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ABSTRACT 

In West Bengal it seems clear that the poorest of the poor are not represented 

properly in the Panchayati Raj institutions. The influential sections in the rural society 

are gaining the ground. The tribal people are not actually represented. Inspite of its 

changing character like transparent bureaucracies Panchayats have failed in the fields 

of extensive socio-economic mobilization and the innovative suggestions like the 

setting up of rural industries, ecological initiatives, housing, the improvement of the 

position of women and STs, and the establishment of co-operatives have got only 

rarely mentioned as priority objective of the work of Panchayats. Despite various 

development measures under the Panchayat Samities, actual development of the tribal 

people of West Bengal did not take place. Indebtedness has become the regular 

feature of their life process, resulted in the culmination of four interrelated 

consequences: deterioration in resources, technological change without change in the 

quantum of total resources and the consumption pattern, stagnation in production 

relations, but rapid changes in technology and consumption pattern leading to 

progressive destitution of the tribals, and stagnation in resource position, technology 

and productive relations, but rapid changes in the consumption pattern. The 

development programmes are not flexible. 

 
Panchayati Raj and Tribal Development in West Bengal 
 

Local self-government means autonomy, which is associated with the well-

being of the poor . It is necessary to involve and activate local institutions. The 

introduction of Panchayati Raj institutions has enabled power to be decentralized and 

planning from below, helped in creating awareness among and motivating the rural 

masses and backward classes about their rights and duties. Rural development is a 

national effort of all agencies, governmental, industrial, and banks etc. and voluntary 

agencies should be partners in development. Therefore, development process must be 

integrated with focus on the people and reaching the poorest of the poor. The 

institutionalization of Panchayats has two legs, i.e. popular participation and rural 
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development. It is institutionalization, which provides mechanical and structural 

contact between state and society, and legitimization links them emotionally and 

psychologically. Popular participation and control of the people are ingredients to 

legitimization. There is a close relation between institutionalization and 

legitimization. Local authorities should be institutionally autonomous and free from 

too much governmental control and assume responsibility for a significant range of 

local services, should have their own funds and budgets. The authorities should be 

governed internally (Mawhood and Davey, 1980). People’s participation in 

governmental process is essential for the success of local government. Local 

government is claimed to be conducive to efficiency as it enables local-level services 

to be tailored according to local preferences. Participation can improve the efficiency 

as well as equity of the resources, makes it possible to utilize local people's 

knowledge about local conditions in solving local problems more efficiently. For 

example, recent studies on Nepal (Ostrom and Gardner, 1993 and Ostrom, 1994) 

show the superior performance of farmer-managed or community managed irrigation 

systems. The community participation has been known to improve the efficiency of 
the irrigation systems by using local knowledge on soil conditions, water resources etc.    

 From the institutionalization of Panchayats in West Bengal it seems 

clear that the poorest of the poor are not represented properly in the Panchayati Raj 

institutions. The influential sections in the rural society are gaining the ground. The 

tribal people are not actually represented. The problems are associated with 

transferring power from the top downwards and organizing people at the grassroots 

levels so that all segments of the people, including the poorest of the poor and the 

weaker sections can effectively participate. Participation has been seen as a means to 

ensure more efficient implementation of pre-conceived plans through existing 

governmental structures. The local bodies lack institutional and technical capacities. 

The concept of people’s participation in governance is not clearly stipulated. What the 

Left Front Government in West Bengal has done is the structural changes of 

Panchayats so as to breakdown the old system dominated by the landlords and village 

elders. The leadership position has been gradually shifted from the hands of the older 

generation to younger generation, from higher income group to the middle and lower 

income group. Decision-making process has come to be dominated by a combination 

of local elite and government functionaries. Frustration of the have-nots has 

increased. It is here to be pointed out that truly participatory governance needs both 



JIARM VOLUME 1           ISSUE 4             (MAY 2013)       ISSN : 2320 – 5083 
 

321 
www.jiarm.com 

the extensive participation and effective accountability (Blair, 2000). It is the 

responsibility of the government both at the Centre and the States to enhance the 

capacity of regional and local authorities to provide social development services to the 

local clientele and to enable people and community organizations to engage in wealth 

generation and institution-building activities. The tribal people and the weaker 

sections do not really feel empowered. The poor cannot in general be expected to 

organize themselves entirely or absolutely with the help of their own exclusively 

without outside help as to illiteracy, lack of self-confidence and economic insecurity. 

And so long the poor suffer and so long their economic insecurity persists, they would 

not be able to exercise effective bargaining power even with the help of social 

mobilization. The social mobilization must, therefore, be accompanied by measures to 

remove extreme economic insecurity. Antonio Gramsci has defined civil society a 

social sphere or a public ‘space’, where political thought is transformed into action. 

This civil society does function as a vehicle for propagating the ideas of the ruling to 

the masses giving those ideas a legitimacy that might otherwise do not have. If the 

state power belongs to the rich and powerful, can civil society really mobilize the 

poor? The possibility of mobilizing the poor depends not just on the character of the 

mobilizer, but also on the attributes of the poor themselves. So long as they remain in 

an extreme socio-economic insecurity, the prospect of mobilizing them as a potential 

force must be rather dim. Not only political mobilization, but socio-economic 

mobilization is also essential. It necessitates the involvement or so to say effective 

involvement of the ‘peripheral forces’, i.e. masses. ‘In parties which represent socially 

subaltern classes, the element of stability is necessary to ensure that hegemony will be 

exercised not by privileged groups but by progressive elements  … In any case, it 

needs to be stressed that the unhealthy manifestation of bureaucratic centralism 

occurred because of lack of initiative and responsibility at the bottom, in other words 

because of the political immaturity of the peripheral forces.’ (Gramsci, 1971: 189). 

Tribal people’s empowerment has two components: improvement in their economic 

security and social mobilization. The institutionalization of Panchayats through 

mobilization of the poor has not been possible, rather mobilization of the middle class 

intellectuals and concentration and consolidation of party politics have become a 

reality. In West Bengal general caste members dominate the Panchayats and in some 

cases their representation is much higher. The representation of the poor and 

disadvantaged group has been increased in Panchayati Raj institutions, but this 
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representation has not resulted in any significant increase in their control over these 

institutions. Inspite of its changing character like transparent bureaucracies 

Panchayats have failed in the fields of extensive socio-economic mobilization and the 

innovative suggestions like the setting up of rural industries, ecological initiatives, 

housing, the improvement of the position of women and STs, and the establishment of 

co-operatives have got only rarely mentioned as priority objective of the work of 

Panchayats.  

In the works of socio-economic mobilization the state has a role to play giving 

more serious attention to policy issues and policy processes. It has an interventionist 

function through legislation and devolution of resources. Rural development has far 

too long been seen as a set of interventions, guided or more usually, implemented by 

the state. Liberalisation and structural adjustment bring about the conditions for a 

sustained effort in rural development, with the primary objective of enabling rural 

people and societies increasingly to determine their own trajectories, …. Apart from 

the withdrawal of the state, the fundamental in these stories are likely to be: 

participation and institutional development, ensuring that efforts are sustained and the 

process of development has added dynamism; an expanded arena for common goods 

management around which institutional development frequently takes place; and 

affordable and sustainable technological development so that even poor people can 

involve themselves.’ (Shepherd, 1998: 261, 263) 

 The rural scene is politicized along party lines, but not to the extent that the 

poor people have been organized on class lines. Due to the lack of this class 

organization the poor and the disadvantaged group, i.e. scheduled caste and scheduled 

tribe members seldom speak up in Gram Panchayat meetings. There is no 

organizational effort among the tribal population. Decisions are reached according to 

the recommendations of the party. The institutions have provided opportunities for the 

power elite to manipulate benefits in their own interests. From the control of offices in 

local bodies by the local power elite, it is obvious that the occupants are men of 

substantial means. There is concentration and diffusion of power and also of 

inequalities. When the three components like caste, class and power play a 

conjunctional role, the elitist pattern emerges and inequalities creep in and play havoc 

in the civil society. In harmonic society ‘there is consistency between the existential 

order and the normative order and a disharmonic system is one in which the two are in 

conflict.’ (Beteille, 1972: 15) Inequality does not exit with legitimacy. In rural society 
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the traditional leaders or elite do not come into conflict with the new political leaders, 

rather are skillful in adapting with new environment, in exploiting their socio-

economic power to gain entry into the position of power and privileges in the new 

political institutions. Caste as a factor in vertical mobilization has almost disappeared. 

Caste as a group engaged in political action is still present. But caste does not remain 

as a caste itself. It has transformed itself into a class. In rural West Bengal changes 

have taken place in the pattern of leadership both at the Panchayat Samity and Gram 

Panchayat levels. Secondly, at Gram Panchayat level there are few elected SCs and 

STs along with those from the rank of landless labourers and share-croppers. Thirdly, 

in Panchayat Samity, an educated and a progressive leadership has emerged instead of 

the upper caste landed gentry who was previously at the helm of local self-

government. Fourthly, young generation is taking interest in capturing the position of 

power. Fifthly, given an exposure to modern values and a rational, secular and 

scientific spirit, it is generally expected that tribals access to the seats of power in 

rural areas would go a long way round to transform traditional, hierarchical power 

structure in the villages of West Bengal. Sixthly, dominance of Brahmin, Sadgope and 

Kayasthas following caste model and dominance of teachers instead of landless 

labourers and share-croppers, i.e., the caste-class preference is taking place in modern 

time rural society. Seventhly, due to politicization of the rural masses through ‘red 

panchayats’, the CPI (M) and other Left parties control the Panchayats. And for that 

caste preference or caste influence has become lesser than the previous decade but not 

totally extinct. Eighthly, modernizing elements have been introduced extensively to 

change the social structure of the rural communities. Ninthly, power position is not 

based on ascribed status, but achieved status has taken its place in the context of 

democratic decentralization and competitive party system. Lastly, people from all 

sections of the society have a more or less equal access to positions of political power. 

However, village politics has been transformed from its control by land-owning high 

castes to its control by middle class peasant proprietors. The need is to control and 

reduce the unequal distribution of power and resources, where people from all 

sections of the society have a more or less equal opportunity to gain access to 

positions of political power. To ensure this, mobilization of the poor through their 

actual representation in Panchayati Raj bodies, effective exercise of control by them 

over resources, and participation by them in decision-making are the present needs of 

our time.  The poorest classes are unable and often unwilling to mobilize themselves 
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politically. The token membership of the landless poor and lack of ideological 

commitment to the mobilization of the poorest classes among the members have made 

the rural middle class dominant in this area and representation of the interests of the 

poor by the dominant middle class minimum. In respect with this the ‘panchayats in 

West Bengal have to work hard to turn them into schools of democracy, instruments 

of political education of the masses.’ (Datta, 2001: 111). The parties and mass 

organizations should conduct door-to-door visit before meetings, should listen to 

constructive criticism, should create an atmosphere of open discussion in every 

meetings, should encourage the villagers to participate in meetings, should organize 

cultural programmes and fairs to make the meetings interesting, should inform the 

members about the reasons for non-implementation of decisions (Datta, 2001). All 

these would create confidence in Panchayats among the masses. The Panchayati Raj 

institutions should have to be consolidated through the lessening of dependence of the 

poor on the not-so-poor and well-to-do, redistribution of assets and benefits among 

the poor, providing them minimum means of livelihood than that of giving mere 

doles, and mobilization of the poor on class lines in organizing and nourishing their 

interests.  

 Real development basically means more and better life-sustaining goods and 

services for all, respect for all, freedom from tyranny and community feelings among 

the people. ‘The ultimate purpose of development is to provide everyone with ever-

increasing opportunities for better life. It, therefore, acquires an equitable distribution 

of income and other social resources in order to promote justice and efficient 

production, to raise levels of employment substantially, to expand and improve 

facilities for education, health, nutrition, housing and social and cultural well-being. 

The qualitative and structural changes that development thus imposes on society must 

go hand in hand with economic progress while racial, ethnic and social inequalities 

must be substantially reduced.’ (FAO: 5). It is the well-being and self-realization of 

people through collective effort. The ultimate target is people, not infrastructure. The 

efforts are to widen people’s range of choices, to preserve ecological integrity 

providing life-sustaining resources, to use land in efficient and appropriate way, to 

preserve environmental balance maintaining physical, biological and human ecology 

and to make social, economic and governmental institutions effective (Copp, 1972 

and Lassey, 1977). The effective implementation of rural development programmes is 

dependent upon the development of institutional capacity to mobilize the limited 
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political and economic resources for the well-being of the disadvantaged. Therefore, 

in this study area tribal development has to come up with the following strategies: 

(a) true assessment and development of natural resources; 

(b) development of infrastructure; 

(c) promotion of strengthening of leadership arising from the weaker sections; and 

(d) Development of viable technologies etc. 

‘The nature and content of any rural development program or project will reflect the 

political, social and economic circumstances of the particular country or region.’ 

(World Bank, 1975: 4). In this development process the central problems of the area 

and core sector of development with reference to resource potential must be 

identified, where the general administration, development administration and co-

operative marketing societies should get co-ordinated and integrated. Co-operatives, 

collectivities and self-management rather than individual welfare approach are 

important in this respect. Lack of tribals’ command over resources, lack of direction 

and drive and adequate resources to tackle the problems facing the tribal people may 

cause inferiority complex among them, poor understanding and appreciation of their 

own problems, mass illiteracy, malnutrition, backwardness, indebtedness and 

exploitation by the advanced groups, who in their own genuinity entrusted to ensure 

better agricultural production through land distribution, supply of institutional credit 

facilities, harnessing of irrigation sources, development of animal husbandry and 

fisheries to improve the economic conditions of the landless labourers, and also 

marketing facilities by laying link roads etc. The tribals have been put on ‘sale’ in 

most of our development programmes. We sell most of our things in their name. The 

development items like schools, dispensaries, railroads, telephone etc. are all 

accounted for the uplift of the tribals. In our development efforts we have imposed the 

values, structures and aspirations of the superordinate groups on the tribal society 

(Doshi, 1997: 19 – 20). Determined efforts and scientific planning are necessary to 

scientifically survey, plan and implement programmes for improvement of the quality 

of tribal ethos and ecology and upgrade their resources. For development purposes 

there is the need for growth-centered strategy in tribal development, where benefits of 

innovations can be absorbed by local people without major structural changes or 

changes in the ethos and ecology of the tribals. ‘In considering the choice of methods 

for implementation of agricultural policies, consideration of four main factor will lead 

to choices (administration, organization and institutions) which are more likely to 



JIARM VOLUME 1           ISSUE 4             (MAY 2013)       ISSN : 2320 – 5083 
 

326 
www.jiarm.com 

succeed: (1) The attitudes, capacities and needs of the local farming community at the 

time. (2) Technical factors, especially the type of crop or animal husbandry mainly 

concerned. (3) The nature of the processing and marketing channel. (4) The 

administrative resources and capacity of the main agency of change’ (Hunter, 1978: 

42 – 43) With the process of various developments programmes the tribal people have 

began slowly to come into contact with production and exchange activities with the 

breaking up or after the breakdown of a closed tribal economy started from the 

colonial regime. Further, globalization has brought about new sets of attitudes, values, 

and patterns of conduct and behaviour and role structures before them. In this market 

relation, it is mainly the labour market through which the tribals interact with others. 

Various welfare measures and affirmative sanctions and state ownership of common 

property resources have enabled the state to use the discourse of poverty to detach the 

tribals from their forest ecology. The tribals have now become ‘strangers in their own 

land’ (Sundar, 1997: 263) and have been forced to accept subordinate places in the 

new capitalist system’ (Guha, 1994: 30). The tribal areas will continue to remain as 

reservoir of cheap labour unless and until they are developed in true sense. 

Preservation and perpetuation of underdevelopment in tribal localities is the present 

day paradox, is in the interest of the semi-feudal semi-capitalist system. The money-

lenders are found to be the sources of loans borrowed by the tribal people to meet 

deficits in the family budget or to bear the costs of social activities. However, the 

incidence of indebtedness to institutional and non-institutional agencies in West 

Bengal is said to be 20.6 per cent and 7.6 per cent than the all-India average 15.6 and 

9.8. In Kerala and Andhra Pradesh it amounts to 28.3 and 6.4 and 16.5 and 21.8 (NSS, 

48th Round, 1998). It is a good sign for West Bengal. The percentage share of 

institutional agencies in outstanding cash debt of rural households for cultivators and 

non-cultivators during 1961 – 91 in West Bengal may be stated as: 

Year Cultivator Non-cultivator All 
1961 18.40 10.50 17.30 
1991 66.30 55.30 64.00 

SOURCE: NSS Report, 48th Round, 1998. 

 

In this respect the commercial banks and co-operative societies accounted for 

33.70 per cent and 21.60 per cent respectively. Inspite of that, non-institutional 

agencies play important role in underdeveloped areas. In the sphere of production 
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finance, the official credit agencies have to play a role. On the lending operations of 

financial institutions in the formal sector, the tribal households are getting smaller 

premiums compared to that of their non-tribal counterparts. Providing mere loans to 

the tribals would not free themselves from extreme economic insecurity. There is the 

need for a policy of creating community assets that could facilitate private investment 

to raise land productivity instead of government’s patron-client approach for electoral 

gains. The approach to select few households to pull them above poverty line has 

failed to bring about major changes. Proper crop planning, water resource 

management, and creation of incentives for investment would increase the level of 

output by releasing the productive forces (Gupta, et. al., 1999). The development 

processes have exposed the tribal population to new patterns of culture and values 

through mass media, not only endangered traditional culture and values, but, have 

also created a kind of feeling that their values and culture are inferior to modern ones. 

When the change is evolutionary and spontaneous, that does not produce any kind of 

cultural upheaval. But when it is induced in a deliberate and planned manner, there is 

bound to be a drastic and rapid change creating an identity crisis of their own. A kind 

of vacuum has been created as a result of fast decay in cultural values and norms of 

the tribal people as to their inability to fully assimilate the so-called modern values. 

However, they have made a compromise. Even today the tribal people of our country 

have fascinating dresses, ornaments and handicrafts, in addition to their rich folklore, 

folk songs and robust and enchanting folk dances. The complex social organization 

with associated ritual ceremonies, practices, religious belief systems, faiths and 

festivals are other inseparable components of cultural heritage of our country. (Rao, 

1996). Special kinds of efforts are required to promote their desired socio-cultural and 

economic development. The establishment of industries lends urgency to the 

extension of protective measures so that they cannot be exploited any more. There is 

no need for directed integration. Rather the need for cultural tolerance and 

appreciation of cultural values should be formulated. Tribals should not be separated, 

but assimilated within the broader Indian society in an automatic way. There is the 

need for protection, so that the non-tribals and neo-elites among the tribals cannot 

exploit them in an undue manner, but no need for special privilege should be taken 

into account for them. They can develop along their own lines.  

 At present the tribals are in constant interaction with the non-tribes often 

circumscribed with very much of formal political leadership and highly specialized 
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institutions like bureaucracy. The introduction of money economy has introduced 

changes in the economic life and drawn the tribal people very close to the non-tribal 

people. Yet, they retain their tradition, as it seems from some of their other 

institutions like family, marriage, religion, social customs and traditional leadership, 

are differentially distinct from the non-tribal. However, there is a compromise and a 

synthesis. Due to incessant interaction with neighbouring non-tribal communities they 

could form a new social order with a good deal of integration to local community 

culture forming a balanced synthesis of tribal – non-tribal way of life, particularly 

economic and political. Owing to the proximity of industrial towns, a number of 

people work in industry in the permanent and casual category and also in agricultural 

sector as the main occupation. This gives birth to a proliferation of occupational 

categories and mixed type of occupational structure consisting of agricultural 

activities as labourers and share-croppers, services in factories and mines (permanent 

and contractual), poultry farming, cattle rearing, rice-bear selling, tailoring, business, 

cycle repairing, teaching etc. It is to be noted that the tribal economy has not been 

fully monetized as its traditional forces of production have not reached the stage of 

transformation from a simple non-antagonistic economic system into a complex and 

antagonistic one, where the main producers become mere appendages to the existing 

material conditions of production, which is being reflected in the tribals’ quest for 

identity and their practice of traditional occupations like fishing and in the existing 

semi-feudal relations of production. However, the traditional tribal economy has been 

changed with the overall de-tribalization process. Several forces are responsible for 

that. These are development of new communication, introduction of cash economy 

and changing cropping pattern from cereals to cash crops, selling of minor forest 

produce in local markets, emergence of tribal money-lenders, consumerism and more 

needs and demands for goods and services, commercialism, development of 

institutional credit facilities, reservation in various institutions, Panchayati Raj and 

various development programmes, land reforms and wage legislation, tribals’ attitude 

to consumption-based needs than the need-based consumption; and even saving-

investment and commercial aptitude of the tribes. Apart from economy, the role of 

traditional panchayat is on decline. The headmen lost their traditional status with the 

collection of more rents from the tribals. With the process of dispossession of 

headmanship, communal ownership of lands was transformed into individual 

ownership. The tribals are being drawn into an integrated economic programme 
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through the Panchayati Raj system. The old political authority and social structure are 

being moulded with the new demands. New local leaders have emerged with the 

introduction of competitive elections, secret ballot, statutory Panchayats with 

financial and personal resources. Few tribal people with education, good economic 

background and land ownership have tried their best to get leadership position as a 

threat to the traditional village officials. Panchayats have now assumed the jural and 

legal rights to exercise its control over social and economic matters. Though statutory 

Panchayats have reduced the status and authority of the tribal Panchayats, the tribal 

authority has some hold over the daily life of the tribals in several matters, though the 

latter is sometimes directed by the former, the latter do not want to sacrifice their 

tradition and the former do not make unwanted encroachment into the tribal tradition. 

Side by side, tribal panchayats have also adopted certain changes to meet the 

challenges of modernization. Therefore, the tribal leaders have now emerged to meet 

the diverse requirements, social, economic, cultural and developmental of the tribal 

life. Some of the traditional tribal leaders have tried to swim with the new currents of 

development; make important links between the old and the new ideas and values, 

traditional and modern institutions; and established a new rapport with tradition and 

modernity along the lines of their own genius. These leaders may be called as 

transitional leaders. An efficient leader makes a synthesis or compromise between the 

‘consensual’ power of a manjhi and ‘unqualified’ power of a pradhan at the transitory 

level. This type of elected leaders makes alliance with the non-elected village 

headmen to operate their functions smoothly without resistance from the tribal people. 

On the other, the non-elected village headmen take part in alliance formation to act 

independently of administrative officers and pradhans without any opposition from 

the respective power holders. Therefore, the political life of the tribals is an admixture 

of traditional and modern elements. The compromise and co-operation between 

tradition and modernity is the reality of the present day tribal societies.  

 Though there is a decline or so to say gradual decline in the traditional 

moorings and traditional grounding of action and authority with the development of 

science and technology, there remains within tradition both normative and 

legitimization aspects of tradition, a sense of identity among the tribes and a 

transmission of tradition from past to the present with the development of modern 

societies and introduction of modernity of tradition. 
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Tradition is an interpretative framework of understanding the world and 

society, which persists over generations, changes gradually, and needs no justification 

by its adherents. Modernity implies universal attitudes and commitments, group 

behaviour and actions, scientific calculations and rational attitudes towards material 

and human environment, manifestations of power in terms of authority, participation 

and accountability. In fact, modernity encourages criticism as a necessary corrective 

to those in authority and shuns coercive devices. 

 Traditional society is a pre-machine society characterized by a system of 

hereditary occupations, huge application of animal energy and human labour, fixed 

social structure, face-to-face communication, and absence of widespread belief in 

progress. Gradual changes in the life pattern of the people are taking place with the 

transformation of traditional moorings and modernization process. Modernity is the 

crux of the modernization process, not a commodity but the state of mind of the 

people, not to adapt but to participate, not to have but to do and to be. And 

modernization process is complex and multi-dimensional: change of outlook, a belief 

in progress and directed change, objectification of ends and means, and improvements 

in socio-economic and politico-intellectual life of the people concerned. It involves 

role specialization and functional differentiation (religious organizations, trade 

unions, political parties, pressure groups and assemblies etc.) leading to interest 

articulation and interest aggregation, a rational decision-making and mass 

mobilization.  Due to the wider impact of industrialization, urbanization and 

education there is a marked shifting of world outlook from tradition to modernity, 

marked change in-group behaviour to liberalization and de-regimentation. Economic 

modernization also brings about changes in the attitudes and behaviour pattern of the 

individuals; their professional, technical, managerial and overall human skills; 

division of labour and functional differentiation-specialization. Intellectual 

modernization provides the individual the strength to participate in the interacting 

societies. 

 When tradition is a set of conventions, which regulate cultural and social life; 

a set of organically emerging rules of the village and rules originating from the 

absolutist state; the God given rules and some sort of natural law, modernity is 

regarded as ‘discursive creation and legitimization of reflexive subjects’. Therefore, 

the distinctions are unsustainable. One penetrates into another. In fact, it is modernity 

of tradition: legitimization of the new depends precisely on the dynamism or dynamic 
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character of tradition. No society can survive without tradition. Modernity is to build 

modernity of tradition, and the challenge of modernization is to develop tradition of 

modernity. The change of tradition itself follows a tradition. The value of the 

individual is based on a long tradition and free institutions can survive and flourish 

only if the values are accepted as part of our tradition. The specific processes of 

industrialization, urbanization, commodification, rationalization, differentiation, 

bureaucratization, the expansion of division of labour, growth of individualism and 

state formation can be understood in terms of the inner logic of history of tradition. 

 Tradition serves not only as a symbol of continuity. Such societies are not 

static or stationary. Tradition is usually related with growing structural differentiation 

between different spheres of social life – economic, political and administrative alike. 

Modernity has developed through a series of historical processes. The modern and 

modernizing societies, in fact, are not tradition less. What the modernity has 

weakened is the legitimization of the social, political and cultural orders in terms of 

“sacredness”. The basic distinction between a traditional and a modern system is that 

in the modern system the specialized communication structure is more elaborate and it 

penetrates deep into the unspecialized or primordial structures of political 

communication. Modernity-tradition communication is basically concerned with the 

specific communicative variables: rationality-traditionality, diffuseness-specificity, 

achivement-ascription, and univeralism-particularism. All socio-economic systems 

are mixed in the cultural sense. There is no “all-modern” or “all-traditional” system. 

The traditional structures play key role of social and political integration both inside 

and outside the systems of bureaucracy, parliament, interest groups and media of 

communication and modern ones do havoc in the spheres of economic development 

and political competitiveness.  

                                                
 Note: See Aiyar. S.P. 1973. Modernization of Traditional Society (Madras: Macmillan India), 

Bendix, Reinhard. 1970. ‘What is Modernization?’ in Willard A. Beling and George O. 

Totten(ed.) Developing Nations : Quest for a Model ( New York : Van Nostrand Reinhold 

Company ), Black, C.E. 1966. The Dynamics of Modernization (New York: Harper and Row), 

Cantlie, Audrey. 1979. ‘The Concept of Tradition’ in R.J. Moore (ed.) Tradition and Politics in 

South Asia (New Delhi: Vikas Publishing House Pvt. Ltd.), Eisenstadt, S.N. 1973. Tradition, 

Change and Modernity (New York: John Wiley and Sons), Featherstone, Mike. 1995. Undoing 

Culture: Globalization, Postmodernism and Identity (London: Sage Publication), Foster, 

George M. 1973. Traditional Societies and Technological Change (New Delhi: Allied 



JIARM VOLUME 1           ISSUE 4             (MAY 2013)       ISSN : 2320 – 5083 
 

332 
www.jiarm.com 

  
 The introduction of democratic decentralization, the formulation and 

implementation of development programmes, the transfer of administration of tribal 

blocks to the Panchayats are likely to ensure better participation of the tribals in the 

development programmes. However, the introduction of Panchayats in tribal areas has 

produced certain unwanted consequences – tribals have failed to secure due 

representation to these bodies, non-tribals have become more powerful and began to 

install their own control and influence in decision-making, and most of the 

developmental benefits have been appropriated by the non-tribal people. The prime 

objective is proper organization of the tribals for the purpose of participatory 

development by instilling enthusiasm among them. The tribal people find it difficult 

to adopt the new institutions in their society. Panchayati Raj institutions have failed to 

reach the roots of the tribal areas and their mind set-up. The needs are slow and 

gradual modernization process affecting the swings of the tribal society, a harmonious 

blending of traditional and modern institutions, a virtual democratization and 

representation of the tribals in Panchayati Raj bodies, economic development of the 

tribals through automatic integration, and activization of Panchayati Raj institutions 

suited to cultural patterns of the tribals. 

                                                                                                                                       
Publishers Pvt. Ltd.), B. Khare, Brij 1974. India: Political Attitudes and Social Change (New 

Delhi: Life and Life Publishers), Lerner, Daniel. 1972. ‘Toward a Communication Theory of 

Modernization: A Set of Considerations’ in Lucian Pye (ed.) Communications and Political 

Development  (New Delhi: Radhakrishna Prakashan), Luke, Timothy W. 1996. ‘Identity, 

Meaning and Globalization: Detraditionalization in Postmodern Space-time Compression’ in 

Paul Heelas, Scott Lash and Paul Morris (eds.) Detraditionalization (Oxford, U.K.: Basil 

Blackwell), Rao, V.K.R.V. 1965. ‘Some Problems Confronting Traditional Societies in the 

Process of Development’ in A.B. Shah and C.R.M. Rao(ed.) Tradition and Modernity in India  

( Manaktalas : Bombay ), Riggs, Fred W. 1970. ‘Modernization and Political Problems: Some 

Development Prerequisites’ in Willard A. Beling and George O. Totten(ed.) Developing 

Nations : Quest for a Model ( New York : Van Nostrand Reinhold Company ), Rudolph, L.I. 

and S.H. Rudolph. 1987. The Modernity of Tradition (New Delhi: Orient Longman), Singh, 

Yogendra. 1965. ‘Traditional Culture Pattern of India and Industrial Change’ in A.B. Shah and 

C.R.M. Rao(ed.) Tradition and Modernity in India ( Manaktalas : Bombay ), Thomson, John B. 

1996. ‘Tradition and Self in a Mediated World’ in Paul Heelas, Scott Lash and Paul Morris 

(eds.) Detraditionalization (Oxford, U.K.: Basil Blackwell). 
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 Tribal development programmes in Gram Panchayats are basically the works 

of development like repair and construction of roads, culverts, field channels, 

anganwadi centres, shishushikha kendras, well and well platforms; sinking of tube-

wells; digging of ponds; social forestry; distribution of house sites and housing loans; 

distribution of various self-employment projects as paddy processing, chira making, 

sal leaf plate making, goatery, piggery, milchcow, bullocks, bullocks and cart, sheep 

rearing, grocery, readymade cloth, vegetable vending etc. Programmes are wage and 

employment oriented. And this has raised consumption thirst among the tribal daily 

wage earners. Self-employment projects are at the deadlock and dying a fatal death at 

the middle. This is due to their consumption thirst, lack of cash in hands and lack of 

suitable infrastructural facilities suited for the projects. Investment and profit 

maximization are absent in their society. Routine development works like the above 

may cause innumerable losses to human and natural resources. Monetary loss is in 

juxtaposed with other losses. This trend is not conducive to investment and profit 

maximization syndrome. Development efforts start with a single dosage and end with 

no long-run and trickle-down effects. A slight dosage of input might produce a 

deadlock in development. In respect with this three important steps can be taken for 

granted: ‘A stress on “learning from below”: Explicit recognition that ground realities 

are not always visible from Calcutta, and that ideas, viewpoints and innovations 

coming from the field will be useful to policy makers. Assurances to participants: If 

people are to reflect on current practices of governance, they need to do so in the 

knowledge that constructive criticism will be valued. Proper feedback and follow up: 

Essential if stakeholders are not to feel that their involvement was not valued or mere 

tokenism.’ (Veron, et. al., 2001: 37). Therefore, development needs participation, 

stability and institutionalization. Proper feedback is essential.  

 Economic benefits other than wage labour to the tribal people is not yet a 

noticeable phenomenon due to lack of marketable surplus in their hands. Surplus 

lands have been distributed among them. However, the small size of holdings may 

prove to be uneconomic. Fragmentation of holding has been to a great extent 

responsible for the backwardness of the area in terms of poor quality of soil, absence 

of proper irrigation facilities and lack of money in hands. The tribals need more 

money, new avenues of irrigation facility, more seeds and fertilizers. Naturally, they 

are compelled to seek financial assistance from any other sources and the problem of 

indebtedness makes them paralyzed. A study on West Bengal has brought into focus 
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the role of Panchayats in the flow of non-land inputs to pattadars and the convergence 

of other developmental benefits on them. It indicates that about 99 per cent of the 

pattadars have diversified in numerous economic activities, but a little over half has 

received assistance from Gram Panchayats. Thus diversification potential of the 

pattadars has not been taken full advantage of by the Panchayats through the 

convergence of supportive benefits. They are aware about health care, schooling of 

children and participation in local governance. However, literacy of the pattadars 

remains an area of grave concern. It is the responsibility of the Panchayats to fulfill 

the basic needs for social development of the target group (Chakraborty, et. al., 1999). 

Rural indebtedness of the poor peasants and landless labourers to private money-

lenders are mostly for consumption purposes and ceremonies rather than for 

production and cultivation, which would divert their production initiatives and 

incentives into consumption thirst and convert their income to the repayment of 

cumulative indebtedness. Their income level has increased to some extent, but this is 

not conducive to their actual development and not adjustable to their actual 

requirements. The implementation of policies and programmes under Panchayat 

Samities during 1978 – 2000/2001 is aimed at the penetration and politicization of the 

rural masses. Mere achievement of the target in black and white and mere 

politicization of the masses cannot be the aims or objectives of rural development. 

During the Sixth Plan, Seventh Plan and the previous few years, 26.87 lakh families 

have been assisted in the State (West Bengal – AM) with Rs. 1264.93 crore under 

IRDP. Mobilization of Rs. 816.97 crore from banks for the poorest of the poor is a 

remarkable achievement. However, mere achievement of target cannot be the criterion 

for success of IRDP. Quality of assets created, performances of assets, augmentation 

of family income of the assisted families are the real criteria for judging success of the 

programme (Roy, 1997). Besides, politicization and socio-economic mobilization of 

the rural masses should be taken into account. Here, I do not subscribe mere 

politicization, but do subscribe party-political movement that created Panchayati Raj 

in this State and broader culture of politics that are essential for further development 

of pro-poor governance. A comparative study (Ray, 1994) on IRDP schemes in 

Burdwan district of West Bengal and Ahmedabad of Gujrat shows that beneficiaries 

of both areas are in possession of assets under IRDP, but not in position to expand the 

assets mainly due to low investment, lack of market and infrastructural facilities, lack 

of initiative and risk factor. The issues should be considered by local level planners, 
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administrators and politicians. In West Bengal, Panchayats and local level 

organizations have not emphasized much on follow up action, inspite of active role 

played by them in implementing IRDP schemes and in distributing loans to maximum 

number of households. Panchayats and local level organizations in West Bengal are 

more interested in increasing the number of beneficiaries rather than improvement in 

the economic conditions through follow-up action. Lack of active participation by the 

party or parties in power at the local level, some sort of class and ideological 

differences among party workers and supporters and the caste-based rigid socio-

economic stratification system differentiate the Panchayati Raj in Gujrat from that of 

West Bengal and prevent the percolation of the fruits of development in rural Gujrat. 

The Panchayats in West Bengal are responsible for implementation of various rural 

development programmes along with established development administration. Despite 

various development measures under the Panchayat Samities, actual development of 

the tribal people of West Bengal did not take place. Indebtedness has become the 

regular feature of their life process, resulted in the culmination of four interrelated 

consequences: deterioration in resources, technological change without change in the 

quantum of total resources and the consumption pattern, stagnation in production 

relations, but rapid changes in technology and consumption pattern leading to 

progressive destitution of the tribals, and stagnation in resource position, technology 

and productive relations, but rapid changes in the consumption pattern. The 

development programmes are not flexible. ‘There is nothing in development 

programme that could compare with soil conservation schemes in terms of benefit to 

the soil, the country, and the tribals.’ (Devhev, 1961: 151-52). The first stage of 

planned development has to be to mend the shattered ecological equilibrium as best as 

possible and as swift as possible. Besides, we should look for ‘need-based appropriate 

technologies’ taking into account market potential, optimum utilization of local 

natural resources, environmental impact, the scale of production, the capital and 

labour intensity of production, technical efficiency in terms of material and energy 

consumption and availability of trained manpower. In fact, the development efforts 

ultimately will have to bring about the improvement of the people. Their perceived 

basic needs are food, clothing, shelter, health, education, land and irrigation. They are 

generally less in personal efficacy and highly dependent-prone and are fatalist and 

pessimist. But the attributes like lack of personal efficacy, dependent-proneness, 

fatalism and pessimism are not conducive to development. Further, a feeling of apathy 
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towards opportunities for economic betterment is a great obstacle to their 

development imperatives. These motivations may be cited as:  

(1) They are dissatisfied with their level of income. 

(2) Land seems to them as the only means through which they can improve their 

levels of living. 

(3) Except for a few, these people do not have many hopes or fears for the future 

oriented to achievement. 

(4) Aspiration for higher education of their children is restricted to sons against 

daughters, i.e. high school education for sons and primary education for 

daughters. The perceived benefit of education to children among them is 

aspiration for achievement in terms of getting government jobs, and, therefore, 

those who do not want to take up government job do not think education 

necessary.  

(5) They generally prefer the uncertainties of traditional life rather than that of 

uncertainties associated with modern economic ventures. 

Another obstacle to rural development is urban bias. The urban elites talk about rural 

development, but in practice they heavily concentrate on the urban areas causing 

disappointing effects on employment, growth and poverty. That is why poor people 

stay poor. ‘There are four possible paths (rapid growth plus trickle-down, intra-rural 

distribution, urban-to-rural distribution and forms of growth specific to the rural poor 

– AM) to reduced rural poverty – and rural poverty is the origin of urban poverty, 

both because the growing army of rural poor seek to enter urban life but tend to 

increase the misery and congestion and excess labour supply on the semi-jobless 

urban fringe; and because the under-use of the human resources of small farmers and 

landless labourers prevents the rural sector from generating a lasting, soundly based, 

efficiently produced, farm surplus for exchange on fair terms with urban products, and 

permits only a big-farm surplus, costly because intensive in its use of capital and 

energy, but too small and too unreliable to serve as a firm base for urban growth.’ 

(Lipton, 1982: 74). The problems like poverty, unemployment and illiteracy etc. are 

precisely due to underutilization of human resources. Inequality of wealth and poverty 

can be reduced through the proper utilization of human resources in a balanced way. 

Education is an effective means for the transformation of the society through the 

development of human resources. Education of the tribal people must be based and 

linked to their socio-economic fabric, their cultural heritage and other local 
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conditions. West Bengal’s record on improving basic human capacities and 

capabilities through health and education is not so dramatic. When West Bengal leads 

the rest of India, the record on education has been more limited (Lieten, 1992). More 

generally, Human Development Indicators for West Bengal confirms that the State is 

performing slightly better than that of the all-India average, but not dramatically so 

(Drèje and Sen, 1995). Panchayats do not take an active role in the running of schools. 

Besides the experimentation with alternative avenues through Shishushikkha Kendra 

programme and District Primary Education programme for ensuring public 

accountability and institutional changes, increased financial commitment to education 

will also be necessary. West Bengal’s budgetary allocation to elementary education in 

the late 90s was low in absolute terms, and low relative to the needs of the State (Roy, 

et. al., 2000).  

 The tribals are dissociated from the control of the resources and from the 

decision-making in resource utilization pattern. Tribal beneficiaries are less interested 

in ICDS programme and its implementation. They participate less. The need is to 

raise the level of consciousness, to revitalize the programmes according to the socio-

economic needs of the beneficiaries. For economic hardship they are not worried 

about the education of their children. So, there is the need for effective integration of 

social and economic inputs, and functional literacy. The tribal people leave the 

Continuing Education Centres more frequently and more in percentage terms than that 

of enrolment and participation. Power to get education and willingness to get 

education are to be evolved and simultaneously operated. The continuing education 

system is not in tune with the need-based as perceived by the learners. The overall 

picture in this State may be cited as that West Bengal is still faced with a considerable 

challenge to achieve universal elementary education and full adult literacy. Enrolment 

and retention rates at primary level have been increased but there are still 3 – 4 

million children in the age group of 5 – 9 out of school, 60 per cent of who are girls. 

Out of 70 per cent children initially enrolled, more than 50 per cent drop out before 

completing class IV. There is insufficient school infrastructure to cope with the new 

growing demands. Nearly 50 per cent of primary schools have only 1 – 2 classrooms. 

12 per cent of the inhabitants do not have a primary school within 1km. There is a gap 

in the provision of access to classes V – VIII. The 15+ literacy rate at 58 per cent was 

above the all-India average. There are considerable disadvantages and few backdrops 

faced by the disadvantaged and marginalized groups (UNDP, 1997). To ensure 
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greater functional literacy there is the need for improvement of their economic 

performance. Projects under IRDP and TSP schemes sanctioned by Panchayat 

Samities of West Bengal have failed due to their (tribal beneficiaries) indebtedness 

and lack of subsidiary sources of income, lack of adequate infrastructural facilities, 

lack of an integrated development approach and half-hearted attempt on the part of 

the project officials and allottees. 

 Development centres round a high rate of economic growth with social justice, 

priority investment, and political decentralization and moulding of tradition with 

modernization. Popular participation should be treated as the basic policy in national 

development. Participation provides the beneficiaries of development an opportunity 

for opinion building, helps the planners in setting goals and objectives, formulating 

policies, implementing plans and programmes, organizing and evaluating the target 

community, the disadvantaged groups, the SCs and STs. ‘Variations in estimated exit 

time from income poverty (with a given rate of GNP growth) according to depth of 

poverty indicate that scheduled castes and tribes suffer deeper poverty and that their 

exit time would be much larger. Average periods of 12 years for SCs and 14 years for 

STs to exit income poverty have been estimated.’ (Burton, 2000). The problems of the 

tribals, the rural down-trodden are germinated from structural conditions and not 

functional in a real sense. Participation makes the people aware of the problems and 

the root causes behind it. The perception of the rural people is most important, which 

needs due consideration while designing any developmental intervention meant for 

their development. Participatory development is substantial in matters of feeding the 

world, of removing poverty, hunger, malnutrition and diseases despite much talked 

about Green Revolution technologies. The post-Green Revolution period shows three 

distinct phases, from 1966 – 67 to 1976 – 77, from 1976 – 77 to 1982 – 83 and from 

1982 – 83 to 1991 – 92. The first period was experienced with an early stage of 

technology experimentation with 2.15 per cent growth rate per year. The second 

period witnessed fluctuations and ultimate decline in rice production and yield rate. 

The third period showed a steady and unprecedented growth in rice production with a 

growth rate of 7.44 per cent per year. 60 per cent of rice area is estimated to have 

come under HYV by 1994. Fertilizer consumption per hectare increased from 13.11 

kg. in 1971 – 72 to 96 kg. in 1991 – 92 (Sau, 1998). Despite this, the destitution of the 

tribal people remains. The non-tribals and tribal neo-elites eschew most of the 

developmental benefits. They (tribals) are at the margin of survival and in struggle to 
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achieve a level of consumption just enough to survive. Solution to these problems 

may be found to a significant extent if the principles and theories of participatory 

development and Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) are taken into account and put 

into practice. People should take up the initiatives themselves for their own well-

being. There is also a need for a wider range of people to become involved (Dunn, et. 

al., 1996). But Panchayats’ demand for people’s participation in this area is mostly 

casual. Participation of the tribals in development programmes was mainly through 

labour, moral support and benefit sharing, but very poor through decision-making 

process, when it remained only within 6.24 per cent. They only heard about decisions, 

raise hands in favour of decisions and do not say anything against the decisions. But 

people’s participation must be participatory, consultative, open and transparent and 

based on partnership. The participation should be need-based and not project or 

programme-based. Actual participation is an interactive, consultative and consensus-

building process, and also involves the empowerment process, which means 

‘developing their socio-economic skills, providing tools and process of analysis, 

management and entrepreneurial initiatives to build their capacity to interact with the 

outside world on a more equal basis.’ (Taori, 1988: 70). Sustainable rural 

development cannot be possible without sustainable human development. In fact, 

development must be socially just, ecologically sustainable, economically viable, 

politically participatory and culturally vibrant to attain sustainable rural development. 

And the direction of change would be like this: technology generation supported by 

land reforms and various rural development programmes  increased earnings 

augmenting greater investment in lands  institutional changes in land, labour and 

capital markets  increase in income, reduction in poverty and income distribution 

 sustainable human development  sustainable rural development. In rural areas 

backdrops produced out of poverty and illiteracy have resulted in ignorance among 

the tribal people giving birth to low levels of perception, information and awareness. 

Ignorance has made them more oriented to consumption pattern rather than 

investment. Among the respondents only 12 per cent were interested in investment. 

1.28 per cent said that banks should be more liberal in terms of loan. An environment 

of investment has not yet been created among the tribals. They consume most of the 

amount of loan against food, repayment of credit with interest to private money-

lenders and other consumer durable. Non-repayment of loans to banks has become a 
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regular feature for them. At this point the role of Panchayats is negligible. Despite 

high levels of participation in elections, their activities are far from universal, 

particularly among the rural poor. Inspite of strong popular identification with Gram 

Panchayats and their leaders, the block and district levels are still relatively remote 

institutions for the vast majority of the rural poor. Panchayat institutions at all levels 

since the late 70s have had increasing responsibilities for the delivery of centrally 

sponsored development programmes. Panchayats have placed the rural poor in a 

patron-client relationship. There is a lack of awareness about the existing institutions 

of Panchayats and their activities among the tribal people. Direct participation should 

not be seen as a universal solution for any and all of the problems of the panchayat 

system. Economic and time constraints remain as limiting factors on the participation 

of the rural poor. Other factors like educational and human skill constraints also limit 

the usefulness of popular participation in the development process. Real benefits to 

the participants have to be evolved and generated for greater participation and 

engagement of the rural poor with panchayat activities to be sustained. Apart from 

these, decisions regarding panchayat activities taken by local units of a political party 

can undermine the authority of the elected member and accountability of panchayats 

as a whole; instead close monitoring of panchayat activities by political party 

supporting the authority of the elected member can help to build that accountability. 

Information management, proper staffing pattern, local innovations appropriate for 

local conditions and resource mobilization must be accounted for in this process. 

Greater use of popular support and legitimacy from the electorates by Panchayats, 

channeled through appropriate institutional structures, would improve delivery of 

local services, engender local responsibility, and make Panchayats from “patronage 

associations” to promoters of political programmes (Veron, et. al., 2001). It is to be 

pointed out that democratic competition between political parties, on the one hand, 

has given rise to the Left leadership to ‘monitor the performance of panchayat 

members and weed out those engaged in corruption’ (Echeverri-Gent, 1992: 1414). 

On the other, corrupt individuals, in few cases, remain as candidates in Panchayat 

elections due to their ability to catch votes (Westergaard, 1986). This tendency has to 

be rooted out for the purpose of generating a supportive political culture conducive to 

development needs. It is argued that ‘if the programme continues to change from 

being a political movement and increasingly becomes a bureaucratic strategy with its 

only political goal being the re-election of the Left Front to state government, it will 
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fail in its original goals and disillusionment could easily result in the fall of the Left 

Front.’ (Webster, 1992: 131). The role of Panchayati Raj bodies as sole mechanisms 

of land redistribution has become less dramatic and more institutionalized in contrast 

with the late 60s due to bureaucratic strategy with the only political goal of being re-

elected. Inspite of administrative success land redistribution under ceiling laws has 

become more and more marginal. Landless beneficiaries remain as wage labourers. 

Class contradiction has not been resolved.  It is also true that the development of the 

groundwater irrigation potential has been largely down to farmers investing in tube 

wells for their own land and for selling water to neighbouring farmers, while the 

programme for public tube wells has been largely unsuccessful. Due to economic 

insecurity the tribal people do not take part in these private initiatives and also cannot 

buy improved seeds, fertilizers and pesticides for agricultural growth. For that, their 

income from assigned lands through land redistribution remains at the low level. 

However, in comparison with other parts of India development programmes in West 

Bengal were run efficiently, served target groups, and were relatively free of 

corruption (Echeverri-Gent, 1992).  

 Destruction of forest ecology has brought about sedentarization. The tribal 

people have become marginalized. At all-India level average value of annual 

collections of common property resources (land, water and forest etc.) per household 

is Rs. 693 and average value of collection-average value of consumption expenditure 

ratio is 3.02 per cent (NSS 54th Round, 1998). Tribals’ percentage contribution to 

these is very negligible. The government-sponsored development programmes have 

had very little effect on the worsening immiserisation of the tribal people. However, 

there has become a mild improvement in the consumption of private goods. In the 

purchase of private goods the tribal people and also the poor other than tribes miss the 

services of the Public Distribution System (PDS). Public Distribution System is not 

improved in West Bengal and also at the all-India level, when the percentage 

difference between PDS and other sources for rice, wheat, sugar and kerosene remains 

as 47.15, 33.33, 25.91 and 58.07 (NSS 55th Round, 2000). If the PDS is improved, the 

tribal people can improve their living standard in the consumption of private goods. 

When the Left Front Government came to power in West Bengal, the State had the 

highest Head Count Ratio (proportion of population with incomes below poverty line) 

than that of all Indian States. The decline in its Head Count Ratio was marked in the 

period of 1983 – 84 to 1987 – 88 when it experienced the highest proportionate 
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decline of all the major Indian States. Now, it amounts to 44.75 (District Development 

Index, 2001). Besides, the percentage of rural population below poverty line is 56.16 

for the period of 1999 – 2000 against the all-India average of 36.35. In Kerala and 

Andhra Pradesh it amounts to 26.50 and 25.48. In contrast with the rural counterpart, 

it amounts to 16.74 in West Bengal against the all-India average of 28.76, and 31.89 

and 32.28 in Kerala and Andhra Pradesh in urban areas (NSS 55th Round, 2000). The 

rural is deprived. Low level of consumption pattern among the tribal people in rural 

areas of West Bengal may be showed in their Average Monthly Per Capita 

Expenditure (AMPCE in Rs.) –  

State ST SC OBC Others All 
West 

Bengal 
376 439 516 480 373 

India 388 419 474 577 486 
SOURCE: NSS 55th Round, 2001: 21. 

Inspite of the increase in per capita income from 2614.51 in 1991 – 92 to 3087 in 

1995 – 96 with a growth rate of 3.62 and increase in foodgrains productivity with a 

growth rate of 3.40 ranking tenth among the districts of West Bengal (Burdwan) and a 

moderate human development index of 0.593 (District Development Index, 2001), the 

tribal people of the district of Burdwan live in destitution and do not play fair in those 

fields. A typical poor household in rural West Bengal cultivates less land and 

supplements its earnings from a number of sources including agricultural and non-

agricultural labour as well as petty-self-employment. Small and marginal farmers now 

control about 70 per cent of agricultural lands. There is an increasing trend from 

subsistence farming to wage employment in the agricultural sector as a result of the 

continuing fragmentation of land holdings and the fact that scope for land 

redistribution has reached its limit. There is evidence of a sharp decline in the rate of 

growth of real wages in the rural sector – it increased by 5.3 per cent in 1989 – 90 but 

only by 0.8 per cent in 1990 – 94. Landless agricultural labourers are dependent on 

wage employment. High levels of indebtedness are reported among those with no or 

marginal operational holdings (Burton, 2000). It may be pointed out that self-

employment in agriculture is on decrease during 1987 – 2000 vis-à-vis the increasing 

trend of self-employment in non-agricultural field and also of employment as 

agricultural labourer of the same period among the rural households and populace in 

India. The figures (per 1000 distribution) may be presented as –  
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Households Population 
Categorie
s 

1987 – 88 1993 – 94 1999 – 
2000 

1987 – 88 1993 – 94 1999 – 
2000 

Self-
employed 
in 
agricultur
e 

377 378 327 428 424 371 

Self-
employed 
in non-
agricultur
e 

123 127 134 128 131 139 

Self-
employed 

500 505 461 556 554 509 

Agricultu
ral labour 

307 303 322 278 275 301 

Other 
labour 

90 80 80 84 75 76 

Rural 
labour 

397 383 402 362 350 376 

Others 103 112 137 81 95 114 
All 1000 1000 1000 1000 1000 1000 
SOURCE: NSS 55th Round Report, Employment and Unemployment Situation in India, 1999 – 2000.  

The government-sponsored development programmes have had very little 

effect on the economic conditions of the tribal people. They remain as class of 

primary producers, mainly as agricultural labourers and share-croppers. Most of them 

are unskilled labourers working in agricultural and non-agricultural fields. 

Agricultural production does not provide self-sufficiency to all. Production on land is 

meagre as to low irrigation and habits of using traditional methods of cultivation. 

Sometimes, they do not have any alternative but to use the traditional methods of 

cultivation due to economic reasons as inputs of modern methods cost higher than that 

of traditional inputs. Crop production may not be a major source of providing 

employment to the growing labour force and other land-based activities taken together 

have also not exhibited a very high rate of labour absorption. It is to be noted at this 

point that intensive utilization of land and water resources would help to generate 

self-employment opportunities to them. The need is to generate non-farm employment 

by and through the development of village and small industries. The idea behind this 

is to achieve better utilization of local resources, development of simple processes and 

techniques. Through proper education, socialization and selection of appropriate 

technologies their barrier to development, i.e. backwardness to and ignorance about 
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human resource development may be broken down, which can meet their urgent-felt 

needs. This suitably can change their life situation. The impoverishment of the tribal 

people has reduced their income and food habits, forced them to enter into the hands 

of the landowners and private money-lenders, who appropriate their little income. For 

sustainable development capital formation and output raising capacity should have to 

be developed to the extent possible, and if growth process were sustained, ‘trickle 

down effect’ would ensure better living for the tribal. Sustainable resource utilization, 

appropriate technology intervention for resource conservation and regeneration, 

gradual empowerment of the socially disadvantaged groups – all can be ensured 

through the participation of the people. One fact must be pointed out in respect with 

the development process is that tribal people are apathetic to development 

programmes and snicker at present system and values. They always try to save their 

values, rituals and beliefs from the crisis of identity. Therefore, traditional values and 

ideas should be harnessed in the process of development. The introduction of market 

economy and political democracy has resulted in the distortion of corporate action in 

socio-economic and socio-cultural matters. The new technology and old rituals should 

have to be brought together with a view to formulate patterns of human co-operation 

that would make corporate action possible for both economic development and 

cultural autonomy. The earlier forms of corporate action have to be used for their 

socio-economic development with the help of modern technology. Capital-intensity 

and savings-investment ratio should have to be expedited.  

 One of the tendencies with regard to tribal development may be stated that 

most of the beneficiaries are in poverty and ignorance. Few people who are 

educationally and economically sound may be treated as elites, are associating 

themselves with non-tribal elite, power and bureaucratic elite. The tribal society has 

now began to witness inequality arising from massive socio-economic measures 

undertaken by the governments both at the Centre and the States. Out of frustration 

and despair the tribal people have now understood that unless education is taken up in 

right earnest, they are bound to be thrown in starvation and ignorance. They have also 

took to realize that they are down-trodden, the vagaries and not the actual 

beneficiaries of development programmes. Levels of living tend to be low as these are 

manifested in and visualized through insufficient food intake, bad housing conditions, 

inadequate public and private provision for hygiene and medical care, inadequate 

educational and cultural facilities of all sorts. Undernutrition of child is also a problem 
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in this study area, is likely to result from poor health and infection than that of 

shortages of food. Although West Bengal generally stands above the national average 

on key indicators of health status, there is considerable scope for further progress. The 

infant mortality rate is 48.7 per 1000 as against the national figure of 67.6. 

Malnutrition is a major problem, especially in rural areas, where the rates of anaemia 

among women and young children, pregnant mother and child are higher than that of 

the national figure of average (Burton, 2000). 

 Due to poor economic condition they become unable to receive developmental 

inputs. Diversification of occupational structure has resulted in ranks among the 

tribals – agricultural labourers, poor cultivators, white-collar workers etc. The tribals 

enter into borrowing development assets lesser than that of fulfilling social 

obligations like marriage and death and of drinking. Application of modern 

technology has become slow in tribal areas mostly due to lower irrigation facility, 

poor land holding pattern and disinvestments motives among tribes. Mass education 

among the tribals has to be regularized and developed. The proportionate changes in 

techno-scientific and socio-cultural fields are the essential pre-conditions for tribal 

development. Literacy, education and economy have a substantial bearing on the 

receptivity of change and the level of participation in development activities. Though 

they cherish and do aspire for more cash in their hands to improve their living 

standard, they are unmindful to development programmes. Most of the respondents 

say that the development programmes have not made better economic life for them. 

Low level of literacy among the tribals has always been a matter of concern to policy 

makers and planners and it has become a problematic issue to them. The fact is that 

the poor economic condition of the tribals prevents the children from attending 

schools. The struggle for life is very hard for the tribals and the children make a 

substantial contribution to the economic activities of the household. If the child is 

taken away to school, the family is deprived of the little income earned by the child. 

This explains the apathy of the tribal people towards sacrifice for better future, hence 

low level of literacy is found among them (Sachchidananda, 1967). They brood over 

present and not the future. However, an improvement in school enrolment of tribal 

children is a positive sign, but its spread seems to be localized and minimum or not up 

to the mark (Rao, 1990).  

 Participation of the tribals in community development activities is lower, but 

this is not the case with political participation, where the tribal respondents’ rate of 
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answering the questions asked is higher on the political participation continuum. 

Tribals’ participation includes voting, canvassing, discussing political matters, 

attending meetings, and contributing to election fund etc. Panchayati Raj seems to 

have developed a sense of popular participation and political education among the 

tribals. They are mobilized along class political lines by the left parties. 

 Transformation of tribal life is taking place in different regions of India at 

different places. The changes in tribal life are brought about as a natural process of 

evolution, due to contact with other communities and after Independence as the effect 

of different welfare and development measures, with the purpose of bringing them 

quickly to the level of common mass of India. But there are problems in integrating 

the tribes with common mass of India. India follows the capitalist economic path and 

the path of competitive polity, while the former develops differentiation on class lines 

and latter seeks to widen support structure across the narrow kinship and caste 

boundaries, on the one hand. On the other, political ideology and practice ignore 

growing economic differentiation between and within tribes, and legitimize tribe with 

distinct social and cultural identity. There is conflict between the two. They should 

not be treated as undifferentiated group. The contradiction should have to be resolved 

through the automatic integration of the tribal people in the mainstream differentiated 

society. In a developing society like West Bengal several intermingling variables like 

lack of proper use of tribal language in educational institutions causing less interest 

among them, lack of knowledge about market economy, social distance between 

tribals and non-tribals, consumption of excessive alcoholic liquor among the tribal 

people, their traditional beliefs in health and hygiene and ceremonial practices pulling 

them from modernization effects; and patron-client relationship between programme 

implementers and tribal beneficiaries, lack of participation in the decision-making 

process pushing them to destitution and poverty – all these impede the development 

measures for the tribals. Addiction to drinking habits is a complex problem in tribal 

development that needs to be avoided. The causal relationship can be presented in this 

respect: liquor addiction needs use of cereals  food grain borrowing at a high 

interest rate  no or minimum scope for marginal savings  no or minimum savings 

 no or minimum investment  low production in agriculture  repayment of debt 

with interest  no capital formation  poverty syndrome  addiction to liquor out 

of frustration and societal norms (Ray, et. al., 1982).  
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