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History, Collective Memory,
and Identity

The Munda of Barind Region, Bangladesh

Shaila Sharmeen

Introduction

This article concerns the Munda of the Barind re-
gion in Bangladesh. The Barind region, located in
the northwestern part of Bangladesh, covers the
majority of the greater Dinajpur, Rangpur, Pabna,
Rajshahi, Bogra, Joypurhat, and Naogaon districts
of the Rajshahi Division. There are eighteen dif-
ferent Adibashi groups residing in that region.
The Santal, the Oraon, the Munda, the Malpahari,
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and the Mahalo are numerically dominant groups
among the Adibashi. The smaller groups include
the Rajbanshi, the Turi, the Malo, and a number
of others ethnic units. The total population of the
Rajshahi, Naogaon, Jaipurhat, Dinajpur and Bogra
districts is around 9,53 million, of which the to-
tal Adibashi population is 2.51 percent while the
Bengalis, both Muslims and Hindus, are the over-
whelming majority, constituting 97.49 percent
(BBS 1994). According to a Government of Bang-
ladesh population census taken in 1991, there are
2,610,746 Adibashi in total. Unfortunately, no re-
liable statistics about the Adibashi people in gen-
eral are available. An unofficial record published
by private agencies and local NGOs in the year
1995 estimated that the entire Munda of Bangla-
desh population did not exceed 35,000 (Ali 1998).
In the Mundari language, munda means “headman
of the village” (Roy 1912). A Munda identifies him-
self as horo-honka, meaning “man.” Hilary Stand-
ing argues in this context that: “In its original usage
the term Munda meant a wealthy man or head of a
village responsible to the superior landlord for trib-
ute and revenue exaction” (1973: 5). Only under the
British rule the term “Munda” became and an eth-
nonim to designate the Munda people. The Munda
are regarded as ““Adibashi” both by themselves and
by their Bengali neighbours who constitute the ma-
jority in the region.

My argument is based mostly on secondary
sources and Munda narratives of the Barind area.
I have reviewed available literature concerning the
Munda, including writings of colonial administra-
tors, e.g., Dalton (1872), Hunter (1876), Baden-
Powell (1895), as well as early ethnographies
written by Indian scholars (e.g., Roy 1912). I use
these sources to illustrate the early history of the
Adibashi, including the Munda of the Barind re-
gion. Pioneer Indian ethnographers, such as S. C.
Roy attempted to reconstruct the early history of
the Munda on the basis of archaeological and lin-
guistic data, the analysis of Hindu scriptures, and
Munda oral history. I rely heavily on these works as
they are the most authoritative sources in the area
of Munda studies.

Who Are the Adibashi? The History of Formation
of “Adibashi” as a Category

In the time of colonisation of the Indian subconti-
nent, members of the British colonial administration
referred to the Adibashi as “backward,” “savage,”
“primitive,” and “uncivilised.” Administratively,
they have been treated as “tribals,” and as such they
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were classified as different from “castes.” The colo-
nial distinction between castes and tribes goes back
to the administrative practice of eighteenth-century
British officials, e.g. James Cleveland who pointed
to the difference between hill and forest communi-
ties, on the one hand, and those of the plains on the
other (cf. Skarial997: 729). Still, no single term had
emerged to designate them yet. During the 1820s
and 1830s, the tribes were attributed adjectives
such as “wild,” “savage,” “predatory,” and nouns
like “groups,” “bands,” “tribes,” “races,” or even
“castes.” It is by the 1840s, that they were described
more consistently as “tribes,” usually as “aborigi-
nal,” “forest,” or “hill tribes.” Still, even in 1863,
an Indian academician, one “Professor Tagore,” in-
formed the Anthropological Society in London that
“the aborigines of India are cannibals ...” (cf. Guha
1999: 15).

In his multivolume work “The Tribes and Castes
of Bengal” (1891), the British census commission-
er Risley analysed the tribes of Bengal on the ba-
sis of anthropometric data. Risley’s scheme of hi-
erarchical classification, which divided India into
seven racial “types” with dark skinned ‘“Dravidi-
ans” (defined as the most “primitive”) and the light-
skinned “Indo-Aryans” (considered as the most “ad-
vanced”) was an important element in the process
of legitimising the British discriminatory policies.
Risley noted in this context: “The existence of dif-
ferent races of men in Bengal, the Aryan and the
aboriginal. The former is represented by the Brah-
mans, Rajput, and Sikhs. These generally have tall
forms, light complexion and fine noses, and are in
general appearance superior to the middle class of
the Europeans. The Kols are a specimen of the lat-
ter. They have short stature, dark complexion, and
snub noses, and approach the African blacks in ap-
pearance ... the higher [a man’s] origin, the more
he resembles the Europeans in appearance” (1891:
255f.).

Risley has been much criticised for his scheme
even by contemporary scholars (Dirks 1992). It
was recognised (e.g., by William Crooke 1899),
of course, that racial differences were often not so
sharp in practice; that intermixing between the ab-
origines and the invaders had created some new
castes; that tribes often became castes through the
adaptation of caste customs (cf. Skaria 1997). But
this recognition did not undercut the conventional
British understanding that “tribals” were racially
and culturally distinct from the Hindus. The British
government used Risleys’ scheme during an ethno-
graphical survey of India whose purpose was “to
collect the physical measurements of selected castes
and tribes” (Driks 1992: 69). The list of “tribes”
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of India, completed in the late nineteenth century,
emerged precisely from that process of “imagining”
racial and cultural differences. Needless to say, the
list was completely arbitrary. Certain groups, for ex-
ample, such as the Kolis were culturally quite simi-
lar to the Bhils, but they happened to be classified
as “castes” rather than “tribes” because they adopt-
ed settled agriculture during the nineteenth century
(Government of Bombay 1901). It is in this sense,
therefore, that one can describe the colonial list of
tribes as an outcome of a process of “primitivisa-
tion” or an invention of “primitive society” (e.g.,
Standing 1973; Skaria 1997).

The term “Adibashi” appeared only in the 1930s,
as they gradually acquired common identity in the
struggle against policies of the colonial government
and the intrusion of settlers and moneylenders (see
Hardiman 1987; Bates 1995). Still, in the academic
discourse of Bangladesh they were designated by
the Bengali term “Upajati” (tribal), which only re-
cently has been replaced by the term “Adibashi.”
The reason was to transcend the negative conno-
tations implied by the use of the term “Upajati.”
Considering Adibashi as a transcendental term, i.e.,
free from any bias and implying equal deference
for all and the respective culture they bear, the term
“Adibashi” gained a wide acceptance among schol-
ars and development policymakers in Bangladesh.

The Munda in the Precolonial Period (from 6 B.c.
to A.D. 18)

As for the ethnohistorical origins of the Munda,
S.C. Roy (1912) argues that the Munda are lin-
guistically associated with the Kolarian language
group. The people of this language group inhab-
ited the highland of Chota Nagpur. However, cer-
tain recent studies suggest that the Munda belong
to the Austro-Asiatic language group (Ali 1998).
According to Roy (1912), the ancient homeland of
the Munda was Azamgarh — that is, the eastern sec-
tion of Uttar Pradesh.! According to Munda oral
tradition, around the sixth century B.C. they began
their migrations out of that region and eventually
reached Chota Nagpur, Ranchi, and Bihar. Suppos-
edly they arrived in that territory using an eastern
route — through Burma and Assam (Singh 1992).
In that early phase of their history, they lived in in-

1 Azamgarh was included in the Benares division of the North
Western province. In the north the region was bordered by
the river Gogra and by the Faizabad and Gorakpur districts;
in the south — by the Gazipur and Juanpur districts; in the
east — by the Balia and Gazipur districts; and by the Juanpur,
Sultanpur and Faizabad districts in the west (Roy 1912).
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dependent village communities that were clustered
into groups called parhas for purposes of mutual
support, and each group had a leader called manki.
Around the fifth century B.c., those independent
communities were politically consolidated under a
monarchic (raja) system.

From A.p. 1510 onward, the Mughal rulers start-
ed their conquest of Chota Nagpur, and the Munda
and Oraon principalities gradually lost their inde-
pendent status. The Mughal ruler Akbar (1556-
1605) reduced Nagbanshi Raja of Chota Nagpur,
who was the head of the Munda and Oraon, to
a malguzar (vassal) around A.D. 1585. Anoth-
er Mughal ruler, Jahangir (1605-1627), imposed
a high tribute on Munda and Oraon communities.
After the amount was not paid, Jahangir invaded
Chota Nagpur in 1616. The Nagpur Raja was de-
feated, captured, and arrested. After 12 years in cap-
tivity, he was released however under the condition
of paying an annual rent. This he did by imposing
a high tax in cash and kind on his Oraon and the
Munda subjects. It was also the beginning of a fis-
cal/tax system among the Munda and Oraon. More-
over the Nagpur Raja gradually managed to bring
some villages under his private ownership. He also
began to surround himself with new people from
Bihar (jaigirdars), and granted them land for set-
tlements. Indigenous Munda and Oraon began to
protest against the presence of Bihar settlers and
hostility against them increased. The circumstances
worsened with the imposition of various land ten-
ure systems by the British, following their arrival
in 1765.

Munda in the British Period: Early Settlements
in the Barind (1765-1947)

In the year 1765, Chota Nagpur became a territo-
ry of the East India Company, and the first British
agent of that enterprise arrived in 1770. From that
time onward, to keep the Munda and Oraon away
from armed conflicts between them and the alien
jaigirdars, the British expanded and sharpened their
ideas on the norms and conventions of tribal culture,
integrating colonial ideology into the structures of
authoritative government. Those policies brought
about fundamental changes in the social system of
Bengali tribes, particularly after the introduction of
the “Permanent Zamindari Settlement Act” in 1793.
One consequence of that legal act was the expul-
sion of the Adibashi from their ancestral lands due
to the migration of contract labour to tea plantation
of Assam, coalmines of Bihar, and indigo planta-
tions in Bengal (cf. Devalle 1992). As a result, the
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Adibashi were gradually reduced to playing only
a subordinate role as a reserve labour force in the
regional economic system. The Bengalee stated in
1886 that Santal Parganas constituted “the mainstay
of the labour force” in Assam tea gardens, supply-
ing 44.7% of all workers. Since the beginning of
the nineteenth century, the Mundari and the Santal
were considered to be “the means of rendering Brit-
ish [indigo] enterprise possible through the whole
of Bengal.” These peoples were seen as “patient of
labour ... able to live on a penny a day, contented
with roots when better food is not to be had” (Hunt-
er 1876: 227).

Prior to the eighteenth-century, there were hard-
ly any references to Munda presence in the Greater
Bengal. Indeed, they are regarded as comparatively
late immigrants to that part of the Indian subconti-
nent (Bangladesh District Gazetteers 1977). Hunt-
er (1875) recorded that a large number of tribes
had immigrated to eastern Bengal (today’s Bang-
ladesh) after having lived for a generation or more
in western Bengal (Malda and Dinajpur) of British
India. According to the colonial record, there was
a small Munda population in the northern area of
eastern Bengal after the great famine of A.p. 1770.
Writing about the population of Dinajpur District
in the “Census Report 1921,” Thomson observed
that “there is a reason to believe that the population
of the district decreased during the earliest part of
the last century” (Census of India 1921: 64). Barind
must have been an area most affected by the fam-
ine and the subsequent depopulation. As a result,
fertile arable lands of that region became unculti-
vated and forests appeared again in once cultivated
areas (cf. Strong 1912: 61). According to Ali, “[a]ll
these indicate a series of migrations of people to
this tract and they were mainly the caste Hindus and
well-off Muslims who comprise the agrarian feudal
social order of this region, Amlas or functionaries
of the zamindars and professional practitioners, as
also as traders; they were called ‘the immigrants of
choice’” (1998: 51).

Moreover, from the colonial record it can be as-
sumed that the migration of tribal communities of
the Santal, the Oraon, the Mundari, and the Mahalis
to Assam, Bihar, and to the northern region of east-
ern Bengal may have also occurred because of the
slave trade run by the Imperial Masters and their
hired men in India. The tribals were the “commod-
ity” of that trade, having been generally imported
for the reclamation and cultivation of fallow and
barren lands of the northern region of eastern Ben-
gal. Thus, Hunter (1876: 226f.) stated the following:
“there is no doubt that slavery was there among the
aborigines who used to provide the manpower for
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‘English enterprise’ in this sparsely populated fertile
land of Bengal.” Similarly, Baxter and Rahman said:
“they (the adibashi) cleared the jungles, terraced the
slopes and the land fit for cultivation of winter rice”
(1996: 36). Other important factors for their migra-
tion from their ancestral territory of Chota Nagpur
were the pervasive changes in land management
systems and revenue laws as well as the rapid im-
migration of foreign moneylenders, merchants, and
other land-hungry non-Adibashi settlers in this re-
gion (Devalle 1992; Damodaran 2006). Due to these
factors, those who found themselves dispossessed
and socially disoriented decided to seek their for-
tune in the less colonised parts of eastern Bengal.
The Munda of my study villages make an occasion-
al reference to the history of the place of their fore-
fathers. Thus, when I asked Krishna Munda? about
the history of the settlement, he answered me in the
following manner:

Nagpur ki Nag Raja, Gani me maha teja

Haire mor tanga, Haire mor Raja, Haire mor tang,
Tanghoa lutlia Ghatoar

Sata purusa jab, Aali Bangla me

Aruna ban katle, Ehi tanga me

Safa karle zamin, Lutlia Ghatoar

E zamin jaiga sabi lelai, Lelai Raj darbar

Hate dhori gore pori, Ho sabe hoshiar

Hoshiar se kam nahi, Dunia vitar

Haire mor tanga, Haire mor Raja

The king of Nagpur-great in his wisdom

Oh! My axe, Oh!

My king, the ruler captured the axe.

Seven generation ago we came to Bengal,

cleared the forest (aruna bon) by our axe.

Cleared the land, the ruler captured it, all the land

— captured by the ruler.

Our humble request (to the fellow Munda) is to be con-
scious.

In this world without being conscious you suffer.

The migration of the Munda and other Adibashi,
notably the Santal and the Oraon, into the Barind
region of eastern Bengal increased in the course of
the 1880s and took a massive scale in the decades
to follow, in particular after 1921 when it went un-
abated for a considerable period of time. As stat-
ed above, the primary causes of the Munda migra-
tion were the economic depression in Chota Nagpur
and the availability of cultivable land in the Barind
region, where the zamindars and jotedars engaged
tribals to clear the jungle and high lands (Ali 1998).
The Adibashi from Chota Nagpur settled in Barind
mainly as adhiar/bargadar (sharecroppers) under
the “Permanent Zamindari Settlement Act of Ben-

2 All names used in this article are pseudonyms.
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gal” in 1793, and they played an important role in
the extension of agriculture in that region.

The Munda and other Adibashi settled therefore
in the forest-covered estates of the East Bengali
zamindars and supplied most of the labour required
for clearing forestland for crop production. Those
zamindars (mostly from Rajshahi and Dinajpur)
were revenue-farmers. The role of the zamindars,
in functional terms, was to administer territory rath-
er than to hold land (except for small private plots
owned by them). They also maintained armies, dis-
pensed criminal justice, enforced law and order,
settled land disputes, and above all, collected rev-
enues. In the system of entitlement, the zamindars,
and other grades of revenue-collectors® (such as
talukdar) in Bengal, were drawn from the tradi-
tionally high-ranking literati of Brahmans (priests),
Kayasthas (scribes), Vaidyas (physicians), Saiyads
(aristocratic Muslims), and Maulvis (learned Mus-
lims). The jotedars belonged to the dominant vil-
lage land-holding class, made up of Sheikh Mus-
lims who ruled over landless groups in the village.
Baden-Powell (1896) stated that during the survey
of the Dinajpur District in 1808, Buchanan Hamil-
ton found out that 6 percent of the cultivating pop-
ulation enjoyed 36.5 percent of the land leased by
raiyats from zamindars, whereas 52.1 percent of the
agricultural workforce had no land at all and worked
either as sharecroppers or as agricultural day la-
bourers under the rich tenant landlords. The landless
groups were made up of untouchables — the lower
caste group of Hindu religion. The Bengal agrarian
hierarchy contained five strata: (Dhanagare 1976):

— zamindars (big landlords) and talukdar

— jotedars (either fixed-rent raiyats-tenants or set-
tled/occupancy holders)

— under-raiyats (tenants with inferior rights)

— bargadars, adhiars (i.e., sharecroppers without
any tenure rights)

— landless agricultural labourers

(O8]

The Adibashi-inhabited areas had sub-feudal systems of
zamindars and sub-zamindars. They, in turn, rented the land
to raiyats with occupancy rights. These raiyats had to pay
rent either to the sub-zamindars or directly to the state. Be-
sides the raiyats, there were also other tenure holders, such
as jotedars, who often did not cultivate the land but leased
it to sub-tenants (who had to make cash payment in advance
for leasing the land). Moreover, the ordinary raiyats could
have sub-tenants korfa-ryots, who had a different set of
rights. Specifically, one category held occupancy rights and
could not easily be driven off their land, while the other one
had very weak cultivation/lessee rights. In the latter category
were adhi-raiyats, sharecroppers who had to pay a sizeable
portion to the landowner (cf. Ray and Ray 1975).
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The Adibashi who worked as sharecroppers and
agricultural labourers held therefore the lowest po-
sition in the caste hierarchy. They tilled the land
and cleared the forests for cultivation, thus chang-
ing the land from a dense, humid jungle into to fer-
tile fields. For that reason perhaps, they also claimed
to be the first settlers and the real “owners” of their
land. In my study villages, a few Munda, who were
in their late 80s, also had similar reminiscences
about their migration and the relation to the land.
In accordance with their narratives, their grandfa-
thers were sharecroppers under the zamindars in
British Bengal. After having made land cultivable,
they settled and started cultivation. At that time,
the land was allocated by the zamindars in the sys-
tem of hukumnama — the type of system in which
zamindars allocated land to their tenants for an un-
limited period of time on the basis of how much
land the tenants could clear and make arable. Over
the course of time, however, this situation changed.
Ray and Ray state that the Munda’s clearances and
construction work pushed the forest frontier back,
reduced wildlife, and opened the way for further
immigration of Adibashi and Bengalis from neigh-
bouring regions. The expanding clearings and the
remaining “islands” of forest were primarily allo-
cated to landlords under the permanent settlement
act (cf. Ray and Ray 1975). According to Dhanagare
(1976), those tribals who adopted sedentary lifestyle
and turned into peasants were quickly ousted from
the lands that they reclaimed. The zamindars sim-
ply preferred to rent the land to jotedars for bet-
ter returns (without any capital investment) rather
than the tribal sharecroppers. Those middlemen, in
turn, gave out land for cultivation to tribal share-
croppers (bargaders/adhiars) in order to produce
rents. In Barind, the rent was called adhi — a fixed
share of the produce. Agriculture inputs, seed, cat-
tle, and manure, were usually the sharecroppers’ re-
sponsibility. If, however, a landowner supplied any
of these, or made any cash advance to his sharecrop-
pers during the difficult months (Aswin, Kartik),
then he took a share larger than half of the produce
in adjustment. Normally, the same sharecropper did
not remain long on the same plot of land. The share-
crop contracts were always oral, valid usually for a
year. Sharecroppers had therefore no statutory sta-
tus, and hence no security of holding.

The Permanent Settlement Act of 1793 gave the
landlords (zamindars) wide jurisdiction, but such
high revenues forced levies on Adibashi cultivators,
who frequently revolted (e.g. tribal movements in
the 1820s and 1830s; the Santal rebellion of 1855—
1857; and the Kherwar movement of 1870). These
rebellions expressed a strong resentment toward all

Anthropos 110.2015

201

oppressive aliens, both British and those from the
Greater Bengali region (cf. Skaria 1997; Hardiman
1987). After a series of such agrarian movements,
a number of Adibashi decided to support the “Ben-
gal Tenancy Act” (1885), which was an effort to de-
fine rights and duties of tenants in relation to their
landlords. Nonetheless, this piece of legislation ad-
dressed the massive demand for reform only unsat-
isfactorily, although it did pave the way for the es-
tablishment of a land reform commission in 1938.
The commission was given the task to investigate
the possibility of bringing the actual cultivators into
a direct relationship with the state. In the months
leading up to independence, a new tenancy bill was
introduced, but it was not enacted until after the Par-
tition of 1947. The colonial policy meant that the
Adibashi had little economic choices and no say in
administrative affairs, and decisions were made for,
not with them.

The Munda in Pakistan Period (1947-1970)

The Partition of 1947 and the following decades se-
verely affected the social and economic life of the
Adibashi, both directly and indirectly. The Hin-
du zamindars left and the Muslims became the
new landlords. Muslim Bengalis in the Adibashi-
-inhabited areas suspected the Adibashi of be-
ing Hindu loyalists. Such nationalist sentiments
were imbued with a mix of “racial” prejudice and
a lack of knowledge about the tribals (Shafie and
Mahmood 2003). In 1947, the majority of Adibashi
in Barind were still sharecroppers under zamindars.
There is however no accurate information on how
much of the land was cultivated by the Munda, the
Santal, the Oraon, and other Adibashi before the
Partition of 1947. Following the Nachol uprising*
and during later periods of intense communal vio-
lence in the 1950s, many Adibashi fled from their
homes after direct violent attacks and other forms
of abuse committed by influential local and Ben-
gali Muslims. The Munda had to flee together with
Hindus and other Adibashi, leaving behind all of
their belongings. In this situation some of them mi-
grated to India, while others returned to the Barind
region after a couple of months in exile. On return-
ing home, however, they frequently found their land

4 Protesting the unreasonably high portion claimed by the land-
owners, many adhi/barga cultivators, including Adibashi
Santal, Munda and Oraon, rose against their landlords in the
Rajshahi area in the late 1940s. This movement was known
as Tebhaga-three-part-movement. Santal from Nachol in
Rajshahi were in the forefront of this movement. For details,
see e.g. Tarapada Roy 1983.
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declared “evacuee property.” Other returnees were
unable to reclaim their land because it had come un-
der control of local Muslims, although officially, it
was the Secretary of the Revenue Department who
administered the land as the appointed custodian.

Some studies demonstrate that the Adibashi were
indeed negatively affected by the “Zamindari Abo-
lition Act,” losing their land tenure in the course of
the 1950s, in particular during the time of commu-
nal riots in 1951-52. Several Munda interviewees
recounted those events and the associated harshness
and suffering. Thus, Rantu Munda (85) narrated to
me what follows:

My grandfather got land from the Hindu zamindar when
he had left the country in 1947. But we lost our fore-
father’s possession. During the hangama [most of the
Munda termed the situation after the partition of Ben-
gal and abolition of the zamindari system as hangama]
we had lost our claims on the land that our grandfather
had cultivated. He got the land as a hukumnama from the
zamindar. The local jotedars [Muslim landlords] had for-
cibly driven us from our lands (recorded interview, No-
vember 2008, Mahapara, Niamatpur).

Similarly, Noren Munda (about 70), from Khas-
para, narrated the history of the zamindari period
and the painful effects of the ‘“Zamindari Abolition
Act.” He stated that his father was a sharecropper
under Kali Narayan (zamindar of Naogaon). The
family had a plough and a pair of oxen. Accord-
ing to him:

Our days were passing quite smoothly. In those days, the
price of commodities was low. There were dense forests
and we could find birds and animals to hunt and ponds
were filled with fish. When zamindari abolition became
law, the zamindar called all the tenants and distributed
land ... to those who used to sharecrop his land. The
zamindar was happy with my father’s work so he gifted
him twenty bighas of land. But the situation became criti-
cal after the zamindari abolition in 1950s and the frequent
communal riots in 1951 and ’52. Many of us had flown
to India as we found ourselves in an insecure position.
‘When the situation had calmed down, we came back. But
we found that our land had been illegally captured by lo-
cal Muslim jotedars. We could not claim our land because
we [had] lost the legal documents of our lands (recorded
interview, November 2008, Khaspara, Niamatpur).

The Permanent Zamindari Settlement Act of
1793 was abolished in 1950. The Act aimed at em-
powering the rent-receiving zamindars and at pro-
hibition of the practice of subletting the land. While
subletting was forbidden, the new legislation did not
regulate precisely the relationship between own-
ers and sharecroppers, and those who depended on
sharecropping received no protection under the new
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law. Some scholars state that the Adibashi were un-
aware of the legal intricacies involved in the pay-
ment of taxes and in transfers of inherited land (cf.
Ali 1998), and they identify Adibashi’s widespread
illiteracy (including the lack of knowledge of land
laws, tenure rights, tax obligation, transfer and di-
vision of inherited land, and land record system) as
possible reasons for their massive land loss. On the
other hand, a number of Munda interviewees also
accused local moneylenders and Muslims landlords
for their landlessness. Foresh Munda (in his 60s)
narrated the following:

We had only one crop a season. During the difficult
months Aswin and Kartik, we had fallen in a situation of
starvation. Without having any alternative, my father bor-
rowed 10 maunds of paddy from a moneylender of Jinar-
pur village. The term and condition of the loan was that in
the harvesting period my father had to pay a total amount
of 17 maunds. That year harvest was very bad. The mon-
eylender pressed my father to pay back his loan imme-
diately. My father was unable to repay and that mohajan
[moneylender] managed to take possession of our 4 acres
of land. From then we turned into day-labourers (Inter-
view, November 2008, Khaspara, Niamatpur).

Other Munda interviewees of my locality re-
counted their experience with the fraudulent prac-
tices of Muslim landowners: as the Munda had little
knowledge about land transfer issues, they easi-
ly fell into the trap of landowners. Lalon Munda
shared his own experience in the following words:

I was in my early 20s, and newly married. My father
passed away. I inherited 10 bighas of land from my fa-
ther. I needed money to build my own house. I borrowed
money from a Muslim landowner with a condition of re-
paying the money after the next harvest season with 50
percent interest. According to his demand, I gave my fin-
gerprint on a blank paper. The rainy season came, and
I started to till my land. The landowners sent his men and
asked me to stop the work. They told me I had no right
to till as I sold all the land to that landowner. I trusted the
landowners, but he abused my trust. I was unaware about
the land transfer law and afterwards I lost my claim to the
land. The landowners made me landless and a day labour-
er (Interview, September 2008, Mahapara, Niamatpur).

The independence and the separation of India
and Pakistan in 1947 rested on the Hindu-Muslim
premise of di-jati-totto (theory of two nations)>. The

5 British India was divided into two separate nation-states, In-
dia and Pakistan, on the principle of religious identity. India
was to be the state of Hindu people while Pakistan was to be
ruled by Muslims. The partition took place by virtue of the
“Two-Nation Theory” of Mohammad Ali Jinnah. For further
details see Verma 2001.
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Pakistani sense of nationalism, both in East Pakistan
and West Pakistan, emerged from a common reli-
gious sentiment. Consequently, the Bengali Hindus
and the Adibashi were categorised as non-Muslims
by the Pakistani government, and they were looked
upon as anti-Pakistani and “nonbelievers.” After the
dissolution of British rule in 1947 and the aboli-
tion of the Permanent Settlement Act in 1950, the
Adibashi’s socioeconomic and political situation ac-
tually worsened, and those of them who depended
on sharecropping received no protection under the
new law whatsoever.

The Bangladesh Period (1971-1980s)

During the period of the Bangladeshi Liberation
War in 1971, the majority of Munda and other
Adibashi of the Barind region fled to India as refu-
gees. Due to their religious identity as Hindu, the
Muslims who were opponents of liberation and col-
laborators of the Pakistani army frequently attacked
the Adibashi people: their houses were burnt down
and their belongings destroyed. Rani Bala Munda
told me that she and her husband, together with her
relatives and neighbours, had left the village for In-
dia four months after the start of the Bangladesh
Liberation War. She also stated that many Adibashi
did not return to their villages, as they felt insecure
and threatened (Interview, September 2008, Khas-
para, Niamatpur). After nine months of the Lib-
eration War (March 1971 —December 1971), the
Munda, the Santal, the Oraon, and other Adibashi
returned to by then already independent Bangla-
desh. Those who had their own homesteads settled
down, while those without property settled on their
relatives’ land or on the land of Muslim landowners
for whom they worked as adhiar (sharecroppers)
and eventually became bonded labour. The Munda
who served as bonded labour recounted their past
as follows:

Our landlords called us to work whenever they wished.
They used us for house repairing, clearing the cowshed,
or even bringing bathwater from the pond. We also have
to send our wives and sons for their household works.
There was no cash payment, they offered us only meals.
We were served separately and after having our meal we
had to wash the plate by ourselves. We had no say at that
time. We had to obey them because we were staying on
their property and they were so powerful (Interview, De-
cember 2008, Khaspara, Niamatpur).

In the economic sector, the Munda had there-
fore functioned as agricultural labourers and as
reserve labour force exploited seasonally. This
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was their main source of income. The majority of
the Adibashi in Barind had no land of their own
(Bleie 2005). In this situation, moneylenders, trad-
ers, pawnbrokers, fellowmen, and family members
were important sources of finance in the informal
sector of rural economy in Bangladesh. Indeed, the
tribals received about 80 percent of the loan from
local moneylenders. Remaining outside of gov-
ernmental monetary regulations, the village mon-
eylenders, mostly Bengali Muslims, played there-
fore a decisive role in determining the fate of the
Adibashi through contractual obligations of mon-
ey-lending. The Munda usually took loans before
the cultivation season or at Aswin and Kartik, as
well as during the lean season just before the har-
vest. Credit from local moneylenders carried inter-
est rates starting around the equivalent of 100 to 280
percent per annum. The high interest of loans usu-
ally led to the loss of the land which was seized by
moneylenders (cf. Shafie and Mahmood 2003). The
Munda Adibashi also sold their labour to these peo-
ple at a discount of up to 50 percent, two or three
months before the harvest (Ali 1998). One crop sea-
son, the lack of economic opportunities in agricul-
ture, as well as absence of organized political par-
ticipation forced them to adapt to those exploitative
conditions.

The Present Situation of Munda in Barind
(1990s to Present)

In the beginning of the 1990s, further changes took
place in the Barind region. Peoples of this region be-
gan using a new technology for irrigation (such as
the deep tubewell). This allowed an intensification
of agriculture from one cropping to three cropping
seasons and an extension of cropping lands, and re-
sulted in commercialisation of rice agriculture and
a higher demand for agricultural labourers. In addi-
tion, the government devised several developmental
schemes that eventually included also Munda com-
munities. The participation of the Munda in elector-
al politics increased, and NGOs have begun work-
ing to “develop” the Adibashi of that region. These
developments, along with the increasing movement
of people, have led to fundamental changes in the
livelihood of the Munda, as they respond to new
pressures and take advantage of new opportunities.
The political and economic contexts indicate, how-
ever, that the opportunities are still quite limited.
Though Munda people have started expanding the
socioeconomic-political networks beyond the exist-
ing village settings, the majority of Bengali land-
owners still control land and politics, and Munda
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labourers are more or less dependent on their pa-
tronage.

On the economic front, the commercialisation
of agriculture has led to the expansion of market
economy in rural areas, which in turn has created
job opportunities for the Munda, in both agricul-
tural and nonagricultural sectors. This has made
space for negotiations regarding labour conditions
between Munda and Muslim landowners in villag-
es, thus improving the bargaining position of wage
labourers. Opportunities to work inside and outside
their villages and better wages motivated Munda
to abandon the old pattern of patron-client rela-
tionships. Instead, they are attempting to redefine
and reconstruct their relations with Muslims in the
economic sphere, which suits their emerging senti-
ments of self-esteem and dignity. Notably, they have
preferred to remain in their own villages and expand
their agricultural and nonagricultural activities lo-
cally to improve their economic conditions without
abandoning their agricultural villages.

On the political front, Munda have begun to raise
their voices to criticise the existing political powers
and demand their “rightful” share. The importance
of their votes in electoral politics has enabled them
to gain certain negotiating powers as they develop
connections with government offices and political
parties. In the changing political circumstances, it
is no longer possible for the powerful Muslims and
faction leaders to capture external resources flowing
into the village or exploit the minority people as a
vote bank for their own personal gains. Since 2007,
the government’s initiatives to establish rights for
minorities and poor people have allowed the Mun-
da to demand their share of state benefits. Land
reclamation policies have helped them to recover
land lost 15 to 20 years ago. They have regained
the customary rights to their village ponds which
were captured and held by powerful Muslims for
several years.

Munda now openly complain about corruption,
embezzlement, and bribery in relation to devel-
opment programs and the distribution of state re-
sources. Through such criticism, there emerges a
new public image of a desirable sociopolitical com-
munity that applies the language of “fairness.” There
is also a growing awareness among young Munda
women and men to gather knowledge, which help
them to consciously educating themselves to do new
things for improving their condition by interacting
with the wider society. Interestingly, they are not
content to blindly follow the instructions of NGOs —
namely, to get educated, find a white-collar job, and
develop identity politics in order to improve their
socioeconomic and political status.
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The Muslim landowners have invariably attempt-
ed to exert their influence over the distribution of
natural resources, and the Munda were placed in a
vulnerable position regarding resource availability.
The introduction of prepaid cards for purchasing ir-
rigation water has enabled Munda to demand their
“due” share, and they have acquired even greater
ability to demand their equal share from deep tube-
wells through the new discourse of “community of
cultivators with equal access.” Increased economic
opportunities in the agricultural sector, institution-
al backup, and legal support have provided Munda
with opportunities to participate and demand their
share of government resources. These factors have
provided them with a context in which to expand,
reformulate, and redefine the relationships that they
develop with Muslims in the process of negotiation.

Conclusion

As we have seen, the Munda migrated to the Barind
region from their ancient place in Chota Nagpur af-
ter the arrival of the British. Over the course of time,
more Munda labourers were brought by local land-
owners to the district of Dinajpur in order to make
the land cultivable to pay taxes to the British ruler.
Some others came from Chota Nagpur to seek their
fortune after being dispossessed from their land.
They settled in the Barind as sharecroppers of the
zamindars. From the beginning of the British peri-
od up to the 1990s, the Munda had little economic
choice and no say in economic exchange relations
or administrative affairs, as decisions were made for
them, not by them. The landowners were only inter-
ested in them as an easily exploitable labour force.
This scenario has begun to change in the course of
the 1990s, due to technological developments in ir-
rigation and the commercialisation of agriculture,
as well as introduction of government programs for
development of ethnic minorities.

I would like to express sincere gratitude to my academ-
ic advisor, Professor Akio Tanabe, Graduate School of
Asian and African Area Studies (ASAFAS), Kyoto Uni-
versity for his valuable comments and suggestions during
the fieldwork and writing the manuscript.
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