
CHAPTER-6 

OTHER MINORITY GROUOPS' MOVEMENTS 

In the present chapter we will study about the movements which were 

launched by various minor groups and communities of the region. In this 

context we will find that there were two distinct phases of these movements 

i.e. during the pre- independent period and the post independent period. If 

we meticulously study the characteristic features of such movements we will 

find a number of differences between the movements of pre and post 

independent phases. For instance, most of the movements launched in the 

pre- independent period had got their inspiration from south (Calcutta) and 

eastern Bengal. The movements were basically originated in outside north 

Bengal and later spread to North Bengal, though a few movements had been 

originated in North Bengal too. But in the post independent period almost all 

the movements had been originated in North Bengal. 

Another important distinctive feature is that the movements during pre

independent period were aiming at the socio- religious and cultural 

reformation of several respective groups or communities though gradually 

the movements ended with the realization that no movements will be 

succeeded unless or until educational and economic developments are made 

for the respective communities. But the movements those took place in the 

post- independent period had started with the specific demands of economic 

developments and for that purpose the leaders of the movements gave stress 

on demands for reservation facilities provided by the Govt. of India to the 

scheduled caste and scheduled tribe. So in the pre- independent period we 
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find upward mobility movements were numerous which demanded a place 

in the Hindu social hierarchy by a number of lower caste groups and 

communities interestingly, in the post in dependent period most of the 

movements can be characterized as downward mobility movements which 

demanded their scheduled caste and scheduled tribe status from the Govt. of 

India. 

Most of the movements which made their demands for getting reservation 

benefits became strong and vigorous after the publication of Mandai 

Commission Reports in 1990. For instance, the movements of the Chains, 

Dhanuks, Suryapuris and others demanded prompt recognition of their long

drawn movements for getting scheduled caste status from the Govt. of India. 

The Suryapuri movement was a linguistic movement, which demanded the 

recognition of Suryapuri language as medium of instruction at the 

educational level from the Govt. of Bengal nay India. A number of 

movements received their desired status after the period under study which 

is beyond the purview of this study. Now we will make a categorical study 

of various minor groups' movements of the region. 

Yogis 

It has mentioned earlier that as a result of the social awakening movement a 

number of social mobility movements took place among the lower caste 

groups of Bengal nay India during the second half of the nineteenth and 

early decades of the twentieth century. At the end of the nineteenth century a 

tendency of unification and self-assertion were noticed among the Yogis of 

Bengal. They founded a common platform named Assam-BangaYogi 

Sammilani and spread the movement in Assam and Bengal. Though a very 
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few Yogis had been inhabited in North Bengal., the movement brought them 

to the common platform1
• 

The number of yogis in Bengal was about four lacks (1931). Like other 

backward communities of Bengal the yogis of Bengal were also backward in 

the sphere of socio-economic and educational activities. The upper caste 

Hindus looked down upon them. During the first decade of the twentieth 

century they started a consolidation movement throughout Bengal and 

Assam2 

The movement took place when Krishna Nath Dalal of Andul Mouri village 

of Howra district fed meal to Brahmanas, Nabashakhs and other castes 

cooked by Brahmanas. klilLvliWttJiilS also took the meal. As consequence an 

internal resentment arose among the Kaivartyas as one section of them 

opined that without expiation the lzlilLvlilvti:jlilS who took meal would be 

excommunicated and they claimed the whole expenses of expiation from 

Mr. Dalal. This behaviour of klilLvClvttJiilS gave hurt to Mr. Dalal. Mr. Dalal 

committed to meet the expenditure but he expressed his desire to investigate 

the origin of the yogis before he could meet the expenses of the said 

expiation. 

Therefore, investigation was started to reveal the origin and social status of 

the Yogis and after a prolonged enquiry, it came out that the Yogis were of 

high caste and there was no need of expiation in case when a person had 

taken meal in the house of a Yogi. Monimohan Nath another kind hearted 

person of the community also felt an urge to uplift the social condition of the 

Yoigis. He discussed about the pristine glory of the Yogis and their gradual 
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decline. He published a book named 'yogL S~V~-si~Jlr "!Stj~b~stn~ "IS~ Ag~VVL 

S~V'vgnLt~' its publisher was Krishna Nath Dalal himself. The Yogis 

believed that they were a part of Brahman community. When Ballal Sen 

introduced caste system they lost their thread and became shudra. Moreover, 

they claimed that the Brahnans gradually became divided in four groups as 

jV~-l:j~V~-i' (wise), KC!rVVLL (activist), yogL and lSnafzta (a devotee). So some 

reformers of Yogi Community felt the necessity of accepting upabita (sacred 

thread) again and they initiated a movement to redefine their status in the 

Hindu society3
. 

The first propagator of the thread wearing movement was Vishnu Chandra 

Nath Bhattachaya. The wave of the movement struck in different districts of 

west Bengal. Due to the active initiative of Vishnu Chandra Nath the 

movement also started in North Bengal. Like the other parts of Bengal, the 

Yogis of North Bengal too were considered as belonged to a neglected caste. 

To prove their superiority they convened a meeting at Dinajpur in 1300 B.S. 

( 1893 ), about twelve to thirteen hundred people from Yogi and other 

communities assembled at the conference and the religious guru of the Yogis 

Paramahans Debpratipala Swami Maharaj through various proofs in Shastra 

proved in the conference that the Yogis were Brahmanas. As a result the 

enthusiasm to adopt upabLtCl (Sacred thread) became immense among the 

Yogis of North Bengal4
• 

In 1901 'yogLnLtCIL.sLV~-L sClbnCl' was established. It was decided that a 

memorial was to be sent to the census commissioner where it was to be 

stated that the name of the caste would be Yogi, the male members of the 
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community would use the title Nath or Debnath' and the women would use 

Debi. They appealed to census authority to comply with the statement. In 

response to their application the census authority suggested to the field 

officers to enlist their caste as Yogi in the report and enlist the title of the 

women of the community as Debi. Among the leaders who took significant 

role in initiating social reform movement for the Yogi community Krishna 

Chandra, Mohinimohan, Vishnu Chandra Bhattacharya, and others were 

citable. To make a connection between the Yogis of different districts of 

Assam and Bengal a monthly periodical 'yog~sltl~AR.MIA was published from 

1311 B.S (1904). In the year 1908 yog~ S~Aw..w..~LIAV\-~ was set up which 

conducted its regular sessions throughout Bengal and Assam. The first 

session of the S~Aw..w..~LIAV\-t took place at Talpukurpar, Kummilla in 1910. To 

unite the Yogis of Assam and Bengal the Samiti was named as 'Ass~Aw.. 

1;/AV\,g/A yog~ S~Aw..w..~L~AV\-i-'. In the second annual session of the S/Aw..w..~LIAV\-~ 

a decision was taken to publish a mouth piece of the S~Aw..w..LLIAV\,~ and the 

name of the mouthpiece was 'yogL S~Aw..w..~LIAV\-~ f>IAtvHz~A '. The twelfth 

annual session was arranged at Naogaon in Assam in 1921. The thirteenth 

session was held at Chutiapara, Kamrup in 1922 and in 1935 at Bogura the 

251
h session was held. In 1940 the thirtieth annual session was held at 

Shakharipara in Rangpur. The forty-fifth annual session was arranged at 

Dinhata of Cooch Behar district in 1955. Many other sessions were 

organized afterwards in different parts of Bengal and Assam5
. 

The movement took a new turn after the publication of the list of depressed 

and backward classes' as consequence of the Me Donald Award in 1932. 

The Yogis were enlisted as scheduled caste. After spreading the news 
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agitation among the Yogi community was started. The editor of yogl-sltllill<,V1lil 

Sri Pramatha Nath protested vehemently against this wrong decision of the 

Govt. through his writings in the Amrita Bazaar Patrika on 29.12.1932 and 

in the Liberty on 30.123.1932. A number of meetings were arranged to take 

resolutions against such move of the Govt. The resolutions of such meeting 

were sent to the Reform Officer of Bengal. Ultimately as a result of the 

tireless endeavour of advocate Shashi Kumar Bhowmik, the Yogis were 

excluded from the list of the scheduled caste. On the other hand in Surma 

Valley, they were recognized as Exterior Hindus while in Assam they were 

enlisted in the list of Caste Hindus. Therefore it was considered by the 

leaders of the community that if this was allowed to be continued there may 

be aroused a disparity among the Yogis of Bengal and Assam. So they tried 

hard to exclude the name of the yogis of Surma Valley from the list of the 

Exrterior Hindus and after long run effort the Yogis of Surma Valley were 

excluded from the list of Exterior Hindus6
. 

The activities of the yog~ Sli!V\1\.VlA~Llilll'vL touched North Bengal through a few 

sessions which had been arranged in different parts of it. For instance, the 

Bogura session in 1935 might be considered as a congregation of various 

representatives of North BengaC. The editor of the reception committee was 

Nilkanta Pandit of Rajshahi. Moreover a number of members from North 

Bengal represented the community in its various conferences and annual 

sessions throughout Bengal and Assam. If we meticulously study the 

proceedings of various sessions of Assli!V\1\. 1Slilll'v0lil yogL Sli!V~A-VlALLlilll'vL; we 

will get a clear idea about their aims and objectives. 
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In the vanous sessiOns of the AssCJvu tsCJIAgCJ yogL SCJvuvv..LlCJ~AL the 

members discussed about the various socio-economic aspects of Yogi 

Community. They pursued the ways and means for their development. A 

fund was raised to extend financial help to the poor and promising students 

of the community. The leaders realized that for the development of the 

community first and foremost task should be the eradication of poverty and 

illiteracy. Moreover they emphasized on united effort to fulfill this desire8
. 

One thing is to be mentioned in this context that after independence and 

partition in 1947, like the Rajbansi Kshatriya movement, the movement of 

the Yoigis also became weak as their headquarter and centre of activities viz. 

Kumilla, Chittagong etc. were, partitioned from India and added to East 

Pakistan,now Bangladesh. Most of the conferences held after independence 

emphasized on the social and spiritual uplift of the community. They were 

concern of their socio- economic condition. They repeatedly mentioned that 

the number of the yogis in education, Govt. services had increased though 

the number is not satisfactory one in the context of the number of total 

population of the Yogis in Bengal and Assam. But interestingly they did not 

show their interest in participating electoral politics through representatives 

of their own community. So during the period of our study we do not find 

any active anticipation of the community in politics in the post in dependent 

period, though we found that after the 2"d Would War they extended their 

support to the Indian National Congress to the cause of their freedom 

struggle movement. 

It is interesting to note that when most of the backward class people were 

clamouring for getting facilities provided by the Colonial Govt. to the 
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educationally and socio- economically backward classes, under scheduled 

castes and scheduled tribe category, the Yogis claimed the recognition of 

their higher social status and protested against the Govt.'s move of enlist 

them under scheduled caste category, and ultimately became succeeded to 

exclude their name from the list of scheduled caste. After independence 

however, they got the status of other backward class community (OBC) by 

the Govt. of India and receiving facilities accordingly. 

Gop 

Though the nineteenth century is remembered particularly for socio

religious movements throughout the sub- continent, the wave of the 

movements reached to North Bengal in a later date. Nevertheless, many of 

the social reform movements by several caste groups took place in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century. Though most of the movements were 

originated in southern and eastern Bengal the movement left their imprint in 

this part of Bengal too. It is mentioned earlier that those movements were 

attempted to reform the caste and religion along with other superstitious 

practices of various groups and communities. One such movement was the 

movement of Y adav Kshatriyas. It is said that by caste they were Kshatriya 

and by religion they belonged to Gop religion. According to the leaders and 

propagators of the movement, due to the passage of time they lost their glory 

and fame. Thus they became inclined towards caste-hatred, violence, 

forgery, narrow self interests leaving apart their simplicity, purity etc9
• 

During the last quarter of the nineteenth and the early decades of the 

twentieth century they keenly felt the need to redefine their age old tradition 

and fame, but for which they have to traverse a strong path. 
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Actually from the last decade of the nineteenth century the general trend of 

social elevation was noticed in Bengal as well as in India. The Gops were no 

exception in this regard. There were a number of sub- sects among the Gops. 

In Bengal, the Gops used to identify themselves as Pallava Gop. But 

afterwards they referred to use as Vallav Gop 10
• So influenced by the social 

mobility and social reform movements of other castes and communities 

during the late nineteenth century the Gops began to unite themselves, 

because they realized that it will not be possible to upgrade their socio

cultural and economic condition unless or until they would get united 

themselves. In this respect one thing is to be remembered that almost all the 

movements which aimed at socio-economic uplift of various communities 

were organized and continued with united efforts. 

In 1901 Bada Dharmananda Mahabharati one renowned religious 

personality protested against the shudra status of the Gops and boldly 

announced that the Gops of Bengal were not shudras, they were of a branch 

of Aryan clan and belonged to Vaishya varna. They cited that 'in the 

Shrimat Bhagbat Mahapuran the Gops had been described as Vaishyas. In 

the the Vishnupuran it was stated that the Gops were the product of Vaishya 

mother and Kshatriya father. The Brahma Baivarta purana state the fact that 

the vallav Gops took birth from the variants lord Krishna'. They claimed that 

the reference of the Gops in the Manu Sanghita Parashar Sanghita, Vishnu 

Puran, Shrimat Bhagbat bears the testimony of the fact that the Gops are an 

old caste of India. Mention may be made of the observation of Risley, he 

mentioned that "the Gops at first began to settle in the Mathura region 

(Brahmashri Pradesh), and then afterwards they spread in different parts of 

India. One of their branches is famous as Yaduvamsa'. Moreover, they got 
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recognition of a large group of Brahmana pandits that 'the Gops were of 

h. h II tg caste . 

The movement of the Yadava Kshtriyas was started in Dacca, Punjab and 

Bombay in the year 1901. In 1908 a Samiti was set up at Rewari of 

Hariyana and during the following years it's impact was felt in United 

Province, Bihar etc. some members of those organizations came to Calcutta 

and tried to start a movement with the association of Gops, Ahir and 

Yadavas. In 1329 B.S. (1922 A.D) almost five hundred persons gathered at 

Shyambazar in Calcutta and in this conference the 'B,[,jll\,g~tjC! Ciop S{1vvc~h' 

was established. This meeting was regarded as the first conference of 

'B>&~V\.,g[tJC! c::;op SC!vvc~t~' in Bengal 12
• The objectives of the SC!vvc~h were to 

unite the Oops, to educate them, to make their all round development, to 

spread higher education among members of the community etc 13
• special 

emphasis was given to introduce primary education among them. 

The mouth piece of the SC!vvci.h was 'c::;opvvc~tr&~' and the main objective of 

c;o-pvvc~trC! was to ameliorate the condition of the Gop society with its 

publications. 

In the first conference some members from North Bengal took their 

participation. Among them Nibaran Chandra Ghosh, Kishorimohan Gosh 

from Pabna, Iswarlal Ghosh and Hemchandra Ghosh from Maida, Kedhar 

Nath Ghosh from Rangpur were important14
• In this session discussion were 

made regarding the Shudra status of the Oops in Bengal. They mentioned 

that the Oops in western part of India had been enjoying a better position 

where as Oops in Bengal did not enjoy the similar status. The Oops of 

252 



Bengal concentrated on the question that why the Gops of Bengal could not 

attain the similar status as enjoyed by their counterparts in western India 

which was known from the 'c;o-ptc.Jtwc.J Kc.JuVIIlud~', 'Ahir Itihas' etc. The 

intellectual leaders of the community then came to the conclusion that in 

Bengal during the days of Buddhism there was no other caste except 

Brahmanas and shudras. So in Bengal the Gops along with other Kshtriyas 

and Vaidyas were identified as Shudras. Thus under the context the leaders 

realized that to get recognition of their pristine glory and prestige it is 

necessary to spread modern education and at the same time, economic 

development of the community was the urgent need 15
• 

The second conference of the t;c.JI/\,g~!::Jc.l c;o-p Sc.JVIIl~h was held at university 

institute hall in Calcutta University in 1330 .B.S. (1923). In the conference 

the number of members became considerably increased16
• 

The third conference was held at Maida under the Presidentship of 

Navadwip Chandra Ghosh Yadav from Mymansing in 1331 B.S. In this 

conference also stress was given on education as a basis of socio- political 

development for the community17
• 

The annual sessions of all India yc.Jdc.Jv Mc.JV!c.Js.c.JbV\c.J were held at defferent 

parts of India. It established its branch in Bengal and the t;c.JI/\,g~!::Jc.l tjc.Jclc.Jv 

Me~V\e~s.c.JbV\c.J had organized its meeting in different places of Bengal. In 1343 

B.S. (1936) in Calcutta session Hemchandra Ghosh from Maida presided 

over the meeting and in the next session at Howrah in the same year the 

president was Ishwarlal Ghosh of Malda18
• A large number of members of 

the community of North Bengal were actively associated with the movement 
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of the B>CtV'vg~tJC! YCtciCtv MCtitJCtsabCt, though it did not frequently organize its 

sessions of North Bengal Districts therefore the region was affected by the 

movement. 

The Y ada vas fought tirelessly for their reservation in education and Govt. 

services and also for their priority in promotion. Leaders like Rasbihari 

Ghosh, Lalbehari Ghosh, Kailash Chandra Ghosh, Prakash Chandra Ghosh, 

Budha Ghosh and others took active role in the process of up gradation of 

the Y ada vas through various means viz. establishing schools, hostels, cow

rearing project etc. Such project was established jointly by Maida and west 

Dinajpur in northern Bengal. They also raised a fund to provide financial 

help to the students of the Yadavas or to the poor students of other 

communities in 1336 B.S 19
• Students were given stipend from a separate 

student stipend fund established by the leaders. The youths of the 

community set up from the very beginning of the formation of Bangiya Gop 

Mahasabha an Youth organization named c;o-p yCtt~tl Ct YIAVC! SCI vvu,,~..~LCt V'v~ in 

1330 B.S20
. In their conference a member of Youth from all over Bengal 

took their participation. Thus in this way the Gops are still trying to upgrade 

their socio- economic condition and now a day became successful in 

elevating their social status to a maximum extent. 

Rajput Kshatriya 

As it has already mentioned that the Rajbansi Kshatriya Samiti was founded 

in 1910, it is said by a few scholars that the establishment of the Kshatriya 

Samiti roused a consciousness among many other minor caste groups or 

communities in North Bengal. 'B>Ct~Ag~t)Ct "PYCtbCts~ RCtj-p~At k.sitJCttY~t)Ct SlilbV\Ct' 
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was the outcome of one such movement. The Rajputs of Bengal, according 

to their own statement, led a deplorable life in Bengal in comparison to the 

Rajputs in other provinces of India though numerically they were very few 

in Bengal. 

At the time during the last quarter of the nineteenth and the early decades of 

the twentieth century a trend of community-consciousness and caste 

solidarity movement among various low caste, non-caste communities 

developed, which touched every nook and corner of the sub-continent as 

well as Bengal. The Rajputs of Bengal also began to realize that they should 

maintain their status and in this context they started uniting themselves 

under a common organization named 'tsiAV~.-0~tJIA PviAbiA.s~ RiAj-ptAt K.sV11AtvLtJIA 

S!Abl-'l!A' which was established in 1325 B.S. (1918)21
. 

It was stated by them that in Bengal due to their association with the 

Bengalis they became accustomed with the life style of the Bengalis. So they 

decided that without matrimonial relation with the Rajputs only it would 

hardly possible for them to maintain their separate entity. In order to restore 

their Kshatriya status from effacement they began to unite themselves under 

the 'tsiAV~.-0~tjiA -pviAbiA.sL RIAj-ptAt Rs.V11AtrLtJIA .SIAbV!IA'. 

The first conference of the Sabha was held at Barshalupara of Dinajpur 

district in 1325 B.S. In the first session Sri Debnath Roy was nominated as 

president of the first session. In the conference a resolution was taken to 

establish a permanent Samiti. The Sabha also resolved to formulate for the 

Samiti some rules and regulations. To fulfill the objectives of the tsiAV~.-0~tJIA 
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"Prlilblil.si- Rlilj-put .slilbV11il an executive committee was set up and a number of 

members were given the responsibility to perform the works of the executive 

committee. One advisory committee was also formed as per the resolution 

of the conference. The secretary of the committee was Sri Shyama Prasad 

Ray of Dinajpur, president was Thakur Krishna Mohan Singha of 

Mekhliganj and the other members were Ramkumar Singha of Kishanganj 

and Panchanan Roy of Rajshahi22
• 

Interestingly, they supported and prayed for the victory of the allied powers 

in the First World War. To implement their aims and objectives they adopted 

some ways and means. The Rajput students were also encouraged through 

offering stipend. One of the objectives of the Sabha was to meet the 

educational expenses of the students who could not afford the cost of 

education. Apart from this the Sabha decided to appoint some preachers to 

propagate good senses and manners among the people of the community to 

initiate social reforms and eradicate unhealthy social customs and practices. 

Sri Krishnamohan Singha in his inaugural speech stated that the Rajput 

Khatriyas should follow the example of the Bengalis in the sphere of the 

education. Moreover he suggested to follow the qualities of Bengalis i.e. 

perseverance in education, self-dependency and their love for nation etc23
• 

Thus we see that in North Bengal the Rajput Kshatriya movement took place 

and it spread its voice to every comer of Bengal and outside Bengal, Bihar, 

Pumia, Kishanganj, Dumka and some other places. 
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Rabha: 

As it has mentioned in the earlier chapter (chapter -I) that the Rabhas are 

the inhabitants of Duars region extending from the river Teesta to sankosh. It 

is to be mentioned here that the Rabhas are found not only in northern 

Bengal, but also in different parts of Assam, Goalpara, Kamrup, Darang, 

Shibsagar and in western Garo hills of Meghalaya24
. A good number of the 

Rabhas live in the forests of the region and work as forest labourers under 

forest Department. Among those who live in the villages are mostly 

cultivators. The Rabhas belong to Mongoloid stock having similarity with 

other members for Bodo group such as Garo, Kachari, Mech, Koch, Hajong 

and others25
. They had their own dialect of Bodo family. In North Bengal 

they use Rajbansi as their language and in Assam they use Assamese. 

Another important thing is that in North Bengal their socio- religious life 

had been influenced considerably by the local Rajbansis. The Rabhas living 

at Jalpaiguri, Cooch Behar and surrounding areas have been greatly 

influenced by Rajbansi culture as they are surrounded by the Rajbansis. 

During the first half of the twentieth century there was noticed among the 

Rabhas of North Bengal a trend of elevating their socio- cultural status. So 

during the early forties of the twentieth century a strong movement of 

Hinduisation took place among the Rabhas. 

Like other lower caste group people of Bengal, the Rabhas also did not 

occupy any prestigious position in the society or social hierarchy. They were 

not allowed to enter into the places of worship of the upper caste Hindus. 

They were looked down even by their neighbouring community i.e. 

Rajbansis. 
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It has been observed by a few scholars that the Rabhas were much 

influenced by the Kshatriyaization movement of the Rajbansis. During the 

early forty's of the twentieth century they also started a movement for 

upgrading their condition 'to get equal social status as that of the Hindu 

caste like the Rajbansis' 26
. To obtain the higher social status they decided to 

give up rearing of pig and foul willingly which had been their traditional 

occupation. 

In the first phase of their movement Bhabendra Narayan Chowdhury, a saint 

and social reformer of the region took a leading role as he expressed that the 

Rabhas were of Hindus and they had the right to perform every Hindu 

rituals27
. The then Hakim of Tufanganj, Manabendra Thakur also extended 

his helps to the movement of the Rabhas. In 1934, Bhabendra Narayan 

Chowdhury took initiatives for the purification of the Rabhas28
. Thereafter, 

the Rabha leaders united themselves and adopted some decisions that 

henceforth the Rabhas be considered as shudra they would refrain 

themselves from drinking liquor etc. 

It has to be mentioned in this context that the Rabhas faced severe problems 

even after elevating themselves to the rank of Hindus. Some primitive Rabha 

people of Barashalbari and Kamakshaguri refused to accept the newly 

converted Hindu Rabhas in their society. Moreover the Rajbansis also did 

not consider them as Hindus. The caste Hindus also refused to drink water 

touched by the Rabhas. Dhaneswar Bhattacharya who took the initiative for 

upgrading the status of the Rabhas had to face social boycott by his well-to

do Rajbansi clients Uajmans). 'the Rajbansis who were already claiming 

Kshatriya status did not like the Rabhas to become their equals and the 
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reason was that they would suffer economic loss because it is mentioned by 

a few scholars that the Rabhas reared fouls and pigs and the Rajbansis used 

to get share from them. As the Rabhas gave up it, the economic status of the 

Rajbansis received an adverse effect and they suffered economic hardship' 29
• 

The movement however, gained momentum during the forties of the 

twentieth century. A teacher and priest of Bhatibari village of Alipurduar 

named Dhaneswar Bhattacharjee took initiative to convert the Rabhas to 

Hinduism. He met with the then Pandit Madan kumar Smritiratna of the 

Cooch Behar Royal family. He opined that the Rabhas might be considered 

as Hindus but to attain Hinduism they had to expiate. The Rabhas accepted 

Sri Dhaneswar Bhattacarya as their guru. Thus the movement of 

Hinduisation of the Rabhas started which was led by some Hindu and Rabha 

leaders and some popular leaders of the area30
. The Rabhas in general 

showed a keen interest for acceptance of Hinduism. The main objective of 

this socio- religious movement of the Rabhas was of course to get a place in 

the Hindu society and uplift the social position, status and hierarchy of their 

community people. They organized some large tJIIIJIIllil and in that tJC!JIIllil all 

the Rabhas, local Hindu leaders Govt. officers and also representative of the 

Cooch Behar Royal family took place as witness. Then through the 

performance of some rites and rituals they entered into Hindu society, took 

Hinduism as their religion and became Hindus31
• 

The Rabhas of forest area were not enlightened with the socio-religious 

movement of the Duars and surrounding areas. The lack of communication 

was the main hindrance on their way to social mobilization. There was no 
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caste based political movement among the Rabhas of North Bengal during 

the period under study. 

We find an eminent nationalist leader among the Rabhas, who took a leading 

role at Thana Gherao Movement of Alipurduar, Jalpaiguri during the 1942 

Quit India Movement. He was Deben Das Rabha. According to local 

scholars, he was an educationist and socio-cultural reformer. He dedicated 

himself for the cause of freedom struggle and social reform despite the fact 

that, he had to fight against unbearable poverty throughout his life32
• 

Mech: 

According to Charu Chandra Sanyal the Meches are one of the branches of 

Bodo or Baro like the Koch, Rabha and Garo etc. the Meches live in the 

Terai and forest areas of Darjeeling, Baikanthapur and Duars region of 

Jalpaiguri and the areas crossing the river Teesta, Sankosh. Their habitation 

is also extended up to Goal Para in Assam. Most of the scholars mentioned 

their origin as Mongoloid33
• 

It is interesting to note that the most controversial marriage of the nineteenth 

century Bengal i.e. the marriage of Maharaja of Cooch Behar Nripendra 

Narayan Bhup Bahadur with Suniti Devi,the daughter of renowned Keshab 

Chandra Sen, the social reformer and leader of the Brahma Samaj movement 

had an impact over the socio cultural life of the subject people of the State 

and the people of surrounding areas. Suniti Devi introduced Brahma religion 

in the Royal family as well as in the state and founded a 'Brahma 

Mandir(Brahma Temple) in 1887. As consequence it was found that a good 
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number of Mcches of Cooch Behar state and the surrounding areas adopted 

Brahma religion influenced by the activities of her highness Suniti Deve4
. 

Apart from this a number of Meches in different parts of North Bengal 

adopted Christianity. Scholars in this field have opined that perhaps they 

embraced Christianity as a means to uplift their socio- economic condition. 

That means there were aspirations among the Meches of the region for the 

upliftment of their socio- economic and cultural life. It can be said that 

nineteenth century social reform movement of Bengal intluenced the society 

of the Meches also to change their condition. 

Bodo 

Though the Bodos are the largest community in the plains of Assamese, 

there number in North Bengal is very few. They originally belonged to 

Tibeto- Mongoloid stock. The renowned sociologist and scholar Charu 

Chandra Sanyal mentioned that the Bodos in course of their migration to the 

east from central Asia particularly from Tibet and Mongolia they became 

divided into three branches. The Branch which migrated to north-eastern 

areas of Arunachal Pradesh and Brahmaputra valley and settled down in the 

whole of modem Assam and North Bengal (Cooch Behar, Jalpaiguri and 

surrounding areas) became further sub-divided in four groups viz. Mech, 

Koch, Rabha and Garo. In Goal Para and North Bengal they are called 

Mech. In the Brahmaputra valley of Assam they are known as Bodo and 

kachari35
• The Bodos adopted Brahmoism during the last quarter of the 

nineteenth cenchury. 36 

261 



The Bodos started their agitation in Asam after the partition in 1947. It is 

said that due to the rapid migration of refugees, they began to lose their 

traditional holdings on land, pressure on land was increased. Moreover they 

became compelled to surrender themselves to others in social, economic and 

cultural aspects. 

During the 50s of the 201
h century they stmted demanding the introduction of 

Bodo language in the primary level of education. They formed Plain Tribal 

Council of Assam. In 1967 the PTCA submitted a memorandum to the then 

president Zakir Hussain demanding the creation of an autonomous region for 

the plain tribal people of Assam. In 1973 a separate territory was demanded 

by them with the name Udayachal. They also demanded Roman script of 

their language37
. 

It is interesting to note that <!ll kinds of movements of the Bodos were 

concentrated in Assam and the Bodos of North Bengal were not influenced 

by such movement and we do not find such movement in this region. It has 

to be noted that their number is very few in North Bengal and most of them 

are found well established in various fields. It must be mentioned in this 

context that they had a tradition in doing services under the colonial gove8
• 

Therefore the Bodos of this region are not identified with such assertive 

movement of their counterparts in Assam. 

Matua 

In the earlier chapter (Chapter-2), it has mentioned that as consequence of 

the social awakening and the introduction of provisions of various new 

facilities to specific class and caste groups, communities by the Colonial 
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Government, a number of low-caste, non-caste groups, communities etc. 

launched social mobility movement which took the shape of caste 

consolidation movement during the last quarter of the nineteenth an early 

decades of the twentieth century. The most significant among these 

movements was the movement of the Namasudras of Bengal. 

The N amasudras were the most numerous among the Hindus in Bengal. In 

this context it should be noted that the majority of the Namasudras lived in 

the eastern districts of Bakharganj, Faridpur, Dacca, Mymansing, Jessore 

and Khulna. According to the census of 1901, 75 per cent of the Namasudras 

lived in this area39
. In North Bengal the number of the Namasudras in pre

independent period was insignificant, but in the post-independent period 

their number increased considerably and the stand of the community became 

changed after independence particularly in this region. But there had been a 

link of this movement with the future course of history of this region. 

Therefore to understand the relation we will study the history and 

consequence of the Matua movement. 

The social movement of the Namasudras was started in 1872-73 when the 

high caste Hindus did not attend the shradh ( a respectful and willful offering 

rites to the deceased parents) of a renowned Namasudra village leader by the 

high caste Hindus of Faridpur- Bakharganj region. In reaction to this attitude 

of the high caste Hindus the Namasudras began a boycott movement which 

denied cooperating with the high caste people with regard to prepare their 

houses (high-castes Hindus), cultivate in their fields etc. Though they could 

not continue their movement of social boycott for long, it gave birth to a 

consolidated religious movement of the community named Matua 
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movement40
. The Matua sect owed its ideas and ideals to the contemporary 

Vaishnav religion. The movement assimilated those ideas and ideals with the 

originality of the particular community to understand as well as to face the 

power- relations ~hich was prevalent in the societ/1
• The leader of this 

religious sect was Guruchand Thakur. Like other Vaishav Gurus, he also 

preached to abolish the caste system and establishment of the ideas of 

equality. Unlike other religious preachers he encouraged the people of the 

community to establish themselves in the sphere of economic development. 

His slogan was 'Hate Kam Mukhe Nam' i.e. to continue mundane 

responsibility for their socio- economic prosperities and mate1ial wellbeing 

in the one hand and to preach the name of God for mental satisfaction and 

salvation on the other42
. 

The members of the Matua religious sect became more united when the high 

caste Hindus denied to maintain social relation with them. Therefore they 

emphasized on the need of social empowerment for themselves and for that 

purpose they began consolidate themselves. The religious movement of the 

Matua sect under the leadership of Guruchand Thakur and his son Harichand 

Thakur gave birth to the social mobility movement of the Namasudras in the 

late nineteenth century. In 1902 'Namashudra Hitaishini samiti' was set up. 

Finally with the formation of Bengal Namasudra Association' in 1912 and 

activities through its branches a complete caste consolidated organization 

came into existence. In course, of their movement for socio-economic 

development they demanded representation in the Electoral politics as well 

as in the provincial legislature. To get such facilities they demanded their.· . 

scheduled caste status from the British Govt43
. ultimately they got the 

recognition of their desired scheduled caste status from the British Govt. 
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after 1932. From this point of view the activities of the Matua movement can 

not be overlooked. In North Bengal the Matua movement did not leave any 

significant impact as their number in this region in pre-independent period 

was insignificant. 

In the post-independent period, in North Bengal, we do not find any 

movement by the Namasudras. But what is important is that the movement 

for socio-economic uplift of the Rajbansis who claim themselves as 

'indigenous' in this region got a fillip considering the Namasudras as the 

contenders to the way of their development. It has already mentioned in 

chapta-3 that though we do not find any consolidated movement of the 

'indigenous' community during this period, a number of organizations, 

associations came into existence during this time, which reflected more or 

less their grievances of deprivation in the field of reservation benefits 

provided by the Govt. of India to the scheduled caste people with regard to 

education, Govt. services etc. which are considered as instruments for socio

economic development. Thus we see that at once the Matua movement 

started agitation for the elevation of socio-economic condition of the 
) 

Namasudra during the pre-independent period in eastern and southern 

Bengal, and after independence the same assertive movement for the 

amelioration of the socio- economic condition had propped up in the region 

by another community people against the refugee Namasudras which is still 

a continuing phenomenon. It can to be remembered that the Namsudras of 

eastern Bengal and the Rajbansis of northern Bengal under the leadership of 

Jogendra Nath Mandai formed the Independent Scheduled Caste Party and 

joined the Ministry of Khaja Nazimuddin in 194344
• Moreover on question 

of Bengal's partition they had proposed a separate province named 
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'Rajasthan" comprising the whole of Jalpaiguri, Dinajpur, and parts of Terai, 

Rangpur, Bihar, Purnea and the Goalpara of Assam45
. After partition 

however within a few decades their offspring became the contenders of each 

other resulted in confrontation between them. 

Chain: 

The Cains who numbered 30,082 in 1872 and 52128 in 1911 are a caste with 

Bihari affinities found large it numbers in the diara thanas (PS) of the west 

of the district Malda46
• They are actually found largely in Maida and 

Murshidabad districts. They enjoyed a very low status in the society. With 

the passage of time they became conscious of their social mobility and 

gradually became very eager to ameliorate their social status and dignity, 

therefore they started agitation and expressed their condition as being 

victimized by the denial of social justice and negligence for years. 

Under the President ship of Sri Radhikanath Das they organized a pan Indian 

Chai-Vaishya conference in Jhaukona village of Panchanandapur of Maida 

in 1942. In the conference a unanimous resolution was adopted to voice their 

demands in favour of using the title Das and to identify them as Brahma

Vaishya. That is they also claimed to be the part of Hindu society of Aryan 

origin47
. 

Chain Samaj Unnayan Samiti was established with a view to improve their 

socio- economic conditions. From 1972 they were striving relentlessly to 

include their names into the list of scheduled tribe. For the fulfillment of 

their grievances they even boycotted the election for three terms. They 

continued their movements and but could not get any constitutional 

recognition of their demand during the period under study. However after 
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the publication of Mandai Commission Report their movement again gained 

momentum and became able to get official recognition of scheduled caste 

status which will be discussed in the epitome section of this study. 

Dhanuk 

The Dhanuk community is said to be an old tribe and they are found mostly 

in various villages of Maida district. Like other tribal groups of people the 

Dhanuks were also economically, socially and educationally backward and 

poor. They were mostly labourers by their occupation. Except Bengal they 

are found in Gujrat, Maharashtra and Kamataka48
• 

The Dhanuks of Mahanashtra, Kamataka etc., launched movement 

demanding their status as scheduled tribe and ultimately they were 

recognized as their desired status in 1950. The Dhanuks of west Bengal got 

influenced by the fate of the Dhanuks of out side Bengal i.e. Gujrat, 

Maharastra, Karnataka etc. and also started their movement in favour of 

Govt. recognition of their scheduled tribe status. But they have been 

recognized as O.B.C. (Other Backward caste). Naturally they were not 

satisfied with their OBC status and started severe agitation to get scheduled 

tribe status from the Govt. of India. We do not get any information regarding 

the fulfillment of their grievances during the period under study. 

Ahmadiya Movement 

Like the Hindus of Bengal, the Muslims also launched a number of socio

religious and political movements in different periods. But all those 

movements were not properly reflected in North Bengal and many of the 

movements are beyond the purview of the period of our discussion. 
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The Ahmadiya movement though started during the closing decades of 

nineteenth century, it left a great impact upon North Bengal. The movement 

was started by Mirza Gulam Ahmed of Quadian village.of Gurudwarpur in 

Punjab in 1889-90. Like the Brahma Samaj movement of Bengal the 

Ahmadiya movement was based on a universal religion of all humanity. It 

opposed 'Jehad' or the sacred war against non-Muslims. The Ahmadiyas 

published several books and periodicals to spread their idealism. Actually 

the Muslims were lagging far behind compared to the non- Muslims because 

of their refusal of taking western education. Due to their indifferent attitude 

towards English learning their progress could not take place. Ahmadiya 

movement generated vigour and enthusiasm to this ruined community 

through its progressive ideas and ideals. 

Though the movement had been originated in Punjab, next to Punjab it 

exerted its influence on Bengal. Gradually North Bengal came in contact 

with the movement and ultimately a branch of this organization of the 

Ahmadiyas was set up in Jalpaiguri district. The movement also spread over 

Rangpur. In 1927 a conference of the Ahmadiyas of North Bengal was 

held49
. 

It is to be mentioned here that the Muslims in general do not recognize the 

Ahmadiyas as Muslims in the one hand and the Ahmadiyas called 

themselves as non-Muslims on the other. The British Govt. provided special 

facilities for the Ahmadiyas in the field of education, services etc. during 

British rule. One thing deserves mention in this regard that the Ahmadiyas 

has produced a number of brilliant personalities to the sub-continent 

throughout the period50
• 
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Anjumane Olamaye Bangia 

It is known to all that after the 1857 revolt the Indian Muslims became 

divided into two branches, one group Belonged to Deobond and the other 

was the follower of Aligarh movement i.e. Deobond school of thought and 

Aligarh school of thought. The former branch emphasized on the anti

British movement and in the educational sphere they gave stress on the 

traditional religious teaching. The successors of this branch established an 

Ulema organization in Bengal in 1913 named 'Anjumane Olamaye Bangia.' 

The aim of this organization was to rouse nationalism among the orthodox 

Muslims so that they could free themselves from any blind faith regarding 

religion. The movement emphasized on the need of preaching the Islamic 

teachings, to eradicate communalism among different sects of Muslims, to 

educate the Muslims with modern scientific teachings etc. The movement 

continued till 1919 and only three of its conferences were held. The second 

conference was held in Calcutta in 1917, the third and last conference of the 

organization was convened at Chittagong in 191851
• 

At its first conference in Bogura district invitation letters were sent to the 

Alems (who were considered as wise and had profound knowledge of Arabic 

language and Islam) of all the districts of Bengal. The content of the letter 

was as follows- "Nobody is unaware of the extremely miserable condition of 

Moslem Bengal. They have gone down in religion, education, wealth, 

morality, character in trade and commerce. On the one hand the darkness of 

illiteracy is leading the society to immorality and poverty and on the other; 

the current of occidental education is leading the educated young men, as it 

were, to activism and irreligiousness. Besides missionaries belonging to 
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other religion are working hard to strike at the root of Islam. Thus the 

Moslem community in Bengal is duly drifting to rack and ruin. In order to 

resist these evil currents God has created Ulamas and it is the duty to remove 

the evils and adopt themselves to time and place. No good result is at present 

expected through individual efforts. In order to remedy the evils and satisfy 

the wants, above referred to; the Ulamas must centralise their scattered 

energies and act collectively. It is for this reason that the conference has 

been called". 52 

The leaders as well as the members of the organisation established a number 

of free MClqtc:Jb, Pli!tV1s.V!LLCl, Library, Dharmashla, and Law Boards to spread 

education and mitigate litigations mutually in various districts of Bengal. In 

North Bengal it established its, branches in Rangpur, Pabna, Bogura. The 

organizations worked for the eradication of superstitions among the 

Muslims. The leaders propagated against the activities of the Pirs and their 

disciples. Gradually the branches of the Anjumane Olamaye Bangia were 

established in Dacca, Chittagong, Naogaon Guwahati etc. the preachers of 

this organization also preached their idealism in different places of North 

Bengal, which is known from the mouth piece of the Anjumane olamaye 

Bengla named 'Al-Eslam'. The organization took active initiative to 

establish Islamic mission, Arabic University etc. The leaders wanted to wipe 

out non-Islamic rituals from Muslim society. Interestingly this organization 

along with many other reform programmes emphasized on the spread of 

education through the language of their own i.e. Arabic and even in Bengal 

they gave priority to the Arabic language as the medium of instruction. 

Actually they wanted to place Arabic as first language. Because, it was 

according to them, their national language, Bengali, which was the mother 
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tongue of the Bengali Muslims, was considered as second language. The 

English was placed as third language because it was the official or Govt.' s 

language and Urdu was given the status of fourth language by the leaders of 

the movement, because it was the communicating language of Muslims from 

Peswar to Assam and upper Burma, the organization, However was merged 

with 'J amiyate Olamaye Hind' in 1919 which was establish in that year53
. 

Anjuman- i- Islamia: 

The Association was set up in 1860 and 1892 in Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri 

distiicts respectively. The Anjuman-e-Islamia, Darjeeling was founded in 

1860 by the Muslim residence of Darjeeling (who came from the plains) for 

the purpose of "improving the intellectual, moral, social and material 

conditions of the Muslims of the district". 

In Jalpaigmi, it is believed that the association was formerly founded by the 

migrant Muslims though gradually it extended its activities to all Muslims of 

the district. 

The objectives of the association were "the promotion of loyalty towards the 

British Govt. and the promotion and protection of the social, political, 

educational and other rights and interest of the Mahammedan community". 

Total member of this association were 165 (one handred & sixty- five). The 

president of the organization was Nawab Musharruf Hossain, Khan Bahadur 

B.L. and it's secretary was Moulavi kazi Abdul khaleque. The association 

did much for looking after the social and educational interests of the 

Muslims of the district54
• 

Abl-e- Hadis 

In the sixties of the twentieth century another socio- religious movement was 

originated at Maida. The movement later on spread its branches into North 

271 



Bengal and south Dinajpur. The movement was known as Ahl-e-Hadis 

movement. In Islam there are four Muslim laws - Maniki, Hanafi, Safai and 

Hambiti. The Koran is regarded as the oldest religious text. The followers of 

the Ahl-e-Hadis movement did not believe in such four laws (of text). They 

considered Koran as one and only text of the Muslims. The main objective 

of the movement was therefore to highlight this fact. The Shershahbadia, a 

group of the Muslim community belonged to this Ahl-e-Hadis group. 

Though they do not believe in those four laws (majahaf) they.are considered 

as La (not) majahafi, a section of the shershahbadia group however, has faith 

on those four Muslim laws55
. The shershabadias are scattered throughout the 

North Bengal. The movement did not continue for long. 

The Jamat-i-Islamic movement was another important movement of the 

Muslims. It was partly social and partly political movement. The main 

objective of the movement was pan-Islamism. The movement originated 

after independence and it had an all India base. Its impact was felt in North 

Bengal during the 1960s56
• 

Another local movement took place in Jalpaiguri after independence. The 

movement had cropped up in between the indigenous Muslims and the 

Muslims migrated from Noakhali. The Noakhali Muslims who migrated 

from East Bengal during British rule and settled at Jalpaiguri were 

economically sound, culturally rich and educationally advance. They had a 

predominant role in the tea industries of Jalpaiguri. Though Europeans 

maintained their hegemony over those industries till 1947 and even after 

independence the European colonialists maintained their supremacy for a 

few years, still there was collaboration between the Bengalese and the 
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European planters. Both the Hindus and the Muslims played pivotal role in 

the growth of the plantation industries in Duars. These Bengalese were not 

indigenous people, they were outsiders. Among the outsider Muslims, the 

Noakhali Muslims had supremacy in Govt. services, trade and commerce, 

and also in other aspects of socio-cultural life. These people looked down 

upon the indigenous Muslims who were comparatively backward in all 

aspects of life. So there was a lack of integration among them57
• This 

alienation resulted in an atmosphere of tension between them. In the mid 

thirties of the twentieth century the local Muslims took active initiative to 

establish their organization known as 'District Mohammedan Association'. 

Under the association, the Muslims of Jalpaiguri and surrounding areas 

became united, the representatives of this association met the Lt. Governor 

of Bengal and they beg the favour of the Governor regarding their low 

social, political and cultural condition. In this respect it is observed by a few 

scholars that a community feeling and identity feeling have emerged. 

Moreover the Jalpaiguri Mohammedan association invited Mr. F.A Rahman, 

first Muslim Hon'ble vice Chancellor of Dhaka University to address a 

conference of the association. Gradually the movement had shifted its 

outlook and concentrated on the socio-economic development of the 

indigenous Muslims58
. 

Another interesting incident in the history of the socio-religious movement 

of the Muslims of North Bengal was that two Muslim families of Haldibari 

sub-division of Cooch Behar district embraced Brahma religion and became 

Brahma. This was an unprecedented event in the history of Muslims and 

their religion. The surrounding areas were shaken I unarmed by the incident. 
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Further information about the families and the consequence of their being 

Brahma is not available to be mentioned59
. 

Nebula 

It is already mentioned that in the hill areas of Darjeeling a community 

consciousness was developing throughout the nineteenth century and early 

decades of the twentieth century among the Nepalese and other aboriginal 

communities. 

The an·ival of Mahatma Gandhi of Darjeeling in 1921 inspired the hill 

people to develop their socio-cultural and economic condition. The activities 

of the Indian National Congress after the non-cooperation movement under 

the leadership of Mahatma Gandhi to develop the condition of the 

downtrodden, lower castes and tribal groups of the sub-continent made a 

profound influence on the hill people. Parvatya Asprishya Sangha was set up 

around this time out of such endeavour. It was under this background 

NEBULA was organized in 193460
• 

The organization NEBULA was the mature and extended form of Hill 

Peoples' Social Union founded in 1920-21. It is said that in 1906-07 an 

association named 'Gorkha Samiti was established with an aim of socio

cultural development. But the samiti gradually failed to continue with its 

previous goals and the members came out from the Gorkha Samiti and laid 

the foundation of the Hill People's Social Organization and later on it 

extended its activities to enroll all the hill people under its banner. NEBULA 

was formed under such circumstances. The name of the organization itself 

signifies the name of three communities of Darjeeling hill. They were 
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Neplai, Bhutia and Lepcha. Due to the lack of any copy of the proceedings 

of this organization, it is difficult to say about its objectives definitely, but 

other references show that it was very much active to highlight the problems 

and propagated the political demands of these three hill communities viz. 

Nepali, Bhutia and Lepcha of Darjeeling61
• 

Apart from this NEBULA published a journal as its mouthpiece named 

'Nebula'. It published the demands of the communities for their 

development and socio-cultural improvement. It was published from 

Kalimpong. Its editor was K.D. Pradhan who was a renowned social worker. 

Though the journal propagated and was concern about the particular 

communities, it had a special interest with literary exercise. It published a 

few articles of literary values and at the same time played a significant role 

in mobilizing public opinion, promoted the consciousness of the Darjeeling 

hill people in general. 'No more details can be said about the organization 

due to the non-availability of the copy of any proceedings. But it can be said 

that the organization highlighted the problems and propagated the ethno

political demands of the three hill communities of Darjeeling as is already 

mentioned. It played a positive role in the field of socio-cultural 

development of Darjeeling hill area' 62
• 

Tribal Movements 

If we study the socio-cultural life of various tribal people who migrated and 

settled in North Bengal we will see that two distinct pattern of tribal 

settlement and socio-cultural activities. We must mention here that there are 

two major tribal populated areas in North Bengal viz Barind region of Maida 
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and Dinajpur districts and the Teari and Duars region of Darjeeling and 

Jalpaiguri districts respectively. 

One thing must be clear in this context that most of the tribal's in the Barind 

region are Santals. At the inception of their migration they were almost 

brought by the Zamindars though this time their number was very few and 

gradually their migration was increased during colonial period and began to 

settle in the Barind region of Maida, Dinajpur permanently. The tribals of 

the Terai and Duars region of Darjeleing and Jalpaiguri districts, most of 

whom are Oraons, had also been brought by the European planters as 

labours from their homeland viz. Chotonagpur, Chhattishgarh etc. region. 

The Santals of Malda and Dinajpur were agrarian peasants and the Oraons of 

terrain, Duars became the tea garden workers. Thus due to their profession 

for livelihood a different kind of socio-cultural life had emerged in these two 

regions. So in course of time their outlook became different. It has to be 

noted that there had been few reasons for the emergence of an opposite 

characteristics in the sphere of socio-cultural life of such people. 

The Oraons of the Terai, Duars region have been living with various other 

tribal groups and non-Bengali people viz. Santal, Munda, Nepali, Bihari, 

Marwari etc. But the Santals of Barind region have been living with the 

Bengalis surrounding them, therefore in the Terai, Duars a mixed culture had 

developed whereas in Barind region the Santals became Bengalised in 

respect of language, culture, customs, beliefs etc63
. They must have 

influenced by the socio-cultural life of the Bengalis. 
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Another important factor was that in Terrai and Duars there was several 

languages among the Oraons, Mundas, Santals, Nepalese etc. Unlike the hill 

region where due to the numerical majority of the Nepalese, Nepali language 

became the communicating language among the people of various 

communities and groups, in the Terrai, Duars there was no such dominant 

language of any communities therefore in course of time, there developed in 

the region a common lingua franca named Sadati between various tribal 

groups living together in the said region. But when their children go to the 

schools the medium of instruction is Hindi, but Hindi is not their mother

tongue. Interestingly the Bengal Govt. from the very beginning (after 

independence) did not feel any necessity to give them education in Bengali 

as medium of instruction. We can compare the tribal people of Assam in the 

tea gardens so far as language is concerned, where the Assamese Govt. from 

the primary level to higher education introduced Assamese language as 

medium of instruction in schools for them. As consequence the tribal people 

of the region became Assamised in respect of language and culture, because 

language determines the socio-cultural activities of people of any region to a 

maximum extent64
. So it can be said that the tribal people of the Terrai, 

Duars region did not get the opportunity to learn Bengali language instead 

they received non Bengali language i.e. Hindi, Sadari and culture which 

gave birth to a mixed culture and thus added a new fac;ade in the socio

cultural dynamism of the region. 

The Santals of Barind region have been availing the opportunity of 

Panchayati system since the introduction of the reservation system for the 

tribal people. But the tribal of Terrai, Duars region started getting such 

benefits in a much later phase that is from the beginning of the twentieth 
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century. To be more specific, they got the benefit of the reservation after the 

implementation the Rajib Gandhi's scheme for the tribal communities to the 

Panchayat level administration65
. 

The Santals of Maida, Dinajpur districts had been brought under the 

education system long before the tribal of the Terrai Duars region. Thus two 

different pictures with regard to the language, culture etc. emerged in these 

two tribal populated regions. That is why it is mentioned in chapter 1 that the 

demographic pattern, society, culture, language in all aspects, there are 

differences, dichotomies in different pm1s of North Bengal. That is why it is 

said by a few scholars that there are many little North Bengal within the 

periphery of the greater North Bengal. 

So far as socio-religious and political movement of the tribal people of 

North Bengal is concerned we find in the Duars the Oraons launched Tana 

Bhagat movement and the Santals of Barind region started Satyam-Shivam 

movement, and Chhatrisha movement. The Chhatrisha movement was not 

originated in this region but it left its impact over the people of the region. 

Tana Bhagat 

Tana Bhagat movement in North Bengal, particularly in Duars area, was 

actually the reverberation of the movement originated in the Ranchi district 

of Chotonagpur in April 191466
. 

The Oraons were lagging far behind from point of view of intellect and 

intrepidity. Due to their illiteracy and socio-economic backwardness, they 

were plugged under superstition and some outdated rituals. A number of 

278 



Oraon social reformers had tried to purify their lives by launching agitation 

against intoxication, witchcraft, ghost worship etc. Different groups of social 

reformers were known as Bhagat. The first group reformers were Bhuipath 

Bhagat, the other groups were Kesh Bhagat group, Vishnu Bhagat group, 

Kavir Panth Bhagat group. Among them most important group was Tana 

Bhagat group. It was said that the movement would pull out (tana) ghosts 

and evil spirits which were according to them, responsible for their miser/7
. 

It is to be kept in consideration that the Tana Bhagat movement of 

Chhotonagpur was not followed in toto in North Bengal, though the 

movement had an impact among the Oraons of Duars tea garden areas. 

Another important point is that though the movement was started as a socio

religious reform movement, it turned to a political movement aiming at the 

redress of their economic exploitation and poverty. 

In Duars, the objective of the movement at its initial stage was to improve 

the social life particularly to the sphere of spiritual life. It was nothing but a 

continuation of the agitation of Chhotonagpur. Eventually it had spread its 

branches towards politics though official records viewed its political 

connection from the very beginning. At the primary level the movement was 

devoid of any military element. The Oraon tea garden workers first started 

agitation against exploitation of plantation labourers in Duars but gradually 

many non-Oraons and semi-tribal communities also joined in the movement. 

In I 9 I 6 the agitation reached to an alarming position. Duars Planters' 

Association in its annual meeting expressed that the stir was a cause of 

"great anxiety" to the European planters who considered the movement of 

the Oraons as a new and dangerous movement. It was reported that some 

Oraon men and women arranged meeting calling 'German Father' to save 
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them, they also sang song, which contained the reference of German victory 

in the First World War which was continued during the period. Thus the 

movement spread as an anti-British and Pro-German movement68
. They 

wanted to establish an ' independent Oraon Raj' and considered the 

Germans as their saviour, not only that it was believed by them that 

Germany will overthrow the British and will establish her hegemony in the 

country and those who give support to Germany will be rewarded after war. 

Tana Bhagat movement made a considerable upheaval among the Oraons of 

the region, though a section of them was suspicious regarding the doctrine 

and methods of the movement and they were afraid of the threat which was 

made by the leaders of the movement that those will be excommunicated 

who would not provide them support and join the movement. However, the 

movement tried to secure their life from exploitations mainly of the 

landlords and traders, though some scholars have found in the movement 

anti-British fervour and the zeal to deny the British as their authority. 

The Govt. adopted severe method to suppress the movement. Naturally the 

movement did not bear any fruit and gradually faded away. The most 

important feature of the movement was that it was an autonomous 

movement, that is the leadership of non-tribal people or outsiders or any 

other organization was absent in this movement. 

San tal 

The Santals of Barind region in the eastern Maida had engaged themselves 

in a series of movements during 1924-32. The Barind tract was consisted of 

Bamongola, Gajol, Habibpur, old Maida, Gomastapur, Nachol and 

Nawabganj (during pre-independent period). The Santals of the region were 

divided into four religious sects viz Christian, Hindu, Kheroar Animists and 
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Hindu. Hindu Santals were numerous among them and they belonged to 

Satyam Shivam sect69
. 

At that time some Swarajits were engaged in bringing the aboriginals and 

untouchables into the fold of Hinduism through 'Suddha' or purification. 

Kashishwar Chakravarty, a Swarajist and also a pleader from Dinajpur 

sowed the seeds of the movement among the Santals of Maida. It is said that 

he first concentrated on upgrading their condition by embracing them 

Hinduism. These Santals called themselves as Satyam Shivam sect. 

Kashiswar Chakaravarty was known as Sanyasi Baba and Jitu was his local 

agent. Another leader was Arjun-Santal. Jitu became the most renewed 

leader of this sect, whose proclamation was considered as gospel of truth by 

his followers70
. The social movement of the Satyam Shivam Community 

subsequently turned into a political movement with the passage of time. 

In 1928 the Santals under the leadership of Jitu Santal who had a close 

connection with the Swarajit party, launched a severe movement against 

overburdening of tax imposed on the tribal agrarian peasants by the Govt. 

and its agents, landlords. As the movement spread, payment of rent to the 

landlord was prohibited. It is viewed by a few scholars that Jitu's perception 

was to replace their old religious faiths and customs by Hinduism71
, after the 

elevation of their status they will be able to fight and victorious over their 

exploiters. 

The movement reached its climax when in 1932 the newly converted Santals 

assembled in the Adina Mosque of Pandua and after occupying the mosque 

they had transformed it into a temple. Muslims were not allowed to enter 

into the mosque. Jitu and his followers declared themselves as independent. 
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Naturally the Muslims reached vehemently, they lodged complaint against 

all Santals to the police. The police superintendent along with other police 

personals, Muslims Zamindars and with District Magistrate cordoned off the 

Adina Mosque. Jitu was asked to leave the mosque but he did not comply 

with the order. The result was a fierce battle between the Santals and the 

armed police in which Jitu was shot dead and several other Santals were 

wounded severely72
• With the death of Jitu the movement of the Santals 

became weak and gradually it lost its existence. 

The Santal movement under their legendary leader Jitu Santal was an 

important phenomenon in the history of North Bengal nay Bengal. On the 

one hand the movement tried to emancipate the poor peasants from the yolk 

of feudalism which ultimately took a tum towards an anti-British movement; 

on the other hand, some historians are of the view that the movement was an 

example of upward social mobility by downtrodden community. 

Chhatrisha movement 

The Chhatrisha movement was started by the tribes of Dinajpur in 1922-23. 

The exact time of migration of various tribes viz. Santals, Munda, hoe etc. in 

Dinajpur district is still veiled in obscurity, but it can be said that the large 

scale migration of the tribal people took place during British period. It is 

already mentioned in the earlier chapter that they came to the region, cleared 

the jungles and brought under cultivation the jungle and waste lands. Thus 

with their settlement and inter mixing with the indigenous people a new 

social picture came into existence. 
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It has to be mentioned here that the non-cooperation movement left 

significant effect upon the tribal people of Dinajpur. The activities of the 

Indian National Congress opened a new vista to the tribal people for coming 

out of the exploitation of landlords. Thereafter the Harijan improvement 

programmes of Indian national Congress under the leadership of Netaji 

Sibhas Chandra Bose and his followers also made their imprint in the 

region73
. As a result a number of movements launched by the downtrodden, 

lower castes, non castes, tribal communities etc. came into existence 

throughout the sub-continent. 

The Chhatrisha movement was one of such movement, which was launched 

by the tribal peasants against the torture and exploitation of the Zamindars, 

landlords of Dinajpur. As it was very much influenced by non-cooperation 

movement, the basic character of the movement was therefore non-violence. 

The movement involved thirty-six races and thirty six villages that is why it 

was known as Chhatrisha movement. The movement also raised thirty-six 

demands. The movement tried to create a revolutionary mentality among the 

common people through organizing peasant's movements. The movement 

was continued till 1939, when Bengal Tenancy Amendment Act was 

passed74
. 

The tribal people and the Rajbansi peasants of Dinajpur district participated 

in the movement with full enthusiasm. The grievances of the tribal peasants 

were however redressed to some extent with the implementation of the 

tenancy Amendment Act. 

There took place a few movements which though did not spread to much 

extent yet they played a significant role in developing awareness in the 
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regwn. In 1931 when the Indian National Congress boycotted the census 

operations a few tea industrialists along with British officials enlisted the 

tribal peop1e in the list of non-Hindu animistic. At that time the local 

Congress leaders and eminent leaders tried to prove that the tribes were 

Hindus 75
. At that time Hindu Mission which was formed in 1925 also 

campaigned in favour of enlisting the tribes as Hindus instead of 

Animists76.They expressed their views through 'Trisrota' and 'Janamat' the 

two local news papers. The eminent social worker Charu Chandra Sanyal 

founded 'Asprishya Sevak Sangha' and under this organization they 

launched their movement77
• 

Tamang Buddhists movement 

Tamang Buddhist is a branch of Neplai Buddhist community. They are 

found in the hills of Darjeeling district78
. They enjoyed a very lower status in 

the society. Though Buddhism believes in an egalitarian society where every 

one should be treated equally, which will not indulge casts, but the Tamang 

Buddhist of Darjeeling district did not enjoy equal status with other 

Buddhists of the district. Even their status was lower than the hill tribes who 

also had a very lower status in the society. Another point is to be mentioned 

in this context that the Tamang Christians had been receiving various 

facilities with regard to the education, services etc. compared to the Tamang 

Buddhists in the hill of Darjeeling from the very beginning of the British 

rule79
. 

In the 201
h century like the movement of other communities the Tamang 

Buddhist also started movement for the improvement of their condition. 

They gradually became alert of their precarious social existence. They 

284 



comprehended that without social movement their position in society could 

not be established. They demanded from the Govt. for recognition of their 

scheduled Tribe status. After a long drawn movement they became able to 

get their desired Scheduled Tribe status from the Govt. of India. This 

movement of the Tamang Buddhists was a land mark in the history of social 

movements in North Bengal. 

Surprisingly enough we do not find any movement launched by the Koches 

of Cooch Behar, Totos of Jalpaiguri and the Dhimals of Darjeeling Terai, the 

oldest groups of people of the region concerned. However, since the last 

quarter of the twentieth century, the Dhimals have started movement 

demanding Scheduled Tribe status from the Government which is still 

continuing. 
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