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The historical landscape of the Indian subcontinent is punctuated by numerous movements of resistance, but few 

resonate with the technical complexity and enduring sociopolitical impact as the Ulgulan (The Great Tumult) led by 

Birsa Munda. Known affectionately as Dharti Aba (Father of the Earth), Birsa Munda was not merely a 

charismatic leader but a strategic visionary who challenged the agrarian and legal frameworks imposed by the 

British Raj. This article provides a comprehensive technical analysis of his life, the ideological frameworks he 

established, the legal outcomes of his movement, and his modern-day memorialization through critical 

infrastructure like the Birsa Munda Airport (IXR) and regional urban planning projects.

1. Historical and Socio-Economic Context of 19th-Century Chotanagpur

To understand the magnitude of Birsa Munda's impact, one must analyze the technical shift in land tenure systems 

during the late 19th century in the Chotanagpur plateau (modern-day Jharkhand). Traditionally, the Munda tribes 

followed the Khuntkatti system, a communal land ownership model where the original settlers (Khuntkattidars)

cleared the forests and held the land collectively. This system provided a stable socio-economic equilibrium for

centuries.

The Erosion of the Khuntkatti System

With the advent of British colonial rule and the introduction of the Permanent Settlement Act of 1793, the 

technical nature of land ownership was forcibly altered. The British introduced intermediaries known as Jagirdars 

and Thikadars, effectively transforming the communal owners into tenant farmers. This transition introduced several

technical challenges for the indigenous population:

•  Rent Extraction: Fixed monetary taxes replaced traditional tribute, leading to debt traps.

•  Land Alienation: Legal loopholes allowed non-tribals (Dikus) to acquire ancestral tribal lands.

•  Begari (Forced Labor): The imposition of labor without compensation, disrupting the traditional agrarian cycle.

2. Core Concepts: The Birsait Ideology and Social Reform

Birsa Munda’s movement was built upon a dual-layered framework: spiritual purification and political liberation. 

Between 1890 and 1895, Birsa formulated the Birsaitfaith, which functioned as a unifying socio-technical protocol

for the Munda community. The Birsait code of conduct included several behavioral and operational mandates

designed to strengthen the community against external pressures.

Key Operational Tenets of the Birsait Movement

The ideology was not just religious; it was a socio-technical restructuring of tribal life. The core mandates included:

1.  Monotheism: Abandoning the worship of multiple spirits (Bongas) to focus on a single entity (Singbonga), 

reducing the economic burden of complex rituals and animal sacrifices.

2.  Ethical Code: Strict prohibition of liquor consumption, which was identified as a primary cause of tribal 

indebtedness to British-supported traders.

3.  Autonomy: A call to ignore the dictates of Christian missionaries and British officials, advocating for a return 

to indigenous self-governance.



3. Technical Analysis of the Ulgulan: Strategy and Execution

The Ulgulan of 1899-1900 was a sophisticated guerrilla campaign. Birsa Munda utilized the difficult terrain of the 

Chotanagpur plateau to neutralize the technological superiority of British firearms. The movement involved precise 

planning, using secret meetings at Dumbari Hillto coordinate strikes across various police stations and

administrative centers.

Tactical Comparison: Tribal Resistance vs. Colonial Forces

The following table outlines the technical disparities and tactical adjustments made during the conflict:



Feature Munda Insurgents (Ulgulan) British Colonial Forces

Primary Weaponry Traditional longbows, arrows, battle-
axes, and slings.

Martini-Henry rifles, smoothbore 
muskets, and light artillery.

Tactical Approach Guerrilla warfare, ambush, and high-
mobility strikes.

Phalanx formations, defensive 
fortifications, and scorched earth 
tactics.

Communication Traditional drums (Nagaras) and 
coded messengers.

Telegraphy and organized military 
couriers.

Knowledge of Terrain High (utilized dense forests and hilly 
outcrops).

Low to Moderate (heavily dependent 
on local guides).

The Siege of Dumbari Hill (January 1900)

The battle at Dumbari Hill serves as a case study in the limitations of traditional weaponry against industrial-era

military technology. While the Mundas used the elevation to their advantage, the British deployment of long-range

rifles led to a tragic massacre. This event highlights the technical transition in 19th-century warfare where firepower

began to consistently overcome geographical advantages.

4. The Chotanagpur Tenancy (CNT) Act of 1908: A Legal Technicality

The most significant technical outcome of Birsa Munda’s movement was the enactment of the Chotanagpur 

Tenancy (CNT) Act of 1908. Although Birsa died in 1900 in Ranchi Jail, his rebellion forced the British

administration to codify tribal land rights to prevent future uprisings.

Structural Components of the CNT Act

The CNT Act is a complex legal document designed to protect tribal land from alienation. Its technical provisions

remain a cornerstone of Jharkhand's land laws today:

•  Section 46: Restricts the transfer of land from a tribal member to a non-tribal member without the prior 

permission of the Deputy Commissioner.

•  Recognition of Khuntkatti Rights: The Act finally provided legal recognition to the communal landholding 

system that Birsa Munda had fought to preserve.

•  Restoration of Land: Provisions were made for the restoration of illegally alienated land back to the original 

tribal owners if the transfer occurred through fraud or coercion.

5. Modern Infrastructure: Birsa Munda Airport (IXR) Technical Overview

Birsa Munda's legacy is physically integrated into the modern infrastructure of Ranchi, specifically through the 

Birsa Munda Airport (IATA: IXR, ICAO: VERC). As a key logistical node in Eastern India, the airport’s technical

specifications reflect the growth of the region Birsa fought to liberate.

Aeronautical Specifications



Technical Parameter Specification Detail

IATA/ICAO Code IXR / VERC

Runway Length 2,714 Meters (8,904 Feet)

Runway Orientation 13/31

Elevation 655 Meters (2,149 Feet) AMSL

Terminal Type Integrated Terminal (Domestic/Limited International)

Passenger Capacity Approximately 2.4 Million Annually

The airport acts as a primary gateway for the state of Jharkhand, facilitating trade, tourism, and governmental

operations. Its strategic location at 23°18 251 3N 085°19 218 3E makes it a crucial hub for the inland connectivity of the

Chotanagpur region.

6. Urban Memorialization: Birsa Munda Park and Public Spaces

In addition to aviation infrastructure, the Birsa Munda Parkin Dhanbad represents a technical exercise in urban

green-space management. Spanning a significant acreage, the park serves as both a memorial and a recreational

hub for the industrial population of the coal capital of India.

Infrastructure and Facilities within Birsa Munda Park

•  Landscaping: Utilization of endemic flora to reflect the Chotanagpur ecosystem.

•  Civil Engineering: Integration of walkways, children’s play areas, and structural monuments dedicated to tribal 

history.

•  Hydrology: Inclusion of artificial water bodies designed for regional groundwater recharge and aesthetic value.

7. Comparative Analysis of Tribal Movements in British India

To evaluate Birsa Munda’s leadership, it is essential to compare the Munda Ulgulan with other major tribal

insurgencies of the era. This comparison helps identify the unique technical and ideological aspects of Birsa's

movement.



Rebellion Name Timeline Primary Leader Technical/Ideological 
Focus

Santal Rebellion 1855-1856 Sidhu and Kanhu Murmu Targeted the Zamindari 
system; focused on armed 
revolt against 
moneylenders.

Munda Ulgulan 1899-1900 Birsa Munda Messianic leadership; 
focus on religious reform 
and land legalities (CNT 
Act).

Koli Rebellion 1824-1848 Various local leaders Resisted British 
administrative control over 
the Western Ghats.

Rampa Rebellion 1922-1924 Alluri Sitarama Raju Guerrilla warfare in the 
Eastern Ghats against 
forest laws.

8. Field Guide: Navigating Tribal Land Rights and Policy Today

For researchers and legal practitioners working in Jharkhand, understanding the technicalities of the CNT Act and 

the Santal Parganas Tenancy (SPT) Act is vital. Implementing development projects in regions associated with

Birsa Munda’s legacy requires a strict adherence to these legal frameworks.

Step-by-Step Procedure for Land Verification in Jharkhand

1.  Verification of Record of Rights (RoR): Access the 'Jharbhoomi' portal to check the current status and 

ownership history of the land parcel.

2.  Classification Check: Determine if the land is classified as Bakast, Gair Mazarua, or Khuntkatti.

3.  Permission Protocol: If the land is being transferred, verify if Section 46 of the CNT Act applies, requiring 

Deputy Commissioner approval for tribal-to-non-tribal transfers.

4.  Social Impact Assessment (SIA): Conduct an SIA to evaluate how the land use change affects the local tribal 

community, following the LARR Act 2013 (Land Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Resettlement).

9. Troubleshooting Historical Narratives: Common Misconceptions

In the study of Birsa Munda, certain inaccuracies often arise due to the overlapping of folklore and documented

history. Correcting these is essential for technical historical accuracy:

•  Misconception: Birsa Munda died of cholera in jail. Correction: While official records state cholera, many 

contemporary historians and tribal oral traditions suggest he succumbed to slow poisoning or physical 

maltreatment while in British custody.

•  Misconception: The Ulgulan was a purely spontaneous riot. Correction: Historical analysis of the secret 

meetings and coordinated timing of attacks across multiple districts suggests a highly structured military 

organization.

Birsa Munda’s impact extends far beyond the chronologies of the late 19th century. His technical challenges to the 

British land revenue system laid the groundwork for modern tribal protections in the Indian Constitution, specifically 

under the Fifth and Sixth Schedules. The transformation of his name into an infrastructural identity—symbolized

by the Ranchi airport and various public parks—serves as a testament to his role as a foundational figure in the



identity of Jharkhand.

The synthesis of his spiritual reform, tactical military resistance, and the resulting legal frameworks like the CNT

Act provides a multifaceted case study in indigenous resilience. For the modern policymaker, engineer, or historian,

Birsa Munda remains a primary reference point for understanding the intersection of tribal rights, land law, and the

struggle for administrative autonomy in the Indian subcontinent. As the Birsa Munda Airport continues to expand its

technical capacity, it remains a soaring tribute to a man who, with little more than a bow and arrow, managed to

"shake the British Empire" and secure a legal legacy that protects millions of tribal lives to this day.
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