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Abstract

The Matua community, a historically marginalized Hindu sect from the Barisal district of Bangladesh,
continues to confront numerous socio-economic and cultural challenges rooted in long-standing caste-
based discrimination. This study aims to examine the socio-cultural standing of the Matua people by
conducting a descriptive analysis of 31 participants, with attention to factors such as education, income,
cultural traditions, and political participation. The results show a notable improvement in education, as
32% of respondents have reached higher education levels. However, income inequality remains
pronounced, with over 60% of the community earning less than the national average. Caste-based
prejudices still obstruct social inclusion and economic progress, disproportionately impacting those with
lower education and income levels. Additionally, the absence of political representation hampers the
community’s efforts to address their socio-economic issues effectively. Gender inequality is another
significant challenge, as Matua women face difficulties in securing professional opportunities, despite
advancements in education. The study underscores the necessity for targeted strategies in education,
political participation, and economic growth, along with addressing broader issues like caste
discrimination and gender inequality.

Introduction

The Matua community, a marginalized Hindu sect with roots in the 19th century, holds a significant
socio- religious presence in the Bengal region, particularly across Bangladesh and West Bengal, India.
Founded by Harichand Thakur in the 1860s, the Matua movement arose as a response to the deep-
seated caste discrimination present within Hindu society at the time. As followers of the Matua faith, the
community primarily belongs to the "Namashudra® caste, traditionally regarded as a lower-caste group
within Hinduism. Harichand Thakur’s teachings centered on principles of social equality, human dignity,
and the empowerment of marginalized groups through education and religious reform, making the
Matua movement a powerful counterforce to caste oppression (Bhattacharya, 2016; Chakrabarty, 2021).

Following the partition of Bengal in 1947, the Matua community experienced profound socio-political
shifts. Many Matua families migrated to India to escape religious and political persecution, although a
large portion of the community remained in what later became Bangladesh (Bagchi, 2014). In Southern
Bangladesh, particularly in the Barisal district, the Matua people continue to face significant socio-
economic challenges as a minority in a predominantly Muslim country. Despite these hardships, the
Matua community has shown remarkable resilience, maintaining its cultural and religious identity
(Chatterjee, 2018). Today, the socio-cultural status of the Matua community in Bangladesh is shaped by
a complex mix of historical marginalization, economic difficulties, and a dynamic cultural identity.
Although educational achievements have risen, with many Matua members now pursuing higher
education and entering professional fields, economic disparities are still prevalent. According to
Chatterjee (2018), caste-based discrimination remains an issue, particularly within intra-Hindu social
hierarchies, worsening the socio- economic conditions of the community. Furthermore, despite
educational progress, Matua women face limited access to professional opportunities, reflecting
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broader patterns of gender inequality in rural Bangladesh (Sultana, 2020). This study seeks to examine
the socio-cultural status of the Matua community in Bangladesh's Barisal district, focusing on
demographic trends, economic conditions, cultural practices, and integration into broader society. The
research highlights the community's ongoing efforts to improve

its standing through education, political participation, and socio-economic development, while grappling
with caste discrimination, political marginalization, and economic inequality (Sarker, 2017). A deeper
understanding of these dynamics is essential for shaping policies that can enhance the socio-economic
well- being of the Matua people and ensure their full participation in Bangladesh’s development.

Problem Statement:

The Matua community in Bangladesh, which began as a religious reform movement among lower-caste
Hindus in the 19th century, continues to face considerable socio-economic challenges despite its
longstanding efforts toward social upliftment. Historically, the Matua movement emerged in response to
caste-based oppression within Hindu society, advocating for the dignity and equality of marginalized
Namashudra castes (Bhattacharya, 2016). Yet, even today, many within the community endure persistent
inequalities, especially in rural areas like Barisal, where their socio-economic struggles are compounded
by limited political representation and ongoing caste discrimination (Chatterjee, 2018). While the Matua
community has made progress in terms of educational attainment—32% of its members have now
completed higher education—economic disparities remain severe. A significant number of households
continue to subsist below the national average income, with many relying on small-scale farming or
business ventures for survival (Sarker, 2017). Moreover, despite better access to education, women in
the community still face significant obstacles in joining the workforce, often confined to roles as
housewives or part-time laborers (Sultana, 2020). This gender-based economic inequality deepens the
overall economic challenges the community faces, hindering broader socio-economic progress. Cultural
identity is another key aspect of the Matua community, offering a sense of solidarity through religious
practices and Namashudra rituals. However, while their cultural unity remains strong, it has not
translated into political power. The Matua people are underrepresented in local governance, limiting their
ability to advocate for their rights and secure vital resources (Chakrabarty, 2021). This lack of political
representation creates a cycle in which continued socio-economic hardships and cultural
marginalization persist (Bagchi, 2014).

Research Questions:

1. How does educational attainment influence the socio-economic status of the Matua community in
Barisal?

2. What are the key income disparities within the Matua community, and how do they compare to
national averages in Bangladesh?

3. How does caste-based discrimination affect the social and economic progress of the Matua

community?
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4. What impact does the lack of political representation have on the Matua community's ability to
secure socio-economic improvements?
Research Objectives:

1. To evaluate the role of education in improving the socio-economic status of the Matua community
in Barisal.

2. To analyze income disparities within the Matua community and compare them with national
averages in Bangladesh.

3. To assess the effects of caste-based discrimination on the social and economic advancement of
the Matua community.

4. To explore how the Matua community's lack of political representation affects their ability to
address socio-economic challenges and secure rights.

Methodology Research Design

The research adopts a descriptive research design aimed at examining the socio-cultural and economic
status of the Matua community in the Barisal district of Bangladesh. The design focuses on providing a
detailed understanding of the demographic profile, income levels, educational attainment, and socio-
economic challenges faced by the community.

Sampling Method

A purposive sampling method was used to select 31 respondents from the Matua community in the
Barisal district. The sample included both male and female participants, ensuring diversity in terms of
age, income level, and educational background. This method was chosen to ensure that the sample
accurately represents various socio-economic groups within the community.

Inclusion Criteria:

* Members of the Matua community residing in the Barisal district.
e Adults aged 18 years and older.

* Both male and female participants.

3. Data Collection Period

Data collection was conducted over a two-month period from May to June. A structured questionnaire
was used to gather quantitative data on the respondents' demographic information, educational levels,
income, occupation, and access to basic amenities.
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Data Collection Methods

The primary data was collected through structured surveys, which included closed-ended questions
designed to capture quantitative data. The survey was administered face-to-face to ensure accurate and
complete responses. The survey covered the following categories:

» Demographic Information: Age, gender, marital status.

» Education: Level of education attained (primary, secondary, higher secondary, and higher education).

* Income: Monthly income categorized into brackets (e.g., below 10,000 BDT, 10,001-20,000 BDT,
above 30,000 BDT).

e Housing and Amenities: Type of housing, access to electricity, sanitation, and clean water.

Data Analysis

The collected data was analyzed using descriptive statistics. Specifically, the following measures were
employed:

» Frequencies: To determine the number of respondents in each category (e.g., income brackets,
education levels).

e Maximum and Minimum Values: To identify the highest and lowest values for variables such as
income, age, and education level.

Ethical Considerations

Strict ethical guidelines were adhered to throughout the research. Participants were fully informed about
the study’s purpose and gave their consent before taking part. Their anonymity and confidentiality were
maintained, and participants were allowed to withdraw from the study at any time. No personal
identifiers were collected, and all data were analyzed collectively to ensure privacy.

Literature Review
1. Educational Attainment and Socio-Economic Mobility

Education is widely recognized as a crucial factor for socio-economic mobility, particularly for
marginalized groups. Scholars have argued that access to education is essential for breaking the cycle
of poverty, as it allows individuals to increase their earning potential and improve their social standing
(Sen, 2009). This is especially relevant in South Asia, where historically oppressed communities, such as
Dalits and other lower-caste groups, have relied on education to advance their socio-economic position
(Jeffrey et al., 2008).
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However, various obstacles—including inadequate access to quality education, gender discrimination,
and socio-economic constraints—often limit the potential for educational advancement. The Matua
community, as a lower-caste Hindu sect, has faced similar challenges. Yet, their emphasis on education
has led to notable improvements in their social status. Nambissan (2010) observes that communities
investing in education tend to integrate more successfully into the workforce, although entrenched caste
structures can still limit these gains. This is evident in the Matua community's pursuit of higher
education as a means to fight discrimination and elevate their socio-economic standing (Sarkar, 2014).

2. Income Disparities and Economic Marginalization

Income inequality remains a critical issue for marginalized groups in Bangladesh. According to Hossain
(2012), despite overall economic growth, income distribution is highly unequal, particularly for minority
communities like the Matua. Research shows that lower-caste groups across South Asia face restricted
access to well-paying jobs, perpetuating their economic marginalization (Desai & Dubey, 2012). These
inequalities are even more pronounced in rural areas, where employment opportunities are scarce and
access to resources such as land and capital heavily favors higher-caste individuals (Dreze & Sen, 2013).

For the Matua community, economic hardship remains a pressing concern. Many families continue to
live below the national income average, as indicated by Chatterjee (2018). Furthermore, while some
members obtain higher education, they often struggle to convert these qualifications into significant
economic gains, especially women, who face additional challenges in entering the labor market (Sultana,
2020).

3. Caste-Based Discrimination and Social Exclusion

Caste-based discrimination continues to obstruct social mobility for lower-caste communities across
South Asia. Studies by Ghosh (2016) and Chakrabarty (2021) document how caste hierarchies reinforce
socio- economic inequalities, despite laws aimed at promoting equality. For the Matua community, being
part of the Namashudra caste means they still face exclusion in various forms, such as limited access to
resources, discrimination in education and employment, and social segregation.

Caste dynamics within Hindu society often result in the marginalization of lower-caste groups, restricting
their participation in social and economic activities (Thornton & Fricke, 2011). Bhattacharya (2016)
highlights how the Matua community’s strong religious and cultural identity, which resists caste
discrimination, has helped them assert themselves in society. However, systemic exclusion persists,
exacerbating economic challenges and limiting access to employment, housing, and education
(Deshpande, 2017).

4. Political Representation and Marginalization
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Political exclusion is another significant challenge for marginalized communities in Bangladesh,
particularly lower-caste groups like the Matua. Without sufficient political representation, these
communities often struggle to secure the resources and policies necessary for their development
(Ahmed, 2014). Active political participation is critical for any community to express its needs and
secure its rights, but caste-based exclusion often extends into the political sphere, reinforcing socio-
economic inequalities (Jha, 2013).

For the Matua community, the lack of representation in local governance and political bodies has
hindered their ability to advocate for their rights and address pressing issues such as poverty,
discrimination, and unemployment. As Bagchi (2014) points out, political disenfranchisement has
historically prevented lower- caste groups from achieving significant socio-economic improvements.
Studies suggest that communities with strong political participation tend to have better access to public
services, infrastructure, and economic opportunities (Jodhka & Shah, 2010). The Matua community’s
absence from such political processes has left them vulnerable to continued marginalization (Chatterjee,
2018).

Results and Findings

The idea of Matua prompted a lower-caste Hindu community in Southern Bangladesh around 1860s. The
idea became a religious movement to resolve issues in Hindu religion. Matua community reconstructed
their religious beliefs and fought against religious discrimination and unfairness. Lower caste Hindu
community faced enormous social and religious injustice from higher caste Hindu community. This
discrimination led to rise of Matua community, who were inspired to develop their educational, social,
cultural, and religious welfare. The number of people in the Matua community rose significantly by
keeping their faith in Matua religious ideas that connected with the Hindu religion. A large number of
Matua people migrated to West Bengal during 1947. However, a sizable community resides in Southern
Bangladesh, including Barisal. This study aims to investigate the socio-cultural status of the Matua
community in Barisal through a survey in which the socio-cultural status is examined through five
categories: Demographic Information, Socio-Economic Status, Cultural Practices and Beliefs, Social
Dynamics and Integration, and Challenges and Opportunities.

Matua people receive at least basic education from educational settings in Barisal. They get primary,
secondary, higher secondary and university-level education by actively participating in educational
activities. They have tendency and opportunities to pursue higher education by completing Bachelor’s
and Master’s degrees. 32% respondents have completed their undergraduate or postgraduate degree.
Available educational institutions, positive attitude towards education and financial capabilities to
continue education enable Matua people to pursue graduate and postgraduate-level education. As a
result, there is no child marriage in the Matua community as they have a positive understanding of
educational value. Both male and female Matua people are concerned about their educational
progression and tend to marry after 18 years old. People with higher degrees are engaged in admirable
professions, including private and public jobs, healthcare services, teaching, journalism, businesses, and
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so on. Their income can support an elevating lifestyle to fetch necessary facilities from their society.
Only people with higher degrees have the capability to earn significantly enough to achieve a higher
standard of living. Nevertheless, women are still behind in creating a platform for their professional life.
They have less opportunities to seek jobs. Married women are mostly housewives or unemployed even
though they have at least a higher secondary education. Lower-income households have lower education
level and are engaged in mostly business and farming. The people with higher education have excellent
accommodation facilities in the Matua community. A significant number of people still live in mud
houses. These people are observed to have lower educational level and lower incomes. Almost all the
Matua people own their lands and houses where they reside. It showcases their social strength in their
community and ability to construct their social and cultural preservation. They have less tendency to
migrate to other areas and restart their lives. Matua people have

access to vital basic amenities such as electricity, clean drinking water, sanitation facilities and
healthcare. The local government has established all the necessary infrastructure to deliver electricity
and healthcare facilities. At the same time, they have access to clean drinking water from their daily
usage. The people possess toilets and bathrooms in their houses. These commodities enable these
people to obtain better standard of living and foster further social, economic, and cultural development.

The community mostly generate moderate income for their households. The data shows that 32% of
people generate income between 10001 BDT and 20000 BDT monthly, which is less than the average
monthly income in Bangladesh. This income level is critical for this community to satisfy their daily
expenses to lead a comfortable life in Bangladesh compared to commodity prices. Again, 29% of people
earn above 30,000 BDT in the Matua community, which is more than the average monthly income in
Bangladesh. 19% of Matua people earn between 20001 BDT and 30000 BDT monthly, which is similar to
the average

monthly income in Bangladesh. The income structure of the Matua community indicates a diversified
condition where most people suffer from economic hardship. More than 60% of people generate income
less than the average monthly income in Bangladesh, which showcases their inability to earn sufficient
income for their household. The people who earn more than average monthly income in Bangladesh
have proper education and employment. These opportunities are difficult to acquire for the larger
number of the Matua community, as only 32% of people have completed their higher studies.

Matua people are devoted to celebrating community festivals and religious ceremonies to embrace their
cultural practices and beliefs. Consequently, they celebrate Namashudra rituals, which is a unique
religious event of Matua people to express their solidarity against religious discrimination and
unfairness. Active participation of Matua people in religious and cultural activities showcase their acute
perception regarding religion. They consider religious activities are incredibly important to their lives and
ware traditional attires daily or occasionally to nurture their cultural and religious values. Their religious
practices elaborate their distinctive beliefs to live without discrimination and unfairness in the society.
The profound connection with religion, cultural values and Bengali language of the Matua people
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establishes a strong atmosphere to create an equal and fair social structure. It is important to note that
their beliefs and unity are powerful regardless of their age, gender, income level, and education.

Matua community is interactive and constructive while establishing and maintaining communication and
interaction with other communities. Matua people have to regularly involve themselves in interacting
with people of other cultural and religious beliefs. They can lead a sound personal and professional
social relationships. They do not encounter any barriers to practicing their faith and following their ways
of life. People with diverse community respect Matua community by accepting them as member of the
society. The mutual respect and

understanding enhance their security of lives. Sequentially, there are still some hazards in the Matua
community as many of the Matua people face discrimination from higher caste of the Hindu community.
The people with a standard of living in terms of income, occupation, and housing face more
discrimination and unfairness in their community. The most critical challenge of this community is their
absence in local governance. They have no representation in political activities. As a result of that, Matua
people face difficulties to raise their demands and necessities to the local government. Their inability
and discouragement in politics have become a major concern to the Matua community to secure their
rights and welfare in the present and future.

To establish a progressive socio-cultural status, Matua people consider overcoming several challenges
and utilize several opportunities. Economic hardship and lack of political representation are the most
common challenges according to Matua people. People are still struggling to earn enough to enjoy a
suitable living standard. More than 60% of people earn below-average monthly income in Bangladesh.
They should get more opportunities to develop their economic structure through political representation,
infrastructural development, better education, more social acceptance, more employment, uplifting
women empowerment, and cultural reservation. Matua people aspire to join politics and construct a
bridge between the Matua community and central government. The political affiliation of the Matua
community will enable them to express their needs and demands to larger community. Additionally, it will
diminish discrimination and unfairness that create enormous misery to the community. Their existence
will be recognized and acknowledged as a special and cherished part of Bangladesh through political
processes.

Education and economic development can bring substantial change in the Matua community. Only 32%
of people in the Matua community completed higher studies. This situation must change, and most
people should have access to higher education. Educated community has the strength to boost
economic development for Matua people. Social integration and cultural preservation must also be
considered to improve the socio-cultural status of the Matua community. Lastly, healthcare facilities are
the least concerning matter to the Matua community as they have proper access to healthcare services
in their society.

Discussion
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The socio-cultural status of the Matua community in Barisal reflects a complex mix of historical
marginalization, educational progress, economic hardship, and the continued impact of caste-based
discrimination. This analysis synthesizes key findings, compares them with existing literature, and
considers their implications for the future development of the community.

Education has emerged as a major factor for socio-economic improvement within the Matua community.
Findings show that 32% of respondents have completed undergraduate or postgraduate degrees,
reflecting broader trends in which education serves as a way out of poverty for marginalized groups
(Jeffrey et al., 2008; Nambissan, 2010). For many, higher education has led to better employment and
income, with individuals entering respected fields such as healthcare, journalism, and public service.
However, systemic economic challenges and discrimination have limited the full potential of education’s
impact on the community. Despite the investment in education, many in the Matua community continue
to face significant economic barriers. A large proportion of households still earn below the national
average income, revealing that factors beyond education—such as limited access to high-paying jobs
and ongoing caste-based exclusion—constrain socio-economic mobility. This aligns with Desai &
Dubey’s (2012) findings that, while education helps marginalized communities, structural inequalities
often restrict their progress. Economic marginalization remains a serious concern for the Matua
community. The study reveals that 60% of respondents earn less than the average monthly income in
Bangladesh, highlighting stark income disparities. This echoes Hossain's (2012) observation that,
despite Bangladesh's economic growth, marginalized communities like the Matua are often trapped in
low-paying jobs. Even with higher education, many Matua individuals struggle to achieve economic
security, with women facing particularly severe barriers in the labor market (Sultana, 2020).

A significant point of contrast within the community is between those with higher education and those
without. The former tend to enjoy better incomes and a higher standard of living, while the latter remain
engaged in farming, small businesses, or low-income occupations. This uneven distribution of economic
benefits supports Dreze & Sen's (2013) argument that rural structural constraints often limit the upward
mobility of lower-caste groups, even when educational opportunities are available. Caste-based
discrimination continues to deeply influence the Matua community’s social and economic experiences.
Findings suggest that many still face exclusion, particularly in interactions with higher-caste Hindus. This
is consistent with Ghosh (2016) and Chakrabarty (2021), who document how caste hierarchies
perpetuate inequalities, especially in rural areas where traditional power structures remain entrenched.

Discrimination not only affects the social status of the Matua community but also exacerbates their
economic challenges. Lower-caste groups like the Matua often encounter barriers in accessing jobs,
resources, and services that could improve their living standards. Even those with higher education and
incomes face some level of caste-based exclusion, underscoring Deshpande’s (2017) assertion that
caste hierarchies continue to limit social mobility, even for those who have achieved academic success.
Political representation is another critical challenge for the Matua community. The study found that their
lack of political voice prevents them from effectively advocating for their rights and securing resources,
further perpetuating their socio-economic struggles. This reflects Ahmed’s (2014) argument that political
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participation is essential for marginalized groups to access the services and infrastructure necessary for
development. Without representation in local governance, the Matua community remains unable to
influence decisions that impact their access to education, employment, and infrastructure. This
exclusion also hinders their ability to address caste-based discrimination and economic marginalization.
As Jha (2013) argues, political empowerment is vital for achieving social equity, and the Matua
community’s lack of representation leaves them vulnerable to continued disenfranchisement. While
educational progress has been made, gender inequality remains a persistent issue within the Matua
community. Findings indicate that, despite higher education levels, women face significant barriers in
entering the workforce, often confined to roles as housewives or underpaid laborers. This mirrors
broader gender inequality trends in rural Bangladesh (Sultana, 2020). The economic marginalization of
women limits the community’s overall progress, as half the population remains underutilized.

Addressing the issue of women’s empowerment requires targeted interventions, particularly in improving
access to professional opportunities and challenging traditional gender roles. Nussbaum (2003) argues
that gender equality is essential for sustainable development, and empowering women could drive more

substantial socio-economic progress for the entire Matua community. The findings of this study
highlight several areas for intervention that could significantly enhance the socio-cultural status of the
Matua community. Strengthening political representation, especially at the local level, is crucial to
ensuring that the community can advocate for its rights and needs. Additionally, targeted economic
programs—such as skills training and job creation—could help reduce income disparities and alleviate
economic hardship.

Efforts to combat caste-based discrimination must also be prioritized, with a focus on raising social
awareness and enforcing legal protections for lower-caste groups. Finally, empowering women through
greater access to education and employment opportunities is essential for fostering holistic
development within the Matua community.

Limitations

Although the sample size of 31 respondents offers valuable insights, it may not fully capture the
experiences of the broader Matua community in Bangladesh. Additionally, the use of purposive sampling
restricts the generalizability of the findings to other regions. The short data collection period may have
further limited the depth of responses in certain areas.

Conclusion

The socio-cultural status of the Matua community in Barisal is shaped by a combination of historical
marginalization, educational progress, and ongoing socio-economic challenges. Despite notable
advancements in education, with some community members attaining higher degrees, systemic barriers
continue to limit their full socio-economic potential. Economic disparities remain widespread, with many
families earning below the national average, unable to escape poverty due to limited access to well-
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paying jobs and professional opportunities. Caste-based discrimination continues to be a significant
issue, hampering social integration and economic mobility. While the Matua people maintain a strong
cultural identity and deep ties to their religious practices, these cultural assets have yet to translate into
meaningful socio-political empowerment. The lack of political representation further exacerbates their
challenges, preventing the community from effectively advocating for the resources and policy changes
necessary to improve their quality of life. Gender inequality remains another critical issue. Despite
educational progress, Matua women still face substantial barriers to entering the workforce, limiting the
community’s overall progress, as half of its population remains economically sidelined. To address these
challenges, targeted interventions are needed. These include increasing political representation,
expanding economic opportunities through skill development and job creation, and tackling caste-based
discrimination. Additionally, empowering women within the community is essential for achieving
sustainable development. By approaching these issues holistically, the Matua community can advance
toward greater socio-economic equality and continue preserving their cultural identity within the broader
framework of Bangladeshi society.

Declarations

This study was conducted in accordance with ethical guidelines and was approved by Bangladesh
Bioethics Society. Informed consent was obtained prior to participating from all participants involved in
the study.
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