
Abstract

The concept of indigeneity has traditionally been linked to 
the rights and identities of the world’s first peoples, framed 
within colonial histories and socio-political struggles. 
This paper reconceptualizes indigeneity as a multifaceted 
and evolving framework that integrates cultural, 
historical, and contemporary dimensions, specifically 
examining how globalization, environmental change, 
and intersectionality reshape indigenous identities. 
Through case studies from diverse regions, including 
India’s Adivasi communities, Native Americans, and 
Indigenous groups in Africa and the Pacific, it highlights 
the dynamic nature of indigenous identity. The research 
critiques simplistic indigenous/non-indigenous binaries 
and advocates for a nuanced understanding grounded 
in the lived realities of indigenous peoples. Specifically, 
it examines the role of traditional knowledge systems 
in Jharkhand, India, focusing on community forest 
governance among the Munda Adivasi to illustrate how 
indigeneity intersects with colonialism, decolonization, 
globalization, gender, and class. The paper finds that 
recognizing and supporting indigenous traditional 
knowledge systems is essential for fostering social justice, 
cultural preservation, and sustainable development. 
Ultimately, it argues for rethinking indigeneity as a 
relational and participatory process that reimagines 
power dynamics and fosters shared futures in an 
interconnected world, recommending inclusive policy-
making and further research.
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Introduction and Context Setting

As our world becomes increasingly interconnected 
while remaining scarred by historical and contemporary 
injustices, the concept of indigeneity requires critical 
reexamination. Indigeneity is often framed in binary 
terms, contrasting Indigenous Peoples with non-
Indigenous populations. However, this dichotomy 
obscures the complexities inherent in indigenous 
identities, cultures, and lived experiences. To rethink 
the concept of indigeneity, it is essential to explore its 
historical roots, contemporary implications, and the 
diverse realities of indigenous communities worldwide.

This paper aims to unpack the complexities of 
indigeneity, advocating for a more intricate understanding 
that acknowledges identity as fluid and influenced by 
multiple factors, including globalization, environmental 
change, and socio-political dynamics. This paper 
addresses the question: How can we move beyond static 
definitions of indigeneity to embrace a more dynamic 
and inclusive understanding that reflects the lived 
realities of indigenous peoples in the 21st century? This 
paper challenges static conceptualizations of indigeneity 
by examining how indigenous communities navigate 
modernity while maintaining cultural integrity. Through 
theoretical analysis and empirical case studies, particularly 
focusing on Adivasi communities in Jharkhand, India, it 
demonstrates how indigeneity operates as a dynamic, 
relational process rather than a fixed category. 

Before examining the diverse experiences of 
indigenous peoples worldwide, it is essential to establish 
the theoretical foundations that inform this analysis. The 
following framework draws from postcolonial studies, 
intersectionality theory, and indigenous methodologies 
to provide analytical tools for understanding indigeneity 
as a fluid, dynamic process. 

This paper employs a qualitative case study approach, 
drawing primarily on secondary sources including 
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academic literature, policy documents, and project 
evaluations. The analysis of Jharkhand case studies 
relies on publicly available project reports, government 
documents, and NGO assessments. The theoretical 
framework guides the interpretive analysis of these 
sources, emphasizing indigenous voices and perspectives 
where available in the literature.

Theoretical Framework: Postcolonial and Critical 
Perspectives

Understanding the fluid nature of indigeneity requires a 
robust theoretical foundation that can accommodate both 
the historical impacts of colonialism and the dynamic 
ways indigenous communities navigate contemporary 
challenges. This paper employs an integrated theoretical 
framework drawing from three complementary tradi-
tions: postcolonial theory, intersectionality theory, and 
indigenous methodologies. ### Postcolonial Theory and 
Decolonizing Knowledge Postcolonial theory provides 
essential insights into how colonial power structures con-
tinue to shape indigenous experiences long after formal 
decolonization. Smith’s (2012) concept of “decolonizing 
methodologies” emphasizes the importance of center-
ing indigenous ways of knowing and being, challeng-
ing Western academic frameworks that treat indigenous 
knowledge as objects of study rather than legitimate epis-
temological systems. This theoretical lens proves particu-
larly relevant for understanding the Adivasi experience 
in India, where colonial land policies and administrative 
categories continue to influence contemporary indig-
enous politics. Decolonization involves not just political 
independence but the active reconstruction of indigenous 
knowledge systems and governance practices. 

Intersectionality and Multiple Oppressions 

Intersectionality theory, developed by Crenshaw (1991), 
provides crucial insights into how multiple forms of 
oppression shape indigenous identities. This framework 
reveals how gender, class, caste, and indigeneity intersect 
to create unique experiences that cannot be understood 
by examining any single identity marker in isolation. For 
indigenous communities, intersectionality illuminates 
how colonialism intersects with patriarchy, capitalism, 
and other systems of domination to create complex 
matrices of oppression and resistance. This approach 
prevents essentialist understandings of indigeneity while 
maintaining focus on structural inequalities and their 
material impacts. 

Indigenous Methodologies and Epistemologies 

Indigenous scholars like Simpson (2011) emphasize the 

importance of indigenous methodologies that respect 
indigenous protocols and center indigenous voices. 
These approaches recognize that indigenous peoples 
are knowledge producers whose epistemologies 
offer alternative ways of understanding relationships 
between humans, non-humans, and the land. Simpson’s 
(2011) concept of “grounded normativity” suggests that 
indigenous resurgence involves returning to traditional 
knowledge systems while adapting them to contemporary 
contexts. This insight informs this paper’s understanding 
of how indigenous communities navigate modernity, 
not by rejecting all external influences but by selectively 
adapting elements that align with their core values. 
These theoretical perspectives converge to support what 
this paper terms a “fluid paradigm” of indigeneity. This 
paradigm recognizes that: 

-	 Indigenous identities are shaped by ongoing 
colonial relations while maintaining distinct cultural 
foundations 

-	 Multiple forms of oppression intersect in complex 
ways requiring nuanced analysis 

-	 Indigenous knowledge systems provide legitimate 
alternatives to Western frameworks

-	 Indigenous communities possess agency in defining 
their own identities and development pathways 

This theoretical foundation provides the analytical 
framework for examining how indigenous peoples 
navigate complex identities in contemporary contexts. 
The following section explores the global scope and 
diversity of indigenous experiences before focusing on 
specific case studies.

Indigenous Peoples

Over the past fifty years, a global movement has emerged 
uniting diverse native and aboriginal peoples under the 
shared identifier of ‘Indigenous.’ Yet this unifying term 
masks significant complexity. The concept of indigeneity 
itself defies simple categorization, while some groups 
claim indigenous status based on being first inhabitants, 
others who arrived first do not identify as indigenous, 
and many indigenous groups do not claim to be first 
peoples. The movement encompasses approximately 
476 million Indigenous Peoples across 90 countries, who 
constitute less than 5 per cent of the global population 
yet account for 15 per cent of those living in poverty. 
They speak the majority of the world’s 7,000 languages 
and embody 5,000 distinct cultures. Despite their 
cultural diversity, Indigenous Peoples face common 
challenges in asserting their rights and protecting their 
identities, traditional lands, and resources. Historically, 
their rights have been violated, leaving them among the 
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most disadvantaged groups globally. The international 
community increasingly recognizes the need for special 
measures to safeguard their rights and preserve their 
unique cultures and ways of life.

Indigeneity

As Singh (2023) provocatively asks, ‘Can the concept 
escape its colonial past?’ This question highlights a 
fundamental tension: many groups identifying as 
indigenous do not claim to be first peoples, while many 
who did arrive first do not identify as indigenous. 
Indigeneity refers to the social, cultural, and political 
identity of Indigenous peoples, rooted in their historical 
connections to specific territories and distinctive cultural 
practices. It emphasizes a profound relationship with the 
land, viewed not just as a resource but as a sacred entity 
that embodies ancestral knowledge. Indigeneity is marked 
by diverse languages, traditions, and worldviews shaped 
by the myriad experiences of Indigenous communities.

In today’s context, it involves navigating challenges 
posed by globalization and colonization, while striving 
for self-determination and cultural revitalization. 
Indigeneity encompasses various relationships, 
including those within specific communities (nations, 
tribes) and legal affiliations with settler governments. It 
also extends to connections with the more-than-human 
world, integrating people with their environments, such 
as lands and waters. These relationships, shaped by 
languages, narratives, and traditions, create networks 
of responsibility that are both ancestral and evolving, 
suggesting the need to speak of “Indigeneities” to reflect 
their diversity. The concept prompts scholars to explore 
the interconnectedness of political, religious, and 
cultural aspects in Indigenous life, challenging external 
categorizations and urging deeper inquiry within political 
theology and related fields.

Adivasi in India as Indigenous People

Adivasi, meaning “original inhabitants”, refers to the 
indigenous peoples of India, encompassing over 700 
distinct tribal communities representing approximately 
8.6 per cent of India’s population. They represent one of 
the earliest groups to inhabit the Indian subcontinent, 
with unique languages, cultures, and social systems 
deeply connected to their ancestral lands. These 
communities speak over 400 languages and dialects, 
many of which lack written scripts, and practice diverse 
religious traditions that predate mainstream Hindu and 
Islamic influences.

Historically marginalized, Adivasi communities have 
faced challenges such as land dispossession, poverty, 

and health disparities, exacerbated by colonial policies 
and contemporary development pressures. The British 
colonial administration’s introduction of the Forest 
Act of 1878 and subsequent land settlement policies 
systematically alienated Adivasis from their traditional 
lands, a process that continued through various land 
reforms and development projects post-independence.

Despite these struggles, Adivasi cultures are rich in 
tradition, art, and spirituality, with intricate systems 
of community governance, sustainable resource 
management, and ecological knowledge. Various 
movements advocate for their rights, recognition, and 
sustainable development to safeguard their identity 
and heritage in a rapidly changing world. The Adivasi 
communities provide a compelling case study for 
understanding the complexities of indigeneity in a 
globalized world, as they navigate issues of identity, 
land rights, and cultural preservation. Understanding 
this complexity requires examining how indigeneity 
functions beyond simple temporal or territorial claims.

Historical Context

Traditional Definition of Indigeneity

Historically, indigeneity has been associated with the 
unique cultural traits, languages, and territorial claims 
of the world’s first peoples. These traits often include 
unique languages, traditional practices, and a deep 
connection to ancestral lands. However, this definition 
can be limiting, as it often fails to account for the 
dynamic nature of indigenous identities and the impacts 
of colonialism, globalization, and other external forces. 
Global frameworks like the United Nations Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) have 
emerged to protect indigenous rights. UNDRIP defines 
indigenous peoples as those maintaining distinct cultural 
identities within specific territories, while recognizing 
their fundamental rights to:

•	 Land, territories, and resources
•	 Self-determination
•	 Cultural, political, and legal institutions

This definition often hinges on colonial histories 
and the impact of historical injustices, highlighting the 
necessity of reparative justice.

Colonial Impact and Resistance

Colonialism has profoundly shaped the identities and 
experiences of indigenous peoples across the globe. 
The expropriation of land, suppression of cultures, and 
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imposition of external governance systems led to the 
marginalization of indigenous communities worldwide. 
For example, in India, the British colonial administration 
implemented policies that systematically dispossessed 
Adivasi communities of their land and resources through 
the introduction of private property concepts, forest laws, 
and revenue systems that were foreign to traditional 
Adivasi governance. This led to widespread poverty, 
cultural disruption, and social unrest among communities 
that had previously maintained sustainable relationships 
with their environments.

Indigenous resistance has been a critical element 
in the struggle for recognition and rights, manifesting 
through various forms: armed conflicts such as the 
Santhal Rebellion (1855) and the Birsa Munda uprising 
(1899-1900), peaceful protests, cultural revitalization 
movements, and legal challenges. These acts of resistance 
demonstrate the resilience of indigenous peoples and 
their determination to maintain their cultural identities 
despite overwhelming pressures. Modern resistance 
often takes forms such as grassroots movements for land 
rights, linguistic preservation initiatives, and the assertion 
of traditional governance systems, all aimed at reclaiming 
indigenous sovereignty and preserving cultural heritage.

The Contemporary Landscape of Indigeneity

The contemporary landscape of indigeneity reflects 
complex negotiations between tradition and modernity, 
local autonomy and global integration. Three key forces 
particularly shape these negotiations: globalization, 
environmental change, and intersectional identity 
politics.

Globalisation and its Effects

Globalisation presents both opportunities and 
challenges for indigenous communities. On one hand, 
it offers pathways for economic development, cultural 
exchange, and global visibility through platforms such as 
international forums, social media, and global indigenous 
networks. Conversely, it poses a threat to traditional 
lifestyles, languages, and cultural practices through the 
homogenising forces of global markets and consumer 
culture.

The commodification of indigenous cultures in global 
markets often reduces rich traditions to mere symbols 
for consumption, resulting in cultural appropriation and 
erosion of identities. For instance, the rise of tourism 
in indigenous territories can lead to the exploitation of 
cultural practices and the erosion of traditional values, 
as seen in tourist-oriented performances that simplify 
complex spiritual ceremonies for commercial purposes. 

The case of Adivasi communities in India illustrates 
this tension, as globalisation has led to both increased 
exposure to wider markets and the erosion of traditional 
practices. Many Adivasi communities now find 
themselves caught between the desire to participate in 
the global economy and the need to protect their cultural 
heritage and traditional ways of life. While globalization 
presents mixed opportunities and challenges, climate 
change adds an urgent temporal dimension to indigenous 
struggles, as environmental degradation threatens the 
very foundations of indigenous life.

Environmental Change and Indigenous Knowledge

Climate change and environmental degradation 
disproportionately affect indigenous communities, who 
often serve as the first line of defence in protecting the 
world’s biodiversity. Indigenous peoples manage or hold 
tenure over approximately 25 per cent of the world’s land 
surface, yet their territories contain 80 per cent of the 
world’s remaining biodiversity. Traditional ecological 
knowledge (TEK) systems developed over generations 
offer valuable insights for contemporary environmental 
challenges, including climate adaptation strategies, 
sustainable resource management, and biodiversity 
conservation. The integration of TEK with modern 
scientific approaches represents a promising avenue for 
addressing global environmental crises.

Intersectionality and Identity Politics

The intersectionality of various identity markers, such 
as gender, class, and ethnicity, further complicates the 
understanding of indigeneity. Indigenous women, for 
example, often face unique challenges that intersect with 
broader social issues such as patriarchy and economic 
inequality. In many indigenous societies, women play 
a crucial role in preserving cultural traditions and 
managing natural resources, yet they are often excluded 
from decision-making processes and denied equal 
access to education and employment opportunities. 
Additionally, class divisions within Indigenous 
communities can exacerbate disparities in access to 
resources and opportunities, further complicating the 
dynamics of identity and belonging. The emergence 
of indigenous feminist movements demonstrates how 
indigenous women are challenging both external colonial 
structures and internal patriarchal systems.

Case Studies in Rethinking Indigeneity

The following case studies illustrate how different 
indigenous communities navigate the tensions between 
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cultural preservation and contemporary adaptation. 
While each context presents unique challenges, common 
patterns emerge in how communities assert agency while 
maintaining cultural integrity.

Indigenous Peoples of North America

In North America, indigenous peoples have experienced 
a long history of colonization, displacement, and cultural 
suppression through policies such as the Indian Removal 
Act, residential school systems, and forced assimilation 
programs. Despite these challenges, they have 
demonstrated remarkable resilience and have actively 
sought to reclaim their sovereignty and cultural heritage. 
Through legal battles such as the delgamuukw case in 
Canada and the Dakota Access pipeline protests, political 
activism including the American Indian movement, 
and cultural revitalization efforts such as language 
immersion programs, indigenous communities in North 
America have fought for recognition of their rights 
and the preservation of their traditions. While North 
American indigenous peoples have focused primarily 
on legal and political strategies for recognition, Pacific 
Island communities face more immediate existential 
threats from climate change, requiring different adaptive 
approaches.

Indigenous Groups in the Pacific

Indigenous groups in the Pacific face unique challenges 
related to climate change, rising sea levels, and the loss 
of traditional lands through processes such as coastal 
erosion and saltwater intrusion. These communities 
have developed innovative strategies for adapting to 
these challenges, including traditional knowledge-based 
approaches to resource management such as seasonal 
calendars for fishing and farming, and sustainable 
development initiatives that combine traditional 
practices with modern technologies. They also call for 
global action to combat climate change and protect their 
cultural heritage, emphasizing their role as stewards of 
marine ecosystems and holders of valuable knowledge 
for sustainable ocean management. The challenges facing 
Pacific Island communities—particularly environmental 
displacement, find parallels in the experiences of Adivasi 
communities in India, though the latter must also navigate 
complex post-colonial state structures.

Indigeneity and Adivasi in India

The Adivasi communities in India represent a significant 
portion of the country’s population and are among the 
most marginalized and disadvantaged groups. They 

face challenges related to land rights, displacement 
due to mining and infrastructure projects, poverty 
rates double the national average, and discrimination 
in educational institutions and employment. However, 
Adivasi communities also possess rich cultural traditions 
and traditional knowledge systems that are essential 
for sustainable development and environmental 
conservation. These include sophisticated agricultural 
practices such as shifting cultivation and mixed cropping, 
medicinal plant knowledge, and community-based 
natural resource management systems. The Panchayats 
(Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act, 1996 (PESA) 
and the Forest Rights Act, 2006 represent significant 
legislative attempts to address historical injustices, 
though implementation remains inconsistent. Various 
movements advocate for their rights, recognition, and 
sustainable development to preserve their identity and 
heritage in a rapidly changing world.

Munda Adivasi at Arki Block, Khunti, Jharkhand

“The Jharkhand Tribal Development Project (JTDP), 
implemented from 2003-2011 in six Munda villages, 
demonstrates how development succeeds when it 
empowers “communities to participate in decision-
making and develop sustainable community institutions.” 
The project’s effectiveness stemmed from strengthening 
traditional Gram Sabha governance systems, allowing 
communities to identify and implement their own 
priorities rather than accepting externally imposed 
development goals.” This case study demonstrates how 
development initiatives that respect and build upon 
indigenous governance systems can achieve sustainable 
outcomes while preserving cultural integrity. 

Community Forest Governance in Jharkhand

“Indigenous peoples play a crucial role in defending 
and protecting their forest land rights. The passing 
of the Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest 
Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act of 2006 is a 
positive step towards the recognition of indigenous forest 
dwellers’ land rights and their role in forest protection. 
In line with the new legislation, IWGIA has developed 
a community-based self-governance system for the 
management and protection of forests, called Community 
Forest Governance.”

The case study of Jharkhand, India, illustrates how 
indigenous communities and civil society organizations 
collaborated to establish Community Forest Governance 
(CFG) as a sustainable model for forest protection and 
customary rights recognition. This initiative emerged 
in response to decades of deforestation, state-controlled 
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forest management, and marginalization of Adivasi 
communities.

Key Framework and Legal Basis

The community forest governance in Jharkhand is rooted 
in the Forest Rights Act (FRA) of 2006, which recognizes 
the rights of forest-dwelling communities to manage and 
protect their traditional forest lands. This legal framework 
provides a basis for empowering local communities 
to exercise their customary rights and responsibilities 
in forest management. The Act acknowledges both 
individual and community forest rights, including nistar 
rights (rights to forest produce), grazing rights, and rights 
to protect and manage community forest resources.

Implementation Challenges

Despite the legal framework, the implementation of 
community forest governance in Jharkhand faces several 
challenges. These include a lack of awareness among 
communities about their rights, inadequate support 
from government agencies, bureaucratic hurdles in 
the recognition process, conflicts with vested interests 
seeking to exploit forest resources, and the absence of 
proper training and capacity building for forest rights 
committees. The complex documentation requirements 
and lengthy verification processes often discourage 
communities from pursuing their rightful claims.

Outcomes and Impact

Despite the challenges, community forest governance in 
Jharkhand has yielded positive outcomes in terms of forest 
conservation, improved livelihoods, and enhanced social 
empowerment. Studies have shown that community-
managed forests have higher biodiversity and carbon 
sequestration rates compared to government-managed 
forests. Communities have successfully prevented illegal 
logging, protected wildlife corridors, and implemented 
sustainable harvesting practices that ensure long-term 
forest health while meeting community needs for forest 
produce.

Strategic Collaborations

Successful community forest governance requires 
strategic collaborations between government agencies, 
civil society organizations, and local communities. 
These collaborations can provide technical support, 
financial resources, and advocacy for community rights. 
Organizations like IWGIA and other NGOs have played 
crucial roles in facilitating capacity building, providing 

legal support, and creating networks among different 
indigenous communities to share best practices and 
strengthen collective bargaining power.

Lessons Learned

The case of community forest governance in Jharkhand 
provides valuable lessons for rethinking indigeneity and 
promoting sustainable development. It highlights the 
importance of recognizing and supporting indigenous 
knowledge systems, empowering local communities, 
and fostering collaborative partnerships. Successful 
implementation requires:

•	 Strengthening legal frameworks that protect 
indigenous rights

•	 Building capacity at the community level
•	 Ensuring adequate representation of women and 

marginalized groups
•	 Creating mechanisms for conflict resolution
•	 Integrating traditional knowledge with modern 

conservation techniques

Intersections of Indigeneity in Jharkhand: 
Colonialism, Decolonisation, Globalisation, and Social 
Categories

Colonialism and the Construction of Indigeneity

Colonialism played a significant role in shaping the 
identity and status of Adivasi communities in Jharkhand. 
The British colonial administration implemented policies 
that systematically dispossessed Adivasi communities 
of their land and resources through the introduction of 
the Permanent Settlement system, the creation of a new 
class of landlords (zamindars), and the transformation 
of community forests into government-controlled forest 
departments. These policies led to widespread poverty 
and social unrest, culminating in significant rebellions 
such as the Santhal uprising.

Colonial administrators also imposed external 
governance systems that undermined traditional forms 
of self-governance, replacing community-based decision-
making systems with bureaucratic structures that served 
colonial interests. The classification of Adivasis as 
“tribal” or “scheduled tribes” during the colonial period 
created administrative categories that often obscured the 
diversity and complexity of different indigenous groups.

Decolonization and Regional Autonomy

The decolonization process in India led to some gains in 
terms of regional autonomy for Adivasi communities in 
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Jharkhand. The creation of Jharkhand as a separate state 
in 2000 was the culmination of decades of struggle for 
self-governance and recognition of tribal identity. The 
state’s formation was driven by the demand for greater 
autonomy and the preservation of Adivasi culture and 
rights.

However, these gains have been limited, and Adivasi 
communities continue to face challenges in asserting 
their rights and protecting their cultural heritage. The 
implementation of constitutional safeguards such as 
the Fifth Schedule provisions has been inconsistent, 
and the promise of meaningful self-governance through 
institutions like the autonomous councils remains largely 
unfulfilled.

Globalization’s Impact on Indigenous Identity

Globalization has had a mixed impact on indigenous 
identity in Jharkhand. On one hand, it has led to 
increased exposure to wider markets and opportunities 
for economic development through the expansion of 
industries such as mining, manufacturing, and tourism. 
Some Adivasi youth have gained access to education and 
employment opportunities in urban areas, leading to 
economic mobility and exposure to diverse perspectives.

On the other hand, globalization has also led to the 
erosion of traditional practices and the commodification 
of cultural heritage. For example, the rise of tourism in 
Jharkhand has led to the exploitation of Adivasi cultural 
practices such as dance performances that are modified 
to suit tourist expectations, the degradation of their 
traditional lands through mining and infrastructure 
development, and the displacement of communities 
for industrial projects. The penetration of the market 
economy has also affected traditional exchange systems 
and community solidarity.

Intersectionality: Gender, Class, and Identity Politics

Gender, class, and caste intersect with indigeneity to 
create unique challenges for different groups within 
Adivasi communities in Jharkhand. Indigenous women 
often face discrimination and violence both within and 
outside their communities, experiencing the triple burden 
of caste discrimination, gender inequality, and economic 
marginalization. Women’s traditional roles as knowledge 
keepers and resource managers are often not recognized 
in formal decision-making processes, despite their crucial 
contributions to sustainable development and cultural 
preservation.

Similarly, class divisions within Adivasi communities 
can lead to disparities in access to resources and 
opportunities. Educated and economically better-

off Adivasis may have better access to government 
schemes and employment opportunities, while the 
most marginalized segments continue to face severe 
disadvantages. The intersection of these identities with 
dominant caste structures creates complex dynamics 
where some educated Adivasis may face discrimination 
in urban settings while simultaneously enjoying certain 
privileges compared to their less educated community 
members.

Toward a Fluid Understanding of Indigeneity

To effectively address the challenges faced by Adivasi 
communities in Jharkhand, it is essential to move toward 
a more fluid understanding of indigeneity that recognizes 
the dynamic nature of indigenous identities and the 
multiple layers of oppression and discrimination that 
they face. This includes acknowledging that:

•	 Indigeneity is not static but evolves through 
interaction with contemporary contexts

•	 Multiple forms of oppression intersect to create 
unique experiences for different groups

•	 Traditional knowledge and modern education can 
coexist and complement each other

•	 Self-determination involves the right to define one’s 
own development trajectory

•	 Cultural authenticity is not compromised by selective 
adaptation of external elements

Rethinking Indigeneity: A Fluid Approach

Colonial Legacies and Decolonial Reimagining

Indigenous communities are actively reclaiming their 
identities and cultures in the post-colonial era through 
cultural revitalization movements, language preservation 
programs, and efforts to reclaim their traditional 
lands and resources. These decolonial reimagining 
represent a powerful force for social change and cultural 
empowerment.

In Jharkhand, movements like the Sarna movement 
for religious recognition, the revival of traditional 
governance systems like Parha and Manki institutions, 
and the assertion of community forest rights demonstrate 
this active reimagining. These processes involve not just 
resistance to colonial structures but also the creative 
reconstruction of indigenous knowledge and practices in 
contemporary contexts.

Globalization’s Dualities: Erosion and Resistance

Indigenous communities are resisting the negative 
impacts of globalization by promoting sustainable 
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development practices, protecting their traditional 
knowledge systems, and advocating for policies that 
support their rights and well-being. They are also using 
globalization to their advantage by:

•	 Accessing international networks of indigenous 
solidarity

•	 Utilizing digital technologies to document and 
preserve traditional knowledge

•	 Participating in global markets through fair trade 
initiatives

•	 Engaging with international human rights 
mechanisms

•	 Sharing traditional knowledge for addressing global 
challenges like climate change

These strategies demonstrate how indigenous 
communities can navigate globalization while 
maintaining their cultural integrity and advancing their 
interests.

Intersectional Realities: Gender, Class, and Hybrid 
Modernities

Indigenous communities are negotiating their identities 
amid modern social and economic changes by embracing 
hybrid forms of modernity that blend traditional values 
with contemporary practices. This involves finding ways 
to preserve their cultural heritage while also participating 
in the global economy and accessing modern education 
and healthcare.

Examples include the development of indigenous 
entrepreneurship models that combine traditional crafts 
with modern marketing techniques, the integration of 
traditional medicine with modern healthcare systems, 
and the adaptation of traditional governance principles 
in contemporary political structures. These hybrid 
approaches demonstrate the capacity of indigenous 
communities to innovate and adapt while maintaining 
their core cultural values.

Toward a Fluid Paradigm

A fluid paradigm of indigeneity recognizes the dynamic 
nature of indigenous identities and the multiple ways 
in which indigenous communities are adapting to the 
contemporary challenges. This paradigm:

•	 Acknowledges the agency of indigenous peoples in 
defining their own identities

•	 Recognizes the diversity within indigenous 
communities and the complexity of their experiences

•	 Embraces the possibility of selective modernization 
without compromising cultural integrity

•	 Values both continuity and change in indigenous 
cultural practices

•	 Supports indigenous self-determination in 
development pathways

This fluid understanding moves beyond essentialist 
notions of indigeneity while respecting the continuity 
of indigenous identities and the importance of cultural 
preservation.

Policy Implications and Recommendations

Strengthening Legal Frameworks

Constitutional Amendments: Implement stronger 
constitutional protections for indigenous rights that go 
beyond current provisions

Land Rights: Ensure effective implementation of land 
rights legislation with simplified procedures for claim 
recognition

Cultural Rights: Develop comprehensive legislation 
protecting indigenous cultural heritage, traditional 
knowledge, and intellectual property

Environmental Protection: Integrate indigenous rights 
into environmental protection laws and climate change 
policies

Institutional Reforms

Governance Structures: Strengthen indigenous 
governance institutions and ensure their meaningful 
participation in decision-making processes

Administrative Reforms: Simplify bureaucratic 
procedures for accessing government schemes and 
implementing development projects

Capacity Building: Invest in building the capacity of 
indigenous institutions and leaders

Representation: Ensure adequate representation of 
indigenous peoples in all levels of government and 
development planning

Development Approaches

Bottom-up Planning: Adopt development approaches that 
prioritize indigenous-led planning and implementation

Sustainable Tourism: Develop ethical tourism models 
that respect cultural boundaries and ensure benefits flow 
to local communities

Economic Alternatives: Support indigenous-led 
economic initiatives that build on traditional knowledge 
and practices
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Education Systems: Reform education systems to include 
indigenous languages, histories, and knowledge systems

Research and Knowledge Systems

Indigenous Research: Promote research methodologies 
that respect indigenous protocols and ensure benefit-
sharing

Knowledge Documentation: Support indigenous-
led initiatives to document and preserve traditional 
knowledge

Interdisciplinary Collaboration: Foster collaboration 
between indigenous knowledge holders and academic 
institutions

Ethical Guidelines: Develop ethical guidelines for 
research involving indigenous communities

Conclusion

Rethinking indigeneity as a fluid, dynamic process 
rather than a fixed category opens new possibilities 
for understanding indigenous experiences in the 
contemporary world. This reconceptualization has 
profound implications for scholarship, policy, and 
practice. Through case studies and critical analysis, it 
has highlighted the complexities of indigenous identities 
and the challenges faced by indigenous communities 
in a globalized world, while also demonstrating their 
resilience, adaptability, and agency in shaping their 
futures. The paper finds that recognizing and supporting 
indigenous traditional knowledge systems is essential 
for fostering social justice, cultural preservation, 
and sustainable development. The case studies from 
Jharkhand demonstrate how indigenous communities 
can successfully manage natural resources, maintain 
cultural practices, and achieve development goals when 
their rights are recognized and their governance systems 
are respected. These examples provide models for how 
indigeneity can be re-imagined in contemporary contexts 
while maintaining cultural integrity and advancing 
community wellbeing. By adopting a fluid paradigm of 
indigeneity that acknowledges the dynamic nature of 
indigenous identities while respecting their continuity and 
the importance of self-determination, we can create more 
inclusive and equitable societies that respect the rights and 
dignity of all indigenous peoples. This approach moves 
beyond essentialist notions of authenticity and instead 
embraces the capacity of indigenous peoples to navigate 
modernity on their terms, integrating traditional values 
with contemporary innovations. The fluid paradigm of 
indigeneity developed in this paper demonstrates how 

theoretical insights translate into practical approaches for 
supporting indigenous self-determination.

Moving forward, this rethinking of indigeneity 
has significant implications for policy, practice, and 
scholarship. It calls for:

•	 Policy frameworks must balance flexibility with 
protection, recognizing indigenous communities’ 
right to define their own development trajectories 
while maintaining strong safeguards for land rights, 
cultural heritage, and self-determination

•	 Development approaches that centre indigenous 
voices and allow for multiple pathways to modernity

•	 Research methodologies that respect indigenous 
knowledge systems and ensure equitable benefit-
sharing

•	 Recognition of the vital role indigenous peoples play 
in addressing global challenges like climate change 
and biodiversity loss

Further research is needed to explore the diverse 
experiences of indigenous communities around the 
world, develop effective strategies for promoting their 
well-being, and understand how the fluid paradigm 
of indigeneity can be operationalized in different 
contexts. Comparative studies across different regions 
and indigenous groups could provide valuable insights 
into both the universal challenges faced by indigenous 
peoples and the unique solutions they develop. Policy-
makers should prioritize inclusive policies that centre 
Indigenous voices, promote cultural preservation, and 
ensure sustainable development. This requires moving 
beyond tokenistic consultation to meaningful partnership 
and co-governance models that recognize indigenous 
peoples as equal stakeholders in shaping their futures and 
contributing to global solutions. Ultimately, rethinking 
indigeneity as a fluid and dynamic concept offers a path 
toward more just and sustainable futures that honour 
the past while embracing the possibilities of the present 
and future. It recognizes that indigenous peoples are 
not relics of the past but vital contributors to our shared 
global future, with knowledge systems and perspectives 
that are essential for addressing the challenges of our 
interconnected world.

References

	 1.	 Crenshaw, K. (1991). Mapping the margins: Intersectionality, 
identity politics, and violence against women of colour. 
Stanford Law Review, 43(6), 1241-1299.

	 2.	 Nilsson, C., & Chakma, K. N. (2015). Protecting forests 
and securing customary rights through community forest 
governance. International Land Coalition Secretariat, IFAD, 
and International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA). 

210	 Rethinking the Idea of Indigeneity



Retrieved from https://iwgia.org/images/documents/
briefings/Case-Study-India.pdf

	 3.	 Simpson, L. B. (2011). Dancing on our turtle’s back: Stories 
of Nishnaabeg re-creation, resurgence, and a new emergence. 
Winnipeg, Canada: ARP Books.

	 4.	 Singh, M. (2023, February 27). It’s time to rethink the idea 
of the indigenous. The New Yorker. Retrieved from https://
www.newyorker.com/magazine/2023/02/27/its-time-to-
rethink-the-idea-of-the-indigenous

	 5.	 Smith, L. T. (2012). Decolonising methodologies: Research and 
indigenous peoples. London, UK: Zed Books.

	 6.	 United Nations. (2007). United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (Article 1). Retrieved from https://
www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/wp-
content/uploads/sites/19/2018/11/UNDRIP_E_web.pdf

Summerhill: IIAS Review, Vol. XXX, No. 2 (Winter 2024)	 211


