisation from time immemorial, and the margins have always been vague, uncertain and fluctuating’ 
(1980: 826-7). The term was first applied to the Indian context by British civil servants, and Béteille’s most 
recent contribution suggests that the category of Tribal is wholly a colonial construction (1995). This view is 
supported by Bates’ (1995b) account of the development of racial theory in India and the attendant reification 
of caste and Tribe differences, whether ‘purely for the sake of classification and enumeration’ (Mathur 1972: 
459) or more calculatingly as part of a policy of divide and rule. It was subsequently perpetuated by the 
Independent government, but in both cases, identifying criteria were ‘varied and not always related, often 
implicit’ (Béteille 1980: 825). Tribe is nowhere defined in the Constitution of India (Behura 1995: 98), with the 
result that the contemporary Scheduled Tribes list includes many religions, economic activities and modes of 
social organisation—‘a multi-purpose reserve category for a wide variety of groups’ (Thin 1990: 1-2), or a 
‘dustbin category’ (Bates 1995a: 117). It may thus be the case that ‘the search for an “essential” adivasi culture 
and society is itself an illusion, and that both the concept and its object have always been a political construct’ 
(ibid.).   

As Tribe becomes problematic as an analytical category in itself, it has been suggested that to speak of 
Tribes is only useful in relation to mainstream Indian society (Béteille 1980; 1986; Danda 1988). Some Tribal 
groups themselves have little apparent concern for defining ethnic boundaries—like the Naiken, who have an 
expandable, ego-centred view of social groups (Bird-David 1989)—whereas clear group boundaries are 
manifestly important to caste society (Béteille 1986). Therefore, it is in discussing popular perception and 
legislation that the concept of Tribe is most useful, as here it presents a relatively clear conceptual category, 
albeit one which may not correspond to any homogenous ethnographic reality. The distinction between ‘caste 
Hindu’ society and Tribals may be sociologically questionable, but it constitutes an important ideological 
division for many Indians, including those involved in Tribal development .  

 

Models of the Tribal: 
Close to Nature, or Far from Cultured? 

Two sections of Indian society are designated as Scheduled for positive discrimination and development 
efforts. The Scheduled Castes are those which have been considered ‘untouchable’, dubbed Harijans (God’s 
people) by Gandhi, and now often known as Dalits. The other category is the Scheduled Tribes, which would 
seem to imply that Tribal status is low, comparable with that of the Scheduled Castes, but the issue is more 
complex. In the following sections, I outline differing perspectives on the Tribal which co-exist in India today. 
The first dealt with is the popular view, followed by the dominant government ideology. Lastly, I will 
mention an alternative, if weaker, voice, influenced by Verrier Elwin, heard from time to time in government 
discussions, and closely related to the position held by Vikasa. 

The Popular Tribal 
Ethnography and experience in the field suggest that villagers stress the inferiority of Tribals. Hill 

Pandaram, for example, are ridiculed for their nomadism, diet, and gullibility, and derided for their supposed 
promiscuity (Morris 1977). At best the Tribals’ perceived primitivism engenders a kind of paternalism, but at 
worst, ‘Tribal people seem to serve as a general scapegoat against whom hostility can safely be vented’, in 
forms ranging from ridicule to massacre (Gardner 1988: 441), and sexual abuse of Tribal women is apparently 
common (Das 1992: 1373). Tyler writes that, to a list of attributes drawn up by the anthropologist, ‘The Indian 
would add that tribals are simple, unclean, orgiastic’, but also ‘Possessed of great magical powers’ (1973: 109) 
This last characteristic suggests a certain ambiguity, evident elsewhere in the literature. 

Although Tribes have probably always had low social status, there are accounts of Western Ghats 
Tribes being given audience by the Cochin Raja to present annual tributes (Morris 1982: 15-7), suggesting that 
Tribals were not considered polluting, despite their low status. Hence, ‘It could be argued that those tribal 
communities who lived in the forest were, in a ritual sense, outside the caste system’ (ibid.: 17-8). 
Furthermore, the forest is a potent symbol of renewal in Hinduism (Béteille 1986: 316), and something of the 
ambiguity suggested by the historical records remains.  
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Paliyans, for example, are treated as holy by pilgrims to the forest, precisely because of the simple 

lifestyle so derided by others (Gardner 1988: 441). The Soligas in Karnataka’s Billigirirangam Hills claim that 
Someshwara, the deity at Tirupathi, married a Soliga girl. Hence they address him as ‘brother-in-law’, and 
are the first to pull the vehicle carrying the god’s image at the annual festival. In further support of the theory 
that the perception of the Tribal is not unmitigatedly negative, Morris notes that although the Hill Pandaram 
are ‘commonly said to live like animals and to lack any notions of decent behaviour’ (Morris 1982: 42), 
villagers are somewhat in awe of the forest, and envy the Tribals’ apparently carefree lifestyle. 

Thus Tribal groups, despite their diversity, seem to share an ambiguous role in Hindu ideology. This 
position could be identified with van Gennep’s formulation of the stranger: ‘such a person is weak, because he 
is outside a given group or society, but he is also strong, since he is in the sacred realm with respect to the 
group’s members for whom their society constitutes the secular world’ (1960: 26). Forest dwellers are, for 
Hindu society, literally in a sacred world.  

The Government View 
The Tribal stranger has, however, never been completely isolated. Texts from around 200 BC describe 

Western Ghats Tribals engaged in regular trade with neighbouring agricultural communities (Morris 1977: 
228). In recent years, moreover, contact with non-Tribal society has increased for a variety of reasons. In H.D. 
Kote Taluk, as with many other parts of India, population pressure has driven non-Tribals to bring forest land 
under cultivation, and large displacements of Tribals have occurred due to government settlement schemes, 
the construction of dams, and the creation of a National Park. In the context of increased contact, Van Gennep’s 
stranger becomes inadequate to explain the range of views encountered.  

Starting by examining government ideology, the first step must be to disentangle the issues of purity 
and civilisation.  Both variables are used in characterisations of the Tribal, as is evident in Tyler’s attributes, 
above (simple, unclean, orgiastic), but the weight and interpretation given to each varies between 
commentators. Jen Kurubas often stress that they consider themselves very pure, for reasons including their 
nine day menstrual seclusion, a taboo on eating ‘overnight’ food, and their forest origins. For government and 
development agencies, on the other hand, caste and purity are officially of no concern except when they are to 
be opposed, as with the outlawed practices surrounding ‘Untouchability’. Civilisation is therefore the main 
factor used by these agencies in ascribing Tribal status.  

 Villagers’ descriptions of Tribals as primitive, backward or animal-like suggests that an evolutionary 
model prevails in popular culture. In fact, discussion of Tribals in India is overwhelmingly couched in 
evolutionary language. However, evolutionary imagery is more accepted in India than Britain, with a recent 
Sunny moped advert, for example, showing a hoard of all-but-naked Africans creeping up on the machine 
with spears, being terrified as it roars into life, and then worshipping a tall, fair, denim-wearing Indian who 
masters the beast. Thus descriptions of Tribals in animal metaphors such as ‘on the verge of extinction’ or ‘in 
their natural environment’ abound even in FEDINA’s literature, despite their distaste for labels such as 
‘primitive’ or ‘backwards’. 

The opposition of ‘backwardness’ and ‘modernity’ found in Indian government, academic and 
development agency discussions implies a linear model of social evolution, with the Tribals at a lower stage. 
Nomadism, lack of acquisitiveness, and other characteristics are all seen as signifying evolutionary tardiness. 
For example, J. J. Roy Burman writes that shifting, or swidden cultivation, ‘is being constantly assailed as a 
sign of primitive vandalism [my italics]’ (1990: 57). Official ideology thus places Tribals even lower on this 
social scale than the Scheduled Castes, who at least live in a civilised manner. This model helps explain why 
the thrust of government policy has been towards their ‘upliftment’, and is largely integrationist: for example, 
settling nomadic communities, or bringing non-monetary exchanges of minor forest produce into the formal 
economy via LAMP societies which organise collection rights and sale.  

The government’s approach to Tribal development is rooted in British colonial policy, at least in as 
much as it had to deal with its legacy. Colonial administrations the world over have famously misread a 
variety of relationships to the land in terms of ownership, and Tribal India was no exception. Where states or 
chieftains claimed rights in trade of Tribal and forest produce, these were construed as valid claims of land 
ownership. Thus, the areas which Tribal populations could legitimately exploit were greatly reduced, and 
land was a central issue in many Tribal uprisings (Tripathi 1988). Tribals have ‘revolted more often than other 
communities in defence of their rights of land and forest’ (K.S. Singh 1995: 32), and it seems to have been their 
querulousness, coupled with the relative inaccessibility of most Tribal areas, which led the British to adopt a 
policy of ‘lightly administering’ these areas (Prasad 1995: 120). Eventually, in 1874, ‘Scheduled Districts’ were 
designated, ostensibly to protect Tribals from exploitation. Tripathi, however, suspects that the British also 
hoped to keep the Tribes away from Hindu influence, while permitting Christian missionary activity (1988). 

The next phase of involvement in Tribal development Tripathi identifies are the ‘Gandhian workers’, 
volunteer organisations whose aim was to found co-operatives and ashram schools. Where the British may 
have tried to promote Christianity, this project attempted to impose Gandhian/Hindu norms and values. The 
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schools, for example, almost invariably banned non-vegetarian food for their pupils. Their direct impact was 
minimal (ibid.), but in terms of shaping the policy of the new independent government, the Gandhian 
movement was far more significant. Thakkar Bappa, in particular, opposed colonial isolationism, advocating 
‘bringing [Tribals] into the mainstream of Indian civilisation by rapid modernisation and cultural change’ 
(A.K. Singh 1995a: 15). This continuity of the idea that Tribal upliftment involves the adoption of the values 
and lifestyle of the uplifter1 can clearly be seen in Congress’ declaration, shortly after Independence, of its 
intention to ‘bring the tribal people up to the level of Mr Taipal Sing [President of Adivasi Masabha, a Tribal  
political organisation] and not keep them as tribes, so that, ten years hence the word ‘tribes’ may be removed 
altogether when they should have come up to our level’ (Sardar Patel quoted in Bates, 1988: 21).  

Initially, under the first and second five year plans, Tribals were not given separate consideration in 
development efforts, other than Scheduled status, being subsumed instead under the nation-wide programme 
of community development programmes. It soon became clear that this approach was failing, and 
programmes aimed specifically at Tribal groups were initiated, starting with a few projects in 1954 to 
supplement the community programme in some areas. During the third five year plan this became a general 
programme of Tribal Development Blocks; the fourth plan saw the creation of six Tribal Development 
Agencies in states with high Tribal populations; and the fifth included a Tribal Sub-Plan covering Integrated 
Tribal Development Projects (ITDPs) in areas of high Tribal concentration, and a Modified Area Development 
Approach for small pockets of Tribal population. This structure remains today. These moves, however, seem 
to have been a response to the failure of the community programmes in Tribal areas, and were not a shift 
towards colonial-style protectionism, but an attempt to bring this section of the population up to speed with the 
rest of the country in its modernisation effort. Thus, even under the more flexible model for Tribal 
development in the fifth five-year plan, project designers were told to keep in mind the underlying aim, ‘to 
arrest the nomadic character of the ‘tribes’ and provide them wherewithal to lead a settled life’ (Sanyal 1988: 
359). 

Considering the prevalent attitudes towards Tribals, it is not surprising that some project personnel 
posted in Tribal areas appear indifferent or even hostile towards the people themselves, and some lower level 
bureaucrats apparently state that ‘tribals are jangali, will never learn anything’ (Tripathi 1988: 349). However, 
Tripathi also notes such attitudes higher up the development bureaucracy (ibid.), and it seems likely that the 
popular model of the Tribal has influenced the process of development even at the level of state planning. 
However, to become official government ideology, the model has been censored to leave only those aspects 
appropriate to the context. Thus magical powers, sacredness, purity, or position in relation to the caste 
system—the aspects which gave the popular model its ambiguity—are not discussed in government contexts, 
leaving only negative points, notably low economic status and evolutionary ‘backwardness’. 

The Romantic Tribal: Elwin and Nehru 
The evidence of India’s integrationist approach to Tribal development contrasts sharply with the 

declaration of India’s first Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru that: ‘We should help the tribal people to develop 
along the lines of their own tradition and genius, teaching them not to despise their past, but to build upon it’ 
(quoted in Behura 1995: 99). Although on the question of integration or preservation, ‘participants were pretty 
much divided along the lines of nationalists versus colonialists’ (Bates 1995b: 255), this notable exception 
reflects a duality of opinion in the Indian government at Independence, still evident in discussion today. B. K. 
Roy Burman describes it as ‘the perception of tribes as analogous to Scheduled Castes vs. perception of tribes 
as having a distinct world view and way of life’ (1995: 40). The former opinion was held by integrationists 
such as the Gandhians described above, while the latter was the view of Nehru and others influenced by the 
British anthropologist Verrier Elwin.  

Elwin had proposed a policy of ‘development in isolation’ to the British government in 1939, which was 
still being debated on the eve of Independence (Prasad 1995: 121), but its influence can be seen in the five 
principles of Nehru’s Tribal panchsheel: ‘to allow people to develop along their own cultural lines, to respect 
land rights, to train tribals for the administration of the schemes, to work through tribal social institutions, and 
to judge results not by statistics and expenditure, but by the quality of human character that is evolved’ 
(Tripathi 1988: 340). Elwin was commissioned to write two reports for the Indian government after 
Independence, containing recommendations for Tribal administration (1957; 1960), but the evidence above 

                                                             
1 This shared assumption meant that the methods employed by the ostensibly opposed British and 

Indian developers are sometimes strikingly similar. The Hill Pandaram, for example, were allocated land and 
housing in an attempt to halt their nomadism both in 1911, under the British, and in 1966 (Morris 1976: 
136,141).  Indeed, according to Bates, post-Independence policy as a whole has been ‘a curious mixture of 
inversions and reproductions of the earlier policies of the British (1995a: 115). 
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shows that protectionism lost to integrationism in the battle to form the basis of india’s Tribal development 
policy.  

Anthropological theory was, incidentally, translated into practice later, when the anthropological 
discussion on the diversity within the category of Tribe was paralleled by a similar realisation in the 
development field. At the end of the fourth five-year plan, a review revealed the economic heterogeneity of 
Tribal populations, and their diverse modes of subsistence. ‘Thus, it became clear that no single solution could 
be expected to have universal applicability in all tribal areas’ (Tripathi 1988: 344). The government’s 
response, in line with its evolutionist stance, was to sub-divide the category of Scheduled Tribes to allow for a 
priority classification of Primitive Tribal Communities. It was deemed especially important that administration 
in these areas should not be over specialised, ‘so that the system was within the comprehension of the 
community which it was supposed to serve’ (ibid.: 343)—simple plans for simple people. 

Despite their differences, all three models share an assumption of the otherness of the Tribal to non-
Tribal society. Others may be used oppositionally, demonstrating the absence of qualities which we identify 
in ourselves (Karp 1991: 374), as in the popular and government perspectives, but the qualities stressed in 
each case vary with the priorities of those constructing the model. For the government, the central opposition 
is that of developed : underdeveloped, while the popular model may also include oppositions implicit in van 
Gennep’s model of the stranger—familiar : unknown; mundane : sacred/magical.  Equally, however, the self 
can be affirmed by looking to the other for our true nature, in the footsteps of Rousseau. Elwin’s views on the 
value of Tribal culture certainly have their roots in the image of the noble savage, a school of thought which 
has experienced a recent resurgence. 

The Global Tribal 
A review of the health, education and income status of the tribals in post-Independence India is 
saddening. This shameful situation is mainly a consequence of the arrogance of the non-tribals 
in considering the tribals uncivilised. The western civilisation, and also the westernised 
Indians, have now come to realise the folly of not learning from the tribal heritage. (A.K. Singh 
1995a: 23) 

What the government sees as the Tribal lacking in civilisation, can equally be viewed in a positive 
light, as being closer to nature. This appreciative approach to ‘tribal’ people can be seen, for example, in the 
Body Shop’s range of ‘natural’, ‘tribal’ beauty products. From the world of art, Clifford suggests that 
comparing modern and ‘tribal’ art makes the ‘tribal’ ‘modern and the modern more richly, more diversely 
human’ (1988:11). Of course, the notion that ‘tribal’ culture can legitimately be seen as reflecting a part of our 
own, rests on the same social evolutionary hierarchy as the popular and government ideologies, but the 
model is less unilinear, foreseeing the possibility of ‘reinstating’ attributes of ‘tribal’ life. An internationally 
successful dance-remix of ‘tribal’ singing, for example, starts: ‘Somewhere, deep in the forest, there are some 
little men, and little women. They are our past, and maybe, maybe, they are our future’ (Deep Forest 1993)2.  

It is not only among non-‘tribal’ Westerners, however, that this image is in favour. The people referred 
to as ‘tribal’ have also taken it up, either retaining the term, as in the ILO’s ‘Indigenous and Tribal 
Populations’ Conventions, or dropping it altogether in favour of ‘Indigenous Peoples’. 1993 was, in fact, the 
‘Year of the Indigenous Peoples’. The 1975 meeting of ‘The World Council of Indigenous Peoples’ at Port 
Albertin, Canada, made the following statement: 

We glory in our proud past: 
When the earth was our nurturing mother  
When the night sky formed our common root, 
When Sun and Moon were our parents, 
When all were brothers and sisters 
We are the culture of the earth and the sky. 
(quoted in Bogaert 1984: 39-40) 

This represents an idea of what it means to be ‘tribal’, or ‘indigenous’, in more globally acceptable 
language, similar to the romantic western model. Both see ‘tribal’ people as spiritually linked with ‘nature’ 
and their environment. The global indigenous people’s movement turns this characterisation to political use, 
providing strength in numbers to populations ‘On the edge of each country’s borders and marginal to each 
country’s citizenship’ (ibid.: 40), by integrating them into a larger community with greater political clout. This 
political unity is to a large extent concentrated on the matter of land rights Ñ hence the choice of names such a 
adivasi and girijana, which highlight settlement and forest rights respectively. 

                                                             
2 At Machur hadi, I was intrigued to hear music from this album on the ‘ghetto-blaster’ of a young Tribal 

lad disappearing into the forest. 
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In 1992, the Penang Charter of the Indigenous-Tribal Peoples of Tropical Forests was presented ‘as a 

response to hundreds of years of continual encroachment and colonisation of our territories and the 
undermining of our lives, livelihoods and cultures caused by the destruction of the forests that our survival 
depends on’ (quoted in Fernandes 1995: 65). Similarly, the ILO ‘Indigenous and Tribal Populations 
Convention’ of 1975 drew up a treaty, ratified by India, stating that ‘The right of ownership, collective or 
individual, of the populations concerned over the lands which these populations traditionally occupy, shall be 
recognised’ (quoted in Bogeart 1984: 38). A global ‘tribal’ identity, seems therefore to have emerged, 
emphasising harmony with nature and a history of oppression.  

Turning now to the case study of  contemporary Tribal Development, it is necessary to start with a brief 
description to the organisation concerned. FEDINA-Vikasa is one of nine local NGOs (non-governmental 
organisations) spread across Tamil Nadu, Kerala and Karnataka, which work under the umbrella of FEDINA 
—the Foundation for Educational Innovations in Asia—founded in 1983 and based in Bangalore. FEDINA’s 
stated aim is the promotion of janashakti (PEOPLE’s power) through self-reliance and participation in 
development. 

Vikasa has its office in Heggada Devana Kote (commonly called H.D. Kote), fifty kilometres Southwest 
of Mysore. The town is the headquarters of the Taluk (a sub-area of District) of the same name, considered one 
of the most ‘backwards’ in Karnataka as it possesses no major industry, and has an unusually high Scheduled 
Tribe population (roughly ten per cent). Twenty full-time staff and six Tribal karyarthas (extension workers) 
cover a population of roughly 15,000 Tribals, living in 110 settlements (hadis) over an area with a radius of 
sixty kilometres. The majority of the Tribal population are Jen or Jenu (honey) Kurubas, but there are also 
Betta (forest) Kurubas, Yerevas and Soligas. 

Vikasa was formed in 1986 when some H.D. Kote Tribals approached DEED (development through 
education), an NGO in the neighbouring Taluk of Hunsur, to request that the organisation brought their 
‘people’s organisation’, which the Tribals had encountered through affinal contacts, to H.D. Kote. DEED 
responded by sending an employee, Nanjundiah, who helped to set up Vikasa, and is now its area co-
ordinator. 

The main elements of Vikasa’s programme are summarised below: 

• land issues:  

—clarifying the boundaries of land granted by the government 

—reclaiming Tribal land illegally sold to, or encroached by, non-Tribals 

—obtaining land for Tribals displaced by the Kabini and Tarka dams in the  1970s 

—obtaining pattas (ownership documents) for land occupied by Tribals 

—negotiating rights in land now included in Nagarhole National Park 

• watershed development projects 

• crèche education (it runs 12 balwadi crèches) 

• health (both allopathic and Tribal systems) 

• credit and savings schemes 

• ‘cultural rejuvenation’ 

With the exception of the balwadis, these activities and programmes are carried out through the 
‘people’s organisations’, the B.K.S. (Budakattu Krishikara Sangha—Tribal farmers’ organisation) and the V.M.S. 
(Vanavasi Mahila Sangha—forest-dweller women’s organisation). Hadi representatives meet monthly at area 
level, then area representatives at Taluk level every two months, to discuss projects and problems. 

Vikasa has sent Tribal staff members to various ‘tribal’ and ‘indigenous peoples’ congresses both in 
India and abroad, and so shares in the process of construction of a global tribal identity described above. The 
organisation believes that Tribal values (assumed to be respect for nature, lack of materialism, community 
values, and egalitarianism) compare favourably with non-Tribal society. In relation to the discussion above on 
how others may be used to define the self, it is noteworthy that the values highlighted concern issues of which 
non-Tribal society is currently self-critical. 

 The above process is what Misra calls ‘tribalism’: ‘identity consolidation at the social level, and 
separatistic and exclusionistic at the political level’ (1995: 161), although in light of the criticism of Tribe as an 
anthropological category, it could well be termed Tribalisation. Vikasa’s local strategies fit this definition, 
being exclusionistic in demarcating Tribals as the group on which to focus, as well as being involved in trying 
to forge a Tribal identity above that of membership in a specific Tribe, i.e. Jen Kurubas, Betta Kurubas, 
Yerevas or Soligas. 

When questioned, the committee and area co-ordinators said that here too, unity brought political 
strength. Other conversations, however, demonstrated that this was not merely a calculated political move, 



      8 
but was based on a similar assumption: that all Tribal groups do have fundamental things in common, and 
must recognise and strengthen their unity. Nanjundiah, Vikasa’s area co-ordinator, told me that although 
there were differences between the Tribes, it was nothing like caste or class divides, and they were basically 
inseparable as ‘forest-based cultures’. The main feature, therefore, is the same as before: as they are all 
‘children of the forest’, or girijana, they are joined by their links with nature. 

Genesis 
When we started, no one even knew how many Tribals there were in the Taluk, so Najundiah 
went on foot from hadi to hadi to collect information and spread the word about the people’s 
organisation. As he went, people became interested and joined him. There were supposed to 
be fifteen Tribal settlements in H.D. Kote, but he found out there were over a hundred. They 
were living in terrible conditions of exploitation and poverty. A Tribal story was adapted to 
become a song, ‘The Tribal messiah has come from the forest to the fields’, and performed in 
each village to drum up support for the movement, which swelled into a mass jatha (march) of 
the Tribal people.  

Remarkably similar versions of this almost mythical account of Vikasa’s origins were volunteered by 
several staff members during my fieldwork, but the story is probably more complicated than this. A Tribal 
staff member, for example, claims to have accompanied Nanjundiah on his initial survey, and it seems likely 
that these events did not actually flow smoothly and rapidly. Nonetheless, like any myth of origin the story is 
important for understanding the society (or in this case, the organisation) to which it refers. The relevant issue 
at this point is the centrality of this first jatha, using a Tribal story, as a model for Vikasa’s other activities.   

We vow to control again our own destiny and recover our complete humanity and pride in 
being Indigenous People. 
(‘The World Council of Indigenous peoples’ quoted in Bogaert 1984: 39-40) 

This statement links control to pride and unity (as indigenous peoples) in an approach shared by Vikasa. 
For the organisation, this is a causal relationship: vulnerable Tribals had been at the mercy of exploitative 
landlords and ‘middlemen’, who usurped benefits due to them. ‘It is neither the heaven nor the earth’ is how 
one of Vikasa’s clients described the disorientation of displacement, and their vulnerability was compounded 
by lack of knowledge of their rights. Vikasa attempted to rectify this situation by disseminating information to 
the hadis through the B.K.S. (people’s organisation) system of representatives, but also targeted what they 
consider the key Tribal weakness: low self esteem. Myron Weiner describes a sense of negative identity 
among Tribals in ‘Sons of the Soil’ (1978), and other studies have had similar findings (cf. A.K. Singh 1995b), 
suggesting that this is fairly common amongst Tribals across India.  

The model of the first jatha is echoed in numerous camps, meetings and public displays, whose focus 
has diversified from the original story-telling, to include Tribal dance, art, cookery, medicine, and children’s 
games. Each is part of the organisation’s project of ‘cultural rejuvenation’, aiming to ‘keep alive’ traditions 
which were apparently being discarded in favour of ‘mainstream’ customs. This is done by presenting them 
as having value, which would, in turn, encourage pride in Tribal identity.  

Vikasa means growth or development, but is also an abbreviation of Vividha Kaddu Kurubara Sangama 
—organisation, or coming together, of diverse forest Tribes. Together, these give its main objective—
development through unity. FEDINA’s promotional literature states that they ‘strongly believe in the value of 
cultural identity of tribals in building their self-esteem, right to live in their natural habitat and in the 
development of their language and cultural forms’. Vikasa thus attempts to foster the pride in identity felt to 
be lacking, to empower, and enable them to defend themselves against exploitation.  

This pride, however, is in a unified Tribal identity. In Vikasa’s meetings and camps, all the jatis 
(groups, in this case Tribal) are asked to identify with the traditions being valued. Unity is symbolised at each 
meeting by a puja (act of worship) performed by representatives from each group or organisation present, 
followed by the joint singing of Tribal songs. Later, the subsumation of individual Tribes under a wider Tribal 
identity is further emphasised in a meal shared by the normally non-commensal jatis. Attempts are also made 
to instil a positive and unified characterisation in the non-Tribal population through ‘Tribal cultural displays’ 
at public functions. The most common exhibition of prowess is the dextrous Jen Kuruba stick dance, presented 
as a general Tribal tradition. 

The organisation has dramatically increased the proportion of benefits reaching Tribals, and won 
substantial areas of land in court cases. If there has been visible success in achieving material benefits, 
however, what of the  unity and pride which Vikasa sees as the tools to bring about such achievements? 

Workers at MYRADA (another NGO) told me of Tribals who say they are Dalits, considering this a less 
stigmatised group. I also met Jen Kurubas outside Vikasa’s project area claiming to be Yerevas, who are 
considered less ‘backwards’, apparently risking the loss of Primitive Tribe benefits to avoid this stigmatised 
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identity.  In H.D. Kote, however, I encountered no such behaviour, which supports Vikasa’s claims of  
boosting Tribal pride.3 

 At a ‘Mother and Child’ health camp, women spoke of their increased confidence, enabling them to 
take cases of sexual harassment to court, and the increased social respect achieved through the B.K.S.: now 
being addressed as amma, rather than the disrespectful ammi. The first Tribal Gram Panchayat (local council) 
member says she would never have considered standing without involvement in the B.K.S. Lastly, in Mante 
hadi, a Jen Kuruba woman said that they could now go to non-Tribals’ festivals, and non-Tribals to theirs, as 
she sees no difference between Tribal and non-Tribal jatis, who have different customs, but form 
fundamentally similar types of groups. This praises Vikasa’s success in raising their status, but could also be 
interpreted as a partial failure on Vikasa’s terms since, as advocates of the ‘tribalism’ discussed above, they 
wish to stress the difference of Tribal to non-Tribal groups.  

A more serious undermining of Vikasa’s aims, however, is implied by the fact that this woman, 
Madamma, went on to describe the differences between the Tribal jatis in exactly the same terms, implying as 
much division within the category of Tribe, as between Tribal and non-Tribal jatis.  Nurit Bird-David writes of 
the Naiken that they had little concern for ethnic boundaries (1989). Here, however, the use of the word jati  
suggests that Vikasa’s clients remain more aware of differences within the category of Tribe than the 
organisation would like. Jati is perhaps the nearest indigenous Indian approximation to the concept of caste, 
although it is broader, encompassing groups, genus and species of other kinds (Marriot & Inden 1977: 230). 
Interestingly, when questioned about these matters, Vikasa staff members sometimes presented a model in 
similar terms, but with Tribe as a caste, and individual Tribes as sub-castes, thereby downplaying differences 
whilst explaining barriers to unity such as Tribe endogamy. 

Commensality at meetings was presented as an example of success in unifying the groups, but  a  
V.M.S. member reckoned this to be possible, like eating in hotels in town, because outside their areas, rules 
were relaxed, or transgressions ignored. People from every Tribal group claimed they would not accept food 
from any other, and Tribal staff members  joked with each other that each community considers itself superior 
to the others on the grounds of differing customs.  A Jen Kuruba man at Machur did tell me that ‘long ago, in 
the forest Jen Kurubas and Betta Kurubas were brothers’, but now, he went on, ‘we are completely separate 
jatis’. Asked  why Vikasa deal only with the Jen Kurubas and Yerevas in Machur, and not with the other 
(non-Tribal) groups, he replied that it was economic need (‘they are not poor’), and not to do with being 
Tribal. All this suggests that although Vikasa has been successful in raising the tribals’ social position and 
increasing self-esteem, its efforts towards unity and ‘tribalism’ have been less successful.  

Economic Developments 
Thus far I have discussed Vikasa’s original aims, and related pattern of practice. The following section 

covers more recent additions to Vikasa’s activities in the last three to five years, as the NGO and its parent 
organisation, FEDINA, have grown and developed substantial overseas connections. Vikasa has become 
increasingly involved in economic development rather than just mobilisation, with agricultural initiatives; 
income-generating schemes such as basket-weaving; savings and credit groups; and the opening of the 
balwadi crèches.  Just as Vikasa’s values regarding Tribal unity and culture stem from the ideology of the 
‘Global Tribal’, their image of the Tribal permeates and shapes these more recent innovations. Paper plans, 
however, have sometimes run into problems in the process of being put into practice with real clients. 

The Environmental Tribal 
The earliest such project, and the most obvious example, is the watershed development programme. 

This was conceived of as a follow-up to the victories in land cases, as it was felt that beneficiaries were not 
making proper use of the land awarded. The ‘proper use’ envisaged again evokes the model of the Tribal as 
linked to nature, being based around ideas of ‘ecological’ farming which—claims Mahesh Lobo, FEDINA’s 

                                                             
3 I did, however, encounter the reverse phenomenon. A World Bank researcher came to the office for 

help after failing to find anyone admitting to being a Soliga, considered the most ‘advanced’ Tribe as most are 
registered as Jen Kurubas to obtain Primitive Tribe benefits. Vikasa provided him with the ‘real’ list, as they 
feel such fraud undermines Tribal unity. 

There were also cases of non-Tribals registering as Scheduled Tribes, a crime reported almost daily in 
the Indian press. The Odiga Gowdas of Machur hadi had been registered by their panchayat (council) leader as 
Berdas, a Scheduled Tribe, and had received ITDP. bullock-loans. Significantly, however, all but the panchayat 
leader’s family were at pains to disassociate themselves from this Tribal identity, which suggests that casting 
Tribal culture in a positive light has had less success with the non-tribal population. 
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head in Bangalore—are ‘part of the Tribal ethos’. Projects involve tree-planting, inter-cropping, bunding, 
green manure and ‘natural’ pesticides, in contrast to the heavy chemical use by most farmers and government 
agricultural development projects since the so-called Green Revolution. The balwadi education also reveals this 
ideology, with its emphasis on using natural objects outside, to allow the children to learn ‘in their natural 
environment’. A children’s day camp similarly focused on collecting the names of flora and fauna known to 
the children, for use in FEDINA’s literature to evince Tribal intimacy with their environment.4 

Vikasa’s characterisation of the Tribal as environmentalist is, nevertheless, open to doubt. To start with 
a historical example, when Tribals were employed by the Forestry Department, they were involved in the 
felling of old-growth forest and the creation of teak and eucalyptus plantations, which few today would 
consider good conservation. Mysore Maharajas and the British also used local Tribals as trackers in hunting for 
sport, at great cost to the ‘Big Game’ populations, and the Jen Kurubas of Kakanakote forest were famously 
skilled in trapping elephants for use as work animals. Indeed, some Tribals still call Machur by its old name 
of Manchikke, the platform hide used for catching elephants.  

More recently, where Tribals have been granted land, they have frequently not taken to the green 
farming methods which Vikasa see as appropriate to Tribal philosophy, preferring to sell or lease the land 
illegally to non-Tribals. Even in villages where farming has begun, they are commonly unwilling to buy the 
inputs, demanding that Vikasa continue to provide free seeds, as they do initially. 

Vikasa’s response to this low uptake is to blame Tribal ‘inability to save or plan for the future’ for their 
unwillingness to invest time, effort and money in the land. This ‘inability’, which they say particularly afflicts 
the formerly hunter-gatherer Jen Kurubas, presents a theory remarkably similar to Woodburn’s ‘delayed-
return’ and ‘immediate-return’ societies (1980). Here lies the key to Vikasa’s disappointment—an immediate-
return society would logically not be conservationist, which implies acting with an eye to the future.  

I contend that Vikasa has misunderstood the metaphor 'children of the forest', taking it to denote a 
symbiotic relationship, as in the ideal Indian family, where parents’ care for the child is repaid in old age. In 
my opinion the phrase is not intended to encompass the  life span of the parent-offspring relationship. The 
forest, after all, appears to age only to geographers, instead rejuvenating itself, and the Tribals  never grow 
out of eating its produce and receiving its shelter. As Nurit Bird-David writes of other forest-dwellers who use 
this metaphor, ‘They trust that the forest-seen-as-parent will provide for them, unconditionally’ (1993: 120). 
The statement, therefore, may refer only to the early years of the relationship, with the Tribals as forever 
dependent children. This interpretation dissipates the conflict between the metaphor and the reality of Tribals 
not living up to their conservationist image. 

Although Tribals do declare themselves ‘Children of the forest’, this metaphor must be treated 
carefully, as the subjects almost certainly do not intend to portray themselves as child-like. vIkasa’s assertions 
of ‘inability to plan for the future’, if not explicitly attributing immaturity, certainly deny Tribals rationality. 
Moreover, examples of cash-cropping, saving for elaborate marriages, and indeed savings schemes, below, 
undermine the empirical validity of Vikasa’s contention.  

As non-rationality forms part of the dominant model of the Tribal (which Vikasa opposes) the qualifier 
which usually follows such statements is informative. Not planning ahead, they say, was all very well in the 
forest, where food was there for the gathering, but in the non-forest world, Tribals must learn the skill. This 
device of changed circumstance enables staff to criticise particular behaviours without undermining the ethos 
of admiration for Tribal culture.  

The Sharing Tribal 
Another image on which Vikasa’s programmes have been based—and another source of 

disappointment in behaviour—is the picture of Tribal society as egalitarian, sharing, and without the notion of 
property.  

Vikasa admit that their presumption of sexual equality was challenged early on. Original plans were 
for one people’s organisation, the B.K.S., in which both men and women would participate, but  women did 
not contribute. Some staff members claim this was due to a Jen Kuruba (sometimes general Tribal) proscription 
on women speaking in front of their husbands, fathers-in-law, or the village yajmana (headman), but there is 
no consensus on this. Others say that women in India are simply unwilling to speak in front of men, a 
viewpoint which is far more common amongst those who view Tribals as analogous to Scheduled Castes, and 
one used by other researchers I encountered to explain their androcentric information gathering. Ultimately, 
the V.M.S. women’s organisation was formed, although collaboration between the two bodies suggests that 
communication is not impossible. 

                                                             
4 The list collected, however, included contributions from adults and, indeed, Vikasa staff, casting doubt on 

whether any individual child would have the extensive knowledge suggested. 
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Given Vikasa’s characterisation of Tribal society, their enthusiasm for co-operative projects is 

unsurprising. Proposals currently under consideration for income generating schemes, such as honey 
processing, are all community plans. Moreover, Vikasa has already experimented with communal farming, 
with projects started in two villages in 1994, M.G. halli hadi and Mante hadi. The former was considered a 
success, although the system was modified from communal farming of undivided land, which was found to be 
unworkable, to small plots held in one name but farmed by two. In Mante hadi the experiment broke down in 
arguments at harvesting, attributed to the resettled colony being a conglomeration of more than one forest 
settlement. These original communities are referred to as ‘clans’ by the staff, who (when questioned) moderate 
their model of sharing to restricted to within the ‘clan’. This, however, fails to explain the behaviour of 
Chandra, a Mante hadi inhabitant entrusted with the keys to a new borewell pump (the year of my study), 
who enterprisingly directed the water-flow to his ginger cash-crop. Although all other crops failed after late 
rains, Chandra does not intend to share his proceeds even within his ‘clan’, as ‘They have not done the work’. 

The Soligas, whose benefit maximisation was mentioned earlier, are felt by some staff not to be ‘playing 
the game’, trying to corner opportunities available through Vikasa, rather than to improve the lot of the wider 
Tribal community. In Indian-English, such socio-economic groups which profit by preventing benefits from 
‘trickling down’, or siphoning-off aid, are called the ‘creamy layer’, referring to their ability to rise to the top. 
Other thinner ‘creamy layers’ have formed amongst the Tribal population as a result of Vikasa’s work; in 
each, some initial advantage over the rest of the population seems to have been a prerequisite.  Dominant 
groups ‘are more actively in control of their circumstances, are more likely to come off advantageously, 
whereas subordinate ones more passively responding to the changes affecting them, are often further 
disadvantaged’ (Heredia 1995: 891). For the Soligas, their greater land-owning and ‘progressiveness’ in taking 
to settled agriculture made them attractive subjects for agricultural development. Former B.K.S. presidents 
may represent another example, often being employed by Vikasa, and uniformly using their increased 
contacts and knowledge to better their individual economic position. 

Vikasa staff respond that such examples are not typical of Tribal culture, but result from individuals 
being influenced by non-Tribal values. Bhyra’s (a Tribal staff member) brother’s recent elaborate Hindu 
marriage ceremony , rather than the simpler Jen Kuruba tradition, is cited as evidence of his family’s 
acculturation (or deculturation). This ironically presents another (presumably unforeseen) consequence of the 
organisation’s work, as those most involved in Vikasa, whose major aim is to consolidate and ‘rejuvenate’ 
Tribal identity, seem most likely to adopt non-Tribal customs. A Soliga staff member’s daughter was also 
recently married at an elaborate ceremony. While part of the explanation for this expensive trend may be 
Vikasa’s wages, increased exposure to non-Tribal society must play a part. Thus Bhyra intends a large and 
costly wedding explicitly to entertain non-Tribal friends, whom he considers he could only have met through 
Vikasa. He does not, however, want an arranged marriage, preferring the Jen Kuruba tradition of ‘hunting’ 
wives at fairs, albeit in his case with the help of the office motorbike. 

Agency 
The organisation’s valuation of Tribal culture and belief that they should, and can, command more 

control over their own lives, logically leads Vikasa to grant more agency to their Tribal beneficiaries than 
government approaches. These cast Tribals as incapable, at their present level of social evolution, of suitably 
directing their own affairs. In the discussions of those sharing that perspective, a ‘top-down’ approach is 
reflected in language which tends to place the Tribal as the passive subject of others’ active development 
efforts. Even an absence of development programmes becomes ‘keeping them backwards’, or ‘trying to keep 
them in a museum’. Vikasa, having started with the people’s organisation, is more ‘bottom-up’. Their official 
aim has been to hand over the B.K.S. entirely to the Tribals, presuming them capable of their own 
development, once given the relevant knowledge and confidence. Faith in Tribals as potential agents of their 
own development is reified in full-time Tribal members of staff, in addition to the local extension workers 
routinely employed from among beneficiaries.  

The emphasis on Tribals choosing their own development path, along lines appropriate to their culture, 
is translated into practice through ‘exposure’. New programmes are not simply implemented, as this would be 
too ‘top-down’. Instead Tribals are ‘exposed’ to ideas, deciding whether to adopt them themselves, as they did 
initially in requesting a people’s organisation like the one  in Hunsur Taluk. For the agricultural and savings 
groups programmes, representatives were taken to visit similar schemes, or to Vikasa’s pilot projects. 
Similarly, at the diverse meetings and camps, whether they be allopathic health camps or Tribal cookery 
meetings, participants are exposed to skills or ideas rather than taught them. To be exposed to green farming 
techniques, trainees are sent as far as Pondicherry. For other skills, however, it is not always possible to find 
instructors who share Vikasa’s ideology, as when the doctor talking on mother and child health commented to 
me that Tribals were hard to teach due to their lower IQ, and made plain his contempt for the ‘blind beliefs’ of 
Tribal medicine. In such cases staff remind Tribal participants to question what they hear; for example, if 
squatting births really are unsafe. 
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Perhaps every development effort encounters problems when paper plans have to be translated into 

projects for live beneficiaries (or ‘clients’ in more guarded and up-to-date language), but the tribals’ active role 
in their own development in Vikasa’s projects probably creates more opportunities for unforeseen results. The 
organisation depends on participation, but Tribals obviously have the option not to get involved. The staff 
currently perceive the danger of this as more acute than ever; Vikasa has been around long enough for results 
to be visible, which also means that the unevenness of benefits and successes is becoming clear to the 
'beneficiaries'. Some who see others receiving land, bullocks or educational facilities whilst they themselves 
have seen no material benefits for their involvement, are beginning to become disheartened.  

There are often good reasons why the B.K.S. has been unable to help these people. Fifty per cent 
remain landless as there is simply no land available, and so cannot benefit from bullock-loans or other 
agricultural assistance. With limited resources, the organisation runs crèches only where there are sufficient 
children of pre-school age, rotating them as demographics change. These facts, however, are little comfort to 
those who have put time and energy into the B.K.S. with little return. At Mottakere hadi, a landless Jen 
Kuruba settlement beside a water tank, an old woman confronted us, saying, ‘you ask questions and take 
away information, but give us nothing’. When asked what they did for a living, she replied, ‘we’re guarding 
the tank in case someone steals it’—black humour which powerfully carried her sense of futility. The Machur 
hadi yajmana (headman) says he no longer attends B.K.S. meetings, as they offer nothing but raised 
expectations, and many expressed similar sentiments.  

Moreover, even if people attend meetings and take up projects, this does not necessarily mean that 
Vikasa has achieved its aims. Fundamental to its goals is a shift in tribals’ view of their own identity, and 
success here can prove difficult to gauge.  The observations on Tribal unity above, nevertheless suggest that 
the power to reject Vikasa’s stereotyping is being exercised in some quarters. 

The Crisis 
Turning to the organisation itself; in interviews, most staff felt hierarchy, bureaucratic procedures such 

as accounting, and personal dissatisfaction in Vikasa to have increased in recent years, and that the 
organisation was moving away from the original aim of applying the admired ‘Tribal values’ to itself. As the 
organisation’s projects diversified from the original land rights and exploitation campaigns, staff were divided 
into committees covering the whole Taluk, and based in a new, larger office in Kote. Staff almost invariably 
remembered with fondness the early days, when each lived in a hadi, got to know every villager, and tried to 
help with all their problems. They spoke of increasing distance from the Tribals among whom they used to 
live. 

Sagar, a founder member of Vikasa, disliked the increased bureaucracy to the extent that he hoped to 
concentrate on his land and studies of Tribal culture. Before applying for extended leave, he made a last 
attempt to rectify the situation by proposing a radical restructuring. After further meetings, and some 
amendments, the reformulation was approved. Sagar’s plan attempted to address both the issues of distance 
between the organisation and the Tribals, and the increased stratification of power, reducing Nanjundiah, the 
area co-ordinator’s powers to ‘External Relations Co-ordinator’ (removing his right of veto over internal 
decisions). This plan treated the distance between the staff and Tribals as a physical one, i.e. the difference 
between the current office-based situation, and the original arrangement of living in villages, remembered as 
a golden age of closeness with Tribal communities, and proposed returning workers to live ‘In the field’. It is a 
sign of the perceived seriousness of the situation that even though all but three of the staff now have families 
settled in H.D. Kote, the plan was almost unanimously accepted. Even Nanjundiah accepted his effective 
demotion, as he felt that Vikasa was in danger of loosing the tribals’ ‘love and affection’, which was the basis 
of their success. 

An alternative interpretation of this crisis, however, locates the problem not simply in the bureaucratic 
and geographical alienation of workers from the direct sense of achievement they previously enjoyed, but in 
something more fundamental. The crisis stems, I suggest, from cognitive dissonance between Vikasa’s 
ideology, and the type of development in which it is now involved. The tribals’ ‘love and affection’, I believe, 
came not from physical proximity, but from the fact that by sleeping, eating, forming friendships, and 
campaigning with them, Vikasa staff signalled a closeness of status. Now, staff visit villages to bring donations 
of supplies for the watershed development programme, the construction of community halls, or the balwadis’ 
free meals programme, and to check projects’ progress. They thus become not friends and co-combatants, but 
benefactors and supervisors, which entails a status difference. The organisation’s claims to be ‘grassroots’, 
working in partnership with Tribals in ‘bottom-up’ development, is therefore at odds with its actions, as the 
agricultural and other economic development projects involve the inflow of substantial resources through 
Vikasa, and so are of necessity ‘top-down’.  

According to Festinger et al, cognitive dissonance can be recognised by attempts made to dissolve it—
by discarding or diminishing one of the dissonant elements, or finding evidence to strengthen one element 
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and so reduce the total dissonance (1956: 26). Sagar’s restructuring plan is an example of the latter. This plan 
attempts to eliminate elements opposed to Vikasa’s democratic ‘grassroots’ ideology by reducing 
concentrations of power in the hierarchy, and sending staff into the villages to physically work with the 
people. Thus it hopes to create an organisational structure which supports its ideology—Festinger’s additional 
evidence. It does not, however, address the conflict between this ‘bottom-up’ ideology, and its ‘top-down’ 
programme, as both are subjects of very strong feeling amongst the staff. Pride and nostalgia for their 
‘grassroots’ origins have already been noted, but equally, the majority of staff questioned felt the most 
important issue for Vikasa now to be economic projects to provide livelihoods for the fifty per cent landless not 
helped economically by the ‘grassroots’ campaigns, and who now seem to be loosing interest in the B.K.S. 
Staff say that charity is a bad thing, but that it has now become necessary, not just because their mobilisational 
activities are limited in what percentage of people they can assist, but also to maintain interest in mobilisation. 
As Anil Bhatt says: ‘Experience has shown that people may get mobilised and activised for a well-defined 
short-term objective but it is difficult to keep people in a perpetual state of participatory mobilisation and 
action’ (1995: 871). 

However, at the quarterly general meeting, FEDINA head office in Bangalore refused to ratify the plan, 
instead sending an external evaluator to H.D. Kote to decide what projects should be taken up, and any 
structural changes needed. Vikasa’s representatives’ protests that this action was undemocratic were met by 
advice to live in the real world, where someone needs to be in charge.   

Later, some at Vikasa voiced the opinion that members of the board were intent on securing their 
positions in FEDINA with a tough line, one of their number having recently been democratically voted off the 
board of trustees of another NGO  Another interpretation, however, would take his action (backed up by the 
other trustees) as grounded in more than personal circumstances. By discounting internal democracy as 
idealistic, head office may be seeking to discard or play down this discordant ideology, and strengthen the 
case for ‘top-down’ development programmes by presenting a ‘top-down’ management structure as the only 
realistic option. 

Just before this general meeting, I had discussed my thoughts on many of the subjects touched upon in 
this paper—and in particular the difficulties in integrating economic development with their ‘grassroots’ 
ideology—with several staff members. Having been warned strongly against this by an local anthropologist, I 
was gratified to find the experience fruitful. The model of their organisation I presented was recognisable, and 
they were able not just to confirm implicit texts (e.g. Nanjundiah rephrasing ‘top-down’/‘bottom-up’ as 
‘programme-oriented’/‘human-oriented’) but to expand on the connections  I had drawn and create 
perspectives on Vikasa’s work which were new to both of us.  

Moreover, the effect of these discussions on subsequent events turned out to be revealing. Peter de 
Vries writes that as an ethnographer, one draws ‘upon [informants’] scripts for a narrative I am writing for a 
different audience, in a different language and genre. And to that end I have to enrol them in my 
ethnographic project, while letting them simultaneously enrol me in theirs’ (1992: 65). Thus it is perhaps 
unsurprising that I should shortly afterwards witness my ‘informants’ deploying the scripts which we jointly 
produced. 

(Re)Evaluation 
When the evaluator from head office finally arrived,  after visiting a few hadis, he assembled the staff to 

ascertain whether Vikasa’s increased budget for income-generating schemes would be a good investment. 
Initially, he appeared to be addressing the issues of cognitive dissonance outlined above, but it became clear 
that his interest was in ‘practicalities’ rather than ideological conflict. Responses to his questions, however, 
suggest that matters of conviction were salient concerns for staff members. The following are examples of the 
committee co-ordinator’s inputs to the session (conducted in English). 

Evaluator:   As an organisation we are creating awareness This is different from economic 
development—just putting in and taking out money. Will it be possible to do these two things 
at one time: be a pukka businessman, and build awareness? How do we take these two things to 
the field parallelly [sic]? [He answers himself] We will give them awareness of making money! 
CC:   Are we confident in ourselves about this type of thinking—as we were awareness 
builders for so many years? 
Evaluator:  We will be learning first, and we will have confidence. 
CC:   Knowing is different. Did our mentality change so suddenly? Before it was a kind of 
social work.  it’ll take time to adjust. 
Evaluator:  Enough! We have started the thing.  

 Questions about the suitability of the projects (also raised by other staff members) were surprising in 
light of the fact that the proposals had been drawn up at a monthly meeting. Why, then, did they find 
themselves doubting the wisdom of their own decisions? The similarity of some of the above statements to the 
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topic, and even phrases, used in discussing my analysis was striking, but I do not flatter myself that these 
conversations had had a more profound effect than to elucidate ideas on both sides. Far more influential in this 
volte face was the intervention by head office. 

Sagar’s restructuring plan, I have suggested, was an attempt to reduce cognitive dissonance between 
Vikasa’s ideology of participation, and the increasing number of economic development projects they were 
taking up, without discarding either. However, head office’s response was to attempt to reduce the 
significance of democracy in the ideology, to facilitate implementation of economic programmes. The staff’s 
angry reaction to this belittling of their values, and subsequent expression of doubt over the desirability of 
increasing economic programmes, points to a revaluation of the relative importance of these projects in relation 
to the ideologies on which Vikasa had been founded.  

Moreover, these arguments are part of a wider discourse on morality in the NGO sector in India. One 
particularly disillusioned staff member sees the trend as moving away from a selfless wish to improve the 
lives of others, a project whose logical goal is to make itself redundant, towards becoming simply a business in 
which people protect and develop their own careers. This man has become so disaffected with the project that 
he is secretly job-hunting outside the development sector, for an ‘honest’ industry, which does not seek to 
deny that it is simply a business. My own experience gives credit to this characterisation of the Indian 
development sector, having, for example, met someone planning to establish an NGO to provide a retirement 
income. 

This perspective is also lent weight by Anil Bhatt’s (1995) critical evaluation of the recent history of 
voluntarism in India. ‘Austerity, simplicity and economy’, writes Bhatt, ‘which were once the hallmark of 
voluntarism and on which often voluntary leaders used to browbeat others, are being increasingly discarded’ 
(1995: 872). Bhatt describes how governments ‘have always wanted VOs to play the role of implementors of 
government plans’ (ibid.: 871). Rajesh Tandon adds that ‘Governmental funding of voluntary agencies has a 
seductive effect’ and any subsequent assertions of autonomous will are discouraged by ‘The crisis of the 
second instalment’ (1991: 220).  

The NGO MYRADA, which has a branch at Handpost, three kilometres from H.D. Kote, whether or not 
subject to such government co-option, is heavily involved in implementing state development programmes, 
and training government officials in participatory rural appraisal (PRA). Although MYRADA’s literature 
portrays it as a ‘grassroots’ organisation, learning from the people about their needs through participatory 
research techniques, in practice their activities are mostly ‘top-down’ implementation of government projects, 
such as house-building and bullock-loans, or the plans of foreign funding bodies such as child sponsorship. 
The PRA exercises in which I participated were part of a World Bank-sponsored government survey and, as 
the Organisation’s focus in this context was on the funder’s requirements, became a fast way of getting 
answers to specific research questions, rather than a tool for allowing both sides to explore tribals’ needs.  

Bhatt distinguishes three roles NGOs can play: developmental, mobilisational and political. Within 
mobilisation he sees three further categories: participation in development; mobilisation for self-reliance to 
become capable of auto-development; and conscientisation and mobilisation to fight oppression (1995). Close 
government ties seem to have restricted the mobilisational aspect of myrada’s work to fairly token examples of 
the first category (PRA). Its focus is therefore on the developmental role, implementing ‘top-down’ 
programmes. 

Both MYRADA and Vikasa, however, were conceived as ‘bottom-up’ alternatives to government 
development. Modern voluntarism, writes Bhatt, is ‘based on ideology rather than idealism’ (1995: 870), and 
the ideology in both cases was of mobilisation. Vikasa’s approach, grounded in the people’s organisation, is 
mobilisation in Bhatt’s second and third senses (ibid.), the latter being in opposition to government 
approaches. They have, for example, instigated demonstrations outside government offices, and recently 
fought the Tribals’ corner in an argument about a burial in a reserved forest area. 

Such incidents have resulted in Vikasa being seen by the government as troublemakers, creating 
artificial sentiments and problems amongst the Tribal population. And the government, writes Tandon, is 
threatened by organisations which ‘encourage people to question and analyse their reality and demand their 
rights’ (1991: 219). In light of the authorities’ power to revoke licenses for foreign funding, the organisation’s 
increasing involvement in heavily-funded schemes has led it to reduce its use of demonstrations in favour of 
negotiation5.  

These events, however, gave Vikasa a sense of the moral high ground, as champions of the Tribal 
under-dog, and stemmed directly from the opposition to government attitudes towards the Tribal population 
on which Vikasa was founded. Involvement in economic development has thus led to Vikasa’s convictions 

                                                             
5 Photographs of a cookery meeting at which illegally hunted birds were cooked in bamboo from reserved 

forests, have been stored in a plain folder in a cupboard, while pictures from less politically sensitive events 
adorn the office walls. 
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becoming increasingly compromised. Firstly, their workers have been transformed from ‘grassroots’ 
mobilisers into supervisors and implementors. Secondly, their potential for functioning independently from, 
or in opposition to, the government has been reduced. Finally, to return to my initial observations about 
Vikasa’s current crisis, there is the intrinsic conflict between ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ development. 

‘Top-down’ development is the approach advocated by the Indian government, and opposed by 
‘Grassroots’ organisations such as Vikasa. This dissertation demonstrates that these two methods rest on 
radically different models of the Tribal6. In other words, the dissonant cognates which caused the crisis in 
Vikasa arise from essentially conflicting ideas of who the Tribal is, and therefore what kind of Tribal 
development is suitable. The central section of this paper showed how their model of the Tribal moulds and 
permeates Vikasa. Consequently, when their actions are compromised by factors resulting from economic 
development proposals, it represents a fundamental challenge to the convictions on which Vikasa was 
founded, and which attracted its workers. Thus, to return to the issue which began this discussion, when head 
office forced the issue to a choice between abandoning core aspects of this ideology, or forfeiting further ‘Top-
down’ projects, it can hardly be surprising that the staff decided in favour of democracy and participation, 
grounded as they are in something which has been shown to be so essential to every aspect of Vikasa Ñ their 
model of the Tribal .   

Postscript:  
Since my fieldwork in 1995, Tribal representatives have staged hunger strikes in Delhi which resulted 

in promises by the government to give Tribals control over their traditional lands and resources. Although it 
is not  yet clear what ramifications this may have in H. D. Kote, it is a testimony to the increased influence of 
what I have called the ‘Global Tribal’ in India, which must be an encouragement to those in Vikasa who are 
determined to stick to principles which are founded upon this model. 

                                                             
6 Both, however, depend on a model in which the Tribal is other. 
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