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Abstract 

Matua Dharma, a socio-religious reform movement founded in the nineteenth century 

by Harichand Thakur and advanced by his son Guruchand Thakur, played a pivotal role 

in addressing caste-based oppression and empowering marginalized communities in 

Bengal, particularly the scheduled caste, Namasudras, by promoting education, social 

equality, and religious inclusivity. Guruchand Thakur played a pivotal role in 

institutionalizing these ideals and extending the movement’s influence. This paper 

examines the philosophy of Matua Dharma, the contributions of Guruchand Thakur, and 

their lasting impact on the socio-educational landscape of West Bengal.  

Guruchand Thakur’s leadership marked a significant shift in the movement’s trajectory, 

emphasizing education, land rights, and organized resistance against socio-economic 

injustices. By establishing schools, fostering community identity, and engaging with 

colonial authorities, Guruchand Thakur laid the groundwork for the socio-political 

awakening of the Namasudras, a historically marginalized group.Rooted in principles of 

equality, inclusivity, and spiritual devotion, the movement transcended religious 

doctrine to become a platform for social and educational reform. 

This paper delves into the philosophical underpinnings of Matua Dharma, explores 

Guruchand Thakur’s transformative initiatives, and evaluates the movement’s broader 

impact on caste dynamics and education in Bengal. Employing historical analysis, 

textual interpretation, and case studies, the research highlights how Matua Dharma 

redefined social justice and equity, leaving a legacy that continues to inspire movements 

for inclusion and empowerment in contemporary India. 
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Introduction 

The socio-religious fabric of colonial Bengal was marked by caste-based discrimination 

and social inequality. Matua Dharma emerged as a movement to challenge these norms, 

offering a path of spiritual liberation and socio-economic empowerment to the 

oppressed. Guruchand Thakur, following in the footsteps of his father, Harichand 

Thakur, transformed Matua Dharma from a spiritual doctrine into a social reform 

movement with an emphasis on education and community development. 

The nineteenth century in colonial Bengal was a period of significant social and cultural 

upheaval. While the region witnessed the spread of Western education and the 

emergence of a modern nationalist consciousness, it was also a time marked by rigid 

caste hierarchies and the oppression of marginalized communities. The Namasudras, a 

significant caste group in Bengal, faced severe social discrimination, economic 

deprivation, and denial of basic rights. 

“Where are the Brahmins, where are the Vaishnav 

interests, the greedy hypocrites.” 

Tantra Mantra Vek Jhola all threads keep 

a pure heart and be a work worker.” 

..................Sri Sri Harileelamrita 

Amid this backdrop, the Matua Dharma, spearheaded by Harichand Thakur, emerged as 

a beacon of hope for the downtrodden. By combining spiritual reform with a vision of 

social empowerment, the movement sought to uplift marginalized communities and 

challenge the oppressive structures of caste-based discrimination. Harichand’s 

successor, Guruchand Thakur, transformed this spiritual initiative into a dynamic socio-

religious movement. By emphasizing education, economic self-reliance, and organized 

resistance against social injustices, Guruchand Thakur laid the foundation for the socio-

political awakening of the Namasudras. 
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This paper explores the philosophy of Matua Dharma and the pivotal role of Guruchand 

Thakur in integrating education and social reform into the movement. Through an 

analysis of historical records and the impact of Matua initiatives, the paper aims to shed 

light on the lasting legacy of this revolutionary movement in Bengal’s socio-cultural 

history.  

The Origins and Philosophy of Matua Dharma 

Matua Dharma originated in the early 19th century in Bengal, primarily among the 

Namasudra (formerly known as Chandal) community. It was founded by Harichand 

Thakur (1812–1878), who preached social equality, education, and devotion to God 

without the rigid caste-based rituals of Hinduism. His son, Guruchand Thakur (1847–

1937), further institutionalized and expanded the movement, particularly emphasizing 

education and social upliftment. 

Core Beliefs of Matua Dharma: 

1. Rejection of Brahminical Supremacy: Matua Dharma opposes the caste system and 

priestly dominance in religious matters. 

2. Bhakti Tradition: Followers practice devotion to God through simple, heartfelt 

prayers and kirtans rather than elaborate rituals. 

3. Education and Social Reform: Guruchand Thakur strongly promoted literacy and self-

reliance among the oppressed communities. 

Matua philosophy is deeply rooted in social equality, devotion (bhakti), and self-

reliance. It emerged as a response to the caste-based oppression faced by the Namasudra 

community in Bengal. The philosophy was shaped by Harichand Thakur, its founder, 

and Guruchand Thakur, who institutionalized its principles. 

Core Teachings of Matua Philosophy 

1. Rejection of the Caste System; Matua Dharma opposes Brahminical dominance and 

asserts that all human beings are equal in the eyes of God. 

It emphasizes self-dignity and challenges the social discrimination against lower castes. 
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2. Bhakti and Devotion; Matua followers practice a simple form of Bhakti (devotion) 

towards Harichand Thakur as an incarnation of God. 

They reject elaborate rituals and idol worship, focusing instead on Nam-Kirtan 

(chanting of the divine name). 

3. Education as Liberation; Guruchand Thakur made education a fundamental part of 

Matua philosophy, believing it was the key to breaking caste barriers. He established 

schools and encouraged literacy among the Namasudras, especially in Bongaon and 

other parts of Bengal. 

4. Economic and Social Self-Reliance; Matua Dharma promotes self-sufficiency 

through agriculture, small-scale industries, and cooperative efforts. It encourages 

communities to uplift themselves through collective economic activities. 

5. Women’s Empowerment; Matua philosophy recognizes the role of women in social 

change and advocates for their education and participation in decision-making. 

Writings and Literature on Matua Philosophy 

The teachings of Harichand Thakur and Guruchand Thakur were passed down through 

oral traditions, kirtans, and later written texts. Some key writings include: 

 "Sri Sri Harililamrita" – A sacred text describing Harichand Thakur’s life and 

teachings. 

 Matua devotional songs (Kirtans) – Composed by followers to spread the philosophy. 

Writings of Guruchand Thakur – Focused on education, social reforms, and rights of the 

marginalized. 

Matua Dharma, founded by Harichand Thakur, centers on the principles of equality, 

simplicity, and devotion to humanity. Rejecting Brahmanical orthodoxy, it offered an 

inclusive religious framework that resonated with the downtrodden. The movement 

advocated for self-reliance, moral integrity, and collective welfare, positioning itself as a 

beacon of hope for marginalized communities. 
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In the fertile plains of Bengal, amidst the cries of injustice and the weight of oppression, 

a new light emerged in the 19th century—a beacon of hope for the downtrodden, the 

marginalized, and the forgotten. This light was Matua Dharma, a spiritual and social 

movement born not from palaces or temples but from the hearts of those yearning for 

equality and dignity. He story begins with Harichand Thakur, a humble yet profound 

soul born into the Namasudra community. His heart throbbed not just for himself but for 

the countless others crushed under the iron weight of caste discrimination. In a world 

where identity was shackled by birth, Harichand Thakur dared to dream of freedom—

not just the freedom to live, but the freedom to love, worship, and rise. Harichand 

Thakur preached a simple yet revolutionary message: all humans are divine, and 

salvation lies not in rituals or wealth but in truth, love, and purity. He told his followers, 

“Look not to the idols of stone, nor to the scriptures that divide. The temple of the 

divine is within you.” His words ignited a quiet rebellion, one that swept through 

villages and hamlets, whispering to the oppressed that they were not lesser but equal in 

the eyes of God. Matua Dharma, founded by Harichand Thakur, centers on the 

principles of equality, simplicity, and devotion to humanity. Rejecting Brahmanical 

orthodoxy, it offered an inclusive religious framework that resonated with the 

downtrodden. The movement advocated for self-reliance, moral integrity, and collective 

welfare, positioning itself as a beacon of hope for marginalized communities. The 

Philosophy of Matua Dharma Under Guruchand Thakur. While Harichand’s teachings 

focused on spiritual equality, Guruchand Thakur expanded this philosophy to address 

socio-economic and political inequalities. 

Guruchand Thakur stressed service to humanity as the highest form of devotion, 

aligning Matua Dharma with broader ideals of humanism. His emphasis on education 

and social reform inspired similar movements across India, making him a pioneer of 

Dalit empowerment in Bengal.Today, Matua Dharma continues to thrive as a testament 

to the Thakurs’ legacy, advocating for equality, dignity, and justice for all.Through his 

tireless efforts, Guruchand Thakur not only preserved his father’s vision but expanded it 

into a comprehensive movement that combined spirituality with socio-political 
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transformation. His legacy remains an enduring symbol of resilience and reform in the 

face of oppression. 

A  Philosophy of the People  

Matua Dharma was not just a religion; it was a way of life—a philosophy that rejected 

the complex rituals of orthodox Hinduism and embraced simplicity. Its teachings were 

songs sung in open fields, prayers whispered by riverbanks, and acts of kindness shared 

among neighbors. 

1. Human Equality: Matua Dharma upholds the belief that all humans are equal, 

rejecting caste-based discrimination. 

2. Devotion and Simplicity: Followers are encouraged to lead a life of devotion to God, 

truth, and service to humanity. Worship in Matua Dharma is simple, with a focus on 

singing hymns and collective prayer rather than elaborate rituals. 

3. Self-Improvement: The philosophy stresses self-reliance, education, and moral 

conduct as means to achieve personal and community upliftment 

Harichand Thakur emphasized three main principles, often summarized as: 

1. Satya (Truth): To live with integrity, to be honest in thought and deed. 

2. Prem (Love): To embrace all beings as equals, transcending caste and creed. 

3. Pavitrata (Sanctity): To purify the self, not through penance but through compassion 

and self-improvement. 

Harichand’s teachings resonated deeply because they spoke to the soul, not the 

hierarchy. His message was clear: no priest was needed to mediate between the divine 

and the devotee. Every individual, no matter their birth, could attain spiritual liberation 

through devotion and ethical living.  

He gave twelve instructions to his followers. These twelve instructions are: (I) Always 

speak the truth (II) Treat the woman as your mother-being; Respect the woman (III) 

Always respect your parents (IV) Treat your neighbors and all earthly living beings with 
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love, pity, and kindness (V) Never discriminate on racial grounds (VI) Bring all the six 

passions of the mind under your control. These six passions of mind are - Lust, Anger, 

Greed, Infatuation, Pride, and Jealousy. (VII) Remain liberal to all other religions and 

creeds (VIII) Become honest in mind and activities and avoid saintly dress to adorn 

yourself with (IX) Perform your duties devotedly and utter the sacred Haribol and pray 

to God simultaneously (X) Build a temple of pure thoughts in your heart and soul and a 

temple of Shree Hariparameshwar at your dwelling place (XI) Pray daily to God with 

devotion and sanctity (XII) Sacrifice yourself to the cause of God. 

Key tenets of Matua Dharma include: 

1. Faith in the Supreme Being: Emphasis on devotion to a formless divine power. 

2. Equality: Rejection of caste hierarchies and rituals. 

3. Social Justice: Advocacy for education, land rights, and dignity for all. 

 

Matua Dharma in Education 

From its inception, Matua Dharma was not merely a spiritual awakening but a 

movement rooted in social reform. Central to its vision was the belief that education was 

the most potent tool for liberation. The leaders of Matua Dharma, Harichand Thakur and 

later his son Guruchand Thakur, recognized that knowledge could dismantle the 

oppressive structures of caste, poverty, and ignorance. The educational initiatives of the 

Matua movement laid the groundwork for subsequent Dalit movements in Bengal and 

beyond. Today, the legacy of Harichand Thakur and Guruchand Thakur continues to 

inspire efforts to democratize education and empower marginalized communities. Matua 

Dharma’s promotion of education was not just an act of reform but a revolutionary 

statement: that knowledge is the birthright of all, not the privilege of a few. It was a 

declaration of faith in the transformative power of learning—a faith that continues to 

illuminate the path of progress for countless lives. 

1. Context of Caste Discrimination: The movement emerged in a society deeply 

stratified by caste, where Dalit communities were denied access to education, religious 

practices, and social mobility. 
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2. Harichand Thakur’s Vision: Harichand Thakur, born in a Namasudra family in 

Bengal, rejected caste hierarchies and advocated for spiritual equality. He emphasized 

simple, inclusive worship and a moral life as the path to salvation. 

3. Spread Through Leadership: After Harichand's death, Guruchand Thakur expanded 

the movement, focusing on education and socio-economic development as tools for 

emancipation. 

Guruchand Thakur: The Architect of Social Reform 

After Harichand Thakur’s death in 1878, Guruchand Thakur assumed leadership of the 

Matua community. His efforts focused on education as a tool for social 

upliftment.Guruchand Thakur, often regarded as the pioneer of Dalit education in 

Bengal, took his father’s vision and transformed it into action. Recognizing the lack of 

educational opportunities for the marginalized Namasudra community, he championed 

the cause of universal education. Guruchand Thakur effectively negotiated with the 

British colonial administration, leveraging their need for support to secure educational 

and infrastructural development for the Namasudras. 

 Establishment of Schools: 

“I don’t deserve to eat or not. 

Teach boy and girls.i want this” 

.............................Guruchand charit 

Guruchand spearheaded the establishment of schools in rural areas where the 

Namasudra community was concentrated. These schools focused on basic literacy, 

vocational training, and moral education, equipping individuals with skills to improve 

their livelihoods. Guruchand Thakur believed education was the key to empowerment. 

He established numerous schools and surrounding areas, ensuring access to learning for 

the Namasudra community. He also advocated for women’s education, challenging 

patriarchal norms. 

Advocacy for Women’s Education: 
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Unlike many leaders of his time, Guruchand emphasized the importance of educating 

women. He believed that an educated mother could transform an entire family and 

community. 

Collaboration with the British Administration: 

Guruchand leveraged his interactions with the colonial administration to advocate for 

the rights of marginalized communities to access education. He ensured that Namasudra 

children were admitted to government schools and that their needs were considered in 

educational policies. 

Formation of the Matua Mission: 

The Matua Mission became a hub for promoting education and social reform. It 

organized workshops, seminars, and awareness campaigns, encouraging the community 

to embrace learning as a path to empowerment. The emphasis on education transformed 

the Namasudra community: 

Education and Social Mobility: Education enabled many to secure jobs in various 

sectors, improving their economic status. Guruchand Thakur established schools and 

advocated for education as the foundation for societal progress. 

Political Awareness: Education fostered political consciousness, enabling the 

community to organize and demand their rights.Matua Dharma became a rallying point 

for the Namasudras, fostering collective identity and resistance to caste oppression. The 

movement encouraged participation of women in spiritual and social activities, 

promoting their empowerment. 

Community Mobilization: 

Under his leadership, Matua Dharma became a cohesive movement that fostered a sense 

of identity and pride among its followers. Regular congregations and cultural events 

helped strengthen community ties. 

Methodology 
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This research employs a multidisciplinary approach, combining historical analysis, 

sociological inquiry, and textual interpretation to explore the impact of Matua Dharma 

and Guruchand Thakur. The methodology includes: 

1. Historical Analysis 

Primary sources such as Matua community records, archival documents, and writings of 

contemporaries are studied to trace the origins and evolution of Matua Dharma. Official 

reports from the colonial period are also examined to understand Guruchand Thakur’s 

negotiations with British authorities for social reforms. 

2. Sociological Inquiry 

The social and educational impact of Matua Dharma is analyzed through a review of 

secondary sources, including academic studies, journal articles, and oral histories 

collected from the Matua community. This helps contextualize the movement’s role in 

reshaping caste dynamics in Bengal. 

3. Textual Interpretation 

The teachings of Harichand and Guruchand Thakur, as documented in community 

literature, are critically analyzed to understand the philosophical underpinnings of 

Matua Dharma. This analysis highlights the emphasis on equality, education, and self-

reliance. 

4. Case Study Method 

The educational initiatives of Guruchand Thakur, particularly are used as a case study to 

demonstrate the transformative potential of education in marginalized communities. 

Quantitative data, such as literacy rates and school enrollment statistics from the period, 

are reviewed to measure the success of these initiatives. 

5. Comparative Framework 

Matua Dharma is compared with other contemporary socio-religious reform 

movements, such as those led by JyotiraoPhule in Maharashtra and Narayana Guru in 

Kerala, to identify commonalities and unique features. 
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By integrating these approaches, the paper seeks to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of the socio-religious and educational contributions of Matua Dharma 

and its enduring relevance in modern times. 

Guruchand Thakur: The Architect of Social Reform 

After Harichand Thakur’s death in 1878, Guruchand Thakur assumed leadership of the 

Matua community. His efforts focused on education as a tool for social upliftment. 

Promotion of Education:  

“If you want to see infinity. 

First you swim in the water 

of education, not religion” 

................Sri Sri Guruchand Charit 

Guruchand Thakur believed education was the key to empowerment. He established 

numerous schools and surrounding areas, ensuring access to learning for the Namasudra 

community. He also advocated for women’s education, challenging patriarchal norms. 

Recognizing the exploitation of marginalized farmers, Guruchand Thakur championed 

land reforms and fair treatment of peasants.Under his leadership, Matua Dharma 

became a cohesive movement that fostered a sense of identity and pride among its 

followers. Regular congregations and cultural events helped strengthen community ties. 

Guruchand Thakur effectively negotiated with the British colonial administration, 

leveraging their need for support to secure educational and infrastructural development 

for the Namasudras. 

Guruchand Thakur’s efforts significantly influenced the educational landscape and 

beyond. The schools he established provided primary and vocational education, 

equipping students with skills to improve their livelihoods. His advocacy also 

encouraged the government to invest in educational facilities for marginalized groups. 

As a result, literacy rates among the Namasudras saw a notable increase, laying the 

groundwork for future social mobility. 
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The Eternal Fleme 

Today, Matua Dharma remains a living testament to the power of faith and unity. It is a 

movement that whispers the same promise Harichand once made:  

“You are worthy. You are divine. Rise and be free.” 

It is not just a path to spiritual fulfilment but a roadmap for societal transformation. Its 

philosophy reminds us that true worship is found in kindness, true divinity in equality, 

and true liberation in love. 

Matua Dharma is more than a religion; it is the poetry of resilience, a hymn of hope, and 

a symphony of liberation that continues to inspire generations. 

Matua Dharma and Guruchand Thakur 

The legacy of Matua Dharma and Guruchand Thakur endures in the socio-cultural fabric 

of Bengal. Their teachings continue to inspire movements for equality and justice. The 

Matua Mahasangha, the contemporary organization representing the community, serves 

as a testament to their enduring influence. Guruchand Thakur’s emphasis on education 

and social reform has been recognized as a pioneering effort in the empowerment of 

marginalized communities. His vision of an egalitarian society resonates with modern 

ideals of social justice and inclusion. Matua Dharma is not just a spiritual philosophy 

but also a socio-political movement that continues to play a significant role in 

empowering marginalized communities, especially in West Bengal and parts of 

Bangladesh. Its legacy of equality and social reform has influenced broader movements 

for social justice in the region. 

The nineteenth century in colonial Bengal was a period of significant social and cultural 

upheaval. While the region witnessed the spread of Western education and the 

emergence of a modern nationalist consciousness, it was also a time marked by rigid 

caste hierarchies and the oppression of marginalized communities. The Namasudras, a 

significant caste group in Bengal, faced severe social discrimination, economic 

deprivation, and denial of basic rights.Amid this backdrop, the Matua Dharma, 

spearheaded by Harichand Thakur, emerged as a beacon of hope for the downtrodden 
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people By combining spiritual reform with a vision of social empowerment, the 

movement sought to uplift marginalized communities and challenge the oppressive 

structures of caste-based discrimination. Harichand’s successor, Guruchand Thakur, 

transformed this spiritual initiative into a dynamic socio-religious movement. By 

emphasizing education, economic self-reliance, and organized resistance against social 

injustices, Guruchand Thakur laid the foundation for the socio-political awakening of 

the Namasudras. 

This paper explores the philosophy of Matua Dharma and the pivotal role of Guruchand 

Thakur in integrating education and social reform into the movement. Through an 

analysis of historical records and the impact of Matua initiatives, the paper aims to shed 

light on the lasting legacy of this revolutionary movement in Bengal’s socio-cultural 

history. 

A  Legacy Carried Forward 

When Harichand Thakur passed away, his son Guruchand Thakur took the mantle of 

leadership, infusing the movement with a new energy. Guruchand believed that 

education was the key to breaking the chains of oppression. He built schools where none 

existed, teaching young minds to read, write, and think freely. Under Guruchand 

Thakur, Matua Dharma became a force for social reform. It gave voice to the voiceless 

and transformed scattered communities into a united front. Women, long relegated to 

the shadows, found a place in the movement, their voices rising in hymns of devotion 

and calls for change. Under his guidance, schools were established to educate the 

underprivileged, fostering awareness and self-reliance. 

The legacy of Matua Dharma and Guruchand Thakur endures in the socio-cultural fabric 

of Bengal. Their teachings continue to inspire movements for equality and justice. The 

Matua Mahasangha, the contemporary organization representing the community, serves 

as a testament to their enduring influence. Guruchand Thakur’s emphasis on education 

and social reform has been recognized as a pioneering effort in the empowerment of 

marginalized communities. His vision of an egalitarian society resonates with modern 

ideals of social justice and inclusion. 
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Conclusion 

Matua Dharma, under the leadership of Guruchand Thakur, exemplifies the 

transformative power of socio-religious movements in addressing systemic inequalities. 

By championing education, land rights, and social cohesion, Guruchand Thakur 

elevated the status of the Namasudra community and laid the foundation for their Socio-

economic advancement. His legacy remains a source of inspiration for ongoing 

struggles against caste-based discrimination and for inclusive development. 

Guruchand Thakur's enduring legacy reminds us of the transformative power of faith, 

education, and the pursuit of justice in creating a harmonious and equitable society. 

Matua Dharma, under the leadership of Guruchand Thakur, exemplifies the 

transformative power of socio-religious movements in addressing systemic inequalities. 

By championing education, land rights, and social cohesion, Guruchand Thakur 

elevated the status of the Namasudra community and laid the foundation for their socio-

economic advancement. His legacy remains a source of inspiration for ongoing 

struggles against caste-based discrimination and for inclusive development. Matua 

Dharma, under the visionary leadership of Harichand Thakur and Guruchand Thakur, 

emerged as a transformative force that redefined the spiritual, social, and educational 

landscape of Bengal. While Harichand laid the foundation by preaching equality, 

simplicity, and devotion, Guruchand expanded this vision into a dynamic movement for 

empowerment. 

Through education, social reform, and political awareness, Guruchand Thakur turned 

Matua Dharma into a beacon of hope for the marginalized, challenging the entrenched 

caste system and fostering a spirit of self-reliance and dignity. His work not only 

uplifted the Namasudra community but also inspired broader movements for justice and 

equality across India.The legacy of Matua Dharma endures as a testament to the power 

of faith, unity, and resilience. It continues to remind us that true liberation lies in 

breaking the chains of ignorance and discrimination, empowering every individual to 

realize their divine potential and live a life of dignity and purpose. 
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