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Abstract: The legal history of tribal rights in India is deeply rooted in a complex landscape of colonial 

legacies, post-independence constitutional mandates, and contemporary legal pluralism. Unlike mainstream 

communities governed by codified personal laws or statutory civil frameworks, India's Scheduled Tribes 

(STs) have historically inhabited socio-legal spaces governed by customary norms, unwritten traditions, and 

autonomous governance structures. This paper critically examines the evolution of tribal legal identity in 

India, tracing its trajectory from colonial-era marginalization under the British administration’s "exclusion" 

policy to its partial recognition within the Sixth Schedule and the Fifth Schedule of the Indian Constitution. 

It explores how the state has negotiated between integrationist impulses and protective autonomy, often 

resulting in legal ambivalence or administrative neglect. Through a historical and jurisprudential lens, the 

study interrogates the pluralistic nature of Indian law as it applies to tribal populations, where statutory 

rights frequently intersect with customary law, environmental governance, and land rights regimes. Key 

legal milestones such as the Panchayats (Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act, 1996 (PESA), the Forest 

Rights Act, 2006 (FRA), and various state-level autonomy arrangements are assessed to understand their 

practical impact on tribal autonomy and legal recognition. The study also engages with landmark judicial 

decisions that have addressed the conflict between tribal customs and constitutional guarantees, especially 

around gender rights, displacement, and access to justice. Importantly, the paper foregrounds the tension 

between juridical recognition and substantive autonomy. While the Indian legal system nominally 

acknowledges tribal distinctiveness, it often subjects tribal governance to mainstream legal and bureaucratic 

oversight, thus diluting the autonomy it seeks to protect. The imposition of national development policies—

mining, infrastructure, and forest conservation—has repeatedly collided with tribal land and cultural rights, 

leading to legal contestation and grassroots resistance. By analyzing statutory frameworks, case law, and 

field-based evidence, this paper argues that a truly plural legal order must reconcile tribal customary 

systems with constitutional values without eroding the lived experience of autonomy. It concludes by 

offering recommendations for a reimagined legal pluralism that is inclusive, dialogic, and grounded in tribal 

epistemologies. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The legal history of tribal rights in India reveals a profound struggle for recognition, autonomy, and 

justice within a nation characterized by legal and cultural diversity. India is home to over 700 officially 

recognized Scheduled Tribes (STs), comprising approximately 8.6% of the population, yet their historical 

relationship with state law has been marked by exclusion, paternalism, and selective accommodation. Tribal 

communities, often referred to as Adivasis or indigenous peoples, have long governed themselves through 
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customary laws rooted in oral traditions, kinship systems, and ecological symbiosis. These indigenous legal 

frameworks, though unwritten, constitute robust systems of justice, conflict resolution, and resource 

governance. However, the formal Indian legal system, shaped by colonial codification and post-independence 

centralization, has struggled to fully integrate these plural legal traditions while respecting their integrity. 

During British colonial rule, tribal areas were administratively categorized as “excluded” or “partially 

excluded,” reflecting a policy of indirect control rather than engagement with indigenous norms. This legal 

segregation, while preserving some autonomy, also laid the groundwork for marginalization and 

underdevelopment. Post-independence, the Indian Constitution attempted to rectify this legacy through 

provisions under the Fifth and Sixth Schedules, designed to protect tribal interests and self-governance in 

Scheduled Areas. Yet, the operationalization of these protections has remained inconsistent. While the Sixth 

Schedule grants substantial autonomy to tribal areas in the Northeast, the Fifth Schedule areas—

predominantly in central and eastern India—have witnessed diluted protections and heavy-handed state 

intervention. At the heart of this tension lies the challenge of reconciling tribal customary law with the 

constitutional promise of equality, justice, and fundamental rights. The enactment of progressive legislation 

such as the Panchayats (Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act, 1996 (PESA) and the Scheduled Tribes and 

Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006 (FRA) marked a significant 

attempt to restore tribal control over governance and natural resources. Yet, the implementation of these laws 

has been marred by bureaucratic inertia, political resistance, and conflicting policies—especially in the realm 

of environmental regulation, land acquisition, and economic development. Tribes often find themselves at the 

receiving end of displacements, deforestation, and resource extraction in the name of national interest, 

leading to widespread protests and legal battles. This paper explores these intersecting dynamics—how tribal 

communities navigate the Indian legal system, assert their juridical identity, and resist assimilationist 

tendencies. It also interrogates how plural legal orders function in practice, particularly in contexts where 

formal law does not reflect ground realities. By historicizing key legislations, analyzing judicial 

interpretations, and incorporating the voices of tribal communities themselves, the study aims to highlight 

both the potential and pitfalls of legal pluralism in safeguarding indigenous rights. Ultimately, the paper 

argues that a more inclusive and dialogic legal framework—grounded in mutual recognition rather than top-

down integration—is essential for realizing the constitutional vision of justice for India’s tribal populations. 

 

II. STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Despite constitutional guarantees and protective legislations, tribal communities in India continue to face 

systemic legal and social marginalization. The core problem lies in the persistent disjunction between the 

normative values of tribal customary laws and the formal legal frameworks imposed by the state. While the 

Indian Constitution acknowledges the distinctiveness of tribal identities through the Fifth and Sixth 

Schedules, the actual legal recognition of tribal autonomy remains partial, inconsistent, and often 

subordinated to national developmental agendas. The expansion of state control over tribal lands, forests, and 

governance institutions—often justified under the guise of economic development, conservation, or national 

security—has severely constrained tribal self-determination. Legislation such as the Forest Rights Act (2006) 

and the PESA Act (1996) was designed to decentralize power and restore historical injustices, yet their 

implementation has been fraught with delays, bureaucratic apathy, and active subversion. In many cases, the 

state has failed to recognize community forest rights or consult tribal Gram Sabhas in decision-making 

processes, leading to widespread alienation and legal disputes. There exists a fundamental tension between 

constitutional values such as gender equality and the preservation of tribal customs that may, at times, be 

patriarchal or exclusionary. This raises complex questions: How should the state intervene in tribal societies 

without undermining their cultural autonomy? Can indigenous legal systems coexist with modern human 

rights frameworks without forced assimilation? The Indian judiciary has often stepped in to mediate these 

tensions, but court decisions have been inconsistent, reflecting the larger ambiguity within India's plural legal 

system. The problem, therefore, is not only one of legislative gaps or poor implementation, but of a deeper 

structural challenge—how to negotiate identity, autonomy, and equality within a pluralist constitutional 

order. This study addresses the urgent need to critically assess the historical trajectory, current status, and 

future direction of tribal rights within India’s legal framework, with the aim of proposing a more coherent, 

inclusive, and participatory legal model. 
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III. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

 To trace the historical evolution of legal recognition for tribal communities in India, focusing on identity 

and autonomy from colonial times to the present. 

 To critically analyze main laws such as the Fifth and Sixth Schedules, PESA (1996), and the Forest Rights 

Act (2006) for their impact on tribal rights and governance. 

 To examine the interaction between tribal customary laws and constitutional principles, especially 

concerning gender justice, land rights, and environmental regulation. 

 To evaluate the judiciary’s role in shaping tribal rights through landmark court decisions within India’s 

plural legal framework. 

 To propose a model of legal pluralism that integrates tribal customs with constitutional mandates for 

inclusive and culturally sensitive governance. 

 

IV. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The study of tribal rights within India’s legal framework is a complex and multidisciplinary field, 

engaging scholars from law, anthropology, political science, and history. A foundational understanding 

comes from the colonial period, where scholars such as Mahajan (2004) have explored how British policies 

institutionalized a segregated legal order for tribal communities. The colonial administration categorized 

tribal regions as “Excluded” or “Partially Excluded,” essentially creating autonomous zones with limited 

state interference but also restricting tribal participation in the mainstream legal and political process. 

Mahajan’s analysis demonstrates that this strategy, while protective in rhetoric, reinforced tribal 

marginalization and delayed integration with national legal systems. This historical context sets the stage for 

post-independence legal reforms aimed at both recognizing tribal autonomy and integrating tribes into the 

Indian polity. Post-colonial legal scholars, including Shah (2013), have critically examined the constitutional 

safeguards for tribal communities under the Fifth and Sixth Schedules. Shah emphasizes that while the Sixth 

Schedule provides substantive autonomy through autonomous district and regional councils in northeastern 

states, the Fifth Schedule’s provisions for Scheduled Areas have been less effective due to central and state 

government control. Shah argues that the dichotomy reflects a regional imbalance in how tribal autonomy is 

recognized, often dependent on political will rather than constitutional mandate. This observation aligns with 

Kumar’s (2017) research highlighting the uneven application of legal protections across different tribal 

regions, with northeastern states generally enjoying stronger self-governance structures than tribal areas in 

central India. Legal pluralism and its implications for tribal customary laws have been extensively discussed 

by Baxi (2011), who stresses the tension between preserving indigenous legal orders and enforcing universal 

constitutional rights. Baxi argues that the Indian legal system’s tendency to prioritize codified laws 

undermines oral traditions and customary governance mechanisms fundamental to tribal identity and social 

cohesion. This view is supported by anthropological research from Sinha (2015), who documents the 

diversity of tribal legal practices governing land, marriage, and conflict resolution, noting that these customs 

are often in direct conflict with state laws, especially those concerning land ownership and environmental 

regulation. Sinha’s ethnographic work reveals that the imposition of uniform laws frequently disrupts social 

equilibrium in tribal communities, leading to legal alienation and social unrest.Gender and tribal customary 

law intersect in particularly challenging ways. Desai and Patel (2018) explore the gendered dimensions of 

tribal rights, noting that while tribal societies may exhibit more egalitarian norms than mainstream patriarchal 

structures, there remain discriminatory practices, especially concerning inheritance and political 

representation. They argue that constitutional reforms aimed at gender equality must be sensitive to tribal 

cultural contexts, avoiding the imposition of alien norms that may provoke resistance or harm social fabric. 

This nuanced approach is echoed in the work of Raj and Singh (2020), who examine the implementation of 

the Panchayats (Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act, 1996 (PESA), highlighting that despite its intent to 

empower tribal Gram Sabhas, local patriarchal structures often limit women’s participation in governance, 

thereby undermining gender justice.The Forest Rights Act (FRA) of 2006 has been a landmark in 

recognizing tribal claims to forest land and resources. Gupta (2014) assesses the FRA as a progressive legal 

instrument aimed at correcting historical injustices related to forest governance. However, Gupta also notes 

the challenges of implementation, such as bureaucratic hurdles, conflicting conservation policies, and 

resistance from forest departments. Similarly, Menon and Joshi (2019) document numerous cases where 

tribal communities’ land claims under the FRA have been denied or delayed, often due to lack of awareness 

or administrative opacity. These findings indicate that legislative advances alone are insufficient without 

institutional reforms and capacity-building. The role of the judiciary in adjudicating tribal rights has evolved 

as a critical component of India’s plural legal order. Bhatia (2017) analyzes Supreme Court and High Court 

rulings that have both expanded and constrained tribal autonomy. For example, in the landmark Samatha case 
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(1997), the Supreme Court prohibited mining and industrial activities on tribal lands in Scheduled Areas, 

upholding tribal rights over natural resources. However, Bhatia points out that subsequent rulings have 

sometimes prioritized economic development over tribal interests, reflecting the judiciary’s ambivalent 

stance. This ambiguity is further explored by Iyer (2021), who argues that while courts provide important 

avenues for tribal empowerment, judicial activism is often reactive and limited by socio-political pressures. 

More recent scholarship has focused on participatory governance models and the potential for technology to 

enhance tribal legal recognition. Reddy and Kumar (2022) explore how digital tools and community mapping 

can support tribal claims under the FRA and PESA, increasing transparency and accountability. Their study 

highlights pilot projects in Odisha and Chhattisgarh where tribal communities used mobile apps to document 

land use and resource rights, leading to faster claim approvals. However, they caution that digital divides and 

literacy barriers may exclude the most marginalized groups, emphasizing the need for inclusive 

strategies.The intersection of tribal rights with environmental and developmental policies has generated 

significant debate. Banerjee (2016) critiques the state’s reliance on large-scale infrastructure projects that 

displace tribal populations, often justified under national interest but conflicting with constitutional 

protections. Banerjee’s work underscores the need for legal frameworks that prioritize free, prior, and 

informed consent (FPIC) and participatory decision-making. This aligns with international human rights 

perspectives advocated by Narayan (2018), who calls for India to harmonize its domestic laws with global 

indigenous rights standards, including the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

(UNDRIP).Finally, the pluralistic nature of India’s legal order necessitates continuous negotiation between 

the state, tribes, and other stakeholders. Kapoor (2020) argues that legal pluralism should not be seen as a 

challenge to uniformity but as an opportunity to create adaptive governance frameworks that respect diversity 

while upholding constitutional values. Kapoor emphasizes the importance of multi-level governance, 

involving tribal institutions, local governments, and the judiciary, to achieve meaningful juridical 

recognition. In summary, the literature reveals a multi-dimensional and contested terrain surrounding tribal 

rights in India’s plural legal system. Key themes include historical marginalization, the limits of 

constitutional protections, tensions between customary and codified laws, gender dynamics, judicial 

intervention, and the impact of development policies. While legislative reforms like PESA and FRA 

represent significant progress, their effective implementation requires sustained political will, institutional 

capacity, and inclusive participation. Emerging technological tools and participatory governance models 

offer promising pathways for enhancing tribal autonomy, yet must be carefully designed to avoid exclusion. 

The synthesis of these insights informs this study’s effort to propose more nuanced legal frameworks that 

reconcile identity, autonomy, and constitutional justice for India’s tribal populations. 

 

V. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The research methodology for this study on the legal history of tribal rights in India adopts a qualitative, 

exploratory approach grounded in historical-legal analysis to examine how tribal identity, autonomy, and 

juridical recognition have been negotiated within a plural legal order. Given the complexity and layered 

nature of the topic, the study relies primarily on secondary data, including a wide range of legal texts, judicial 

decisions, policy documents, and scholarly literature. This approach allows for an in-depth understanding of 

the evolution of tribal rights from the colonial era to the present constitutional framework, focusing on the 

interplay between statutory law, customary practices, and socio-political realities that define tribal autonomy 

and legal recognition. The research design integrates interdisciplinary perspectives from legal studies, 

anthropology, and political science to capture the multifaceted dimensions of tribal rights. Key legal 

documents analyzed include constitutional provisions such as the Fifth and Sixth Schedules, landmark 

statutes like the Panchayats (Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act, 1996, and the Forest Rights Act, 2006, 

which collectively shape the legal landscape for tribal governance and land rights. Judicial pronouncements 

from the Supreme Court and various High Courts have been critically examined to assess how the judiciary 

interprets tribal autonomy, customary laws, and state interventions, highlighting both progressive rulings and 

areas where legal protection remains contested. Furthermore, government reports and policy papers from the 

Ministry of Tribal Affairs and state authorities provide valuable insights into implementation challenges and 

administrative strategies. In addition to legal and policy documents, academic books, peer-reviewed journal 

articles, and ethnographic studies offer theoretical and empirical perspectives essential for contextualizing 

tribal customary law within broader debates of legal pluralism and indigenous rights. Secondary ethnographic 

data, in particular, enrich the analysis by elucidating the social and cultural foundations of tribal legal 

systems, enabling a nuanced understanding of how customary governance operates alongside formal legal 

frameworks. Where applicable, documented case studies from diverse tribal regions illustrate specific 

challenges related to land ownership, political autonomy, and cultural identity.The collected data have been 
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subjected to qualitative content and thematic analysis, involving systematic coding to identify patterns and 

recurring themes such as historical trajectories of tribal legal recognition, tensions between customary and 

statutory laws, gender dynamics within tribal rights, judicial trends, and policy effectiveness. Comparative 

analysis has also been employed to examine regional differences, especially between northeastern states 

governed under the Sixth Schedule and central Indian tribal areas covered by the Fifth Schedule, revealing 

variations in autonomy and juridical recognition. This method facilitates a critical assessment of the 

interaction between law, identity, and governance while highlighting both achievements and persistent 

obstacles faced by tribal communities. Although the study aims to provide a comprehensive analysis, it is 

constrained by its reliance on secondary sources and does not include primary field research or direct 

engagement with tribal populations. Consequently, the findings are interpretative and may not fully capture 

localized or evolving nuances. Additionally, the availability and quality of data vary across regions, and some 

customary practices may be generalized due to limited documentation. Nevertheless, the research strives to 

mitigate these limitations by triangulating multiple sources and emphasizing scholarly rigor.Ethical 

considerations are central to this study, particularly the need to respectfully represent tribal experiences and 

legal struggles without oversimplification or cultural bias. While the research does not involve direct 

interaction with individuals, it acknowledges the sensitivity of identity and autonomy issues and commits to a 

balanced and informed analysis grounded in existing literature. In sum, the qualitative, historical-legal 

methodology employed in this study provides a robust framework to explore the complexities of tribal rights 

in India’s plural legal system and offers insights that can inform ongoing legal reforms and scholarly 

discourse. 

 

VI. DISCUSSION AND FINDINGS 

The legal history of tribal rights in India is characterized by a complex interplay of constitutional 

provisions, customary laws, socio-economic challenges, and political struggles. The constitutional safeguards 

under the Fifth and Sixth Schedules aim to protect tribal identity and autonomy, yet persistent issues related 

to implementation, legal pluralism, and socio-economic disparities complicate the landscape. Scheduled 

Tribes (STs) constitute about 8.6% of India’s total population as per the 2011 Census, amounting to 

approximately 104 million individuals primarily residing in 10 states and union territories. The Northeast 

region holds nearly 70% of this tribal population, where the Sixth Schedule facilitates relatively greater 

autonomy through Autonomous District Councils (ADCs). For instance, Meghalaya reports 80% political 

representation of tribal leaders in local governance bodies under these councils. This contrasts sharply with 

central Indian states under the Fifth Schedule, where tribal representation in local governance averages only 

45-50% (Ministry of Tribal Affairs, 2022). Despite constitutional guarantees, land alienation remains a 

critical issue. The Forest Rights Act (FRA) of 2006 was enacted to recognize individual and community 

rights over forest lands; however, data from the Ministry of Environment and Forests reveals that only 34% 

of eligible tribal households have successfully obtained land titles under FRA as of 2023. Meanwhile, 

National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) data highlights approximately 29,800 land conflict cases reported 

in tribal areas between 2015 and 2022, pointing to ongoing disputes and displacement. These conflicts are 

further aggravated by mining, industrial projects, and infrastructure development—mining activities alone 

account for an estimated 35% of land displacement incidents in tribal regions (Ministry of Mines, 2021). 
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Chart 1 : Statistical Overview of Tribal Representation, Land Rights, and Conflicts in India 

 

 
 

Gender disparities within tribal communities further complicate the picture. The National Family Health 

Survey-5 (NFHS-5, 2019-21) reveals that only 28% of tribal women participate in local governance, 

significantly lower than the 42% participation rate for tribal men. Female literacy among tribal women 

remains at 50%, lagging behind the 68% literacy rate of tribal men (India Human Development Survey-II, 

IHDS-II, 2011-12). Awareness of legal rights is also uneven; a Ministry of Tribal Affairs (2023) report states 

that only 22% of tribal women are aware of their entitlements under the FRA and the Panchayats (Extension 

to Scheduled Areas) Act (PESA). Additionally, gender-based violence against tribal women remains a 

persistent concern, with NCRB 2023 data reporting a 10% increase in crimes against tribal women over the 

last five years, although underreporting due to social stigma is widespread. Judicial interventions have been 

instrumental in reinforcing tribal protections. The Supreme Court’s Samatha judgment (1997) prohibited 

unauthorized mining in Scheduled Areas, reaffirming constitutional safeguards. Nevertheless, enforcement 

remains inconsistent. Access to judicial remedies is limited; the National Legal Services Authority (NALSA, 

2022) estimates that only 18% of tribal claimants successfully navigate formal legal processes due to 

economic, linguistic, and literacy barriers. Policy reforms such as PESA have bolstered tribal participation in 

governance. According to the Ministry of Rural Development (2023), there has been a 28% increase in tribal 

attendance at Gram Sabha meetings since PESA’s implementation. However, state-level disparities persist: 

Chhattisgarh reports over 80% compliance with PESA provisions, whereas Jharkhand lags at approximately 

45%, reflecting differing political will and administrative capacity. 

 

Socio-economic challenges deepen tribal marginalization. IHDS-II (2011-12) data indicates that over 41% 

of tribal households live below the poverty line, compared to the national average of 21%. Unemployment 

rates in tribal districts reach as high as 27%, significantly above the national rate of 7%. Access to basic 

amenities is limited; for example, only 60% of tribal households have access to clean drinking water, and just 

52% have electricity connection, according to the Ministry of Tribal Affairs (2023). Educational 

infrastructure is similarly deficient, with tribal student dropout rates at 35% at the secondary school level, 

hampering long-term empowerment and legal awareness. Health indicators are also troubling. The National 

Health Mission (NHM) reports that infant mortality rates in tribal areas stand at 46 per 1000 live births, 

notably higher than the national average of 30. Maternal mortality rates among tribal women are 172 per 

100,000 live births, compared to the national average of 113, illustrating significant disparities in healthcare 

access. The political economy of development projects continues to pose existential threats. An estimated 1.2 

million tribal people were displaced between 2010 and 2020 due to mining, dams, and infrastructure projects, 

often without adequate rehabilitation or consent, as reported by the Ministry of Tribal Affairs. Such 

displacements fuel social unrest and resistance movements demanding stronger legal safeguards and 

participatory decision-making. Recent scholarly discourse advocates a “living law” approach (Kumar, 2020), 

emphasizing the harmonization of statutory laws with tribal customary practices to respect indigenous 

identities while securing constitutional rights. This pluralistic approach, supported by policy 
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recommendations, encourages meaningful state engagement with tribal leaders to incorporate customary 

norms within local governance. 

 

Chart 2 : Socio-Economic Disparities and Developmental Impacts on Tribal Communities in India 

 

 
 

 

Capacity-building initiatives remain crucial. Tribal Legal Aid Cells have demonstrated effectiveness by 

increasing FRA claim filings and enhancing awareness of PESA provisions. Nevertheless, scaling these 

programs and ensuring consistent funding is imperative to overcome persistent barriers related to literacy, 

poverty, and institutional distrust. In conclusion, the legal landscape for tribal rights in India is dynamic yet 

contested. Constitutional protections, judicial activism, and policy reforms have created important gains; 

however, socio-economic inequities, legal pluralism tensions, gender disparities, and development pressures 

continue to challenge tribal autonomy. A flexible, context-sensitive legal framework coupled with enhanced 

participatory governance, legal literacy, and socio-economic development is essential to uphold tribal rights 

within India’s plural legal order. 

 

VII. Conclusion  

The legal history of tribal rights in India reveals a deeply layered and evolving landscape shaped by 

constitutional mandates, customary norms, socio-economic realities, and political dynamics. While the Fifth 

and Sixth Schedules provide a constitutional framework aimed at safeguarding tribal identity and autonomy, 

the practical realization of these rights continues to face significant challenges. The data underscores a 

paradox wherein legal protections exist on paper, but their implementation remains uneven and fraught with 

obstacles. One of the most striking conclusions is the persistent issue of land alienation and displacement 

despite progressive legislation like the Forest Rights Act (FRA) of 2006. With only about one-third of 

eligible tribal households securing land titles and nearly 30,000 land conflict cases reported over recent years, 

the struggle for secure land tenure remains central to tribal autonomy. These conflicts are compounded by 

economic development pressures, especially mining and infrastructure projects, which often prioritize growth 

over tribal rights, causing large-scale displacement and socio-cultural disruption.Gender disparities further 

complicate the tribal rights discourse. Although some tribal communities have traditionally exhibited 

relatively egalitarian structures, systemic inequalities persist in access to governance, literacy, legal 

awareness, and protection from violence. The markedly lower participation of tribal women in local 

governance and their limited awareness of legal entitlements highlight the need for targeted interventions to 

ensure inclusive empowerment.Judicial activism has played a critical role in reinforcing tribal protections, 

exemplified by landmark rulings like the Samatha judgment and subsequent support for FRA 

implementation. However, access to justice remains limited by socio-economic marginalization, lack of legal 

literacy, and procedural complexities, necessitating expanded legal aid and outreach programs. The findings 

also emphasize the importance of a pluralistic legal approach that recognizes and harmonizes tribal 
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customary laws with statutory frameworks. A “living law” paradigm that respects indigenous governance 

models while ensuring constitutional safeguards appears vital for maintaining tribal identity alongside legal 

uniformity. Socio-economic disparities in education, health, and poverty continue to undermine tribal 

communities’ ability to claim and exercise their rights effectively. Addressing these structural inequalities 

through improved infrastructure, capacity building, and participatory governance mechanisms like PESA is 

essential.In summary, advancing tribal rights in India demands a multifaceted strategy that balances 

constitutional guarantees with cultural sensitivity, promotes gender equity, strengthens judicial and 

administrative mechanisms, and confronts socio-economic barriers. Only through such a nuanced, inclusive, 

and sustained effort can the promise of tribal autonomy and justice be fully realized within India’s plural 

legal order. 
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