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ABSTRACT

The Namasudras are recognized as the lower castpl@®f East Bengallhey constituted the largest agrarian
caste in Eastern Bengal. They gradually emergedaasell-organized community so as to successfullgllenge
the hegemony of Hindu ritual order and the dommatbf high caste gentry in colonial Bengal. In tast decades of the
19" century, they organized a powerful movement antioegchedule castes communities of Bengal. Whemlsighcaste
politics emerged in the province in the 1930s,Nlamasudra community provided the same with botrefalWieadership
andpopular support base. Buttheir internal conflitakened their movement. The alignments, defsctiba splitting of
leadership among the Namasudra leaders were brgakia internal coherence of the movement. The menveaitimately
lost its independent entity that was there till Z98fore the elections. The result of the 1946tieleshowed a complete

breakdown of their independent entity. The panitt the final nail on the coffin.
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INTRODUCTION

The word "Dalit" comes from the Marathi languageicihmeans "ground”, "suppressed”, "crushed", ooken
to pieces". The term expresses their "weaknessrpoand humiliation at the hands of the upperesagt the Indian
society". It was first used by JyotiraoPhule in thieeteenth century in the context of oppressiaredaby the lower
castesGandhi used the term "Harijan" which means "Chitdeé God" to refer to people of lower caste/DaBandhi
borrowed the name from a Bhakti Saint of the sexamth century, Narsingh Meftade appealed to caste Hindus to use

the term Harijan instead of Antyaja. He explained:

“The 'untouchable’, to me is, as compared to ustécalindus); really a 'Harijan'—a man of God—anel ave
'‘Durjana’ (men of evil). For whilst the untouchabigs toiled and moiled and dirtied his hands st We may live in

comfort and cleanliness, we have delighted in segging him. We are solely responsible for all therteoming and faults

Hemantrawatdalit and backward women, lakshay publication ,New Delhi,2011,pg-1
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that we may lay at the door of these untouchaliiés.still open to us to be Harijan ourselves, gt can only do so by

heartily repenting of our sin against theth(Gandhi, 1971: 244)

The Harijan nomenclature is considered pejorativesdime leaders of the castes. They prefer to bedcBialit.
Occupying the lowest rank in the Hindu caste systéey are called Avarna, those whose place isdritee chaturvarna
system. They are also known as Perial, Panchansydht, Antyajaor Namasudra in different partshaf tountry. In the
context of traditional Hindu society, Dalit statss often been historically associated with ocdapaegarded as ritually
impure, such as any involving leatherwork, butahgrior removal of dirt, animal carcasses, and vgaddalits work as
manual laborers cleaning streets, latrines, anceieviEngaging in these activities was considereletgolluting to the
individual and this pollution was considered cortag. As a result, Dalits were commonly segregaded, banned from
full participation in Hindu social life, their toh¢ and sometimes their shadows and even their yaice believed to
pollute ‘caste-Hindu’' The term "Scheduled Caste" is the official tersediin Indian government documents to identify
former "untouchables”. However, in 2008 the Natlodbammission for Scheduled Castes, noticing thailitDwas used
interchangeably with the official term "schedulexsies", called the term "unconstitutional" and dsitate governments
to end its use The SCs constitute 16 percent of India's totpiuation.

The discriminating social system in India has givise to several protests and revolts by the ogpesection
i.e. the marginalized Dalit. The phenomenon of eitation, humiliation and multiform deprivationstae hands of upper
castes made Dalits to develop a new awakening andcmousness which culminated in various organaedvell as
unorganized attempt to restructure society, to rgktof Brahmanic hegemony. Therefore the anti-casts/ements
emerged in various parts of India. Some known DOalitests are Izhavas and Pulyas in the state afahicore, Shanars
and Nadars in the province of Madras, Adi Dharmaeneent in Punjab, Satnami Panth in Chhattisgarthavianovement
in Maharastra, and Namasudra movement in Bengahifvihe Dalit discourse, Namasudra movement staridas a

significant narrative in empowering the sociallgjifically and economically marginalized sectiontbé Indian society.
The Namasudra Community and Struggle for Self -Asséon

The Namasudra, a lower caste community, in coldéalgal transformed itself from a peripheral muttié into a
settled agricultural community in six eastern disér of Bengal. At the outset, the Namasudras wateeven a well-
organized caste as they were divided into numezadesgamous occupational sub caste having diffeegris. Since there
were a lot of barriers against social interactiomag the Namasudras so they did not form a homagsngroup. But
they gradually emerged as a well-organized commuguitas to successfully challenge the hegemonyirafiHritual order

and the domination of high caste gentry in coloBia@hgal.

The Namasudras inhabited the six eastern distfiteagal namely Faridpur, Jessore, Bakerganj, Mygimgs,
Dacca, and Khulna. They constituted the largesaréagr population. They were not an organized castbe beginning
and were known as Chandala. They were divided mimerous occupational subcastes with differentiatauk.
Namasudras were engaged for the most part in lgpatid cultivation. The rapid reclamation of swarapd forest land of

eastern Bengal changed the status of the Namastmirassettled agricultural community. A small sewtiof this

3 Gandhi, M. K (1971) Collected Works Of Mahatma @ainvol.47, Publications Divisions, Delhi.
“*Shah Ghanshyam(2004) Social Movements in India. Beihi: Sage Publication,pg-118
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community who became landowners and rich peasamtsalthe reclamation of land felt that they weot treated by the
higher castes as equals. They realized that ctisde were intended to exploit and enslave the logastes. The social
disability, segregation and economic exploitatib™Namasudras and their aspiration of achieving éigitatus in the caste
ladder gave birth to a protest movement. The prdtegan in Faridpur- Bakarganj in 1872. The protesst carried on by

Namasudras through a social and economic boycaiigber castes.

The protest was politically insignificant as it primed at raising the Namasudras on the socié s terms of
economic relations, the movement centered aroumdjthwing refusal to perform the traditional cadties. The protest
that began in 1872 was their first expression @blteagainst the hegemony of the caste system. Meryghe protest
could not alter their social condition. MeanwhieYashnavite religious sect known as Matua wasestdry a Namasudra
Sri Harichand. This sect sought further opportesitifor social mobilization and helped in evolving articulate

community consciousness.

The Matua sect brought solidarity and cohesioniwithe Namasudra community. The Matua sect was tpen
all castes, religion, and classes. Not only did Menasudras and other lower castes become follogfeitsis sect, but
even some Muslims and Christians also became thscigd Harichand and his son Guruchand. It laidsstron universal
brotherhood and wanted to create a compassionfiggonewhich is against ritual formalism, oppressicand caste
dogmatism. This sect laid special emphasis on ilgeitgt of labor accompanied by social progress apditual
upliftment. It insisted that all people were regdirto work to earn their living, irrespective oéthstatus. Harichand the
leader of this sect, emphasized on education asadiized that illiteracy and ignorance were atrithat of the degradation
of Namasudras. This sect firstly challenged thesteng hegemony of the higher caste, secondly, iplasized the
education of the Namasudra masses. Further, itagaipd the accumulation of wealth as it would reznpeverty and
give them an opportunity to get an education wircturn would help them in job opportunities angher positions in the
government services. Fourthly, it stressed on uaiong people to remove differences in aims andragm. It also
provided a new code of conduct to the Namasudrasaimed at acquiring a higher status. This new afdmnduct and
reformation in the customs was followed in orderget accommodated in the structure of Hindu soci€ty achieve
greater solidarity within the caste system theyaaiged a number of meetings, formed many orgaoigatio coordinate
the movement, published magazines, papers etcst@nrimissionaries played an important role in etlag and uplifting
the Namasudras. They set up many schools and es|légpmes for homeless, provided medical facilgies This may

have influenced the conversion of some Namasudthgugh they were not many.

The Namasudras got involve in organizing their camity as they realize that to carry on a movemkeey need
a strong organization. Thus many organizations Bkagal Namasudra Association, NamasudraHetaishiSamd many
other associations sprang up in different distétBengal. Several meetings were organized byetbeganizations. Many
journals like NamasudraSuhrid, Patakaetc were ghibdl; the aim was to organize this community. Beeaof their
persistent effort, the earlier derogatory epiti@tandal’ was removed in the Census Report of 18&hceforth they were
termed as Namasudras. Through various Namasudaainegions, the Namasudras urged the governmeakéosteps for
the eradication of illiteracy and also demandedb¥edhips and reservations in government jobs. Tdwmilts of these
demands were the 'concessions' that they receread the British government. One should note thahstoncessions
were necessary because existing caste discrimmeggulted in social, cultural and economic disééd of lower castes.

one thing that was apparent during this phase wasdsudras faith in British rule and felt that realoof the British
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Government would lead to an end of egalitarian guaece and the beginning of an oppressive rulaghfen castes. This
fear made them collaborate with the British. Howevke British had something else in their minceytrsupported the
lower castes in order to divide and weaken theonatiunity which was posing a big threat to theti8mi government.

However, it would be wrong to assume that the Nauthas were fiercely loyal to Britishers.

Their collaboration with the colonial masters irder to ensure some measures of social safety amtberc
welfare for the lower castes was a tactical movéchvivas necessary because higher castes did nomatadate their
interest nor did they work towards their upliftmehtbecame imperative for the Namasudras to ugtisBipower to help
break the structure of exploitation and build aaliggrian society where they could live with sedEpect and dignity. By
1915 they organized many associations and orgamimain many districts of eastern Bengal and alscceeded in
acquiring benefits from their Colonial rulers. Hoxge, the Montegu Chelmsford Reform in 1918 followsdthe Act of
1919 which recognized their special need by progidior inclusion of a Depressed Classes represemtamong the
nominated non-official members of the Bengal legise council, gave Namasudras an opportunity tmhbee politically
organized. They complained to the government athait meager representation in the Councils. Tiheo8i Commission
also admitted that adequate representation shalsebured for the Depressed Classes. The Roune& Cabiferences
followed by Communal Award, created reserved ctumsticies for the Depressed Classes and also gave the
additional right to contest seats in the generaktituencies. Their long-cherished dream of shangoiitical power was
thus going to fulfill. The Namasudra leadershipidgrthis phase experienced a lack of unity sincmesdNamasudra
leaders joined other political groups some leadene worked independently. As the leaders wereéngetirawn towards
institutional politics the Namasudra peasantry betgadrift away from the leaders because theirvgmees were not
addressed properly. The peasantry began particgpati Proja movement organized by FazlulHag asas$ wddressing
their issues. This lack of cohesiveness among Nadnadeaders and also between the Namasudra peeaadtleaders
played an important role in weakening the movenietihe long run. The alienation of the Namasudramfmainstream
nationalism till 1936 was due to the fact thattirsCongress was considered by them as a pattygber castes secondly,
the Congress did nothing for their development giftment remained far from trying to break the stiig hegemonic

caste order. Thirdly, Congress did not accommottetie aspiration for political power.

The Namasudra movement now took two different dioes. On the one hand the elite Namasudras, who
acquired education and wealth, now aspired to ipalippower. On the other hand, the poor Namasudesgnts were
fighting against the high caste jotedars, socishlilities, poverty, illiteracy, and economic extdtion. The Namasudra

elites, who were more involved in institutional itiok, neglected the peasantry in the process.

The Namasudras aspiration to acquire the positiggower made them send several memorials and @witio
the British government in which they stated thatytlvanted privileges similar to that of the Musljmg&tually, they had
no option except to support the British who wererfig them facilities and opportunities, althougta slow and gradual
process. The British did nothing to transform thepleitative caste system or to alleviate the waaspects of
untouchability. Their aspiration for power or shamepower could be seen not only as the negatiothefextreme

subjugation of lower castes but also as the basiadhieving any other kind of gain.

The Namasudras maintained a distance from theradiso agitation from the Swadeshi movement, Hom&R
Non-cooperation movement, Civil Disobedience andt Qulia movement. Gandhi and many other natiohdéaders

made several attempts to get the support of thisnmanity, which constituted the largest populatidreastern Bengal.
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The nationalist leadership failed to organize aerahtive organization in which Namasudras andrdtheer castes could
find a respectable place. The Namasudra demand &rare in power was expressed in their demandgecial and
separate representation. This was accompaniedsbgrag distrust in the higher caste gentry sinaeai believed that the
profound impact of caste would not let the highastes speak of the interests of Namasudras. ThefAQ35 provided

them a reservation of seats in the legislature.

With the elections of 1937, the Namasudras emeeged powerful political bloc which other politicgtoups
could no longer afford to ignore. They felt the dider accommodating the political ambitions of thamasudra leaders
and tried to win over them. However, there was imgtliin the agenda of the nationalist that couldimecthe Namasudras
to the Congress and make them participate in thienaist movement. New political alignments bedantake place
during this phase. The joining of coalition minysbf FazlulHug by Namasudra leaders, then in 198&iing close ties
with the Congress showed their continuous shifttiategies as well as their changing relationship the political group.
This shifts show their integrative tendency anthatsame time absence of caste politics (previahgl\Namasudras kept
away from Congress because it was dominated byehigdste). Perhaps their hunger for more polipoater was making
them form alliances with other groups and compglthem to concentrate on institutional politickisTalso led to their

alienation from the Namasudra peasantry.

The Namasudras peasantry had their own grievaidesy remained aloof from the Congress and national
movement. This alienation from the national movenfdre Congress) was not just the result of theistdrests of a few
leaders but also the result of a lack of initiasiem the part of the Congress leadership to hepleagd feelings and build
up confidence and unity among the lower castes. d¥ew from 1940s majority of Namasudra leaders eagantegrate
into the dominant political structure in the coyntThe educated Namasudra elite though maintaindistance from
Congress for long but their aspiration of leadgrsias accommodated by Congress making them clostretformer.
The 1940- 47 Namasudras movement saw many chatigeges-was integration, division, and co-option. Namasudra
leaders formed many alliances to have their shamolitical power and because of indulgence of éeadn institutional
politics they were constantly getting away from fheasantry thus creating again a division in thevanwent. The
Namasudra leaders alignment with Congress, Mustiague, Ambedkar’'s' Dalit politics reflected tha¢ tNamasudra
community was not concerned about religious, comitypunot even the caste, their concern was diffesgn diverted but
not opposite. Diverted in the sense that at ond tiae Namasudra elites were struggling to get thelitical share, on the
other hand, the peasants were fighting for theonemic rights thus two forces were acting inside tamasudra
movement. The alignments, defections, the splittihipadership among the Namasudra leaders weekibgethe internal
coherence of the movement. The movement ultimdtedy its independent entity that was there till Z93fore the
elections. The result of the 1946 election showedraplete breakdown of their independent entitye Phrtition put the
final nail on the coffin. With the partition theveas the division of Namasudra community, some prefeto stay in East

Bengal and some got settled in West Bengal thulingao complete disappearance of the movement.

On the other hand, the relationship of Namasudritls the Muslims saw many ups and downs. There were
frequent riots and violence between them. The tarmraunities fought for the protection and the uphgdf the honor
of their respective communities. But this also wegether with instances of cooperation and coatéhn also, when both
the communities came together and fought agairstugpper caste Hindu and Muslim zamindars. They vierth

conscious of their newly acquired status and watdegorotect it and paradoxically their assertiorrights and desire for
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self-respectled to many fights — as well as actsosbperation - among themselves. One thing that @snmon to both
Namasudras and Muslims was their identical aimctoesve self respect and to stop their economicaitgtion. Together

they organized a movement against high rents awfaf two- third share of produce for sharecropper

The Communists found here an opportunity to orgatiie peasant movement. Thus their participatioraiious
movements at different stages, their collaboratiith Muslims, showed that caste identity did natas determine their
action. For them, there was no firm and non-negtgi®oundary or community territory. Their actigi®wed that they
were more involved in resolving peasant issues lwhiere affecting their lives. Their outlook was stamtly changing,
and at many points, they kept their religious aaste identity aside to wage a joint fight for thaghts.

Matua sect played an important role in organizingnfdsudra, facilitating interaction and articulatioh a
collective identity but suffered a great loss dug@artition. On the eve of partition, Matuas did nompromise with their
distinctive as a follower of Harichand and Guruahamd remained loyal to P.R. Thakur. After partitiagain it was

revived by P.R. Thakur. In course of time, it betiaplay an important role in the political sphere.

After partition, P.R. Thakur came to West Bengal aattled in a small village about 63 kilometemnirCalcutta,
which later came to be known as Thakurnagar. Iemotd materialize the dreams of his ancestorsribd to revive the
MatuaMahasangha since 1949, the organization falrme his grandfather Guruchand Thakur. Though alttj he
supported the Congress scheme of refugee resettielater on, after a rift with his party, he ealyr engaged himself in
the task of rehabilitation of the Namasudra refegead reviving the organization. Thakurnagar ewadhticame up as the
first Namasudra refugee colony in West Bengal eting which more than 50,000 Namasudras settledhdeithin a span
of ten years. Finally, it is in 1986 that the Mdiahasangha regained its full life and in 1988, tinganization got

registered.
CONCLUSIONS

The Namasudras in order to find a respectful pwsiin the society carried on their movement agaihst
Brahmanic hegemony and the resultant backwardrfdbgio community. They first organized themselaes then fought
to get educated. Then they participated in thetieleand proved their might. Their constant stregfir a respectful
position earned them respect. Their alienation v@tingress ended. Their unity was their strengtht litting in
leadership, alliances etc proved fatal to the makcohesiveness of the movement which resultébdanwveakening of the

movement. Finally, the partition gave a death blowthe movement.
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