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Abstract

The Bhil community, one of India’s largest tribal populations with over 4.6 million members in
Madhya Pradesh alone, represents a complex narrative of historical marginalization and
contemporary struggles for emancipation and empowerment. Within this broader trajectory, Bhil
women occupy a distinct position, bearing the double burden of tribal exclusion and patriarchal
subordination. Historically, Bhil women contributed actively to subsistence economies, forest-
based livelihoods, and cultural reproduction, yet their agency was eroded under colonial forest
policies, post-independence development projects, and the penetration of patriarchal norms.
This paper examines the gendered dimensions of emancipation and empowerment among Bhil
women by analyzing constitutional safeguards—including the Fifth Schedule, PESA (1996), and
the Forest Rights Act (2006)—alongside grassroots mobilization, women’s self-help groups, and
political participation. Case studies from Jhabua, Alirajpur, Dhar, and Barwani districts
highlight how Bhil women negotiate structural barriers while asserting agency through
collective action, ecological knowledge, and leadership roles in governance. While policy
frameworks have expanded formal rights, bureaucratic resistance, elite capture, and entrenched
gender hierarchies continue to restrict genuine emancipation. The study concludes that
sustainable empowerment of Bhil women requires gender-sensitive approaches that integrate
indigenous knowledge systems, strengthen women’s voices in participatory governance, and
address intersectional inequalities of tribe, class, and gender.

Keywords: Bhil women, tribal empowerment, gender and development, indigenous rights,
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1. Introduction

The Bhil community, with an estimated population of 17.1 million across India and 4.6 million
in Madhya Pradesh alone (Census 2011a, 2011b), represents one of the most significant tribal
populations in contemporary India. Concentrated primarily in the western districts of Madhya
Pradesh—including Jhabua, Alirajpur, Dhar, Ratlam, Barwani, and Khargone—the Bhils have
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historically occupied a distinctive ecological niche characterized by forest-dependent livelihoods,
subsistence agriculture, and rich cultural traditions rooted in oral narratives and ecological
wisdom (Hardiman, 1987; Shah, 2007).

The trajectory of Bhil emancipation and empowerment presents a compelling case study of how
India's largest tribal community has navigated centuries of marginalization while asserting
agency in the contemporary period. This paper employs a multidisciplinary framework drawing
from anthropology, political ecology, and development studies to analyze the complex processes
through which the Bhils have sought to overcome historical injustices and structural inequalities.

The concepts of emancipation and empowerment, while interconnected, require careful
differentiation in the tribal context. Emancipation encompasses liberation from exploitative
structures—colonial forest policies, feudal land relations, and discriminatory social hierarchies—
that have historically constrained Bhil autonomy (Corbridge & Shah, 2013). Empowerment,
conversely, involves the enhancement of capabilities, agency, and control over resources and
decision-making processes, enabling communities to shape their own development trajectories
(Sen, 1999; Kabeer, 2005).

This paper argues that Bhil empowerment represents a multifaceted process that extends beyond
conventional development metrics to encompass cultural preservation, ecological stewardship,
and gender transformations. While constitutional safeguards and policy interventions have
created important frameworks for rights recognition, genuine empowerment requires addressing
structural inequalities, strengthening participatory governance, and recognizing indigenous
knowledge systems as legitimate forms of expertise.

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework
2.1 Gender and Tribal Studies: Intersectional Perspectives

Scholarly engagement with tribal women's experiences has evolved significantly since the 1980s.
Early anthropological studies by Verrier Elwin (1939, 1947) provided foundational ethnographic
accounts of tribal societies but often romanticized gender relations without examining power
structures. More recent feminist scholarship has adopted intersectional approaches, recognizing
that tribal women face multiple, overlapping forms of discrimination (Krishnaraj, 2005; Xaxa,
2008).

Nandini Sundar's (1997) seminal work on forest policies and tribal communities highlighted how
colonial interventions disrupted traditional gender roles, while Virginius Xaxa's (2008)
comprehensive analysis of tribal development demonstrated how post-independence policies
often marginalized women's voices.

2.2 Emancipation versus Empowerment: Conceptual Distinctions
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This paper adopts Kabeer's (1999) framework of empowerment as encompassing resources,
agency, and achievements, while extending it to include emancipation from historical and
structural constraints. Emancipation, as conceptualized here, refers to liberation from externally
imposed systems of exploitation—colonial laws, development displacement, and market
marginalization—that have systematically undermined tribal women's traditional roles and
rights.

Empowerment, conversely, involves the expansion of choices and capabilities, including
economic participation, political representation, and cultural expression. This distinction is
crucial for understanding how Bhil women simultaneously resist historical injustices while
creating new spaces for agency and leadership.

3. Historical Context: Marginalization and Gendered Legacies
3.1 Pre-Colonial Autonomy and Traditional Governance

Historical accounts and oral traditions suggest that pre-colonial Bhil society maintained
relatively egalitarian gender relations compared to caste Hindu communities. Women
participated actively in communal land use systems, served as custodians of seed preservation
techniques, and maintained extensive knowledge of medicinal plants and forest ecology
(Hardiman, 1987).

The Bhil kinship system, characterized by bilateral descent and cross-cousin marriages, provided
women with inheritance rights and decision-making authority within extended family structures.
Archaeological evidence from various sites suggests that Bhil women participated in trade
networks, pottery making, and ritual activities, indicating their integral role in economic and
spiritual life.

Prior to colonial intervention, Bhil society was characterized by relatively egalitarian social
structures, communal resource management systems, and autonomous political institutions. The
traditional panchayat system enabled collective decision-making, while customary laws (rivaaz)
governed resource access, conflict resolution, and social relations (Ibid. 1987). The Bhils
maintained sophisticated ecological knowledge systems, practicing sustainable forms of shifting
cultivation (bewar), forest management, and biodiversity conservation that supported both
subsistence needs and ecological balance.

Archaeological evidence suggests that Bhil communities have inhabited the Vindhya and Satpura
ranges for over two millennia, developing complex relationships with forest ecosystems that
sustained both material livelihoods and cultural practices (Bhukya, 2010, Mishra, 1967). Their
intimate knowledge of medicinal plants, seasonal patterns, and wildlife behavior constituted
what contemporary scholarship recognizes as traditional ecological knowledge (TEK),
representing accumulated wisdom essential for sustainable resource management (Berkes, 2012).
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3.2 Colonial Disruption and Forest Alienation

The transformation of Bhil women's status began with British colonial interventions, particularly
the Indian Forest Acts of 1865, 1878, and 1927. These legislative measures fundamentally
altered the relationship between tribal communities and forest ecosystems by establishing state
control over previously communal resources (Guha, 1983, 1989; Gadgil & Guha, 1992).

For Bhil women, who were primarily responsible for collecting fuelwood, medicinal plants, and
non-timber forest products (NTFPs), these acts criminalized essential survival practices. The
1878 Forest Act classified forests into Reserved, Protected, and Village categories, with
Reserved forests—comprising 65% of forested land in central India—becoming completely off-
limits to tribal communities (Sivaramakrishnan, 1999).

Case Study 1: The Bhil Rebellion of 1846-48

The colonial period witnessed significant Bhil resistance, most notably the rebellion of 1846-48
led by Tantya Bhil in present-day Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan. This uprising, triggered by
oppressive taxation, land alienation, and restrictions on forest access, demonstrated early forms
of organized resistance against colonial exploitation. Though ultimately suppressed through
military force, the rebellion highlighted Bhil political consciousness and collective solidarity in
defending traditional rights (Hardiman, 1987; Skaria, 1999).

The rebellion's suppression led to increased colonial surveillance and the establishment of the
Bhil Corps in 1825, which co-opted Bhil warriors into colonial military service while
simultaneously undermining traditional leadership structures. This dual strategy of coercion and
co-optation exemplified colonial approaches to tribal governance that persisted well into the
twentieth century.

3.3 Post-Independence Continuities

Independent India's development paradigm continued colonial patterns of tribal marginalization,
with large-scale projects disproportionately affecting Bhil women. The Sardar Sarovar Project on
the Narmada River exemplifies this continuity, displacing approximately 245,000 people, of
whom 57% belonged to tribal communities, predominantly Bhils (Baviskar, 1995).

The Sardar Sarovar Project alone displaced approximately 200,000 people, with Bhils
constituting over 60% of the affected population. The inadequate rehabilitation policies and loss
of traditional livelihoods exemplified how post-independence development often reproduced
colonial patterns of tribal marginalization under the guise of national progress (Dwivedi, 2006).

Case Study 2: The Bhil Rebellion of 1913 and Women's Participation
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The 1913 Bhil rebellion in the Banswara-Dungarpur region, led by Govind Guru, provides
compelling evidence of women's political agency in resisting colonial forest policies. Women
participated in protests against forest restrictions, tax collection, and forced labor (begar). British
records document that women formed 30-35% of protest gatherings and played crucial roles in
mobilizing community resistance (Hardiman, 1987).

Ratni Bhil, a prominent woman leader from Mangarh, organized women's groups to boycott
forest department officials and resist the collection of forest revenue. Her arrest and subsequent
imprisonment became a rallying point for the community, demonstrating women's willingness to
challenge state authority despite severe repression.

Case Study 3: Jalsindhi Village Submergence and Women's Resistance

Jalsindhi village in Alirajpur district, home to 450 Bhil families, was completely submerged by
the Sardar Sarovar Project in 1999. Women in the village, who managed kitchen gardens,
collected forest produce, and maintained seed varieties, faced the total destruction of their
livelihood base.

Kamli Bhil, a village elder, organized women's groups to document traditional crop varieties and
medicinal plants before submergence. Her efforts led to the preservation of 23 indigenous rice
varieties and 45 medicinal plant species in the resettlement site. However, the new location's
different ecological conditions meant that many traditional practices could not be sustained,
leading to the erosion of women's ecological knowledge systems (Baviskar, 2005).

The compensation framework provided land titles only to male household heads, effectively
dispossessing women of property rights. Of the 450 displaced families, only 12% received
adequate rehabilitation, with women-headed households facing the greatest difficulties in
accessing compensation and support services.

4. Constitutional Safeguards and Legal Framework
4.1 The Fifth Schedule: Protections and Limitations

The Fifth Schedule of the Indian Constitution, applicable to tribal areas in Madhya Pradesh,
Rajasthan, Gujarat, and several other states, was framed to safeguard tribal communities from
exploitation and to preserve their distinct identity. In Madhya Pradesh, 89 blocks across 20
districts are designated as Scheduled Areas, encompassing nearly 55% of the state’s tribal
population.

Article 244(1) empowers state governors to regulate land transfers, prevent exploitation by
moneylenders, and establish mechanisms for tribal welfare. However, the functioning of Tribal
Advisory Councils—intended to provide an institutional voice to tribal communities—has often
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been marginalized, particularly in decisions concerning large development projects and resource
extraction (Upadhya, 2009).

Moreover, the Schedule’s reliance on customary law has frequently reinforced patriarchal norms,
as traditional male-dominated councils tended to exclude women’s voices in dispute resolution
and resource allocation (Sundar, 1997). The gender-neutral language of the Fifth Schedule
further failed to recognize the specific vulnerabilities of tribal women or acknowledge their
traditional rights to land and forest resources (Xaxa, 2008). Implementation has remained
inconsistent and frequently subordinated to dominant development priorities, undermining its
protective intent.

4.2 PESA (1996): Institutionalizing Women's Participation

The Panchayats (Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act of 1996 marked a significant turning point
by mandating women's participation in Gram Sabhas and recognizing the role of traditional
institutions in natural resource management. PESA's provisions for mandatory consultation with
Gram Sabhas on development projects and resource alienation created new spaces for women's
political participation.

Case Study 4: Women's Participation in Alirajpur Gram Sabhas

In Alirajpur district, systematic documentation by the district administration reveals a dramatic
increase in women's participation in Gram Sabha meetings following PESA implementation.
Women's attendance rose from a baseline of 15% in 2005 to 45% by 2015, representing one of
the highest participation rates among tribal districts in Madhya Pradesh.

Sukiyabai Bhil of Sondwa block emerged as a prominent leader, successfully mobilizing women
to attend Gram Sabha meetings and voice concerns about water scarcity and illegal mining. Her
advocacy led to the rejection of three mining lease applications between 2012-2015,
demonstrating women's capacity to influence development decisions when provided with
institutional platforms (Sharma, 2016).

The transformation was not merely numerical but qualitative. Women began articulating
demands for healthcare facilities, educational infrastructure, and livelihood programs. In 2014,
women's groups successfully lobbied for the establishment of 23 Anganwadi centers and 8
primary health sub-centers across Alirajpur, directly addressing their reproductive health and
childcare needs.

4.3 Forest Rights Act (2006): Revolutionary Potential and Implementation Challenges

The Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act
2006 represented a paradigm shift by recognizing tribal communities' traditional rights to forest
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land and resources. Crucially, the Act mandated joint titles for married couples and provided
specific protections for women's rights in community forest resource management.

Case Study 5: Khajuri Kalan Forest Rights Implementation

Jhabua district, with 86% tribal population, has witnessed significant progress in CFR
recognition. The village of Khajuri Kalan received community rights over 1,247 hectares of
forest land in 2012, enabling the Bhil community to implement traditional conservation practices
while accessing forest produce for livelihood security.

Khajuri Kalan village in Jhabua district exemplifies both the potential and challenges of gender-
inclusive forest rights implementation. The village, with 280 households predominantly from the
Bhil community, initiated the forest rights claim process in 2009.

Women's active participation in the Forest Rights Committees (FRCs) marked a departure from
traditional male-dominated resource governance. Under the leadership of Kanti Bhil, women
secured 40% representation in the village FRC, significantly above the national average of 25%
(Rights and Resources Initiative, 2015).

The committee mapped community forest resources, documenting women's traditional
knowledge of medicinal plants, seasonal calendars, and sustainable harvesting practices. Women
identified 67 medicinal plant species and established protocols for their conservation and
utilization. The process resulted in the recognition of 185 individual forest land titles and
community rights over 450 hectares of forest land.

The community developed micro-plans for sustainable harvesting of tendu leaves, honey, and
medicinal plants, generating annual income of approximately 3.2 lakhs while maintaining forest
cover at over 85%. Women's participation in forest management committees increased from
negligible levels to 40% representation, challenging traditional gender roles within the
community (Foundation for Ecological Security, 2015).

However, FRA implementation faces significant obstacles:
o Bureaucratic delays in processing claims (average processing time: 3-4 years)
o Resistance from forest departments concerned about revenue loss

o Limited technical capacity for preparing CFR management plans

Inadequate awareness about community rights provisions
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As of 2020, only 3.5% of potential CFR area in Madhya Pradesh had received community titles,

indicating substantial implementation gaps (Community Forest Rights-Learning and Advocacy,
2020).

5. Grassroots Mobilization and Social Movements
5.1 Tribal Rights Organizations

The struggle for Bhil emancipation has been significantly advanced through grassroots
organizations that have mobilized communities around land rights, minimum wages, and anti-
exploitation campaigns. Organizations such as Bharat Jan Andolan, Khedut Mazdoor Chetna
Sangath, and Adivasi Mukti Sangathan have played crucial roles in consciousness-raising, legal
advocacy, and policy engagement.

5.2 Anti-liquor Campaigns: Moral Leadership and Political Mobilization

One of the most significant manifestations of Bhil women's collective agency has been their
leadership in anti-liquor campaigns across Madhya Pradesh's tribal districts. These movements,
beginning in the early 2000s, addressed the devastating impact of alcohol on tribal communities
while positioning women as moral and political leaders.

Case Study 6 : Bharat Jan Andolan's Anti-Liquor Campaign

The Bharat Jan Andolan's campaign against liquor addiction in Bhil communities represents a
significant grassroots initiative addressing both gender empowerment and community health.
Initiated in 1985 in Jhabua district, the movement mobilized Bhil women to close illegal liquor
shops, organize rehabilitation programs, and advocate for prohibition policies.

The campaign achieved notable successes:
e Closure of over 2,000 illegal liquor outlets across 400 villages.
e Formation of 1,500 women's groups focused on addiction prevention.
e Reduction in domestic violence incidents by approximately 40%.
o Enhanced women's participation in household decision-making.

The movement's success lay in its integration of gender empowerment with broader community
development goals, demonstrating how grassroots mobilization can address multiple dimensions
of marginalization simultaneously (Baviskar, 2005).

The Jhabua anti-liquor movement, initiated by Rashtriya Mahila Sangathan, mobilized thousands
of Bhil women across 450 villages. The movement's success in closing over 2,000 illegal liquor
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shops represented more than prohibition—it constituted a fundamental challenge to patriarchal
structures within Bhil society.

Champabai Bhil, a farm laborer from Rama village, emerged as a prominent leader after
witnessing domestic violence linked to alcohol consumption in her community. She organized
women's groups to monitor liquor shops, confront sellers, and provide support to families
affected by alcoholism. Her methods included public demonstrations, gheraos (encirclement
protests), and direct confrontations with local authorities who often colluded with liquor trade
interests.

The movement achieved remarkable success in reducing domestic violence incidents. Police
records from Jhabua district show a 35% decrease in domestic violence cases between 2004-
2010, directly correlated with areas where anti-liquor campaigns were most active (Madhya
Pradesh Police, 2011). More significantly, the movement transformed gender relations by
establishing women's moral authority and decision-making power within households and
communities.

The campaign also generated broader political consciousness among women. Many anti-liquor
activists subsequently contested panchayat elections, with 67 women winning Sarpanch positions
across Jhabua district in the 2010 elections, representing a 180% increase from the previous
election cycle.

5.2 Self-Help Groups and Economic Empowerment

Self-Help Groups (SHGs) have emerged as important institutions for women's empowerment and
financial inclusion among Bhil communities. The microfinance revolution, supported by both
government programs and NGO initiatives, has enabled women to access credit, develop
entrepreneurial skills, and reduce dependence on exploitative moneylenders.

Case Study 7: Mahila Bachat Samiti, Dhar District

Drawing inspiration from Kerala's Kudumbashree program, NGOs in Dhar district have
implemented community-based microfinance initiatives specifically tailored to Bhil contexts. In
Dhar district's Kukshi block, the Mahila Bachat Samiti (Women's Savings Committee) network
encompasses 450 SHGs with over 6,750 women members. Established in 2008 with support
from the District Rural Development Agency, these groups have evolved beyond microcredit to
become platforms for women's collective economic and social empowerment.

Annual savings across these groups average 345,000 per group, with total savings reaching %2.02
crore by 2020. More importantly, women have utilized these resources to initiate micro-
enterprises including goat rearing, poultry farming, vegetable cultivation, and handicraft
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production. Ratanbai Bhil's group in Bilakhedi village established a collective goat-rearing
enterprise that generates ¥180,000 annually, providing sustainable livelihoods for 15 women.

The SHGs have also challenged traditional gender roles in household financial decision-making.
A survey conducted in 2019 revealed that 78% of SHG members reported having greater
influence over household expenditure decisions compared to 23% before joining SHGs (DRDA
Dhar, 2019). Women increasingly control income from their enterprises and participate in
decisions about children's education, healthcare, and family planning.

However, the SHG model faces limitations in addressing structural inequalities. Many women
remain dependent on male family members for accessing markets, obtaining raw materials, and
negotiating with government officials. The persistence of these dependencies highlights the need
for more comprehensive empowerment strategies that address systemic barriers to women's
economic participation.

5.3 Narmada Bachao Andolan and Displacement Resistance

The Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA), led by Medha Patkar and supported by numerous Bhil
communities, represents one of India's most significant environmental and tribal rights
movements. The struggle against large dams in the Narmada valley brought international
attention to issues of displacement, inadequate rehabilitation, and the environmental costs of
development.

The movement achieved several important outcomes:

e International pressure leading to World Bank withdrawal from Sardar Sarovar Project
funding

o Establishment of rehabilitation policies, though implementation remained inadequate
o Enhanced awareness of tribal rights among civil society organizations

e Development of alternative development paradigms emphasizing community
participation

However, the ultimate construction of major dams highlighted the limits of grassroots resistance
against state-driven development projects, particularly when supported by judicial decisions and
political consensus (Baviskar, 1995; Dwivedi, 2006).

5.4 Political Leadership: Breaking Glass Ceilings

The emergence of Bhil women in formal political leadership roles represents a significant
transformation in tribal society's gender dynamics. Their success, however, has been contingent
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on strong support networks and the ability to navigate both traditional and modern political
systems.

Case Study 8: Sukiyabai Bhil — Transformational Leadership in Alirajpur

Sukiyabai Bhil's tenure as Sarpanch of Sondwa Panchayat in Alirajpur district (2010-2015)
exemplifies the transformational potential of women's political leadership in tribal communities.
A former daily wage laborer with primary education, Sukiyabai's election initially faced
significant resistance from male community leaders who viewed her candidacy as a threat to
established hierarchies.

Her leadership agenda focused on water conservation, healthcare access, and combating illegal
mining—issues that directly affected women's daily lives but had been neglected by previous
male leadership. Sukiyabai implemented a watershed management program that constructed 23
check dams and revived 8 traditional water bodies, significantly reducing women's drudgery in
water collection.

Her most significant achievement was successfully resisting illegal stone mining operations that
threatened agricultural land and water sources. Despite facing intimidation and legal harassment,
Sukiyabai mobilized community opposition that resulted in the cancellation of three mining
leases and the prosecution of illegal operators. Her efforts saved approximately 200 hectares of
agricultural land and protected groundwater sources critical for village survival.

Sukiyabai's leadership style emphasized consensus-building and inclusive decision-making. She
institutionalized women's participation by ensuring that all Gram Sabha meetings included
specific agenda items related to women's concerns. Her approach resulted in increased budget
allocation for women's programs, from 15% in 2010 to 42% by 2015.

However, her success also highlighted the challenges faced by women leaders in patriarchal
contexts. Male relatives initially attempted to control her decisions, while political opponents
used gender-based attacks to undermine her authority. Sukiyabai's ability to overcome these
obstacles depended heavily on support from women's networks and civil society organizations
that provided capacity building and advocacy assistance.

6. Education, Health, and Cultural Transformation
6.1 Educational Access and Cultural Tensions

Education has emerged as a critical pathway for Bhil empowerment, though progress remains
uneven across different regions and social groups. Census data reveals improvements in literacy
rates among Bhils in Madhya Pradesh from 28.1% in 2001 to 49.6% in 2011, though this
remains significantly below the state average of 70.6%.
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The establishment of Ashram Shalas (residential schools) specifically for tribal children has
contributed to increased enrollment and retention rates. These institutions, designed to provide
culturally sensitive education while maintaining connections to tribal communities, have
achieved notable success in districts with high tribal populations.

Case Study 9: Eklavya Model Residential Schools and Girls' Education

The establishment of Eklavya Model Residential Schools (EMRS) in tribal areas has played a
crucial role in improving girls' educational access. In Jhabua district, three EMRS schools have
achieved notable success in girls' retention and academic performance, with completion rates
reaching 89% compared to 67% in regular government schools.

Meera Bhil, a graduate of EMRS Jhabua (Class of 2018), exemplifies the transformational
potential of quality education. Despite initial family resistance to her continued schooling
beyond primary level, Meera's academic excellence earned her admission to a nursing program
in Indore. Her success motivated other families in her village to support their daughters'
education.

However, the EMRS model also generates tensions between modern education and cultural
continuity. Many students report feeling disconnected from their communities after prolonged
residential schooling, struggling to balance acquired modern skills with traditional knowledge
systems. Some parents express concerns that education alienates children from tribal culture and
values.

To address these tensions, several EMRS schools have introduced Bhili language instruction and
cultural programs featuring traditional arts, music, and ecological knowledge. These initiatives
aim to create synthesis between modern education and cultural preservation, though their long-
term effectiveness remains to be evaluated.

6.2 Health Services and Traditional Medicine Integration

Bhil women continue to face significant health challenges, including high maternal mortality
rates, anemia, and limited access to quality healthcare services. However, innovative programs
that integrate traditional healing practices with modern medical interventions have shown
promising results.

Case Study 10 : ASHA Program and Traditional Healers in Barwani

The Accredited Social Health Activist (ASHA) program in Barwani district has successfully
integrated traditional healing knowledge with modern healthcare delivery. Of the 450 ASHASs in
the district, 78% are from tribal communities, predominantly Bhil women who possess
traditional knowledge of medicinal plants and healing practices.
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Kamla Bhil, an ASHA from Sendhwa block, exemplifies this integration. She combines her
traditional knowledge of herbal remedies for common ailments with training in modern
healthcare protocols. Her approach has achieved remarkable success in improving maternal
health outcomes, with her catchment area recording a 45% reduction in maternal mortality
between 2015-2020.

The program's success stems from its recognition of traditional knowledge systems rather than
attempting to replace them entirely. ASHAs receive training in both modern medical protocols
and documentation of traditional practices, creating a hybrid model that enhances community
trust and treatment effectiveness.

However, challenges persist in ensuring adequate compensation and recognition for ASHAs'
expanded roles. Many ASHAs report working excessive hours for minimal financial
compensation, highlighting the need for systemic improvements in healthcare worker support
and recognition.\

6.3 Language and Cultural Preservation

The preservation of Bhili language and cultural practices represents a crucial dimension of
empowerment efforts. Bhili, classified as an Indo-Aryan language with multiple dialects, serves
as a repository of traditional ecological knowledge, oral history, and cultural values.

Recent initiatives have focused on:
e Development of Bhili script and literature
o Integration of oral traditions into educational curricula
e Documentation of traditional ecological knowledge
e Support for cultural festivals and art forms

The Bhil folk art tradition, particularly the distinctive painting style known as Pithora, has gained
commercial recognition while providing income opportunities for artists. However,
commercialization has raised concerns about authenticity and cultural appropriation, highlighting
tensions between economic development and cultural preservation.

6.4 Cultural Revival and Women's Artistic Expression

Cultural preservation and revival movements among Bhils have increasingly recognized
women's central roles as bearers of oral traditions, ritual knowledge, and artistic practices. These
movements have created new opportunities for women's cultural expression while generating
economic benefits through cultural tourism and handicraft production.
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Case Study 11: Pithora Painting and Women Artists

Pithora, the traditional Bhil wall painting art form, historically involved primarily male artists
(Lakhara) who created ritual paintings for important ceremonies. However, recent cultural
revival efforts have recognized and promoted women's contributions to this art form,
transforming both its practice and economic potential.

In Ratlam district, women artists led by Bhuri Bai have revolutionized Pithora art by adapting
traditional motifs for contemporary canvases and commercial applications. Their innovations
have gained national recognition, with several women artists receiving prestigious awards and
their works being displayed in galleries across India.

This transformation has generated significant economic opportunities for women. The Bhil Art
Collective, established in 2015, encompasses 85 women artists across four districts who
collectively earn over 225 lakh annually through art sales. Individual artists like Sita Bhil now
earn X15,000-20,000 monthly through commissioned works, providing financial independence
previously unavailable.

The success of women Pithora artists has also challenged traditional gender roles within Bhil
society. Male community leaders initially resisted women's participation in ritual art creation,
arguing that it violated traditional customs. However, women artists' economic success and
growing recognition have gradually shifted community attitudes, leading to greater acceptance of
women's artistic agency.

7. Gender Dynamics and Women's Empowerment
7.1 Traditional Gender Roles and Contemporary Changes

Bhil society traditionally featured relatively egalitarian gender relations compared to caste Hindu
communities, with women playing active roles in agriculture, forest collection, and household
decision-making. However, patriarchal norms influenced by Hindu social practices have
increasingly restricted women's autonomy, particularly regarding property rights, mobility, and
participation in formal institutions.

Contemporary empowerment initiatives have sought to build upon traditional gender
complementarity while challenging oppressive practices. Women's participation in local
governance through PESA provisions has created new opportunities for public leadership,
though implementation varies significantly across different regions.

7.2 Political Participation and Leadership

The reservation of seats for women in Panchayati Raj Institutions has enabled increased Bhil
women's participation in formal governance structures. Data from Madhya Pradesh indicates that
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tribal women's representation in Gram Panchayats has increased from 33% (constitutional
minimum) to 47% due to voluntary participation beyond reserved positions.

Case Study 12: Women's Leadership in Alirajpur Panchayats

The experience of Sukiyabai Bhil, elected as Sarpanch of Khandwa village in Alirajpur district,
illustrates both opportunities and challenges facing Bhil women in political leadership. During
her tenure (2015-2020), she achieved:

o Implementation of water conservation projects benefiting 400 households

o Establishment of anganwadi centers with culturally appropriate nutrition programs
o Resistance to illegal sand mining activities threatening village ecology

o Facilitation of land rights claims under Forest Rights Act

However, she faced significant opposition from male community members, bureaucratic
officials, and local contractors threatened by her anti-corruption stance. The experience
highlighted the need for sustained support systems enabling women leaders to navigate complex
political environments while maintaining community legitimacy (ActionAid, 2020).

7.3 Health and Reproductive Rights

Bhil women face significant health challenges, including high maternal mortality rates, limited
access to reproductive health services, and prevalence of anemia and malnutrition. Traditional
healing practices, while valuable for certain conditions, often prove inadequate for addressing
contemporary health challenges.

Community health initiatives have achieved notable success by integrating traditional knowledge
with modern healthcare approaches. The training of Bhil women as Accredited Social Health
Activists (ASHAs) has improved health outcomes while creating employment opportunities and
enhancing social status within communities.

8. Environmental Challenges and Ecological Knowledge
8.1 Climate Change and Livelihood Security

Climate change poses significant challenges to Bhil communities dependent on rain-fed
agriculture and forest resources. Changing precipitation patterns, increased frequency of
droughts, and unpredictable weather events have undermined traditional farming practices and
reduced forest productivity.
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Traditional ecological knowledge offers valuable insights for climate adaptation strategies. Bhil
communities have developed sophisticated understanding of:

e Drought-resistant crop varieties and farming techniques
e Water conservation and watershed management practices
e Seasonal calendars and weather prediction methods
o Sustainable harvesting of forest resources
Case Study 13: Community-Based Watershed Management in Barwani District

The village of Pipliya Ghota in Barwani district exemplifies successful integration of traditional
knowledge with modern watershed management techniques. The community-led initiative,
supported by the Foundation for Ecological Security, has achieved:

e Restoration of 450 hectares of degraded land

o Improvement in groundwater levels by 3-4 meters

o Diversification of cropping patterns to include drought-resistant varieties
o Enhanced forest cover from 35% to 78% over 15 years

The project's success lay in recognizing traditional water harvesting techniques while introducing
complementary technologies. Women's groups played crucial roles in nursery management and
afforestation activities, generating additional income while contributing to environmental
restoration.

8.2 Mining and Industrial Pressures

The mineral-rich regions inhabited by Bhil communities face increasing pressure from mining
and industrial projects. Coal mining in particular has emerged as a significant threat to forest
ecosystems and traditional livelihoods. The environmental clearance processes often fail to
adequately consult affected communities or address cumulative environmental impacts.

Resistance to mining projects has mobilized Bhil communities around environmental protection
and tribal rights. However, the promise of employment and development benefits has also
created divisions within communities, highlighting the complex relationships between economic
development and environmental sustainability.

9. Persistent Challenges and Structural Barriers

9.1 Economic Vulnerability and Seasonal Migration
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Despite various empowerment initiatives, economic vulnerability remains a significant challenge
for Bhil women. Seasonal migration for agricultural and construction work exposes them to
exploitation, unsafe working conditions, and separation from family support systems.

Case Study 14: Brick Kiln Migration from Alirajpur

Annual migration from Alirajpur district to brick kilns in Gujarat affects approximately 35,000
people, of whom 60% are women and children. Women migrants face multiple vulnerabilities,
including wage discrimination, absence of childcare facilities, and limited access to healthcare
during pregnancy and childbirth.

Radha Bhil's experience illustrates these challenges. A mother of three from Sondwa, she
migrates annually with her family to work at brick kilns in Ahmedabad. Despite working 12-
hour days, she earns only 60% of male workers' wages and lacks access to basic amenities like
clean drinking water and sanitation facilities. Her youngest child was born at the brick kiln site
without medical supervision, highlighting the extreme healthcare vulnerabilities faced by
migrant women.

Migration also disrupts women's participation in local empowerment programs. Many SHG
members and panchayat representatives have to abandon their leadership roles during migration
seasons, limiting the sustainability of women's collective action initiatives.

9.2 Triple Marginalization: Tribal Identity, Gender, and Poverty

Bhil women face intersectional discrimination based on their tribal identity, gender, and
economic status. This triple marginalization manifests in various forms of exclusion from
mainstream development processes and public services.

Case Study 15: Healthcare Access in Khargone District

A study of healthcare access in Khargone district's tribal areas reveals systematic discrimination
against Bhil women in government health facilities. Women report facing language barriers, as
healthcare providers rarely speak Bhili, and cultural insensitivity regarding traditional practices
and beliefs.

Nirmala Bhil's experience seeking treatment for pregnancy complications illustrates these
barriers. Despite being referred to the district hospital, she was denied admission due to her
inability to pay informal fees demanded by staff. Language barriers prevented her from
communicating her symptoms effectively, and medical staff showed impatience with her
traditional dress and appearance.

Such experiences reinforce women's reluctance to seek formal healthcare services, contributing
to poor health outcomes and perpetuating cycles of marginalization. The absence of culturally
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sensitive healthcare delivery systems continues to exclude Bhil women from accessing their
constitutional rights to health and equality.

9.3 Patriarchal Resistance and Proxy Representation

Even when women successfully enter formal leadership positions, they often face patriarchal
resistance that limits their autonomous decision-making authority. The phenomenon of "proxy
representation,” where women leaders are controlled by male relatives, remains prevalent in
many contexts.

Case Study 16: Constrained Leadership in Jhabua Panchayats

A survey of women Sarpanches in Jhabua district (2015-2020) revealed that 68% reported
experiencing interference from male relatives in their decision-making processes. Many women
leaders described situations where male family members attended meetings on their behalf, made
decisions without consultation, and controlled access to official resources and information.

Kumari Bhil, elected as Sarpanch of Petlawad in 2015, initially faced complete marginalization
from her husband and father-in-law who attempted to use her position for personal benefit. Her
resistance to their control led to domestic conflict and community pressure to conform to
traditional gender roles.

However, Kumari's story also demonstrates the potential for transformation through women's
networks and institutional support. With backing from the district women's collective and
training programs, she gradually asserted her autonomous authority and implemented successful
development projects focusing on water conservation and women's empowerment.

9.4 Implementation Gaps and Bureaucratic Resistance

The gap between policy formulation and implementation remains a significant obstacle to
empowerment. Bureaucratic resistance, limited awareness among officials about tribal rights,
and inadequate capacity for participatory governance constrain the effectiveness of constitutional
safeguards and legislative provisions.

10. Pathways to Sustainable Empowerment
10.1 Strengthening Legal Framework Implementation

Sustainable empowerment of tribal communities requires stronger and more effective
implementation of existing legal protections, particularly the Forest Rights Act (FRA) and the
Panchayats (Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act (PESA). Special emphasis should be placed
on gender-sensitive monitoring and evaluation systems to ensure inclusivity and equity.
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Recommendations for FRA and PESA Enhancement:

e Mandatory Gender Training — All officials involved in FRA and PESA
implementation should undergo comprehensive training on gender issues and women’s
rights in tribal contexts. Training programs for Gram Sabha members and government
officials is conducted to enhance institutional effectiveness.

e Women-focused Monitoring — Establish dedicated women’s committees to monitor
implementation effectiveness and identify gender-specific barriers to rights realization.
Establishing mechanisms for periodic review of implementation progress.

e Legal Literacy Programs — Introduce comprehensive legal literacy programs for tribal
women to strengthen their awareness and understanding of rights and entitlements under
relevant acts and schemes.

o Integration of Traditional Knowledge — Recognizing and incorporating indigenous
knowledge systems in natural resource management and policy-making.

e Accessible Grievance Redressal — Creating grievance redressal mechanisms that are
transparent and easily accessible to tribal communities.

10.2 Educational Reform and Cultural Sensitivity

Educational systems must balance modern skills development with cultural preservation,
ensuring that education enhances rather than undermines women's agency within tribal
communities.

Proposed Educational Interventions:

1. Multilingual Education: Development of educational materials in Bhili language,
incorporating traditional ecological knowledge and cultural practices alongside modern
curriculum.

2. Adult Literacy Programs: Targeted adult literacy programs for women that integrate
practical skills development with basic education.

3. Vocational Training: Skills development programs focused on value-addition to
traditional forest products, handicraft production, and sustainable agriculture techniques.

Educational policies must balance modern skill development with cultural preservation through:
e Curriculum integration of traditional ecological knowledge

e Teacher training for culturally sensitive pedagogy
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o Higher education scholarships and support systems
10.3 Economic Empowerment Through Value Chain Development
Economic empowerment strategies should focus on:

Value addition to traditional forest produce and agricultural products

Development of eco-tourism initiatives showcasing tribal culture

Skill development programs for emerging sectors

Strengthening of cooperative institutions and producer organizations

Access to technology and market linkages
Case Study 17: Mahua Value Chain Development in Alirajpur

A successful intervention in Alirajpur district demonstrates the potential for women-led value
chain development. The Mahila Mahua Sangam, comprising 350 women from 25 villages,
established a cooperative for processing and marketing mahua flowers and oil.

The cooperative invested in modern processing equipment and developed brand identity for
mahua products, increasing prices received by women collectors from 8 per kg to 325 per kg.
Annual collective income reached 45 lakh in 2019, with individual women earning X8,000-
15,000 during the mahua season.

This model's success stems from women's control over the entire value chain, from collection to
marketing, and collective ownership of processing facilities. The cooperative also provides
technical training, quality certification, and market linkage services that enhance women's
entrepreneurial capabilities.

10.4 Healthcare System Reform and Cultural Integration

Improving women's health outcomes requires healthcare systems that integrate traditional
knowledge with modern medical practices while addressing cultural and linguistic barriers.

Proposed Healthcare Interventions:

1. Traditional Medicine Documentation: Systematic documentation and validation of
traditional medicinal practices, with recognition of women's knowledge contributions.

2. Cultural Competency Training: Training healthcare providers in tribal cultural
practices, languages, and traditional healing systems.
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3. Community Health Workers: Expanding community health worker programs with
adequate compensation and recognition for their integrated traditional-modern approach.

10.5 Gender-Inclusive Development
Women's empowerment requires targeted interventions including:
e Leadership development programs for women in governance
e Economic opportunities through self-help groups and micro-enterprises
e Healthcare access with cultural sensitivity
o Legal literacy and support for addressing gender-based violence
e Recognition of women's roles in natural resource management
10.6 Political Participation and Leadership Development

Sustainable political empowerment requires institutional support systems that enable women
leaders to exercise autonomous authority while building their capacity for effective governance.

Leadership Development Framework:

1. Mentorship Programs: Pairing new women leaders with experienced leaders for
guidance and support in navigating political challenges.

2. Capacity Building: Comprehensive training programs covering governance, financial
management, communication skills, and legal knowledge.

3. Institutional Support: Creating formal support structures within government systems to
assist women leaders and address patriarchal resistance.

11. Regional and National Implications
11.1 Comparative Analysis with Other Tribal Communities

The Bhil experience provides insights that can inform empowerment strategies for other tribal
communities across India. Comparative analysis with Gond women in Chhattisgarh and Santhal
women in Jharkhand reveals both common patterns and context-specific variations in
empowerment trajectories.

Common factors contributing to women's empowerment across tribal communities include:
strong traditional roles in agricultural and forest-based livelihoods, collective action traditions,
and resistance to external exploitation. However, specific cultural practices, local political
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contexts, and development pressures create varying opportunities and constraints for women's
advancement.

11.2 Policy Implications for Tribal Development

The Bhil women's empowerment experience offers several policy insights for broader tribal
development approaches:

1. Gender-Sensitive Tribal Sub-Plans: Integration of gender concerns into Tribal Sub-
Plans with specific allocations and monitoring mechanisms for women's empowerment.

2. Cultural Rights Protection: Recognition and protection of women's roles in cultural
preservation and transmission within legal and policy frameworks.

3. Environmental Justice: Ensuring women's participation in environmental decision-
making and compensation for ecological degradation that disproportionately affects their
livelihoods.

11.3 International Dimensions and Global Indigenous Rights

The struggles and achievements of Bhil women connect to broader global movements for
indigenous women's rights. The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
(2007) and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW) provide international frameworks that support their empowerment claims.

International solidarity networks and knowledge exchange with indigenous women's movements
in other countries offer opportunities for learning and advocacy that can strengthen local
empowerment efforts.

12. Conclusion

The emancipation and empowerment of Bhil tribal women in Madhya Pradesh reflect a complex
interplay of historical marginalization, constitutional safeguards, grassroots mobilization, and
cultural transformation. Despite enduring intersectional discrimination rooted in tribal identity,
gender, and economic status, Bhil women have emerged as key actors in community
development, ecological conservation, and political governance.

Emancipation—freedom from colonial forest laws, displacement, and systemic exclusion—
creates the foundation for empowerment. Empowerment, however, requires expanded agency,
resource control, and leadership, achieved through sustained collective action and institutional
support. Case studies highlight women’s leadership in anti-liquor movements, forest rights
implementation, and local governance, showcasing their ability to challenge patriarchy and shape
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community development. Yet, vulnerabilities such as poverty, migration, and institutional bias
continue to limit progress.

Sustainable empowerment demands integrated strategies: gender-sensitive legal implementation,
educational reforms balancing cultural preservation with modern skills, economic empowerment
through value-chain participation, healthcare that bridges traditional and modern systems, and
inclusive leadership development. Bhil women’s experiences resonate with broader struggles of
indigenous women worldwide—asserting rights and preserving identity while navigating
development pressures.

As India pursues the Sustainable Development Goals and constitutional promises of equality and
justice, empowering tribal women is both a moral imperative and a practical necessity. Their
ecological knowledge, cultural expertise, and leadership are vital to addressing challenges of
sustainability, inclusion, and democracy. True empowerment must emerge from women’s
agency, supported by protective laws, institutional reforms, and equitable resource allocation.

The Bhil case underscores that empowerment requires moving beyond conventional
development paradigms to integrate cultural knowledge, ecological wisdom, and community-led
governance. Context-specific strategies that address intersecting inequalities of tribe, class,
gender, and geography are essential. The Bhil struggle thus mirrors global indigenous
challenges: asserting agency and preserving cultural identity within modern democratic and
economic systems.

Ultimately, the treatment of Bhil women will remain a key measure of India’s commitment to
inclusive development and its constitutional principles of justice, equality, and dignity for all
citizens.
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