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Abstract

The Matua community is a latge and yet little-known religious community.
Initially born out of popular Vaishnava devotionalism in the south of Hast
Bengal, the Matuas developed a separate religious identity in the middle of
the nineteenth century. Today, there are about 9-10 million Matua followers in
Bangladesh, constituting the majority of the Hindu population in the country.
Because of complex historical and political reasons, the lives and practices of
the Matua movement remained unexplored by Bengali scholarship. With its
founding saints Harichand Thakur (1812 - 1878) and Guruchand Thakur (1847
- 1937), the Matua movement started as a caste-based mobilization addressing
the social aspirations of the Namashudra caste. After the Partition of India and
Pakistan (1947) the Matua community had lost its territorial inteégrity. Massive
displacement took place because of communal dots and increasingly difficult
conditions for the Hindu minority in East Pakistan. Today, according to Matua
Mahasangha leaders, the Matua community counts about 50 million members,
who live mostly in India. During the Covid-19 pandemic, a research team
supervised by Dr. Carola Lorea has studied the healing practices of the Matua
community and their religious responses to the pandemic, as part of a larger
project titled “Religion Going Viral: Pandemic Transformations of Religious
Lives and Ritual Performances in Asia”, sponsored by the Asia Research
Institute, National University of Singapore. The primary sources of this article
derive from Dr. Lorea’s long term research and multi-site fieldwork with the
Matua community, combined with the new ethnogtaphic data gathered by her
research assistants, Md, Khaled Bin Oli Bhuiyan and Fatema Aarshe , through
interviews and netnography with Matua practitioners over the course of the
Covid pandemic.
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