
 

 

Chapter – 4 

 

 

Community as a Culture Group 

 

 

 

 Linguistic Features 

 

 Eating Behaviour 

 

 Material Outfit 

 

 Religious Traditions and Changes: Festivals, Life Cycle Rites-

Rituals, Everyday Beliefs-Practices and Monastic Life 

 

 

 

 

 

 



86 
 

Chapter – 4 

Community as a Culture Group 

 

A community as a culture group is a union of persons who have a common material and social 

heritage, common beliefs, habits, activities and interests and who live in the same social 

environment, whether urban or rural, foreign or native, civilized or primitive. In a more general 

sense, any community which maintains social cohesion and expresses and attains common 

interests in its own unique manner is a culture group. Everyculture group has its history, origin, 

development, migrations, conflicts and adjustments. There was a time when the group did not 

exist, or at least not in the particular habitat in which it is living at present. The accounts of its 

origin may have been lost in the long development of the social forces which unify as well as 

isolate groups and institutions. (Young & Schmid 1994) 

In this context it is important to know about various life activities as mentioned below and 

which will be discussed in this chapter. 

4.1 Linguistic Features 

Linguistic identity of a community including its distinctiveness and social exchange focuses on 

the basic cultural and social life of that group. The language of religious scriptures, hymns and 

couplets on the one hand and the communicative language of everyday life on the other reflect 

their origin, socialization and transformation. 

4.2 Eating Behaviour 

Food culture including eating behaviour, choices, norms and practices shows assimilation, 

gender socialization and boundary maintenance as well. Eating behavior of monks and lay 

persons demands a comparative analysis as a whole.  

4.3 Material Outfit 

Each group has some unique artifacts and principles of utilizing them. Material outfit most of 

the times acts as a symbol or cultural trait. It is important to study the social meaning of dress 

pattern. 
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4.4 Religious Traditions and Changes 

There are some unique ceremonials and rituals practiced among all the groups. These have 

some different effects upon the older and younger generation. All members of a group do not 

participate in these ceremonials and rituals in the same manner. Causes and effects of 

participation and exclusion are also very different from one to another. Festivals, everyday 

rites-rituals, beliefs- practices and monastic life are some important keys to reveal the identity 

of a group. 

4.1 Linguistic Features: Distinctiveness and Exchange  

Language is the most powerful and versatile medium of communication. According to John 

J. Gumpertz, verbal interaction is a social process in which utterances are selected in 

accordance with socially recognized norms and expectations. It follows that linguistic 

phenomena are analysable both within the context of language itself and within the 

broader context of social behaviour. Most groups of any permanence may be treated as 

speech communities, provided they show linguistic peculiarities that warrant special study. 

The verbal behaviour of such group always constitutes a system. (Gumpertz 2001) 

In this part, to find out the linguistic peculiarities of Bengali Buddhist Community of North 

Bengal is the main objective of study. When language expresses itself as a medium of 

communication in the society and bearer of literature and culture, it takes on several 

forms. All these languages have cultural and natural side to it. It has been observed that a 

linguistic structure has taken shape in the Bengali Buddhist society of Siliguri and other 

parts of North Bengal with two modes. 

Community’s mode of religious communication: This language is a symbol of purity- it is 

the language of chanting shloka (verse), mantra (hymn) and reading the scripture. It is not 

a language that is used for everyday communication and is not within the grasp of the 

general masses. The refined version of it can be termed as the language for the Tripitaka or 

Pali.  
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Communicative language of everyday life: The mix of Arakanese words in the spoken 

language is undoubtedly a characteristic trait of the Bengali Baruas. From an 

anthropological point of view it can be said that the Chittagong dialect was used by their 

ancestors prior to migrating to urban areas. This along with signs and symbols make up the 

language of the village. A prolonged history of migration is associated with the Baruas of 

North Bengal and though there are many debates regarding the history of their ancestors, 

most scholars contended with the fact that Magh Baruas had arrived from Magadh. 

Therefore, on a primary level, it is natural that their language would be half Magadhi or a 

form of it. Later on, the language mingled with others and formed the present day 

Chittagong dialect. 

Therefore, it can be seen that the language of Magh Baruas is a broad subject and needs to 

be discussed chronologically. We will continue this discussion in two sections: 

4.1.1 Barua Community’s Mode of Religious Communication 

 The language of religious scripture 

The primary scripture of Buddhists or Magh Baruas, the Tripitaka, was written in the Pali 

language. In the context of the language used in his religious prescription, Shri Haraprasad 

Shastri (Shastri 1923) opines that Lord Buddha was born in Nepal and he became 

enlightened in Bodh Gaya and he passed away in Kushinagar (Kushi Nara). His sermons 

contain eight Bihari languages, along with several others spoken in Mithila and Ayodhya. It 

exists now and was used even in the time of antiquity. 

The central states may have been the birthplace of the Pali language but the influence of 

other languages and dialects over time led to the formation of Pali as it is known now 

(Jana1985). Scholars have expressed several opinions regarding the meaning of the word 

Pali. According to T.W. Rhys Davids, it was a dialect of Kosala. According to many, it is said 

to have been derived from palli bhasha (local language) while others feel it has been 

derived from Patli (language of Pataliputra /Patna, Capital of Magadha). However, in 

present times, several differences have been highlighted between Magadhi (language of 
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Magadh) and Pali. Thus, following the dictionary of Buddhism we may come to the 

conclusion that ‘Pali’ is the language of canonical texts of Buddhism (Thervada) which was 

preserved in Ceylon (Sri Lanka) originally and now in Burma, Thailand, Laos and Cambodia 

also.  

The Buddhist monks recite their scriptures in the Pali language. For householder Buddhists, 

some Bengali books have been made available for the Buddhist chants. As examples, the 

‘Bodhi Bandana’ (2005) published by the Bengal Buddhist Association can be cited. Apart 

from this, there are also ‘Bouddha Montrabali’ (2011), curated by Barun Bikash Barua and 

published by Parulbala Barua for free to distribute among all and ‘Upasana Bratakatha’ 

(2009) curated by Dr. Arunjyoti Vante. In these booklets, the Pali chants are converted and 

printed in the Bengali language. 

 Buddhist Hymns and Couplets 

This study demands special attention as our discussed group, the Magh Baruas of North 

Bengal, is a Bengali community following Theravada Buddhism. In several instances of their 

everyday life it has been observed that their Bengali identity has superseded their identity 

as Theravada Buddhists. One such instance is Buddhist Hymns. 

Earlier, we have seen while discussing the language of their religious practice that the 

script used to write the Tripitaka (Buddhist scripture) was Pali and their reading and 

chanting was limited to Buddhist monks. For various social occasions and festivals of the 

Buddhist monastic order, the chanting of these scripts is a necessary duty. But many 

common followers have adopted Bengali as the language for these Buddhist hymns and 

sermons (Sibali Brata).  

In Siliguri, two individuals named Debu Barua and Raju Barua have been found who 

compose, collect and distribute Buddhist hymns (Kirtan). Both their families have migrated 

from Chittagong and they have familial ties at present. 

Shri Debu Barua was born in Chittagong and is around 60 years old. He migrated to Kolkata 

at the age of 11 with his father. His father was employed as a cook for a British officer and 
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his older brother was in the army. He had studied till the third standard in Chittagong and 

could not study any further because of family and financial issues. Even though he was 

interested in music from an early age, he was unable to enrol for formal training due to 

financial crunches. However, he had heard his father and uncle sing Buddhist hymns with 

the khol and kartal as accompaniment. Sometimes, he would join them too. After coming 

to Siliguri, he saw that there were no similar arrangements. Feeling the absence of such 

familiar chores, he formed the group ‘Shakya Singh Bouddho Kirtan’. However, apart from 

him none of his group members are Buddhists. 

As there are no books available on Buddhist songs, he has collected a few hymns or kirtans 

from Chittagong and has written some himself. By profession he is a car mechanic. 

However, he wants to continue with this streak of Buddhist songs simultaneously with the 

encouragement and contributions of a few individuals of the local Barua community. 

The subject of his hymns or kirtans is the birth and life of Siddhartha and his subsequent 

attainment of enlightenment, the magnificent tale of the supreme labhi Sibli Mahasthabir 

and the life of the philanthropic Raja Bishwantar. The language he uses for his songs is 

simple and undecorated. His songs are often sung on Buddha Purnima, Madhu Purnima, 

and other ceremonies being conducted at the temple like inauguration of a new temple or 

placing of a new idol, housewarming and funerals and memorial services. The tunes of 

these hymns resemble those of popular Hindu hymns and chants. However, the words Hari 

Bol (uttering the name of Lord Krishna} are replaced by Buddha Bol (Uttering the name of 

Lord Buddha).Prior to singing the hymns, the Trisharan(remembering Buddha, Dhamma 

and Sangha for three times) prayer in Pali is sung. The hymns that he has composed himself 

preach of the greatness of the Buddha mainly, in the tunes of the hymns dedicated to 

Krishna. Apart from them, a few hymns have been collected from Chittagong, which are 

mainly enjoyed by the elderly. His collection also includes a few social songs in the 

Chittagong dialect which impart life lessons in a light-hearted manner.                 
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Debu Barua has translated a few of his songs to Nepali and he also sings at the local 

Mahayana temples. These songs are mainly prayers to the Buddha, tolerance towards 

other communities, love and affection and mercy is preached in these songs. 

Raju Barua or Khokan was born in 1969 in the state of Assam. He completed his Higher 

Secondary from Bongaigaon (Assam). His father, Bidhu Bhushan Barua, had arrived in 

Assam in 1943 for his job in the Indian Railways. Since the end of his work life in 1993, they 

have been living in Siliguri. By profession, Mr. Raju is a wholesaler of medicines and he 

simultaneously holds the position of general secretary in the Buddhist temple of 

Haiderpara. 

While growing up in Assam, he was exposed to the chants and hymns from Padmapuran 

and Mansha r Geet, which led to an increase in his affinity towards traditional Hindu tune. 

Thereafter, he concentrated on collecting, composing and singing Buddhist songs and 

hymns. The language used in his songs is sweet and he is known to use shadhu bhasha 

(classical form of Bengali). Shri Raju Barua’s collection is essentially divided into two- songs 

about the Buddha’s life in the style of Kirtan (Hindu chants and hymns) and songs about 

the essence of life in the style of baul (Bengali folk music), the teachings of the Buddha and 

the necessity of the Panchashila and Ashtashila etc. 

He acknowledges that in the present days, listeners are more interested in modern baul 

music and folk songs compared to hymns about life. Even though the Buddha’s teachings 

or greatness are not directly preached through them, philosophy of an elevated level is 

there which is comparable with Buddhist philosophy. The core philosophy of these songs is 

to propagate the idea that one has to go beyond the realms of worldly affairs and find the 

path to salvation.  

When these songs are sung, instruments such as harmonium, flute, dotara, khol and kartal 

are used as accompaniments. None of the instrumentalists or those keeping beats belongs 

to the Barua community. The artistes wear a white Punjabi Kurta or an orange dhoti when 

they perform. The singer wears white. Depending on the duration of the programme and 

its timing, a nominal fee is charged as commutation and for meeting other expenses. 
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Usually it amounts to Rupees Three or Four Thousand. Another subject that Mr Raju’s 

music deals with is the social life described in the Chittagong dialect. For these kinds of 

song, he relies solely on the records and cassettes collected from Chittagong, he performs 

these songs after making a few changes here and there. Most of them are sung in the 

tunes of the Kirtan and Baul, the use of Mahalaya and Rabindra Sangeet tunes has been 

observed in some places. 

Some observable Features of Buddhists Songs available in Siliguri 

 Modern Buddhist songs and kirtans (hymns) have a mention of Hindu deities 

(Brahma, Vishnu, Indra etc.) They acknowledge the greatness of the Buddha, which 

highlights the importance of acceptance of Brahminism. 

 These songs are written in simple language however, there is a message of love for 

humans and good will for the world.    

 Present day Bengali Buddhist songs talk of the society and the ardor of the human 

mind. 

In the present day context, the Buddhist songs and hymns (kirtans) have adapted to newer 

forms, just like the followers of Buddhism, through intermingling. Hindu kirtans (hymns), 

tunes of Rabindra Sangeet, the chants of Mahalaya, the memories of Mansa sangeet, the 

connection with the Mahayana temples and monetary needs have influenced the 

composition of Buddhist songs and singers. 

The present day exchange and mingling have led to the image of Buddhist songs being that: 

The songs begin with a prayer in the Pali language. The prayer is dedicated to the parents, 

the Trisharan, the Buddha and the monks etc. 

The subjects of these songs: 

 The life of the Buddha (in the tunes of Kirtans) 

 The message of the Buddha, the impermanence of life and the path to salvation 

(enlightenment) etc. (in the tunes of Baul music) 
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 Satirical songs with a message for society in the Chittagong dialect (in popular 

tunes) 

 Core ceremonies- Birth, Death, initiation (diksha), house warming, Buddha Purnima, 

founding of a temple etc. 

 Exchanges with other communities- These singers perform at Mahayana temples 

and in the Nepali language as well. 

Depending on the demand, they have no issues with participating in Hindu kirtans. None 

of the instrumentalists backing them are followers of Buddhism. 

Therefore, the existence of Buddhist songs in North Bengal is undoubtedly endangered. 

The handful of singers and lack of practice has made these songs a dying trend, 

nevertheless, the difficulty in understanding the chants has made these songs an easier 

way of worship for the homebound Buddhist.        

4.1.2 The Communicative Language of Everyday Life 

The Baruas living in North Bengal have naturally adopted Bengali as their language and 

their primary spoken and written language is Bengali. They introduce themselves as Bengali 

Buddhists as well. However, in this context, there are a few specifics that demand to be 

discussed. 

Firstly, because the Buddhist Baruas of North Bengal are migrants from Chittagong, most of 

them speak the dialect of Chittagong and almost everyone understands it. The language of 

Chittagong is a variant of the Bengali spoken dialect and there is no separate script for it. 

Even though the pronunciations differ from regular Bengali and has an addition of different 

words, this language has taken shape that is much different from pure Bengali.  

In an essay Barua (2010) elaborates that the Maghs may have adopted the hybrid language 

of Chittagong instead of Pali language, after migrating from Magadh to Chittagong and 

mingling with other races. He has elaborated that a lack of native Pali speaking teachers led 

him to learn the pronunciations of the word Buttha (Buddha), Thamma (Dharma) and 

Sankha (Sangha) from Rakhine or Arakanese scholars. The womenfolk among the Maghs 
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still make use of a few Pali words. The Maghs have married Burmese women which is why 

Magh women have learnt a few Burmese words at congregations of Burmese womenfolk.   

Therefore, from the above mentioned statement, we can conclude that the language of the 

Magh Barua race is intimately associated with Pali, Arakanese and Burmese languages. 

Even though linguists such as Shri Suniti Kumar Chatterjee (Chatterjee 1926) and Shri 

Haraprasad Shastri (Shastri 1923) opine that Pali is not a spoken language. According to 

them, this language was mostly used in scripts and books. In this context, Shri Umesh 

Chandra Mutsuddi (Mutsuddi 2010) says that Magadhi Prakrit (local language of Magadh) 

was the spoken language in Chittagong. During the reign of Muslim rulers, the influx of 

Hindu and Muslim workers and embedded linguistic variations brought Bengali, Farsi, Urdu 

and Arakanese languages which led to the confluence and genesis of the Chittagong 

language. This is also a cardinal part of the cultural lives of the Baruas living in North 

Bengal.  

It is necessary to take note of the fact that religion plays an important role in the history of 

language. In several cases, it has been observed that the exchanges of two communities 

belonging to the same religion but of different linguistic identity have led to the usage of 

several words. These differences can be observed in the Bengali spoken by Hindus and that 

spoken by Muslims. An independent flow has developed in Muslim or Islamic Bengali by 

the inclusion of a few Hindi and/or Urdu words. Similarly, the rudiments of Buddhist 

Bengali in North Bengal were shaped by the inclusion of a few Arakanese words.  

Below is a list of Arakanese words along with their meanings that are still used in this 

region: 
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Arakanese Words  General Meaning Arakanese Words General Meaning 

Keyang Residence of Monks 
(Vihar) 

Phungi Monk 

Fang Invitation Choyaing Rice (Pindadan) 

Phara Buddha Tara Dharma 

Chanka Monastic Order Thaga Householder 
Worshipper 

Karenga Caregiver Rachi Female Monk 

Chauli Householder Priest Chhadang The starting and 
ending day of the 
trimonthly monsoon 
chants 

Pharadang Altar Chhabaik Begging Bowl 

Chnai Robe (Chivara) Nang Namaskar (a form of 
greeting) 

Ekajik Outer Robe 
(Uttarasanga) 

Doyajik Sanghati 

Taya A collection of 
monsoon months 

  

Pharik Reading the 
Scriptures 

Bhang Big Bell 

Lothak Householder who 
has renounced 
ascetic life  

  

Mathechara Senior Monk 
(Mahasthabir) 

  

 

Source: Primary Source 

 These words are intermingled in the language spoken by the Bengali Buddhists of North 

Bengal. They are particularly used frequently by the elderly of the community. It is worth 

mentioning that these words bear their religious cultural identity.  
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Apart from this, it has been mentioned earlier that the elderly, the monks who have 

migrated from Chittagong in the recent past and other individuals feel comfortable in 

speaking the local Chittagong dialect among them. They consider this to be their native 

language. However, those belonging to the present generation, who were born here, are 

used to the Bengali spoken in West Bengal. Nonetheless, they are not unfamiliar with the 

aforementioned language and words. 

Gumperz (Gumperz 2001) has rightly said that, wherever two or more speech communities 

maintain prolonged contact within a broad field of communication, there are cross 

currents of diffusion. The result is the formation of a group which co-exists in social space 

or dialects distinct neighbouring languages or special parlances. Persistent borrowing over 

long periods creates within such group similarities in linguistic structure which tend to 

observe pre-existing genetic distinctions. For example, on the one hand, Barua Buddhists of 

North Bengal are still using some Arakani and few Pali words in their regular 

communication as well as ‘Chittagong Dialect’ which is very much a part of their culture 

though on the other hand this distinctiveness is losing its depth in the course of time at this 

new place.  

4.2  Eating Behaviour 

Despite the incorporation of clothing and shelter within the folds of basic needs since the 

birth of civilization, we need to intake food for survival. The concerns of food go beyond 

production, distribution and consumption. This is an integral part of our cultural and 

societal life. The culture of food develops through food habits and a combination of various 

kinds of likes and dislikes which are mostly dependent on the environment of the area, 

crop availability, awareness, religious and societal bindings, tradition and above all, 

financial stability. 

Apart from keeping the body functional and nourished, food plays an important role in 

establishing and determining family order. This issue is associated with our history as well 

as present day foundation. Especially for migrant communities, it has been observed that 

when they migrate from their birthplace or homeland then some special or favourite food 
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is associated with a lot of memories. When living elsewhere, these kinds of dishes 

apparently serve as comfort food for them. They derive a different kind of satiation and joy 

from them.  

Therefore, it can be surmised that the discussion of food for any community would be to 

understand its cultural identity. What we eat, who or who all present them, who all eat 

together and the order of taking meals serve as mirrors of a society.  

The society of Buddhist Baruas is essentially divided into two - Buddhist monks living in 

monasteries and the Barua family persons. Therefore, it is quite natural to observe two 

kinds of food practice in the Barua community. Usually, restrictions regarding food are not 

stringent among Buddhists.  

Following Majhjhim or middle path, Lord Buddha advised his followers to eat without gusto 

or scrumptiousness. He did not prohibit the consumption of meat, however, he was against 

violence, but acknowledged the plinths of reality. Consumption of meat was not prohibited 

for householders, let alone monks. However, certain meats such as humans, elephants, 

horses, dogs, snakes, lions, tigers, bears and hyenas were prohibited. Undoubtedly, the 

Buddha's teachings were close to reality and logical. In this case, his three main viewpoints 

were: 

 The boundary between violence and non-violence 

 Addiction or abstinence from any particular food and importance of easy availability 

within the area 

 Inclusion of people belonging to the lower strata 

Against the backdrop of North Bengal, we shall discuss these abovementioned views. 

 

4.2.1 Food Habits of Buddhist Monks Living in Monasteries 

In effect, the only way a monk can gather food for himself is through begging. The begged 

food may be cooked or of the type that needs no preparation before consumption. 
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However, when out begging the monks have to be conscious about their attire and 

conduct. 

Generally, they are not supposed to look inside and should accept the alms with 

contention. In order to avoid acquiring a taste for certain food stuffs, the monks are 

expected to have all the begged food together so that they cannot differentiate the taste 

of any particular item. 

It is deemed for monks to have their lunch prior to noon. Post lunch, they are not 

permitted to have solid food although liquids and fruits are allowed. 

The food items consumed by monks can be divided into four parts: 

 All those kinds of food and drink which a Bhikshu (monk) may take before noon. 

 Types of fruits the juice of which a Bhikshu may take in the afternoon. 

 Medicinal food like honey, ghee, butter, oil and molasses. 

 Spices (herbs) like ginger, turmeric, chilli etc. 

When the monastic order started developing, collection and storage of food was 

prohibited. However, when the orders began swelling in numbers and size, gathering 

suitable food for monks became challenging. For this reason, the Buddhist Chaityas altered 

the rules and made provisions for storing food. These storehouses came to be known as 

Kappiyabhumi. 

The Buddhist Bhikshushowever have no strong notion about purity and impurity of food. 

Pure food is that which is earned by noble means and which protects and nourishes the 

body. The Bhikshusdo not refuse food from outcastes or untouchables. Unlike other 

ascetics they have no bar about accepting and eating meat, fish etc. but they are expected 

to maintain certain code of conduct in this matter. They said they are allowed to eat animal 

food with the restriction that firstly, the fish or meat is not prepared for them and they 

have no doubt in it (Aparisankita).  Secondly, they have not seen it being killed (Adrista) 

and thirdly, they have not heard to have prepared for them (Asruta). 
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Buddhist monks mainly have to depend on public charity. This charity assumes two forms-

donating food and invitations. The Bangladeshi and North Bengal monks rarely visit homes 

to collect food. At present, the Buddhist monasteries in North Bengal maintain a list of 

Buddhist locals and donors who usually provide a monthly compensation. A representative 

of the order collects this grant and this money is used for fulfilling the needs of monks. 

Generally, Buddhist temples have provisions for cooking. 

However, the arrangement is a little different in Bangladesh. The donors there take it upon 

themselves in turn to cook and supply food to Buddhist temples. If there is an economically 

disadvantaged family in particular, this duty is not passed on to them. However, there is no 

kitchen in these Buddhist temples. The monks usually eat twice in a day, once in the 

morning and lunch before twelve noon. 

In case of giving and accepting invitations, usually two kinds of arrangements are observed. 

Firstly, any one monk can be invited to a family. Secondly, any family event, such as 

weddings, rice-eating ceremony, funerals, housewarming etc. requires extending 

invitations to at least five monks. This is known as Sanghadan. Any individual, if s/he 

wishes can perform Sanghadanat any Buddhist temple. Apart from this, Buddhists donate 

food along with the Chivara (Robe) on Kathin Chivara Daan (festival of Theravada 

Buddhists) and on Buddha Jayanti (Birth day of Lord Buddha).  

Prior to eating, the Buddhists follow a strict regime of prayer. Through this prayer, they 

take an oath that translates as: 

‘I am consciously taking these alms: this is not for the purposes of sport, sensual excess, 

personal charm or adornment: this is just to protect my body, to satisfy a want of nature, 

to save my celibacy. Thus, I appease my past feeling of appetite and do not allow 

appearance of new feelings of appetite. And my movement will be free and I shall feel at 

ease.’ (Chaudhuri 1982) 
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4.2.2 Food Habits of Buddhist Householders 

The influence of Chittagong on the food habits of Barua Buddhists in North Bengal is 

primarily noticeable. Their list of favourite foods invariably includes shnutki machhor dry 

fish, sea fish and spicy food prepared with lots of oil and chilli. From the different kinds of 

shnutki an indication of their origin can be identified. For instance, according to multiple 

respondents the Siddala and Hangor shnutki (dried sea fish) is liked mainly by Baruas who 

are closely connected to the tribal Arakanese community. 

Their staples include rice and fish mostly. Pork is a favourite food item of Bengali Buddhists. 

They usually prefer non-vegetarian food. The consumption of beef is not common mainly 

because of its unavailability in North Bengal and the dominant Hindu population. However, 

there is no such restriction observed in Bangladesh. 

Householder Buddhists usually serve the first portion of their preparations to the Buddha 

in accordance with their religious customs. Only then do they have their lunch and this 

meal is attempted to be served before noon. Usually vegetarian delicacies are dedicated to 

the Buddha, with the exception of the occasional fish preparation. However, they do not 

prefer serving meat preparations even though there is no decree against meat-eating in 

Buddhism. 

In general it can be said that between Hindus and Buddhists, there is less consciousness 

among the later regarding purity and pollution. Even if present, it is hardly noticeable. 

Widows and monks sparingly consume non-vegetarian food and do not follow any separate 

customs. The food offered to the Buddha is also prepared in the same kitchen as that of 

householders. Some followers offer the preparations in separate utensils. During 

celebrations at Buddhist temples, the afternoon meals are eaten within the premises by 

those carrying them from home. The practice of fasting while worshipping is not a common 

phenomenon among Buddhist householders. In essence, Buddhist monks observe fasts as a 

method of purification. Below mentioned is a list of special food items liked by the Barua 

Buddhists of North Bengal. 
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 Shutki 

 Lachho 

 Pachan 

 Fried Aat Karai 

 Khoi-er Moa 

 Naru 

 Pithey 

 Bashkurul 

These different delicacies are prepared on the occasions of Chaitra Sankranti, Buddha 

Purnima and Bengali New Year. A specialty of North Bengal Buddhist families is Madhu 

Bhaat. Apart from this, as Lord Buddha attained enlightenment after consuming Payesh 

(Sweet dish prepared with rice and milk) offered to him by Sujata (great devotee of Lord 

Buddha), it is given a special place in Buddhist celebrations.  

Family members are usually reliant on home cooked food and women are its complete 

providers. For a few economically well-off families, domestic help is employed especially if 

there are working women in the family. However, the ritual observed by new brides of 

serving her in-laws with ghee and rice seen among Hindus is found among Bengal's 

Buddhist families as well. There is little digression observed in it.The responsibility of 

everyday cooking is entrusted with the womenfolk of the Barua households and they are 

the prime decision makers. Where there are multiple women belonging to different 

generations, the division of labour is according to relation, income and age. Therefore, it 

can be said that a hierarchy exists for kitchen chores and responsibility. 

Facts that have risen from case studies allow us to determine the position of women in 

food culture. The shadow of patriarchy is observed among the Baruas in their practices 

relating to food. For instance, in the absence of male members, the others become 

unimportant. This belief is not limited to only one family. 
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 Urban families with high levels of education and income usually do not discriminate 

against women regarding food. However, when it comes to dishes and taste, the male 

child's wishes are prioritized. 

 Women have a tendency to be held as caregivers where it is unnatural to be not self-

sacrificing. Most of the stale and leftover food is meant for the women of the family. 

Thus, from the above discussion we may reach at the conclusion that in the area of food 

and food culture (food choice, recipes, eating behaviour, norms and practices related to 

food and all) influence of region is stronger than religion. It is said that language and food 

are more open to syncretism and that is why 'fusion food' is a common practice across the 

world. At the same time, Buddhists of different regions or different ethnic groups practice 

their own food culture. In North Bengal in comparison to their Hindu neighbours, one can 

notice very few distinguishable features in their everyday food habit but the use of 

Arakani terms like Fang (invitation), Choyang (Rice) clearly indicate/reveal the connection 

between them. As Chittagong became a part of Bengal, the Baruas adopted gradually 

more and more Bengali food habits and this process is still continuing. 

4.3  Material Outfit 

A variety of social and emotional needs and features are related with clothing behaviour of 

a person apart from the general significance of clothing which is related with his physical or 

utilitarian needs such as need for protection. 

The choice of clothing is primarily governed by the society and the culture in which one 

lives. Sometimes, the influence of society is formal like uniforms and sometimes informal 

like customs and the fashion. It varies from community to community not only in their 

social context but in terms of their religious significance as well. As culture is never static or 

uniform, each age, each generation, each year brings some modifications of custom and 

accompanying clothing habits. Again, culture is constantly being modified by development 

in the technical, political, social and economic spheres of societies and such changes are 

reflected visibly in the clothing of the people. Factors that influence the diversity of 
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costume design include the effect of the natural environment, the supply of raw materials, 

the technical skills of the people, image construction and religious values as well as the 

aesthetic and political ideals of the different parts of the world and in different periods in 

history. Traditional clothing in India greatly varies across different parts of the country and 

is influenced by local culture, geographic climate and rural urban settings. It is much 

heterogeneous in character but modern clothing pattern is comparatively homogeneous in 

nature. 

Continuing with this reference, it can be said that the present generation of Magh Barua 

Buddhists living in North Bengal, who have descended from a line of migrants and change, 

are not significantly different from any other ordinary Bengali family in terms of their 

attires and apparel. Usually men feel comfortable in shirts and trousers while women do so 

in saree (traditional Indian dress for women). Young girls are seen wearing churidar 

(traditional Indian dress for women) and jeans. They adhere to a general yardstick of 

presentation when it comes to everyday clothing and accessories. The elderly sometimes 

opt for dhotis, pyjamas and phatua (traditional Bengali dress for men) etc.  

The differences between living as a minority in a Muslim-dominated area and a Hindu-

dominated one are observable through the act of upholding certain traditions. In this 

regard, their views are flexible. 

The married Barua Buddhist women of Chittagong are not seen wearing sankha, pola or 

sindur (symbols of married women), but in North Bengal they do so. This is a significant 

observation to be noted in this context as one of their inherent differences. After a point in 

time, only a handful of women living in Siliguri at present had stopped wearing sankha and 

sindur. In general, it is observed that married women consider these symbols as cultural 

practices rather than religious ones. They treat them basically as accessories. 

Our attires and ornaments are intimately linked to our ceremonies. Normally, the Baruas 

wear new clothing on Buddha Purnima and also don something new for Poila Boisakh. 

Apart from those, the present generation also stocks up new clothes for participating in the 
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festivities of Durga Puja and Kali Puja (Annual Hindu religious festival, greatly observed in 

Bengal). 

For most communities, the colour of a garment is symbolic of something in particular. The 

Baruas or Bengali Buddhists of North Bengal consider red to be an auspicious colour, 

symbolic of wealth and happiness while white is considered a sign of purity. Clothes in 

different shades of saffron, yellow and orange are worn by those who have renounced 

family life. 

This is why their attire for wedding ceremonies is identical to that of Bengali Hindus. The 

bride drapes a red Banarasi saree (traditional bridal dress for Bengali women) while the 

groom white silk clothing for performing the wedding rituals. Earlier, a shaira or sehra (a 

veil for men) made of Styrofoam or flowers, was worn by Barua grooms in lieu of the topor 

(a conical headgear traditionally worn by grooms in Bengali Hindu wedding ceremony). 

However, that practice is not prevalent in present times.  

The customs of clothing and food followed by Buddhist widows are less stringent than 

those followed by Hindus. In other words, changed customs of Hindu families settled in 

urban areas, brought on by the spread of modernity through urbanization, can be observed 

in Bengali Buddhist families living in North Bengal. Therefore, in this context, age is a 

significant factor. Elderly widows usually wear clothes of lighter colour and do not wear 

ornaments. The sarees they drape do not have thick borders. Even though there is no such 

compulsion for young widows, they tend to avoid the colour red. 

The primary feature of clothing in Buddhism is its simplicity. The only distinctive dress used 

is that of the ‘Bhikshu’ or Monk which in India and Ceylon and South East Asia is a saffron 

coloured cotton robe. This is usually presented to him by relatives or friends at his 

ordination and renewed by layman at annual ceremony when robes are presented to the 

Sangha. The materials for these robes are supposed to be spun and woven in the course of 

one night by lay women of local village or township. The ceremony is a great religious 

occasion (Kathin Chivar Daan). 
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The differences between the two groups of the Barua community- the householders and 

Bhante or monks who have forsaken family life can be noted quite easily through their 

specific garbs. The clothes worn by them are known as Chivara or Kasaya (Pali Kasava). The 

chivara is fashioned from left over cloth which is then dyed. This is why it has a lot of stitch 

within its folds. The Buddhist monks of India and Bangladesh usually wear the chivara 

imported from Sri Lanka, Thailand and Burma etc. The colour of the chivara differs across 

areas. Usually the Burmese chivara is maroon, Thai bright yellow while the Sri Lankan one 

is deep yellow. The chivara is worn in a particular fashion and has three parts to it. 

The three main pieces of cloth are the Antarvasa, the Uttarasanga and the Samghati. 

Antarvasa- The Antarvasa is the inner robe covering the lower body. It is the 

undergarment that flows underneath the other layers of clothing and almost entirely 

covers the torso. The bottom of the Antarvasa usually protrudes and appears in the rough 

shape of a triangle. 

Uttarasanga- This robe covers the upper body. It comes over the undergarment or 

Antarvasa. In representation of the Buddha, the Uttarasanga rarely appears as the 

uppermost garment, since it is often covered by the outer robe Samghati. 

Samghati- The Samghati is an outer robe used for various occasions. It comes over the 

upper robe (Uttarasanga) and the undergarment (Antarvasa). In representation of Buddha, 

the Samghati is usually the most visible garment with the undergarment or Uttarasanga 

protruding at the bottom. It is a long piece of cloth about 8ft by 10ft, folded into 12 folds 

and worn over left shoulder. This is worn at religious ceremonies and by fully ordained 

monks not novices. Other items that may have been worn are: 

 A waist cloth, the Kushdaka 

 A buckled bell, the Samakakshika 

                                                                                                                                    (Trevor 1981) 
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In present times, under the uttarasnga, a garment stitched from a single cloth is worn to 

carry on them articles of daily use such as cell phone and money. The chivara indicates the 

level of seniority in the monastic order and who all are entitled, for instance, the young 

monks usually wear light coloured chivara (from Thailand and Sri Lanka) while fully 

ordained monks (Mahasthabira or Mahathero) usually wear dark coloured chivara 

(brought from Myanmar). Householders wear white clothes while observing the Ashtashila, 

meditating or to funerals.  

4.4 Religious Traditions and Changes: Festivals, Life Cycle Rites-Rituals, Everyday 

Beliefs- Practices and Monastic Life 

 

4.4.1 Major Festivals of Communitarian Life 

It is normally observed that much like the Hindu community most of the celebratory festivals of 

the Barua Buddhist community have a religious connotation. The so-called secular festival such 

as ‘New Year’ also entails a special religious ritual because religion has an important role to play 

in our everyday life as it is supposed to protect our purity and give us fulfillment. However, in 

case of a migrant minority community, the understanding among one another, the influence of 

neighbours, intermingling with a larger cultural force has led to the creation of a hybrid culture 

which is a collection of different characteristics and changes according to circumstances.  

In this context, we may discuss the observable social and religious occasions and their 

characteristics performed by the Bengali Buddhists residing in Siliguri and other parts of North 

Bengal. 

 Chaitra Sankranti and Bengali New Year 

From the prominent members of the Barua community residing in Siliguri, we come to know 

that the last day of Chaitra month in the Bengali Calendar is celebrated as Chaitra Sankranti. 

Prior to two days of the festival, hay along with a few medicinal herbs is burnt to keep away 

ailments and mishaps and welcome wealth and prosperity among Baruas in Bangladesh. At the 

entrance of every house, a garland is hung along with neem and mango leaves. Besides this, 
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every Buddhist Vihara is cleaned around this time. The idol of Buddha is anointed with milk and 

coconut water. The young wash the feet of the old and seek their blessings while those in the 

same age group play with water. Around this time, different kinds of sweets are prepared at 

home such as pithe, naru and aatkorai. 

However, a concise form of this celebration is observed among the city dwelling Buddhist 

community of North Bengal. The end of Chaitra Sankranti marks the beginning of the Bengali 

New Year. After the day-long cleansing ritual, the Buddhist Baruas celebrate Poila Baisakh 

(beginning of the Bengali New Year) seemingly with pure mind and body. Many take a shower 

in the morning, don new clothes and go to pray at the Buddhist temples and make donation to 

the monks there.  

The community assembles to perform a puja, acceptance of the Shila, and spends the day 

remembering their forefathers. The day is considered an auspicious one for commencing 

anything, apart from it being holy. For instance, hathey khori (introducing a child to education 

and formal system of schooling) and commencement of a business are done on this day. Apart 

from these, prabrajya pradan (ordaining a monk), upasampada pradan (ordaining a monk to a 

beggar/bhikshu or monk of higher order), sanghadan and donating the attha parrikhra (the 

eight items used by monks in their day to day lives is called ashta parishkar. They include three 

chivaras, a begging bowl, thread and needle, a cummerbund, a water strainer and a blade. 

Donating these eight items is referred to as attha Parrikhradan), the first day of the year is 

believed to be auspicious for performing such activities.  

 Buddha Purnima (Baisakhi Purnima)  

The birth of the Buddha, His Enlightenment and His departure all took place on the full moon of 

the Baisakhi month (1st month of Bengali calendar), which is why this date is known to all as 

Buddha Purnima. Processions, practising rituals devoted to the Buddha, shila, Samadhi and 

Pragya are all observed on this day. The day ends by wishing well for all beings. This celebration 

has been introduced in all the Buddhist temples. Apart from performing various rituals, cultural 

events are organized in the afternoon or evening. A few community service programs such as 

blood donation and distribution of free books are also organized on this day. Even though every 
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year Buddha’s birthday is celebrated in this way, but 2011 being the 2555th birthday of the 

Buddha, the celebrations were on a grand scale across the world and Siliguri was no exception. 

Both the Thervadi and Mahayani Buddhists collaborated on a common list of celebrations, 

which was undoubtedly of much significance 

 Ashari Purnima 

Much like Baisakhi Purnima or Buddha Purnima, another significant day is Ashari Purnima. On 

this day, Prince Gautam had renounced worldly life and had accepted prabajya or the life of an 

ascetic. It was also on this day that he had delivered his first sermon to five disciples after 

attaining enlightenment, and had started the first dharmachakra or the cycle of duties. Another 

significance of this day is that, it marks the barshabash for monks, which means that unless 

there is a dire emergency, they do not leave their quarters in the vihars for three months. It has 

come to light that the Buddha had introduced this ritual in order to avoid the menace inflicted 

by snakes and other poisonous insects and from keeping harm caused to harvests by the 

community of monks.  

This time is devoted by monks for gaining wisdom through the shilas and meditation. 

Householder Buddhists usually do not organize celebratory occasions like weddings etc. in this 

period of barshabash Buddhists are advised to lead a pure and virtuous life for these three 

months of monsoon. 

 Bhadra Purnima (Madhu Purnima)  

To Buddhists, the full moon in the month of Bhadra is referred to as Madhu Purnima. It is said 

that when the Buddha was living in the forest by himself, a monkey brought a beehive as a 

present for the Buddha but He refused to accept it as it still contained a few live bee eggs. Later 

on, when the eggs were removed, the Buddha accepted it and drank honey from it contently. 

On this day, a lot of people perform sanghadan (charity to the community of monks) to the 

Buddhist monasteries. Apart from honey, these packages contain medicinal herbs and fruit 

juices and this is considered as an act of glory. In this context, it is worth mentioning that on 

this day, Theravadi Buddhists donate and use different foods with medicinal properties and 
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worship the Mahayani Buddha as Medicinal Buddha, which is similar to the Mahayani way of 

worship. 

 Ashwini Purnima (Prabarana Purnima) 

This day marks the end of the three months isolation period for Buddhist monks. At the end of 

barshabash, the monks perform penance after accepting their mistakes and profess purity. This 

is a day of cleansing oneself through confession of the prabarana. They refer to this day as Bara 

Chadang also. Chadang is a Burmese word that refers to the day of Uposath or cleaning the 

defiled mind to ring in inner joy and peace. Even though Prabarana holds significance for 

ordained monks, householders conceded their mistakes and tried establishing an order of 

peace, love and unity too. However, at present only elderly Buddhists observe this day and 

understand its significance. 

Even though Buddhists are aware of lighting sky lanterns over their houses and Bihars through 

the month on this occasion, they seldom manage to do so due to the limited availability of sky 

lanterns around this period. However, in recent years, sky lanterns are lit by other houses on 

the occasion of Kali Pujawhich is why they have become easily available in the months of 

Ashwin and Kartik and many Buddhists participate in this festival, thereby being in solidarity 

with their neighbours and upkeep their own rituals at the same time. Even though there is no 

clear evidence available on why these sky lanterns are lit and set off, it may be assumed that it 

is connected to illuminating the path to heaven. 

 Donating the Kathin Chivara 

From the end of the ritual of Prabarana to the full moon in the month of kartik, the period is 

known as kathin mash. In this month, the chivara is donated to monks who observed the 

barshabash. Many Buddhist Baruas of north Bengal assemble for this ritual and it often takes 

the shape of their biggest festival. Centering this festival, a spiritual, social and cultural 

awakening takes place and several celebrations are organized for it. This festival was celebrated 

with much aplomb in all the four Bouddha Vihars or Buddhist temples of Siliguri, although at 

present it is observed in three vihars, with one of them being closed. Three different days are 
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fixed upon by the three vihars so that all the monks from these vihars can participate in each 

other’s festivities. Apart from the monks of these vihars, monks from other neighbouring vihars 

and other Buddhists are present in significant numbers. 

The Kathin Chivara Daan is the biggest festival of the Buddhist Baruas of North Bengal. The 

Buddhist temples are decorated beautifully and aesthetically on this occasion and special mats 

are woven for the monks. Special places in front of them are carefully designated for keeping 

the chivaras and other items of donation. Usually Buddhist Baruas donate to the monks 

observing the barshabash every year. A few turn up with items of everyday use while others 

donate a complete set of kathin chivara. Usually the women arrange their donation artistically 

on a platter and bring them to the temple and in some cases it is observed that women hold 

these platters on their head and go around the temple prior to the commencement of the 

ceremony. From the Barua women, we come to know that the barshabash is a time of austerity 

for the monks and to honour them, the householder Buddhists donate them chivaras, which 

are woven overnight with much difficulty that is why they are referred to as kathin chivaras. 

The chivaras received by the monks after the intense barshabash period of cleansing one’s 

mind from the householder Buddhists, woven with much intricacy is considered honourable for 

both the giver and receiver and is counted as an act of glory in the Barua community. However, 

it is redundant to say that nowadays no one weaves a chivara, but buys them. 

The items donated include bananas, coconuts, betel leaves and betel nuts, needles and thread, 

fruits and sweets. At present, these packages include packaged foods like Frooti mango drink, 

potato chips, biscuits, types of snack and cakes etc. The chanting of the trisharana by a senior 

monk marks the commencement of the ritual. Thereafter, the individuals present are gifted the 

panchashila and the Buddha mantra is chanted. A specific mantra is chanted three times 

whenever a chivara is given.  

Arrangements for a vegetarian lunch are made in the Vihars, to be served at the end of the 

event. The monks are served lunch first at 12 noon after which others present are served lunch. 

In some cases, arrangements are made for a Buddhist kirtana or hymns are sung. 
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 The Festival of Kalpataru 

The word Kalpataru means ‘Wish Yielding Tree’. Usually on the day of the Kathin Chivara, a fake 

tree is erected with colourful papers and bamboo within the premises of the Vihars. Treated as 

a symbol of the Kalpataru, devotees tie currency notes or other items of donation to this fake 

tree. Students usually hang pens and paper from this tree to gain knowledge and wisdom. It is 

commonly believed that while tying anything on the Kalpataru tree, whatever the wisher is 

thinking will get fulfilled and there is no dearth of the thing being tied in the life of the wisher. 

At the end of the festival, the items hung on the tree are distributed among the monks. Apart 

from the Burmese tradition, the influence of Hindu beliefs is observed in this festival. 

 Maghi Purnima 

On this day, the Buddha announced his enlightenment at the Chapala Chaitya Vihara (Capala 

Cetiya of Vesali). Three months after this event, he left his mortal body at Kushinagar. This is 

also the day of unending thoughts. The consciousness regarding this day is observed among 

senior members of the community. On this day, they usually assemble within the temple 

premises and pray or partake in virtuous acts. 

 Falguni Purnima-  

One year after gaining enlightenment, the Buddha went back to his homeland of Kapilavastu on 

this day. He met his relatives and close ones. This day is also treated as the day of reunion with 

relatives. The Buddha has said that proximity to relatives has a calming effect. From a social 

point of view it can be said that for a migrant minority community, the presence of relatives can 

be comforting and consoling for them to keep their identity alive. The Falguni Purnima is 

treated as the festival of Holi or Dol by the Hindus. The younger members of the Barua 

community partake in this festival of colours and enjoy with their friends and family.        

 MahaSthabir Conferring Ceremony 

MahaSthabir Conferring Ceremony sometimes is a big event in North Bengal. In the tradition 

of Theravada Buddhism there are several hierarchical steps in monastic order. Depending 
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upon the seniority and sanity of Bhikkhu life this respectful title is given to a monk. For 

example in 2014 conferring ceremony was arranged by Nagrakata Bouddha Bihar for Fara 

Buddhashree Sthabir and many people came from the different parts of North Bengal, 

Kolkata, Bihar, North-East India and Bangladesh to attend the programme. 

4.4.2 Life Cycle Rites and Rituals   

In this part, we will be discussing the social practices and festivals observed by the Barua 

community. There are several rites of passage that a man has to go through in his life and 

each is marked by a significant observance. Being a socially bound creature, man has to pass 

these stages keeping in line with the rituals and customs of his designated community and 

society. These significant events are acknowledged through social celebrations. 

Then, we would see that these festivals and observable customs can be termed to be of two 

types- religious and secular. However, in case of a migrant minority community, the 

understanding among one another, the influence of neighbours, intermingling with a larger 

cultural force has led to the creation of a hybrid culture which is a collection of different 

characteristics and changes according to circumstances. In this context, we can discuss the 

observable social and religious occasions and the characteristics of Bengali Buddhists residing 

in Siliguri and other parts of North Bengal. 

 Practices Followed at Birth or in Formative Life 

The custom of treating a pregnant woman to her favourite delicacies and showering her with 

gifts prior to giving birth has been there in the Barua community for long. In the Pali language, 

the word Dohala is used to mean ‘longing of a pregnant woman’ and it is considered the 

responsibility of the husband and close relatives of fulfilling her wishes. Usually in the fifth 

month of the pregnancy, through a family gathering, the expectant mother is fed a concoction 

of five food elements which are milk, ghee, curd, honey and sugar - called Panchamrita.  

Thereafter, in the ninth month or prior to it (depending on the situation), she is entertained 

with palatable dishes. In both cases, a few traditions are followed by the womenfolk and these 

ceremonies are mostly organized and governed by the women. As invited guests, 
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predominantly women are present. However, through these traditional ceremonies too the 

desire or preference for a son is clearly expressed.     

After the birth of the child, a christening ceremony is celebrated by some families between the 

first and third month. This ceremony is mostly observed if the child is a first-born. To decide 

upon the auspicious day on which the ceremony should be held, an almanac is often used and 

depending on the time of birth of the new born, his/her horoscope is also charted. 

After birth, the rice eating ceremony for a baby boy is held between 6 and 8 months while for a 

baby girl it is between 5 and 7 months. The ceremony is referred to as Bhaat Chowani. 

These ceremonies are usually held on full moon (Purnima) days while being considered 

auspicious in Buddhism. On the other hand, several families refer to a Hindu almanac while 

fixing the date for these auspicious ceremonies. 

The same process is followed for deciding the date for a mundan (shaving the head) ceremony 

and no separate date is fixed for the christening ceremony. Both these rites of passage are 

observed on the same day. On the fixed date, rice pudding is offered to Lord Buddha and after 

that the child is bathed and made to wear new clothes. The first grains of rice are fed to the 

child by his/her maternal uncle or some close relative and thereafter, the child can have rice as 

his/her staple food. In some cases, the ceremony is performed at a Buddhist temple, although it 

is not a popular practice. Usually the ceremony is organized at home. Taking into account 

affordability, relatives and friends are invited. Buddhist monks are also offered meals at these 

ceremonies. Donations are made to the Buddhist fold. An evening event is organized for the 

complete family. 

 The Sacrament of Initiating the Child in Study 

The ceremonies for introducing letters to a child and the piercing of a girl child’s ears were 

earlier celebrated with aplomb in Bangladesh. However, taking into account the busy lives of 

the Baruas living in Siliguri town, these tasks are accomplished according to personal 

convenience, rather than as traditional ceremonies. As an example, it can be cited that the 

initiation into writing is often carried out if there is any special occasion at home or at the 
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hands of the monks at the Buddhist temple. On the whole, it has been observed that the 

practice of using neem (a tree in the mahogany family Meliaceae) stems or thorns from the Bael 

tree (Aegle marmelos, commonly known as bael tree) for piercing the ears of little girls and 

feeding people on the occasion is on the decline. Even though all Barua women wear earrings 

and piercing being a necessity, the task is mostly performed at parlours and there is no 

traditional celebration associated with it. 

 Spiritual Initiation of the Child (Prabajya) 

The Barua community of North Bengal’s Siliguri, pertaining to the religious and social customs 

that are followed through prior to getting married, sees initiation into the faith or Prabajya as 

the most important one. Once a boy turns seven and before his wedding, the Prabajya can be 

accepted at any time. According to this custom, a boy renounces his household life and accepts 

monkhood for at least seven days, at this time, he is allowed to keep on him only eight most 

important items or Attha Parrikhra. These are- the trichivara, begging bowl, needle, thread, a 

strainer and a cummerbund. Apart from them, an umbrella, a pair of slippers and a mattress is 

provided to sleep on. 

On the auspicious day, the boy’s head is shaved off and is given to wear new clothes after bath. 

In the evening, he is escorted to a designatedvihara in the company of his friends and family. If 

the vihara is located close by, then a procession is taken out to reach it. At this time, the chivara 

is neatly tied with the cummerbund and kept in the begging bowl. During the journey to the 

vihara, this begging bowl has to be borne on the head. Usually the boy is accompanied by 

hisrelatives and neighbours. Many of them carry well-arranged items for donation. This 

occasion is treated as an auspicious one and the Barua Buddhists believe it earns them 

blessings by participating in it.  

After reaching the vihara/temple, everyone prays to the Buddha and take the Panchsheel or 

Five Precepts and the Trisharana or Three Refuges in front of the monks present. After that, the 

boy touches the feet of the monks to seek their blessings for the life of a monk. He also prays 

for blessings and farewell from the elderly and relatives present there.  Thereafter, the boy is 

asked a few questions and if he is granted monkhood, he chants the prayer: 
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“Bhante, sabba-dukkha nissarana, nibbana” 

Translated as: Reverend Sir, in order to realize Nibbana, wherein lies the end of all worldly 

sufferings, you please accept these chivaras and make me initiated. 

The boy now hands over the chivara to the monk and through subsequent prayers he asks for 

the chivara back from the monk. With the help of the experienced and senior monks at the 

vihar, he renounces his old clothes and other worldly possessions, to wear the chivara. At this 

time, he has to take an oath from his preceptor,  

“Palisanka Yoniso Civaram Patisevami” – Having judiciously considered, I use these robes. 

Thereafter, the newly ordained monk has to accept the Dwadasha Sheela (12 precepts) and has 

to follow different customs. Towards the latter half of the ceremony, this newly ordained monk 

or novice (called maisang in Bangladesh), accepts the position in front of those present. 

Everyone seeks his blessings and passes on the donations.  

Traditionally, a monk has to beg from door to door to collect food for himself. However, he 

does not have to beg if a follower or a donor invites him for a meal to his home. In this stage, 

the monk has to perform the daily duties of the vihar, pray, meditate, chant Pali mantras and 

learn their correct pronunciations. 

After at least seven days, the novice can decide whether he wants to return to the life of a 

householder or continue to perform his duties as a monk or can become an ordained monk for 

life. However, if he wants to lead his life as a monk, then he needs to seek his parents’ 

permission and approval of his preceptor.  

 Different Ceremonial Parts of Marriage- 

Among the life cycle rites and rituals marriage is no doubt the most significant one. The first 

and foremost part of any marriage is to select the bride and groom. It is generally said that as 

Siddhartha himself married Yosodhara, his cousin, so this type of marriage is allowed in the 

society subject to the rule that cousins are cross cousins. But the present society tries to avoid 
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marriage between the relatives. Inter-religious marriage’ though not encouraged, is not very 

rare.  

Traditionally it was customary among the Baruas that the party of the groom must give daba 

(bride-price) to the bride in the form of ornaments, garments and even cash money and for 

that reason the actual marriage took place in the house of the bride - groom. But now-a-days 

by the influence of Hindu neighbours Buddhist bride - grooms too go to the bride’s house and 

marriage is held there.  

On the day of the Barua marriage ceremony, a good number of social formalities are to be 

observed. Before the actual marriage is held the Vikshus (Vantes) are invited to recite Mangal-

Suttas in order to bless the couple for their happy and prosperous conjugal life. After that, one 

non-professional priest (Mantra-data) performs the actual rites for the ceremony. The 

‘mantra’s he utters are generally in Pali. Actually in comparison to Hindu form of marriage the 

Buddhist marriage system is very simple but it has got many ceremonial parts which occur on 

different days. And to give a satisfactory feast to the neighbours is the vital part in a Barua 

marriage. 

There are two systems of marriage of Barua Buddhists. If the bridegroom goes to the father’s 

house of the bride and the nuptial is performed there, it is called Chalanta Vivah. Again, if the 

bride is brought to the bridegroom’s house and nuptial is performed there, it is called 

Namanta Vivah. In Bangladesh, Namanta Vivah is much more common whereas in India 

Chalanta Vivah is a regular practice. 

Let us discuss about the various ceremonial parts of the Barua Buddhists form of marriage 

which are prevalent in the contemporary society. Actually all these ceremonies could be 

categorized into three groups-      

 

 Ceremonies before marriage 

 Ceremonies on the day of marriage 

 Ceremonies after marriage 
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Ceremonies before Marriage – 

Alankar-Charani – When the final selection of bride and groom has been made the first 

ceremony that is held in thebride’s house is known as alankar-charani that is to engage the 

girl finally by giving her new ornaments and garments from the bride - groom’s side. From 

that day the girl concerned practically becomes betrothed. In the house of the bride - groom 

both the parties finalize the exact date of marriage and also makes a formal agreement on the 

issue as to what they will give in kind to the boy and the girl (in most cases to the girls only) 

concerned. People are invited as witness to this and they are given a sumptuous feast. The 

elders formally bless the girl and give their approval for the marriage. This system is prevalent 

among the Baruas even now but the name of the occasion is commonly referred to as 

Ashwirbad rather than Alankar Charani. Another additional part of this occasion these days is 

exchange of ring and cutting the cake as an engagement celebration. 

Pansalla, Nayari and Haala Song- In traditional Barua society these three customs are very 

much associated with the marriage ceremony. To conduct all the steps of marriage perfectly 

neighbours are invited for discussion. Name of this social meeting is Pansalla where all 

important decisions regarding marriage are taken. After fixing the date of the marriage many 

friends and relatives are supposed to visit the house of the bride and bride - groom, they are 

known as Nayari, who are very helpful in domestic affairs. 

Actually from the day of Alankar Charani or Ashwirbad and onwards in the house of the girl 

and the boy there occurs a regular festival. Among those festivals singing of Haala Song is a 

major one. Generally, the womenfolk sing in a chorus in the days of marriage preparation and 

on the day of actual marriage. These songs are called Haala and contain episodes of some 

happy historical events, such as Kaikeyir haala, Janakir haala, Janak rajar haala, Dharmik 

raajar haala and the like, though its meaning is very difficult to understand but from the 

names of these songs we can easily understand the influence of Hinduism over Buddhism. 

Kaikeyi, Janaki, Janak raja are characters of Hindu epic Ramayana.  
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In North Bengal all these customs are not in practice now, rather some new trends are 

entering within the community. Presently young brides are interested to decorate their hands 

with mehendi paste before marriage.  

Tel Loani-  Actually three days before the marriage another ceremony starts which is called tel 

loani. In both the houses of the boy and the girl this ceremony is held. In that period going to 

the Buddha temple (Vihar) and worshiping the Buddha and taking blessings from the Vikshus 

are some common practices. A sacred thread purified by the Vikshus is fastened to their 

wrists, in order to protect them from the evil eyes of the spirits and ghosts. Then in a 

decorated winnowing-fan (aanak kula) paddy, durba grass, oil lamp, green banana, stone 

pebble, green turmeric, ghila (a seed of mimosa scandens) and a painted water jar which is 

filled with leaves of mango sprouts, bamboo sprouts, mijri sprouts (one kind of tree) are 

placed. All these have a symbolic significance. According to Buddhist beliefs, the green fruits 

are symbol of good health, green turmeric is the symbol of beauty, stone is the symbol of 

firmness, earthen light is the symbol of hope, water is symbol of life and quenching thirst, a 

ghila for gravity and leaves within the jar are the symbol of long life. In the boy’s house the 

boy sits in a room surrounded by males and females, especially of young age. One by one they 

hold that winnowing fan and cause the same to move in front of the boy and touch his 

forehead. The wives of the boy’s elder brothers too participate in it to enhance the pleasure 

of the company. Widows are not allowed to take part in it, for Buddhists believe like their 

Hindu neighbour that if any widow takes part in this auspicious ceremony, the couple will also 

suffer the same fortune. This is done twice in a day – in the morning as well as in the evening. 

In the girl’s house the same thing is done in the same manner. But now-a-days in most of the 

cases this is done on the day before marriage and on the day the actual marriage is held. As 

another sub-part of this ceremony, on the morning of the day of marriage both the boy and 

the girl are anointed with paste of green turmeric and are bathed in ceremonious way. This 

ceremony (as Gaye halud in Bengali Hindu marriage) is gaining more popularity today. After 

bath they are supposed to wear something made up of iron like a ring, bangle or even it can 

be a small key which hangs around the waist with the help of a thread. These are used for the 
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same purpose i.e. to protect them from the evil eyes. Here again we can notice a role of Hindu 

occupational caste in Buddhist marriage. 

The house deity (ghardevata in Bengali) is worshipped with un-boiled rice, banana and some 

molasses in Bangladesh during marriage days. All the residents of the house pay their homage 

to this deity and pray for the well being of the couples, who are going to be married. This is 

not a common practice among the Barua settlers of North Bengal, India. 

Ceremonies on the Day of Marriage- 

According to the original marriage system of Barua Buddhists of Bangladesh before migration, 

marriage is supposed to be held at the house of the bridegroom (Namanta Vivah). So there 

are two additional steps in the Namanta Vivah. 

Bridegroom’s party goes to bring the bride - On the day of marriage the bride is to be 

brought from her parent’s house to that of the bridegroom in a ceremonious way. So, on the 

day of marriage the bridegroom party along with sweets, ornaments, dresses and perfumes 

goes to bring the bride. They are called Barjatri. They will not enter the bride’s premises so 

long as they are not properly received by the bride’s party. In the courtyard of the bride’s 

house a temporary structure is built where arrangements of seats for the guests are made. 

The bridegroom’s party sits there facing respective persons of the bride family. It is called 

kanakani or konakoni basa in the Chittagong language. Good wishes are exchanged between 

the two parties there.  Then they are served with sugar andbetel-leaves arranged nicely on a 

tray. Everybody takes a bit of sugar and puts in their mouth. After refreshment the 

bridegroom party handover what they have brought for the bride. All the items, put on a tray 

is shown to all guests present there and the womenfolk adorn the bride with those items. It 

takes a pretty long time. In the mean time rich diets are served to the guests. After feeding 

the guests, time comes to bid farewell to the bride. Some distinguished elderly persons of the 

bridegroom party are taken inside the house. The father or any near elderly relative of the 

bride hands her over to them and say, “Please accept our daughter and treat her as your own 

daughter from this day and take care of her. Hope she will lead a happy life in the house 

where she is going to live.”    
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Rituals for bride reception- When the bride-groom party comes back home with the bride, 

the female members of the house cordially receive her in a ceremonial way. Generally, the 

brothers, brothers-in-law follow the bride to the bridegroom’s house. The other relatives 

including her father will join during the actual ceremony. But the bridegroom and the bride 

cannot see each other before the final ceremony is celebrated. The bride is kept in a particular 

house and she does not take any food or drinks in the bridegroom’s house till she is not a legal 

wife through Buddhists customs. So at the time of departure from her father’s house banana 

and some other food are sent for the bride. But generally cooked rice and palatable food is 

supplied from any other neighbouring family for the bride. In the evening the neighbours are 

fed with delicious food. When the bride party comes in the bridegroom’s house, they are 

welcomed in a ceremonial way and preparation is taken for the actual marriage ceremony. 

Marriage ceremony of Barua Buddhists of North Bengal after migration is held at the house of 

bride (Chalanta Vivah) like her any other friend from Hindu or Muslim communities. Actual 

marriage ceremony of Barua Buddhists (both Namanta and Chalanta) is divided into three 

parts but the importance and detailing of last part which has emerged as a strong influence of 

Hindu community is more prevalent in North Bengal, India. 

Religious ritual or Mangalasu- A particular space is decorated for the ceremony where the 

distinguished guests of both sides take their seats. The bride and the bride-groom are brought 

there and seated side by side. It is a custom that neither of the couple will look at each other 

until the ceremony comes to an end. Thus on the bride groom’s head there will be a turban 

above which a coronet (sehra) should be placed so that his face remains to some extent 

covered. But in these days boys mostly use topor rather than sehra. The seating arrangement 

is made with mattresses, bed covers and pillows of both the girl’s and boy’s side.  The bride is 

seated on the left side of the groom. Then invited Vhikshus come and have the couple take 

refuge in the five precepts along with Trisarana. The Vikshus go on to recite some suttas from 

holy Pitaka and give sermons regarding the activity in their new life, especially from 

Sigalovada sutta, Mangala-sutta, Parabhaba sutta etc., those containing the duties of 

householders and used in Paritta. They regard the teachings of Buddha mentioned in this 

sutta as the “code of conduct for householders” or “Grihi- Vinaya”. This function is called in 
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Chittagong dialect mangalasu. It is the main religious aspect of the marriage as considered by 

the Buddhist custom. Two auspicious water jars (Mangalghat) are placed there then the 

Vikshus come and tie the jars as well as make a boundary line of the area with the help of 

seven layers of thread. They fasten the holy thread on the wrist of the bride and spray the 

holy water on them at the end. 

Rituals performed by lay priests - After the religious rituals performed by the Vikshus, a lay 

priest who is called Mantradata is necessary to perform the actual rituals of the marriage 

ceremony. The lay priest utters all the mantras in Pali and then gives his interpretation in 

Bengali. The story of the marriage of Visakha occupies an important position in the marriage 

ceremony of Buddhists in Bangladesh and in every marriage ceremony this story is cited. The 

mantras used in the marriage ceremony are relatively recent collections from different 

Paritta-suttas. Many scholars published books on this subject and tried to give a systematic 

form to the system of Buddhist marriage. (Barua 2011) 

 Mantradata formally gives permission to a couple to lead a conjugal life henceforth. First of 

all he seeks protection of himself as well as of the couple by the ‘Act of truth’. This is followed 

by the Metta Bhabna in which he disseminates love for all living beings of the ten directions 

and thereby he seeks their help to protect the couple. Then he pays his homage to the three 

jewels (Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha). After that he invokes all devas from all the world-

cycles to be present there and protect the couple from the evil eyes. Then he invites the 

representative of the bride to handover the bride to the bride-groom this will be followed by 

some formalities like ‘to make the left hand of the groom united with the right hand of the 

bride’, ‘to make the left foot of the groom united with the right foot of the bride’, ‘to make 

the bride go round the bride-groom keeping her right side towards the bride-groom for seven 

times’ etc. At the time of uniting the hands of the couple generally the little finger of the left 

hand of the groom is united with the little finger of the right hand of the bride. At this time 

the priest will say.. 

Idam dvihattha- sambandham viya tumhe pi sabbakatam samagga bhaveha vasatha 

annamannam deva devinam viya sahavaso hotu.. 
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Trns:   like this union of the two hands you also live in unity for long. Let your conjugal life be 

as that of the god and goddess. 

It is noticeable that though in one of the mantras for the couple’s benediction, priest says, you 

have no other refuge, Buddha is your only refuge. You have no other refuge; Sangha is your 

only refuge. You have no other refuge; Dhamma is your only refuge. The protection, safety 

and support of the world depend on the power of the Buddha, Sangha and Dhamma. By this 

act of truth let victory and prosperity come to you. But at the same time he says, Bhavatu 

sabbamangalam rakkhantu sabba devata (May all the gods protect you.) Thus, through the 

marriage mantras priests pray to Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha along with all Gods and 

Goddesses not only for knowledge, prosperity and unity but also for protection from the 

unlucky omen, inauspicious event and unpleasant scream of evil birds, undesirable dreadful 

planet and miserable nightmare. (Chaudhuri, 1982. pp 135-39). 

Then he gives the couple blessings and holds the bunch of sprouts placed on the auspicious 

pitcher, dips them in the water of the pitchers and sprinkles this water on their heads seven 

times while uttering mantras seven times. The Priest gives them some advice then for the 

happiness of their conjugal life. 

Stri achar (Womanly conventions)- When the priest finishes his performances the couple is 

taken to observe some other formalities. In this third part of the marriage they have 

introduced Hindu marriage customs likemaala badal (exchanging the couple’s garlands), 

subha dristi (to have a first auspicious look at each other), sindur daan (putting vermilion) etc. 

These matters are generally done asstri achar (womanly conventions) and no priest is 

required for that. Therefore, in this way they also follow popular Hindu marriage customs as 

an additional part of marriage ceremony. Finally, vikshus and other guests are offered food. 

Ceremonies after Marriage - 

Madi-Hondani, Na-Dinna, Phiranya-Bhat- In case of marriage at the house of bride-groom 

generally one or two days after the marriage the couple goes to the bride’s parents’ house 

being accompanied by others. As because the bride-groom touches the soil of his father- in- 

law’s house first time this function is known as Madi-Hondani or touching of the soil. 
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Then on the 9th day after marriage again the couple visits the bride’s parents’ house. This 

function is known as Na Dinna (concerning the 9th day). This time the bride generally does not 

return back with her husband. She lives with her parents for some days. After few days the 

son- in- law will be invited again to bring his wife back home. This function is known as 

Phiranya-Bhat (literally ‘returning meal’). the son- in- law stays for a day or two in his father- 

in- law’s house and comes back after that with his wife. After that he can visit his father- in- 

law’s house whenever he likes, no formal invitation is required. 

But nowadays, due to economic reason, shortage of time and as influence of greater part of 

the society (Astamangala of Hindus / system of going to bride’s parental house and return 

back within eight days) this elaborate system is mostly combined into a single one. Generally, 

the couple visit the bride’s parents’ house on the 9th day after marriage and stay there for 

two, three days and return back together after that. 

 Funeral Rites 

Post death, cremation is the imperative for Buddhists in case of both men and women. Firstly, 

the relatives, neighbours and other members of the community need to be notified about the 

deceased. Thereafter, the Buddhist monk has to be informed and invited. Initially, the local 

Vihar needs to be notified and after that, the ones further away can be informed.  

Traditionally, for cremating a Buddhist Barua, raw mango wood needs to be used and for pall-

bearing, an Alang is made using bamboo. It has come to light that in an Alang made of raw or 

ripe bamboo, a gap of a foot and a half needs to be kept between two bamboos of length 

seven and a half feet for pall bearing. In the middle, keeping a distance of a quarter of a cubit, 

a bamboo piece is kept horizontally which is tied with coconut coir ropes so that the deceased 

can be kept in a lying down position. Seven, nine or eleven bamboo pieces can be laid as long 

as the distance between them is fixed. There was a practice of placing one four feet long 

bamboo across in the middle so that six people can bear the deceased. Later on, the use of 

this four feet long bamboo was dropped. 

At present, it is not always possible to make the pyre with raw mango wood hence sal wood 

and other kinds of timber are used for the purpose of cremation. However, it is mandatory to 
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include a branch of mango wood. With changing times, the using of electric crematoriums has 

become acceptable as well. For carrying the deceased’s body, hearse vehicles are used more 

often than the Alang.  

Much emphasis is laid on the Barua community’s ritual of cleansing the body through a bath 

at the time of death. Three parts of a banana shrub is laid out as preparation for the bathing 

ritual, on which a net made of bamboo sticks is kept. The dead body is brought out of the 

room and laid on the net. Thereafter, water needs to be brought in a new kalshi (water can) 

for the ritual. At first, the deceased’s son or someone comparable pours water from the 

opposite, after which the others follow suit. For completing the rituals, things such as a new 

urn, handi, with soap, oil, a comb fashioned from the base of the banana shrub, fragrance 

extracts, incense sticks, candle sticks, aatop rice grains, bananas, batasha, khoi (popped rice 

grains), betel leaves, betel nuts, sandalwood, pathshola, two pieces of white cloth (one to 

drape as a dhoti and the other for draping as a shirt) are needed. Once the bathing ritual is 

completed, a diya (light) is lit and flowers are offered and incense sticks are lit and the monk 

present reads out the message of the Buddha while offering the Panchsheel. Thereafter, some 

of the men carry rice water and go along with the procession. On the way to the crematorium, 

the words of the Buddha, the words of Dharma and words of the order are chanted and khoi 

(popped rice) is strewn. The dead body is laid on the pyre with the head pointing in the 

direction of north. From that night onwards, the Sutta is chanted for seven days. On the last 

day, a ritual is followed where a banana shrub is planted and a candle is lit after which a hole 

is dug and water is poured in it. Thereafter, that banana shrub needs to be cast into the river 

and after the deed is done, one should not look back. Usually, the Shraddha ceremony takes 

place on the seventh day and donations are made to the monastic order. Thereafter on the 

15th day, first month, third month, sixth month and first anniversary, the Buddhist monks are 

donated Choyang with Fang. 

 Ancestor Worship - Much like any other Buddhist community, the Barua Buddhists 

too regard the fig tree highly. This is the tree under which the Buddha attained 

enlightenment and on significant days of the year and in the lives of the Barua 

Buddhists, under this tree they worship their ancestors.    



125 
 

4.4.3 Everyday Beliefs and Practices 

Religion has an important role to play in our everyday life, as it is perceived by the custodians of 

the religion that it protects our purity and gives us fulfillment. The important and main events 

related to religion or religious rituals play a major role in introducing the group into the society 

and establish them in socio economic perspective. The performing of daily rituals and customs 

reveals the various attributes of the group and the religious orientation and beliefs of the 

member of the group as well. As Baruas lived with Hindus for a long time, intermingling of 

these two groups resulted in some source of Hindu worship techniques and religious rituals 

have been inducted into the Barua community’s religious practices. In several instances of their 

everyday life, it has been observed that their Bengali identity has superseded Barua identity as 

Theravada Buddhists. However, Baruas are able to maintain their individual characteristics as 

Buddhists by practicing distinguished hymn, words and rituals pertaining to Theravada 

Buddhism.  

In this section, we will continue to discuss the most important and essential rituals as perceived 

by each individual of the Barua community, in detail and greater depth and analyze the changes 

inducted by the situation and time.  

 Buddhapuja (worshiping of Buddha) –  

In almost every Buddhist or Barua household of North Bengal, it has been observed that a 

Buddhasan (place of Buddha Idol) is separated out consisting of picture of Buddha or an idol 

and practicing of religious ritual is a part of their daily life. Apart from Buddha idol or picture 

they also worship other Hindu gods and goddesses based on their preference and inclination. 

The Buddha Puja (worship) is conducted twice or thrice a day specifically with flower in the 

morning and candles with incense in the evening. Before starting lunch an apportionment of 

the cooked food is offered to Buddha by all the members of the family. Basically the usual 

staple food like rice, lentils, and vegetables prepared for the family members, the top portion of 

the food, in a tiny amount taken out and offered to Buddha. The common practice is to offer 

the food to Buddha in a designated plate specifically kept in buddhasan area, but the 

preparation of food is conducted in the kitchen with the utensils used for daily use.  However, 
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compared with Hindu customs of purity of the food like touching the food while eating, mixing 

the veg. with non-veg. etc. rules are not so stringent for Baruas.  From offering food to 

worshipping in daily life, there is a set of hymn to be followed. Generally, they confess their 

faith in the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha saying 

   Buddham Saranam Gachchhami 

   Dhammam Saranam Gachchhami 

   Sangham Saraman Gachchhami 

 (to repeat three times saying ‘dutiyam pi, tatiyam pi’) 

 

 Sanghadan (Charity to the community of monks) –  

In every religious and social event of the Barua community, it is imperative to conduct 

Sanghadan as a religious duty. The Vikshu and shramans are generally dependent on the 

donation by the Barua families. In Bangladesh, there is no kitchen operational in Buddha Bihar 

and two to three Barua families, by turn prepare and deliver the food to Buddha Bihar, however 

that is not the tradition in West Bengal.  For example, currently in Buddha Bihar in Siliguri, apart 

from residing bhante and shraman there are some Baruas who actively take part in operations 

as secretary and run daily administrative activities to support the functioning of the Bihar. This 

secretary maintains the list of the Baruas with demographic data and collects monthly 

subscription from these families to run the Vihar and Vikshus daily needs according to the 

standard set by the Bihar. During all the major events like Kathin Chivar Daan or Buddha 

Purnima, the Bihar administration collects the donation separately from the Barua or others. 

Some of them personally visit the Bihar and offer their donation as well. Bhantes play a pivotal 

role in conducting rituals during birth, death & marriage in the Barua community and their 

presence in this occasion is absolutely must. So the charity to more than one monk or bhante is 

called Sanghadan. 
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 Obtaining & Performing Panchasheel, Astasheel and Bidarhshan Dhyan Bhabna  

In their family life Barua Buddhists try to observe principles laid down by the Buddha in the 

sigalovada sutta (Pali Dighanikaya, III) to honor and serve parents, teachers, bhikshus and other 

recluses, to perform husband’s duties and responsibilities towards wife and vice versa; to deal 

with the friends and relatives and neighbors with the spirit of love, compassion, sincerity and 

faithfulness, to maintain children and to look after the servants and other working people with 

a friendly eye, but not with a master slave mentality, to work hard, to amass wealth by honest 

means, to live moderately and to give generously. Also they worship the Arihant Sivali 

Mahathero to get rid of or overcome the mundane sorrow and sufferings, they practice Sibali 

Brata.  

Woman and elderly people practice meditation under the guidance of competent trainer. As an 

example counting the beads saying Anicca Dukkha Anatta is their regular practice.  

4.4.4 Monastic Life and Case Study on a Theravadi Monk (Bhante) 

While discussing the context of the Barua Buddhists living in North Bengal, it had been noted 

that this community migrated from Chittagong have been perceived and described as a mixed 

race in Bangladesh’s history. In present time, the families enjoy a cordial relationship with the 

Baruas residing in Bangladesh and also the monks, most of them are from Bangladesh and a 

frequent visitor of that place, harbour the religious and cultural unity amongst the Buddhists of 

North Bengal. It can be effortlessly concluded that the religious practices, rituals of these 

arriving monks will be directly or indirectly under the influence of Buddhist culture of 

Bangladesh.  From the information collected based on the various surveys, Bangladesh is having 

a large number of Bouddha vihars and activities in these vihars are widespread with enough 

administrative control to make sure the monks follow a routine life with proper devotion and 

pristine lifestyle according to the norms laid by the Theravada doctrine. However, in North 

Bengal due to limited number of monks and unavailability of proper administrative 

enforcement, considering the migration and various situations arising out of ever changing 

dynamics of the society, inclination towards Hindu culture and customs adopted by Monks has 

been instrumental. 
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There is a set of complete rules and regulations of monastic life that range from dress code and 

dietary rules to prohibitions of certain personal conducts in Vinaypitak – First Chapter of 

Tripiataka. But due to various compelling situation and status of monks in which they are 

currently leading their life, a very unique framework of living, meeting their needs have been 

initiated. The various stages are discussed below: 

 Prabajya and Upasampada (Recruitment &Training)  

A Vikshu is an ordained male monastic (monk) in Buddhism. In North Bengal Bouddha vihars 

there is a limitation in the number of the Vikshu (monks) and shramans’. Every vihar has one 

monk (Vikshu) and two or three shramans as per statistics and information available. There is 

no report which confirms the presence of any Vikshuni (nun) living in any of the vihar in North 

Bengal.  In these Bouddha viharsthere are commonly two types of methods with respect to 

religious conduct. Firstly as Brahmins perform upananyana (sacred thread ceremony) to attain 

the status of dwijasimilarly a Buddhists male of age seven to twenty two has to spend minimum 

seven days as shraman in the vihar. After performing the various rituals they are allowed to 

resume their usual life. Secondly, those who have decided to devote their entire life as a monk, 

shaped to support their spiritual practice to live a simple and meditative life and attain nirvana 

(salvation). 

The usual belief of Theravadi Buddhists across various countries, that decision to conduct 

monastic life, (life in Sangha) is a holy and pure attempt, the candidate has to lead a life as a 

shraman for first few years.  As the monastic life requires lot of hardship in both mental and 

physical aspect, requires a minimum age limit of twenty to start. During shraman period the 

usual teaching and training will be on wearing chivar, education on Pali, practice of sitting, 

dietary conduct, rendering respect to elders etc. The attainment of proficiency in Pali language, 

from the very beginning of entering into monastic lifestyle, is an essential duty of the Bhikshu to 

perform, as Tripitaka written in Pali.  

As per the terminology coined by Theravadi Buddhist society, the event of the first entry into 

monastic life or ‘primary ordination’ is called Prabajya and becoming Vikshu is Upasampada. 

During prabajya ceremony presence of only one Vikshu usually is considered enough but in the 
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case of upasampdada it is imperative to have the presence of the entire Sangha (minimum five 

monks at least). Upasampada event is conducted with an ecclesiastical boundary which does 

not allow the common public including the shramans’ (novice) presence, however during 

prabajya, no restriction in attending the event is imposed. However, the fabric and texture of 

the chivar (robe) is different during prabjaya period and post upasampada event. During the 

period ofupasampada there will be two experienced monks who will be engaged with the 

candidate as trainer or shikhsaguru and inductor or dikhsaguru for preparatory activities. The 

candidate has to seek permission and blessings from Sangha to enter into the monastic life. The 

Sangha settles the right to entry to Sangha as Bhikkhu by conducting interview with the 

deserving candidate.  

 Sheel Grahan (Precepts to be observed) 

A precept is a general rule intended to regulate behaviour or thought and it constitutes the 

basic code of ethics undertaken in monastic life.  

Lay Buddhists who are living a family life can undertake the five or eight precepts (Panchasheeel 

and Astasheel) but these are not mandatory. But monks in Sangha have to undertake at least 

ten precepts (Dashsheel) which in all the traditions are essentially identical and commitments 

to abstain from harming living beings, stealing, sexual misconduct, lying and intoxication, 

dancing and singing, dietary intake post noon, also abstaining from luxurious places for sitting 

or sleeping, and overindulging in sleep, accepting money including gold, silver or any costly item 

etc. and live life in celibacy. Apart from these primary and most important ten precepts a monk 

has to observe two hundred twenty - seven precepts in totality.   

Actually, the essential requisites in a monastic life are four: dress, food, dwelling place and 

medicine. For all other requisites the vikshus and the shramans have to depend completely on 

the dayakas (donors) as they are forbidden to work for any earning. 

The dietary practice and imperatives in Buddhists life have already been discussed in detail in 

different chapter. In Siliguri all residing bhante and shraman mostly consume the food in the 

viharor in Buddha temple. Apart from this they accept the invitation outside and eat as well. 
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The invitation can be personal or Sanghadan which is the custom to treat five monks with food. 

In general, the monks refrain from expressing their desire for a particular food or type of food 

they wish to intake. They have to consume the food ‘as is’ offered by dayakas but if Monks 

sense that there has been any animal killed for their food preparation then they can refuse to 

intake the food as per the directives. Before starting the food intake Monks start reciting 

mantras which basically explains the need of food is only for survival and without any desire. 

The lunch has to be completed by noon 12 PM and no aberration is allowed on this process. 

The vikshu and shramans can easily be identified with feature of their clothing which has 

already been discussed in detail in earlier chapter. One noticeable practice in this context is, 

generally vikshu and shramans only use the chivar which has been donated by the dayak and 

dayikas (donors) as a rule set by Sangha. For easy identification of seniority it is observed that 

younger monks use yellow chivar and older ones prefer to wear maroon coloured chivar. Lord 

Buddha was extremely vigilant on the code of conduct to be observed by monks in Sangha. It is 

imperative to have not more than three chivar in custody by a monk in single instance and used 

one can only be changed if it is not usable due to wear and tear.  

In earlier days, monks had to follow hardship and were not allowed to live under roof or spend 

the night in house. But with time it is observed that for the monks it was tough to conduct life 

by not living in constructed house. The absence of minimum dwelling facility required was not 

allowing them to maintain their health. The progression in society coupled with 

macroeconomic changes has brought the monks to be settled in a particular place for easy 

operations of Sangha and keeping them fresh for work for wider perspective rather than 

burning their energy by hardship in lifestyle. Also these settlements invoked the proximity of 

the families who wants to follow and seek advice from monks with regard to their religious life.  

As a result, the rapid growth of Bouddha vihar can be seen in various places which basically 

serve the purpose of living and worship for monks. These places which initially started as 

Buddha vihar have grown to include many social welfare institutes like school, hospital etc. 

These Buddha vihars and temples are the residences of monks and they are not allowed to stay 

overnight in any family house or their own house. However, in present days the rule is not 
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properly observed depending on the prevailing situation. In Siliguri, Theravadi monks stay in 

local monasteries. Generally, one senior bhante is the monastery in-charge and others are 

juniors or trainee shramans. At present the total number of monks staying in Siliguri is not more 

than ten in number. 

 Medicine 

Ayurveda (a type of complementary or alternative medicine nowadays) which had been 

promoted by Lord Buddha during his time, still believed by the monks as prime remedy and this 

is a key indication of trust and belief on him, as a Veshajguru. But during extreme illness or 

serious health condition monks are dependent on the available modern curative measures like 

surgery and medicines in nearby facilities in the form of nursing home or hospital etc. 

 Daily Life 

In everyday life the monks have to leave the bed early while in Sangha, which is rule strictly 

followed. Gautam Buddha has guided monks on the conduct of daily life with respect to dress 

and customs to be followed.  The monk has to observe the rule of accepting invitation and has 

to be careful on his conduct, sitting, speech or conversation when he is invited to a home. 

These behavioural conducts have to be inculcated from the very early stage of shramana by 

Sangha. 

Primarily personal hygiene and care of Sangha and Buddha idol is the prime responsibility of 

every monk residing in the Sangha premise. Bhante conducts the bathing rituals by cleaning the 

idol place, putting fresh water, petals and flowers and starts the prayer ceremony with other 

monks together or alone. Post breakfast bhantes get engaged with the administrative function 

or meeting with the visitor or guest. 

In Bangladesh generally donors carry out the responsibility to feed bhantes and arrange to 

deliver the cooked food in Bihar or Buddha temple by turn. As a result, the installation of 

kitchen is not available in most of the Buddhist temples in Bangladesh. In contrary North Bengal 

Bihar is having fully functional kitchen for day to day food arrangement which is usually 

operated by younger bhante or shraman otherwise temporary kitchen worker is deployed from 
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the needy sector (mostly middle aged woman) of the society who does the cooking in exchange 

of a small fee. As per the dietary rules in Buddhism post 12 PM food intake is prohibited, usually 

bhante’s misses the commitment to lunch invitation to abide by this rule. After sunset bhantes, 

as a practice, do not intake solid food instead they indulge themselves in consuming milk, 

paneer, fruit juice, cottage cheese water, tea, coffee or coconut water etc. as these mild food or 

soft drinks are allowed for survival. Apart from these, though there is no such restriction to 

chew betel leaves and consume tobacco by monks, but these activities are hardly seen in the 

public place.  

After lunch they rest for a while and get engaged in prayer, meditation and discussion. Bhante’s 

day to day activity is decided by his age, size of the premise of the temple, set of activities and 

moreover his ability to physically carry out the administrative tasks. As an example in Gurung 

basti locality, the International Buddhists Education and Research Centre and Buddha Society 

running an orphanage a school and in parallel were conducting various seminars, round table, 

discussion etc. which let them to receive accolades from various corner of the society. 

However, as all these efforts have come to a halt and nowadays bhante’s daily work schedule 

has changed in tandem with the cessation of these activities. During the day time bhante can 

roam freely in different areas of the locality but usually after sunset they prefer to be in the 

Buddha temple premises. In every Buddha temple, there are few books available for reading 

which covers or consists of Buddha’s words, Spread of Buddhism and Reason, History, 

Philosophy etc. For example, in Haiderpara Buddhabharati three days a week, a camp is 

organised for ‘Bidarshan Dhyan Bhabna’ or meditation, so the activity is slightly different here 

for the bhante. Whatever may come with respect to workload bhante’s are not allowed to stay 

outside the Buddha temple in the night. However, these rules can be adjusted based on the 

condition or situation which was unforeseen or difficult to handle. During monsoon 

(Barshabaas) generally bhantes keep themselves confined in the temple or city and abstain 

from travel outside. 

Apart from prayer, meditation, etc. the most important task and responsibility of bhante is to 

make sure that donors get enough time and advise on their religious crisis or need, inculcate 
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teachings of Buddha and attend family functions on auspicious occasion to perform rituals and 

recite discourse of the Buddha (Mangalsutta) etc. 

 Administration in the Vikshu Sangha 

Vikshu Sangha is organised with more than one Vikshu, so it is an absolute requirement, that 

administrative framework is in place to run the activities by the committee, obeying rules and 

policy laid out by the governing authority. Due to lesser numbers of Buddha temple and monks 

in North Bengal there is no administrative framework and is only connected with the authority 

in Kolkata with two orders of Theravada monks, the Sangharaj Nikaya and the Bouddha 

Dhrmankur Mahasabha. The Sangharaj Nikaya was connected with Burma and Mahasthabir 

Nikaya is its Bangali version. The appointments of the monks in North Bengal Buddha temple is 

mostly administrated by these two institutions. However internal issue management is taken 

care of locally by the executive committee of the temple.  

The seniority of the monk is not only decided by the age of the person but there are other 

factors like commitment to perform uposath and barshabaas diligently every year and some 

other rituals. These routine conduct and post upasampada period are the prime factors to 

determine seniority of the monk. The monks have to remember and recollect properly the date 

of uapasampda while interacting with other monks for the first time so that appropriate respect 

can be offered based on their seniority. The formal or any other kind of educational degree is 

not to be a considered factor to set the precedence.  However, for shramans these are not 

applicable. 

 Role in society  

The minor Barua community has an important role in the society to play in North Bengal as the 

Buddhist culture has been enlivened largely by them so far there. In spite of individual 

differences in mentality, zeal for work, potentiality and religious practice these people as a 

community hold a commendable contribution.  
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These Vikshu or Bhantes impart the preliminary teachings of Buddha to the Barua community 

and guide them to lead a spiritual, aesthetic and social life marked with coherence and 

progress. 

The intimate relationship between the Vikshu Sangha and the house holders in both India and 

Bangladesh forms a remarkable characteristic of Barua community as the mutual dependence 

of the two keeps the chord intact. Daan and Sheel are considered the most pious works in 

Barua community and so the house holders remain open to receive suggestions and religious 

knowledge from these Vikshus or Bhantes though exceptions are there. The presence of a very 

few temples and Vikshus hindered the practice of rituals and Pali language but the presence of 

Bhantes is compulsory in the time of birth, death and marriages, the most important events in 

one's life. In comparative analysis with Bangladesh, a large number of Baruas believe that 

people of Bangladesh have loyalty to Sangha, and monks portray devotion and care to 

commoner in higher degree, compared to North Bengal. Analysing the situation and 

interpreting the various data we can present the matter in the following way with some 

important characteristics  

 By practicing Daan and Sheel, Vikshu guides and help the community to improve 

spiritual and mental condition. 

 Bhante plays a major role in conducting rituals during birth, death and marriage in 

the community. 

 In various religious and social congregations, the presence of bhantes and recitation 

of discourse of the Buddha (Mangalsutta) by them creates a positive and happy 

ambience which is a mark of Barua community and indication of their very existence. 

 In Barua community the bhantes also play the pivotal role to share religious advice, 

explain Pali in local language for easy understanding, family issue resolution and 

other advisory services depending on the need of the individual or the group.   

 Apart from this, by practicing meditation and teaching religious courses bhantes 

keep close collaboration with the Barua community in this area. However, in Siliguri 
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only one Buddha temple conducts the meditation camp (Bidarshan Dhyan Shibir) 

diligently and in a particular frequency.  

 Bhantes extend their advisory role to decide on the various auspicious functions 

planning by selecting date, practicing rituals or like arranging tour of the Buddha 

temple for the community etc.  

While acknowledging the importance of the Theravadi monks or vikshu in their life, the 

residents of the Barua community in Siliguri have also raised some concern against the monks 

of being reluctant in community festival or occasion, showing lack of devotion and punctuality, 

engulfed in various issues in running temple administration, harbouring outbound attitude of 

the Bhikshus etc. In attempt to secure their very existence, it is imperative to have close 

collaboration between Barua community members and Vikshus, they also need to work 

together responsibly with a lot of initiative to expand Theravadi Buddhism in the region. 

In this context, it is worth mentioning that in the second half of his life as a preacher, Lord 

Buddha had permitted women to accept the Prabajya to live the life of a monk. However, in 

present day North Bengal and Bangladesh, there are hardly any female monks. There is no 

custom of presenting daughters with the Prabajya. Nonetheless, in some cases, older women 

especially widows stay away from the chores associated with the household and instead spend 

more time close to the vihars performing odd jobs through the day. However, they are not 

allowed to stay in the viharsovernight. 

In Bangladesh, a few devout women followers dress up in saffron garb, follow the Ashtasheela 

or Dashasheela, but do not live in their own homes or in viharas. They usually live in a separate 

place. The locals in Bangladesh refer to them as Sadhu Ma. However, women engaged in daily 

activities at the vihars in Siliguri town are not conferred such titles. Besides, the number of 

monks in the vihars located in Siliguri town is minuscule. This practice is not treated as 

mandatory in families any more. Most lower-middle class families do not follow through with 

this practice for paucity of finance and absence of proper Vihars and preceptors. On the other 

hand, well-off families visit Bodh Gaya on Buddha Purnima or other auspicious occasions and 
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participate in bidarshan meditation and prabajya camps. They treat participation in these 

camps as a way of spiritual development. 

Most of the bhantes around Siliguri have been raised in poverty and deprived of economic 

assistance in Chittagong during their formative life. Despite formal education they learned Pali 

and recitation of discourse of the Buddha which helped them to acquire the wisdom. They 

encountered various sort of experience in the walk of life which has made them more 

knowledgeable. The life of one of senior most bhante is discussed in detail here. 

 

Case Study: 

 Bhante Binaypal Mahasthabir 

The very respected and senior most Bhante Binaypal Mahasthabir is the first disciple of 

respected Bhante Rashtrapal Mahasthabir. He was born in the year 1940 in Howara para of 

Raujan Thana in Chattagram. His father’s name was Kamalapru or Kamalakanto and mother was 

Snehalata Barua. Initially he was engaged in studies with the religious subjects and while he was 

in grade seven in the year 1956 he migrated to India. Before his ordination his name was 

Arabinda Barua. He was admitted to Kalchini school while his father was serving in the 

European company in Bhatpara tea garden in Jalpaiguri. 

In the year 1960, he was ordained to become Shraman with a new name Binoypal Shraman by 

the founder of ‘Uttarbanga Boudhhya Sanghashram’ and the prime face of revival of Boudhya 

teachings, bhante Atulsen Mahasthabir. He was induced by Atulsen Mahasthabir to get himself 

immersed in religious study and very much involved in social work. He has studied under late 

Bipul Sen Mahasthabir of Naagrakata Boudhya Bihar in Buddhists teachings.  

The India-Bangladesh subcontinent cum world famous personality Dr Rashtrapal Mahasthabir 

was personally steering the construction of the Buddha Bharati Vihar in the year 1962 by 

personally residing in Siliguri. In the same time, he was also in pursuit of an appropriate and 

efficient disciple when he interacted with Binoypal Shraman. Eventually in the year 1965, 

Binoypal on the embankment of Mahananda river and in front of many shramans and monks 

accepted the life of a bhikshu to be known as Binoypal Bhikshu by the process of Upasampada. 
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After that he pursued his academic endeavor and secured first class in the ‘Shashtri Acharya 

Pali’ exam conducted by Assam Sanskrit Board and Dwarbhanga Kameshwar Singha University. 

During the same time in Siliguri ‘Bhubanmohan Bidyamandir’ got established and Binoypal 

Bhikshu joined as a teacher.  

While he was in Nalanda he was diagnosed with health complications and sent to Kolkata for 

better treatment and nursing. In this period, he joined ‘Rishra Jetbon Budhha Bihar’ as principal 

and stayed for consecutive seven years. While he was serving as principal he arranged 

felicitation for Bhante Tangfulu Kabaye Soad from Burma and internationally renowned chess 

player Dibyendu Barua.  

As per the direction of Sangharaj, Pandit Dharmadhar Mahasthabir, he travelled to Sodepur 

and contributed in religious teachings and performed various social works. He has been 

instrumental in establishing the ‘Budhha Samiti’ in Bhadreswar and Bandel while he was in 

Rishra. He got himself transferred to Siliguri in the year 1995 when Praggananda Mahasthabit 

made him a special request. 

Bhante Binaypal was the principal of Buddha vihar adjacent to Humanistic Research Centre in 

Gurungbasti of Siliguri town. But later he was confronted with the vihar’s management team 

arising out of some problems culminating to deadlock situation. This Budhha vihar slowly 

became controlled by Mahayani Lama group over the period of time.  

In the year 2014 – 2015 Bhante Binoypal became shelter less and was no longer affiliated with 

any vihar permanently though he is still invited in many social and religious events of the vihars 

in Siligrui and adjacent areas. This non affiliation and lack of permanent job with a vihar has led 

to complications both mental and economical.  Currently his health condition has detoriated 

with the period of time and he is residing in his sister’s place temporarily. No doubt, at the end 

of the life, which has been conducted on the anvil of religious conduct and teachings, the 

situation had become complex and worse which is further culminated in the absence of 

appropriate solution.    

In general, it has been observed that the bhantes are children of very poor section of the 

Bangladesh families when we look closely to their current and previous lifestyles. Despite the 
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absence of formal academic training they however managed to secure Pali and Religious 

teachings. In the forum of discussion with Binoypal as well as other bhantes around Siliguri it 

has been observed and noted that they have certain degree of belief in paganism or idol 

worshipping; miracles and occultisms in the form of various stories; theory of heavens; 

existence of god and goddess, fear of ghosts, existence of soul or spirit etc. The same can be 

observed in the recently written form in Buddha teachings in recitation (mantrabali) and Kirtan 

or connoting a musical form of narration or shared recitation of Buddha teachings.  
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