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The idea of the good life is integrally linked to the relationship 
between the social order and the moral order. Writing way back in 
1930 Franz Boas held that "it is much more difficult to speak of 
progress in any cultural activity" and that fundamental ethical atti­
tudes have shown a "lack of change" (Boas: 1930). This was another 
way of saying that in terms of the historical evolution of societies, one 
could only speak of the development of technology and not of culture. 
The good and happy life which the tribal believes in is integrally linked 
to his view of culture which incorporates an emphasis on health and 
disease-free life, love of fun, a reasonable degree offreedom and leisure 
opportunities, an intimate balance between the individual existence 
and the natural, social and the supernatural orders. The emphasis is 
thus on a balance between different orders of realities. It was Kroeber 
who had observed that there are three approaches that seem to yield at 
least a partial standard of what constitutes "higher" or more advanced 
culture. No doubt, one of these three is the cumulative development of 
technology and science. 

The other two standards Kroeber proposed lead us into recognition 
of differences between the more urbanised societies and the tribal 
societies with regard to their view on the "true" and the "good." 
(Kroeber: 1948). 

I The first is linked to the criteria of magic and superstition. The 
'visions and magical beliefs of the individual give place to a rationalised 
scientific attitude in the quest for truth. The second criterion for 
progress was described by Kroeber as "the decline of infantile obses­
sion with the outstanding physiological events of human life." The 
primitive, according to him, allows the obtrusion into public recogni­
tion and the social order of'blood and death and decay,' On both these 
counts the tribal society could be said to be rapidly moving from the 
so-called pre-civilised society to a literate civilised society. Even 
though the life-crises such as birth, attainment of puberty, marriage 
and the funerary rites are celebrated with a great deal of ritualistic 
rigidity, slowly, with the spread of education, its importance seems to 
be getting eroded. The younger generation is no longer seriously 
interested in it. Nor are they interested in what they consider the 
expensive and time-consuming rituals which punctuate the agricultu­
ral cycle. The same thing has also happened to magical beliefs and 
superstitions. No doubt such beliefs still continue. Belief in witchcraft 
and consequential murders is still prevalent. But in terms offrequency 
of occurrence there is a perceptible decline over the last 50 years. The 
acceptance of the natural order constitutes an integral element in the 
tribal view of life. The tribal working on the land does not set himself in 
opposition to it. He works with the elements and not against them, is in 
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harmony with them and not in conflict. There is no attempt what­
soever to conquer but to coexist. He depends on rain, sunshine, the soil 
as a part of a benign mutual inter-dependence. Nature is not exploited. 
It is enjoyed with a spirit of humility, thanksgiving and love. And the 
enjoyment is mutual. 

The propitiation of the supernatural order which determines the 
moral order is also intense and intimate. There are significant con­
trasts in the thinking processes between the tribal society and other 
more urbanised societies. It is not merely in the modes of social 
cooperation or the use of linguistic patterns: it is also discernible in the 
personality-type and the general world-view, the latter meaning the 
"designation of the existent as a whole." This basic conception that the 
natural and the supernatural order, the physical and the moral order 
should remain in close and intimate cooperation and organic balance 
is integral to the tribal's way of life and thinking. 

The elaboration of the rituals, the songs and dances which accom­
pany them and the invocation of blessings for the prosperity and 
well-being of the community as a whole, reveal the sense of intense 
community-participation and the regard for a moral, supernatural 
order that determines the fate of the social and physical order (Maha­
patra: 1977). 

The erosion of belief in rituals is linked to the awakening and 
intensification of a spirit of rationalism. Rituals depend upon an 
intuitive perception of reality by a mind attuned to such perception 
and an implicit faith in the efficacy of the activities associated with the 
ritual for solution of the life-crises. The foundation of such belief is an 
unquestioning faith that accepts things either because they have been 
handed down from posterity and are, therefore, sanctified by tradition 
or because non-observance of them is taboo. Rationalism impinges on 
this kind of unquestioning faith and starts asking disturbing questions. 
It is not satisfied by explanations readily offered. It would like to go 
beyond simple answers. Technology is the product and the expression 
of a temper based on such a logical frame of mind and is thus, in a way, 
directly inimical to primitive ritual. The confrontation between these 
two frames of mind, the two mental climates as they were, is evident in 
several fields of economic activity and societal relations such as agri­
cultural operations, the attitude towards sickness, disease and death, 
divinations and the supernatural, the approach to medicine, political 
and social leadership and, above all, in attitudes towards life and 
death. 

Such confrontation has a relevance for modernisation and devel­
opment. Sometimes an entire village is face to face with such opposing 
forces. "When a village is faced with a suggestion of change, there 
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exists a balance of forces. On one side of the scale are those forces 
which are against change- conservatism, apathy, fear and the like: on 
the other side are the forces for change- dissatisfaction with existing 
conditions, village pride, and so on. Successful community develop­
ment consists largely of choosing those projects where the balance is 
almost even, and then trying to lighten the forces against change or to 
increase the factors making for change." (Jackson: 1956:30) 

The art and science of development consists in discovering the 
modalities of bringing about an optimal balance between them or 
making the forces of tradition and heritage strengthen, through a 
well-conceived and well-directed process of reinterpretation of the 
tradition, the forces conducive to change, modernisation and eco­
nomic growth. Lucy Mair suggests as a generalisation of wide applica­
tion that "the conservative force of tradition is never proof against the 
attraction of economic advantage, provided that the advantage is 
sufficient and is clearly recognized. In the case of land it is abundantly 
clear that the emotional and religious attitudes towards it which are 
inculcated by native tradition have not prevented the development of a 
commercial attitude." ( Mair: 1957:52) 

The confrontation is equally in evidence between different sections 
of the same society - let us say, the traditional hereditary village 
leader and the new elected leader under the Panchayati Raj system; the 
older generation still immersed in the lore ofthetribe and its sanctified 
heritage and the younger modern generation coming under the influ­
ence of the new system of education and social intercourse with 
outsiders. The tensions generated as a result of such confrontation 
between tradition and modernity and technology and ritual can thus 
be looked upon both as psychological and sociological phenomena. At 
one level it leads to the development of an ambivalent personality­
structure with one face looking to the supposed and imagined Great 
Tradition, fortified in the belief that the present is only a passing phase 
of decadence to be suffered and what needs to be done is to resuscitate 
and revive the glorious tradition; and the other face looking all the 
time to the pragmatic benefits of modernisation, the flow of economic 
benefits, the access to and the advantages of political power which it 
offers; in short, towards what Martin Orans called the "political 
rank-path." 

The relationship between myth and rituals on the one hand, and 
their relationships to personality and social structure on the other have 
been variously studied by anthropologists. Monica Wilson, for exam­
ple, emphasises that "rituals reveal values at their deepest level ... 
men express in ritual what moves them most, and since the form of 
expression is conventionalised and obligatory, it is the values of the 
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group that are revealed. I see in the study of rituals the key to an 
understanding of the essential constitution of human societies." ( M on­
ica Wilson: 1954). Kirk connected them to two primary functions both 
of which had socialisation as their objective. "Apart from routine acts 
of propitiation and sacrifice, rituals tend to be either rites de passage or 
connected with agrarian fertility. The continuation of social and natu­
ral regularity in more general ways accounts for other types (of ritu­
als)." (Kirk: 1971). 

The tribal ethos in Summer's sense of"some of the characteristics, 
usages, insights, standards and codes by which a group is differen­
tiated and individualised in character from other groups," is thus a 
very well-formed ethos. It had enabled him to take a fairly rational 
approach to the growing technology that invades his life today. But the 
capacity to pinpoint the impediments to the modernisation process is 
sadly lacking. The economic benefits of the process are gradually 
becoming clearer but even here also ambivalence remains, at least on 
two counts. Firstly, whether the agency that ushers in the benefit, 
namely the new political institutions, is to be looked upon as intrusive 
and resisted or welcomed; whether participation in them should be 
total and enthusiastic or one should withdraw. Secondly, whether the 
new modes of leadership devoid of folklore and mythology should be 
accepted or the traditional leadership should continue to hold sway 
and command allegiance and loyalty. On the other hand, and because 
of this ambivalence, the so-called ritual basis of society and the Great 
Tradition have neither been fully accepted nor acted upon by the rank 
and file. Thus neither the new technology and its ally the new political 
system and the leadership nor the traditional ritual and the leadership 
based on it has been able to bring about the very necessary rapproch­
ment or reconciliation between the two opposing value-systems and 
forms of socio-economic organisation. Basically socio-cultural devel­
opment and a new renaissance of economic growth and flowering of 
autonomous culture demand the capacity for corporate action and 
individual dedication. Neither of these determinants seem to be very 
much in sight. 

Like most under-developed societies, the tribal society shows a 
typical inability to maintain an organisation. The capacity of a culture 
to maintain an organisation depends on its related capacity of synthes­
ising and bringing together a large number of social values to the level 
of community-acceptance and participative action. The incompatibili­
ties and contradictions within a culture which impede corporate objec­
tives and actions are precisely also those that impede modernisation. 
The new technology is based upon what Benfield calls "the ethos of 
amoral familism." As he observes "we are apt to take it for granted that 
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economic and political associations will arise wherever technical con­
ditions and nat ural resources permit. If the state of the technical art is 
such that large gains are possible by concerting the activities of many 
people and organising skill will appear from somewhere, organisations 
will spring up and grow. This assumption is wrong because it over­
looks the crucial importance of culture" (Banfield: 1963) 

Modernisation has its impact on the ritual-based social structure of 
the tribal world in several dimensions. The most important area of 
interaction between tradition and ritual has been the pattern ofleader­
ship. Political change in a traditional society comes slowly but it tends 
to affect almost all aspects of community life. The approach to life and 
death, to pleasure and pain, to self and the others, flow from certain 
given systems of value. These value systems are part of the cultural 
orientation of the community and are often deeply enshrined in the 
personality structure. The value systems in their turn are linked to a 
host of socio-economic factors, tradition and mythology, approach to 
disease and death, the view point on the natural and the super-natural 
and the nature and role of political changes. 

The new political system which is alike the new technology has not 
been able to threw up this capacity for corporate action. On the other 
hand, it has only resulted in either distorting or killing the earlier forms 
of corporate action in socio-cultural matters. This is a problem that 
has to be tackled at many levels so that the new technology and old 
rituals are brought together or nearer with a view to formulating 
patterns of human cooperation that would make corporate action 
both for economic development and cultural autonomy possible. At 
the moment, there is a growing dichotomy between the awareness and 
demand for cultural autonomy and the ability to forge an organisation 
for economic and political development and social action. This only 
further alienates the elite (more particularly the political-economic 
elite) from the masses and tradition and ritual from the new demands 
of political organisation and economic activity. This may be looked 
upon as part of the complex process of the adjustment between the 
political-economic integration of encysted societies with the greater 
community around them as a result of the growth process, and the 
preservation of cult ural autonomy. The dominant ethos of ritual struc­
ture is in conflict with new developments of secular democracy and 
technology. The tribal finds himself helpless in this new situation. He 
must perhaps discover a modus vivendi that will take him out of this 
impasse." (Mahapatra: 1977). 

The confrontation of technology and ritual is not a simplistic factor. 
After all a technological system also tends to develop its own rituals. 
But ritual in the traditional religious cultural sense implies a host of 
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symbolic functions which are kept outside the realm of logic and 
rationalism. The technological world, on the other hand, calls for less 
and less of intuition and more of reason, and the ability to analyse and 
coordinate details rather than to take an intuitive world view. In his 
foreward to Paulo Freire's Pedagogy of The Oppressed, Richard 
Shaull referred to the "paradoxical" dual role of the new technology 
which according to him holds a hope for the future." Our advanced 
technological society is rapidly making objects of most of us and subtly 
programming us into conformity to the logic of its system. To the 
degree that this happens, we are also becoming submerged in a new 
'culture of silence.' The paradox is that the same technology which 
does this to us also creates a new sensitivity to what is happening. 
Especially among young people, the new media together with the 
erosion of old concepts of authority open the way to "acute a ware ness 
of this new bondage." (Richard Shaull: 1972). The new political system 
and the new technology in the field of agriculture, medicine, education 
and economic development, therefore bring in value-systems and atti­
tudes which are in direct conflict with the ritual-based puristic 
approach to life and reality. Technology also is secular in its impact 
just like political democracy or the Panchayati Raj. 

In the words of Roy Burman "The crisis of modern man has made 
growing numbers of tribal elites conscious of the fact, that there is no 
single great tradition to be emulated. This has led to the search for new 
meaning in their age-old tradition, to invest the same with the ethos of 
universalism and to project tribalism as alternative great traditions" 
( 1972). 

David J. Siddle (1978) has drawn our attention to some of the 
inadequacies and pitfalls in planning rural development and tribal 
development in the Third World. According to him there are 3 major 
factors which militate against the creation of proper conditions for 
development and modernisation. These are "errors associated with 
demands made by Governments for short-term political solutions to 
intrinsically long-term problems; the errors deriving from an over­
whelmingly self-confident belief in the efficacy of the Euro-American 
approach to development in which progress is equated with urbanisa­
tion and industrial growth; and the mistakes associated with a lack of 
knowledge concerning patterns of life in rural areas." 

What is required, on the other hand, is an appropriate awareness of 
and sympathy for that world, and an apprehension of the process of 
change in rural and tribal areas in the Third World so that we under­
stand clearly the impact of planned, urban-oriented modernisation on 
the structure of rural society and economy. The time is very opportune 
for the reassessment. Many social scientists, both marxist and capital-
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ist, have worked hard to point out that there are discernible distinc­
tions between the rural and urban. They have tried to do this by 
emphasising the existing class differentiation and economic motiva­
tion as also the growing linkages between the urban dwellers and rural 
dwellers. It exposes the attitude of planners that what is basically 
intended is not so much the development of rural societies as their 
incorporation in the metropolitan milieu. The recent emphasis of 
research on the village level is a step in the right direction but it has to 
be remembered that the village is only one of the levels of focus for a 
proper study of rural-tribal development problems. After all the vil­
lage does not exist in isolation and individual settlement is one element 
within wider vertical and horizontal structures. The socio-economic 
reciprocities and exchange mechanisms define the vertical structures 
while horizontal structures are revealed through settlements, linked by 
kinship and the associated evolutionary process of colonisation. In the 
words of Siddle "While we must obviously continue to work towards 
the alleviation of physical distress, uncertainty concerning the long­
term viability of our own economic and social system makes it possible 
to take a more sanguine view of the rural systems within which 
seven-tenths of the population of the world still operate. The long­
term stationary equilibrium or the low-level equilibrium trap within 
which many rural economic systems in the third World are thought to 
be contained may require a less patronising attention. Contained 
within some of their structures are complete adjustment mechanisms 
and sophisticated calculations of man-environment interaction, from 
which we could do well to learn. Radical new approaches in the social 
sciences are essential if the problems of rural (tribal) as opposed to 
agricultural are to be faced." 

While the transformation of tribes into castes has lost force and the 
nation has taken pains to preserve the autonomy of tribal cultures, the 
logic of socio-economic transformations has been breaking down, 
modifying and re-orienting traditional tribal cultures. The emphasis 
on tradition, ideological or counterfeit history and cultural exclusive­
ness have been given a sharper focus by the power-elite in the context 
of socio-economic transformation. This appears to be a kind of res ur­
gence or perhaps, more appropriately revivalism. But one has to look 
deeper both into the social structure and the emerging social stratifica­
tions to understand the nature and direction of this new emphasis on 
cultural forms. Myths, symbols, oral literatures, religious beliefs, tra­
ditional values no longer remain as they were; they are revised, reor­
iented, sometimes even without conscious design or sense of direction. 
Interest in culture becomes often vicarious, gratuitous, a part of the 
search for the new dynamics of political rank-path. And yet, superim-
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posed on all these, is an awareness of the essence of community, the 
small community. This itself surely holds hope in a world of growing­
impersonalisation and loss of individuality due to the large size of 
organisations. Discussing ritual processes not merely as a structure 
but also as an anti-structure, Victor W. Turner refers to their role in 
achieving communitas which is basically an egalitarian relationship 
between persons stripped of status and property. In discussing the 
formation of Franciscan Order in the Middle Ages he quotes M.S. 
Lambert as saying that Francis was a "supreme spiritual master of 
small groups; but he was unable to provide the organisation required 
to maintain a world wide order" (Lambert, Franciscan Poverty, 1961). 
This is where the tribal culture as small community culture can serve as 
a basis. Martin Buber observed in 1966: "an organic Commonwealth 
(and only such a commonwealth can join together to form a shapely 
and articulate race of men) will never build itself up out of individuals, 
but only out of small and even smaller communities; a nation is a 
community to the degree that it is a community of Communities" 
(Paths in Utopia). It has been the greatness of the Indian nation that it 
has always sought to create such a living, growing community which is 
in essence a community of communities. 

Secondly, among different models of integration of tribal culture 
and society with the larger society for so long emphasis was placed 
only on the theory of a melting point with constant give and take and 
cross-cultural co-existence. The time has come also to emphasise the 
inherent search for universal human values in their own cultural 
matrix by the tribes. The search for a great Tradition, for abiding 
historical values transcending the demands of here and now, point to 
this. This is a positive sign for cultural growth and efflorescence 
vis-a-vis the arid confrontation or withdrawal of earlier years. 

Thirdly, and this is most important, there are signs of an emerging 
force of counter-alienation in this new search for cultural roots by the 
tribal groups. Over-emphasis on ethnicity leads to a drying-up of 
sources; an anomie grows in the heart. Tourain ( 1971) has rightly told 
us that "today it is more useful to speak of alienation than of exploita­
tion: the former defines a special, the latter merely an economic 
relationship. Alienation means cancelling but social conflict by creat­
ing dependent participation. Ours is a society of alienation, not 
because it reduces people to misery or because it imposes police­
restraint, but because it reduces, manipulates and enforces confor­
mism." A genuine awareness and growing interest in tribal culture will 
keep our commitments to universal values which emphasise commun­
ity, instinct and imagination and help us look even on cities as a 
conglomeration of neighbourhoods or as Buber's community of com-
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munities with varying cultural patterns, beliefs and value-orientations 
fitted into its mosaic. 

Examining various devices which may reduce, and even prevent, 
social confrontation and conflict, Coser in his The Functions of Social 
Conflict suggests that mass culture and popular entertainment are 
primary means of diverting aggression from regional sources of insti­
tutional conflict by providing for vicarious, safe release of hostile 
impulses. Institutionally, therefore, art is in the nature of a safety valve 
to release tensions. Directly and indirectly art helps bolster the morale 
of groups and helps to create a sense of social solidarity and unity; it 
may also function as a nucleus for organising social actions and social 
change. The aesthetic need is as important in a community as those of 
hunger and sex, even though they are different from the mechanisms of 
hunger and sex in that they do not involve consummatory activities to 
relieve internal tensions. They are non-cyclical; they occur as gratui­
tous satisfactions without the necessity of seeking them and without 
any demand for instrumental action. The role of art in a primitive 
community is thus to identify a cultural field. This is something akin to 
what Marcuse identifies as the subculture in present western societies 
existing as the Great Refusal or the posture of defiance. In western 
societies avant-garde art has been called a negative culture and as "the 
radical negation of a general culture by a specific one" (Benito Poggioli 
- "The Artist in the Modern World"). It has also been called as 
"Contra-culture" by J. Milton Yinger. One extreme mode of expres­
sion among artists is Bohemianism. The continuity and universality of 
a culture improves in a small community and rules out cultural conflict 
by way of formation of sub-cultures and contra-cultures. This is all the 
more the reason why culture as the mode of living in society is approp­
riately confined to small communities. A homogeneous culture can 
rise only in a small community. 

One good thing about the Euro-American conception of fine arts 
and culture is that with its development perceptions were transformed 
so that the artifacts, dances, songs and the myth of people all over the 
world whose forms expressed aesthetic qualities became "visible." 
Andre Malraux has rightly pointed out that "before the coming of 
modern art no one saw a Khmer head, still less a Polynesian sculpture, 
for the good reason that no one looked at them (The Voices of Silence, 
page 603). It has now become possible to conceptualise various intri­
cate aspects of primitive culture so that world culture may benefit from 
it. For, to participate in the work of art is to re-assert its existence as 
object rather than as individual personal expression. This is apparent 
from the various studies on the theory of diffusion by Paul Wingert in 
his Primitive Art: Its Traditions and Styles. The small community 
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makes possible these expressions to be preserved in a unique and 
authentic way. The distortions are less, the genuineness and true-to­
life character still predominate. This makes preservation of the 
authenticity of culture and its transmission a simpler and natural task. 
This is all the more reason why in a country which has the philosophy 
of unity in diversity, we must re-emphasise the need for maintaining 
small communities and their culture and allowing them to grow in 
their own style. 

Technology and tribal culture are very much in need of each other 
today. At the heart of each is an emptiness. A cultural anomie and 
blankness on one hand; stark and unmitigated poverty and lack of 
formal organisation on the other. The former explains the loss of the 
sense of community and the desperate search for alternatives in the 
West: "Communes rural and urban; voluntary primitivism; organic 
homesteading; extended families; free schools; free clinics; handicrafts 
cooperatives; community development co-operatives; Gandhian ash­
rams; neighbourhood centres; labour gift exchange." (Where the Was­
teland Ends; Theodore Roszak 1972). Maybe if we appreciate the 
sense of the traditional little culture as the bond that keeps man 
together in small communities someday, as our economic growth 
proceeds, we won't be required to trudge the same troubled way as in 
the past centuries. 
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