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INTRODUCTION

India is home to a diverse range of nomadic and semi-nomadic
communities that have historically sustained themselves
through occupations such as animal husbandry, handicrafts,
folk performances, trading, and seasonal labour. In Karnataka,
several nomadic communities continue to preserve their
traditional lifestyles and cultural practices despite increasing
social and economic pressures. However, modernisation,
urbanisation, and changing economic structures have
significantly affected their traditional livelihoods. Many
nomadic communities face challenges related to identity,
education, healthcare, employment, housing, and access to
government welfare programs. Consequently, they remain
among the most socially and economically disadvantaged
groups in society. This paper seeks to analyse the socio-
economic conditions of nomadic communities in Karnataka and
examine the factors that contribute to their marginalisation.

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

1. To examine the socio-economic status of nomadic
communities in Karnataka.

2. To analyse the challenges faced by nomadic communities
in education, healthcare, employment, and housing.

3. To study the issues related to identity and social inclusion.

METHODOLOGY

The study is based entirely on secondary data collected from
various sources, including government reports, Census
publications, Karnataka State reports, academic journals, books,
research articles, newspapers, and relevant online resources.
The collected data were analysed using descriptive and
analytical methods to understand the socio-economic conditions
and challenges faced by nomadic communities in Karnataka.

s

Historical Background

The history of nomadic communities in Karnataka dates back
centuries. Many groups were engaged in occupations such as
cattle rearing, folk performance, hunting, craftsmanship,
trading, and transportation. During the colonial period, several
nomadic groups were stigmatised under the British-era
Criminal Tribes Act of 1871, which labelled entire communities
as hereditary criminals. Although the law was repealed after
India’s independence, its social consequences continued to
affect these communities for generations.

Identity of Nomadic Communities

Nomadic communities possess unique cultural identities
characterised by distinct languages, customs, traditions, and
occupational practices. Their mobility has historically enabled
them to adapt to changing economic conditions and
environmental circumstances. However, their migratory
lifestyle has often resulted in social exclusion and difficulties in
obtaining official recognition. Many families lack adequate
identity documentation, including voter cards, ration cards, and
residential certificates, which limits their access to government
welfare schemes and public services.

Socio-Economic Status of Nomadic Communities in
Karnataka

Nomadic and semi-nomadic communities in Karnataka—
numbering over 40  distinct groups—face  severe
marginalisation. Characterised by extreme poverty, very low
literacy rates, and a lack of permanent housing, they survive
primarily through traditional livelihoods, street performances,
and petty trades.

Shelter and Living Conditions: Many families remain
landless and live in temporary settlements or tents. Basic
amenities like sanitation, electricity, and clean drinking water
are virtually nonexistent in these makeshift colonies.

Livelihood Instability: Most rely on traditional occupations
(e.g., street performances, folk arts, basket weaving, traditional
ironwork, or animal rearing). Modern industrialisation, strict
environmental laws (like the Wildlife Protection Act), and
urbanisation have severely disrupted these ancestral trades.

Low Literacy and Education: The nomadic lifestyle, coupled
with extreme poverty, forces children into the unorganised
labour sector rather than schools, resulting in generational
illiteracy.

Exclusion from Social Benefits: Because of constant mobility,
many lack basic government documents (Aadhaar, ration cards,
and caste certificates), severely hindering their access to
welfare schemes and targeted reservations.

Marginalisation of Women: Women in these tribes carry a
heavy burden of domestic and economic responsibility. They
suffer from poor healthcare access and are disproportionately
affected by a lack of stable housing and social security.

Socio-Economic Challenges of Nomadic Communities in
Karnataka

1. Educational Challenges: Education remains one of the
major concerns among nomadic communities. Frequent
migration disrupts children's schooling and contributes to high
dropout rates. Major educational challenges include Lack of
access to schools, Irregular attendance due to migration,
Poverty and child labour, and Low literacy rates, Limited
educational awareness.

2 Employment and Livelihood Issues: Traditional
occupations are declining due to modernisation and market
competition. Consequently, many nomadic families depend on
informal labour and low-paying jobs. Common livelihood
challenges include Unemployment and underemployment,
Decline of traditional occupations, Seasonal income
fluctuations, Economic insecurity, and lack of skill
development opportunities
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3. Healthcare Challenges: Healthcare accessibility remains
limited because many nomadic settlements are located in
remote areas. Major healthcare issues include Poor access to
medical facilities, Malnutrition among women and children,
Lack of health awareness, and inadequate maternal and child
healthcare services.

4. Housing and Settlement Problems: The absence of
permanent housing remains a significant challenge. Many
nomadic families reside in temporary shelters without adequate
sanitation, drinking water, and electricity facilities. Housing-
related issues include Lack of land ownership, Temporary
settlements, Poor living conditions, and inadequate civic
amenities

Social Exclusion and Marginalisation

Nomadic communities often experience social discrimination
and exclusion. Historical stereotypes and social stigma continue
to affect their interaction with mainstream society. As a result,
they face barriers in accessing education, employment, and
social welfare benefits. Social exclusion also contributes to low
levels of political participation and representation, further
limiting their ability to advocate for their rights and interests.

Issues Related to Identity and Social Inclusion of Nomadic
Communities in Karnataka

Nomadic communities in Karnataka face several challenges
related to identity and social inclusion, which affect their access
to opportunities, rights, and public services. Some of the major
issues are:

Lack of Official Identity Documents: Many nomadic families
do not possess essential documents such as Aadhaar cards,
voter ID cards, ration cards, and residential certificates, limiting
their access to welfare schemes and government services.

Social Stigma and Discrimination: Nomadic communities are
often subjected to negative stereotypes and social prejudice,
leading to exclusion from mainstream society.

Marginalisation and Social Exclusion: Due to their migratory
lifestyle, these communities remain socially isolated and have
limited participation in community development activities.

Lack of Permanent Residence: The absence of permanent
settlements makes it difficult for them to establish a recognised
social identity and access public services.

Limited Access to Education: Frequent migration and social
discrimination contribute to low literacy rates and educational
exclusion among children from nomadic communities.

Political Underrepresentation: These communities often have
limited representation in political institutions and decision-
making processes, resulting in inadequate attention to their
issues.

Economic Exclusion: The decline of traditional occupations
and limited employment opportunities contribute to poverty and
economic insecurity.

Barriers to Welfare Schemes: Lack of awareness,
documentation issues, and administrative hurdles prevent many
families from benefiting from government welfare programs.

Cultural Identity Challenges: Modernisation and social
pressures threaten the preservation of their traditional customs,
languages, and cultural practices.

Limited Social Mobility: Persistent poverty, discrimination,
and inadequate access to resources restrict their ability to
improve their socio-economic status and integrate into
mainstream society.

Summary and Concluding Remarks

The study on “Identity and Challenges of Nomadic
Communities in Karnataka: A Socio-Economic Analysis”
examines the living conditions, identity issues, and socio-
economic problems faced by nomadic communities in
Karnataka. These communities are culturally rich and
traditionally dependent on occupations such as animal
husbandry, handicrafts, folk arts, and seasonal labour. However,
rapid modernisation and changing economic structures have
weakened their traditional livelihoods. The analysis highlights
that nomadic communities face multiple challenges, including
poverty, low literacy levels, unemployment, poor access to
healthcare, inadequate housing, and a lack of permanent
settlement. Identity-related issues such as the absence of official
documents, social stigma, and limited political representation
further deepen their marginalisation. Although government
welfare schemes exist, their impact remains limited due to a
lack of awareness and administrative barriers.

The study concludes that nomadic communities in Karnataka
continue to remain one of the most socio-economically
vulnerable groups despite various development initiatives.
Their problems are deeply rooted in issues of identity, social
exclusion, and economic insecurity. The absence of proper
documentation, declining traditional occupations, and limited
access to education and healthcare restrict their integration into
mainstream society. To ensure inclusive development, there is a
need for effective policy implementation, improved access to
welfare schemes, skill development programs, and stronger
political representation. Recognising and preserving their
cultural identity while ensuring socio-economic empowerment
is essential for achieving social justice and sustainable
development.
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