
Major Civil and Tribal Uprisings in Eastern India

Description

The arrival of the British East India Company in India marked a profound shift in the political and
economic landscape. After consolidating power, particularly following the Battle of Plassey in 1757, the
Company began implementing administrative and revenue policies that fundamentally altered traditional
social and economic structures. This new system, driven by profit motives and a lack of understanding
of local customs, caused immense distress among various sections of the Indian population.

The impact was felt acutely in Eastern India, encompassing regions like Bengal, Bihar, Orissa, and
parts of the Northeast. Here, the Companyâ??s revenue demands became oppressive, leading to
widespread impoverishment of peasants and the breakdown of established land relations. Traditional
leaders and tribal communities, whose autonomy and way of life were directly threatened, found
themselves increasingly alienated and exploited.

It was this growing discontent that fueled a series of civil and tribal uprisings throughout the late 18th
and 19th centuries. These were not isolated incidents but rather a continuous chain of resistance
against the imposition of colonial rule and its disruptive policies. Understanding these early revolts is
essential to grasp the complex dynamics of British expansion and the diverse responses it evoked from
the Indian populace.

Context of Resistance: Causes of Early Uprisings

The root causes of these early uprisings in Eastern India were multifaceted, stemming directly from the
intrusive and exploitative nature of British colonial rule. Foremost among these was the drastic change
in land revenue administration. The Permanent Settlement, introduced in Bengal in 1793, created a
new class of zamindars who often acted as intermediaries for the Company, enforcing exorbitant
revenue demands. This system dispossessed many traditional landholders and reduced peasants to
mere tenants, often evicted for non-payment. The fixed high revenue demand, irrespective of crop yield,
pushed cultivators into poverty and debt.

Economic exploitation extended beyond land revenue. British policies deliberately undermined
traditional Indian industries, particularly weaving and handicrafts, in favor of British manufactured
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goods. This led to de-industrialization and widespread unemployment, forcing a larger population to
depend solely on agriculture, which was already under immense strain. The Companyâ??s trade
monopolies, imposition of new taxes, and forced cultivation of cash crops further destabilized local
economies.

For tribal communities, the threat was even more existential. The British administrative framework did
not recognize their traditional rights over forest lands and resources. Forests, which were central to
their livelihood and cultural identity, were declared state property. Outsiders, referred to as
â??Dikusâ?? by tribals, including moneylenders, traders, and Company agents, infiltrated tribal areas,
grabbing land, extracting labor, and exploiting their resources, often with the tacit support of the colonial
administration. This direct assault on their common land systems, like the â??Khuntkattiâ?? system
among the Mundas, disrupted their communal ownership and self-sufficiency.

Social and religious interference also played a part. While not always the primary trigger, the perceived
disrespect for local customs and religious practices by Christian missionaries, who often followed the
Companyâ??s expansion, added to the resentment. The justice system introduced by the British was
alien and inaccessible to the common people, often favoring the wealthy and the Companyâ??s
interests. The imposition of new laws and administrative structures, which did not account for local
traditions and self-governance, contributed to a sense of alienation and injustice. These combined
pressures created fertile ground for widespread discontent and resistance.

Early Civil Disturbances in Bengal and Orissa

The regions of Bengal and Orissa witnessed some of the earliest and most significant civil disturbances
against British rule. These revolts were often characterized by the participation of dispossessed
zamindars, landless peasants, and religious ascetics who felt marginalized by the new order.

Sanyasi Revolt (1770s-1800s)

The Sanyasi Revolt emerged in Bengal in the wake of the devastating famine of 1770, which decimated
the population and crippled the economy. A group of wandering Hindu ascetics, the Sanyasis, and
Muslim fakirs, who traditionally visited holy places and collected alms, found their movements and
rights restricted by Company regulations. The Company viewed them as vagrants and robbers,
especially as they often carried arms and levied contributions from zamindars and peasants. This point
needs attention: their resistance was not merely spiritual but also a direct challenge to the
Companyâ??s authority over public movement and local resource extraction. They attacked Company
factories, treasuries, and even small detachments of Company forces. Leaders like Majnu Shah,
Bhawani Pathak, and Devi Chaudhurani gained prominence. Warren Hastings, the then Governor-
General, eventually suppressed the revolt through prolonged military campaigns, but it highlighted the
deep-seated resentment against the Companyâ??s policies.

Chuar Rising (1766-1772, 1795-1816)

The Chuar Rising took place in the jungle mahal areas of Midnapur district in Bengal. The Chuars were
largely indigenous inhabitants who served as paiks (hereditary policemen and soldiers) under local
zamindars, receiving rent-free land (jagirs) for their services. With the advent of British rule, the
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Permanent Settlement led to the resumption of these jagirs, dispossessing the Chuars and increasing
revenue demands on their zamindars. This economic distress, coupled with the imposition of new taxes
and administrative changes, fueled their anger. The first phase, led by figures like Jagannath Dhal,
erupted in 1766 and continued until 1772. A more intense second phase occurred from 1795 to 1816,
often involving widespread disturbances and attacks on Company properties. This revolt showed the
immediate local impact of land revenue changes.

Pagal Panthis (1825-1840s)

The Pagal Panthis were a semi-religious sect, founded by Karam Shah, in the Hajo district of Northern
Bengal. His son, Tipu Shah, transformed the sect into a movement against the oppressive policies of
the zamindars, who were instruments of British revenue collection. The movement advocated for the
rights of tenants against exorbitant rents and illegal cesses imposed by landlords. Tipu Shah led the
peasants in armed rebellion, establishing a parallel administration and ensuring fair distribution of land
and produce for a brief period. They aimed to establish a kingdom of justice. The British eventually
suppressed the Pagal Panthis through military action, but their agitation laid bare the deep agrarian
discontent prevalent in the region.

Faraizis Revolt (1838-1857)

The Faraizis were a Muslim sect founded by Haji Shariatullah in Eastern Bengal, who advocated for the
return to fundamental principles of Islam and criticized the un-Islamic practices prevalent among
Muslims. His son, Dadu Mian, gave the movement a strong socio-economic dimension. He organized
the Faraizis against the Hindu zamindars and British indigo planters who were exploiting the peasantry.
Dadu Mian declared that all land belonged to God and that no one had the right to levy taxes on it. He
forbade peasants from paying rent to landlords and resisted the forced cultivation of indigo. His
influence spread rapidly across eastern Bengal, and he even established a system of village courts and
a private army. The Faraizis Revolt represented a significant agrarian struggle with a religious overlay,
directly challenging both indigenous oppressors and the colonial economic structure, continuing up to
the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857.

Paiksâ?? Rebellion (1804-1806, and especially 1817)

The Paiks were the traditional land-owning militia of Orissa, holding rent-free lands for their military
service to the Raja of Khurda. When the British conquered Orissa in 1803, they disarmed the Paiks and
resumed their service lands. This, combined with the introduction of a new currency, salt monopoly, and
exploitative revenue collection, led to widespread resentment. The British annexation of Khurda and the
removal of the Raja further inflamed tensions. The most significant uprising, often called the Paika
Bidroha, occurred in 1817, led by Baxi Jagbandhu Bidyadhar Mohapatra Bhramarbar Rai, the military
chief of the Raja of Khurda. The Paiks, along with other dispossessed sections of society, attacked
British installations, seized the Puri temple, and declared the Raja as their ruler. The British struggled to
suppress the rebellion, which was a formidable challenge to their authority, lasting for over a year
before Jagbandhu was captured and the revolt crushed. This point needs attention: it was not just a
peasant revolt but one led by a traditional military class dispossessed of its hereditary rights and
livelihood.
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Tribal Rebellions over Land and Livelihood

Tribal communities, with their distinct social structures and communal land ownership, faced an even
more drastic disruption from British policies. Their resistance movements were often fierce, rooted in
the defense of their ancestral lands and way of life against external intrusion.

Ho and Kol Risings (1820s-1830s)

The Ho and Kol tribes inhabited the Chota Nagpur plateau, a region rich in minerals and forests. Their
traditional system of governance and communal land ownership was largely intact until British
incursions. The introduction of outsiders (â??Dikusâ??) â?? moneylenders, traders, and administrative
officials â?? led to land transfers from tribal hands to non-tribals, often through fraudulent means. This
erosion of their land rights, coupled with new taxes on forest produce and forced labor (bondsmen),
provoked widespread anger. The Kol Rising, occurring primarily between 1831 and 1832, was a
significant tribal revolt. Led by Budhu Bhagat, among others, the Kols openly rebelled against the
Company and its agents. They attacked and plundered non-tribal villages, especially those of the
â??Dikusâ??, and declared their intention to drive out all outsiders. The British had to deploy a large
military force to suppress the uprising, which was characterized by its widespread nature and
determination. The Ho tribes also resisted British attempts to control their territory in the early 1820s.

Santhal Rising (1855-1856)

The Santhal tribe, inhabiting the Damin-i-Koh area between Bhagalpur and Rajmahal hills, had cleared
forests and established a thriving agricultural community. However, they too fell prey to exploitation by
â??Dikusâ?? â?? moneylenders, zamindars, and Company officials. These outsiders charged
exorbitant interest rates, forcibly took away their land, and oppressed them through various forms of
extortion and forced labor. The Santhals, who valued their independence, found the legal system
ineffective in addressing their grievances. Their traditional â??Manjhiâ?? system of self-governance
was systematically undermined.

In 1855, driven to desperation, the Santhals rose in a massive rebellion known as the â??Hulâ??. Led
by four brothers â?? Sidhu, Kanhu, Chand, and Bhairav â?? they declared an end to Company rule and
the establishment of an independent Santhal state. They attacked zamindars, moneylenders, police
stations, and railway contractors. The rebellion was fierce and well-organized initially, with tens of
thousands of Santhals participating. The British responded with brutal force, eventually crushing the
revolt in 1856. Despite its suppression, the Santhal Rising forced the Company to acknowledge the
grievances and eventually led to the creation of the Santhal Parganas district, attempting to provide
some protection for tribal lands.

Khonds Rising (1846, 1855)

The Khonds, a tribal community in the hilly tracts of Orissa, resisted British attempts to introduce new
administrative systems and suppress their traditional practices, particularly human sacrifice (Mariah).
The British, seeking to exploit the regionâ??s resources, intruded upon their autonomy. The most
notable leader was Chakra Bisoi, who organized the Khonds against British authority and the imposition
of the new colonial order. His first major resistance was in 1846, challenging the Companyâ??s efforts
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to regulate their customs and take over their lands. He later re-emerged in 1855, rallying the tribes
against further encroachments. The British faced considerable difficulty in subduing the Khonds, whose
knowledge of the terrain and fierce determination made them formidable opponents. The resistance of
the Khonds reflected their strong desire to preserve their cultural identity and ancestral lands.

Munda Revolt (Ulgulan) (1899-1900)

The Munda â??Ulgulanâ?? (Great Tumult) was one of the most significant tribal uprisings of the late
19th century, led by the charismatic Birsa Munda. The Mundas, like other tribes in Chota Nagpur, had a
unique communal land-holding system known as â??Khuntkattiâ??, where land was owned by the clan
and not by individuals. This system was systematically destroyed by the penetration of â??Dikusâ??
â?? moneylenders, traders, and Christian missionaries â?? who introduced individual land ownership,
leading to the alienation of Munda lands. The British legal system, rather than protecting tribal rights,
often sided with the â??Dikusâ??.

Birsa Munda, educated by missionaries but disillusioned by their attempts to convert and culturally
assimilate his people, declared himself a divine messenger. He advocated for a return to traditional
Munda religion and an independent Munda Raj, free from the exploitation of outsiders. He mobilized his
people through religious fervor and a call for ethical conduct. The rebellion aimed to drive out all
â??Dikusâ?? and British officials. The Mundas attacked police stations, churches, and government
property. The British responded decisively, eventually capturing Birsa Munda in 1900, who later died in
prison. While the Ulgulan was suppressed, it forced the British to introduce the Chota Nagpur Tenancy
Act of 1908, which provided some land protection for the tribals. At this stage, one issue becomes clear:
the Ulgulan represented a comprehensive challenge to the colonial system â?? economic,
administrative, and cultural.

Uprisings in the Northeastern Frontiers

The northeastern region presented unique challenges to British expansion, marked by rugged terrain,
diverse tribal groups, and a history of independent kingdoms. British attempts to annex territories and
impose administrative control met with fierce resistance.

Ahoms Revolt (1828)

The Ahoms, who had ruled Assam for centuries, were deeply concerned by the British annexation
policy following the First Anglo-Burmese War (1824-26). The Treaty of Yandaboo (1826) technically
ended Burmese control but did not restore Ahom sovereignty. Instead, the British initially promised to
restore parts of Upper Assam to the Ahom king, but later attempted to incorporate the entire region into
their colonial administration. This betrayal of trust, coupled with new taxes and administrative changes,
fueled widespread discontent. In 1828, Gomdhar Konwar, an Ahom prince, proclaimed himself king
and, with the support of noblemen and tribals, raised a banner of revolt. The rebels attempted to attack
the British forces, but the uprising was quickly suppressed. While militarily unsuccessful, it
demonstrated the strong desire for independence and prompted the British to adopt a more conciliatory
policy, eventually restoring Upper Assam to an Ahom ruler in 1833.

Khasi Rising (1833)
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The Khasi Hills, located between Assam and Bengal, were strategically important for the British, who
aimed to construct a road connecting the Brahmaputra Valley with the Surma Valley. This road project
required British intrusion into the Khasi territory, which had historically been autonomous. The Khasis,
under the leadership of their chief, Tirat Singh, resisted this encroachment. They feared that the road
would lead to a permanent loss of their independence and exploitation of their resources. In 1829, Tirat
Singh attacked a British outpost, marking the beginning of a prolonged and fierce guerrilla war that
lasted for four years. The Khasis, utilizing their knowledge of the hilly terrain, proved to be formidable
opponents. However, the superior military might of the British eventually prevailed, leading to the
capture of Tirat Singh in 1833 and the gradual subjugation of the Khasi states.

Singhpos and Kachanagas Revolts (1830-1839 and 1882 respectively)

The Singhpos, a tribal group in Assam, resisted British attempts to assert control over their territories
and exploit their natural resources, particularly tea. Their revolt in the 1830s, between 1830 and 1839,
was a series of skirmishes and uprisings against British incursions into their lands and their attempts to
extract timber and tea from the region. Similarly, the Kachanagas (a Naga tribe) in the North Cachar
Hills staged a significant revolt in 1882. This uprising was a response to British administrative changes,
imposition of house tax, and the perceived threat to their traditional autonomy. The British faced
persistent resistance from these frontier tribes, often requiring sustained military operations to bring
them under control. These revolts highlight the continuous efforts of various communities to defend
their territorial integrity and traditional ways of life against colonial expansion.

Common Threads and British Responses

Despite their diverse origins and specific triggers, a few common threads ran through these civil and
tribal uprisings in Eastern India. First, a deep sense of economic deprivation and exploitation was
almost universal. Whether it was the burden of high land revenue, the loss of traditional livelihoods, or
the unchecked avarice of moneylenders and traders, the economic policies of the Company were a
primary driver of discontent. Second, the disruption of existing social and administrative structures
played a crucial role. From the hereditary rights of Paiks to the communal land systems of the Mundas,
colonial policies systematically dismantled established customs and institutions, leading to widespread
resentment. Third, a strong sense of local identity and a desire to restore past autonomy often fueled
these movements, whether it was the Ahomsâ?? demand for sovereignty or the tribal communitiesâ??
struggle to protect their â??jal, jungle, zameenâ?? (water, forest, land). Now this becomes important:
these movements, though localized, reflected a national pattern of resistance to a foreign power.

The British response to these uprisings was largely consistent: swift and brutal military suppression.
Superior firepower and organized forces were deployed to crush the rebellions, often leading to mass
casualties among the rebels. However, the sheer persistence and widespread nature of these revolts
also forced the British to adopt some conciliatory measures, albeit often after the rebellion was
suppressed. These included:

Administrative Adjustments: Creating separate administrative units, like the Santhal Parganas,
or introducing specific acts like the Chota Nagpur Tenancy Act, to address immediate grievances
related to land alienation.
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Limited Autonomy: In some cases, like the Ahoms, the British temporarily restored limited
traditional rule or acknowledged some local customs to prevent further unrest.
Strategic Road Building: While a cause of conflict, like with the Khasis, infrastructure
development also served the British interest in faster deployment of troops and better control.
Intelligence Gathering: The Company gradually improved its understanding of tribal customs
and local grievances to pre-empt future uprisings, although often failing to prevent them entirely.

These responses demonstrate a pattern of reactive policy-making, where the British would first crush
dissent and then grudgingly implement reforms aimed at mitigating future threats to their rule, rather
than fundamentally altering their exploitative system.

UPSC Perspective

For aspirants preparing for the Union Public Service Commission examinations, understanding these
civil and tribal uprisings requires a dual approach, focusing on both factual recall for Prelims and
analytical depth for Mains.

Prelims focus:

Key leaders: Birsa Munda (Munda Ulgulan), Sidhu and Kanhu (Santhal Rising), Baxi Jagbandhu
(Paiksâ?? Rebellion), Tirat Singh (Khasi Rising), Gomdhar Konwar (Ahoms Revolt), Dadu Mian
(Faraizis), Tipu (Pagal Panthis), Chakra Bisoi (Khonds).
Regions: Sanyasi Revolt (Bengal), Chuar Rising (Midnapur), Ho and Kol Risings (Chota Nagpur),
Santhal Rising (Bhagalpur-Rajmahal), Ahoms Revolt (Assam), Khonds Rising (Orissa), Khasi
Rising (Northeast), Pagal Panthis (Northern Bengal), Paiksâ?? Rebellion (Orissa), Faraizis Revolt
(Eastern Bengal), Munda Revolt (Chota Nagpur), Singhpos and Kachanagas Revolts (Assam).
Years of specific uprisings: Sanyasi (post-1770s), Chuar (1766-72, 1795-1816), Ho & Kol
(1820s-30s), Santhal (1855-56), Ahoms (1828), Khonds (1846, 1855), Khasi (1833), Pagal
Panthis (1825-40s), Paiksâ?? (1804-06, 1817), Faraizis (1838-57), Munda (1899-1900), Singhpos
(1830-39), Kachanagas (1882).
Immediate triggers: Post-famine restrictions (Sanyasi), land resumption (Chuar, Paiks), land
transfers to outsiders (Ho, Kol, Santhal, Munda), annexation attempts (Ahoms), road projects
(Khasi), tenant exploitation (Pagal Panthis, Faraizis).

Mains focus:

Underlying causes of resistance: Focus on systemic issues like British land revenue policies
(e.g., Permanent Settlement), economic exploitation (de-industrialization, monopolies),
destruction of traditional livelihoods, and cultural interference.
Nature of colonial policies: Analyze how British administrative, judicial, and forest policies
directly impacted indigenous communities and traditional power structures.
Evolution of tribal and peasant movements: Trace how these movements shifted from
localized, spontaneous outbursts to more organized, sometimes religiously inspired, challenges to
colonial authority.
British strategies for suppression: Examine the methods used by the British to quell these
revolts, including military force, divide and rule tactics, and later, minimal administrative reforms to
pacify the regions.
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Common Student Confusion

Students often face specific challenges when studying these numerous uprisings, leading to
misunderstandings that can affect their UPSC preparation.

Distinguishing between specific causes and leaders of different tribal and civil revolts.

Misunderstanding: Students might generalize that all revolts were against land revenue, or
attribute leaders interchangeably. For instance, confusing the cause of the Paiksâ?? Rebellion
with that of the Santhals.
Correction: It is crucial to remember that while economic exploitation was a common thread, the
specific immediate causes varied. The Paiks fought for their lost hereditary land and military
status, whereas the Santhals primarily reacted to the usury of â??Dikusâ?? and land alienation.
Birsa Mundaâ??s â??Ulgulanâ?? had a strong religious-revivalist component aimed at a Munda
Raj, distinct from the Faraizisâ?? focus on tenant rights within an Islamic reform framework.
Always link a specific leader to their movement and the precise grievance they were addressing.

Accurate chronology of events across various regions.

Misunderstanding: Students sometimes struggle to place events from different regions in the
correct sequence, leading to a muddled understanding of the overall timeline of resistance. For
example, assuming all tribal revolts preceded all civil disturbances, or vice versa.
Correction: The uprisings were not strictly sequential by type or region. The Sanyasi Revolt
began in the late 18th century, overlapping with early Chuar activity, long before the major tribal
risings of the mid-19th century like the Santhals. The Munda Ulgulan was a late 19th-century
phenomenon. Creating a mental timeline or using a chronological chart helps. Grouping them by
their primary characteristics (e.g., initial revenue-driven, then agrarian-focused, then tribal
autonomy) can also assist in remembering their relative timings.

Misidentifying the primary motivations behind each uprising.

Misunderstanding: This often stems from oversimplification. For example, viewing the Ahoms
Revolt purely as a tribal uprising, when it was a reaction by a former ruling elite against
annexation, or reducing the Munda Ulgulan solely to land issues, overlooking its religious and
cultural revivalist aspects.
Correction: While economic factors were almost always present, the primary motivations often
included a mix of political autonomy, cultural preservation, religious revival, and resistance to
social dislocation. For the Ahoms, it was primarily a political struggle for sovereignty. For the
Khonds, it involved resisting the suppression of traditional practices. For the Pagal Panthis and
Faraizis, it was an agrarian protest with religious guidance. Recognize the layered nature of
grievances for each specific movement.

Short Revision Points

Sanyasi Revolt: Bengal, post-1770 famine, restrictions on holy places, Warren Hastings
suppression.
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Chuar Rising: Midnapur, economic distress, 1766-1772, 1795-1816.
Ho and Kol Risings: Chota Nagpur, land transfers to outsiders, 1820s-1830s.
Santhal Rising: Bhagalpur-Rajmahal, Dikus, Sidhu and Kanhu, 1855-1856.
Ahoms Revolt: Assam, post-Burmese War annexation attempts, Gomdhar Konwar, 1828.
Khonds Rising: Orissa, Chakra Bisoi, 1846, 1855.
Khasi Rising: Northeast, road project, Tirat Singh, 1833.
Pagal Panthis: Northern Bengal, tenants against zamindars, Tipu, 1825-1840s.
Paiksâ?? Rebellion: Orissa, Baxi Jagbandhu, 1804-1806 (initial), major 1817.
Faraizis Revolt: Eastern Bengal, Dadu Mian, against zamindars and English, 1838-1857.
Munda Revolt (Ulgulan): Chota Nagpur, destruction of common land, Birsa Munda, 1899-1900.
Singhpos and Kachanagas Revolts: Assam, 1830-1839 and 1882 respectively.

FAQs

1. What factors led to the widespread civil and tribal uprisings in Eastern India after 1757?
The primary factors were British land revenue policies (like the Permanent Settlement), economic
exploitation leading to de-industrialization and poverty, disruption of traditional social and
administrative structures, intrusion into tribal lands by â??Dikusâ??, and perceived cultural
interference.

2. Who were the leaders of the Santhal Rising, and what was their primary objective?
The Santhal Rising was led by four brothers: Sidhu, Kanhu, Chand, and Bhairav. Their primary
objective was to end the exploitation by â??Dikusâ?? (moneylenders, zamindars, traders) and the
British administration, establishing an independent Santhal state free from external control.

3. Why did the Munda tribesmen launch the â??Ulgulanâ?? rebellion in 1899-1900?
The Munda â??Ulgulanâ?? was launched primarily due to the destruction of their traditional
communal â??Khuntkattiâ?? land system by outsiders, leading to land alienation and economic
exploitation. Birsa Munda, their leader, also infused the movement with religious revivalism and
the aspiration for a Munda Raj free from colonial and â??Dikuâ?? oppression.
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