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BLOCK: 2

BACKWARD CASTES & TRIBAL
MOVEMENT IN INDIA

This Block discusses the backward castes and tribal movements in India. It consists of
four units. Unit1 gives a detailed picture of the Mahar Movements in Maharastra. Unit
2 reflects upon the Dalit and non- Brahmin movements in Tamilnadu and SNDP
movement in Kerala. Unit 3 provides a glimpse of Santhal insurrection and Unit 4
discusses the Jharkhand Movement.
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UNIT-1

MAHAR MOVEMENT IN MAHARASHTRA
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1.1
Introduction
1.2
Learning Objectives
1.3
The Concept of Backward Caste
1.3.1 Backward Classes: Definitions
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1.3.4 British Rule and Backward Classes:
1.3.5 Backward classes and the Indian Constitution
1.4
Dalits and the Origin of Untouchability
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1.8
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1.9
The leader and the growth of Mahar movements
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1.11 Glossary
1.12 Model Questions
1.13 References
1.1

INTRODUCTION

In this unit, we shall focus on the Mahar Movement in Maharastra especially, the
history and origin of the Mahar movement along with their socio-economic conditions
and their social practices and political mobilization. This unit also discusses the
concept of backward castes and Mahar movement with due priority to Dalits.Focus has
been given to B.R. Ambedkar who is an emancipator of untouchables and his ideas as
a leader from the Dalit community largely contributed towards fighting for freedom
and rights of backward castes. The backward classes or castes are identified and
segmented with rights and protection by the Indian Constitutions. Mahars are the
primitive inhabitants of Maharastra and adjoining states, living on the outskirts of the
town with their indigenous occupation and communal bond. During the Gupta Age,
they were considered untouchables. So, this unit will give a detailed analysis of Mahar
movement in Maharashtra.
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1.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

This unit discusses the backward classes with specific reference to Mahar movements
and in India. This study will enable you to
 Know the use of the term “backward classes” and the various social categories
for which the term is used.
 Explain various reasons for the Mahar movement in India
 Understand about the Mahar communities
1.3

THE CONCEPT OF BACKWARD CASTE

The Mahars are one of the backward castes in India mostly found in Maharastra. In
contemporary society, the concept of Backward Castes has different understandings
and interpretations. The Constitution of India has not provided any proper definition of
this term. It is based on the collective opinions of the state governments and the
government of India for determining the classes that belong to the backward caste.
According to Article 340 of the Indian constitution, the President of India has the
power to constitute a commission for scrutinizing the conditions of socially and
educationally backward classes. The various structures and norms in Indian society
give various types of inequality among Indian people. Because of this, the backward
communities in India suffer a lot.
We can observe the structural discrimination in India in the formof gender, caste,
class, and ethnicity. By analysing the situation of women, they are facing issues from
their caste and their cultural identity also. They have no freedom to take independent
decisions. Based on a study, 28 percent of girls in India, get married below the legal
age and experience pregnancy. The women have no right to take independent
decisions on their marriage as well as their childbearing. (Reproductive And Child
Health – District level Household Survey 2002-04, August 2006). The Dalits in India
constituted with more than one-sixth of its population do not refer to a caste but are
considered as a group who are subjugated to a state of discrimination and social
oppression. They were also called “untouchables” due to their unclean occupation like
cobbler, scavenger, and sweeper, etc. Their literacy rate is also very low i.e. about 24
percent which is significantly lower than the non-Dalits population.
1.3.1

Backward Classes: Definitions

Indian society consists of reasonably closed status groups. So, far understanding the
backward classes in India, we must always understand the essential characteristics of
Indian society. The ‘backward classes’ isn’t one whole but it’s depicting various social
groups and socio-economic stratifications in Indian society. Low status, poverty, and
Odisha State Open University, Sambalpur
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illiteracy are the main social problems of backward castes and these all are inherited
due to their ascribed status of being born in an exceedingly low caste or tribe.
In a broader understanding, the class depicts a type of stratification. The stratification
is based on an individual’s socioeconomic status or position. Class-based stratification
is more open as compared to caste stratification. So, a category of people who are
economically and educationally less privileged as compared to other classes is known
as Backward Classes. Indian society consists of a lot of backward classes. The term
backward class is not a single one and it consists of a variety of social groups. The
caste system in India originated in ancient times, from that time onwards Sudras were
considered as the untouchable caste. The scheduled tribes are the indigenous
community, they are never mixed with the mainstream society.
1.3.2

Backward Classes: their living conditions

The living conditions of the backward classes are varied from different regions in
India. The living conditions are very problematic and they are facing the nonavailability of resources also. In rural India, they are agricultural laborers. In town
areas, they work as wage laborers, construction workers, cleaning jobs, etc. They are
living in low, unhygienic slums and shelters without any social security. They are the
victims of various types of abuses from society. As a part of their physical separation,
they are forced to spend their time in the most unhygienic and inhabitable conditions.
These things are affecting their health status, access to healthcare, and therefore the
quality of health service received (B2B, 2017).
Health issues like high rates of mortality, morbidity, and anaemia are common among
these groups. The structural differentiation creates the unavailability of healthcare
services among them and their situation becomes more problematic. They're not
getting proper services from the government officials also. An outsized proportion of
Dalit girls drop out from the lower classes due to poverty, isolation, exploitation,
humiliation, insults from teachers and classmates, etc.(National Commission Report
for SC/ST, 2000).
1.3.3

Composition of Backward Classes

The backward classes constitute of
(i) The scheduled tribes (Adivasis);
(ii) The scheduled castes (the Harijans)
(iii) The other backward classes (Kuppuswamy 1984: 192).
1.3.4

British Rule and Backward Classes:

Under British rule, the Britishers have carefully focused the problems of the backward
classes in India with two hidden intentions. It was partly humanitarian and partly
Odisha State Open University, Sambalpur

6

political. Britishers were concentrated on the economic benefits of the low castes by
encouraging certain occupations or trades such as liquor, hides, and so on. Under the
leadership of New Backward Classes Intelligentsia from the upper castes, the Indian
National Movement was gaining momentum at that time. The British government did
not give much favour to them. They are interested to apply their divide and rule policy
here. So, they extended the economic and political benefits to the low castes. In this
way, they maintained a gap between the high castes and the low castes.
1.3.5

Backward classes and the Indian Constitution:

The Indian Constitution is not giving any specific definition to the term backward
classes. But, through various articles, the Constitution of India is providing the varied
characteristics of Backward Classes.
Article 15 (4) is about social and academic backwardness.
Article 16 (4) about backward classes and their inadequate representation in services.
Article 23 speaks about forced labor of backward classes.
Article 46 refers to the weaker section of the people within which the scheduled castes
and scheduled tribes are included.
Article 17 of the Constitution, as an example, abolishes untouchability, it assures that
the scheduled castes have the identical opportunity and legal rights as the other castes.
So, as an element of this the Untouchability (Offences) Act was passed in 1955.
Article 340 provides the provisions to the authorities to enquire the conditions of the
backward classes.
Article 46 provides spaces to counter the legal and social disabilities of Backward
Castes. It emphasizes the state’s responsibility to uplift the economic and academic
conditions of the weaker sections of society, especially the Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled Tribes.
1.4

DALITS AND THE ORIGIN OF UNTOUCHABILITY

In the Indian context, the term “Dalit” has various explanations and meanings. It is
originated from the Sanskrit word “dal” which implies to separate, break, crack, and
then on. It is generally considered that Jyotiba Phule, the founding father of the Satya
ShodakSamaj, a non-Brahmin movement in Maharashtra, is coined the term “Dalit”.
This term is especially used for addressing the untouchables and therefore the victims
of caste-based social divisions in India.
Under the British administration, the term Dalit was substituted by Depressed Classes.
Gandhiji called the Dalits as Harijans or the people of God. Ambedkar opposed the
Gandhian ideas and he called them Protestant Hindus and demanded a separate
electorate for the Dalits. Later British Government called them as Scheduled Castes in
1935.
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Ritual purity and occupation were the ideas of caste hierarchy in India and also the
Dalits occupy the lowest ladder within the caste hierarchy and outdoors of the Varna
system. They are the oppressed people throughout the history of India, relegated to
doing agricultural tasks, and polluting occupations like cleaning of sewages and
toilets, cleaning of dead bodies, etc. They were considered as “untouchables” which
meant that anybody touching them would be polluted. The untouchability is visible in
all fields of social life. The Dalits are excluded from mainstream society due to the
practice of untouchability. They have restrictions to construct houses within the public
places, use of public roads, temples, schools, etc. So, they are living in separate places,
using separate wells and in the classroom also they have special seat arrangements.
Later, it witnessed an oversized number of spiritual conversions. Dalits began to
convert religions including Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, and Sikhism for equality
and human dignity. Based on Dr.Ambedkar’s viewpoint neither Marxism nor
bourgeois nationalism nor republicanism provided any solution to the matter of caste.
He opposed the Christian and Islam religious ideas because these religions are not
working against the class structure. He was a strong follower of Buddhism and
Buddhist thoughts. Ambedkar told that Budha and his Sangha could be a way for
casteless society. (Amites, 2012, 74-98).
1.4.1

Origin of Untouchability

There are a lot of theories related to the origin of untouchability in India. The key
theory proposes that the untouchability in India started at the time of the Aryan
invasion around 1500 BC. After the invasion of the Aryans, indigenous people in India
were downgraded because of the inferior caste and a few of them were escaped into
forests. In the later Vedic period, the people who escaped into forests began to be
called as Chandalas. Manu’s theory holds that the four Varnas originated from
different parts of the Lord Brahma: the Brahmans from his mouth, the Kshatriyas from
his arms, the Vaishyas from his thighs, and the Shudras from his feet. Other Castes
came into being as a result of alliances among the four Varnas.
The next theory says that the people conquered by the Aryans were Dravidians. The
Aryans were moved down to the south and conquered the common people there. After
that, the varna system and untouchability were started in south India. As an impact the
south Indian tribes, they became isolated from the remainder of the globe. The “mixed
caste theory” offered by Manu says that the Aryans are the creators of untouchability
in India. The existence of the four varnas is that the creation of God and other
untouchable castes is that the result of unlawful sexual alliances between men and
women of various varnas. Years after 200 AD, “untouchability” came to incorporate
more groups.
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1.5

MAHAR POPULATION IN INDIA

The Mahars are one of the important Scheduled Caste in India, as of 2017, the Mahar
community living in 16 Indian states i.e. Andhra Pradesh, Assam, Chhattisgarh, Dadra
&Nagar Haveli, Damon and Diu, Goa, Gujarat, Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh,
Maharashtra, Rajasthan, Telangana, West Bengal, and Haryana. The Mahar Caste is
numerically the largest Scheduled Castes (SC) with a population of 5,678,912
constituting 57.5 percent of the Maharashtra state.
1.6
1.6.1

THE MAHARS IN MAHARASTRA
The Origin of Mahar Movements in India

Mahar constitutes 9 percent of the entire population and numerically the largest SC
community in Maharashtra. They are the untouchable caste groups in Maharashtra and
adjoining states. Their mother tongue and the official language is Marathi. During the
Gupta period onwards the Mahars were considered as the untouchable community. In
the 20th century, most of the Mahars were converted into Buddhism under the
leadership of Ambedkar. The Mahar movement is also started in the same century and
it is considered as the movement against the upper caste domination in Maharashtra.
1.6.2

Meaning of Mahar:

Mahar is officially designated as Scheduled Castes, constituted in Maharashtra and
adjoining states. Mahars are a group of many endogamous castes and they speak
Marathi. Occupationally Mahars were engaged as village watchman, messenger, wall
mender, street sweeper, and remover of carcasses. They owned agricultural lands in
earlier times and they also worked as agricultural laborers. But they were not primarily
considered as farmers. Later, they changed their occupation. From the mid-20th
century onwards, the Mahar began to shift their livelihoods into urban centres (e.g.,
Mumbai [Bombay], Nagpur, Pune [Poona], and Sholapur), and they were employed as
masons, industrial laborers, railway workers, mechanics, bus and truck drivers. The
urban migration and occupational differences created a lot of changes among them. In
the 20th century under the leadership of Bhimarao Ramji Ambedkar, the Mahars were
united and started to protest against their situation. Because of the influence of
Ambedkar, hundreds and thousands of Mahars converted to Buddhism.
1.6.3

Concept of Mahar Movement:

The Mahar movement succeeded to form unity among the smaller and untouchable
castes in India. The important features of the Mahar movement are as follows:
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1. The unfair treatment towards the common people.
2. The need for equality both inside of the caste and society.
3. Emergence of leadership
4. Development of communication, especially within the group outer to the
group.
5. Starting of massive protection.
Before Ambedkar, the Mahar movement had witnessed various stages in its history.
Various leaders from different areas in Maharashtra tried to lift the situation of
Mahars. Apart from Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, G.B. Walangkar was the first to fight for the
rights of the Mahars in Maharashtra. He realized the people about their rights, through
his Marathi newspapers, Dinbandhu and Sudharak. He elaborated that casteism and
untouchability are the dominant ideologies for oppression and it has no religious root.
For proving his theory, he wrote a booklet titled “Vital Vidhvansak”.
Kisan Bansode was one of the towering figures in pre-Ambedkar Mahar movement
from Nagpur. He started a press in 1900, all the editions were concerned with the
reform of untouchables. He published the biography of Chokhamela and Muzdur
Patrika in 1918 with the aim of education and mobilization of the mill laborers. In
1907, he founded a college for girls and several hostels for girls. He established “The
Sanmarg Bodhak Nirashrit Samaj” in 1901 which urged “untouchables” to require
education, protests for civil rights, create unity among Hindus.
Kalicharan Nandagavli, worked for girls’ education and found a college for girls in
1901. He was the convenor of Bhartiya Bahiskrit Parishad which was held in Nagpur
in 1920 under the chairmanship of Shahu Maharaj of Kolhapur. He raised the issues of
backward castes to Simon Commission.
The pre-Ambedkar Mahar movement faced issues related to their routine activities.
Especially, for conducting the meetings, unfavourable rules from the government,
problems related to their right of expression, etc. But the untouchable leaders were
very conscious about their actions, and later, the leaders like Gopal Baba Walangkar,
Shivaram JanbaKamble, Kisan Fagoji Bansode, et al had prepared the ground for the
untouchables for raising their needs. Later social font originated among untouchables,
especially among Mahars on their own.
After the arrival of Dr. B.R. Ambedkar in 1923, he attended various public meetings
of the untouchables, but never took an active part in it. He observed that, the spirit of
militancy was growing among the untouchables. At that point, he decided to set up an
organization with membership drawn from the Mahars, the Matangs, and also the
Chambhars called the Bahiskrit Hitkarini Sabha in 1924 in Bombay. Under the
contributions of Ambedkar, the Mahar movement took a distinct turn.
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The Mahar Movement passed through different stages. The early stage of the Mahar
Movement started in the year 1924. During this time he has started the Sanskritization
process among Mahars. But after some time, he realized that the Hindus wouldn’t
concede religious rights to the untouchables on equal footing, he started another
revolutionary program. In 1927, he led a Satyagraha campaign at Mahad. This was a
protection against the ban on the use of the water of a lake. Dr. Ambedkar and a group
of people drank the water and protest against the untouchability.
These all activities have created a sense of unity among the untouchables. They
protested against various kinds of disabilities that were prevailed in society. They
became more aware of their downtrodden situation and as an impact, their selfconfidence and also the ability to fight against these exploitations rose among the
untouchables in an organized way.
SNDP Movement is another untouchability movement that emerged from south India.
Sree Narayana Guru and his followers reinterpreted the dominant religious ideology.
He started new types of religious ideas, rituals, temples amongst the lower caste
people and it is also parallel to the dominant Hindu ideology.
The SNDP Movement in Kerala and the Mahar movement in Maharashtra have so
many similarities. Both of these movements fought against untouchability. Both of
them were agitated for basic civil rights, educational, economical, and political
equality. They also incorporated religious as well as cultural ideology to gain selfrespect and honour.
In 1972, there was another movement called “Dalit Panthers Movement” that started
among the Mahars. The major leaders of this movement were NamdeoDhasal, Raja
Dhale, and J.V Pawar. This movement has also emerged as an impact of the
exploitation and oppression faced by the lower caste people. So, this Backward Caste
Movement has four organizing principles: They worked against the class conflict and
anti-caste Hindu feeling. Based on these two principles the new Mahar identity
emerged and it helped the backward castes to protest against caste exploitation.
So, this Backward Caste Movement has four organizing principles:
I. Reinterpretation of myths of origin or one’s own religion.
II. Rejection of Hinduism and Aryan religion and culture
III. Civil rights
IV. Class conflict
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1.6.4

Historical Background (Mahars as Dalits)

Since the ancient and medieval times in India, the state has been playing a vital role in
establishing, maintaining, and restoring caste relations at the village level. In
Hinduism, the Hindu and non-Hindu rulers maintained a caste order. They are also
giving clear-cut examples of this argument. In the 18th century, Fukuzawa (1968)
elaborated on the Maratha rule in Deccan and the state’s role in caste disputes, ranking
of castes, etc. Through that work, we can understand the role of the state in elaborating
the fundamental aspects of the caste system. He concludes by saying the caste order
was “not only a spontaneous social order of the people but also a state order of society
controlled and guarded by the state” (Fukazawa, 1968:33).
1.6.5

The Cultural Relations of Mahar

Mahars were considered as the natives of Maharashtra and they are the largest
untouchable caste in Maharashtra. Based on their myth reinforced that, they are also
known as the “son of the soil” or “bumiputra” which meant that, they are the original
owners of the land.The fourteenth-century poet Chokhamela is taken into account
because he is the first renowned Mahar figure in history. Chokhamela, the
Untouchable Mahar, together with his wife, her brother, and their son all are historic
figures within the Warkari cult.
Bhimrao Ramji is another example of Mahar’s achievement. The local leaders from
Poona and Nagpore all are renowned untouchable identities. Dr. B.R. Ambedkar also
worked as the chairman of the Drafting Committee, constitution maker, and India’s
first law minister, etc.
Because of the influence of Buddhism and its ideologies, the Mahar culture faced
tremendous issues. After the bulk religious conversion happened among Mahars, their
ethnic identity also changed. But some of the Mahars didn’t change their identity and
the remained Mahars followed their cultural legacies. The communities like Mangs
and Chambhars also are in Maharashtra. Mang community they're ranking lowest
position than Mahars and that they are opposed to each other. Chambhars have senior
status than Mahars.
1.6.6

Economy of Mahar People

Mahars were engaged in arts, trade agricultural works, etc. Primarily they're not
agricultural workers but they're leaseholders of agricultural lands. In Marathi speaking
region, they had more economic freedom. In those regions, they also worked as
weavers or contractors. They had no interest to continue domestication of animals.
Subsequently, they started passing on the animal-related activities and domestication
of animals to Mangs which is considered as a lower community in the social order.
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1.6.7

Kin Groups and Descent

Mahars spread all over the Maharashtra regions. Mahars classification is mainly based
on status and to some extent it is based on occupational level. Mahars were most
prominently endogamous units, they marry the people within their community only.
As compared to other communities the Mahar gives more importance to women. But,
Mahars are considered as the patrilineal society. Poverty and other issues, give less
stress to the joint family system. The kinship terminology of Mahar is the same as that
used by Buddhists in Marathi.
1.6.8

Marriage and Family:

Marriage- Traditionally, they are the followers of the cross-cousin marriage system.
Widow re-marriage was not allowed.
Socialization- The socialization process among boys is raised excessively and girls
much more rigidly. Education plays a vital role in the socialization process in the
contemporary period.
Inheritance- The Mahars are patrilineal in nature. Property inheritance passes through
the male line.
1.7

SOCIO-POLITICAL ORGANIZATION

Social Organization- In early periods, they had a caste “Guru”. This caste “Guru” is
mainly for their spiritual counseling and religious needs. Many of these kinds of
practices are disappeared from the present Mahar community. At this time the local
leadership is based on political skill, wealth, and merit.
Political Organization- Labour Party in 1935 is considered as the first political
organization among the Mahars. Followed by the Scheduled Caste Federation from
1942 and the Republican party from 1956. Later the Black Panthers movement in the
United States created the emergence of the Dalit Panthers Movement in Maharashtra
and it’s led by educated Mahars and Buddhists. Dalit Panthers also witnessed a large
type of splits. But they also kept a type of coherency among them. Among all their
common issues they used to fight together. In 1988, there was an issue related to the
ban of Ambedkar’s book and that issue led half of the million Scheduled Castes into
the streets of Bombay. This movement is considered the most effective political
protest in the entire history of Mahars.
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1.8

RELIGION AND EXPRESSIVE CULTURE

Religious Beliefs- The majority of the Mahar people are strong followers of the Hindu
religion. God Khandoba and various non-Sanskritic Gods are their major Deities. The
Mahars village Goddess is mainly known as Mariai. The Mahars were followed
unusual religious practices in the late nineteenth century. The Mahar community had
no right to enter the Hindu temples in early time and they celebrated the other
communities’ festivals also. Holi, Dashra, Dipavali, Rakhi Purnima, and VataPornima
are some of the festivals among them. Devarishis are another important feature among
the Mahar community. They used to heal the illness and sick by using the ash and
mantras.
1.9

THE LEADERS AND THE GROWTH OF THE MAHAR
MOVEMENTS

The Mahar movement is started by the Mahar caste in Maharashtra in the early
twentieth century. The renowned figure of the Mahar movement is Bhimrao
Ambedkar. This movement also helped to raise the downtrodden situation of the
Mahar community in Maharashtra.
In the initial period the movement was restricted to Maharastra only. Later, it spread to
the entire country. In 1935, the untouchables got special educational programs and job
opportunities through the Government of India Act 1935. During the last phases of this
movement, certain social reforms were also enacted in Maharashtra. The Mahar
movement is generally seen as an urban movement. It created a strong political and
community consciousness among the Mahars.
The anthropologists Karve and Damle had explained the political consciousness of
Mahar people in three Maharashtrian villages in their study in 1963. It points out that
the untouchable castes appear to be more politically conscious and better informed
about world affairs than the rest of the people in the villages.
1.10

LET US SUM UP

In this unit, we have explained the history and development of the concept of
backward class or casts in India and the Mahar movement. To understand the Mahar
movement in Maharashtra, it is very important to know the concept of backward class
which is discussed in this unit. This unit specifically talks about the Mahar movement
in Maharashtra the meaning and concept along with the history of Mahars in
Maharashtra.
Odisha State Open University, Sambalpur
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The prime motive of the Mahar Movement is the rejection of Hindu hierarchy and
inequality. Under the leadership of Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, the Mahars were fought
against Hindu dominance and thousands of them converted to Buddhism. They
demanded the right to use public water tanks, enter into temples, educational rights,
and occupational rights parallel to other castes. The Mahar Movement created a sense
of unity among the smaller and untouchable castes in Maharashtra. It is also
considered one of the effective Buddhist conversion movements in India.
1.11

GLOSSARY

Mahar - an “untouchable” caste, residing mainly in Maharashtra and its surrounding
places.
Dalits- Socially deprived groups, helpless and poor community.
Assimilation- A social process of fusion into a cultural system.
Backwardness- Absence of educational and economic progress.
Backward classes- Group of people situated apart from the mainstream society.
Integration- The process of coming together or works in jointly.
Isolation- Separation from the mainstream society.
Other backward Castes- Standing lowest position of social ladder but above the
classes of untouchables.
Sanskritisation- Adoption of higher caste values and lifestyles by the lower castes.
Scheduled caste- Situating the lowest position of Hindu society.
Social mobility- Movement of people from one position to another position.
Tribes- Tribes are a group of people, they have a common culture, common territory,
common language, and common ancestor also.
1.12

MODEL QUESTIONS

1. What do you understand by social movement?
2. Briefly explain the reasons for Mahar Movement.
3. What do you mean by backward class? Explain with an example.
4. What do you mean by tribe and what is tribal movement explain with an example?
1.13
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2.1

INTRODUCTION

In this unit we will discuss about the two back-ward caste movements in Southern
India, such as Dalit and Non- Brahmin movements in Tamil Nadu and Sree Narayana
Dharma Paripalana Yogam (SNDP) movement in Kerala. The historical background of
Dalit movements took place among the Nadars of Tamil Nadu and the Ezhavas of
Kerala. Under the leadership of Sree Narayana Guru the SNDP Yogam was founded in
1902, with the motto “one caste, one religion, one God”. He led an uncompromising
revolt against the caste system. The Ezhavas were the first caste to give up
untouchability with respect to lower castes. Several Dalit liberation movements were
emerged in the 1920s. Adi Dravida movement in Tamil Nadu is also one of the earliest
Dalit movements emerged in South India. The various social causes, consequences and
leaders of these movements will be analyzed here.
2.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After going through this unit you will be able to:
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2.3

Understand the Dalit movement in Tamil Nadu and its various causes,
consequences and leadership.
Explain the emergence of non-Brahmin movement in Tamil Nadu and the
factors responsible for this movement.
Analyze the SNDP movement and its major leaders and social causes
Compare the social consequences of Dalit, non- Brahmin and SNDP
movements.
DALIT MOVEMENT IN TAMILNADU

According to National Commissions for Scheduled Castes (NCSC) the Scheduled
Castes is the official term for Dalits. The term Harijan, or 'children of God' coined by
Narsinh Mehta was used by Mahatma Gandhi in 1933 for identifying Dalits. Then
after, it is known as Gandhian Term for scheduled castes. The Harijan nomenclature is
considered pejorative by some leaders of the castes. They prefer to be called Dalit,
i.e., the oppressed (Guru 200la). Occupying the lowest rank in the Hindu caste system,
they are called Avarna, those whose place is outside the Chaturvarna system. They are
also known as perial, panchama, atishudra, antyaja or namashudra in different parts of
the country. Their touch, and sometimes their shadows and even their voices are
believed to pollute caste Hindus. Legally they are no longer untouchables, though in
practice many of them still bear that stigma.
The Scheduled Castes comprise about 16.6% of India's population (2011 census).
They numbered around 1,680 lakhs in 2011 (66.07% literacy and 945 sex ratio). The
SCs constitute 16% of India’s population. They numbered around 1,680 lakhs in 2001.
36% of them are workers. Among the workers, 48 per cent are agricultural laborers.
Many of them are engaged in traditional occupations, such as flaying, scavenging. The
SCs are scattered all over the country, though their number is insignificant in the
predominantly tribal states of the northeast frontier. They are not concentrated in very
large numbers in particular districts or talukas either. On the whole, the studies on the
Dalit or SC and their socio-political conditions are many but a few systematic
empirically sound studies are available on their movements. The main issues around
which most of the Dalit movements have been centered in the colonial and postcolonial periods are confined to the problems of untouchability. They are
predominantly anti-untouchability movements. The other issues are the same as those
related to agricultural laborer. They launched movements for maintaining or increasing
reservations in political offices, government jobs and welfare programs. Since very
little attempt has been made to analyze Dalit movements at the national level, no
efforts have been made to evolve a typology of the movements.
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The Dalits in Tamil Nadu constitute a major section of the Hindu society who is
considered to be ‘low’ and belonging to ex-touchable communities. The upliftment of
the Dalits was the work of not one but several organizations belonging to all shades of
opinion. The Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries were the eras of social and religious
reforms. Hence upliftment of Dalit section became the aim of all reform movements.
The difference was that, some organizations worked only for this objective while
others made it part of their general social reform program.
Brahma Samaj and the Dalits: Brahma Samaj was the offspring of the Indian
Renaissance Movement. It was founded by Raja Ram Mohan Roy, to propagate
reform ideas and eradicate social evils. The Madras Branch of the Samaj was founded
in 1881. It is interesting to note the evolution of many more Brahmo Samaj Centers in
various parts of the Madras Presidency.
Arya Samaj and Dalits: This movement was founded by Swami Dayananda
Saraswathi. His ideas are clearly explained in his book, Sathyartha Prakasan. The
work of the Arya Samajists in Madras City in 1900s was quite good. They worked
among the Dalits at Sembium, a corporation ward of the Madras City. There the Arya
Samajists conducted Suddhi (purifying) ceremony for Dalits, made them to wear the
sacred thread and taught them the sacred “Gayathri Mantra”. After this initiation they
were invited to dine with the high caste members of the Arya Samaj.
Buddhism and Dalits: Buddhism spread into Tamil Nadu even from the Sangam Age
and was quite a success. The Buddhists came into contact with the Dalits and as they
were opposed to the caste differences. They mixed freely with the Dalits. In the City of
Madras, the Buddhists Association had branches in Pudupet, Nariyamanagar,
Narasingapurarn and Perambur. In the Madras Presidency, they had branches in
Vellore, Gudiyatham, Palligonda, Chakkaramallur, Vannivedu, Walajabbad,
Kanchipurarn, Enathur and Angambalckam. The Dalits leaders like N.Sivaraj and R.
Srinivasan were very much attracted to the Buddhist philosophy and teachings.
The Servants of India Society and Dalits: The Society was unique in its mission and
in its spirit of dedication. It was established by Gopala Krishna Gokhale on 12 th June
1906 at Poona. It was founded to render service to Dalits, the tribal on plains and on
hills. It had a galaxy of distinguished people rendering dedicated services. The Madras
branch of the Society was founded in 1910.The Society took up the elevation of the
Dalits as one of its aims as explained by its founder at Dharwar Social Conference.
The Madras Social Service League and Dalits: The Madras Social Service League
was founded in 1912. It was particularly interested in rendering services to the Dalits
with reference to the sanitation, education and promotion of temperance, under its
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president, Mrs. Whitehead. The League started quite a few night schools among the
Dalits to spread general education and to improve their knowledge about sanitation
and temperance. The League also wanted to develop the spirit of self-help among the
Dalits and accordingly formed quite a few co-operative Societies: (i) Nallancheri Cooperative Society, (ii) The Madras Salt Leaders Society, (iii) The Royapettah Cooperative Society and (iv) The Perambur Coolier Society.
Societies Organized Solely for the Upliftment of the Dalits
The Depressed Classes Mission Society of India:
This Society with its headquarters in Bombay was founded by Justice Chandarvarkar,
who was the President of the organization. The Madras Branch of the Society was
started in 1909 by the labour of Shinde of Bombay. It functioned from where the
Madras Branch of the Brahmo Samaj also carried its work. The President for the
Madras Branch of the above Society was the Justice Sir C. Sankaran Nair, while S.
Kasturi Ranga Iyengar and C.Ramanujam Chetty were its Vice-presidents. Govindan,
Manager of Brabmo Samaj schools, was the Secretary. The objective of the Society
was to uplift the Dalits of India by providing them education and work, and preaching
them, higher ideals of religion, morality, personal character and good citizenship. The
workers of the society visited Cheris in Madras City and explained to the residents
about their degraded position and helped to inculcate in them self-respect and highermoral standards in life. The Society maintained both day and night schools for Dalits
at Vyasaipdi, Pulianthope, Broadway, Kadapadacheri near Washer men pet,
Malayappan street George Town and Chintadripet.
Depressed Classes Mission Society of Mangalore and Its Madras Branch:
The Madras Branch of the Mangalore Society started by K. Ranga Rao maintained
schools in Madras City with the support of the Servants of India Society, Madras. In
1909 seeing their progress in Mangalore, V. Subramaniya Ayyar of Mosur Village
appealed to Government to grant 41 cents of land for the Dalits School in Nammaneri
Village in North Arcot District. Thus, the activities of the Depressed Classes Mission
Society of Mangalore were extended to Madras, and they were an inspiration to other
Societies.
Tamil Nadu Harijan Sevak Sangh:
The provincial branch of the Harijan Sevak Sangh in Tamil Nadu was formed at the
provincial Anti-Untouchability Conference held at Tiruchirappalli in 1932 under the
Presidentship of T.S.S. Rajan. The provincial board was formed in the same
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conference. The Government instead of supporting the Anti-Untouchability campaign
thwarted it by prohibiting its servants from participating in the campaign or its work.
The Harijan Sevak Sangh was purely kept as a social and cultural organization. The
Tamil Nadu Harijan Sevak Sangh organization was divided into twelve district
branches which had their own Presidents and Secretaries. With this administrative set
up, separated from the Congress, the Harijan welfare work was taken up by the Tamil
Nadu Harijan Sevak Sangh. As its first action, the Sangh took up anti-untouchability
campaign. Gandhi planned a whirl-wind tour to popularize the eradication of
untouchability from the country and to spread the ideals of human brotherhood. The
tour was conducted by Tamil Nadu Harijan Sevak Sangh and they made all
arrangements for the same. Gandhi toured the Tamil districts twice with a group of
twenty volunteers for the upliftment of the Harijans. Thus, almost all organizations
engaged in social reforms or social upliftment made Dalit upliftment as part of their
reform programs. However, while all organizations tried to ameliorate the condition of
the Dalits, the Harijan Sevak Sangh, along with improving the material condition of
the Dalits aimed at their absorption into Hindu Society. It was the Sangh which began
in right earnest to achieve social equality. Even though untouchability has been
removed by law and the condition of Dalits has improved to a great extent,
associations are still necessary because the public has to be educated in bringing about
social equality. This is especially needed in the rural areas where conservatism and
social barriers are still strong.
From the second half of the 1980 onwards, Tamil Nadu has become an arena for
recurring caste conflicts involving the Dalits and Adi-Dravidas and the oppressor
castes, like the Thevars and Vanniyars on the other. The conflicts started in the
northern part of the state in 1986, and in the next decade engulfed the southern part
too. Reports indicate that many areas in Southern Tamil Nadu and powder kegs, which
can explode any time under any pretext.
During an earlier phase of caste related violence, during the 1960’s, it was the struggle
of landless agricultural workers that triggered off large-scale violence, and this
happened widely in the granary of Tamil Nadu- Thanjavur district. As a reaction to
efforts of the landless agricultural workers to strengthen their bargaining power and
secure, better living conditions, this green revolution area witnessed large scale
suppressive violence. The village Keelvenmani came to epitomise this violence, when
in 1968 more than forty Dalit agricultural workers and their family members were
massacred by their employer landlords. The determining factor in this case was
economic in nature due to the stubborn refusal of the landlords to part with any share
of the increased output to the agricultural labours.
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Again, in the late of 1970 and early 1980, large scale police brutality was unleashed in
several areas of Dharmapuri, North Arcot and South Arcot. Although it was not
explicitly a caste issue, many of the victims were Dalits, who were being mobilised by
the Naxalites against landlordism. Several dozens of leaders and sympathisers of the
movement were done away with, and the nascent movement was drowned in blood.
In both the above-mentioned phases of social conflicts, the variables of political
struggle against landlordism, economic struggle to better the lot of landless workers
and casteism- all were involved. Strictly speaking, however, the conflicting groups
were not arrayed under caste platforms. The present situation is different. Now the
caste plat forms are explicit and the issues are also not exactly the same.
The Historical Background:
The movement of Dalits against caste oppression and apartheid started in Tamil Nadu
long back. The modern history of this resistance and self-assertion can be traced to
1817, when a meeting was held in Paramakudi, which enunciated a human rights
agenda. The Pallars organised under the banner of Poovaisiya Indira Kula Velalar
Sangham, which emerged as a protest against the domination of the Thevars in that
area. In 1858, the Dalits started a non-co-operation movement to protest against their
utter dehumanisation at the hands of the oppressor castes. In 1930, the movement to
wear shirts was launched, and in the 1950 the struggle for land rights was launched. In
1953, Dalits wearing shirts were brutally attacked. In 1957, Immanuel, a pioneering
organiser for the Self- Respect of Dalits, was murdered. Following his murder, clashes
erupted between Thevars and Pallars, in which more than 100 people were killed.
There were heavy police firing and the army was called in to contain the violence and
it was more than 10 days before a situation of truce could be attained. Then the
Keelvenmani incident of 1968 a prominent Dalit leader, Siluvainanthan of Puthukottai
district, was murdered. In 1979, when Dalits tried to enter the temple at Unjanai, they
were cruelly attacked resulting in the killing of five and the serious maiming of almost
three dozen.
During the 1980 and 1990, caste clashes have become even more frequent and violent,
and the time duration of caste clashes lasted only a week or so, now the estimate is in
terms of months. Not just that, the simmering undercurrents is ever present, giving a
permanently volatile character to any caste-clash prone areas, especially in the districts
of South Tamil Nadu. [3] (Jacob, T.G. and P. Bandhu, Reflections on the Caste
Question. The Dalit Situation in South India)
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Dr av idian Upsurg e:
In the Tamil land, the second half of the nineteenth century witnessed sporadic yet
determined attempts by lowered castes to articulate their deprivation and humiliation,
and also a sense of longing to belong to their original Dravidian culture. Here, it was
easy to give linguistic, ethnic, and indigenous identity to the non-Brahmans who had a
language with non-Sanskrit origin, recognised as Dravidian. Their oppressive present
and distorted past were attributed to the alien invasion of Brahmans, descendants of
the Aryan conquerors. Such reinterpretations of the past was buttressed by the
situation that obtained in the region, strengthening the suspicion that the south
India's Brahmans were still conspiring to suppress the Dravidian people and their
culture.
Here, the non-Brahmans adopted their indigenous and autonomous Tamil literary
traditions in a battle for social and political equality. Emphasising the pre-Sanskrit and
non-Aryan Dravidian heritage of the south, several Tamil Sangams were formed in
cities like Madurai and Madras. The revival of interest in ancient Tamil classics
spurred the publication of many journals which had attacked the alien and oppressive
Brahmanic culture. The Dravidar Kazhagam of 1882 raised and debated the
ideological matrix of Dravidianism. At the turn of the new century, the stage was set
for emergence of a powerful non-Brahman movement in the region.
This movement was a vigorous fight against the evils of Casteism and popularized
rationalism that took deep roots among the people. Periyar emerged as a towering
symbol of this immensely popular protest movement, and Tamil Nadu was never the
same again after the lunching of the Dravidian Movement.
The caste hierarchy came under powerful attack, and there was every hope during the
heyday of this movement that the caste system would be buried once and for all. The
Dravidar Kazhagam (DK) emerged as a spearhead of all Dravidians. Though it was
mainly a movement of the backward castes, who felt oppressed under the Brahminical
caste hierarchy, the Dalits too gave enthusiastic support to it. The supremacy of one of
the most ancient languages of the world, Tamil, was upheld and the imposition of
Sanskrit and the values associated with it were relentlessly opposed. Actually, the
Tamil Self Respect Movement preceded the emergence of the DK. In other words, the
ground was fertile for radical changes. It was from the DK that the Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam (DMK) emerged, and the DMK later split to form a new Dravidian political
party, the AIADMK (All India Anna DMK). Ever since the DMK under the leadership
of Annadurai came to power, Tamil Nadu has been ruled by one or the other Dravidian
Party. This was certainly the historical contribution of Periyar and DK.
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After the present state of Tamil Nadu came into being in 1956, as a result of the state’s
recognition on linguistic basis, there were systematic attempts to impose Hindi as the
national language. The people vehemently opposed this move, and the DMK rode to
power on the crest of this popular movement in defence of the mother tongue. Hindi
was identified with North Indian Brahminical domination and the struggle against the
imposition of Hindi had Tamil nationalistic overtones. The central government was
forced to make concessions, but not before more than a hundred youth were killed in
state action.
Periyar’s DK movement and the anti-Hindi agitation were greater unifying factors
cutting across narrow caste divisions. But once the DMK was put in power and
especially after the split in the party, the situation changed drastically. Political parties
started varying with each other to cultivate caste-based vote banks. Electoral
politicking gained over saner social values that could have built up a civil society free
of divisive caste politics. As mentioned earlier, the land reforms did not really benefit
the Dalits, while they enriched sections of the middle castes. The vast majority of the
landless agricultural workers are Dalits, while the castes above them in the traditional
social hierarchy have become landowners. Once the social schism becomes
institutionalised through property ownership, the ugly face of casteism once again
reared up. We can see the consequences in very clear light in present day Tamil Nadu.
Once the Dravidian parties consolidated political power at the state level, the Dalits
and scheduled Tribes had every reason to feel betrayed. The Justice Party, SelfRespect Movement, the emergence of the DK and subsequently the DMK and
AIADMK did not make any serious difference to the social and political position of
the Dalits, though the constitutional guarantees of reservation did make a marginal
difference to their economic position. Overall, as a social block, their situation
remained that of the most oppressed and depressed.
Dalit Women Movement in Tamil Nadu:
Tamil Nadu Dalit women movement was launched during the year 1997 by SRED
(Society for Rural Education and Development) human rights organization which
worked among women for 20years to promote their rights. During those past period
they start organizing women into groups and then as a federation. In the latter stage,
they start coordinating all the groups into movements or one forum called Tamil
Nadu women forum that concentrate on promoting rights among common grass root
women. Then while working among Dalit women, they realized need for separate
movement for Dalit women with the focus of Dalit and especially to protect their
rights. With the help of various NGOs in Tamil Nadu they organized Dalit women and
start highlighting the issues of Dalit wherever they found. Thirty voluntary leaders
from 30 districts of Tamil Nadu coordinated together and took this movement to the
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grass roots. This movement was open for Dalit women who could address their issues
and atrocities where this movement was to fight for the rights and justice. This
movement was active in 16 districts of Tamil Nadu and took issues of violence against
Dalits, untouchable practices, discrimination, atrocities against them and the denial of
livelihood rights.
Tamil Nadu Women Forum (TNWF) is a state level imitative for women rights and
gender justice. TNWF was started in 1991 in order to train women for more
leadership, to strengthen women movement and to build up strong people movement.
This movement is also collaborated with some of the Dalit parties like Viduthalai
Siruthaigal (Dalit panthers of India- DPI). However, the transformation of the DPI
from a political movement to a party seems to have led to a dramatic dilution of its
radicalism. Importantly, Dalit women despite their very active participation in politics,
continue to lack of recognition and respect even within the Dalit movement. Tamil
Nadu Women Forum (TNWF) is a state level imitative for women rights and gender
justice. TNWF was started in 1991 in order to train women for more leadership, to
strengthen women movement and to build up strong people movement. This
movement is also collaborated with some of the Dalit parties like Viduthalai
Siruthaigal (Dalit panthers of India- DPI).
However, the transformation of the DPI from a political movement to a party seems to
have led to a dramatic dilution of its radicalism. Importantly, Dalit women despite
their very active participation in politics, continue to lack of recognition and respect
even within the Dalit movement. When Parliament enacted the constitution (73rd)
Amendment Act in 1993, the move was hailed as a breakthrough in bringing about a
vibrant system of participatory democracy at the grassroots level and a paradigm
shift in the process of development, for the first time it provided for statutory
reservation of elected posts in local bodies for women, besides the Scheduled Castes
(Dalits) and the Schedule Tribes. Caste Hindu leaders challenged the reservation
of elected offices in local bodies for Dalits. In the elections, Dalits were
prevented from filing nominations in several villages where Panchayat presidentship
were reserved for them. A large number of elected Dalit and women Panchayat
presidents suffered humiliation at the hands of the Vice Presidents and co-members
and even government officials. For rural women and Dalits most of whom were
elected to these posts for the first time, it was really an uphill task.
2.3.1

The causes of the movement:

The Dalit Movement is the result of the constant hatred being generated from centuries
in their heart from the barbaric activities of the upper castes of India. Since Dalits were
assigned the duties of serving the other three Varnas, that is all the non– Dalit, they
were deprived of higher training of mind and were denied social-economic and
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political status. The division of labour led to the division of the labourers, based on
inequality and exploitation. The caste system degenerated Dalit lives into pathogenic
condition where occupations changed into castes. The higher castes of the society
looked down upon the Shudras. It was a general belief that the Dalits are part of the
lowest of low Varnas. Thus, for centuries Dalits have been positioned at the bottom of
the rigid Indian caste society. People from other castes, who considered themselves to
be higher, believe that Dalits are impure by birth and that their touch or sheer presence
could be polluting. Hence, they are assumed to be untouchable. For centuries, Dalits
were excluded from the mainstream society and were only allowed to pursue menial
occupations like cleaning dry latrines, sweeping, tanning or working as landless labour
for meager daily wages. The most inhuman practice is that of untouchability, which
made the Dalits to live in extreme inhuman situations. In other words, they lived a
barbaric life starving for food in their own land where they themselves are the owner
of the land, enraged the Dalits. This has made the Dalits to rise and protest, against the
inhuman practices of Brahmanism.
In the case of Tamil Nadu, the Dravidians demanded higher representation in
government employment and modern education for non-Brahmins, who formed the
majority of more than 90 % in the Presidency. It was spearheaded by the elite nonBrahmins from the four linguistic regions of south India, who spoke the four literary
Dravidian languages: Tamil, Telugu, Kannada, and Malayalam. These non-Brahmin
leaders had the benefit of colonial education in English and found the Brahmins, who
had the exclusive tradition of Vedic learning for centuries, occupying positions in the
government and in professions and seats in educational institutions hugely
disproportionate to their number in the population (Irschick1969, 12–19; Nambi
Arooran 1980, 38). These leaders also realized that the Brahmins would be the
political leaders in Independent India for which the Congress Party was fighting,
whose leaders were Brahmins or those who subscribed to the superiority of Brahmanic
culture and equated it with Indian culture. The reality of the traditional sacred power
of the Brahmins converging with the modern temporal economic and political power
in colonial and independent India was threatening to non-Brahmins.
The terms “non-Brahmin” and “Dravidian” were interchangeable in the political
discourse of the time, and so were the identities expressed by the terms, although they
were logically different from each other. The Brahmins in South India spoke the
Dravidian languages as their first language. The above terms signified the “other” of
the Brahmin and Aryan identities, which were also interchangeably used terms. This
opposition was constructed on the theory that Brahmins migrating from northern India
brought the Vedic rituals to sanction the sacredness and legitimacy of the rule of
southern kings. However, as the medium of the rituals was Sanskrit, Brahmins had a
special affinity to the language, which they (exclusively, men) learned as a second
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language. Identification of language with Brahmins and non-Brahmins was based not
on mother tongue per se, but on attitudes toward a second language versus the mother
tongue. This added to the opposition between the Dravidian languages, notably Tamil,
and Sanskrit, a Brahmin/non-Brahmin opposition based on caste and “race.” This was
the point of entry for language in the political movement, in which the Dravidian
languages came to be identified with non-Brahmins.
Superior status of Brahmins:
Being a political movement, the Dravidian movement—fought for equalizing access to
education and employment for non-Brahmins. As mentioned above, their particular
focus was English education and government jobs for non-Brahmins. This political
agenda also had the social component of equalizing the social status enjoyed by all
Indians, who had traditionally lived in a social hierarchy defined by caste. The
political strategy was to achieve these goals through the institutions of the colonial
government, which was also eager to have a check on the ascendance of Brahmins in
the political sphere and on the increasing participation of the wider society in the
freedom movement under the leadership of M. K. Gandhi (1869–1948), who entered
the political scene in India in 1915. The liberal elements in the colonial government
and in the larger British society were also in support of the aspirations of the lower
castes, as were the evangelists, whose religious agenda drew them to the cause of
lower castes.
Dravidian Distinctiveness:
The ancient Tamil texts were found to represent an independent literary and
grammatical tradition that, among the Dravidian languages, proved to be least
influenced by the Sanskritic tradition. Thus, they gave authenticity to a distinctive,
literate Dravidian past that paralleled the Aryan literary tradition. This tradition was
argued to be free from the Brahmanic ideas of hierarchical social organization and
exclusionary cultural practices. It provided a historical rationale for the different social
order in Independent India sought by the Dravidian movement. Modern science and
technology, philology, archaeology, and printing all helped to provide objective proof
of Tamil’s means to occupy the public sphere in India, assisted by the construction and
promotion of a Dravidian identity. The scientific discoveries helped make culture,
including linguistic culture, a central piece of Dravidian identity.
An influential figure in the movement to denounce the superiority of the Aryan culture
was Maraimalai Adigal (1876–1950) (Pandian 2007, 120–143). Adigal, a teacher and
preacher of Tamil constructed a Tamil religion from a branch of Saivism and claimed
that since the Saivism and Tamil languages were independent in origin and
development, they were superior to Brahmanic Hinduism and Sanskrit. The
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purification of the Tamil religion and Tamil language from the “corrupt” influences of
Sanskrit and Brahmanic Hinduism was a crucial component in Adigal’s cultural
agenda and that of his followers. The language side of this cultural movement, called
the Pure Tamil movement, was launched in 1916 and gave rise to pure Tamil cleansed
of Sanskrit loans. The cultural agenda was to reclaim Tamil from Aryan and Brahmin
influences and to restore it to its ancient glory.
Culture in Politics:
Language was the bridge that linked culture with politics. Because of the elitist nature
of the religious distinctiveness constructed and promoted by Adigal and its
identification with one higher non-Brahmin caste, it did not become an integral part of
the non-Brahmin or Dravidian political movement, but the distinctiveness of the Tamil
language did. In fact, the movement’s leaders were divided on the separateness of the
Tamil religion and Brahmanic Hinduism (albeit without the exclusive social privilege
of Brahmins), which was the traditional religion that many of these leaders accepted as
their own. Politically, the Aryan-Dravidian cultural separateness increasingly came to
be expressed in terms of the temporal and aesthetic aspects of Tamil literature (as
opposed to the Aryan mythology) and of linguistic culture (which encompasses
attitudes toward Tamil, Sanskrit, and, later, Hindi) and language use with regard to the
lexicon and the formal variety of diglossia Tamil.
Defeat of the Non-Brahmin Party:
The Justice Party lost the election to Congress in 1926 and, consequently, lost its
political leverage. Reasons for the loss are multiple. One was the party leaders’
organizational failure to mobilize the public at large to its cause, partly due to the fact
that the leaders were from the English-educated elites. Language was not pivotal in
their strategies for political mobilization. There was also dissention within the party
with regard to the inclusion of religion in their politics. Further, Pan-Indian
nationalism under Gandhi was surging in the early 1920s in response to his political
actions in support of farmers and mill workers and political calls for eschewing
colonial goods and withdrawing cooperation with the colonial government.
Some leaders in the Justice Party came to hold the view that nationalism and social
justice through equalized opportunities were not incompatible with appropriate
political strategies. In 1917, the Congress Party allowed party members to form
caucuses on the basis of linguistic regions; the first one was of the Telugu-speaking
region of Andhra. This congressional decision reflects the perception at the national
level that group interests were decided in terms of linguistic regions and communities
rather than on the basis of caste groups. Language became an additional variable to
caste for group identity at the regional level, and it eventually became the exclusive
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one. Another reason was that the Dravidian identity in south India was becoming
narrowly defined as Tamil identity, as mentioned earlier, causing loss of appeal in the
broader region of Madras Presidency.
Rise in the Role of Language:
1. This political goal shift intensified the role of language in politics as a way for
the DMK Party to create a unifying identity surpassing caste division for all
Tamil-speaking people. The political and economic interests of the state were
commonly presented as means of safeguarding the Tamil language. Hindi was
the nemesis of Tamil in political discourse. Organized anti-Hindi agitations
began in 1938, culminating in the sustained agitation from 1963 to 1967 when
the constitutional mandate to retain Hindi and drop English as the sole official
language of the Union became a political issue. This violent agitation by
students was an important factor in the DMK Party winning the majority of
legislative seats in the elections of 1967, defeating the Congress Party. Some of
the acts passed by the DMK government were rich in political symbolism, such
as changing the name of the state from Madras to Tamil Nadu—“land of
Tamils”—in 1968, getting the status of a classical language for Tamil from the
federal government in 2004, sponsoring the International Conference of Tamil
Studies in Madras in 1968, honoring Tamil poets and scholars with statues, and
publicly honoring people who had fought against Hindi and had made
sacrifices for this cause, such as going to prison, equating them with fighters
for India’s freedom through awards, pensions, and other benefits.
The social and political consequences of the decisions of the DMK
government—besides governmental support for some of Periyar’s social action
plans, like legalizing marriages not sanctified by Brahmanic rituals and
Brahmin priests, incentives to couples of inter-caste marriages—may be seen
in the implementation of a dual language policy in school education. Under this
policy, Tamil and English were the only languages taught, contravening the
national three-language policy that included Hindi. Banishing Hindi from
schools was an act of achievement of the Dravidian movement safeguarding
the interests of the Tamil language and the Tamil people.
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Check Your Progress Exercise 1.1
Q.1 Briefly explain the Dravidianu psu rge in Tamil Nadu?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………

2.3.2

The Leaders of the Movement:

Ramaswamy Naicker Dravidian movement was founded in 1925 by E.V.
Ramaswamy with the aim of achieving a society where backward sections have equal
human rights, and encouraging backward sections to have self-respect.
E.V. Ramasamy was a politician, business merchant and freedom fighter. He was born
on 17 September, 1879 in Erode district of state Tamil Nadu. He is most commonly
known as E.V.R, Periyar, Thanthai Periyar, Naicker—Periyar, Ramasamy. He is the
man who started self-respect movement, Dravidian movement. He is the creator of a
public committee named as Dravidar Kazhagam. He was a social reformer. He
removed many evils like differentiation on the basis of caste from the society. Periyar
was the man with perfection and courage who in his early life decided to make a
society free from all kind of anti-social activities.
Periyar was a child of well-known and rich family. His father, Venkata Ramasami
Naicker was an entrepreneur. He had two sisters and an elder brother. When he was
immature, he saw number of customs like inequality between people on the basis of
customs like background, ethnic, gender and many more. He knows three languages
Kannada, Telugu and Tamil. He got married in the age of 19 with Nagammai.
Nagammai died in 1933. After her, Periyar got married with Maniammai. She supports
him in his social life too. She repositions his work for the welfare of people after his
death through Dravidar Kazhagam organization.
In 1919, E. V.R. come together with Indian National Congress (INC), but after 6 or 7
years, he reconciled. Because somewhere he felt that the organization is fulfilling all
the needs of Brahmins not to common people who belong to other castes. Ramasamy
toured a school; there he saw that there were separate places for food and drinking
water for Brahmin students and non-brahmin students. He protested against this antisocial activity. Ramasami led the movement named as Satyagraha in 1924. He
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positions as the chief of Justice Party. After some time, Periyar renamed Justice Party
as Dravidar Kazhagam.
Apart from his organizations, he makes people aware about self-respect, women right,
unity, and ask them to remove the insect of caste from their mind. These efforts of
him, delete the insects of caste from the society to some extent. He urged the Ministry
to make Tamil as the mother tongue of people residing in Tamil Nadu when the state
declared Hindi as the official language.
Opposition to Hindi as an official language
C.M. of Madras state, Chakravarthi Rajagopalachari announces Hindi as the official
language whole over the country. He announces Hindi as the compulsory subject to be
taught in every school. Over this, Ramasamy opposed to make Hindi as compulsory
language and put a slogan, Tamil Nadu for Tamilians. He said that Aryans originated
Hindi just to break Dravidian civilization. According to him, if Hindi is imposed on
Tamilians then the culture of south India will be abolished.
Success of Ramasamy in Tamil Nadu
Ramaswamy opposes the superposition, priest, gender discrimination, caste
discrimination and many other anti-social activities. He made people aware about their
rights, self-right and vanished casters from the society. He too wrote books and spread
them among people. He contributed a lot toward the society to make society free from
anti-social rituals. The Self-Respect Movement initiated by Periyar was very popular
in those days. Because of this movement, common people got to know that their
children should be educated as well. According to him, the present and the future
system of education should be common to everybody. He said that a widow had all the
rights to marry again. Periyar too suggested the thought of family-planning to society.
2.3.3

The Non- Brhmin movement in Tamilnadu

The Justice Party (1917-1944)
The Justice Party was the political expression of the non-Brahmin movement in
Madras Presidency. In reaction to the incipient nationalist movement, represented by
the nineteenth century Hindu revivalism, which led to improving the position of the
Brahmin caste, the non-Brahmins of Madras Presidency sought to allay with the
colonial regime, hoping that foreign rule would protect their position and somewhat
neutralize power differences within the population. Mindful of the importance of
literacy as the base of the Brahmins’ virtual monopoly of government offices, the nonBrahmin elite sought to advance their communities through education.
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Dr. T.M. Nair, P. Thyagaraja Chetty and C.N. Mudaliar came together and founded
the Justice party in 1916, it was resolved to form an association of non-Brahmin
Hindus under the name of South Indian Peoples Association. Chetty asked all nonBrahmins to unite and draw the attention of the government to the grievances voiced
in the Manifesto. He said, “Let all non-Brahmins do everything needful to ensure a
continued educational, social, political and economic development as broad and
enduring basic, and, then their future as British subjects will be brighter and more
prosperous than it is today”
With the proclamation of the non-Brahmin manifesto, it was argued that an association
for the political advancement of the non-Brahmin community should also be formed to
function alongside the south Indian people’s association. In August 1917, the South
Indian Liberal Federation came in to existence. It was announced that the Justice
Party’s objective was justice for all Dravidians through the establishment of a separate
state under the watchful guidance of the British rule. His idealism, however, was
influenced by the immediate practicalities of securing required reforms for the
betterment of the non-Brahmin community. Nair said that the movement could be
replicated in northern India too. Nair was critical of the congress party for the adoption
of “Independence” as its new political faith. The justice party set itself up against all
“negative” methods of passive resistance and non-cooperation. Nair saw it as
subversive to any ordered and stable government.
The Self Respect Movement
The Self Respect Movement was founded by Ramaswamy Naicker in 1925. It was
designed to improve the living conditions of the Dravidian people, to expose the
Brahmin tyranny and the descriptive methods by which they controlled all spheres of
Hindu life. He organized the Dravida Nadu conference for the advocacy of a separate
and Independent “Dravida Nation”. The demand was reiterated the following year in
response to the Lahore resolution passed by the Muslim League demanding the
creation of Pakistan. Naicker supported the creation of Pakistan and tried to enlist the
support of the Muslim League for the creation of the “Dravida Nation”. The basic
presupposition of the movement toward a separate nation was that the Dravidian nonBrahmin people were different racial stock and culture from that of the Aryan
Brahman.
In 1944, Naicker founded the Dravidar Kazhagam and asked the members to wear
black shirts whenever possible to symbolize the present-day downtrodden condition of
the Dravidians. The organization of the party was to be based upon units in each
village, Taluq and district. The main objective of the Dravidar Kazhagam was
proclaimed to be the achievement of a sovereign, independent Dravidian Republic
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federal in nature with four units representing the linguistic division, each division
having residuary power and the autonomy in the matter of internal administration. It
would be an egalitarian society to which the depressed and downtrodden could pledge
allegiance. Naicker called upon the people to renounce all the titles conferred upon
them by the British. This increased the Dravida Kazhagam’s popularity among the
masses.
The principal objective of Naicker was to remove all “superstitious beliefs” based on
religions. No member was allowed to wear any religious marks on the forehead. He
called upon the non-Brahmin community to boycott Brahmins at ceremonies. The
idols of the Hindu deities such as Rama, Ganesha, and Krishna etc were deliberately
destroyed and the Ramayana and other Sanskrit epics were illustrated to the political
ends of the Dravida Kazhagam. The glories of the Tamil kingdoms were hailed as
peaks in the cultural history of India, and the culture of the ancient Aryans was
belittled as barbarian in comparison to the splendor and the richness of Dravidian
tradition and Tamil culture.
The movement suffered a split with Annadurai forming the Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam at its inception had aimed at building a mass party. The Dravidian
movement which had started out as a movement for the upliftment of Adi-Dravida and
the Dalits. Later got involved in active politics and DMK became a political entity
with a massive following of backward classes and Dalits in Tamil Nadu.
2.3.4

The factors responsible for the movement

The basic thrust of these movements was to free non-Brahmans from their shudrahood
and to prepare them to come together with the ati-Shudras and others to realise an
ideal society in which caste would have no place. Like Phule, to Periyar the abolition
of untouchability 'required nothing more or less than the abolition of the caste system
itself'. He said that not only was the progress of non-Brahmans linked to the progress
achieved by the untouchables, but the sorrows of the latter were a matter of concern
and feeling to the non-Brahmans as well. And while underlining the importance of
securing proportional representation for all non-Brahmans, he deemed it more
necessary for the untouchables since the latter had to endure more ignominies than the
rest of non-Brahmans. Assuming positions of authority, he said, would enable the
untouchables to prevent atrocities and civil disabilities inflicted against them. In other
words, whereas these movements had been mainly concerned about ending the
Brahman raj in public spheres through its politics of proportional representation, the
Self-Respect movement aimed at bringing about a cultural revolution on the bedrock
of casteless egalitarianism and rationalism. Stressing egalitarian social relations across
caste, community, and gender lines, Periyar advocated the overthrow of caste and
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instituted non-Brahmanic forms of marriage celebrating the equality of woman and her
right to choose life partner and other such practices designed to give a death blow to
the Brahmanical order.
Presenting a radical critique of the religious beliefs and practices in a variety of ways,
Periyar wanted to demolish the whole Brahmanic structure of society which he saw as
the root cause of the degradation and subordination of women and the non-Brahman
populace. In contrast to the Justice Party, which could not mobilise the masses-at the
grassroots, Periyar's movement attracted thousands of non-Brahman youth, in bothurban and rural localities, who were mostly poor and first-generation learners. The
movement's central agenda of restoring self-worth, pride and dignity to the longhumiliated men and women had obviously caught the imagination of the Dravidian
people. At various points, the mass movement organised dramatic assaults on
brahmanical symbols: its members burnt hate-filled texts such as the Manusmriti,
proclaimed that Rama's glorification was a Brahmanic myth that symbolised the
Aryan conquest and the denigration of the Dravidians, showered discriminatory
gods and priests with shoes, and marched defiantly on the prohibited temples in mass
demonstrations. (Sahu,N.N.2020.Dravidian Movement)
2.3.5

The SNDP Movement

Sree Narayana Guru was one of the epoch making seers of the present century, who
has dynamically effected a radical change in the social, moral and spiritual value,
vision and behavioral patterns of his contemporaries in India. Among the socioreligious reformers of modern India who clamored for social justice, the name of Sree
Narayana Guru occupies a permanent place. His life and mission brought out far
reaching changes in the year 1854 A.D at Chempazhanthi, in the suburb of the city of
Trivandrum. He has not received this aura of worldwide attention, although he was
also one of those in the socio-religious reformers and Gurus in South India, especially
in and around Kerala. He was an embodiment of all that is good in human life. The
impact of the activities of Sree Narayana Guru are so varied that it has reflected the
whole Kerala in the field of education, society, religion, economy, politics and culture.
In 1903 he founded. The Yogam was against superstitions, irrational customs, caste
system etc. The reforms of the Guru under the auspices of the SNDP Yogam not only
raised the social position of the Ezhavas, but also brought many economic advantages
to the community.
Narayana Guru and the leaders of SNDP Yogam were much concerned about the uplift
of women, as it would naturally bring about improvement in social life. With this
purpose, the Women’s Association was setup, and its conference became a regular
feature of the annual general meetings of the Yogam. Considering the importance of
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the youth in the society, the Youth Association was also reformed. The one of the
important attempts of the Yogam was to remove the disabilities of the Ezhavas in the
religious field. The program of activities that concerned the leaders of the Yogam
included building of new temples and ashrams, demotion of traditional temples,
cessation of the worship of lower deities and spirits discontinuance its animal sacrifice,
abolition of the singing of obscene songs in some temples and promotion of
brotherhood between Ezhavas and other low castes. The Yogam inspired the people to
construct more temples and gave propaganda to the activities of Narayana Guru.
Consequently, a large number of temples were built all over Kerala, because it was
partly on the basis of religious supremacy over the lower castes. To Dr.Palpu observer;
“The activities of the Yogam have been chiefly directed in the religious link”. This
will be evident from the fact that the number of temples and mutts opened in different
parts of the land, from Mangalore to South Trivancore, is now as many as fifty and
more are in course of construction.“The practical advantages to the community from
these institutions are numerous.” prominent leaders of the community promoted the
Ezhavas to construct more temples because temples were considered a necessary
element in the religious life of everyone. There were also schools and libraries
attached to these temples. Ezhava leaders claimed that, apart from serving religious
purpose, the temples would also help to bring together people of different ranks in life
in terms of equality and brother land and promote mutual understanding and goodwill.
They encouraged personal cleanliness, purity of thought and conduct and
dissemination of moral instruction even among the most illiterate. Thus, the temple
movement helped to increase co-operation and love among people, and feeling of
equality and self-respect. Narayana Guru wanted Ezhavas to admit all classes of
people in the temples consecrated by him. He believed in the oneness of mankind and
disregarded the difference between castes. The denial of admission of non-caste Hindu
to Saravana temples, and the injustices and inequalities in the name of religion,
prompted him to consecrate temples.
SNDP Yogam and Political Activities
The SNDP Yogam fought for establishing equality and social justice in the legislative
assembly and the council. In the second year of the establishment of Sree Moolam
popular Assembly, the Ezhava community was given representation in it by
nominating Kumaran Asan said, “Ezhavas are given representation in the assembly.
Representation of the Yogam which consists of prominent members of the Ezhava
community means representation of Theeya community. So, all branches of the
Yogam should convene meetings of the members of the Samajams and should inform
their opinions and grievances if any, to the Yogam secretary. The Yogam should
represent the opinion and grievances of Ezhavas of Travancore. From these onwards,
it is clear how the Yogam planned to utilize this nomination. The later activities of the
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Yogam proved that they used the legislative as a forum to present their grievances
before the authorities and sought redress. At the 8th annual general meeting of the
Yogam, a resolution was passed requesting the Maharaja to extend to the SNDP
Yogam the same privilege of sending a representation every year to the assembly, as
was granted to other registered organizations, and the government granted the demand
as contributed a great deal to the removal of the educational and other disabilities of
the Ezhava community.
SNDP Yogam and Educational Activities
The SNDP Yogam has done service for the educational progress of the Ezhava
community. Sahodharan Ayyappan stated that, “Most of the government schools were
places where Ezhavas were not admitted”. So the Yogam concentrated attention on the
removal of the obstacles in the way of education and employment. Dr.Palpu started the
movement to get all schools opened to Ezhavas. The first attempt of the Yogam in the
educational field was to prepare the way for admitting Ezhavas to government and
government aided schools. The Yogam was much concerned about the education of
Ezhava women. The Yogam pointed out that it was impossible to achieve social
progress without educating women. So, through the representatives of the Yogam in
the assembly, they requested. The government were to open government schools for
girls, Ezhavas and other backward communities.
2.3.6

The causes of the Movement

Sree Narayana Guru was one of the key figures that developed the ideological premise
for the renaissance in Kerala. His role in transforming feudal and caste oriented
society of Kerala into a modern community is multi-fold and is hailed as the sculptor
of modern Kerala.
Traditionally, the Ezhavas were untouchable castes of Toddy Trappers; they had to
stay thirty four feet away from the Namboothiri Brahmins. They suffered many other
disabilities like social and ritual from the upper castes. They were denied access to
Hindu temples or to the bathing tank of Hindus. Ezhava women were not allowed to
cover their breast or to wear any footwear and they had no right to worship gods like
Lord Siva at the time. Instead, they were forced to worship the local Gods such as
māṭanmaṟutacāttan and provide them offering such as liquor or blood of sacrificed
animals or meat. Guru started his social activism at a time when the lower castes had
not the right to enter the Hindu temple for prayer.
The Ezhava community in Kerala had lot of superstitious customs and beliefs at that
time. ‘Kettu Kalyanam’, ‘Thirandu Kalyanam’, polygamy, polyandry, consumption of
alcohol, animal sacrifice, and other such age-old practices were questioned, and Guru
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made moral and logical attempts at bringing an end to such practices. He fought
against the meaningless practice of Kettukalyanam or the practice of fixing marriage at
the childhood of a boy and a girl. He worked against the savage worship places of the
lower castes where animal sacrifices and liquor were offered as offerings to the Gods
and prohibited any such worship. He made an end to polygamy by introducing a new
tradition in marriage among his community in 1916. The production and consumption
of liquor was a serious threat at that time, and Guru demotivated all these kind of
liquor practices. The organization which was formed under Guru’s leadership was to
spread the fundamental moral values, which he believed ought to be the keystones of
life among his people. It and other locally formed groups in Guru’s name functioned
incorporating the modern ways which further aided the social transformation among
the ones Guru had focused his teachings, as well as had spread his philosophy and
ideology wide across the state and its people.
Freedom to worship, reformation of customs, formation of modern family, promotion
of education, protests for human rights including the right to walk free on public roads,
agitations to provide Avarnas with opportunities at government jobs, representation at
legislative assembly and socio-political advancement, development and protection of
agricultural and industrial sectors, women’s empowerment, promotion of scientific
and logical thoughts instead of age-old superstitious practices and so on were the areas
in which SNDP Yogam made visible their presence within the first five decades of its
inception. [10](Rajan. C. Amal .Kerala Renaissance and Sree Narayana Guru, page
number: 129-134)
2.3.7

The Leaders of the Movement

Sree Narayana Guru
He is the Father of modern Kerala and he freed a section of superstition and its
practicality. Thus, the lower caste people were given life back as part of the
renaissance of Sree Narayana Guru and saved them from the customs and practices of
upper castes. Thus, Sree Narayana Guru was the hero and prophet of the Kerala
Renaissance. Narayana Guru was born in the village of Chembazhanthi near
Thiruvanantha puram in 1856. He was very much interested in spirituality and
devotion till his last days. The Guru who excelled in Sanskrit language and Hindu
philosophy has devoted his life to ending the social and social backwardness of the
Ezhavas and other backward classes. Sree Narayana Guru's dream was of a world
where all human beings are united. The Guru tried to eradicate whatever was
preventing that from the society and the human mind. The first sound of that effort
was made in 1888 by the Shiva idol on the stream. Those who view the statue as a
mere temple statue cannot find the philosophical ground behind that act. It is
Odisha State Open University, Sambalpur

37

dedicated to fulfilling the philosophical power to transform human beings internally
and externally. In 1888, he established a Shiva temple at Aruvippuram and dedicated
himself to Lord Shiva. It was the turning point in a significant change in the social
structure of the day, in which the Brahmins considered the right to worship the Lord
Shiva. He told the critics that he did not put up a Brahminical deity. The Shivgiri
Temple was founded in 1904 and the Advaita Shastra in Aluva in 1913. In 1924, the
Sarvamsa Conference was convened in Aluva. Schools and libraries were set up near
the temple. He felt that education would lead to freedom. The Guru had the objective
of creating a society that was beyond caste and religious thought. He overcame the
untouchability of caste and religion, armed with the knowledge that one nation and
one religion were sufficiently human. Guru who gave importance to karma is a
guide for all those who belong to caste differences. In Kerala, where the caste
thoughts and untouchability are flawed, the Gurus message has opened a new door of
view. Religion, whatever its religion, has changed mankind's vision. The essence of
all religions is the same, so religion is not different; The Guru has taught that it is one.
Teachings of Sreenarayana Guru
1.
"Discretion is not automatic; you have to read a lot."
2
"Vidya is not to argue or win, but to know and convey"
3.
"Religion is only a means of becoming God, the religion is not God."
4.
"This world is in the truth, so don't lie. Only tell the truth."
5.
"Everyone worships Ishwar not idol".
6.
"It is not right to be lazy."
7.
"Start with cleanliness in the kitchen".
8.
"It is not possible to make a fortune without industry."
9.
"Farming is the backbone of life." "Whichever the religion, it suffices, if it
makes a better man."
10.
"One in kind, one in faith, One in God is man of one same womb, one there is
at all."
11.
"All are of one Self-fraternity such being the dictum to avow, In such a
light how can we take life and devoid of least pity go on to eat"
12.
"Ask not, Say not Think not caste"
13.
"Acts that one performs for one's own sake should also aim for the good of
other men."
14.
"Love of others is my happiness, Love that is mine is happiness for others. And
so, truly, deeds that benefit a man must be a cause for other's happiness too."
15.
Grace, Love, Mercy -all the three Stand for one same reality .Life's Star He
who loves is who really lives."
The philosophical word of "One Caste, one Religion, One God for mankind" is the
contribution of Sree Narayana Guru, known as the" Father of the Renaissance in
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Kerala". At the same time, we can understand that Sree Narayana Guru has made it
clear that 'everyone is equal' in this world. Through the Teaching of Sree Narayana
Guru section, it can be said that there is no better word for abandoning the selfish
interests of human beings who are segregated into caste, religion and God. We can
understand that Sree Narayana Guru, a pioneer in social work and philosophy,
dreamed of a world where all human beings would be united. Sree Narayana
Guru tried to remove anything that was blocking the society and the human mind. At
the same time, the Guru's goal was to create a society that transcended caste and
religion. In the same way, from this point of view, we can learn about religion and
God from the point of view of Sree Narayana Guru. Sree Narayana Guru says about
religion here makes it clear that the ultimate goal of all religions is self-identification.
[11] ( Joseph Shini and Ajith Kumar. Sree Narayana Guru - Teachings, Caste,
Religion and God , Page number: 319-321)
Check Your Progress Exercise:1.2
Note:
1. Use the space given for your answer.
2. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this unit.
Q.2 Write a short note on SNDP Movement in Kerala, and its leaders?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

2.4

THE SOCIAL CONSEQUENCES OF DALIT, NON-BRAHMIN AND
SNDP MOVEMENT

Empowerment of lower castes is the major social consequences of all these
movements. Dalit movement in Tamil Nadu was a series of events which was a sociocultural religious movement led by different leaders. It was a struggle between
Brahmanism (Aryans) and Dravidians (Non-Aryans). These were spread not only in
Tamil Nadu but all over the South Indian states. Because of the impact of Dalit, NonBrahmin movements in Tamil Nadu, Non-Brahman castes were given representations
to educations and administrations, progressive legislations pertaining to intermarriage,
franchise for the common man, abolition of the Devadasi system, throwing open
temples to depressed classes, regulating temple administrations and bringing it under
the control of the state, and educational facilities and reduction of fees for weaker
sections were happened. At the same time, E.V. Ramasamy Periyar was emerging as
radical leader in Tamil Nadu and his strong protest against Indian National Congress’s
Brahminical structures in Tamil Nadu had created the formation of Self Respect
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Movement and it took all the depressed class and out casted people. Later it splited
and routed the emergence of DK, DMK and AIADMK parties in Tamil Nadu. All of
these activities resulted the consolidation of Dalit Identity. The pressure created by the
mobilization of the Dalits has led to amelioration of their social condition.
In the case of Kerala, Kerala was immersed in utter darkness before Sri Narayana
Guru’s period. The formulation of SNDP was the greatest achievement in the
reformation movements in Kerala. SNDP admitted all devotees without considering
their castes or creeds. Sri Narayana Guru promoted mixed marriages between
communities and community feasts. He initiated a silent revolution that changed the
entire cultural and social scenarios of this state. People of Kerala were made aware of
the darkness in which they were immersed. Unity of mankind, oneness of God and
equality were the repeated precepts of Sree Narayana Guru. Because of this movement
the Ezhavas in Kerala have managed to attain a considerable degree of social mobility,
especially through the socio-economic programs and political involvement initiated by
the government. [15] (Scheduled Castes and the Struggle against Inequality, Jose
Kananaikil)
Check Your Progress Exercise:1.3
Note:
1 Use the space given for your answer.
2 Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this unit.
Q.3 What are the social consequences of Dalit, Non-Brahmin and SNDP Movements?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………

2.5

LET’S SUM UP

Dalit, Non-Brahmin movement in Tamil Nadu and SNDP movement in Kerala have
created drastic changes in the caste system in Southern India. The Dalit Movement in
Tamil Nadu fought against the caste oppression and apartheid situations of backward
castes. Dravida movement demanded an independent Dravidian state and worked
against the existing caste system, religious practices and recasting women’s equal
position in society. It gave reservations and empowerment of Dalit castes in a greater
extent. In the case of Kerala, the SNDP had protested against the hegemony of
Brahmins and other upper castes and it elevated the position of backward castes in the
caste hierarchy. Both of these regional movements raised its voice for equality, liberty
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and social justice and have become a powerful backward caste movement to bring the
upliftment of Dalits in Southern India.
2.6

GLOSSARY

Dalits: The social groups which have faced discrimination including untouchability
are called Dalits.
Brahman: A member of the highest Hindu caste
Dravidian: Ethno linguistic group originating in South Asia, who predominantly
speaks any of the Dravidian languages
2.7

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Ans to O.1- Follow the section 1.3
Ans to O.2- Follow the section 1.3.5
Ans to O.3- Follow the section 1.4
2.8
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3.1

INTRODUCTION

In this unit we shall focus on the Santhal insurrection in India. Santhal insurrection is
an uprising movement of the Santhals and it is a tribal peasant movement with regard
to permanent land settlement. It is about the agitation against the British rule imposed
on the Santhal farming land which was favoring them. The Santhals in India live in
Bihar, UP, Jharkhand, West Bengal and some parts of Odisha. In this unit we will
discuss about the Santhal insurrection, the main leaders of the Santhal insurrection,
their causes and measures in details. The settlement pattern initiated by the British
took away lands from the Santhals which they had cultivated for centuries. The
zamindars took land on auction from the British government and gave it to the
peasants who took it for cultivation. The Zamindars and Moneylenders and also
groups of Europeans and government officers increased the land tax and oppressed the
common peasantry. The Santhals were subdued to an extent that they decided to rise
against the zamindars, moneylenders and traders.
3.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

This unit deals with the Santhal Insurrection in India. After studying this unit, you will
be able to
 Know, who the Santhals are and their socio-cultural life.
Odisha State Open University, Sambalpur

43

 Describe the causes and objectives of Santhal Insurrection.
 Identify the Santhals in different states in India.
 Know the history and origin of Santhals in India.
3.3

ABOUT THE SANTHAL TRIBE

The Santhals in India are distributed in the states of Jharkhand, West Bengal, Bihar,
Odisha, and Assam. They are also found in the neighboring Bangladesh and Nepal.
Santhals are considered as the largest tribal community in India. They belong to the
Proto-Australoid group. There are no exact evidences of their history, but the
anthropologists are considered as they may have arrived in India soon after the
Negritos. They have a similarity with the racial type of Australian tribes. In Sanskrit
literature to ‘Nishads’, where they are described as nose less with dark skin color and
peculiar speech and habits, there can be no doubt that the Proto-Australoid tribes were
meant. In contrast with other tribals, Santhals are short in stature, and they are having
broad flat nose with a sunken nose ridge. They frequently have wavy hair; sometimes
it is curly, though it is never frizzy. But they share all these characteristics with other
primitive tribes in the same group. To the Proto-Australoid races may perhaps be
attributed a largest share of totemistic rites, exorcism, food taboos, and magical belief
still obtaining in Indian life. The ban on commensality and intermarriage which forms
the basis of the caste system must also owe its origin to them. The tribal structure of
the Santhals is totemistic and the clans are patrilineal, as among the other tribes of
central India. (https://joshuaproject.net/people_groups/14743/in)
3.3.1

Etymology:

The word Santhal is derived from a Bengali exonym. The term refers to inhabitants of
Saont, now in the Midnapore region of West Bengal, the traditional homeland of the
Santhals. Their ethnonym is HorHopon (“sons of mankind”).
3.3.2

History:

According to linguist Paul Sidwell, Austro-Asiatic language speakers probably arrived
on coast of Odisha from Indo-China about 4000–3500 years ago. The Austroasiatic
speakers spread from Southeast Asia and mixed extensively with local Indian
populations. The original homeland of the Santhals is a doubtful matter because of the
non-availability of authentic archeological records. They are commonly believed that,
the ancestors of them were came from Hihiri, which scholars have identified as Ahuri
in Hazaribagh district. From there, they claim, they were pushed onto Chota Nagpur,
then to Jhalda, Patkum and finally Saont, where they settled for good. This legend,
which has been cited by several scholars, has been used as evidence that the Santhals
Odisha State Open University, Sambalpur

44

once had a significant presence in Hazaribagh. Colonial scholar Colonel Dalton
claimed in Chai there was a fort formerly occupied by a Santhal raja who was forced
to flee when the Delhi Sultanate invaded the territory (Sarda, 2017).
3.3.3

Occupations of the Santhal Tribes:

The Santhals are primarily agriculturalists and they are also engaged in hunting,
gathering, fishing, mat and basket making etc. Rice, millet, maize and vegetables are
their major agricultural products. They are experts in traditional and modern ways of
agricultural practices and they have adopted various agricultural methods from
mainstream society such as crop rotation, irrigation, fertilizers and pesticides etc. They
practice cattle rearing mainly cow, goats, sheep, pigs, oxen, buffaloes, cats and dogs.
Most of the Santhal women are engaged in leaf plates and cup making etc. Santhals
occasionally hunt wild animals for their flesh. During the lean or post harvesting
season, they used to work in the neighboring industrial, mining and urban areas for
wage earning. They are expert in carpentry and other works.
3.3.4

The Santhal Clan:

The Santhals are divided into 12 clans and 164 sub-clans. They are patrilineal and
strictly endogamous. The clans are ranked according to old functional divisions: The
Kisku were kings, the Murmu priests etc. In spite of this clan ranking, Santhals are
basically egalitarian, thus contrasting with their Hindu surroundings. On the village
level, the local descent group is of major organizational importance. Santhals practice
different forms of marriage, reflecting the relative positions of the spouses. The
common type of marriage is bride-price marriage, it normally leading to the couple
living with the man’s family, but where grooms have fewer resources, bride-service
marriages leading to residence with the woman’s family do take place. In line with this
flexibility in marriage practices one also finds divorce by mutual agreement, men
marrying second wives, remarriage of widows, and special arrangements for finding
grooms for unmarried mothers.
The inheritance rules among the Santhals are complex, the family property is usually
divided among brothers, a smaller portion going to daughters in the form of dowry. It
is common for them to separate the property before the death of the father. The
household units are extended rather than nuclear families. Grandparents of both sexes
are helping for the socialization process and cultural education of children.
3.3.5

Santhal Society and Culture:

The culture and traditions of Santhal groups are entirely different from others. The
Santhal language belong to the North Munderi group of languages and they are the
part of the Austro-Asiatic language family. They believed that their ancestors were
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come from the Champa Kingdom of Northern Cambodia. The distribution of Santhal
society is spread various places in India. Especially, in the regions of Bihar, West
Bengal, Jharkhand and Odisha; but a substantial number of Santhals also live in
Assam, in Nepal, and in Bangladesh. Santhals have their own villages, numbering
from 400 to 1000 inhabitants each. Until recently, mud houses were preferred; houses
are often decorated with floral designs. Houses normally have verandas and at least
two rooms, of which the ‘inner room’ (chitar) contains the ancestors and the granary
protected by them.
Traditionally, the Santhals were hunters and gatherers. They are expert in identifying
the edible plants and roots. They have their own traditional methods for hunting and
also using the advanced hunting technology also. Later, they changed their economic
base into slash and burn agriculture and animal husbandry. Today, they are very
experts in cultivation. The Santhals were also experts in the art and aesthetic works.
Their major artistic products are woodwork, carved carts, musical instruments and
wood carving. They are making all of these are for their own use.But some items like
basketwork, weaving of mats and making of dishes and cups are for commercial
purposes. In earlier times the Santals sell their products in the tribal markets through
barter system only and later they changed it into cash market.
The base of Santhal society is a division between “brother” (boeha) and “guest” (pera),
a divide found in many other tribal societies of central and eastern India. Children of
the same father (sometimes grandfather), known as nijboeha, often live next to each
other and own adjacent pieces of land. Those in the closest form of brotherhood, called
mitorakhor (“people of one house”) in Singhbhum, cannot marry each other and
propitiate the same Deity, since the house refers to a common ancestor from which all
the families are believed to descend. Only mitorakhor marriages are severely
stigmatized. Another brotherhood is membership of a clan, which are exogamous. The
last form of brotherhood is phul, a ritual friendship with members of other ethnic
groups. Children of phul brothers consider themselves as brothers, and they attend
each other’s main lifecycle events, such as weddings or funerals, as pera. They also
give help in times of hardship. Those who do not have brotherhood are referred to as
pera, or guests. Members of other communities, especially those not speaking Santhali,
are excluded from this grouping, except for communities such as the Karmakar,
Mahali or Lohar, who are enmeshed in Santhal society. Those with this relationship
can marry, and attend major festivals as guests.
The totemistic clans of Santhals are known as pari. These twelve clans are divided into
two ranks: seven senior and five juniors. The senior clans are believed to originate
from the seven sons and daughters of the first man and woman, and in order of
seniority they are: Hansda (goose), Murmu (Nilgae), Marndi (Ischaemumrugosum),
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Kisku (kingfisher), Soren (Pleiades), Hembrom (betel palm) and Tudu (owl). The
junior clans are Baskey (stale rice), Besra (falcon), Caure (lizard), Pauria (pigeon) and
Donker. Members of a senior clan do not marry members of a junior clan, and there
are some forbidden marriages as well, such as between Marndi and Kisku. In addition,
Besras are sometimes treated differently due to their perceived low status, but other
than the context of marriage, they play no role in social life. The clans also avoid
harming their clan totem, lest evil befall them.
The social organization of Santhals, that is necessary for their rituals are known
askhunti, orgusti in south Chota Nagpur. The term refers to descendants of a common
ancestor, no more than a few generations back, which live nearby. The khunti is
identified by some distinguishing feature of the ancestor, such as poeta, people who
wear a thread on their chest in worship. In many cases, all the people of a gusti live in
their ancestral village, but some members may have migrated to neighboring villages.
(https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-andmaps/santal)
3.3.6

Santhal Language

Santhalis are the largest tribe in India to retain a good language to the present day. It
is closely related to Mundri as well as to Ho, Korku, Savara and Gadaba, languages
spoken by smaller tribes. The relationship of the Santhals with these tribes is racial and
cultural as well as linguistic. They have nevertheless been separating long enough to
develop their individual languages and to possess distinct though allied cultures. They
have their own Santhali script also and this is a relatively recent innovation. In the
early time, they did not have a written language but in the twentieth century they used
Latin/Roman, Devnagri, Odiya and Bangla writing systems. Paul Olaf Bodding (born
Gjovik, Norway on 2 November 1865, died Odense, Denmark on 25 September 1938)
was a Norwegian missionary, linguist and folklorist. He has created the first alphabet
and wrote the first grammar for the Santhali-speaking native people in eastern India. In
1914 Bodding, who translated the Holy Bible into the Santhali Language. (J. Troisi,
Tribal Religion: Religious Belief and Practices among the Santhals, 27). But in the
recent year they also have developed their own written script which goes by the name
OlChiki. Many books have been printed in OlChiki. The Santali script, or OlChiki, is
alphabetic, and does not share any of the syllabic properties of the other Indic scripts
such as Devanagiri. It uses 30 letters and five basic diacritics. It has six basic vowels
and three additional vowels, generated using the Gahla Tudag. Apart from Santhali
they are also experts in Bengali, Hindi and Odia. So, they are considered as bilingual
community. (N. Patnaik, “The Santhal World of Supernatural Beings” in Santal World
View, 135, https://vdocuments.mx/ethnography-of-the-santhals-adivasi-ornamentsworn-by-male-and-female-and.html).
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3.3.7

Santhal Religion

According to the 2011 Indian Census, for combined Jharkhand, West Bengal, Odisha
and Bihar, 63 percent recorded their religion as ‘Hinduism’, while 31 percent practice
other religions and persuasions (mainly Sarna dharam), and 5 percent practice
Christianity. Islam, Sikhism, Buddhism and Jainism are followed by less than 1
percent of the population.
In the Santhal religion, the majority of reverence falls on a court of spirits (bonga),
who handle different aspects of the world and who are placated with prayers and
offerings. These benevolent spirits operate at the village, household, ancestor, and subclan level, along with evil spirits that cause disease and can inhabit village boundaries,
mountains, water and many types of flowers, tigers, and the forest. The bonga are
intermediaries between noapuri (visible world) and hanapuri (the invisible reality), the
abode of a Creator. This creator is variously called Marang Buru (Supreme Deity or
literally The Great Mountain) or Thakur Jiu (life giver), and is the “cause of all
causes,” making the Santhal religion, in a deep sense, monotheistic as well as
pantheistic.
The Santhal pantheon includes about 150 spirit deities, generally called bongas. Each
village has a sacred grove, where benevolent bongas are found. The forest bongas, on
the other hand, are malevolent, and include the souls of people who died an unnatural
death. Santhals assume that souls become bongas three generations after death if they
perform the correct rituals. The dead body goes through a long process of death rituals
where some bones are collected after cremation by the main mourner (usually the
eldest son), and are washed and ritually fed with milk, rice beer, and sacred water by
female mourners. Later the bones are immersed in water and a series of rituals is
performed, releasing the dead from identity to become a nameless ancestor.
The village priest-naeke-and his wife are identified as representatives of the original
Santhal couple. Their function is mainly related to festivals and ceremonies. The priest
consecrates the animals offered to the sacred grove deities. The ojha is a healer and
diviner. He drives away the malevolent deities, divines the causes of disease, expels
pain from the body, and administers medical remedies. Traditional medicine is highly
developed and implies a large range of botanical and zoological knowledge. The
making of remedies implies a considerable practical knowledge of chemistry.
(https://www.khm.uio.no/english/research/collections/santal/society-and-culture).
3.3.8

Festivals

Tamak and Tumdakare the typical drums andSohrai is the principal festival of Santhal
community. Important festivals are Baha, Karam, Dansai, Sakrat, Mahmore, Rundo
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and Magsim. They are traditionally using the Tamak‘and the Tumdak’ during all these
festivals. Chadar Badar, a form of puppetry known also as Santhal puppetry, is a folk
show involving wooden puppets placed in a small cage which acts as the stage.
3.3.9

Land and Agriculture Practices among the Santhal

The Santhals in India are an agricultural tribe. They call land as ‘hassa’ in their dialect.
They were following traditional methods in agriculture in the earliest time. They used
to clear forests, toil on the land and produce food for survival. The land in Santhal area
was not fertile and comes under agricultural drought zones. But the Santhal
community has developed a sustainable management measure through the application
of their indigenous knowledge. They have applied the knowledge not only for the
agricultural site selection but also for proper crop selection also. Leguminous
vegetables, fruit, mustard, groundnut, cotton and tobacco are the important crops.
They cultivate their land only for their domestic consumption. Usually, they take
primary and secondary kin member from their own village for agricultural works. So,
they have to give less money as compared to outside village members.
Now, they are adopting modern technologies like shallow tube-wells, pump sets,
power tillers, sprayers and so on. They are also using chemical fertilizers, pesticides,
HYV seeds etc. for better production. Earlier time, they were entirely dependent on
monsoon rainfall. But the introduction of pump sets has brought changes in their
modes of production. Their monocrop cultivation has changed into double crops or
triple crops cultivation. Land tilling and threshing is also doing through the tractor and
power tiller. Commercial nature of farming has been gradually taking place among the
mechanized Santhal farmers. As an impact, the market orientation is also increasing
among the Santhals.
3.3.10

Santhal Livelihood

The livelihood of Santhals is based on forests they live in. They fulfill their basic
needs from the forest products they live in. Apart from this they are also engaged in
haunting, fishing and cultivation of their livelihood. Santhals have a unique skill in
making the musical instruments, mats and baskets out of the plants. This talent is
passed from generation to generation.
3.4

THE CONCEPT OF SANTHAL INSURRECTION

The Santhals are a group of tribals largely concentrated in Bihar. They are mainly
agriculturists. The first peasant movement which took place in India dates back to
Santhal insurrection of 1855-56. This insurrection has reference to the establishment
of the Permanent Land Settlement of 1793. The settlement pattern initiated by the
British took away lands from the Santhals which they had cultivated for centuries. The
zamindars took land on auction from the British government and gave it to the
peasants who took it for cultivation. The zamindars and moneylenders and also groups
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of Europeans and government officers increased the land tax and oppressed the
common peasantry. The Santhals were subdued to an extent that they decided to rise
against the zamindars, moneylenders and traders.
In the beginning, following Permanent Land Settlement, the Santhals in Bihar did not
resist much. They even took to limits of retreat and moved towards the borders of the
plains of the Ganga at the very place where the competition for land was the keenest
and the rents were the highest. This was unbearable for the Santhals. They took to
insurrection. (https://www.yourarticlelibrary.com/sociology/summary-on-the-santhalinsurrection)
3.4.1

Santhals in British India

In the latter half of the 18 th century, the Santhals are recorded as “Soontars” and they
came into historical records from 1795 onwards. The Bengal Famine of 1770 had
created lot of issues among them. Especially, the drier western and southwestern parts
of Bengal and the Jungle Mahals region, were some of the worst-hit areas and were
significantly depopulated. This depopulation resulted had created a significant loss of
revenue for the East India Company. Therefore, when the Permanent Settlement was
enacted in 1790, the Company looked for agriculturalists to clear the lands. British
officials turned their attention to Santhals, who were being pushed out of their lands on
the Chota Nagpur Plateau by newer immigrants and were ready to clear the forest for
the practice of settled agriculture. Starting in 1790, large numbers of Santhals from
Ramgarh and Hazaribagh began to migrate into Permanent Settlement regions like the
Jungle Mahals and the Rajmahal Hills, sponsored by landowners and the British who
were desperate for labor. Under British direction, Santhals took loans from nonSanthal moneylenders to buy iron tools, seed grain and oxen as individuals and
families, rather than groups as was their custom for working the land.
But the Britishers didn’t give much attention to Santhals against the preexisting Mal
Paharias, when they arrived in Damin-I-Koh. The Mal Paharias, who were known as
raiders of the plain areas and had only recently been partially calm down. Ultimately
the Santhals, with their superior technology and ability to match the Paharia’s guerrilla
attacks, managed to drive them out. Their settlement took place between the 1830s and
1850s: in 1830, the area was home to only 3000 Santhals, but by the 1850s, 83,000
Santhals had settled in the land and had turned it into paddy fields. This resulted in the
increase in Company’s revenue from the area.
Later sometimes the Santhals were started to exploit by the Zamindars because they
changed into more agricultural. Unlike the Santhals, the Britishers gave more value to
individual competition instead of cooperation and had followed a rigid system which
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is very different from the relaxed norms of the village council, the highest form of
government most Santhals knew. Mahajans from Bengal and Baniyas from Bihar
began selling goods from other places, and many Santhals, seeing them as alien. This
trick pushed them into becoming in debt to buy them, usually by keeping their land on
a mortgage. At the same time, the Santhals were unable to pay the moneylenders back,
they will take the land and they will be the owners of the land and the Santhals became
peasants. In a newly imposed Brahminical hierarchical system the merchants and other
outsiders also began to treat the Santhals as an outcaste.
The issues of exploitation, British tax policies and corrupt tax collectors were created
lot of stress among Santhals. In 1855, they started the Santhal rebellion or Santhal Hul.
Under the leadership of Sidhu, Murmu and Kanhu around 30,000 Santhals were
started the agitation. They aimed British authorities, Zamindars and other outsiders
(dikus) who had made their lives so miserable. Eventually, around 10,000 British
troops managed to suppress the rebellion. It has created lot of impacts on Indian
history. It overshadowed by that of the Indian rebellion of 1857. It was a great chapter
of Santhal’s pride and identity. This was reaffirmed, over a century and a half later
with the creation of the first tribal province in the Republic of India, Jharkhand. Later,
the British satisfied all their demands due to their importance as a tax-paying group.
The British created the Santhal Parganas, extended in to 5000 km area and they didn’t
apply the normal rules there. The administrations on these Parganas were in the hands
of the village headman or Pradhan. The Pradhans had the responsibility to collect
taxes. They had no right to transfer their lands to non-Santhals.
After the British government formally took control over India in 1858, the Santhals
continued their system of government and traditions. Newly-established Christian
missions brought secular education, and many Santhals moved to the tea plantations in
Assam, where they still remain today. However most continued with their old life, but
were still not prosperous. In addition, secular education did not become widespread
until after Indian independence. (Gough, 1974).
3.4.2

Post-independence

During the post-independence period the Santhal’s identity were changed in to as a
scheduled tribe. After the formation of Jharkhand state in 2000, the Santhal parganas
was made a separate division of the state. These Santhals have also agitated for
recognition of their traditions in the census as a separate religion, sarnadharam, for
which Jharkhand assembly passed a resolution in 2020. Many of the Santhals have
been going through poverty and exploitation, and in Bangladesh, theft of their lands is
common. Although spread out over a large area, they now consider the Santhal
Parganas as their cultural heartland.
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3.5

SANTHAL DEMOGRAPHY IN INDIA

The total Santhal population in India is around 7.4 million and they have a sizeable
population in Bangladesh, Nepal and Bhutan also.
Santhal Population in India as per census report 2011
State
Population
2,752,723
Jharkhand
2,512,331
West Bengal
894,764
Odisha
406,076
Bihar
213,139
Assam
Santhal Population in neighbouring Countries as per census report 2011
Bangladesh
Nepal

300,061
51,735

Jharkhand is the state with highest number of Santhal population and followed by
West Bengal, Odisha, Bihar and Assam.
3.6

SANTHAL REVOLT OF 1855

Santhal Revolt of 1855 was against the oppression and exploitation of landlords, who
had unjust ownership of the land of the Santhals. This movement was also protested
against the village money lenders and officials. Sidhu and Kanhu were the two
brothers, who led this movement. They held a meeting at Bhagnadih, and made the
announcement that their oppression could be ended by taking back their land from
their oppressors. Around 35,000 Santhals acted as their bodyguards at the meeting.
Following the announcement made at the meeting, thousands of Santhals marched
with their traditional weapons like bows, arrows, axes etc. towards Calcutta for
presenting a petition before the Governor. The police officer obstructed them and
provoked them into violence. Several Santhals were massacred at the hands of the
British. The Santhal rebellion forced the government to change its policy towards
them. Around 5000 sq. miles area was carved out as “Non-Regulation” district, which
came to be known as “Santhal Parganas”. An administrative head was appointed to
recover the alienated land. The rebellion lasted around 60 days.
The Santhal rebellion, also known as a Santhal Hul, was a rebellion against the British
colonial authority and also the zamindars. The zamindars, whom the Britishers had
given the ownership of land that cultivated by peasants and had imposed heavy taxes.
Santhal rebellion took place at present day Jharkhand and parts of West Bengal. The
Odisha State Open University, Sambalpur

52

rebellion was also directed against moneylenders who charged huge interest on
borrowed money and government officials who were autocratic and indifferent to th e
grievances of Santhals. The Santhals were getting evicted from their land and
settlements due to their failure to pay taxes and debts. Thus, they became tenants on
their own land or even bonded labors (Sarda, 2017 and Venkateshwarlu, 2015).
The revolt broke out in July, 1855 when thousands of Santhals assembled at
Bhogandih village and declared themselves free. The leaders of the movement, Sidhu
and Kanhu claimed that they received messages from supernatural powers to put an
end to the ‘zhulum’ of officers and the deceit of merchants. They attacked zamindars
and moneylenders to drive them out. This created a series of conflicts between the
English East India Company’s army and the Santhals. The Santhals fought bravely
with their traditional weapons, such as, bows, arrows, axes and swords but they didn’t
stand a chance against the sophisticated firearms used by the East India Company
troops and the rebellion was brutally suppressed by the beginning of 1856 (Ibid).
3.7

SANTHAL REBELLION

A popular Santhal legend of the 19th century states that two Santhal heroes, Sidhu and
Kanhu claimed to have seen in a vision the Thakur or God of the Santhals who gave
them a book in five batches. In this book the Thakur called upon the, “dikus” or
outsiders and the sahibs to go away from the Santhal land to the other side of the
Ganges. Santhals also professed to have the “darshan” of the “Thakur” in different
forms every day for some time. The Thakur appeared to the brothers every day: at one
time as a flame of fire, with a book, some white paper and a knife: at another in the
form of a solid cart wheel. A shrine was erected consisting of a mound of mud
crowned by a cart wheel, at which the village was instructed to present offerings of
grain and milk, and to sacrifice buffaloes. Here the worshippers were shown the slips
of paper and the book and were told that in them were written the orders of the God.
The news of the miracle spread far and wide, and messengers were sent to all the
Manjhi of the Damin-I-Koh bearing a branch of Sal tree, which like the fiery cross of
the Highlands, was a signal to the people to gather together. Their claims of having
been commissioned by the “Thakur” to lead them against all the outsiders and to
establish the rule of the Santhals was believed by the followers (Bengal District
Gazetteer, Santhal Parganas, 1980).
After 159 years, Santhal tribes even today remember their legacy and celebrate “Hul
Festival” every year for their glorious incident of 1855 AD. They remember that major
insurrection and worship their leaders - Sidhu and Kanhu. Santhal rebellion was one of
the most memorable landmarks in the history of colonial rule. Santhal tribes are one of
the earliest tribes in India and by nature are simple and innocent. Regarding their
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origin, Revd. Skrefsurd wrote that the Santhals lived in Persia, Afghanistan and
Chinese Tartary, and entered India from the North West and first settled in the Punjab
and then made their way to their present habitat in Chotanagpur whereas Revd.
Bodding thinks that the Santhal entered India from the North Eastern part. The main
language of the Santhal tribe is Santhali and traditional legends are orally current
among the people. Agriculture is the main occupation whiledance, music and paintings
are important areas of their culture. Apart from agriculture, Santhal people are well
versed in the art of hunting. They lived in the Rajmahal Hills and worshipped their
land as a God or “Thakur” from the earliest times.
After the establishment of East India Company, they faced some major problems in
their simple life. By the end of the 18th century, the Santhals began moving towards
the forests around the Rajmahal Hills. With the imposition of the Permanent
Settlement by Governor General Lord Cornwallis in 1793 AD; the entire region came
under the control of the Company. They had imposed various illegal taxes and revenue
systems. East India Company gave the power to Mahajans and Zamindars to collect
land revenues.
3.8

ESTABLISHMENT OF DAMIN-I-KOH

In 1832, the government demarcated an area in Damin-I-Koh for the Santhals with the
intention of reclaiming the forest region. Damin-I-Koh is a Persian name and it means
the skirts of the hills, but the estate comprises not only, as might be supposed from the
name, the country lying at the foot or on the slopes of the Rajmahal Hills, but almost
the whole range between the Ganges on the north and the Brahmani river on the south.
The tract it covers consists of hills surrounded by flat country, with fertile valleys
lying, in some instances, between parallel ranges. The valleys lying at the foot of the
hills were well-watered by streams, and were cultivated and inhabited for the most part
of the Santhals. The latter were comparatively recent immigrants, the Damin-I- Koh
having been formerly inhabited only by the Paharis, who were chiefly known and
feared as freebooters and cattle lifters (John Kochuchira, 2000).
The Santhals immigrated in large numbers into Damin-I-Koh from Cuttack,
Dhalbhum, Manbhum, Barabhum, Chotanagpur, Palamau, Hazaribagh, Midnapore,
Bankura and Birbhum. Santhal tribe came to Damin -I- Koh to live a peaceful life but
they could not live peacefully in that area. The Damin -I- Koh had always been
regarded as a reserve area for the aboriginal race of the district but after the
establishment of the colonial rule, some outsiders, Mahajans, Zamindars and
foreigners came to that place. The great migration of the Santhals to this district from
the south and west took place during the middle part of the 19th century, and many of
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the persons shown as immigrants at the last census are probably the survivors of those
who took part in the Santhal movement (O’Malley, 1910).
The main object of the Government in encouraging the Santhals to settle in the DaminI-Koh had been clearly stated by Dunbar, “to ascertain what profits are now derived
from the lands” Bhagalpur Commissioner Report, 1836. Another reason behind the
encouragement to come to Damin-I-Koh was to the Santhal tribe a new religious
system, namely Christianity. Christian missionaries had entered Damin-I-Koh to
impose their own religion on these tribal people forcefully. In Bhagalpur
Commissioner Records of 1836 AD, we can find an example of that incident.
The ruthless exploitation of the hill men, Santhals and Adivasi by the money lenders,
zamindars, Mahajans and Bengalis was (another) cause of the establishment of the
Damin-I-Koh. These hill men in due course of time, revolted against the British rule.
The Rajmahal Hills were inhabited by the Paharias and in the adjacent tracts the
Santhals had gradually established their settlements from the early days of British
administration by clearing the forest. In that area which was under Damin-I-Koh, some
outsiders had come to settle trade and other purposes and justice was never given to
Santhal tribes (R.R. Diwakar, 1970).
Economic condition was also affected by the money lenders and the outsiders. Police,
revenue officers and court amlas had also tortured tribal people economically. The
administrative abuses and economic injustice were one of the major problems which
drove the Santhal people towards the bloody rebellion of 1855 AD and continued for
two years.
3.9

SANTHAL REBELLION - 1855 AD

The Santhal rebellion was one of the major landmarks in the history of tribal
movement and it was the prelude of the Sepoy mutiny of 1857 AD. This was the major
event which first drew the attention of the British East India Company to the Santhal
region and reveals at once the nature of this relation and the strengths and limitations
of Santhal solidity. The good days of the Santhals of Damin -I- Koh were short lived.
The Santhals were being stripped of their ownership rights of their lands and thus
becoming tenants and even slaves of Hindus, who knew how to manipulate laws.
The Santhals wanted to be relieved of their economic plight. The reasons of Santhal
rebellion were the impossibility for the Santhals to court redresses, their yearning for
independence and increased political power, an inefficient, inexperienced and lethargic
government in dealing with the Santhal’s grievances against indigo planters, cattle
lifting, rape of Santhal women, abnormal rise in price, the British system of fixed
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payments on land in cash, ill treatment meted out to the Santhal prisoners including
children and women, poor geographical knowledge of British officers. These all were
created the Santhal uprising in 1855.
The major cause of the Santhal rebellion was the oppression of the Mahajans, the
Darogas and the corruption of the Amlas. These Mahajans gave the Santhals, money
as loan which high interest and once he had contracted a debt he had little chance of
escape, because if his creditor sued him the Santhals could not produce any authentic
record, whereas the creditors had his ledgers and daybook, these Mahajans sometimes
going to court to realize his capital and interest, sent his agents to take away their
cattle forcibly (Biswas, 1956). The Santhals had raised their voice against the indigo
planters. The planters had established some kuthis in the Damin-I-Koh area and forced
the Santhals to cultivate indigo, Santhals were against that cultivation system. Another
reason for Santhal rebellion was the inefficiency of the English administration.
According to Ranajit Guha, in many cases adivasis were rounded up and physically
thrown off the land, and were forced to become migrant laborers. Sometimes they
resorted to arms and there are numerous instances of uprisings in Adivasi areas
throughout the colonial period - very often over this issue. The most spectacular of the
uprisings associated with British land policies were that of the Santhals in
Chotanagpur in Bihar in 1855 AD (Bates 2007:47). This tribal group was tortured
physically, economically and mentally day by day and the rebellion was the outburst
of their anger.
The signs of the Santhal rebellion began in 1854 AD, when the Santhals robbed the
Mahajans of their wealth by dacoities, burglaries and theft. In 1854 AD, Bir Singh,
Parganait of Sasan in Lachimpur, Bir Singh Manjhi of Borio, Kaolej Pramanik of
Sindree and Doman Manjhi of Hatbanda committed robberies in the houses of Isree
Bhakat and Tilak Bhakat of Litipara, Jitu Kolhu of Bagsisa and in the several houses
of Dariapur.
3.9.1

Main Leaders of the Santhals and their Activities

The main leaders of Santhal were Sidhu Murmu, Kanhu Murmu and their sisters Phulo
and Jhano Murmu along with other cousins Chand and Bhairab played an important
role to mobilize the people. In July, 1855 AD the revolt broke out against the British.
The leaders were Sidhu, Kanhu, Chand, and Bhairab. On the appointed day, 30th June,
1855 AD, full moon, 10.000 Santhals are said to have met at Bhagnadihi ground. The
Santhals declared that their new God had directed them to collect and pay revenue to
the State, at the rate of two annas on every buffalo - plough, one anna on each bullockplough, and a half-an-anna on each cow-plough per annum. The rate of interest upon
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loans was to be one paisa in the rupee yearly. The Santhals were further enjoined to
slaughter at once all the Mahajans and Darogas, to banish the traders and zamindars
and all rich Bengalis from their country, to sever their connection with the Damin-IKoh, and to fight all who resisted them. The Santhal rebellion soon plundered the
Barhait Bazaar the place of the rich Mahajans, and then marched in different directions
with bows, poisoned arrows, axes and swords and committing plunders and atrocities
on their way. For fear of life, the Bengal and the non - Santhal inhabitants took to their
heels, leaving their hearth and home behind. (Kochuchira, 2000)
3.9.2

Following was the main causes for the agitation:

i.

The Zamindars, the police, the revenue and court exercised a combined action of
extortions. The Santhals were obliged to pay all kinds of taxes and levies. They
were dispossessed of their property and were abused.

ii.

Violence:
The representatives of Zamindars, that is, Karenda is inflicted personal violence
on the Santhals. A variety of petty tyrannies were exercised on the timed and
yielding Santhals.

iii.

Trespass on Santhal Land:
The rich peasants trespassed on the land of the tenants. They took away their
cattle.

iv.

Exorbitant Rate of Interest:
The moneylenders charged interest which was incredibly high. These
moneylenders came to be known as diku, that is, exploiters by the Santhal. For
this matter all the Bengalis who ran their trade in the Santhal areas were known as
dikus.

v.

Oppression by Europeans:
The Europeans were employed in Bihar for railroad construction. These
Europeans more than often forced abduction of Santhal women and even murder
and some unjust acts of oppression. For all this no payment was made by the
Europeans employed on the line of the railway. The zamindars, moneylenders,
traders and European employees thus oppressed the Santhal peasants to such an
extent that there was no alternative left for them rather than to take to insurrection.
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3.9.3

Spreading of the Movement

The Santhals could not bear the operation any further. The leading Santhals began to
rob the Mahajans (moneylenders) and the Zamindars of their ill-earned wealth. But the
officials took the Santhals in a very non-serious way. This was far away from reality
the Santhals assembled in early part of 1855 in thousands of numbers.
The assembly of Santhal complained that their comrades had been punished while
nothing had been done to the Mahajans whose exac-tions had compelled them to take
the law into their own hands. In course of time the insurrection spread all over the
Santhal areas. The Santhals took to guerrilla fighting. This was a new experience for
the whole of Bihar. It was surprising to see the Santhals making their own armies,
composed of rebellious peasants marching against their oppressors. It was a supreme
tribute to their organization and voluntary discipline that without any pervious military
training, such a large number of persons, exceeding 10,000 assembled and
disassembled at a very short warning. The Santhal army broke down the postal and
rail-way communications. The government realized that the Santhal rebellion had all
the characteristics of defying the government. Surely, the Santhal insurrection was
very strong but it could not succeed against the power of the government. It was
suppressed but however, despite failure, the insurrection was successful. Disturbances
had spread rapidly in the areas of Godda, Pakaur, Maheshpur, Murshidabad and
Birbhum. The rebellions raised their anger against the colonial rule from Rajmahal
Hills to entire Midnapore, Pakaur, Birbhum area. They fight against the Britishers with
bow and arrows in front of cannon and guns. After a bloody rebellion, it was ended by
the Britishers.
The Santhal rebellion opened a new chapter in the history of Bengal and Bihar. It
convicted the Government of the necessity of adopting prompt measures to bring the
Santhali areas under an effective administrative control. The Santhal insurrection made
the East India Company, then engaged in consolidating its hold on India, realize this
fact fully. The Act XXXVII of 1855 AD formed the Santali areas into a separate non regulation district, to be known by the general designation of the Santhal Parganas.
The district, being placed under the control of the Commissioner of Bhagalpur, was
divided into five jurisdictions.

3.10

MEASURES TAKEN BY THE GOVERNMENT

The following measures which taken by the British government an account of the
Santhal insurrection:
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i.

Before the insurrection, the settlement area of the Santhals was broken into
several parts for the purpose of administration. Then, a change was made. The
government declared the Santhal concen-tration area as the Santhal Pargana. It
was due to the Santhal insurrection that the British government recognized the
tribal status of the Santhals. Now they came under uniform administra-tion.

ii.

The diku population realized that now the Santhals were not an unorganized
mass of people. They are organized and have a vibrat-ing enthusiasm. Not only
the Santhals of Pargana but the tribals as whole who were agriculturists got
united. This was by no means an ordinary achievement.

3.10.1 Consequences of Santhal Uprisings
After the Santhal rebellion, the Santhals became emigrants. The Britishers were
destroyed more than 50,000 Santhal villages and killed more than 30,000 Santhals.
The soldiers killed women and children in addition to the Santhal rebels. Santhal
Pargana Tenancy Act, 1855 was the major impact of Santhal mutiny. Foreign religious
traders came to the aid of the British instead of the native partners of the English, such
as, Zamindars, Moneylenders, contractors and religious traders. Devastated Santhal
was forced to fall into the trap of religious traders. These religious businessmen helped
the British in implementing their next agenda. Evicted from their homeland, the
Santhals migrated to British-ruled Assam, Bengal, Andaman, Mauritius and Fiji on the
assurance of religious traders. Most of the Santhals now completely converted to
Christianity spread by the British. Some are scattered in different parts of India
according to their own convenience.
Section 97 of the East Bengal Tenancy Act 1950, enacted in the form of the Santhal
Pargana Tenancy Act, 1855, is still in force in Bangladesh. But by bypassing this law,
some unscrupulous clique of land office and land grabbers is deliberately taking away
the land of the indigenous people of Bangladesh including Santhals. As an impact, 90
percent of the indigenous people of North Bengal are landless today. In Indian
Parliament, there is a reserved seat for the Santhals but in Bangladesh there is no
reserved seat for the Adivasis. As a result, the indigenous people of North Bengal are
not able to raise their voice in the place of law making and are being deprived.
3.11

LET US SUM UP

The Santhals were a peace-loving people for whom agriculture was one of the main
occupations and of great significance where forest land and the sacred grove were
symbolic of their guardian spirit or protector. Due to Colonial rule and the local
moneylenders, the Santhals faced undue oppression which finally led to the Santhal
Rebellion of 1855. Prior to this, when the Santhals had gathered in their sacred grove,
an occurrence transpired which is considered a miracle. The legend narrates the
presence of a Thakur or God who guides the Santhals to divest their land of every
‘diku’ or outsider in order to retrieve the ownership of their land. It was their faith in
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this Protector that gave them the strength to fight against the Colonials and the
Zamindars but did it finally free them from the oppression of both?
3.12

GLOSSARY

Santhal:

A particular tribe resides in West Bengal, Bihar, Jharkhand, UP and
some part of Odisha.
Insurrection: Agitation against colonial rule by the Santhals with regard to farming
issues.
Peasant:
Majority of Santhals are farmers and called as peasants. Their
movement took place during the British Government and popularly
known as peasant movement
Zamindars: The land owners who made the Santhals to toil the land exploited.
Uprising:
The Santhals were aware of their exploitation and started protesting the
colonial rule.
Land Tax:
the British government increased the land tax on the Santhal peasants.
Permanent Land Settlement: The land where the Santhals resided was taken away
by the British Government. Then the Santhals protested for permanent
land settlement for them.
Subaltern: The lower and below the higher position or a lieutenant.
3.13

MODEL QUESTIONS

1.
Who are the Santhals? Briefly discuss their social condition during
colonialism.
2.
What is Santhal insurrection? Discuss different phases of Santhal insurrection.
3.
Who are the main leaders of Santhal insurrection? Discus their role in uprising
Santhals.
4.
What are the causes and measures of Santhal insurrection?
5.
Briefly discuss about the religious and cultural pattern of Santhals in India?
Ans- Check overall unit
3.14
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4.1

INTRODUCTION

In this unit we will discuss about Jharkhand Movement which is considered as one of
the oldest autonomy movements in India and has resulted in the formation of a
separate state of Jharkhand.
Political parties like Jharkhand party and Jharkhand Mukti Morcha placed the demand
for the formation of a separate Jharkhand state within the constitutional framework of
Independent India and fought the first general elections in 1952 on that issue. Its
landslide victory legitimized the genuineness of the demand. In fact the demand for
separation of Chotanagpur and adjoining princely states, known as Jharkhand, from
the political domination of the neighboring provinces was raised even before the
Simon Commission which visited India in 1929. But the real political mobilization
in support of the demand to carve out a separate state started with the formation of the
Adivasi Mahasabha in 1938.
The British not only crushed the Indigenous People’s hundred years of resistance
movement but also gradually prepared the ground for turning it into internal colony of
the neighboring nations.
After Independence the situation further deteriorated with the adoption of a new
‘development model’ which resulted in natural resource extraction and dispossession
of the people of Jharkhand. Jharkhand Movement has been seen as the immediate
outcome of these developments. In this unit we will learn about the Jharkhand
Movement, various phases and causes of this movement in a more elaborate manner.
4.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

At the end of this unit, you will be able to:
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4.3

Understand details about Jharkhand Movement.
Know the various reasons for the rise of this movement.
Explain the various phases of Jharkhand Movement.

JHARKHAND MOVEMENT

The Jharkhand movement has been basically a protest movement initiated by a group
of people claiming to be the original inhabitants of the Chotanagpur region against the
outsider ‘Dikus’, the so-called ’colonisers of the region. The main objective of the
movement is to put an end to all sorts of social and economic exploitation in the
region. To quote Dr.Ram Dayal Munda, an eminent Jharkhand ideologue, the aim of
the movement is to "emancipate the area from the clutches of exploiters, money
lenders, corrupt bureaucrats and vested ‘interests" and for that it is absolutely
necessary to secure some degree of autonomy for the region in the form of a separate
state, a Union Territory or an autonomous council within the framework of the Indian
Constitution.
According to the leaders of the movement, an all-round development of the region is
possible only by making the ’indigenous’ people their own masters and by protecting
and preserving their cultural identity. They describe the movement as a search for
national identity and demand "the collective right of self-determination for economic,
social, cultural and political identity of the indigenous tribal people of the region, in
this sense, it is a movement of self-assertion under the threat of losing one’s own
identity - a desperate bid on the part of the backward people to survive in the face of
ever increasing exploitation by the privileged sections of the society. If one goes
through the various memoranda submitted by the movement leaders to different
authorities from -time to time, a few broad categories of demands emerge out of them.
Apart from the demand for a separate Jharkhand state which is common to all these
memoranda, demands concerning the rights of the tribals over land and forest figure
quite prominently.
However, the leaders, over the last fifty years or so, have considered the formation of a
separate Jharkhand state as the key to solve all other problems faced by the people in
this region. Though the leaders of the movement today contemplate a Jharkhand state
comprising twenty five districts of Bihar, Odisha, West Bengal and Madhya Pradesh
they have differed, time and again, regarding the areas to be covered by the proposed
state and the strategies to be adopted to achieve their goal. Moreover, the leaders of
different factions have failed to arrive at a consensus regarding the degree of
autonomy to be achieved. However, the demand for a separate province for the tribals
in the region was mooted for the first time by the Adivasi Mahasabha under Jaipal
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Singh. The Mahasabha, during its second session in 1939, demanded an exclusive
tribal state completely separated from Bihar. His same demand was repeated once
again by the Jharkhand Party in 1954 when the States Re-organisation Commission
was formed to re-arrange the state boundaries in Independent India. Curiously enough,
Jaipal Singh contradicted the stand taken by the Jharkhand party when he announced
in a public meeting "we must live in Bihar, we must fight for Bihar and we must
not allow any portion of Bihar to be shared by other states."
However, a memorandum, signed by 34 Jharkhand Party MLAs of Bihar, was
submitted to the Commission on the question of the 'formation of the State of
Jharkhand within the Indian Union. It claimed an area of about 63,859 square miles
with a population of 16367177 for the proposed state. The demand included areas
falling under the districts of Chotanagpur and Santal Parganas in Bihar. In fact, leaders
of the movement did not think of extending the boundaries of the proposed state of
Jharkhand beyond the districts of South Bihar prior to the seventies. The idea of
including the adjoining districts of Odisha, West Bengal and Madhya Pradesh within
the new state of Jharkhand was first revealed in a memorandum submitted to the Prime
Minister Indira Gandhi in 1973 by the Jharkhand Party. The total area of the proposed
state was stated to be 1, 87,646 square k.m. to recruit tribals for their army during the
Second World War. However, during the Quit India movement of 1942, the tribal,
especially the Tana Bhagats of Ranchi and the Kherwars of Palamau, joined the
national mainstream to fight for the independence of the country as a whole.
A large number of tribal along with the people from other regions were court arrested
while protesting against the colonial rule. During the pre-independence days the
Jharkhand movement was basically a tribal movement, with very little participation
from the non-tribals. Moreover, before the emergence of the Jharkhand Party in 1949,
the movement primarily centred on charismatic individuals without a proper
organisation to sustain the movement. The emergence of the Jharkhand Party and its
subsequent participation in the electoral politics of free India gradually transformed
the individual centred movement into a party based one.
4.4

PHASES OF JHARKHAND MOVEMENT

The dynamics of the Jharkhand movement are to be understood in terms of -these
controversies. Besides, if one goes through the evolution of the movement quite a
number of distinct phases become evident. These are:
a) Phase I - Anti-Colonial and anti - Feudal Struggles:
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The movement which, at present, looks for a tribal homeland free from exploitation, in
its formative years was mostly concerned about the agricultural rights of the tribals.
During the pre-independence days, the freedom-loving tribals distinguished
themselves by resorting to occasional protests against the encroachers who interfering
with their traditional rights. In fact, during the last quarter of the eighteenth century
and throughout the nineteenth century tribal in the Chotanagpur plateau fought against
British expansionism, and had to make a lot of sacrifices to the imperialistic
challenges, their rights over land and forest.
The anti- colonial, anti-feudal content of the Chuar Rebellion (1798-99), Kol Ulgulan
(1831-32), Santal Hool (1855) or the Birsa Munda uprising (1895-1900), to name the
most famous ones, added a new dimension to these localised agrarian struggles. These
occasional outbursts, which are considered to be the precursors of the Jharkhand
movement, were ‘messianic’ in nature, localised and short lived. These were generally,
movements of a single tribe, centring on the traditional religious type of leadership of
a messiah and could not sustain themselves for long, owing to organisa0tional
weakness. The movement took a reformist character in its initial years during the first
quarter of the present century. Led by the Christian missionaries and guided by
philanthropic ideas, various social reform organisations and student bodies took upon
themselves the responsibility of educating the illiterate tribal and introducing social
reforms in this-backward region. Close links with the churches and missionary zeal to
enlighten the poor tribal marked the movement during this phase.
b) Phase II- Participation in the Freedom Movement:
In the twenties and thirties, the tribals very often identified themselves with the noncooperation and the civil disobedience movements sweeping the country at that time.
They put up-road blocks in some places to prevent export of paddy, to boycott foreign
clothes and liquor to prove once again their anti-colonial credentials. The Tana
Bhagats of Ranchi adopted the path of non-violent Satyagraha in the face of ruthless
repression by the British. Quite interestingly, the Adivasi Mahasabha, under the
charismatic leadership of Jaipal Singh, preferred to swim against the tide and stayed
outside the mainstream of nationalist politics and the freedom movement. Jaipal Singh
even went to the extent of supporting the British Government and helping them to
recruit tribal for their army during the Second World War. However, during the Quit
India movement of 1942, the tribals, especially the Tana Bhagats of Ranchi and the
Kherwars of Palamau, joined the national mainstream to fight for the independence of
the country as a whole. The prospect of winning freedom from the foreign rulers in
near future kept the morale of the tribal quite high during this period.
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c) Phase III- Constitutional Participation:
During the pre-independence days the Jharkhand movement was basically a tribal
movement, with very little participation from the non-tribal. Moreover, before the
emergence of the Jharkhand Party in 1949, the movement primarily centred on
charismatic individuals without a proper organisation to sustain the movement. The
emergence of the Jharkhand Party and its subsequent participation in the electoral
politics of free India gradually transformed the individual centred movement into a
party based one. Moreover, participation in the General Elections since 1952, both at
the Union and the state levels, marked the beginning of a new phase of constitutional
participation in the movement. Indian Independence brought with it renewed hope and
rising aspirations among the deprived sections of the people. Guarantees and
protections under the new Constitution gave rise to expectation for a better future for
the tribal. Riding on this enthusiasm the Jharkhand party achieved spectacular success
in the first two general elections in the South Bihar region. However, the lack of any
clear-cut policy for the future and absence of any concrete plan of action to achieve the
cherished goal of the movement resulted in a gradual erosion of the support-base of
the movement, which was reflected in the performance of the Jharkhand Party in the
subsequent elections.
d) Phase IV- Confusion and Factionalism:
The merger of the Jharkhand party with the Congress in 1963, with the hope of serving
the tribal interest better from within the ruling party, created a vacuum in the politics
of tribal Bihar. This led to an era of confusion and factionalism in the region. Mutual
bickering among the leaders brought frustration among the rank and file and gave rise
to a number of splinter groups which led to further fragmentation and weakening of
the movement. Among the newly emerging groups, the Birsa Seva Dal introduced a
new trend in the politics of the Chotanagpur region by declaring socialism as its basic
goal. Violent attacks on the zamindars, armed demonstrations in the streets of urban
areas as well as boycotting of elections added a new dimension to the movement. The
Influence of the Naxalbari movement on the Birsa Seva Dal as well as on the
Jharkhand movement in general, in the early seventies, gave a leftist orientation to the
movement. Even the memorandum submitted to the Prime Minister Smt. Indira
Gandhi in 1973 by the Jharkhand party (Horo faction) declared ’socialism and
secularism’ as the goal of the movement.
e) Phase V- Radicalism:
The movement under the Jharkhand Mukti Morcha was further radicalised as it
embraced Marxism as its basic ideology and pledged not only to form a separate state
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of Jharkhand but also to free that state from class exploitation. A large number of
‘workers were drawn towards the movement for the first time. The Morcha took
special care to develop a close relationship between the workers and the peasants in
the fight against their common enemies. Agrarian radicalism found expression through
the ’Dhan Katti AndoIan* (forcible harvesting) in the Dhanbad and Santal Pargana
regions. The JMM also led the local people in their effort to recover alienated lands
from Mahajans and Zamindars.
This radical posture of the movement continued even under the banner of the All
Jharkhand Students’ Union. The student body not only injected fresh blood into the
movement but also kept the Central Government under constant pressure to concede
their demand for a separate state. The AJSU’s call for the boycott of elections,
resorting to violence during the -Jharkhand Bandhs and economic blockades in the
region, introduced a new phase of militancy in the movement. This militancy was,
however, short-lived as the AJSU soon reversed its earlier stand and decided to take
part in the electoral politics once again during the Assembly Elections of Bihar in
1990.
f) Phase VI- Elitist Domination:
A distinct urban and elitist trend marked the Jharkhand movement even during its
initial stages. The Chotanagpur Uhnati Samaj was dominated by educated Christians
mostly with an urban background. The Samaj had very little connection with the rural
and people were mostly concerned with the problems faced by the educated tribal
youth. This particular deficiency in the ranks of the Unnati Samaj was partially
responsible for the emergence of the Kisan Sabha, which appeared with the avowed
objective of promoting and safe-guarding the interests of the exploited peasants. In
spite of its good intentions, the Kisan Sabha, however, could not do much to improve
the conditions of the Kisans. “Later, the Adivasi Mahasabha tried to go beyond Ranchi
to reach the rural masses, but the elitist background of the leaders like Jaipal Singh and
others stood in its way. When the Jharkhand party came into being by the middle of
this century, the movement was still marked by an urban orientation in its planning
and programmes with very little concern for the agrarian problems.
The Jharkhand movement during the past decade or so has come out of quite a number
of its initial weaknesses. It has broadened its base to become more regional in
character than ethnic. The tribal-non tribal rift, the Christian - non-Christian schism or
the urban-rural divide among the followers has been reduced considerably over the
years. But factionalism, personality clashes among the leaders etc. are some of the
perennial problems faced by the movement. The weaknesses can be broadly identified
as follows:
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a) Factionalism:
One often comes across more than one Jharkhand candidate contesting from a single
constituency during the elections. All the major Jharkhand parties have two or more
factions. Disagreements among the leaders regarding issues like participation in the
elections, choice of candidates, attitude towards the Congress party or acceptance of an
autonomous council in place of a full-fledged state, often come into the open to create
confusion among the followers. Perhaps the lack of any genuine ideological bond to
hold the factions together and the absence of any concrete programme regarding the
future course of action, allow petty personal matters to take precedence over the
collective interest. Besides, frequent shifting of stands by the leaders, mostly on
opportunistic lines, not only confuses the followers but also leads to further
fragmentation of the movement. Thus, the Jharkhand Party was divided between ‘the
Horo faction and the Sumbrai faction, with the Hul Jharkhand Party representing a
third faction.
The party was again fragmented between Horo and’ Hansda factions when Naren
Hansda was suspended for aligning with the Congress during the 1991 elections in
West Bengal. Similarly, the Jharkhand Mikti Morcha was divided between the JMM
(Soren) and JMM (Binod) in 1980 on the issue of joining hands with the Congress
during elections. The party faced another split in 1991 on the issue of its attitude
towards the Janata Dal government in Bihar. The story was repeated once again in
1992 when a faction led by Krishna Mardi M. P. opposed the pro-Congress line
pursued by the leadership of the JMM and decided to stay within the National Front
and support the Janata Dal government in Bihar. Even the All Jharkhand Students
Union, still in its infancy, was divided between the Prabhakar Tirkey group and the
Deo Sharan Bhagat group in 1992. The efforts of the Jharkhand Coordination
Committee and that of the United Jharkhand Party to bring a semblance of unity to the
faction-ridden movement did not meet with success as internal squabbles, mostly
arising out of personal ambitions of the tribal elites continued.
b) Ideological Confusion:
The Jharkhand movement in fact, suffers from an extreme ideological confusion.
While some of its leaders subscribe to the Gandhian path of non-violence, there are
others who favour militant struggle to achieve their goal. Though some of the leaders
advocate the Marxist brand of socialism and pledge to establish a 'Lal khand ' (red
state) free from exploitation, the movement has moved a long way from the path of
class struggle. Even some landlords and moneylenders had infiltrated the movement
changing its overall character interestingly, while the leaders in Bihar went with the
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leftists on various issues and supported jointly the ruling Janata Dal government there,
in the neighbouring West Bengal, the protagonists of the Jharkhand movement found
the Congress as their natural ally. In spite of the claims by the Birsa Seva Dal, the
Jharkhand Mukti Morcha or the Jharkhand Kranti Dal to be Marxists, declaring
socialism as their goal, the pro-Congress bias of the Jharkhand communities was quite
evident ever, since the days of Indian Independence.
b) Lack of Homogeneity:
The Jharkhand region in reality lacks a homogeneous culture. Though the people
living in this region are generally categorised as tribal, they hardly constitute a
homogeneous lot in terms of their background, history, language, religious rites and
overall cultural patterns. These people actually owe their origin to three different racial
stocks viz. Proto - Austroloid, Mediterranean and Nordic. While the Santals, Mundas,
Hos, Kharias, Bhumijes, Birhors etc. belong to the Proto-Austroloid group, the
Oraons, Maltos, Kisans, Dhangiris and some others fall under the category of
Mediterranean stock and the Nordics include the Fagpuris, Kurmis, Tamadias,
Domalis etc. All these categories have their own distinct cultural traits. Moreover,
these tribal communities hardly get an opportunity to interact freely among themselves
to develop common cultural patterns as they are scattered over four different states.
The leaders of the Jharkhand movement allege that the Jharkhandis have been
artificially and deliberately divided by the British in order to weaken the process of
nationality formation among the tribes of the region. And such divisions have in fact,
given rise to the problem of finding a common language and script for the tribal
communities which are absolutely necessary for generating a ‘we feeling’ among the
tribesmen. Thus, the existence of a mixed population, comprising both tribal and nontribal, in the region nullifies the theory of a distinct cultural identity of the people of
Jharkhand.
c) Lack of Common Language and Script:
The reason cited by the States Reorganisation Commission, while rejecting the
demand for a separate Jharkhand state, was lack of viability of the area as a linguistic
unit. In fact, different tribal communities of the region speak in different languages
like Santali, Mundari, Ho, Oraon, Malpahari, Nagpuria, Kurukh, Kurmali etc. Some of
the tribes have even adopted the dominant language of a particular region for practical
reasons. Thus, the Mundas and some of the Santals have gradually made Bengali their
own language.
Besides, though the tribals have their own languages, none of these languages,
however, has a common script for the people spread over a number of states. The
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literate Santals, for instance, express themselves through the Bengali script in West
Bengal; use the Devanagari script in Bihar and in Odisha they take recourse to the
Oriya script for writing in their mother tongue. Since the Roman script is found to be
phonetically inadequate, efforts are on to develop the ‘Ol-Chiki’ script invented by
Pandit Raghunath Murmu, to serve as the common script for the Santals in general.
Thus, while the absence of a common language for all the tribal communities stands in
the way of developing inter-tribal unity and weakens the case for a separate state of
Jharkhand, the lack of a common script for the tribal languages leads to an intra -tribal
division. Tribals not only face difficulties in learning something new with the help of
an alien script, even their own literature becomes unintelligible for those who though
belong to the same community, live in an adjoining state.
However, the protagonists of the Jharkhand movement Project ‘Sadani’ (the mother
tongue of the Sadans-the non-tribals) or ’Sadri ' (the language of Sadar or the official
language) as the Lingua Franca of the cherished Jharkhand state. It is argued that
Sadani has been accepted by various tribal groups either as their mother tongue or as
their second language. Hence it has the potentiality of becoming the link language of
Jharkhand.
In a memorandum to the President of India in December, 1987, the Jharkhand
Coordination Committee declared that in the Jharkhand region, everyone understands
Hindi and till the time, our ‘language develops we can use Hindi as the link language.”
Hindi was thus given the status of a link language for the first time in the history of the
movement. This recognition of Hindi was purely from a practical standpoint, in sheer
desperation to counter the criticisms regarding the viability of a separate state.
However, the granting of such a temporary status to Hindi by the movement leaders
themselves amounts to an indirect admission of one of the vital deficiencies of the
movement even today.
Check Your Progress Exercise 4.1
Note:
1. Use the space given for your answer.
2. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this unit.
Q.1 What do you understand by the Jharkhand Movement?
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
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Q.2 What are the different phases of Jharkhand Movement?
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………….

4.5

THE CAUSES OF THE MOVEMENT

Tribal groups in India, like so many backward castes, used to accept their unequal
economic positions without much hue and cry even a couple of decades ago. But
today, with the spread of education and growing consciousness, they have come
forward to challenge the fatalistic theory of deprivation, put forward by the privileged
sections of the society to keep them in perpetual subjugation. The result is an
outgrowth of large scale discontent among different ethnic and regional groups all
over the country.
The theorists explain tribal unrest in terms of lack of developmental work in the fields
of irrigation, electrification, road construction etc. and also emphasise issues like land
alienation, job deprivation and atrocities on tribal as major factors leading to
dissatisfaction. While no one can actually deny the exploitation of the local people,
mostly tribals, in the hands of the outsiders who have come to the region in the wake
of industrialisation and modernisation processes, the mere existence of exploitation,
however, does not necessarily lead to a movement.
A close perusal of the nature and growth of the Jharkhand movement brings into light
four basic issues instrumental in mobilising the peace loving people of this tribal belt
in Central India, provoking them to raise their voice of protest against the
subordination and injustice meted out to them by the outsiders. The issues are:
a) Land and forest alienation
b) Migration
c) Cultural Identity
d) Underdevelopment.
a) Land and Forest Alienation:
One of the great sufferings endured by the tribals in the region for generations has
been the alienation of their ancestral land of which they were masters from times
immemorial. Land, to them, is a part of their socio-cultural heritage. The emotional
ties with the land resulted from their belief that it contained the burial ground of their
ancestors with whom they would be united after their death and the sacrificial grove
where they propitiated their spirits. Thus, apart from providing economic security to
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the tribals, land serves as a powerful link with their ancestors. Naturally, loss of land is
not merely a matter of economic deprivation to them; it amounts to an affront to their
dignity, their ‘Izzat’, a theme recurrent in subaltern perception. Like land, forest is also
intimately connected with tribal life and culture. This is reflected in terms like
‘Banabasi’, ‘Vanaputra’, ‘Vanajati’, ‘Girijan’ etc. which in local languages refer to the
tribals. Forest is a supernatural entity for them. It is the abode of the spirits, the place
of worship and the seat of life cycle ceremonies including burial. So when a tribal
enters the forest after the day break, he offers a twig to the presiding deity of the forest
as a sort of obligation.
The first fruit of the season is offered to the ancestral spirits along with other gods and
goddesses even the tribal year begins with the blooming of the trees in the spring.
Besides, forests occupy the central position in tribal economy as most of them draw
their sustenance from forests. Forest provides the tribals with food, fuel, fertiliser,
fodder, farm implements and material equipment for family use. The Birhors of
Purulia in West Bengal and Cheros of Palamau in Bihar sustain on hunting and food
gathering. Rope making by the Birhors, bamboo basketry of the Mahalis, rearing of
cocoons, gathering of lac by Munda, santal, Kherwar and Chero tribes of both Bihar
and West Bengal amply illustrate the importance of forests in tribal life. In a
memorandum submitted to the United Nations Working Group on Indigenous
Populations in August, 1987 the Jharkhand leaders observed, "the land rights and
ownership introduced by the British colonial power and adopted and implemented by
the National Government after independence, the forest laws making land and forests
as commodities for sale and purchase under the money economy and marketing
system have enabled outsiders, money-lenders and the Government to grab Adivasi
land by fair or foul means.
Even a high level study team of the Union Home Ministry, which toured the tribal belt
of Chotanagpur and Santal Parganas in 1975, admitted that "large scale usurpation of
the Adivasi land and non-availability of any dependable means of livelihood had
contributed to the growing unrest among the tribals in the region.” In fact, transference
of tribal land in the hands of the outsiders, especially money lenders and absentee
landlords, started much before the advent of the British in the region. Alienation of
land began as early as the fourth century A. D. and continued even during the reign of
the Mughal rulers. In the 17th century Jagirdari system was introduced by the
Maharaja of Chotanagpur and a large number of Rajputs, Brahmans and Muslims
started migrating to the region at the instance of the Maharaja who awarded them
grants of lands or villages not as cultivators but as rent collectors. The situation further
worsened with the arrival of the East India Company. The Permanent Settlement of
1793 introduced private proprietorship in land with no provision for any special right
for the original reclaimers of land or the village functionaries. The zamindars’
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obligation to revenue payment was fixed in perpetuity with no restriction on their
power of extortion of rent from the actual cultivators of land. The tribals suddenly
found themselves relegated to the status of sharecroppers or agricultural labourers as
they lost their land either through mortgage or outright sale through dubious means.
Most of them, further, did not perceive the need for patta {title deeds) for the land.
The non-tribals were quick to grab this opportunity and produced valid documents to
prove their ownership over most of the arable lands in the region. The Chotanagpur
Tenancy Act, 1908 and the Santhal Parganas Tenancy (Supplementary Provisions)
Act, 1908 banned illegal transfer of tribal land and made the prior sanction of the
Deputy Commissioner compulsory for transferring land from an aboriginal to a nonaboriginal. But it was alleged in a report of the Bihar Tribal Research institute that
even legal provisions were discriminatory between the tribal and non-tribal buyers of
land. While the tribals faced problems in getting permission from the Deputy
Commissioner's office to purchase land from another tribal under Section 46 of the
Chotanagpur Tenancy Act, for a non-tribal it was relatively easy to get possession of
the land under section 49 of the said Act. Between 1959 and 1963- 64, there were
some land alienation cases involving transfer of about 207 acres of land from tribals to
non-tribals. It was not difficult for influential persons and big businessmen to get the
necessary permission to purchase tribal lands at a nominal price.
However, the easiest way of getting a tribal's land transferred was to acquire a
compromise decree from civil courts in order to circumvent the provisions of the
Chotanagpur Tenancy Act. With the opening up of the area to mining and industry, i n
the century early years of the present tribals were further uprooted from their ancestral
land. Many of them became landless 'coolie’ labourers working in their own land on
poor wages. Even some were driven to begging. The Tata Iron and Steel Company, the
Hindustan Copper Mines, the Indian Aluminium Company, the Traditional Coal
Development Corporation and many others came up one by one. With the launching of
the Five Year Plans after Independence, both the Central and state governments
established heavy industries in and around Ranchi, Rourkela, Bokaro and Hatia. For
setting up the Heavy Engineering Corporation alone, some seven hundred and ten
tribal families were evicted from 6,341.91 acres of land. Few tribals were given land
(148.49 acres only) and majority of them were given compensation in cash which they
were unable to count.
During the First Five Year Plan more than fifty thousand Scheduled Tribe families and
ten thousand scheduled caste families in the Jharkhand region had to leave their home
in order to make room for the construction of various public sector industrial projects.
Along with the big industries, ancillary industries were also developed, taking away
more and more arable lands from the tribals. The need for power for these industrial
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units necessitated the construction of several irrigation and power projects across Koel
Karo, Damodar, Subarnarekha, Tenughat, Kangsabati and Chandrapura rivers.
Construction of dams and hydro-electric power projects engulfed thousands of acres of
land without providing adequate compensation to the owners or making alternative
arrangements for their proper rehabilitation.
All these industries, mines, irrigation and power projects brought in their wake
increasing urbanisation taking a heavy toll of land and forest areas. Thus the
Chotanagpur-Santal Parganas belt which consisted of only thirteen towns in 1901,
experienced an unprecedented growth of urban centres numbering thirty four in 1951
and ninety six in 1971. In Singbhum district alone, the number of towns jumped from
four in 1931 to twenty four in 1981. Moreover, the existing towns of Ranchi,
Jamshedpur, Singbhum and Dhanbad, all expanded into the surrounding countryside.
In the past decade Jamshedpur has grown by 42%, while Banchi by 116% and each
has naturally encroached upon the rural areas. Thus, the total urban population in the
Jharkhand region increased from 13 lakhs in 1961 to 23 lakhs in 1971. Naturally,
increasing urbanisation signify displacement of the tribals from their own land in
increasing numbers. The tribals, apart from being alienated from their ancestral lands,
are also being denied of their traditional rights over forests day by day. Various
legislations by governments during the pre-independence and post-independence days
have taken away sizeable portion of forest areas from the tribal in the name of
‘scientific management of forests, clearing of forests much in excess of the actual
requirements for mining and industry as well as by unabated commercial exploitation
of forests by unscrupulous forest officers and businessmen.. Even access to whatever
is left is highly restricted. Such restrictions, interfering with the traditional rights of the
tribals and alienating them from their natural environment, have made the tribal
unhappy.
a) Migration :
The people of Chotanagpur witnessed a steady flow of outsiders to their region ever
since the days of the fourth Nagvanshi king Pratap Rai in the fourth century A. D.
Subsequent rulers even invited outsiders to settle in the region for military, religious
and scholarly pursuits. Occasional military invasions and the resultant changes in
demographic patterns were also taken into their strides by the local people. The
process continued till the Mughal period without much of a problem in evidence.
Trouble began to appear on the surface when the indigenous people, apart from losing
their ancestral lands, gradually became minorities in their own land and started losing
their cultural identities and distinctive qualities as well. Rapid industrialisation and
development of surface transport facilities under the British rule further facilitated
immigrants, in increased volumes, to come and settle in the region. The steady influx
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of Dikus (outsider) and the gradual eviction of the local people resulted in a substantial
decrease in the percentage of the tribal in the region upsetting the demographic
balance altogether, imbalance also resulted into a general hatred among the local
people regarding the Diku migrants. They were described as looters, trouble-makers
and deceivers. The hatred reached such a point that during the famine of the British
officials were surprised to know that the starving Santals in the Chotanagpur region
were refusing to accept the food distributed through the relief committees, as the food
was cooked by the hated Brahmans. Since Independence, the Chotanagpur region has
been one of the fastest growing areas in the country in terms of population growth.
The industrial cities of Ranchi, Jamshedpur and Dhanbad and their peripheries have
simply exploded with population. The influx of outsiders has just reversed the tribal
non-tribal ratio in the region over a period of thirty years.
The industries and power projects established in the region needed some skilled
personnel and therefore moving in of some specialists from other parts of the country
was quite natural. But immigrants came in large numbers and flooded even those areas
where no such specialised skills were needed. It is alleged that even the Government
of Bihar encouraged people from the thickly populated North and south Bihar plains to
migrate to the sparsely populated 39 plateau region to affect a demographic balance.
This large scale influx of outsiders even from U.P. and West Bengal not only deprived
the local people of the newly created job opportunities but practically forced them to
leave their own land in search for alternative waves of living. Thus, Chotanagpur
became a ready source of cheap labour for the rich peasants in Punjab, the tea gardens
in Assam, the Metro Rail in Calcutta and for the mines and factories all over India.
These cases of discrimination, deprivation and disproportionate representation of the
Jharkhandis are enough to create an ill feeling about the Diku migrants which often
comes into the open in the form of an agitation.
b) Cultural Identity
Jharkhand denotes more than a geographical entity. With a distinct socio-cultural
identity of its own, it differs from the cultural patterns of North and Central Bihar,
West Bengal, Odisha or Madhya Pradesh, in fact, three major cultural streams viz.
Proto-Austroloid, Mediterranean and Nordic, represented through various languages,
have converged in the Chotanagpur plateau, to create a cultural synthesis of its own
kind. A particular culture expresses itself through various symbols and values, which it
cultivates, transmits and preserves through ages. In fact, symbols and values are the
basic ingredients on the basis of which each culture builds up its own world: it’s
universe unique and perfect in its own perception but distinct from others. Culture is
not a static phenomenon. It changes along with its symbols and values with the
passage of time in a self - creative process as also under extraneous historical and
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ecological pressures. Such changes invariably disturb the natural harmony of a culture,
sometimes temporarily and superficially but in others more enduringly and deeply.
Cultural change, however, does not always lead to resentment. It depends on the extent
or degree of change as well as on the nature of the reaction of the people. But one
thing is certain; no culture would like to deface its universe to the extent that it loses
its own identity.
An ‘identity crisis* develops when the people of a region fail to identify themselves
with their own culture, when they are considered inferior to an alien culture and when
their own cultural symbols change under the influence of a dominant culture. Over the
years, tribal culture in the Chotanagpur region has attained distinctiveness, marked by
a close relationship between nature and man, egalitarianism in social structure,
accommodative history, equal sharing of economy, thinking and a people oriented art
and literature. Tribal differ among themselves on the basis of their genetic differences
and different languages and customs. But a strong sense of separate identity as tribal
cut across their groups and sub-groups. So long as these tribals maintain a safe
distance from the people of the plains, they retain their identity and culture without
much distortion. Thus, the Mundas in Chotanagpur have been able to maintain their
traditional social structure and customs intact, as they are less accommodative in
nature.
However, most of the tribal societies today are neither isolated from the surrounding
non-tribal societies nor are they free from the influences of urban values and dominant
cultures. Improvement in the transport and communication system has made the tribal
societies more vulnerable to outside influence. Contacts with the outside world have
created a dilemma in the minds of the tribals. Neither they are being able to
acclimatise to the urban and alien values, nor are they in a position to preserve and
pursue their own traditional rites, rituals and customs. As a result, the Oraons and Hos,
for instance, are gradually losing their identity because of their accommodative nature
and readiness to mix with outsiders. Similarly, the Bhumijs are almost on the verge of
losing their identity under the influence of Hindu culture.
In the process, tribal language, religion, customs and tradition are losing their purity
and in some cases are being submerged under the influence of forces of modernisation.
Jharkhandis, generally, are worshippers of nature. But a large scale destruction of
forests owing to rapid industrialisation, urbanisation and mining and the consequent
social forestry schemes, planting mostly non-indigenous, quick growing trees have
adversely affected their life pattern and religious beliefs, 'fraditioal tribal religions
such as ‘animism, ‘Sarna Dharam’, nature worship are gradually giving way to
Christianity, Hinduism and others. Changes in adivasi food habits and festivals are
also quite evident these days. Santals, for instance, are abstaining from beef eating and
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seem to be less interested in celebrating ‘Itesh Bapla’, ‘Mrbolok Bapla’, ‘Sanga Bapla’
and ‘Baha Dor Bapla’ (Bapla in santali language means marriage) as a result of their
close proximity with the neighbouring Hindu society. Possessing a very rich tradition
of their own, they are, thus, not only denying themselves of a rich protein diet but also
sacrificing their age-old cultural heritage. Besides, the tribal society, traditionally
known for its egalitarian principles, is being divided, today, on communal lines.
The hierarchical notions of caste and class are creeping in. Agriculture is made
subservient to business and industry, literary and artistic pursuits are losing their
participatory character and becoming more passive and observation oriented. What has
embittered the tribals most is the gradual erosion of the tribal ways of life —
replacement of collective farming and cooperative systems by alien values and
discriminatory systems. Outsiders have come and settled in the Jharkhand region
through ages. They have changed the cultural patterns of the region and in the process
have undergone changes themselves giving rise to a cultural synthesis of a new kind.
Up to the Mughal period changes were gradual. External presence was felt only
nominally and the new people were gradually absorbed into the tribal society. While
the ethnic identities continued, channels of reciprocity were strong enough to make it
possible for them to live in harmony. External pressure on tribal economy and culture
became pronounced during the reign of the East India Company. Influence of
Brahminical culture on tribal societies was quite in evidence during the first quarter of
the nineteenth century.
Even Sati system was introduced in tribal societies, where widow marriage was a
socially recognised practice. In road of capitalism in most of the tribal areas posed a
serious challenge to the tribal way of life. The migrants coming to the region in the
wake of industrialisation took the simplicity and sincerity of the tribal folk as their
weakness and subjected them to various kinds of exploitation and social humiliation.
Sexual exploitation of Adivasi women by the Dikus was an affront to the notion of
honour and dignity, which figure prominently in tribal consciousness. All such
incidents not only embittered the relation between the Dikus and the local people, it
also made the tribals apprehensive of the outsiders. As a matter of fact, the tribals,
unable to cope with the external pressures from all sides, are a frustrated lot today and
as a natural consequence are developing marks of a negative identity for themselves.
They are being branded by the ’civilised* world as ’lazy bum’, good for nothing,
drunk and criminal. Some tribals like the Lodhas of 'West Bengal and sections of the
Gond in Madhya Pradesh are even described as criminal tribes. Thus, the notions of a
noble, savage and a healthy tribe are fast becoming a myth. These signs of cultural
degradation sometimes generate a feeling of insecurity among the tribals, a fear of
being swamped by the dominant, neighbouring culture which in its turn leads to a
common psychology of identity assertion for their own survival.
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c) Under-development
The Jharkhand region abounds in minerals and provides a substantial portion of
India’s total requirements in the field. Easy availability of coal, iron and other minerals
led to rapid industrialisation of the region. Though Chotanagpur and Santal Parganas
comprise only 2.5 per cent of the total geographical area of our land, nevertheless, they
account for more than twenty five per cent of the mineral wealth of the country,
Seventy two per cent of copper deposits, fifty two per cent of mica, about forty nine
per cent of coal and thirty eight per cent of total bauxite deposit of the country apart
from huge deposits of iron are, uranium, asbestos, fire clay, manganese ore, nickel,
kyanite, lead and zinc are to be found in the region. Quite naturally the Jharkhand
region alone comprises one fifth of the public sector enterprises of the country, no less
than fourteen large scale industries, with investments of crores of rupees, are scattered
around the Singbhum district alone. These industries produce iron and steel, copper,
aluminium, uranium, lead, mica, glass, cement and fertiliser which are essential as far
as India’s growth and all round development is concerned. But if one takes into
consideration the development of this region in particular, in terms of irrigation
facilities, rural electrification, road construction, levels of literacy, unemployment and
indebtedness of the local People or availability of medical facilities in the region, utter
negligence of the concerned authorities becomes quite evident. In the field of
agriculture, the traditional shifting cultivation is discouraged without promoting any
alternative system.
No significant success has been achieved in reclaiming lands or in checking soil
erosion. The age old irrigation system in this plateau region has more or less collapsed.
But no alternative arrangement has been made to help the hardworking farmers. As a
result, only about five percent of the total land area in the Chotanagpur region has
irrigation facilities compared to around fifty percent in the rest of Bihar. Though South
Bihar contributes about seven percent of the total electricity generated in our country
and statistically the per capita consumption of electricity in the Jharkhand region is the
highest within the country, paradoxically; the proportion of villages electrified so far
in the region, is the lowest in the country. According to an account, not more than five
per cent of the rural areas in South Bihar have electricity though it has reached around
twenty per cent of the rural areas in the rest of the state. Similarly, while only around
five kilometre road per thousand kilometres is paved in South Bihar, the corresponding
figure in the rest of Bihar is twenty kilometres per thousand. Moreover, literacy rate
among the Scheduled Tribes in the South Bihar districts is very low. Tribal can hardly
take advantage of the meagre educational facilities available in the region.
In spite of constitutional provisions regarding reservation of jobs in the public sector
for the tribals, they hardly benefit from such reservations as roost of the training
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facilities in general education; engineering or medical spheres are cornered by the
outsiders. Although thousands of new job opportunities are created as a result of rapid
industrialisation and mining in the region, the displaced tribals are ignored when it
comes to the question of recruiting people for these new posts. Thus, the well-intended
policy of the government to provide special protection for the weaker sections of the
society through reservations, helping them to catch up with the privileged ones, is
constantly being frustrated by vested interest groups. De-reservation of a post on the
plea of non-availability of qualified tribal or low caste candidates is a very common
occurrence these days. Besides, non-tribals often deprive the genuine tribal candidates
by acquiring fake certificates through various unscrupulous means. Abject poverty and
the resultant indebtedness are virtually inseparable from tribal existence. Money
lenders, taking advantage of the illiteracy of the tribals, gradually turn them into
paupers. Very often the debt extends from one generation to another and leads to
various forms of forced and bonded labour. Tribal, moreover, are practically at the
mercy of the middle men regarding the marketing aspect of their produce. These
middle men, taking advantage of the distance of the collection centres of the Forest
Development Corporation from the tribal villages are exploiting the tribals.
According to an account, almost 65% of the rural tribal population in Bihar were
below the poverty line in 1983. A survey of two rural blocks in Ranchi district has
shown that two thirds of the tribal children under the age of five, suffered from
malnutrition. Even medical facilities available in the South Bihar districts were much
below the state average. Thus, perpetual neglect of the people of this hilly terrain of
South Bihar by successive governments in Bihar had created large scale discontent
among the people which often came in the form of an agitation. The aggrieved tribals
felt discriminated against the people from the plains of North Bihar. Lakhs of families
have been uprooted from their ancestral land to make room for industries, mines,
irrigation and power projects; millions have been deprived of their subsistence with
the denudation of forests. But when it comes to the question of benefits from these
developmental projects, the affected people hardly get their due share. In spite of talks
of modernisation and development, there is hardly any perceivable improvement in the
life of the tribals. Chotanagpur Plateau, enriched with minerals, forest and industrial
products, though contributes almost seventy per cent of the total revenue collection in
Bihar, only a paltry twenty per cent of it is spent in the region. Thus, it is alleged that
the Jharkhand region is treated as a storehouse of resources, necessary for the
development of the rest of the country.
The most disturbing feature of the developmental exercises in the region is that out of
the meagre amount of money allotted to the region, only a small portion reaches the
needy ultimately. While a significant amount of the money is lost while doing the
paper work, a large portion of it is returned to the government every year, owing to
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non-utilisation of the money. Naturally, the tribal known for their sincerity and hard
work, are sliding down the poverty line day by day. This slum is more than evident in
the urban industrial centres, where more and more tribal are being sandwiched day by
day. The ‘Task Force on Development of Tribal Areas’ set up by the Planning
Commission in April, 1972 while reviewing the tribal situation observed that in spite
of investment in various ways by the state and Central Governments for tribal
development in the successive plans, the problems of the tribal reflected in primitive
methods of agriculture, land alienation, indebtedness, adverse effects of
industrialisation, low rates of literacy, poor health and nutrition etc. have not been
solved. In fact, it is found that the elites among the tribal tend to take away all the
benefits accruing from the developmental programmes denying the more backward
among the tribal the fruits of development.
Thus, land and forest alienation, migration, cultural subjugation and underdevelopment are the four major issues around which the Jharkhand, movement
revolves. But it will be wrong to explain the movement simply in terms of these
objective conditions in a backward society, ignoring the subjective perceptions in
tribal mind altogether. In other words, the very existence of exploitation, deprivation
or discrimination does not necessarily result into a protest movement. It is the feeling
of relative deprivation, the fear of being outnumbered in their own land, the realisation
of the perpetual neglect and the suspicion of losing one's own identity that led to
widespread discontent which was then channelized by the interested sections to
culminate into a separatist movement.
In fact, for a proper understanding of the tribal discontent and to analyse the Jharkhand
movement, one has to go deep into the tribal psyche. The socio-psychological roots of
tribal non-tribal rifts and local outsider rivalry are to be understood. A widespread
feeling of alienation among a large section of the people of Chotanagpur, both tribal
and non-tribal, from the people of North and Central Bihar certainly make the task of
the leadership much easier to mobilise the masses behind a separatist demand. The
overall feeling of discrimination and injustice in the hands of an alien administration,
the feeling of being ruled from above by outsiders create a congenial atmosphere that
facilitates a movement for self-assertion and self-identity. [3] (Ghosh, Arunabha
(1998). Jharkhand Movement: A Study in the Politics of Regionalism. Page Number:
138-169).
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Check Your Progress Exercise 4.2
Note:
1. Use the space given for your answer
2. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this unit.
Q.3 What are the various causes of Jharkhand Movement?
……………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………
4.6

LET US SUM UP

Ethnic tensions and the resultant movements are in no way unique to a multi - ethnic
State like that of India. But if there is a sudden spurt in regional movements, if more
and more people from every nook and corner clamour for more power and more
autonomy to decide their own fate then one just cannot take it too lightly. A fresh look
at the constitutional provisions relating to the distribution of power between the centre
and the states might help us to explain, at least partially, the present centrifugal trends
within our country. Even a cursory look at the relevant provisions of the constitution
unmistakably points towards the centralising trend within the Indian "Union of
Plates’. The founding fathers of the constitution thought it fit to make the Union
government much stronger than the provincial governments in order to maintain unity
and integrity of the country.
Under the existing system, the state-units in India are practically nothing more than
municipalities or administrative zones with little power to satisfy the regional
aspirations of the people. But in spite of concentration of power in the hands of the
Centre for keeping the State intact, chauvinistic, regional or separatist movements,
however, have grown in number over the years. Growing encroachment on the states'
resource base and usurpation of more and more fiscal power in the hands of the Centre
might, paradoxically, be responsible for the rise in the number of regional parties and
separatist forces all over the country. It is neither possible nor advisable for the Centre
to look after the interests of all the nationalities or sub-nationalities and to ensure
uniform development of all the regions within this sprawling sub-continent of ours. In
fact, the state governments are not only better acquainted but also better placed to
solve the fundamental socio-economic, cultural or even psychological problems of the
divergent sections of the people living within its boundaries.
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Naturally, the state governments often raise their voice of protest against the tendency
on the part of the Centre to concentrate all the powers into its own hands. The states
oppose the manner in which the Centre tries to regulate their activities and demand a
restructuring of the Centre state relations to have a larger share of economic and
political power to manage their own affairs. Even some state governments with larger
territory find it difficult to ensure uniform development all over the state or to satisfy
all the communities living within the state. Thus, the neglected people of South Bihar,
Northern Uttar Pradesh and Eastern Madhya Pradesh are all on a war path, clamouring
for a separate Jharkhand state, an Uttarakhand state or a Chhattisgarh state
respectively. What is needed, therefore, is decentralisation of power. The idea of
strong states is not in conflict with the idea of a strong centre. The centre cannot be
made strong by weakening its constituent units. Rather only developed, prosperous
and satisfied state - units with greater autonomy and larger responsibility can give
birth to a powerful state.
4.6

GLOSSARY

Factionalism: A condition in which a group, organization, government etc., is split
into two or more smaller groups with differing and often opposing opinions or
interests.
Migration: Movement of either people or animals from one area to another.
Underdevelopment: Low standard of living or immature
4.7

MODEL QUESTIONS

1. Explain the historical account of Jharkhand Movement.
2. Discuss the different important phases of Jharkhand Movement.
3. What are the causes of Jharkhand Movement.
4.8
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