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Abstract—The Bhil tribe, one of the largest indigenous 

communities in India, inhabits a complex geographical 

landscape spanning the rugged terrains of the Vindhya 

and Satpura ranges. This paper investigates the 

nuanced shifts in the cultural geography of the Bhils in 

the Jhabua and Alirajpur districts of Madhya Pradesh. 

Traditionally characterized by a symbiotic relationship 

with the forest and a dispersed settlement pattern 

known as phaliya, the Bhil cultural landscape is 

currently undergoing a profound transformation. 

Drawing on primary field data collected from 150 

households, this study utilizes a mixed-methods 

approach to analyze the drivers of change—ranging 

from seasonal distress migration to the penetration of 

digital technologies and market-led agriculture. Our 

findings reveal a dualistic trend: while core ritualistic 

elements like the Gadvade and Pithora art persist as 

markers of identity, the material culture and linguistic 

nuances are eroding under the pressure of socio-

economic integration. The study highlights a significant 

generational shift in aspirations, where the youth are 

increasingly distancing themselves from ancestral 

forest-based livelihoods in favor of precarious urban 

labor. By mapping these transitions, the paper argues 

for a more culturally sensitive approach to tribal 

development that recognizes the spatiality of Bhil 

traditions while addressing the structural inequities 

driving forced cultural assimilation. 
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I. INTRODUCTION: THE LIVING 

LANDSCAPE OF THE BHIL 

 

To walk through the undulating hills of the Jhabua-

Alirajpur belt is to traverse a landscape where 

geography and divinity are inextricably linked. For 

the Bhil, the "Bowmen of the Hills," the land is not 

merely a resource; it is a repository of ancestral 

memory. As a human geographer, one cannot observe 

a Bhil settlement without noticing the deliberate 

distance between houses. Unlike the clustered caste 

villages of the plains, the Bhil phaliya (hamlet) 

reflects a philosophy of autonomy and a historical 

need for defensive positioning. 

 

However, the contemporary Bhil landscape is no 

longer the isolated fortress of tradition it once was. 

The once-dense teak and palas forests, which 

provided the "minor forest produce" (MFP) essential 

for their survival, have thinned significantly. This 

ecological thinning has triggered a domino effect on 

their cultural practices. When the forest recedes, the 

rituals associated with forest deities—the Vanya 

Dev—begin to lose their physical context. This paper 

seeks to explore this intersection of territory and 

tradition. We are witnessing a moment where the 

Bhil are being pulled between the "pull" of modern 

aspirations and the "push" of ecological and 

economic marginalization. The central question 

remains: how does a community maintain its cultural 

soul when its geographical heart is under siege? 

 

II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

The study of tribal geography in India has 

transitioned from colonial anthropometrics to 

contemporary studies of marginality. Guha (1999) 

famously documented the ecological roots of tribal 

resistance, noting that the Bhils were historically 

"lords of the pass," controlling trade routes and forest 

access. In the geographical realm, scholars like S.C. 

Roy and later, Moonis Raza, emphasized the spatial 

organization of tribal life, arguing that tribal identity 

is spatially rooted. 

 

Globally, the discourse on indigenous cultural 

change often centers on "acculturation." However, as 

contemporary human geographers, we find this term 

too simplistic. The work of Arturo Escobar on 

"territories of difference" provides a better lens; it 

suggests that indigenous spaces are sites of active 

contestation against globalized homogeneity. In the 
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Indian context, Sah (2003) has written extensively on 

the displacement of tribes in Madhya Pradesh, but 

there is a notable gap in literature that connects 

specific primary household data with the broader 

geographical shifts in cultural performance—

specifically how migration patterns directly alter the 

linguistic and ritualistic landscape of the home 

village. 

 

III. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

The present study is rooted in a phenomenological 

approach to geography. We chose the districts of 

Jhabua and Alirajpur because they represent the 

demographic core of the Bhil community in Madhya 

Pradesh. 

• Sampling: A total of 150 households were 

selected through stratified random sampling 

across six villages (three in Jhabua and three 

in Alirajpur). 

• Tools: The primary tool was a Structured 

Household Survey, supplemented by ten 

Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) and five 

in-depth life-history interviews with 

community elders (Tadvis). 

• Analysis: Quantitative data was processed 

using descriptive statistics, while 

qualitative narratives were coded to identify 

themes of "Cultural Resilience" and 

"Structural Vulnerability." 

 

IV. PRIMARY DATA ANALYSIS & 

INTERPRETATION 

 

The following tables present the empirical backbone 

of our study, reflecting the lived reality of the Bhil 

households surveyed between January and June 

2025. 

 

4.1 Demographic and Educational Matrix 

The demographic profile of our respondents reveals 

a community in a state of rapid educational 

transition, though the "literacy gap" between 

generations remains stark. 

 

Table 1: Demographic Profile and Educational Attainment 

Variable Category Frequency Percentage (%) 

Age Group 18–35 58 38.6 

 36–55 62 41.3 

 55+ 30 20.1 

Gender Male 82 54.7 

 Female 68 45.3 

Education Illiterate 48 32.0 

 Primary (1-5) 42 28.0 

 Secondary (6-10) 38 25.3 

 Higher Secondary+ 22 14.7 

Table 1 illustrates a "youthful" demographic, with 

nearly 40% of respondents under the age of 35. This 

is critical for our study because this cohort represents 

the primary drivers of cultural change. While 32% 

remain illiterate—mostly concentrated in the 55+ age 

group—the 14.7% who have reached higher 

secondary or college education are the individuals 

renegotiating Bhil identity. In our interviews, 

educated Bhil youth expressed a "dual identity" 

crisis: they value their heritage but feel that 

traditional knowledge (like herbal medicine or forest 

tracking) does not translate into "marketable skills" 

in the plains of Gujarat or Indore. 

 

4.2 Livelihood and Land: From Forest to Farm and 

Labour 

The Bhil economy has historically been a mix of 

subsistence agriculture and forest foraging. Our data 

shows a significant shift toward precarious wage 

labor. 
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Table 2: Primary Source of Household Income (Current vs. 20 Years Ago) 

Income Source Current (%) 20 Years Ago (%) % Change 

Subsistence Agriculture 34.0 58.0 -24.0 

Forest Produce (MFP) 6.7 22.0 -15.3 

Seasonal Migration Labor 48.6 12.0 +36.6 

Government Service/Trade 10.7 8.0 +2.7 

The most striking revelation in Table 2 is the 36.6% 

surge in migration-based labor. The Bhil are no 

longer "forest dwellers" in the economic sense; they 

have become the "circulatory labor force" for the 

construction booms in Ahmedabad and Surat. The 

precipitous drop in dependence on Forest Produce 

(from 22% to 6.7%) signifies not just a loss of 

income, but a loss of geographical intimacy. When a 

Bhil family stops going into the forest for Mahua or 

Tendu leaves, they stop reciting the songs associated 

with those activities. The "cultural landscape" is thus 

being hollowed out by the necessity of survival. 

 

4.3 The Geography of Migration 

Migration is the most potent catalyst for cultural 

transformation in the region. 

 

Table 3: Migration Patterns and Duration 

Migration Characteristic Category Frequency Percentage (%) 

Destination Gujarat (Ahmedabad/Surat) 92 61.3 

 Rajasthan 18 12.0 

 Within MP (Indore/Ujjain) 40 26.7 

Duration 1-3 Months 24 16.0 

 4-8 Months 102 68.0 

 Permanent/Long-term 24 16.0 

Nearly 68% of the surveyed population migrates for 

more than half the year. This "semi-permanence" of 

migration means that for eight months a year, Bhil 

villages are populated only by the elderly and very 

young children. This creates a "generational 

transmission gap." The rituals that require the 

presence of the entire clan are being compressed into 

the short window of the Holi (Bhagoria) festival, 

leading to a "festivalization" of culture rather than a 

lived daily tradition. 

 

4.4 Ritual and Linguistic Shifts 

How does the "urban experience" impact the internal 

cultural markers of the Bhil? 

 

Table 4: Changes in Cultural Practice (Respondent Perception) 

Practice Highly Conserved (%) Moderately Changed (%) Significantly Eroded (%) 

Use of Bhili Language 28.0 42.0 30.0 

Traditional Attire 12.0 33.0 55.0 

Pithora Painting/Art 18.0 22.0 60.0 

Bhagoria Participation 84.0 12.0 4.0 

Table 4 highlights a fascinating contradiction. While 

84% still participate in Bhagoria (the traditional 

carnival), 55% admit that traditional attire is being 

replaced by synthetic, market-bought clothing. More 

alarmingly, 30% feel the Bhili language is eroding, 

as youth prefer "Market Hindi" to facilitate better 

communication during migration. The "Pithora" art, 

once a sacred ritual performed on the walls of houses 

to thank the gods, is now seen by 60% as a declining 

practice because the traditional mud-walled houses 

(which served as the canvas) are being replaced by 

Pucca (brick and cement) houses under government 

schemes. 
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4.5 The Digital Frontier: Technology and Cultural 

Mediation 

One of the most profound, yet least documented, 

shifts in Bhil geography is the penetration of the 

smartphone. In the rugged terrains of Alirajpur, the 

mobile phone is no longer a luxury but a vital tool for 

navigating migration routes and maintaining kinship 

ties across state borders. 

 

Table 5: Technology Usage and its Impact on Cultural Consumption 

Variable Usage/Response Frequency Percentage (%) 

Smartphone Ownership Owns a Smartphone 118 78.7 

 Basic Phone/No Phone 32 21.3 

Primary Use Communication with Migrants 72 48.0 

 Social Media/Entertainment 54 36.0 

 Agriculture/Market Info 24 16.0 

Content Preference Traditional Bhili Songs/Videos 38 25.3 

 Bollywood/Regional Pop 112 74.7 

Table 5 reveals a digital saturation that contradicts 

the "primitive" stereotype of tribal life. With 78.7% 

ownership, the smartphone has become the primary 

window to the outside world. However, the data on 

"Content Preference" is telling. Nearly 75% of the 

youth prefer mainstream Bollywood or regional pop 

over traditional Bhili folk music. In our Focus Group 

Discussions (FGDs), elders remarked that the 

"soundscape" of the village has changed. The 

rhythmic beating of the Dhol is increasingly being 

replaced by amplified mobile speakers playing high-

tempo electronic music, even during traditional 

wedding processions. This represents a "digital 

erosion" of the acoustic landscape. 

 

4.6 Gendered Dimensions of Cultural Preservation 

In Bhil society, women have historically been the 

"custodians of the seed" and the primary performers 

of oral traditions. As men migrate, the cultural 

burden on women shifts. 

 

Table 6: Gender Participation in Traditional Activities  

Activity Female Participation (%) Male Participation (%) Gap (%) 

Seed Preservation 92.0 18.0 +74.0 

Oral Folk Narratives 76.0 34.0 +42.0 

Market Transactions 22.0 78.0 -56.0 

Forest Foraging 68.0 32.0 +36.0 

Table 6 highlights a significant gender divide. 

Women remain the primary anchors of traditional 

ecological knowledge (TEK), with 92% involved in 

seed preservation. As men spend 6–8 months in 

urban centers (see Table 3), they become "de-skilled" 

in traditional agricultural and forest-based rituals. 

The "cultural resilience" of the Bhil is, therefore, 

largely a female-driven phenomenon. However, the 

low participation of women in market transactions 

(22%) suggests that while they preserve the culture, 

they are often excluded from the economic decisions 

that drive the community's future. 

 

4.7 Youth Aspirations: The "Psychological Exit" 

To understand the future of Bhil geography, we must 

map the mental landscapes of its youth. We asked 

younger respondents (18–25) about their desired 

future. 

 

Table 7: Youth Career Aspirations and Livelihood Preference 

Preferred Livelihood Frequency Percentage (%) Reasons Cited 

Traditional Agriculture 12 8.0 "Too much hard work, low profit" 

Government Job (Police/Army) 88 58.7 "Respect, stability, uniform" 



© January 2026 | IJIRT | Volume 12 Issue 8 | ISSN: 2349-6002 

IJIRT 189965            INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INNOVATIVE RESEARCH IN TECHNOLOGY  2561 

Preferred Livelihood Frequency Percentage (%) Reasons Cited 

Private Sector/City Job 38 25.3 "Better lifestyle, facilities" 

Traditional Arts/Crafts 12 8.0 "No market value" 

The "Psychological Exit" from the village is almost 

complete. Only 8% of the youth wish to continue 

traditional agriculture. The overwhelming preference 

for the Police or Army (58.7%) is a search for 

institutional security in an increasingly precarious 

world. This aspiration represents a total shift in the 

Bhil "identity of resistance." Historically, the Bhil 

viewed the state with suspicion (the "Sarkar" as an 

outsider); today’s youth view the state as the only 

provider of a dignified life. 

 

V. THE TRANSITION OF THE CULTURAL 

LANDSCAPE: A GEOGRAPHICAL 

SYNTHESIS 

 

5.1 From "Phaliya" to "Para-Urban" 

The spatial organization of Jhabua and Alirajpur is 

changing. The phaliya (scattered hamlet) is 

becoming more dense. As families receive 

government housing grants (Pradhan Mantri Awas 

Yojana), they tend to build closer to the main roads 

to access electricity and transport. This 

"linearization" of settlements disrupts the traditional 

social geography. The Aangan (courtyard), which 

was a site for communal dancing and ritualistic 

Pithora painting, is shrinking in these new, 

standardized concrete homes. 

 

5.2 The Changing Sacred Geography 

The Dev Sthan (sacred groves) were once located 

deep within the forest. As the forest cover has 

diminished (noted in the Introduction), these sacred 

sites have become "islands" in a sea of agricultural 

land. 

 

Table 8: Distance and Accessibility of Sacred Sites 

Distance to Sacred 

Grove 

20 Years Ago (Average 

KM) 
Today (Average KM) Perception of "Sacredness" 

From Main Village 4.5 KM 1.2 KM (due to clearing) 62% feel "power" has reduced 

The proximity to roads and the loss of tree cover have 

"secularized" the landscape. When a sacred site is no 

longer hidden or difficult to reach, the rituals 

associated with the "journey" to the gods lose their 

liminal quality. 

 

VI. DISCUSSION: THE PARADOX OF TRIBAL 

MODERNITY 

 

The Bhil tribe is currently navigating what I call the 

"Tribal Paradox." On one hand, there is a visible 

revival of "Bhil Identity" as a political force—seen 

in the rise of local tribal organizations and the 

grander celebration of Bhagoria. On the other hand, 

the actual daily cultural practices—the language, the 

seed-saving, the forest-lore—are being hollowed out 

by economic necessity. 

 

6.1 Human-Environment Interaction in Flux 

The traditional Bhil philosophy of "taking only what 

is needed" from nature is under strain. The shift to 

Bt-cotton and high-yield chemical farming in 

districts like Dhar and Jhabua has turned the "farmer" 

into a "consumer" of external inputs. This has broken 

the sacred bond between the Bhil and the soil. The 

land is no longer an ancestor to be worshipped; it is 

a resource to be extracted to pay off debts incurred 

during migration. 

 

6.2 The "Remittance Culture" and Material Change 

The money sent back from Ahmedabad and Surat is 

visible in the villages. It buys motorcycles, plastic 

furniture, and mobile data. But this "remittance 

economy" creates a hierarchy of culture. The 

"migrant" who returns with urban goods is often 

more respected than the "traditionalist" who stayed 

back to tend to the forest. This creates an internal 

cultural tension where traditional knowledge is 

devalued in favor of urban exposure. 

 

VII. CONCLUSION AND POLICY 

IMPLICATIONS 

 

Our geographical study of the Bhil tribe indicates 

that cultural change is not a linear path of "loss," but 

a complex process of spatial and social re-

negotiation. While the core pillars of Bhil identity 

remain—symbolized by the bow and the ritual 
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festival—the fabric of daily life is being re-woven by 

the forces of globalized labor and digital 

connectivity. 

 

7.1 Policy Recommendations: 

1. Culturally Sensitive Housing: Government 

housing schemes must incorporate tribal spatial 

logic—allowing for traditional courtyards and 

wall-painting surfaces to preserve the Pithora 

tradition. 

2. Linguistic Preservation in Schools: Primary 

education in Jhabua/Alirajpur should be 

bilingual (Bhili-Hindi) to prevent the total 

linguistic erosion observed in the youth (Table 

4). 

3. Eco-Tourism and GI Tagging: Promoting Bhil 

art and traditional seeds through Geographical 

Indication (GI) tags could provide the "market 

value" that youth currently feel is missing (Table 

7). 

4. Support for "Stay-at-Home" Livelihoods: To 

slow the "generational transmission gap," 

investments in local forest-based processing 

units (Mahua, Tendu) are essential to make the 

village an economically viable space for the 

youth. 
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