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Abstract

Shri Birsa Munda, known popularly amongst the common masses as Bhagwan
Birsa Munda and Dharti Abba, was a legendary freedom fighter, social reformer and
the voice of the Indian Independence Movement and the Tribal Movement in the region
of Bengal Presidency (modern day Jharkhand) in the 19th century. Being the voice of
the masses, he advocated for, and worked for ensuring community welfare, cultural

preservation, and the empowerment of tribal community throughout his lifetime. His
vision of cultural pride, self-rule and social justice has deeply influenced educational

reforms aimed towards development of an inclusive and empowering system of

education, for the ultimate goal of empowering the society through the means of
education. This research explores how his vision and ideals have inspired educational

reforms aimed towards cultural inclusion, social equity and empowerment of tribal

populations. Through an analysis of policy developments, curriculum changes and
initiatives, the paper focuses on how Birsa’s ideals have had an inspirational effect on

educational reforms.
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1. Introduction

Birsa Munda was a revered freedom fighter and tribal leader in the late 19th century.

He dedicated his life primarily to the cause of upliftment of the tribal society. His

vision was to pave the way for an empowered, developed and self-sufficient future for
his people. His vision and his ideals continue to inspire people even today. We know

how important education is for us in the modern world. It is the tool which we use for
building our career and future. Its role in shaping a proper society cannot be
underestimated. While Birsa Munda himself did not explicitly advocate for an
educational reform, his vision did. Education is not just about literacy or employability,
it is also a way of expression, a means to protect and preserve one’s identity and
culture, a means of inclusivity and connectivity. Birsa Munda worked to uplift the
conditions and status of his people, and this work is continued today by our

governments. By introducing reforms in education, which make it more inclusive,
culture-friendly and inspiring in nature, the ultimate aim is to form the society he
always envisioned.

1.1.  Research Objectives

1) To understand Birsa Munda’s vision in promoting cultural preservation, and
self-reliance among tribal communities.
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2) To identify key principles from his vision which have inspired educational
reforms in India.

3) To analyse successful initiatives and challenges in implementing educational
reforms that promote inclusive development among tribal communities.

2. Review of Literature

Literature suggests that state-imposed linguistic and cultural norms in formal
schooling alienate tribal learners, exacerbating dropout rates and hindering educational
attainment (Mondal, 2025). (Karunamay ,2023) emphasizes that indigenous
knowledge—such as oral storytelling, spiritual wisdom, and ecological practices—is
deeply rooted in community life and, when integrated into education, can foster cultural
pride and enhance learning outcomes. Additionally, multilingual education policies
have been shown to enhance comprehension and retention among tribal students
(Mohanty, 2009).

3. Methods and Materials

This qualitative study analyses historical texts on Birsa Munda, government policies,
and case studies. Data from research institutes and academic journals were reviewed
using thematic analysis to trace reform inspirations.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1.  Historical Context: Missionaries and Education

During the era of British colonial rule in India, missionaries from Britain tried to
propagate their religion and influence the local population into converting to their
religion. This was also attempted in the region of Bengal Presidency. Cultural loss

occurred in tribal communities as a result of interactions between tribal beliefs and

missionary activities (Singh, 2005). They founded mission schools, which functioned
as educational institutions, as well as a place for indoctrination into certain religions
(Ghurye, 1963). Through these attempts, the missionaries were unethically trying to

get the local tribal people to leave their traditional beliefs and convert them, by using
education as a lure. Birsa, who saw it with his own eyes when he previously briefly

attended a mission school and was forced to change his religion, realised the threat it

posed to the culture and identity of his people, opposed it. He and his family denounced
Christianity and reverted back to their original traditions and customs. Birsa later
founded the Birsait faith and encouraged his people to return to their origins and

value them (Sahare , 2021).

4.2. Key Principles from Munda’s Vision

Munda, throughout his life, advocated for the upliftment of his community and its

people, and their welfare and freedom. His vision was an extraordinary one, which is
relevant to this date. The key principles of his vision which have been inspiring
educational reforms are as follows:

a. Self-Governance and Autonomy

1) Birsa Munda’s call for “Munda Raj” emphasized tribal control over land,
institutions, and cultural life, reflecting his broader vision for self-governance
and autonomy. (Sullere, 2025).

2) Educational reforms inspired by this principle advocate for community-managed

schools and tribal participation in curriculum design (Maharana, 2025).

b. Cultural Preservation

1) Birsa opposed efforts to erase tribal customs and spiritual practices.

2) Inclusion of Indigenous Knowledge Systems in the current curriculum has many
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benefits (Gupta, 2013).

c. Social and Moral Reformation

1) Birsa campaigned against alcoholism, superstition, and exploitation, promoting
a disciplined and enlightened society.

2) Education should encourage critical thinking while supporting the revitalization
of tribal communities and preserving their cultural heritage, provided it respects

tribal identity (Majhi & Dansana, 2024).

4.3. Policy Developments

The government has regularly made efforts to respect Munda’s vision, and
incorporate his ideals into development of policies which are aimed towards making
education more inclusive and supportive to protection and preservation of tribal culture
and customs.

1) National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 promotes mother tongue instruction and
inclusion of local knowledge systems (Ministry of Education, 2020).

2) Eklavya Model Residential Schools (EMRS), which aim to provide quality
education to tribal children while preserving cultural identity (Tribal Affairs
Ministry, 2023).

3) Tribal Research Institutes (TRIs) support documentation of tribal traditions and

development of culturally relevant curricula (TRI Annual Report, 2022).

4.4.  Case Studies and Initiatives

There are some real-life examples of successful initiatives which have been successful

in showing how these efforts have reshaped education and its implementation.
1) Kalinga Institute of Social Sciences (KISS), Odisha: Educates over 30,000 tribal

children with a curriculum rooted in tribal languages and traditions (Patnaik,
2021).

Jharkhand Curriculum Integration: State-led efforts to include tribal folklore
and history in textbooks have improved student engagement (Jharkhand
Education Board, 2022).

2)  Lok Biradari Prakalp, Maharashtra: Offers education and healthcare to the Madia

Gond tribe, emphasizing respect for tribal customs (Amte, 2019).

4.5.  Challenges in Implementation

Although, there are some significant challenges towards the successful
implementation of these reforms, which are as follows:

1) Language Barriers: Many tribal languages lack written scripts, complicating curriculum

development (Mohanty, 2009).

2) Teacher Training: Educators often lack cultural competency to teach in tribal contexts
(Rath, 2021).

3) Infrastructure Gaps: Remote tribal areas suffer from poor connectivity and inadequate
school facilities (Tribal Affairs Ministry, 2023).

4) Socioeconomic Pressures: Poverty and seasonal migration lead to high dropout rates

among tribal students (Xaxa, 2008).

4.6.  Recommendations

Some recommendations to improve the efficiency in implementing these reforms
are as follows:

1) Community-Led Curriculum Design: Involve tribal elders and scholars in
educational planning.

2) Digital Inclusion: Develop mobile apps and radio programs in tribal languages.
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3) Cultural Exchange Programs: Promote inter-community learning to foster mutual
respect.

4) Scholarship and Mentorship: Provide financial and academic support for tribal

students pursuing higher education.

5.Conclusion

Birsa Munda’s legacy continues to illuminate the path toward inclusive and
empowering education. His ideals of cultural pride, self-governance, and moral reform
offer a blueprint for educational systems that honour diversity and promote equity.
By embedding his principles into policy and practice, India can build a future where
every child—regardless of background—has the opportunity to learn, grow, and thrive.
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