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Abstract 

           Sports have emerged as a powerful tool for the empowerment of India’s tribal 

communities, offering opportunities for economic mobility, cultural preservation, and social 

inclusion. This paper explores how participation in traditional and modern sports provides tribal 

youth with financial security, education, and leadership skills while preserving their cultural 

heritage. Programs such as Khelo India and initiatives by the Sports Authority of India (SAI) 

have facilitated structured training and career pathways for talented tribal athletes. However, 

challenges such as inadequate infrastructure, financial constraints, cultural barriers, and 

bureaucratic inefficiencies continue to hinder progress. Gender inclusivity remains a critical 

issue, as tribal women face societal and financial hurdles in pursuing sports. Despite these 

obstacles, sports contribute to physical and mental well-being, community development, and 

national representation. This study underscores the need for increased investment in sports 

infrastructure, targeted talent identification programs, and transparent governance to bridge 

existing gaps. By fostering grassroots initiatives and promoting inclusivity, India can unlock 

the untapped potential of tribal athletes, ensuring their contribution to the nation’s sporting 

success while celebrating their rich heritage. 

 

Key Words: Tribal Sports Development, Grassroots Initiatives, Khelo India Program, Sports 

Infrastructure, Gender Inclusivity in Sports. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Tribal communities in India have historically been marginalized, often facing 

socio-economic and political disadvantages. However, sports have emerged as a 

transformative force that can help bridge these disparities. By fostering socio-economic 

mobility, preserving cultural identity, and promoting gender equality, sports play a 

crucial role in empowering tribal communities (Gupta, 2018). This article provides a 

comprehensive analysis of how sports contribute to the empowerment of tribal 

communities in India and explores the challenges and opportunities within this 

framework. 

 

The Historical Context of Tribal Sports in India 

Tribal communities in India have a long and rich tradition of engaging in sports, 

deeply rooted in their ways of life, survival skills, and cultural heritage. Traditional 

games like archery, wrestling, and various forms of martial arts were not just pastimes 

but vital aspects of tribal societies, shaping their resilience and identity (Dutta & 

Mohan, 2020). These sports were closely linked to practical needs such as hunting, self-

defense, and physical endurance, making them an integral part of everyday existence. 

 

However, with modernization and the growing influence of mainstream sports, 

many indigenous games have faced decline. Urbanization, changing lifestyles, and the 

introduction of Western sports have led younger generations to move away from their 

traditional athletic roots. Despite these challenges, efforts to preserve and revive these 

sports have gained momentum in recent years. Various government initiatives, 

grassroots organizations, and cultural festivals have played a crucial role in ensuring 

that these heritage-rich games are not lost to time (Ministry of Tribal Affairs, 2021). 

 

Traditional Tribal Sports and Their Significance 

Historically, sports among tribal communities served multiple purposes beyond 

mere entertainment. Archery, for example, was not only a competitive sport but also a 

skill essential for hunting and warfare. Wrestling, widely practiced among tribal 

groups, functioned as a test of strength, discipline, and honor. Additionally, regional 

variations of martial arts, such as Thang-Ta in Manipur and Silambam in Tamil Nadu, 

were integral to self-defense and community bonding (Sharma, 2019). 

 

Traditional games like Kabaddi and Kho-Kho have their roots in indigenous 

sporting culture, though they have now become part of mainstream national 
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competitions. Despite their inclusion in contemporary sports platforms, many other 

tribal games remain at risk of being forgotten. 

 

Efforts to Revive Tribal Sports 

Recognizing the cultural and historical significance of these games, both 

government agencies and private organizations have stepped in to revive them. One 

such initiative is the Chhattisgarhiya Olympics, an annual event in Chhattisgarh that 

aims to promote traditional sports, particularly among rural populations and women. 

The event has garnered immense participation, with over 3 million people taking part 

in the 2023 edition, showcasing the enduring appeal of indigenous games (Wikipedia, 

2023). 

The Khelo India program has also contributed to the preservation of traditional 

sports by providing a structured platform for young athletes to showcase their talent in 

indigenous games. This initiative has helped bring attention to lesser-known tribal 

sports and provided opportunities for athletes from tribal backgrounds to gain 

recognition at national and international levels (The Logical Indian, 2023). 

 

Cultural Festivals and Community Engagement 

Apart from structured sports initiatives, cultural festivals play an essential role 

in preserving traditional tribal sports. The annual Hornbill Festival in Nagaland, for 

instance, serves as a vibrant celebration of Naga heritage, featuring traditional 

wrestling, spear throwing, and indigenous martial arts. Such festivals not only keep 

these games alive but also attract tourists and researchers, fostering greater 

appreciation and documentation of tribal traditions (AP News, 2023). 

Grassroots organizations like the Atmashakti Trust have been actively working 

to promote sports within tribal communities, addressing issues such as gender 

disparity and lack of access to resources. By integrating traditional games into 

community development programs, these efforts help preserve tribal heritage while 

promoting social inclusion (Atmashakti Trust, 2023). 

 

The Future of Tribal Sports in India 

Despite the decline of many traditional games, the resilience of tribal athletes 

continues to shine through. Many have successfully transitioned into mainstream 

sports, bringing pride to their communities and proving the immense potential of 

indigenous training methods. Their contributions highlight how traditional sports can 

serve as a bridge between cultural heritage and modern athletic excellence. 
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Preserving these sports is not just about nostalgia; it is about honoring the rich 

legacy of India's tribal communities and ensuring that their unique contributions to the 

sporting world continue to thrive. As efforts to revive and integrate tribal sports gain 

more recognition, they offer a valuable lesson on the importance of cultural 

preservation and community-driven development. 

 

A Legacy of Strength: Tribal Sports in India 

Tribal communities have long had a deep connection with sports, often linked 

to their traditions, survival skills, and daily life. Indigenous games like archery, 

wrestling, and martial arts have historically been an integral part of their culture. Many 

of these activities were rooted in hunting and self-defense, reinforcing strength, 

endurance, and community spirit (Sen, 2019). 

Unfortunately, with modernization and urbanization, many traditional tribal 

sports have declined. However, renewed interest through government initiatives and 

cultural preservation efforts has led to a resurgence of indigenous games (Ministry of 

Tribal Affairs, 2021). Organizations and sports bodies are now working to revive and 

celebrate these games, ensuring they remain a part of India’s sporting heritage. 

 

Sports as a Vehicle for Economic Mobility 

For many tribal youth, sports offer a crucial escape from poverty. Scholarships, 

government-backed reservation policies, and job opportunities in defense and public 

services have provided tribal athletes with financial security and upward mobility 

(Sports Authority of India, 2022). Programs like Khelo India have created pathways for 

talented athletes to receive structured training, financial support, and exposure to 

national and international competitions (Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports, 2021). 

Moreover, successful tribal athletes serve as role models, proving that sports can be a 

viable career. With increased sponsorships and endorsements, sports have become an 

avenue for financial independence and family upliftment within tribal communities 

(Scroll.in, 2022). 

 

Education and Life Skills Through Sports 

Many sports academies, such as the Tata Archery Academy and training centers 

under the Sports Authority of India (SAI), integrate education with sports training. This 

holistic approach ensures that young athletes not only develop their physical skills but 

also gain academic knowledge, vocational training, and essential life skills (Dutta & 

Mohan, 2020). 
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In addition to athletic excellence, sports training instills leadership, discipline, 

and teamwork. Many former athletes transition into coaching, sports administration, or 

mentorship roles, creating a cycle of empowerment that benefits future generations of 

tribal youth (Gupta, 2018). 

 

Cultural Identity and Representation 

Tribal athletes are not just sportspeople; they are cultural ambassadors. 

Traditional sports like Mallakhamb, Kalaripayattu, and tribal wrestling have gained 

visibility through national platforms and cultural festivals (Sen, 2019). Competitions 

such as the National Tribal Games provide a space for indigenous sports to thrive, 

fostering a sense of pride and belonging among younger generations. 

By promoting indigenous sports on larger platforms, tribal communities can 

preserve their unique cultural identity while simultaneously integrating into 

mainstream sporting events without losing their heritage (Ministry of Tribal Affairs, 

2021). 

 

Breaking Gender Barriers 

For tribal women, sports have become a force for gender empowerment. Icons 

like Mary Kom (boxing), Lalremsiami (hockey), and Deepika Kumari (archery) have 

broken barriers, challenging societal norms and inspiring a new generation of female 

athletes (BBC India, 2021).  

Their success has encouraged families to support their daughters in pursuing 

sports, leading to greater gender inclusivity in traditionally male-dominated fields. 

However, tribal women still face significant challenges, including limited access 

to sports facilities, financial constraints, and conservative societal norms (Sen, 2019). To 

promote gender equality in sports, specialized training programs, scholarships, and 

mentorship initiatives led by female athletes are essential (Ministry of Tribal Affairs, 

2021). 

 

Health and Well-Being Benefits 

Beyond economic and social benefits, sports play a crucial role in improving the 

health of tribal communities. Many tribal regions lack adequate healthcare 

infrastructure, making physical activity essential in preventing lifestyle diseases, 

improving immunity, and addressing malnutrition (Dutta & Mohan, 2020). 
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Moreover, sports help combat mental health issues such as anxiety, depression, 

and social isolation. The sense of camaraderie, discipline, and purpose that comes from 

athletic participation contributes to overall well-being and personal development (Sen, 

2019). 

 

Challenges Faced by Tribal Athletes 

Despite their potential and talent, tribal athletes face numerous challenges that 

hinder their participation and success in mainstream sports. These challenges stem 

from socio-economic barriers, lack of infrastructure, and systemic neglect, making it 

difficult for them to compete on an equal footing with athletes from more privileged 

backgrounds. 

• Lack of Infrastructure – Many tribal regions lack basic sports facilities such as 

proper training grounds, equipment, and coaching centers. Without adequate 

infrastructure, athletes struggle to hone their skills and compete at higher levels 

(Ministry of Tribal Affairs, 2021). 

• Financial Constraints – The cost of sports equipment, training, and travel for 

competitions can be prohibitively expensive for many tribal families. While 

government schemes provide some financial assistance, it is often insufficient or 

difficult to access due to bureaucratic hurdles (Dutta & Mohan, 2020). 

• Limited Exposure and Opportunities – Many tribal athletes lack access to 

professional coaching, national-level competitions, and scouting programs. This 

lack of exposure prevents them from being discovered by major sports academies 

and institutions (Sports Authority of India, 2022). 

• Social and Cultural Barriers – In some tribal communities, sports, particularly for 

women, may not be encouraged due to traditional gender roles and societal norms. 

Overcoming these barriers requires targeted awareness programs and initiatives to 

promote gender inclusivity in sports (Gupta, 2018). 

• Health and Nutrition Deficiencies – Many tribal athletes come from economically 

disadvantaged backgrounds where proper nutrition and healthcare are not always 

accessible. Poor diet and lack of medical support can negatively impact their 

performance and overall development (Sen, 2019). 

• Discrimination and Bias – Tribal athletes often face discrimination, both within 

their communities and in broader sports institutions. They may be overlooked for 

selections, face stereotypes, or struggle to gain recognition despite their 

achievements (Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports, 2021). 

• Language and Communication Barriers – Many tribal athletes come from linguistic 

backgrounds different from the dominant languages used in sports institutions and 
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media. This can create challenges in understanding coaching instructions, accessing 

educational resources, and securing sponsorships (Patil, 2020). 

• Lack of Role Models and Mentorship – The absence of prominent tribal sports 

figures in the public eye means young athletes often lack role models and mentors 

to guide them through their careers. More efforts are needed to highlight successful 

tribal athletes and establish mentorship programs (Singh, 2021). 

 

The Way Forward: Strengthening Tribal Sports Development 

To unlock the full potential of tribal athletes, strategic interventions are needed: 

• Infrastructure Development – Investment in stadiums, training centers, and mobile 

sports camps in remote tribal areas is essential for providing young athletes with 

better facilities. Many tribal regions lack basic sports infrastructure, which hinders 

talent development. Government initiatives, such as the Khelo India program and 

partnerships with private enterprises, can bridge this gap (Ministry of Tribal 

Affairs, 2021). 

• Increased Financial Support – Tribal athletes often face financial constraints that 

limit their access to training, equipment, and participation in competitions. 

Expanding government scholarships and encouraging private sponsorships can 

ease these burdens, making sports more accessible. Programs like the Sports 

Authority of India’s (SAI) scholarships and corporate sponsorships under the 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) framework can provide much-needed 

support (Dutta & Mohan, 2020). 

• Talent Identification and Training – A structured approach to scouting and 

nurturing talent is crucial. Grassroots talent scouting in schools and villages, 

coupled with professional coaching programs, will help nurture young athletes 

from an early age. The Sports Authority of India’s Talent Identification and 

Development Program has been instrumental in discovering raw talent and 

providing world-class training facilities (Sports Authority of India, 2022). 

• Media and Public Awareness – Greater media representation, social media 

campaigns, and dedicated awards for tribal athletes will increase visibility and 

attract sponsorships. Highlighting success stories of tribal athletes through 

documentaries, news features, and online platforms can inspire future generations 

and garner more support for tribal sports development (Sen, 2019). 

• Gender Inclusivity – Special training programs, mentorship, and policy 

interventions must be implemented to encourage more tribal women to pursue 

sports. Many tribal women face social and economic barriers that restrict their 

participation. Government and non-governmental organizations should focus on 
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creating inclusive policies, such as reservation quotas, training schemes, and 

mentorship programs, to boost female participation in sports (Gupta, 2018). 

• Transparent Governance – Ensuring fair selection processes, timely financial aid 

distribution, and accountability in sports administration will help level the playing 

field for tribal athletes. Reforms in sports governance should focus on reducing 

corruption, streamlining funding processes, and improving athlete welfare policies. 

The Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports has been working on these aspects 

through various policy interventions to enhance transparency and fairness 

(Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports, 2021). 

 

Tribal Athletes and Their Contribution to Indian Sports 

Tribal athletes have played a crucial role in Indian sports, achieving remarkable 

success despite facing socio-economic challenges. Their contributions have not only 

brought national and international recognition to India but also inspired tribal 

communities to pursue sports as a career. 

 

Historical Contributions 

One of the earliest tribal sports icons was Jaipal Singh Munda, who captained 

India’s hockey team to its first Olympic gold in 1928. Apart from his sports 

achievements, he was a strong advocate for tribal rights in India (Xaxa, 2011). Another 

legendary figure is DilipTirkey, a former Indian hockey captain from Odisha’s tribal 

community. He was one of the finest defenders in Indian hockey history and later 

contributed to sports administration (Sharma, 2017). 

 

Modern-Day Achievements 

In recent years, several tribal athletes have made significant contributions to 

Indian sports. Mary Kom, a boxer from Manipur’s Kom tribe, is a six-time world 

champion and an Olympic bronze medalist (Chakraborty, 2019). Her achievements 

have inspired numerous young women from tribal communities to take up boxing. 
 

Another inspiring figure is Dutee Chand, a sprinter from Odisha, who became 

the first Indian woman to win a gold medal at the World University Games. She has 

also been an advocate for gender and LGBTQ+ rights (Verma, 2020). In archery, 

Deepika Kumari from Jharkhand has achieved global recognition, becoming the 

world’s number one archer and winning multiple international medals (Mishra, 2021). 
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Lovlina Borgohain, a tribal boxer from Assam, won a bronze medal at the 

Tokyo Olympics, further strengthening the presence of tribal athletes in combat sports 

(Singh, 2021).  

 

Similarly, Birendra Lakra, another tribal hockey player, was part of India’s 

bronze-winning team at the Tokyo Olympics (Rao, 2021). 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

Sports serve as a powerful tool for the empowerment of India’s tribal 

communities by fostering economic opportunities, cultural identity, and gender 

equality. While government programs such as Khelo India and initiatives by SAI have 

laid a strong foundation, further investment in infrastructure, financial aid, and policy 

reforms are necessary to bridge the existing gaps. Addressing the challenges faced by 

tribal athletes—such as financial constraints, cultural barriers, and limited media 

representation—through grassroots initiatives and transparent governance can unlock 

their full potential. With a concerted effort from policymakers, private stakeholders, 

and community leaders, India can create an inclusive sporting culture that celebrates 

tribal heritage while elevating talent to national and international platforms. 
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