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Preface

There was an increasing demand for the production of an anthology of scholarly
papers on the subject when the Jharkhand Movement was at its peak in the
1990s. Unfortunately none of us were available to respond to the demand as
we were awfully busy in the movement. The present volume is an attempt to
satisfy such a demand, which has been surprisingly persisting even today not
only in India but abroad as well.

The volume contains the most significant articles and documents on the
Jharkhand movement, the oldest of the autonomy movements in India, which
has recently resulted in the formation of a separate state by that name. The
basic line of inquiry concerning the issues (dispossession from life-supporting
resources of land, forest, water and identity), the main cause (internal
colonialism) and the remedy (provision of autonomy), has been discussed from
different angles by leading social scientists and activists. The process has led
to the emergence of a development critique with an alternative provided by the
tribal/indigenous perspective aimed at reconstructing a society based on equality;
economy based on cooperation, caring and sharing, conservation, subsistence
and decentralization; a polity based on conscience democracy and art based on
collective participation and enjoyment. Analogous to the complexities of the
Jharkhand cultural area and the varying ideological backgrounds of the authors
concerned, the insights projected are contrastive.

The idea to produce such a volume was originally conceived by Dr. K. S.
Singh when he was holding the office of the Director General of the
Anthropological Survey of India. Owing to some unavoidable circumstances it
could not materialise. Later we took it up and approached the International
Work Group for Indigenous Affaires for its publication. We are extremely
thankful to Mr. Christian Erni, the Programme Coordinator, Asia, of the IWGIA
for pushing the matter and finally convincing the IWGIA to oblige us. We
would also like to thank Dr. Stuart Corbridge for extending support in selecting
the papers from a huge collection and organising them for publication.

Our sincere thanks are for the contributors of the volume who all agreed instantly
to our proposal and expressed their genuine concern for the struggle of the
indigenous peoples of India. We are very sad to say that Dr. Amar Kumar
Singh, who provided intellectual leadership to the Jharkahd movement, is no
more with us. We have also lost Dr. Arvind Narayan Das. He provided a rare
historical insight and intellectual support to the movement. Sudden demise of
Dr. Mathew Areeparampil shocked us the most. He was a genuine scholar of
the life and struggle of the people of Jharkhand and a committed activist too.
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We are thankful to Prof. Giridharilal Ganjhu for providing us the rare unpublished
written speech of Mr. Jaipal Singh and the group photograph of the members
of the Adivasi Mahasabha.

We are particularly indebted to Mr. E. Deenadayalan of The Other Media
Communications for encouraging us to compile the volume. We sincerely thank
Ms. Urmila Desor for patiently carrying out the tedious job of proof reading
and to Mr. K.M. Jolly for typesetting the materials. We are especially thankful
to Mr. Kislaya for his brilliant designing of the jacket of the book. He has
perfectly conceived and depicted the true character of the Jharkhand movement
by the photograph that he himself took years ago as an activist journalist. He
has also helped us in recovering the map of Jharkhand that was originally
demanded by the Jharkhand Party. Mr. Sunil George deserves our thanks for
the painstaking job of reconstructing all the other maps that have been used in
the book. We express our sincere gratitude to Ms. Mariamma Daniel for patiently
providing secretarial assistance for the preparation of the manuscript. And the
last but not the least, Mr. Sandeep Bahl deserves our sincere thanks for all the
trouble he took for making the book see the light of the day.

Dr. Ram Dayal Munda 10 December 2002
S. Bosu Mullick Ranchi



Introduction
S. Bosu MULLICK

The Jharkhand Movement has been the most talked about and widely covered
subject in the media and academic circles. Various analytical reports, academic
interpretations and political explanations, often holding contradictory views,
have been published over a period exceeding the last five decades. The
production of such a huge corpus of literature proves not only the strength of
the movement but also the immense significance of the issues thus raised on
the socio-political life of the world’s largest democracy and the struggle of the
world’s largest indigenous population in one country.

This volume makes an attempt to bring a few of them into one fold with a view
to further the discourse on the relationship between the mainstream nationalism
and the indigenous identity often termed ethnicity, vis-a-vis the nation state,
and help the civil society understand the relevance of autonomy and identity of
the indigenous peoples of the country as a whole.

Jharkhand Movement has been the oldest autonomy movement in the post-
independence India. The Jharkhand Party 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,
(see map-page 10) from the political domination of the neighbouring
provinces was raised even before the Simon Commission visited India in 1929.
But the real political mobilisation in support of the demand to carve out a
separate state started with the formation of the Adivasi Mahasabha (the Great
Council of the Indigenous Peoples) in 1938.

The British not only crushed the indigenous people’s hundred years of resistance
movement to colonize Jharkhand but gradually prepared the ground for turning
it into an internal colony of the neighbouring nations. After independence the
situation further deteriorated with the adoption of a ‘development’ model by
the Indian nation state that initiated a much more ruthless process of
dispossession of the people of Jharkhand and exploitation of their natural
resources. Jharkhand Movement has been seen as the immediate outcome of
these developments.

While most of the authors find the present Jharkhand Movement a continuation
of the indigenous peoples’ age-old struggle against the British colonialism,
others go even further back into the history of the conflict between the
indigenous peoples and the medieval states. Very few authors ignore the internal
colonial exploitation of the region, especially after independence. Opinions
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Jharkhand Movement

also ditfer on the characterisation of the movement that ranges from pan-
ethnic, sub-nationality to nationality. The authors have dealt with the issues of
the ideological conflict and transformation within the movement as well as the
infiltration of the ideology of the ruling classes and the state in it. Considering
the positions of the contributors of the volume we may have a brief overview
of the movement and its outcome.

Territorial Identity

During the Mughal rule, there was no definite territorial identity of Jharkhan
though the region acquired the name ‘the land of forests’ even before the 13"
century (Areeparampil). It covered the eastern part of the vast topography,
known as the Great Central Indian Forests (Habib: 1982) that occupied whole
of the central India between the Gangetic plains in the north and the Deccan
plateau in the south. It largely remained outside the pale of the empires and
kingdoms of the plains. However, a loose connection with them was established
with the emergence of the primary states in the region during the 17t century
(Sinha, Surajit, 1987).

The indigenous peoples of this vast forest land had a different sense of
territoriality. For them the land was a continuous topography where they roamed,
settled and resettled. Thus in their vocabulary there was no such word as country.
They received the regional identity from the outsiders, the people from the
plains who formed states in this forest tract and gave them names, such as
Dhalbhum, Barabhum, Manbhum, Chotanagpur, Mayurbhanj, Sundargarh,
Bonai, Jashpur, Sarguja and so on. Jharkand was still a vague cultural name of
the region and the word itself owes its origin in the non-tribal vocabulary.
Even the British never used it in their administrative parlance.

It was the British East India Company that set the ball of territoriality of
Jharkhand rolling with the receipt of the grant of Dewani (right to collect tax
on behalf of the Emperor) of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa from the Mughals in
1765. In the face of strong and stubborn resistance movements put up by the
indigenous peoples of this vast ‘Bengal Woodlands’ (Shivaramakrishnan, K.,
1999), as they initially called it, the colonisers were forced to put the region
under a separate administrative system called the South West Frontier Agency
and the medieval states received recognition. At a later stage also, during the
time of the direct rule of the British Empire, the region remained a ‘partially
excluded’ area with a simple administrative system and thus its separate identity
was maintained from the neighbouring Bihar, Bengal, Orissa, the Central
Province and the united province of Agra and Oudh.

The colonial rule thus prepared the ground for the popular search for a territorial
identity of the region in accordance with the demand of their political autonomy.
The leaders of the Adivasi Mahasabha picked up the cultural name of Jharkhand
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Introduction

to identify the region politically even before they formed the Jharkhand Party
in 1950. At a later stage in 1973 the reorganised Jharkhand Party included two
neighbouring districts of the British Bengal into the proposed Jharkhand state
on the ground of their cultural affinity with the mainland Jharkhand (see map
page 78). In fact, the Committee on Jharkhand Matters, formed by the
Government of India in 1989 to look into the demand of the Jharkhand state, in
its report, recognised the cultural oneness of the region.

The debate on the justification of giving political recognition to Jharkhand as a
‘tribal state’ basically for the indigenous peoples rests on the consideration
that the peoples fall under the post-independence category of Scheduled Tribes
and are not in majority in all the districts of the area. In fact in the Bihar and
Bengal parts of Jharkhand they are in minority. This led to the making of a
suggestion of carving out a ‘tribal state’ (Van Pradesh or “forest province’)
with the tribal dominated districts alone (Sarkar). On the other hand, on the
same ground the Hindu fundamentalist forces under the Bharatiya Janata Party
demanded the formation of a state (Vananchal or ‘forested area’) with only
Bihar part of the Jharkhand (Chotanagpur and Santhal Parganas) for the
‘development’ of both tribes and non-tribes.

The reason why the parties formed under the leadership of the indigenous
peoples carrying the name of Jharkhand insist on the formation of a state with
the cultural area of Jharkhand may be seen in the persistence of a collective
memory of Jharkhand as their ancestral homeland. Their claim, therefore,
continues despite the fact that the reality has been changing fast drastically
against their interests. However, opening the doors of the various Jharkhand
parties to the non-tribals also may either be seen as a strategy for winning the
game of head counting and fund raising under the bourgeoisie democracy (Bosu
Mullick, S., 2002) or as an expression of an emerging Jharkhandi nationality
combining both the indigenous peoples and the non-indigenous early settlers
of the region (Nathan, Rana and Keshar).

Adivasi and Diku

There has been a general unanimity in accepting the fact that the cultural identity
of Jharkhand is determined by the way of life of its indigenous peoples, basically
the Austro-Asiatic language speaking (North and South Mundari) and Dravidian
language speaking (Kurukh and Malto) ones. There is yet another group
consisting of communities who may not speak these languages but are culturally
and socially similar to these peoples. The former group dominates the scene
since they are the earlier settlers and are more numerous. All these communities
taken together assumed the identity of the Adivasi (first settlers). Besides, there
are some Hindu lower castes that speak Indo-Aryan languages but are culturally
integrated with the rest. Thapar and Siddiqi present a reconstructed historical
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background of the growth of this identity with the gradual migration of different
communities over a long period of time, their evolving mutual relationship;
and the transforming characteristics of that identity based on their relationship
with the land and the forest under the impact of the medieval states and British
colonial rule. Sengupta argues that the term ‘tribe’ is a colonial ploy to divide
the indigenous peoples of Jharkhand. He points out that the name ‘JTharkhand’
was coined in 1936 during the formation of the Adivasi Mahasabha. Only
later, after the government sponsored dichotomy—tribe and non-tribe, spread
widely—the leaders discovered that ‘adivasi’ did not mean all Jharkhandis
any more. Thereafter they changed the name to Jharkhand Party. The confusion
was further compounded when the colonial category of ‘tribe’ was further
narrowed down after independence by scheduling ‘most backwards’ among
them in the Constitution of India. Now in common parlance, only the Scheduled
Tribes are known as the ‘adivasis’.

In Jharkhand movement the distinction between ‘Adivasi’ (indigenous peoples)
and ‘diku’ is still a matter of dispute. Etymologically the term ‘diku’ stands for
‘the other people’. However, over a long period of interaction with the ever
increasing volume of the in-migrating ‘other peoples’ the term diku underwent
a change of meaning and is understood today as denoting the ‘exploiters’ of
the ‘Adivasi’. But all the people who migrated to the land of the ‘Adivasi’ were
not exploiters; particularly the artisan casts and peasant communities of the
yesteryears and the wage labourers and industrial workers of the modern times
who are not necessarily considered as the real enemies of the ‘tribes’. With
such people the ‘tribes’ developed a symbiotic relationship and they sometimes
form another category of ‘sahia’ / ‘mitan’ meaning friends. The category of
‘sadan’, mostly used in the erstwhile estate of the Maharaja of Chotanagpur,
i.e., present day districts of Ranchi, Gumla, Lohardaga, Simdega, Palamu of
Chotanagpur and Jashpur and Surguja of the adjoining Chattisgarh, is an
uncertain one with respect to its exploitative character. The people in this
category migrated to Jharkhand much before the advent of the BritisR. Some
of them were the adventurers who initiated state formation in the 16° — 17th
century and the rest formed a part of these primary states, also called the Jungle
states, as traders, rich peasants, administrators, irregular army (paik and
barkandaz), etc. They developed a working relationship with the ‘Adivasis’. In
the later period they fought with the ‘Adivasis’ against the colonial rule and
were considered as ‘lesser evils’. The category of ‘tribe’ is also not very
definitely determined. The colonial government enlisted 96 communities as
the inhabitants of Chotanagpur and the Santhal Pargnas according to the 1871
census. Out of these, 28 were identified as non-tribe in 1923-24. The rest of
the 68 tribal communities had a sub-category of ‘Primitive Tribes’ that included
30 tribes who were later categorised as the Scheduled Tribes by the Constitution
of India after independence (Kadwar and Ekka: 2000). The rest of them were
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Introduction

divided into Scheduled Castes and Other Backward Classes rather arbitrarily,
because in Jharkhand the caste system was never a dominant social reality and
there were never any outcast communities. Thus those who were categorised
as the Scheduled Castes were actually tribes who imbibed some Hindu norms
and traits. In the same vein a large community called the Kurmis was put into
the category of the Other Backward Classes on the basis of the same assumption
of their being a part the caste Hindu society. These peoples have been demanding
their inclusion into the Scheduled Tribe list since then and a large number of
them have declared ‘sarna’, the belief system of the ‘tribes’, as their religion
during the last census operation. These last two categories of peoples are often
referred to as ‘semi tribe’ (ILO: 157) or ‘people analogous to the tribes’.

The authors are fairly divided on the lines of the opposing views of the Jharkhandi
tribes presented by Béteille (1974) and Weiner (1978). While majority of them
accept the category of tribe both in its broader and narrower sense, Corbridge
is prepared to accept at the most the present Scheduled Tribes as a peasant-
tribe continuum, although he questions the very definition of ‘tribe’ and describes
it as misleading. Das presents a class analysis of the change in tribal society.
He argues that the social aggregate, referred to as ‘tribe’, is merely a concept
and if tribes existed, they did so in the undefined past. What exists today is
tribe in transition. Bosu Mullick holds the view that the root cause of the
Jharkhand movement lies in the historical conflict between the two mutually
exclusive ways of life represented by the two categories of people commonly
known as the ‘Adivasi’ and the ‘Diku’.

Ethnicity, Nationality and Regionalism

A section of the ‘left’ theorists holds the view of the Jharkhand movement as
a political expression of an emerging Jharkhandi nationality. Two important
factors are pointed out in the emergence of the Jharkhand nationalism. One is
the presence of a broadly common and distinct cultural life among tribes and
the sadans and the other is their subjection to the same kind of exploitation.
The former compensates the absence of ‘acommon language, a literary tradition
and a high culture’; the latter compensates the absence of a national bourgeoisie
classically considered to be the essential factor for the growth of national
movements. This view has particularly been expressed by Nathan, Alam and
Rana in this volume. Nathan and Rana point out an emerging composite culture
combining the Adivasi (tribe) and Sadan. In fact Jharkhand Coordination
Committee held the same view in its declaration. For Rana the process of the
Jharkhand nationality formation was thwarted by the imperialist rule of the
British colonialism that tended to divide the people on ethnic lines.

These authors tend to minimise the economic and cultural difference between
the tribe and the sadan. Tribes are basically seen as peasants; that brings them



Jharkhand Movement

closer to the sadans. Alam terms both tribes and sadans as peasants and
ignores their general dependency on foraging from forests that Nathan has
rightly pointed out. Sharma, however, observes the emergence of Jharkhandi
sub-nationality along with the increasing participation of the downtrodden sadans
in the movement on the basis of a cultural affinity.

Munda and Kesahri argue by quoting the Jharkhand Coordination Committee
declaration that the basic criteria for the boundary of the geographical area
demanded by the movement as Jharkhand is not where the population is
predominantly tribal but where the Jharkhand culture persists. And the base of
this culture is provided by the tribal culture of the region. In other words, even
the section of the non-tribals who had adopted the tribal culture would be
considered as Jharkhandis. While Sengupta considers all the peoples of pre-
colonial period as the Jharkhandis, Roy holds the economic criteria by declaring
all the downtrodden and working class people living in Jharkhand as
Jharkhandis. The distinction between the sadan and the diku appears to be
quite unsteady or blurred under Roy’s project of Jharkhandi nationalism. He
finds in Jharkhand a fusion of national and class oppression.

Alam argues that the ethnic boundaries between the tribes and sadan
communities have collapsed and belying the prediction of Frederic Engels and
anthropologists N.K. Bose and G.S. Ghurye the tribes, instead of being
assimilated into the mainstream Hindu society, have moved towards the assertion
of a nationality. However, while he rightly observed the strong hatred among
the tribes for being assimilated into the caste hierarchy his assertion that in the
emerging process of Jharkhand nationalism the tribal shell is no longer important
for political mobilisation does not at all reflect the reality.

However, others do not subscribe to the idea of an emerging Jharkhandi
nationality. Bosu Mullick considers the Jharkhand Movement as basically the
socio-political expression of a pan-ethnic aspiration. He questions the emergence
of the Jharkhandi nationality in the absence of powerful elite, let alone a national
bourgeoisie. Just by coming together for a common cause the adivasi and the
sadans may not merge into one to develop a national consciousness. Corbridge
calls it the Jharkhandi ethno-regionalism. K.S. Singh finds in the movement a
transition form ethnicity to regionalism that includes at least in principle ‘all
the Chotanagpuris’ into the category of Jharkhandi. He, however, does not
mention the emergence of any Jharkhandi nationality.

For Alloysius the transformation of ethnicity to regionalism, as has been
observed by Singh, K.S., signifies a shift from the ‘community” to the ‘region’,
from tribal to whoever lives in Jharkhand; for ethnicity is the idiom of the
tribals and regionalism is that of the dominant communities. Regionalism is
encouraged by placing priority on the nationality question that combines all
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the people of Jharkhand irrespective of tribe and caste. He considers it to be a
reduction of ethnic consciousness into a regional or class consciousness, and a
denial of ‘tribal nationality’. Criticizing K. S. Singh’s position, Sharma argues
that to call the Jharkhand Movement a ‘separatist movement’ in the past and
now transforming it into a ‘regional movement’ is to undermine its present-
day reality, historicity and the concern for the oppressed of the region. Alam
argues that the demand of the people of Jharkhand cannot be categorized as
regionalism since the Jharkhand Movement is not simply demanding more
resources and special privileges for the region.

Changing Ideology

There has been a remarkable growth of ideological framework in Jharkhand
Movement over the period spanning more than 70 yea&s since the revivalist,
localised and community specific movements of the 19~ century entered into
the phase of pan-ethnic autonomy movement covering the vast Jharkhand region
by the fag end of the British colonial rule in 1930s. This was prompted by the
changing objective condition of Jharkhand. The basic change that took place
by the turn of the century was the end of the hundred years of tribal revolt and
the consequent consolidation of the colonial rule in Jharkhand. The British
introduced a centrally organised administration, a judiciary and a police system.
In land the concept of private property was imposed as opposed to the traditional
notion of collective usufrutuary rights of the community. Communal resources
were considered as the ‘eminent’ domain and taken over. Thus forests and
other individually unclaimed fallow lands were declared as the property of the
state. The colonial rule also brought in several hitherto unknown and other
modern elements into a traditional society of horticulturists and foragers. The
indigenous peoples were exposed to Christianity and a modern educational
system, railways, roadways and telegraph, money, economy and indust% and
above all the modern political thoughts that shook Europe during the 18" and
the 19" century. These new elements also brought in a qualitatively different
form of economic and social relations, a new hoard of exploiters and a novel
form of exploitation. The post-colonial situation was greatly influenced by
these changes. The independent government adopted bourgeoisie democracy
as the political ideology and ‘mixed economy’ as the economic policy of the
state. Industrialisation was given precedence over agriculture and the strategy
of development was premised on a value-free concept of economic growth.
Though the previous agrarian system under Permanent Settlement or the
Zamindari system was abolished, the basic land relations were not reversed
and the alienated land of the indigenous peoples was not restored. In the resource
rich habitats of the indigenous peoples of Jharkhand colonialism was simply
replaced by ‘internal colonialism’ (Roy, A.K., Das and Singh, A.K.).s
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In response to this changing scenario the ideology of the Jharkhand Movement
passed through radical changes. The first phase of the Jharkhand Movement
(1950-63) is marked by the transformation of the Adivasi Mahasabha (formed
in 1938) to the Jharkhand Party in1950, merger of Jharkhand Party into the
All India National Congress in 1963 and then emergence of not less than 9
Jharkhand parties and groups out of its ashes. From the inception of the
movement in the early 30s of the last century till the formation of the Jharkhand
Mukti Morcha in the early 1970s, both Jaipal Singh and and N. E. Horo followed
the liberal ideology. Thus lack of interest in agrarian and trade union issues
and total dependence on the electoral politics for the achievement of autonomy
and identity dominated the strategy and organisation of the movement. This
was the phase of ethnic consolidation of the indigenous peoples. Though the
political organizations were open to the sadans their participation was negligible.

The second phase of the movement (1973 — 80) began with the introduction
of the radical and left ideology to organise agrarian, industrial and mining
movements. The ever increasing resource exploitation in Jharkhand, causing
massive displacement of the indigenous and other rural population, and the
unprecedented exploitation of the miners and unorganized industrial labourers,
mostly the indigenous peoples, was the immediate cause of the emergence of
the Jharkhand Mukti Morcha (literally means Jharkhand Liberation Front) in
1973 under the leadership of the left leaders like A.K. Roy and Binod Bihari
Mahato. While Mahato successfully brought the Kurmis into the fold of the
Morcha, Shibu Soren, a charismatic Santhal leader became instrumental in
forging a Santhal-Kurmi unity. Naturally the epicentre of the movement shifted
form the tribal dominated Ranchi or Dumka to the mining and industrial belt
around Dhanbad, Bokaro and Jamshedpur and its neighbouring rural areas.

In addition, the increasing rate of in-migration of outsiders and unabated out-
migration of the indigenous and allied peoples, fast growing hold of the non-
tribals over the resources and power structure and mounting state terrorism
against the protesting indigenous peoples forced a corresponding change in
the strategy of the movement and the rationale of the demand. A. K. Roy
presented the theory of internal colonial exploitation of Jharkhand and
endeavoured to forge a tribe, peasant and working class unity irrespective of
their ethnicity, caste and nationality. The focus of the movement was thus
expanded from the aspirations of the indigenous peoples to those of the other
exploited classes. For the first time in the Jharkhand Movement the issues of
regional disparities and ethnic oppression were merged with class exploitation
under feudal and capitalist production relations (Roy, Amit). This has been
identified as a change from ‘ethnicity to regionalism’ (Singh, K.S., Das) or the
emergence of ethno-regionalism (Corbridge).
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The third phase (1986 — 90) is characterized by the consolidation of the theory
of national reconstruction of Jharkhand. The strategy adopted by the newly
formed Jharkhand Coordination Committee (JCC) and the All Jharkhand
Students’ Union (AJSU), two leading organisations of the period, was based
on the notion of political emancipation of the Jharkhandi nationality through
militant action. A call was given to politically boycott elections and socially
boycott the political party leaders thriving on electoral politics. Attempts were
made to forge unity with other struggling indigenous peoples’ movements
throughout the country with a view to make their demands of autonomy and
identity an all India issue.

Electoral Politics

The reason for renaming the Adivasi Mahasabha by the Jharkhand Party was
to expand its fold by welcoming non-tribals, especially the ‘sadans’, so that it
could win the number-game of the electoral politics. Unlike the north-eastern
tribes the Adivasi Mahasabha leadership decided to resort to the Westminster
form of democracy, just adopted by the independent government of India, to
fulfill their demands. Its spectacular success in the general elections before
and after the rejection of their demand of autonomy by the State Reorganization
Commission in 1956 was enough to prove the presence of tremendous mass
support for the demand. But the tempo could not be sustained in the following
years. As soon as the new system settled down exposing all of its loopholes the
people started losing the game. Ignes Kujur reveals the internal ideological
problem of the Jharkhand Party that caused its downfall. It precisely emerged
out of the Party’s incapability of handling the ruthless demands of the electoral
politics. Jaipal Singh and his followers chose the path of electoral politics alone,
not being accompanied by any other forms of struggle, to achieve their goals.
They were first compelled to become gradually dependent on the moneybags
both from inside and outside Jharkhand, who had no concern for Jharkhand
movement; and then play into the hands of the ruling party leaders. Consequently
the leaders become corrupt and compromising for posts and prestige in the
system and finally ruined the party itself. The Jharkhand Party’s merger with
the Congress is often considered as the betrayal of an individual, the ‘great
leader’ Jaipal Singh. What is overlooked is his and other leaders’ incapability
to continue to play the game of electoral politics successfully after the initial
spurt of victory without falling into the traps of the people who set the rules of
the game.

The game, however, went on with newer parties using the brand name
‘Jharkhand’ for entering into the fray one after another in the following years.
These parties floated by the minor leaders were gradually routed registering
marked decline in their popularity.
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Electoral politics in the second phase of the Jharkhand Movement assumed a
different character under a different ideological mould. During its long period
of existence neither the Jharkhand Party under Jaipal Singh nor the ones under
N.E. Horo and the likes ever took up the unresolved agrarian issues of land
alienation, feudal exploitation and uneven distribution of land seriously.
Similarly they rarely addressed the issues of mining and industrial workers.
The Jharkhand Mukti Morcha emerged precisely out of the struggles on these
issues. And when the question of autonomy was added to them electoral victory
was at its doorstep. But in turn the electoral politics also took its toll. It divided
the Morcha into many groups, corrupted the leaders to the neck and finally
became the cause of its fast eroding mass base.

The All Jharkhand Students’ Union emerged by giving a boycott call to the
elections but soon it too, along with its associate political party, the Jharkhand
Peoples’ Party, jumped into the electoral arena to try its luck. The result was an
unrecoverable disaster.

The present electoral process and the party politics have remained largely
ineffective to make the voice of the indigenous peoples heard at the centre and
at the state level decision-making processes for two reasons: Firstly, they find
it very difficult to adjust themselves to the demands of the modern representative
democracy in a multi-party system, which has replaced their traditional
participatory democracy. The growing importance of money and ‘muscles’ in
the elections has compelled the leaders to become corrupt. Thus the true voice
of the people can neither be articulated nor conveyed properly. Secondly, the
multi-party system of democracy has divided the people from within. The
indigenous peoples with no tradition of elections but of decisionmaking by
consensus have now been forced to choose one among many of their own
contesting brothers. It is generally observed that a voter seldom votes for a
candidate in cognition of the virtue of voting. Personal obligations or monetary
incentive often play more important role than the personal character of the
candidate and the issues that are raised. Rigging at a grand scale and boycotting
at an alarming rate mark the polling process in a considerable number of the
tribal dominated polling booths of the reserved constituencies. The elected
members of the peoples also cannot act jointly in the Parliament or in the state
assemblies for the common cause of their communities because of their
affiliation with different political parties (Haimendorf, Christoph von Fiirer:
1985:163; Sachchidananda: 1976: 25 and Bosu Mullick, S: 2002).

But still the indigenous peoples have been casting their votes progressively in
greater numbers. Because for the majority of them it is the only silent way left
to vent their political opinion.
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It is gradually becoming a reality in Indian politics that the days of one party
rule have come to an end. In the changed political situation, with the emergence
of regional political parties and governments run by them in the states and the
coalition governments at the centre running with their support, the importance
of the Scheduled Tribes in the electoral politics has increased considerably.
The political parties are now being compelled to take them seriously. The
bargain, however, is very tough and tricky. If the indigenous leadership misses
this opportunity now their hope of fulfilling their demands through peaceful
electoral process will remain a distant dream and more and more people will
join and swell the ranks of the parties with extra parliamentary strategies to
achieve their demands.

Response of the State

Nationalist ideology stood for assimilation of the indigenous peoples into the
Indian mainstream. However, the constituent assembly finally agreed to adopt
the integrationist policy. But in the long run it turned out to be a covert policy
of assimilation. Because the state straightaway rejected the demand of autonomy
on flimsy grounds and it was termed as perverse and irrational to the progressive
tribal policies of post-independence administration. The state responded to the
ethnic demand of autonomy by introducing a set of economic privileges like
reservation in public sector and administrative services, free education and
quota in educational institutions, reservation of seats in both assembly and
parliament, all under the policy of progressive discrimination.

Indian nationalism that emerged as a middle class response to the British
colonialism always remained divided on religious lines, between the Hindus
and the Muslims. This finally led to the formation of two nation states out of
the British India in 1947. The Indian nation state united the pre-British Hindu
dominated nations on the basis of their common aspirations, and forced ‘others’,
who were in minority, to be a part of it on the basis of the principle of ‘unity in
diversity’ not the ‘union of diversities’. Thus the aspect of unity always remained
dominant over that of diversity. The indigenous peoples formed an important
part of these ‘others’. Despite the superficial impact of ‘sanskritisation’ or
Hinduisation during the pre-British period they largely remained outside the
pale of Hinduism, but at different stages of their disintegration. The British
colonial rule aggravated the process of their disintegration by opening up their
habitats for ruthless exploitation and dispossession in collusion with mostly
the Hindu landlords, traders and contractors. Thus those who were historically
always outside the Hindu caste system were now exposed to caste oppression
and class exploitation. Their large scale conversion to Christianity and
participation in revivalist movements exemplify the barrenness of the appeal
of Indian nationalism to them. Hindu nationalism not only failed to impress the
indigenous peoples but also remained largely unsuccessful in gaining the
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confidence of the low caste and outcaste communities who remained integrated
with the indigenous societies in Jharkhand. This explains why the overreaching
nationalism of the Indian nation state demanded integration of these peoples in
the ‘mainstream’ of the national life rather than accommodating their aspirations
in the political system after independence.

The observation of a few authors that the intensity of tribal opposition to the
British colonialism gradually changed to ‘loyalty’ (Singh, K.S.) is noteworthy.
It may be seen as a strategy to confront the greater evil, the native element of
the colonial system. Tribal hatred for the ‘diku’ (exploiter, outsider, other then
the indigenous peoples) appeared to be much deeper than that of the ‘sayob’
(White men). This has been observed during the Sipoy Mutiny and the Second
World War. Their unenthusiastic attitude toward the nationalist Congress and
meeting the Simon Commission to place the demand of autonomy and separation
from Bihar ignoring the boycott call of the Congress to the Commission’s visit
to India; and the Jharkhand Party’s strategy to make an alliance with the Muslim
League during the time of partition of the British India are some of the indicators.

The rejection of the demand for the formation of the separate Jharkhand covering
the ancestral domains of the indigenous peoples by the State Reorganization
Commission in 1956, despite the landslide victory of the Jharkhand Party in
the first general elections of the independent India and its repetition in the
following years, is a case in point. SRC report conveniently considered only
the area of Chotanagpur and Santhal Parganas that was then a part of the Bihar
state leaving aside the whole area of Jharkhand as demanded by the people to
show that the Scheduled Tribes were in minority there. And therefore, it was
a minority demand, which could not be entertained in a democracy. Had they
taken the whole of Jharkhand into consideration they would have found that
even the Scheduled Tribes alone were in majority in the area. The Commission
also refused to accept the opinion of the de-scheduled and Scheduled Caste
communities of Jharkhand who were arbitrarily removed from the list of the
‘aboriginal communities’ prepared by the British government. Taken together
with the Scheduled Tribes, these communities are, even today they are not
only in majority in the greater Jharkhand but also in the area of Chotanagpur
and the Santhal Parganas.

However, SRC verdict was never accepted by the people and the Jharkhand
Movement kept surfacing on the issue of autonomy. The state never relented
to it, but only changed its strategies. On the face of the mounting popular
pressure and gradual involvement of the left ideology in the movement the
state’s immediate response changed. First the ruling political parties tried to
hijack the demand only to distort it in the end. None of them accepted the area
of the actual Jharkhand for consideration. Chotnanagpur and Santhal Pargana
region of Bihar became their focal point for the obvious reason that it was the
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Rurh of India, the centre of industries and mines. Congress was prepared to
offer Union Territory status to it. Janata Dal brand of socialists demanded a
full statehood status way back in 1977 for the same region on the basis of their
policy of forming many such smaller states in India for better administration.
BIP wanted to kill two birds with one stone. It floated the idea of the Vananchal
(woodland) in the late 80s when Jharkhand movement was at its peak with the
same area for the development of the Vanvasi (forest-dwellers) as opposed to
Jharkhand and the adivasi. It redefined tribe as fundamentally Hindu. The
strategy was to counter the influence of the Christian churches on the adivasis
on the one hand, and to promote the interests of the dikus on the other (Bharti).
The formation of the Jharkhand Area Autonomous Council was the beginning
of the implementation of this idea of the ruling parties (Ekka and A.K. Singh)
and carving out of a new state bearing the name of J harkhand comprising the
same area was its culmination.

The New State and After

The Indian natjon state on the 15th of November 2000 gave birth to a deformed
child, the 28" province of the Indian nation state, euphemistically called -
Jharkhand. Ironically it coincided with the birth anniversary of Birsa Munda,
the great adivasi leader of the 19" century millenarian movement. It was carved
out of Bihar, where the Scheduled Tribes constitute only 27% of its population.
The remaining areas of the original Jharkhand in the West Bengal, Orissa and
Madhya Pradesh were left out. Had they been included the indigenous
population of the new state would have been in majority. Another state was
born around the same time, the state of Chattisgarh bifurcating Madhya Pradesh.
Two districts of Tharkhand dominated by the Uraons were incorporated into it.
Rest of the districts consisted of the homeland of mostly the Gond and Khond
indigenous communities. Majority of the Gonds were left in Madhya Prades. It
served two purposes: firstly, it divided the indigenous peoples of the Jharkhand
cultural region and secondly, by having two small states with no dominant
nationality, it would be easier for the state to exploit their rich natural resources
with comfortable ease.

Now the new state of Jharkhand is under the control of the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP), the party of the Hindu chauvinists and petty bourgeoisie. It is also
the ruling party at the Central Government. The party and its affiliate
organisations have already started working in the direction of creating a
permanent divide between the Christians and non-Christian indigenous peoples.
A massive propaganda has been going on to make people believe that
privatisation, globalisation and sanskritisation are going to bring in peace and
initiate sustainable development in the region. The newly formed government
has already adopted policies to that end, which are surly going to aggravate
state—people conflict.
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The state has been able to co-opt the entire leadership of the last phase of the
Jharkhand Movement, barring a few committed individuals and intellectuals.
The half a century old demand of ‘Jharkhand alag prant’ (separate state of
Jharkhand), so dear to the heart of the indigenous peoples of the land, seems to
have suddenly taken a back seat. Today the economic issues have come to the
forefront. The strife is increasingly getting acute. There is every possibility of
the gory history of the colonial days being repeated. A.K. Roy’s prediction that
Jharkhand would never be separated, it would only be liberated may be what
future holds for the indigenous peoples of Jharkhand.
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JAIJHARKHAND! JATADIBASI! JATHIND!

JAIPAL SINGH

efore we go to our normal business, I want to take this, the first opportunity

I have in an official meeting of the Adibasi Mahasabha to make reference
to the tragic assassination of Gandhiji. Gandhiji was the friend of the poorest
of the poor and, as such, he intended to be a friend of Adibasis also. When I
was in West Africa, Dinabandhu Charlie Andrews, who was my guest there,
told me that Gandhiji had launched a nation-wide reconstruction plan.
Immediately my thoughts ran to the 30 million Adibasis of our country. On my
return to India, I found that Gandhiji’s principal attention was revetted to the
welfare of Harijans, the name he gave to the depressed classes of the Hindu
community. You know my views about the depressed classes. It is my opinion
that they are Adibasis who have been roped into the Hindu fold. In other
words, there are Adibasis, unconverted, that is, they are still carrying on the
faith of their forefathers; and, others, converted, who have become Hinduised
or proselytised into Christianity and Islam. That is why I have always maintained
that the census figures had to be quadrupled to get a correct estimate of the
aboriginal people of this country. The momentum of Gandhiji’s reconstruction
work spread to the unconverted Adibasis also. There are, throughout the Adibasi
tracts, Adibasi Seva Mandals, which in their own narrow way, endeavour to
serve the tribals. We have lost the greatest man of our age. In fact, his murder
means that humanity has been murdered. Yet, his spirit lives and must live,
and, now, the burden of his work falls upon the shoulders of each one of us,
men and women, young and old. The last time Chota Nagpur saw Gandhiji
was when he came to Ranchi to visit the Blind School and Bivaranpur during
the Ramgarh Session of the Congress. Let us stand up in silent homage to the
modemn architect of Free India.

SILENCE

I have been in your midst continuously since December 1938 and, last year, I
indicated I would like to be relieved of Presidential responsibility of the Adibasi
Mahasabha. I was quite serious. It was not meant that I was anxious to desert
my post or that I was insensible to the trust you had always reposed in me. On
the contrary, I was anxious I should have more time to devote to strengthen the

Presidential Speech to All India Adivasi Mahasabha at Ranchi on 28th February
1948.
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sinews of our movement and also to give more attention to the All-India aspect
of the Adibasi Movement. Earlier years, you will recollect, I devoted entirely
to the Chota Nagpur Plateau. I did my best to penetrate jungle fastness so that
the ideals of the Adibasi Movement might be correctly interpreted and
understood by the most illiterate of our people. Latterly, however, the momentum
of the Jharkhand movement—that is, in fact, the correct name for the Adibasi
Movement in the Chota Nagpur Plateau—spread and became also the All India
Adibasi Movement. You will remember the advice Subhas Babu (Netaji Subhas
Chandra Bose) gave us all when he visited Jamshedpur and Ranchi. He said
that we would have to get out of the shell of isolationism and think of Adibasis
throughout India, and, not confine ourselves to Adibasis but ensure that our
Movement aligned itself with the nationalist movements of the country. I set
about to carry our message to Bengal, Assam, the United Provinces and the
Central Provinces, and, of course, to all the Chota Nagpur States. Today, we
can say with confidence that there are very few aboriginal tracts without some
individual organisation. Certain things have helped us bring the Adibasi
question into prominence. Here, in Chota Nagpur, within a few weeks of the
first Conference presided over by me, there was firing on April 25, 1939, at
Simko in Gangpur State when nearly 100 people—innocent and unarmed—
assembled to discuss how to redress their grievances in regard to rent were
killed. This tragedy was not the first one. It had been preceded by what has
been known as the murder of Major Bazalegette and Ranpur. Simko set
Adibasidom in conflagration politically. All of a sudden, a new awakening
began, and, much of our success in the District Board elections in Singbhum
and Ranchi—the only two districts which contested—depended upon the
sacrifices made by the people of Rajgangpur and Ranpur. Thereafter came a
systematic assault on our movement by the Bihar Congressmen who refused to
believe the Adibasi Mahasabha was, in every detail nationalistic and was worthy
of being considered a part of the Indian National Congress. We made repeated
attempts to get the Bihar Congressmen to see our point of view and
accommodate our organisation in the Congress. We were forced to contest
once again, but this time, for the Legislative Assembly against Congress
nominees. We could put up candidates, due to our shortage of funds, in two
districts only. We did put up candidates in the Santhal Parganas also, but, we
were not serious enough there. You know what happened. On March 2, 1946,
goondas, hirelings from Bihar murdered several of our people at Tapkara. And
not one of these murderers has been punished. On the contrary, the Tapkara
murder case went on for months and months and it was our people who were
harassed by the well-known technique of procrastination in courts. At very
many other places, our volunteers were involved but not one prosecution
succeeded against them. The whole idea was, and still is, to paint us as goondas,
an unlawful body, a communal organisation hostile to the nationalist interest.
I 'have done all that was possible to make friends with the Congress. I have
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gone so far as to get the Congress to agree to create Jharkhand into a separate
organisational area so that the main fear of this area being dominated by Bihar
Proper would disappear and we would all be able to work in harmony,
undisturbed by any brute Bihar majority. Singhbhum District had been carved
into a separate area to satisfy the late Professor Abdul Bari. In Singhbhum
District, there was also the Utkal Congress to appease Oriyas. I cannot
understand why Congressmen are frightened of giving us autonomy within
their own set-up. There is one and only one explanation, and it is the correct
one. It is that they want to run us instead of accepting us as fellow workers or
their equals. When the British departed, the Indian National Congress became
supreme as a political party in this country, and it was only right that I should
have cooperated with its leaders, particularly Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru.. When
I supported his Objectives Resolution in the Constituent Assembly, there was
the usual propaganda accusing me of having deserted the Adibasi Mahasabha
to join the Congress. You know the truth. Thave no particular prejudice against
the Congress and, as I have often told you, I was its representative in West
Africa. Here, however, I cannot compromise on the Adibasi question. Either
we receive a place of honour in the Congress or we do the next best by ourselves.
If our hand of fellowship is despised, we must go on till the rest of India
recognises our prescriptive rights in the national life of the country. Before the
British quit, nationalists ignored problems of Adibasi Tracts by saying that
most of them were excluded, partially or fully from the purview of the general
administration and, therefore, they could do nothing. They went so far as to
say they had been prevented from working amongst Adibasis. The cheap joke
was to say the British had kept us in national parks as zoological specimens!
The wildest accusations have continued to be made against anthropologists
who have endeavoured to study the primitive man. We can no longer blame
the British. British are not here. Everything now falls upon our own shoulders.
What do our national leaders have to say now? When the Sub-Committee of
the Constituent Assembly visited Chota Nagpur last year to report on our
Partially Excluded Area, we had considerable difficulty in getting the names
of our representatives accepted by the Provincial Government to appear before
it. As a matter of fact, none of our representatives were accepted. Instead, the
provincial government sent in names of persons who had no connection with
Adibasidom here nor were they representative of the people concerned. We
did, however, manage to thrust ourselves into the presence of the Sub-Committee
in Ranchi District. I am afraid things were not quite so nice in Singhbhum and
the Santhal Parganas. In regard to the Santhal Parganas, the Provincial
Government advised the Sub-Committee not to visit them, the excuse being a
very lame one, that they were highly electrified with the communal situation.
Actually, as you all know, there was no communal tension in the Santhal
Parganas at all. The Provincial Government did not want that the Sub-Committee
representatives be put up by the Provincial Government, with the result that
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our organisation decided to boycott the Sub-Committee. It is as well I repeat
that in both the districts of Ranchi and Singhbhum, the Jharkhand Province
Party polled many more votes than the Congress Party at the Assembly election,
but, when it came to the question of our appearance before the Sub-Committee,
we were denied our physical right for reasons best known to Bihar
Congressmen. This might seem a gloomy picture, but, I want to assure you
that the rest of India is not so hostile; on the contrary, it is most sympathetic
towards the Adibasi problem. The report of Sub-Committee has already been
published and it is not wise for me to say too much at this stage, because its
recommendations have to be thrashed out on the floor of the Constituent
Assembly when it meets in a couple of months. One thing I can tell you with
full confidence and it is that we must not expect anything to be done for us by
others. Whatever gains we may make will depend on our own efforts. In other
words, you must shed the MA-BAP (mother-father/paternalistic) idea. Heaven
helps those who help themselves. You must stand on your own legs. Upon
your own endeavours will depend the speed of your real freedom.

I know that the problem of Jharkhand is uppermost in your mind. I have
no doubt whatever that there can be no solution to the Chota Nagpur problem
without the creation of a separate administrative unit in Jharkhand. No amount
of co-operation, however friendly, can alter the economic hostility that must
exist between Bihar Proper and the Chota Nagpur Plateau. It is unnecessary to
go into details. British imperialism may have been eradicated from our midst,
but unfortunately, in its lieu, has stepped in, automatically as it were, Bihari
imperialism as far as the Chota Nagpur Plateau is concerned. The budget is
concrete evidence that there has been no change of heart whatever in regard to
the Adibasi question. Instead of our national heroes working for the integration
of disintegrated Adibasidom, every effort is being made to split the tribal people
into more helpless bits. Within our own fold, there is no religious fanaticism.
We do not draw a distinction between the unconverted and the converted. The
Bihar Government on the contrary, are determined to pit the Sarna Adibasis
against Christian Adibasis and Momins. We must resist every such endeavour
and treat everyone equally. Only last December, the Biharis and, in fact the
Indian National Congress as such, had a glorious opportunity to exhibit their
good faith towards Adibasis. Upon the merger of the States of the so-called
Eastern States Union (now defunct) which comprised States of the Orissa and
Chhattisgarh States Agencies, the question came up of the return to the Chota
Nagpur Administration of 11 States, which have always been known as Chota
Nagpur States. These 11 Chota Nagpur States namely, Kharsawan, Seraikella,
Keonjhar, Bonai, Bamra, Gangpur, Jashpur, Surguja, Udaipur, Korea and
Changbhakar were, before the States agency system was introduced, under
the Commissioner of the Chota Nagpur Division. They are either contiguous
to Chota Nagpur or inside it, as for example, Kharsawan and Seraikella are in
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the heart of Singhbhum District, but the other nine states are adjacent to
Singhbhum, Ranchi and Palamau. The people inhabiting them belong to the
same group as the people of the rest of Chota Nagpur. They speak the same
language and, in every way, geographically, administratively, culturally and
ethnically, they are indistinguishable and inseparable from Chota Nagpur.
Jharkhand means the whole of the Chota Nagpur Plateau. Bihar Congressmen
missed a glorious opportunity to undo, at one stroke, the mischief of the last
ten years. They kept quiet and did not represent the claim of Bihar to the 11
Chota Nagpur States. In silence, they permitted the Greater Orissa leaders to
hoodwink the States Ministry to occupy all the Chota Nagpur States of the
Orissa States Agency. The Chota Nagpur States of the Chhattisgarh States
Agency have been consigned to the administration of the Central Provinces
temporarily. While I speak of the integration, however temporary, of the Chota
Nagpur States to the Provincial Administration, I cannot but condemn the
stupidity of the States Ministry in creating unnecessary interprovincial friction.
Was there any need for bad blood, for bitterness, between Orissa, Bihar and
the Central Provinces? The most patent facts were ignored. I have, ever since
the Kharsawan massacre on January 1, (1947) been trying to probe into the
deeper reasons for the promiscuous merger, and, I am more and more inclined
to the view that there has been some conspiracy either at the Centre or in the
Provinces to create the present situation with a view to administering a rude
shock on the Adibasi Movement. What other explanation is there? The Biharis
are naturally frightened that the return of the 11 Chota Nagpur States will
strengthen the claim for a Jharkhand Province and, therefore, they think it is in
their interest to connive with the Centre or Orissa and the Central Provinces to
lose what belongs to Bihar historically as well.

I want to say a few words about the Kharsawan massacre even at the
cost of grim repetition. It was a surprise to all of us to find that Seraikella and
Kharsawan had been committed to the Orissa Administration pending a final
disposition. The Greater Orissa leaders have always had their eyes on
Singhbhum District, on Jamshedpur, on the immense mineral wealth. At the
time Orissa was carved out into a separate province, violent attempts were
made, in vain, to get Singhbhum included in Orissa. The people of Singhbhum,
to a man, said that blood would flow were an inch to go to Orissa. Ever since
then, the Greater Orissa authorities have continued their campaign of peaceful
penetration. At different strategic places, they have opened out Oriya schools.
In Sona, for example, no boy is admitted to the school unless he agrees to
accept Oriya as the medium of instruction and the names of inmates of the
hostel connected with the school are altered to Oriya names. Earlier I have
mentioned the Utkal Congress. At the last Assembly elections, the Congress
Parliamentary Board allowed B.K. Pani, a notorious Oriya leader at
Chakradharpur, to contest one of the Singhbhum seats. He was badly defeated
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by our candidate and, in fact, he forfeited his deposit-money. This same Pani
played an important part at the Kharsawan massacre. He has disappeared since
then. Kharsawan and Seraikella are in the heart of Singhbhum District. The
Orissa authorities knew that the general population were hostile to them.
Therefore, their administrators and soldiery accompanying them drove through
Kolhan at dead of night and sneaked into Kharsawan and Seraikella like thieves.
The Singhbhum authorities were told nothing about the passage of the Army
trucks through their territory. You know what happened on January 1, New
Year’s Day. With the permission of the newly-installed Orissa administrators,
a procession took place in the morning and nothing untoward happened. In the
afternoon, about two o’clock, a public meeting was held at the market-place.
It happened to be market day also. The meeting passed off peacefully and
without any incident whatever, and, at four o’clock, our leaders asked the people
to go back to their homes. About an hour later began the battery of two bren-
guns. Showers of bullets were fired at people in the market-place. Those who
knew lay flat to save their lives, but, others were mercilessly mowed down for
nearly thirty minutes. The trees, the houses and the number of killed and
wounded are evidence of the intensity of the firing. Orissa authorities have
been trying to destroy every evidence in the market-place but they have not cut
down the trees which still remain riddled with bullets. I still maintain that about
one thousand people, men, women and children were victims of Oriya savagery
and about 1300 were wounded. Even cows, horses and goats of the market-
place were not spared. I have seen most of the wounded and doctors tell me
that the bullets are shots fired at people fleeing away. It is ridiculous for any
sane person to say that only two scores were killed. We have taken a house-to-
house census and, in my Jamshedpur, Chaibassa and Ranchi speeches delivered
last month in connection with the Kharsawan butchery, I have already pointed
out how the dead bodies were dealt with. About 10 lorry-loads of dead bodies
were collected after sunset and taken away to the remote interiors of the dense
jungle and thrown about as meat for wild animals. Some corpses were burnt
with petrol and others were buried in mass trenches or thrown into deep ravines.
The wounded were left out in the open throughout the wintry night and cries
for water were unheeded. Even Missions of Mercy were prevented from reaching
Kharsawan. The Government of Bihar sent a Medical Mission, but it was not
allowed to stay. I do not wish to review all the grim details of the first Jallianwala
Bagh of Free India staged by the Orissa authorities, one in which it fell to the
lot of poor and simple Adibasis to be martyrs. News was blacked out and the
Orissa Government spent a good deal of money to do this. I do not wish to
enter into arguments with the Orissa Government. It stands self-condemned.
What is the idea of distributing free cloth to people in Kharsawan and Seraikella?
Do the Oriya leaders think they can shoot the Adibasis one minute and, the
next minute, win them over by distributing free cloth? The fact that no Adibasi
would accept even free cloth from the hands of the Oriyas, ought to suffice to
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demonstrate the Orissa Government is unwanted, and the sooner it pulls out of
the Chota Nagpur States the better for its own reputation and peace.

You are aware that I endeavoured to move an adjournment motion at the
Central Assembly. I want to tell you that I had the blessing of three Cabinet
Ministers, all of whom were intimately associated with the Province of Bihar.
Before I decided to submit an adjournment motion, however, I made several
attempts to meet the Honourable Minister for States, but either he was out of
his headquarters or not visible. The sole purpose of my adjournment motion
was to give facts and figures and present the historical antecedents of the 11
Chota Nagpur States so that the Government would have been enabled to make
the final disposition of the States justly (avoiding blunders of the type
“Menongitis” led Patel into). I have very good grounds for believing that, in
the original plan, Seraikella and Kharsawan were to have been committed to
Bihar, but, a last minute alteration was made. Everything to my mind goes to
prove that the bungling was deliberate and had a nefarious purpose behind it.
There is still time for the States Ministry to make honourable amends. The
people of the 11 States have expressed their determination, in unequivocal
language, to return to the Chota Nagpur Administration, and their 11 rulers
also are of the same view. The States Ministry ought to do the obvious thing,
but, I feel it is my duty to warn you that something wicked might be done
instead. In the latter case, our work for the integration of the vivisected plateau
must continue till we achieve full results.

A few words about our future programme. Hitherto, our main emphasis
has lain on the necessity of making the primitive man conscious of his political
rights. Adibasis have begun to realise that their salvation is in their own hands.
Hereafter, we must go one step further. We must teach our people their political
duties also. Rights and duties must go together. There can be no rights without
corresponding duties. Duties, as I see them, relate more to economic activities—
activities which will improve the lot of man, which will redeem him from crass
ignorance, indebtedness, landlessness, dependence upon others, loss of nerves,
loss of self-respect, and general decadence. I do not deny we have not been
without achievements in the economic direction. The Chota Nagpur Unnati
Samaj (Chota Nagpur Improvement Society) founded in 1920, which was
succeeded by the Adibasi Mahasabha in 1938, opened many grain golas in the
District of Ranchi, which are still there flourishing. There are several hostels,
particularly for Sarna Adibasis in places like Gumla and Chaibassa, but,
generally speaking, our organisation has not taken up seriously enough any
economic programme, any policy for or against socialisation. We have
cooperated with any organisation—political, social or religious—which
promised to better the lot of our people. That kind of indifferent enthusiasm
will not do. Now we must undertake economic measures. We must not be in
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a hurry, but begin with what we can do right now and gradually expand and
intensify our ambit. To my mind, the greatest problem in Chota Nagpur is the
land problem. Nearly 10 lacs of Chota Nagpuris have been crimped away to
the tea gardens of Assam and Bengal and settled there more or less permanently.
Chota Nagpur is littered with coolie-catching organisations and every year
thousands of men and women go to the tea gardens on short contracts. We
must see that this stops. In fact, it is my fervent hope that when the Damodar
Valley Project is completed the Damodar Valley Corporation will take concrete
steps to repatriate people who had to leave the area to get a living elsewhere.
Great injustice has been done to the land system of Chota Nagpur. The Cadastral
Survey Settlements and the Revision Settlements have, one after the other,
reduced and dwindled the ancient rights of the people. It was because the
landlords in the West petitioned Rakhaldas Haldar to the effect there were no
khunt-kattidars in the West that only the Mundas received khunt-katti rights.
In course of time, khunt-katti became broken and other insidious distinctions
were drawn even in khunt-katti territory by the introduction of Rajhas and
Majhias. In my own village, all the three categories of land are to be found and
my village is a khunt-katti village. This injustice must be washed away and a
Commission should be appointed by Government to rehabilitate khunt-kattidars
and standardise all land as khunt-katti.

The ancient system of democracy is to be found in every part of Chota
Nagpur. The Mankis, the Mundas, the Parha Rajas, the Parganaits, the village
Mabhatos, the Pahans and the Desmanjhis exist everywhere, but, the extent of
their respective authority is not the same everywhere. Only in Kolhan and the
Santhal Parganas is the old system of self-government still intact. The 22 Parha
Rajas have been resuscitated by our Sabha. Whatever be the case, the fact
remains that our ancient institutions have been divested of their character and
authority and, now that PANCHAYAT RAJ is being talked of so much, we
should set about to give new life into our ancient institutions, the genius of
which the most primitive man understands and appreciates. The rule of the
DAROGA must disappear. It is said, with a great deal of truth, that a country
gets the government it deserves. I want our educated people to bear this in
mind when they are dealing with the ignorant masses. We must talk the language
of the people. We must if we have to bring about a revolution in society and
social order, work with the people and always for the people. I am not so blind
as to think that everything of the past is wonderful. We have much to learn
from the past but, if the past cannot adapt itself to the changed and changing
circumstances, it should be discarded. We do not live in the same kind of
houses our forefathers used to live in. Form follows utility. Our social order
must assume such a shape that it will harmonise with the present-day function.
While I say this, I must emphasise that I do not think we can improve much on
the simple life we have inherited as a result of thousands of years of experience.
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I urge upon our Indian leaders to stop and think. The aboriginals have much to
teach the non-aboriginals; and equally is it true that aboriginals have somethirig
to learn from their neighbours. All that I plead for is we should not look down
upon the Adibasis just because they refuse to shed their simplicity and decline
to swim into the maelstrom of modernity. If the new constitution protects the
improvident aboriginal from losing his land, the greatest thing would have
been achieved. The aboriginal is a child of the soil and everything should be
done to see that he remains rooted to his foundations. Once the aboriginal
loses his land he is completely lost. Some of you are inclined to think in terms
of isolation and segregation. This is a most pernicious and dangerous thing.
The world is getting smaller and smaller every day. Nobody can live in isolation
nor must the Indian aboriginal think that he is different from others. I am very
proud of Adibasi culture, but, at the same time, I must acknowledge that contra-
acculturation activities of some of our leaders are deleterious in the long run.
The process of acculturation, of cultural symbiosis, is inevitable and the only
question which remains is whether we can accelerate its speed. NATURA NON
FACIT SALTUM. Gradually or FESTINA LENTE. Hurry slowly!

I have already made reference to the importance of our social customs. I
shall say a few words about our languages. People are so ignorant about the
Adibasis in general that they make irresponsible statements about their culture
and languages and even religious beliefs. Adibasis have been variously described
as animists, heathens without religion at all. The same kind of charge is leveled
against our languages. It is said that aboriginal languages are not worth
developing and that in the aboriginal tracts the medium of instruction should
be Rashtrabasha, whatever it might be. To such fanatics of Rashtrabasha, to
such soulless humanitarians, I would say that they should have a look at the 14
Volumes of the Mundarica Encyclopaedia, at the monumental works published
by Bodding on the Santhals, at the Oraon tomes published by Grignard, at
Gondi and Bhil literature and then say whether Adibasi folklore can enrich our
thoughts or not. It is criminal of the Bihar Government to attempt to destroy
the Santhal language. By all means, let us have the Rashtrabasha, but, let us
also develop our own mother tongues. 1 would ask the members of the Adibasi
Students’ Fellowship—they are all young, enthusiastic and energetic—to collect
all folk-tales and folk-songs they can get before these die out. The impact of
civilisation threatens to annihilate some of the aboriginal languages and, before
it is too late, we should unearth the linguistic wealth of those languages. I
would ask the Fellowship Members to do intensive propaganda in the villages,
particularly amongst Sarna Adibasis in favour of education. I do not mean
education which divorces young people from their villages. On the contrary. |
am thinking of education which will enrich the villages. We have experimented
with the Adibasi Dhumkuria in Ranchi, giving in it a bias of Adibasi culture,
of Adibasi songs and dances. This Dhumkuria is struggling against the heavy
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odd of poor finances. But we must carry on despite difficulties and open many
more Adibasi schools throughout the country.

We all know that Chota Nagpur is one of the richest mineral areas of the
world. Singhbhum District alone is estimated to have 3,000 million tons of
high-grade iron ore. Lohardaga has vast bauxite deposits, a very important
mineral in modern times. There is copper in Dhalbhum. In Manbhum there is
practically three quarters of the coal deposits of India. We have the monopoly
of mica so essential in an age of electricity and also lac. There is no mineral
that I can think of which is not available in plenty in Chota Nagpur. In other
words, we are sitting on top of immeasurable wealth. Why is it we are amongst
the poorest people in the country? How is it that anybody who comes from
outside seems to make money here? I think it is because we have refused to
exploit our potentialities. It is high time that our educated young men and
women ceased to run after government appointments and took to commercial
and industrial enterprise. The primitive man is improvident, lives from hand
to mouth, is care free, lacking the acquisitive instinct and unmindful of the
future. These are negative qualities which have been exploited mercilessly by
outsiders. Go where you like—Jamshedpur, Dhanbad and the tea gardens—
you will find Adibasis, both men and women, doing the hardest work but
getting the worst emoluments. We must get out of this torpor and boldly take
to trade and other enterprises outsiders carry on in our midst. In a village there
should be no room for the money-lender and other social pests. I wish to appoint
an Economic and Planning Committee so that we may have a well-defined
plan for our work or reconstruction and socialisation.

Before I end, I would like to say a few words against the Government
policy of interference with our religious rites and rights. The common picture
non-aboriginals give of an Adibasi is that he is a drunkard and that he swims in
his drink all the time. In every society, excesses lead to vice. Just as a man
who eats too much rice is an unhealthy creature, so also is the Adibasi who
drinks too much rice-beer. People forget the important role rice-beer plays in
the life of the aboriginal. There is no social or religious function an Adibasi
can perform without rice-beer. He offers rice-beer to his Gods. He cannot get
his daughter married without rice-beer. He cannot propitiate his ancestral spirits
without rice-beer. People will not assist him in paddy transplantation unless he
gives them rice-beer. In birth, in marriages and in burials and religious festivals,
he must have his rice-beer. How does Prohibition affect aboriginal life is a
question the Prohibitionists have refused to examine. I certainly believe there
is plenty of room for temperance workers, but prohibition amongst Adibasis
would spell their downfall. Much has been made of the Bitlaha ceremony
among the Santhals and pronouncements have been made by High Courts
condemning it. I contend High Courts have no jurisdiction over Bitlaha. When
an outsider perpetrates the crime of seducing a Santhal woman, Bitlaha is the
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ceremony, an ancient one, whereby the culprit, the social enemy, is
excommunicated. It seems absurd to me that morals can be legislated.

Before I resume my seat, I would like to pay personal tributes to the
Kharsawan martyrs and also to those at Tapkara, at Simko and at Gamaria. I do
not forget the splendid services and devotion I received from the late Masih
Dayal Pandit, the late Hehemiah Tirkey, the late Asha Dadel, and others. I
could not have carried on all these years without such a band of faithful workers.
We do badly need men and women of this type—selfless, self-sacrificing and
fearless.

I welcome all of you, especially those of you who have walked for several
days in order to attend this Conference. I hope you are fairly comfortable and
that you will go back carrying with you the message of this Conference which
is the moral, material and spiritual advancement of the most ancient people of
India, Adibasis.
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JHARKHAND BETRAYED

IgNEs Kujur

Jharkhand Party

Towards the latter half of the decade 1940-50 we had succeeded in building
up a strong political party for us. The Unnati Samaj of the earlier days had
changed into Adivasi Mahasabha; the latter in turn had become the J harkhand
Party, which was preparing to fight the general elections, the first in free India,
in order to attain our goal, Jharkhand, a separate state. A resolution to this
effect was being passed every year in the annual general conference of the
Party after a two to three day session by literally lakhs of us attending them,
our young men doing so with their bows and arrows. Those were the days in
which the Congress was engaged in a life and death struggle on the one hand
for gaining freedom and on the other for eradicating evils which hampered
progress. Landlordism was coming to an end; our slave status was well on its
way to disappear. But we had keenly begun to feel our political bondage worse
than slavery. Jharkhand demand was writ large on every Adivasi face.

From the start the Congress was against this demand. The Bihar leaders
left no stone unturned to impress on us that Jharkhand was an anti-national
demand and that it could do nothing but harm us. The Congress had been in
power and its government was functioning in several states and among others
in Bihar, from much before the British had decided to leave India. The Bihar
Government had pitted itself completely against us. Dr. S.K. Sinha, the Chief
Minister of the then government, made no secret of his intention that he would
not hesitate to drop bombs on us if we agitated for truncation of his province.

It was not very difficult to see why Bihar leaders had been unnerved by
our movement. Only a knave or fool would suggest that they saw no
implications. From time to time truth came out of their mouths: But why are
these missionaries converting and spreading education among these semi-
civilised people? If they picked it up, where do these missionaries think they’ll
get the labour for all the menial work required in statecraft?

Chotanagpur Sangyukta Sangha (Reprint), 1986.

Author is Founder Editor, ‘Abua Jharkhand’, Official Hindi Weekly of Adibasi
Mahasabha, later on transformed into Jharkhand Party. Also, Jharkhand Party
M.L.A,, 1952-62.
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Bihar Government’s View

In those days it appeared that Bihar Government had no other work to do in
Chotanagpur except that which in effect would make of us backwoodsmen
again. It went on increasing the number of distilleries in these parts. It kept on
pouring out grants to one-member-institutions for opening schools at places
where the missionaries had already done so. It made it a state policy to
differentiate between the different tribes among us on the one hand, and
Christians and non-Christians on the other. All governmental welfare measures
were taken up with the set purpose to make us fight with one another among
ourselves. It also manipulated our census to show that we were decreasing in
number. Above all these, it declared that we were so ‘backward’ and our areas
so undeveloped that a state, even if formed, would not be viable.

Indian National Congress Reading

At the national level, however, the Congress was very well aware that Jharkhand
demand was by no means an anti-national demand. In fact quite early in the
struggle for freedom it had been observed that several states had incompatible
areas included in them. These areas had nothing in common with their residuary
parts. It was known to all how the states and their boundaries had been formed
by the British. No principle was involved. These States and their boundaries, if
they meant anything they meant, the different dates on which they were brought
under the British Rule. The Congress had decided long before that after
independence the states would be reorganised on the basis of their language
and culture. It was realised that all development plans would fail and that
exploitation of one by another would be the only result if people of one culture
were kept under a state government of those with a different culture. The
British had not mentioned even about parting with any power but the names of
Andhra, Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka (Kerala), were all in mouths of
the Congressmen themselves.

The Jharkhand Party was gaining momentum rapidly; Bihar Congressmen
were perturbed. In one of the Congress sessions at all India level, they tried to
impress on the A.L.C.C. that culture could never be the criterion for new state
formation, that there should only be one language. They maintained that we
are their ‘bone of the bone and flesh of the flesh’ even though our culture was
slightly different. The fact was that they didn’t want to be caught napping.
They could never deny that Jharkhand and its Adivasis differed from Bihar
and Biharis not a bit less than what the Aryans did from non-Aryans, living
anywhere on earth. Nor could they deny that we lived in homogeneity, united
and compact. That in our history, geography and all other matters of human
study, we differed from them. But they scored in one point; we had several
tongues to go by. With this they tried their best to fight our demand.
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States Reorganisation Commission

In the last week of December 1953, Pandit Jawahar Lal Nehru, the Prime
Minister of India announced the formation of a commission, the State
Reorganisation Commission. Sri Fazle Ali, Shri Hriday Nath Kunzru and Sardar
K.M. Pannikar were appointed the members to it. To this Commission was
given the task of investigation of differing lingual and cultural areas in all the
states of the Union and find out their social, economic, historic, geographic
and administrative links to them. On the result of their findings they were to
recommend alteration in their boundaries by amalgamation or bifurcation as
also by the formation of new states.

There were some cogent reasons for forming this Commission. Firstly, as
already observed, the Congress was committed to it. It had become clear that
any programme of large scale planning of the whole country must take enduring
political unit into consideration. The schemes of development could not be
implemented in a state, if because of exploitation, a section of the people therein
evinced no concern. The most forcible reason for forming this Commission
was that further deferment of the question would lead to sure unrest in the
country. The state of Andhra had been formed early that same year and there
was enough evidence of brewing trouble in Bombay already.

The Jharkhand Party was also expecting the formation of some such
commission for a long time. It was precisely by raising the very same question
of a ‘boundary commission’ in the minds of its voters that it had won 32 seats
in the Bihar Assembly and had emerged the largest opposition party. Shri Jaipal
Singh the president of the Party told the followers to be ready to prove their
case.

The year 1954 will not easily be forgotten from the history of Jharkhand
Movement, for this was the year which marked the beginning of the end.

Early in February, Shri K.B. Sahay, the then Revenue Minister of Bihar,
met Shri Singh at New Delhi. The former known as Chotanagpur Kesri in
Congress circles was a sworn enemy of Jharkhand demand. He was continually
pulling out our leaders from the fold and giving them either some lucrative
position or post in order to weaken our movement. Shri Singh had never
appeared to have a single good word for him. Their opposing views had always
kept the two leaders fencing each other. On this occasion it was reported in the
papers that they had a very cordial talk on the problems of Chotanagpur in
general and Adivasis in particular.

Immediately after this talk at New Delhi, Shri Singh asked his party
workers to arrange public meetings all over the Jharkhand area in order to
inform the people of the grave situation, which had arisen on the wake of the
S.R.C. visit in these parts. These meetings, amongst others, were held at Dumka,
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Dhanbad, Jhalda, Chandil, Purulia, Ranchi, Chaibasa, Rairangpur, and Gangpur.
What was surprising, was that in all these places he avoided making any case
for Jharkhand. He spoke to his audience referring to Bengal or Orissa most of
the time. He said that both these states had suddenly developed land grabbing
attitude: that Bengal wanted Dhanbad and Orissa wanted Singhbum. He added
that in order to save them he had joined hands with the Government of Bihar.
It was interesting to hear him speak with a double voice in one and the same
breath. He believed that the Adivasis of Manbhum wouldn’t allow themselves
to be mauled by the Bengal tiger, that they wouldn’t part with an inch of their
land to it; but he could find no Adivasis there to justify the demand of Jharkhand
before the S.R. Commission.

Prior to its visit to the places concerned, the Commission had given notice
of its detailed programme and asked for memoranda, memorials or
representation from interested parties.

The whole nation got excited over the issue. Over three thousand
memoranda were received by the Commission. They had been submitted to it
by all kinds of parties, political, non-political, social, communal, non-communal,
educational, etc. and even by governments. Almost all the leaders of the country
appeared to give their evidence before it. Even Shri Nehru did s0; but not Shri
Singh.

The Commission visited our state in the last week of January 1955. We
demonstrated before it. In each of the places—Dumka, Ranchi and Chaibasa—
about 2-3 lakhs of people rent the skies with the slogan of ‘Jharkhand Alag
Prant!” The Congressmen also tried to state a counter demonstration for their
claim of keeping Bihar intact. They were nowhere near us, as their demonstrators
were being transported in buses and trucks from place to place. Shri Singh was
also present on the occasion. He was prancing right and left of the Commission
during its visit of these areas, but he did not meet with it. Nor did he submit
any memorandum to it.

The S.R.C. took about two years and a half to complete the work entrusted
to it. Its report was published in June 1956; it was a voluminous report of 264
pages. It suggested the formation of number of new states as also increase or
decrease of area in certain states, lying adjacent to one another by alteration of
their boundaries. In dealing with the question, too great an importance was not
given to the issue of language and culture. They were important enough; but it
was stated that before making any suggestion for any change three more vital
points were considered. Firstly whether such a change would be desirable from
the viewpoint of preservation and strengthening the unity and security of India.
Secondly the question of financial and economic feasibility and administrative
convenience. And thirdly the successful working of the National Plan.
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In fact the S.R.C. was against the creation of purely linguistic states.
They observed that the idea of a federating unit, organised as the political
expression of a single language group would encourage exclusivism and that it
would even tend to blur, if not obliterate national unity. The self image that
such language group creates is necessarily one of superiority as compared to
others and this will inevitably be reflected in its educational and cultural
institutions. It looked as though the principles enunciated were to make an
unassailable case for Jharkhand itself. The maps too printed on the occasion
showed its extent; but however much one tried to find it in the report, it was
not there. In its place, we were recommended a special development board for
Chotanagpur and Santhal Parganas, which was not even remotely mentioned
in the terms of reference. I shall refer to this board later when I shall be dealing
with the merger of the Party with the Congress.

The above is the story of how the Jharkhand Party failed to win our battle
on at least one count. Our pain over our defeat was all the more piercing as
political observers drew the conclusion that we lost because we actually had
no case. This was also the view of all the Bihar newspapers. Very few observed
that we were let down. What I have got to say below will reveal that our failure
was neither due to the fact that we had no case nor due to any external cause.
The rot had set in internally. Shri Singh had, by the time, fallen down to
immeasurable depths.

Induction of Non-Party Men

Ever since the Maharaja-Adhiraj of Darbhanga, Shri Kameshwar Singh was
given the party ticket for his election to the New Delhi Rajya Sabha; in the
Party, entered an element of doubt and suspicion, which could never be
forgotten. Even today the incident is occasionally referred to by elderly Adivasis
as the ‘Darbhanga episorh’ (episode). The Maharaja was ushered in the Party
in 1952 at the wake of the Biennial Rajya Sabha elections of the year. He
never had any connections with Adivasis. Obviously the MLAs were directed
to vote for him for some consideration other than that of Jharkhand. Later
when the news permeated the countryside, they resented their galling position
but dared not ask Shri Singh for any explanation for fear of falling from his
grace and risk their future of Assembly membership.

This incident proved to be the one which gave tremendous powers to
Shri Singh; he emerged a virtual dictator. In earlier days he had appeared
dedicated to the cause of Jharkhand. It was beyond imagination that an Adivasi
who had so deep a feeling for his people; could ever go astray. It was considered
not only unnecessary, but even harmful to have other-elected leaders in the
executive or working committees. Thus he always took his decisions all by
himself, be it a matter of policy or selection of a candidate. There was the
seeming sanction of a Parliamentary Board invariably in all matters; but it was
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known that no such board existed in the party. And it was further known that if
the board existed any day, it consisted of members whom Shri Singh liked to
surround himself with on that day. Darbhanga Maharaja was only the beginning.
Subsequent elections saw the entry of innumerable men of fortune. They dropped
out of the Jharkhand scene as soon as the elections were over. It was immaterial
whether they won or lost in them. The manner in which the so called well-
wishers of Adivasis walked in and out of party, left no one in doubt that the
seats were being sold.

A Little About Myself

In spite of the fact that Shri Singh took party decisions all by himself, he could
not on all occasions have his own way. In this connection I feel obliged to
bring certain facts to light regarding myself. In my political career I was elected
a member to the Vidhan Sabha twice. In the first instance, I had neither applied
for a seat nor had Shri Singh kept me in his mind for any contest. At a later
stage, when it was discovered that a colleague, who had been selected as a
candidate for contesting a seat reserved for us, was not able to procure the
Tribal certificate, Shri Singh suddenly asked me to file my nomination as a
dummy. It so happened that my colleague failed to file his nomination for want
of S.T. certificate and I emerged a full fledged party candidate to win the seat.

When my term expired in 1957, I was again given no ticket for my re-
election. The reason assigned was that I did not locally belong to Lohardaga,
the constituency which I represented. The real reason, however, was not far to
seek. After the election of Darbhanga Maharaj to the Rajya Sabha, I had
questioned as to his position in the party. I had stopped paying the MLA
subscription, as it was called, since his entry into the party. During the S.R.C.
visit also, I had made allegation of suspicious deals against Shri Singh. My
attitude in both these matters had kept his brain wrangling and I believe he
never forgave me for them. But as providence would have it wrought, two of
my friends and colleagues were quarrelling among themselves for candidature
to one and the same Parliamentary seat, with the result that the Assembly seat,
for which one of them had been selected, fell vacant. Two days before the last
date for filing of nomination papers. Shri Singh very reluctantly asked me to
file my nomination and he did so only when he was asked if he wanted the
party not to contest in that constituency.

The Maharaj-Dhiraj Again

Shri Singh’s inductions of non-party men and also his indecisions and delayed
decisions had a devastating effect on the Party, which continued to remain as
poor as it had remained since its earliest days. Every Jharkhand MLA felt that
he did all this for his private gains, but no one thought of giving any resistance
to him. They said that it would only weaken the party and said further they
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cared more for the preservation of unity of the party than for their ML.A-ship.
Now as I look back over these years, I find that I have lived to see my worst
fears realised. They valued their ML A-ship more than anything else. This was
proved to the hilt in later years. Even now the only work for them is to vie with
each other to be ministers in any government.

The Maharaja of Darbhanga remained a member of the Rajya Sabha for a
full term from 1952-58. When his term expired the question arose among the
party MLAs as to who would succeed him. They were not in favour of voting
him for a second term. Their choice fell on Shri Harman Lakra, a colleague
who had failed to get himself elected in the 1957 general elections. These facts
were known to Shri Singh but he did not care for such conscientious pricks
from his MLAs. He knew that he would issue the party mandate and they
would abide by it.

The Maharaja was in Calcutta at that time, Shri Singh went there to meet
him. Meanwhile he gave out that the party ticket would be given to him for
another term. He said that as the Maharaja had done nothing discreditable, it
would be unbecoming to drop him out without rhyme or reason. But he had to
fly from New Delhi to Calcutta, reportedly, two or three times. The last time he
flew to Calcutta, he started from New Delhi accompanied by Mrs. Jahanara
Singh. He dropped her at Patna with the instruction to file her nomination for
the seat. On the day previous to the day of poll, when he arrived at Patna, he
declared that Mrs. Singh would be our candidate.

The Maharaja and Shri Harman Lakra had also filed their nominations,
obviously hoping to get elected by the same support. In other parties such a
course of action on their part would have amounted to a gross act of indiscipline
and they would have been declared ineligible for the party ticket for not only
the particular contest they had filed their nominations for, but for some years to
come, until they could manifest better conduct. In the Jharkhand party Shri
Singh discovered a new way. He asked all the aspirants, who sought the party
ticket, to file their nominations and then reject all but one, on the day of poll
itself. In political circles it was said that he took to this practice in order to
increase his own earnings.

The party MLAs were in a fix. They were 32 in number, which was hardly
enough to return one candidate. A vote in favour of the Maharaja was rejected
as he was not given the party ticket. But it was not easy to choose between
Shri H. Lakara and Mrs. Singh. However the problem was not one of making a
right choice, but of deciding to defy the so called party mandate. On the day of
the poll itself, just before going to the booth, these members of the Jharkhand
Legislature Party had an emergency meeting, with the General Secretary of
the party presiding over it. They concurred with the President on the choice of
candidate. On the occasion, fantastic speeches were made for building up of
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party solidarity and discipline without which it was said that our cherished
goal of a separate state could not be achieved; but guilt could be seen written
on their faces. They were aware that Mrs. Singh would have had to face defeat,
if Shri Singh’s talks with the Maharaja had been successful and borne some
fruits for him even at that late hour.

Mrs. Singh won the seat. She secured 32 first preferential votes. The
Mabharaja and Shri H. Lakra both could not be returned. The latter had secured
only 7 first preferential votes. No doubts were entertained even for a moment,
that his votes were in fact those of Jharkhand MLAs. However, Mrs. Singh
should have on this calculation got only 25 votes. Shri Singh later dispelled all
doubts and anxious calculation; he had arranged for obtaining the votes of the
Communist Party. He did not disclose the terms. It had a strength of 7 members
in the Bihar Assembly at that time.

Whatever might be said about the defection of the seven MLAs who did
not vote for Mrs. Singh, that they exhibited courage, cannot be gainsaid. Later,
however, the picture of this exhibition of courage became very blurred when I
happened to be the only one to publicly declare that I had not voted for her. I
also said that what I had done was right and to the best interest of the party. In
due course I received the letter from the General Secretary stating that T had
been expelled from the party for my activities prejudicial to it.

Shri Harman Lakra was also expelled from the party for his audacity to
contest for a seat against its candidate. For a time it appeared that a new party
would spring up with him and the 7 defecting MLAs. But barring myself the
rest never owned their act of heroism or guilt. And the elections being one of
secret ballots, Shri Singh feigned ignorance and kept them under the impression
that he did not believe in the story of their defection at all. But when the next
general election arrived he dropped every one of them out. Shri H. Lakra also
proved to be very infirm while 7 MLAs had burnt their boats for him; at the
very next biennial elections for the New Delhi Rajya Sabha he went to Shri
Singh, apologised for his past misconduct and tried to get his blessing and a
seat. The defecting MLAs turned against him also and they tried to regain their
political stature by hobnobbing with other parties which had no respect for us
and our ideals. I found myself a lone man.

I have a strange feel in the recollection of those days. Shri Singh’s
inductions of millionaries were continuing and I thought that I would be the
happiest man on earth the day 1 walked away from him. But when the time
came and I did so I was far from being happy, in spite of the fact that Shri
Singh had become a ruthless dictator. I became a man without a party and a
man without a friend or colleague.

23



Jharkhand Betrayed
Jharkhand Merger

The 1962 war between India and China had ended ten months ago. All of a
sudden in the first week of June 1963 there appeared a news in the papers that
Shri Singh was considering the question of a merger with the Congress. It was
reported that he had written a letter to Pandit B.N. Jha, the then Chief Minister
of Bihar, stating his intention to place the Jharkhand Party ‘unconditionally and
unreservedly’ under the Congress, in order to save the nation from the peril of
China. At first the news was not taken seriously. After all, this was not the first
occasion when such news about him had appeared in the press. On the contrary
the Congress had tried to spread false news of this very type in the past on
numerous occasions. It was no little surprise to read that Shri Singh was
contemplating a merger because of the peril of China. It was well known to all
that China had withdrawn troops and stopped all movements after making a
unilateral declaration to that effect almost a year ago. It is noted that the nation
had forgotten all about it. All the political parties were one with the Congress
as far as Chinese war was concerned. The news of its peril setting Shri Singh
to rise to a patriotic gesture sounded too hollow to give any credence to it.

But matters came briskly to a head. On June 20, the Congress celebrated
the merger with triumph. A public meeting was held in front of the Government
House at Ranchi, in which were present Shri Sanjiva Reddy, President AICC,
Pt. B.N. Jha, Shri P.C. Sen and Shri Bijoy Patnaik, the then Chief Ministers
respectively of Bihar, Bengal and Orissa; Shri Atulya Ghosh, the President of
Bengal PCC; Shri and Smt. J. Singh and the sitting Jharkhand members of
Bihar Assembly. On this occasion all the Congress leaders mentioned above
praised Shri Singh and all of us for the merger.

They said that no better move could be taken by our leader under the
particular curcumstances of our country, that we could not live in isolation in
the present circumstances. That it was a boon to us that we were able to join
the Ruling Party of India. After the meet the document of merger was signed
by all the above dignitaries on behalf of Congress and Shri Singh and his camp
following MLAs for us. As this merger envisaged no terms or conditions to
begin with it was as though a blank cheque was given to the Congress.

Thus was the Jharkhand Party suddenly made to vanish in thin air.
However, according to not a few observers, this was only the logical outcome
of Shri Singh’s activities in the past years. Since the visit of the S.R.C. he was
left with absolutely no programme for the party. He directed the Jharkhand
members of the Bihar Assembly to be on the side of Bihar, when according to
the Commission award Purulia and Kishanganj were being ceded to Bengal. He
directed them to take their stand behind Bihar Government even when it put up
a dramatic show of seeking to merge the two states themselves. These events
were then taking place in Patna where his MLAs stayed only for some months
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in the year. Nearer home in Jharkhand itself, he ceased to have public meetings.
The holding of annual conferences were also given up. They would have
required the passing of Jharkhand resolution and the slogan ‘Jharkhand Alag
Prant’ had begun to sound jarring to his ears.

The Party had started cracking. In 1957 general elections the number of
seats won remained the same (32) but many Jharkhand voters were fast getting
out of his hold. He tightened his grip on his MLAs. He exhorted them to work
hard for soldifying the vote under his name. He continually threatened to drop
them to repent at leisure if they did not heed. In spite of his exhortions and
warning, the Party went on losing seats. Evidently he could do nothing when
the people did not vote for his ‘cooks’ worth millions. He betook himself to
live permanently at New Dethi and adapted to its ‘Ashok’ life there. It came to
be known in all high circles that he was no longer a man of austere ways
dedicated to any cause. He had even been caught giving speeches in Parliament
in inebriant condition. Many wondered how he managed to live the life of the
great Moghuls with only the earnings of an MP. In the third general elections
the party had all but crumbled. Ten Assembly seats were lost. It didn’t win any
general seats either in the State Assembly or Parliament. The Ranchi North
Constituency which had returned Shri M.R. Masani in 1957 on our party ticket
was given to Shri A. Agarwala, a business magnate of Dhanbad for contest in
1962. In spite of pouring out before us all the good and bad things of life he
could not catch our votes and failed to get elected. Shri Singh’s fall after the
third general elections was considered only a matter of time. It obviously became
necessary for him to do something spectacular in order to re-establish himself
as our leader. This he did, he led the party to its merger.

It was natural that his lieutenants welcome his move. Their role of
functioning as an opposition party in the Assembly had become paradoxical.
Every situation arising out of award as per SRC recommendations found them
on the side of government. Shri S.K. Bage was continually hobnobbing with
Bihar Congress leaders. There was never any doubt that with or without
Jharkhand he wanted to be a minister. The merger appeared a godsend for
him. He gave his own reading of the situation also; Shri Singh would be a
minister at the Centre and that he himself would be another in Bihar.

In about a fortnight Shri Singh was made a minister of Bihar. This
bewildered Shri Bage; but fortunately for him, a kind of some heart searching
programme was on in the Congress at about the same time in order to purify
and strengthen it. Under the programme, Kamraj Plan as it was called after the
name of the inventor, the Jha ministry dissolved and Shri Singh could remain a
minister hardly for a month.

It might in this connection be recalled that the people of Jharkhand had
been overwhelmed with joy when in 1946 he had become only a member of
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Constituent Assembly. Welcome gates had been erected all over Jharkhand
and he had been ushered in with shouts of ‘Marang Gomke ki jai’. At this time
when he became a minister nobody evinced any joy. His home-coming was not
our concern.

It might also be noted here that Shri K.B. Sahay was, at the start, against
this merger. It has already been pointed out that he was one of the greatest
enemies of the Jharkhand demand. Quite a number of show boys strutted in
the Congress due to him and we appeared divided in two camps to the world at
large. He himself had been trying for the merger for a long time. But now that
Shri Jha had succeeded in giving effect to it, he was against it. The fact was
that Shri Jha had now gained 22-23 votes in his own favour in the matter of
group leadership contest in state Congress. With all Jharkhand votes gone in
favour of Pt. Jha, Shri Sahay could never hope to be the leader and chief minister
of Bihar; either his ambition or the merger must go. He chose the latter. Later
however, when Pt. Jha resigned his post of chief ministership and he himself
succeeded in getting elected to the posts, he came out all for the merger.

The Terms of Merger

In his benign wisdom Shri Singh first gave a blank cheque to the Congress,
then later came out with some agreements. Out of the six or seven points of
agreement, the two main points were that there would be formed a development
board at state level for our uplift and a subcommittee at state Congress level
for coordination of our activities.

After the dissolution of Jha ministry, when the Sahay ministry succeeded
it, Shri Bage became the minister and Shri Singh retired to New Delhi. The
latter’s general secretary Shri G. Munjal kept saying that some of the merger
terms were flagrantly being violated and some not implemented at all. And
that if the Congress did not take heed, his President would come out and again
demand Jharkhand. He also said that the merger could not take full effect till it
was ratified by the Jharkhand Working Committee, the highest policy forming
body of the party. Shri Munjal who claimed that the party was still functioning,
maintained that he would carry on till board and sub-committee got formed or
Singh got out.

The Development Board

Even though Shri Singh occasionally issued statements through the press to
warn the Sahay ministry that he would break away if merger agreements were
not fully implemented, he never pointed what actually were the shortfalls. The
demand of the development board was kept up by Shri S.K. Bage who had
stepped into the shoes of Shri Singh in government. The real fact is that Shri
Singh never had the slightest faith in these boards made by the Congress or its
government.
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As far as he was concerned, the terms of merger were violated when it
made Bage a minister. He could never bear this. In the ensuing general elections
he released all the venom he had in his pouch and got him floored.

As regards the board itself Shri Singh had an inkling of it when the Tribes
Advisory Council had been established in this state in 1953. This Council was
a statutory board formed by government strictly according to the provisions
made in the Constitution of India. It included 20 Adivasi members elected to
state legislature. The chairman of the Council was the then C.M. Dr. S.K. Sinha.
The then Revenue Minister Shri K.B. Sahay was also a member. Of the 20
Advasi members, 12 were Congress MLAs and MLCs. Two of them were
illiterate. Shri Singh was not deemed fit to be taken in as a member to it even
though he was then an elected member to the highest legislature of the country.
In the very first meeting, which was held in Patna the Council recommended to
Government to plant all over in Chotanagpur palm trees, which were there in a
very small number. It was said that that would go a long way to provide sugar
to the poor among us.

The much debated Development Board has finally been formed by
Government last year. Shri Kartik Oraon, MP has been appointed to be its
Deputy Chairman. There was a hot race among our leaders for the post. It is
yet to be seen, what good or goods it delivers us.

Sub-committees Under B. P. C.C.

The assurance of a sub-committee under B.P.C.C. was also at best an insult to
Shri Singh. On innumerable occasions in the past Congressmen had tried to
net him into the Congress. The talks always failed because of his insistence on
a regional Congress committee under AICC. It will be seen that the two
committees are entirely different things.

The Fall and All That

The 1957 general elections in our state produced the very results, which were
feared they would. The Congress failed to obtain a clear majority. This resulted
in the formation of a non-Congress coalition government, which was headed
by Shri Mahamaya Pd. Sinha. The Congressmen expected this government to
last for not more than a couple of months; but it fell down only after about a
year on January 25, 1968, and this too came about only when the Congress
made an unholy alliance with a newly created party of dissatisfied Congressmen
called the Shoshit Dal. This government was a minority party government
headed by Shri B. Pd. Mandal. All the members, who numbered a little less
than forty, became ministers. It lasted for about a month till March 19, 1968.
Another group of Congressmen walked out of Party and formed the Loktantrik
Dal Congress. Joining hands with the opposition parties they replaced Mandal
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government by a Sanyukt Vidhayak Dal government. Shri Bhola Shastri of
L.D.C. led this government. This SVD coalition government was expected to
last for a full term, but it also fell down on the 5" June and led to the promulgation
of President Rule in the state.

On all these days, in which Bihar was busy toppling governments Shri
Singh remained at New Delhi. In 1967 general elections he had contested his
Ranchi West Parliamentary seat on Congress ticket. He won it by defeating his
rival by a very slender margin. In fact he managed to win only after dupes and
false promises of Jharkhand formation at once.’ It was, however, known that he
was in the Congress and was in charge of the allotment of Congress tickets.
No Jharkhand Party worker asked him for a seat, not even those MLAs who
had signed the document of merger with him.

Ten Adivasi leaders succeeded in getting elected as Jharkhand
independents. On the occasion the conduct of our leaders was anything but
becoming. They all wanted to be MLAs. There was hardly a constituency
where less than a dozen came up to try their luck. Obviously this was so due
in part at least to the situation created by exit of Shri Singh. The Party was in
splinters. After having filed nominations they all talked of unity. Not one was
prepared to stand by.

Providence does not always allow a man to fiddle when he sets such
consuming fire to his people. Shri Singh fell seriously ill as they began counting
the ballots. He himself commenced by losing. It was said that he would not
survive the illness. He did but succumbed to it in a year.

In the Assembly House the ten Jharkhand Independents soon discovered
that they could gain something only when they functioned as a party; but their
anxiety for unity was not born of any desire to serve us or to build or rebuild
the party. Their sole aim in the matter was to put in claims for seats for themselves
in the Cabinet. By the time the President Rule was promulgated, the different
sets of ministers and deputy ministers appointed by the passing governments
had left us completely confounded.

In the Mahamaya government, Shri P. Toppo was appointed a minister.
This alienated Shri N.E. Horo who turned to support the Shoshit Dal and
became a minister when it formed the government. But Shoshit Dal had been
born in ‘sin’ and by ‘money bag’. Its government toppled as soon as some
Congressmen decided to defy their High Command. Thus when SVD
government was formed Shri P. Hansdah got the covetous post. Shri Simon
Tiga had no qualms in getting sworn in as minister whenever he was asked for,
irrespective of the government which offered him the post. And as he kept
jumping from government to government. People wondered what qualities of
head and heart he possessed that everyone found him suitable for serving us!
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We painfully realised that in the eyes of Bihar government, whichever the party
forming it, the fittest man to be a minister is one who has the easiest conscience
for pawning our cause.

In the last 1972 general elections, out of the four Jharkhandis returned,
the two stalwarts are Shri Bage and Bagun Sumbrai. They stand for Jharkhand
till somebody comes and picks them up to run the house of Bihar. Lately they
are reported to have joined Congress. The two other stalwarts always speaking
of our solid grounds for separation are Shri Bodra and Tiga. However they
also make no secret of their faith in self first. They joined the Congress before
the elections for the ‘n’th time and the former is a minister.

Recently I was asked by Shri Suresh Singh the author of a book on Birsa
Munda and a noted writer about us as to what I thought of the present situation
of Jharkhand Movement. I think I gave a long and irrelevent answer; but my
opening sentence was that the movement was dead. That was right and to the
point.

Apart from non-achievement of a cherished goal the losses due to the
stoppage of movement are already being felt by us. It is not my intention here
to go into the details of the problems of education, employment, land, forests,
etc., and matters connected with the Dheebar Commission 1961. 1 propose to
do so in another booklet.

But I feel I must point out here that all these problems will only increase
in proportion to the number of ministers that Bihar makes of us. This is the
established method of not only checking growth or vigour of mass movements
but of setting up of colonies as well. Some observers are giving very little time
for Chotanagpur to become a full-fledged colony of Bihar. This view was
strengthened when very recently a demonstration of Bihar Morcha was staged
at Jamshedpur. Reportedly an assurance of 75 per cent of jobs was wrested
away from Tisco authorities by the Morcha for Biharis on the ground of being
local people. They did not disprove that we were local people but said that our
rights in all spheres are specially being guarded by the state government. That
we are covered in their demand. That Tisco need not worry for us. As we are
already thrown out in the matter of government services and public sector, our
exit from other sectors can only mean that colonisation of this land is complete.

Before ending I feel obliged to answer a question I have been asked on
several occasions. That is, why I worked under Shri Singh for so many years,
which probably were the best years of my life, knowing that he had become
corrupt. While I maintain that I was never a party to his nefarious deeds I can
hardly defend myself against my undue credulity. In spite of his faults I could
never thoroughly dislike him. In this connection I would submit the words of
a senator of U.S.A. He was asked why he did not oppose Henry Clay, a
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brilliant but corrupt Parliamentary leader, when he held such a bad opinion of

him. He said, ‘I don’t like Henry Clay, he is a bad man, an imposter, a creator
of wicked schemes. I wouldn’t speak to him, but by God, I love him.’

Shri Singh had the Clay touch of brilliance in him. On many an occasions
he set our hearts beat faster by his speeches. Before the Darbhanga episode he
had once said: ‘Brethren, you work hard to build up your party. In this wide
world, your own political strength is your only safeguard.’” I have never
forgotten it.

Note:-

The original title of this brochure was “We are Betrayed” we, i.e. the Jharkhandis,
particularly the Adibasis, are betrayed. To convey the appropriate point that the very
aim of achieving A Separate Province of Jharkhand has been betrayed, the title has
been modified accordingly.

The Publisher.
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CHOTA NAGPUR: THE PRE-COLONIAL AND
COLONIAL SITUATION

*
RomiLa THAPAR AND MAJID HAYAT SIDDIQI

mong the many generalisations made about Chota Nagpur, there are two

which have a bearing on the question of ethnic group relations in the area.
The first is that the Chota Nagpur plateau in eastern India was cut off from the
mainstream of Indian history until the last couple of centuries, and the second,
that the tribal institutions have remained virtually untouched since their early
beginnings with history regularly superimposing layers of immigrants but
leaving the autochthons relatively intact (A popular misconception holds that
the tribal system was a hunting and gathering one, plough agriculture being a
recent innovation). Both these generalisations probably stem from a colonial
historiography which placed unfamiliar cultures outside of what was considered
to be the mainstream. There was a distinct cult of the preservation of earlier
forms in such areas and familiarity with these areas is looked upon as a journey
back in time. This chapter sets out to evaluate these generalisations. Such an
exercise involves an attempt to reconstruct the history of the early period,
particularly in terms of the changes introduced once the State system came to
be imposed on the earlier tribal one. We are concerned with the problem here
only as it relates to the Munda tribes.

Any effort to reconstruct the precolonial history is hampered both by the
lack of historical sources for the period prior to the Mughal arrival in the
seventeenth century and the present paucity of archaeological evidence.' For

First published in ‘Trends in Ethnic Group Relations in Asia and Oceania’, Race
and Society, UNESCO, 1979.

* The authors of this chapter would like to express their gratitude to Ms Rita
Singha who worked as a research assistant collecting information from various
archives in Delhi, Patna and Culcutta and to Dr. K.N. Sahay of the Department of
Anthropology, Ranchi University, who was kind enough to spare the time to
accompany the authors in visiting some of the sites.

' Chota Nagpur is one area where a major archeological effort will be virtually
the only means of discovering the early history. This in itself might be a very useful
exercise in the interrelationship of archaeology and ancient history particularly for
archaeologists and historians of ancient India who are prone to rely more heavily on
literary sources.
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the moment, one can only attempt an hypothesis on the basis of the very
occasional evidence. A still bigger problem is that there is no known chronology
and much of the chronological reconstruction is based on deduction and
therefore remains controversial.

The original inhabitants of the Chota Nagpur plateau are believed to be
the Mundas, identified as speaking the Mundari language (which is more
widespread, however, than the Chota Nagpur plateau itself, extending into
parts of Orissa as well). Mundari has been described as a branch of the Austro-
Asiatic language group, although in recent years this view has been questioned.
On the basis of linguistic identification, it was suggested that the Mundas
migrated from South-East Asia to eastern India where they finally settled.
This contradicts the origin myths of the Mundas which consistently speak of
a migration into Chota Nagpur from the north-west of the plateau. The only
archaeological possibility of a South-East Asian link is the stone, shouldered
hoes which have been found in both areas,’ but this is too tenuous a connection
on which to build a theory of migration. At most, contacts between these
regions can be postulated as possibly going back to the Neolithic period. The
question of migration is probably closely related to the introduction of rice
which appears to have occurred earlier in South-East Asia. If the hoe-using
people are to be identified as Munda immigrants, it would be as farmers of the
early Neolithic age.’

Prior to this there is evidence of settlement on the plateau with the Stone
Age and microlithic sites along the river valleys and particularly those of the
Subarnarekha, Koel, Sankh and their tributaries.* The sites along the Koel
River could indicate movements from the upper Narmada and Son valleys.
Given the distribution of megalithic sites in central India, the currently very
limited excavation of megalithic sites,’ if expanded, may also yield supporting

2 A.H. Dani, Prehistory and Protohistory of Eastern India, p.223, Calcutta, 1960.

3 Munda cosmology provides no clues to these problems. It speaks of a primaeval
condition of water from out of which the earth is created (S.C. Roy, The Mundas and
their Country, p.325 et seq., Bombay, 1970), a theme common to many of the later
cultural influences of the area such as Puranic Hinduism and Christianity. There is,
however, an insistence on the first ancestors being sibling twins (F.B. Bradley-Birt,
Chota Nagpur: A Little Known province of the Empire, p.13, London, 1900).
Whereas sibling incest is antithetical to both the Puranic and Christian tradition, it
occurs repeatedly in Buddhist origin myths. The argument that sibling twin ancestry
is indicative of matrilineal forms would hardly hold in this case as subsequent
Munda social organisation is exclusively patrilineal.

* Indian Archaeology—A Review 1959-1960, p.12-13; 1961-1962, p.8; 1962—
1963, p.6-7; 1964-1965, p.5; 1965-1966, p.8.
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evidence for such a direction of movement. Migration from the north-west
cannot therefore be ruled out. Munda mythological tradition speaks of Azimgarh
as the point of departure with a long migration via a circuitous route across
central India, eastern Rajasthan, north-western India, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar to a
final arrival in the Chota Nagpur region from the north-west.® The route may
be mythological, but the point of entry may carry a trace of historical memory.
Another as yet uninvestigated direction, not referred to in any tradition but
which appears to have been used in later historical times, was along the river
valleys moving generally northwards from Orissa.

While certain authors believe that links with Bihar to the north may have
developed with the search for iron-producing areas in the late first millennium
B.C., currently availabale evidence is to the contrary. Among the more intrepid
travellers of this time were the Buddhist and Jaina monks who, based in
Magadha (south Bihar), extended their missionary efforts to various parts of
eastern India. However, their routes tended to bypass the Chota Nagpur region,
skirting round it to the east and going via Bengal to Orissa.” This is not altogether
surprising. Buddhist and Jaina monks required reasonably well-populated
prosperous agricultural villages with a sufficient surplus to afford the feeding,
housing and clothing of groups of monks and these were to be found in the
peripheries of urban centres. This was not the case in Chota Nagpur during
this period.

The intensified interest in iron-working, under the Mauryan Empire (fourth
to second centuries B.C.), may have led to the intrusion of the Asuras into the
area or they may have been brought in to work at iron-smelting by post-Mauryan
entrepreneurs. The Asuras are in many ways an ambiguous category, vaguely

5 Ibid., 1965-1966, p.10. The site at Khuntitoli in the Khunti subdivision of
Ranchi District. The migration of the black-and-red pottery cuiture in central India
seems to have travelled along the Son valley to south Bihar in the traditions
millennium B.C. This general direction is also indicated in the traditions regarding
the lineages of the Haihayas in Puranic literature. See Romilla Thapar, ‘Puranic
Lineages and Archaeological Cultures’, Puratattva, Vol. VIII, 1976.

6 Roy, op. cit., p.33. The area of migration brings to mind as early linguistic argument
that place names ending in anga, thus Ganga, Kalinga, Vanga, etc., could be of Munda
origin. See P.C. Bagchi (ed.), Pre-Aryan and Pre-Dravidian in India, Calcutta, 1929.
More recently it has been suggested that some Munda etymologies can be linked with
names in the Ramayana. N. Zide, ‘Some Munda Etymological Notes on Names in the
Ramayana’, contributed to the Khetreshachandra Chattopadhyaya Felicitation volume
published in The Journal of Ganganath Jha Kendriya Vidyapeeth, (Allahabad), Vol.
XXVIIL, p.747-63, 1971. This would again suggest a wider distribution of Munda-
speaking people to the north-west and west of Chota Nagpur in an earlier period.

7 As late as the seventh century A.D., Hsuan Tsang’s itinerary, visiting places of
importance to Buddhism, leads him to bypass Chota Nagpur.
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identified, but consistently associated with the working of iron. Munda tradition
speaks of the Asuras as early inhabitants of the area,® and their association
with iron-working would place them, at the earliest, in the latter half of the
first millennium B.C. though they may have come to the region much later. A
recent excavation of what has been described as an Asura site at Saradkel®
(Khunti subdivision) indicates a substantial iron-working settlement with a
large range of iron artefacts. The settlement itself was not primitive, with houses
built of kiln-produced bricks, an extensive defence wall of bricks, using wheel-
made pottery and a variety of copper and terracotta objects. The presence of
ploughshares and caltrops suggests a long familiarity with iron as also does the
quality of the objects. The settlement would point to a society based on plough
agriculture and which, in terms of comparable sites in northern India, was
familiar with a fairly advanced culture. Copper coins indicate some trading
contacts as do the presence of beads of chalcedony, agate and carnelian, more
often associated with the Narmada valley. A number of unexcavated Asura
sites are known and perhaps when enough of them are excavated it may turn
out that the earliest extensive historical culture of this region was that of the
Asuras.'” The excavators have dated the site to the early centuries of the
Christian era and have described it as being ‘devoid alike of genesis and decay.!!

Areas with a relatively easy availability of iron would have been prized by
the early empire builders. Perhaps the politically dominant groups of Chota
Nagpur may have tried to keep it as a closed area to prevent others from gaining
access to the metal. The pressure to open up came gradually, and for a different

® Roy, op. cit., p.337 et seq.

¥ Indian Archaeology—A Review, 1964—1965, p-6. For earlier attempts to excavate
such sites, see S.C. Roy, ‘Distribution and Nature of Asura Sites in Chota Nagpur’,
Journal of the Bihar and Orissa Research Society, Vol.I, Pt 3, 1916, p-393-406.

"9 If brick structures are to be associated with Asura sites (the bricks being of
approximately the same size at various sites) then such places of potential historical
importance as Devaki and Anjan (Gumla subdivision) indicate a literal superimposition
of medieval icons on such brick structures. Similar brick structures are reported
from sites in the Bundu subdivision. This would point to either a fairly advanced
culture in the early centiries A.D., or else the date for these Asura sites having to be
placed later, in the latter half of the first millennium A.D. It is perhaps worth mentioning
in passing that the Asuras, although among the more often mentioned peoples in
early Indian sources, remain one of the enigmas of Indian history. Bannerjee Sastri
has tried to put together the various references and build a theory on the role of the
Asuras as a major people. “The Asuras in Indo-Iranian Literature’, Journal of the
Bihar and Orissa Rersearch Society, Vol. XII.

"' Curiously the Munda myths described the destruction of the Asuras and
their iron-smelting furnaces by the Munda deity Sing Bonga, in the Asura Legend.
Roy, The Mundas and Their Country, op. cit., p.338 et seq.
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reason, when, over the centuries, there was a demand for land.

The north-west was the point of entry for a new group of people, the
Oraons. Rohtasgarh was fortified in the seventh century by Sasanka against
possible attacks from the west. 12 1t was from this direction, if tradition is correct,
that the Dravidian-speaking Oraons or Kurukhs entered Chota Nagpur. They
moved up the Son valley to Rohtas and when attacked split into two groups,
one going towards the Rajmahal hills and the other into Chota Nagpur.'?
Claiming descent from Ravana, they recall the Ravanavamsi Gonds, another
Dravidian-speaking group in central India.

The arrival of the Oraons resulted in a major differentiation in terms of
linguistic identification. Culturally, however, the Oraons did not develop
substantial dissimilarities and tended to accept the existing pattern of Munda
social organisation.

Munda society was structured on the basis of the Khuntkatti system, which
was also adopted by the Oraons.'* Land was owned by a lineage or khunt and
rights over land required lineage membership; the argument being that it was
the lineage’s ancestors who first cleared the land and settled on it. The cultivated
area was expanded through the clearing of new land and the setting up of new
villages by segments or branches of the main lineage. The heads of these
partrilineal clans or kili were the powerful mundas, pahans and mahtos. The
munda was regarded as the secular chief, while the pahan was considered to
be his ‘spiritual’ counterpart. Gradually, both offices became hereditary and
had their own lands attached to them. In addition, some land was also set aside
as service land dedicated to various spirit cults—the bhutakheta. This was
distinct from the sarna, the sacred grove in which the god resided, and near
which, in the Sasandiri (burial ground), where members of the village lineage
or lineages wished to be buried. Sasandiri membership was an important proof
of the claim to kinship rights in the kili or clan. Professional services were
provided by craftsmen who were outside the lineage. Lineage landowners
(khuntkattidars) collected a tribute or a kind of rent from the affinal relatives
(praja) living in the village.

With the growth of the cultivated area came the need to demarcate village
boundaries as well as to organise units of villages for services and administration.
Groups of villages—often twelve—were formed into a unit called the patti
(the parha of the Oraons) and the chief of the patti was the manki. The village

12 A seal matrix of Sasanka cut into the rock at Rohtasgarh stands testimony to
his occupation of the area. Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum, Vol.llI, No.78, p.283-4.

13, Roy, The Mundas and Their Country, op. cit., p.67.
4 R.D. Halder, Report, 1873, Government of Bihar.
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chiefs swore allegiance to the manki, promising him military services and
certain gifts which, inevitably, as the manki’s power increased became
regularised as dues. The manki often had one village for his personal
maintenance and his office was hereditary.

Thus, the emergence and need for the manki, the hereditary character of
the offices of manki, munda, pahan and mahto, the hierarchical arrangement
and the gradual transformation of the gifts into dues, all encouraged a _
hierarchical arrangement of power based on access to land and its produce
which ran counter to the original lineage system with its stress on egalitarianism.
British Indian reports of the nineteenth century have made much of the system
as ‘the non-Aryan village commune’'® but it would seem that the egalitarian
aspect had been declining for quite some time. The tribal system was giving
way to chiefdoms, bringing in the complexities of a ranked society.

It is against this background that the beginnings of a State emerged.
Whether the development was internally evolved or imposed by aliens is still a
subject of controversy. It has been argued that State-formation occurs particularly
among the ‘Dravidian’ elements who had come from central India'® but it seems
more worthwhile to look for other preconditions since presumed familiarity
with the institution of the State cannot be a sufficient cause. The formal symbol
of the emergence of the State was the establishment of the Chota Nagpur
Kingdom under the Nagavamsi dynasty. The origin myth of the Nagavamsis
is similar in structure to a large body of such myths incorporated with the
vamsavalis or dynastic chronicles. These frequently relate how a number of
formerly obscure families came into prominence in the early medieval period
(from about the eighth century A.D. onwards) and ultimately established
independent kingdoms. Such origin myths cannot be accepted as authentic
history in their details but do provide some historical assumptions in their
structuring of events.

A characteristic feature of the agrarian system of northern and eastern
India in the first millennium A.D. was that of kings making grants, initially of
land and later of villages, to either religious or secular grantees. The grant
carried the rights of ownership and revenue from the land and, in the case of
villages, the rights of administrative authority at various levels and the collection
of taxes and dues. Grants to religious beneficiaries such as Buddhist monasteries
and individual Brahmins predated those to secular grantees. These became
more common in the latter half of the millennium and were frequently made to

' Halder, op. cit., A Progs. No.S 4-6, Land Revenue, July 1873 (BSA).

16 K. Suresh Singh, ‘State-formation in Tribal Society; Some Preliminary

Observations’. Journal of the Indian Anthropological Society, Vol. V1, No. 2, 1971, p-
170 et. seq.
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officers in lieu of salaries for services. In addition, when senior administrative
offices became hereditary it was possible for families to use these grants to
build a base for themselves and eventually emerge as independent rulers.!’?
Such families used origin myths to acquire ksatriya'® status."

From about the eighth century A.D. the frequency of the grants increased.
Improved irrigation techniques, such as the Persian wheel, in some areas
increased the productivity of land already under cultivation and, in others,
made possible the utilisation of hitherto uncultivable land. There was therefore
a search for new land. The period from A.D. 1000-1200 has been described
as the heyday of land grants in northern and eastern India with an increasing
tendency to grant whole villages.” The Gahadvalas, based in western Uttar
Pradesh, had feudatories as far away as Palamau in Chota Nagpur, such as the
Khayaravalas of Japla who were themselves sufficiently well off to make grants
of villages to others,?' thus encouraging the process of subinfeudation. In
Bhagelkhand to the north-west of Chota Nagpur, the system of grants was
well established by the Kalachuri kings. Brahmins migrated from Uttar Pradesh,
Bihar and Bengal to Orissa and other parts of the subcontinent and were in
great demand in these areas. Orissa records a heavy number of grants to
Brahmins, particularly during the reign of the Tunga dynasty, which claimed
to have come from Rohtas.?? In the earlier part of this period, records relating
to the granting of villages did not define village boundaries clearly, thus
suggesting the availability of land. Twelfth century records, however, indicate
these boundaries very precisely. This has led to the suggestion that by the
thirteenth century the colonisation of new land was exhausted in Uttar Pradesh,
Bihar and Bengal.? If this was so then a search would have to be made further
afield for less optimum areas. Possibly at this point Chota Nagpur came into
the search for new lands.

17 One such example was the Mairakas of Vallabhi in western India. These
officers of the Gupta kings moved up the ladder from generation to generation in the
post-Gupta period from senapati (army commander), samanta (feudatory) to raja
and finally maharaja.

'8 Ksatriva is the second of the four major castes—associated with warriors
and landowners.

19 Such myths are referred to briefly in the inscriptions, particularly land grant charters
and donatory inscriptions, of the newly established kings. Further details on the myths
and the acquisition of status are to be found in the various vamsavalis of the kingdom.

20 R.S. Sharma, Indian Feudalism, Calcutta, 1965.
2 Tbid., p.172.

2 1bid., p.274 et seq.

23 Ibid., p.210 et seq.
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Brahmin grantees settled on their estates and either introduced or
strengthened the influence of Brahminical, Sanskritic culture in the region.
Before the period of extensive subinfeudation they were also the innovators of
improved agricultural techniques. Secular grants were made either to existing
village headmen or chiefs who would remain in their own areas but would
indicate their new status by acquiring the trappings of Sanskritic culture and
courtly norms in imitation of the more powerful courts of their overlords; or
the grants were made to officials who, as aliens, took up residence in the new
area and brought the courtly life with them and used the area to create their
political base. The emergence of the Nagavamsis in Chota Nagpur seems to
have followed one of these patterns.

Some clues are provided by the origin myth of the Nagavamsis?** whose
significant features are that the founder of the dynasty, Phani Mukut Rai, is of
Naga origin and does not claim the higher status of a suryavamsi or
chandravamsi ksatriya (i.e. of either the solar or lunar lineage, or even the
agni-kula or fire lineage, all of which were accorded a high rank). As is often
the case, his mother is of Brahmin descent and his father a serpent in human
form explaining the name naga (serpent), as well as giving him a supernatural
ancestry. The child is born and abandoned soon after when the parents are
returning from a pilgrimage to Orissa. The orphaned child is protected by a
sun-worshipping Sakadvipi Brahmin, a category which was looked upon as
distinctly inferior until the medieval period when it rose in status and became
particularly influential in Orissa. The child is adopted by a manki thus securing
his local status. The problem of succession is then raised and the Munda and
Oraon clan chiefs jointly decide to put him to the test. He proved his superiority
over the manki’s own son and was therefore, given precedence over him.
Eventually, he became the first raja of Chota Nagpur, although the myth glosses
over the intervening steps from manki to raja.

Clearly, Phani Mukut Rai was not a Munda but an adopted alien. The
coming of the family to Chota Nagpur may have been due to one of the two
possibilities. Either a Sakadvipi Brahmin family had been given a grant of
villages and had gradually built up a political power base through appropriating
revenue-collecting rights and taxes, possibly marrying into a local manki family,
after investing it with the appropriate caste rank and ultimately established a
kingdom; or, a member of a Nagavamsi family was similarly granted villages
in the region and used the same technique to acquire a kingdom. The territory
of the kingdom was probably quite small at this stage. Nagavamsi families
were known in various parts of the subcontinent but among the more prominent
ones in the medieval period was that of the Chakrakottas (the Bastars in the
Madhya Pradesh).”” In the eleventh and twelfth centuries, this dynasty
successfully campaigned against the Kalacuris in Dakshina Kosala (to the west
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of Chota Nagpur) extending its territorial control to the borders of Chota Nagpur.
A campaign against Orissa is also on record as is the existence of a Nagavamsi
dynasty in that region.?® Possibly a branch of one of these families established
itself through a series of grants in the north-west part of Chota Nagpur, in
about the thirteenth century or even later.

Thus, validation of a dynasty came through the origin myths, marriage
alliances and ritual symbols. Its formal symbol was expanded into other
observances and rites associated with the Great Tradition and State-formation
in medieval India.”” The Brahmins presided over rituals especially those
connected with ‘rites of passage’, and marriage alliances with ksatriya families
from elsewhere buttressed status.”® There was a conspicuous display of wealth
in imitation of a ‘Hinduised’ life-style as manifested by the construction of
temples and palaces, while elements of the literature of the Great Tradition—

24 R.D. Haldar, ‘An Abstract of the Annals of the Rajbansi Family of Chota
Nagpur’, Man in India, Vol. VII, 1928 p. 259-93. From time to time Phani Mukut Rai
has to be given an explanation for Munda customs and practices, suggesting that
he was unfamiliar with these.

%5 The family has been described as a branch of the Sinda dynasty claiming to
have originated in western India, but based in the Karnataka. This would be strongly
suggestive of a non-Aryan origin with latér Sanskritisation. History and Culture of the
Indian People, Vol.V, p.214 et seq. T.V. Mahalingam, ‘The Nagas in Indian History
and Culture’, Journal of Indian History, Vol. XLII, Pt. 1, April 1965, p.1-71.

26 The connection with Orissa appears to have been fairly close during this
period since the Panchpargana area south of Ranchi displays traces of Oriya
influence in its icons and temple architecture. D.P. Patil, Antiquarian Remains in
Bihar. The Surya icon in the sarna at Buradih bears a striking resemblance to the
Surya image from Kiching. A systematic study of the icons and shrines of this area
could provide valuable evidence on chronology and contacts. Perhaps the river
valleys of the Subarnarekha and Baitarni acted as routes inland from the coastal
areas.

27 Surajit Sinha, ‘State-Formation and Rajput Myth in Tribal Central India’, Man
in India, Vol.42, No.1, January—March, 1962, p.35-80.

28 This is reflected in the Nagabansi Annals when Phani Mukut Rai wishes to
marry the daughter of the Sikhar raja. The latter belonged to the high-ranking
Parmara ksatriyas of the agni-kula (fire lineage) and was naturally hesitant about
giving his approval. We are told that Phani Mukut Rai’s father appeared before the
messenger of the Sikhar raja in his natural form of a snake and declared the parentage
of his son whereupon the bride’s father agreed to the marriage.

39



Chota Nagpur: The Pre-colonial and Colonial Situation

the epics and the puranas—dfiltered down to the levels beyond the court and so
on.?

Not that these symbols were entirely alien. Local cults and customs
were incorporated into the elite culture but presented as manifestations of the
Great Tradition. Thus, local goddesses came to be worshipped as the consorts
of Siva and were invested with the correct attributes, iconic forms and puranic
myths.*® The link with Sivaism reflects the earlier phase of contact.*’ More
intensive Hinduisation occurs with the arrival of Vaisnavism. The saint
Chaitanya is said to have travelled from Orissa through Chota Nagpur in the
fifteenth century with some evident impact for, from the seventeenth century
onwards, Vaisnavism acquired substantial royal patronage.

The more fundamental changes, however, related to rights over land. The
axis shifted from clan to territory: tenurial rights based on kinship were
encroached upon by those based on professional services. The raja granted
lands and villages on perpetual tenures for military, administrative and personal
services—the services required by the infrastructure of a State. The grantees
attempted to appropriate the maximum rights. A distinction was made between
the lineage lands or bhuinhari (the remnant of the old khuntkarti), the lands
held directly by the grantee or the manjhas lands and those from which the
produce was collected and given to the grantee for the raja, the rajhus lands.*
Quite clearly, the original khuntkarti had been dealt a severe blow and was

® The Nagabansi Annals are based quite clearly on the genealogical sections of
the Puranas and the Mahabharata. A more widespread influence can perhaps be
observed in the significance of the flood in Munda cosmology where it plays the
same structural role as in the Puranic tradition.

% These influences were not limited to Saiva cults alone as is evident from the
occasional Buddhist icon from the medieval period which turns up in the western areas
of the Chota Nagpur plateau. A striking example of what seems to be an Avalokitesvara
figure is to be found in a devta jhumra (sacred grove) near the village of Majhgaon, not
far from the shrine of Tanginath. This would again tie in with the existence of a particular
sect of Buddhism in eastern India mostly during the early medieval period, as well as
indicating a growth in the agricultural base in this region.

3! The story of Tanginath, whose shrine is located in the Chainpur subdivision,
shows evident borrowing from Puranic tradition, Tanginath himself echoing Parasurama
in the association with the axe, which reflect a mixture of the two traditions, Puranic
and tribal. The shrine is served by Kherwar priests (baiga) who now call themselves
Aharapankhi Kherwars, but the ritual is Brahminical. The shrine, although well-endowed
with icons of the medieval period, seems not to have been a major centre of brahminism.
Interestingly, local opinion associates the shrine with the sadhus of the Nath-
sampradaya—an influential, popular, pan-Indian movement, not always acceptable to
the orthodox. K.N. Sahay, Hindi Shrines of Chota Nagpur, p.24 et seq., Simla, 1975.

32 Halder, Report, op. cit.
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further weakened when the grantee acquired the bhuinharis of those who had
died intestate or had migrated. Later, with the giving of villages or even parganas
to such members of the raja’s family as the Kanwars, Thakurs and Lalls as
maintenance grants, a further erosion of lineage rights took place especially
when they, in turn, granted land to their retainers. Thus, the tendency towards
social straitification which had already begun with the khuntkatti system was
not only intensified and accelerated under the State, but was also made more
complex with the interpolation of various levels of intermediaries. The breaking
down of the tribal mode of production related not merely to the loss of lineage
rights over land and the redistribution system according to lineage, but also to
the loss of politico-juridical rights invested in the lineage. These rights now
passed into the hands of professionals outside the lineage, and often from
outside the region. With the resultant strengthening of the correlation of social
status with landholding and power, the earlier lineage connections became less
important although they did not disappear.*® The situation has been described
as the superimposition of a feudal State on tribal society. To some extent this
is true. But had the tribe been converted into a caste or had the State evolved
through a process of internal development, it is likely that tribal identity would
have still been eroded.

The question as to how tribal identity (albeit in a battered form) survived
needs an answer. Perhaps the availability of wasteland or forest with a relatively
sparse population provided the continuing possibility of new khunrkattis, at
least in the period prior to the seventeenth century. Inevitably, the new
khuntkattis would be swallowed up in the State system but the grantees may
have encouraged them initially as a means of bringing more land under
cultivation. Given the generally low yield of the land and lack of agricultural
innovation, Chota Nagpur was not to experience intensive colonisation during
this period. The best land would slowly be acquired by the hierarchy of grantees,
but the less fertile areas and the uplands would not arouse great interest among
the new landowners.

State information requires the availability of a substantial surplus of a
kind which the tribal mode cannot provide. Presumably there was some
improvement in agricultural technology and irrigation facilities which helped
in the generation of a surplus. Yet the Saradkel excavation would suggest that

3 This is again reflected in the Nagabansi Annals where we are told that Phani
Mukut Rai invited all the Munda and Oraon chiefs to a feast and plied them with
liquor. In an ensuing drunken brawl they began killing one another. Only a few
survived and the Kols were put down. Among those who survived were the two
mankis (in some versions only one is mentioned) who had reared Phani Kukut Rai
as an orphaned child. Permitted to ask for a favour, they requested to become
bhuinharas and be permitted to take this title. Perhaps this account proves that the
accession of the Nagabansis was not as peaceful as it is often made out to have
been. 41
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plough agriculture was known prior to the coming of the State. Irrigation
technology could have meant the introduction of the water-lifting system or
the Persian wheel, both of which would have reduced dependence on rainfall.
Whereas the former appears to have been widely used, the opposite seems to
be the case for the latter, possibly because it was not very suitable for the
terrain. Perhaps the surplus was produced not by a system of intensive
agriculture but by extending the acreage under cultivation.

As we have suggested, the preservation of tribal identity was in part due
to the nature of land relations. In addition, the cultural legitimisation of the
elite was in terms of a wider Indian context, i.e. the world of Sanskritic courtly
culture, however watered down its expression may have been in areas at a
distance from the nucleus. Integration existed at the court level for the jagirdars
and possibly some clan chiefs, but did not permeate much further. Elite culture
was, therefore, a Sanskritic culture thus deepening the differentiation between
the Munda and Oraon on the one hand, and those who represented the State,
on the other. The arrival of Vaisnavism, perhaps the most assimilative of current
religious movements, was late, requiring and encouraging as it does a well-
established agricultural base and a network of trade connections.

There is a noticeable absence of references to large urban complexes in
Chota Nagpur in the early period. Even the State centres, the capitals of the
raja, can hardly be distinguished today from the landscape which surrounds
them. If the major trade routes continued to bypass the area, the incidence of
trade would then be restricted to local markets and small-scale traders.
Commodity production does not flourish in tribal economies; but here even
the non-tribals appear to have been unconcerned with commodity production.
Apart from some agricultural produce, there was little to attract the trading
entrepreneur. Iron production was frequently a State monopoly and diamonds
did not offer opportunities for large-scale trade. In such a situation the trader
would be the alien simply bringing in goods from the outside world to bolster
the life-style of a local elite. Trading activities would increase and reach the
non-elite levels only after the introduction of money. It is perhaps not altogether
surprising that the term ‘diku’ (outsider/alien) was initially applied to the
moneylenders. Commodity production on any appreciable scale may well have
weakened tribal identity.

The pressure on the land would appear to date from the seventeenth century
when the area was drawn into the orbit of Mughal influence; up until then the
court at Delhi showed little interest in the Argaon. We are told that in the
fourteenth century Firoz Shah Tughlaq, returning from a campaign in Orissa
passed through Jharkhand**—the forest land, as Chota Nagpur came to be called.

* Shams-i-Siraj Afif, Tarikh-i-Firuz Shahi. Quoted in B. Virottam, The
Nagabanshis and the Cheros, p. 2, Note. 2.
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Incursions into the adjoining areas by adventurers and others from the courts
of northern India are also on record for this period. It would seem that the
accommodation of outsiders as retainers was in full swing even in Chota Nagpur.
It was the Mughal Emperor’s interest in diamonds mined in the area which led
the Mughal army into Khokhara.* The Mughal action resulted in the demand
for a regular revenue from the raja and this, in turn, necessitated a fuller
exploitation of the land.

The memoirs of the Mughal Emperor Jahangir record how a region called
‘Khokhara’ in the south of contemporary Bihar and ruled over by a petty chief
was brought under Mughal rule after its diamond mines had attracted the
emperor’s attention. Jahangir’s military commander, Ibrahim Khan, was ordered
by the Emperor in 1616 to go and take the province out of the possession of
that unknown and insignificant individual (Raja Durjan Sal). As soon as he
arrived in the province of Bihar, he assembled a force and went against that
Zamindar. According to former custom he (the raja) sent some of his men with
a promise to give some diamonds and some elephants............. 36

But Ibrahim Khan could not be persuaded to withdraw and pursued Durjan
Sal to the jungle area of the plateau where the raja took refuge in a cave.
Elephants and diamonds worth several thousands of rupees were extorted from
Durjan Sal who was captured and taken to the Mughal court. After a few years
of captivity and the payment of some more tribute, Durjan Sal was released.
From that time on, while continuing as a part of the larger province of Bihar,
and later of Bengal, and technically a tribute-paying subordinate chieftainship
of the Mughal Empire, Khokhara was a quasi-independent kingdom in the
heart of that empire. It was not an exceedingly productive area and as such
was never really coveted by Mughal feudalism which survived for over two
centuries on the produce from the more fertile and better cultivated areas. As
mentioned earlier, the point to remember in all this is that the autonomy of the
quasi-independent Chota Nagpur was not absolute. In terms of the nature of
the existing relations of production and exchange in the region surrounding
Chota Nagpur, this small isolated chieftainship was surrounded and assailed
by an economic system in which the cash-nexus prevailed.”” Consequently,
the regular revenue payments which had to be made after the inclusion of Chota
Nagpur in the British East India Company’s dominions changed the internal
tribal social structure composed primarily of the original Munda and Oraon
settlers to one of increasing landlordism during the first and second stages of

35 Abdul Fazl, Ain-i-Akbari.

36 H. Beveridge (ed.). The Tuzuk-i-Jahanagiri, Vol.1, p.315-16, Delhi, 1968
(Munshiram Manoharlal Reprint).

37 1. Habib, The Agrarian System of Mughal India, Asia, 1963.
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colonial rule. This led to social dislocations, i.e. tribal revolts, the most important
of which were those of 1831-32, and between 1895 and 1900.

The history of the rise and growth of the merchant capital companies is
well known. They were founded in the period of early capitalist development
in Europe and played an initially progressive role in the European economies.
In 1600, these companies in Great Britain, grouped together as the East India
Company, were given a monopoly for trade with the eastern parts of the world.
Until the monopoly was attacked by the industrial bourgeoisie of Great Britain
in the nineteenth century, the company ruled the lands with which it traded.®
The East India Company had acquired monopolistic control over Bengal and
its traders, primary products, handicraftsmen and artisans by the force of arms.
The declining Mughal Empire had in fact granted the right of dewani (revenue
collection) in Bengal to the company in 1765. The Chota Nagpur region, a part
of the province, was reduced much later. The first contact came in 1772 when
Captain Camac, an officer of the company’s army, exchanged turbans with the
ruler of Chota Nagpur, Drip Nath Sahi, who acknowledged the suzeranity of
the British. Almost from that moment on, the levies demanded proved to be,
for various reasons, too heavy for the raja to pay. His original agreement to
pay 12,000 rupees annually was subsequently increased to 15,000 rupees which
was still too heavy a burden for him. Over the years, the raja’s recalcitrance
about mankins payments often led to disturbances, in Tamar in 1789 and again
in 1807 and 1808. In 1809, after he had been forced to pay his arrears, the
settlement stipulated that he should bear the costs of the maintenance of a
police force in the region, control over which was taken away from him in
1819.%

These new arrangements with the Chota Nagpur Raj placed a heavy
additional burden on the ruler. Unaccustomed to making regular revenue
payments or paying tribute, he and his subordinate rajas began to let out their
lands to ‘aliens’ or to the non-aboriginal men of Bihar. In themselves, such
payments were not onerous. In the rest of Bengal, they were heavier and the
zamindars, unable to pay, had resorted to selling their land, which, in spite of
its agricultural value, did not always fetch a high price.** Compared with the
amount levied on Bengal as a whole in 1793 which came to approximately 27

3 For an interesting account of the nature of the East India Company’s early
growth and ‘adventures’ see Ramkrishna Mukherjee, The Rise and Fall of the East
India Company, Berlin, 1953.

% The above account is based primarily on the excellent summary of Chota
Nagpur history in the District Gazetteer, Ranchi (DG), 1917, p. 26-8.

40 B.B. Chaudhuri, ‘The Land Market in Eastern India, 1793-1940." The Indian
Economic and Social History Review, Vol.XII, No.1, 1975, p.1-42.
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million rupees,*! the 15,000 rupees demanded from the Chota Nagpur raja was
apittance. But since this tract was undeveloped agriculturally, there was nothing
in this region which could have been profitably sold on a none-too-differentiated
market to buy either food grains or other commodities. Consequently, the need
arose for men who could provide the cash required to meet the levy payment.
This they could do through the rents which they paid for the leases granted to
them for the lands cultivated by the aboriginal population. This process of sub-
infeudation from above—the grant of land to thiccadars (contractors) who
gradually assumed zamindari (land ownership rights)—in turn, altered the
existence of a tribal population, heretofore unaccustomed to paying any rent
other than a nominal quit-rent to the manki or munda (village headmen). The
introduction of such men—their being horse-dealers and shawl and brocade
merchants is emphasised in many accounts—would not have been possible
save for the payment demands of the company. It is true that the incursions
into Chota Nagpur by ‘aliens’ from the non-tribal areas of Bihar had in fact
begun much earlier. The first recorded instance of a land grant in this fashion
dates back to 1676.%2 But the commercialisation of land and agriculture in the
regions surrounding Chota Nagpur and the probable inability of the new buyers
of land to check the influence of former owners on the estates of Bengal proper*
accelerated this process.

In other parts of India, under the Cornwallis system of a permanent
settlement of payment demands (1793), zamindaris had been sold for arrears
that resulted from over-assessment.** In the ceded and conquered provinces to
the north-west of Chota Nagpur while the company constantly realised that the
percentage of the gross produce it demanded was high, and a theoretical scaling
down necessary, more and more was actually being collected between 1800
and 1840.4 This had a levelling impact on the area where traditional levy payers
of the earlier regime fell into the clutches of a growing, usurious money lending
class. Such a drastically heavy land revenue demand was not to be found in

41 R.C. Dutt, The Economic History of India Under Early British Rule, Vol. 1,
p.63, New Delhi, 1970.

42 Andre Beteille, ‘Tribe and Peasantry’, Six Essays in Comparative Sociology,
p.71. Oxford University Press, 1974.

43 Ratna Ray, ‘Land Transfer and Social Change under the Permanent
Settlement’, The Indian Economic and Social History Review, Vol.X1, No. 1, 1974, p.1-
45.

441 Habib, The Colonialisation of the Indian Economy: 1757-1900, 1974 (mimeo).

45 Habib, The colonialisation of the Indian Economy: 1757-1900, op.cit.;
A. Siddiqi, Agrarian Change in a Northern Indian State 1819-1833,
Oxford University Press, 1973.
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Chota Nagpur. But considering the low level of agricultural productivity in a
primarily subsistence agriculture area, such regular levies proved to be heavy.*

The revolt of the Kols (1831-32), directed against ‘alien’ Indian and
white men alike, was the result of the pressures described above. In a despatch
written by the supervising British officers in this area soon after the suppression
of the revolt, it was reported that:

The Kols throughout Nagpur.....within the last few years had their
rents increased by their elaquadars, zemindars and thiccadars 35
per cent.....They had made roads through the Pargana without
payment, as beggaries (forced labour). The mahajans, who advanced
money and grains, managed within a twelve-month (sic) to get from
them 70 per cent, and sometimes more. They disliked the tax upon
liquor (homemade brew consumed locally) which was fixed at 4
annas per house.*’

Added to this were a host of small ‘manorial’ perquisites which were
extorted forcibly. The Kols were also asked to cultivate the opium poppy. The
authors of the despatch reported that ‘the Kols were averse to undertake the
cultivation of the poppy, and we find a great disinclination on the part of other
classes to carry it on’.*® In a carefully detailed work of more recent origion, the
introduction of poppy cultivation in this area has been described as a ‘grave
mistake’ committed by the officer responsible for the area.*® But
notwithstanding the excellence of this work, the larger perspective needs to be
stated, especially since opium production, first introduced in this area around
1828, ‘had doubled’ by 1830.%°

The exact amount of opium produced in the area is not known. At any
rate, it could not have been very much, as poppy cultivation was discontinued
after the revolt.”' But we do know that the price which this opium fetched was

% The need for such exactions of revenue arose from the fact that at a ‘crucial
stage in the English Industrial Revolution, India was furnishing an amount that was
almost 30 per cent of the total national saving transformed into capital’. For details
of this computation see Habib, The Colonialisation of the Indian Economy: 1757~
1900, op. cit., p. 14-15.

“7 Joint report of Captain Wilkinson and Mr. Dent, quoted in J. Reid, Ranchi
Settlement Report, p. 24, 1911.

8 Ibid., p.24.
0 J.C. Jha, The Kol Insurrection of Chota Nagpur, p.57, Calcutta, 1964.
50 Ibid., p.57.
3! Reid, op. cit., p.24.
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very low, 3-8 rupees per seer of opium. > The motive for the introduction of
opium poppy cultivation is not to be found in the error of an individual

" administrator but in the pattern that trade assumed in the second stage of
colonialism in India when not only were the hinterlands being opened up to the
‘beneficial’ effects of ‘modernisation’ (and to British goods), but Indian soil
was being used to grow the opium poppy, to enable Great Britain to pay for
Chinese tea and silk. The cultivation of the opium poppy was also motivated
by the company’s desire to be able to control the price. Hence, it did not
encourage an outright policy favouring the commercialisation of this crop and
from a position of monopolistic control even interfered in the opium poppy
cultivation and trade of the other areas of India not directly under its control.*®
The props of this triangular trade were set up only after a great leap forward in
the company’s opium trade:

During 1816-1817 only 3,210 chests of Indian opium had been
exported to China; in 1830-1831 no less than 18,760 chests....Opium
advanced to the position of the premier article of export of India....(of
the value of) £ 9.1 million in 1858, easily dwarfing the other items
of export, and accounting for nearly a third of the total value of
Indian exports. Under this impetus the cultivation of poppy, during
the twenty years preceding 1837, is said to have multiplied fourfold.>*

The ‘mistake’ of the officer responsible for introducing the opium poppy
into Chota Nagpur was thus in the logic of colonial trade.

The revolt of 1831-32 was put down by the might of British arms. Its
immediate aftermath saw rents reduced, particularly in the pargana of Sonepur
where the uprising had been the most severe, and some mundas and mankis
reinstated.” Later, when relatively fewer ‘disturbances’ were taking place, the
old zeal for greater revenues and the utilisation of the ‘Coles’ as a fighting
force once more filled the mind of the local officer Wilkinson:

When the Coles have been brought into good order, and become
more civilised—which I have no doubt they will be in a few years
under judicious management—the government will be amply repaid
for any expense it may be at, in the first instance, not only by an

52 Jha, op. cit,.p.163.

53 For details see Benoy Chowdhury, Growth of Commercial Agriculture in
Bengal 1757-1900. Vol.1, p.3-73, Calcutta, 1964.

54 Habib, ‘The Colonialisation of the Indian Economy: 1957-1900’, op. cit.,
p-41-3.

3 DG, op. cit., p.36.
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increase of revenue, but by having at its command a powerful
people.®

And the mundas and mankis were in fact used by Wilkinson himself in
suppressing the zamindars who had revolted against company’s levies in
neighbouring Palamau and the Kolhan.”” However, the relative calm continued.
British justice was reinforced through piecemeal reforms.® But entrusting the
zamindars with the management of the police force once again proved
disastrous. In June 1838, reports began to trickle in to the supervising officer
of how small zamindars were taking advantage of their control of the police.
An officer disgusted with the way in which the zamindars administered law
and order wrote: ‘I am so impressed with the evils which result from the present
system that if obliged to choose between the absence of all police and the
continuance of it, I should prefer the former’. The zamindars extorted bribes,
protected cattle theft, charged whole villages with dacoity and threw innocent
inhabitants into jail.*® In other words, the company’s attempt to restore
tranquillity was a failure, for although no new major revolt took place, peace
could only be maintained at the cost of the local population continuing to suffer
at the hands of the zamindars. This was a feature which was to characterise
developments even more so after 1858.

A new element was introduced with the arrival of the missionaries in
1845. The first to come were Lutheran missionaries, followed by Roman
Catholic and Anglican, literally a godsend for the poor and struggling Mundas
and Oraons. They brought with them a new religion which was eagerly accepted
by the aboriginal population. Much has been made of the coming of Christianity
to this region and it seems that the influence of the evangelical argument of the
early decades of the nineteenth century continued to be felt by later writers as
well.® Thus, it was assumed by ethnographers and historians, chief among
whom is S.C. Roy,® that Christianity appealed to the tribal population because
they saw in it an egalitarian religion with the help of which they could shake
off zamindar oppression. This view was stated within fifteen years of the arrival

%% Wilkinson to Mangles, Secy Bengal, 28 February 1837, Chota Nagpur
Commissioner’s despatch register, letter No.9, Bihar State Archives.

57 Toid.
3 DG, op. cit., p.38.

*® Davidson to Wilkinson, 16 June 1838, G.G.A’s S.W.F. letter No.52, Bihar State
Archives.

0 The evangelical mood infused into colonial policy was one strand of the ideological
argument for the acceptance of the free-trade principle by the British Parliament. cf.
Eric Stokes, The English Utilitarians and India, p.1-80, Oxford, 1959.

6! Roy, The Mundas and their Country, op. cit.
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of the missionaries and was constantly reiterated during the entire course of
the Sardai Larai.%? In 1859, Captain Davies, the Senior Assistant Commissioner,
wrote:

With Christianity has naturally come an appreciation of their rights
as original clearers of the soil, which rights in many instances they
have asserted and established; this, independent of other causes
which induce the higher castes of natives to view with displeasure
the spread of Christianity, caused great alarm among the
landholders.

In actual fact, Christianity acted merely as a catalyst under conditions
which from 1860 to 1928 were characterised by rising prices and, hence, by
the rising value of the produce of the fields. The entire struggle over rents and
praedial conditions was a reflection of a more ‘prosperous’ situation in which
the zamindars and the farmers struggled for a greater share of the produce and
not only one in which an absolutely impoverished tribal peasantry was being
ground under the heels of extortionate Hindu, Moslem or ‘alien’ zamindars.
The word ’prosperous’, however, needs to be qualified. We are arguing that
the rise in the prices produced a well-off peasantry who fought the landlords
for greater rights. But all this occurred in an area where paddy cultivation was
not very extensive, hence not directly beneficial to even those of the tribal
cultivators whom we have chosen to call prosperous. In relation to the rapid
commercialisation of agriculture in the rest of British India, Chota Nagpur
became a scarcity area where high prices did not imply that benefits could be
derived from an expanded market for agricultural produce. In fact, high prices
meant that whatever was available heretofore for consumption by the local
population could now find its way into the market, not to benefit the actual
grower but only to create a shortage for him. Such produce that did reach the
market did so only through the agencies of the moneylender or the zamindar,
neither of whom could be expected to relax his control over the land. Such a
situation also produced an increasing stratification within the tribal social
structure where a dominant stratum emerged that had earlier been characterised
by traditional manki or munda leadership. This same group later became those
who had managed to retain some land for their own private use. Such a group
naturally provided the local leadership. Hoping for an improved state of affairs,
they stayed on and fought for the benefits that Pax Britannica promised to
bring them. Many followed their lead, while others left Chota Nagpur for the
tea plantations of Assam.

62 Tribal struggle over land rights in the 1880s.
9 DG, op, cit., p.40.
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When the great revolt of 1857-58 shook northern India and dislodged
company rule, the tribal population of Chota Nagpur remained uninvolved in
the events. The main reason for this was the absence among the tribal people
of links which would make them regard the rebellious zamindars as their
natural leaders. The Oudh and Bihar peasantries had rallied behind their talugdars
and zamindars because of ties of kin and clan.* The Chota Nagpur situation
was entirely different. It was even alleged in the Friend of India that the
Commissioner of Chota Nagpur, Dalton, had refused the aid of 2,000 native
Christians whom the missionaries had offered to place at his disposal for the
suppression of the insurrection in his division. Dalton denied the charge
asserting that ‘no offer of the kind ever was made to me’.% This could have
been possible, however, especially because some zamindars had seized the
land of the cultivators during the 1857 revolt.*

The first conflict between the newly converted Christians and their
landlords took place in 1858 at Basia and Sonepur.5’ The usual pattern for such
conflicts is well illustrated by a violent one between the Jagirdar of Bala and
the Mundas who claimed to be bhuinhars, or original settlers, and thus entitled
to pay only a quit-rent to their headmen and nothing more. When an attempt
was made to collect the rent by force they resisted:

Opposed force to force; an affray ensued, and two men were killed
on the side of the Jagairdar; three men, one a servant of the Thakoor,
and a horse belonging to another one besides some arms, were
captured and taken by the Christians to the Sub-Assistant
Commissioner at Ranchi, together with the body of one of the men
slain in the affray and there lodged their complaints.*®

The point to be noted is that the tribal Christians, though violent, were
law abiding in the manner in which they submitted to British justice. This
explains much of the later petition-mongering of the Sardari Larai. The petition
approach to politics characterised the early activities of the Indian National
Congress as well. The belief in the essential goodness and possible benefits of
British rule, so firmly implanted in the political mind of early Indian nationalism,

64 S B. Chaudhuri, Civil Rebellion in the Indian Mutinies, Calcutta, 1957; E.
Stokes, ‘Traditional Elites in the Great Rebellion of 1857, in E. Leach and S.N.
Mukherjee (eds.), Elites in South Asia, p.16-32, Cambridge, 1970.

% Chota Nagpur Commissioner’s Office letter No.56 of 1858, Bihar State Archives.

% Munda memorial. B. Progs, July 1906, No.S 124-129, Rev. Dept. Bengal, p.6;
Roy 1912, p.139.

%7 DG, op. cit., p.44.
% Roy, ‘Distribution and Nature of Asura Sites in Chota Nagpur’, op. cit., p.141.
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Christian missionary activity, and zealous but careful Crown administration,
was reflected in the behaviour of the Chota Nagpur tribals as well. But
government policy towards them differed, however, from missionary sympathy.
In a minute replying to representations made by the German Lutheran
missionaries on behalf of the Munda and Oraon population in 1876, the
Lt. Governor of Bengal remarked that ‘the attitude of the Government is, and
must be absolutely impartial in regard to the Kolhs, and those who are not
Kolhs, both to the Christians and those who are not Christians’.® In response
to a suggestion that ‘a Missionary versed in law’ be appointed to watch over
‘the interests of the Kolhs’, the government considered such an idea ‘quite
inconsistent with the position of a religious body’.”

Three points clearly emerge from the available material on the
developments of the 1860-95 period. These are:

First, that the better-off farmers organised the strongest opposition to the
landlords and in this were supported by their tribal brethren who had also
acquired a growing self-awareness through their contact with Christianity.

Second, the impoverished families, victims of natural calamities like famine
and poor harvests, sought a better life on the tea estates of Assam and
even in this they were exploited by other tribesmen—their own kin—
who could turn a profit merely by delivering them into the right hands;

Third, that the government policy was one which protected the landlords’ estates
from moneylenders for political reasons but did not do the same for the
less-influential tribesmen; differences between different sections of the
population were resolved only to keep the peace and not in the interests
of a lasting solution since this ran counter to colonial state policies being
followed all over India.

When the settlement operations of 1902-10 prompted by the revolt of
the Birsa were completed, Reid, the settlement officer, found that the area of
the land under the khas (personal) management of the Chota Nagpur estate
had grown by over 5 per cent compared to what it had been in 1888. In
absolute terms it had expanded by 40 square miles.”’ Since the clearing of the
forest land or the reclamation of uncultivated land was not done by the landlords
during this period, this extension of lands could only have occurred at the
expense of some settler farmers. No right to a concessional rent was allowed
on such lands. It was against this background of landlord encroachment on the

¢ Minute by Richard Temple, 5 July 1876: Land Revenue Progs., Bengal August
1876, No.S 52-53.

70 ibid.
" Reid, op. cit., p.112
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ill-defined peasant proprietorship rights that the agitations of the Christians
began. Nor were such encroachments confined only to the estate of the Maharaja
of Chota Nagpur. At times the mankis themselves were active participants. In
1871, it was observed:

The Mundas are the heads of the villages, their office being an
hereditary one, and they have rights separate and distinct from the
Mankis; and it is these men and the ryots who have suffered from
the interposition of alien farmers......... With respect to those (lands)
which have so passed (from Munda hands) rather more detailed -
proceedings might be necessary in order to secure the Mundah and
ryots from the aggression of the farmers, unless indeed it be thought
possible to get rid of the farmers altogether, on the grounds that the
Mankis have acted in direct contravention of the orders....... by which
their tenures were confirmed to them.”

However, it is on record that not a single zamindar in this period was
removed in favour to the original settlers. At the same time, it must be understood
that it was not easy for the landlords to continue to make encroachments under
the watchful eye of the local officers. The dispute, therefore, was not so much
over encroachments as over the rising value of the produce through the extension
of the commercialisation of agriculture. It will be evident from Tables 1 and 2
that the ‘better-off* farmers could constantly hope for greater gains from the
produce as it increased in value.

The rise in prices indicated in Tables 1 and 2 was an India-wide
phenomenon. It began in the regions of immediate development and pulled
such backward regions as Chota Nagpur into the process of the equalisation of
prices. In all this, the railway played an important ‘intrinsic’ role as opposed
to the ‘extrinsic’ function which its growth was intended to serve.”® The
development of the railway network in eastern India between 1854 and 1910
linked Chota Nagpur with other regions. The Chota Nagpur plateau was linked
to a wider network ‘one district....in each decade’.”* One hundred and sixty-
five kilometres in Birbhum (1859-1910), 125 in Hazarbagh (1871-1910), 170
in Purulia (1889-1910), 245 in Singhbhum (1890-1910), 160 in Dhanbad (1894~
1910) and 90 in Palamau (1902-10)"® had put Chota Nagpur squarely on the
map of those places in which the peasantry would respond to the concomitant

72 Land Revenue A Proceedings May 1872, No.S 1/2, Government of Bengal.

73 Sunil Munsi, Railway Network Growth in Eastern India, 18541910, p.3-4,

December 1975, Calcutta, Centre for Studies in Social Sciences (Occasional Paper
No.3).

™ Ibid., p.17.
7 Ibid., p.29-30.
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rise in prices of agricultural produce. And, in the case of Chota Nagpur there
is reason to believe that they did.

TABLE 1. Annual average prices of rice for Chota Nagpur
in quantity available per rupee (in seers)

Year Quantity | Year Quantity Year Quantity
1861 25 1874 17 1887 24
1862 28 1875 23 1888 18
1863 28 1876 28 1889 18
1864 30 1877 27 1890 19
1865 20 1878 16 1891 17
1866 9 1879 18 1892 15
1867 24 1880 29 1893 14
1868 18 1881 2 18%4 15
1869 24 1882 2 1895 18
1870 30 1883 24 1896 13
1871 31 1884 19 1897 10
1872 26 1885 20 1898 14
1873 20 1886 25 1899 17

TABLE 2. Index showing variations in the quinquennial
averages of the price of rice (1871-75 being taken as = 100)

1861—| 1866— | 1871— | 1876— | 1881— | 1886—| 1891—| 1896-| 1897 | 1898 | 1899
1880 | 1890 | 1891 | 1875 | 1980 1985 | 1890 | 1895

89 111 100 100 96 113 149 |173 238 | 159 | 137

Source : Prices and Wages, 1899.

There is scattered but direct evidence available indicating the condition of
the Christian peasantry. There was a growing reluctance on the part of the
tribals, particularly Christians, to perform services which the landlords expected
from them as the result of a curious amalgam of forced labour and obligatory
tribal custom. It was reported around 1875 that ‘the Christian Bhuinhars in
many places.....have ceased to work without remuneration for the zamindars.
Having secured their lands by registration, these peasant proprietors could well
afford to defy their superior landlords.”® It was also observed that the truth

6 Land Revenue Department, Government of Bengal, Misc. Collection 1V,
No. S 82-83, Chota Nagpore Division, October 1876.
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‘about the whole question is this, that in the beginning the oppressions of the
Chota Nagpore zamindars against the Bhuinhars and ryots in exacting “forced
labour” was somewhat exaggerated. The cultivators here appear never to
have fared much worse in this respect as a body than people of their class
elsewhere in Bengal’.”’

In response to the representation made by the German Lutheran
missionaries on behalf of the Mundas, it was similarly noted that ‘it seems that
the Kols are in the habit of making unmeasured accusations’” against their
landlords, i.e. those Mundas who could have prospered from the sale of their
produce but for the zamindari holder over them. By the Bengal Act II (BC) of
1869, the government had intended to solve the problem of growing conflicts
by demarcating the lands belonging to each class of proprietors. The first
special commissioner appointed for this task reported that with the success of
some tribals in securing bhuinhari rights for themselves, he now saw ‘plenty
and contentment’ where he had previously seen only ‘desolation’. And often,
militant combinations of bhuinhars prevailed against not-so-powerful
illaquadars.” A point to be observed in this context is that throughout our
period while the value of the produce rose, rents did not rise as enormously as
they had in other parts of northern India.®° This was the result of the check that
the Sardari Larai imposed on the zamindars. That rents did not rise so steeply
is supported by Reid’s computation of 1902-10. According to him,

The gross rental of the lands occupied by these two classes of raiyats
(khuntkattidari and bhuinhari ryots on the one hand, and ordinary
tenants on the other) is. ... in the aggregate only about one-eighteenth
of the value of the agricultural produce in a normal year...... The
disputes about rent are.....due rather to the arbitrary and illegal
manner in which the charges have been increased and their unequal
distribution than to the heaviness of the burden.®'

The average area of a cultivator’s holding came to about 12 acres per
person or head of a family. But it should be borne in mind that the quality of
this land varied greatly and that there were a large number of uneconomic
holdings on which the cultivators could not survive unless they supplemented
their incomes by other means. Uneconomic holdings were the lot of the majority

7 Ibid.

78 Home, Rev. and Agri. Dept. B. Progs. March 1881, No. 53, National Archives
of India.

7 Tbid.

* M.H. Siddiqi, Agrarian Unrest in North India, 1918-1922, Chapter II, Vikas,
New Delhi, 1977.

*! Reid, op. cit., p.116 (emphasis added).
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of the cultivators and accounted for their mass participation in the Sardari
Larai from which only a thin and indirectly oppressed stratum stood to gain.
Reid also observed that this existence of ‘such large numbers of uneconomic
holdings combined with the impossibility of obtaining continuous employment’
led to an ‘enormous migration from the district (Ranchi) to Assam, the Duars

and other parts of the province’.*

Christian agitation was also backed by a great deal of money not all of
which came from the missionaries, who only gave financial aid to the Mundas.
Most of the money came from the savings of the cultivators. A solicitor, E.P.
Wood, on their behalf admitted that ‘their present condition under the Queen’s
Government, which supplies them with roads, bridges and railways for the
transit of their crops, and thus gives them wealth and security which their
forefathers did not possess, is not in any respect like the state of things under
which their forefathers held the Bhuinhari lands rent free’.®> Wood even went
so far as to state that ‘the rent they now pay for their land is less than an
adequate return’.* Doubts had earlier been cast upon the alleged ‘poverty’ of
these petitioners by Temple, the Lt. Governor of Bengal, who, in 1876, had
found it difficult to understand whether the Kols were ‘a suffering and oppressed
race’ or not.®

Further evidence also seems to suggest that the minority leadership of
the Christians belonged to an ‘affluent’ group in the tribal population. When
they were accused of using coercion in their proselytisation campaigns, they
denied it, informing the doubters that they freely contributed to the fund used
to hire attorneys from Calcutta to write petitions for them ‘and that they had a
full right to use their money as they liked’.8 Often these Christians were
involved in litigation which involved their spending 3,000 rupees in a short
period of time ‘in prosecuting unfounded claims’.#” On another occasion, in
June 1866, 800 rupees had been collected for making representations.®

A closer look at the kind of stratification emerging amongst the tribals
can be had by examining the cases of the parganas of Soupur and Suitambe.

82 Ibid., p.118-119.

8 E.P. Wood to the District Commissioner of Lohardugga 13 March 1880, Dept. of
Rev. and Agri. Progs. Dec. 1887, No. 23, National Archives of India (emphasis added).

8 Ibid. (emphasis added).

8 Temple, op.cit.

8 Commissioner Chota Nagpur to Secy., Bengal, 17 July 1884, National Archives
of India.

87 Home Dept. Judl. Progs. 1888 January, No.S 402—4, National Archives of
India.

8 Commissioner Chota Nagpur to Secy. Bengal, 9 June 1866, Bihar State Archives.
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In Soupur, out of 410 villages, 100 were held by eight mankis, while in Suitambe
only six were held by mankis. The incidence of rent in such areas was
negligible.*® Bhuinhari land of this sort extended over large areas with the
proportion varying from village to village. There were villages in which,

The proportion of bhuinhari to rajhus (the ‘alien’-owned land rented
out to the tribals) vary from even less than the hundredth part of the
cultivated lands to more than three-fourths. In some villages, it may
be correct to say that one-fourth of the lands is bhuinhari, in others
one-third, one-half, two-thirds, or even so much as three-fourths.”

Instances were found in which such cultivation covered, in absolute terms
1,419 acres, 1,056 acres, 858 acres, 660 acres and 990 acres. Such bhuinhars
clung to their land with its obvious benefits, especially as ‘in the majority of
cases where the bhuinhar leaves his village, the zamindar takes possession of
his lands as rajhas (ordinary rent-paying land) and does not allow a bhuinhar
about to leave his home to sell or mortgage his lands for his own benefit’.*! In
Udaipur pargana, therefore, we find some ‘very well-to-do Oraons’.”? An
illustration of the extent of land which a manki could own is given by Haldar,
the officer responsible for demarcating bhuinhari lands in the 1870s, and
deserves to be quoted at length:

The village (Barum) belongs to Ratan Sahi Manki, a man who may
be said to be every inch a Munda, and a fair representative of his
ancestors. Under such auspices, the Bhuinhari of a village cannot
but be seen at its best and the Bhuinhars must be prosperous. And
we find that the head Bhuinhar of Barum, Malar Pahan, is a
respectable and well-to-do man, who owns according to his own
account...... 24 kharis (120 acres).....low-lying lands, while it is stated
that the Manki has...... (120 acres) rajhus.”

Almost right from the beginning of the Christian agitation, it was found
that in the cases of a breach of peace that went to court, ‘the Christians were
more frequently aggressors than aggressed’.** Of course, this does not excuse
the provocations of the zamindars such as when, in 1867, the crops of native

% Haldar, Report. op. cit.
% Ibid.
°! Tbid.
%2 Tbid.
% Tbid.

% Rev. Dept. A Progs. November 1868, Government of Bengal, No.S 45-51,
Bihar State Archives.
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Christians in more than sixty villages were cut by the zamindars.”> But the
Christians were observed as ‘the most influential and prosperous portion of
the community’ even in the early 1860s.% It needs to be added parenthetically
that while the land of some of the native Christians and other mankis was
extensive, its infertility precluded its becoming a means of social control as in
the northern Indian plains and remained merely a means of earning a livelihood.
Also, since the tribal sardars who owned this land were under the domination
of alien zamindars, they had neither the agricultural capital nor the rich peasant’s
outlet to the agrarian market to enable them to improve their economic
conditions. In places where such mankis may have been free of superordinate
control, they invariably had the worst lands. The dom, the low-lying and relatively
more fertile land, was always part of some grant of land or another which had
been subinfeudated from the Chota Nagpur raja.®’

While the inquiries and bhuinhari surveys were in progress in the 1870s
the tribals accompanied the officer in charge when possible. When Haldar was
making his inquiries, some tribals urged him to divide the land equally between
the bhuinhars and the others. The officer wrote about a group of almost 100
men who he described as advocates of this “fifty-fifty’ solution and who dogged
his footsteps from Sonpur to Basia, Basia to Doesa, Doesa to Khukhra, and so
on. They ‘encamped near me, held councils, sent emissaries in all directions
and in one week’s time I could anticipate the trouble then in store for me’.%
The trouble usually was a flood of tribal claims to land which according to the
government, did not belong to them but which they stated to be their bhuinhari.

Almost to its very end the Sardari Larai was characterised by a tone of
forceful but reasonable argument with the government. There was a rejection
of the earlier bhuinhari survey of 1859-62 conducted by a Nagbanshi zamindar
on only a small f)ortion of the area as favouring the landholding interests. In
1870, in the course of their pleading, ‘the Agitators did not remain very long in
the special Commissioner’s court, and when they left it many Bhuinhars
withdrew from the extravagant claims they had previously filed, and a more
moderate tone pervaded all classes concerned’.”® As such, the Sardari Larai
did not have a sustained following.

% Thid.
% Rev. Dept. A Progs. op. cit.

%7 Our example above of Ratan Sahi Manki who owned dom as well, thus seems
to be an exception rather than the rule. Even today, many kinsmen of the Chota
Nagpur Raja continue to supervise their cultivation over what are not tenancy but
dom lands. Tribal ownership and control for the greater part relates to the poorer
tanr land.

%8 Halder to Oliphant, 30 April 1870, Bihar State Archives.
% ibid.
57



Chota Nagpur: The Pre-colonial and Colonial Situation

Between 1881, when a group, calling themselves the Children of Mael
and headed by John the Baptist, established themselves and set up a ‘Raj’ at
Doesa,'® and 1885, the Sardari Larai moved slowly. In 1886, the first serious
incident took place when a zamindar was stopped on a journey by ‘a band of
Christians’ but was allowed to proceed when he gave them false assurances in
order to save his life.'”" On 16 March 1887, the General Conference of German
Lutheran missionaries received a petition from the Oraons and Mundas of Chota
Nagpur, a summary of which has survived in government records. The
interesting part about the document is that it nowhere expressed an outright
refusal by the tribals to pay rent. They were willing to pay this, if need be,
directly to the government.'” But by the end of the year, there was a worsening
of relations with the missionaries, who the tribals accused of having intercepted

100 Commissioner Chota Nagpur to Secy., Bengal, 19 November 1887.
19" Tbid.

192 The petition reads:
‘We do not like to see the Rajah and zamindars reigning in our country.

(1) Our forefathers came into this country and cleared the jungle. Now the
Hindus rob us of our fields.

(2) There were no Rajahs before; we do not know whence they have come.

(3) We do not know from whom the zamindars have obtained their power; the
Rajah must have called them in.

(4) Our forefathers never paid rent to any Rajah or zamindar.

(5) Our forefathers paid rent to the Pahra Rajahs only and where subject to
them.

(6) The Rajah deceived the Pahra Rajahs, saying that he would collect rent for
them.

(7) There were Pahra Rajahs over seven or eight villages, but there is now a
zamindar in every village.

(8) The villages of Ranikhatanga, Korambe, and others have Pahra Rajahs,
who have on their flags their respective ensigns.

(9) If there had been Rajahs from the beginning how could Pahra Rajahs have
got their ensigns?

(10) We wish to be free as our forefathers were, and we will not pay rent to the
Rajah and zamindars, but we will pay it to our Pahra Rajahs.

(11) When the English came into this country, they asked the Rajah to prove
that his claims were right; hereupon the Rajah showed them the ensign of
the Pahra Rajahs as his own.

(12) We are willing to pay the roll (or revenue) to the English Government but
we wish to be free from the Nagabansis (i.e. Maharajahs of Chota Nagpore).

(13) Tt is not right that 100 should live in prosperity and 1,000 in adversity.
(14) Every nation has its own Government; only we Mundas and Uraons have

not.
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a Decree from the Viceroy which would have helped them to recover their
coveted lands. Freeing themselves from the restraining influence of the
missionaries Onasch and Nottro they carried their movement on to increasingly
more violent paths. Soon they began claiming that they would ask the Empress
(Victoria) for permission to fight the ‘Sahibs’ for a ‘day and a half’, and exhorted
fellow tribals not to pay rents and ‘if the Raja’s men troubled them for rents,
they must kill and throw them away’.!”® They closed six missionary schools
and at one village, Tilma, forcibly drove the zamindar’s men off his manjhas
lands. They re-established contacts with Calcutta and set about drawing up a
petition for presentation to the British Parliament.'™ From this point onwards,
there were more and more meetings to discuss programmes of action at which
a letter was read urging the movement into constitutional channels and arguing
ultimately in favour of a representation before Parliament.'” But without waiting
for a reply from Parliament, further acts of violence were committed under the
leadership of a group of thirty-five sardars. Land on the estate of the Rani of
Tamar was seized, distributed and cultivated.'®

(1) The first matter is that we have reached Calcutta safe.

(2) That the papers for England and Parliament are ready and have been
signed by us. It is not certain when we shall return. We shall remain till
the papers are put up before the four forts. (It is not understood what the
‘four forts’ are; possibly the term suggests Fort William.)

(3) That we brought Rs.200, which have been paid to the Baboo (lawyer), so
we say to all the brethern that when the punchayet money is collected the
whole amount should be sent soon, so that the work may be done quickly.

(4) “Don’t be afraid” notices (These were notices restraining the officers
from acting, and were frequently mentioned at the meeting) are being
issued to the four hakims of Singbhoom and ten hakims of Ranchi.

(15) As every child inherits his father’s rights, so we wish to have the rights of
our forefathers.

(16) The transmission of ancestral rights is exemplified in the story of Abraham.

(17) Under the English administration we have become wiser than before, for
which we are thankful to the English now they should also free us from our
earthly distrust’.

193 Tbid.
194 Tbid.

105 The text of this letter was as follows: ‘We, Nikodim, Johan, and all the sirdars
tender our salutations in the Lord Jesus to all the brethern of Singbhoom and
Sonpore. (Sonpore, a pergunnah of Lohardugga).

106 Commissioner Chota Nagpur to Secy. Bengal, 19 November 1887.
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(5) Don’ts fear for the villages (This apparently refers to the small hamlets
cleared away in making the reserved forests in Porahat) abolished. Things
won’t continue for ever. Don’t be anxious. The Sonpore brethern are
told to cultivate the manjhihas lands and sow dhan. Send this letter to
Piring (a village in Porahat) immediately after you have read it. Whether
or not Singha Munda (this leader had been punished by the Deputy
Commissioner of Singbhoom for contempt) has been released after we
left, please write soon about this.’

Things did not go so well either for the Roman Catholic Christians whose
actions brought the Roman Catholic missions into disrepute. Towards the end
of November a report was being considered by the government in Chota Nagpur
which connected the Sardari activities with the efforts of a Roman Catholic
priest who was said to be ‘actively engaged in the business of securing nominal
converts to his order’. The commissioner of Chota Nagpur, Grimley, met the
superintendent of the Roman Catholic mission and the latter assured him that
the priest in question was doing no more than ‘ministering to the spiritual
wants of his converts’. It was said that thousands flocked to this priest to be
baptized as soon as they heard that he was assuring the tribals of his intercession
on their behalf on the question of disputed claims over rights to land and services.
The commissioner warned Father Motet, the superintendent, ‘of the extreme
folly of meddling with the land question, and strongly advised him to recall his
subordinate’.!” He added, in his communication to the Bengal Government,
that ‘Father Motet expresses himself most anxious that nothing shall be done
against the wish of the authorities, and I am hopeful that the hint I gave him
will be sufficient’.'® Two weeks later, after Grimley had had a conservation
with Father Leivens, the priest in question, it was learnt that his followers were
not bhuinhars but ordinary ryots fighting against the local zamindars for their
korkar or newly reclaimed land obtained for cultivation by clearing forests
over which they said the zamindars had no right to levy rents at full rates.It was
such men who rallied to the banner of Roman Catholicism, getting their top-
knots cut and being converted.!”

At the beginning of 1890, the zamindars met and formed an association
to protect their interests. Mr. Peppe, the manager of the Chota Nagpur estate,
was elected President of this body. The zamindars met with government officials

107 Grimley to Chief Secy. Bengal, 13 November 1889. Home Judl. Progs.
December 1889, No.S 163-170, National Archieves of India.

108 Thid.

1% Grimley to Chief Secy. Bengal, 13 November 1889. Home Judl. Progs. December
1889, No. S 163-170, National Archives of India.
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and tried to influence them with their favour.!' The government, seeing the
causes of the disputes to be the indefinite nature of the rights asserted on both
sides, issued a proclamation which attempted to standardise the services the
cultivators were supposed to perform for the zamindar."!

The Sardari Larai petered out after 1890, partly due to the stern steps
taken by the government in arresting the ring-leaders, and partly through the
break with the missions. But it was revived in the mid-1890s and was kept
simmering till the big uprising of Christmas, 1899, under Birsa Munda. But
before we go on to that let us review the two major developments which
colonialism was producing and their effects on the inhabitants of Chota Nagpur:
(a) the introduction of British capital into the tea industry; and (b) the overall
colonial agrarian policy and its limitations which were affecting the relationships
between landlord and cultivator.

The Assam Tea Company was founded in 1839. The long search for tea
lands was finally successful. The Times (London) reported:

A joint stock company is forming in the city for the purpose of
cultivating the newly discovered tea plant in Assam. Their intention
is, in the first instance, to open a treaty with the supreme Government
in India for the purchase of the East India Company’s plantations
and establishments in Assam, and afterwards to carry on the
cultivation of tea there, for the purpose of importing it into this
country. The project has been taken up with so much avidity,
principally by the mercantile houses trading with India and the
leading firms in the tea trade, that all the shares were appropriated
in a few days and before any public notice of it had appeared. A
division of the territory into large farms or estates, adapted for
superintendence and cultivation by private capitalists, which might
be either let or sold by the India Company, would be likely, perhaps,

110 Grimley to Chief Secy. Bengal, 7 February 1890. Progs. 95-109, March, 1890
111 The services then made obligatory were as follows:

Three days’ ploughing.

Three days’ digging.

Three days’ sowing or planting rice.

Three days’ cutting rice.

One days’ threshing corn.

One day’s assisting in the making of a granary.

B

Carrying loads for the landlord—the labourer to be supplied with food.

Proclamation, Commissioner’s Office, Ranchi, April 1890; Memorandum on the
working of Act 1 B.C. of 1879.
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to accomplish sooner the great object of establishing a rivalry with
the Chinese in this traffic. Ultimately, indeed, this may be the course
adopted under the management of the Assam Company, but in that
case the actual cultivators could hardly expect to fare so well as
under direct holdings from the Indian Government. The capital to
be raised is £ 500,000 and it is stated that a communication has
already been opened with the Board of Trade and the East India
Company, preparatory to a negotiation for the purchase of the Assam
territory.''?

Thus, British capital and expertise came to India to develop an industry
that promised rich dividends. By 1864, Dalton, the Commissioner of Chota
Nagpur, was complaining of the way in which the inhabitants of Chota Nagpur
were being preyed upon by labour recruiters for the tea gardens in Assam. He
wrote,

The districts of Lohardagga and Manbhoom are overrun with
Licensed recruiters. In the Manbhoom district up to the middle of
the year the deputy commissioners had countersigned 67 of these
licenses and I think a larger number must have been countersigned
by the deputy commissioner of Lohardagga, but I regret to say that
till recently ordered by me there was in that office no record of the
number of licenses presented.!'?

Labourers were frequently presented with a false, rosy picture of the nature
and prospects of employment.'' Health and sanitary conditions on the Assam
tea estates in the early decades were very bad, with a high mortality rate.!'s
And once they were there the labourers could not return very easily, even if
they so desired. It was also perceived that the ‘recruits thus obtained are procured
on cheaper terms than under any other system’.!’ But even so, the labourers
went through a multi-tiered system of delivery:

At present we find amongst the recruiters persons of all stamps—
from respectable Europeans and Eurasians, to released convicts.

12 Quoted in Sir Percival Griffiths, The History of the Indian Tea Industry, p.61,
London, 1967.

13 Commissioner Chota Nagpur to the Secy Bengal, Letter No. 2084, 1 August
1874, Bihar State Archives.

" Ibid.

'3 Griffiths, op. cit., p.350-1: ‘For the two years ending 30 June 1867 the average
yearly mortality on the gardens of upper Assam was over one hundred and seventy per
thousand.

""® Commissioner Chota Nagpur to the Secy. Bengal, op. cit.

62



Jharkhand Movement

The profit of the speculation is said to be enormous and of the Rs.
70 that each Cooley costs before he reaches Assam or Cachar, it is
found that a large amount goes into the pocket of the contractor or
recruiter—I have been informed that a batch of 100 Coolies is worth
Rs. 1,000 to the contractor in Calcutta and it is known that batches
of Coolies register, and all are sometimes bought and sold several
times between the recruiting ground and Depot, each purchaser
realising a profit.!"”

It is necessary to note that it was also stressed that ‘the Districts that now
furnish the greater number of labourers are by no means over populated’.'®
This migration continued till 1940 and most of those involved were poorer
Mundas and Oraons. In a Handbook of Castes and Tribes Employed on Tea
Estates in North-East India, printed in 1924 for private circulation by the Tea
Districts Labour Association, it was freely acknowledged that labour through
sardari recruitment was plentiful, but ‘to get and still more to keep labour is
becoming yearly a more and more vital factor in the prosperity of the Tea
Industry’. Of a total of 593,800 Mundas in 1921, 123,000, or approximately 21
per cent, were to be found in Assam, mostly as coolies. But the important
thing to remember is that the coolie recruiters were ‘very successful’ during
bad harvests'"® and the poorer Chota Nagpur tribals migrated, creating a situation
in the rural economy in which beth-begari (forced labour) became an even
more disputed issue than before. For while Grimley did try to standardise the
quantity of labour to be provided and the government after 1869 attempted a
commutation of labour services into its cash value, neither of these piece-meal
reform attempts could remedy a basic malady. In a village, Urikeil, surveyed
by Dalton in 1868, it was alleged that 50 per cent of the population had migrated
to Assam. Dalton’s own estimate was 15 per cent.'?

The more adventurous, but less fortunate tea companies also attempted
to grow tea in Chota Nagpur itself. Thompson Shaw & Co. opened a plantation
on 66 acres of government land near Ranchi. This was finally extended to
about 100 acres. In the Hazaribagh district, the Ramgarh Tea Co. had
approximately 400 acres under cultivation by 1865. While on the estate of the
Maharaja of Ramgarh, ‘a new Company’ thought ‘of opening out a fresh tea

U7 Ibid.
118 1bid.

119 1 etter No.1171, Chota Nagpur Commissioner’s correspondence, Vol.221,
p. 131-3, n.d., Bihar State Archives.

120 A Progs., November 1868, Land Rev., No.S 45-51, Government of Bengal,
Bihar State Archives.
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plantation’ over an area of 20,000 acres.>! None of these companies were at
all able to compete with the more favourably situated companies in Assam and
Cachar, though if they had prospered it would have lessened the ill-effects of
migration. As Dalton noted, these new tea plantations were ‘being opened in
the country on which the tea plantations in Assam and Cachar now mainly
depend for labour’.'*

As the Sardari Larai grew in intensity and scope, those concerned over
the emigration problem noticed that it resulted from unsettled conditions. Wood,
the barrister representing the Kols before the government, remarked that the
people who could remedy the state of things were ‘being drafted off to other
regions, through the state of ill-rest that prevails owing to the disturbance of
ancient rights and usages’.'” Around 1889, it was being lamented that the Kol
country is being gradually drained of its population, for it is from Chota Nagpur
that more than half of the annual number of emigrants to Assam come.....the
flow of emigration is acting in this country as the Black Death acted in Europe
in the fourteenth century; it is revising the relations of landlord and tenant,
capitalist and wage-earner, which previously existed. It is a mere question of
the balance of supply and demand.'?*

The extension of manjhihas land held by the landlords for their personal
cultivation compelled the weaker tribal farmers to emigrate to Assam and
elsewhere.'” In their testimony to some officials, a few ryots ‘stated that Father
Leivens (the Jesuit priest) came amongst them and said that as the country
was going to the bad and the people all going to Kora Raj (Assam), the Maharani
(Victoria) had sent him a purwannah (message) telling him to inform them that
if they become Christians’ they would have to render less beth-begari.'?

Sometimes, but only rarely, a returning emigrant helped to organise the
tenant farmers in their resistance. But this happened only when this person
belonged to a lineage which had in the main turned Christian, i.e. could expect
some rewards from the opening up of Chota Nagpur to surrounding markets.

121 Letter No.1171, Chota Nagpur Commissioner’s correspondence, Volume 221,
p.132-4, n.d., Bihar State Archives.

122 1hiq.

'** E.P. Wood to District Commissioner Lohardugga, n.d., 1880, Land Rev. and
Agri., December, 1887, National Archives of India.

' Home Dept. Judl. Progs, December, 1889, No.S 163-170, p.2-3, National
Archives of India.

' Home Dept., Judl. Progs, March 1890, No.S 95-109, p.5, National Archives of
India.

126 Ibid., p.13
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Thus, it was a'young man, Letha, who returned from the tea gardens in Assam
with some money which he spent ‘very freely’ and organised the ryots in their
struggle to drive the landlord off their newly reclaimed or korkar land."?’

Another emigration risk was that a migrant returning after a season or
two to his land was not always sure of getting it back. Save for the depression
years when the tea industry also experienced a slump, this unpleasant possibility
was present in the minds of the migrants throughout the emigration period.
Around 1940 an officer in Chota Nagpur gave the following description of the
fortunes of an emigrant:

My own experience is that aboriginal tenants emigrating to the tea
gardens usually leave their lands in charge of their relatives in the
village but in some cases they go off without making any
arrangements at all. When the land is left in charge of relatives,
they generally respect their trusteeship and are prepared to hand the
land back to the emigrant on his return. Cases are, however, by no
means uncommon in which the trustee even though a relative has
taken advantage of the rightful owner’s absence to go to the landlord
and get the land settled in his own name on payment of salami (a
premium). The landlords of course encourage this and a great many
of these cases of abuse of trust by trustees have been directly
instigated by the landlord. If the emigrant leaves the village without
making any arrangement for the custody of his lands, his relatives
sometimes constitute themselves trustees but more often the land is
immediately pounced upon by the landlord and either resettled with
some one else or made bakasht (i.e. declared to be for the landlord’s
personal cultivation). Formerly emigrant raiyats never took the
trouble to inform the landlord of their arrangements as regards their
land.'”®

The conscience of a missionary, the Reverend Logsdail, was greatly
disturbed by the manner in which the recruits were taken to the tea gardens and
he vigorously and publicly expressed his views on the subject. The issue of
young girls being enticed away exploded into a press controversy when
Logsdail’s letter appeared in the Statesman of 16 November 1902, under the
title “The Case of a Headman’s Daughter’.'> Between 1902 and 1903, Reverend
Logsdail wrote a series of ten letters pinpointing the abuses of sardari recruitment.

127 Bengal Government Land Rev. A Progs. July 1871, No.S 51-59, p.1-2.

128 | and Revenue Deposit July, 1940, ENo.11T 40/40, p.1xxxxv, Appendix R,
Government of Bihar and Orissa, Bihar State Archives.

129 For details described above see Government of India Rev. and Agri. A Progs.,
July and December 1903, No. S 28-29 and 6 respectively, National Archives of India.
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The correspondence clearly indicates that it was the desire to make money at
the registration depot which motivated the ‘sellers’ of recruits. The headman’s
daughter referred to by Logsdail was the daughter of a mancki. Anyone bringing
inarecruit was paid 5 rupees by the recruiter. Consequently, it is highly probable
that heads of families participated in aiding this labour flow, which though it
led to many abuses was not discouraged by the government for fear of offending
the tea interests. But Logsdail’s campaign began to bear fruit for we find Lord
Curzon, the Viceroy, acknowledging, that while ‘Mr Logsdail is not very careful
in his choice of language—Missionaries seldom are—in the particular cases
selected by him for exposure or denunciation he seems on the whole to have
scored’."** Yet nothing was done by the government because by then the Tea
Association was even represented politically in the local legislative body.!*!

Not only was British capital in Assam thus affecting the tribal social
structure of Chota Nagpur, but pressure, through the British press was exerted
on the Indian Government as well. It was argued that since the tea-garden
labourer was provided ‘free housing, sanitation, water supply, medical
attendance’, etc., the right of the tea planters to ‘arrest absconders without
warrant’ and to ‘compel idlers to work” was not altogether unjustified.!®
Lord Curzon even declared that his ‘own work was as hard as that of any
coolie on a tea garden’!"*® Probing ‘deep down in the psychology of the
labouring classes’, The Times explained to its readers, that once the ‘jungly’
races and the lower strata of the agricultural population of Chota N agpur arrived
on the tea gardens of Assam, they suffered a ‘tea-change’. To this questionable
pun, a bit of macabre humour was added when it was suggested that after
spending a little time on the estate, ‘the kidnapped youth and the abducted
woman will have to be rekidnapped and re-abducted before you can induce
them to return’."* This edifying picture of conditions on Assam tea gardens
was denied by an English civilian, Sir Henry Cotton, who knew Assam and its
gardens well enough confidently to accuse ‘the whole of society and all the
newspapers of the British press of partiality’.’*> No agency was, of course,

130 1bid., Curzon 27 June 1903,

1! Griffiths, op. cit., p.154. For the imperialist point of view, i.e. of promoting the
facilities for the recruitment of labour as a factor input, see the series of articles
contributed by Arnold Ward, Special Correspondent, The Times (London), 4 April, 29
August and 2 September 1902.

132 The Times (London), 4 April, 1902.
133 Ibid.
'3 Ibid., 29 August 1902.
135 Ibid., 4 April 1902.
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instituted by the Tea Association to ‘re-abduct’ and ‘re-kidnap’ the Mundas
and Oraons back to Chota Nagpur.

Post-mutiny government policy on agrarian matters had two main
considerations. One, of course, was that which was initiated earlier,
coterminously with the attack by the free traders on the monopoly of the East
India Company, i.e. the opening up of India to British goods, the development
of her internal resources to facilitate the extraction of raw materials and the
improved utilisation of her agricultural hinterland. Development became a first-
order priority so as to enable India to pay for imported British products. Thus,
we find large-scale irrigation schemes being drawn up and processes of
agricultural production being adjusted to and tied in with an ever-expanding
network of commercial relations, creating, in turn, a market for the land and its
produce.*® An unintentional offshoot of such a policy was the growth in many
areas of a usurious money-lending class which provided the funds to buy up
the lands of those who were selling out to the cash-crop producing peasantry.
But in most cases, even while benefiting directly from producing more of the
better crops, these peasants continued to depend upon the moneylender for
their credit needs and, consequently, more often than not found themselves
hemmed in between the high rates of interest which they had to pay and their
revenue obligations to the State. Even in the areas where it was not promoted
directly, this policy of favouring a growing commercialisation of agriculture
produced similar results, i.e. the displacement of established landed families
by the arrivistes.

This brings us to the second consideration of the agrarian policy of the
raj—the political one. The revolt of 1857 had dictated that it should be,
especially with regard to the landlords, one of protection. Thus, we find that
Acts were brought into force in Oudh, Bombay, Bundelkhand and Chota Nagpur
which sought to give relief to a ‘gentry’ landholding class if and when it fell
into debt to the moneylenders. Such legislation protected the estate from transfer
into new hands. While inconsistent with the first consideration of consolidating
economic property in the hands of the most efficient, it was a political necessity
which could not be ignored."”’

The origins of British agrarian policy in Chota Nagpur go back to the
year of the revolt when the idea of ‘opening up’ the area was being put into
practice. As in other parts of British India, the improvement of roads and

136 £ Whitcombe, Agrarian Conditions in Northern India: 1860-1900, Vol I,
California, 1971.

137 Bipan Chandra, ‘British and Indian Ideas on Indian Economic Development,
1858-1905’, in B.R. Nanda and V.C. Joshi (eds.), Studies in Modern Indian History,
p.92-9, Vol.I, New Delhi, 1972.
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communications was also being discussed in the Chota Nagpur commissioner’s
office.

After well considering the question (wrote Dalton), I am of opinion
that as regards my Division this is the first line (between Calcutta
and Jubbulpore) to look for the construction of a new imperial road
(that)....would connect some of the most important places in this
Division open out resources of rich countries now
undeveloped.....Sirgoojah (a state to the south-east of the Chota
Nagpur plateau) is rich in mineral resources and in lands well-adapted
for coffee plantations which have only to be made accessible to be
taken up. At present its produce in oil lac tussar & ca. are important
and would be much improved by having a good outlet; the same
remarks apply to Chota Nagpore and Manboom which are also good
grain producing districts.!?

The opening up of the Chota Nagpur region was followed by a growing
indebtedness of the larger estates. Paradoxically, the policy of protection for
such estates began in precisely the period when it should have been abandoned
if the aim was to stimulate agriculture. The Commissioner in the 1860s had
the right to prevent sales of such hereditary land which, by passing into alien
hands, could upset the balance of the landlord—State concord. It was thought
in 1865 that if the powers of the commissioner to protect such sales were
withdrawn ‘it.....(would) throw at once into the market nearly half the landed
property of the province’.'* By 1875, the problem of indebtedness on the
important estates had become so acute that the Government of India gave its
consent to the suggestion for an Act to be passed to protect these landholders. 40
The Chutia Nagpur Act, enacted in 1876, drastically reduced the interest rate
on funds borrowed by the landowners from moneylenders to only 12 per cent
per annum. The property of a landowner could not be ‘alienated’ by the lender
if his debts were not paid. And in the event of heavy indebtedness, the State
moved in as protector, took over the management of the estate concerned and
through executive decree, spread out the repayment of the loan over periods
as long as twenty years at a time. The moneylenders pleaded that if an estate
were not found to be solvent within ten years, the normal course of ‘alienation’

138 Chota Nagpur Commissioner’s correspondence, Vol.218, Letter N0.950, Bihar
State Archives.

1% Chota Nagpur Commissioner’s correspondence, Vol.215, Letter No.1800, 10
May 1865, Bihar State Archives.

"% Bill for the Relief of Encumbered Estates in Chutia Nagpur, Rev. and Agri.,
July 1875, Pro.3, National Archives of India.
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procedures should be applied to it.'*' But the State backed the estate which
survived though ‘encumbered’. The result of such a policy was that the
landlords, assured of the State’s protection, continued to live off mismanaged
estates while quarrelling with their tenant cultivators and turning the screws
on them. The moneylenders made a frantic last appeal that was drowned in
the din of ‘political’ considerations.'*> The Bihar Herald of 2 January 1883,
referring to the protective legislation as a ‘draconian law’, summed it up well
with the comment that ‘the Act offered relief against all but the Government
Mahajun, and while all other processes are held barred, those for the recovery

of Government dues remain in full force’.'#*

An idea of the extent to which government protection to landlords, by
not allowing their land to pass into the hands of their moneylending creditors,
affected the agrarian tribal social structure can be had from the reactions of the
moneylenders. Fifty-one moneylenders from Hazaribagh, seventy from
Lohardugga, eighteen from Singhbhum and twenty-seven from Manbhum
presented signed memorials to the government, pleaded that their loans could
not be liquidated in this expedient fashion. While the social composition of
these moneylenders was varied, most were Marwari and Bengali. Most
historians tend to assume the existence and role of the moneylending classes in
India during British rule at a rather simple inferential level because their interest
as a group is often referred to in the records of the government. These memorials
offer what is, perhaps, a rare but substantive example of the articulate awareness
of the bania interest vis-a-vis government policy:

To give a few out of numerous instances, in the Estate of Durgabux
Singh of Palamow sub-Division, out of Rs.7,000 principal and
Rs.4,000 interest due on bond to Rami Sahu, only Rs.3,000 without
carrying future interest was allowed by the manager, and his appeal
to the Commissioner was dismissed. Out of Rs.9,000 principal and
Rs.4,000 interest due to Jhowri and Dworka Sahus, only Rs.7,000
was allowed by the manager and appeal to the Commissioner was
dismissed. Out of Rs.4,000 principal on bond besides interest thereon
for 9 years due to Bega Sahu only Rs.3,800 was allowed by manager.
In the Estate of Sheo Sarn Singh of Palamow a decree of Thekoor
Sahu for Rs.3,300 came up with interest to Rs.4,200, but the manager
cut it down to bare Rs.2,800 and disallowed future interest againét
the terms of the decree. The decree holder is now getting at the
rate of bare Rs.450 per annum. Dindial Bharthi of Moradi, the Setti

141 Rey. and Agri., B Progs., Feb. 1883, No.80, National Archives of India.
142 Tbid.
143 Tbid.
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mahajuns Ramscoonder and Rambary, and Koonj Lal Marwari of
Ranchee have lost about a lac of rupees in this way.'*

The plea of the Hindoo Patriot (13 November 1882) on the behalf of ‘innocent
capitalists’ (!) went unheeded.'*

The twentieth century brought with it a number of revolts and movements,
arising from the thorough shaking up that tribal society had received from
British rule in the preceding century. The greatest of them all was the revolt
led by Bisra Munda, or Birsa Bhagwan as he came to be called. It began with
a bow-and-arrow attack on Christians, both native and foreign, emerging from
church services on Christmas Eve 1899. The revolt continued into the first
fortnight of January 1900. The rebels, first anti-Christian, then later only anti-
Saheblok (the British), rallied around Birsa, a young man of 25, a healer and a
prophet but above all a rebel against the Raj. His activities from 1892 till the
revolt, save for three years Birsa spent in jail (1895-98), were strikingly anti-
imperialist albeit without a sustained ideology of nationalism.!*¢ The rebels
who commanded an admittedly patchy loyalty over 400 square miles of hilly
country, were motivated by a primitive consciousness of messianic beliefs in
the context of a nationalism whose base was to become increasingly broader in
the coming decade. According to the biographer of the revolt:

The Munda movement was basically agrarian and defensive. Driven
by an irresistible self-defensive urge, the Mundas had first sought
shelter in Christianity, then broken away from the missions and turned
to Calcutta lawyers, and finally, clashed with the authorities. The
controversy regarding the movement being political or agrarian
emanated from a partial view of it. Contemporary British newspapers
held the agrarian view of the movement which subsequently assumed
a religious character; the Indian newspapers underlined its political
character and characterised the movement as not anti-Zamindar but
anti-missionary and anti-Government, because no Zamindar or Diku
was Killed or maltreated during the uprising. The planned murder
of the Zamindar at Donali which did not take place....was only a
stray case. There was, no doubt, an under-current of hostility against
Dikus; the stress on agrarian factors underlined by prophetic and
other aspects of Birsa’s religion, his prayers and incantations and
the deliberations at the meetings preparatory to the uprising was
unmistakable. But both Birsa and neo-Sardars from 1890-1892

144 Tbid.
145 Tbid.

1% “‘Outbreak of the Mundas in the Ranchi District’ Home Dept. Progs., 326-353,
August 1900, National Archives of India.
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onwards were far more concerned with the British rule that rendered
the tyranny of the Dikus possible. Having done his work among his
people, Birsa would go to the Dikus to persuade them, and if he
failed in his mission to convert them they were to be expelled from
the land. The movement was agrarian in its root, violent in its means
and political in its end. Birsa in his speeches emphasised the agrarian
factors and sought a political solution of the problems facing his
people, i.e. the establishment of Birsaite Raj under the New King
(himself).'

The suppression of the Birsa revolt was followed by a relative calm during
which the settlement operations of the revenue department restored to some
Mundas their khuntkatti and bhuinhari rights as original clearers of the land.
And sporadic violence of the last hundred years gave way to a new development:
the emergence of a tribal moneylending class in Chota Nagpur.'* It was because
of the earlier dominance of the Christians during the Sardari Larai period that
this new phenomenon also moved into institutional channels by 1939 when,
hit by the severe agricultural depression of the 1930s, two separate organisations
were formed: the Sanatan Adibasi Sabha and the Adibasi Sabha.'* The former
was a non-Christian aboriginal association led by Theble Oraons, while the
latter—though it did not exclude non-Christians from membership—was a
Christian one led by Jaipal Singh. It is interesting to note that the leadership of
the Chota Nagpur Kisan Sabha (Peasants Association) was also in Theble Oraon
hands, from its inception in 1931 till 1937."%° the activities of these organisations
must in some way have been connected with those of the Bihar unit of the All-
India Kisan Sabha,'! formed in 1935, although this is not evident from the
details of the workings of the Chota Nagpur Kisan Sabha.

147 Suresh Singh, The Dust-Storm and the Hanging Mist: A Study of Birsa
Munda and His Movement in Chotanagpur (1874-1901), p.191, Calcutta, 1966.

148 For details see the article on this subject by Suresh Singh (ed.),The Tribal
Situation in India, Simla, Indian Institute of Advanced Study, 1972.

149 Cutting from The Indian Nation, 13 July 1939, in File No.Il T 48/40, Land
Rev., Govt. of Bihar, July 1940, Bihar State Archives.

150 For details see: Final Settlement Report Ranchi, p.3—4, 8, 1940; Searchlight,
10 July 1937; and Government of Bihar and Orissa File No.Il T 57/37, Bihar State
Archives.

151 For an account of the Bihar Kisan Sabha, as part of the All-India Kisan
Sabha, see the unpublished Ph.D. thesis: W. Hauser, ‘The Bihar Kisan Sabha: 1929-
1942°, Chicago, 1962.
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The Birsarevolt, the Tana Bhagat movement among the Oraons in 1915,'5
the tribal uprising in neighbouring Sirguja in 1918,'* and the emergence of
such organisations as the Chota Nagpur Unnati Sama;j'>*and the Adibasi and
Kisan Sabhas of the 1930s took Chota Nagpur into an entirely new arena of
political consciousness with class and group relations which were to influence
developments in the post-independence period.

In the precolonial period there appear to have been three major phases of
historical change apart from the early migrations and settlements. The first
remains ambiguous and is associated with the Asura sites. The Oraon presence
has left linguistic indications, but its historical identification is uncertain. The
second change brought in the Nagavamsi dynasty which, with its parallels in
neighbouring regions, ended the isolation of Chota Nagpur. The third phase
introduced the Mughal association as well as an accent on wider pan-Indian
connections and on the land—State nexus. It is clear, however, that the
intermeshing of the land grant continuum with the local cultures had led to an
exploitation of agriculture on an extensive scale even before contact with the
Mughal Kingdom. When Chota Nagpur became part of a colonial society, this
exploitation increased in response to a structurally changing economy. Tribal
cultivators became, for all practical purposes, peasants and land acquired a
commercial value. Pan-Indian stratification cut across Chota Nagpur as well.
While like the rest of agrarian India, landlords and moneylenders characterised
the dominant strata, the region itself was transformed into an economically
depressed area.

152 Settlement Report, p. 4, 1940.

133 Political Department File No.P-5R-3 of 1919, July, Police Progs., 1-10, Bihar
State Archives.

154 Settlement Report, op. cit., p.3.
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SECOND PHASE OF JHARKHAND MOVEMENT
Amit Roy

he second phase of the Jharkhand Movement which began with the decade

of the seventies may very well become a turning point provided the
leadership is spearheaded by Marxist-Leninists The first phase ended with the
treacherous integration of the Jharkhand Party with the Congress by Marang
Gomke [great leader] Jaipal Singh. It was characterised mostly by innocuous
paper struggles for a separate State interspersed with deputations and
demonstrations. As Mr. N.E. Horo, president of the resurrected Jharkhand
Party, admitted, those battles were simply a ‘war of memoranda’. The dividends
came in the elections; the machinations of Jaipal Singh churned out 32 MLAs
in the Bihar Assembly. A separate State appeared as a panacea, but the
theoretical basis and political programmes remained unformulated and vague.
As a result, splits and realignments followed reducing the party strength in the
Bihar Assembly from 28 in 1957 to 20 in 1962. Finally in 1963 it merged with
the Congress.

The interregnum till 1970 saw factions and cleavages among the remaining
Jharkhand leaders. Some revivalist attempts were made before the fourth general
elections, but the movement could not be rejuvenated and split further into at
least a dozen groups in the early 70s, all wedded to Jharkhand nationalism.
Notable among them are Justin Richard’s Hul Jharkhand, Moses Guria’s Birsa
Seva Dal, Binod-Shibu-A.K. Roy’s Jharkhand Mukti Morcha (JMM) and
Jharkhand Party of N.E. Horo. In November 1978 a bizarre conglomeration of
the above parties along with the official CPI(ML), RSP, Muslim League and
Urs Congress, called Jharkhand Prant Samyukta Morcha, was formed soon to
disintegrate on the question of selection of election candidates.

In spite of this bleak picture, the silver lining in the second phase is that
the political movement for a separate Jharkhand State per se has been considered
inadequate. Militant economic struggles against exploitation added a new
dimension to the movement and shifted the focus away from seat-grabbing in
the elections. There has been increasing understanding among the people of
the relevance of century-old political struggles exhibiting unflinching heroism
of the tribal peasants, which struck terror into the hearts of the British

Originally published in Frontier, May 9, 1981
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imperialists. The nature of oppression remains the same even today. As in the
past, the enemies are moneylenders who bleed them white, landlords who
grab their ancestral land, traders who demand extortionate terms in unequal
exchange, contractors who denude their forests, truculent officials who
persecute and harass them. Today’s Jharkhand Movement therefore symbolises
the economic and political aspirations of the Chuar rebellion of 1799, the Santhal
movement of 1855 and the Birsa movement of 1895. In attacking the zamindars-
moneylender-trader-official nexus the movements aimed at restoring the pre-
British order. In many cases forest rules, agricultural taxes and land alienation
were the sore points. Sixty-six per cent of the Santhal families are indebted
and the rate of interest varies between 150 and 600 per cent. The moneylenders
squeeze the Jharkhandi’s last drop of blood. In the first place he loses his lands;
later he becomes a bonded labourer. Land alienation is the biggest tragedy in
his life. His copper, coal, mica, asbestos, iron ore are being taken away. In
return, he is being gradually hounded out from his natural home and placed
under the tutelage of the forest department as wage slave on a paltry sum.
Major power and irrigation projects, big steel plants, heavy engineering factories
and machanised mines have driven him from his well-settled establishment.
Cash compensation has been squandered away by greedy officials. Tribal
women have swelled the ranks of prostitutes in the brothels frequented by the
dikkus (outsiders) of Bokaro Steel Plant.

THE IssuEs

Jharkhand literally means a tract of forests. Out of 35 million inhabitants of
the proposed Jharkhand State [comprising Ranchi, Singhbhum, Palamau,
Giridih, Hazaribagh, Dhanbad, Santhal Parganas in Bihar; Bankura, Midnapore
and Purulia in West Bengal; Keonjhar, Mayurbhanj and Sambalpur in Orissa;
Surguja, Raigarh and Sundargarh in Madhya Pradesh], about half the population
earn their livelihood from their traditional home, the forests. Sal tree is a part
and parcel of the life of Jharkhandis. Everything of a sal tree is used for food
and extraction of oil, etc. The forest officers in league with contractors are
planning teak trees in place of sal. Massive discontent is brewing over this
afforestation policy. Demand for restoration of land is also bringing a large
section of the people in the fold of the movement. Mass demonstrations against
lower wages and eviction from land in new projects are held. For example,
the Koel-Karo river valley project in Ranchi and the Subarnarekha project at
Chandil. According to an estimate, 600,000 people have been uprooted in two
decades.

GENESIS OF STRUGGLE

In view of the militancy the movement has gained in recent years the
Government has pursued a three-pronged policy: terror by deploying CRP,
Bihar Military Police, etc. subversion by influencing vacillating leaders and
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activists: and assimilation by way of autonomous development authorities and
Christian missionaries. Under the banner of the Marxist Coordination
Committee (MCC), Mr. A.K. Roy has been working in the Dhanbad belt. In
the process of struggle he realised that the emancipation of the working class
would be impossible if their struggles were not linked with the oppressed
Jharkhand nationalities. The question of nationalities in the communist
movement never received its due importance and was always treated
perfunctorily. It is being increasingly felt that without solving this question
and bringing it into the mainstream of new democratic revolution, revolution
can never succeed. His other IMM compatriot, Binod Mahato, has been working
among the peasants in the Dhanbad area and Shibu Soren among the Santhals.
The movement launched by JMM generated militancy on restoration of land,
registration of sharecroppers and fight against usury. In many cases, Santhals
have confiscated the land, animals and grain of the mahajans. Another kind of
struggle in which Shibu Soren gave the lead is against drink. The slogan is
kalall toro, Jharkhand chhoro (smash liquor shops, quit Jharkhand). This
movement gained instant popularity for Shibu Soren. JMM gradually gained a
stronghold in Singbhum, Santhal Parganas and Dhanbad. As a result of all this
JMM scored remarkable victories both in elections to the Assembly and
Parliament. But dissensions soon crept in the JMM on basic class issues. The
rightists represented by the tribal elite do not want the movement to take a
militant form. They want it to be bogged down in reformism and pseudo-
militancy in order to catch votes. These elements want to sever relations with
MCC. During the emergency, some of them are alleged to have struck
compromises with Congress(I). During the Bihar Assembly elections Shibu
Soren, JMM secretary, came to an electoral understanding with Congress (I)
which subsequently miscarried due to pressure from JMM cadres. This
fissiparous tendency is present even now, as was evident in a central rally of
IJMM at Purulia.

In this massive gathering JMM leaders repeated the demand for a liberated
Jharkhand, not simply a separate state. To what extent even the CPM is scared
of the Jharkhand Movement is to be seen to be believed. Six battalions of
armed police, as well as regular police, threw a barricade around the meeting.
Castigating the CPM and CPI for branding the movement separatist and
communal, the leaders pointed out the 180-degree volte-face of these parties in
decrying even the right of national self-determination. A.K. Roy went to the
extent of saying that a genuine communist party has to be built up which would
embrace the cause of the oppressed nationalities. The basic issue of the agrarian
question, namely, land to the tillers, has been abandoned by these parties. The
majority of the speakers dwelt on the exploitation in mines and factories, eviction
from land, contractors’ exploitation and cultural oppression. The major target
of attack was the CPM rather than the Centre. Shibu Soren emphasised the
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need to continue the movement against drink and to form their own courts for
resolving all disputes. He did not venture to go beyond these reformist slogans
and no concrete programme emerged from this meeting, thus reflecting the
pulls and pressures in the leadership.

Two days before the Purulia meeting of the JMM, the fifth conference of
the Jharkhand Party under the leadership of N.E. Horo was held at Jhargram.
Horo pointed out that the British broke the traditional Jharkhand society based
on the primitive form of communism and parcelled it to other states. Thus the
movement for a separate Jharkhand is the expression of a long historical struggle.
Jharkhand Party wants to reconsolidate these areas and press the demand for
regional autonomy within the precincts of the Constitution. Some contradictions
have cropped up with JMM on the nature of the movement. The party condemns
the CPM for its narrow Bengali chauvinism and the Congress (I) for its
bourgeois-feudal character, and demands more jobs for Jharkhandis.

CLEAR TRENDS

There are distinctly two clear trends in the Jharkhand Movement, against the
feudal and comprador bourgeois government, and against regional disparity
and national and cultural oppression. The first two decades of the movement
since 1947 were characterised by the second trend. In the past decade quite a
few movements were launched against the ruling class, but were successfully
thwarted and diverted towards parliamentarism and reformism. Communal
elements are bolstered time and again to divide the struggle and blunt its edge.

By and large the movement has not been spearheaded against the ruling
class, but it has been able to rally people sporadically against traders,
moneylenders, forest officials and administration. The State machinery has
perpetrated violence on the Jharkhandis. The Gua massacre in Singhbhum and
people’s armed resistance are the latest example. When the movement turned
violent, the leaders either abandoned it or used it for election purposes.
Experience shows that the quid pro quo has been ministerial portfolio, contracts,
licences, Assembly seats. Generally speaking, the leadership consists mostly
of petty-bourgeois elements with class vacillations resulting in unprincipled
compromises with the ruling class. Even if poor and militant Jharkhandis are
brought into the leadership, the corroding influence of parliamentarism
degenerates them in no time.

The principal weakness of the movement is the absence of Marxist-
Leninist leadership with clear-cut presentation of the problems. Identification
of real enemies and friends is essentially a formidable task. In India there are
nationalities which say that they have been coerced to remain in India, e.g.
Naga, Mizo, Kashmiri, Sikkimese. In this respect the Jharkhand question is
exceptional. Jharkhand is a historically developed stable community with a
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common geographic area, economic cohesion and cultural make-up. It satisfies
all the criteria to suit the Stalinist formulation of a nation. With respect to
language, it can be said that the languages of Jharkhand tribes remained
underdeveloped because of the existence of feudal and even pre-feudal relations
and subsequent suppression by British colonialists and the Indian ruling class.

The aspiration for a liberated Jharkhand has to be given shape guiding it
on to the path of democratic revolution. The theoretical basis of the movement
is the fusion of the fight against national exploitation with that against class
exploitation. Only then will the revolutionary impact of the J harkhand Movement
be felt and the vast working class in the Jharkhand region integrated with the
movement. Such a united front would be able to isolate and defeat divisive and
communal elements.
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