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Abstract 
The paper  br ings  out  in  deta i l  an  analys is  on how 
the  western  centr ic  g lobal izat ion with  i t s  huge prof i t  
motives  has  resul ted  in  the  loss  of  cul ture  and 
ident i t ies  o f  indigenous  people  in  India .  The 
developmenta l  pol ic ies  that  the  government  of  India  
taken up af termath of  g lobal izat ion to  meet  i t s  
demands has  created a  b ig  d iv ide  between haves  and 
have-nots ,  the  la t ter  were  be ing  the  indigenous  
people .  The pecul iar i t ies  o f  indigenous  people  in  
their  socio-economic,  cul tura l  and pol i t ica l  l i fe  and 
how their  d is t inctness  has  been eroded in  the  wake 
of  g lobal izat ion have been met iculous ly  expla ined.  
  

Indigenous peoples  in  India  are  popular ly  
known as  t r ibes,  adivas i s  ( f i rs t  set t lers) ,  aborig inals  
and vanaja t i s  ( forest  dwel lers) .  They set t led in  
India  much before  the advent  of  Aryans and 
Dravidian invasions and are  considered to  be  the 
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or ig inal  inhabitants  of  the  Indian sub-continent  
(Sarkar  & Dasgupta,  2000).  Socia l  sc ient is ts  and 
anthropologis ts  have used various terms to  
descr ibe  these  people.  Some scholars  designated 
them as  ‘pr imit ives’  and some other  l ike  Gil l in  
and Gil l in  def ined them as  a  col lect iv i ty  of  local  
groups having a  common area,  who use  s imilar  
language and have a  common culture  (Upret i ,  
2007).   Indigenous people  of  India  der ived their  
or ig in  from six  main races  v iz .  Negri tos,  Proto 
Astra loids,  Mangoloids,  Mediterranians,  Western 
Branchycephals ,  and Nordics  that  came to  India  in  
ancient  t imes.  Indigenous people  are  dis t inct  in  
their  socio-economic,  cul tural  and pol i t ica l  l i fe  
compared to  the mainstream people.  Their  
dis t inctness  is  marked by their  remoteness  in  
l iv ing in  far - f lung forest  areas,  hi l ly  t racts ,  
inaccess ib le  areas  where  the absence of  modern 
transport  and communicat ions is  c lear ly  v is ib le .  
They l ived in  diverse  eco-set t ings  and have been 
c lass i f ied by Vidyarthi  (1981)  in  to  seven cul tural  
s t rata  based on their  ecosystem, tradit ional  
economy, bel ie f  in  super  natural  power and recent  
impact .  These are:  (a)  forest  hunting,  (b)  pr imit ive  
hi l l  cul t ivat ion,  (c)  p la in  agr icul tural  type,  (d)  
s imple  art isan group,  (e)  pastoral  and cat t le  
herders ,  ( f )  industr ia l ,  and (g)  urban workers  type 
(Sarkar  & Dasgupta,  2000).   

India  has  the largest  concentrat ion of  
indigenous people  in  Asia  and second largest  in  
the world  (Upret i ,  2007).  There  are  more than 
3000 such indigenous communit ies  having 
di f ferent  dia lects  found in  di f ferent  parts  of  the  
country.  The government has  recognized only  576 
of  them. The government of  India  refers  to  
indigenous people  as  ‘Scheduled Tribes’  and their  
populat ion according to  2001 census is  84.33 
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mil l ions corresponding to  8.2  percent  of  the  tota l  
populat ion (Census,  2001).  The recognized 
communit ies  are  grouped into pla in tr ibes  and 
agency tr ibes  (pr imit ive  t r ibes)  in  order  to  
faci l i ta te  specia l  provis ions for  pr imit ive  t r ibes.  
Indigenous people  in  India  are  his tor ical ly  
marginal ized and l ive  in  extreme poverty.  The 
majori ty  of  indigenous people  l ive  across  a  region 
s tretching from the s tate  of  Gujarat  in  the west  to  
seven s tates  in  the north east  India,  with the 
highest  concentrat ion in  centra l  India  ( in  the 
s tates  of  Madhya Pradesh,  Orissa,  Maharastra ,  
and Chatt is  Garh)  (  Upret i ,  2007).   

They are  isolated and discr iminated in  every 
walks  of  socio-economic,  pol i t ica l  and cul tural  
l i fe .  In  fact ,  for  outs iders  they appear  to  be  r ig id,  
s tubborn,  and unwil l ing people  to  g ive  up their  
cul tural  e thos and re l ig ious l i fes ty les .  But  there  is  
nothing wrong in  safeguarding their  cul ture  as  
they are  very s trong in  dogmas and r i tuals  and 
high se l f  respected people  indeed.  Before  the 
advent  of  Aryans and other  invasions by non-
Indian kingdoms the indigenous people  were  
happy and content  in  their  l i fe  as  they treated 
forest  as  their  mother  goddess,  depended on i t  for  
their  l ive l ihood,  embraced nature  and protected i t .  
They had their  own pol i t ica l  systems and 
kingdoms with chief ta in  as  their  head and str ic t  
rules  and regulat ions.  Al l  these  pecul iar  features  
have been eroded in  course  of  t ime af ter  the  
advent  of  modernized Aryans,  who brought  
modernity  to  Indian subcontinent  and eventual ly  
acquired tr ibal  k ingdoms,  looked upon them as  
uncivi l ized and barbarous people.  Further,  they 
lost  their  ident i t ies  and their  suf fer ings  got  
intensi f ied during the Bri t ish  Rule  and the same 
was re inforced in  the era  of  g lobal izat ion,  
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l iberal izat ion and privat izat ion.  

Impact of Globalization on Indigenous People 

Global izat ion is  a  buzzword.  I t  i s  a  mult i -
d imensional  process  const i tuted by complex and 
contradictory interact ions of  g lobal ,  regional ,  and 
local  aspects  of  socia l  l i fe .  “Global izat ion is  l ike  
pr ism in which major  disputes  over  the col lect ive  
human condit ion are  refracted:  quest ions of  
capita l ism, inequal i ty ,  power,  development,  
ecology,  cul ture,  gender  identi ty ,  populat ion,  a l l  
come back in  a  landscape where  g lobal izat ion did 
i t”(Nederveen,  2009).  I t  i s  marked by both 
consensus and more by controvers ies .  

Global izat ion is  a l l  embracing,  yet  carr ies  
with i t  fears  among people  such as  erosion of  
ident i t ies ,  cul ture,  and losing control  of  l ives  to  
heart less  and faceless  mega corporat ions and 
markets  (Legrain,  2002).  The or ig in  of  
g lobal izat ion which is  an invention of  g lobal  
capita l ism in 1980s and 1990s has  brought  
remarkable  changes in  socia l ,  economic,  pol i t ica l  
and cul tural  aspects  across  the world  in  general  
and India  in  part icular .  The thrust  of  g lobal izat ion 
is  on integrat ion and internat ional izat ion of  
regional  economies,  cul tures  and pol i t ica l  
inst i tut ions and br ings  a l l  the  cul tures  and 
economies  under  s ingle  unif ied ent i ty  i .e .  ‘g lobal ’ .  
I t  emphasizes  on free  movement of  goods,  ideas,  
cul tures  and tradit ions across  the world.  This  
process  of  integrat ion has  profound ef fects  on the 
cul tures  and identi t ies  of  less  developed countr ies  
as  i t  i s  t i l t ing towards the western and American 
dominance.  The economies  and pol i t ica l  
inst i tut ions of  developed countr ies  are  far  superior  
to  underdeveloped countr ies  and hence their  
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cul tural  domination prevai ls  on less  developed.  
Global izat ion is  more than just  about  economics.  
I t  i s  not  only  about  the rat io  of  exports  to  Gross  
Domest ic  Product  (GDP) but  a lso about  cul ture,  
society,  pol i t ics  and people  (Rangarajan,  2007).  
Global izat ion destroys cul tures  and identi t ies  in  
many ways.   

India  embraced the idea of  g lobal izat ion in  
1990s with i ts  new economic pol icy  and structural  
adjustment  programs.  As such innumerable  
industr ies ,  i r r igat ion projects  (dams),  companies  
and educat ional  inst i tut ions both local  and global  
have been establ ished a l l  over  the nat ion.  These 
developments  may have contr ibuted immensely  for  
the development of  the  nat ion but  a long with that  
i t  has  g iven r ise  to  several  human r ights  issues,  
which are  as  important  as  the development of  the  
nat ion.  Huge tracts  of  land (both form and waste  
land)  have been acquired and the green forest  
cover  has  been c leared for  the sake of  establ ish-
ment  of  developmental  projects  (part icular ly  large 
dams,  mining act iv i t ies  and s teel  p lants) .  As the 
forests  and mountains  are  the most  v iable  physical  
features  for  these  developmental  in i t ia t ives,  the  
worse  sufferers  are  indigenous people  (popular ly  
cal led as  t r ibes  in  India)  who l ive  in  forests  and 
mountain areas.  Since these  indigenous people  are  
backward in  a l l  walks  of  l i fe  (pol i t ica l ,  economic 
and socia l )  due to  their  d is t inct  ident i t ies  and 
isolated l i fes ty le  and exis tence.  The lack of  
educat ion and pol i t ica l  power make them more 
vulnerable  to  government ini t ia ted developmental  
projects  which in  no way benef ic ia l  for  them. 
Global izat ion a lways serves  the interests  of  
corporate  bodies,  pr ivate  capita l is ts  and corrupt  
pol i t ica l  leaders  and eventual ly  creates  a  huge 
divide between the r ich and poor.   
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Indigenous people  in  India  present  a  
s ignif icant  degree of  socia l ,  cul tural  and ethnic  
divers i ty .  Global izat ion is  not  merely  a  quest ion 
of  marginal izat ion for  indigenous people  i t  i s  a  
mult ipronged at tack on the very foundation of  
their  exis tence and l ivel ihoods.  In  the name of  
‘publ ic  interest ’  and ‘nat ional  development’  the  
innocent  indigenous people  sacr i f ice  a l l  the  
minimal  resources  under  their  possess ion and 
move to  the towns and c i t ies  in  search of  
l ive l ihood.  This  k ind of  discr iminat ion is  against  
the  spir i t  of  democracy.  The problems and 
suffer ings  they face  in  the towns and c i t ies  are  so  
horrendous for  indigenous people  that  cannot  be  
explained in  terms.  They lose  their  cul ture,  
ident i ty ,  customs,  and dignity  and adjust  with the 
mainstream culture  and end up as  wage labourers ,  
r ickshaw pul lers  and confine to  s lums for  l iv ing.  

In  the forests ,  they l ive  a  l i fe  of  dignity  and 
se l f - respect  with whatever  l i t t le  they have without  
a l ter ing the nature  and over  exploi tat ion of  
resources.  They make their  l iv ing by making 
beauti ful  var iet ies  of  baskets ;  toys  etc .  with forest  
products  and se l l  them in the market .  This  s imple  
l iv ing is  lost  due to  g lobal izat ion that  resul ts  in  
the manufacturing of  modern goods,  modern 
cul ture,  and modern educat ion.   Global izat ion 
with i ts  chief  motive  of  rapid prof i ts  has  a  huge 
tol l  on the identi t ies  of  indigenous people  in  
India.  Why should people  across  the world  madly 
embrace an idea that  emphasizes  on common 
culture,  common identi ty ,  or  cosmopoli tanism 
etc .?  What is  wrong i f  people  preserve their  
d is t inct  ident i t ies ,  d ia lects ,  cul ture  etc .  and grow 
along with their  t radit ion? Indigenous people  have 
lost  a l l  these  valuable  and r ich cul tural  ident i t ies  
in  the wake of  g lobal izat ion.  Global izat ion has  
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pushed them farther  more backwards rather  than 
contr ibut ing anything for  their  growth and 
development.     

To meet  the demands of  g lobal izat ion bui lding 
of  dams for  i r r igat ion purpose and ini t ia t ion of  
mining act iv i t ies  have been given immense pr ior i ty  
by the government of  India.  These two ini t ia t ives  
together  are  perceived as  juggernauts  for  having 
adverse  ef fects  on indigenous peoples ’  ident i t ies .  
Start ing from the Hirakud Dam in the s tate  of  
Orissa  in  1940s to  the present  ongoing major  
projects  l ike  Polavaram Dam in the s tate  of  
Andhra Pradesh,  there  are  around 3600 Dams bui l t  
in  India  s ince independence.  As the areas  
inhabited by indigenous people  are  r ich in  mineral  
resources  their  lands have been acquired for  
mining and establ ishment of  s tee l  p lants  and 
industr ies  without  g iv ing any considerat ion to  
their  voices  and concerns.  Kennedy (2011)  points  
out  that  “the s tate  cares  more about  minerals  ly ing 
below the ground than the ‘adivasis ’  ( indigenous 
people)  l iv ing below i t”  (Kennedy & King,  2011).  
The consequent  e f fects  of  displacement due to  
land acquis i t ion for  developmental  projects  spread 
to  generat ions.  The problems such as  disrupted 
community  l i fe ,  profound psychological  t rauma, 
change of  environment and loss  of  t radit ional  
means of  employment etc .  are  some of  the  crucia l  
problems of  indigenous people  due to  
developmental  projects .   

Despite  agi tat ions by numbers  indigenous 
peoples  against  land acquis i t ion,  Governments  at  
both centra l  and s tate  level  are  aggress ively  going 
ahead with i t .  To mention a  few instances,  the  
government of  Andhra Pradesh has  s igned with 
J indal  group for  bauxite  mining in  Vishakapatnam 
distr ic t  showing bl ind eye to  the protests  by 
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indigenous people  (The Hindu,  2005).  Very 
recent ly ,  Orissa  s tate  government has  been 
pushing ahead for  acquir ing land for  Posco s tee l  
p lant  amidst  huge protests  by indigenous people.  
PSUs (Publ ic  Sector  Undertakings)  l ike  NMDC, 
Steel  Authori ty  of  India  Ltd.  and Coal  India  have 
been establ ished in  the s tate  of  Chatt isgarh,  which 
is  very  r ich in  minerals  but  spend only  3  percent  of  
their  prof i ts  for  the  local  area development,  
instead of  spending 20 percent  as  per  norms (The 
Hindu,  2010).  This  k ind of  di f ferent ia l  a t t i tude 
towards indigenous people  accounts  for  gross  
v iolat ion of  their  r ights .  

  According to  the research f inding for  the 
per iod 1947-2000 the tota l  number of  development 
induced displaced and others  economical ly  
deprived of  their  l ive l ihood without  re locat ion is  
more than 60 mil l ions (Fernandez,  2007).  Amongst  
them only about  one third  have been reset t led in  a  
p lanned manner  and for  the rest  of  the  people  
there  is  no evidence of  reset t lement.  I f  we look in  
to  some of  the  s tates  regarding reset t lement  of  
displaced people  i t  g ives  a  c lear  idea about  how 
the in just ice  has  been done to  the vict ims of  
displacement.  In  Orissa  only  35.27 percent  of  
displaced have been reset t led (Fernandez and Asif ,  
1997),  in  Andhra Pradesh 28.82 percent  
(Fernandez,  2001)  and in  West  Bengal  a  meager  9  
percent  of  3 .7  mil l ion displaced have been 
reset t led (Fernandez,  2006).  Apart  f rom this  even 
where  rehabi l i ta t ion was done,  i t  was not  done in  
the proper  meaning of  the  term as  rehabi l i ta t ion 
means br inging to  the former condit ion i .e .  
providing a l l  that  is  lost  v iz .  land,  house,  common 
property  resources  and faci l i t ies  to  safeguard their  
cul tural  aspects .  Amongst  a l l  the  v ict ims of  
displacement indigenous people  const i tute  more 
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than hal f .  In  India,  majori ty  of  people  take 
displacement for  granted because most  of  the  
displaced are  powerless  and poor indigenous 
people  (Fernandez,  2007).   

Loopholes in Land Acquisit ion Act and 
Rehabil i tat ion Policies 

The colonial  ‘Land Acquis i t ion Act  1894’  is  
the  only  exis t ing law for  land acquis i t ion in  India.  
I t  shows how negl igent  and indif ferent  the 
government towards indigenous people  in  India.  I t  
was only  in  1980s af ter  a  long gap of  more than a  
century that  the  need for  rehabi l i ta t ion came to  
l ime l ight  in  the wake of  several  protests  by c iv i l  
society  organizat ions,  NGOs,  and indigenous 
peoples ’  organizat ions.  The Land Acquis i t ion Act  
of  1894 only  speci f ies  how the land could be 
acquired with payment of  compensat ion in  cash 
and does not  take in  to  considerat ion the 
ent i t lements  of  indigenous people  for  reset t lement  
and rehabi l i ta t ion.  Rehabi l i ta t ion implies  br inging 
to  the former condit ion.  But,  as  the indigenous 
people  most ly  depend on Common Property  
Resources  l ike  forests ,  grazing f ie lds,  water  e tc .  
these  are  not  g iven due importance while  draf t ing 
a  rehabi l i ta t ion pol icy.  Even the law in  India  
considers  only  the individual  ent i t lement  as  one’s  
own property  and the Common Property  Resources  
are  exclusively  under  the domain of  s tates  
authori ty .  

The most  ser ious issue to  be  considered here  
is  there  is  s t i l l  no uniform rehabi l i ta t ion pol icy  in  
India.  Only few states  have framed their  own 
rehabi l i ta t ion pol ic ies .  These pol ic ies  are  f ramed 
without  taking into considerat ion the views and 
aspirat ions of  indigenous people  who are  the main 
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v ic t ims.   Further,  the  pol ic ies  look so sound on 
the paper  and when i t  comes to  implementat ion 
the of f ic ia ls  turn a  b l ind eye and there  is  no proper  
mechanism for  redress  of  gr ievances.  Pol icy  is  
concerned more with protect ing the interests  of  b ig  
business  rather  than l ivel ihood securi ty  of  the  
indigenous people  (Fernandez,  2004).  In  the 
preamble  of  the  National  Rehabi l i ta t ion Pol icy  
2006 certa in  speci f ic  safeguards were  mentioned 
but  the main lacuna is  that  the  preamble  is  not  an 
actual  part  of  the  pol icy.  The af fected people  have 
no say in  determining the dam si te .  There  is  no 
mention of  speci f ic  court  of  law for  redress  of  
gr ievances  in  the pol icy.  The pr inciple  ‘eminent  
domain’  is  invoked to  acquire  land.  And there  is  
no provis ion for  land for  land in  the pol icy.  Land 
wil l  be  provided only  i f  government land is  
avai lable .  Hence,  there  is  no concern for  deprived 
people  part icular ly  the indigenous people  in  India  
and al l  the  government pol ic ies  are  f ramed in  such 
a  manner  that  they serve the interests  of  only  the 
r ich and private  business  people.      

Police Harassments and Kil l ing of Indigenous 
People 

 When there  is  a  c lash of  interests  between 
di f ferent  sect ions of  the  society,  the  c la ims of  the  
weaker  sect ions without  any pol i t ica l  c lout  are  
ignored (Subbareddy,  2006).  I t  i s  painful  to  note  
that  whenever  the indigenous people  protested for  
their  r ights  and c la ims they met  with ser ious 
response from state  authori t ies  l ike  they were 
beaten up,  shot  and some of  them were put  in  ja i ls  
on fa lse  cases.  To mention a  few cases-  in  January 
2006,  12 persons of  indigenous community  were  
shot  dead while  protest ing against  the  acquis i t ion 
of  their  land for  the construct ion of  a  s tee l  p lant  
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in  the s tate  of  Orissa.  In  another  instance,  3  
members  of  indigenous people  were  ki l led in  a  
protest  against  bauxite  mining in  Rayagada 
dis tr ic t  of  Orissa  in  December 2000 (Balagopal ,  
2007).  

 In  the s tate  of  Andhra Pradesh people  met  
with pol ice  harassment  and arrests  while  
protest ing against  Polavaram dam project  in  
January 2007;  Pol ice  a lso f i red at  the  agi tators  in  
Bhadrachalam in Khammam distr ic t  when they 
asked for  s topping of  survey works for  the 
construct ion of  the  dam (Umamaheswari ,  2007).  
In  another  incident  in  February 2011,  2  people  
were  ki l led in  pol ice  f i r ing in  Sr ikakulam distr ic t  
of  Andhra Pradesh while  protest ing against  
es tabl ishment of  a  thermal  power plant  (The 
Hindu,  2011).  Likewise  the l is t  of  pol ice  k i l l ings  
of  indigenous people  goes  on;  i t  i s  an un-ending 
process  and keeps the spir i t  of  democracy at  bay.  
Such has been the s tates  at t i tude towards the 
indigenous people  s ince independence.  I t  ranges  
f rom neglect  to  disregard of  const i tut ional  
obl igat ions for  indigenous people  (Sharama, 
2006).    

 

 

Darwin has  r ight ly  sa id  that  ‘might  is  r ight ’ .  
I t  i s  t ruly  appl icable  in  the case  of  indigenous 
people  in  India.  Being innocent  and powerless  
they have paid the pr ice  for  g lobal izat ion induced 
developmental  pol ic ies  in  India.  In  i ts  hunger  for  
internat ional izat ion,  g lobal izat ion has  inf l ic ted 
innumerable  suffer ings  on indigenous people  and 
af fected their  d is t inct  cul ture  and identi t ies .  Is  i t  
possib le  to  s top g lobal izat ion? I t  i s  d i f f icul t  to  
answer but  i t  i s  h igh t ime that  a l l  the  nat ional  and 
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internat ional  instruments  for  the protect ion of  
indigenous people,  their  cul ture,  economy and 
identi t ies  should be re -shaped and redef ined for  
just ice  to  be  just i f ied.  By doing so,  the  spir i t  of  
democracy and humanity  wil l  indeed be real ized.   
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