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Criminal Tribes’ Act, 1871. Act XXVII. British Library, Oriental 
and India Offi  ce Collections, shelfmark V/8/42.

Th e British branded a number of marginalized population groups (‘tribals’) 
innately criminal and made elaborate arrangements for their surveillance. Th is 
sat well with the larger strategy of imperial governance – the policy of keeping 
the subject population segregated and sequestrated into various strata. When 
the Bill was introduced in 1871 by T. V. Stephens, stress was laid on ethno-
logical theories of caste which linked profession, upbringing and background. 
Th e Act entailed registration of all members of notifi ed ‘tribes’ (irrespective of 
their criminal precedents) and imposition of restrictions on their movements. 
In the course of subsequent amendments of the Act, penalties were increased 
and provisions were made for taking tribal boys (from four to eighteen years 
old) away from their parents. In 1908, special ‘settlements’ were constructed 
for the notifi ed tribes where they had to perform hard labour. In 1936, Nehru 
denounced the whole system as ‘monstrous’ and after independence, in 1949, 
the Committee appointed by the government found the system violating the 
spirit of the Indian constitution. With the repeal of the Act in 1952, 2,300,000 
tribals were decriminalized.   
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