
Vol 7, Issue 12, 2024   Impact Factor: 5.355    DOI: https://doi.org/10.31426/ijamsr.2024.7.12.7959 

           

 

 
     IJAMSR  7 (12)                     December 2024                    www.ijamsr.com                       108 

 

International Journal of  

Advanced Multidisciplinary Scientific Research (IJAMSR) ISSN:2581-4281 

 

Modern Education and the Transformation of Adivasi Society in 

Jharkhand (1850–2000): Colonial Legacies, Missionary Encounters, and 

Post-Independence Aspirations 

G. Rama Kumari 

Research Scholar, Department of History, YBN University, Rajaulatu, Ranchi. 

Dr. Susmita Mohapatra  

Associate Professor & HOD, Department of History, YBN University, Rajaulatu, Ranchi.  
 

   

ABSTRACT 

The introduction of modern education in Jharkhand from 1850 to 

2000 AD marked a critical phase in the socio-cultural and political 

transformation of Adivasi communities. Initially imposed under 

colonial imperatives, education served the bureaucratic and economic 

interests of the British state, often marginalizing indigenous 

knowledge systems. Missionary initiatives expanded access to 

education, but also sought to assimilate Adivasis into Western 

frameworks of morality and religion. Despite these challenges, 

modern education disrupted traditional hierarchies, catalyzed 

resistance, and produced a new class of Adivasi leaders who 

mobilized for identity, autonomy, and political rights. Post-

independence, the Indian state introduced policies such as 

reservations and scholarships to democratize education, yet systemic 

barriers including poverty, infrastructural deficits, linguistic diversity, 

and social exclusion persisted. The period witnessed both 

empowerment and alienation: while education facilitated mobility, 

awareness, and participation in socio-political life, it also created 

cultural dissonance and generational divides. This paper argues that 

modern education in Jharkhand was neither a linear story of progress 

nor mere cultural erosion, but a contested and multifaceted process 

that reshaped Adivasi identity, agency, and aspirations. 

Understanding this trajectory is crucial to contextualizing 

contemporary debates on inclusive development, social justice, and 

cultural resilience in Jharkhand. 

Keywords : Transformation, Empowerment, Identity, Adiwasi 

communities in Jharkhand, Modern Education, Jharkhand's Adiwasi 
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I. Introduction 

The introduction of modern education in Jharkhand between 1850 and 2000 AD ushered in a 

transformative yet complex era for Adivasi society. This period was marked by competing 

influences—colonial administrative imperatives, missionary zeal, nationalist aspirations, and post-

independence developmental policies—all of which converged to shape the educational experiences 

of indigenous communities. For the Adivasis of Jharkhand, modern education represented both a 

challenge and an opportunity: while it disrupted traditional knowledge systems and cultural practices, 

it also enabled mobility, awareness, and political assertion. The trajectory of modern education in 

Jharkhand, therefore, must be understood not merely as the expansion of formal schooling but as a 

deeply historical and socio-political process that reconfigured identities, aspirations, and struggles. 

Colonial Foundations and Administrative Motives 

The genesis of modern education in Jharkhand lay within the broader framework of British colonial 

policies in India. The colonial state saw education as an instrument of governance, designed to 

produce a class of clerks, interpreters, and loyal intermediaries who could facilitate administrative 

control. English-medium schools and standardized curricula emphasized European knowledge 

systems, sidelining indigenous languages, oral traditions, and cultural practices. For the Adivasis, 

who were already marginalized by land alienation, displacement, and resource exploitation, this form 

of education was largely inaccessible. Colonial education was primarily urban-centric and designed 

to serve colonial interests, rather than addressing the social or cultural needs of the indigenous 

population. Yet, despite its limited outreach, the introduction of colonial schooling created new 

social hierarchies within Jharkhand. Access to modern education became a marker of privilege, 

distinguishing the small educated elite from the rural masses. This stratification sowed the seeds of 

inequality, but it also inadvertently created a cadre of individuals who would later emerge as leaders, 

reformers, and voices of resistance within Adivasi society. 

Missionary Engagement and Cultural Encounters 

Alongside colonial initiatives, Christian missionaries played a pivotal role in the spread of modern 

education in Jharkhand. Missionary schools were established in remote tribal regions, offering basic 

literacy, numeracy, and vocational training. Their efforts often filled the gaps left by the colonial 

state, making education available to Adivasis who might otherwise have been excluded. However, 

missionary education came with its own set of cultural and religious agendas. Schools became sites 

not only of academic learning but also of religious indoctrination, where Christian values and beliefs 

were promoted alongside Western knowledge. This dual function of missionary education produced 

ambivalent outcomes. On the one hand, it gave Adivasi children access to literacy, organizational 

skills, and exposure to wider worldviews. On the other, it accelerated processes of cultural 

assimilation, eroding traditional practices and spiritual systems. Some Adivasi families embraced 

missionary schools as a pathway to upward mobility, while others resisted what they perceived as an 

attack on their identity and autonomy. This tension highlighted the adaptive strategies of Adivasi 
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communities, who navigated the pressures of cultural change while attempting to preserve their 

indigenous heritage. 

Impact on Traditional Societies 

The introduction of modern education had profound implications for traditional Adivasi societies. 

Education disrupted indigenous modes of learning, which had historically relied on oral traditions, 

community rituals, and intergenerational transmission of wisdom. Formal schooling often displaced 

these organic systems, creating generational divides between those exposed to modern education and 

those adhering to ancestral practices. For many Adivasis, the promise of modern education lay in its 

potential to secure employment, economic stability, and social mobility. Educated individuals began 

to secure jobs in administration, teaching, and other professions, challenging entrenched hierarchies 

and asserting new forms of agency. At the same time, education became a catalyst for political 

awareness, fueling resistance against colonial exploitation and fostering early articulations of Adivasi 

rights. However, these changes also led to internal conflicts within communities, as debates emerged 

over the preservation of traditions versus the embrace of modernity. 

Post-Independence Expansion and State Interventions 

The attainment of Indian independence in 1947 marked a new chapter in the history of education in 

Jharkhand. The newly formed state prioritized democratization and inclusivity, extending educational 

opportunities to marginalized groups through reservations, scholarships, and special development 

programs. For Adivasis, this translated into increased access to schools, colleges, and eventually 

universities, although disparities in quality and infrastructure persisted. Governmental and non-

governmental initiatives sought to improve literacy rates, reduce dropout levels, and encourage 

enrollment among Adivasi children. Yet, these efforts were hampered by systemic challenges. 

Inadequate infrastructure, teacher shortages, linguistic diversity, and cultural insensitivity in curricula 

continued to undermine the promise of educational equity. Despite these barriers, the expansion of 

education created a foundation for long-term socio-economic advancement. By the late 20th century, 

an educated class of Adivasi leaders, intellectuals, and activists had emerged, advocating for cultural 

preservation, political autonomy, and social justice. 

Transformational Impact on Society 

Between 1850 and 2000, the impact of modern education on Adivasi society was both profound and 

multifaceted. Literacy and formal schooling equipped Adivasi individuals with the skills necessary to 

engage in an interconnected, modernizing world. Education opened doors to employment 

opportunities, enhanced social mobility, and facilitated participation in political processes. Adivasi 

leaders educated in modern institutions played key roles in mobilizing their communities, articulating 

demands for rights, and shaping movements such as the campaign for the creation of Jharkhand state. 

At the same time, education became a tool for intellectual discourse and cultural revitalization. While 

colonial and missionary education initially sought to impose Eurocentric values, Adivasi leaders later 

appropriated education as a means of preserving and promoting indigenous identities. For instance, 
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movements advocating for the recognition of Adivasi languages and cultural traditions often relied 

on the efforts of educated activists who could bridge traditional wisdom with modern frameworks. 

Challenges and Contradictions 

Despite its transformative potential, modern education also generated significant challenges. 

Linguistic barriers, discrimination, and exclusion within mainstream institutions often alienated 

Adivasi students. Many faced systemic biases that reinforced their marginalization and limited their 

upward mobility. Dropout rates remained high, particularly among girls, reflecting both structural 

obstacles and socio-economic pressures. Cultural alienation was another pressing issue. Formal 

education often undermined indigenous traditions, rituals, and languages, creating tensions between 

educated youth and elders committed to ancestral practices. This generational conflict underscored 

the contradictions of modern education, which simultaneously empowered Adivasis while also 

threatening the continuity of their cultural heritage. 

Legacy and Continuity 

By the turn of the 21st century, modern education had become deeply embedded in the social fabric 

of Jharkhand’s Adivasi communities. Schools, colleges, and universities became sites of both 

empowerment and contestation. The legacy of colonial and missionary influences persisted in 

institutional structures and pedagogical practices, but these were increasingly challenged by efforts to 

decolonize education and make it more inclusive. The continuity of modern education was marked 

by its dual role as both a vehicle for empowerment and a site of struggle. On one hand, it created new 

opportunities for leadership, intellectual growth, and socio-political participation. On the other, it 

highlighted the enduring challenges of inequality, cultural dissonance, and systemic neglect. As 

Adivasi educators, leaders, and intellectuals continued to advocate for reforms, education emerged as 

a cornerstone of community resilience, identity formation, and aspirations for sustainable 

development. 
 

II. Review of Literature 
 

Author & 

Year 

Focus of Study Methodology / 

Approach 

Key Findings / Arguments 

Ghosh, K. 

(2006) 

Political dynamics of 

portraying Adivasis as 

“primitive” in Indian 

modernity; Koel-Karo 

movement in 

Jharkhand. 

Fieldwork on 

Adivasi movements 

+ archival research 

on colonial and 

postcolonial 

administration. 

Portrayal of Adivasis as “primitive” 

shaped and was shaped by Indian 

modernity. Exclusive governmentality 

marginalized Adivasis while nation-

state selectively used their identity. 

Representation of Adivasis 

deconstructed dominant notions of 

modernity and justice. 
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Higham & 

Shah 

(2013) 

Impact of affirmative 

action policies on 

Adivasis in 

Jharkhand. 

Anthropological lens 

+ analysis of 

affirmative action 

within political-

economic changes. 

Affirmative action improved 

educational achievements, but 

inequalities persisted due to 

privatization of education, benefiting 

elites more than Adivasis. State 

policies limited in reducing 

marginalization. 

Kujur, A. 

S. (2019) 

Education among 

Adivasi communities 

in Jharkhand. 

Census data + 

analysis of literacy, 

enrollment, and 

dropout rates. 

Jharkhand has 32 ST groups (26% 

population). Education remains the 

major challenge. Despite enrollment, 

poor reading skills and high dropout 

rates persisted with variation among 

Adivasi groups. 

Carrin, 

M. (2020) 

Indigenous 

knowledge 

transmission among 

tribal children in 

Jharkhand. 

Classroom 

observations + 

interviews; 

comparative rural vs 

semi-urban study. 

Children balanced ancestral village 

knowledge and state education. 

Remote children promoted local 

initiatives, while urban-adjacent 

children aspired to global integration. 

Sarna Dhorom and indigenous 

literacy movements shaped identity. 

Mundu, 

B. J. 

(2006) 

Future of indigenous 

traditions and Adivasi 

identity in Jharkhand. 

Case study + 

historical and 

institutional analysis. 

Adivasis seen as autochthonous 

people; customary practices linked to 

nature. Conflict existed between 

collective rights and state’s individual 

rights. Customary systems had 

political relevance but were 

undermined by historical factors. 

Sharma, 

K. L. 

(1976) 

Roots of the 

Jharkhand movement. 

Historical and 

sociological analysis 

of ethnic 

movements. 

Movement driven by exploitation by 

outsiders (north Biharis), ethnic 

differences, and resource exploitation. 

Political culture emerged as a 

strategy, not the primary driver. 

Mahato, 

D. (2024) 

Role of Christian 

missionaries in tribal 

education in 

Jharkhand. 

Field data from two 

villages (Itki & 

Bhagwanpur) + 

interviews. 

Missionaries improved literacy, 

optimism, and opportunities. Tribal 

education better in missionary-

dominated villages than in govt-only 

areas. Use of “tribe” seen as colonial 

legacy undermining Adivasi identity. 

 

  

http://www.ijamsr.com/


Vol 7, Issue 12, 2024   Impact Factor: 5.355    DOI: https://doi.org/10.31426/ijamsr.2024.7.12.7959 

           

 

 
     IJAMSR  7 (12)                     December 2024                    www.ijamsr.com                       113 

 

International Journal of  

Advanced Multidisciplinary Scientific Research (IJAMSR) ISSN:2581-4281 

Athreya 

& 

Goddeeris 

(2023) 

Jesuit mission schools 

in Chotanagpur and 

state relations post-

independence. 

Historical analysis of 

Jesuit records and 

state policies. 

Initial conflicts (finance, control) gave 

way to state recognition of mission 

schools’ role in education and anti-

communist stance. 

Mishra, 

N. (2018) 

Impact of 

industrialization and 

globalization on tribal 

identity in Jharkhand, 

Chhattisgarh, Odisha. 

Historical review + 

personal 

observation. 

Development caused displacement, 

poverty, and marginalization. 

Resource-rich states exploited. 

Jharkhandi movement for autonomy 

emerged but failed to resolve issues. 

Dispossession and capitalist projects 

reshaped tribal identity. 

Aaron, S. 

J. (2005) 

Christian activism and 

adivasi movements in 

Jharkhand (esp. Koel-

Karo). 

Field visits + case 

study of Koel-Karo 

agitation. 

Christian activists emphasized 

Adivasi identity, not religion, in land 

rights struggles. Church presence 

supported activism, but clergy 

conservatism limited collaboration. 

Movements framed as resistance to 

state industrialization. 

Tunte, V. 

(2023) 

Broader tribal 

movements in India 

(focus on 

Maharashtra). 

Census analysis 

(1991, legal 

frameworks) + 

anthropological 

study. 

Tribal movements examined in 

relation to Article 342 (ST list). 

Explored cultural linkages, state 

recognition, and social 

marginalization. 

Singh, A. 

(2018) 

Linguistic assertion 

and Adivasi identity 

in Jharkhand. 

Political-historical 

analysis of Santhali 

and Kurukh 

language 

movements. 

Santhali gained constitutional 

recognition; Kurukh still fighting. 

Language movements reinforced 

ethnicity but weakened pan-Adivasi 

solidarity. Highlighted tensions 

between regionalism and pan-tribal 

unity. 
 

III. Historical Context of Modern Education in Jharkhand 

The historical context of modern education in Jharkhand is shaped by multiple interrelated factors 

that span from pre-colonial traditions to post-independence reforms. Before the advent of colonial 

influence, Adivasi communities in Jharkhand relied on their own indigenous systems of knowledge 

rooted in oral traditions, folklore, community practices, and spiritual beliefs. These modes of 

learning were holistic in nature, combining practical skills with cultural values and spiritual 

teachings, thereby ensuring the continuity of community identity and resilience. With the expansion 

of British colonial rule in the 19th century, the educational landscape changed drastically. The British 

introduced formal institutions and English-medium schooling largely to serve administrative needs, 
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creating a class of clerks, interpreters, and loyal subjects. Christian missionaries played a prominent 

role in this transformation by establishing schools in remote tribal areas, offering Western subjects 

alongside Christian teachings. While these efforts provided access to literacy and new opportunities, 

they also contributed to cultural assimilation and the gradual erosion of indigenous practices. The 

introduction of modern education had far-reaching consequences for Adivasi societies. It disrupted 

traditional systems of learning and social organization, creating generational conflicts and cultural 

dissonance. For some, education became a pathway to social mobility and economic advancement, 

while for others it was perceived as a threat to cultural autonomy and identity. The same period also 

witnessed the emergence of tribal movements, where educated Adivasi leaders began mobilizing 

communities to resist colonial exploitation and cultural domination. Education thus evolved into a 

tool of political awareness and collective assertion of rights. In the post-independence era, India 

sought to democratize education and extend its benefits to marginalized communities, including 

Adivasis in Jharkhand. Government initiatives, supported by civil society and international agencies, 

aimed to expand access and improve quality. The persistent challenges such as infrastructural 

deficits, teacher shortages, linguistic barriers, and lack of cultural sensitivity limited the effectiveness 

of these efforts. Overall, the historical trajectory of education in Jharkhand from 1850 to 2000 

reveals a complex interplay of colonial legacies, missionary influence, indigenous resilience, political 

mobilization, and postcolonial state interventions. Understanding this context is crucial for analyzing 

how modern education shaped Adivasi society, simultaneously enabling empowerment while also 

generating tensions around identity, equity, and social justice. 

3.1 Impact on Adivasi Society 

Aspect Description Impact on Adivasi Society 

Pre-Colonial 

Education 

Indigenous systems of learning rooted in 

oral traditions, folklore, community 

practices, and spiritual beliefs. Education 

was holistic, blending practical skills, 

cultural values, and spirituality. 

Preserved cultural identity, ensured 

intergenerational knowledge 

transfer, and maintained social 

cohesion. 

Colonial Rule British introduced formal schools and 

English-medium education in the 19th 

century to serve administrative needs, 

producing clerks and loyal subjects. 

Shifted focus from indigenous 

systems to colonial priorities; began 

erosion of traditional practices. 

Missionary 

Influence 

Christian missionaries established 

schools in remote tribal areas, combining 

Western subjects with Christian 

teachings. 

Increased literacy and access to 

modern education but also 

encouraged cultural assimilation and 

weakened indigenous traditions. 

Impact on 

Traditional 

Societies 

Formal education disrupted traditional 

learning and social structures, creating 

cultural dissonance and generational 

divides. 

Some embraced education for 

mobility, while others resisted it as a 

threat to cultural autonomy. 
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Emergence of 

Tribal 

Movements 

Educated Adivasi leaders mobilized 

communities, articulated grievances, and 

resisted colonial exploitation using 

modern education as a tool. 

Education became a catalyst for 

political consciousness, identity 

assertion, and collective action. 

Post-

Independence 

Era 

State, civil society, and international 

agencies promoted inclusive education 

through development programs after 

1947. 

Expanded access but faced 

challenges like poor infrastructure, 

teacher shortages, linguistic 

diversity, and lack of cultural 

sensitivity. 
 

3.2 Colonial Influence 
 

Colonial 

Influence 

Factor 

Description Impact on Adivasi Society 

Administrative 

Imperatives 

Education was introduced to train 

clerks, administrators, and 

intermediaries for British governance, 

with English-medium and standardized 

curricula. 

Created a class of educated 

intermediaries loyal to colonial rule; 

shifted education from community-

based to state-serving purposes. 

Evangelical 

Mission 

Missionaries set up schools combining 

formal education with Christian 

teachings, aiming at moral reform and 

cultural transformation. 

Expanded access to education but 

promoted assimilation, weakening 

indigenous spiritual and cultural 

systems. 

Civilizing 

Mission 

Framed education as a way to “uplift” 

tribals by inculcating European values 

and replacing indigenous systems with 

Eurocentric curricula. 

Led to marginalization of indigenous 

languages, knowledge, and practices; 

reinforced Western superiority 

narratives. 

Social 

Stratification 

Access to modern education became a 

marker of privilege; colonial policies 

reinforced caste, class, and ethnic 

disparities. 

Created divisions within Adivasi 

society; widened gaps between 

educated elites and rural/marginalized 

groups. 

Resistance and 

Adaptation 

Communities showed resilience by 

resisting cultural assimilation while 

some used modern education as 

empowerment. 

Sparked dual outcomes: preservation 

of indigenous traditions by some, and 

socio-political mobilization through 

education by others. 

Legacy and 

Continuity 

Colonial structures and attitudes 

shaped post-independence education; 

efforts to decolonize continue with 

focus on inclusivity. 

Persistent inequalities, but also 

ongoing efforts to reclaim cultural 

identity, promote diversity, and 

empower Adivasi communities. 
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IV. Adiwasi Response of Modern Education in Jharkhand 

The introduction of modern education in Jharkhand elicited a diverse and nuanced response from 

Adivasi communities, who found themselves negotiating a complex terrain shaped by colonial 

administration and missionary interventions. For some, modern schooling represented an intrusion 

into indigenous systems of knowledge and cultural practices, threatening their identity and 

autonomy. Others, however, viewed education as a vital pathway to socio-economic mobility and 

empowerment. This dual response reflected a careful balance between preserving cultural heritage 

and embracing opportunities for advancement, shaping a dynamic and multifaceted engagement with 

modern schooling. The transformational impact of modern education was profound, as it reshaped 

socio-cultural dynamics, economic opportunities, and political consciousness among Adivasis. 

Access to formal schooling enabled the acquisition of literacy, numeracy, and vocational skills, 

thereby empowering individuals to navigate an increasingly interconnected world. Education also 

became a catalyst for social mobility, enabling Adivasis to challenge entrenched hierarchies, assert 

their rights, and participate in mainstream political processes. Yet, this transformation was uneven, 

often creating tensions between traditional values and external influences, and giving rise to complex 

negotiations of identity, agency, and belonging. 

Alongside these gains, the introduction of modern education also brought forth challenges and 

opportunities. Adivasi communities faced linguistic barriers, institutional discrimination, poor 

infrastructure, and limited access to quality schooling, which hindered educational progress and 

reinforced cycles of poverty and exclusion. Nevertheless, education opened new horizons by 

cultivating leadership skills, raising political awareness, and strengthening movements for social 

justice and cultural revitalization. It thus remained both a site of struggle and a medium for 

empowerment. Finally, the legacy and continuity of modern education in Jharkhand have left 

indelible imprints on Adivasi society. Schools, colleges, and universities facilitated the spread of 

knowledge, critical thinking, and academic growth, while also creating spaces for intergenerational 

dialogue that bridged traditional wisdom with contemporary insights. Despite enduring challenges 

such as inadequate infrastructure, linguistic diversity, and systemic inequality, education continues to 

serve as a catalyst for social change and empowerment. Adivasi leaders, educators, and intellectuals 

persist in advocating for educational equity and cultural resilience, ensuring that the legacy of 

modern education remains central to shaping the aspirations, identities, and futures of Adivasi 

communities in Jharkhand. 

V. Conclusion 

The history of modern education in Jharkhand between 1850 and 2000 reveals a complex interplay of 

domination, resistance, and adaptation. What began as a colonial project to consolidate power and 

instill Eurocentric values was reappropriated by Adivasi communities as a means of empowerment 

and collective assertion. Missionary schools, while culturally intrusive, provided crucial access to 

literacy and modern skills. In the post-independence era, state interventions expanded opportunities 

but also exposed systemic inequalities that continue to challenge Adivasi educational advancement. 

Modern education became both a vehicle of cultural alienation and a platform for empowerment, 
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producing contradictions that remain embedded in Jharkhand’s educational and socio-political 

landscape. It created avenues for leadership, mobility, and intellectual growth while simultaneously 

threatening indigenous languages, traditions, and identities. The legacy of this period underscores 

that education in Jharkhand has been a deeply contested domain—an arena where colonial legacies, 

missionary encounters, state policies, and Adivasi agency intersected to shape a dynamic social 

fabric. Ultimately, the story of modern education in Jharkhand is not one of unilateral imposition or 

passive reception but of negotiation and resilience. Adivasi communities have continually redefined 

education to serve their own cultural, political, and developmental goals. This historical trajectory 

highlights the enduring role of education in struggles for justice, identity, and sustainable 

development, and it emphasizes the need for future educational policies to be culturally sensitive, 

inclusive, and empowering for Adivasi societies. 
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