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Abstract: Discourse on identification of tribes rather than its definition brought dilemma and ensuing 

debate in post-colonial period due to politicization of the so-called category into a specialized right 

bearing one i.e. ‘Scheduled Tribe’ with the adoption of the affirmative action policy. The task of 

identification of communities to be listed as ST is entrusted to the state, since neither clear definition nor 

criteria for specifying ST was mentioned in the original constitution of India. Hence, there has been an 

increasing demand of various groups and communities for their inclusion in the list of ‘Scheduled Tribe’ 

(ST) category with political consideration from time to time. In the context of Assam as well, six 

communities i.e. Moran, Motok, Tai Ahom, Chutia, Koch-Rajbangsi and Tea Tribes (Adivasi) have long 

been demanding for ‘Schedule Tribe’ status with their socio-political assertion for the restoration of 

cultural identity and availing preferential benefits for their social and economic upliftment. The issue has 

been in deadlock due to inherent complexities within the lengthy administrative as well as parliamentary 

procedure. The question of being recognized legally as a politico-administrative category (ST) by six 

communities in Assam had always raised political cacophony in the larger spectrum. This paper has 

focused on trajectory of claiming Schedule Tribe status by six communities in post-colonial times to 

understand the underlying socio-political currents and how government has been dealing this issue so 

far. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In India, being a ‘Tribe’ and becoming a ‘Schedule Tribe’ is not the same thing as former connotes 

anthropological significance while later carries the gist of a politico-administrative status in different 

states of India with due consideration of the president in the last call. The task of identification of 

communities to be recognized as ‘Tribe’ is entrusted to the state rather than into the hands of the 

anthropologists, since neither clear definition nor criteria for specifying ST was mentioned in the original 

constitution of India. Hence, there has been an increasing political demand of various groups and 

communities for their inclusion in the list of ‘Scheduled Tribe’ (ST) category with political consideration 

from time to time. In the context of Assam as well, six communities i.e. Moran, Motok, Tai Ahom, 

Chutia, Koch-Rajbongshi and Tea Tribes (Adivasi) have long been demanding for ‘Schedule Tribe’ status 

with their socio-political assertion for the restoration of cultural identity and availing preferential benefits 

for their socio-political as well as economic upliftment. The issue has been in deadlock due to inherent 
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complexities within the lengthy administrative as well as parliamentary procedure and of course, due to 

lack of attention being paid to such impasse for an unduly long time by successive governments . The 

question of being recognized legally as a politico-administrative category (ST) by six communities in 

Assam had always raised political cacophony in the larger spectrum. 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Politics of recognition has its roots in the notion of the Hegelian philosophy over individual identity 

where process of mutual recognition between subjects was considered prior. The demand for recognition, 

according Charles Taylor, is given urgency by the supposed links between recognition and identity, where 

this latter term designates something like a person’s  understanding of who they are, of their fundamental 

defining characteristics as a human being (Taylor, 1992).  

 

Taylor’s liberalist stand on the idea of contemporary politics of recognition was being challenged by 

Nancy Fraser with a dualist perspective to define it accompanied with redistributive justice. Hence she 

advocated that the inequality in terms of one’s social position needs to be addressed not symbolically but 

in material sense as well (Fraser, 1996).  

 

These ideas of recognition and redistribution surrounds the current post-colonial struggles made by 

various communities for their inclusion in the list of ‘Schedule Tribe’ i.e. a politico-administrative 

category. The issue of identification of tribe among social groups and their struggle for being recognized 

as one clearly signifies the confusion that has erupted from the time of colonial era to post colonial times 

in India due to absence of clear-cut definition of the said category. However, the overall background of 

identifying ‘tribe’ among the communities has also transcend the limits of earlier mentioned criteria due 

to process of mobilization and intermingling of the tribal communities with the mainstream so-called 

civilized population. Since the task of identification of ST is at the hands of State, different social groups 

competing for getting legal recognition of this status by political consideration (Ambagudia, 2011).  

 

The demand of the communities to be recognized as ST has been rising due to two reasons- one that is for 

their exclusion from the list of Schedule Tribe category due to administrative errors and the other is their 

cultural assertion for being recognized as a differentiated one to avail the benefits of affirmative action for 

their own empowerment. Kulkarni argued in his article that error made by census enumerators for not 

being recognized as tribe compelled Gowari to take the path of agitation for their inclusion in the list of 

ST (Kulkarni, 1994).  

 

Megan Moodie in his book has argued that collective aspirations of the Dhanaka are so much linked with 

their claim for being addressed as Adivasi in past tense to restore ST status. The embracing of the 

collective past of oppression and cruelty granted by their ‘adivasiness’ is in fact used by the Dhanka, 

Moodie maintains, only in order to claim the status of ST, which enables them to have access to certain 

government benefits and thus to pursue their aspiration to economic and cultural betterment (Moodie, 

2015). Kriti Kapila have argued that the paradoxical nature of Indian modernity project that forces Kangra 

Gaddi to accept the backward status to integrate them into the state as well as to maximize the benefits 

along with it (Kapila K. , 2008).   

 

Vibha Arora also exemplify that deconstruction of the colonial identities has now led to the emergence of 

various identity assertion movements among communities to enjoy the entitlement associated with ST 

status as a reflection of their political consciousness. She argued that being tribal does not necessarily 
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indegeneity, oppression or subaltern status but signifies political assertion and empowerment in Sikkim 

(Arora, 2007).  

 

Thus, the existing literature focused on rising demands of different communities for their inclusion in the 

Schedule list to be recognized as ‘Tribe’ for availing political and economic benefits along with their 

quest to restore culture and identity. It shows that post colonial time requires a post colonial solution for 

dealing with the problem of rising demands made by communities for being recognized as ‘Schedule 

Tribe’. Escalation of such demands from different minority groups on the basis of social, historical as 

well as political context required subjective interpretation of group’s collective aspiration in post colonial 

times. However, no concrete study has been conducted so far to look at how government or rulling 

political party has been trying to deal with this issue in Assam. 

 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

Since this study revolves around the question of identity and its recognition, qualititative approach is 

employed here to understand its underlying socio-political dimensions. This paper is written solely on the 

basis of secondary data. Secondary sources like historical documents, books, scholarly articles and 

official reports are collected as data for understanding the complexity involved in the research problem. 

 

4. OBJECTIVES  

The main objective of this paper is to understand the politics involved in the dealing with  the demand of 

Schedule Tribe status by six communities in post-colonial Assam. 

 

5. DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION  

The study on tribe was a domain exclusively reserved for cultural anthropologists of early generations. 

However, in the context of India, the term ‘Tribe’ was used mainly in British ethnographer’s accounts 

during colonial rule which resulted from their ethnography on ‘native’ people to understand their cultural 

pattern, language, religion, customs, practices and living conditions etc. On the basis of these accounts, 

colonial administrators started to categorized people on caste and non-caste binary, which also mean 

signifying social groups on the basis of religious affiliations since caste itself is a part of the body 

‘Religion’. This led to the birth of a politico-administrative category called ‘Tribe’ to denote those social 

groups who were culturally different from that of mainstream civilization for administrative convenience 

of the colonial masters. Thus, the term ‘Tribe’ is often dubbed many Sociologists and social 

anthropologists as a colonial construct and hence, used to enumerate people of having significant 

difference with regard to culture, lifestyle and philosophy from the mainstream ones i.e. caste groups 

(Xaxa, 1999) (Beteille, 1986). Thus, construction of the category ‘Tribe’ by the colonial rulers to 

enumerate people also brings into question the epistemological posture of the category without having 

any clear-cut definition.  

The distinctive characteristic used by the British enumerators as a criterion from the beginning of the 

Census operation to signify this group of people was their religious beliefs and practices that they prefer 

in their life world. Thus, tribes were enumerated as ‘Animists’, ‘Tribal Animist’, and ‘Tribal Religion’ 

etc. by colonial administration prior to the census of 1941.However, such generalization made by the 

census enumerators to make demarcation between caste and tribe, upset the nationalist thinkers from its 
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zenith because later accused the colonial administrators of using political strategy for ruling their 

government in India (Guha, 1966). 

The issue of tribal question was invisible in the national discourse that later on grab the attention with the 

introduction of Government of India Act, 1935. This act allowed self governance provision to two areas 

having tribal population namely “Excluded” and “Partially Excluded” and kept it separate from the 

jurisdiction of the Indian legislatures and ministries by keeping these two under the direct charge of the 

governor of the province. Such an attempt of the colonial administrators to govern tribal dominated areas 

with exclusivity raised a critic among the nationalist leaders and later dubbed it as one another strategy to 

break the unity of national consciousness. In the context of tribal development, two approaches were 

namely ‘Isolation’ and ‘Assimilation’ gained currency during 1940’s. Verrier Elwin was the one, who 

talked about the lives of the tribes exponentially in his writings and advocated to allow tribes to live their 

lives in the way they knew the best. Thakkar Bappa was another figure whose philosophy towards tribes 

inspired Elwin heavily at the beginning, but the approach they had advocated in terms of development of 

the Indian tribes was contrasting to each other. While anthropologists like Elwin and ICS officials had 

advocated for keeping aboriginal or tribes untouched by the civilization of the plains, A V Thakkar was in 

favour of assimilation policy i.e. to bring healthy comradeship between tribal and non-tribal. Another 

sociologist named G.S. Ghurye, a staunched supporter of assimilation policy, was also critical of Elwin’s 

writings on tribe. He rejected to call tribal people as autochthons with the logic that they have their roots 

in other places. Thus, he tried to imply that Tribes are not culturally distinct as they possessed some 

attributes of Hindu faith and belief and thus calling them ‘Backward Hindus’ for not perfectly integrated 

into Hindu culture. However, as a result of this subsequent debate on two different approaches for tribal 

development, a middle path had emerged that resulted from the advocacy of Verrier Elwin, who later on 

emphasized to follow a path between the policy of isolation and assimilation. The work and efforts made 

by Verrier Elwin caught the attention of Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru and hence, appointed him as the 

Advisor to the Indian Government on Tribal Affairs. He believed that Tribal population in India were fast 

becoming endangered with the advent of all forms of modernity and the only way out was to let them 

make development with their own genius with protection from the state. Thus, Jawaharlal Nehru took the 

initiative in accepting the middle approach of integration by advocating ‘‘Panchsheel,’’ the five pillars of 

tribal upliftment (Ambagudia, 2011). 

In this process of integration policy, the concept ‘Redistributive Justice’ was introduced which is 

guaranteed by the Indian constitution on the backdrop of socialist principle i.e. equality and equity and 

thus, conferment of special entitlement to ST communities also provide an instrument for emergence of 

their socio-political consciousness to safeguard their cultural identity (Kapila K. , 2008).  

The term 'Scheduled Tribes' first appeared in the Constitution of India. Article 366 (25) defined 

Scheduled Tribes as "such tribes or tribal communities or parts of or groups within such tribes or tribal 

communities as are deemed under Article 342 to be Scheduled Tribes for the purposes of this 

constitution".  According to Article 342 -The President may, with respect to any State or Union territory, 

and where it is a state, after consultation with the Governor there of by public notification, specify the 

tribes or tribal communities or parts of or groups within tribes or tribal communities which shall, for the 

purposes of this constitution, is deemed to be scheduled tribes in relation to that state or Union Territory, 

as the case may be. 

 But, discourse on identification of tribes rather than its definition brought dilemma and ensuing debates 

in post-colonial period due to politicization of the so-called category into a specialized right bearing one 

i.e. ‘Scheduled Tribe’ with the adoption of affirmative action policy in India. Hence, there have been 

increasing demands by groups and communities for their inclusion in the list of ‘Scheduled Tribe’ under 

the Constitution of India from time to time. As a result of inclusion of various groups in the list of 

‘Schedule Tribe’ category, 1971 and 1981 census shows an significant increase in the percentage of ST 

population from 6.94(1971) to 8.08(1991) percentage of the total population. Thus, identification of 
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Tribes than its definition gains more prominence in political as well as academic discourse. The list of ST 

included in the Constitution had its genesis in administrative and political considerations. However, it 

doesn’t convey the meaning that tribes were identified without having any presupposed criteria being set 

for that concern through a political process (Ambagudia, 2011).  

The task of identification of communities to be listed as ST is entrusted to the state since neither clear 

definition nor criteria for specifying ST was mentioned in the original constitution of India. However, the 

writings of renowned anthropologists along with the report of Commissioner of Scheduled Castes and 

Scheduled Tribes have provided some criteria for recognizing a community as ‘ST’ in India although they 

are not spelt out in the Constitution. These criteria are - (i) indications of primitive traits, (ii) distinctive 

culture, (iii) geographical isolation, (iv) shyness of contact with other communities at large, and (v) 

backwardness. On the basis of these criteria, first Presidential order notifying the list of Schedule Tribe 

was declared on 6
th
 September 1950 after consultation of Governors and Chief Ministers of the state 

concerned. But, the nature of those criteria is neither static nor applicable in all circumstances in 

contemporary times. Hence, parliament is empowered to define and redefine the criteria for inclusion and 

exclusion in the context of different social groups in India (Beteille, 1986).  

Thus, it totally depends on the State to recognize a community as ST, which sometimes led to create 

confusion, where a tribe may be scheduled in one state but not so in another state. In this context, 

reference could be made to Koch-Rajbongshi and Tea tribe (Adivasi) communities, where they are 

categorized as OBC in Assam and SC, ST in other states where they have significant number of their 

respective population. One of the prime difficulties in setting out formal criteria for defining a tribe 

revolves around the question of transition in terms of social and economic development with respect to 

their geographical area. In order to resolve this anomaly, different committees were appointed by the 

Government of India at different times. But, no satisfying result has evoked till date which could resolve 

the issue of identifying ST by having a clear-cut criteria being set. 

In the context of Assam, demand of the six communities to be recognized as ST had actually started from 

1968 when AKRSU (All Koch Rajbongshi Student Union) first started making claims for being 

recognized as ST. Since then Koch–Rajbongshi along with five other communities namely Tai-Ahom, 

Moran, Motok, Chutia and Adivasis have been demanding for ST status. Notably, on 2
nd

 July 1996, the 

Constitution (Schedule Tribes) Order (Amendment) Bill to provide inclusion of Koch-Rajbongshi in the 

ST list was introduced in Lok Sabha. On 2
nd

 August 1996, while the bill was discussed for consideration 

in the house, it authorized the speaker to refer the bill to a select committee of the Lok Sabha with 15 

memebers headed by Amar Roy Pradhan, with clear instructions to report back to the house. The 

committee recommended inclusion of Koch-Rajbongshi community of Assam in the ST (plains) list and 

also along with that, it had suggested rescheduling other communities namely Chutia, Moran, Motok, Tai-

Ahom and Adivasi under ST category. Meanwhile, as Parliament was not in session, the Constitution 

(Schedule Tribes) Order (Amendment) Ordinance, 1996 was promulgated to give effect to the scheduling 

of the ST list of Assam. Since then, the ordinance was re-promulgated three times, but not regularized to 

become an act by voting. In this regard, the Assam Legislative Assembly too adopted unanimous 

resolution urging the Government of India to include these six communities in the ST (plains) list (Roy, 

2018). However the decade-long issue is still hanging in the floor of the house bringing in more 

complexity and discontent. 

Now as the issue of granting ST status to six communities in Assam has started to gain momentum in the 

public space, state government always try to persuade the magnitude of the issue by manipulating that 

cause with some mere compensatory arguments. The politics over legal or constitutional recognition of 

ST was always used as an instrument to dissuade other grave concerning issue in this region. In this 

context, reference could be made to the controversial Citizenship Amendment Bill issue that addresses the 

issue of migrants and its burden on Assam particularly. When people were started to vehemently 

criticizing that proposed bill on different platforms and came into the streets for opposing it, Government 
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of Assam had announced amidst such condition that soon six communities would be going to receive ST 

status in the state for diverting the attention of the people from the Citizenship issue and to polarize the 

entire population in the state to initiate a political cacophony over the issue of granting ST status to six 

communities. Unfortunately, they were failed in their motive to create such an environment with that 

much of intensity at that time.  

Recently, Assam SLA has passed three bills for providing autonomous councils to Moran, Matak and 

Koch-Rajbongshi community. This move of the government has again appeared as another strategy in the 

form of compensation to make a fissure within six communities who have been demanding for ST status. 

Since the other three communities namely –Tai Ahom, Chutia and Tea Tribe (Adivasi) communities have 

not provided any political right to form their own autonomous council for their overall development in the 

recently concluded legislative assembly session, it is obvious to note that state has already initiated the 

strategy to weaken the concerted effort of the six communities for their joint demand of getting 

recognized as ST in the respective list through legal as well as parliamentary procedure.  

Now as the State Assembly election has been approaching, six communities have started to commence 

public meetings and protest rallies for pressurizing the government to fulfill their long pending demand to 

be recognized as Scheduled Tribe. In order to convince the population of these six communities to keep 

them as vote bank for upcoming state election, Assam Government had recently made a public 

announcement that it would soon going to accord ST status to six communities by sending the report of 

GoM (Group of Ministers) to suggest modalities to the centre for granting ST status. However, it was also 

assured by our honorable CM that government had already initiated consultation with all the stakeholders 

for submitting its report to the centre regarding the issue of finalizing modalities for granting ST status to 

the said six communities without affecting the rights and privileged of .the existing Schedule Tribes in 

Assam.  

6. CONCLUSION 

It is quiet ironical that state government has always become silent on this issue of granting ST status to 

six communities till that moment if any issue of grave concern relating to their public confidence comes 

before them. This issue has always been used as a political gimmick to feed the starving six communities 

who were fighting for their rights from many decades by all successive governments. BJP government 

had also came to power with the same promise of granting ST status to the six communities before state 

election in 2016 and no concrete result of that promise has accomplished till date. Now, time and again 

the same issue has erupted before the ruling BJP led government as upcoming state assembly election has 

been approaching and it would be interesting to see what kind of tactics they are going to play for 

negotiating the ST demand issue with these six communities before this upcoming state assembly 

election.  
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