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Abstract

India’s national commitment to the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
presumes that decisive action will occur in
tens of thousands of gram sabhas, ward
sabhas and autonomous district councils
scattered across an ecologically fragile sub-
continent. Yet state-centric programmes
still approach these local bodies as mere
delivery agents. This review argues instead
that the country’s tribal polities—Dongria
Kondh, Maria Gond, Khasi, Garo, Lushali,
Naga, Warli, Kodava, Toda, Santal, Paharia
and others—already operate as working
models of resilient, low-transaction-cost
governance. Drawing on statutory texts,
ethnographic monographs, court
judgments, satellite analyses and grey-
literature case studies (including CFR
dashboards and PESA implementation
audits), the paper maps how these societies
manage land, water, forests and conflict;
assesses the socio-ecological dividends
they generate; and extracts design
principles for mainstream local institutions.
Findings show that when decision-making
is nested, consent is legally binding, and
commons remain  corporately  held,
communities sustain carbon-dense forests,
perennial ~ water sources, diversified
livelihoods and low levels of violent
conflict. Conversely, gender exclusion,
elite capture and legal ambiguity remain
persistent ~ weaknesses.  The  review
concludes with a translational framework—
federated scaling, restorative justice pilots,
adaptive finance and digital commons
trusts—through ~ which India’s  wider
panchayati-raj architecture could adopt
tribal design intelligence while correcting
inequities.
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Introduction

Resilience theory and the SDG agenda
converge on a simple proposition: adaptive
capacity must be built where people
actually experience climate shocks, food-
price swings and land-use conflicts—
namely, at the village, ward or
neighbourhood scale. India’s constitutional
architecture recognises this imperative: the
73rd and 74th Amendments, the Panchayats
(Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act
(PESA), the Forest Rights Act (FRA) and a
patchwork of Sixth-Schedule autonomous
councils each devolve specific powers to
local bodies. Yet implementation remains
uneven. Gram Sabhas are often treated as
public-hearing rituals, district plans still
flow downward, and natural-resource
decisions frequently bypass the very
communities whose futures they alter.

This tension has deep historical roots.
Colonial  forest reservation, revenue
settlement and post-Independence
development schemes all reinforced a view
of tribal territories as backward frontiers to
be administered rather than polities to be
respected. Social scientists responded with
rich  ethnographies that documented
alternative governance logics: Dongria
Kondh palli sabhas that veto bauxite mines;
Maria Gond Gram Sabhas that fine illegal
felling and publish public bribe receipts;
Khasi Dorbar hierarchies that regulate clan
land; and Naga village republics
constitutionally insulated by Article 371-A.
Although often presented as cultural
curiosities, these institutions embody robust
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design principles that scholarship on
common-pool resources, polycentric
governance and restorative justice now
recognises as best practice.

This paper therefore sets itself a dual task.
First, it synthesises the dispersed literature
into a coherent typology of tribal
governance practices, examining their legal
footing, decision procedures, enforcement
mechanisms and gender norms. Second, it
evaluates the socio-ecological outcomes of
these practices—carbon storage, water
security, livelihood diversification and
conflict dampening—before translating the
underlying design principles into actionable
recommendations for India’s wider local-
governance system. In doing so, the review
responds to a policy gap: how can statutory
bodies harness, rather than overwrite,
indigenous institutional intelligence to
build resilient communities and accelerate
SDG progress at the grassroots?

Dongria Kondh (Niyamgiri, Odisha)

The Dongria Kondh organise public life
through the Palli Sabha, an open village
assembly whose authority was affirmed by
the Supreme Court’s 2013 Niyamgiri
judgment. Under the Forest Rights Act,
every settlement—not merely the dozen
originally listed by the State—may convene
a Sabha to decide individual, community,
cultural and religious claims. Meetings take
place in the open; resolutions are adopted
by voice-vote consensus, written down and
countersigned by elders. The Sabha
recognises habitat and community-forest
rights, can approve or veto any diversion of
land for mining and arbitrates access to the
hill-top  shrines of Niyam Raja.
Enforcement is communal: villagers patrol
forest boundaries and impose fines—often
paid in turmeric, millet or livestock—on
violators. Women speak first whenever
streams, tuber patches or sacred groves are
at issue, reflecting their custodial role in the
uncultivated food economy.

Maria Gond of Mendha-Lekha
(Gadchiroli, Maharashtra)
Mendha-Lekha’s Gram Sabha, registered in
1987 as the Gaon Niyojan va Vikas
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Parishad and recognised in 2009 as sole
manager of its Community Forest
Resource, governs by the motto “self-study,
self-governance, consensus.”  Villagers
patrol an 18-km? forest, run watershed and
pond projects through a work-for-fish rule,
and forbid tree-felling or non-ritual alcohol.
A public notice board promises a
mandatory receipt for any bribe demanded
of a resident, with the money redirected to
the village fund. Eight mixed-gender self-
help groups, a grain bank and a rule that ten
per cent of off-farm wages flow into
common works embed economic self-
reliance in daily life.

Khasi of Hima Khyrim (Meghalaya)
Governance in Hima Khyrim follows a
layered Dorbar system codified in the
2024 Syiemship Act. The Syiem—a
monarch chosen by matrilineal succession
and confirmed by an electoral Dorbar of
clan elders—sits above two sub-tiers: the
Dorbar Raid, which aggregates several
villages, and the Dorbar Shnong, the
individual village assembly headed by an
elected Sordar or Rangbah Shnong. These
bodies control land classified as Ri-Raid or
Ri-Kynti, oversee customary tolls (musur),
and hear civil or boundary disputes, with
appeals routed to the Khasi Hills
Autonomous District Council. Land and
lineage pass through the youngest daughter,
yet voting inside the Dorbar remains male,
a tension now openly debated.

Garo (A-chik), Meghalaya

Communal land known as A’king forms
the core of Garo governance. Each clan
estate belongs to a matrilineal lineage but is
managed by a male Nokma selected by the
senior clan mother. The Nokma assigns
shifting-cultivation patches, bamboo groves
and house sites, and collects the house-tax
(khirong) in paddy to finance paths and
bridges. Decisions are taken in the
nokpante dormitory with all adult clan
members; serious disputes escalate to
courts of the Garo Hills Autonomous
District Council. Restitution is preferred
over punishment: compensation (kham-al)
is paid in pigs and rice beer, while
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homicide demands purification rites and a
dal-bisi blood price to the victim’s clan.
Lushai (Mizo) of Mizoram

The elected Village Council—created by
the 1953 Lushai Hills District Act—sits at
the heart of Mizo self-rule. Councils of
three to nine members, now with reserved
seats for women, allocate annual jhum
blocks, enforce compulsory community
labour (hnatlang), and maintain sanitation,
paths and village water points (tuikhur). A
Village Council Fund, fed by taxes, fees
and state grants, finances operations, and
the same body sits as a Village Court for
petty civil or criminal cases under Mizo
customary law. Subordinate District
Council Courts hear appeals, while Gram
Sabha meetings of all voters must endorse
annual plans, beneficiary lists and financial
audits.

Nagas (Nagaland)

Protected by Article 371-A, Naga villages
function as republics whose customary law
supersedes parliamentary statutes on land
and resources unless the State Assembly
decides otherwise. Each village elects or
inherits a Gaon-Bura alongside a Village
Council (under the 1978 Act) that controls
forests, fisheries, markets and customary
courts. Justice follows tribal codes—
Angami pechi, Ao kaketshir, Sumi kithi-
kiti—emphasising restitution and feast-of-
merit reintegration over incarceration. The
historical Tuensang Regional Council,
though defunct, set a precedent for layered
autonomy, and today roughly ninety per
cent of forest remains community-owned,
with any extraction requiring Village or
Tribal Council consent.

Warli (North Konkan, Maharashtra)

Warli governance begins with cosmology:
village business opens before the devacha-
pani stone invoking guardian spirits.
Decisions on cultivation, hunting schedules
or disputes are taken there and relayed
through the hereditary padvi. Nineteenth-
century Warli land was community-owned
under the dalhi shifting-cultivation cycle,
until the 1878 Forest Act reclassified their
hills as reserved forest, triggering bonded

IIMSRT25MAY076

International Journal of Modern Science and Research Technology

ISSN No- 2584-2706

labour and tenant exploitation. From the
1930s, mass organisations such as the
Adivasi Seva Mandal and the Communist-
led Kisan Sabha reclaimed authority,
banning liquor, bargaining wages and re-
asserting village control over landlords and
markets—foundations of modern Warli
self-rule.

Muria (Maria) Gond—Gadchiroli and
Bastar

In Muria villages such as Mendha-Lekha
every adult meets nightly, and no decision
stands unless all hands rise in agreement.
The Gram Sabha elects standing
committees for forest protection, watershed
work, the grain bank and a study circle,
each reporting fortnightly. Since 1987 the
assembly has licensed forest use, fined
illegal felling X101 per tree, patrolled an
18-km? teak-and-bamboo block, and barred
contractors unless the village issues written
consent. It also revives cultural institutions:
a youth dormitory (ghotul) razed by the
Forest Department was rebuilt collectively,
and thirty-two neighbouring  villages
followed suit after a regional Gram
Mahasabha upheld youth rights to
traditional education and marriage rites.
Economic ordinances link labour and
benefit—“Eat-Fish & Build-Tank” pairs
fishing privileges with dam maintenance,
while quarry and bamboo royalties now
flow into a common fund—Dbut the Sabha
goes further, levying parking fees on
trucks at the weekly haat and
announcing official purchase prices for
tendu leaf, mahua flower and other
minor-forest produce before traders
enter the marketplace. When officials
bypass consultation, villagers cite Section 4
of PESA to restore their authority.

Kodava (Coorg) — The Jamma Lineage
System

Kodava land tenure rests on lineage-based
jamma freeholds granted by the Lingayat
rajas: paddy terraces assessed at half the
usual land tax and inseparably tied to
adjoining forest strips (bane). These
combined estates, jamma-bane, were once
saleable only with unanimous adult-male
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consent; a single dissenting heir could veto
a transaction by paying five per cent of
market value to the state. Karnataka’s 1978
law later barred alienation, deeming jamma
government land with occupancy rights
during cultivation. Collective decisions still
occur in the ancestral ain-mane, where
terms are spoken aloud before the bronze
clan lamp and written on stamped paper by
the lineage head (pattedar). Coffee
expansion and nuclear families have
pressed for partition, but courts have
reaffirmed corporate ownership while
allowing joint purchases of new sagu land,
producing the dual tenure visible today.
Toda (Nilgiri Hills, Tamil Nadu)

The Toda are high-altitude pastoralists who
herd buffalo and live in compact hamlets,
or munds, strung across the Nilgiri plateau
at 1 800-2 400 metres. A typical mund
contains three barrel-shaped dwellings, a
sacred dairy temple and a calf-pen. Each
settlement belongs to one of two ritual
moieties—Tartherol, regarded as senior, or
Teivaliol, considered junior—both of
which break down into smaller patrilineal
clans. Collective affairs are handled by a
multi-tier elders’ council called the Noim.
At hamlet level the mund Noim assembles
senior men from every patriclan;
unresolved matters pass upward to the clan
council and, if necessary, to the caste-wide
mod Noim, whose influential elders deliver
a binding verdict. These bodies combine
deliberative and judicial roles: they settle
marriage payments, enforce fines, fix ritual
calendars and arrange collective worship of
the sacred buffalo. A hereditary head-man,
the Monegar, presides more as convener
than ruler. Hearings take place in open
pasture: plaintiffs and defendants present
their case, elders deliberate and then
pronounce a  consensus  judgment.
Sanctions range from cash or buffalo
fines—one animal is always offered at the
dairy temple—to temporary exclusion from
ritual life.

British  administration recognised the
Monegar mainly as a tax intermediary, but
Toda society continued to resist state
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encroachment on council autonomy. After
Independence, panchayats were introduced;
even so, the Noim still arbitrates land
disputes, buffalo thefts and ritual offences,
though its influence has waned with
schooling, tourism and reservoir
construction. Women traditionally speak
only through male relatives and are barred
from sacred dairies, yet a younger
generation is questioning these restrictions,
prompting a cautious liberalisation of
certain rituals.

Santals (Santal Parganas, Jharkhand)
Santal villages, known as more, stand amid
a ring of sacred grove (jaher than) and
communal grazing. Twelve exogamous
clans hold fields and forests in common,
ensuring that village corporate rights
outweigh individual claims. Governance
unfolds in three nested arenas. At the base,
the More Hor or village council is led by a
Manjhi whose office, once annual, has
become effectively hereditary. He is helped
by the Naeke (ritual priest), Paramanik
(udge), Jog-manjhi  (youth  marshal),
Godait (messenger) and several elder
Bhoddos. They meet in the open courtyard
to settle quarrels, regulate forest use and
organise festivals.

Ten to twenty villages form a pargana
headed by a Parganait, who gathers a
“council of five Manjhis” to resolve
boundary or bride-wealth disputes; a
Chakladar acts as scribe and a Des-manjhi
commands the militia. Above them stands
the Khunt or Lo Bir council, led by a
Dehri. This apex body once coordinated the
1855 Hul rebellion and still convenes
symbolically during annual hunts or
emergencies. Hearings begin with public
testimony, then move to a closed elders’
caucus called bengar kocha. Judgments
seek reconciliation: offenders may pay cash
or livestock fines, finance beer feasts, face
short-term ostracism or, in rare cases, be
banished beyond “five ridges.” Three
female  offices—Manjhi-Budhi,  Jog-
Manjhi-Budhi and Naeke-Budhi—give
women a voice, though not a vote, an
imbalance now challenged by PESA-
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mandated quotas in mixed Santal and non-
tribal  panchayats.  Statutory  gram-
panchayat elections, introduced in 2001,
were delayed repeatedly as Santals insisted
that any new bodies respect the traditional
councils’ jurisdiction over land, forest and
culture.

Mal and Sauria Paharia (Rajmahal Hills,
Jharkhand)

The Mal and Sauria Paharia occupy steep
sal-forested slopes and practise shifting
cultivation, supplementing their livelihood
by gathering leaf plates (pattal); some
communities have recently taken up valley
farming yet remain heavily forest-
dependent. Each hamlet is headed by a
Dahri, who combines ritual and
administrative duties and is assisted by a
Godait (messenger-bailiff) and a Dewan or
Nayak who helps convene councils and
enforce sanctions. Groups of ten to forty
villages acknowledge a Parganait—often a
Santal in mixed territories—who arbiters
disputes over hunting grounds, stream
access and bride-price, with support from a
Chakladar (record-keeper) and Chaukidar
(scout).

Councils typically meet after the harvest or
on the full moon. Proceedings are public,
verdicts are reached by consensus and
punishments usually involve grain fines or
communal  labour,  though  serious
infractions can lead to temporary exclusion
from the village shrine. Contemporary
pressures have eroded Dahri authority:
deforestation, missionary influence and
labour migration sometimes reduce the
chief’s role to that of ceremonial priest.
Where statutory panchayats now function,
Paharia elders negotiate forest-produce
permits and welfare benefits alongside state
officials, frequently invoking age-old
precedence to resist exploitative leases.
Critical Examination of Tribal Governance
Practices

The following appraisal weighs the internal
strengths of each governance model against
the frictions they face in today’s political-
economic environment. References draw
on the consolidated descriptions in the
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Dongria Kondh (Niyamgiri, Odisha)

The Palli Sabha’s open-air, consensus
style gives every adult—women first on
eco-ritual matters—a say in land-use, and
has already withstood the combined
pressure of a state-backed mining company
and paramilitary deployments. Its tight
linkage between sacred landscape and
decision power yields formidable cultural
legitimacy. Yet the very bareness of its
procedure (oral votes, symbolic fines) is
vulnerable to bureaucratic challenge, and
prolonged consensus sessions slow urgent
choices such as disaster relief. When state
officials ignore FRA-mandated
consultation, villagers must litigate—a
costly strategy for a subsistence economy.
Maria (Muria) Gond of Mendha-Lekha
(Gadchiroli, Maharashtra)

Mendha’s self-rule slogan—“Gaon-sarkar
amhi” (we are the government)—backed by
written by-laws and public audit of bribes,
delivers rare transparency. Rotating forest
patrols, grain banks and the “Eat-Fish &
Build-Tank” work-for-food rule embed
ecological incentives into everyday life.
The weakness lies in scale: a nightly Gram
Sabha works for 100 households but
becomes arduous once population rises, and
its authority still stalls when district
officials bypass PESA provisions. Income
from bamboo royalties also tempts elite
capture, an issue the community now
tackles through fortnightly committee
scrutiny.

Khasi of Hima Khyrim (Meghalaya)

A codified, three-tier Dorbar hierarchy
blends monarchic ritual (the Syiem) with
elective village assemblies. Matrilineal
land-holding secures women’s economic
base, yet voting remains male; this gender
asymmetry increasingly jars with educated
Khasi youth who contest rulings in the
High Court. Because every land parcel is
classed as Ri-Raid (community) or Ri-
Kynti (clan), investors must secure multiple
approvals—good for consent but slow for
public-works  contracts.  Jurisdictional
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overlap between Dorbar courts and the
Meghalaya judiciary can produce forum-
shopping.

Garo (A-chik)

The clan-estate (A’king) system guarantees
communal access and channels tax
(khirong) into footpaths and bridges,
showing fiscal autonomy in practice.
Restorative justice—pigs and rice-beer
compensation—Kkeeps prison terms rare and
social bonds dense. On the downside,
Nokma authority passes through male
relatives of a matrilineal line, muting
women’s  political  voice. Shifting
cultivation allocations are nimble but
exposed to state bans on jhum, and the clan
veto can obstruct urgently needed school or
clinic sites.

Lushai (Mizo)

Elected Village Councils, women’s seat
quotas and obligatory audits display
advanced democratic design relative to
many rural panchayats. Compulsory
community labour (hnatlang) sustains
public goods without cash leakage.
Financial dependence on state grants,
however, leaves councils exposed to party
patronage; when funds lag, even basic
water-point repairs stall. Councils also
juggle two legal codes—statutory and
customary—creating uncertainty in land-
lease cases.

Nagas (Nagaland)

Article 371-A grants a constitutional
firewall around village and tribal authority:
90 % of forest remains community-owned
and customary courts impose restitution-
centred verdicts. This autonomy curbs land
grabs and enables large-scale conservation.
Yet the mosaic of tribal codes (Angami,
Ao, Sumi, etc.) complicates inter-district
infrastructure routes and can mask gender
or age inequities behind ‘“custom.”
Hereditary Gaon-Buras may resist youth
challenges, and autonomy has not
prevented insurgent taxation rackets in
some areas.

Warli (North Konkan, Maharashtra)
Spirit-centred governance ties ecological
restraint to moral sanction: the devacha-
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pani stone must witness every decision.
Historical mobilisation (Adivasi Seva
Mandal, Kisan Sabha) shows capacity for
strategic reinvention. However, the system
lacks formal statutory anchoring; Forest-
Act classifications still override village
edicts, and the hereditary messenger
(padvi) channel can marginalise dissent.
Muria Gond (Bastar—Gadchiroli belt)
Nightly, full-quorum Gram Sabhas and
youth-run ghotul dormitories foster civic
apprenticeship and rapid information flow.
The %101 felling fine and parking fees at
weekly haats reveal a living fiscal code.
These virtues depend on exceptional social
cohesion; as migration rises, quorum is
harder to reach and the time cost of nightly
meetings deters wage labourers.State
agencies occasionally dismiss Gram Sabha
resolutions as “consultative,”  forcing
villagers into protest or court.

Kodava (Coorg)

The jamma-bane lineage estate prevents
fragmentation of paddy terraces and
preserves contiguous forest buffers, a boon
for Cauvery catchment health. Unanimous
consent rules avert distress sales but also
throttle individual entrepreneurship,
especially for women who inherit residence
but not title. Male-only ownership fuels
litigation over succession, and the state’s
1978 declaration of jamma lands as
“Government property” has seeded a long,
unresolved tenure dispute.

Toda (Nilgiri)

The multi-tier Noim council settles disputes
with remarkable speed and binds fines to
ritual dairy wealth, integrating economy
and cosmology. Exclusion of women from
dairies and councils, however, narrows
talent pools and is losing legitimacy among
school-educated Toda youth. Tourism
brings cash but also buffalo thefts and land
conversions that the Noim struggles to
police beyond core hamlets.

Santal (Jharkhand)

Layered councils—More Hor, Pargana, Lo
Bir—create built-in appeals and historically
enabled mass mobilisation (e.g., the 1855
Hul).  Reconciliation-oriented  verdicts
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preserve relationships and avoid costly
litigation. Yet hereditary Manjhi posts can
ossify into local fiefdoms, and overlaps
with statutory gram panchayats have
sparked turf-wars over welfare targeting.
Female offices offer voice but not vote, a
point of growing contention under PESA
quota debates.

Mal and Sauria Paharia (Rajmahal Hills)
Dahri-led councils still command ritual
obedience and make swift, low-cost rulings
on forest and bride-price disputes. Their
authority, though, has eroded under
deforestation, missionary schooling and
outbound wage migration. Some Dahris
now function chiefly as ceremonial priests,
leaving a vacuum that local politicians fill;
where panchayat decisions conflict with
customary verdicts, enforcement falters.
Cross-cutting Appraisal

Across  regions, communal tenure,
consensus deliberation and restorative
justice consistently bolster ecological
stewardship and social cohesion. These
systems excel at regulating commons,
distributing minor  sanctions  and
legitimising everyday governance. Their
recurrent weaknesses lie in gender
exclusion,  scalability beyond small
populations, and legal vulnerability when
state authorities treat customary consent as
merely advisory. Autonomy  clauses
(Nagaland), codification acts (Khasi), or
formal Gram  Sabha status under
FRA/PESA (Dongria, Muria) strengthen
resilience, yet even these instruments falter
when market or bureaucratic power
eclipses community leverage.

Future policy engagement must therefore
reconcile statutory frameworks with
indigenous logics—expanding women’s
rights, clarifying jurisdictional overlaps,
and ensuring that consent mechanisms
carry enforceable weight rather than
ceremonial gloss.

Overall strengths

When considered together, the dozen
governance traditions form a coherent
repertoire  whose principal virtue is
embedded legitimacy: rules arise from
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lived cosmology (Dongria sacred peaks,
Warli Waghoba, Toda dairies), lineage
memory (Kodava ain-mane), or collective
labour rituals (Mizo hnatlang). Because
authority is rooted in place-based identity
rather than external fiat, compliance costs
are low and monitoring is largely
socialised. Equally important is the fine-
grained subsidiarity that these systems
practise by default: decisions about seed
selection, jhum cycles, bamboo harvest or
clan hunting zones are taken at the scale
where information is richest—the hamlet or
the grazing slope—long before they surface
at district headquarters. Finally, their
dispute-resolution style prioritises
restitution and reintegration; fines become
feast funds, buffalo sacrifices or
community  work, so  punishment
simultaneously repairs social fabric and
ecosystem damage.

Persistent shortcomings.

Cultural legitimacy does not guarantee
equity. Gendered exclusions (Khasi voting,
Kodava land title, Toda ritual space)
restrict half the population’s voice and
economic security. Some hereditary offices
harden into mini-fiefdoms, visible in
ossified Manjhi posts among Santals or
certain Gaon-Buras in Nagaland, breeding
localised rent-seeking. Most systems also
rely on labour-intensive deliberation—
nightly Gram Sabhas in Mendha or day-
long Dongria consensus circles—whose
opportunity costs rise sharply once cash
agriculture, migration or wage labour erode
the time surplus of subsistence economies.
Finally, where state law treats customary
consent as advisory, communities must
litigate or protest to enforce decisions—an
asymmetry of power and resources that
stretches communal solidarity to its limits.

Prospects for wider adoption in India.
The strongest, readily portable lesson is
functional consent: no project affecting
common lands should proceed without a
face-to-face assembly whose verdict is
binding. This norm is already implicit in
FRA and PESA; scaling it to non-
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Scheduled rural India would make
environmental-impact ~ hearings ~ more
substantive and reduce  downstream
litigation. The commons trust model—
community forest resource titles in
Gadchiroli or clan-run a’king estates in the
Garo Hills—offers templates for carbon-
credit sharing, catchment payment schemes
and  biodiversity  offsets  wherever
smallholders depend on shared ecosystems.
Restorative village courts that convert fines
into community assets could be piloted
under the fast-track alternate-dispute-
resolution mandates now pushed by NITI
Aayog. However, portability demands
adaptation: gender-parity safeguards must
travel with the institution; revenue-sharing
mechanisms require transparent accounting
beyond oral tradition; and state agencies
must cede real—not symbolic—decision
space. If these conditions are met,
indigenous governance logics can move
from the margins to the mainstream,
enriching India’s quest for resilient, locally
steered sustainable development.

Situating Tribal Resource Governance in
Wider Theoretical Frames

Indian tribal institutions look parochial
only if they are read outside the big
conversations of political economy and
commons theory. Once placed alongside
Elinor Ostrom’s design principles for
common-pool resources—clear boundaries,
locally crafted rules, low-cost conflict-
resolution and nested layers of authority—
the familiar practices of the Dongria palli
sabha or the Muria Gram Sabha read like
textbook illustrations rather than exotic
exceptions. In Mendha-Lekha, for instance,
the forest patrol roster and the X101 timber
fine meet Ostrom’s insistence on
“graduated sanctions” while the fortnightly
audit of bamboo income satisfies her call
for “collective-choice arrangements” and
transparent  monitoring.  Patterns  of
Commoning That these rules are narrated
through clan myth or ritual rather than
written  bylaws merely shows what
commons scholars now call institutional
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bricolage: the melding of inherited symbols
with modern incentives to achieve rule
compliance without the transaction costs of
a distant bureaucracy.
Polycentric-governance theory deepens the
comparison. V. Ostrom and colleagues
argued that multiple, partially overlapping
centres of decision-making produce greater
adaptability than mono-centric  states.
Michael D. McGinnis Webpage The tribal
landscape is quintessentially polycentric: a
Khasi household answers to the Dorbar
Shnong for sanitation bylaws, to the Dorbar
Hima for land transfers, and to the Khasi
Hills Autonomous District Council for
appellate justice; each node can innovate
without awaiting orders from the state
capital. Redundancy and overlap—derided
as  “fragmentation” in  mainstream
administration—here create institutional
shock-absorbers, explaining why Khasi
sacred-grove rules remain intact despite
waves of electoral change. Conversely,
where polycentric layers are forcibly
collapsed—Nagaland’s experiment with
village development boards that bypass
customary councils—the literature predicts
coordination gains but resilience losses, and
fieldwork indeed reports erosion of forest
norms in those districts.

Economists of property rights draw a sharp
line between open access and common
property. Clan-based control of Kodava
jamma-bane or Garo a’king land is
“common property” because access is
exclusive to lineage members and
exclusion costs are socially internalised;
hence the classic “tragedy of the commons”
never materialises. Hardin’s dystopia better
fits frontier zones where the state, by
declaring forests “reserve” yet failing to
police them, shifts the regime to de facto
open access—as happened when Mal
Paharia shifting plots were gazetted without
a functioning patrolling force. Under that
lens the policy priority is not to replace
tribal regimes with private title but to
recognise  their  implicit  exclusion
boundaries so they can continue to allocate
use-rights sustainably.

WWW.ijmsrt.com 257

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5281/zen0d0.15481823



https://patternsofcommoning.org/uncategorized/eight-design-principles-for-successful-commons/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://patternsofcommoning.org/uncategorized/eight-design-principles-for-successful-commons/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://mcginnis.pages.iu.edu/Stephan%20Marshall%20McGinnis%20Intro%20to%20Polyc%20Gov.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com

Volume-3, Issue-5, May 2025

From a sociological vantage, these
institutions manifest what Durkheim called
mechanical solidarity—cohesion grounded
in similarity of occupation and ritual—
which in turn undergirds high levels of
social capital (Putnam). Thick social capital
lowers monitoring costs: a Dongria woman
caught felling a taboo tree risks not prison
but reputational ruin, a sanction more
potent than any formal fine. Yet the very
density of ties can repress internal dissent;
gender-rights advocates observe that Toda
women’s ritual exclusion persists partly
because of strong normative conformity.
Feminist political-ecology thus tempers
functionalist celebration by asking: “Who
bears the cost of customary harmony?”
Ecologists  studying  social-ecological
systems (SES) emphasise resilience, the
capacity to absorb  shocks and retain
function. Tribal regimes score high on
“response diversity”—the Dongria cultivate
fifty land-race millets, Todas rotate grazing
across ten micro-valleys, Santals maintain
both plough and foraging livelihoods—
thereby distributing risk across species,
spaces and seasons. Remote-sensing
comparisons between community-owned
and state-owned forests in Nagaland show
higher canopy continuity and lower fire
scars in the former, validating Holling’s
hypothesis that locally tailored feedbacks
outcompete  centralised command-and-
control. Carbon-sequestration studies in
Gadchiroli further demonstrate that CFR
villages store up to 20t C ha! more than
adjacent reserve forests, converting cultural
rules into measurable climate co-benefits.
Political anthropologists such as James
Scott read these micro-polities as infra-
states—forms of “anarchic” self-rule that
deliberately keep their demographic scale
below thresholds that would invite
intensive state extraction. Population size,
therefore, is not an accidental parameter but
an active design variable; nightly consensus
in Mendha works precisely because the
village has capped in-migration. Scaling
such  mechanisms to gram-panchayat
clusters of 5 000 people risks losing the
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deliberative intimacy that is central to their
effectiveness. Polycentricity offers a partial
workaround: let clusters federate rather
than  merge, preserving small-scale
deliberation while enabling inter-village
coordination on roads, markets or carbon-
credit aggregation.

In sum, tribal practices are neither relics
nor romantic outliers; they are living
laboratories that validate major theories
across governance, economics and ecology.
Their strengths—clear boundaries,
participatory  rule-making,  polycentric
redundancy—explain superior conservation
and livelihood outcomes. Their
weaknesses—qgender bias, limited
scalability, and wvulnerability to external
power—map onto the very fault-lines that
theory would predict. Recognising these
patterns allows policymakers to borrow
judiciously: retain the boundary clarity and
consensual legitimacy, graft on gender-
inclusive  reforms and inter-village
federations, and provide statutory back-
stops so that customary consent is
enforceable rather than symbolic. Done
well, such hybridisation can move India
toward  resilient,  low-transaction-cost
governance at the precise scales where the
SDGs must ultimately succeed or fail.
Socio-Ecological Pay-offs in Comparative
Perspective

The observed outcomes of tribal
governance regimes mirror what scholars
of social-ecological systems call “win—win
bundles”—simultaneous gains in
ecological integrity and human well-being
that emerge when property rights, decision
rules, and cultural meaning line up at the
same spatial scale.

Carbon storage and habitat continuity
Landscape-scale satellite analyses in both
Gadchiroli CFR blocks and Nagaland’s
community forests confirm denser canopy
and fewer fire scars inside community
tenure than in adjacent reserve forests.
These findings echo Elinor Ostrom’s
proposition  that  locally = monitored
boundaries deter free-riding better than
under-funded state controls, producing
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what ecological economists label positive
externalities (avoided carbon emissions)
through self-interest aligned with group
rules . In effect, the Dongria or Muria
forester is simultaneously shareholder,
ranger and beneficiary; the transaction
costs that plague distant agencies disappear.
Water security and micro-climate
buffering

Hydrologists studying Garo a’king springs
or Kodava bane buffers report higher late-
season base-flow in streams draining clan
forests, a phenomenon resilience theorists
attribute to response diversity: multiple,
overlapping land-use  patches  (jhum
fallows, sacred groves, coffee understory)
that dampen rainfall shocks. Where state
irrigation departments install top-down
piped schemes, maintenance often lapses;
but clan-managed ponds tied to labour-for-
fish reciprocity remain serviceable because
every withdrawal obliges restoration
labour—an institutional realisation of the
Olsen logic of collective action, in which
club goods (fish) finance public
infrastructure.

Livelihood diversification and income
smoothing

The Sustainable Livelihoods Framework
stresses five capitals—mnatural, social,
human, physical and financial. Tribal
systems mobilise these as integrated
portfolios rather than siloed assets. Khasi
broom-grass cooperatives under Dorbar
licences convert standing biomass into
predictable cash, which households feed
back into school fees, thereby upgrading
human capital. Muria grain banks, stocked
through  mandatory 10 %  wage
contributions, insure against crop failure
without the interest burdens typical of
micro-finance loans . Such mechanisms
operationalise Amartya Sen’s “entitlement”
thesis: access, not output alone, determines
food security.

Cultural ecosystem services and identity
Anthropologists ~ emphasise  symbolic
capital: the ability of a community to

leverage sacred meaning for collective

regulation. Toda dairies mark grazing
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rotations; Warli Waghoba shrines outlaw
retaliatory leopard Killing. These practices
deliver the oft-neglected cultural and
regulating ecosystem services flagged by
the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment—
spiritual ~ fulfilment and  biocontrol—
without budgetary outlay. The trade-off is
path dependence: when external demand
for cash crops rises, the same symbolic
controls can decelerate adaptive land-use
change, a tension political ecologists term
the “conservation—development paradox.”
Conflict dampening and social resilience
Restorative village courts that convert fines
into communal feasts or shrine offerings
validate the sociological claim that
mechanical solidarity (Durkheim)
neutralises retributive escalation.
Empirically, homicide and long-running
land feuds remain lower in Santal parganas
with active baisi councils than in adjacent
police-administered blocks, suggesting that
social capital substitutes for coercive
capacity when population density is
moderate Mendha-Lekha-Using-
Self...inquiry. Still, these systems strain
when demographic pressure  surpasses
carrying capacity—visible in migration-
heavy  Paharia  belts where youth
absenteeism erodes quorum and, by
extension, informal enforcement.
Trade-offs and boundary conditions

Not every trajectory is benign. Gender-
biased inheritance rules in Kodava jamma
estates restrict women’s adaptive options,
amplifying vulnerability even as forests
thrive; feminist political ecologists remind
us that resilience for a landscape can
coexist with marginalisation for specific
groups. Moreover, the scale effect looms
large: polycentric layers handle shocks well
when nodes stay small and interconnected,
but state schemes that aggregate carbon
credits or eco-tourism revenue at district
scale can recentralise benefits, undermining
precisely the reciprocity loops that made
the forests valuable.

Synthesis

Taken together, the data vindicate Ostrom’s
SES models, Sen’s entitlement lens and
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resilience  theory: institutions that
synchronise ecological feedbacks with
social incentives deliver measurable
gains—denser carbon stocks, steadier
water, buffered incomes and lower
violent conflict. Yet they do so under
context-specific constraints of gender, scale
and external market pressure. The policy
implication is not to romanticise tribal
modes but to mainstream their functional
elements—clear boundaries, graduated
sanctions, labour-for-resource reciprocity—
while grafting reforms that correct
inequities and enable inter-community
federations capable of engaging national
carbon and biodiversity markets without
forfeiting local voice.

Lessons  for  Contemporary  Local
Governance: A Theoretical Synthesis

From ritual commons to “learning
institutions.”  The first—and  most
transferable—Ilesson is that effective local
governance rests on embedded legitimacy.
Dongria palli sabhas derive their authority
from the sanctity of Niyam Raja just as
Mendha-Lekha’s Gram Sabha displays its
motto “We are the government” on the
village gate; both satisfy Ostrom’s
injunction that rules be locally crafted and
culturally grounded so that monitoring
becomes a social reflex rather than a paid
function. Development programmes that
parachute in bylaws without symbolic
anchoring usually fail because they impose
compliance costs that these tribes have
already internalised through myth, ritual
and everyday practice.

Subsidiarity through polycentric design.
Polycentric-governance theory predicts that
overlapping, semi-autonomous nodes out-
perform monolithic states in complex
environments. Khasi territory vividly
demonstrates this: household waste goes to
the Dorbar Shnong, land transfers to the
Dorbar Hima, and appellate justice to the
Khasi Hills Autonomous District Council,
producing an elastic “many-level” state that
can innovate without waiting for Shillong
or Delhi. Contemporary panchayati-raj
reformers can borrow this nested
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architecture—Kkeep financial devolution at
the Gram-Panchayat level, but let
watershed or market cooperatives federate
laterally, thereby retaining deliberative
intimacy while scaling service delivery.
Commons property beats open access.
Hardin’s “tragedy” is conspicuously absent
where clan or lineage boundaries are
clear—Garo a’king estates and Kodava
jamma-bane forests show higher canopy
continuity and more stable springs than
state-managed blocks because exclusion
costs are internalised by  Kinship
enforcement. The macro-lesson is that
converting every commons to private title
IS neither necessary nor efficient; instead,
law  should recognise customary
boundaries, thereby transforming de facto
common property into de jure tenure that
still delivers public environmental goods.
Adaptive management and response
diversity. Resilience scholars  stress
institutions that learn and adjust. Muria
grain-bank ordinances (‘10 % wage to
public granary’) and Dongria seed-
exchange rituals embed adaptive feedbacks:
food or seed deficits trigger automatic
collective buffering rather than bureaucratic
rationing. Policy designers can replicate
this by tying municipal grants to locally
observed  ecological indicators—e.g.,
release watershed funds only when the
Gram Sabha’s rain-gauge data crosses a
drought threshold—thus mimicking the
tribes’ living early-warning systems.
Restorative justice and social capital.
Santal baisi courts and Warli Waghoba
fines convert conflicts into community
feasts, transforming sanction into social
glue. Criminologists note that such
restorative systems cut recidivism by re-
embedding offenders in networks of
obligation. Mainstream local courts could
pilot similar victim-compensation or
community-service orders for  minor
offences, freeing formal dockets while
enhancing cohesion.

Institutional bricolage and innovation.
Every tribal polity illustrates “bricolage”—
the creative merging of old symbols with
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new functions. Mendha-Lekha posts
printed receipts for any bribe a villager is
forced to pay, shaming officials through
public accounting; Khasi Dorbar now issue
QR-coded passes to regulate pilgrimage
traffic into sacred groves. These hybrids
show that customary forms are not static;
they evolve when given autonomy and
bandwidth.  Local-governance  reforms
should therefore supply innovation spaces
(e.g., regulatory sandboxes) rather than
one-size templates.

Gender as unfinished business. Theories
of intersectionality remind us that solidarity
can mask hierarchy. Kodava women inherit
residence but not land; Khasi women
inherit land but cannot vote; Toda women
are barred from dairy temples. Khyrim
Syiemship Act 20... The lesson is twofold:
(1) equity audits must accompany any legal
recognition of customary systems, and (2)
reform can work from within—several
Khasi Hima now seat women observers
without court order—showing that internal
critique, not external replacement, often
drives progressive change.

Scaling  through  federations, not
amalgamations. Nightly consensus fails
once population tops a few hundred—a
point political anthropologists highlight
with the concept of “infra-state size.”
Rather than scaling up deliberation units,
tribes federate them: Santal pargana
councils bundle 20 villages, Toda clan
Noims meet only for archetypal disputes,
and Nagaland’s tribal apex courts arbitrate
after village verdicts. This nested model
can inform district-level climate platforms
that federate ward committees without
dissolving them into unwieldy mega-
bodies.

Binding consent into statutory law. The
Niyamgiri verdict made Gram-Sabha
consent legally dispositive on forest
diversion, creating India’s first workable
Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC)
standard. Embedding similar veto powers
in non-Scheduled Areas would
operationalise the constitutional promise of
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grassroots democracy and pre-empt costly
litigation or protest.

In brief, tribal polities supply a design
library for resilient, low-transaction-cost
local governance. Their core ingredients—
place-based legitimacy, nested authority,
commons tenure, restorative justice and
adaptive feedbacks—are already validated
by grand theory across governance,
economics and sociology. The challenge is
not invention but translation: updating
gender norms, connecting villages through
federations, and granting genuine legal
teeth to customary consent. If India can
accomplish that, it will have converted the
country’s oldest institutions into its most
future-proof  engines  of  sustainable
development.

Translating Tribal Governance into a
National Resilience Architecture
Re-imagining  “local” through an
indigenous lens

Most Indian policies still treat the village as
a delivery point for centrally designed
schemes; tribal institutions invert this optic
by making the village the origin of rule-
making. In political-science terms, they
move the state from a Weberian, top-down
bureaucracy to an Ostromian, polycentric
order in which the smallest unit—the palli
sabha, dorbar, or gotul—is already a
sovereign arena of public choice.
Recognising this shift is critical, because
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
are explicitly multi-scalar: progress on
SDG 6 (water) or SDG 13 (climate)
depends on feedbacks that occur far below
the gram-panchayat or municipal boundary.
A governance grammar that begins with
customary assemblies therefore offers not
just a romantic alternative but the right
scale of decision for SES (social-
ecological-system) resilience.

Commons as strategic infrastructure
Development economics has traditionally
classed forests, grazing lands and water
bodies as “externalities” peripheral to
growth. Tribal regimes treat them as core
capital: the Kodava jamma-bane linkage,
Garo a’king estates or Mendha-Lekha’s
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Community Forest Resource title all bind
household income, clan identity and
ecological function into a single property
system. The lesson for SDG
implementation is to elevate commons
from the welfare periphery to the
infrastructure centre—no less critical than
roads or fibre optics. Legally, this means
conferring juridical personality on village
commons trusts so they can contract, sue,
and earn revenue from carbon or
biodiversity credits; politically, it requires
budget lines that treat regeneration
spending as investment rather than subsidy.
Polycentric resilience and adaptive
capacity

Resilience theorists argue that systems
survive shocks when authority is dispersed
yet networked—multiple nodes,
overlapping jurisdictions, and redundancy
in feedback loops. Kbhasi territory or
Nagaland’s village-tribal-district layering
exemplifies this geometry. For the wider
polity, the implication is not to dismantle
the panchayat structure but to nest it:
combine ward sabhas, water-user groups,
biodiversity committees and school-
management bodies into a mesh that can
recombine when any one node fails. Such
architecture guards against both state
incapacity (bureaucratic overload) and
market failure (monoculture of incentives),
thereby operationalising SDG 16’s demand
for “effective, accountable and inclusive
institutions.”

Normative pluralism and procedural equity
Tribal jurisprudence does not separate law
from morality; fines become community
feasts, restitution includes ritual apology,
and sanctions are designed to restore
harmony rather than assert state violence.
Integrating these norms into mainstream
justice requires a procedural translation—
formal recognition of restorative options in
Nyaya Panchayats, victim-led settlement
conferences, and community-service orders
that convert ecological offences into labour
for regeneration. Yet inclusion cannot stop
at recognition. Feminist political ecology
shows how mechanical solidarity can
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conceal gender or age hierarchies; hence
any mainstreaming must embed equity
safeguards—gender-parity quorums, joint
titles, and youth representation—so that the
moral force of custom becomes an engine
of justice rather than its excuse.

Knowledge systems and epistemic
humility

Indigenous governance operates on tacit
knowledge: soil colour rather than NPK
readings, cloud morphology rather than
automated weather stations. Contrary to
modernist prejudice, such heuristics often
outperform scientific models at micro-
spatial scales. A national resilience strategy
should therefore adopt a co-production
paradigm in which citizen meteorologists,
forest patrols and women’s seed networks
generate datasets that feed into digital
public goods. The Pradhan Mantri Fasal
Bima Yojana, for instance, could allow
community rain gauges—Validated in open
audits—to  trigger crop-loss  payouts,
marrying actuarial rigour with local
observation.

Political-economy hurdles and path
dependencies

Elite capture, bureaucratic inertia and rent-
seeking pose real threats. Carbon markets
can turn village forests into distant
investors’ balance-sheet assets; mining
royalties may bypass Gram Sabhas through
creative compliance. Addressing these
asymmetries  demands  countervailing
power: social audits modelled on Mendha-
Lekha’s public bribe boards; mandatory
disclosure of benefit-sharing agreements;
and appellate ombuds institutions where
customary bodies can challenge
administrative over-reach without
prohibitive legal costs. Equally important is
civil-service incentive design—measuring
district collectors not merely on fund-
disbursement speed but on the proportion
of projects that secure genuine, recorded
community consent.

Federated scaling rather than forced
homogeneity

The nightly consensus that works for a 150-
household hamlet cannot simply be
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magnified to a 5 000-person gram
panchayat.  Scaling  must  proceed
horizontally through federations—clusters
of hamlets electing delegates—not
vertically by amalgamation. Maharashtra’s
district-level ~CFR  federations  and
Nagaland’s Tribal Apex Courts already
demonstrate how local units can negotiate
with state or market actors while retaining
their  deliberative intimacy. National
programmes such as Jal Jeevan Mission
could formally recognise these federations
as implementing partners, contracting at the
cluster level but devolving maintenance
funds to the base assemblies.

Learning loops and adaptive finance

Tribal systems thrive on feedback: Muria
labour-for-fish reciprocity, Dongria millet
seed exchanges, and Toda pasture closures
all  trigger immediate  behavioural
adjustments.  State  schemes  rarely
incorporate such rapid loops. Embedding
them will require adaptive finance—
disbursement tranches that depend on
ecological indicators (spring flow, canopy
density), crowdsourced via  mobile
dashboards and ratified in open Gram
Sabhas. The Fifteenth Finance
Commission’s performance grants offer a
fiscal window; they can be re-calibrated to
fund  village-level  “green  dividend
accounts” that pay communities for
measurable ecosystem services.

Conclusion

The evidence assembled in this review
overturns two persistent misconceptions:
that strong environmental stewardship
requires top-down command and that
customary institutions are inherently
exclusionary or inefficient. Tribal polities
demonstrate that local assemblies—when
endowed with binding consent powers,
clear commons tenure and restorative
justice norms—can outperform distant
bureaucracies in  preserving forests,
maintaining  water  flows, smoothing
income shocks and containing conflict.
These successes are not accidents of
geography or culture; they arise from
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design  features long theorised in
economics, sociology and governance
studies: embedded legitimacy, polycentric
layering, labour-for-resource reciprocity
and adaptive feedback loops.

Translating these features into the broader
Indian polity will involve more than legal
recognition; it will demand structural
innovations and political courage. Gram
Sabhas must acquire enforceable veto
rights over common lands, commons trusts
need juridical personality to trade
ecosystem services, and restorative justice
options should be written into Nyaya-
Panchayat statutes. Equally, gender-parity
quorums, public audit rituals and federated
decision networks are necessary correctives
to the scale and equity limits revealed in the
tribal record. Digital public infrastructure—
geo-tagged minutes, open-source carbon
dashboards—can amplify customary rules
without hollowing out local control,
provided technological capacity is diffused
through targeted training.

The pathway is politically arduous:
administrative turf-guarding, elite capture
of new revenue streams and legal pluralism
will generate friction. Yet the potential
payoff is large. By grafting indigenous
design intelligence onto the panchayati-raj
skeleton, India could convert its oldest
institutions into its most future-proof
engines of sustainable development—
communities that are  ecologically
anchored, socially cohesive and
democratically vibrant. In a century likely
to be defined by climate volatility and
resource conflict, such a hybrid civic
ecology may be not only desirable but
indispensable.
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