
Notes on Tribal Movements in India 

 

Numerous uprisings of the tribals have taken place beginning with the one in Bihar in 1772, 

followed by many revolts in Andhra Pradesh, Andaman and Nicobar Islands, Arunachal 

Pradesh, Assam, Mizoram and Nagaland. The important tribes involved in revolt in the 

nineteenth century were Mizos (1810), Kols (1795 and 1831), Mundas (1889), Daflas (1875), 

Khasi and Garo (1829), Kacharis (1839), Santhals (1853), Muria Gonds (1886), Nagas (1844 

and 1879), Bhuiyas (1868) and Kondhs (1817). 

Before describing tribal movements, the typology of movements needs to be specified. 

Cameron has classified them in four groups: 
(1) Reactionary, which seeks to bring back the good old days. Linton calls them ‘revivalistic’ 
movements. 

(2) Conservative, which are organised to obstruct the current changes and seek to maintain 

status quo. Linton calls them ‘perpetuative’ movements. 

(3) Revisionary, which desire specific changes by modifying the existing customs, improving 

or purifying the culture or social order and eliminating some institutions. However, these 

movements do not attempt to replace the existing structure as a whole. These movements 

have also been termed as ‘social mobility’ movements. These movements are found mostly 

among low castes but not amongst the tribals. 

(4) Revolutionary, which aim at replacing the whole of the culture or social order with 

another more progressive. This does not mean that everything is to be replaced. This 

movement is also termed as ‘revivalistic’ movement. 

Most of the social movements among tribals in early India had their origins in religious 

upheavals like Buddhism and Vaishnavism. Some Vaishnavist movements were found 

among Meithei tribe in Manipur, Bhumij in West Bengal, Nokte Naga in Assam, Bathudi in 

Orissa, and tribals in Jharkhand (Bihar), Orissa and south India (Mahapatra 1972: 402). These 

movements have also been called religious movements. These were also found among Gonds 

in central India, Kond in Orissa and Bhils in Rajasthan. 

The Britishers had to face some tribal movements in the nineteenth and the twentieth 

centuries when they sought to stop headhunting, human sacrifice, or slavery in north-eastern 

India. There were also movements against oppressing landlords, moneylenders and harass-

ment by police and forest officials in Bihar, Bengal, Orissa and central Indian states. Bhagat 

movements were found among Oraon of Chotanagpur, Bhils of Rajasthan, etc. These were 

revivalist movements for avoiding animal food, liquor and blood sacrifices. 

After independence, tribal movements may be classified into three groups: 
(1) Movements due to exploitation of outsiders (like those of the Santhals and the Mundas), 

(2) Movements due to economic deprivation (like those of the Gonds in Madhya Pradesh and 

the Mahars in Andhra Pradesh), and 

 (3) Movements due to separatist tendencies (like those of the Nagas and Mizos). 

The tribal movements may also be classified on the basis of their orientation into four 

types: 
(1) Movements seeking political autonomy and formation of a state (Nagas, Mizos, 

Jharkhand), 

(2) Agrarian movements, 

(3) Forest-based movements, and 

(4) Socio-religious or socio-cultural movements (the Bhagat movement among Bhils of 

Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh, movement among tribals of south Gujarat or Raghunath 

Murmu’s movement among the Santhals). 

Such reformative movement was reported among the Mundas too under a powerful 

charismatic leader Dharti Aba who preached Hindu ideals of ritual purity, morality, and 



asceticism, and criticised the worship of priests. Among the Gonds in Madhya Pradesh, there 

were religious and social mobility movements in the 1930s by charismatic leaders, claiming 

Kshatriya status and seeking to purify religion and social institutions. 

Surajit Sinha (1972:410) has referred to five types of tribal movements: 

(1) Ethnic rebellious movements during the British rule in the eighteenth and the nineteenth 

centuries, like Birsa movement among the Mundas, Kol rebellion in 1832, Santhal rebellion 

in 1857-58 and Naga rebellion in the 1880s. 

(2) Reform movements, emulating the pattern of the higher Hindu castes like the Bhagat 

movement among the Oraon, Vaishnavite movement among the Bhumi and Kehr movement 

among the Santhals. 

(3) Political movements for tribal states within the Indian Union in the post-Independence 

period like Jharkhand movement in Chotanagpur and Orissa, Hill states movement in Assam 

and Madhya Pradesh, etc. 

(4) Secessionist movements like the Naga and Mizo movements. 

(5) Movement relating to agrarian unrest like Naxalbari movement (1967) and Birsadal 

movement (1968-69). 

If we take into consideration all the tribal movements, including the Naga revolution (which 

began in 1948 and continued up to 1972 when the new elected government came to power 

and the Naga insurgency was controlled), the Mizo movement (guerrilla warfare which ended 

with the formation of Meghalaya state in April 1970, created out of Assam and Mizoram in 

1972), the Gond Raj movement (of Gonds of Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra, started in 

1941 for a separate state, reaching its peak in 1962-63), the Naxalite movements (of the 

tribals in Bihar, West Bengal, Andhra Pradesh and Assam), the Agrarian movements (of the 

Gonds and the Bhils in Madhya Pradesh), and the forest-based movements (of the Gonds for 

getting customary rights in the forests), it could be said that the tribal unrest and the resultant 

movements were mainly movements launched for liberation from 

(i) Oppression and discrimination, 

(ii) Neglect and backwardness, and 

(iii) A government which was callous to the tribals’ plight marked by poverty, hunger, 

unemployment and exploitation. 

Recently, a growing interest has been shown by scholars and politicians in the tribal 

movement in Chotanagpur in Bihar. This movement  is popularly called the Jharkhand 

movement. The Oraon, the Munda and the Hos are the major tribal communities in 

Chotanagpur. Their total population is about 50 lakhs comprising 10 per cent of the total 

population of the state. This movement was started in 1928 by Chotanagar Unnati Samaj 

under the leadership of a few educated tribal Christians. Later on, the Samaj was renamed 

Adibasi Sabha. 

In 1938, it declared itself a political party fighting for tribal interests, when it took the name 

of Jharkhand Party. The BJP-led government proposed in late 1998 and early 1999 to create a 

separate Jharkhand state (called Vananchal state comprising six districts and two divisions, 

Chotanagpur and Santhal Parganas of Bihar). 

Two instances of tribal exploitation are highlighted here to explain the cause of their 

movements. At the time of independence, there existed a government order in Andhra 

Pradesh according to which all land transactions had to be in favour of the tribals. In 1974, 

the then Congress government passed an order which permitted non-tribals to own 15 acres 

(5 wet and 10 dry) of land in the area. After this order, non-tribals took away a sizeable part 

of tribal land. 

Tribals claimed that about 30,000 acres of land had passed into the hands of non-tribals 

between 1974 and 1984. During this period, about 2,000 cases of land disputes were lodged 



in courts and about 400 tribals convicted. The Telugu Desam government quashed the 

Congress government order in 1984 because of which non- tribals took a defensive position. 

Tribals were organised by extremists against the non-tribal feudal classes. There were series 

of incidents of violence between Gonds (tribals) and non-tribals. The non-tribals put up a 

fight. They burned tribal hutments, criminally assaulted women, wounded and killed the 

tribals and forced them to do bonded labour for them. In another incident, 21 non-tribals who 

were allegedly stealing firewood from a forest were caught by the tribals and taken to their 

village and kept imprisoned till the police rescued them. 

The second case refers to a tribal convention organised in February, 1984 in Vidarbha region 

near Nagpur in Maharashtra. The venue was a small village called Kamalpur, with a 

population of 1,000 persons. The convention was expected to be attended by 20,000 persons. 

It was to be inaugurated by the President of Nagpur High Court Bar Association and presided 

over by eminent persons like a playwright, a film director and a cine artist. Two days before 

the conference, all routes leading to the venue were sealed, about 1,000 persons were 

arrested, and prohibitory orders banning the assembly of five or more persons were issued. 

Interestingly, the persons arrested were charged for carrying objectionable literature, felling 

trees in forests, and theft of forest wealth (Onlooker, 7 April, 1984:29). 

The chairman of the Reception Committee was arrested on the charge of theft of forest 

wealth. He was released by a magistrate but promptly rearrested on a different charge. 

Among others arrested included musicians who were to perform at the convention, and 

representatives of student organisations from Bombay, Hyderabad, and Madras. Thus, what 

could have passed off as innocuous conference with a few fiery speeches was transformed 

into a major episode giving the venue a battlefield look. 

All this shows that when the law does not help tribals, and the government remains callous, 

and the police fail to protect them, even harasses them, they take up arms against their 

exploiters. 

The above-mentioned movements indicate that the tribals adopted two paths of 

achieving goals: 
(a) Non-violent path of bargaining and negotiating with the government and using a variety 

of pressure tactics without resorting to violence/re- volts, and 

(b) Militant path of revolts or mass struggles based on developing the fighting power of the 

exploited/oppressed tribal strata. The consequences of both these paths are different. One 

indicates struggle oriented to reforms, while the other indicates structural transformation of 

the community. To conclude, since tribals continue to face problems and also continue to feel 

discontented and deprived, this fact shows that both the above paths have not helped them to 

achieve their goals. 

 

Topic: Causes and Phase of Tribal Movements 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Briefly discuss the causes of the tribal movements? 

Tribal movements are further subdivided into two categories along two main divisions of tribes 

based on the geographical region occupied. 

(a) Non-frontier tribes constitute 89 percent of the total tribal population. The non-frontier 

tribes were mainly confined to Central India, West-CentraI India and Andhra. Among the 

tribes that participated in the movements were Khonds, avara, Santhal, Munda, Oraon, 

Koya, Kol, Gond and Bhil. The uprisings of these tribes were quite volatile and constitute 

some of the major uprisings. 

(b) Frontier tribes of the seven North-eastern frontier states of Nagaland, Arunachal 

Pradesh, Meghalaya, Assam, Manipur, Mizoram and Tripura. Tribals are located on the 

fringes of the mainstream society and constitute the lower stratum. Tribals, adivasis or 

aboriginals were usually the original inhabitants of vast tracts in western, central, 

southern eastern and north-eastern parts of the country. With the exception of the North-

East, they had been reduced to a minority with the influx of outsiders and exposed to 

rapid changes. Barring a few, especially the frontier tribes, most tribes had some form of 

contact with the mainstream society. The socio-economic differentiation amongst them in 

comparison to the mainstream society was significantly less. The tribes were politically 

autonomous and had their own system of justice. 

Economic base- Shifting agriculture, hunting, fishing and forest produce formed the mainstay of 

their economic base. Use of forests products and shifting agriculture were very important parts of 

the tribal economy. 

1. Imposition of land Revenue Settlement. Expansion of agriculture by the non-tribals to tribal 

areas or over forest cover led to erosion of the tribal traditions of joint ownership and increased 

the socio-economic differentiation in the egalitarian structure of the tribal society. 

2. Work of Christian missionaries brought about further changes in the socio economic and 

cultural equation of the tribals and the mainstream society. Plus, in turbulent times, the 

tendency of the missionaries to refuse to take up arms or in discouraging people from rising 

against the Government made the missionaries to be viewed as extensions of colonialism and 

were often attacked by the rebels. 

3. Increasing demand for wood from early nineteenth century first for the RoyaI- Navy and then 

Railways, led to increasing control of government over forests lands. Why would this be a 

problem? The establishment of a Forest Department in 1864, Government Forests Act (1865) 

and Indian Forests Act (1878) together established complete government monopoly over Indian 

forest land. Shifting agriculture, a widespread practice amongst the various tribal communities 

was banned from 1864 onwards in the ‘reserved’ forests. Restrictions were imposed on the 

previously sanctioned timber and grazing facilities. 



4. Extension of settled agriculture led to influx of non-tribals in the tribal areas. These outsiders 

exploited them and extension of settled agriculture led to the loss of land by the tribals which 

reduced them to agriculture labourers. 

5. Some of the tribal uprisings took place in reaction to the efforts of the landlords to impose taxes 

on the customary use of timber and grazing facilities, police exactions, new excise regulations, 

exploitation by low country traders and money-lenders, and restrictions on shifting cultivation in 

forests. 

6. The rebellions by the non-frontier tribals were usually reactions against outsiders (dikus), local 

landlords and rulers, the support provided to the latter by the British administration and 

intervention by them in the life of the tribals. The indigenous names for these tribal movements 

were meli, hool and ulgulan. 

7. Introduction of the notion of private property. Land could be bought, sold or mortgaged which 

led to loss of land by the tribals. 

 

List of Tribal Movements in 19th and 20th Century  

Tribal Movement: 

These are the movements which took place in the 19th and 20 century. The tribal 
people were used to living in the forests and ate what the forest offered then until the 
landlords and the Zamindars came and usurped their land and turned them into 
bonded laborers. 

Why the tribal people revolted: 

The feeling of being used and abused by the landlords, Zamindars, and petty 
government officials gave rise to the movements. In many parts of India, the revolts 
were organised by their respective leaders. 

NAME OF 

THE TRIBE 

AREA AFFECTED YEAR LEADER (S) COURSE AND CONSEQUENCES OF 

REVOLT 

Chuars Nanbhum an 

Barabhum 

(West Bengal) 

1768 & 

1832 

Not available Defiance of British authority by Chuars; 

suppression of the Revolt by the British 

through use of force as well as 

conciliatory measures. 



Bhils Khandesh 1818 to 

1848 

Not available. Beginning of revolt of Bhils with British 

occupation of Khandesh (1818) and their 

defiance of British for 30 years; 

suppression through military operations 

combined with conciliatory measures. 

Hos Singhbhum and 

Chota Nagpur 

1820, 

1822 and 

1832 

 Not available Occupation of Singhbhum by British and 

revolt of the Hos (1820); its suppression 

after extensive military operations; their 

revolt again in 1832. 

Kolis Sahyadri Hills 

(Gujarat and 

Maharashtra) 

1824, 

1828, 

1839 and 

1844-48 

Not available Repeated revolts of Kolis and their final 

suppress on after the capture of all their 

leaders. 

Khasis Khasi Hills 

(Assam & 

Meghalaya) 

1829-32 Tirut Singh and 

Bar Manik (Chief 

of Nounklow & 

Molim 

respectively 

Unsuccessful attempts on the khasis to 

drive away the British form their territory; 

surrender of all khasi chiefs, including 

Tirut Singh, to the British in 1832. 

Singphos Assam  1830-39 Not available Suppression of 1830 revolt by Captain 

Neufville; murder of Colonel white (British 

political Agent of Assam) by singphos in 

1839 but their ultimate defeat by British. 

Kols Chota Nagpur 1831-32 Buddho Bhagat Suppression of the revolt after extensive 

military operations by British and death of 



Bhagat. 

Koyas Rampa Region 

(Chodavarm in 

Andhra Pradesh) 

1840, 

1845, 

1858, 

1861-62, 

1879-80, 

1922-24 

Alluri 

Ditaramaraju 

(1922-24) 

Repeated revolt of Koyas, the major ones 

being the 1879-80 and 1922-24 revolts; 

capture and execution of Raju by British in 

may, 1924. 

Konds Khondmais 

(orissa) 

1846-48, 

1855 and 

1914 

Chakra Bisayi The first two revolts, led by Bisayi were 

put down with great difficulty by the 

British. 

Santhals Rajmahal Hills 

(Bihar) 

1855-56 Sidhu & Kanhu Revolt of Santhals and establishment f 

their own government (July, 1855); defeat 

of British under Major Burrough by 

santhals; transfer of the disturbed area to 

the military and final suppression of the 

revolt by the end of 1856; creation of a 

separate district of santhal Parganas to 

prevent santhals from revolting again in 

future. 

Naikdas Panch Mahals 

(Gujarat) 

1858-59 & 

1868 

Rupsingh and 

Joria Bhagat 

Revolt of Naikdas under Rupsingh in 1858 

and conclusion of peace between British 

in 1859; their revolt again in 1868, and 

establishment of a kingdom with Joria as 

the spiritual head and Rupsingh as 



temporal head; suppression of the revolt 

after the capture and execution of 

Rupsingh and Joria. 

Kucha 

Nagas 

Cacher 1882 Sambhudan – 

Mundas Chota Nagpur 1899-

1900 

Birsa Munda Foundation of a new religious sect. with 

singh Bonga as the only true god by Birsa 

(1895); British fears over Birsa’s preaching 

among Mundas, and arrest and 

imprisonment of Birsa (1895-97); release 

of Birsa and revival of his doctrine (1898); 

revolt of mundas and their attack of 

churches and police stations (1899); 

defeat of mundas by British (Jan., 1900) 

and  capture of Birsa (he died of cholera in 

Jail in June, 1922). 

Bhils Banswara and 

Dungapur 

(southern 

Rjasthan) 

1913 Govind Guru It began as a purification movement, but 

later developed into a political 

movement; failure of their attempts to set 

up a Bhil Raj due to British armed 

intervention. 

Oraons Chota Nagpur 1914-15 Jatra BHagat Launching of a monotheistic  movement 

by Jatra in 1914 and its transformation 

into a radical political movement of drive 



away the British in 1915; its suppression 

by British through repressive measures. 

Thadoe 

Kukis 

Manipur 1917-19 Jadoang and his 

neice Rani 

Gaidinliu 

Their rebellion and guerilla war against 

British for two years. 

Chenchus Nallamala Hills 

(Andhra 

Pradesh) 

1921-22 Hanumanthu Their revolt against increasing British 

Control over forests. 

 

 


	Notes on Tribal Movements in India
	Topic: Causes and Phase of Tribal Movements
	Briefly discuss the causes of the tribal movements?

	List of Tribal Movements in 19th and 20th Century

