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INTRODUCTION: A LIVING
MUSEUM OF HUMAN HISTORY

The Tribes of Andaman and Nicobar
represent some of the oldest and most
isolated  indigenous  cultures  on  Earth.
Scattered across a remote archipelago in
the Bay of  Bengal,  these communities
have  lived  in  near-total  seclusion  for
tens  of  thousands  of  years.  Their
existence  offers  a  rare,  unbroken
window  into  early  human  societies,
making  them  a  subject  of  immense
anthropological, historical, and biological
significance. For centuries, these islands
remained largely untouched by outside
influences,  allowing  distinct  languages,
unique  genetic  markers,  and  deeply
spiritual connections to the land and sea
to  flourish.  Today,  the  Tribes  of
Andaman  and  Nicobar  stand  at  a
critical  crossroads  between  preserving
their  ancient  heritage  and  facing  the
pressures  of  the  modern  wor ld.
Understanding  their  way  of  life,  their
struggles, and their resilience is crucial
for  appreciating  the  full  spectrum  of
human diversity and the urgent need for
thoughtful conservation.
The archipelago is  home to two broad
classifications of indigenous peoples: the
Negrito  tribes  of  the  Andaman Islands
and the Mongoloid tribes of the Nicobar
Islands.  Despite  their  geographic
proximity, these groups have developed
vastly  different  cultural,  linguistic,  and
physical  characteristics.  This  article

delves deep into the distinct worlds of
these  remarkable  communit ies,
exploring  their  history,  traditions,  and
the delicate balance they maintain with
the  outside  world.  The  Tribes  of
Andaman  and  Nicobar  are  not  a
monolithic group; they are a collection of
distinct  nations,  each  with  its  own
identity,  language,  and  worldview.

THE GREAT ANDAMANESE: A
LEGACY OF SURVIVAL

The Great Andamanese were once the
most numerous indigenous group in the
Andamans, with an estimated 5,000 to
8,000 individuals divided into ten distinct
tribes,  each  with  its  own  dialect.
Historically,  they  lived  along  the
coastlines and in the forests of the
larger  Andaman  Islands,  such  as
South Andaman, Middle Andaman, and
North  Andaman.  Their  society  was
organized  into  small,  nomadic  bands,
moving  with  the  seasons  to  hunt,  fish,
and  gather.

Traditional Way
of Life
The  Great  Andamanese  were  expert
hunter-gatherers.  Men  used  bows  and
arrows to hunt wild pigs, monitor lizards,
and birds, while women were responsible
for gathering shellfish, roots, honey, and
fruits from the dense forests. They built
simple,  temporary shelters  called chau
from leaves and branches, which could
be easily abandoned and rebuilt.  Their
spiritual beliefs were animistic, centered

https://www.strongadvocates.com/


2

2 Tribes Of Andaman And Nicobar 2025-04-10

around  a  deep  reverence  for  nature,
spirits of the forest and sea, and their
ancestors. Elaborate rituals marked life
events  like  birth,  initiation,  marriage,
and death.

The Impact of
Colonial Contact
and Modern
Challenges
The arrival  of  British  colonizers  in  the
19th  cen tu ry ,  f o l l owed  by  the
establishment of a penal colony, had a
catastrophic  effect  on  the  Great
Andamanese.  Exposure  to  new
diseases  like  measles,  influenza,
and syphilis, to which they had no
immuni ty ,  dec imated  the i r
population. By the early 20th century,
their numbers had plummeted to a few
hundred.  Forced  relocation  and  the
destruction  of  their  traditional  lands
further  eroded  their  culture.
T o d a y ,  t h e  r e m a i n i n g  G r e a t
Andamanese,  numbering  around 50  to
60 individuals, live on a reserved island
called  Strait  Island.  They  are  highly
acculturated,  speaking  a  simplified
version of  their  original  languages and
relying heavily  on government  rations.
While efforts are being made to preserve
their  cultural  heritage,  including
language  and  traditional  crafts,  they
face  ongoing  health  challenges  and  a
profound  loss  of  ancestral  knowledge.
Their story is a poignant example of how
rapidly a thriving culture can be pushed
to the brink of extinction.

THE ONGE: GUARDIANS OF
LITTLE ANDAMAN

The  Onge  tribe,  whose  name  means
"man"  or  "people,"  have  traditionally
inhabited  Little  Andaman  Island  and
several smaller surrounding islands. Like
the  Great  Andamanese,  they  are  of
Negrito  origin,  characterized  by  their
small  stature,  dark  skin,  and  tightly
curled hair. For centuries, they lived in
relat ive  isolat ion,  developing  a
sustainable lifestyle perfectly adapted to
their tropical island environment.

Subsistence and
Social Structure
The  Onge  are  semi-nomadic  hunter-
gatherers. Their diet consists of wild
pigs,  fish,  turtles,  mollusks,  yams,
and honey. They are skilled in making
dugout  canoes,  which  they  use  for
fishing and travel  along the coast.  Their
social  structure  is  egalitarian,  with
decisions often made collectively. They
live in large communal huts called koi-
nga,  which  can accommodate  multiple
families.  Their  material  culture  is
relatively  simple,  including  tools  made
from wood,  bone,  and  shell,  but  their
knowledge of the local flora and fauna is
extraordinarily detailed.

Spiritual Beliefs
and Cosmology
The  Onge  have  a  rich  spiritual  world.
They believe in a supreme being, Puluga,
who  is  associated  with  the  sun  and
thunder. A key figure in their mythology
is Eremtaga, a trickster hero who taught
them essential survival skills. They have
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elaborate rituals for ensuring successful
hunting and fishing, and they maintain a
deep connection with the spirits of the
forest and sea. Their songs and dances
are integral  to  their  ceremonies,  often
imitating the movements of animals.

Present-Day
Status
The  Onge  population  has  suffered  a
similar  fate to the Great  Andamanese,
declining from an estimated 1,000 in the
19th century to around 100-110 today.
They  are  now  confined  to  two  small
reserved areas on Little Andaman. The
I n d i a n  g o v e r n m e n t  h a s
implemented  protection  policies,
restricting  outside  contact  to
minimize  disease  transmission.
However,  they  face  new  threats,
i n c l u d i n g  h a b i t a t  l o s s  d u e  t o
deforestation  and  encroachment  by
settlers,  as  well  as  the  psychological
impact of confinement and dependency.
The Onge remain vulnerable, and efforts
to protect their way of life are a complex
and ongoing challenge.

THE JARAWA: THE LAST FREE
HUNTER-GATHERERS

Perhaps  the  most  well-known  of  the
Tribes of Andaman and Nicobar, the
Jarawa  have  become  a  symbol  of
resistance  and  survival.  Numbering  an
estimated 400 to 500 individuals,  they
inhabit  a  large  forest  reserve  on  the
west  coast  of  South  and  Middle
Andaman  Islands.  Unlike  the  Great
Andamanese and Onge, the Jarawa have
famously  resisted  assimilation  and
maintained their  traditional  way of  life
with fierce determination.

Life on Their
Own Terms
T h e  J a r a w a  r e m a i n e d  l a r g e l y
uncontacted until the late 20th century.
They  are  skilled  hunter-gatherers  who
rely  on  the  forest  and the  sea.  Their
society  is  organized  into  bands,
each with its own territory. They are
known  for  their  expert  bow-and-arrow
hunting,  fishing  with  spears,  and
collecting honey and roots. They live in
simple, dome-shaped huts called koi-nga
(similar to the Onge). The Jarawa have a
deep spiritual connection to their land,
and their rituals and beliefs are closely
tied to the natural world. For decades,
they were viewed with fear by settlers,
and  violent  encounters  were  not
uncommon. However,  since the 1990s,
more peaceful, though strictly regulated,
contact has occurred.

The Danger of
the Andaman
Trunk Road
The single greatest threat to the Jarawa
is  the  Andaman  Trunk  Road  (ATR),  a
highway that cuts directly through their
forest reserve. This road has opened
their  territory  to  illegal  poaching,
logging, and tourism.  "Jarawa tours"
became a  dark  tourist  attraction,  with
visitors stopping to throw food and gifts,
disrupting  their  foraging  and  exposing
them  to  diseases.  While  the  Indian
Supreme  Court  has  banned  such
tourism,  enforcement  remains  a
challenge.  The ATR also facilitates  the
infiltration of outsiders, who may bring in
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deadly  pathogens  like  measles  and
influenza.

Complex
Interactions with
the Outside
World
The Jarawa are not entirely unaware of
the  outside  world.  Some  groups  have
begun  to  accept  occasional  gifts  from
the forest department and interact with
government  officials.  However,  they
remain  fiercely  protective  of  their
autonomy.  Their  population  has
remained  stable,  a  testament  to  their
resilience.  The  key  is  to  find  a  way  to
p r o t e c t  t h e i r  t e r r i t o r y  f r o m
encroachment while  allowing them the
choice to engage with the modern world
on  their  own  terms.  The  story  of  the
Jarawa is a powerful reminder that some
cultures can survive if given the space
and protection they need.

THE SENTINELESE: THE WORLD'S
MOST ISOLATED TRIBE

The  Sentinelese,  inhabitants  of  North
Sentinel  Island,  are  perhaps  the  most
isolated and least understood of all the
Tribes  of  Andaman  and  Nicobar.
They have resolutely rejected all contact
with  the  outside  world  for  centuries.
Their  population  is  estimated  to  be
between 50 and 400 individuals, making
accurate counts impossible. They are a
living enigma, representing the ultimate
expression  of  a  people's  right  to  self-
determination and isolation.

A Life Beyond
Contact
Every th ing  we  know  about  the
Sentinelese  comes  from  distant
observation  and  rare,  fleeting  glimpses.
They are Negritos, and their way of life is
presumed  to  be  s imi lar  to  other
Andamanese  hunter-gatherers.  They
are known to fish, hunt, and gather
in the forest and on the reef. They
build  small,  temporary  huts  and  use
simple  tools  and  weapons,  including
bows,  arrows,  and  spears.  They  are
famous for their hostile responses to any
attempted  contact,  firing  arrows  at
helicopters,  boats,  and  anyone  who
comes too close. This is not aggression
in  the  usual  sense;  it  is  a  clear  and
consistent message: "Leave us alone."

Legal and Ethical
Protection
In the wake of the 2004 Indian Ocean
tsunami,  which  devastated  the  region,
there  was  immense  concern  for  the
Sentinelese.  However,  subsequent
observations  confirmed  they  had
survived,  demonstrating  their  deep
knowledge  of  their  environment.  Both
the  Ind ian  government  and
international  anthropologists  have
adopted  a  policy  of  "hands-off"
protection. The Indian government has
established a 5-kilometer exclusion zone
around North Sentinel Island, making it
illegal to approach or attempt contact.
This policy is based on the recognition
that any contact would almost certainly
be fatal for the Sentinelese, who have no
immunity  to  common  diseases.  Their
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right to live in isolation has been legally
recognized, making them a unique case
study  in  how  to  protect  vulnerable
indigenous  peoples.

The Lesson of
the Sentinelese
The Sentinelese are a powerful symbol
of the fragility of human diversity. Their
continued  existence  is  a  testament  to
their strength and a reminder that not all
peoples  want  what  the  modern  world
has  to  offer.  They  challenge  our
assumpt i ons  abou t  p rog ress ,
development, and the nature of human
contact.  The  best  way  to  respect  the
Sentinelese  is  to  leave  them  entirely
alone,  allowing them to  continue their
age-old way of life on their own island.

THE NICOBAR ISLANDS: A
DIFFERENT CULTURAL WORLD

The  Nicobar  Islands  tell  a  completely
different  story.  The  indigenous  peoples
of the Nicobars are of Mongoloid origin,
with lighter skin, more Asiatic features,
and distinct cultural and linguistic ties to
Southeast Asia. The two main groups are
the Nicobarese and the Shompen.

The Nicobarese:
A Seafaring
People
The Nicobarese are the largest and most
well-known group in the Nicobar Islands,
with a population of over 25,000. They
live  in  coastal  villages  throughout  the
archipelago. Their society is based on
matrilineal  clans  and  a  strong

connection  to  the  sea.  They  are
expert  fishermen,  boat  builders,  and
traders. Their villages are characterized
by  large,  communal  houses  on  stilts,
bui l t  from  wood  and  thatch.  The
Nicobarese  have  a  rich  oral  tradition,
with  elaborate  songs,  dances,  and
stories. They have a pantheon of spirits
and a complex system of rituals related
to  life  events  and  the  natural  cycle.
Unlike  the  Andamanese  tribes,  the
Nicobarese  have  had  a  much  longer
history  of  contact  with  traders  and
missionaries, leading to a higher degree
of  acculturation.  Today,  many  are
Christians, while still retaining aspects of
their traditional culture.

The Shompen:
The Mysterious
Inlanders
The Shompen are the other indigenous
group  of  the  Nicobars,  living  in  the
interior forests of Great Nicobar Island.
They are much more isolated than the
Nicobarese and have avoided sustained
c o n t a c t .  Est imates  o f  the i r
population range from 200 to 400
individuals.  They  are  semi-nomadic
hunter-gatherers who rely on the forest
for food and materials. Their language is
distinct  and  poorly  understood.  The
Shompen are  incredibly  shy  and  have
historically  resisted  contact.  When
approached,  they  often  flee.  The  Indian
government  has  adopted  a  policy  of
limited, non-intrusive contact to monitor
their  health  and  well-being,  but  they
remain  one  of  the  least  known  tribal
groups  in  the  world.  The  ongoing
development of  a major port on Great
Nicobar Island poses a significant  threat
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to their habitat and way of life.

LEGAL FRAMEWORK AND

CONSERVATION EFFORTS

The Tribes of


