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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

1.1  Prologue  

The most widely spread religion in Asia today is Buddhism, but it is a minority religion in India, 

the country of its origin. A new philosophy made its appearance in Indian history in the 6th 

century BCE. It discarded the principle of social immobility, inequality and injustice and upheld 

the sanctity of human intellect and its freedom. This spirit manifested itself in the form of two 

religious movements- Jainism and Buddhism and later spread out to many parts of the world, 

gaining the acceptance of the rulers of the time. 

According to R.C Majumdar (Majumdar 1943) there is no definite evidence as to the time when 

Buddhism first gained influence in Bengal. Buddhism had probably obtained a footing in North 

Bengal even before Ashoka’s time (268- 232 BCE). And it was in a flourishing state during the 

Gupta (319-467 CE) and Pala period (8th – 12th CE). A number of Chinese records of the 7th 

century contain information on the condition of Buddhism in Bengal. Amongst all these records 

the account of H’uen Tsang is of course the most important. According to this, at 

Pundravardhana (NorthBengal) there were twenty (20) Buddhist monasteries and above three 

thousand (3000) brethren who followed the Mahayana and Hinayana. 

But the Sena kings do not seem to have had any special leaning towards Buddhism and 

Buddhism does not seem to have had any patronage from them. From this period Brahmanism 

became more dominant over Buddhism. However, Buddhism continued to be the religion of a 

sizeable section of people in Bengal and their presence in the ever changing social, economic 

and political situation is evident even today.  

Buddhism is still a living religion in the south and east of Chittagong among the Magh Baruas. 

They also call themselves Rajbansis or scions of the royal race because they claim to have 

descendence from the kings of Arakan who migrated from Magadha, the modern south Bihar. 
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Barua Maghs of Siliguri and the adjoining areas, the community of our study, are basically 

migrated people from the Chittagong district of Bangladesh, and some of their ancestors had 

migrated there from the present Bihar state and other parts of Northern India during the period 

of Bramhanical resurgence in India.  

O’Malley (O’Malley 1908) furnished graphical details on the community of Barua group of 

Maghs in his works. The narration includes their origin and other cultural aspect of the 

community which suggests that the community came into existence in Bengal in the 17th 

century and made Chittagong its permanent home. A fraction of the community migrated to 

other parts of Bengal and nearby district, including Chittagong Hill Tract.  

Barua Buddhists are the followers of Theravada Buddhism. Theravada, ‘teaching of the elders’ is 

the major and only surviving sect of early Buddhism and the composer of the Pali canon. The 

followers of Theravada Buddhism of Siliguri also belong to Mahasthabir Nikaya. The word 

Nikaya is Pali and literally means ‘volume’. It refers to the section of the Tripitaka. However, an 

alternate usage is practiced in south-east Asia, in which the word Nikaya is a respectful term for 

a monastic community. The Mahasthabir Nikaya is a Bengali order of Buddhist monks. 

However, the Bengali Buddhist under study having adopted many elements of Hinduism in their 

lives, do not maintain the puritan Buddhist traits established through the reform movement.                                                      

1.2   Specifying the Problems and Objectives  

Heterogeneity and integrity within poly-ethnic cultural environment is the basic feature of 

India. Under such a situation there is an urgent need of community studies at micro and macro 

levels to understand the nature and extent of social processes in different eco-cultural area and 

regional set-up of this country.                                   

Due to geographical location, political implication and commercial importance as well as the 

cultural history of Siliguri, rapid increase of population happened in a quick flux into this place. 

The population of this area comprises mostly the migrants of diverse origin which led to the 

emergence of heterogeneity and cultural plurality. According to the sociologists (Young & 

Schmid 1994), 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 
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environment, whether urban or rural, foreign or native any social group which maintains social 

cohesion and expresses and attains common interests in its own unique manner is a culture 

group. From this point of view the present study aims at understanding the Theravadi Barua 

Buddhist of Siliguri as a culture group as the community under consideration conforms to most 

of the features of a culture group. 

The bank of Karotoya is mentioned in different texts and other sources as an important site of 

early settlement of Buddhist. But now it is difficult to distinguish the Bengali speaking Buddhist 

from Hindus by their external features and culturally this group is also assimilated with the 

majority of the society, even their surname is not the reflection of their religion and 

interestingly enough they have a multi-dimensional history of migration. In Chittagong they 

were numerically strong but now they are existing here as a marginal group, so their migration 

pattern, nature of boundary maintenance as well as the characteristic features of minority 

deserves a detailed study.            

Several communities in India use the title ‘Barua’. The designation ‘Barua’ was created by Ahom 

kings to defend themselves from outside forces. The Tripura royal dynasty also created the 

designation ‘Barua’ for use in their forces. Thus from these references it is clear that the term 

‘Barua’ is not only applicable to the Bengali Buddhist group of Chittagong. The amount of work 

which is done on this particular group is so small that it is not possible to satisfy the queries on 

their community life, socio-cultural identity and so on. Unknown fact is a problem in itself 

which corporate the imminence of the concerned studies. 

 Thus the focus will be on the community life of Bengali Buddhist with special reference to 

people’s perception about their minority-identity. The study will proceed with the hypothesis 

that they maintain a distinct cultural boundary at least to some extent and have their own 

preferences in the socio-religious matters, the following are the specific objectives of the study- 

  To find out the historical root, population, pattern of migration and settlement of 

Bengali Buddhists of Siliguri.  
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 To enquire about their general conditions and crisis of life in a new setting, with 

reference to education, economy, emerging political preferences and institutional life of 

the community.  

  To study the culture of the community in the light of syncretism and distinctiveness that 

is the study of eating behaviour, wearing apparel, traditions and changes including 

festivals, everyday rites - rituals, beliefs practices and monastic life. 

 To analyse the boundary maintenance of the community and exchange with others with 

a focus on inter- community interactions. 

 To generate some findings and general observations about their conflict and 

accommodation, change and integrity or in other words their process of maintaining 

community life.  

1.3  Theoretical Framework  

Evolutionist such as Taylor and Muller attempted to explain religion in terms of human needs. 

Taylor saw it as a response to men’s intellectual needs. Muller saw it as a means for satisfying 

man’s emotional needs. The functionalist perspective changes the emphasis from human needs 

to societal needs. From this perspective, society requires a certain degree of social solidarity, 

value consensus, harmony and integration between its parts. The function of religion is the 

contribution it makes to meet such functional prerequisites, for example, its contribution to 

social solidarity. Marxists on the other hand are concerned with change and emphasize upon 

the role of religion in the establishment and continuation of an unequal social order. Marxists 

however, also look upon religion as means of expressing dissatisfaction with existing order as 

reflected in millenarian movements which Engels referred to as an expression of proletarian 

consciousness. 

In the Indian context sociological writing began with Max Weber’s analysis of the relations 

between religious ethics and economic behaviour. Weber’s analysis of the social structure of 

India was a background to his understanding of both the orthodox doctrines of Hinduism and 

the heterodox doctrines of Buddhism together with the influence of popular religion on them. 
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Caste and religious beliefs were therefore linked and ultimately he was concerned with the 

impact of religious beliefs on the secular ethic of Indian society.  (Clarke 2011) 

1.3.1 Study of a Community from an Ethnographic Perspective  

       Sociologists find the study of a community attractive because it provides them a broad enough 

study area within the context of the community. Community is a place where people ‘live and 

work’ but in broad use ‘social bond’ is more important than territorial basis.There are different 

sociological perspectives in the study of the community. Ethnographic perspective is one of the 

very important schools of thought that provides a descriptive and holistic account of a 

community.                

Sociology and Anthropology are disciplines that born out of concern to understand the ‘other’ 

are nevertheless also committed to an understanding of the ‘self’. ‘Ethnos’, a Greek term, 

denotes a people, a race or a cultural group. Ethnography then in its broadest sense is the 

science devoted to describing ways of life of humankind or refers to a social scientific 

description of a people and the cultural basis of their people hood. Qualitative ethnographic 

social research then entails an attitude of detachment towards society that permits the 

Sociologists to observe the conduct of the self and others, to understand the mechanisms of 

social processes and to comprehend and explain why both actors and processes are as they are.      

Ethnographers view the community as a whole using concepts implicitly and explicitly referring 

to the wholeness. And a community does not exist in isolation and often constitutes a part of a 

next higher order of organization, ‘a community within communities’. Here the ‘barua’ 

community of Siliguri is often enclosed within other communities with which its fortunes are 

bound.  

Again if we see from another angle then the social system perspective to community studies 

shares a basic similarity with the ethnographic perspective in that it also emphasises the study 

of interrelations among different institutional or structural units in a community and its holistic 

nature. The community as a social system consists of a number of subsystems like economy, 

education, polity, religion, kinship etc. Each of these subsystems is composed of a variety of 
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associational groups. The building blocks of each of these groups are statuses and roles which 

are held and played by individual actor. 

1.3.2 Exchange and Sharing of Traits: A Study on Syncretism   

Interculturalism and blending of different religious traditions in vast parts of the world have 

given rise to transcultural syncretism. The sociologists and social anthropologists have thrown 

much light on the variety of religious forms through their studies of belief systems, rituals, 

symbols and meanings all over the world but the concept of syncretism uncovers a remarkable 

dimension in the exploration of cultural reciprocation. 

Exchange and sharing of traits, thought and ethos contributed to cultural synthesis. Indian 

society is perceived as a ‘honeycomb’ in which communities are engaged in vibrant interaction, 

sharing space, ethos and cultural traits. Between themselves the communities look more at 

communalities than differences and they easily establish rapport. There is also a high 

correlation between Hindus and Buddhists at a wider level. 

According to David Levinson (Levinson 1998) syncretism is also found in the economic system, 

in the diet, in kinship and in politics. Of all elements of culture, religion and language are more 

open to syncretisation. In anthropological literature the Cargo Cult has been described as a 

form of syncretism. Cargo Cults are essentially syncretistic, blending the Christian doctrine with 

aboriginal belief systems. In syncretic religions the elements do not simply exist side by side but 

are often merged in various ways. It may be argued that few religions are wholly immune from 

some degree of syncretism even Judaism, Islam, Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism and other 

major religions from their beginning combined many different religious ideas and rituals. 

Syncretism is to be found in all places where there has been contact between religions. The 

term syncretism was originally used by Plutarch for ‘fusion of religious cults’. 

Other forms of traditional linkages are participation in each other’s religious ceremonies and 

festivals. Such sharing includes performing actual roles in religious ceremonies and festivals 

such as making images, dresses and ornaments for deities, organising worship and processions 

etc. as well as visiting celebrations (Das, 2003). These facts explain that despite contradictions 

and diversities, there exists vibrant sharing of cultural and religious traits. A basic sense of 
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harmony prevails which dissolves our animosity and ultimately contributes towards shaping our 

unique homogenization. The present study is also a modest attempt to analyse the co-relation 

between Mahayani Buddhist (non-bengali), Bengali Hindus and Theravadi Bengali Buddhists of 

Siliguri town by exploring the exchange and sharing of traits, thoughts and ethos that 

contribute to cultural syncretism. 

1.3.3 In Search of Distinctiveness, Ethnic Affinity, Boundary Maintenance and 

Identity Formation with Minority Issue  

 According to Barth, (Barth 1969) each ethnic group develops its cultural and social form in 

relative isolation. Ethnic group as culture bearing units characterised by racial difference, 

cultural difference and social separation. This history has produced a world of separate people 

each with their culture and organized form. Generally, the sharing of a common culture is the 

most important feature of a community or an ethnic group. But when a group is spread over a 

territory with varying ecological circumstances then it exhibits regional diversities of overt 

institutionalised behaviour and do not reflect much differences in cultural orientation. The 

same group of people, ‘Buddhist Barua’ for example, pursue different pattern of life in 

Chittagong and institutionalise different forms of behaviour when faced with the different 

opportunities offered in different environments of India. The cultural features of a group are 

determined by ecology as well as by transmitted culture. Like other documented ethnic group 

Magh Baruas are also retaining basic culture and ethnic identity despite of their participation 

and self-evaluation in terms of larger local society. Here identification of non-ecological socio-

cultural components and effects of ecological circumstances on behaviour in creating diversity 

is important. 

In Anthropological literature as comprehended by Barth, the term ethnic group is generally 

understood to designate a population which has fundamental cultural values and overt unity in 

cultural forms, a field of communication and interaction, a membership which identifies itself 

and as identified by others as constituting a category distinguishable from others and is largely 

self-perpetuating. The rate of inter marriage is high among the Magh-Baruas of Siliguri and they 

are more or less flexible in this matter thus biological self-perpetuation is not applicable in their 
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case but presently they have scheduled tribe status here and a socio-cultural bond exists 

specially through their common religious beliefs and practices. 

Therefore, if we want to classify a person of this group in terms of his basic, most general 

identity, determined by his origin and background as well as if we want to examine to what 

extent the actor is using ethnic identities to categorise himself and others for the purpose of 

interaction or in other words whether they are forming ethnic group in organizational sense or 

not, then we will get a multi-dimentional picture. 

It is said that, in recognizing cultual identity two orders are most important –  i) overt signals or 

signs- such as dress, language, food, house pattern or general style of life and  ii) basic value 

orientation ; the standard of morality. Since an ethnic category implies being a certain kind of 

person, having that basic identity, it also implies a claim to be judged, and to judge oneself, by 

those standards that are relevant to that identity thus the nature of continuity of ethnic units 

depends on the maintenance of a boundary. Though the cultural characteristics of the 

members may transform and likewise boundary may change, yet the fact of continuing 

dichotomization between members and outsiders allows us to specify the nature of continuity 

and investigate the changing cultural form and content. 

In case of ethnic boundary maintenance and identity formation conciousness and the allegiance 

of the members to the shared culture of their own group is  important. The boundaries to 

which generally attention is given are social boundaries. To understand the form of boundary 

maintenance it is important to analyse two factors – a) to what extent social relationship 

between two different groups is covering eventually all different sectors and domain of activity 

and b) a dichotomization of others as strangers and a restriction of interaction to different 

sectors. 

Magh-Baruas of Siliguri are in a minority position, illustrating some but not all features of 

minorities. The general feature of all minority situations lies in the total social system, all 

sectors of activity are organized by statuses open to members of the majority group while the 

status system of the minority has only relevance to relations within the minority and only to 

some sectors of activity. But in urban context commonly we can notice a steady reduction of 
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cultural differences between ethnic groups or a break-down in boundary maintaining process. 

In new industrialised society people have greater contact, more dependence on the goods and 

organizations and new elites are emerging, in this condition if we want to see the situation of 

Magh-Baruas,perhaps we will see “…they may accept a ‘minority’ status but seek to reduce 

their minority disabilities and probably leads to an eventual assimilation with the larger 

society.” (Barth 1969)       

1.4  The Universe of the Study 

 Keeping the objectives in view Siliguri has been taken as the universe of the study. Selection of 

the area has been done on the basis of its geographical location, accessibility, importance, 

considerable presence of Buddhist people and cultural background. Siliguri is considered as the 

second most important commercial centre of the state of West Bengal. It is also considered as 

the gateway of North-East India. It is a fast growing city with an area of 15.54 sq.km located in 

Terai range of dist. Darjeeling, the northern most district of the said state. It is bounded by 

Kurseong sub-division on the north, Bihar and Bangladesh on the south, Jalpaiguri district and 

Bhutan on the east and Nepal on the west. The place is connected with the universe by road, 

rail and airways. Tea, timber and tourism are considered as the economic basis of this growing 

city. According to the census survey report (2011) the total number of Buddhist in Siliguri was 

3,337 (0.65%). Among them 1696 were male and 1641 were female and presently the number 

of Bengali Buddhist family in Siliguri is near about 300 and almost all of them are directly or 

indirectly migrated from Chittagong, Bangladesh.  

1.5  Review of Literature        

Review of available literature involves a secondary analysis of available information already 

published in some form. The available information about structure, process and relationships of 

the particular phenomenon with varied factors, can help in linking it with the study currently 

planned. It may also help in a historical or comparative analysis of the issue or in reviewing a 

theory simply by looking at the ways other researchers have approached the topic.          
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For the purpose of the study I have taken help from the three basic types of materials. First 

category provides information about Buddhism and Bengal, the origin, history and principles of 

Buddhism. In this category I have also included few important books of history to know the 

cultural history of Bengal, its boundary and growth of Buddhism here.  The second category 

depicts the theoretical analysis of religion, concepts of ethnographic study, syncretism, 

otherization, minority etc. Indigenous literature available on the Bengali Buddhist itself is not 

very vast. The third one is about the early settlement of Bengali Buddhist, history of migration, 

identity formation, rites-rituals, practices etc.   

Gail Omvedt in her book, ‘Buddhism in India’ discussed about the role of Buddhism in 

challenging Brahmanism and caste in India. As a background of Buddhism she critically analyzed 

the disputes of traditional Buddhism and discussed about the defeat of Buddhism in India. In 

colonial period elite responses towards Hinduism and re-construction of Hinduism was 

appeared as a major challenge towards Buddhism. She discussed about the Buddhism in Orissa 

and Tamil Nadu that helped me to get an idea about the other states in the time of studying 

Buddhism in North Bengal. 

Peter Harvey in his book ‘An introduction to Buddhism—Teaching, History and Practices’ 

discussed briefly and analytically the life of Buddha, the nature, role and the style of Buddha’s 

teaching. Author expressed his views on the economic base of the monastic code of disciplines, 

obligation and special rules for nuns etc. and all these things are quite relevant with one of my 

prime objective i.e., ‘Sangha life’ of Bengali Buddhist. 

Bimal Chandra Mahapatra in his book ‘Buddhism and Socio-Economic Life of Eastern India’ 

showed the position of Buddhism in Bengal and Orissa prior to the 8th century AD and at the 

‘Pala Age’. This text mentioned that Bengal consisted of the present West Bengal, Bangladesh 

and the province of Magadha in Bihar. Two main geographical divisions called Gauda and Banga 

were under the Palas of Bengal. Gauda had many sub-divisions like Pundrabardhana (N.B), 

Varendri, Radha, Tamralipta and Suhma and similarly Vanga had Harikela, Samatata etc. 

Buddhism was flourished along with JainisminPundravardhana during Ashoka’s period but it 
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was existed even prior to that. In this book author mentioned most important Buddhist centers 

of that time Bengal. 

Sukomol Chaudhuri in his book ‘Contemporary Buddhism in Bengal’ has written about the 

history of Buddhism in Bangladesh with a special focus on revival of Theravada Buddhism. He 

has given a detailed picture on contemporary Buddhist of Bangladesh among which ‘Buddhist 

of Chittagong’ is very directly related with my study. This text provides a better understanding 

of life cycle rites rituals and festivals of Bengali Buddhist as well as their religious and social life. 

Among the Bengali Buddhists Baruas are majority in Chittagong and after partition a good 

number of them migrated to North Bengal, Assam, Tripura and neighboring provinces, Bengali 

Buddhists of Siliguri are basically belong to this ‘Barua’ section and Appendix I (Part of Eastern 

Bengal District Gazetteers, Chittagong.1908) of this book gave me a brief but clear conception 

about the life of Baruas in Bangladesh.          

Sri Sukumar Das in his book ‘Uttar Banger Itihas’ discussed about the boundary of north Bengal 

and its history of administration. On the other hand, Smt. Annapurna Chattopadhyaya in her 

book ‘The People and Culture of Bengal’ and R.C Majumdar in his book ‘History of Bengal’ 

(vol.1) discussed about the society, culture and religion of Bengal. As a protest movement 

Buddhism flourished in Bengal especially in the Gupta and Pala period. Dr. Majumdar gave 

social background of Buddhism as well as the other dominant religions of ancient Bengal.         

In Ichhamuddin Sarkar’s edited book ‘Bangladesher Itihas’ Mehrab Ali wrote an article, named, 

‘Prachin Bouddhajati O Barendra Bhumi’ and here he tries to establish the relations between 

Bengal and ancient Buddhist people. Rahul Sankrityan’s book ‘Darshan-Digdarshan’ analyzed 

the Buddhist religious philosophy and included the part of conversations between Buddha and 

his vikshus.  

M.G. Chitkara in his ‘Encyclopedia of Buddhism; A World Faith’ analysed Buddhism from 

different point of view. It is a sixteen volume set in which vol.1 defined religion as social 

tradition. Sociologically it is a social phenomenon which is essentially institutional and practice 

oriented. The whole material and moral universe is classified by the three big realms- dharma, 

artha and kama – the moral, material and sensual needs of man. The management and conduct 
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of his social and individual life is conceived and formulated in terms of these three with 

reference to the ultimate end of life, moksha – ‘nirvana’ which is considered religion as 

essentially moral and what is moral is social in nature. Author explained the Buddhist social 

philosophy as ethics without religion and ultimately the synthesis for attaining the social 

harmony. 

In volume 3 authors explained the advent of socialism in India. While Buddhism was flourishing 

the caste ideology was being sharpened by a section of Brahmins and the result was Manu 

Suttas. The untouchables were virtually a fifth caste and the earlier movements like the one led 

by Buddha especially seriously questioned the hereditary supremacy of Brahmins. 

In Buddhism all actions have to be evaluated in relation to society. He analysed the important 

concepts of Buddhist philosophy like social cohesion, interdependence, feeling of common 

participation and living, harmony, universal brotherhood, social existence and liberation which 

is very much social in nature. 

In volume 4 authors explained that, sociology is the study of societies, both the observation 

and description of social phenomena and the articulation and application of these phenomena. 

He analyzed different sociological theories of religion and defined socialization as a process to 

attain the full enlightenment or Nirvana, on the other hand democracy as a total way of life. 

Here author summarized the instructions for the by-followers and 12 commitments applicable 

to Bouddha Dhamma and Sangha. 

Volume 7 explained Buddhism as a system of socio-political change. Volume 8 is about social 

interaction and self development. The capacity to work at your self is a distinctly human one 

and it developed through social experiences. In this chapter, author showed how the principle 

of ‘live and let live’ is applicable in Buddhism as well as its role to develop social cohesion, 

harmony and social change with special reference to women. 

Bryan Turner in his book ‘Religion and Social theory’ gave the religious theories of Emile 

Durkheim, Max Weber and also the functionalist approach as well as the Marxian perspective 

of religion. Author discussed the relationship between religion and society from various angels 
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and it helps to co-relate the reasons behind the growth and spread of Buddhism and its 

institutional nature. 

Dr. N.K. Das in the introduction of his edited book ‘Culture Religion and Philosophy: Critical 

Studies in Syncretism and Inter Faith Harmony’ and in his article “Perspectives on religious 

syncretism, a critic of conception of culture” defined syncretism as a blend of multiple religious 

believes, in variegated degrees. It uncovers a remarkable dimension in the exploration of 

cultural reciprocation the term was originally used for ‘fusion of religious cults’ for example, in 

anthropological literature the Cargo cult has been described as a form of syncretism. In both of 

his writings he stated very clearly that ‘of all elements of culture, religion and language are 

more open to syncretization.’ 

Fredrik Barth in the introduction of his edited book ‘Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: the social 

organization of culture difference’ and in his article “Pathan identity and its Maintenance” 

discussed about the identity formation and boundary maintenance of ethnic groups. According 

to him, the term ethnic group as culture bearing units characterised by racial difference, 

cultural difference and social separation. This history has produced a world of separate people 

each with their culture and organized form. Generally, the sharing of a common culture is the 

most important feature of a community or an ethnic group. But when a group spread over a 

territory with varying ecological circumstances then it exhibits regional diversities of overt 

institutionalised behaviour and do not reflect much differences in cultural orientation. The 

same group of people pursue different pattern of life at one place and institutionalise different 

forms of behaviour when faced with the different opportunities offered in different 

environments.The cultural features of a group are determined by ecology as well as by 

transmitted culture.  

In case of ethnic boundary maintenance and identity formation conciousness and the allegiance 

of the members to the shared culture of their own group is  important (Blom ; Ethnic and 

Cultural Differentiation). The boundaries to which generally attention is given are social 

boundaries. To understand the form of boundary maintenance it is important to analyse two 

factors – a) to what extent social relationship between two different groups is covering 
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eventually all different sectors and domain of activity and b) a dichotomization of others as 

strangers and a restriction of interaction to different sectors. 

Satadal Dasgupta (Dasgupta 1993), in his edited work expressed his view on ethnographic 

perspective. According to him, a holistic account includes a description of every aspect of the 

lifeway of a given localized population and their inter relationships. It is important to 

understand and describe various elements of its socio-cultural organization and the ways they 

influence each other. The members of a community share a set of institutionalized norms and 

associated values in terms of which they relate to and interact with each other. Such 

communities constitute a total pattern of living and they assume that the community mirrors 

the larger society in a microcosm.  

Natun Chandra Barua in his book Chattagramer Bouddha Jatir Itihaas talked about different 

ethnic groups of Chittagong like Chakma, Magh-Barua etc. He also discussed about Pali 

language, different surnames of the group, socio-religious features and history of Chattagram in 

his own words. This indigenous literature helped me to get an insider’s view and provided some 

valuable information. 

Brahmanda Pratap Barua edited bilingual book Buddhism in Bengal/Banglay Bouddha Dharma 

is another important literature. This book is published by All India Federation of Bengali 

Buddhist in 2007. Articles like ‘Paschimbanger Bangali Bouddha’ by Sujit Kr. Barua and ‘A Brief 

Sketch of Maghs: As depicted in old records’ by Jay Datta Barua helped me to trace the origin of 

Barua Buddhist of North Bengal. ‘Bangali Bouddhader Samajik o Sanskritik Itihaas’ and other 

articles of this book provide socio-cultural traditions which helped me to compare and analyse 

the condition of a migrant minority.   

Contemporary Buddhism in Bangladesh by Sukomal Chaudhuri gives us an outline of 

Theravada religious festivals, monastic life, Buddhist marriage and funeral rites which are 

meaningfully connected to my study and worked as an important secondary source of data.  

Two important indigenous literatures, Paschimbanger Bouddha Dharma o Sanskriti and Barua 

Jati written by two monks, Pragyanandashree Sthabir and Banashree Mahasthabir respectively 

talk about the origin, history of migration, early settlement and the culture of Bengali Buddhist.   
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1.6  Methodology 

Modern sociology has taken as its mission the analysis and understanding of the patterned 

conduct and social processes of society and of the bases in values and attitudes on which 

individual and collective participation in social life rests. Thus the sociologist requires sensitivity 

to and a curiosity about both what is visible and what is not visible to immediate perception. 

Moreover, for every individual and group, ideologies and faiths define the distinction between 

good and evil and are involved in everyday judging and decision making. Therefore, the ability 

to detach himself or herself from the particular values and special interests of organized groups 

is quite an important one. For this purpose methodology is the most important part of any 

research work. 

Every research project has to start somewhere. Typically, this starting point is an ‘idea’. 

Sometimes this idea originates because of a particular problem or situation one actually 

experiences or ideas move from information we hear but may not actually experience. For 

example, I am not the member of my study group but I became interested about the life and 

existence of Bengali Buddhists of Siliguri, my own town. 

Now the next point is that how to relate idea with theories? Generally there are two types of 

approach –  

 idea            theory            design            data collection           analysis            findings 

 idea            design           data collection            theory              analysis         findings 

But in my work I have used a model that encompasses both the ‘research before theory’ and 

‘theory before research’ models. In this proposed approach I have begun with an idea, gathered 

theoretical information, reconsidered and refined my idea, examined possible design, collected 

data, re examined theoretical assumptions then analysed and prepared findings. Thus my 

model would be like- 

Idea     theory        design        data collection      theory          analysis         findings                 
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To ensure that everyone is working with the same definition and understanding, we need to 

conceptualise and operationalise the term. This operationally defining of concepts is important 

in the concept of minority, scheduled tribe or ethnicity for example. The design stage of 

research is concerned with what types of information or data will be gathered and through 

what forms. Multiple data collection technologies designed to measure a single concept or 

construct is data triangulation. Denzin introduced an additional metaphor, which characterizes 

the use of multiple data (qualitative and quantitative), methodologies, multiple theories and 

multiple researchers. It is said that the important feature of triangulation is not the simple 

combination of different kinds but the attempt to relate them so as to counteract the threats to 

validity identified in the each. (Young & Schmid 1994) 

 After collection of data, organization is the main task which is most critical part of research. I 

have tried to collect data in such a way that they could be systematically organized, coded or 

indexed properly. 

1.6.1  The Sample Frame and Sampling Procedures  

The data for this study was collected through a sample survey. To identify the area of this 

community I have identified four religious centers or Buddha mandirs with whom they are 

closely related. I have applied the neighborhood cluster method in this case. This is basically 

choosing of few pockets where a group of people live within easy reach of each other and 

because of the smallness of its size, relationships among its residents are close and intimate. 

Knowledgeable informants from the neighborhood are asked for information. The sample size 

is large enough from the statistical perspective to give the meaningful representation of the 

population whereby the interpretation of the findings can be expected. 

1.6.2  Sources of Data  

The research task requires both the act of observation and the act of communicating the 

analysis these observations to others. The data gathering process can never be described in its 

totality because these “tales of the field” are themselves part of an ongoing social process. For 

the collection of empirical data. I have done fieldwork with the help of conventional sociological 

tools and techniques (viz., observation, use of census schedule, interviews, case studies, group 
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discussions and content analysis) because there was not sufficient information available about 

the issue to be studied. 

Observation is also defined as “a planned methodical watching that involves constraints to 

improve accuracy” (Young & Schmid 1994).  Observation in this study differs from other 

methods of data collection specifically in four ways: i) Observation is always direct. ii) Field 

observation takes place in a natural setting. iii) Observations tend to be less structured and iv) It 

makes only the qualitative study which aims at discovering subjects’ experiences. Generally in 

this work uncontrolled, non-participant observation is followed. I kept an eye on the events 

that took place but did not try to influence the activity in any manner.  

As a comprehensive study of a social unit I have taken the case studies of 4 Buddha mandirs of 

this place as well as the case study of ‘vante’ or religious head among them. Few more notable 

figures are studied as important cases in detail. 

Another important method of data collection is interview including both the structured and 

unstructured pattern. Questions are mostly predetermined and standardized techniques of 

recording are used with some amount of flexibility. According to P.V. Young, “interviewing is 

not a simple way to conversation between an interrogator and informant. Gestures, glances, 

facial expressions, pause often reveal subtle feelings, it is perhaps the most ubiquitous method 

of obtaining information from people. It has been and is still being used in all kinds of practical 

situations” (Young & Schmid 1994). To get speedy results and to explore unanticipated issues 

and to encourage interaction among participants a focus group interview method is followed. 

In this all respondents of the group are subjected to the same experience. For example, 

relevant religious and other literatures are used and utilized as secondary source of 

information. 

 Social researchers may choose to use different kinds of material as their data, like documents, 

quantified reports or direct perceptions. This study is based on both primary and secondary 

sources of data. Some published and unpublished materials are consulted for understanding 

the history and culture of Bengali Buddhist as a background. 
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Data obtained from the field are edited, compiled, categorized and in accordance with 

objective of the study. Qualitative and simple statistical measures are used as and when 

necessary. The analyses of qualitative data are done through systematic description and 

analysis of the collected facts. The data are finally organized into relevant chapters.  

1.7  Organization of the Thesis  

On the basis of following four basic areas the dissertation has six chapters including 

introductory discussion and culmination of facts and findings--- 

History, tradition and cultural changes 

Every community has its history- its origin, development, migrations, conflicts, adjustments. 

Every social group develops a certain fund of social values and a set of social attitudes towards 

these values. These social heritages generally condition the life of the group in its new cultural 

settings. 

Social organization 

Mallinowski says that “social organization is the standardized manner in which groups behave”. 

It is an organized activity through which human beings are bound together by their connection 

with a definite pattern of environment. 

Conflict, accommodation and cultural syncretism 

In many culture groups of different patterns, especially in modern urban centers – the young 

people are exposed to divergent social environments and consequently tend to create hybrid 

social attitudes and values. They live in two or more cultural worlds without being completely 

adjusted to any one world. 

Social change and the integrity of the group 

Social reform consciously brings improvement in the group, chiefly through social legislation, 

propaganda and education of the group. Social recognition is a process occurring because of 

adequate social change in the course of social evolution.  
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Chapter I contains introduction which outlines the statement of the problems, objectives and 

theoretical framework of the study, review of literature, research area and research design, 

references. 

Chapter II is about historical settings and physical configuration of the Theravadi Buddhists 

which covers the origin, identity, history of migration and settlement pattern of the group. First 

part of this chapter is based on the secondary sources but the information related to present 

demographic and settlement pattern are based on the primary sources of data collection. 

Chapter III is about general conditions and institutions of the community in a new setting. This 

chapter discusses the nature ofeducation, economy of the community, emerging political 

preferences and religious institutional life of the community.  

Chapter IV focuses on culture of the community in the light of syncretism and distinctiveness.  

Eating behaviour, wearing apparel, language, traditions and changes including festivals, everyday  

rites - rituals, beliefs practices and monastic life are some important areas of concern of this chapter. 

Chapter V includes the boundary maintenance of the community and exchange with ‘others’. 

Participation of Bengali Buddhist in socio-religious occasions of other communities, crisis and 

adjustment in case of inter-marriages and the reception of recognition or rejection by others 

are some major areas of concern of this chapter. 

Chapter VI culminates some findings and general observations about their conflict and 

accommodation, change and integrity or in other words their process of maintaining 

community life.   
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