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Birsa Munda

Introduction:
The Munda Rebellion, also known as Munda Ulgulan, stands as one of the most significant tribal

uprisings in Indian history. Led by Birsa Munda, a revered national hero and tribal liberation
warrior, this rebellion unfolded during the late nineteenth century under British rule in the Bengal
Presidency, present-day Jharkhand. Birsa Munda'’s leadership marked a pivotal moment in India's
quest for freedom.
Leadership and Objectives:
1. Birsa Munda (1874-1900):
e Son of a sharecropper, Birsa emerged as the coordinator of the movement in the
southern region of Ranchi from 1899 to 1900.
 Initially engaged in struggles against the Forest Department's attempts to control
village lands, he later declared himself a diviner with exceptional healing abilities.
e Advocated the purification of Munda society by challenging religious practices,
abstaining from animal sacrifice and alcohol, and promoting tribal customs.
2. Objectives:
e The movement sought independence and the establishment of Munda Raj, purging
foreign influences and restoring the tribe's sacred character.
o Influenced by Christianity, the movement addressed economic, religious, and
political causes.
Causes of the Rebellion:
1. Economic Causes:
o Shift from the Khuntkatti System to individual landholding, leading to a cycle of
loan, default, and annexation of tribal lands.
e Unemployment and forced labor added to the economic hardships.
2. Religious Causes:
o Christian missionary activities targeted tribal populations, triggering dissatisfaction
and resistance against attempts to alter indigenous faiths.
3. Political Causes:
« British administration took over traditional decision-making processes, diminishing
the role of tribal communities in civil and criminal matters.
The Movement Unfolds:
1. Birsa's Proclamation (1895):
e Claiming a vision of God, Birsa declared himself a prophet and criticized traditional
customs and beliefs.
« Called for the rejection of superstitions, cessation of animal sacrifice, abstinence from
intoxicants, and adherence to tribal traditions.
2. Agrarian and Political Dimension:
e The movement evolved from a religious revival to a broader agrarian and political
struggle.
« Interaction with the Sardar movement injected political notes into the movement.
3. Birsa's Imprisonment (1895):
o Arrested by the British for conspiracy, Birsa spent two years in jail, intensifying his
determination upon release in 1897.
e Organized meetings urging attacks on landlords, police stations, churches, and
missionaries.
4. Suppression and Impact:
o Authorities apprehended rebels, and in January 1900, the movement faced a setback
with the capture and death of Birsa.
o Nearly 350 rebels were arrested, and around 50 were transported for life.
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Impact and Significance:
1. Legislative Changes:
e The Munda Rebellion influenced legislative changes, leading to the reinstatement of
the subdivision system.
o The Chhota Nagpur Tenancy Act of 1908 protected tribal lands from exploitation.
2. Economic Reforms:
o Exploitative and coercive labor practices were outlawed in the district, providing
economic relief to the tribal population.
3. Tribal Land Rights:
e The rebellion prompted legal measures to protect tribal land rights under the
Chotanagpur Tenancy Act of 1908.

Legacy and Recognition:
1. Jharkhand Foundation Day:
o The sacrifices made during the Munda Rebellion and Birsa Munda's dedication led to
the establishment of Jharkhand on November 15, 2000.
« Jharkhand, meaning "The Land of Forests," was created as a separate state from
Bihar on the birth date of Bhagwan Birsa Munda.
2. Inspiration for Tribals:
e The rebellion left a lasting impression, inspiring tribal communities to resist injustice
and voice their dissent against colonial rule.
e Birsa Munda, at the young age of 25, remains a revered figure in India's history of
liberation fighters.

In essence, the Munda Rebellion, under the leadership of Birsa Munda, echoed the resilience of tribal
communities against oppressive forces, leaving a profound impact on India’'s historical and legislative
landscape.
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