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ABSTRACT

INEQUITY AND MARGINALISATION OF TRIBES
IN SUB-HIMALAYAN WEST BENGAL

Sheela Karjee

This study examines the nature of inequity and the extent of marginalisation of Scheduled
Tribes (STs) in Sub-Himalayan region of West Bengal. Marginalisation is a process that prevent
individuals or groups to participate fully in its social, economic and political life pushes them to
a state of vulnerability. International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs and Human
Development Report 2016 identifies tribal communities as marginalised and vulnerable group.
Their distinct culture and language and close relationship with nature, forest and land they
inhabit gives them unique characteristics and a way of life. When this symbiotic relationship

between tribal communities and resources is broken it threatens their survival.

The Socio-Economic Report 2014 on Scheduled Tribes in India highlights the fact that
the progress of ST communities in the country as compared to other social groups has been
unsatisfactory. This is also true for tribal communities living in Sub-Himalayan region of West
Bengal. The region is home to several tribal communities that can be categorised into two
groups; those that has Mongoloid origin and those who belong to Dravidian tribes. As per
Agricultural Census 2015-16 and Population Census 2011, Scheduled Tribes mostly settled in
rural areas. ST landholdings are mostly marginal; besides they work as wage labour in farm and
non-farm sector. In past couple of decades, the proportion of ST cultivators have declined while
that of agricultural labourers have increased. The reports do not provide information about the
kind of work ST communities are engaged in the non-farm sector. Therefore, the present study
makes an attempt to identify the non-farm activities ST communities are engaged and how it

helps them to cope with shocks.
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As agrarian changes take place rural communities adapt themselves. India Rural
Development Report 2013-14 identified that excluding the northern states of India, technology
and diversification in rural economy have contributed around 40 per cent of agricultural growth
in 2000s. Marginal farmers are now diversifying themselves and also include animal husbandry
that acts as insurance during crop failures and provides income when needed. The report also
reveals that farmer with insufficient income resort to leasing-in land to increase their income.
With this background, the present study has tried to identified the diversification among tribal

communities in sub-Himalayan West Bengal through micro-level studies.

The present study was performed in two districts of Sub-Himalayan region of West
Bengal i.e., Alipurduar and Jalpaiguri districts. We surveyed 400 Scheduled Tribe households
using structured questionnaires and also conducted Focused Grouped Discussion in each of the
village surveyed. The sample size was selected with 5 per cent margin of errors. The study
covered two villages from each district and from each village 100 Scheduled Tribe households
were surveyed. The data obtained was then examined using various statistical techniques with

the help of M.S. Excel and STATA version 17 software.

Based on theoretical and empirical literature four micro-econometric models were
developed to examine the proposed hypothesis. First, a binary logistic model was constructed to
identify the factors that influences agricultural productivity of ST households to support the
hypothesis that there is direct relationship between ST agricultural productivity and access to
capital and to make comparison with the non-ST (Others) households. This hypothesis was
examined using the unit-level data of NSS 77th round Land & Livestock Holdings at all India
level (2019) for 9780 ST households with agricultural landholdings and 11938 non-ST
households with agricultural landholdings. The results from the analysis are described below.
The outcome of the study was that accessibility to physical capital i.e., landholdings and
irrigation facilities, human capital i.e., household size, and age of head of household were found
statistically significant in case of 9780 ST households. For 11938 non-ST, the results obtained

was that accessibility to physical capital i.e., landholdings and irrigation facilities; human
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capital i.e., household size, agricultural training and age of head of household were found
statistically significant to determine odds of the high agricultural productivity. When the results
of two social groups was considered, the study identified that agricultural training program that
was found statistically significant in case of non-ST, it was insignificant for ST households.
When comparing the value of odds ratio for common significant independent variables found in
case of two social groups, the use of irrigation and household were found to increase the
agricultural productivity more in case of non-ST households compared to ST households. The
other two independent variables age of head of household and landholdings have almost similar

impact.

Second, a logistic regression model was constructed to examine and identify the factors
that influences rural livelihood diversification to support the hypothesis that there is relationship
between rural ST livelihood diversification and its socio-economic factors. This hypothesis was
examined using the field survey data for 400 ST households conducted in two different eco-
regions of sub-Himalayan West Bengal. The results obtained for 200 ST households residing in
forest-riverine eco-region of Alipurduar district was that WPR, landholdings and non-farm
income were found statistically significant. But the results for 200 ST households residing in
Teesta-Alluvial eco-regions of Jalpaiguri district was that only non-farm income was found

statistically significant.

Third, an ordered logistic model was constructed to identify the factors influences the
level of vulnerability to support the hypothesis that there is relationship between poverty of ST
and their socio-economic factors. Using the filed survey data of 400 ST households, the
hypothesis was examined. The factors like WPR, landholdings, education of head of household
and total income from both farm and non-farm were found statistically significant to influence

the level of vulnerability.

Finally, multi regression model was constructed to identify the factors influencing rural

non-farm wages to support the hypothesis that there is relationship between rural non-farm



wages and knowledge and skill formation of ST households. This hypothesis was being
examined using the field survey data of 400 ST households in the sub-Himalayan regions of
West Bengal. These results showed that years of schooling of household members, WPR and

landholdings were statistically significant to influence the rural non-farm wages.
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