
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

Please cite this article as: Bhavyashree R. (2025). Economic Dimensions of Tribal Life in India: Challenges and 

Opportunities. SRUJANI: Indian Journal of Innovative Research and Development 4(2), 41-48 

 
 

 
SRUJANI: Indian Journal of Innovative Research and  
Development (SIJIRD)  
Volume-4 Issue 2, May-June 2025, Pp. 41-48 
Bi-Monthly, Peer-Reviewed, Open Access, Indexed Journal 

 

S I R D F 

¸ÀÈd¤ 
J   O   U  R  N  A  L   S 

editor@srujani.in 
www.srujani.in 

 

I S S N: 2583-3510 

 Economic Dimensions of Tribal Life in India: Challenges and 

Opportunities 

Bhavyashree R 
Assistant Professor, Department of Commerce, Sri Kuvempu Mahavidyalaya First Grade 

College, Kengal, Channapatna 
 

Abstract: 

This research article explores the economic dimensions of tribal life in India from a 

commerce perspective. India is home to more than 700 Scheduled Tribes (STs), 

comprising over 8.6% of the population. Despite constitutional protections, tribal 

communities remain economically marginalized. The study analyzes the structure of 

tribal economies, the role of traditional occupations, access to markets, the impact of 

government schemes, and the potential of tribal entrepreneurship. It also examines 

challenges such as land alienation, displacement, poor infrastructure, and exclusion from 

the mainstream economy, while offering recommendations to integrate tribal economies 

with sustainable commercial practices. 
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Introduction  

India is home to one of the largest 

tribal populations in the world, commonly 

referred to as Adivasis, meaning ―original 

inhabitants.‖ These communities, 

numbering over 104 million according to 

the 2011 Census, are spread across 

forested, hilly, and remote regions of the 

country. The tribal way of life has 

historically been characterized by a deep 

connection to nature, with livelihoods 

rooted in subsistence agriculture, shifting 

cultivation, hunting and gathering, 

pastoralism, and traditional artisanal 

practices such as bamboo craft, weaving, 

and metalwork. The tribal economy is not 

merely an economic system, but a way of 

life intricately woven with ecological 

balance, social cohesion, and cultural 

identity. These indigenous economies 

function on principles of collectivism, 

barter, self-sufficiency, and minimal 

exploitation of natural resources. 

However, the past several decades have 

brought profound changes. With the 
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advent of modernization, industrialization, 

urbanization, and state-led development 

projects such as dams, mining, and 

infrastructure expansion, tribal 

communities have been pushed to the 

margins—both geographically and 

economically. 

The commercial marginalization of 

tribal societies is evident in their limited 

participation in formal markets, 

inadequate infrastructure, and restricted 

access to financial services. Displacement 

from ancestral lands, loss of traditional 

rights over forests and water, and cultural 

disintegration have further weakened the 

foundations of tribal economies. 

Moreover, government development 

programs, though well-intentioned, often 

fail to consider the socio-economic 

specificities of tribal groups, resulting in 

poor implementation and limited 

outcomes. From a commerce perspective, 

studying the tribal economy is crucial not 

only to understand these challenges but 

also to identify the opportunities for 

economic integration, empowerment, and 

sustainable livelihoods. With appropriate 

market linkages, infrastructure, and skill 

development, tribal economies can be 

transformed into engines of local growth 

while preserving cultural heritage and 

ecological integrity. 

This paper aims to explore the 

economic structure of tribal life in India, 

examine the challenges that hinder their 

progress, and highlight opportunities for 

inclusive development through 

entrepreneurship, policy intervention, and 

sustainable commerce. It brings into focus 

the need for a holistic and context-

sensitive approach to tribal economic 

empowerment that aligns with national 

growth and social justice. 

Statement of the Problem 

Tribal communities in India remain 

economically marginalized despite 

constitutional protections and 

development initiatives. Traditional 

livelihoods have been disrupted by 

displacement, land alienation, and limited 

access to markets and financial services. 

As a result, tribal economies are largely 

excluded from the mainstream 

commercial system. This study addresses 

the gap in understanding the structure and 

challenges of tribal economic life and 

explores opportunities for their integration 

into sustainable and inclusive commerce. 

Objectives of the Study 

 To understand the traditional and 

modern economic activities of tribal 

communities. 

 To analyze the role of commerce and 

trade in tribal livelihoods. 

 To identify the major challenges 

tribal populations face in economic 

integration. 

 To explore the potential for 

entrepreneurship and sustainable 

development in tribal regions. 

Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative research 

approach to explore the economic 

dimensions of tribal life in India from a 

commerce perspective. The analysis is 
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primarily based on secondary data 

collected from various credible sources, 

including government reports published 

by the Ministry of Tribal Affairs and NITI 

Aayog, statistical data from the National 

Sample Survey Office (NSSO), and 

demographic information from the Census 

of India 2011. In addition, the study 

utilizes insights from academic research 

articles, policy papers, and official 

documents related to tribal welfare 

schemes such as the Van Dhan Yojana, 

TRIFED initiatives, Stand-Up India, 

NRLM, and PM Janman. These sources 

help in understanding the policy 

framework and institutional mechanisms 

influencing tribal economic development. 

The study also incorporates case studies 

from tribal-dominated regions such as 

Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, Odisha, and the 

North-Eastern states. These regions are 

selected due to their high tribal population 

and unique economic practices involving 

forest produce, traditional crafts, and 

emerging entrepreneurship. The 

integration of such diverse sources 

enables a comprehensive understanding of 

the current state of tribal economies, the 

challenges they face, and the opportunities 

available for sustainable and inclusive 

growth. 

Traditional Tribal Economy: An 

Overview 

The traditional tribal economy in India 

is deeply rooted in nature-based practices 

and has evolved over centuries through 

close interaction with forests, land, and 

local ecosystems. Unlike the market-

driven systems of the mainstream 

economy, tribal livelihoods are primarily 

subsistence-oriented, focusing on meeting 

the basic needs of the community rather 

than profit maximization. One of the 

foundational pillars of tribal livelihood is 

agriculture, particularly in the form of 

shifting cultivation, also known as jhum or 

podu farming, practiced widely in hilly 

and forested regions of states like Odisha, 

Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, and the North-

Eastern states. Alongside cultivation, 

minor forest produce (MFP) collection 

forms a significant part of the tribal 

economy. Items such as tendu leaves, 

honey, gum, mahua flowers, sal seeds, lac, 

and medicinal plants are collected from 

forests and either used domestically or 

sold in local markets. These forest-based 

occupations not only support food and 

income security but also play a crucial 

role in preserving tribal cultural 

knowledge and biodiversity. 

Historically, tribal communities lived 

in isolated forest and hill regions with 

minimal interaction with the formal 

economy. As a result, barter systems were 

commonly used for economic 

transactions, where forest goods were 

exchanged for essential items like rice, 

salt, oil, clothing, or agricultural tools. 

This informal trade system functioned on 

mutual trust and community bonds rather 

than monetary value, reinforcing social 

cohesion within and between tribal 

groups. Even today, in remote tribal areas, 

vestiges of barter continue to exist, 
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especially during weekly haats (village 

markets). 

Another major component of the 

traditional tribal economy is handicrafts 

and artisanal work. Tribes across India 

possess rich indigenous skills in craft 

production, which are passed down 

through generations. For example, the 

Dokra metal casting of the Bastar tribes in 

Chhattisgarh, bamboo and cane crafts of 

the North-East, leaf plate making in 

Odisha, and weaving traditions among the 

Santhals and Bodos are not only utilitarian 

but also have cultural and aesthetic value. 

These crafts, when linked to local 

markets, tourism, and government-run 

exhibitions (like those by TRIFED and 

DICs), have the potential to become 

commercially viable enterprises that can 

enhance tribal incomes and preserve 

cultural heritage. 

In essence, the traditional tribal 

economy is marked by self-sufficiency, 

ecological sustainability, and community 

participation. It offers valuable lessons in 

balancing human needs with 

environmental conservation. However, 

modernization and market forces have 

begun to disrupt these systems, posing 

both challenges and opportunities, which 

this study seeks to explore in depth. 

Challenges in the Tribal Economy 

Despite the rich natural resources and 

traditional knowledge systems that tribal 

communities possess, their economic 

development continues to face several 

structural and systemic challenges. One of 

the most pressing issues is land and 

resource alienation. Over the decades, 

tribal populations have been forcibly 

displaced due to large-scale mining, 

construction of dams, industrial corridors, 

and infrastructure projects. These 

displacements often occur without proper 

compensation or rehabilitation, leading to 

loss of traditional lands, forest access, and 

livelihood bases. Even where land rights 

are acknowledged, the absence of legal 

land titles and poor implementation of the 

Forest Rights Act hinder secure 

agricultural practices and investments in 

land development. 

Another major hurdle is market 

exclusion. Tribal producers—especially 

those involved in farming, handicrafts, or 

minor forest produce (MFP) collection—

often struggle to access formal markets. 

They are heavily dependent on local 

middlemen who exploit their lack of price 

awareness and bargaining power, leading 

to minimal returns. The fluctuating prices 

of MFPs, coupled with poor storage, 

transport, and processing infrastructure, 

make tribal incomes highly unstable. 

Further, the lack of market literacy and 

training in product standardization 

prevents them from tapping into larger 

urban or online markets. 

Financial exclusion is another 

significant barrier. In many tribal belts, 

formal banking services are either absent 

or difficult to access due to geographic 

remoteness and low digital literacy. As a 

result, tribal people often rely on informal 
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moneylenders who charge high-interest 

rates, pushing them into cycles of debt. 

Limited access to institutional credit, 

insurance, and savings schemes curtails 

their ability to invest in livelihoods or 

respond to financial shocks. 

The educational and skill gap also 

restricts tribal economic participation. 

With historically low literacy rates and 

poor access to quality education, many 

tribal youth are left out of employment 

and entrepreneurship opportunities. 

Vocational training, especially in areas 

related to marketing, accounting, or 

enterprise management, remains largely 

unavailable in tribal areas, limiting their 

integration into the commercial economy. 

Lastly, poor infrastructure further 

deepens the divide. Inadequate roads, 

unreliable electricity, lack of cold storage, 

minimal digital connectivity, and the 

absence of transportation networks isolate 

tribal regions from economic hubs. These 

infrastructural deficits not only affect the 

mobility of goods and services but also 

reduce the viability of setting up local 

enterprises or connecting with e-

commerce platforms. 

Collectively, these challenges create a 

cycle of economic vulnerability and 

social marginalization, making it difficult 

for tribal communities to achieve 

sustainable livelihoods and economic 

empowerment. Addressing these issues 

requires targeted policy interventions, 

grassroots development strategies, and 

inclusive economic planning. 

Opportunities for Economic 

Development 

Despite numerous challenges, there are 

growing opportunities for transforming 

the tribal economy into a more vibrant, 

self-reliant, and sustainable system. One 

of the most promising avenues is the 

promotion of tribal entrepreneurship. With 

appropriate support, tribal individuals and 

communities can be empowered to 

establish startups, Self-Help Groups 

(SHGs), and cooperatives in areas like 

handicrafts, organic farming, eco-tourism, 

and food processing. These ventures not 

only tap into traditional skills and local 

resources but also create employment 

within tribal areas. Successful models 

such as Lijjat Papad, tribal tea 

cooperatives in Assam, and Bastar 

handicraft enterprises in Chhattisgarh 

serve as inspiring examples of how tribal 

entrepreneurship can flourish when 

supported by institutional mechanisms and 

market access. 

Another vital opportunity lies in the 

commercialization of Minor Forest 

Produce (MFP), which constitutes a 

primary source of income for millions of 

tribal households. The Van Dhan Yojana, 

implemented through TRIFED, promotes 

value addition, skill training, and fair 

pricing through tribal producer groups and 

clusters. If processed, packaged, and 

marketed properly, MFPs like tendu 

leaves, honey, tamarind, bamboo, and 

medicinal plants can become reliable and 

substantial sources of income for tribal 

families, while also encouraging forest 
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conservation and traditional ecological 

knowledge. 

The expansion of e-commerce and 

digital platforms has further opened up 

new economic pathways. Government-

backed initiatives such as Tribes India and 

other online marketplaces provide tribal 

artisans and producers with direct access 

to national and international consumers, 

reducing dependency on exploitative 

intermediaries. With the right investment 

in digital literacy and internet 

connectivity, tribal youth and 

entrepreneurs can leverage these platforms 

for marketing, branding, and expanding 

their customer base beyond local 

boundaries. 

Additionally, several government 

schemes and Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) initiatives are 

focusing on tribal development. Programs 

like PM Janman, Stand-Up India, and the 

National Rural Livelihood Mission 

(NRLM) offer financial support, skill 

development, and market linkage for tribal 

communities, especially women. In areas 

impacted by mining and industrial 

activities, CSR efforts have begun to fund 

tribal livelihood projects, vocational 

training centers, and micro-enterprises. 

These interventions, when effectively 

implemented, have the potential to bridge 

the economic gap and promote inclusive 

and sustainable development. 

Overall, these emerging opportunities 

highlight the need for a strategic, 

participatory, and culturally sensitive 

approach to tribal economic 

development—one that recognizes tribal 

strengths, promotes innovation, and 

ensures long-term economic security. 

Case Studies 

To better understand the practical 

dimensions of tribal economic 

development, it is essential to examine 

real-life success stories that demonstrate 

how targeted support and community 

participation can lead to sustainable 

outcomes. One such example is the Self-

Help Group (SHG) movement in Odisha, 

where tribal women have taken a 

leading role in transforming their 

economic lives. With support from 

NABARD and various state government 

agencies, these SHGs have engaged in 

turmeric cultivation, processing, and 

marketing, as well as leaf plate 

production using local sal and siali 

leaves. These activities, rooted in 

traditional knowledge and locally 

available resources, have not only 

generated regular income but also 

enhanced the confidence and social status 

of tribal women. The development of 

market linkages—through fairs, 

exhibitions, and tie-ups with traders—has 

played a crucial role in helping these 

products reach broader consumer bases, 

thereby reducing dependence on 

middlemen. 

Another successful case is seen in the 

bamboo-based economy of North-East 

India, where tribal communities, 

particularly in states like Assam, 
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Mizoram, and Tripura, are being trained to 

produce value-added bamboo products. 

Supported by government programs and 

NGOs, these communities are learning to 

manufacture bamboo furniture, home 

décor items, and eco-friendly utility 

products that cater to both national and 

international markets. With increasing 

global demand for sustainable and 

biodegradable materials, bamboo has 

emerged as a high-potential sector. The 

integration of traditional craftsmanship 

with modern design and marketing 

strategies has opened up new avenues for 

tribal entrepreneurship, export potential, 

and community-driven development. 

These case studies demonstrate that 

with the right mix of institutional support, 

skill training, and market facilitation, 

tribal communities can successfully 

transition from subsistence-based 

economies to commercially viable and 

sustainable enterprises, while still 

preserving their cultural identity and 

environmental stewardship. 

Suggestions and Policy 

Recommendations 

 Ensure effective implementation of 

Forest Rights Act (2006) to secure 

land rights. 

 Strengthen tribal marketing 

federations to ensure Minimum 

Support Price (MSP) for MFPs. 

 Expand financial literacy and access 

to credit facilities through mobile 

banking and microfinance. 

 Promote tribal enterprise clusters 

with infrastructure and export 

orientation. 

 Introduce commerce education and 

vocational training in tribal schools 

and colleges. 

Conclusion 

India’s tribal economy is inherently 

rich, drawing strength from abundant 

natural resources, deep-rooted traditional 

knowledge, and a vibrant cultural 

heritage. These communities have long 

sustained themselves through eco-friendly 

practices and self-reliant economic 

systems. However, despite this potential, 

the tribal population has remained largely 

economically marginalized due to a 

history of systemic neglect, displacement 

from ancestral lands, and exclusion from 

formal markets and financial 

institutions. As the country advances 

toward inclusive development, it becomes 

imperative to recognize the unique 

economic challenges faced by tribal 

groups and to integrate them meaningfully 

into the broader economic framework. 

A commerce-driven approach, 

grounded in sensitivity to tribal needs, 

values, and aspirations, is essential to 

bridge this developmental gap. Efforts 

must move beyond welfare and adopt 

strategies that empower tribal 

communities through entrepreneurship, 

skill development, and access to 

technology and markets. Strengthening 

infrastructure—such as roads, electricity, 

digital connectivity, and storage—can 
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help overcome geographic and 

commercial isolation. Equally important is 

the effective implementation of policies 

and schemes designed for tribal welfare, 

including Van Dhan Yojana, PM 

Janman, and financial inclusion 

programs. 

With the right blend of policy support, 

institutional engagement, and community 

participation, tribal communities can 

transition from subsistence economies to 

dynamic contributors to India’s economic 

growth. By harnessing their potential in 

areas such as sustainable agriculture, 

handicrafts, forest produce, and eco-

tourism, tribal societies can not only 

improve their standard of living but also 

offer alternative models of development 

that are both equitable and 

environmentally sustainable. 

References: 

 Basu, S. (2006). Globalisation and the 

marginalised: Issues of development in 

tribal India. Rawat Publications. 

 Béteille, A. (1998). The idea of 

indigenous people. Current 

Anthropology, 39(2), 187–192. 

https://doi.org/10.1086/204722 

 Census of India. (2011). Primary 

census abstract – Scheduled Tribes. 

Office of the Registrar General & 

Census Commissioner, Government of 

India. 

 Fernandes, W. (2007). Development-

induced displacement and tribal 

women. Social Change, 37(4), 73–88. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/004908570703

700406 

 Ministry of Tribal Affairs, Government 

of India. (n.d.). Annual reports. 

https://tribal.nic.in/ 

 National Sample Survey Office. (n.d.). 

Various rounds of NSS reports. 

Ministry of Statistics and Programme 

Implementation, Government of India. 

 Planning Commission. (2012). Report 

of the working group on empowerment 

of Scheduled Tribes for the 12th Five 

Year Plan. Government of India. 

 Rao, B. V. (2010). Rural and tribal 

development in India: Emerging issues 

and challenges. Serials Publications. 

 Sahoo, U. C., & Sahu, N. (2020). 

Commercialization of minor forest 

produce for tribal livelihoods: A case 

study of Odisha. Economic and 

Political Weekly, 55(32), 57–63. 

 Shah, G., Baviskar, A., & Shah, P. 

(2006). Untouchability in rural India. 

Sage Publications. 

 Singh, K. S. (1995). The Scheduled 

Tribes. Oxford University Press. 

 TRIFED. (n.d.). Van Dhan Yojana 

scheme documents. Tribal Cooperative 

Marketing Development Federation of 

India. https://trifed.tribal.gov.in/ 

 Xaxa, V. (2014). Report of the High-

Level Committee on socio-economic, 

health and educational status of tribal 

communities of India. Ministry of 

Tribal Affairs, Government of India. 

 


