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This research explores the identity construction of the Adi Tribe, one of the indigenous 

communities of Arunachal Pradesh, India. Situated in the Eastern Himalayan region, the Adi Tribe’s identity 

is deeply influenced by its environment, traditions, and interactions with external forces such as globalization 

and government policies. This paper contributes to the understanding of indigenous identity in the context of 

cultural preservation and modernization. 
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Introduction 

The Adi Tribe, one of the major tribal communities of Arunachal Pradesh, India, is renowned for 

its rich cultural heritage, intricate social structures, and profound connection to the natural environment. With 

a population spread across the Siang region and its tributaries, the Adis have historically adapted to the rugged 

terrains of the Eastern Himalayas, thriving in an environment that demands resilience and ingenuity. The term 

“Adi” translates to “hill men” or “highlanders,” reflecting their geographical habitat and their enduring 

relationship with the highlands (Elwin, 1959). 

The identity of the Adi Tribe is intricately woven with their traditional way of life, which 

encompasses animistic religious practices, clan-based social systems, and an oral tradition that transmits 

collective wisdom and cultural values. Central to their belief system is the Donyi-Polo faith, which venerates 

the Sun (Donyi) and Moon (Polo) as symbols of natural balance and harmony. Their customs, ranging from 

agricultural rituals to festivals like Solung and Aran, serve as a vital link between their past and present, 

reinforcing communal bonds and fostering a shared identity (Nyori, 1993). Despite their strong cultural 

foundations, the Adi people are not immune to the pressures of modernity and globalization. The advent of 

formal education, infrastructural development, and exposure to external cultural influences have introduced 

new dynamics into their identity construction. While younger generations increasingly engage with modern 

lifestyles, questions arise about the preservation of traditional knowledge systems and practices. This duality 

often places the community at a crossroads between maintaining their cultural heritage and adapting to 

contemporary societal norms (Dutta, 2009). 

This paper seeks to explore the multifaceted process of identity construction among the Adi Tribe, 

focusing on the interplay between tradition and transformation.  

Subject: 

Title: 

Author(s): 

Abstract: 

Keywords: 

https://lyceumindia.in/


Lyceum India Journal of Social Sciences   |   Volume: 1 Issue: 6 |   March 2025   |   DOI:  10.5281/zenodo.15077862 |   ISSN: 3048-6513 (Online) 

 
63 

https://lyceumindia.in/  

Methodology 

The study adopts a qualitative approach, combining ethnographic insights with secondary data 

analysis. Primary data collection involved interviews with community members, leaders, and cultural 

practitioners, supplemented by participant observation during traditional festivals. Secondary data was drawn 

from scholarly articles, historical texts, and government reports. Analytical emphasis was placed on 

understanding identity as a fluid and contested concept, shaped by both internal dynamics and external 

influences. The study is conducted with ethical considerations in mind. 

Results and Discussion 

Cultural Practices and Festivals as Anchors of Identity 

For the Adi Tribe, cultural practices and festivals such are more than celebrations; they are 

powerful mediums of identity construction. These festivals embody a blend of rituals, oral traditions, and 

communal activities that connect the tribe to its past. The Solung festival, for instance, involves elaborate 

rituals such as the offering of prayers to the deity Donyi-Polo (Sun and Moon), the traditional agricultural 

rites (Binné) symbolizing prosperity, and vibrant folk dances like the Ponung (Dutta, 2009). These practices 

collectively strengthen communal bonds and affirm the tribe’s relationship with their natural environment. 

The dances, accompanied by folk songs in the Adi language, reflect historical narratives and moral values, 

thus reinforcing a shared identity (Nyori, 1993). 

In recent years, there have been efforts to modernize these festivals, such as organizing cultural 

exhibitions and inviting external audiences (Dutta, 2009). While such initiatives increase visibility and create 

economic opportunities, they also raise concerns about the commercialization of traditions. Elders in the 

community express fears that modernization could dilute the essence of these practices. Yet, these festivals 

continue to play a central role in fostering a collective identity, as they bring together different clans and 

provide a platform for intergenerational dialogue (Zha, 2016). 

Oral Traditions and Folklore 

Oral traditions among the Adi Tribe serve as both historical archives and moral compasses. Myths 

about the origin of the tribe, stories of ancestral heroes, and proverbs embedded with ethical lessons are passed 

down orally from generation to generation (Nyori, 1993). These narratives are integral to the identity 

construction of the Adi people, offering a sense of continuity amidst change. 

For example, the Adi myth of the first human (Abo Tani) not only defines their place in the world 

but also explains their social structures and relationship with nature. Such folklore is rich in ecological 

wisdom, reflecting sustainable practices and reverence for natural resources (Elwin, 1959). However, the 

transmission of these oral traditions is increasingly under threat due to the decline in fluent speakers of the 

Adi language among the younger generation. To address this, community-driven initiatives, such as 

storytelling sessions and documentation projects, have been launched to preserve these intangible cultural 

heritages (Zha, 2016). 

Impact of Modernization and Education 
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Modernization has introduced new dimensions to the identity of the Adi Tribe. The advent of 

formal education, urban migration, and exposure to global media have significantly altered traditional 

lifestyles (Dutta, 2009). Younger members of the tribe, who often move to cities for education and work, are 

exposed to different cultural paradigms. This exposure leads to a dual identity: one rooted in their indigenous 

heritage and another influenced by modernity (Sen, 2006). 

On one hand, modern education provides opportunities for socioeconomic mobility and a platform 

to advocate for tribal rights. On the other hand, it poses challenges to the preservation of indigenous 

knowledge systems. To counter this, the tribe has adopted innovative strategies, such as incorporating 

traditional knowledge into school curricula and establishing cultural centers that teach traditional arts, crafts, 

and rituals (Zha, 2016). These efforts reflect a conscious attempt to strike a balance between embracing 

modernity and preserving cultural identity. 

Role of Government Policies in Shaping Identity 

Government policies aimed at integrating tribal communities into the national mainstream have 

had both positive and negative impacts on the Adi Tribe. Schemes promoting tribal welfare, such as the 

Scheduled Tribes Development Program, have improved access to education, healthcare, and infrastructure 

(Haimendorf, 1982). However, such policies often come with assimilationist undertones, challenging the 

cultural autonomy of indigenous groups (Sen, 2006). 

For instance, the introduction of uniform educational policies sometimes marginalizes indigenous 

languages and histories. The Adi language, with its rich oral tradition, struggles for recognition in formal 

education systems. Furthermore, land and forest policies have sparked tensions between development 

initiatives and the tribe's traditional rights over their natural resources. Hydro-electric projects in Arunachal 

Pradesh have led to displacement and disrupted the Adi Tribe’s ecological balance, compelling them to defend 

their land and cultural identity through activism and legal battles (Thakur, 2000). 

Globalization and Identity: Challenges and Opportunities 

The forces of globalization have brought both challenges and opportunities for the Adi Tribe. On 

the one hand, increased connectivity through technology and tourism has opened new avenues for cultural 

exchange and economic benefits (Zha, 2016). For instance, Adi handloom products, known for their intricate 

designs, are gaining recognition in national and international markets. This has not only provided economic 

support but also promoted tribal identity on a global stage. 

On the other hand, globalization introduces homogenizing influences that threaten cultural 

distinctiveness. The growing popularity of mainstream music, fashion, and lifestyle among the youth often 

overshadows traditional forms of expression (Sen, 2006). To combat this, there has been a resurgence of 

interest in tribal identity, with young Adis engaging in cultural revival movements. These movements 

emphasize the importance of indigenous pride and the value of their unique heritage in a globalized world . 

Concluding Observations 

The identity construction of the Adi Tribe of Arunachal Pradesh represents a dynamic interplay 

between tradition, modernization, and the pressures of globalization. Through their cultural practices, oral 
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traditions, and community-based systems, the Adi people have sustained a vibrant heritage that connects them 

to their ancestral roots while navigating the challenges posed by a rapidly changing world. Festivals like 

Solung and Aran, oral traditions such as the myth of Abo Tani, and the communal practices embedded in their 

day-to-day lives are not merely cultural artifacts but are also powerful tools for asserting and preserving their 

unique identity. 

However, the transition from an insular tribal community to one that interacts with broader 

national and global frameworks has brought both opportunities and challenges. Modern education and 

economic integration have provided the Adi youth with new avenues for growth, mobility, and advocacy. At 

the same time, these forces have contributed to the erosion of certain traditional practices and linguistic skills, 

posing threats to the continuity of their cultural heritage. The rise of dual identities—one rooted in their 

indigenous heritage and another shaped by modern influences illustrates the complexity of navigating this 

intersection. 

The role of government policies and development initiatives has been pivotal in shaping the Adi 

Tribe’s trajectory. Welfare programs aimed at improving access to education, healthcare, and economic 

resources have had a significant positive impact. Balancing the economic needs of development with the 

cultural and ecological rights of indigenous communities like the Adi remains a critical challenge for 

policymakers. Furthermore, globalization, while posing a threat of cultural homogenization, has also provided 

the Adi Tribe with a platform to showcase their heritage to the world. The emphasis on cultural revival 

movements led by the younger generation highlights the role of indigenous pride in sustaining identity amidst 

external influences. 

The identity of the Adi Tribe is not a static or monolithic construct. It is a living, evolving 

phenomenon shaped by historical continuity and the need to adapt to changing circumstances. The tribe’s 

ability to blend tradition with transformation provides valuable insights into how indigenous communities can 

preserve their cultural essence while engaging with the broader world. The lessons from the Adi experience 

have broader implications for other indigenous groups facing similar dilemmas, emphasizing the importance 

of cultural preservation, participatory policymaking, and sustainable development.  
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