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Abstract

This article is an attempt to understand the vexed question of how the Boros of Assam have
come to define and realize their ‘traditional’ religious identity amid contemporary asser-
tions of Hindu nationalism in India. Since the early twentieth century, shaped by colonial
anthropology and the consolidation of Hinduism, there have been attempts to categorize the
Boros as either Hindus or animists. Subsequently, there have been efforts on the part of the
Boros themselves to assert and consolidate their ‘traditional’ religious practices into a uni-
fied religion called Bathou.1 The process has continued in the complex arena of Boro identity
assertion. As this article demonstrates, contemporary efforts at the consolidation ofHinduism
by the Sangh Parivar and of Bathou by the Boros have often coincided and, at times, collided
with each other, therein producing intricate transactions between traditional religionists and
the votaries of Hindutva.
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1Bathou is popularly known as a religion practised by the Boros of Assam and beyond. The Boros
assert it as their traditional and ancestral religion. It involves a diverse set of practices many of which
are confined to the local levels. Many works tend to define Bathou as a religion with a definite set of
principles that stand in contrast with everyday forms of Bathou worship, as we will explore in this
article. Some scholars and leaders of the Bathou reformation movement define Bathou etymologically
as ‘Ba’ (five) and ‘Thou’ (deep), implying the five deep thoughts/elements of bar (air), dwi (water), ha
(earth), orr (fire), and okhrang (sky). See Bakul Ch. Basumatary, Bathou and the religious transitions of the

Bodos (Kokrajhar: Words and Words, 2018), p. 93; Kameswar Brahma, ‘The Bathou religion’, in The Bodos:

Children of Bhullumbutter, (eds) Thomas Pullopillil and Jacob Aluckal (Guwahati: Spectrum Publications,
1997), p. 18; Faguna Barmahalia, ‘Revivalism of Bathouism among the Boros’, IOSR Journal of Humanities

and Social Sciences, vol. 1, no. 5, 2012, p. 42; R. N. Mosahary, ‘The traditional religion of the Boros of Assam’,
in Proceedings of the North East India History Association (Kohima: Kohima College, 1987), p. 512; Mosahary,
‘Place of five numbers in Boro culture’, Proceedings of the North East India History Association (Silchar, 1995),
p. 74; and Mangal Singh Hazoary, The traditional Boro festivals: A critical study and Bathou Thandwi (Barama:
Nilima Prakashani, 2021), p. 35.
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Introduction

In 2018, I had my first encounter with the All Bathou Mahasabha2 (Dularai Bathou
Gouthum) through Olongbar,3 an important figure involved in the Mahasabha. It was
he who first told me about the distinction between what he called Bathouism and
Hinduism. According to him, Bathou is a distinct ancestral religion of the Boros, the
largest plains tribe in Northeast India, with its own distinct features. Like Olongbar,
other leaders of the All Bathou Mahasabha distinguish Bathou from Hinduism. Sitting
alongside Olongbar’s assertions are those of the Sangh Parivar, a group or a family of
Hindunationalist organizations,whichmaintains that Bathou is one of themanymani-
festations ofHinduism.4However,whatOlongbar believed about Bathouismand its dis-
tinction from Hinduism did not resonate with many Bathou worshippers who believe
that Bathou falls within Hinduism, given its long-standing interaction with popular
Hindu traditions. For many, identifying Bathou as Hindu has also become a means of
distinguishing oneself from other major religious groups, primarily Christianity and
Islam. Often, Bathou worshippers looked at me perplexedly when I asked them, ‘Is
Bathou Hindu?’ After a moment of confusion, they quickly answered, ‘Yes! It is Hindu’
and further asserted, ‘If Bathou is not Hindu, what is it?’ This question about what
Bathou is and its relationship with Hinduism has continued to emerge and re-emerge
throughout the history of the Boros since the early twentieth century. Olongbar’s ideas
about Bathou did not materialize in the present. Rather, his ideas are deeply rooted in
the early twentieth-century Boro identity politics that shall be discussed here. This
article is an attempt to revisit this question and to understand how it has continued
to play a dynamic role in the Boro religious landscape amid the stringent efforts of
the Sangh Parivar to incorporate Bathou within its fold. It explores the complexities
involved in the making of a ‘traditional’ religion, Bathou, among the Boros of Assam,
especially in relation to its affinities as well as discordance with Hinduism. It will delve

2The All Bathou Mahasabha was formed in 1992 with the aim of reforming the ‘traditional’ religion of
the Boros of Assamandbeyond. Itwas established by a group of Boroswho believed that reformingBathou
can be a means to assert the distinct religious identity of the Boros. Since then, it has relentlessly worked
towards consolidating its religious practices, homogenizing the diverse forms of rituals, reforming those
practices deemed unfit for a so-called civilized society, and replacing them with the acceptable ones. It
further pushed the agenda of building a powerful Boro religious identity that would be distinct from
Hinduism. See Barmahalia, ‘Revivalism of Bathouism among the Boros’, p. 44.

3The names of the people have been changed so as to maintain their anonymity.
4The Sangh Parivar is a family of organizations promoting Hindu nationalism. It comprises the

Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) as its parent organization with numerous smaller branches working
in different sections of the society. Since its formation in the mid-1920s, it has been working towards the
consolidation of an imagined Hindu community and restoring the imagined lost glory of a great Hindu
past through different approaches. One of these approaches is bringing the tribal communities within its
fold. In the article I use the terms ‘Sangh Parivar’, and in places ‘Sangh’, to denote the various affiliates
of the RSS and the RSS itself, working among the Boros. See Malini Bhattacharjee, ‘Tracing the emer-
gence and consolidation of Hindutva in Assam’, Economic and Political Weekly, April 2016, p. 84; Tapan Basu,
Pradip Datta, Sumit Sarkar, Tanika Sarkar and Sambuddha Sen, Khaki shorts and saffron flags: A critique of

the Hindu Right (New Delhi: Orient Longman, 1993); Thomas Blom Hansen, Saffron wave: Democracy and

nationalism in modern India (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1999); Christophe Jaffrelot, The Hindu
nationalistmovement and Indian politics (London: C. Hurst and Co., 1996);Walter K. Andersen and Shridhar D.
Damle,Messengers of Hindu nationalism: How the RSS reshaped India (London: C. Hurst and Co., 2019); Benedict
Anderson, Imagined communities: Reflections on the origin and spread of nationalism (New York: Verso, 2006);
V. D. Savarkar,Who is a Hindu? (Bombay: Savarkar Sadan, 1969).
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into the historical debates around the religious affiliation of the Boros and move on to
look into the Sangh Parivar’s efforts to incorporate Bathou within its fold. The case
of Bathou reformation among the Boros is one of many where the Sangh Parivar is
active among the tribal communities with the intention of incorporating tribal faiths
into its notion of Hinduism. Recent studies on religious reformations and revivals in
the Northeast reveal a complex interplay between the religious assertions of the tribal
communities and the Hindu nationalist movement.5

This article is a product of my engagement with various actors of the Bathou ref-
ormation movement and the Sangh Parivar in the districts of Kokrajhar and Udalguri
in the Bodoland Territorial Region (BTR), Assam. It involved consulting colonial and
missionary writings and census reports, and includes about 20 personal interviews
with Bathou leaders and followers, and Sangh Parivar activists. It also incorporates
numerous group discussions with Bathou followers, and ethnographic fieldwork con-
ducted in the two districts. Efforts were made to participate in and observe some
of the rituals, ceremonies, and meetings of Bathou. In the article, I begin by pro-
viding a historical background of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
when religious groups were consolidating in colonial India and Assam. I will explore
the dynamics that shaped the ideas of Hinduism and tribal religions. I then move on
to the debates around the Boro religion, shedding light on the marginalized voices
within the larger debate around Hinduism and its constructions. In the third section,
I discuss the contemporary religious landscape of the Boros shaped by long-standing
complex interactions between the Boros and Hinduism, and the role of the All Bathou
Mahasabha in mediating those complexities. The last section will discuss contempo-
rary efforts at the consolidation of Hinduism by the Sangh Parivar and of Bathou by
the Bathou reformists.

Constructing Hinduism and animism in colonial Assam

Colonial understandings of religion were based on certain universalist ideas that were
unfit to describe South Asian religious traditions. In his well-known work The Meaning
and End of ReligionWilfred Cantwell Smith argues that what we understand by the term
‘religion’ is a Western construct or concept, which the West has imposed based on
their understandings of India that do not fit there.6 Distinguishing the term ‘religion’
from ‘religious’, he argues that people may well be religious without the assistance of

5Pralay Kanungo, ‘Casting community, culture and faith: Hindutva entrenchment in Arunachal
Pradesh’, in Cultural entrenchment of Hindutva: Local mediations and forms of convergence, (eds) Pralay
Kanungo, Daniela Berti and Nicolas Jaoul (London, New York, New Delhi: Routledge, 2011), pp. 91–117;
Bhattacharjee, ‘Tracing the emergence and consolidation of Hindutva in Assam’; Arkotong Longkumer,
The greater India experiment: Hindutva and the northeast (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2021);
John Thomas, ‘Boulders that speak no more’, Seminar, April 2021; John Thomas, ‘The Sangh in the north-
east’, Biblio, July–September 2021; John Thomas, ‘From sacred rocks to temples: Recasting religion as
identity in northeast India’, in Landscape, culture and belonging: Writing the history of Northeast India, (eds)
Neeladri Bhattacharya and Joy L. K. Pachuau (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019); Soihiamlung
Dangmei, ‘Confluence of Hindutva protagonists and indigenous religious reform movements in north-
east India’, in Shifting perspectives in tribal studies, (ed.) Maguni Charan Behera (Singapore: Springer, 2019),
pp. 53–64.

6Wilfred Cantwell Smith, The meaning and end of religion (New York: Macmillan Company, 1962).
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a special term and that the term ‘religion’ may not have the same connotation across
different communities. Jaqueline Suthren Hirst and John Zavos argue that interpret-
ing South Asian religious traditions through a model of ‘world religions’ inevitably
assumes the existence of major religious systems that can be identified as having
clear, discrete characteristics. Such a paradigm of understanding religion dominated
colonial understandings of religion in South Asia and has continued to provide the
framework for religious studies.7 While such a model for understanding religion was
put in place in colonial India, it lay in contrast with the practices that characterized
the religious landscape of the region. Several scholars have argued that in colonial
India, the British went on to categorize those they governed in terms of religion and
understood Hinduism as a world religion. This resulted in the idea that Hinduism is
a well-organized and definite religion.8 Others argue that religious identities existed
long before the arrival of the British, and that a Hindu religion has disparate forms
of religious practices.9 Although a more disparate form of Hinduism may have existed
before the arrival of the British, the consolidation of Hinduism as a definite religion,
primarily based on a Brahmanical hegemony, is the result of what Romila Thapar calls
‘a range of reactions to specific historical situations’.10 Indian society was marked by
differences in caste, sects, and region, and the modern search for a Hindu identity is a
product of the British imagination of what constitutes Hinduism and, simultaneously,
the aspirations of some Indian nationalists, mostly Brahmins, who went on to redefine
Hinduism as an umbrella term for various sociopolitical motifs, as we will explore. In
colonial India, political mobilization around religion became a key to power, partic-
ularly where such representation gave access to economic resources.11 As Talal Asad
reminds us, the game of defining religion becomes a highly political one given the
context of who extends the umbrella, and for what purposes.12

The fact that colonial ideas of religion did not fit into popular understandings of
everyday religious life can be understood from colonial works such as Brian Hodgson’s

7Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism, and Zoroastrianism are often categorized
as world religions. Jacqueline Suthren Hirst and John Zavos, ‘Riding a tiger: South Asia and the problem
of “religion”’, Contemporary South Asia, vol. 14, no. 1, March 2005, p. 5; Timothy Fitzgerald, ‘Hinduism and
the “world religions” fallacy’, Religion, vol. 20, no. 2, 1990, pp. 101–118; Lloyd Ridgeon,Major world religions:

From their origins to their present (New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003); Mary Searle-Chatterjee, ‘World reli-
gions and ethnic groups: Do these paradigms lend themselves to the cause of Hindu nationalism?’, Ethnic
and Racial Studies, December 2010.

8See Richard King, ‘Orientalism and the modern myth of Hinduism’, Numen, vol. 46, no. 2, 1999,
pp. 146–185; John Zavos, The emergence of Hindu nationalism in India (New Delhi: Oxford University Press,
2000); Robert Eric Frykenberg, ‘Constructions of Hinduismat the nexus of history and religion’, The Journal
of Interdisciplinary History, vol. 23, no. 3, 1993, p. 523.

9David N. Lorenzen, ‘Who invented Hinduism?’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol. 41, no. 4,
1999, p. 630; Manu V. Devadevan, A pre-history of Hinduism (Berlin: De Gruyter Open, 2016); Wendy Doniger,
The Hindus: An alternative history (New Delhi: Speaking Tiger, 2015).

10Romila Thapar,Thepast as present: Forging contemporary identities throughhistory (NewDelhi: AlephBook
Company, 2014).

11Romila Thapar, ‘Imagined religious communities? Ancient history and themodern search for a Hindu
identity’,Modern Asian Studies, vol. 3, no. 2, 1989, p. 229.

12Talal Asad, Genealogies of religion: Discipline and reasons of power in Christianity and Islam (Baltimore and
London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993); Talal Asad, ‘Reading a modern classic: W. C. Smith’s “The
meaning and end of religion”’, History of Religions, vol. 40, no. 3, 2001, p. 210.
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study on the Boros. In his attempt to document the Koch, Dhimal, and Bodo tribes
of Assam in the latter half of the nineteenth century, he writes, ‘their languages
have no word for god, for soul, for heaven, for hell, for sin, for piety, for prayer, for
repentance’.13 The idea of religion among tribal communities across colonial India lay
in contrast with colonial understandings of religion. Colonial ideas on religion and
Hinduism, in particular, became absurd when people were not able to respond to the
question of what their religion was. In the census report on Assam, 1901, the census
commissioner wrote, ‘a very large proportion of the population can give no clear and
intelligible account of the faith that is in them’.14 Again, Muirhead Thomson writes,
‘many Hindus, even educated ones are not very helpful at describing their own cus-
toms and beliefs, and … their opinions, in turn, are mainly determined by their caste
and social position’.15 Nevertheless, amid underlying discrepancies, the latter half of
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were marked by the beginnings of colo-
nial anthropological knowledge production which sought to categorize the people
into diverse categories—religion being a crucial element in classifying them. Colonial
knowledge, backed by local informants, mostly Brahmins,16 continued to uphold the
idea of Hinduism as an umbrella term; a wide category that would embrace the faiths
that were not well-defined. On the one hand, as Hinduism was considered a broad
category, the religion of the tribes, often considered to be animism or tribal faiths,
became ‘a small island which is sapped and crumbles into the depths of Hinduism’.17

Census enumerators and colonial ethnographerswere eager to recordwho these tribes
worshipped, how they worshipped, and when they worshipped. However, the task of
defining the religion of these tribes underwent numerous stages of indecisiveness
owing to the inability to identify boundaries between Hinduism and the tribal reli-
gions. Often, blurred distinctions between the two meant identifying the latter as
falling within the ambit of the former. Confusion regarding the religious affiliation of
tribes as Hindus or animists was rampant in colonial Assamwhich was perceived as an

13Brian Hodgson, Essay on the first: On the Koch, Bodo and Dhimal tribes (Calcutta: Baptist Mission Press,
1847), p. 162.

14B. C. Allen, Census of India, 1901. Vol. 4: Assam—Report (Shillong, 1902), p. 39.
15Muirhead Thomson, Assam valley: Beliefs and customs of the Assamese Hindus (Guwahati: Spectrum

Publications, 2016), p. 11.
16Often, the colonial officials relied on the knowledge of the Brahmins, assumed to be knowledge-

able about local contexts and the people. The process of categorizing religion was faced with the biases
of census enumerators, mostly Brahmins, whose local knowledge was assumed to be the most reliable
source to learn about the religion of these tribes. One classic example is that of Francis Hamilton who
relied on a Brahmin to extract information about Assam and its people. Geoffrey A. Oddie points out that
early European travellers would rely on the Brahmins to understand the ‘heathen’ faith and the prac-
tices of India as they were considered to be in control of information of all sorts—of the India system
of law, religion, and politics. In fact, Richard King states that it is the Brahmins who benefitted most
by the modern constructions of a unified Hindu community. See Francis Hamilton, An account of Assam,
(ed.) S. K. Bhuyan (Guwahati: Department of Historical and Antiquarian Studies, 1987), p. 1; Geoffrey A.
Oddie, Imagined Hinduism: British Protestant missionary constructions of Hinduism, 1793–1900 (New Delhi: Sage
Publications, 2006), p. 44; King, ‘Orientalism and the modern myth of Hinduism’, p. 171. Also see James
Daimari, ‘Colonial knowledge and the quest for Unnati among the Boros of northeast India (1880s–1940s)’,
PhD thesis, Department of Humanities and Social Sciences, IIT Guwahati, 2022; J. T. Marten, Census of India,
1921. Vol. 1: Part 1—Report (Calcutta: Superintendent Government Printing, 1924), p. 111.

17J. A. Baines, General Report on the Census of India, 1891 (London, 1893), p. 158.
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anthropologically rich space due to the diversity of its population.18 Assamwas consid-
ered distinctive because of its differences frommainland India in terms of the physical
traits of the people, language, and religious practices. Confusion about Hinduism
resulted in bewilderment when defining the religion of the Boros and other tribes
of colonial Assam.19 While attempts were made to understand the religion practised
by the people, they were constantly evaluated in relation to their ‘Hindu’ neighbours,
often considered as themarker of civilization. Sometimes, theywere grouped together
as Hindus for convenience of enumeration,20 and at other times they were included
as Hindus out of confusion and indecisiveness. On the other hand, animism became
the religion of the so-called primitive tribes who, it was thought, would gradually
move towards civilization by embracingHinduism. EmbracingHinduism thus signified
adopting certain values, abandoning certain foods and drinks, embracing the language
of the upper castes, and abandoning ancestral rituals.21

As colonial attempts at categorizing religion surged, the same period saw growing
attempts towards consolidating Hinduism as an organized religion. Scholars like John
Zavos, Romila Thapar, and Amiya P. Sen point out that the consolidation and organi-
zation of Hinduism can be roughly traced back to the late nineteenth century—that
Hinduism became a coherent religious entity as a result of the political climate of the
late nineteenth century.22 Hinduism was reimagined as a well-defined and historically
evolved religion with a clearly defined Hindu community in terms of religion.23 The
term ‘Hindu’ increasingly became a response to the colonial political mechanisms
which prioritized political representation based on numerical majority. The need thus
emerged to bring together the disintegrated segments of caste, sect, and region, and

18J. H. Hutton, Census of India, 1931. Vol. 1: Ethnographical—Racial affinities of the people of India (Simla:
Government of India Press, 1935), p. xiii.

19From its inception, the census sought to identify the religion of the tribes on the basis of its relation
to Hinduism. In one census onewould find that the tribes have been counted as Hindus for administrative
purposes and in another they would be counted as animists, the definition of which was again blurred. In
the later censuses, the term ‘tribal religions’ was used in order to distinguish religions fromHinduism and
to do away with the meanings associated with the term ‘animism’. Animism was also debated in terms of
its distinction fromHinduism since it was argued that every stratum of Indian society was saturated with
animistic beliefs. By the 1921 census, the category of tribal religions was highly questioned owing to its
accuracy. However, the then census commissioner, J. T. Marten argued for the need for such a category
to distinguish the people who did not belong to any of the main Indian communal systems. See Marten,
Census of India, 1921, p. 111.

20In the 1881 census, the Kacharis, Meches, and others were enumerated as Hindus. The census classi-
fied the tribes into three categories—those uninfluenced byHinduism, those in the process of conversion,
and those who were wholly converted. Although some of the tribes were not considered as Hindus but
as being in the process of being absorbed into Hinduism, they were counted as Hindus for ‘religious pur-
poses’. SeeReport on the Census of Assam for 1881 (Calcutta: Office of Superintendent of Government Printing,
India, 1883), p. 36.

21Amalendu Guha, Medieval and early colonial Assam: Society, polity and economy (Calcutta: Centre for
Studies in Social Sciences, 1991).

22The colonial tendency to divide Indian society along religious lines and concentrate political power
based on a religious majority has been seen as one of the factors responsible for the consolidation of
Hinduism. See Zavos, The emergence of Hindu nationalism in India; Amiya P. Sen, Hindu revivalism in Bengal

1872–1905: Some essays in interpretation (NewDelhi: OxfordUniversity Press, 1993); Thapar,Thepast as present.
23Thapar, ‘Imagined religious communities?’, p. 210.
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move towards a unified Hindu community cutting across the said divisions in colo-
nial India.24 Thapar points out that while the notion of a uniform religious community
readily identified as Hindu was absent, the term ‘Hindu’ first occurred as a geograph-
ical nomenclature referring to the inhabitants of the Indian subcontinent, the land
across the Sindhu or Indus river, and those who professed a religion other than Islam
and Christianity.25 The early decades of the twentieth century witnessed organized
forms of Hindu nationalism. In 1923, V. D. Savarkar produced his work Who is a Hindu
that later became the foundation on which the Hindu nation could be built. For him,
these ancient inhabitants, the Sindhus, spread out and created a nation that grew into
a great Hindu race and civilization. He identified that the problem was that defining
Hindu could not be done solely based on religion. He writes, ‘Hindutva is not identical
with what is vaguely indicated by the term Hinduism. It embraces all the departments
of thought and activity of the whole being of our Hindu race.’26 ‘Hindu’ was now asso-
ciated not only with a form of religion but also with a race, culture, and community
of people with a shared past. It turned into a racial, national, geographical, and politi-
cal unit. Savarkar strongly asserted that the Hindu nation needed to move away from
caste and Untouchability. For the Hindutva ideologues, not only did it increase the
numerical majority but also aided in increasing manpower at a time of war against
the potentially threatening ‘other’, that is, the Muslims and the Christians.27 By 1931
the number of Hindus in Assam had increased, which was attributed to the work-
ings of the Hindu Mahasabha, a Hindu nationalist organization established in 1915.28

The Hindu Mahasabha stepped in with answers to the colonial government’s confu-
sion regarding Hinduism and animism, and the distinction between the two. It moved
towards removing the blurred distinctions between them by employing ideas that
would focus on the affinities of tribal religions with Hinduism rather than their differ-
ences. The lack of a universal definition of Hinduism contributed towards the making
of a Hindu religion that would incorporate a variety of religious traditions within its
fold. Madhumita Sengupta points out that in colonial Assam, ‘Becoming a Hindu was
now easier that the definition of Hinduism as a loosely bound corpus of ritually coded

24Ibid.; Christophe Jaffrelot, Hindu nationalism: A reader (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University
Press, 2007).

25Thapar, ‘Imagined religious communities?’, p. 222.
26V. D. Savarkar,Who is a Hindu? (Bombay: Savarkar Sadan, 1969), p. 31.
27Ibid.; M. S. Golwalkar, Bunch of thoughts (Bengaluru: Sahitya Sindhu Prakashana, 2022); Savitri Devi, A

warning to the Hindus (Calcutta: Hindu Mission, 1939).
28It is only in the Assam census of 1931 that the claims of Hinduism on the so-called aboriginals became

apparent. It points out that the Hindu mission had a great success in Assam from their point of view
and had an enormous influence on the tribal peoples hovering in the borderland between Hinduism and
animism. An excerpt from a leaflet distributed by the Hindu Mahasabha in Assam has been translated
in the census of Assam, 1931 as: ‘Garos, Santhals, Mikirs, Kacharis, Meches … etc. living in Assam are
really Hindus. Of this there is sufficient proof in the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. It is a matter of
great regret that at the census of 1921 all these Hindu people were recorded as animists … I trust that
at the forthcoming census the above mentioned Hindus will take the steps to correct the previous error
and return themselves as Hindus and have their religion recorded as Hindu in the enumerator’s book …’;
see C. S. Mullan, Census of India, 1931. Vol. 3: Assam, Part 1—Report (Calcutta: Government of India Central
Publication Branch, 1932), pp. 187, 190; Hutton, Census of India, 1931.
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behaviour enabled a wide array of practices to be labelled as “Hindu”.’29 Ideas upheld
by the Hindu Mahasabha regarding the tribes of the region can be illustrated through
an excerpt from a pamphlet it distributed which read,

There still remain about four million of animists in these provinces who may
be easily assimilated into the Hindu society. All that is required is a little
propaganda, humanitarian services, and social liberalism.30

There is a long gap between the entry of the Hindu Mahasabha and the entry of the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) into Assam. It was only in 1946 that the organi-
zational beginnings of the RSS can be traced in the Northeast where the first shakha
(branch) of the RSSwas established in Guwahati.31 Since its inception in the Northeast,
the RSS, with its family of organizations, together known as the Sangh Parivar, has
relentlessly pushed the idea of tribes as Hindus, with the agenda of ‘eradicating the
fissiparous tendencies arising from the diversities of sect, faith, caste and creed from
political, economic, linguistic and provincial differences amongst Hindus’.32 By the
second half of the twentieth century, Indian sociologists like G. S. Ghurye took the
debate on religious affiliation further by stating that the tribes were backward Hindus
who would inevitably be absorbed into mainstream Indian society.33 Contemporary
Hindu nationalism continues to promote this idea that the variety of tribal religions
of the Northeast is part of a larger river of Hinduism. Knowledge production on Indian
religion and consolidation of Hinduismwent side by side and, in turn, created the idea
of a great Hindu religion that accommodates the various religious traditions. Problems
in defining Hinduism and identifying who the Hindus were, in fact made it convenient
to include all those who were not the followers of world religions like Christianity and
Islam. These claims gohand inhandwith the assertionsmade by various tribal commu-
nities about their religious identity. Sangh Parivar activists actively engage with such
assertions, further asserting the idea of Hinduism as the largest and all-encompassing
indigenous religion.34 As wemove on with the article, we will find that such assertions
constantly seek out affinities between tribal faiths and popular Hindu traditions.

29Madhumita Sengupta, ‘Becoming Hindu: The cultural politics of writing religion in colonial Assam’,
Contributions to Indian Sociology, vol. 55, no. 1, 2021, p. 59.

30Mullan, Census of India, 1931: Assam, p. 189.
31Bhattacharjee, ‘Tracing the emergence and consolidation of Hindutva in Assam’, p. 82.
32The Constitution of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh. Available at: https://archive.org/details/the-

constitution-of-rashtriya-swayamsevak-sangh, [accessed 9 September 2024].
33Sociologists like G. S. Ghurye and Nirmal Kumar Bose theorized that tribal communities tend to grad-

ually become absorbed into mainstream Hindu society. On the one hand, Bose argues that tribes who
gradually came in contact with the more advanced Hindu communities slowly lost their tribal identities
and, hence, were given low-caste status in Hindu society. On the other hand, Ghurye considers that there
are many similarities between the tribal religions and the Hindu religion and hence the former cannot
be considered as isolated and different from Hinduism. See Nirmal Kumar Bose, The structure of Hindu

society (Hyderabad: Orient Blackswan, 1996), p. 188; G. S. Ghurye, The Scheduled Tribes of India (London:
Transaction Books, 1980); Virginius Xaxa, State society and tribes: Issues in post-colonial India (New Delhi:
Pearson, 2008).

34Arkotong Longkumer, ‘Is Hinduism theworld’s largest indigenous religion?’, inHandbook of indigenous

religion(s), (eds) Greg Johnson and Siv Ellen Kraft (Leiden: Brill, 2017), p. 263.
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Are the Boros Hindus? Revisiting the early twentieth-century debates

In 1847, BrianHodgson produced hiswork Essay on the First: On the Koch, Bodo, andDhimal
Tribes in which he provided an elaborate description of the ‘Bodos’, an umbrella term
that he used to denote a variety of allied tribes, including the Boros. With his knowl-
edge of the rituals and the Boro pantheon, Hodgson faced a certain difficulty in how
tomake the Boro religion intelligible to himself and to others.35 Nevertheless, he iden-
tified the religion of the Boros as one belonging to a ‘primitive era’.36 In the early
twentieth century, Sidney Endle went on to define the religion of the Boros chiefly as
animism.37 Both Endle and Hodgson identified the chief god of the Boros as Bathou,
represented in the form of the Sijou plant (euphorbia splendens). Both noted that
Bathouwas the chief god but neither claimed the existence of a religion namedBathou.
Theseworksmaintained that the Boros had embraced certain gods thatwere perceived
as belonging to the Hindu pantheon and had indigenized them. Endle and Hodgson
both attempted to record the deities of the Boros and concluded that many were bor-
rowed from Hinduism, a category with no definite boundaries. Based on a comparison
between ‘traditional’ and borrowed elements, the Boros were sometimes identified as
Hindus and sometimes as semi-Hinduized. This tendency to identify Hinduism solely
on the basis of modes of worship and the similarity of deities marginalized other
factors, primarily caste, that significantly shaped relationships among different com-
munities in Assam. A section of the Boros actively participated in the various debates
around the religious affiliation of the tribes of the Northeast and the prevalent caste
prejudices against the Boros, asserting their distinction from caste Hindu society.38

For them, to be a Hindu did not only mean to be inclined towards a particular reli-
gious dogma, and did not merely refer to the worship of certain deities, consuming
certain foods, or following certain practices. FormanyBoros, the so-calledHinduswere
people whowould not dine with them or touch them.39 Suchmemories of social exclu-
sion are still alive today in the memories of many elderly Boros who speak about their
experiences of social exclusion. In the memories of these Boros, the Hindus are often
represented in the guise of the Assamese caste society. In amemorandum submitted in
the late 1920s to the Simon Commission, the Assam Kachari Jubok Sanmilani, an orga-
nization of the Kachari tribes of Assam which also includes the Boros, stated, ‘to call
them Hindus will be a misname in as much the Hindus do not receive them into their

35Hodgson, Essay on the first, p. 164.
36Ibid., p. 165.
37S. Endle, The Kacharis (Guwahati: Bina Library, 2017); E. A. Gait, Census of India, 1891, Assam Report

(Shillong, 1892), p. 228. Also see A. Campbell, ‘Note on the Mechis, together with a small vocabulary of
the language’, Journal of the Asiatic Society, no. 92, 1839, p. 625; S. Endle, Outline of the Grammar of the Kachari

(Bara) language (Shillong, 1884).
38Binai Khungur Basumatari, Plains tribals before the Simon Commission or The Indian Statutory Commission

(Darrang: The Beacons, year of publication not mentioned); Mullan, Census of India, 1931: Assam, p. 213.
39Boros who moved away from their homes for further studies experienced the caste prejudices that

continued to prevail, for example, in educational institutions where inter-dining with the Hindus was
not allowed. Mullan, Census of India, 1931: Assam, p. 213. See also Basumatari, Plains tribals before the Simon

Commission, p. 12.
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society, do not dine with them, and are mostly unsympathetic with their ideals and
aspirations’.40

Such claims towards distinction from Hinduism were constantly raised in the early
twentieth century. In one of the petitions filed in front of the census commissioner,
the renowned tribal leader Rupnath Brahma wrote,

They, (Boros) may be fairly treated as Hindus41 but a majority of the Boros are
not willing to recognize themselves as Hindus, simply because according to their
views, they would be losers thereby in the social and political spheres.42

As these memorandums recorded the debates around the religious affiliation of the
tribal communities, so do the historical experiences of social exclusion continue to
linger in the minds of many Boros. For instance, when I met Gaide, an elderly Boro in
her early eighties, she recalled her youth,

They (the Assamese) would not dinewith us. One day,my friendwas passing by a
heap of paddy laid out in the sun to dry. It belonged to anAsomiya (Assamese).My
friend’s shadow fell on it as she passed by. The Asomiya used harsh words against
her and threw away everything only because her shadow fell on it. Another time,
I had mistakenly touched a scarf that belonged to an Asomiya. It was kept to dry
in the sun. They threw it away. (Gaide, Kokrajhar, January 2020)

Such experiences of social exclusion are less spoken of today. However, the feeling of
distrust towards caste society continues among the Boros. They have been known to
worshipmanydeities that are supposedly borrowed from theHindupantheon, as Endle
and Hodgson pointed out. However, to merely consider the Boros as Hindus based on
overlapping religious practices fails to recognize the intricacies that shape Hinduism
as a religion. It overlooks the dynamics of caste, social exclusion, and the process by
which religion becomes an instrument of identity assertion, as has been the case with
the Boros. It is noteworthy here that, as Rupnath Brahma pointed out, even though the
Borosmay be treated asHindus owing to the influence of someHindu traditions among
them, they rejected being counted as Hindus. In colonial India, as religion increas-
ingly became associated with political representation, to be counted as Hindu was
considered more than a religious category. The caste structure that deeply charac-
terized Assamese society created conditions wherein to be categorized as Hindu not
only meant affiliation to a particular religious category, it was a marker of a crucial
instrument of identity politics in the early twentieth century. The large-scale prosely-
tization to neo-Vaishnavism and practices of purity and pollution created conditions
wherein the Boros gradually began to assimilate into caste society, albeit as lower

40Basumatari, Plains tribals before the Simon Commission, p. 9. Also see Suryasikha Pathak, ‘Tribal politics
in Assam: 1933–1947’, Economic and Political Weekly, March 2020.

41Stating this argument, Rupnath Brahma pointed out that some Boros of Goalpara may have adopted
a new form of Vedic religion. He referred to the religion preached by Sibnarayan Swami, later preached
by Kalicharan Brahma as Brahma-dharma.

42Mullan, Census of India, 1931: Assam, p. 194. In the 1931 census many Boros, mostly from the Kokrajhar
thana, registered themselves as Boro by caste and Boro by religion.
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castes. They continued to be socially excluded by the caste Assamese. This was real-
ized by a section of the Boros who demanded that they not be counted as Hindu. The
above testimonies clearly indicate the deep underlying intricacies that are involved in
the identification of Boros as Hindu. The debates around the Boro religion in the early
twentieth century are a testimony to the tensions that existed between the Boros and
caste society. Religion, thus, was deeply intertwined with social and political aspects
of life wherein affiliation to a particular religious category signified identity, repre-
sentation, and political power. Amid the intense interaction between colonialism and
the modern search for a Hindu self, the Boros actively participated and debated their
position within the complex interplay of contesting religious identities.

As historical experiences of social exclusion informed the debates around the Boro
religion and its affiliation to Hinduism, it also led to the initiation of several socio-
religious reforms among different sections of the Boros. As the emergent Boro leaders
were against the enumeration of the Boros as Hindus, there emerged several socio-
religious reforms that were attempts towards upward social mobility. Often these
movements took the form of challenging the prevalent caste prejudices by attempting
to emulate the practices of the upper caste and negating Brahmanical hegemony. They
also aimed towards abolishing the practices that were considered impure by the caste
society, primarily the brewing and consumption of rice beer, pig and poultry rearing,
and sacrifice of live animals to ancestral deities. One of the most important reformist
movements among the Boros was the Brahma-dharmamovement that was initiated by
Kalicharan Brahma, a Boro social reformer in the early twentieth century in the erst-
while undivided Goalpara district of Assam. Kalicharan Brahma introduced Brahma
dharma under the influence of Sibnarayan Swami, preaching aVedic religion in Assam,
Bengal, and other parts of colonial India.43 Amid rampant caste prejudice, Swami
Sibnarayan’s teachings appealed to a section of the Boros as they provided possibil-
ities of social mobility,44 which in turn provided equal access to rituals such as making
offerings to the hom agya (holy fire), otherwise reserved for the Brahmins.45 It was
by emulating those practices that Kalicharan Brahma attempted to reform Boro soci-
ety and challenge the caste prejudices against the Boros. Kalicharan Brahma preached
Brahma-dharma to the Boros of western Assam and encouraged them to discontinue
practices that were considered ‘impure’. An important aspect of his ideas was his belief
that these practices associated with the ancestral religion of the Boros were respon-
sible for the degeneration of the Boros; and that it was due to such practices that the
Boros continued to lag behind economically, socially, and politically. These were prac-
tices that were deemed unfit for a so-called civilized society, in this case, caste Hindu
society.46 In the process, Kalicharan Brahma is said to have attempted to eradicate the

43The census of 1911 points out that there was an increase in the number of Hindus and a decrease in
animists in Goalpara due to the large-scale conversion of Meches (Boros of Goalpara) to the Brahma reli-
gion by one Sivnarayan Swami. See J. McSwiney, Census of India, 1911. Vol. III: Assam, Part I: Report (Shillong,
1912), p. 37; Kalicharan Brahma, Jiu Khourang: Srimat ParamHansa Dev Kalicharan Brahma ni Jiu Khourang arw

Saya (Kokrajhar: Jyoti Ashram, year of publication not mentioned). Also see Manik Kr. Brahma, Gurudev
Kalicharan Brahma: His life and deeds (Kokrajhar: N. L. Publications, 2001).

44Daimari, ‘Colonial knowledge and the quest for unnati among the Boros of Northeast’, p. 189.
45Ibid.
46Bidyasagar Narzary, Swrangni Lamajwng: Gurudev arw Boro Somaj (Guwahati: NL Publications, 2021);

McSwiney, Census of India, 1911, p. 37; Brahma, Jiu Khourang.
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practices associated with the ancestral religion. Some Bathou reformists today do not
hesitate to argue that Kalicharan Brahma pushed towards destroying the Boro culture
which they perceive is deeply associated with the traditional religion Bathou.47

As Kalicharan Brahma preached Brahma-dharma, another section of the Boros
resorted to consolidating and redefining their ancestral and traditional religion under
the banner of Bathou.48 They, similarly, aimed at abolishing those practices that were
deemed unfit, primarily those of the brewing and consumption of rice beer and mak-
ing sacrificial offerings in rituals. Reforming Bathou resorted to adopting a similar
approach as that of Brahma-dharma of supposedly cleansing Boro society through
socially accepted reforms, although with the idea of preserving some of the core tra-
ditional elements of Bathou. Numerous attempts at standardizing Bathou emerged
across different parts of Boro-dominated areas of Assam.49 One section reformed
Bathou by abolishing ‘heathen’ practices, while another strongly advocated for the
continuation of those practices, arguing for an authentic version of ancestral Bathou.
They argued for the need to preserve Bathou, albeit with certain reforms that would
make it more organized and adjustable to the needs of a modern Boro. Historical expe-
riences of social exclusion pushed such a need for religious reformation of the Boros
wherein they sought to reform themselves through various localized efforts, moving
away from ‘darkness’ towards an ‘enlightened’ Boro society.50 Throughout the twen-
tieth century, a reformist phase shaped Boro society. On the one hand, there were
organized attempts towards standardizing Bathou at various local levels; on the other
hand, unorganized forms of Bathou worship continued among the Boros, including
sacrificial offerings, the performance of shamanistic dances, and the use and con-
sumption of liquor in rituals, among others. These also involve reverence to popular
Hindu deities like Shiva, Lakshmi, Parvati, andGanesh, alongwith the ancestral deities.
Several reformers emerged who continued to attempt to assimilate Bathou with pop-
ular Hindu deities. In areas of western Assam, one can still witness the diverse forms
of Bathou religious practices prevalent among the Boros. In the early 1990s, the All
Bathou Mahasabha was established; it became a strong institution that placed the ref-
ormation of Bathou centre stage in the religious reformationmovements of the Boros.
In contrast to popular forms of Bathou worship, it has emerged as a powerful organi-
zation that claims distinction from Hinduism and to be moving towards unifying the

47Bathou reformists often point out that Kalicharan Brahma’s methods at reforming Boro society were
in turn destructive of Boro culture and tradition. They often mention how Kalicharan Brahma attempted
to destroy the musical instruments that are used in the performance of shamanistic dances.

48Different organizations were established to take up the task of social reformation through religion at
different local levels. The Habraghat Boro Sanmilani is one of the attempts to redefine the Boro identity,
customs, and religion, which began in 1915. Ganga Charan Kachari and Narapatichandra Kachari, Boroni
Phisa o Ayen (Habraghat Boro Sanmilani, 1915).

49Several Bathou reform movements gave rise to several Bathou sects. Some of these sects are Bathou
Shiva Dharma Sangha, Brahma-Bathou, Rupamoni Bathou, Dularai Gudi Bathou, and so on. Several local
guru(s), that is, religious figures, emerged with their own version of Bathou and attracted followers.
Many of the details regarding the emergence of these reform movements are unrecorded. The Boros
have largely remained an oral society and, hence, many of the details regarding the reforms have been
extracted through oral history.

50For a detailed description on the Boros’ quest for progress, see Daimari, ‘Colonial knowledge and the
quest for unnati among the Boros of Northeast’.
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variety of Bathou worship under the banner of Bathouism. This important organiza-
tion has left its footprint among the Boros across different geographical areas. In the
next section we turn to the assertions of the All Bathou Mahasabha amid the complex
religious landscape of the region.

Bathouism and Hinduism: The All Bathou Mahasabha and their assertions

At this point, let us recall my conversation with Olongbar regarding the distinction
between Hinduism and Bathouism. Assertions made in the early twentieth century
were shaped by many dynamics, many of which are beyond the scope of this article.
Nevertheless, it is the question of the relationship with Hinduism that has remained
crucial and has been sustained over the decades. The early twentieth-century debates
around the religious affiliation of the Boros in terms of its relationship with Hinduism
have continued to become part of the contemporary religious landscape of the Boros.
A turning point was reached with the entry of the All Bathou Mahasabha as a power-
ful institution that claimed distinction from Hinduism and with the Sangh Parivar’s
aim to consolidate a Hindu community. However, the assertions of the All Bathou
Mahasabha tend to be in contrast to the various dynamics that shape the trajec-
tory of Bathou as the traditional religion of the Boros that we will discuss in this
section.

I met other people like Olongbar who have dedicated themselves to the cause
of asserting Bathou. Scholars, intellectuals, and political leaders are all involved in
pushing towards making Bathou the organized religion of the Boros. Bathou as the
traditional religion of the Boros is a well-established postulation today. It is deeply
associatedwith the cultural identity of the Boros. However, although it has been intrin-
sically associated with identity, the complexities that shape the trajectory of Bathou
as the traditional religion of the Boros remain unexplored. The All Bathou Mahasabha
has established itself as a powerful organization, bringing in many Bathou follow-
ers from different parts of Assam to its fold. However, the case of Kokrajhar district
remains peculiar. The Boros of Kokrajhar are surrounded by localized religious prac-
tices, along with a strong presence of Christianity and Brahma-dharma. With diverse
forms of localized versions of Bathou, the All Bathou Mahasabha finds its influence in
Kokrajhar and among its people limited. Olongbar was a Bathou leader from Kokrajhar
and he constantly worried that the extent of religious diversity in Kokrajhar disrupted
the entry of the All Bathou Mahasabha into the region. It was early morning when I
first met him at his residence in Kokrajhar where he had been working on his research
on Bathou. He has written many prayer songs known as Aroj and has worked exten-
sively on the reorganization of Bathou. As a leader of the All Bathou Mahasabha and
a resident of Kokrajhar, Olongbar is constantly faced with anxiety over the religious
diversity in Bathou. He said,

We have beenworking on reforming and organizing Bathou tomake it an attrac-
tive and disciplined religion. But through our survey, we have come to know that
today, there aremore than forty-seven sects of Bathou, all with their own philos-
ophy and idea of God. Despite that, we do not force people to embrace our form
of Bathou. Rather, we work on ourselves and constantly try to make Bathou as
feasible as possible for the followers. (Olongbar, November 2018)

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X24000349 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X24000349


14 Roshni Brahma

Figure 1. A ritual where a rooster is sacrificed to Ganesh and an offering of fermented liquor is made. Source: The
author.

As religion has become a marker of identity, Bathou worship among the Boros has
moved towards the consolidation of rituals and practices. It is geared towards achiev-
ing a universal definition of Bathou. Mukta, an eminent scholar associated with the All
Bathou Mahasabha, said to me that Bathou represents the five elements of air, water,
sky, fire, and earth; it centres around the super power of ‘Borai-Bathou’, the almighty
god. Mukta has worked extensively on Bathou and on defining its core ideas. When
I met him at his residence in Kokrajhar, pointing out that the Boros are not Hindus,
he said, ‘The All Bathou Mahasabha has been established to assert that the Boros are
not Hindus. We are ancient Bathou worshippers.’ As much as the leaders of the All
Bathou Mahasabha like Olongbar and Mukta have relentlessly pushed for the need for
uniformity inBathou, as onemoves fromonevillage to another inKokrajhar, themean-
ings of the symbols in the Bathou altar change. Anything that is given a place in the
Bathou altar holds different meanings to worshippers across different spaces.51 Some
plant a tulsi (holy basil) plant beside the Sijou and attribute different meanings to it.
For some, it signifies the presence of popularly known Hindu deities like Parvati; for
others, Lakshmi, and so on.52 It is also common to worship popular Hindu deities like
Ganesh by offering them fermented liquor and sacrificial offerings (see Figure 1). Apart
from these, ancestral forms of Bathouworship involve the reverence of numerous spir-
its and deities who can sometimes possess people and cause trouble in the villages.
These spirits need to be appeased through rituals and sacrificial offerings. For the All
BathouMahasabha, these practices pose a barrier to their assertions that the religion is
distinct fromHinduism and in defining Bathou as a universal religion. Sacrificial offer-
ings, performance of shamanistic dances, and reverence to spirits defy the attempts
of the All Bathou Mahasabha to portray Bathou as a religion of the modern Boro. The

51Ancestral forms of Bathou worship among the Boros reveals what Vine Deloria Jr. has argued in the
context of native American Indigenous religions. He argues that for Indigenous communities, religious
experience had its rootedness in spatial contexts. It is in the immediate surroundings that such experi-
ences hold meaning. As such, as one moves from one spatial context to another, the meanings attributed
to Bathou and the significance of the deities vary. A close look at the Bathou pantheon reveals that the
Boros have accommodated new deities depending on immediate spatial experiences. See Vine Deloria Jr.,
God is red: A native view of religion (Golden, CO: Fulcrum Publishing, 2003).

52Also see R. N. Mosahary, ‘Aryanisation and Hinduisation of the Boros’, in Proceedings of the North East

India History Association (Shillong: NEHU, 1989), p. 169.
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Figure 2. A Bathou altar with a trishul beside a Sijou plant. (Kokrajhar in 2018.) Source: The author.

prevalence of diversity in terms of reverence to different deities also challenges the
meanings attributed to Bathou by theAll BathouMahasabhawhich asserts that Bathou
is the sole chief god thatmanifests in the Sijou plant. It strives to promote the sole rev-
erence to the supreme deity, Bathou-bwrai (wise one), and rejects the worship of these
popular Hindu deities.

In contrast, although Bathou is significantly associated with the Sijou plant, certain
Bathouworshippers offer reverence solely to symbols that represent Shiva, considered
to be a popular Hindu deity, such as the trishul (trident held by Shiva) or the lingam
(Shiva’s symbol) which is sometimes represented by a rock (see Figures 2 and 3). The
idea that Shiva is one of the manifestations of Bathou is a dominant idea among many
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Figure 3. A Bathou altar with a rock representing the lingam. (Kokrajhar in 2018.) Source: The author.

Boros.53 While scholars like R. N. Mosahary have argued that the etymological mean-
ing of Bathou is the five elements, he also points out that it is often associated with
Shiva.54 With the expansion of the activities of the All Bathou Mahasabha, this idea
of equivalency of Bathou as Shiva has been mostly removed among the Boros who
have embraced the All Bathou Mahasabha, especially in the Udalguri district which
is its stronghold. Olongbar’s own residence had a Sijou plant neatly installed in his
courtyard. Compared to the variety of Bathou altars that can be seen in most Bathou
households in Kokrajhar, the Bathou altar in Olongbar’s residence is different. It looked

53Banikanta Kakati writes that Shiva has been a popular god among Aryans and the non-Aryans alike,
even in medieval Assam. The prevalence of Shiva worship among the Boros is also evident from the writ-
ings produced by a section of the Boros in the early twentieth century. For instance, see Kachari and
Kachari, Phisa O Ayen. Also see Banikanta Kakati, The Mother Goddess Kamakhya (Guwahati: Publication
Board Assam, 1989), p. 10; Ramesh Buragohain, ‘Cross currents of the Hinduisation process in Assam’,
Proceedings of the North East India History Association (Shillong: NEHU, 1989), p. 176; Anima Choudhury,
‘Saivism in Assam’, Proceedings of the North East India History Association, 19th session (Kohima: Nagaland
University, 1998).

54Mosahary, ‘The traditional religion of the Boros of Assam’.
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Figure 4. A priest educating Bathou worshippers inside a Bathou prayer house known as a thansali. At the end of the
ritual gathering, he stood up and spoke about Bathou, its origins, and its distinction from Hinduism.He went on to say
that Bathou is not Shiva and it is a huge mistake to believe so. (Udalguri, 2018.) Source:The author.

almost as if the Sijou plant was newly planted with a circular fence around it. He
showedme the altar and said that the Sijou is supposed to stand alone, and there should
not be anything else besides the Sijou plant. He went on to say,

Many Borosmay haveworshipped Shiva in the past andmanyBoros of Kokrajhar
still do, but that is not our history. We are not Hindus. Bathou has an identity
of its own, which is why it is Bathouism and not Hinduism. The Boros may be
divided in terms of rituals and beliefs butwe areworking on it.We are organizing
Bathou. Some of the ancestral practices are not fit for our society and there is an
urgent need to change those practices. People evolve with rituals and society is
closely linked to religion. It is through religion that change can be brought into
our society. (Olongbar, Kokrajhar, 2018)

It is to bring about change in the existing structure and belief system of Bathou
followers that the All Bathou Mahasabha organizes workshops and meetings, and also
imparts knowledge on Bathou at the weekly prayer meetings that have been set for
Tuesdays of every week. Many such thansalis (prayer houses) (Figure 4) can be seen as
onepasses throughUdalguriwhereBathou followers gather everyTuesday inuniform-
coloured clothes—women in yellow dokhona (Boro attire for women) andmen in green
gamsa (Men’s cloth covering the lower body). When I visited one of these thansalis in
Udalguri, the priests enthusiastically guidedme through the rituals and showedme the
sacred book of Bathou knownas the BathouThandwi. Forme,whohadneverwitnessed
a congregational gathering of Bathou in Kokrajhar, it was a spectacle. Men and women
sat on each side with the Bathou altar at the front, chanting the aroj with the kham
(drum), sifung (flute), and jotha (cymbals) playing in harmony.55 It depicted a sense of
order. In contrast, Kokrajhar provides a space of worship for different forms of Bathou.

55These musical instruments hold an integral position in the religious practices of the Boros. In differ-
ent Bathou sects, shamanistic dances are often performed to these instruments. Although shamanistic
dances are no longer performed in the rituals of the All Bathou Mahasabha, these instruments have
remained crucial, often marking the continuation of Boro tradition and culture.
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By 2019, there was only one temporary gathering space for the Bathou worshippers of
the All Bathou Mahasabha in Kokrajhar town, showing its limited number of follow-
ers. To observe a Bathou religious gathering in the villages of Kokrajhar, one witnesses
what some might consider to be disarray. I once visited a village that has continued
with the rituals of sacrificial offerings in Bathou. During the day, people of the village
gathered in an open area known as the garja saliwhere sacrificial offerings aremade to
the deities. The priests and a few othermenwere seen performing the sacrificial offer-
ings and chanting prayers while others watched. Some were seen happily consuming
alcohol and talking, and others were cleaning the sacrificed meat that would be pre-
pared for the communal feast that night.What is immediately striking is thatwhile one
form of Bathou worship depicts order, the other embraces a frenzied space of religious
experience, often considered as a lack of organization and discipline, unsuitable for a
supposedly modern and civilized society. These practices vary as one moves from one
village to another. Nevertheless, amid the heterogeneous beliefs and religious prac-
tices, the All Bathou Mahasabha has made continuous efforts towards consolidating
the religious practices of Bathou. The process remains complex due to the existence
of multiple sects of Bathou, making it almost impossible to incorporate them within
a single fold. On the other hand, despite limited influence in Kokrajhar, which is the
administrative headquarters of BTR, the All Bathou Mahasabha has a significant posi-
tion in cultural and social gatherings as the torchbearer of religious assertion, whereas
other sects of Bathou are not as strongly organized.

The All Bathou Mahasabha has altered many of the older rituals and ceremonies.
Similar instances have also been observed by Arkotong Longkumer in his study of the
Heraka movement wherein attempts have been made to alter or reform such rituals
that do not adhere to the principles of modernity. It, thus, attempts the making of
a modern religion and also connects to certain elements by being both traditional
and modern at the same time.56 The agenda is to achieve a collective sense of iden-
tity by bringing together the diverse forms of Bathou religious practices. Many have
embraced the All Bathou Mahasabha. Ancestral forms of worship that involve sacrifi-
cial offerings are increasingly considered expensive and unfeasible for contemporary
Boro society. Communal gatherings for rituals that last for days have also become dif-
ficult for people to sustain. Amid such issues, the All Bathou Mahasabha has emerged
with reforms that suit theneeds of contemporaryBoro society. In its endeavour to form
an organized religion, the All Bathou Mahasabha has put forward the need to have
sacred texts to pass on religious traditions. Not only have the old rituals been changed
but so have the prayers and hymns.57 It is apparent that the project of shaping a uni-
form religious faith among the Boros remains a challenging task. Rigorous attempts
at transferring the desired ideas about Bathou and its distinction from Hinduism are
made, signalling that there is a gap between the desire of the Bathou leaders to have
a unified distinct religious identity and the meaning of religion for the Bathou wor-
shippers. Although the All Bathou Mahasabha has advocated for a separate religious
identity under the banner of Bathouism, the task of bringing in the followers of Bathou

56Arkotong Longkumer, Reform, identity and narratives of belonging: The HerakaMovement in northeast India

(London and New York: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2010).
57For more detail on the reforms initiated by the All Bathou Mahasabha, see Barmahalia, ‘Revivalism

of Bathouism among the Bodos’, p. 44. Also see Hazoary, The traditional Boro festivals.
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into the framework remains complex. Amid the diverse forms of religious practices
and beliefs among the Bathou worshippers, universalist ideas of Bathou find little sig-
nificance among the Boros of Kokrajhar where Bathou worship has remained largely
localized with long-standing historical interactions with Hinduism. For a section of
the Bathou worshippers, the idea of a Bathou religion uninfluenced by Hinduism or
existing outside of it is difficult to reconcile with their existing practices, and thus the
claims of its distinction from Hinduism by the All Bathou Mahasabha remains chal-
lenged. The notion of ‘world religions’ has had such deep implications that to imagine
Bathou as a distinct religion that is outside the purview of Hinduism remains com-
plex. The ideas surrounding Hinduism that tend to define it as a fluid entity continue
to promote the idea that religious faiths that do not fall under any defined category are
inevitablywithin the ambit of Hinduism. It is this perceived characteristic of Hinduism
that continues to be appropriated by the Sangh Parivar as it tries to build a unified
Hindu identity based on the diversity of religious faiths in the Northeast. The Sangh
Parivar takes it further by dictating what it truly means to be a Hindu and diminishing
the peculiar characters of tribal faiths.

Bathouism, Hinduism, and the Sangh Parivar

Studies of the Sangh Parivar in the Northeast have asserted that the region, charac-
terized as it is by numerous separatist movements challenging Indian hegemony, has
never been ideal territory for the Sangh to gain its stronghold.58 In Assam, Malini
Bhattacharjee writes, ‘a mélange of races, ethnicities, faiths, customs and cultures—
and a multiplicity of issues make it extremely difficult for an ideology riding on
religious nationalism to gain a foothold in the state’.59 However, in the last fewdecades,
the presence of the Sangh Parivar can be felt increasingly among the tribal commu-
nities of the region, with the Sangh attempting to incorporate the tribes within the
framework of aHindunation. Since the late 1980s the increasing influence of the Sangh
can be felt among the Boros in Assam.60 For the Sangh, it has remained crucial to find
affinities between tribal practices andHinduism, to search for aHindu identity in tribal
communities, and to mobilize them against the forces of Islam and Christianity. As the
Boros have taken up the project of redefining their traditional religion, it has coin-
cided with the attempts of the Sangh Parivar to redefine Hindu. Amid the process of
defining and redefining Bathou as the traditional religion of the Boros, the question of

58For instance, Kanungo, ‘Casting community, culture and faith’; Longkumer, The greater India

experiment.
59Bhattacharjee, ‘Tracing the emergence and consolidation of Hindutva in Assam’.
60The first Boro members of the RSS and Kalyan Ashram joined during the late 1980s and early 1990s.

Existing scholarship points out that the late 1980switnessed the increasing influence of Hindu nationalist
organizations among the tribal communities in India. See Amita Baviskar, ‘Adivasi encounters with Hindu
nationalism in MP’, Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 40, no. 48, 2005; Lancy Lobo, ‘Adivasis, Hindutva
and post-Godhra riots in Gujarat’, Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 37, no. 48, 2002; Peggy Froerer,
‘Emphasizing “others”: The emergence of Hindu nationalism in a central Indian tribal community’, The
Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, vol. 12, no. 1, 2006. Also see Peggy Froerer, Religious division and

social conflict: The emergence of Hindu nationalism in rural India (New Delhi: Social Science Press, 2007); Pralay
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whether Bathou is Hindu continues to arise. It is in among the tensions that exist in
defining Bathou as the traditional religion of the Boros and its affinity to or distinction
from Hinduism that the Sangh Parivar has inserted itself in the religious landscape of
the Boros. Longkumer, in discussing the presence of the Sangh in the Northeast, men-
tions that indigenous religions are used by the Sangh as a way to define non-Christian
groups. By doing so, it enables the celebrationof traditional culture, the ties to land and
nature, and the moving away from colonial missionary understandings of animism.61

The idea of Bathou as nature worship has been used by the Sangh Parivar to find affini-
ties between Bathou and Hinduism, and assert that all forms of nature worship are
inevitably a manifestation of Hinduism. While, on the one hand, there are people like
Olongbar who stand firm in asserting the distinctiveness of Bathou from Hinduism,
on the other, the Sangh Parivar constantly pushes the idea that such contentions will
ultimately be subsumed into the assertions of Hindutva. I first met Ringkhang, one
such RSS activist, in Kokrajhar in 2018. He is a resident there and lives a few kilome-
tres away from Olongbar’s residence. When Olongbar and I discussed Bathou and the
Sangh Parivar’s engagements in it, he casually mentioned Ringkhang who constantly
approached him to try to convince him to become a part of the Sangh Parivar, therein
persisting in trying to build alliances with the All Bathou Mahasabha. Ringkhang is in
his late thirties and an active swayamsevak (a strong advocate of Hindu Rashtra). He
pointed out,

The RSS is against conversion but not against any religion. All religions except
Christianity and Islam are Hindu. A Boro can never be a Christian, they have
always been Hindus. They worship nature. This is why, Bathou is Hindu. Other
religions do not offer reverence to nature. Some people argue that Bathou is
not Hindu but that is a misunderstanding. We are constantly trying to reach
out to people for such discussions. Religion is crucial to a community’s culture
and identity and the RSS works towards the protection of this very identity.
(Ringkhang, Kokrajhar, 2019)

Such an approach by the Sangh, wherein they constantly look for new alliances, espe-
cially with the religious movements of the region, has become an important part of
its strategy in the Northeast. Pralay Kanungo writes, ‘Hindutva usually launches its
operations through the elites and notables; the same practice is followed in the tribal
areas.’62 In his study of the Sangh Parivar in Arunachal Pradesh, Kanungo writes that
the Sangh did not make inroads into the internal affairs of the indigenous commu-
nities, but rather made an alliance with the indigenous elites because they shared a
somewhat similar goal—to keep the indigenous communities within the indigenous
religious fold. It has been an important agenda of the All Bathou Mahasabha to bring
more followers into its fold, while, at the same time, curtailing religious conversions
among the Boros, especially to Christianity. This agenda has coincided with that of
the Sangh Parivar and so it has become crucial for the Sangh to make alliances with
local religious leaders to pursue its own goal of building a Hindu Rashtra. As Kokrajhar

61Longkumer, The greater India experiment, p. 93.
62Kanungo, ‘Casting community, culture and faith’.
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becomes a site of heterogeneity in religious practices, both the All Bathou Mahasabha
and the SanghParivar strive to navigate theirway through this complex religious land-
scape. When religious practices remain confined at the local level, it becomes difficult
for the Sangh to convince people about the existence of an organized religious iden-
tity and, hence, to mobilize them. Disparate forms of Bathou worship that exist at
the local level and are not governed by any powerful institution restrict negotiations
with the Sangh Parivar. The few villages in Kokrajhar that have continued ancestral
forms of Bathou worship are not governed by powerful religious institutions. For the
Sangh Parivar, barriers to penetrating the religious affairs of these villages remain. The
attempts of organizations like the All Bathou Mahasabha to organize Bathou to con-
solidate a Boro religious identity and to become an established religious organization
aids the Sangh in reaching out to the many Bathou followers. At the same time, the
Sangh also believes that the lack of religious organization makes tribal communities
more likely to convert to Christianity. As such, the attempts of indigenous religious
institutions to organize their religion become an instrument for the Sangh Parivar in
reaching out to the tribal communities and in curtailing conversions.

M. S. S. Pandian writes that the desire for homogeneity and the existing and ever-
emerging diversity are at the heart of the nationalist dilemma.63 He argues that the
nation-form exists in a state of constant anxiety due to the existence of and con-
testation among different identities since the nation-form is based on the desire for
sameness and homogeneity. This dilemma is manifested by the nationalism of the
Sangh in its endeavour towards building a Hindu nation. It is also manifested in the
endeavours of theAll BathouMahasabha as it strives to achieve a homogeneous Bathou
religion among the Boros. Thapar writes, ‘Because identity is linked to religion, it
can lead to the redefinition of the particular religion, more so as in the case of one
as amorphous as Hinduism. Such identity tends to iron out diversity and insists on
conformity, for it is only through the uniform acceptance of the religion that it can
be best used for political ends.’64 The Sangh Parivar anxiously strives for a homoge-
neous Hindu identity. However, in the case of Hindu nationalism, it becomes crucial
for us to acknowledge that often inconsistencies in religious practices further aid the
definition of Hinduism as a broad category, encompassing a variety of religious tradi-
tions.While the Sangh remains anxious over the heterogeneity in religious practices of
the Boros, interestingly, it also finds refuge in embracing the diverse forms of Bathou
worship within its fold in such a manner that the inconsistencies in Bathou become
conducive in shaping Hinduism as a fluid entity. The consolidation of Hinduism which
began in the late nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries by bringing together
theundefined categories of religion is continuedby the SanghParivar in thepresent. In
speaking of the religious identity of the Boros, Rupali, another Sangh Parivar activist,
tells me that they have been working towards achieving religious unity among the
Boros and therein among the Hindus. Although she found the extent of religious het-
erogeneity among the Boros to be a problem, she further asserted, ‘They are all Hindus,
nevertheless.’ Although there are tensions among the numerous sects of Bathou,

63M. S. S. Pandian, ‘Nation impossible’, Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 44, no. 10, 2009, p. 67.
64Thapar, ‘Imagined religious communities’, p. 210.
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the Sangh Parivar has promoted the idea that a variety of Bathou religious practices
can exist within Hinduism. In this context, Ringkhang pointed out,

We, Boros, have a problem. We are not united. We neither have religious uni-
formity nor unity and unity is what we are working towards. Everyone does as
they please. There is no uniformity in rituals and practices. There are so many
branches of Bathou in Kokrajhar itself. Yet, we are on good terms with all the
major Bathou religious organizations. Some may claim distinction from us or
disagree with us but they will need us at one point. (Ringkhang, Kokrajhar, 2018)

In the last few years, the Sangh has continued to make attempts to navigate through
the complex heterogeneous religious landscape of the Boros and has situated itself
as a protector of Boro identity. Often, I had long conversations with the RSS activists
regarding the need for the protection of tribal culture and religion. We would have
these conversations in a room inside the RSS karyalaya (office) with huge portraits of K.
B.Hedgewar,M. S. Golwalkar, andBharatMata (Mother India) on thewalls.ManyBoros,
like Ringkhang and Rupali, have become part of the Sangh Parivar. Like Ringkhang,
people from different walks of life have come together and become the messengers of
Hindu nationalism among the Boros. As the Sangh seeks to perform a paternalist role,
Bathou leaders are constantly navigating their way through the religious nationalism
of the Sangh. In the process of reforming and consolidating Bathou, different actors
from the Bathou reformist movements are negotiating with the Sangh Parivar, some-
times by collaborating and sometimes by asserting their distinctiveness. Olongbar’s
position shows us one side of the story. The other side of the story reveals a range of
negotiations and dilemmas characterizing the complex relationship between Bathou
leaders and those of the Sangh. As I met more leaders belonging to different Bathou
sects and their followers, it was increasingly revealed to me the complexities that are
shaping the Sangh Parivar’s trajectory among the Boros.When Imet Baneswar, a priest
of Bathou Shiva Dharma Sangha,65 he confided in me, saying,

WemaybeHindus but often, they (the SanghParivar) try to convince us to follow
their ways. For instance, sometimes they tell us to worship their gods like Ram
and Durga. They are not our gods. We have been resisting these impositions. We
have distinct ways of practising our religion. After all, there are many forms of
Hinduism. (Baneswar, Kokrajhar, 2021)

During our conversation, Baneswar often paused and thought carefully about his
words, wondering what might or might not be appropriate to say. He further men-
tioned that although there are differences, Bathou needs a strong and powerful
institution like the RSS that can safeguard its interests. The Sangh Parivar is keen
on building new alliances with people like Olongbar and Baneswar through con-
stant negotiations. As Olongbar strived to assert the difference between Bathou and
Hinduism, Baneswar claimed to offer reverence to Bathou which he believed to be a
form of Hinduism, albeit distinct from the Hinduism preached by the Sangh Parivar or

65See footnote 49.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X24000349 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X24000349


Modern Asian Studies 23

Hindutva. However, other Bathou reformists reveal a sense of vulnerability and they
consider themselves to be a small religious sect that needs a powerful organization
like the Sangh Parivar on its side. For instance, in 2017, a Boro family converted from
Bathou worship to Christianity. The All Bathou Mahasabha tried tirelessly to convince
the family to reconvert to Bathou but failed. Reaching an impasse, some leaders of the
All Bathou Mahasabha approached the Sangh Parivar to step in. Although the latter
also failed, this story illustrates the manner in which the Sangh Parivar and the All
Bathou Mahasabha work together amid their inherent disjunction. At the same time,
within such negotiations with the Sangh Parivar, the All Bathou Mahasabha as well
as other Bathou organizations attempt to strive to assert their uniqueness. However,
such assertions by the All Bathou Mahasabha are sidelined by the Sangh Parivar who
argue that being ‘Hindu’ is a way of life that encompasses all forms of religious prac-
tices, including Bathouism. Today, through the persistent efforts of the All Bathou
Mahasabha, the second Tuesday of Magh (a month in the Assamese calendar) is cel-
ebrated as Gwthar Bathou San (Bathou Day). Despite this, by building a narrative of
a Hindu Boro identity, the Sangh Parivar has given new cultural meanings to what it
means to become a Hindu and what defines a Boro religion.

Today, areas of the BTR reveal a place where two forms of nationalist projects are
at play. The last few years have witnessed the growing influence of the All Bathou
Mahasabha, which includes its influence in the heterogeneous religious landscape of
Kokrajhar. It has become a common sight towitness regular events organized by theAll
Bathou Mahasabha, asserting its distinctive role in building a Boro religious identity.
It has also become a common sight to see numerous events and gatherings orga-
nized by the Sangh Parivar in which a Hindu identity among the Boros is asserted. As
much as the negotiations with the Sangh are shaping the contemporary socio-political
landscape of the Boros, it is imperative for the Boros that the traditional religionists
acknowledge the historical trajectory of Boro identity assertion. Such negotiations
have been playing a significant role not only in the formation of Bathou as the tradi-
tional religion of the Boros but also in significantly shaping the relationships between
different religious groups.

Conclusion

Since the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, there have been constant
negotiations and debates around Hinduism and the religious identity of the tribes.
Experiences of colonialism and the aspirations of Indian elites paved the way for the
construction of religion as a crucial instrument in identity politics. Hinduism emerged
as an all-encompassing religion that went on to incorporate tribal faiths. Tribal com-
munities, including the Boros, have been actively engaged in debates that produce
contested religious identities. In its endeavour to build a Hindu nation, the Sangh
Parivar has met with a similar nationalist project that is attempting to consolidate
its religious identity. As we conclude the article, we are constantly reminded of who
defines religion and for what purposes. On the one hand, the Sangh Parivar is attempt-
ing to consolidate a Hindu identity that surpasses the divisions of caste, sect, and
diversity in religious practices. On the other hand, Bathou reformists are striving to
assert their distinctiveness from the Sangh. Amid this tussle of nationalist projects,
complexities arise as the gap continues to grow between the meaning of religion to
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the people and that attributed by traditional religionists and Hindu nationalists. In
the contemporary socio-political scenario, religionhas not remained confined to ritual
practices, scriptures, or belief in a supernatural deity. Rather, it is blendedwith identity
assertion, nationalism, and power. By illustrating the Boro case, I have attempted to
show the debates in the process of Hinduism-in-the-making. These negotiations con-
tinue today between Bathou leaders and the Sangh Parivar. Within the complexities of
building a unified religious identity of the Boros as Bathouism, the Sangh has situated
itself in the complex religious, social, and political landscape of the region, acting as
a ‘saviour’ of the Boros. It continues to pursue an anxious nationalist project towards
homogenization and tends to collide with similar nationalist projects emerging from
the margins of its own imagined ‘Hindu’ community.66 It has, therein, continued to
pursue newmeanings of Hinduism and, simultaneously, of the Boro religion by assert-
ing what defines Hinduism and what the religion of the Boros truly is. Thesemeanings
have significant repercussions for the assertions of the tribal groups of the Northeast.
The case of the Boros is one of the many ways in which the Sangh engages with the
tribal communities of the Northeast. Studies engaging with contemporary assertions
of tribal religions must be explored against the backdrop of such ongoing negotia-
tions that shape the dynamic relationship between the Sangh Parivar and the tribal
communities.
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