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ABSTRACT 
Tribal movements during British rule were an important 

part of the resistance against colonial exploitation and the 
disruption of traditional tribal life. The expansion of British 
administration, revenue systems, forest regulations, land 
alienation, forced labour, moneylending, and the activities of 
landlords and contractors created significant economic and social 
pressures on tribal communities. In response, tribal groups in 
different parts of India organized movements to defend their land, 
forests, customary rights, cultural traditions, and social autonomy. 
Major movements such as the Santhal Rebellion (1855–56), the 
Munda Ulgulan (1899–1900), the Bhil uprisings, the Kol Rebellion (1831–32), and the Rampa Rebellion 
(1922–24) reflected different regional conditions but shared concerns regarding colonial interference and 
exploitation. Tribal resistance took diverse forms, including armed rebellion, refusal to pay revenue, 
opposition to forest restrictions, and mobilization under traditional or emerging leaders. These movements 
demonstrated the ability of tribal communities to organize collectively and challenge colonial authority. This 
study examines the causes, nature, leadership, regional characteristics, and consequences of tribal movements 
during British rule and highlights their contribution to the broader history of resistance to colonial rule in 
India. 
 
KEYWORDS: Tribal Movements, British Rule, Tribal Resistance, Colonialism, Land Alienation, Forest Rights, 
Revenue System, Moneylenders, Santhal Rebellion, Munda Ulgulan, Bhil Movements, Kol Rebellion. 
 
INTRODUCTION 

Tribal movements during British rule constitute an important aspect of the history of resistance to 
colonialism in India. Tribal communities had traditionally maintained distinctive social, economic, cultural, 
and political institutions and depended heavily on forests, land, shifting cultivation, pastoral activities, and 
local resources for their livelihood. The expansion of British colonial administration gradually brought 
these communities under new systems of land revenue, forest management, taxation, policing, and legal 
administration. These changes affected traditional rights and institutions and contributed to growing 
tensions in many tribal regions.  
 British forest policies restricted access to forests and regulated the collection of forest produce, 
hunting, grazing, and cultivation. At the same time, the introduction or expansion of revenue settlements 
and private landownership contributed to land alienation in several areas. Moneylenders, landlords, 
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traders, contractors, and other intermediaries often became important sources of economic pressure. 
Indebtedness, forced labour, displacement, and restrictions on customary practices further intensified 
dissatisfaction among tribal populations. The effects varied considerably across regions and communities. 
 Tribal resistance emerged in different forms and at different periods. The Kol Rebellion of 1831–32, 
Santhal Rebellion of 1855–56, and Munda Ulgulan led by Birsa Munda in 1899–1900 are among the major 
examples. In western and central India, Bhil resistance challenged colonial authority and external 
interference, while the Rampa Rebellion of 1922–24 in the Godavari region was closely associated with 
opposition to colonial forest policies and administrative practices. These movements were shaped by local 
circumstances, traditional institutions, religious beliefs, community leadership, and changing economic 
conditions. The leadership of tribal movements also reflected the social and cultural structures of the 
communities involved. Leaders such as Sidhu and Kanhu among the Santhals and Birsa Munda among the 
Mundas mobilized people around issues of land, customary rights, social identity, and resistance to colonial 
authority. Some movements were primarily directed against local exploitation, while others developed into 
broader challenges to British administration. 
 The study of tribal movements is significant because it broadens the understanding of Indian 
resistance to British rule beyond major urban and nationalist political organizations. These movements 
demonstrate that tribal communities actively responded to colonial policies and sought to protect their 
economic resources, social institutions, cultural traditions, and political autonomy. An examination of their 
causes, leadership, methods, regional variations, and consequences provides a deeper understanding of the 
complex relationship between colonial rule and tribal society in India. 
 
AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
Aim: 
 The main aim of this study is to examine the nature, causes, development, leadership, and historical 
significance of tribal movements during British rule in India. 
 
Objectives: 
1. To study the historical background of tribal communities during British rule. 
2. To examine the major causes responsible for the emergence of tribal movements. 
3. To analyze the impact of British land revenue and forest policies on tribal communities. 
4. To study the role of landlords, moneylenders, traders, contractors, and other intermediaries in tribal 

exploitation. 
5. To examine major tribal movements such as the Kol Rebellion, Santhal Rebellion, Munda Ulgulan, Bhil 

movements, and Rampa Rebellion. 
6. To study the role and contribution of important tribal leaders in organizing resistance. 
7. To understand the social, economic, cultural, and political dimensions of tribal resistance. 
8. To examine the methods and forms of protest adopted by different tribal communities. 
9. To analyze the consequences of tribal movements and the responses of the British administration. 
10. To assess the significance of tribal movements in the broader history of resistance to colonial rule in 

India. 
 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 The study of tribal movements during British rule has received considerable attention from 
historians, sociologists, and anthropologists. Scholarly literature has examined tribal resistance from social, 
economic, political, cultural, and ecological perspectives. Ranjit Guha, in Elementary Aspects of Peasant 
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Insurgency in Colonial India, examined the nature of popular resistance under colonial rule and provided 
an important framework for understanding collective action among subordinated rural communities. His 
approach emphasizes the independent political consciousness of marginalized groups. 
 K. S. Singh, in Tribal Movements in India, provided a comprehensive examination of tribal 
movements across different regions and historical periods. The work discusses the causes, leadership, 
organization, and consequences of tribal resistance and highlights regional variations in tribal movements. 
David Hardiman, in The Coming of the Devi: Adivasi Assertion in Western India, examined tribal 
mobilization in western India and connected tribal resistance with changing economic and administrative 
conditions under colonialism. His work is particularly useful for understanding the relationship between 
tribal communities, colonial institutions, and local intermediaries. S. C. Roy's anthropological writings on 
tribal communities contributed to an understanding of tribal social organization, customary institutions, 
religious beliefs, and cultural practices. Such studies provide important background for interpreting the 
social foundations of tribal resistance. 
 Verrier Elwin made significant contributions to the study of tribal society, culture, religion, and 
social organization in India. His writings provide ethnographic perspectives that help explain the 
distinctive cultural and institutional contexts within which tribal movements developed. R. C. Majumdar 
and other historians have discussed tribal uprisings within the broader history of resistance to British rule. 
Their works provide chronological accounts of important movements and place tribal rebellions within the 
political history of colonial India. 
 The literature on the Santhal Rebellion of 1855–56 has emphasized land alienation, indebtedness, 
exploitation by intermediaries, and colonial administrative intervention as important factors. Studies of the 
Munda Ulgulan of 1899–1900 have particularly focused on Birsa Munda, the khuntkatti land system, 
religious reform, and resistance to external control. Research on the Bhil movements and the Rampa 
Rebellion of 1922–24 demonstrates that tribal resistance differed according to local ecological, economic, 
and administrative circumstances. These studies also show the importance of forest regulations, 
restrictions on customary rights, and changes in local authority structures. 
 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 This study adopts a historical and analytical research methodology to examine tribal movements 
during British rule in India. The study is primarily based on qualitative analysis of historical evidence 
related to the causes, nature, leadership, organization, and consequences of tribal resistance. Primary 
sources such as British administrative reports, government records, revenue documents, forest department 
reports, contemporary accounts, official correspondence, census reports, and writings of participants and 
observers are used wherever available. Secondary sources include books, research articles, scholarly 
studies, historical works, and published research on tribal society and colonial India.  
 The study uses the descriptive, analytical, comparative, and interpretative methods of historical 
research to examine major movements such as the Kol Rebellion, Santhal Rebellion, Munda Ulgulan, Bhil 
movements, and Rampa Rebellion. A comparative approach is employed to identify similarities and 
differences in their causes, leadership, objectives, methods of resistance, and responses of the colonial 
administration. The collected information is organized chronologically and thematically, critically 
evaluated, and interpreted within the broader social, economic, political, cultural, and environmental 
context of British colonialism. The methodology also emphasizes source criticism by considering the origin, 
purpose, reliability, and limitations of historical records. 
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STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 
 The establishment and expansion of British rule in India brought significant changes to the 
traditional social, economic, political, and cultural life of tribal communities. Colonial land revenue systems, 
forest regulations, restrictions on customary rights, expansion of administrative institutions, and the 
growing influence of landlords, moneylenders, traders, and contractors affected tribal livelihoods in 
different regions. These developments contributed to land alienation, indebtedness, economic exploitation, 
displacement, and restrictions on access to forest resources. 
 In response to these changing conditions, tribal communities organized various forms of resistance 
against colonial authority and local intermediaries. Movements such as the Kol Rebellion, Santhal 
Rebellion, Munda Ulgulan, Bhil movements, and Rampa Rebellion emerged in different historical and 
geographical contexts. However, these movements differed in their causes, leadership, objectives, 
organization, methods, and relationships with colonial administration. 
 The central problem of this study is therefore to understand why tribal movements emerged during 
British rule, how tribal communities organized resistance, what factors influenced their development, and 
what consequences these movements had for tribal society and colonial administration. The study also 
seeks to examine the place of tribal resistance within the wider history of opposition to British colonial rule 
in India. A systematic study of these issues is necessary to understand the historical experiences of tribal 
communities and the diverse forms of resistance that developed under colonial conditions. 
 
NEED OF STUDY 
 The study of tribal movements during British rule is important for understanding the diverse forms 
of resistance that developed against colonial rule in India. Tribal communities experienced significant 
changes in their traditional economic, social, political, and cultural systems as a result of colonial policies 
and the activities of external intermediaries. Examining these changes helps explain the historical 
circumstances that encouraged tribal communities to organize collective resistance. The study is needed to 
understand the impact of land revenue policies, forest regulations, land alienation, indebtedness, forced 
labour, taxation, and restrictions on customary rights on tribal livelihoods. It also helps examine how 
colonial administrative and economic institutions transformed traditional relationships between tribal 
communities and their land and forest resources. 
 A systematic study is also necessary to understand the role of tribal leaders and community 
institutions in mobilizing resistance. Movements associated with figures such as Birsa Munda and the 
leaders of the Santhal Rebellion demonstrate the importance of leadership, collective identity, customary 
institutions, and cultural beliefs in tribal mobilization. The study further helps compare different tribal 
movements across regions. The causes and forms of the Kol, Santhal, Bhil, Munda, and Rampa movements 
were not identical. A comparative examination can therefore reveal both common patterns and important 
regional differences in tribal resistance. 
 Another important need is to place tribal movements within the broader history of Indian 
resistance to British rule. Tribal communities were active participants in challenging colonial authority, 
and their experiences provide a wider perspective on the nature of colonialism and popular resistance. 
 Finally, the study contributes to a better understanding of the historical development of tribal 
identity, land and forest rights, social organization, and cultural autonomy. It can also provide a foundation 
for further historical and interdisciplinary research on tribal society, colonial policies, and resistance 
movements in India. 
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FURTHER SUGGESTIONS FOR RESEARCH 
 Further research on tribal movements during British rule should focus on the regional and 
historical diversity of tribal resistance across India. Greater attention can be given to the participation of 
tribal women, the role of traditional leadership, community institutions, religious beliefs, and cultural 
practices in mobilization. Research may also examine the relationship between colonial forest policies, land 
revenue systems, land alienation, indebtedness, taxation, forced labour, and the emergence of tribal 
resistance. The use of district-level administrative records, revenue documents, forest reports, census data, 
court records, newspapers, oral traditions, folk songs, and community narratives can provide additional 
historical evidence.  
 Comparative studies of movements such as the Kol Rebellion, Santhal Rebellion, Bhil movements, 
Munda Ulgulan, and Rampa Rebellion can help identify both common patterns and regional differences. 
Further investigation is also required into the long-term effects of these movements on tribal land rights, 
social organization, cultural identity, political participation, and post-independence tribal policies. 
Interdisciplinary research involving history, sociology, anthropology, economics, political science, and 
environmental studies can contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of tribal resistance during 
colonial India. 
 
SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS 
 The scope of this study covers the major tribal movements that emerged in different parts of India 
during British rule, with particular attention to their historical background, causes, leadership, objectives, 
organization, methods of resistance, and consequences. The study examines the impact of colonial land 
revenue policies, forest regulations, land alienation, indebtedness, taxation, forced labour, and 
administrative changes on tribal communities. 
 Major movements such as the Kol Rebellion, Santhal Rebellion, Bhil movements, Munda Ulgulan, 
and Rampa Rebellion are considered within their respective regional and historical contexts. The study also 
examines the social, economic, political, cultural, and environmental dimensions of tribal resistance and its 
place within the broader history of opposition to colonial rule. 
 The study has certain limitations. The availability and reliability of historical sources vary across 
regions and movements. Many surviving records were produced by British officials and may reflect the 
administrative perspective of the colonial government. Oral traditions, folk narratives, and community 
memories can provide valuable alternative perspectives, but their historical interpretation may present 
methodological challenges.  
 The large geographical and chronological scope of tribal resistance makes it difficult to examine 
every tribal community and every local uprising in equal detail. The study therefore concentrates on 
selected major movements and representative historical developments. Differences in regional conditions, 
tribal social structures, and colonial policies also limit direct comparisons between movements. These 
limitations are considered while interpreting the available evidence. 
 
FINDINGS 
 The study finds that tribal movements during British rule emerged largely in response to changes in 
traditional tribal life caused by colonial administrative, economic, and forest policies. Land revenue 
settlements, restrictions on customary forest use, land alienation, indebtedness, taxation, forced labour, 
and the activities of landlords, moneylenders, traders, and contractors created conditions of social and 
economic tension in several tribal regions. The study finds that tribal resistance was regional and diverse in 
character. The Kol Rebellion, Santhal Rebellion, Bhil movements, Munda Ulgulan, and Rampa Rebellion 
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developed under different local circumstances. Their immediate causes, leadership structures, objectives, 
and methods of resistance were not identical, although protection of land, livelihood, customary rights, and 
community autonomy was an important concern in many movements. 
 The findings indicate that tribal leaders played a significant role in mobilizing communities. 
Leadership often combined traditional authority, social organization, religious beliefs, and political 
resistance. Leaders such as Birsa Munda and the Santhal leaders Sidhu and Kanhu helped transform local 
grievances into organized collective action. The study also finds that land and forest resources were central 
to many tribal struggles. Changes in ownership, revenue administration, forest regulations, and access to 
natural resources affected traditional livelihood systems and became important sources of conflict between 
tribal communities and colonial authorities. 
 Another finding is that tribal movements employed multiple forms of resistance, including armed 
rebellion, refusal to pay revenue, opposition to officials and intermediaries, attacks on symbols of colonial 
authority, and collective mobilization. The intensity and duration of resistance varied according to local 
conditions and the response of the colonial administration. The study further finds that British authorities 
responded through a combination of military action, arrests, legal measures, administrative reforms, and 
changes in policies in certain affected regions. Some movements resulted in administrative investigations 
or modifications of particular practices, although colonial control continued. 
 Finally, the study establishes that tribal movements form an important part of the broader history 
of resistance to British rule in India. They demonstrate that tribal communities were active historical 
participants who responded collectively to threats to their land, livelihood, social institutions, cultural 
practices, and customary rights. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 The discussion of tribal movements during British rule demonstrates that tribal resistance 
developed as a response to major changes in the traditional economic, social, political, and cultural 
organization of tribal communities. The expansion of colonial administration introduced new systems of 
land revenue, forest management, taxation, policing, and legal authority. These changes often conflicted 
with customary practices and contributed to tensions between tribal communities and colonial institutions. 
A significant aspect of these movements was the issue of land and livelihood. Tribal communities in many 
regions depended on land, forests, shifting cultivation, grazing, and collection of forest produce. 
Restrictions imposed through colonial forest policies and changes in land administration affected these 
traditional sources of livelihood. The increasing influence of landlords, moneylenders, traders, and 
contractors also contributed to indebtedness and land alienation. Consequently, economic grievances 
became an important basis for collective resistance. 
 The major tribal movements reveal considerable regional diversity. The Kol Rebellion, Santhal 
Rebellion, Bhil resistance, Munda Ulgulan, and Rampa Rebellion did not follow a single pattern. Their 
emergence was influenced by specific local economic conditions, administrative arrangements, customary 
institutions, and community structures. This regional variation indicates that tribal resistance should be 
studied within its particular historical and geographical context rather than treated as one uniform 
movement. Leadership was another important dimension. Tribal leaders mobilized communities through 
existing social networks, traditional authority, religious beliefs, and shared cultural identity. In some 
movements, religious or social reform ideas became closely connected with resistance to colonial authority. 
The role of leaders such as Birsa Munda and Sidhu and Kanhu demonstrates how community leadership 
could transform local grievances into organized collective action. 
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 The movements also demonstrate the importance of collective identity and customary rights. 
Resistance was not limited to economic issues alone. Protection of community institutions, cultural 
traditions, religious practices, social autonomy, and customary relationships with land and forests also 
influenced tribal mobilization. Thus, tribal movements had interconnected economic, social, cultural, and 
political dimensions. The methods of resistance varied from peaceful non-cooperation and refusal to 
comply with colonial demands to armed confrontation. British authorities generally attempted to suppress 
major uprisings through military and administrative measures. In some regions, however, resistance 
resulted in investigations, administrative changes, or modifications in particular policies. The varying 
responses indicate the complex relationship between tribal communities and colonial administration. 
 Overall, the discussion shows that tribal movements were an important component of the history of 
colonial India. They reflected the efforts of tribal communities to respond to disruptions in their 
livelihoods, customary institutions, and social organization. Their study provides a broader understanding 
of the nature of colonial expansion and the diverse forms of resistance that developed across India. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 Tribal movements during British rule constitute an important chapter in the history of colonial 
India. The study demonstrates that the expansion of British administration brought significant changes to 
tribal landholding, forest use, revenue practices, traditional occupations, and community institutions. Land 
alienation, indebtedness, taxation, restrictions on forest resources, forced labour, and the activities of 
intermediaries contributed to grievances among tribal communities in different regions. 
 The study shows that tribal resistance was not a single, uniform phenomenon. Movements such as 
the Kol Rebellion, Santhal Rebellion, Bhil movements, Munda Ulgulan, and Rampa Rebellion developed in 
different geographical and historical circumstances. Their immediate causes and forms of organization 
varied, but many were connected with the protection of land, livelihood, customary rights, cultural 
practices, and community autonomy. 
 Tribal leadership and collective organization played significant roles in these movements. 
Traditional institutions, community networks, religious beliefs, and cultural identity often provided 
important foundations for mobilization. Although many movements were suppressed by colonial 
authorities, they demonstrated the capacity of tribal communities to organize and challenge policies that 
affected their lives and resources. 
 The study concludes that tribal movements should be understood as significant expressions of 
resistance to colonial transformation. They broaden the historical understanding of the Indian response to 
British rule by highlighting the experiences and agency of communities whose resistance was frequently 
rooted in local social, economic, ecological, and cultural conditions. Their historical legacy remains 
important for understanding the development of debates concerning tribal identity, land rights, forest 
rights, and social justice in India. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 The study recommends that tribal movements during British rule should receive greater attention 
in historical research and education so that the experiences of tribal communities are appropriately 
represented in the study of Indian history. Historical research should make greater use of regional archival 
records, administrative documents, revenue reports, forest records, newspapers, oral traditions, folk songs, 
and community narratives to develop a broader understanding of tribal resistance.  
 There is a need for more comparative studies of major tribal movements to identify their regional 
characteristics, causes, leadership patterns, forms of resistance, and consequences. Researchers should also 



  
TRIBAL MOVEMENTS DURING BRITISH RULE                                                                                         Volume - 13 | Issue - 3 | September – 2023 

___________________________________________________________________________________  

 
 

Available online at www.lbp.world 
8 

 
 

 

examine the participation of tribal women, traditional community institutions, religious beliefs, and 
cultural practices in these movements. Greater attention should be given to the relationship between 
colonial land policies, forest regulations, economic exploitation, and tribal resistance. 
 Educational institutions can incorporate regional tribal movements into history curricula and 
encourage students to study local sources and oral histories. Museums, archives, libraries, and cultural 
institutions should preserve documents, traditions, and historical materials relating to tribal resistance. 
Interdisciplinary research involving history, sociology, anthropology, political science, economics, and 
environmental studies should be encouraged to provide a broader interpretation of tribal movements. 
 Finally, the historical study of tribal resistance should recognize the diversity of tribal experiences 
and avoid treating all movements as identical. Greater documentation of local histories and community 
perspectives can contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of tribal contributions to the history 
of resistance against colonial rule in India. 
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