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Abstract 

Birsa Munda (1875–1900) represents one of the most dynamic figures in the history of tribal resistance in India. At the turn of 

the 20th century, he mobilized the marginalized tribal population of Chotanagpur against colonial exploitation, cultural 

alienation, and social inequality. His Ulgulan (Great Tumult) was not merely a rebellion against oppressive structures but also 

a movement of socio-cultural renaissance, advocating for land rights, religious purity, moral discipline, and gender equality. 

Unlike mainstream reformers, Birsa integrated indigenous spirituality with political activism, offering a holistic framework for 

empowerment. This paper provides an in-depth analysis of his contributions, situating them within the theoretical perspectives 

of Subaltern Studies, Postcolonial Theory, and Feminist Anthropology. The discussion extends beyond historical significance, 

highlighting his relevance in contemporary debates on tribal rights, gender justice, and inclusive education in light of the 

National Education Policy (NEP) 2020. 
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Introduction 

The history of Indian freedom struggle is often narrated 

through the contributions of mainstream nationalist leaders. 

However, tribal resistance has remained a critical yet 

underexplored dimension of India’s anti-colonial narrative. 

Among the tribal leaders, Birsa Munda occupies a unique 

position as both a freedom fighter and a social reformer. 

Born in 1875 in Ulihatu (present-day Jharkhand), Birsa 

grew up in a context marked by economic exploitation, 

missionary influence, and disintegration of tribal culture. 

His leadership of the Ulgulan in the late 1890s challenged 

colonial land policies, the feudal zamindari system, and 

missionary conversions. Yet, Birsa was more than a rebel; 

he was a reformer who sought to restore dignity to tribal 

women, redefine spiritual practices, and instill pride in tribal 

identity. This dual role—of revolutionary and reformer—

makes Birsa Munda an extraordinary figure whose legacy 

continues to resonate in postcolonial and feminist 

discourses. 

 

Literature Review 

1. Historical Accounts 

Historians such as Ranajit Guha (1983) [2] place Birsa’s 

movement within the framework of peasant and tribal 

insurgency. S. Sen (1994) [6] emphasized the unique blend of 

spiritual leadership and political mobilization that set Birsa 

apart. 

 

2. Anthropological Perspectives 

Anthropologists like Virginius Xaxa (1999) [9] and A. Shah 

(2007) [7] argue that Birsa’s revolt was a response not only to 

economic marginalization but also to cultural alienation. His 

movement created a strong sense of tribal consciousness and 

collective identity. 

 

3. Feminist and Gender Studies 

Chandra Talpade Mohanty (2003) [3] and Sherry Ortner 

(1996) [4] provide frameworks to interpret Birsa’s reforms as 

early indigenous feminist interventions. His advocacy 

against polygamy, alcoholism, and exploitation of women 

distinguished him from both colonial and indigenous 

patriarchal systems. 

 

4. Postcolonial Interpretations 

Edward Said’s (1978) [5] critique of colonial discourse and 

Homi Bhabha’s (1994) [1] notions of hybridity offer tools to 

understand Birsa’s rejection of missionary cultural 

dominance and his construction of an indigenous counter-

narrative. 

This interdisciplinary literature underscores Birsa as not 

merely a figure of resistance but as an architect of social 

reform and cultural revival. 

 

Socio-Political Background of Birsa Munda’s 

Leadership 

1. Colonial Land Policies and Tribal Displacement 

Colonial economic policies disrupted traditional Khuntkatti 

landholding systems. The introduction of the Permanent 

Settlement and later laws empowered zamindars and 

moneylenders, dispossessing tribals from ancestral lands. 

This dispossession forced many into bonded labor and 

migration, severing ties with their cultural and ecological 

roots. 
 

2. Missionary Activity and Cultural Intrusion 

Christian missionaries entered Chotanagpur in the 19th 

century, setting up schools and churches. While they 

provided literacy and education, they also delegitimized 

tribal spiritual systems. Conversions caused rifts within 

families and communities, producing cultural dislocation. 
 

3. Socio-Economic Marginalization 

The dual exploitation by colonial authorities and dikus 

reduced tribals to marginal laborers. Practices such as beth 

begari highlighted the institutionalized exploitation. Women 

bore the brunt of patriarchal oppression, making gender 

justice a pressing concern in Birsa’s reforms. 
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The Ulgulan Movement and Tribal Upliftment 

1. The Call for Ulgulan 

The Ulgulan (1899–1900) was a mass uprising aimed at 

reclaiming tribal rights over land, forest, and culture. It 

rejected both colonial structures and the exploitation by 

local landlords. Birsa’s leadership combined political 

demands with spiritual renewal, making it both a rebellion 

and a reform movement. 

 

2. Methods of Mobilization 

Birsa utilized traditional communication channels—songs, 

folklore, and assemblies—to mobilize masses. His charisma 

as Dharti Abba (Father of the Earth) gave him legitimacy as 

both a religious leader and political guide. 

 

3. Suppression and Aftermath 

Though brutally suppressed in 1900, the movement 

compelled the colonial administration to pass the 

Chotanagpur Tenancy Act (1908), which restricted land 

transfers to non-tribals. This was a landmark in legal 

recognition of tribal rights. 

 

Birsa Munda and Gender Equality 

1. Challenging Patriarchal Practices 

Birsa condemned practices such as polygamy, wife 

desertion, and alcoholism, identifying them as key sources 

of women’s oppression. His reforms aimed at establishing 

monogamy and mutual respect. 

 

2. Women in the Birsait Religion 

Women played equal roles in Birsa’s religious community, 

symbolizing spiritual and social equality. By elevating 

women’s role in religious practices, Birsa challenged both 

tribal patriarchy and colonial gender hierarchies. 

 

3. Indigenous Feminist Praxis 

Birsa’s reforms align with indigenous feminist frameworks 

where women are seen as custodians of culture, morality, 

and resistance. His vision prefigures contemporary feminist 

anthropology that values indigenous gender systems. 

 

Religious and Cultural Reforms 

1. Opposition to Missionary Conversions 

Birsa strongly resisted the narrative of tribal inferiority. His 

emphasis on ethical conduct and revival of tribal spirituality 

created a counter-hegemonic discourse against missionary 

dominance. 

 

2. The Birsait Faith 

His reformist faith, popularly known as the Birsait religion, 

emphasized worship of Sing Bonga (Supreme God), 

rejection of animal sacrifice, and moral discipline. This 

created a unifying spiritual framework. 

 

3. Cultural Renaissance 

Birsa encouraged the revival of traditional festivals, dances, 

and attire. His reforms generated a collective pride, which 

scholars interpret as an indigenous cultural renaissance. 

 

Legacy and Contemporary Relevance 

1. Political and Legal Legacy 

Birsa’s movement laid the foundation for legal protections 

like the Chotanagpur Tenancy Act (1908) and resonates in 

later legislations such as the Forest Rights Act (2006). 

2. National Recognition 

He is honored as a national hero: his portrait adorns 

Parliament, institutions bear his name, and 15 November is 

celebrated as Jharkhand Foundation Day. 
 

3. Feminist and Tribal Movements 

Birsa’s emphasis on gender justice informs tribal women’s 

movements today. His model of integrating social reform 

with political struggle inspires contemporary indigenous 

activism. 
 

4. Relevance in NEP 2020 and Tribal Education 

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020, with its focus 

on inclusivity, local knowledge, and mother-tongue 

instruction, reflects Birsa’s vision. His emphasis on 

indigenous spirituality and moral education resonates with 

current debates on decolonizing curricula. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 Subaltern Studies: Birsa exemplifies the voice of the 

marginalized, articulating grievances that mainstream 

nationalism ignored. 
 

 Postcolonial Theory: His resistance critiques colonial 

cultural domination, asserting indigenous 

epistemologies. 
 

 Feminist Anthropology: His reforms for women’s 

dignity situate him as a precursor to indigenous feminist 

thought. 
 

Conclusion 
Birsa Munda’s short life and revolutionary role represent a 

convergence of politics, culture, and gender justice. He was 

not merely a tribal insurgent but a visionary who articulated 

a comprehensive model of empowerment. His struggle for 

land rights, religious reforms, and women’s dignity created 

a paradigm shift in tribal society. 

In contemporary India, his legacy resonates in tribal rights 

movements, feminist discourses, and educational reforms. 

Birsa Munda remains not only a tribal icon but also a global 

symbol of indigenous resistance, social reform, and gender 

equality. 
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