
CHAPTER- X 

Social Mobility 

Among many factors, religion has ever been a dominant force to enable people profess
ing the same religious entitys· to asert their claim to a higher position in the society. The ac
ce~ance of neo-Vaishnavism in the South Western forntier Bengal, especially in Midnapore 
district, brought about a rapid change in the traditional caste structure of the society as the 
followers of this faith organised themselves to press their demand to obtain a higher posi
tion in t1ie caste hierarchy. 

In the traditional Hindu society, the Brahmins were at the top of the caste hierarchy and 
possessed over-all controlling authority. The Brahmins were also divided into some sub
sects as Dakshinatya Vaidik Brahmins, Madhya Sreni and the Vyasa Brahmins. The Karans 
occupied the next position to Brahmins. They came from Orissa and settled in Midnapore as 
royal officials of the Kings of Orissa. "During the period of the introduction of neo
Vaishnavism in the early seventeenth century most of the Zamindars of Gopiballavpur, 
Danton and Contai Police Stations of the forntiers belonged to the Karan caste. The Das 
Choudhuris of Pachetgarh, the Das Mahapatras of Balishahi under the Ramnagar Police 
Station (Contai), the Pattanayaks of Rohini of Chiara Pargana, the Oases of Hijli 'mandala' 
(circle), the Mahantys of Danton were influential members of this caste and they played im
portant roles in the history of the neo-Vaishnava movement of the region."(1i The Kayasthas 
were also equal to Karans. The other dominant castes were the Khandaits (a quasi-military 
caste of Orissa) in the south west part, and Sadgops (who broke away from the parent 
caste of Gopas and adopted agriculture as their profession) in the south east. The 
Mahishyas were also a numerous community in the east Midnapore and most Zamindars of 
Contai and Tamluk Sub-divisions were Mahishyas. 

Though the Khandaits, the Sadgops and the Mahishyas took the agriculture as their pro
fession and formed the majority of the district population, they belonged to the Navasakhas 
or nine professional castes like Blacksmith, Potter, Weaver, Teli (oi1-cru0llers), Tili 
(oil-sellers), Napit (Barbers) etc. and were alloted lower position in the caste hierarchy. 
Again the Navasakhas were divided into two groups - Jal-chal (from whose hands the 
upper castes - the Brahmins and Karans and Kayasthas took drinking water) and Jal-achal 
(who were not permitted to offer drinking water to the upper castes). The Jal-chal castes 
were regarded as the intermediary castes between the upper castes and Jal-achal castes. 
According to H.R. Sanyal, many kings and big land-lords belonged to the Jal-achal group 
and aspired for upward social mobility.(2) 

Besides these upper castes and Nayasakhas, the low caste like Dhopa, (washerman), 
~(fisherman) and untouchables like !:irul. Muchi, Ooms were placed in the lowest rungs 
of the caste-hierarchy and lived at segregated places. 

Neo-Vaishnavism and upward social mobility 
The propagation of neo-Vaishnavism (i.e. Gaudiya Vaishnavism as termed by H.R. 

Sanyal) made a dent into the rigid caste hierarchy dominated by the upper castes and set 
the ball rolling towards the upward social mobility of the lower castes. Risley says, 

1. Das, Bishnupada, some Aspects of Socio-economic Changes in South-Western Frontier Bengal since Introduction 
of Neo-Vaishnavism, pp.142-143. 

2. Sanyal, H.R. social Mobility in Bengal, pp.38-39 
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"Gaudiya Vaishnavism was avowedly meant for the social and spiritual upliftment of the op
pressed sections of the society."<3> According to H.R. Sanyal Gaudiya Vaishnavism was in 
sharp contrast to the hierarchical Pauranic Brahmanism. Prof. R.K. Chakraborty says, "The 
social aim of the Vaishnava movement was deflected from the removal of caste distinctions 

towards the establishment of social and ritual parity between the Vaishnava and the 
Brahmana."<4

> Dr. B.P. Das, a local scholar states that Syamananda, Rasikananda and the 
later Gosvamins of Gopiballavpur converted the Bhumij, Mal (Mallakshatriyas) and other 
semi-aboriginal, semi-Hinduized influential landlords and their caste fellows into 
Vaishnavism. "The resultant conversion on a large scale of the local people affected the so
cial structure and caste hierarchy of the region.<5> 

The tendency for upward social mobility was first noticed in the Sadgop caste. 
"Syamananda had been a Sadgop by caste. He was the pioneer preacher and organizer of 
neo-Vaishnavism in the region. Under his influence a large number of his caste-fellows be
came converts to the new faith and thereby elevated their caste-status."(6

> 

"A group of household converts (grjbi) to the new egalitarian faith since the seventeenth 
century organised themselves into a separate caste known as the Jat-Vaishnavas."(7

> Actu

ally they belonged to different castes both high and low. They had hereditary professions, 
settled habitats and family life. But their claim for separate Jati-status were ignored by the 
British Government because of their different lineage of descent and varied professions. But 
"with modernization and socio-religious movements during British rule in the late nineteenth 
century, new avenues were opened to this new group of Jat-Vaishnavas to undertake 
honourable professions hither to closed to them due to their low status in society.''(B) 

These Jat-Vaishnavas followed the same code of conduct with regard to rituals of mar

riage and ~. habits and ways of life. They generally took the common surnames of 
'Das', 'Adhikari' and 'Das Adhikari'. They all took Acyuta Gotra (~). In spite of that all Jat

Vaishnavas were not considered as belonging to upper castes. The Mahanta Gosvamins of 
Gopiballavpur acknowledged their high position and at the beginning of the twentieth century 
( 1901-1902) Pandjt Biswambharananda Dev Gosvamin, a member of the Mahanta 
Gosvamin family of Gopiballavpur, submitted a memorandum to the census Commissioner 
of the Government of India (1902) against the derogatory remarks made with regard to the 
Vaishnavas in the census Report and claimed a high caste status for the Jat-Vaishnavas.(9

> 

The Government appointed the Ashutosh Mukherjee Commission which recommended that 
"they be ranked as a clean caste". <10> 

The Jat-Vaishnavas not only got the Brahmanical approval of their high caste ranking 
but they were given a position in society next only to that of the local Brahmins. They were 

invited along with the Brahmins to take part in cleaning ceremonies like Sradh. Rich families 
of the locality and the Zamindars made gift of Vaishnavattor lands to devout Jat-Vaishnavas 
on hereditary basis. 

3. Risley, H.H., The Tribes and castes of Bengal, II, (London, 1891) p.308 
4. Chakraborty, R.K., Vaishnavism of Bengal, p.322 

5. Das, B.P., ~. pp.138-139 
6. 112iQ, p.159 
7. 112iQ, p.160 

8. lt!kl. p.161 
9. .lbk.l. p.163 
1 0. .IQi.Q 
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The forefathers of present Jat-Vaishnavas (barring a few Karan families) belonged more 
than 200 years ago to the caste of ~. Sankhabaniks, Kangsabaniks, Sadgops and 

Khandaits and the sub-castes of Sudra-Varna.P 1l Since then they were crystallized into a 

definite social group under the patronage of Gosvamins of Gopiballavpur and engaged in 
various works of the temple. Unfortunately, the untouchables were not included in the fold 

of Jat-Vaishnavas, though they were initiated into Vaishnavism. So it is seen that neo
Vaishnavism played a dominant role in raising the caste status of many castes of 
Navasakhas. 

An urge for upward social mobility of Mals and Bhumij (originally belonging to lower 
caste) of Manbhum of Bihar and of the jungle area of Midnapore increased under the influ
ence of the Gosvamins of Gopiballavpur. The Kurmi migrants from Bihar, called by Risley 
'Hinduized Santa! Community', occupied lands in the jungle mahals of West Midnapore. 
They adopted Hindu religious faith and rituals and later Vaishnavism. Most of them were 

patrons of Mahantas of Gopiballavpur and became attracted to the Vaishnava Gurus. Their 
corporate movement for Kashatirya status started under the influence of the Gosvamin Gu

M· Many kurmis (Mahatos) also received high education and became landlords like the 

Sadgops, the Mahishyas, the Khandaits and tried for ascendancy in the caste hierarchy by 
taking up rituals and sacraments of the next higher class. 

After the introduction of neo-Vaishnavism in Midnapore by Syamananda and 
Rasikananda and after the establishment of the centre of their preaching units at 

Gopiballavpur, the Mahanta Gosvamins occupied a very powerful and prestigious position in 

the society. They received much Devottar land from Rajas and Zamindars and turned into 
big landlords. Even the Governor of the English East India company wrote to them, request
ing them to mediate in dispute between the widow queen of the Mayurbhanj Raj Estate and 

the late king's adopted son during the second Anglo-Maratha warP 2 l so that he might not 
JOin the Marathas. Not only the Gosvamins of Gopiballavpur, but also the abbots (Mahantas) 

of many Vaishnavite temples in this district possessed much Devottar land and held a con

siderable power and position in the society. 

"Temple-building and the help and co-operation of the Brahmans are autonomous factors 
in the process of social mobility movements. Temples are the pivot of the religious and cul

tural life in the villages. By building temple the founder could consolidate his position of im

portance in the society by exerting influence on the religious and cultural life of the 
people.(13l 

So it has amply been stated that many castes of the Navasakhas such as Teli, 
Mahishya, Sadgop, Gopa and other lower caste like the Bagdi, Bouri attained enough eco

nomic prosperity, became kings and Zamindars and set up Vaishnavite temples (including 

other temples) with a keen desire for ascendancy in caste hierarchy. They changed their 
food habits and began to perform high caste religious rituals and the local Brahmins took up 

the priestly functions in such temples and in their family sacraments which paved the way 

for upward social mobility of such kings and Zamindars. 

11. !.QiQ, p.166 
12. It has already been discussed in details in chap. V 
13. Sanyal, H.A., .Ql2.&il,., p.110 
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We have already discussed that Vaishnavism have much more festivals and fairs than 

any other Hindu religious faith. Mahotsavs and Sankirtana are the vital parts of Vaishnava 

rituals. On these two occasions people mix together, irrespective of their castes, ranks and 

economic status. In a Mahotsav, all people, present, sit to dine together on the same floor. 

Many Kirtaniyas originally belonging to low castes, command enough respect, in the as

sembly. These facts, undoubtedly, throw light on the abolition of caste distinctions and un

touchability to a great extent. So neo-Vaishnavism, with its egalitarian view, broke the ice to 

confer on low-caste people their dignity and recognition in the society and make them in

cline for upward social mobility. It is also to note that neo-Vaishnavism produced many 

prominent non-Brahmin ~ like Syamananda who made many upper caste people their 
disciples. 

It is, therefore, certain that neo-Vaishnavism, along with other factors of economic pros
perity, education, etc. played a vital role in the social mobility in this district from the 17th 

century A.D. to the first half of the 20th century. 

*** 
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