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Tribes of Andaman and Nicobar: A Journey into India's Indigenous Heritage

The Andaman and Nicobar Islands, a chain of volcanic and limestone islands in the Bay of Bengal, are more than
just a tourist destination with pristine beaches and coral reefs. They are home to a mosaic of indigenous
communities whose cultures, languages, and livelihoods have evolved in isolation for thousands of years. The

tribes of Andaman and Nicobaroffer a living window into the region’s ancient past and a testament to the
resilience of human societies in remote environments. This article explores the history, distribution, cultural
practices, languages, economies, and contemporary challenges faced by these remarkable peoples.

Historical Context: From Early Settlers to Colonial Encounters

Archaeological evidence indicates that the Andaman Islands were settled as far back as 40,000 years ago, with
early hunter gatherer groups leaving behind stone tools and cave paintings. Over millennia, the islands became a
refuge for people fleeing invasions, famines, and epidemics from the Indian subcontinent and Southeast Asia.
During the colonial era, the British established penal colonies, notably Port Blair, which brought outsiders into
contact with the island’s indigenous populations.

Colonial records, however, are sparse and often biased, underrepresenting the social structures of the islanders. It
wasn'’t until the 20th century that anthropologists began systematic studies, documenting the diverse cultural
practices of the island’s tribes. Today, the Indian government recognizes these communities under the Scheduled
Tribes Act, granting them special protections and development schemes.

Geography and Distribution: Where the Tribes Reside

The Andaman archipelago comprises 572 islands, with the main islands being Great Andaman, Little Andaman,
and the Nicobar group. The tribal populations are primarily concentrated on the interior of the larger islands, where
dense rainforests offer shelter and sustenance. The Nicobar Islands, with their volcanic landscapes, host distinct
tribal groups that have developed unique cultural identities.

Andaman Islands

¢ Great Andaman — The largest island, home to the Sentinelese, Jarawa, and Great Andamanese tribes.
« Little Andaman — Contains the Onge tribe, one of the smallest indigenous groups in the region.

Nicobar Islands

e Car Nicobar — Home to the Nicobarese, who are linguistically and culturally distinct from the Andaman tribes.
¢ North and South Nicobars — Host various sub tribes of the Nicobarese and a few small communities of
Andamanese origin.

Major Tribes of Andaman and Nicobar

While there are over 30 distinct indigenous groups, the most widely recognized tribes include:

Sentinelese



Perhaps the world’s most isolated tribe, the Sentinelese have maintained a hunter gatherer lifestyle for millennia.
They reside on North Sentinel Island and have famously resisted contact with outsiders. Their society is organized
around small kinship groups, with a strong emphasis on communal decision making and a strict taboo against
external contact.

Jarawa

The Jarawa, found mainly on the western coast of Great Andaman, are known for their nomadic hunting and
gathering practices. They live in small, mobile camps and rely heavily on forest resources, such as fruits, nuts, and
game. The Jarawa language belongs to the Austroasiatic family, sharing linguistic ties with groups in mainland
Southeast Asia.

Great Andamanese

Once numbering over 1,000 individuals, the Great Andamanese have suffered drastic population declines due to
disease and displacement. Today, only a handful of villages remain, each inhabited by mixed heritage families who
speak a creolized version of the original Great Andamanese language.

Onge

The Onge live in the southern tip of Little Andaman and are considered the smallest indigenous group in the
archipelago. They have a semi sedentary lifestyle, combining fishing with seasonal forest gathering. Their language
is also Austroasiatic, closely related to that of the Jarawa.

Nicobarese

The Nicobarese tribes, primarily located in the Nicobar Islands, are culturally and linguistically distinct from the

Andamanese. They practice a form of animistic religion, with a deep reverence for natural spirits and ancestral

deities. Their social organization is clan based, with elaborate marriage rituals and a strong emphasis on community
cohesion.

Cultural Practices: Traditions, Beliefs, and Social Structures

Animism and Spirituality

Across the Andaman and Nicobar tribes, animistic beliefs form the core of their spiritual worldview. Sacred groves,
stone circles, and natural landmarks are considered abodes of spirits. Rituals often involve offerings of food,
incense, and handcrafted items to appease these spirits and ensure community welfare.

Traditional Crafts and Artistry

¢ Weaving — Many tribes weave mats, baskets, and clothing using fibers harvested from local plants.

e Carving — Stone and bone carvings are common, depicting animals, mythological figures, and everyday
scenes.

* Body Art — Temporary tattoos and body painting mark significant life events such as initiation rites and
marriages.

Social Organization

Tribal societies are typically organized into kinship groups or clans, each led by an elder or a council of respected
members. Decision making is collective, with consensus sought through communal gatherings. This egalitarian
structure ensures that resources are shared equitably and that all voices are heard.

Marriage and Family

Marriage customs vary widely. Some tribes practice exogamy, requiring individuals to marry outside their clan,



while others allow endogamous unions. Polygyny is rare but not unheard of, especially among tribes with
hierarchical social structures.

Languages: A Linguistic Tapestry

The Andaman and Nicobar Islands host a rich linguistic diversity, with over 20 indigenous languages. Most of these
languages belong to the Austroasiatic family, but a few, like the Nicobarese languages, belong to the Austronesian
family. The linguistic landscape is further complicated by the presence of creoles and mixed languages resulting
from inter tribal contact and colonial influence.

Austroasiatic Languages

e Jarawa — Shares lexical similarities with Khmer and Vietnamese.

¢ Onge — A small language with limited speakers, endangered but still used in daily communication.

¢ Great Andamanese — Historically had several distinct languages; now largely replaced by a creolized form.
Austronesian Languages

* Nicobarese — Includes multiple dialects such as Car Nicobar, Nancowry, and Camorta.

e Car Nicobarese — Has been influenced by Tamil and other South Indian languages due to migration.
Language Preservation Efforts

Various NGOs and government bodies are working to document and revitalize endangered languages. Initiatives
include creating written scripts, compiling dictionaries, and incorporating native languages into school curricula.

Traditional Economy: Sustaining Life in the Forest

Indigenous communities rely on a subsistence economy rooted in the forest and sea. Their livelihoods are
diversified across hunting, gathering, fishing, and small scale agriculture.

Hunting and Gathering

Tribes such as the Jarawa and Onge are skilled hunters, using bows, arrows, and traps to capture wild game. They
also gather forest fruits, nuts, and medicinal plants, which are vital for nutrition and traditional medicine.

Fishing
Fishing is a cornerstone of the Nicobarese economy. They employ traditional fishing techniques like net casting,

spearfishing, and use of bamboo boats. Seasonal fishing patterns are closely tied to migratory fish species and
monsoon cycles.

Small Scale Agriculture

While most tribes are primarily hunter gatherers, some have adopted small plots of rice, millet, and root crops.
These agricultural activities supplement their diet and are often practiced during the dry season.

Crafts and Trade

Handcrafted items such as woven baskets, carved wooden figurines, and shell jewelry serve both utilitarian and
ceremonial purposes. In some communities, these crafts are traded with neighboring villages or with mainland
traders, providing a modest source of income.

Contemporary Challenges: Balancing Tradition and Modernity

Health and Disease



Contact with outsiders has introduced diseases like measles and influenza, to which indigenous peoples have little
immunity. The Indian government has implemented vaccination drives, but logistical challenges in remote areas
persist.

Land Rights and Environmental Degradation

Encroachment by commercial developers and logging companies threatens tribal lands. The loss of forest cover not
only reduces hunting grounds but also disrupts the ecological balance that sustains traditional livelihoods.

Education and Employment

While educational institutions are being established on the islands, many tribal children face cultural dissonance.
Traditional knowledge is often undervalued in mainstream curricula, leading to a loss of cultural identity among the
younger generation.

Legal Recognition and Autonomy

Although the Scheduled Tribes Act provides legal safeguards, enforcement is inconsistent. Many tribal communities
still lack full autonomy over their land and resources, leading to conflicts with local authorities.

Tourism and Cultural Heritage: Opportunities and Risks

Tourism offers a double edged sword for indigenous communities. On one hand, it can provide economic
opportunities and raise awareness of tribal cultures. On the other, it poses risks of cultural commodification,
environmental degradation, and health hazards.

Responsible Tourism Initiatives

Several NGOs advocate for community based tourism, where tribal members act as guides, hosts, and artisans.
This model ensures that benefits remain within the community and that cultural practices are respected.

Regulatory Framework

The Indian government has enacted guidelines restricting tourist access to certain islands, especially those
inhabited by the Sentinelese. These regulations aim to protect both the tribes and the environment.

Preservation Efforts: Protecting Heritage for Future Generations

Government Schemes

¢ Indigenous Land Rights Act — Aims to formalize land ownership and protect tribal territories.
e Tribal Development Fund — Provides financial resources for education, healthcare, and infrastructure projects.
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