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INTRODUCTION:

THE ‘Tribals’ do display a distinct cultural and demographic
position in Indian society Even if they are comparatively insula-
ted, they are maintaining a unique place in the history and
civilization of India. They are ecologically more or less isolated
and demographically concentrated in certain contiguous geo-
graphical regions. Economically their life is wedded to land and
forests. Culturally they enjoy a distinct style of life. Distinct
language and cultural heritage, forms of religion, love for
freedom, and respect for self-identity are a few of the characte-
ristics of the tribal people.

Their self-awareness might be of limited range and depth,
‘but there are numerous instances of their participation in the
socio-cultural life of the country as a whole. For more than last
two centuries the tribals have been undergoing a diverse socio-

economic changes and much of which were initiated by the
penetration of British colonialism. The British introduced a new
economic system gradually in consonance with their own
economic system. It was characterised by commercialisation of
land and forests, well-defined property rights, occupational
structure, marketing of agricultural surplus, etc. These in turn,
produced unprecedented contradictions in the tribal society
which was earlier based on relatively undifferentiated economic
relations and collective mode of production and consumption.
The colonial penetration had diverse purposes and motives to
exploit the socio-economic resources of the native economy and
this thus introduced new social tensions and conflicts in the
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society. In other words, the colonial intervention resulted in the

gradual encroachment upon their entire way of life.

On numerous occasions, there were riots, revolts, uprisings,
etc. against colonial rule and its exploitative socio-economic
network. In almost all pockets of India, tribals were surging
with ‘Tesistance’ of this sort against the deprivation of their
lands aEd forests. Surface-observation of this phenomena méy
lead us to categorise them as scattered ‘events, or ‘episodes’ and
not as_‘movements’. But these ‘events’ of resistance by the
tribal people v‘?e centred around the issues affecting their
existence itself“Resistance, us we know, is a core-characteristic
of a social ‘movement’.! Viewed from a particular period of
time and space it may not look like a ‘movement’ in the proper
sense of the term but these ‘events’ were surely phases of a
‘movement’ where persons in hundreds and thousands rose
against the high-handed exploitative forces. Over a period of
time, during the colonial rule, such ‘movements’ in tribal society
might have taken different nature, forms, dimensions and
magnitudes. But these were surely sustained attempts on their
part to oppose the exploitative system which affect their
existence in one way or the other. Such attempts have continued
even after Independence and have not ceased.

We wish to note at this stage that the objective factors or the
contradictions within the socio-economic system provide a
necessary impetus to bring forth ‘movements’ of varied nature.
However, the .Subjective factors like consciousness, ideology,
contribute to acceleration and maturation of the ‘movements’.
As Marx® put it, it is the awareness of the contradictions in the
material condition of life which provide the sufficient reason and
impetus to “fight it out’.

The transformations brought out by the colonial system in

t@g tribal society, thus, caused deprivation, frustration and deep-
geated resentment amongst the tribal masses. This irretrievable
discontentment and deprivation generated an emotional state of
mind wherein the tribals were compelled to move for a better
alternative of equitable social order free from exploitation and
injusticc?The glaring example is that of ‘Udayachal® movement’
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in the Brahmaputra valley of Assam. It is a pro ,
socio-economic crisis introduced long back by the colonial”

rulers.

We find that the tribals reacted fiercely when their economic
interests got affected, religious beliefs scoffed at and their
freedom attacked. They got infuriated when their traditional
customs and manners, civic rights were curtailed, and their
judicial system and tribal codes were ignored. During the
Independence movement in India the tribals did participate with
other non-tribal people in their common goal of driving out
the Britishers from India. But, by keeping the salient features
of the colonial socio-economic system,* the post-Independence
rulers under the garb of ‘welfare economy’ accentuated depriva-
tions and inequalities among the tribals. It is this system which
produces at present, a lot of contradictions that make the tribals
prone to ‘movements’ of various types and dimensions.

The chapterisation of this book is as follows. Chapter 1 is
introduction. Chapter 2 is intended to clarify certain concepts
employed in the study of social movements. I have also
discussed analytically three important theories of social
movements: Structural functional theory,® Revitalistic theory,®
aud the Relative deprivation theory in terms of social conflict.”
Chapter 3 is intended to conceptualize and classify the various

Qribal movements and fundamental causes of eruptions in

various tribal pockets of India during the colonial and post-
colonial 'periods)

In chapter 4, I tried to observe the transformations of the
self-sufficient simple tribal social system of Assam valley into a
more complex- social system based on exploitative socio-
economic relations. The contradictions brought once by the
latter could not be resolved by the post-colonial rulers but have
rather accentuated and matured into inequalities, deprivations
and discriminations. These have been analysed in the case of
the ‘Udayachal movement’ in Assam which is a product of the
legacy of the contradictions of the colonial socio-economic
System. We have analysed the social bases of conflict and
tensions within the existing set-up with the help of the relative
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deprivation theory. This means that we have drawn upon the
theory of ‘conflict’ rather than trying to bring in the entire
theory of Marxian dialectism. However,  this study is an
exploratory one by using whatever meagre data on the Udayachal
movement are available.

Finally, the last chapter has analysed the present state of
the ‘Udayachal movement’. It has also peeped into the viability
of its activisation in course of time and its further implications
for the socio-political atmosphere in the tribal society of North-
East India.
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