
 

Journal of Research and Development 
A Multidisciplinary International Level Referred and Double Blind Peer Reviewed, Open Access 

 ISSN : 2230-9578 |  Website: https://jrdrvb.org  Volume-18, Issue-3| March-2026 
 

11 

 
Subaltern Voices in Indian History: Reconstructing the Experiences of 
Tribal Communities during the Colonial Period 

Dr. Nikesh Bhogilal Madare 

Shri Guruganesh Blind School, Jalna 
Email: madarenikesh@gmail.com  

 

Manuscript ID:  

JRD -2026-180302 

ISSN: 2230-9578 

 

Volume 18 

Issue 3 

Pp. 11-14 

March- 2026 

Submitted: 15 Feb. 2026 

Revised: 25 Feb. 2026  

Accepted: 10 Mar. 2026  

   Published: 31 Mar. 2026 

 

Abstract 
The history of colonial India has largely been dominated by elite-centric narratives that 

marginalize the experiences and voices of tribal communities. This study examines the historical 
marginalization of tribal groups and seeks to reconstruct their experiences during the colonial period 
through the lens of subaltern historiography. It critically explores how colonial administrative structures, 
legal frameworks, and economic policies disrupted indigenous socio-economic systems, cultural practices, 
and governance structures. Colonial interventions such as land revenue systems, forest laws, 
territorialization, and the Criminal Tribes Act resulted in dispossession, economic dependency, and social 
exclusion among tribal populations. 
                  The paper highlights the significance of oral traditions—including songs, folklore, rituals, and 
communal storytelling—as vital repositories of cultural memory and historical consciousness. These oral 

narratives function as counter-histories that preserve indigenous knowledge systems and provide insights 
into the lived realities of tribal communities often ignored in official colonial archives. By documenting 
resistance movements, survival strategies, and everyday acts of defiance, oral traditions reveal the agency 
and resilience of tribal societies in confronting colonial domination. 

Furthermore, the study emphasizes the importance of reclaiming tribal agency through subaltern 
narratives that challenge dominant historiographical frameworks. By foregrounding indigenous 
perspectives, it reconstructs a more inclusive and nuanced understanding of Indian history that recognizes 
tribal communities as active participants rather than passive victims. The paper argues that incorporating 

subaltern voices is essential for decolonizing historical scholarship and correcting the structural silences 
embedded in mainstream historiography. Ultimately, this research contributes to a more equitable and 
comprehensive interpretation of India’s colonial past by acknowledging the cultural resilience, resistance, 
and historical agency of tribal communities. 
Keywords: Subaltern Voices, Tribal Communities, Colonial India, Oral Traditions, Cultural Resilience, 
Colonial Policies, Indigenous Knowledge Systems, Marginalization, Tribal Resistance, Subaltern 
Historiography. 

Introduction  
 The study of colonial India's history has traditionally been controlled by narratives 

focused on elites which consistently push tribal community experiences to the margins and treat 

them as peripheral subjects in historical research. The marginalization observed in historical 

narratives about India represents intentional exclusion which stems from entrenched structural 

biases that exist within both colonial and postcolonial systems of thought. Numerous tribal 

groups found themselves depicted through simplistic stereotypes while they endured 

territorialization processes that shattered their identities and enabled their exploitation during 

colonial rule (Shankar, 2025). The present essay attempts a critical examination of subaltern 

voices from indigenous communities through an investigation into the historical suppression of 

their narratives while exploring how their oral traditions function as essential repositories for 
maintaining cultural resilience and identity. The emergence of oral histories as vital counter-

narratives to colonial written records provides intricate insights into lived experiences that 

official documents often obscure or distort.  
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The colonial policies executed during that historical period produced deep alterations in tribal social 

frameworks and economic systems as well as their autonomous governance, which frequently intensified dispossession 

and violent conflicts while weakening indigenous leadership structures.The narrative of victimhood gives way to a 
story of active agency where tribal communities engaged in numerous protest movements and insurgencies to resist 

domination, thereby contesting simplistic portrayals of their passive nature (Shankar, 2025). Through the deliberate 

reclamation of agency via subaltern narratives, this essay presents a decolonial approach which seeks to rebuild an 

inclusive historical record that acknowledges the intricate dynamism present in tribal experiences throughout the 

colonial period. The undertaking of this scholarly work simultaneously disrupts established historiographical 

frameworks while actively working to amend the historical wrongs that mainstream narratives have perpetuated.  

Historical Marginalization of Tribal Communities: 

 The exclusion of tribal communities in India from political, economic, and social domains finds its roots in 

deeply entrenched colonial and pre-colonial power structures which systematically marginalized these groups. Through 

the application of a primitiveness lens, colonial administrators frequently constructed tribal identities as backward 

entities to position them as the “other” which served to justify their control and territorial dispossession (Shankar, n.d.). 
The implementation of territorialization processes effectively estranged tribes from their ancestral lands while 

simultaneously establishing inflexible borders that interrupted traditional mobility patterns and resource management 

practices along with governance systems. The rearrangement of spatial structures by colonial powers enabled their 

resource extraction activities while simultaneously destabilizing native governance systems. The marginalization 

experienced by tribal communities extended beyond physical boundaries into epistemological domains where dominant 

historiographical practices systematically erased or distorted their experiences by favoring elite narratives that emerged 

from caste-based hierarchies and nationalist discourses.  

 The establishment of British legal systems deeply reinforced exclusionary practices by refusing to 

acknowledge tribal customary laws and placing them under state control. The enactment of laws such as the Criminal 

Tribes Act (1871) resulted in the systemic criminalization of tribal communities by labeling entire populations as 

inherently deviant or dangerous. The condition of legal marginality served to strengthen social exclusion while 

simultaneously providing a pretext for coercive state actions that claimed to pursue “civilizing” objectives but in reality 
dismantled these groups' autonomy. Moreover, the economic strategies implemented during colonial rule caused 

significant disruption to subsistence economies by means of land alienation combined with forced labor practices which 

led to increased poverty and dependency in tribal areas.  

 The examination of postcolonial continuities demonstrates that neoliberal political agendas have sustained 

historical exclusions through the strategic appropriation of tribal identities for electoral purposes while failing to deliver 

genuine socio-economic progress (Shankar, n.d.). Throughout historical narratives, the continual depiction of tribes as 

mere helpless victims serves to hide their active agency and resistance. A deep understanding of tribal marginalization 

demands the deconstruction of colonial monolithic representations and an acknowledgment of how intersecting forces 

such as colonialism, caste hierarchies, and neoliberalism have together shaped subaltern conditions. It is solely through 

this kind of critical interrogation that historians can transcend simplistic frameworks which suppress indigenous voices 

to develop a more detailed comprehension of their experiences during the colonial era.  

Oral Traditions and Cultural Resilience: 

 The function of oral traditions as essential reservoirs for cultural memory and historical awareness among 

India's tribal communities became particularly critical during the colonial era when written records were either 

nonexistent or deeply prejudiced. The collection of oral narratives that includes songs, folktales, rituals, and communal 

storytelling served dual roles as both preservers of indigenous knowledge and tools for maintaining cultural resilience 

against the erasures imposed by colonial domination. Within situations where official archives frequently either 

marginalized subaltern experiences or presented them inaccurately, oral traditions emerged as crucial mechanisms for 

maintaining collective identities while transmitting socio-political values across generations (Bhabani, n.d.). The 

inherently performative and communal aspects of these traditions enabled tribal communities to express their histories 

according to their own perspectives while opposing the colonial statecraft's homogenizing tendencies which attempted 

to define them within fixed ethnic categories through territorialization.  

 Furthermore, tribal groups used oral histories as a method to embed their resistance and survival tactics within 
culturally meaningful formats. Numerous tribal groups wove examinations of colonial exploitation along with 

displacement narratives into their mythologies and ritual performances which remained indecipherable and 

unsuppressable by outsiders. The adaptive deployment of oral culture demonstrates its function as a dynamic 

negotiation platform instead of a mere preservation tool. This work interrogates prevailing historical narratives through 

the emphasis on indigenous knowledge systems which dispute the linear and teleological histories established by 

colonial historians (Bhabani, n.d.). Oral traditions function as dynamic processes instead of static reflections of the past 

through which tribal communities actively assert their agency against structural marginalization.  

 The resilience granted through these oral practices extends its benefits to sustaining social unity during periods 

of disruption. Through the perpetual performance of shared narratives and rituals, tribal communities strengthened 
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weakened communal ties caused by forced relocations and economic disturbances during colonial governance. Through 

the process of collective memory work these individuals managed to maintain their ancestral land-based identity and 

environmental connections despite facing external pressures. The authentic reconstruction of subaltern voices 
necessitates acknowledging oral traditions as essential; this requires a fundamental epistemic shift to appreciate non-

textual sources which represent lived experiences that official archives, steeped in colonial viewpoints, fail to capture.  

Colonial Policies Impacting Indigenous Lives: 

 The implementation of colonial policies by British authorities in India led to the systematic disruption of 

indigenous tribal communities' socio-economic structures along with their cultural practices and political autonomy. 

The British colonial administration implemented land revenue systems including the Permanent Settlement and the 

Ryotwari system which transformed traditional land relations by turning communal lands into commodities and placing 

them under state control. The ancestral territories of tribal peoples experienced widespread dispossession which 

simultaneously undermined their subsistence economies while initiating cycles of poverty and displacement (Bhabani 

Shankar, n.d.). The implementation of forest laws during colonial governance rendered many traditional tribal practices 

related to hunting, shifting cultivation, and resource gathering illegal which were essential for their survival. The Forest 
Acts implemented a dual restriction where access became limited and forests were reclassified as state property instead 

of communal commons which resulted in the marginalization of indigenous populations and the decline of their 

ecological knowledge systems.  

 Colonial administrations pursued control over tribal social structures by implementing bureaucratic 

classifications which essentialized tribal identities and simultaneously disrupted inter-community bonds. Through the 

process of territorialization which involved confining tribes within specific boundaries to facilitate control, authorities 

imposed fixed ethnic labels that failed to acknowledge the dynamic nature of identity and cultural exchange (Bhabani 

Shankar, n.d.). The establishment of hierarchical structures served colonial objectives while simultaneously distancing 

tribes from national anti-colonial movements through the reinforcement of primitive or backward stereotypes.  

 Additionally, legislative measures like the Criminal Tribes Act labeled whole communities as naturally 

criminal or deviant through racialized assumptions that emerged from colonial fears regarding lawlessness among 

marginalized populations. The implementation of such legislation served to legitimate practices of surveillance 
alongside coercive measures and social exclusion while simultaneously masking the structural violence that colonial 

rule perpetrated. The established legal systems created during colonial periods set up discriminatory practices which 

continued to operate into postcolonial eras.  

 The operational scope of colonial policies extended beyond simple economic extraction to include their roles 

as tools for cultural domination and political subjugation. The nefarious actions of dispossession combined with legal 

repression and identity reconfiguration disrupted indigenous ways of life and continue to influence contemporary 

struggles for recognition and rights among India’s tribal populations. The necessity of comprehending these impacts 

emerges as essential for the reconstruction of genuine subaltern histories which stand apart from prevailing nationalist 

or elitist narratives (Bhabani Shankar, n.d.).  

Reclaiming Agency Through Subaltern Narratives: 

 The process of reclaiming agency through subaltern narratives demands an intentional focus on the voices and 
lived experiences of tribal communities which dominant historical discourses have marginalized and misrepresented for 

extended periods. The examination of colonial structures that defined tribal identities as unchanging and primitive 

works to dismantle notions of inherent subordination which historically denied these communities recognition of their 

intricate social structures and autonomous potential. Through the deliberate emphasis on indigenous viewpoints which 

are frequently conveyed through oral traditions, folklore, songs, and local histories, scholars possess the means to 

deconstruct the dominant narratives established by both colonial administrators and postcolonial elites. The narratives 

crafted by subaltern voices serve to both expose the lived experiences of oppressive conditions and demonstrate 

resistance and resilience strategies which challenge straightforward victimhood representations (Bhabani Shankar, 

2025). The process by which tribal peoples reclaim their agency operates as a dual historiographical and political action 

because it establishes their entitlement to craft their own historical narratives instead of having these accounts 

constructed from outside perspectives.  

 Subaltern narratives function as essential counterpoints to elite-focused historical accounts which emphasize 
nationalist leaders or colonial officials and simultaneously erase grassroots struggles. Oral testimonies serve as crucial 

records that document everyday acts of defiance against resource dispossession or caste violence—episodes often 

omitted from official records. These narratives demonstrate how tribal communities managed power dynamics 

according to their unique perspectives by utilizing methods that included localized uprisings and cultural maintenance. 

These methodologies support a "nation from below" viewpoint which reconstructs Indian history into an inclusive 

tapestry interwoven with diverse subjectivities instead of presenting a monolithic narrative controlled by upper-caste or 

colonial figures (Bhabani Shankar, 2025). The process of reclaiming agency serves as a critical intervention against 

neoliberal strategies that co-opt tribal identities to perpetuate economic and political exploitation of these groups 

through modern agendas.  
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 The examination and incorporation of subaltern narratives into historical study stand as a critical necessity for 

building an authentic historical record that both respects tribal knowledge systems and recognizes their active 

participation in shaping historical processes throughout the colonial era. The process of reclamation addresses historical 
silences while simultaneously empowering current justice and recognition movements within India's diverse society.  

Conclusion 

 An intricate study of tribal communities set against the expansive backdrop of Indian history uncovers a 

longstanding marginalization trend which frequently obscures their lived experiences within mainstream historical 

narratives. The deliberate neglect combined with systematic exclusion from dominant historical narratives has resulted 

in a distorted comprehension of colonial India where indigenous perspectives continue to be underrepresented. The 

critique emphasizes the necessity of acknowledging oral traditions as essential cultural reservoirs which maintain 

communal memories while simultaneously contesting the dominance of colonial written records. The collected oral 

histories function as counter-narratives which reveal the lived experiences and adaptive methods tribal groups utilized 

to respond to external pressures. The examination reveals how colonial policies—spanning land alienation to forced 

labor—disrupted indigenous socio-economic structures while exacerbating vulnerabilities which intensified the 
marginalization these communities faced. The implementation of these policies served as essential tools to alter tribal 

identities within oppressive systems meant to strengthen colonial dominance, while simultaneously these frameworks 

unintentionally sparked various resistance and negotiation movements. At the heart of this discussion lies the effort to 

reclaim agency through subaltern narratives which bring tribal perspectives to the forefront and contest the singular 

historical accounts imposed by both colonial and postcolonial ruling classes. Through their focus on indigenous 

experiences, scholars develop a historiographical approach that embraces intricate details and rejects the simplification 

of diverse groups into broad, reductive categories. The critique presented here calls for a historical approach that 

includes marginalized voices as active participants who shape their own histories to achieve a more equitable 

understanding of India's complex colonial past.  
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