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Sociological Definitions and Features of Tribes 

In sociology, tribes are often defined as social groups that share a 

common ancestry, language, culture, and territory. They are considered one of 

the earliest forms of human social organization, typically smaller in scale 

compared to larger societies or civilizations. Tribes often exhibit strong kinship 

ties and have a communal way of life, with shared norms, values, and traditions. 

From a sociological perspective, tribes are seen as an important unit of 

analysis for understanding social dynamics, particularly in terms of how 

communities form, interact, and maintain cohesion. Sociologists study tribes to 

understand patterns of social organization, leadership, conflict resolution, and 

the transmission of cultural practices and beliefs. 

It's important to note that the term "tribe" can be controversial and is 

sometimes seen as outdated or overly simplistic. Some scholars prefer to use 

terms like "ethnic group" or "indigenous community" to describe similar social 

formations, which may better reflect the complexity and diversity of these 

societies. 

Sociological definitions of tribes vary, but they often highlight certain key 

aspects of tribal societies. Here are a few sociological definitions: 

1. Max Weber defined tribes as "communities that do not possess a state of 

their own but whose members share a common ancestry, language, 

culture, and territory." 

2. E.E. Evans-Pritchard, a prominent anthropologist, described tribes as 

"social groups united by kinship and characterized by a common dialect, 

a recognized leader, and a common territory." 

3. M.N. Srinivas, an Indian sociologist, defined tribes as "a social group 

found mostly in India, which is characterized by a strong sense of 

community and common identity, often based on shared language, 

religion, and cultural practices." 

4. G.S. Ghurye, another Indian sociologist, viewed tribes as "small-scale 

societies characterized by a simple division of labor, a lack of formal 

political institutions, and a strong sense of solidarity among members." 

Fredrik Barth: Barth, a prominent anthropologist, defined tribes as "groups 

of localized communities who share a common language, culture, and 

identity, and who often have a traditional authority structure." 
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Morton Fried: Fried, an American anthropologist, described tribes as 

"societies characterized by a lack of formal political institutions, a simple 

division of labor, and a strong kinship system." 

Paul Bohannan: Bohannan, an anthropologist, defined tribes as "social 

groups that are organized around kinship ties and that often engage in 

subsistence farming or herding." 

Robert Redfield: Redfield, an American anthropologist, viewed tribes as 

"small-scale societies that are relatively isolated from the larger society and 

that often have a strong sense of cultural identity." 

Edmund Leach: Leach, a British anthropologist, described tribes as 

"societies that are organized around kinship ties and that often have a 

segmentary lineage system." 

These definitions highlight the social, cultural, and territorial aspects of tribal 

societies, emphasizing their communal nature, kinship ties, and distinctiveness 

from other social forms.  

 

General Characteristics of Tribes in Sociology 

In sociology, tribes are often characterized by several general features that 

distinguish them from other social groups. These characteristics include: 

1. Small Size: Tribes are typically small, close-knit communities consisting 

of a few hundred to a few thousand individuals. This small size allows for 

strong social bonds and a sense of community. 

2. Common Territory: Tribes often occupy a specific geographic area, such 

as a particular region or territory, which they consider their ancestral 

homeland. 

3. Common Descent: Members of a tribe often trace their ancestry back to 

a common ancestor or group of ancestors. This shared descent is an 

important aspect of tribal identity and solidarity. 

4. Shared Culture: Tribes have their own unique cultural practices, 

including language, religion, customs, traditions, and rituals. These 

cultural elements are passed down from generation to generation and help 

define the tribe's identity. 

5. Kinship-based Social Structure: Tribes are often organized around 

kinship ties, with family relationships forming the basis of social 

organization. Kinship determines roles, responsibilities, and social status 

within the tribe. 
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6. Informal Leadership: Tribal societies usually have informal leadership 

structures, with leaders emerging based on qualities such as wisdom, 

experience, or charisma. Leadership is often decentralized, with multiple 

leaders or councils sharing power. 

7. Egalitarianism: Many tribes exhibit a degree of egalitarianism, with 

social status based more on age, gender, or achievement rather than on 

inherited wealth or power. 

8. Subsistence Economy: Tribes often rely on subsistence agriculture, 

hunting, gathering, or pastoralism for their livelihoods. These economic 

activities are usually small-scale and oriented towards meeting the basic 

needs of the community. 

9. Resilience and Adaptability: Tribes are often resilient and adaptable, 

able to cope with environmental, social, and economic changes while 

maintaining their cultural identity and way of life. 

These characteristics vary across different tribal societies and are influenced 

by factors such as geography, history, and interactions with other groups. 

 

 

Features of Tribes in India 

Tribes in India, often referred to as Scheduled Tribes or Adivasis, exhibit 

several key characteristics that distinguish them from other social groups. These 

characteristics include: 

1. Distinct Culture and Identity: Tribes in India have their own distinct 

cultural practices, including language, rituals, customs, and art forms, 

which set them apart from the mainstream society. 

2. Common Ancestry: Many tribes trace their origins to a common ancestor 

or a mythical figure, and this shared ancestry forms the basis of their 

social cohesion and identity. 

3. Territorial Concentration: Tribes in India are often concentrated in 

specific geographical regions, such as hilly or forested areas, where they 

have traditionally lived and practiced their livelihoods. 

4. Economic Practices: Most tribes in India traditionally practice 

subsistence agriculture, hunting, gathering, and pastoralism. They often 

have a deep connection with nature and practice sustainable lifestyles. 
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5. Social Organization: Tribal societies are often organized along kinship 

lines, with strong ties of kinship and descent determining social relations 

and obligations. 

6. Political Organization: Tribal societies typically have a decentralized 

political structure, with decisions often made by a council of elders or a 

chief. 

7. Religious Beliefs: Tribes in India often have their own unique religious 

beliefs and practices, which are closely intertwined with their cultural and 

social life. 

8. Marginalization and Vulnerability: Despite their rich cultural heritage, 

tribes in India are often marginalized and vulnerable, facing challenges 

such as poverty, lack of access to education and healthcare, and 

exploitation. 

9. Resilience and Adaptability: Tribes in India have shown resilience and 

adaptability in the face of changing social, economic, and environmental 

conditions, while also striving to preserve their cultural identity and 

heritage. 

These characteristics highlight the diversity and complexity of tribal 

societies in India, each with its own unique history, culture, and social 

organization. 

 

In conclusion, the study of tribes in India from a sociological perspective 

reveals a rich tapestry of cultural diversity, social organization, and traditional 

livelihoods. These communities have unique ways of life that are deeply rooted 

in their environment and traditions. However, they also face significant 

challenges, including poverty, marginalization, and the erosion of their cultural 

heritage. It is crucial for policymakers and researchers to engage with tribal 

communities in a respectful and inclusive manner to address these challenges 

and preserve the rich cultural heritage of India's tribes for future generations. 

 


