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G.S.Ghurye and Verrier Elwin on tribes in India 

G.S. Ghurye, a pioneering Indian sociologist, made significant contributions to 

the study of Indian tribes. His ideas on Indian tribes were shaped by his broader 

understanding of Indian society and culture, and he sought to place tribes within 

the context of the larger Indian social fabric. Ghurye's work on Indian tribes was 

characterized by his meticulous research, his nuanced understanding of tribal 

life, and his efforts to challenge stereotypes and misconceptions about tribal 

communities. In this essay, we will explore Ghurye's ideas on Indian tribes, 

focusing on his views on tribal culture, society, and identity. 

 

One of Ghurye's key ideas about Indian tribes was his concept of "little 

tradition" and "great tradition." He argued that tribal societies have their own 

distinct cultural traditions, which he referred to as "little tradition," that are 

different from the dominant cultural traditions of mainstream society, which he 

called "great tradition." Ghurye believed that understanding these distinct 

cultural traditions was essential for understanding the complexities of Indian 

society as a whole. He emphasized the importance of studying tribes in their 

specific cultural and historical contexts, and he sought to challenge the tendency 

to romanticize or exoticize tribal life. 

 

Ghurye also emphasized the diversity of Indian tribes, highlighting the fact that 

India is home to a multitude of tribal communities, each with its own unique 

culture, language, and customs. He argued against the notion of a monolithic 

"tribal culture" and instead emphasized the need to recognize the diversity and 

complexity of tribal life. Ghurye's work on Indian tribes laid the foundation for 

the development of sociology as a discipline in India and influenced generations 

of scholars studying Indian society and culture. 

 

Another key aspect of Ghurye's ideas on Indian tribes was his focus on the 

social structure and kinship systems of tribal communities. He conducted 

extensive fieldwork to document these aspects of tribal life, and he sought to 

understand how kinship ties and social relations shaped tribal societies. 

Ghurye's research highlighted the importance of kinship and social organization 

in tribal communities, and he emphasized the need to study these aspects of 

tribal life in order to gain a comprehensive understanding of tribal societies. 
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Ghurye also made important contributions to our understanding of tribal 

identity. He argued that tribal identity is not static but is constantly negotiated 

and redefined in response to changing social, economic, and political 

conditions. Ghurye emphasized the resilience of tribal identity, highlighting the 

fact that despite centuries of contact with mainstream society, tribal 

communities have maintained a strong sense of identity and belonging. 

 

In conclusion, G.S. Ghurye's ideas on Indian tribes were characterized by his 

meticulous research, his nuanced understanding of tribal life, and his efforts to 

challenge stereotypes and misconceptions about tribal communities. His work 

laid the foundation for the study of Indian tribes in sociology and anthropology, 

and his ideas continue to be influential in the field. Ghurye's emphasis on the 

diversity, complexity, and resilience of Indian tribes has helped to shape our 

understanding of these communities and their place in Indian society. 

 

 

 

On the other hand, Verrier Elwin, a British anthropologist, and ethnographer, 

made significant contributions to the study of Indian tribes. His views on Indian 

tribes were shaped by his deep respect for tribal cultures, his commitment to 

social justice, and his belief in the importance of preserving tribal identity. 

Elwin's work on Indian tribes was characterized by his close engagement with 

tribal communities, his efforts to document their lives and traditions, and his 

advocacy for their rights and welfare. In this essay, we will explore Verrier 

Elwin's views on Indian tribes, focusing on his ideas about tribal culture, 

society, and identity. 

 

One of the key aspects of Verrier Elwin's views on Indian tribes was his belief 

in the importance of preserving tribal cultures. He argued that tribal cultures 

were unique and valuable, and he sought to document and preserve them for 

future generations. Elwin lived among tribal communities, learning their 

languages, participating in their rituals, and documenting their stories and 

traditions. His work was instrumental in bringing attention to the rich cultural 

heritage of Indian tribes and highlighting the need to protect it from the 

pressures of modernization and assimilation. 
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Elwin also emphasized the diversity of Indian tribes, highlighting the fact that 

India is home to a multitude of tribal communities, each with its own distinct 

culture, language, and customs. He argued against the tendency to generalize 

about tribal cultures and instead emphasized the need to recognize and celebrate 

their diversity. Elwin's work challenged stereotypes and misconceptions about 

tribal communities, presenting them as dynamic and complex societies with 

their own unique histories and traditions. 

 

Another important aspect of Elwin's views on Indian tribes was his advocacy for 

tribal rights and welfare. He believed that tribal communities had the right to 

self-determination and autonomy, and he advocated for policies that would 

respect and protect their rights. Elwin was a strong critic of the colonial and 

post-colonial policies that marginalized and exploited tribal communities, and 

he worked tirelessly to promote policies that would empower and uplift them. 

 

Elwin's views on Indian tribes were also shaped by his spiritual beliefs. He was 

deeply influenced by the teachings of Mahatma Gandhi and believed in the 

importance of non-violence, simplicity, and self-sufficiency. He saw tribal 

communities as embodying these values and believed that they had much to 

teach the rest of society about living in harmony with nature and with each 

other. 

 

In conclusion, Verrier Elwin's views on Indian tribes were characterized by his 

deep respect for tribal cultures, his commitment to social justice, and his belief 

in the importance of preserving tribal identity. His work has had a lasting impact 

on the study of Indian tribes and continues to be influential in the field of 

anthropology and sociology. Elwin's advocacy for tribal rights and welfare, his 

efforts to document and preserve tribal cultures, and his recognition of the 

diversity and complexity of tribal societies have helped to shape our 

understanding of these communities and their place in Indian society. 

 

G.S. Ghurye and Verrier Elwin were two prominent scholars who studied tribes 

in India, but they approached the subject from different perspectives and had 

contrasting views on various aspects of tribal life. Here, we will compare their 

views on tribes in India, focusing on their perspectives on tribal culture, society, 

and identity. 
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1) Cultural Perspective: 

Ghurye: Ghurye viewed tribes as having their own distinct cultural traditions, 

which he termed as "little tradition." He emphasized the importance of studying 

these traditions in their specific cultural and historical contexts. 

Elwin: Elwin also emphasized the uniqueness of tribal cultures but was more 

focused on preserving and protecting these cultures from outside influences. He 

lived among tribal communities and advocated for the preservation of their 

languages, rituals, and traditions. 

 

2) Social Perspective: 

Ghurye: Ghurye studied tribes from a sociological perspective, focusing on their 

social structure, kinship systems, and social organization. He emphasized the 

importance of understanding these aspects of tribal life in order to gain a 

comprehensive understanding of tribal societies. 

Elwin: Elwin approached tribes from an anthropological perspective, focusing 

on the social dynamics within tribal communities. He was particularly interested 

in the role of kinship and social relations in shaping tribal societies. 

 

3)Identity Perspective: 

Ghurye: Ghurye believed that tribal identity is constantly negotiated and 

redefined in response to changing social, economic, and political conditions. He 

emphasized the resilience of tribal identity despite centuries of contact with 

mainstream society. 

Elwin: Elwin also recognized the importance of tribal identity but focused more 

on the cultural and spiritual aspects of identity. He believed that tribal 

communities had much to teach the rest of society about living in harmony with 

nature and with each other. 

 

4)Policy Perspective: 

Ghurye: Ghurye was more focused on understanding tribes within the broader 

context of Indian society. He emphasized the need to study tribes in their 

specific cultural and historical contexts and challenged stereotypes and 

misconceptions about tribal communities. 

Elwin: Elwin was more actively involved in advocating for tribal rights and 

welfare. He criticized colonial and post-colonial policies that marginalized and 
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exploited tribal communities and worked to promote policies that would 

empower and uplift them. 

 

In comparing the views of G. S. Ghurye and Verrier Elwin on tribes in India, it 

is clear that while they both shared a deep interest in understanding and 

documenting tribal life, they approached the subject from different perspectives. 

Ghurye's sociological approach focused on the social structure and cultural 

practices of tribes, while Elwin's anthropological approach focused on the 

cultural and ethnographic aspects of tribal life. Despite these differences, both 

scholars made important contributions to the study of tribes in India and their 

work continues to be influential in the field of anthropology and sociology. 

 

In conclusion, while both G.S. Ghurye and Verrier Elwin made significant 

contributions to the study of tribes in India, they approached the subject from 

different perspectives and had differing views on various aspects of tribal life. 

Ghurye focused more on the sociological aspects of tribes, while Elwin was 

more concerned with the preservation and protection of tribal cultures. Their 

work continues to be influential in the field of anthropology and sociology, 

shaping our understanding of tribal communities in India. 

 

 

 

 


