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Abstract:

The Siddis are descendants of African slaves, sailors, and merchants who were brought to India by Portuguese and Arab
traders, mainly between the 15th and 19th centuries. In Karnataka, the Siddis are mostly concentrated in the Uttara
Kannada district, especially in the Yellapur, Haliyal, Ankola, and Mundgod taluks. Over time, notable shifts in population
dynamics, such as changes in fertility rates, migration patterns, and age structure, have reshaped the social fabric of the
tribe. These changes have influenced social mobility, economic conditions, education, and labor participation. The present
study explores how these factors are interconnected in determining the socio-economic status of the Siddi tribe. A
descriptive research design, both qualitative and quantitative methods have been used. The research examines the
demographic and social transformations of the Siddi tribe over recent decades. Some Siddis have moved from rural to
urban areas seeking economic opportunities, which has affected community cohesion and cultural integrity. Social
mobility has progressed slowly, influenced by education, government initiatives, and economic shifts. While increased
access to education has opened new career paths, challenges in attaining higher education still exist.
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Introduction

The Siddi tribe, also known as the Afro-Indians, is a native community in India. They are found in various regions,
especially Karnataka, Gujarat, and Maharashtra. Their origins trace back to African slaves, sailors, and merchants who
arrived in the Indian subcontinent centuries ago mainly through transoceanic trade routes (Campbell, 1983; Harris, 1971).
Over the years, the Siddi tribe has integrated into Indian society while preserving their unique cultural practices,
languages, and traditions that reflect their African heritage (Shah, 2006). An interesting example of this integration is the
Siddi tribe in Karnataka, which has experienced demographic changes, the development of new social forms, and ongoing
social movement programs (Patel, 2016).

The Siddi tribe has a significant presence in Karnataka, a southern state in India, particularly in districts like Uttara
Kannada, Belagavi, and Dharwad (Mendonca, 2002). Traditionally, the Siddis faced discrimination and were confined to
low-paying jobs such as laborers, soldiers, or infrastructure workers (Kale, 2014). Their unique African heritage further
contributed to their marginalization, identifying them from distant communities and leading to race- and socio-economic-
based discrimination (Abraham, 2009). However, in recent decades, the social and Karnataka's Siddi tribe have changed
significantly. These changes have been driven primarily by national policies aimed at reducing social inequalities and
grassroots initiatives within the community to secure their rights and improve their socio-economic conditions
(Fernandes, 2003). Affirmative action measures such as educational and employment reservations implemented by the
government have provided the Siddis with opportunities for higher education, better employment, and improved living
standards (Government of India, 2011).

Who are the Siddis?

Due to historical persecution and the need for development, the Siddis are an ethnic community on the Indian subcontinent
that has encountered many difficulties. The Siddis are descended from the African Bantu people, found in isolated forest
regions of Karnataka (Shah, 2006). Their phenotypical features that distinguish them from other groups include an athletic
physique, curly hair, bright eyes, a snub nose, and thick lips under dark skin (Harris, 1971). The river Kali, originating
from the Western Ghats, is rich in cultural heritage and symbolizes the community's history. It serves as a vital link to the
past, tracing back to the community's early settlement in Karnataka (Mendonca, 2002). In the Western Ghats, the
Portuguese slave trade was closely connected with Goa, from where many Siddis were transported to other parts of the
world, such as Kenya, Ethiopia, and East Africa in general (Campbell, 1983). These Siddis also broke free from their
chains and settled in the forests of Karnataka, where they subsisted on the land, blending elements of African culture with
the local Indian environment (Patel, 2016; Kale, 2014).

Review of literature

Obeng P. (2008) studied the Siddis’ history in India and provides information about the Siddis’ beliefs and practices. His
study highlights the peculiarities of Siddi culture, their displacement issues, and their social and religious suppression.
Furthermore, his work helps to understand how much Siddis rely on their beliefs and cultural practices. He also attempted
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to explore their historical life from a sociological perspective. He thoroughly analyzed their struggle for freedom. This
research acts as a bridge between the focused and unfocused aspects of Siddis’ life.

Hiremath R.S. (1993) conducted a comprehensive study of the Siddis of Karnataka. His research covers their socio-
economic status and living conditions. In the study, he provides a detailed portrayal of the Siddis' socio-economic
conditions, housing, religious practices, daily household life, kinship, language, and literacy. Their original accents and
cultural practices have undergone significant changes. The Siddis lived in their masters’ houses and learned the dialect of
their masters, with whom they resided.

Pavate P.P (1985) focused on Siddis' morphogenetic study in Karnataka, in which he collected numerous facts on
anthropometrics, dermatoglyphics, and their blood groups. He found that there is not much variation in the distribution
of ABO and D genes among them. In the study, he concluded that all the Siddis are descendants of the same ancestors.
Palakshappa T.C. (1976) conducted a socio-cultural study of these African migrants in Karnataka. In the study, the
author highlighted their social, cultural, economic, and political life, along with their assimilation and social mobility.
The author examined the settlements, family structure, marriage and children, kinship, daily routines, religion, language,
and economic and political organizations of the Siddis. The study also covers their occupational structure and their
absorption into Hinduism, Christianity, and Islam. However, even today, they are recognized as a distinct and specific
racial group.

Significance of the Study

Due to poverty and ignorance, the Siddi tribe in Karnataka has experienced substantial social, cultural, economic, political,
and educational upheavals. Due to their traditional customs and lack of education, the Siddis have been isolated from
other groups, impeding modernity. The purpose of the study is to investigate the Siddi tribe's demographics and social
structure. It aims to give a thorough grasp of the demographic and socioeconomic shifts among the Siddis, as well as
social mobility within the Karnataka Siddi tribe.

Objectives of the Study
1. To study the socio-economic conditions of the Siddi Tribe
2. To study the demographic changes to the siddi tribe

Research Methodology

To fulfill the needs of the study, the researcher has adopted a descriptive research design. Both qualitative and quantitative
methods were used for the data collection, utilizing primary and secondary data. Primary data was collected through group
discussions with the Siddi tribe, while secondary data was obtained from articles, census reports, books, and other sources.

Result and Discussion

Poverty is the main obstacle to Siddis' social and economic mobility, and their way of life also contributes to this. The
Siddi tribe, mainly residing in Karnataka, has experienced significant demographic changes over recent decades.
Historically marginalized because of their African origins and tribal status, the Siddis have encountered unique challenges
in achieving social mobility. This study examines the demographic shifts and their effects on the social mobility of the
Siddi community in Karnataka. The present paper analyzes various aspects including social, economic, demographic,
educational, and migration patterns among the Siddis.

Demographic Shifts and Population Growth

Although a small group of people known as Siddis slowed population growth in recent decades. They have live in edge
of the forest, and rural areas especially in the districts of Uttara Kannada, Belagavi, and Dharwad (Mendonca, 2002; Shah,
2006). The 2011 Census of India recorded a population of 10,477 Siddi in Karnataka, consisting of 5,164 men and 5,313
women (Government of India, 2011). They mainly reside in the dense forests of Uttara Kannada, where they have
preserved some aspects of their cultural identity without facing social and economic marginalization (Patel, 2016).
Although their population has increased, they remain a minority in these regions. A notable recent trend is the
displacement of younger members of the community to cities like Hubli-Dharwad, Mangaluru, and Bengaluru in search
of better opportunities (Fernandes, 2003; Kale, 2014). This migration has shifted the tribe’s socio-economic dynamics,
although issues related to urbanization, education, and labor market discrimination continue to persist (Abraham, 2009).

The Role of Education in Social Mobility

Education has become one of the most important factors affecting the social mobility of the Siddi tribe. Historically, the
Siddis had limited access to formal education, mainly due to their rural location, economic challenges, and social rejection.
However, in recent years, access to education has improved, mainly because of government initiatives aimed at the
Scheduled Tribes, including reservations in schools and universities. More Siddi children are now attending school. While
more children participate in primary education, there are still challenges in reaching higher secondary and tertiary levels.
These challenges are caused by poverty, poor infrastructure, and a lack of awareness about available higher education
options. However, some young members of the Siddi community have managed to overcome these obstacles, especially
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by taking advantage of government scholarships, and are now entering professional fields such as teaching, healthcare,
and administration.

Traditional Occupations and Economic Limitations

Despite demographic shifts, many Siddis in rural Karnataka still depend on traditional jobs like farming, manual labor,
and work in local community homes. These jobs usually pay low wages and offer few chances for social progress. For
many Siddis, landlessness and lack of access to capital worsen these challenges. Their reliance on low-skilled, seasonal
work makes it hard to build wealth or improve their socio-economic status. Without higher education, vocational training,
and financial resources, many Siddis remain stuck in poverty and social exclusion.

Impact of Migration on Employment and Economic Mobility

Migration from rural to urban areas has been a major demographic change within the Siddi tribe. This study shows that
many young Siddis are moving to cities in Karnataka in search of better educational opportunities and jobs. This migration
has created new economic opportunities, especially in construction, service, and manufacturing sectors. In cities like
Hubli-Dharwad and Bengaluru, many Siddis have found work in factories, retail, and hospitality industries, marking a
shift from traditional roles like manual labor and farming. However, this migration has also brought challenges. The Siddi
community often faces discrimination in urban areas, where their African heritage is sometimes met with prejudice. This
discrimination has limited their ability to fully integrate into mainstream society.

Youth and Aspirations for Change

The younger generation of the Siddi tribe in Karnataka is more ambitious and motivated to improve their socio-economic
status than previous generations. This group is more inclined to seek education, pursue careers in urban areas, and
advocate for their rights. Many young Siddis aim to break free from the traditional limitations that have shaped their
community and attain social mobility through education, employment, and entrepreneurship.

However, these aspirations are often blocked by economic constraints, a lack of adequate support systems, and social
discrimination. Despite these challenges, there is a growing sense of optimism among young Siddis, as they continue to
use education and migration as tools for upward mobility.

Cultural Identity and Social Integration

The Siddis in Karnataka retains a strong connection to its African roots through unique cultural practices such as music,
dance, and religious rituals. These cultural symbols are a source of pride and help strengthen community bonds. However,
the study revealed that cultural identity also creates challenges for social integration. The Siddi often face social exclusion
and racial discrimination in both rural and urban areas because of their African heritage. This prejudice, especially in
cities, hinders their social mobility. Although younger members attempt to adopt modern education and seek urban
employment, the stigma linked to their African ancestry remains a significant obstacle. In rural regions, the Siddis tend
to be more accepted by local communities, whereas in urban settings, they are frequently marginalized. The study
emphasizes that combating racial discrimination is vital for improving the social mobility of the Siddi community.

Changing Family Structures

In rural areas, the Siddi tribe often lives in extended family groups. However, migration and urbanization have shifted
towards nuclear family structures, affecting traditional support systems. While this change offers greater independence,
it also brings challenges such as social isolation and the loss of cultural practices.

Social Stigma and Discrimination

The Siddi tribe faces racial and social discrimination due to their African ancestry. This marginalization impacts their
access to opportunities and perpetuates stereotypes, making it difficult for the community to integrate fully into
mainstream society

Findings

e The Siddi tribe currently sees a trend where the younger generation moves toward urban areas in search of better
opportunities, especially in cities like Hubli-Dharwad, Mangaluru, and Bengaluru. This demographic shift has caused
some changes in the tribe's socio-economic dynamics, although challenges related to urban integration still persist.

e The study found that literacy rates within the Siddi community in Karnataka have steadily increased, with a notable
rise in the number of Siddi children attending schools. Despite this, significant gaps in educational attainment persist
between the Siddi tribe and the general population. While primary education has seen improved participation, higher
secondary and tertiary education continue to face challenges due to factors such as poverty, inadequate infrastructure, and
lack of awareness about higher education opportunities.

e Many Siddis in rural areas of Karnataka continue to rely on traditional occupations such as agriculture labor, manual
work, and jobs in local community homes. These jobs often pay low wages and do not provide significant opportunities
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for social mobility. For many Siddis, landlessness and lack of access to capital worsen these limitations. The community’s
dependence on low-skilled, seasonal work makes it hard for them to build wealth or improve their socio-economic status.
e Most Siddi families consist of a husband, wife, and their unmarried children. Families classified as nuclear tend to be
smaller, while joint families of Siddis generally have larger family sizes. In both family types, an elderly male typically
acts as the household head, overseeing community tasks.

e Economic Marginalization: The Siddi tribe mainly works in low-paying, unstable jobs, with limited access to land
ownership and sustainable income sources. Despite some progress through microfinance and small enterprises, economic
challenges remain.

e Educational barriers persist, with literacy rates remaining low and high school dropout rates due to economic pressures
and inadequate educational infrastructure. Language barriers and the absence of culturally inclusive curricula worsen
these challenges.

e Social exclusion, racial discrimination, and caste dynamics continue to marginalize the Siddis, restricting their social
interactions and chances for integration into mainstream society.

e Environmental challenges and dependence on forest resources make the Siddis vulnerable to environmental
degradation, further worsening their socio-economic vulnerabilities.

Conclusion

The Siddis in Karnataka have undergone notable demographic shifts that have led to improved social mobility, especially
among the younger generation. Migration, education, and government policies have played crucial roles in expanding
opportunities for the tribe. However, many challenges still persist, including social discrimination, limited economic
prospects, and the retention of traditional occupations. To promote sustainable social mobility for the Siddi community,
ongoing government support, cultural acknowledgment, and efforts to fight racial discrimination are vital.
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