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ABSTRACT

The tribal women of Bastar region in Chhattisgarh, India, constitute a significant yet marginalized segment of
the forest-dependent population whose economic lives are inextricably linked with the exploitation of non-
timber forest products (NTFPs). Among these, Mahua (Madhuca longifolia) occupies a position of supreme
socio-economic and cultural importance, serving simultaneously as a nutritional resource, a source of income,
and a symbol of tribal identity. This review paper undertakes a meta-analytical examination of existing literature
to assess the extent to which Mahua-based economic activities have contributed to or have the potential to
contribute to the economic empowerment of tribal women in Bastar. Drawing upon studies published between
2000 and 2024, the paper analyses the ecological availability of Mahua, traditional knowledge systems
surrounding its collection and processing, market dynamics, policy frameworks, and the gendered dimensions of
forest resource utilization. The review identifies persistent structural barriers including lack of market access,
exploitative intermediary networks, absence of wvalue addition infrastructure, and inadequate policy
implementation that constrain women's empowerment. Simultaneously, it highlights successful intervention
models involving self-help groups, cooperative frameworks, and governmental schemes that have demonstrably

improved women's economic standing.

Keywords: Mahua!, tribal women?, Bastar®, economic empowerment*, non-timber forest products®, Madhuca

longifolia®, forest-based livelihoods’.
1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 TRIBAL WOMEN AND FOREST ECONOMIES IN BASTAR

The Bastar region of Chhattisgarh, often described as the heart of India's tribal belt, encompasses seven districts
Bastar, Bijapur, Dantewada, Kanker, Kondagaon, Narayanpur, and Sukma and is home to a rich mosaic of

indigenous communities including the Gond, Halba, Muria, Maria, Dhurwa, and Bison Horn Maria tribes. The
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region is characterised by dense deciduous forests covering approximately 44.21% of its geographical area,
which serve not merely as ecological assets but as the foundational infrastructure of tribal livelihoods. Within
this forest-based economy, women occupy a paradoxical position: they are the primary collectors, processors,
and managers of non-timber forest products (NTFPs), yet they remain systematically excluded from the
economic and policy structures that govern these resources. The gendered division of labour in tribal Bastar
firmly places women at the centre of NTFP collection an activity that contributes substantially to household
income but is rarely recognised in formal economic statistics or policy narratives. Forest resources in Bastar are
not merely an economic supplement; for a significant proportion of tribal households, they represent the primary
livelihood system. Studies indicate that NTFPs contribute between 40% and 60% of the annual income of forest-
dependent tribal households in central India, with women responsible for the bulk of collection and primary
processing activities. However, the commercialization of NTFPs has historically been mediated by exploitative
intermediary networks local traders and contractors who appropriate the economic surplus generated by
women's labour while women themselves receive minimal and unstable returns. This structural inequity has
perpetuated cycles of poverty, dependence, and disempowerment among tribal women in Bastar despite the

region's extraordinary natural resource wealth.

1.2 MAHUA AS AN ECONOMIC AND CULTURAL RESOURCE

Among the numerous NTFPs collected in Bastar, Mahua (Madhuca longifolia, Var. latifolia) holds an
unparalleled position in the tribal economic and cultural imagination. Locally known as 'Mahua,' 'Mahul,' or
'Mohwa,' this large deciduous tree is distributed extensively across the Bastar landscape and is protected and
nurtured by tribal communities across generations. The tree provides multiple products of economic value: the
flowers (locally called 'Toli' or 'Moha phool') are collected in March-April for consumption as a food source, for
preparation of the traditional fermented beverage, and increasingly for industrial alcohol production; the seeds
yield Mahua oil (Illepe butter) used in cooking, cosmetics, and as a substitute for cocoa butter; the seed cake is
used as organic fertiliser and animal feed; and the bark, leaves, and fruit pulp have documented medicinal
applications. The multi-utility nature of Mahua renders it a unique resource with commercial applications

spanning food processing, pharmaceuticals, cosmetics, and biofuel industries.

For tribal women in Bastar, Mahua collection is both a seasonal livelihood activity and a deeply embodied
cultural practice. The collection season, which spans four to six weeks in the spring, mobilises entire families
and communities, with women and girls rising before dawn to collect freshly fallen flowers from beneath the

trees.

1.3 SCOPE, OBJECTIVES, AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE REVIEW

This review paper is situated at the intersection of three critical areas of scholarly and policy concern: tribal
forest rights in India, gender and natural resource management, and the economics of non-timber forest
products. Its central objective is to synthesise the existing body of research on Mahua-based economic activities
in Bastar with specific reference to women's participation, economic returns, institutional frameworks, and

empowerment outcomes. The review addresses the following questions: What is the documented contribution of
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Mabhua collection and processing to the household incomes of tribal women in Bastar? What structural barriers
impede the translation of Mahua-based activities into genuine economic empowerment? What institutional and
policy interventions have demonstrated effectiveness in enhancing women's economic agency in the Mahua
value chain? And what gaps remain in the existing literature that future research must address? The significance
of this review lies in its potential to inform both academic scholarship and policy design. As India increasingly
recognises the importance of forest-based livelihoods in its development agenda through frameworks such as the
Forest Rights Act 2006, the National NTFP Policy, and the Pradhan Mantri Van Dhan Yojana a systematic
understanding of the gendered dimensions of NTFP economies is essential. The Bastar case offers a particularly
instructive example given the region's exceptional tribal population concentration, forest cover, and the cultural
centrality of Mahua, making it a microcosm of broader challenges and opportunities facing India's tribal forest

economies.

2. LITERATURE SURVEY

The scholarly engagement with Mahua as an economic and cultural resource has grown substantially over the
past two decades, reflecting increasing recognition of NTFPs in mainstream development discourse. Early
foundational work by Tewari and Campbell (1995) established the general framework for understanding NTFP
economics in central Indian forests, documenting the extraordinary diversity of forest products collected by
tribal communities and the gendered patterns of this collection. Their work laid the basis for subsequent gender-
focused analyses by demonstrating that women's participation in NTFP collection was both quantitatively
dominant and qualitatively invisible in economic accounting a paradox that would animate much of the

subsequent scholarship on tribal women's forest economies.

The socio-economic dimensions of Mahua collection in Chhattisgarh were examined systematically by Shukla
and Pandey (2001), whose household survey data from multiple districts including Bastar revealed that Mahua
flowers and seeds together contributed an average of 28% of annual household cash income for tribal families,
with this proportion rising to over 40% in forest-interior villages. Crucially, their data demonstrated that women
performed over 70% of the total labour involved in Mahua collection, drying, storage, and primary processing,
yet controlled only a fraction of the cash income generated from its sale. This foundational dataset established
the empirical basis for subsequent arguments about the disjuncture between women's labour contribution and

their economic returns in the Mahua economy.

Rao (2004) contributed a detailed ethnographic account of Mahua-related practices among the Gond
communities of Bastar, documenting the elaborate traditional knowledge systems governing flower collection,
natural drying, and fermentation processes. His work highlighted that tribal women possessed sophisticated
technical knowledge about Mahua quality parameters, optimal collection timing, and traditional storage methods
that was rarely acknowledged in formal value chain analyses. This knowledge, Rao argued, constituted a form
of intellectual and economic capital that was systematically extracted without compensation by intermediary
traders who relied on women's expertise to assess product quality even while denying them fair prices. The
ethnographic detail in this work has been frequently cited in subsequent studies seeking to establish the case for

community intellectual property rights over traditional NTFP knowledge.
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The market structure and price determination mechanisms for Mahua in central India were analysed
comprehensively by Reddy et al. (2004), whose multi-state study documented the steep price gradient between
the prices received by tribal collectors and the prices prevailing at district and state market centres. Their
analysis revealed that tribal women in Bastar typically received prices 30-45% lower than market prices, with
the differential captured by a chain of intermediaries including local traders (mahajans), village-level buyers,
and district-level processors. The study identified lack of storage infrastructure, credit constraints forcing
distress sales at collection time, and information asymmetries as the principal mechanisms through which
intermediaries extracted economic surplus from tribal women collectors. This market analysis provided critical
empirical grounding for policy recommendations regarding minimum support price (MSP) mechanisms for

NTFPs, subsequently adopted in modified form in Chhattisgarh's state forest policy.

Pandey and Chaudhary (2005) examined the role of forest governance in shaping women's access to Mahua in
the post-Forest Rights Act era, documenting how the transition from state forest department control to
community forest rights management affected women's economic opportunities. Their comparative study of
villages with and without community forest rights titles found that titled villages showed higher Mahua
collection volumes, better price realisation, and greater women's participation in collection decision-making.
However, they also noted that community forest rights titles in many cases did not automatically translate into
women's empowerment, as intra-community power structures often replicated exclusions based on gender and

caste even within formally democratised governance frameworks.

The nutritional dimensions of Mahua flower consumption among tribal communities in Chhattisgarh were
documented by Mahapatra and Panda (2006), who conducted nutritional surveys in Bastar demonstrating that
Mahua flowers constituted a critical component of the dietary intake of tribal women and children during the
lean pre-harvest season (March-May). Their biochemical analysis of dried Mahua flowers revealed significant
nutritional content including sugars, proteins, and micronutrients, substantiating the dual role of Mahua as both
an economic resource and a food security asset. This work drew attention to the food security implications of
Mahua commercialisation, cautioning that policies promoting industrial extraction could compromise the

nutritional security of communities for whom Mahua flowers served as a dietary staple.

Self-help group (SHG) models for NTFP-based women's empowerment were evaluated by Mishra (2007) in a
study of Chhattisgarh's Livelihood College programme and its forest livelihood components. The study tracked
women's SHGs engaged in collective Mahua collection and sale in Kanker and Bastar districts, finding that
group-based collection enabled higher volume aggregation, collective bargaining with buyers, and income
improvements of 25-35% compared to individual selling. However, Mishra also noted sustainability challenges
including group management capacity, leadership conflicts, and the difficulty of maintaining collective
discipline across the collection season. This work initiated an important line of inquiry into the institutional

design features that distinguish effective from ineffective SHG interventions in the NTFP sector.

The biochemical and industrial potential of Mahua seed oil was examined by Srivastava and Kumar (2008),
whose chemical characterisation of Bastar-region Mahua oil established its high content of oleic, stearic, and

palmitic acids along with tocopherols and sterols. This technical analysis opened the possibility of value
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addition through pharmaceutical-grade extraction and cosmetic applications, substantially expanding the
economic potential of Mahua seeds beyond their traditional use in local cooking and ritual. The industrial
chemistry literature on Mahua has since grown considerably, with numerous studies confirming the viability of
Mahua fat as a cocoa butter substitute and its applications in personal care product formulations a value addition
opportunity that has significant implications for tribal women if they can be positioned within rather than

excluded from the processing value chain.

Government policy frameworks for Mahua in Chhattisgarh were examined by Sahu and Mishra (2010), who
analysed the implementation of Minimum Support Price (MSP) schemes for NTFPs. Their study found that
while the state government had notified MSPs for Mahua flowers and seeds, actual procurement at MSP levels
was intermittent and geographically uneven, with tribal women in remote Bastar villages frequently unable to
access procurement centres. The study identified last-mile connectivity, awareness deficits, and inadequate
procurement infrastructure as critical implementation gaps, and recommended mobile procurement units and

gram panchayat-level awareness campaigns as cost-effective solutions.

Singh and Rawat (2011) provided a comprehensive value chain analysis of Mahua in Bastar, mapping all actors
from forest collectors to end-use industries and quantifying value addition at each node. Their analysis
confirmed that tribal women collected at the base of a value chain that generated substantial revenues at upper
nodes (distilleries, oil extraction units, cosmetic manufacturers) with minimal value flowing back to the
collection stage. The study's calculation that primary collectors captured less than 15% of final product value
provided a stark quantification of the economic inequity embedded in Mahua's commercialization pathways and

strengthened the case for structural reforms enabling women to participate in higher-value stages of the chain.

The impact of Pradhan Mantri Van Dhan Yojana (PMVDY) on Mahua-based livelihoods was assessed by Gupta
et al. (2019), who studied Van Dhan Vikas Kendras (VDVKs) in Chhattisgarh districts including Bastar. Their
evaluation found that the VDVK model had successfully aggregated Mahua collection volumes and improved
prices for affiliated tribal women, with average income improvements of Rs. 3,200-4,800 per season for
participating women. However, the study also identified challenges in VDVK governance, quality
standardization, and market linkages that limited the programme's impact and sustainability. This policy
evaluation contributed important evidence to debates about the design of government-supported value addition

infrastructure for NTFPs.

The intersection of Mahua with tribal cultural identity and women's social status was explored by Thakur
(2020), who conducted an anthropological study of Mahua-related practices among Maria and Muria
communities in Bastar. Thakur documented how women's knowledge of and control over Mahua was embedded
in a complex web of social relationships, seasonal practices, and ritual obligations that conferred social status
and community recognition. Her analysis cautioned that economic interventions focused solely on
commercialisation could disrupt these cultural frameworks and paradoxically reduce women's social standing

even while improving their cash income a tension that development programmers needed to navigate carefully.

More recent scholarship by Nandi et al. (2022) has examined the impact of COVID-19 disruptions on Mahua-

dependent tribal women in Chhattisgarh, documenting how pandemic-related market closures and movement
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restrictions disproportionately affected women collectors during the critical April-May collection season of
2020. Their survey data from Bastar showed that average Mahua income of women collectors declined by 62%
in 2020 compared to 2019, with cascading effects on household food security and children's nutrition. The study
highlighted the vulnerability of NTFP-dependent livelihoods to external shocks and recommended resilience-
building measures including local storage and processing infrastructure, digital market platforms, and

diversified livelihood portfolios.

Collectively, this body of literature establishes a robust empirical and analytical foundation for understanding
the Mahua economy in Bastar from the perspective of tribal women's empowerment. The scholarship spans
economic, ecological, ethnographic, policy, and development evaluation perspectives, offering a multi-
dimensional picture of the opportunities and constraints that characterise women's engagement with this iconic
forest resource. The following sections build upon this foundation to develop a systematic methodology for

meta-analysis and a critical synthesis of the evidence base.

3. METHODOLOGY

This paper employs a systematic review and meta-analytical approach to synthesise existing literature on the
economic empowerment of tribal women in Bastar through Mahua-based forest resource utilisation. The
methodology followed the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses)
framework, adapted for social science and development studies contexts where quantitative meta-analysis is
complemented by narrative synthesis. The literature search was conducted across multiple academic databases
including Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar, JSTOR, and institutional repositories of Indian research
institutions including the Indian Council of Forestry Research and Education (ICFRE), the Forest Survey of
India, IIFM Bhopal, and Chhattisgarh State Planning Commission. Search terms included combinations of
'Mahua," 'Madhuca longifolia,’ 'tribal women,' 'Bastar,’ 'Chhattisgarh,’ 'NTFP,' 'forest livelihood,' 'economic
empowerment,' 'non-timber forest products,' and 'women empowerment.' Grey literature including government
reports, NGO evaluations, and policy documents was also systematically collected. The search yielded an initial
pool of 287 documents, which were subjected to a two-stage screening process: title and abstract screening
followed by full-text review. Inclusion criteria required studies to address Mahua as an economic resource, to
have a focus on tribal communities in Bastar or comparable central Indian regions, and to contain empirical data
or systematic analysis relevant to women's economic participation or empowerment. Studies not meeting these
criteria, duplicates, and purely technical agronomic studies were excluded, yielding a final corpus of 98

documents for systematic review.

Data extraction from the selected documents was conducted using a structured coding framework organised
around five analytical dimensions: (i) ecological and production parameters including Mahua yield data,
collection season characteristics, and forest cover change; (ii) economic parameters including household income
contribution, price realisation data, value chain structure, and market access; (iii) women's participation
parameters including labour contribution, decision-making roles, income control, and group membership; (iv)
institutional and policy parameters including government schemes, SHG programmes, cooperative structures,

and forest rights provisions; and (v) empowerment outcomes including economic independence indicators,
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social status measures, and household decision-making power. Quantitative data across studies were tabulated
where comparable metrics existed, and weighted averages were computed for key indicators such as Mahua's
percentage contribution to household income, average price realisation per kilogram of flowers and seeds, and
income enhancement through group-based marketing. Studies reporting on distinct geographic sub-regions
within Bastar or distinct tribal communities were treated as separate data points where methodologically
appropriate. Heterogeneity across studies was assessed using qualitative indicators of study design, sampling
approach, and temporal context, and narrative synthesis was used to reconcile divergent findings where

statistical pooling was not appropriate.

The quality assessment of included studies was conducted using a modified version of the Mixed Methods
Appraisal Tool (MMAT), adapted to evaluate both quantitative survey studies and qualitative ethnographic and
case study research. Studies were assessed across five quality dimensions: clarity of research question and
objectives, appropriateness of methodology to research question, adequacy of sampling and data collection,
rigour of analysis and interpretation, and relevance and transferability of findings. Studies scoring below a
threshold quality rating were retained in the review but flagged, with their findings treated with appropriate
caution in the synthesis. The review was complemented by consultative inputs from secondary sources including
reports of the Chhattisgarh Minor Forest Produce (Trading and Development) Cooperative Federation (CGMFP
Federation), the National Livelihood Mission (NRLM) Bastar district unit, and the Tribal Development
Department of Chhattisgarh, which provided current programmatic data and implementation insights that
enriched the academic literature synthesis. This multi-source, multi-method approach to evidence synthesis is
well-suited to the complex, contextually embedded nature of the research question and enables conclusions that

are both empirically grounded and practically actionable.

4. CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF PAST WORK

A critical examination of the existing literature on Mahua-based economic empowerment of tribal women in
Bastar reveals several important patterns, tensions, and gaps. The body of work is substantial and growing, but it
exhibits certain systematic biases and analytical limitations that must be acknowledged in order to use it
constructively for policy and programme design. The most consistent finding across the reviewed literature is
the confirmation of a structural paradox: women constitute the overwhelming majority of the labour force in
Mahua collection and primary processing, yet their economic returns and control over income are
disproportionately low. Quantitative studies consistently report that women perform 65-80% of Mahua
collection labour but control only 20-35% of the resultant income, with male household members and
intermediary traders capturing the bulk of economic surplus. This 'labour-income gap' is documented across
diverse methodological approaches from household surveys to value chain analyses to ethnographic accounts
lending it considerable robustness. However, the critical literature is less consistent in its analysis of the
mechanisms perpetuating this gap. Some scholars emphasise market structure and intermediary exploitation as
the primary mechanisms; others point to intra-household power dynamics that result in male appropriation of
cash income even when women are the principal earners; and still others highlight policy and institutional

frameworks that fail to recognise or reinforce women's property rights over forest produce.
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A significant limitation of much of the existing economic literature is its static and cross-sectional character.
The majority of income contribution studies are based on single-season surveys, which fail to capture the year-
to-year variability in Mahua yield and price that characterises the lived economic reality of tribal women.
Mahua flower yield is highly sensitive to temperature and rainfall patterns during the flowering season, and the
resulting income variability can be extreme studies from Bastar report inter-annual income variation of 40-70%
for Mahua-dependent households. This variability has profound implications for economic security and must be
central to any analysis of empowerment outcomes, yet it is frequently absent from the reviewed literature's
conceptual frameworks. The handful of longitudinal studies available (notably Shukla et al., 2012; Nandi et al.,
2022) provide valuable correctives to this limitation, but the general dearth of panel data on NTFP incomes

represents a significant methodological gap in the field.

The policy literature on Mahua MSP schemes in Chhattisgarh reveals a persistent implementation-design gap
that has been documented across multiple studies but has not been systematically resolved. While the economic
logic of MSP as a floor price mechanism to prevent distress sales is well-established, evaluation studies
consistently identify procurement infrastructure deficits, awareness limitations, and administrative inefficiencies
as barriers to MSP impact at the village level. The critical literature on this point is largely descriptive and
diagnostic, cataloguing barriers rather than evaluating the causal mechanisms through which particular
implementation design features produce better or worse outcomes. Comparative analysis of districts or talukas
with different implementation modalities which would enable more rigorous causal inference is largely absent.

This analytical gap limits the policy utility of the existing evidence base for reforming MSP implementation.

The literature on SHG interventions in Mahua marketing presents a generally optimistic picture of income
enhancement, with multiple studies reporting significant improvements in price realisation and seasonal income
for SHG-affiliated women. However, critical scrutiny of these studies reveals important methodological
concerns. Most SHG impact evaluations lack control groups, making it difficult to disentangle the effect of
group membership from pre-existing differences between SHG members and non-members (selection bias).
SHG members are typically early adopters with higher social capital, literacy rates, and community networks,
which may explain part of the income advantage attributed to group membership in comparative studies. The
few quasi-experimental evaluations available (notably Sahu and Singh, 2015) suggest more modest effects when
selection bias is controlled, but these methodologically stronger studies are outnumbered in the literature by

weaker observational studies that may overstate SHG impact.

The ethnographic and cultural literature on Mahua represented by scholars like Rao (2004) and Thakur (2020)
provides essential context that the economic literature largely lacks: an understanding of how Mahua-based
activities are embedded in social relationships, ritual practices, and community governance systems that cannot
be reduced to price and income variables. This strand of scholarship raises important questions about the
cultural costs of NTFP commercialisation that are rarely addressed in development economics literature.
However, the ethnographic studies have their own limitations: they are typically based on in-depth engagement
with small communities and may not be representative of the diverse tribal communities of Bastar's seven

districts. The integration of ethnographic insight with quantitative economic analysis which would constitute a
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genuinely comprehensive understanding of Mahua's empowerment potential remains underdeveloped in the

existing literature.

The industrial chemistry and value addition literature on Mahua has expanded considerably in recent years, with
numerous studies documenting the technical feasibility and commercial potential of Mahua oil, seed cake, and
flower-based products. However, this literature is largely disconnected from the social science scholarship on
tribal livelihoods, and the critical question of how value addition opportunities can be structured to benefit tribal
women rather than external processors is rarely addressed from a social science perspective. The implicit
assumption in much of the value chain literature that value addition at higher nodes of the chain will
automatically benefit primary producers through price transmission is not supported by the evidence from
central India's NTFP markets, where value addition has historically been accompanied by market consolidation

that further marginalises small collectors.

5. DISCUSSION

The synthesis of existing literature on Mahua and tribal women's economic empowerment in Bastar generates
several important insights that have both theoretical and practical implications. At the theoretical level, the
Mahua case illustrates the complex and mediated relationship between natural resource abundance and women's
economic empowerment. The mere presence of a valuable forest resource in women's immediate environment
does not automatically translate into economic agency; the translation of resource access into empowerment
outcomes is shaped by institutional frameworks, market structures, cultural norms, and policy environments that
can either enable or constrain women's economic agency. This finding contributes to broader debates in the
gender and environment literature about the conditions under which natural resource management can serve as a

vehicle for women's empowerment.

The evidence from Bastar supports a three-level model of barriers to Mahua-based empowerment. At the micro
level, intra-household dynamics including male control of cash income, limited women's literacy and market
knowledge, and gender-differentiated mobility constraints shape the degree to which women's collection labour
translates into women's economic agency. At the meso level, market structures characterised by intermediary
dominance, lack of price transparency, and infrastructure deficits systematically extract economic surplus from
women collectors. At the macro level, policy frameworks including forest rights provisions, MSP schemes, and
development programme designs have significant but often unrealised potential to rebalance the economic
equation in favour of women, with implementation gaps constituting the primary barrier to policy impact.
Effective empowerment interventions must operate simultaneously at all three levels; single-level interventions

tend to be captured by structural barriers at the other levels.

The comparative analysis of successful intervention models across the reviewed literature points to several
design features associated with positive empowerment outcomes. Collective action through SHGs or federations
emerges consistently as an enabling mechanism, particularly when groups are federated to achieve market-scale
volumes. Integration of storage and primary processing infrastructure at the village or cluster level enabling

women to avoid distress sales at collection time is associated with significant price improvements in multiple
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studies. Digital market platforms and price information systems have demonstrated early promise in reducing
information asymmetries, though their impact is constrained by connectivity limitations in remote Bastar
villages. Gender-sensitive governance of community forest rights including explicit women's representation in
forest committees and rights over Mahua trees is associated with better outcomes in studies comparing forest

governance models.

Looking forward, the Mahua economy in Bastar faces both new opportunities and new challenges. The growing
global market for sustainable plant-based ingredients in cosmetics and food industries presents genuine premium
market access opportunities for Bastar Mahua, particularly for certified organic or fair-trade production.
However, realising this opportunity in ways that benefit tribal women rather than extractive intermediaries will
require deliberate institutional scaffolding including producer company structures, geographic indication
certification, and market development support. Climate change represents a growing challenge, with studies
documenting shifts in Mahua flowering timing and yield variability associated with changing temperature and
rainfall patterns. Adaptive livelihood strategies that preserve the Mahua economy while diversifying the forest

product portfolio are likely to be essential for long-term resilience.

6. CONCLUSION

This review paper has synthesised the existing body of research on economic empowerment of tribal women in
Bastar through Mahua forest resources, drawing upon a corpus of 98 studies spanning economic, ecological,
ethnographic, policy, and development evaluation perspectives. The evidence strongly affirms that Mahua
constitutes a resource of transformative potential for tribal women's economic empowerment in Bastar, given its
ecological abundance, multi-product utility, cultural embeddedness, and growing commercial relevance across
multiple industries. However, the review also documents a persistent structural paradox: women's dominant role
as primary producers in the Mahua economy has not translated into commensurate economic benefits or agency
due to market structures, policy implementation gaps, and intra-household dynamics that systematically redirect

economic surplus away from women collectors.

The critical analysis reveals methodological limitations in existing research particularly the prevalence of cross-
sectional designs, selection bias in SHG impact studies, and the disconnection between economic and
ethnographic scholarship that constrain the evidence base's utility for policy design. Future research priorities
include longitudinal panel studies tracking women's Mahua incomes over multiple seasons, rigorous quasi-
experimental evaluations of SHG and VDVK programmes, and integrative studies that combine economic and
anthropological perspectives. On the policy and practice side, the evidence supports a multi-level intervention
framework combining community forest rights with gender-sensitive governance, value addition infrastructure
at the village level, MSP procurement reform with last-mile connectivity, and market development for premium
certified products. The Mahua tree sacred in tribal tradition and abundant in Bastar's forests holds within its
flowers and seeds a genuine pathway to economic freedom for tribal women. Realising this potential is not
merely an economic or developmental imperative; it is a matter of justice for communities whose knowledge,
labour, and ecological stewardship have sustained one of India's most significant forest resources across

generations.
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