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ABSTRACT
The cause caught between the colonial British government and the local leader they had
eventually two alternatives, of rebellion or migration. This paper discusses which path the
tribal people choose and why. Revolt is by its very nature an open and public event, and is
indeed a collective enterprise. Throughout this work the term revolt is used to 1879-80
Rampa Uprising. Rampa and its adjacent hills assumed describe the historical significance
for being the site of a major tribal revolt that occurred during 1922-24 under the leadership
of Alluri Seetaramaraju. Rampa at present in East Godavari District of Andhra Pradesh
state, came under British in 1766 and formed part of the then Godavari district in Madras
presidency. Absence of roads, unhealthy tracts,oppressive temperature prevented the
penetration of people from plains, and ensured the inhabitants of these areas relative
diverse tribal groups.
Generally the form of government is either democracy, aristocracy or limited
monarchy, “but the concept of freeman is almost universal in the society”. Though the
polity in the hill society was heirarchial13 with manasabdar14 at the apex, followed by
muttadar and the rest consisting of tribal villagers, the mansabdar exercised only
“theoretical supremacy over the muttadars and villagers”. Scarcity of communication,
nature of the region, general antipathy of the people on plains for centuries led to the
perpetuation of their tribal identity and their traditional mode of life. But isolation gave
way with the arrival of Britishers at the opening of 19th century “for whom such rational
practices appeared totally inconsistent at it affected their forest resources”, Britishers did
not lose the sight of rich wealth of the forest and started interfering in the internal affairs
of the tribals. Amongst these wild tribes justice is amply vindicated on such occasion by
the punishment of the headman, under whose influence common people turn out to fight
with the Sirkar (Government). Mass insurrections are characterized by sudden and
dramatic revolts relying on a spirit of solidarity and open resistance against established
authority. This is exemplified in the annals of almost every peasant revolt.
In the wake of intrusion of alien powers, the social and economic organization of the
hill people of Rampa region was completely shattered. The Mansabdar, who was supposed
to protect them, on the other hand was acting detrimental to their very day to day life. Thus
cause caught between the colonial British government and the local leader they had
eventually two alternatives, of rebellion or migration. This paper discusses which path the
tribal people choose and why.
Revolt is by its very nature an open and public event, and is indeed a collective
enterprise. Throughout this work the term revolt is used to describe the 1879-80 Rampa
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Uprising. British records refer to this uprising as a „fituri‟. Fituri is a telugu word used to
denote an intrigue, plot, treason and conspiracy.1 Fituri means treacherous act against the
State (Rajadroham) or a duel (Kalahamu) or conspiracy (Kutra) 2. This being the
dictionary meaning, not even a single act of the tribals can be attributed as Fituri.
Rampa and its adjacent hills assumed historical significance for being the site of a major
tribal revolt that occurred during 1922-24 under the leadership of Alluri Seetaramaraju.3
This paper is concerned with an earlier uprising that occurred in the same place and
which has received little attention from scholars. These hilly tracts with thick forests
inhabited by tribals witnessed a series of disturbances in the 19th century, which
culminated in a major rebellion in 1879-80 highlighting the fact that the tribals were not
doomed as they so often appear. 4
Rampa at present in East Godavari District came under British in 1766 and formed
part of the then Godavari district in Madras presidency.5 Rampa and the adjoining
regions of Rekatpally, Gudem, Madugula, Dustarti and Pachipenta consisted of hills,
thick forests and broad valleys witnessed a violent revolt in 1879-80. Absence of roads,
unhealthy tracts, oppressive temperature prevented the penetration of people from
plains,6 and ensured the inhabitants of these areas relative diverse tribal groups, of hill
Reddies,7 Koyas,8 Konda Bhaktas9 and Janga,10 the geography and terrain provided a
cohesiveness of society and economy, that can perhaps explain the united action of the
tribals against intruders into their world; manifesting a deep-rooted characteristic of
opposition to outsiders who were perceived as threatening their territory and customary
way of life.11
Generally the form of government is either democracy, aristocracy or limited
monarchy, “but the concept of freeman is almost universal in the society”.12 Though the
polity in the hill society was heirarchial13 with manasabdar14 at the apex, followed by
muttadar15 and the rest consisting of tribal villagers, the mansabdar exercised only
“theoretical supremacy over the muttadars and villagers”.16 further the average muttadar,
too, was not “tyrant and interfered very little with his subjects freedom of action”.17 The
muttadari system was firmly established on the eve of British occupation. Before the
advent of muttadari system there was compact and coherent social organization in Rampa
country in form of village communities, “the most important territorial unit, 18 and clan
relationship, which cut across the system of social organization based on locality. The
muttadari system and village communities united various village communities into
compact groups.19
Simple economic system, in turn strengthened this cordial and coherent social
organization. They survived on the primitive methods of agriculture, as the tangle of
wooden hills offered little scope for stable forms of agriculture other than shifting (of
podu) cultivation which was being practiced from time immemorial. Toddy drawn from
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date, palmyra and sago trees was favourite drink for Rampa tribals. From March to June,
when the fields had been cleared and food stocks were low, they survived on this drinks.
Their religion and rituals too, were more an economic factor than as a spiritual or
emotional factor. They “prayed for good crops, seasons and health”20, rather “than aiming
at a closer union with the Gods or at transcendental bliss”.21
Scarcity of communication, nature of the region, general antipathy of the people on
plains for centuries led to the perpetuation of their tribal identity and their traditional mode
of life. But isolation gave way with the arrival of Britishers at the opening of 19th century
“for whom such rational practices appeared totally inconsistent at it affected their forest
resources”, 22 Britishers did not lose the sight of rich wealth of the forest and started
interfering in the internal affairs of the tribals. In 1813 the government in coalition with the
local mansabdar, increased the rate of revenue which was to be collected from tribals.
Civil laws were introduced, which only brought hardships to them. Police system was
introduced in 1859, which multiplied the difficulties. “They insulted and worried the
people by violence, extortion, drunk less and lechery”23 and “insisted on being supplied
with grain, fowls and sundries at quarter rates”.24 Mansabdar, with the help of the police
annexed a number of muttas. Added to these grievances was the imposition of toddy tax
by the Government on the tribals in 1874.25 Though at first tolerated it was increased year
after year and by 1879, “it was 100 to 150 percent in excess to that imposed in 1878”.26
At the same time mansabdar announced his decision of imposition of an additional tax
called Modalupannu on the existing tax.27 At once, on the 13th march 1879, the Rampa
rebellion began. The adjoining areas, including Rekapalli, which were suffering under
similar conditions, responded and reacted to the uprisings that broke out in the Rampa
region. 28
The revolt was violent and in the form of a guerilla war. The revolt which started in
March 1879 came to an end by October 1880 with the death or capture of more turbulent
hillmen. Police stations were the main targets. The principal leaders in this uprising were
Jangam Pulicanti Sambaiah, Karu Tammana Dora, Kakur Reddy, Neduluri Rami Reddy,
Amal Reddy, Bhim Reddy, Chandrayya, Jaggaiah and Veerayya Dora. It become much
harder for the government to control the rebellion as it spread like a wild-fire covering
Rampa, Rekapalli, Gudem, Dustarti, Pachipenta and Madgole.
As the blaze continued unabated, with the flame of rebellion spreading and smoke of
discontent billowing, Mr. Sullivan, the first member of the Board or Revenue, was
ordered by the government of Madras to enquire into the cause and ascertain remedies to
put an end to the rebellion. “In August 1879, Manasabdar was arrested”, blaming his rule
as a principle cause of the disturbances. “Tax on toddy was removed” and the tribals
were permitted to draw toddy for consumption for free of cost. “Muttas annexed by the
Mansabdar were reinstated” to the original owners. “One consolidated tax was imposed
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and all other taxes were abolished”. Operation of civil law was withdrawn. “In
Rekapalli, all the new rules and taxes that were imposed were withdraw”. 29 With this
settlement and along with enforcement of additional forces, insurgency started receding.
One by one all the leaders were either killed or captured and by October, 1880, the revolt
was completely suppressed. Thus the revolt that had lasted for 20 months and spread
over 5000 sq. miles, came to an end and quiet restored.
By characterizing this uprising as a „fituri‟, British officials tried to pass it off as
mere banditry and the rebels as criminals.30 Placing this event within a broad historical
perspective, one can say it was the revolt of aggrieved people, who collectively came
together to fight against exploitation and fought for the restoration of their rights.
Restoration of autonomy both social and economic has been the hall mark of a large
number of tribal movements. Insurgency and violence can be analysed in terms of this
very nation of autonomy and independence enshrined in the lives of tribal people. The
1879-80 revolt is an example of just such a fight for restoration of autonomy.
Revolts during the 19th century in India have been classified into five types, viz., (i)
restorative movements to drive out the intruders and restore earlier rulers, social relations
and economic order (ii) religious millenarian movements for the liberation of a region or
an ethnic group under a new form of Government (iii) Social banditry (iv) terrorist
vengeance with ideals of meeting out collective justice and (v) mass insurrection for the
redress of particular grievances.31
The aims of the rebels and the result of the 1879-80 revolt clearly prove that it was a
revolt of the first type cited above, i.e., a restorative revolt. Paradoxically, however, it
resulted in establishing firmly British authority. The aim of the tribals was to restore their
old social relations and economi9c order which were eroded with the encroachment of the
Mansabdar and traders under the aegis of British rules and regulations. The Muttadari
system was firmly established, tax on toddy and other illegal taxes were abolished, old
rules were re- established in Rekapalli and the major change for the Rampa tribals was that
the place of the Manasabdar was now taken by the British Government. The tribal was
totally unaware of the serious implications of this change. In fact, their intention was not to
drive away the British but to end exploitation. The fact that they accepted British authority
in place of the Manasabdar underscores this fact. The new sanads laid down the condition
that the Muttadar should conduct himself loyally and peacefully and should assist in
maintaining law and order. Followers of the muttadars were not blind loyalists and the
tension stemming from their own grievances was reduced only after their grievances were
redressed. The replacement of mansabdar by the British administration as the overlord did
not obviously impinge on the life of the tribals as long as the British administration
remaining aloof from the day to day life of the tribals. Though complete restoration of age
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old organization was not possible, yet the restoration that the revolt achieved was not a
mean achievement.
Human sacrifices were offered during the revolt. They believed in Gods and Goddesses
and other supernatural powers. They had their own religion and rituals but the 1879- 80
revolt was not a millenarian movement. It did not possess the five characteristics cited by
Cohn32 nor did the features state by Fuchs.33 When they sacrificed human beings to
Goddess, they did not look forward to a reign of bliss on this earth nor did they believe that
the transformation from the present evil age was to be total. Neither Tammana Dora nor
Veerayya Dora was divine nor prophetic leaders who were believed to possess
supernatural powers.34 The victims of the sacrifices appeared to be only policemen and
other plains men or the opponents of the tribals. These measures only expressed the
hillman‟s frustration against the oppressors. It is appropriate to mention here that when the
muttadars met major Morris and Mr. Johnson on 13th March 1879, they stated that “as
they could not live, they might as well as kill the constables and die”.35 Apart from taking
revenge however, the sacrifices did give additional advantage that it committed the rebels
to the continuing their revolt. It gave them courage and forged solidarity and infused
enthusiasm. In fact, it was a tactical strategy on part of the rebel leaders to keep up the
momentum. They never felt it was impossible to continue in the old traditional way of
living as long as they were not forced to accept the new principles and rules of life which a
superior form of culture would impose on them.36 Thus they neither longed for a paradise
on earth nor were they afraid of an alien culture. The 1879-80 revolt did not attempt to
adopt various cultural traits of a superior civilization and any process of assimilation that
took place was only gradual and peaceful. They believed and relied on their own strength
and resources and did not expect the redressal for their grievances, through world-wide
catastrophic revolutions and upheavals. Their only goal was to preserve their way of life.
Social banditry is another form of expressing frustration and disgust against the
enemy. These groups form only a small portion of the large number of peasants,
tribesmen, disinherited landlords and disbanded soldiers who turn to part- time or fulltime banditry when they are deprived of their livelihood, evicted from their homelands or
squeezed in their tribal territories.37 They adopt tactics of Robin hood with a genius for
swift assassination. Plunder the easiest form of revolt and the most difficult for the state
to counter act. This form of social banditry is easily resorted to in a mountainous region
and where police are thinly employed.38 Delumean puts it saying that “banditry was
often the insurrection of the country against the city” and “involvement in banditry
seems to be highly correlated with moments of grain shortage”.39 Hobsman stresses that,
only some of them probably a minority were social bandits, i.e., “engaged in class
struggle and concurred with the interests of the poor from whom they sought protection
and with whom they shared their loot.40 He says that banditry is a pre-political
phenomenon and defines pre-political people as those who have not yet found, or have
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only begun to find, a specific language in which to express their aspiration about the
world. George Rude counters this theory to the effect that many militant undertakings
quickly developed the nucleus of a local organization.41 Wallerstein in turn has argued
that it was the consequence of the inadequate growth of state authority.42 Many of the
characteristics cited above did appear in the 1879- 80 revolt. But these features appeared
only during the last days of the revolt. After most of the region returned to normalcy
few principal leaders with a small contingent of followers did indulge in plunder of grain
from other villages for survival. However, at the end of the revolt, the nature of this
banditry changed with the emergency of few notorious characters after the death or
capture of principal leaders and now the villages themselves turned against such persons
and handed over to the authorities. 43
Imposition of toddy tax preceded by a series of oppressive assessments and
encroachments affected the tribals and there was no need for only a few persons to
indulge in banditry for the cause of the other. The absence of effective police and
military forces and the general grievances that affected all the tribals explains the mass
popular participation. It was only after Mr. Sullivan settled the grievances and large
contingents of army were deployed did the elements of banditry creep into the event.
When they attacked police stations, it was for arms and ammunition. It was a clear-cut
strategy to express their frustration and anger and they had definite goals. Non- payment
of taxes, stopping of toddy production, assembling and attacking in hundreds and the
revolt spreading over a vast stretch of land cannot be characterized merely as social
banditry. And yet, the British Government wrote off the 1879- 80 revolt as a crime44
and decoity45 seldom understanding it as a fight for social and economic justice.46
In this restorative movement killing or terrorizing in pursuit of goals was a general
feature.47 “Peasant terrorism has been a common phenomenon throughout the history of
peasant movements in India”.48 The simplest form of revolt, is that, in which people rise
up and kill or maim the oppressor. They engage in endemic assassination of key elements
or burn buildings and other property. Sometimes, the individual kills and risks his life for
his community in vengeance and with a sense of group pride and natural justice. In Rampa
too, there were killings and burnings by the tribals either individually or collectively. The
British correctly estimated the element of collective justice, for they levied heavy fines on
the entirevillage of those who died fighting after they had assassinated the government
servant, 49 and almost all the rebel leaders carried huge fines on their heads.
Amongst these wild tribes justice is amply vindicated on such occasion by the
punishment of the headman, under whose influence common people turn out to fight
with the Sirkar (Government).50 This was extensively the understated policy of the
1879-80 revolt. There were a number of killings both by groups and individuals to strike
terror in the hearts of their enemies. The rebels burnt villages which supported the police,
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attacked police stations which were looked upon as prime sources of exploitation. These
attacks also served as instruments for mobilization, which inspired the tribals.51 The
Government, which accused the insurgents of committing excesses tried to cover-up the
havoc caused by the police and army on the rebels, by trotting out the excuse of
maintaining law and order. In its efforts to establish its political control and enhance new
forms of economic exploitation, the Government resorted to violence as a principal
means to control and subjugate the discontented tribals.52 They not only levied heavy
fines, but reduced the enemy villages into ashes, drove away the tribal cattle and seized
their women. There were huge causalities on the rebel side. Thus, the terrorist element
was conspicuous by its presence throughout the revolt.
Mass insurrections are characterized by sudden and dramatic revolts relying on a
spirit of solidarity and open resistance against established authority. This is exemplified
in the annals of almost every peasant revolt. The 1879-80 revolt was indeed a mass
insurrection against Mansabdar, police and military, a reactive violence, the result of
continued state interference against the interests of the tribals.
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