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Abstract 

This article examines the historical transformation and contemporary reconfiguration of caste in West 

Bengal, with a particular focus on the Matua community of the Namasudras. It  argues that the apparent 

absence of caste politics in the state is not indicative of its decline, but rather the result of a historically 

contingent process shaped by Partition, refugeehood, and the dominance of class-based political 

discourse under Left Front rule. Drawing on historical analysis, political sociology, and contemporary 

electoral developments, the study traces how caste-based mobilization, once prominent in colonial 

Bengal, was rearticulated in the post-Partition period through the imperatives of survival, citizenship, and 

rehabilitation. 

The article further explores the partial resurgence of caste in recent decades through the political 

mobilization of the Matuas, particularly since the late 2000s. It shows that while the community has 

emerged as a significant electoral constituency, its assertion remains fragmented and mediated by 

dominant political parties such as the Trinamool Congress and the Bharatiya Janata Party. Competing 

narratives of citizenship, welfare, and religious identity—especially in the context of debates around the 

NRC—have further complicated the articulation of caste as an autonomous political category. 

By situating these developments within a broader framework of hegemony and identity politics, the 

article demonstrates that caste in West Bengal is simultaneously present and politically muted. It 

concludes that the re-emergence of caste does not represent a straightforward return to earlier forms of 

mobilization, but rather a contingent and mediated process shaped by overlapping identities and shifting 

political strategies. 
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Introduction: 

This article examines the changing trajectory of caste in West Bengal from the colonial period to the 

present, with a particular focus on the historical evolution and contemporary political significance of the 

Matua community. It argues that while caste-based mobilization—especially among Namasudras—was 

prominent in colonial Bengal, its political expression was reshaped and subdued in the post-Partition 

period due to displacement, refugeehood, and the rise of class-centric politics under Left Front rule. By 

tracing these shifts, the study highlights how caste was not eliminated but rendered politically 

inconspicuous, even as it continued to structure social life. The recent electoral emergence of the Matuas 

is analysed as part of a broader reconfiguration of identity politics, where caste, citizenship, and religion 

intersect in complex ways. Through this lens, the article seeks to explain both the historical 

marginalization and the partial contemporary resurgence of caste in West Bengal’s political landscape. 
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Historical Trajectory of the Matua Movement and Colonial Roots 

Bengal experienced significant lower caste assertion during the colonial period; however, following 

India’s independence and the subsequent partition into East Pakistan, later known as Bangladesh, and 

West Bengal, the dynamics shifted. The partition prompted substantial migration from East Pakistan, 

resulting in an increased lower caste population, particularly the Namasudras, in West Bengal. 

Nevertheless, the Namasudra movement, which had gained traction in colonial Bengal, lost momentum 

after partition until the 2008 Panchayat elections. From independence until 2011, the two dominant 

political parties, Congress and the Left Front, governed West Bengal. The leftist political culture 

prioritized “class” politics, often overshadowing “caste” politics. West Bengal politics had previously 

been dominated by urban-educated upper-caste bhadralok, who led political parties regardless of 

ideology. The “secular” public image of previous ruling parties and coalitions, initially the Congress and 

then the Left Front, did not include caste-based agitation. 

Jyoti Basu, the former Chief Minister of West Bengal, stated before the Mandal Commission in 1980 

that, 

“Caste was a legacy of the feudal system and viewing the social scene from the casteist angle is 

no longer relevant for West Bengal.”1 

But the rise of Mamata Banerjee as a chief of Trinamool Congress, there has been a greater emphasis on 

the Scheduled Castes, such as Namasudra, particularly Matua assertiveness in electoral politics during the 

2011 West Bengal Assembly Elections. In 2009, she stated that, 

“I shall work for the Matuas as long as I am alive. I was moved when Baroma told me how her 

people were being looked down upon as most of them belonged to lower castes. I do not believe 

in casteism and have no problem if people call me low caste. I have instructed the railways to fill 

up all posts for SC/ST immediately.”2 

Before 2008, there was no evidence of caste-driven politics in West Bengal. After that, the lower caste 

Matuas have emerged as a significant voting bloc in southern Bengal, particularly in Nadia, North and 

South 24 Parganas. I’m trying to figure out why Matuas became more significant in the elections in this 

study. And why has Matuas’ significance in electoral politics persisted following the 2011 Assembly 

Elections? Do the dominant political parties genuinely value caste identity, or are they merely utilizing it 

to influence votes? 

 

Although the word Matua has gained popularity in recent decades, their challenges date back to colonial 

times. The Matua Dharma was declared a deviant sect of the Namasudras, who were previously known as 

the chandals and were considered untouchables. In the late nineteenth century, they began to fight the 

Brahmanical domination in eastern Bengal. The Matua sect was founded by Harichand Thakur in 

Orakandi, a village in Faridpur district, with an anti-Brahmin ideology at its core.3 Following Harichand 

Thakur’s death in 1878, his son, Guruchand Thakur, took over the movement. Under his leadership, the 

group began to practice upper caste rites and customs, while simultaneously emphasizing community 

formation, social harmony, education, employment, public health, and the environment. Improving the 

conditions of Namasudra women and resisting communal forces were also important aspects of his 

teachings. The Matuas also wanted public support for the term “Namasudras” in place of the previous 

“chandal”, which was dropped in the 1911 census.4 In order to create a movement against the 

Brahmanical caste system, Guruchand Thakur primarily focused on liberal education. In 1880, he 

founded Orakandi’s first school, which was followed by many more.5 

Matua Sahitya, a Dalit Bengali literary work published in the nineteenth century, had an impact on the 

Matua people. Aside from this, Sree Sree Harililamrito, Guruchandcharit, Matua Mahasangha Patrika, 

Matua Bandha, and Matua Darpan, among other publications and literature or journals, raised awareness 
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among the Matuas. According to the 2001 Census, the literacy rate among Namasudras in West Bengal 

was 71.93%, higher than the province average of 68.64% and the Scheduled Caste literacy rate of 

59.04%. In terms of their occupational structure, 16.9% were agriculture labourers, 21.4% were 

landowning peasants, and the remaining 61.7% were tied to diverse occupations.6 We can detect a 

correlation between the Matuas’ educational advancement and their developing caste consciousness, 

which has increased their negotiating leverage with leading political parties. They were considerably 

ahead of the other lower caste populations in terms of educational and occupational advancement. Over 

60% of Matuas are not involved in agricultural operations, with the majority of them working in white-

collar jobs, businesses, and other activities, giving them a more prominent role in society than other 

lower castes. 

The Namasudra leadership did not participate in the 1905–11 anti-partition campaign because, in his 

opinion, it was led by upper-caste Hindu leaders and a few Muslims with nationalist views. Swadeshi, 

according to Guruchand Thakur, was “just a new slogan of the zamindars.”7 Instead of joining the 

nationalist struggle, the Namasudras’ leaders turned to the Raj to accomplish their aspirations for 

improved social status. Guruchand Thakur advised his pupils that “Those who do not have a party do not 

have power”.8 This was the type of political consciousness that he spread. On the eve of Baruni Mela, the 

Matuas organized frequent kirtans (devotional songs), published periodicals, had meetings, jatras, and 

printed cultural literature that are still in use today. However, as the movement grew in popularity and 

organization, the Namasudras split into two groups: a subaltern population of impoverished peasants and 

an emerging elite group of leaders led mostly by the Thakur family. 

 

In order to create a resistance against the upper caste bhadralok supremacy of public life and institutions 

in Bengal, notable leaders like Jogendranath Mandal (Pakistan’s first law minister) and Birat Chandra 

Mandal mobilized the Namasudras and joined forces with B R Ambedkar and the Muslim League. 

Following Guruchand Thakur’s death in 1937, this movement encountered numerous difficulties under 

the leadership of Jogendranath Mandal and his grandson Pramatha Ranjan Thakur. On the eve of the 

partition, the political partnership between the Muslim League and Namasudras was unstable, and 

communal violence marked the beginning of its breakdown.9 The communal threat and other factors in 

eastern Bengal caused a considerable number of Namasudras to migrate. They came to West Bengal after 

the 1950s, settling in considerable numbers in the border districts of Nadia, North and South 24 Parganas, 

Uttar and Dakshin Dinajpur, and Malda. 

 

Partition, Refugeehood, and the Decline of Caste Mobilization 

However, the strong Namasudra movement that existed in colonial Bengal appears to have disappeared in 

West Bengal following the 1947 partition. What were the causes of it? 

 

Namasudras who migrated to West Bengal faced numerous challenges in their quest for existence. As a 

result, they experienced violence, trauma from partition, physical displacement, and travel. Many of them 

were rehabilitated outside of West Bengal in Dandakaranya, Andaman and Nicobar Islands, Odisha, 

Madhya Pradesh, and Chhattisgarh. They faced a severe food shortage and other basic survival 

necessities while living in hazardous and unsanitary surroundings. This fight caused them to lose their 

identity. Not a cohesive community, they became a part of a larger Hindu nationalist identity, which 

supplanted their caste identity. The Congress government ignored these lower caste migrants, classifying 

them as “unrecognised refugees.” The Left Front government recognised them in a clandestine manner 

by providing ration cards and others benefits for locking votes en bloc. Ranabir Sammadar points out 

that, 
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“After Namasudras were forced out of East Pakistan, owing to increasing rigidity of 

Muslim power, electoral mobilisations were no longer a feasible agenda in West Bengal 

for the Namasudras. Relief, rehabilitation, and resettlement, these became the main 

concern. Though education, foundation of temples, annual congregations, establishment 

of caste associations, and other social rites recommenced here, these were not the 

appropriate tools for political mobilisation in post-Partition West Bengal.”10 

Matua Mahasangha, the organisation’s current name, was accepted in 1986. Baroma Binapani Devi, 

Pramatha Ranjan Thakur’s wife, offered the new name during the 1983 working committee meeting.11 In 

1988, Pramatha Ranjan Thakur established the Matua Mahasangha’s headquarters in Thakurnagar, North 

24 Parganas, some 60 kilometers from Kolkata. 

 

In addition to changing the demographics of West Bengal’s border districts, the massive pressure of 

millions of refugees—both Muslims and Hindus—during the second half of the 20th century also brought 

up the complicated issue of citizenship. Official estimates place the number of Matuas in India at two 

crores, but the Matua Mahasangha thinks that there are around five crores, the majority of whom are not 

on the voting lists.12 While the Congress government at the centre chose to describe both the Muslim and 

Hindu communities as “unrecognized” refugees while granting citizenship to their offspring, the 

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) insisted that Muslim immigrants be referred to as “infiltrators”. The 

citizenship issue became more complicated in 2003 as a result of the BJP-led NDA Government’s 

initiatives. They believed that refugees who arrived in India after March 25, 1971 (Bangladesh’s 

independence struggle increased migration from the east) and their progeny should be recognized as 

“illegal migrants” under the Citizenship Amendment Act, 2003.13 So, the main demand of the Matua 

Mahasangha is for Citizenship for all the Namasudras. 

 

Contemporary Electoral Assertion and Limits of Matua Politics 

The Matuas developed a strong bond with Mamata Banerjee following the TMC’s rise to prominence in 

the state, particularly before to the 2008 Panchayat elections. We have witnessed the Matuas playing a 

crucial role in the electoral arena following the Panchayat elections, the succeeding Parliamentary 

elections (2009), and the Assembly elections (2011). On December 28, 2010, Matuas gathered at 

Esplanade in Kolkata for a massive public meeting planned by their frontal organisation, the Matua 

Mahasangha, before of the 2011 Assembly elections. All major party leaders attended this gathering to 

share the dias with Baroma Binapani Devi and endorsed Matua’s call to repeal the Citizenship 

Amendment Act of 2003.14 

 

The relationship between the Matua Mahasangha and political parties compelled urban, upper-caste-

dominated political parties to contact the organization’s top leadership. In the 2011 Assembly elections, 

the TMC obtained a large majority, and Mamata Banerjee appointed Manjul Krishna Thakur, won as the 

TMC candidate from the Gaighata assembly constituency, as the minister of refugee, relief, and 

rehabilitation.15 

 

According to Praskanva Sinharay, since post-partition, caste organizations in West Bengal have been 

considered as either “irrelevant” or “pre-modern”. Caste has never been a significant or relevant category 

in the electoral development, but since 2008, with the assertion of the Matuas, a minor sect of the 

Namasudras, under the banner of their community organization Matua Mahasangha, a “new politics of 

caste” has set foot in West Bengal, and almost all the major parties have changed their political strategies 

in recent times.16 Dwaipayan Bhattacharya predicted the Communists’ defeat even before to the 2011 

elections. He predicted the emergence of “identarian politics of community,” which “aims to undermine 
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the autonomy of all existing parties and bring them under the control of locally constituted networks of 

caste, ethnic, and religious associations, or form new community-based political parties to press for a 

larger share of the state’s resources.”17 However, Partha Chatterjee pointed out a few years ago that, in 

“the apparently institutionalised world of what may be called politics among the people, caste categories 

have continued to provide many of the basic signifying terms through which collective identities and 

social relations are still perceived”, and caste remained a significant factor in everyday village life as well 

as popular culture and awareness. Caste has been an important factor in Bengali politics. During the Left 

rule, the prominence of the party culture created a divide between caste and community.18 Uday Chandra 

and Kenneth Bo Nielsen both stated that the non-appearance of caste-based identity politics in traditional 

hegemonic political culture was not indicative of the total absence of caste in the rural political and social 

foundation at the bottom level.19 Caste was always in the political sphere but not recognised as a 

dominant factor of political stage. 

 

However, internal disagreement within the Matua Mahasangha has occasionally undermined their 

movement, organizational strength, and unity. After the 2011 Assembly elections, Matua’s leadership 

split along party lines. The two brothers Kapil Krishna Thakur and Manjul Krishna Thakur were 

affiliated separately to the CPI (Marxist) and the TMC.20 As a result, their political prominence 

decreased. Sarbani Bandyapadhyay did not believe that, in light of the “history of dalit politics in united 

Bengal,” this election could be viewed as bringing caste back into the stage of Bengal politics from 

whence it had been banished in 1947. Again, bhadralok politics played a role when the Mahasangha split, 

with one side loyal to the Trinamool Congress and the other to the CPI(M). The structures of bhadralok 

domination are too well-fortified for one assembly election to cause a dent in those structures.21 

 

The Matua Mahasangha was unable to provide a clear and precise political direction due to internal 

conflicts. Subrata Thakur, the son of Manjul Krishna Thakur, ran as a BJP candidate in the Bongaon Lok 

Sabha by-elections in 2015 (after the death of Kapil Krishna Thakur) against his aunt, Mamatabala Devi 

of the TMC, the late Kapil Krishna Thakur’s wife. Baroma’s elder son. Subrata Thakur finished third 

after losing.22 Furthermore, one of the factions of Matua leaders affiliated with the BJP demanded the 

unconditional granting of citizenship to Bengali refugees as “Matua-Hindu-Buddhist-Christian”, with 

Muslims excluded from the new definition of Bengali refugees in 2014, indicating a religious 

differentiation among the Matuas. And this might be interpreted as a significant blow to the Matua 

Mahaangha and its supporters’ ability to dominate the political environment. 

 

Before the 2016 Assembly elections, the Matuas once again attempted to assert their existence at a pre-

election rally staged on Rani Rashmoni Road, the heart of Calcutta on January 11, 2016.23  However, this 

time they were not able to gain any political attention, and even the mainstream media played it down in 

its coverage of the event.24 So, the growth of the caste issues in earlier elections lost its momentum in 

2016 assembly election in the state. 

 

The question that emerges is whether Matua assertion in electoral politics is of interest to the leading 

political parties or if they are only being used for electoral benefits. Dwaipayan Bhattacharyya noted that 

the coercive structure of “party society” did not stop with the Left Front’s loss in power in West Bengal 

in 2011; rather, there was merely a transfer of power, with the TMC replacing the Left Front. 

Independent voices of dissent in rural areas have been marginalized by the new rulers with complete 

cruelty.25 Matuas were not allowed to form their own caste-backed party or establish their caste identity 

by any of the political parties. They have been employed to further the identification of the dominant 

political party in the electoral arena. 
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After a few years of political inactivity, the issue of the NRC (National Register of Citizens) prompted 

them to get more involved in politics. According to the Matua Mahasangha, roughly 6 lakh people in 

Assam who are excluded from the draft list belong to the Matua sect.26 The BJP’s approach toward the 

NRC has instilled panic in West Bengal’s Namasudras, who are concerned that their names may appear 

on the NRC list. In West Bengal, the All India Namasudra Vikas Parishad (AINVP) organized many 

rallies against the NRC in parts of North 24-Parganas and Nadia, as well as the halting of trains bound for 

Assam.27 The ruling party had a great chance to win the Matuas’ complete support once more because to 

this issue. On November 15, 2018, Mamata Banerjee travelled to Thakurnagar to participate in the start 

of a year-long celebration of Binapani Devi’s birth centennial.28 However, since 2014, the BJP has 

attempted to distinguish between Muslim and Hindu refugees by classifying the latter as infiltrators and 

the former as refugees.29 In February 2019, Prime Minister Modi attended an electoral rally in 

Thakurnagar, North 24 Parganas, and met with Matua Community matriarch Binapani Devi. Following 

the death of Binapani Devi in March 2019, the family has been divided over its political views. Amit 

Shah claimed at a rally in Raiganj that if his party returns to power, it will send back every single 

“infiltrator” save Buddhists, Sikhs, and Hindus.30 So it’s apparent that the NRC was a major topic in 

West Bengal’s 2019 Lok Sabha elections. Regarding these issues, urban upper-caste politicians, often 

known as bhadraloks, pay close attention to this population. Matuas have established their presence both 

organizationally and electorally. But the issue remains: will the Matuas’ caste identification or religious 

identity play a larger role in the approaching election? 

 

The TMC won 22 seats in the 2019 Lok Sabha elections, while the BJP gained 18. The BJP candidate 

Shantanu Thakur, son of Manjul Krishna Thakur, defeated the TMC candidate Mamata Bala Thakur to 

win the Bongaon Lok Sabha seat, which houses the Matua Mahasangh’s headquarters. Additionally, the 

BJP candidate won the Ranaghat seat, which is dominated by Matua. The BJP also won the majority of 

the state’s lower caste-dominated seats.31 The BJPs rise to prominence in West Bengal politics and its 

political strategy of classifying refugees as either Muslims or Hindus made significant electoral gains. 

Voters became increasingly supportive of the BJP when an environment of extreme nationalism was 

fostered, particularly after Balakot and Pulwama. The nationalism issue overshadowed the caste problem 

in the 2019 Lok Sabha election, and the BJP received support from the upper caste and class as well as 

Dalits, Adivasis, and other lower castes.32 

The 2021 West Bengal Assembly election soon dispelled such premature predictions. The Trinamool 

Congress (TMC) emerged victorious with its strongest performance ever, both in terms of seats and vote 

share. It secured 215 seats in the 294-member Assembly and won nearly 48 percent of the total vote. In 

contrast, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) suffered a significant setback, winning only 77 seats with 

approximately 38 percent of the vote. This marked a decline from its performance in the 2019 general 

elections, when the BJP had led in 121 Assembly segments and obtained around 40 percent of the vote.33 

Still, the BJP performed relatively well in the reserved constituencies. Out of the 84 seats reserved for 

Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs) in West Bengal (68 for SCs and 16 for STs), the 

Trinamool Congress (TMC) won 45 seats, while the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) secured 39 seats, 

including 32 SC and 7 ST constituencies. This represented a decline of only seven seats compared to the 

BJP’s leads in these segments during the 2019 general elections, indicating that it retained significant 

support among marginalized communities despite its overall electoral setback. Award-winning Dalit 

litterateur and TMC MLA Manoranjan Byapari, who represents the Balagarh constituency, has argued 

that the BJP’s popularity among sections of the backward classes was linked to their lack of access to 

education. To quote him: 
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The areas dominated by the backward classes have a lower literacy rate and socio-political 

awareness and suffer from the predominance of religious superstitions. That helped the BJP to 

influence them with a misinformation campaign. Several Dalit organisations worked on this 

aspect over the past couple of years, as a result of which the BJP’s influence has waned. 34 

What about the Matuas? the Matua community emerged as a crucial electoral constituency in the run-up 

to the 2021 West Bengal Assembly elections. Numbering around three million and concentrated 

primarily in the districts of Nadia, North 24-Parganas, and South 24-Parganas, the Matuas—most of 

whom belong to the Scheduled Caste Namasudra community and trace their origins to erstwhile East 

Bengal (now Bangladesh)—were widely perceived as a key vote bank. The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), 

in particular, invested significant political capital in mobilizing Matua support. Prime Minister Narendra 

Modi made repeated visits to Matua-dominated constituencies and, in March 2021, visited Orakandi in 

Bangladesh, the birthplace and spiritual centre associated with Harichand Thakur and his son Guruchand 

Thakur, the founding figures of the Matua religious movement. This visit held deep symbolic 

significance for the Matua community, as Orakandi is regarded as their holiest pilgrimage site. Political 

observers and rival parties in West Bengal interpreted the Prime Minister’s visit as a strategic attempt to 

consolidate Matua support by invoking shared religious and cultural identity. The BJP’s outreach to the 

community was also closely linked to its broader political promise of addressing long-standing concerns 

of Matua refugees, particularly regarding citizenship, legal recognition, and social inclusion. 

Organizations such as the Matua Mahasangha, which represent Matua religious and social interests, thus 

became important intermediaries in shaping the political preferences of the community.35 

Apart from Narendra Modi, Union Home Minister Amit Shah and other senior Bharatiya Janata Party 

(BJP) leaders held a series of public meetings in Matua-dominated constituencies, underscoring the 

party’s concerted efforts to consolidate the community’s support. The BJP thus invested significant 

organizational and symbolic resources in its outreach to the Matuas. However, the actual voting patterns 

suggested that the Matua electorate did not vote as a cohesive bloc but instead divided its support 

between the ruling All India Trinamool Congress (TMC) and the BJP. The election results from Matua-

influenced districts reflected this split mandate. In North 24 Parganas, the TMC emerged as the dominant 

party, winning 28 seats, while the BJP managed to secure only five constituencies. Among the BJP’s 

notable victories was Subrata Thakur’s win from Gaighata, where he defeated his opponent by a margin 

of 9,578 votes. In contrast, the BJP performed relatively better in Nadia district, winning nine out of 17 

constituencies, while the TMC secured eight seats. Significantly, the BJP won all five seats reserved for 

Scheduled Castes in the district—Krishnaganj, Ranaghat Uttar Purba, Ranaghat Dakshin, Haringhata, and 

Kalyani—constituencies with a high concentration of Matua voters. These results suggest that while the 

Matua community was actively courted by the BJP and remained an important electoral constituency, its 

voting behaviour was not uniform. Instead, it reflected internal differentiation shaped by local political 

dynamics, candidate selection, organizational presence, and the competing welfare and citizenship 

narratives advanced by both the BJP and the TMC.36 It should however be borne in mind that the spread 

of BJP’s influence in Nadia pre-dates the party’s wooing of the Matua community. 

If we try to comprehend Matua politics in the electoral arena of West Bengal, we can observe that since 

the 2011 Assembly elections, they have had the capacity to influence the results in a significant number 

of assembly seats in southern West Bengal. As a result, none of the political parties have forgotten them; 

yet, internal divisions in the Thakur Bari undermined the Matua desire to demonstrate their united caste 

aggressiveness. Furthermore, the Matuas have not had enough room to reconstruct caste articulation as 

their major demand due to the political parties’ hegemonic strategy and emphasis on vote politics. As 
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evidenced by the state’s 2019 Lok Sabha election results, West Bengal’s recent religious polarization has 

suppressed caste consciousness in both rural and urban areas. 

In sum, the potent combination of communal polarization and hyper-nationalist rhetoric that had enabled 

the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) to make significant electoral gains in 2019 appeared to lose momentum 

in the 2021 Assembly elections. This shift was largely due to the Trinamool Congress’s (TMC) effective 

counter-strategy, which mobilized a broad social coalition anchored in Bengali sub-nationalism and 

consolidated support among Muslims, women, Other Backward Classes (OBCs), and sections of the 

bhadralok. Amid these competing forms of political mobilization, what remained notably absent once 

again was the emergence of caste as an explicit or autonomous axis of political organization. Despite the 

demographic significance of Scheduled Castes and other marginalized communities, caste did not 

crystallize into a distinct or institutionalized framework of electoral politics in West Bengal, continuing 

the state’s long-standing pattern of subordinating caste identities within broader linguistic, regional, and 

ideological formations. 

Conclusion 

This article has argued that the apparent absence of caste politics in West Bengal is neither natural nor 

indicative of a progressive transcendence of caste, but rather the outcome of a historically specific 

process of political suppression and ideological reconfiguration. In colonial Bengal, lower-caste groups—

particularly the Namasudras—had emerged as significant agents of social and political mobilization. 

However, the combined effects of Partition, refugeehood, and postcolonial state formation fundamentally 

altered this trajectory. The experience of displacement and the immediate imperatives of survival shifted 

political priorities away from caste-based assertion toward demands for rehabilitation, citizenship, and 

economic security. In this context, caste identity was neither erased nor resolved; it was subsumed within 

broader categories such as “refugee” and “Hindu,” thereby diluting its potential as an autonomous basis 

for political mobilization. 

The consolidation of Left Front rule further deepened this process by privileging class as the primary axis 

of political articulation. Through land reforms, party organization, and the institutionalization of “party 

society,” the Left successfully incorporated marginalized groups into a hegemonic framework that 

redefined caste-based grievances in the language of class. While this project generated a measure of 

consent among subordinate groups, it also rendered caste politically inconspicuous, even as it continued 

to structure everyday social relations and local hierarchies of power. The result was a distinctive 

configuration in which “political caste” remained muted, while “social casteism” persisted in diffuse yet 

enduring forms. 

The decline of Left hegemony and the subsequent fragmentation of class-based politics have, however, 

reopened space for the re-articulation of caste identities in the electoral arena. The emergence of the 

Matuas as a significant political constituency since the late 2000s reflects this shifting landscape. Yet, as 

the analysis demonstrates, this resurgence remains partial and contingent. Rather than consolidating into 

an autonomous caste-based political formation, Matua assertion has largely been mediated through 

strategic alignments with dominant political parties such as the Trinamool Congress and the Bharatiya 

Janata Party. Competing narratives of citizenship, welfare, and religious identity—particularly around 

issues such as the NRC and refugee recognition—have further complicated the articulation of caste as an 

independent political category. 
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At the same time, internal divisions within the Matua leadership and the enduring dominance of 

bhadralok-led party structures have limited the community’s capacity to sustain a unified and 

programmatic political agenda. Electoral evidence from recent contests suggests that the Matua electorate 

does not function as a cohesive voting bloc, but is instead shaped by local dynamics, competing party 

strategies, and overlapping identities of caste, religion, and region. Consequently, caste in West Bengal 

has re-entered political discourse not as a fully institutionalized axis of mobilization, but as one among 

several competing and intersecting identities. 

In this sense, the West Bengal experience complicates conventional narratives of caste politics in India. It 

demonstrates that caste can be simultaneously present and politically muted, socially entrenched yet 

institutionally marginalized. The re-emergence of caste in contemporary electoral politics does not mark 

a simple return to earlier forms of mobilization, but rather a reconfiguration shaped by new historical 

conditions, including the decline of class-based politics, the rise of identity-based claims, and the 

growing salience of citizenship and religious polarization. 

Ultimately, the case of the Matuas underscores both the possibilities and limits of caste-based assertion in 

a political context long dominated by alternative frameworks of mobilization. It suggests that while caste 

has regained visibility, its future trajectory will depend on whether marginalized groups can move 

beyond instrumental alliances and articulate more autonomous and sustained forms of political 

organization. A nuanced understanding of this process requires moving beyond binary oppositions 

between caste and class to recognize their complex, intertwined, and historically contingent relationship 

in shaping the political life of West Bengal. 
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