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Abstract

The Santhal Pargana division of Jharkhand,
India, represents a critical microcosm for
understanding the interplay between tribal
identity, socio-economic movements, and electoral
politics in India’s Adivasi heartland. This paper
examinesthe historical and contemporary political
dynamics of the Santhal Pargana. It argues that
the region’s politics is fundamentally structured by
a persistent tension between assertions of tribal
autonomy, often manifested through movements
for land and cultural rights, and the integrating
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Author forces of party politics and state-led devel opment.
Aman Pradhan The analysistracesthe political evolution fromthe
Assistant Professor seminal Santhal Hul of 1855 to the Jharkhand
Department of History statehood movement and into the present day,
DegreeCollege whereissues of displacement, resource alienation,

Nala, Fatehpur, Jamtara, Jharkhand, INDIA and identity preservation continue to shape
electoral choices and political mobilization. The

paper concludesthat whileformal political power
has been achieved through the creation of Jharkhand, the core aspirations of the Santhal community
self-determination and protection of their jal, jangal, jameen (water, forest, land) remain central and
often contested arenas of political engagement.

Key Words
Santhal Pargana, Jharkhand, Adivas Politics, Tribal Movements, Identity Politics, Land Rights..

I ntroduction

The Santha Pargana, comprising thesix districtsof Dumka, Godda, Deoghar, Jamtara, Sahibganj, and
Pakur, ismorethan amereadministrativedivisonin eastern India. Itisthehistorical and cultura epicenter of
the Santhal community, one of India’s largest and most politically significant Scheduled Tribes (Census of
India, 2011). The region’s politics is distinctive, characterized by a deep historical consciousness of rebellion
and acontinuous strugglefor rightsover resources and recognition (Guha, 1983). This paper seeksto andyze
theuniquepolitica trgectory of the Santha Pargana, moving beyond amere el ectoral analysisto understand
the socio-historical forcesthat shapeitspolitica behaviour.

The central research question thisarticle addressesis. How have historical movements for
autonomy and contemporary strugglesover land and resources shgped the palitical parties, eectora outcomes,
and modes of mobilization in the Santhal Pargana? The thesis posits that Santhal Pargana’s politics is an
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ongoing project of negotiating autonomy within the Indian state, whereelectora politicsisoften asurface
manifestation of deeper currentsrel ated to identity assertion and economicjustice.

Historical Foundations: From Hul to Satehood

Thepolitica consciousnessof the Santha Parganaisindelibly marked by the Santha Hul (Rebel lion) of
1855-56. Led by Sidhu and Kanhu Murmu, the revolt was a direct response to exploitation by colonial
adminigrators, moneylenders(dikus), and landlords. Though bruta ly suppressed, the Hul established apowerful
legacy of resistance against externa oppression and becamethefoundational myth for Santha identity and
political mobilization (Guha, 1983).

Thislegacy of resistance provided theideol ogicd fuel for the Jharkhand movement throughout the 20th
century. Thedemand for aseparate state, which culminated in the cregtion of Jharkhand in 2000, found its
most fervent support in the Santha Pargana (Corbridge & Jewitt, 1997). Theregion becameastronghold for
politicd partieschampioningtribal causes, most notably the Jharkhand M ukti Morcha(JMM), foundedin
1972 by Shibu Soren. The IMM’s ideology was rooted in the aspirations of the Santhals and other Adivasi
groups, focusing on land rights, anti-displacement agitations, and cultural nationalism (Shah, 2010). Shibu
Soren, popularly known as Guruji, leveraged the symbolism of the Hul and positioned himself astheinheritor
of Sidhu and Kanhu’s legacy, cementing a deep emotional connection with the electorate.

Contemporary Political Dynamics

The creation of Jharkhand did not mark theend of political strugglebut rather itstransformation. The
political landscape of Santha Parganatoday ischaracterized by severa key features:

»  TheEnduring Dominanceof theJMM: The Jharkhand Mukti M orcharemainsthemost influential
political forceintheregion. Itssuccessisbuilt on acombination of charismatic leadership (the Soren
family dynasty), arobust organizational network rooted in rural areas, and itsunwavering brand of
“sons of the soil” politics. The party’s core agenda continues to resonate, focusing on the implementation
of the Chotanagpur Tenancy (CNT) Act and the Santhal Pargana Tenancy (SPT) Act, which are
designed to protect triba land from being transferred to non-tribal s (Singh, 2018).

» TheRiseof aPolitical Dynasty: Theleadership of the IMM, and by extension the palitics of the
region, hastransitioned from Shibu Sorento his sons, Hemant Soren and Durga Soren. Hemant Soren,
who has served as Chief Minister of Jharkhand, representsanew generation of leadership onethat
must balancetraditional tribal concernswith the demandsof modern governance and devel opment.
Hisadministration hasfocused on populist welfare schemes, but hisarrest by central agenciesin 2024
on corruption charges has been framed by hissupportersasapolitica attack by the centra Government
(BJP), further entrenching a narrative of “Delhi vs. Jharkhand” (The Hindu, 2024).

» The BJP’s Inroads and Electoral Competition: The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has made
sgnificant strategicinroadsinto the Santha Pargana. Its strategy involvesamulti-pronged approach:
» Devdopment Agenda: Promisinginfrastructure projects, eectricity, and roads.

» Wadfarism: Efficientimplementation of central Government schemes(e.g., Ujjwaa PMAY).

» Social Engineering: Reachingout to non-triba communitiesand Other Backward Classes (OBCs),
whose populaionissgnificant in partsof theregion, and attempting to cultivateaHindu tribal identity
that alignswith itsbroader ideologica project (Pai, 2021).

Thishasmaded ectionsin Santhd Parganahighly competitive, withtheBJPand IMM (oftenindliance
with the Congressand RJID) being the principa contenders.

» Persistent Challengesand Mobilizing | ssues: Despite political representation, severa enduring
issues continueto drivepolitical discourseand mobilization:
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» LandAlienation and Displacement: The coreissueremainsthe protection of tribal land from
acquisitionfor mining, power plants(liketheonein Godda), andindustrid projects. Agitationsagainst
land grabsarefrequent and often determine politica loyalties (Xaxa, 2016).
> Implementation of SPT/CNT Acts: Thedilution or non-implementation of these protectiveland
lawsisaperennid political hot-buttonissue. Partiesarejudged on their commitment to uphol ding them
(Singh, 2018).
» Migrationand Livelihoods Poverty andlack of industria devel opment force seasona migration
for labour. Politicsoften revol vesaround promises of creating local employment and halting distress
migration (Shah, 2010).

> ldentityand Culture Thepreservationof Santhdi languageand culture(e.g., demandsfor itsincluson
inthe Eighth Schedul e of the Constitution) remainsapotent mobilizingtool (Tillin, 2013).

Conclusion

Thepoliticsof the Santhd Parganaisacomplex and dynamic tapestry woven fromthreads of historical
rebellion, cultura identity, and economic aspiration. Thejourney from the Hul to the hall s of the Jharkhand
assembly in Ranchi demonstratesaremarkable political awakening. However, theattainment of statehood
hasnot rendered the struggle obsol ete; it hasmerely changed itsarena.

Electoral politicsintheregionisaconstant referendum on which party or leader can best protect the
community’s land, culture, and economic interests from perceived internal and external threats. While the
JMM’s hegemony is built on its historical credibility, it faces a formidable challenge from the BJP’s resource-
rich and strategically astute campaign machinery. The future of Santhal Pargana’s politics will likely be determined
by theability of itspolitical actorsto addressthefundamental paradox of development: how to achieve
economic progresswithout sacrificing the very land and identity that form thefoundation of Santhal society.
Thepolitical discourse, therefore, remains centered on the enduring dogan of jal, jangal, jameen.
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