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Abstract 

The Siddis, a community of African descent in India, represent one of the most compelling yet 

overlooked stories in the nation’s pursuit of Olympic glory in athletics. Descendants of East 

African migrants who arrived between the 15th and 19th centuries as merchants, sailors, slaves, 

and mercenaries, the Siddis eventually rose to positions of power, with some even becoming 

influential rulers and military leaders in Indian history. Today, they primarily reside in the 

states of Karnataka, Gujarat, Maharashtra, and Andhra Pradesh, preserving a unique cultural 

identity while remaining an integral part of India’s diverse social fabric. 

In 1987, the Sports Authority of India (SAI) launched the Special Area Games (SAG) program 

with a visionary aim: to identify and nurture exceptional athletic talent within the Siddi 

community for international competition. Leveraging their natural prowess in speed, strength, 

and endurance, the initiative sought to transform promising young Siddis into world-class track 

and field athletes. Several community members have since donned the Indian tricolor at Asian 

and South Asian Games, delivering notable performances and igniting hopes for India’s long-

awaited Olympic medal in athletics. 

Despite their contributions to the nation’s sporting aspirations, the Siddis continue to battle 

systemic racism, social marginalization, and daily discrimination. Frequently perceived as 

outsiders in the only homeland they have known for generations, they grapple with identity 

struggles even as they chase excellence on the track. This article explores the remarkable 

journey of Siddi athletes from historical migration to modern sporting dreams while examining 

the dual realities of national pride and persistent prejudice. 

As part of the “101 Traces” series, this narrative highlights how a dwindling yet resilient 

community embodies both the strengths and challenges of India’s multicultural landscape. The 

Siddis are not merely athletes; they are living symbols of endurance, talent, and the unyielding 

hope that diversity can fuel national excellence on the global stage. 
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Introduction 

In the dense forests of Uttara Kannada, Karnataka, a young boy once chased wild game 

alongside his father. Barefoot, swift, and fearless, Ravikiran Siddi learned the rhythm of speed 

long before he ever stepped onto a synthetic track. Today, that same young man crouches in 

the starting blocks, heart pounding, eyes locked on a distant finish line that stretches far beyond 

the red earth of his village. His powerful strides carry not just personal ambition, but the 

collective dreams of an entire community and, increasingly, the hopes of a nation hungry for 

Olympic success in athletics. 

The Siddis, a vibrant community of African descent living in India for generations, are 

emerging as one of the country’s most promising prospects for a long-elusive Olympic medal 

in track and field. With their natural explosive power, speed, and endurance, young Siddi 

athletes are challenging the notion that India’s Olympic glory in sprinting and jumping events 

must remain a distant dream. Yet their story is far more than a sports tale. It is a profound 

narrative of migration, resilience, identity, discrimination, and belonging in the world’s largest 

democracy. 

The Siddis trace their roots to East Africa, primarily descendants of Bantu peoples from the 

Zanj coast. Between the 15th and 19th centuries and possibly even earlier their ancestors 

arrived on Indian shores through the Indian Ocean trade networks. Some came as free 

merchants and sailors, others as mercenaries hired by Indian rulers, and many as enslaved 

individuals brought by Arab, Portuguese, and later British traders. Over centuries, they 

integrated into Indian society while preserving distinctive cultural elements their vibrant music, 

dance forms like Dammal, traditional attire, and a unique blend of African and Indian identities. 

Today, the Siddi population in India is estimated between 50,000 and 300,000, with significant 

concentrations in Karnataka, Gujarat, Maharashtra, and Andhra Pradesh. Many live in forested 

or rural pockets, often in economically challenging conditions. Despite deep historical roots, 

they frequently face social marginalization. Their distinctly African features often lead to them 

being labeled as “outsiders” or “foreigners” in everyday life, even though their families have 

called India home for over five centuries. Some Siddis even rose to prominence in Indian 

history   most notably Malik Ambar, the Siddi ruler and military genius who became de facto 

leader of the Ahmadnagar Sultanate in the 17th century. From slaves and soldiers to rulers and 
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administrators, the community’s contributions to India’s past are undeniable. 

It was this unique heritage that caught the attention of Indian sports administrators in the 1980s. 

India has historically struggled in Olympic track and field events. Despite a population of over 

1.4 billion, the country has won very few medals in athletics at the Olympics, with Neeraj 

Chopra’s historic javelin gold in Tokyo 2020 marking a rare breakthrough. For decades, sports 

officials searched for pockets of untapped talent. In 1987, the Sports Authority of India (SAI) 

launched the Special Area Games (SAG) program an ambitious and somewhat controversial 

initiative aimed at scouting athletes from tribal, remote, and marginalized communities across 

the country. 

The Siddis became a prime focus of this program. Scouts believed that the community’s 

African genetic heritage, combined with their traditional active lifestyle in forested regions, 

gave them a natural advantage in speed and power-based events. Young Siddi boys and girls 

were selected, brought to training centers in Bengaluru and other cities, provided with 

coaching, nutrition, and modern facilities. The results were promising. Athletes like Kamala 

Mingel Siddi (also known as Kamala Babu Siddi) shone brightly. She won a bronze medal in 

the 100m hurdles at the 1993 South Asian Games in Dhaka and secured multiple medals, 

including golds, at the World Police and Fire Games in Melbourne. Others like Juje Jackie 

Siddi and several of his contemporaries set national records and represented India 

internationally. 

For a brief period, the SAG program offered a genuine pathway out of poverty and 

marginalization. Sports quotas provided government jobs, education, and dignity to many 

participants. Yet the program was discontinued in the mid-1990s, leaving many dreams 

unfulfilled and athletes returning to their villages with limited support. Revival attempts in 

2014–2016 and newer local initiatives in Karnataka have kept the flame alive. Organizations 

like Bridges of Sports continue to nurture talents such as Ravikiran Siddi, whose personal best 

in the 100m hovers around 10.6–10.8 seconds tantalizingly close to national contention. 

The Siddi story embodies a striking paradox. On the track, they sprint wearing the Indian 

tricolor with pride. Off it, they often battle racism, stereotyping, and systemic neglect. Children 

are teased in schools, adults face discrimination in employment and daily interactions, and the 

community continues to fight for greater visibility and development. Their Scheduled Tribe 

status in certain states has helped, but deep-rooted prejudice persists. 

This article, as part of the “101 Traces” series which seeks to illuminate stories of India’s 

lesser-known and dwindling communities delves deep into the world of Siddi athletes. It 

explores their rich history, the vision and shortcomings of the Special Area Games experiment, 
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the personal journeys of trailblazers like Kamala Siddi and emerging stars like Ravikiran, and 

the broader socio-cultural challenges they navigate. 

In their powerful strides lies more than athletic potential. There is a statement about India’s 

diversity that talent and belonging transcend appearance, and that every thread in the nation’s 

multicultural fabric has the power to contribute to its greatest glories. As India aims higher on 

the global sporting stage, the Siddis stand ready running not just for medals, but for recognition, 

respect, and a rightful place in the Indian story. 

 

1. Historical Roots: From Africa to India 

The story of the Siddis is a remarkable chapter in the annals of the Indian Ocean world a tale 

of migration, resilience, adaptation, and extraordinary social mobility. Often referred to as 

Habshis or Sheedis, the Siddis are descendants of people from East Africa, primarily Bantu-

speaking communities from regions that today include parts of Ethiopia, Somalia, Kenya, 

Tanzania, Mozambique, and further south. Their arrival in India spans centuries, beginning as 

early as the 7th–8th century, with the most significant waves occurring between the 15th and 

19th centuries. 

This migration was facilitated by the bustling maritime trade networks of the Indian Ocean. 

Arab traders, followed later by the Portuguese and British, played central roles. Many Siddis 

came voluntarily as merchants, sailors, and skilled mercenaries valued for their physical 

strength, loyalty, and seafaring abilities. Others arrived through the brutal transoceanic slave 

trade. Arab merchants captured or purchased individuals from the East African coast (known 

historically as the Zanj region) and sold them in Indian ports. The Portuguese intensified this 

trade after establishing their presence in the 16th century, bringing Africans from as far as 

Congo and Mozambique. Once in India, many were employed as soldiers, bodyguards, sailors, 

and domestic servants in the various sultanates and kingdoms of medieval and early modern 

India. 

The term “Siddi” itself is believed to derive from the Arabic Sayyid, an honorific title meaning 

“lord” or “master,” which gradually became a community identifier. In northern and western 

India, they were also called Habshis, referring to their origins in Abyssinia (Ethiopia). 

Whatever the label, their presence became deeply woven into the political and military fabric 

of the subcontinent. 
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Rise to Prominence: From Slaves to Rulers 

What sets the Siddi story apart from many other diaspora narratives is the remarkable ascent 

many community members achieved despite their origins in slavery or servitude. African-

descended soldiers and commanders gained reputations for bravery and strategic brilliance, 

often rising to high positions in Indian courts. 

The most iconic figure remains Malik Ambar (1548–1626), born Chapu in Ethiopia (likely 

from the Oromo community). Captured as a child, he was sold into slavery, passed through 

markets in Baghdad and Arabia, and eventually reached India in the 1570s. Purchased by the 

peshwa (chief minister) of the Ahmadnagar Sultanate, Ambar rose through military ranks with 

exceptional skill. After gaining freedom, he built his own army, primarily of Habshis, and 

became a master of guerrilla warfare. He successfully resisted Mughal invasions led by 

emperors Akbar and Jahangir, reformed land revenue systems, founded a new capital (Khadki, 

later Aurangabad), and effectively ruled the Ahmadnagar Sultanate as regent and de facto king 

for nearly two decades. His military genius and administrative reforms are still studied today. 

Malik Ambar was not an isolated case. The Siddis of Janjira, on the coast of Maharashtra, 

established a powerful autonomous principality that withstood Mughal and Maratha assaults 

for generations. Beginning as naval commanders under the Ahmadnagar Sultanate, they 

transformed the impregnable island fort of Janjira into their stronghold. Siddi admirals and 

rulers governed this strategic maritime territory well into the British period. Other notable 

figures include Jamal-ud-Din Yaqut, a close confidant of Razia Sultana in the Delhi Sultanate, 

and various Siddi viziers and generals in the Bijapur and Golconda Sultanates. 

In Gujarat, the princely state of Sachin was ruled by a Siddi dynasty from 1791 onward. These 

examples illustrate how Siddis transitioned from enslaved or hired mercenaries to rulers, 

administrators, and naval powers, challenging simplistic narratives of victimhood. 

 

Settlement Patterns and Cultural Integration 

Over time, the Siddis settled primarily in four key states: Karnataka, Gujarat, Maharashtra, and 

Andhra Pradesh (now including Telangana). Smaller populations exist in Goa and Daman and 

Diu. Many communities chose forested and coastal regions, where they engaged in agriculture, 

fishing, honey collection, and manual labor. In Karnataka, significant populations live in 

districts like Uttara Kannada, Belagavi, and Kalaburagi. In Gujarat, they are concentrated in 

areas like Junagadh and Bhavnagar. 

Despite centuries in India, the Siddis preserved elements of their African heritage while 

embracing local customs. This syncretic identity is most visible in their vibrant cultural 
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traditions. The Dhamaal (or Dhamal) dance is perhaps their most famous cultural expression a 

high-energy performance blending African rhythms, Sufi spiritualism, and Indian folk 

elements. Performed to the beats of drums (dhol), it often features peacock feather crowns, 

energetic movements, and group singing. In Gujarat, Dhamaal carries deep spiritual 

significance, connected to Sufi saints like Bava Gor. Other traditions include unique quilting 

styles (Kawandi) in Karnataka, distinctive folk songs, and spiritual practices that honor both 

African ancestors and local deities. 

Most Siddis adopted local languages (Kannada, Gujarati, Marathi, etc.) and religions 

predominantly Sunni Islam, with Hindu and Christian minorities. They intermarried with local 

communities over generations, creating a distinctive Afro-Indian creole culture. This 

integration was never complete assimilation; their physical features and retained traditions kept 

their distinct identity alive. 

 

Population and Contemporary Status 

Estimates of the Siddi population in India vary widely due to the community’s scattered nature 

and historical undercounting. Figures range from around 50,000 to over 250,000–300,000 

across the country. Karnataka and Gujarat host the largest concentrations. 

In recognition of their historical marginalization and unique tribal characteristics, the Siddis 

have been granted Scheduled Tribe (ST) status in several states and union territories, including 

Karnataka (2003), Gujarat, Maharashtra, Goa, and Daman and Diu. This status provides access 

to reservations in education and government jobs, though implementation remains uneven, and 

many Siddis continue to live in remote areas with limited access to basic services. 

The historical journey of the Siddis   from African shores across the Indian Ocean to becoming 

an inseparable part of India’s medieval and modern history   is one of extraordinary adaptation. 

Far from being passive migrants, they shaped empires, defended kingdoms, and enriched 

India’s cultural tapestry. Yet this proud legacy stands in contrast to the marginalization many 

face today, setting the stage for their contemporary struggles and aspirations, particularly in the 

realm of sports. 

 

2. The Special Area Games Initiative: A Bold Experiment 

India’s Olympic record in athletics has long been a source of national frustration. Despite a 

population exceeding 1.4 billion, the country has secured remarkably few medals in track and 

field events throughout its Olympic history. From 1900 until Neeraj Chopra’s historic javelin 
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gold in Tokyo 2020, Indian athletes had struggled to make a consistent mark on the global 

stage. Factors such as inadequate grassroots infrastructure, limited funding, insufficient 

scientific training, and a lack of widespread sporting culture contributed to this 

underperformance. In the 1980s, sports administrators began searching for unconventional 

solutions to unearth hidden talent. 

It was against this backdrop that the Sports Authority of India (SAI), under the Department of 

Youth Affairs and Sports, launched the Special Area Games (SAG) scheme in 1986–87. The 

program aimed to identify and nurture athletes from tribal, rural, hilly, and coastal regions   

communities believed to possess “natural physical aptitude” or geographic advantages for 

specific sports. The SAG was not a conventional talent hunt; it was a bold sociological and 

scientific experiment that sought to leverage India’s extraordinary diversity for sporting 

excellence. 

Among the communities targeted, the Siddis stood out for athletics, particularly sprinting, 

hurdles, and middle-distance running. Scouts and coaches were drawn to what they perceived 

as genetic advantages   explosive speed, power, and endurance linked to their East African 

ancestry. Combined with the community’s traditional active lifestyle in forested and rural 

areas, and their visible enthusiasm, the Siddis appeared to be a promising group. The program’s 

architects, including B.V.P. Rao, believed that with proper scientific training, nutrition, and 

facilities, Siddi athletes could challenge for medals at Asian and even Olympic levels as early 

as Barcelona 1992. 

 

Implementation and Early Promise 

The SAG program began in earnest with talent-spotting drives in Siddi-dominated regions of 

Karnataka and Gujarat. In 1987–88, scouts visited remote villages in Uttara Kannada and other 

districts. Word spread through community leaders, resulting in hundreds of barefoot boys and 

girls turning up for trials on muddy grounds. Approximately 65 Siddi athletes were selected 

across batches for intensive training, primarily at SAI centers in Bengaluru. 

Selected athletes received structured coaching, modern facilities, accommodation, nutrition, 

and sports kits   privileges many had never experienced. The focus was on track and field 

events. Training was rigorous, blending scientific methods with the athletes’ natural abilities. 

For the first time, many young Siddis had access to proper spikes, synthetic tracks, and 

professional coaches. 

Early results were encouraging. Kamala Mingel Siddi (also known as Kamala Babu Siddi) 

emerged as the brightest star. A trailblazer from the program, she broke national records in 
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pentathlon as a teenager and won a bronze medal in the 100m hurdles at the 1993 South Asian 

Games in Dhaka, representing India with distinction. She also secured multiple medals, 

including golds, at the World Police and Fire Games. 

Juje Jackie Siddi (also referred to as Juje Jackie Harnodkar Siddi), selected in the second 

batch around 1989, excelled in 400m hurdles and other events. He and others like Antony Siddi 

and Louis Vincent Siddi brought visibility to the community. Several athletes earned 

government jobs through sports quotas in railways, police, and other departments   a life-

changing opportunity for families in remote villages. 

For a few years, the program generated genuine excitement. Siddi athletes began winning at 

national meets, setting records, and donning the Indian jersey internationally. The initiative 

was hailed as an innovative model for inclusive sports development. 

 

Challenges, Discontinuation, and Revival Attempts 

Despite initial success, the SAG program faced significant hurdles. It attracted criticism for its 

perceived focus on “racial characteristics,” with some sports federations arguing it went against 

the principle of equal opportunity. Internally, bureaucratic issues, frequent transfers of 

supportive officials, inadequate long-term planning, and shifting priorities weakened the 

scheme. 

The program was abruptly suspended around 1993 after roughly six years. Many athletes were 

suddenly left without structured support. Some returned to their villages, while others 

leveraged their achievements to secure jobs but struggled to maintain elite-level training. The 

lack of sustained mentoring, injury management, and competitive exposure prevented most 

from reaching Olympic standards. 

Revival efforts followed. Former athletes like Juje Jackie Siddi, along with community leaders, 

persistently lobbied the government. In 2014, the Union Government allocated funds (₹11.5 

crore initially) to restart the program, with subsequent budgets in following years. However, 

these attempts yielded limited results due to implementation gaps. The scheme was later 

merged with broader SAI programs, diluting its focused approach. 

In Karnataka, state-level initiatives through the Department of Youth Empowerment and Sports 

(DYES) and partnerships with NGOs like Bridges of Sports have continued nurturing Siddi 

talent, with a focus on athletics, judo, wrestling, and kabaddi. Emerging athletes such as 

Ravikiran Siddi and several wrestlers at recent Khelo India games show promise, but the scale 

and consistency of the original SAG vision remain absent. 

The Special Area Games initiative remains a compelling case study a visionary yet imperfect 
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experiment that briefly illuminated the athletic potential within the Siddi community. It proved 

that targeted intervention could produce national-level performers from marginalized groups. 

However, its short lifespan also highlighted deeper systemic issues in Indian sports: the 

difficulty of sustaining long-term programs, providing world-class support, and converting raw 

talent into consistent Olympic success. 

For the Siddis, the SAG era represented both empowerment and unfulfilled promise. It gave 

them a platform, national visibility, and a pathway out of poverty for some. Yet it also left a 

lingering question: what might have been achieved with sustained commitment? 

 

4. Modern Athletes and Achievements 

The contemporary story of Siddi athletes is best understood as a continuation of a much older 

legacy one shaped by movement, survival, and adaptation now channeled into modern arenas 

where speed and strength can translate into medals, jobs, and visibility. For many Siddi families 

in Karnataka and Gujarat, sport is not merely recreation; it has become one of the few credible 

pathways out of geographic isolation, economic hardship, and the daily burden of being treated 

like “outsiders” in their own country. In that sense, every training session and every race carries 

two finish lines: the one on the track, and the larger one marked by dignity and recognition. 

One of the most important names in this modern sporting narrative is Kamala Mingel Siddi 

(also known as Kamala Babu Siddi), remembered as a trailblazer who proved that Siddi talent 

could stand on an international podium when given structured opportunity. Her achievements 

are frequently cited because they cut through stereotypes with something undeniable: 

performance. Kamala won a bronze medal in the 100m hurdles at the 1993 South Asian 

Games in Dhaka, and later earned multiple medals, including golds at the World Police and 

Fire Games in Melbourne. These milestones matter for more than their medal count. They 

established a reference point evidence that athletes from Siddi hamlets and forested districts 

could compete beyond state meets, beyond token representation, and into arenas where India 

measures itself against the world. For younger athletes, Kamala’s story functions like a map: 

proof that the route exists, even if the road is steep and often poorly maintained. 

Alongside such individual pioneers, there is also a generation of athletes whose names appear 

in the record books and in the memories of coaches who witnessed the brief surge created by 

institutional support. Juje Jackie Siddi and several contemporaries not only competed but also 

set national records and represented India internationally, underscoring how quickly 

potential can become achievement when training, nutrition, facilities, and regular competition 
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are made available. Their progress also reveals a crucial lesson: talent alone is not rare systems 

that consistently develop talent are. When that system is present, even for a short period, 

outcomes change rapidly. 

In recent years, the face most often associated with the Siddi community’s renewed Olympic 

dream is Ravikiran Siddi, a sprinter whose story captures the powerful overlap between 

traditional physicality and modern sport science. Raised in the forested landscape of Uttara 

Kannada, his early life reflects the kind of everyday endurance and agility that scouts once 

described as “natural aptitude” running barefoot, moving fast across uneven terrain, and 

building strength through a physically demanding rural routine. What makes Ravikiran’s 

profile compelling is not only where he comes from, but how close he appears to be to national 

contention when supported by training interventions. With a 100m personal best hovering 

around 10.6–10.8 seconds, he stands as a symbol of “almost there” a reminder that the 

difference between a promising sprinter and a consistent elite performer can be a matter of 

sustained coaching, sports medicine, injury prevention, diet, travel funding, and exposure to 

higher-level competition. His journey, supported by initiatives such as Bridges of Sports, 

shows how non-state actors and local programs can keep momentum alive even when national 

schemes fade or shift. 

Modern Siddi achievement is not confined to track alone. While sprinting and power-based 

athletics remain the most visible pipeline largely because earlier scouting focused on those 

events Siddi athletes have also begun appearing across India’s broader competitive ecosystem, 

including multi-sport platforms such as Khelo India. These newer pathways matter because 

they widen the definition of success. A community’s sporting future cannot depend on a single 

event or a single scheme; it needs multiple entry points: school competitions, district 

academies, state scholarships, and talent identification that does not rely on chance encounters 

with a scout. The mention of disciplines like judo (for instance, Rohit Majgul), as well as 

wrestling and other strength-based sports, reflects a broader truth: where structured coaching 

exists, Siddi athletes can translate physical attributes explosive power, stamina, coordination 

into competitive results in many arenas, not just the 100m dash. 

The impact of these achievements is often most dramatic off the podium. For Siddi athletes, 

sport has historically offered tangible benefits that ripple outward to families and villages: 

education opportunities, sports quotas, and government jobs that provide stability and 

social standing. Even short-lived support can shift a household’s trajectory funding a sibling’s 

schooling, improving nutrition, or enabling a family to invest in basic needs without the 

constant pressure of seasonal work. Just as importantly, sporting identity can produce 
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psychological uplift. Wearing the Indian tricolor at a meet, traveling outside one’s district for 

training, and being introduced as an athlete rather than as a curiosity can reshape how young 

Siddis see themselves and how others learn to see them. 

At the same time, the modern record also contains a warning. The earlier wave of progress 

connected to the Sports Authority of India’s efforts showed promise, but discontinuation and 

uneven follow-through left many athletes stranded between potential and fulfillment. When 

programs disappear, the loss is not abstract it is measured in interrupted training cycles, injuries 

treated too late, athletes returning home without a plan, and confidence eroded by the sense 

that opportunity is temporary. The present generation’s cautious optimism fueled by revival 

attempts, local initiatives, and NGOs exists alongside a lingering question: what could be 

achieved with sustained commitment over a decade, rather than bursts of attention that last only 

a season or two? 

Taken together, the modern achievements of Siddi athletes are both inspiring and instructive. 

They demonstrate that India’s sporting future can be broadened by investing in communities 

historically kept at the margins, and that excellence can emerge from places the mainstream 

rarely looks. Kamala Siddi’s medals, the record-setting efforts of athletes like Juje Jackie Siddi, 

and the near-elite promise of Ravikiran Siddi are not isolated miracles; they are outcomes that 

appear when opportunity meets preparation. If that meeting becomes consistent through 

facilities, scholarships, competition exposure, and respectful inclusion then the Siddi Olympic 

dream stops being a romantic headline and becomes what it has always been trying to be a 

realistic goal, run toward with discipline, pride, and the right support systems. 

 

5: The Daily Struggle and the Road Ahead: Racism, Identity, 

Marginalization, and Future Prospects 

For the Siddi community, sport has never been only about timing gates, medals, or national 

camps. It sits inside a larger, more complicated reality one where public visibility can be both 

empowering and exposing. The same distinctive features that make Siddi athletes instantly 

recognizable on the track often make Siddi children and adults targets off it. This is the central 

contradiction shaping their present: they can represent India in competition, yet still be treated 

as if they do not fully belong in everyday life. 

 

Living with “outsider” labels in the only home they’ve known 

Despite centuries of history in India and deep roots in states such as Karnataka and Gujarat, 
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Siddis are frequently perceived through the lens of appearance rather than citizenship or 

community memory. Their African ancestry visible in skin tone, hair texture, and facial features 

often leads to a reflexive assumption that they are “foreign,” even when they speak the local 

language fluently, follow local customs, and can trace their families’ presence in the region 

across generations. This persistent misrecognition is not a minor social irritation; it becomes a 

daily pressure that shapes identity from childhood onward. 

The document emphasizes how common it is for Siddi children to be teased in school and 

stereotyped in public spaces. These experiences send an early message: no matter how “local” 

your life is, you may still be treated as an exception to the category “Indian.” Over time, this 

can turn identity into a constant negotiation proving one’s belonging again and again, often in 

settings where others are never asked to justify theirs. 

This is why the Siddi story is frequently framed as more than an athletics narrative. It is also a 

story about citizenship as a lived experience: what it means to be legally Indian, culturally 

Indian, and yet socially questioned. The pain is amplified by the fact that the community’s 

historical contributions are real and documented Siddis have played roles in India’s military 

and political past, and yet many present-day Siddis experience invisibility or suspicion in 

everyday interactions. 

 

Racism and stereotyping as “ordinary” obstacles 

The discrimination described is not limited to a few extreme incidents. It appears as routine 

behavior: mocking, name-calling, assumptions about character, and unequal treatment in 

workplaces and public life. Adults face discrimination in employment and daily interactions; 

children encounter it in classrooms and playgrounds. This matters because the consequences 

are cumulative. When bias repeats across years, it narrows opportunity reducing confidence, 

limiting networks, and affecting access to education and stable livelihoods. 

The community’s marginalization is also tied to geography and infrastructure. Many Siddis 

live in forested or rural pockets, often with limited access to services and fewer channels into 

mainstream economic mobility. In such conditions, sport becomes one of the rare structured 

pathways that can cut across social boundaries yet even that pathway is not automatically fair. 

Without sustained support, talented athletes can be pulled back into the same constraints their 

training briefly helped them escape. 

 

Identity: pride, complexity, and the need to be seen fully 

Siddi identity is not simply “African” or “Indian” it is Afro-Indian, shaped by adaptation and 
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cultural blending over generations. The community has preserved distinctive cultural 

expressions while also embracing local languages and faith practices. Yet identity becomes 

complicated when the outside world collapses this richness into a single stereotype: “they look 

different.” 

That flattening has two effects: 

 It erases history, reducing a centuries-old Indian community to a supposed novelty. 

 It burdens individuals, forcing them to constantly correct assumptions sometimes 

politely, sometimes defensively, often while already navigating economic hardship. 

The document highlights a key emotional truth: Siddi athletes often carry a double weight. 

When they win, they are celebrated as Indian representatives; when they return to daily life, 

they may again be treated like outsiders. That swing between symbolic inclusion and social 

exclusion can be destabilizing. It also makes sport an unusually powerful stage for self-

definition: the track becomes a place where belonging is not argued but demonstrated. 

 

Sport as empowerment and a way to assert “Indian-ness” 

In this context, athletic achievement is not only personal success; it becomes a form of 

assertion. Wearing the national colors, representing India internationally, and earning selection 

through performance directly challenges the idea that certain faces are less “Indian” than others. 

The document explicitly frames sport as a space where Siddis push back against prejudice 

running, quite literally, for recognition and respect. 

Just as importantly, sport can offer concrete tools for upliftment. The text notes how sports 

quotas and structured programs have provided government jobs, education opportunities, and 

dignity to participants. For families in economically challenging circumstances, these are not 

side benefits; they can be life-changing. A stable job or educational access can reshape an entire 

household’s future, and the social legitimacy that comes with being an athlete or a government 

employee can reduce day-to-day vulnerability to disrespect. 

However, the document also warns implicitly and explicitly against treating sport as charity or 

spectacle. If Siddi athletes are viewed only as “naturally gifted” bodies rather than as 

professionals who need scientific training, consistent competition exposure, nutrition, and 

long-term planning, they will continue to face a ceiling. Respect has to be institutional, not 

occasional. 

 

 

http://www.whiteblacklegal.co.in/


www.whiteblacklegal.co.in 

Volume 3 Issue 6 | May 2026         ISSN: 2581-8503 

Page | 17   

Future Prospects and Broader Significance 

What has changed: programs, revivals, and new partnerships 

The future of Siddi sport cannot rely solely on inspirational stories; it depends on systems that 

endure. The document describes how the Sports Authority of India’s Special Area Games 

(SAG) program, launched in 1986–87, was a bold attempt to identify and develop talent from 

tribal, remote, and marginalized communities Siddis becoming a major focus. For a time, the 

results were promising: training, facilities, coaching, and nutrition translated into national and 

international representation, and athletes like Kamala Mingel Siddi demonstrated what was 

possible. 

Yet the discontinuation of SAG in the mid-1990s left many athletes with interrupted careers 

and limited long-term support. The text points to revival attempts around 2014–2016, alongside 

newer local initiatives, suggesting that the idea has not disappeared only become uneven in 

practice. 

More recently, partnerships and non-government efforts are portrayed as crucial bridges. 

Organizations such as Bridges of Sports are mentioned as continuing to nurture contemporary 

talents, including sprinters like Ravikiran Siddi, whose times are described as close to national 

contention. This combination state schemes, local support, and NGO-driven continuity offers 

a realistic model: not a single program that rises and falls, but overlapping support structures 

that can catch athletes when one layer weakens. 

 

What “success” should look like: beyond one medal 

An Olympic medal would be transformative, but the document’s deeper argument is that 

success must be broader than a single podium finish. Sustainable progress would mean: 

 consistent grassroots access to training and scouting, 

 long-term coaching pipelines (not short camps), 

 reliable education pathways for athletes, 

 and protection from the “boom-and-bust” cycle where talent is discovered, briefly 

spotlighted, and then left unsupported. 

This matters because the Siddi community’s struggle is not only to produce elite athletes it is 

to secure lasting inclusion and dignity. A medal can change how the nation speaks about Siddis 

for a season. Systems can change how Siddis live for generations. 
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What an Olympic breakthrough could mean symbolically and socially 

The document positions the Siddi Olympic dream as part of India’s larger aspiration to improve 

its global athletics record. But it also frames it as a test of India’s multicultural self-image. If a 

community that is routinely stereotyped and socially marginalized becomes a central 

contributor to national sporting glory, it forces a shift in narrative: from token diversity to 

recognized belonging. 

An Olympic-level success would carry multiple messages at once: 

 To the country: that talent and national identity are not limited by appearance. 

 To institutions: that investment in marginalized communities can yield excellence. 

 To the community itself: that the struggle for recognition is not futile that excellence 

can be seen, named, and honored. 

The “101 Traces” framing in the document is significant here. The series aims to illuminate 

lesser-known and dwindling communities and to show how “forgotten histories” enrich the 

nation. In that lens, the Siddi story becomes a reminder that India’s strength is not only its size, 

but its layered human landscape. The Siddis are not an “add-on” to the national story; they are 

part of it historically, culturally, and, potentially, on the global sporting stage. 

 

The real future question: will recognition outlast the headlines? 

The document ends its arc with a clear tension. Siddis are “ready” running not just for medals, 

but for respect and a rightful place in the Indian story. Yet readiness on the athlete’s side is 

only half the equation. The decisive factor is whether institutions and society can move beyond 

fascination with “untapped talent” and toward consistent investment and everyday equality. 

The future prospects, then, are not merely about identifying the next Ravikiran or the next 

Kamala. They are about building an ecosystem where Siddi children can grow up without being 

mocked in school, where adults can seek work without being stereotyped, and where athletes 

are treated as professionals rather than exceptions. If that happens, Siddi achievement will not 

look like a surprising burst of brilliance it will look like what it truly is: the predictable outcome 

of opportunity, training, and belonging. 

 

Conclusion 

The story of the Siddi community’s Olympic dream ultimately reveals two Indias moving side 

by side. In one, a nation searches for excellence scouting speed, strength, and endurance in 

overlooked corners, hoping that a new champion can finally break long-standing barriers in 
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track and field. In the other, a community that has lived on this land for centuries still finds 

itself questioned, stereotyped, and pushed to the margins of everyday life. The Siddis run at the 

intersection of these realities: celebrated in moments of sporting promise, yet too often denied 

easy belonging when the race is over. 

What makes this journey so compelling is that it is neither a tale of “natural talent” alone nor a 

simple triumph narrative. It is about what happens when potential meets opportunity briefly, 

unevenly, sometimes painfully and still refuses to disappear. Initiatives like the Special Area 

Games showed what structured coaching, nutrition, and institutional backing could unlock. 

Athletes such as Kamala Mingel Siddi demonstrated that international medals were not an 

unrealistic fantasy, while newer talents and local partnerships keep the dream alive despite gaps 

in long-term support. Each achievement stands as evidence that excellence is not scarce; 

consistent systems are. 

Yet the deeper significance of the Siddi athletics story lies beyond medals. It highlights how 

sport can become a language of dignity for communities denied full social recognition. For 

many Siddis, success on the track is also a statement off it: a rejection of the “outsider” label, 

a demand to be seen as fully Indian, and a reminder that citizenship is not just legal status but 

everyday respect. When Siddi children face teasing in schools or adults face discrimination at 

work, the harm is not only personal it is national, because it narrows who gets to feel included 

in the country’s shared future. 

If India’s sporting ambitions are to be truly world-class, they must be paired with social 

maturity: sustained investment, reliable pathways from grassroots to elite competition, and 

equal treatment that does not depend on exceptional performance. An Olympic medal should 

it come would be historic, but its greatest value would be what it could change afterward: 

whether support expands, prejudice shrinks, and the community’s story becomes part of 

mainstream memory rather than a forgotten footnote. 

As the “101 Traces” lens suggests, the Siddis represent a living thread in India’s multicultural 

fabric resilient, distinctive, and deeply rooted. Their strides carry more than athletic promise. 

They carry an invitation to the nation: to widen its definition of belonging, to recognize talent 

wherever it exists, and to ensure that the finish line is not only a podium, but a fairer everyday 

life. 

 

 

 

http://www.whiteblacklegal.co.in/


www.whiteblacklegal.co.in 

Volume 3 Issue 6 | May 2026         ISSN: 2581-8503 

Page | 20   

References 

1. African Elites in India. Robbins, K. X., & McLeod, J. (2006). African Elites in India: 

Habshi Amarat. Ahmedabad: Mapin Publishing. 

2. The African Diaspora in the Indian Ocean. Jayasuriya, S. de S. (2003). The African 

Diaspora in the Indian Ocean. Trenton: Africa World Press. 

3. Africans in India. Jayasuriya, S. de S., & Pankhurst, R. (2003). Africans in India: From 

Slaves to Generals and Rulers. Trenton: Africa World Press. 

4. A History of the African Diaspora in Asia. Jayasuriya, S. de S. (2010). A History of the 

African Diaspora in Asia. Leiden: Brill. 

5. The Siddis of India. Catlin-Jairazbhoy, A., & Alpers, E. A. (2004). Sidis and Scholars: 

Essays on African Indians. New Delhi: Rainbow Publishers. 

6. Edward A. Alpers. Alpers, E. A. (2001). “The African Diaspora in the Indian Ocean.” 

African and Asian Studies, 35(1), 62–81. 

7. Malik Ambar. Ali, O. H. (2016). Malik Ambar: Power and Slavery across the Indian 

Ocean. Oxford University Press. 

8. India’s African Communities. Pandya, Y. (2013). India’s African Communities. New 

Delhi: National Book Trust. 

9. The Indian Ocean. Pearson, M. N. (2003). The Indian Ocean. Routledge. 

10. Ocean of Trade. Chaudhuri, K. N. (1985). Trade and Civilisation in the Indian Ocean. 

Cambridge University Press. 

11. Economic and Political Weekly. Prakash, O. (2007). “The Indian Ocean Trade and 

African Migration.” Economic and Political Weekly, 42(31), 3224–3230. 

12. International Journal of the History of Sport. Bale, J. (2004). “Sports Geography and 

African Athleticism.” International Journal of the History of Sport, 21(2), 231–245. 

13. Sports Authority of India. Sports Authority of India. (1987). Special Area Games 

Scheme Report. New Delhi: Government of India. 

14. Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports. Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports. (2015). 

Annual Report 2014–15. Government of India. 

15. Journal of Sport and Social Issues. Carrington, B. (2010). “Race, Sport and Identity.” 

Journal of Sport and Social Issues, 34(1), 5–20. 

16. Sociology of Sport Journal. Hoberman, J. (1997). “The Myth of Racial Superiority in 

Sport.” Sociology of Sport Journal, 14(1), 45–56. 

17. Race and Sport. Cashmore, E. (2005). Making Sense of Sports. Routledge. 

http://www.whiteblacklegal.co.in/


www.whiteblacklegal.co.in 

Volume 3 Issue 6 | May 2026         ISSN: 2581-8503 

Page | 21   

18. Indian Journal of Physical Education. Rao, B. V. P. (1992). “Special Area Games and 

Tribal Talent in India.” Indian Journal of Physical Education, 28(3), 14–22. 

19. Economic and Political Weekly. Deshpande, S. (2018). “Marginal Communities and 

Sports Policy in India.” Economic and Political Weekly, 53(14), 43–49. 

20. The Idea of India. Khilnani, S. (1997). The Idea of India. Penguin Books. 

21. Imagined Communities. Anderson, B. (1983). Imagined Communities. Verso. 

22. Social Change. Nair, P. (2019). “Identity and Marginalisation among Afro-Indians.” 

Social Change, 49(2), 221–236. 

23. From Slavery to Freedom. Franklin, J. H. (1994). From Slavery to Freedom. McGraw-

Hill. 

24. International Review for the Sociology of Sport. Coakley, J. (2008). “Sport and Social 

Inclusion.” International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 43(2), 117–130. 

25. South Asia Research. Basu, H. (2011). “African Communities in South Asia.” South 

Asia Research, 31(3), 245–260. 

26. Indian Society and the Making of the British Empire. Bayly, C. A. (1988). Indian 

Society and the Making of the British Empire. Cambridge University Press. 

27. Contemporary South Asia. Shah, A. (2017). “Race and Representation in India.” 

Contemporary South Asia, 25(4), 389–404. 

28. Khelo India. Government of India. (2020). Khelo India Scheme Guidelines. New Delhi. 

29. Asian Journal of Sports Medicine. Singh, R. (2016). “Athletic Development in Tribal 

Communities.” Asian Journal of Sports Medicine, 7(2), 55–63. 

30. Sport and National Identity in the Postcolonial World. Chatterjee, P. (2004). The 

Politics of the Governed. Columbia University Press. 

31. The Hindu. “The Olympic Dreams of Karnataka’s Siddis.” The Hindu, July 12, 2018. 

32. Indian Express. “Siddi Athletes Still Waiting for Recognition.” Indian Express, August 

5, 2019. 

33. Times of India. “From Forest Tracks to National Meets: Siddi Sprinters Shine.” Times 

of India, March 18, 2021. 

34. Deccan Herald. “Ravikiran Siddi and Karnataka’s Sprinting Future.” Deccan Herald, 

September 9, 2022. 

35. The New Indian Express. “Special Area Games Scheme Needs Revival.” The New 

Indian Express, January 15, 2020. 

36. Hindustan Times. “India’s Search for Athletic Excellence among Tribal Communities.” 

Hindustan Times, April 21, 2017. 

http://www.whiteblacklegal.co.in/


www.whiteblacklegal.co.in 

Volume 3 Issue 6 | May 2026         ISSN: 2581-8503 

Page | 22   

37. Bridges of Sports. Bridges of Sports Foundation. (2022). Annual Community Sports 

Development Report. 

38. Journal of African Diaspora Studies. Fernandes, L. (2015). “Afro-Indians and Cultural 

Identity.” Journal of African Diaspora Studies, 8(1), 90–108. 

39. Culture and Imperialism. Said, E. (1993). Culture and Imperialism. Vintage Books. 

40. Indian Anthropologist. Patil, S. (2014). “The Siddis of Karnataka: An Anthropological 

Study.” Indian Anthropologist, 44(2), 61–79. 

41. Anthropological Survey of India. Government of India. (2009). People of India: 

Karnataka Volume. Anthropological Survey of India. 

42. The African Diaspora. Manning, P. (2009). The African Diaspora: A History through 

Culture. Columbia University Press. 

43. International Journal of Cultural Studies. Hall, S. (1996). “Cultural Identity and 

Diaspora.” International Journal of Cultural Studies, 2(1), 22–37. 

44. Economic and Political Weekly. Thorat, S. (2010). “Social Exclusion and Marginal 

Communities in India.” Economic and Political Weekly, 45(14), 31–38. 

45. Playing to Win. Bansal, A. K. (2012). Playing to Win: Sports and Society in India. Sage 

Publications. 

46. Sport in Society. Maguire, J. (2011). “Global Sport and Cultural Diversity.” Sport in 

Society, 14(7–8), 978–991. 

47. UNESCO. UNESCO. (2017). Sport for Development and Peace Report. 

48. Journal of Social Inclusion Studies. Kumar, R. (2021). “Sports as Social Mobility 

among Marginalized Communities.” Journal of Social Inclusion Studies, 7(1), 101–

118. 

49. The Telegraph. “India’s Afro-Indian Community and the Olympics Dream.” The 

Telegraph, June 10, 2021. 

50. Outliers. Gladwell, M. (2008). Outliers: The Story of Success. Little, Brown and 

Company. 

51. International Journal of Sports Science. Verma, P. (2019). “Sports Talent Identification 

in India.” International Journal of Sports Science, 9(4), 150–158. 

52. Olympic Council of Asia. Olympic Council of Asia. (1993). South Asian Games 

Official Results Report. 

53. Indian Sports: Conversations and Reflections. Majumdar, B. (2008). Indian Sports: 

Conversations and Reflections. Routledge. 

http://www.whiteblacklegal.co.in/


www.whiteblacklegal.co.in 

Volume 3 Issue 6 | May 2026         ISSN: 2581-8503 

Page | 23   

54. Race Ethnicity and Education. Gillborn, D. (2008). “Racism and Social Exclusion.” 

Race Ethnicity and Education, 11(1), 1–7. 

55. The Wire. “Why India Must Invest in Marginalised Athletes.” The Wire, February 22, 

2022. 
 

http://www.whiteblacklegal.co.in/

