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The Tribal Economy: Close to the Nature 
PROF. SHANKERBHAI L. ROT* 

 
Tribal economy is looked at with two different perspectives. One looks at the tribal 

economy from the point of view of production, distribution and consumption. The second 
perspective is actor-oriented, which is basically the perspective of classical economics, 
according to which the actors use the available means to maximize value. Thus Tribal 
economy is different from the modern economy and society.  

Tribal society is backward society, which passed through other societies. Tribal people 
are very straightforward and stable, and their livelihood is entirely different from the other 
society people.  It is primitive society, which has several stages of economic development 
everywhere in the world. 

The sources of Indian tribal are varied so far as compare to others. They mostly depend 
on nature, and they separately do their agriculture. Settled agriculture is the subsistence of the 
Indian tribal. 

Tribal economy is much different in this country as compare to others. Here the 
different type of economic set-up tribal in India. Thus one finds the stages of food gathering, 
Hunting and fishing, farming, etc. among the Indian tribes. 

Manually, the tribal people are living in the forest and hills. They usually earn for their 
livelihood using food gathering, hunting, and fishing. It is the life of tribal people. 

The tribes living in the forests and hills usually earn their livelihood by means of food 
gathering, hunting and fishing. Such is the life of Kadar of Kerala, Birhor and Kharia of 
Bihar and other tribes. The tribes living in dense forests, full of wild beasts, live on hunting. 
Such are the tribes of Naga, Kuki, Bhil, Santhal and Gond. 

The hunters leave the females to carry out household activities in the morning and 
return in the evening after hunting. In some tribes there is a usual custom of hunting 
collectively. The Nagas use spears and arrows and bows. The Bhils are very much specialized 
in shutting by arrow. 

The tribes living near rivers and seas usually earn their livelihood by catching fish. The 
hilly tribes rear the cattle, an example of which are Goojars and the tribes of Chamba. The 
Todas of Nilgiri rear buffaloes. Some tribes also carry out cultivation, but they are generally 
shifting from one place to another. 
General characteristics 

The tribal economic organization is mainly concerned with producing such things 
asarenecessary for their daily needs and consuming them. These activities are very much 
determined by the geographical environment of the tribe. Usually, the tribals have to struggle 
very hard to meet their economic needs. The following are the important characteristics of 
Indian tribal economic organization. 
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1. Production without technological aids 
 
As the tribals are illiterate and cut off from the civilized world, they generally carry out 

production without adequate technological aids with the result that there is much loss of 
material with very little production. The tribals are, therefore, generally very poor inspite of 
working very hard. 
 
2. Self-Sufficient Economy  
 

The economy of the villages of the plains are generally geared to the production of one 
or more major commercial crops, there economy is primarily oriented towards a high degree 
of self-sufficiency of the village community. The basic unit of there economy is the family 
farm. The farm is run under the direction of the head of the household with all the capable 
members of the family working on it. On the farm are produced various crops and other 
things needed by the family. The total amounts involved in these exchanges are, however, 
relatively small. One of the important characteristics of the exchange transactions is that the 
Adivasi often sells agricultural commodities which could supply his important nutritional 
needs. For example he sells poultry, goats, eggs, vegetables, and even pulses and cereals after 
harvest, to receive in return commodities such as clothes and kerosene oil. 
 
3. Subsistence Farming  

 
Closely connected with the high degree of self-sufficiency of the family and the village 

is the largely subsistence economy. Throughout the seasons, the people work to make just 
enough for their physical existence. There is neither much saving nor investments to produce 
very large surpluses. This, of course, does not mean that the Adivasi does not save or invest 
at all. In fact seeds for cereals and pulses are closed in the bins after threshing, not to be 
opened till the next sowing season. Again, ornaments purchased are also a kind of saving. 
When the Adivasi urgently needs some money some of these find their way back to the shops 
of the goldsmiths. Some of the farmers also purchase bullocks, chicken, goats, etc.  
 
4. Little Use of Money  
 

Like most of the Adivasi societies Bhilalas too are less money conscious than the 
village communities in the plains. But it would be a great mistake to think that the Adivasis 
are totally ignorant of the workings of the money economy. On the "hat-day" one finds most 
Adivasis carrying bundles of things ranging from dried mahuwa flowers to chicken. These 
are sold to Banias some of whom may be seen with their way-side shops miles outside the 
city to buy up the Adivasis goods. The Adivasi sells for money and with the money he 
purchases small items of food and other use.  
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5. Perpetual Indebtedness  
In the not too distant past the Adivasi had extremely modest needs. He still lives close 

to the earth. He wears very little, or did so at least till very recently, and can manage to 
survive on whatever little the nature offers. However, increasing contact with the town is 
beginning to change his needs. Much of the surplus beyond his bare needs for nutrition goes 
to the town so that he can 'keep up with the Joneses' of his society. Clothing, ornaments, 
social ceremonies and payments of his debts eat up a great deal of the money he earns.  

Indebtedness is the greatest scourge of the Adivasi economy. Borrowing is resorted to 
for various purposes. Heaviest borrowing is for seed, consumption comes a close second and 
ceremonies a significant third. Usually the rates of interest paid are exorbitantly high, 
anywhere between 25 to 50 per cent of the loan per year. The data collected by us on 
indebtedness are not too reliable. I suspect that the respondents have generally tried to 
understate their debt burden due probably to the desire not to appear too down and out. 
Considering their low levels of living Adivasis are still able to produce some surplus from the 
sale of groundnuts and occasionally sales of rice and wheat. This surplus, through the 
mechanism of the credit system, finds its way into the pockets of the banias. Even the poorest 
of the tribals pays a share of his staple produce to the bania by selling during the harvest 
seasons maize, dried mahuwa flowers and even some of the millets in order to pay his debts 
and meet monetary obligations.  
 
6. Mixing economic activities with religion and magic 

The tribals live in a natural environment where there is no distinction of economic, 
religious and magical activities. There is, therefore, a tendency to mix all these. In the 
economic activities also religious and magical activities are utilized to attain economic ends. 
Many superstitions in this respect are prevalent among the tribals, for example, among Nagas 
there is a custom of human sacrifice and sprinkling human blood over land in order to 
increase its fertility. 
 
7. Production for consumption 

In the absence of sufficient technological aids and scientific knowledge regarding 
agricultural and other production, the tribals generally produce only to consume. Hardly 
anything is left for exchange or hoarding. In the materials of consumption, food and clothing 
are generally given first preference, and then there is the place for the home. 
 
8. Absence of currency 

The tribal people do not use currency in deciding the price of commodities and in 
exchange. There are no banks of economic exchanges in their societies. They hardly carry out 
any exchange of economic goods with outside groups. 
 
9. Absence of regular markets 

There are no regular markets found in tribal societies and, therefore, there is no 
competition, monopoly, business or trade in their economic organization. 
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10. Absence of profiteering 
There is absence of profiteering in tribal economic organization due to two important 

causes. Firstly, the absence of currency to fix the price of commodities and secondly the 
connection of unity sentiments with economic activities. 
 
11. Community basis of economic activities 

Thus the chief aim of economic activities in a tribal society is to fulfil the community 
duties. The organization of most of the economic activities is cooperative and communal. 
 
12. Absence of specialists 

There are no specialists in different branches of economic organization in tribal 
societies, with the result that there is no division of labour and specialization. 
 
13. Concept of property 

Some conception of personal property is found in almost every tribal society. A person 
is allowed a right over the things produced by him or his family. There is, however, group 
ownership over the ponds, the land and the forests, etc. 
 
14. Economic backwardness 

The above mentioned characteristics of tribal economic organization account for their 
economic backwardness. They do not know the new changes and inventions in different 
fields of production. Their methods and implements of cultivation, hunting and fishing are 
very primitive. They do not know anything about trade and commerce. The cottage industries 
are carried on by means of unrefined and primitive tools and methods. Hence the economic 
status of Indian tribes is very much backward. 

Some of the adverse effect of over-exploitation of natural resources and industrial 
revolution due to the modern economy are as under: 

1. It has led to the large-scale consumption of fossil fuels. 
2. It has led to large-scale mining of ores. 
3. It has led to pollution of air, water and soil. 
4. It has led to depletion of ozone layer. 
5. It has led to bio-concentration of harmful chemicals in the bodies of living 

organisms. 
6. It has led to large-scale deforestation. 
7. It has led to construction of many large dams in order to get hydro-power. 

This uncontrolled consumption of natural resources has significant effects: 

 Environmental: the disappearance of habitats essential for flora and fauna and, 
therefore, the extinction of species. There are some 30 million different animal 
and plant species in the world, and of these, the International Union for 
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Conservation of Nature (IUCN) says that in 2018, 26,197 species are 
threatened with extinction. 

 Economic: 33% of the world's soils are moderately to highly 
degraded, according to a United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO) report published in 2017. If the erosion of fertile soil continues at the 
same rate, agricultural commodity prices will inevitably soar. 

 For Health: if we do not take care of the forests there will be fewer CO2 
Nota sinks and therefore more air pollution. According to the World Health 
Organization (WHO), nine out of ten people worldwide breathe air with high 
levels of pollutants and seven million people die each year from ambient 
(outdoor) and domestic air pollution. 

CONCLUTION 
So the tribal economy is the only solution for the existence of human race on the earth. 

The tribal economy is not exploitative economy. The tribal economy is closed to the nature. 
Thus the threat of existence of human race on the earth can be saved only by Appling the 
concept of tribal economy. 
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