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Abstract

In the caste-based social system of ancient India, people belonging to the lower castes were
subjected to exploitation, oppression, and persecution. Bengal was no exception to this
reality. Even as the nineteenth century dawned, the intensity of such exploitation and
oppression showed not the slightest sign of abatement. However, when this exploitation and
oppression reached intolerable extremes, movements against the caste system emerged, and
new religious ideologies came into being. Gradually, as they became conscious of the
discrimination being meted out to them, people of the lower castes took to the path of
agitation.

The Matua movement, founded by Harichand Thakur (1812-1878), was—in the context of
its time —fundamentally anti-Brahminical and anti-casteist; it was a religious movement
driven by the demand for social dignity. Following the passing of Harichand Thakur, his
son, Guruchand Thakur (1847-1937) —serving as the principal spiritual leader of the Matua
community —formulated plans for religious, social, and educational reforms, as well as for
cultural upliftment. The primary demand of the Matua leadership was the official
recognition of a new name —'Namasudra'—to replace the old, derogatory appellation of
'Chandal.
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