Tribals, Dikus and the  ‘zoulg
Vision of a Golden Age ®
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In 1855, A man named Blrsa was scen rogming the forests and
viilages of Chottanagpur In Jharkhand, People sald he had
miraculous powers — he could cure all diseases and muliiply
grain. Birsa himsell declared that God had appolnted him
to save his people from troulble. free them from the slavery
of dikus loulsiders). Soon thowsands began [ollowing Birsa.
believing (hal he was hlvgican [God) -and had come to solve
all thelr problems.

Birsa was born In a family of Mundas = a tribal group
that lived In Chottanagpur. But his fdllowers lneluded Fig. 1 - Wamen of tic
other tfibhls of the reglon — Santhals and Oraons. All of ‘I’:ﬁfﬁr‘:’??:""h"j":*ﬁ "
them In dilferent ways were unhappy with the changes ks rivwir cv LG *,Lum‘l
they were experiencing and the problems they were facing g
under British rule. Thelr familiar wavs of lfe secmed to be
disappearing. their livellhoods were under
Lhreat. and their religion appeared o be
lin danger.

What problems did Birsa set oul to resnlve?
Who were the outstders pelng referrved o as
clikus. and how did thev enslave the peaple of
ihe reglon? Whal was happening (o the trilal
peaple under the British? How, did their lives
change? These are same of the questions you
will read about in this chapier

You have read aboul tribal socleties last
yvear. Mast tribes had customs and rituals
that were very different lrom those laid
down by Brahmans. These socleties zlso
did not have the sharp soctal divisions
Lhat were characteristic of caste societies.
All those who belonged to the same tribe
thought of themselves as slarfing commaon
lles of Kinship. However. this did not mean
that there were no soclal and economlic
differences within tribes.
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How did Tribal Groups Live?

By the nineteenth ceniury, iribal peaple in diferent paris
of India were involved o & varieiy of activitles.

Some were jhum cultivators

Sotie of thei practised fhom cultivation, thal Is, shilling
cultivation, THis was daone on small patehes of Band, mostir
in farests. The cultbvators cul the treetops to allow sunlight
to reach the ground, and burnt the vegetation on the land
te elear it for eultivation. They spread the ash from the
firing, which contained potash, to {ertilise the soil They
used e axe o cul trees and the hoe to scrateh the sall
in arder Lo prepare I for cultivation, They broadicast the
seegly, thal is, scattered the seeds on the lleld instead of
ploughing the land and sowing the seeds. Oncee the crop
was readdy and harvesied. they moved o another field.
A field that had been cultivated once was lefi fallow for
several vears,

Shifting cultivatars were found in the hilly and lorested
tracis of north-east and cenoral Indla, The Hves of these
trihal people depended on free moyvement within foresis
and on being able to use the land and foresis for growing
their crops, That s (he ‘anlvy way {hey could practise
shifting cultivalion.

Some were hunters and gatherers

In meny reglons. iribal groups lved by huniing
animals.and gathering forest produce. They saw forests
as essential for survival. The Khonds were such a
communiiy living In the farests ol Orissa. They regulariy
wenl oul'vn collective hurits and then divided the mieat
amongst them=elves,
Thev ate frults and roots
collected from the forest
and cooked food with the
il they extracted from
the seeds of the sal and
mahua They psed many
forest shrubs and herbs
for medicinal purpnses,
gnd sold lorest produce
in the local markets. The
loeal weavers and leather
workers turned o Lthe
Khonds when they tieeded
supplies of kusum and
palash flowers 1o calour
thelr clothes and leather,
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From where did these forest
people get thelr supplles of rice
and other grains? At times they
exthanged goods — getiing what
they needed o return for thelr
raluable forest produce. At other
times. they bought goods with the
small amount al earnings they
had. Some of them did odd Jubs
In the villages, carrving loads
or bullding rvads, while others
laboured in the fields of peasants
and farmers. When supplies of
forest produce shrank, tribal
peaple had to Increasingly wander
around In search of work as
labourers, But many of them — like
the Balgas of central Indla - were
retactant to do woerk for others.
The Baigas saw themselves as
people of the forest. who could
anly live on the produce of the
farest. It was below the dignity of
a Balga 1o become a labourer.

Tribal groups often needed
to buy and sell (n order to be
able to get the goods that were:
not produced within the locality. This led o thelr
dependence on traders and monevienders. Traders came
arauind with things for sale, and sald the goods at high
prices. Monevienders gave loans with which the tribals
met thelr cash needs. adding to what they carnied. But
the Interest charged on the loans was usually very
high. So for the tribals, markel and commerce ofien
meant debit and poveriy, They therefore came (o see
the moneviender and wader as evil outsiders and the
cause af thelr misery.

Some herded animals

Many tribal groups lived by herding and rearing anlmals,
They were pasioralisis who moved with their herds of
cattle ar sheep according to the seasans, When the grass
in one place was exhausted. they moved to another area
The Van Gujjars of the Punjab hills and the Labadis of
Andhra Pradesh were cattle herders. the Gaddis of Kulu
were shepherds, and the Bakarwals of Kashmiir reared
goats. You will read more abodl them' in your history
baok nexi year.

Fig. 3 —Lomitton of some tribol
groips o I
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A time to hunt. a ime to sow,

a time to move to a new field

Have vou ever nooced that people Imng i different o
Thare the zame noton of work and nme: The lvesof {fhe.;h;ﬁ:ing_ culovarors and
hune=rz in different r&pﬂm WETE rq,'ulnted by a calsndar snd dvision of @mskis

for men and women!

Veamer Ewin, a Bromh m:h:upnlqgi:: who lived =mong the Bagas and Khonds
of cenwal India for many vears in the 1030s and 1040z, mives us g picture of what

this calender and division &f tasks was ke He wores:

in Gle women went 1o clearings o .

cucswalks thar were aiready reaped;

men eut lafge wees and: go for fhelr el huns The hpntbegan at il
moon from the easc, Trapsof bamboo were uisd for hunnng, e women
gathersd frunes Like sage, tamarind and mushroom: BaEga women can-oniy
gatherroots orfands and mahussesds. Of alithe adivenrm Central India, the

Baigas were known a- the best hynerz .

- In Beisekh the-firing of the-forese

took place. the women' gathered unburnt wood to bprn. Men continged
o himnt, byt nearer their vllages. In Joth sowing ook place and hunting
still wene on. From M:«dh 1o Bhedor the menworked in the field: In Kuer
the Tirsc fFruits of beans wete ripened and n Rerik hurk Decsme ripie In
Azhen every crop was ready and in Put winnothing took place, Pus btz alss

Fig. 4
Blhar 1526

Chilires fosnth thietr mothers-to e ores)
toy Eather forest: prochioe

= A St o oerr i) fireuoood

Ik . Ly

the trie for dincs and marriage:. In
M=K =hifes wers made & new barars
and huncng-gathering was: the main
subdittence activity.

The ole deoibed 2bove wok
place in the first vear In the s=cond
vear there was more time for hunong
& only 3 few' orops had 1o be 1wn
gnd. harvesred. Bur since there was
enough food the men hrved in the
Swuiers It was only ins thethitd yesr

= the die; had w be syppiemenced
‘P-il]l the fores: procucs:

Adispéed from Vervier Elrin. Baiga {1939) énd Efuin's.

sripuiintes N
Picpets Nakirm Mol Musiom &

pes of socetes do not

s =R ke (Virer Zis

o

expected 0 perform?

L pok camfully at tihe tasks that Baiga
men and veomen did Do you sse any
pattarn? What vwere the diffelences
in the types of work that they wee
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Some took to settled cultivation

Even hefore the nineteenth century. many [rom within
the itribal groups had begun settling  down. and
cultivating their fields in one place vear afler vear.
Insicad ol moving from place to place, They began
to use the plough, and gradually got rights over the
land they Uved on. In many cazes, like the Mundas af
Chottanagpur, the land belunged to the clan as & whole.
Al members of the clan were regarded as descendants
of the original setilers. who had first cleared the land
Thetelore, 311 of theinn had rights on the land. Very
often some penple within the clan acquired more power
than uthers, some became chiels and olbicrs lollowers
Powerful men aften rented out thelr land Instead af
cultivating 1 themselves

Briti=h officials saw settled tribal groups ke the Gonds
and Santhais as more ¢lvilised than hunter-gatherers or
shifting cultivators, Those who lived In the lorests were
considered 1o be wild and savage: they needed to he setitled
and clvilised.

How did Colonial Rule Affect Tribal
Lives?

The lives of iribal groups elanged diding Britsh role Le
us =e2 whal Lhese changes were.

What happened to tribal chiefs?

Before the aroval nf the Britlsh, in many areas the ribal
chiels were Importanit people. They enjoved & certain
amaount af economic power and had theright ro adminisier
and control thelr terrilories. In some places they Had
their own pollce and decided on 'the Incal rules of land
and forest management. Under British rule, the lunctions
angd powers of the tribal chiels changed considerably,
They were allowed o leep their land titles over & clusier
of villades angd rent out lends, bt they lost much of thetr
administrative power and were forced to follow laws made
by Britsh ollleials In Indla. They also had 1o pay tribute

to the British, and disclpline the trbal groups on behall

al the British, They lost the atuthority they had earller
enjoved amongst thelr people, and were unable to fuliil
their traditional functions

What happened to the shifting cultivators?
The Dritish were tincomiortable with groups who moved
aboul and did not have a fissd hame., They wanted (rlbal

Bewar - A lerm used
in Madhva Pradesh for
snifting cultbvation

Fig. 5 —A loqg hiowse heing bl
(PRI '-'|||'-"]_:i|' il e I‘ivu"_.;!,"l.]:J frifa== o
Arurprachn) Procliesty

The entire villoge helps when by

biandes sores Lagadli



Fig. 8 - Hiul toomen cudifsntinmg i
a foreest i Cretporeat

Shiftinyy cultvatin canLinuaes

in momy fonest preas of {idiamd
Friur ooy ss thin ivess have besn
cuif and lond elesred o create
paiehes for cultivofiomn

groups o seitle down and beconie peasant cultivators,
Settled peasants were easierto control and administer
than people who were alwavs on Lthie miove. The British
alsg wanted a regular revenue source for the state,
So they Introduced land settlements — that Is. they
measured the land. defined the rights of each individual
to that land. and hxed the revenue demand fpr the
state. Some peasaniswere declared landowners, others
lenantsshs vou have seen (Chapter 2). the tenaniswere
i pay tenib to the landosnet who In turn paid revenue
in tlHe sidte,

The British effort tosettle jhum culbdvators was mot
very silccessiul. Settled plotgh cultivation is not easy In
areas where watlr is soarce and the soll (= drv, In [act,
ffiem culilvalors who took o plough cultlivation ofien
suffered, since thelr lelds did not produce good yields.
S the fhum cultlvators in north-east India inslsted
on continuing with thelr raditional practice. Facing
widespread protesis. the Hritish had o uliimately atlow
{them the rightl (o catry on shifiing cualtlvation ln sorme
paris of the forest

Fig. 7T =Tribkl tbtkers [oa doe Boid I Amndlhna Proclesh
Merte the difference bedween ree pubttyotbons g e ot plpios and o
the [bresis.
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Forest laws and their impact

The Ilfe ol tribal groups, as you have seen. was divectly
connecled to the forest. So changes In forest laws had a
considerable effect on tribal lives. The Hritish extended
thelr contral over all forests and declared that forests were
state property. Some forests were classified as Reserved
Forests for they producedd ttmber which the Hritish wanted.
In these forests people were not allowed 1o move Ireely.
practse [fum cultlvation, collect frults. or hunt animals.
Fow were fhum cultivators to survive In such a situation?
Many were therefore forced to mive to ather areas In search
af work and livelihiood,

But once the Britlsh stopped the trilzal people [rom

Iving inside forests, they faced a problem. From where Sleeper — The horlzontal
wotlld the Forest Department get (ts labour 1o cuf trees planks of wood oriavtilch

lor maliway sleepers and o transport logs? raitway lnes are laid

Caolanlal elficlals came up with aselitlon, They decided

that they would give jhum cultivators small patehies ol land
in the forests and allow them to cultivate these on the
vondition that thase whio lived In the villages would have
to provide labour to the Foresi Department and fook after
the forests. So in many regions. the Forest Department
eatablished [ovrest villages o ensure a resilae supply of
cheap lalwhiir.
Sguree 2

“In this land of the English how hard it is to live’
In thel@30: Verrer ﬂwm vizited the land uf&tzlﬂmgz: —a n:ﬂui group e
cenmral Indiz. He wanred o know zbayr them —their customs and-

Fﬂrﬂtﬁ
their arcand folklore. He recorded manysongs thatlamented the hard ame
the Baigas were having 1 under Bm:_ﬂ: rule.

In this lahd of the Enghsh how hard /it is to live
Hew hird i is 1o live

in the villags sits the fandlerd.
hﬂ}:gﬂr:ﬁ:tﬁ&&uﬁm

Iuﬂ'}e"" ﬁﬂs&m

Iuﬁus,hnd'ﬂﬁheiuaﬁ:h_how hard itis to five
Tu;n}ﬂ:ﬂfmuehﬁmﬂl!mw

Ts pay forest m=x v hisve o s=ll bulfals
Tapavhndmwhntmﬁ!!hﬂhﬂ.
E:muewemgﬂwfuﬁdr
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"""" Dustad in Werriee Sl ot Shthons Hiscle: Suzigt of e Mouikal g 315
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Many tribal dgroups reacied agdainst the
colonlal forest laws, They disabsed the
new rules, continued with practices that
were declared (llegal. and at Umes rose
in open rebellion. Such was the Tevoll of
Songram Sangma in 1906 in Assam., and
the [orest satvasralid of the 19305 In the
Ceritral Provifwes

The problem with trade
During the nineleenth century, tribal
groups found that traders and moncey-
ienders were coming into the forests more
aoflten. wanting to buv [arest produce.
offerifis cash loans, and as5king them (o
work for wages. Il ook (6hal griups some
thme o understand the conseguences of
what was happening
Let us conslder the ease of the slik
grinvers, [n the elghteenth century, Indian
siiK was In demand In European markets,
: e fine quality of Indian silk was highly
Fig. 8 - Godarn women tvatiig vahied and expors from [ndia Increased
rapldly. As the merkel expanded. East India Company
offi¢ials tried 1o encourage =ilk prodouctivn W meet the
drowlig dematid

lazaribagh, in'present-day.JJharkhand. was an area
where the Santhals reared cocoons. The

lraders deallng i sl send (o thelt agernits
whao gave loans (o the tribhal peaple and

collected the cocoans. The growers
were pald 3 1o T4 for a thousang
coenons. These were then
exporied to Burdwan or
Gava where they were
sold at [ive times Lhe
price, The middlemen
- 30 called because
they arranged deals
between the exporters
anrtd silk growers —made
huge profits. The silk
growers carfned very
little, Understandably,
many tribal groups saw
the market and the
traders as thelr maln
enemies.,

Fig. 9 — A Hedowy
LOONTMEN LTy <1 ke
For s, oo iad e
work wis nol confined
o the home. Thes
carred thetr hobies
with then oot flelds
and the metorkes.
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The search for work

plighi of the tribals who had o go far away from thelr homes
In search of work was éven-waorse. From the late nineteenth
pentury. iea plantgtions starfed ooming up and mintng became
an lmpartant indusiry. Tribals were reenalied in large numbers
to work at the tea plantabons of Assam amd the coal mines
ol Jharkhatid, They were recridited through cdfitractors who
pald (hem misefably low wages, and prevented theim [rom
returning home

Thep

A Closer Look

Through the nineteenth and twentleth eenturies, tribal groups
In different parts of the country rebelled against the changes
In laws, the restrleijons on their pacilees, the new faxes they
had o pay, and the exploiiation by traders and moneylenders.
The Hols rabelled in IB81=32, Santhals rose inrevoll in 18665,
the Dastar Rebelllon In eentral Indla broke out ln 1910 and the
Warll Revolt In Mahiarashira in 1940, The movenent thal Birsa
led was one such movement

Fig. 10 — Cogl mimary of
Hihwr S

In e VERGE, oot 50 pee
cent of the miners in the

Jharth and Hantgm| ooal

and syffocating mines was
il only hack-loesking

rdd dnrlifernlls, I was
afteny Hternliy kil Ty chee

1M, over 2000 workers

died every yearin the coal

e b frudin

Aotivity

Eind aut whether
thie condiions aof
otk in the mires
have changed
riovy. Creack howw
many pecnle de n
MIMES SVEry VEar,
arich whet am the
regsors far ther
ezt
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Source 3

. Birsa Munda

| ‘Bimd mcklﬂﬁ % Birsawas bornin the mid- 1870s. The son of a poor father.
he grese up around the forests of Bohonda, grazing sheep,

fl‘ﬂm AL ﬁ]ﬂu‘dﬁr& plaving tl‘f- flute, and dancing in the Iocal akhara, Fnrnﬂi
’Em:ngg: the Mundas by poverty. his father had to move from place to place
rimg bemoaned their looking for work.-As an adolescent, Birsa heard tales of
mIETY. the Munda uprisings of the past and saw the sirdars

. (leaders] of the community urging the people 1o revolt.

; They ralked of a galden age when the Mundas had been

Ah:.un.da-[ﬂm

[ree of the oppression of dikies, and said there would be
atime when the ancestral right of the communlty would
be restored. They saw themselves as the descendants of
the ariginal setilers of the reglon, fighting for thelr land
(mulk kt larai, reminding people of the need to win back
their kingdom.

Birsa went to the local misstanary school, and lstened
to the sermons of missionaries. There too hie heard 1L said
that it was possible for the Mundas to atiain the Kingdom
of Heaven. and regain thelr lost eighis. This would be
possible if they became good Chiristians and gave up Lheir
*hiad practiees”. Later Dirsa also spenil some tline in the
company of 2 promincnt Vaishnav preacher. He wore the
sacred thread, and began to value the Importance of purity
and piety.

Birsa was deeply Influenced by many of the ldeas he

! cameintouch with Inhis grnudug-up vears. His movement
was almed at lt-ﬁ:nrmlm_i, tribal society. He urged the Mundas
to give up drinking llquor. clean thelr village, and stop
believing in witcheraft and sorcery: Butwe must remember

thal Birsa also turned against missionaries and landlards.

Vatabethy = Worstippes e saw them as outside forees that wers rulning the Muanda

of Vishnu o

way af life,

In 18495. Birsa urged his followers to recover their
glorious past. [e talked of a golden age in the past —
satyug [the age of truth) — when Mundas lived a good
Ufe, constructed embankments, tapped nalural springs,
planted trees and orchards, practised cultlvation 1o
earn their lving. They did not kil thelr brethren and
relatives: They lived honestly. Birsa also wanted people
to anee again work on their tand. settle down and
cultivate their felds.

What worrfed British officials most was the palitical
atm of the Birsa movement, for i wanted (o drive
out missionarics. nmncj’ltndnrs. landlards. and the
government and set up a Munda Ra| with Birsa at
{Is head. The movement |dentified all these forces as
the cause of the misery the Mundas were sullering.
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The land policles of the British were desiroying thelr
traditlonal land system, landlords and moneylenders were
taking over thelr land, and missionaries were eritlelsing
thelr traditional culture.

As the movement spread the British officials decided to
act. They arrested Birsa In 1895, convicted him on charges
af rioting and jalled him for two years.

When Birsa was released In 1897, he began touring
the villages to gather support. e used tradiffonal
symbals and language to rouse people, urging them
to destroy “Ravana® (dikus and the Europesns) and
establish a kingdom under his leadership. Blrsa's
followers began targeting the symbols of diku and
European power. They attacked police stations and
churches, and ralded the property of monevienders
and zamindars, They ralsed the white flag as a symbal
af Birsa Ral.

In 1900. Birsa died of chdlera and the movement
faded out. However, the movement was signillicant in a
least two ways. First — it foroed the colonlal government to
Introdiice laws so that the land of the tribals'could not be
easily taken over by dikus. Second —It showed once agaln

that the tribal people had the capacity to protest against

injustice @nd express their anger against colonial rule.
They did this In thelr own specilic way, Inventing thelr
“own diunls and symbals of slm@t

1. Fill in the blanks:
fa]l The Britlsh described the iribal people as

() The method of sowing seeds In fhom cultvation
is knpwn as X

(] The tribal chicls gol titles {0 cetitral
India undler the Briush land settlements.

(1} Tribals went (o work 1o (he ol Asssim
and the in Bihar

TRIBALS, DIKTS AND THE VISION OF A GOLDEN AGE
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E—'--_ﬂ-—"‘ 2, Elalr"iuh'u_ihﬂ‘_l;fgm mr false:

M W (i) Jhum cultiviators plough the land and sow seeds.
Imagine you are & \ (b) Cotoans were bought from the Santhals and sold
Jhum cullivator living by the traders at Gve times the purchase price.
It 2 forest village
in the nineteenth (¢) Birsa urged his followers (o purily themselves,
century. You have give up drinking Hgnor and stop belfeving i
Jusi been told that the wilvherall and sorvery.
lumi _-,-.rnu WELE l:mm , : _ o .
to youi. It a meeting life.
with British officials "
you ¥ to explain the -
Kkinds of problems vou T '
face. What would you
say?

3. What pmh!x:ms did shifting mﬂLhm.um Ea.t“e vndler

- British rale?
4. How did mc,rpuwu‘s of Lﬁhﬁ! urlrﬁfs change under
colanial riile?”
-8, wrmt hﬁhntmls Tar mu a:ng&r of the tribuls against
e dikais?

6. EEtas Birils \ision of a golden age? Why oy
_¥ou think uifuh avisfon appealed to the people of

lhemg!an’;‘

ST Find oul from your parents, frlends or leachers,

« ke numes of some heroes of other tribal revolts

o in the twentieth century. Write their story in your

Yy 8. Choose any tribal group living o indla loday. Find

. Nt oul abod their customs amd way of lile. and how
. Lheir Uves have changed In Uhe last 50 years,
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