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Abstract : This paper discusses the process of dividing British India. Beginning from June 
1947, when the decision to partition British India was taken, the paper follows the process 
through the middle of 1950s. It studies the role of the various layers of bureaucracy and the 
political class in shaping the process. The paper argues the following points: a) bi-lateral 
cooperation and competition shaped the process of implementing partition. B) Implementing 
partition was integrally linked to various nation and state-building initiatives in India and 
Pakistan. C) Partition can be seen as a unique moment when India and Pakistan had an 
opportunity to take stock of their assets, acquire and redistribute private properties and 
accumulate a cheap labour force. In doing so, often new groups of displaced populations 
were created. The paper looks at the entire process of implementing partition “from above”. 
Though I acknowledge that the ordinary people, whose lives were affected by partition, 
negotiated with the process in diverse ways and shaped it’s unfolding, they are not my focus 
in this particular presentation.  The findings of this paper are based on the archival works that 
I have done in India, Bangladesh, England and Netherlands.    
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Abstract

This paper looks at the political consolidation of a Dalit (ex-untouchable) community in
contemporary West Bengal around the figures of Harichand Thakur and Guruchand
Thakur, the founding fathers of an anti-caste religion called Matua Dharma. The
followers of Harichand and Guruchand, who are almost exclusively Namasudras and call
themselves Matuas, have drawn considerable public attention over the last decade as an
organised Dalit group capable of influencing elections. One of the key strategies behind
the political mobilisation of Matuas, as the paper shall show, has been the use of
symbolic means and projection of Harichand-Guruchand as the icons of Dalit politics in
West Bengal both by the community leadership as well as by the mainstream political
parties. Drawing from fieldwork evidences and observations, the paper shows how the
politicisation of Matuas around the figures of Harichand and Guruchand Thakur has on
the one hand put up a resistance to the hitherto unchallenged hegemony of the
bhadralok in the politics of the state, while on the other, it has introduced Harichand-
Guruchand as regional icons of Dalit politics in India. The paper analyses the
implications of this emerging iconography in the changing political landscape of West
Bengal.
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