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ABSTRACT

This study explores the historical evolution and development
of minor religions in Eastern India, focusing on their origins, growth,
and socio-cultural impact over time. While major religions such as
Hinduism, Islam, and Christianity have been extensively studied, minor
religions—often practiced by indigenous communities and smaller
sects—remain underrepresented in academic discourse. This research
examines how these religions have adapted to changing political,
social, and economic contexts from ancient to modern times. Drawing
on historical records, ethnographic studies, and regional narratives,
the study highlights the resilience, syncretism, and unique identities of
these religious traditions. It also considers the challenges faced by minor religions in maintaining their
cultural heritage amid globalization and dominant religious influences. The findings contribute to a
deeper understanding of Eastern India’s religious diversity and underscore the importance of preserving
minority religious practices as vital components of the region’s pluralistic fabric.

KEYWORDS: Minor religions, Eastern India, Religious evolution, Indigenous faiths..

INTRODUCTION

Eastern India, a region marked by rich cultural and religious diversity, has been home to a
variety of religious traditions beyond the well-known major faiths such as Hinduism, Islam, and
Christianity. Minor religions—often rooted in indigenous, tribal, and localized belief systems—have
played a crucial role in shaping the socio-cultural fabric of the region. These religious traditions, while
smaller in number, possess unique rituals, myths, and worldviews that reflect the historical experiences
and environmental contexts of their communities.

The evolution of these minor religions is intertwined with broader historical processes,
including migrations, conquests, trade, and colonial encounters. Despite facing pressures from
dominant religious ideologies and modernization, many of these faiths have demonstrated resilience
through adaptation and syncretism. However, scholarly attention to their development has been
limited, often overshadowed by the focus on larger religious groups.

This study seeks to fill this gap by tracing the historical trajectory of minor religions in Eastern
India, examining their origins, transformations, and contemporary status. By exploring ethnographic
accounts, historical records, and cultural narratives, the research aims to highlight the importance of
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these religions in understanding the pluralistic and dynamic religious landscape of Eastern India.
Furthermore, it addresses the challenges these communities face in preserving their distinct identities
amid rapid social change and globalization.

Aims and Objectives
Aim:

To examine the historical evolution and development of minor religions in Eastern India,
focusing on their origins, transformations, and contemporary significance within the region’s diverse
religious landscape.

Objectives:

1. To trace the historical origins and growth of minor religions in Eastern India.

2. To analyze the socio-cultural and environmental factors influencing their development.

3. To explore the processes of adaptation, syncretism, and resilience among these religious traditions.

4. To document the unique rituals, beliefs, and practices that characterize minor religions in the

region.

To assess the challenges faced by these communities in preserving their religious identities amid

dominant religions and modernization.

6. To contribute to a deeper understanding of Eastern India’s religious pluralism by highlighting the
role of minor religions.

v

LITERATURE REVIEW

The study of minor religions in Eastern India has garnered increasing scholarly interest, though
it remains less explored compared to the dominant religious traditions. Early anthropological works by
Verrier Elwin (1950s) provided foundational insights into the indigenous tribal religions of Eastern
India, emphasizing their close connection to nature, animism, and ritualistic practices. Elwin’s
documentation highlighted how these faiths embody distinct worldviews that contrast with
mainstream Hinduism and other major religions.

Subsequent ethnographic research has expanded on these foundations, exploring the syncretic
nature of many minor religions that blend indigenous beliefs with elements of Hinduism, Buddhism,
and Christianity (Ghosh, 2004; Singh, 2010). This syncretism reflects the adaptive strategies of these
communities in negotiating cultural and religious pressures while maintaining unique identities.
Scholars like Subhasis Chatterjee (2013) have argued that such fusion underscores the dynamic and
fluid nature of religious identity in the region.

Historical analyses trace the origins of many minor religions to pre-Aryan and tribal
civilizations, emphasizing their deep-rooted connection to the land and local ecology (Dasgupta, 2007).
Colonial-era records further reveal how missionary activities, administrative policies, and social
reforms impacted the development and visibility of these religions (Lobo, 2009). The post-
independence period saw both challenges and revitalization efforts, as globalization and modernization
introduced new socio-economic pressures alongside opportunities for cultural preservation.

Recent interdisciplinary studies integrate archaeology, history, and cultural anthropology to
explore how minor religions contribute to the broader socio-political landscape of Eastern India
(Mukherjee, 2018). These works underscore the need to preserve intangible cultural heritage and
address the marginalization faced by adherents of minor religions. Moreover, contemporary research
increasingly recognizes the political dimensions of religious identity, as minor religious groups seek
recognition and rights within India’s pluralistic framework (Patnaik, 2021).

Despite these advances, gaps remain in comprehensive documentation and critical analysis,
particularly concerning the lived experiences of followers and the impact of ongoing socio-economic
changes. This study aims to build on existing scholarship by providing an integrative historical and
cultural perspective on minor religions in Eastern India.
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative research approach combining historical analysis and
ethnographic methods to explore the evolution and development of minor religions in Eastern India.
Primary and secondary sources, including historical records, colonial archives, religious texts, and
previous ethnographic studies, form the basis of the historical inquiry. Additionally, field visits and
interviews with community elders, religious leaders, and practitioners are conducted to gather
contemporary insights and oral histories. The research adopts an interpretive framework to
understand how minor religions have adapted to changing socio-political and cultural contexts over
time. Comparative analysis of different religious groups helps identify common patterns of resilience
and transformation. This multi-method approach enables a comprehensive understanding of both the
historical trajectory and current status of minor religions in the region.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Despite the rich religious diversity of Eastern India, the historical evolution and development of
minor religions—particularly those practiced by indigenous and tribal communities—remain under-
researched and insufficiently documented. These religions face threats from dominant religious
narratives, cultural assimilation, and socio-economic changes, leading to the gradual erosion of their
unique identities and practices. The lack of comprehensive scholarly focus has resulted in gaps in
understanding their origins, transformations, and contemporary relevance. This study addresses the
urgent need to document and analyze the historical trajectories and socio-cultural dynamics of minor
religions in Eastern India to contribute to preserving their heritage and promoting religious pluralism.

FURTHER SUGGESTIONS FOR RESEARCH

1. In-depth Ethnographic Studies: Conduct detailed fieldwork among specific minor religious
communities to document their rituals, oral traditions, and contemporary practices.

2. Comparative Analysis: Compare minor religions across different states in Eastern India to identify
regional variations and common patterns in their evolution and development.

3. Impact of Globalization: Explore how globalization and modern communication technologies
influence the preservation or transformation of minor religious identities.

4. Gender and Religion: Investigate the role of gender within minor religious communities and how
religious practices shape gender relations.

5. Religious Syncretism: Study the processes and outcomes of syncretism between minor religions
and dominant faiths, focusing on cultural adaptation and resistance.

6. Political and Legal Recognition: Examine the effects of state policies and legal frameworks on the
rights and status of minor religious groups.

7. Intergenerational Transmission: Analyze how beliefs and practices are transmitted across
generations within minor religions, particularly in the face of cultural assimilation.

8. Environmental Connections: Investigate the relationship between minor religions and local
environmental stewardship or ecological knowledge.

HYPOTHESIS

Minor religions in Eastern India have evolved through continuous interaction with dominant
religious, political, and socio-economic forces, yet have retained distinct cultural identities through
adaptation, syncretism, and community resilience. Despite historical marginalization and modern
challenges, these religious traditions continue to play a significant role in preserving the cultural
heritage and pluralistic fabric of the region.
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Results: Historical Evolution and Development of Minor Religions in Eastern India
1. Early and Tribal Religious Traditions (Prehistoric to Early Historic Period)

Indigenous Beliefs: Eastern India, especially regions like Jharkhand, Odisha, Bengal, and
Chhattisgarh, was home to Adivasi (tribal) communities such as the Santhal, Munda, Oraon, Ho,
and others, who practiced animism, ancestor worship, and nature-centric spirituality.

Key Features: Beliefs in spirits, sacred groves, and earth-mother goddesses (like Dharti Ma)
formed core aspects of these religions.

Continuity: These religions maintained their identity despite external influences and continue to
exist today, especially as Sarna Dharma or Adi Dharma.

2. Jainism and Buddhism (6th Century BCE to Early CE)

Buddhism and Jainism emerged as reformist movements in Eastern India (notably in Bihar)
during the 6th century BCE.

Eastern India's Role:

Bihar became the heartland of early Buddhism (Bodh Gaya, Nalanda, Vikramshila).

Jainism also had influence in parts of Bengal and Odisha, with evidence of Jain temples and
inscriptions.

Decline: With the rise of devotional Hinduism and later Islamic invasions, Buddhism and Jainism
declined in prominence in Eastern India.

3. Hindu Reform Movements and Syncretic Sects (Medieval Period)

o

o

Shaivism and Vaishnavism grew, integrating tribal deities and practices.

Regional Saints and Movements:

Chaitanya Mahaprabhu's Bhakti Movement in Bengal emphasized devotion (bhakti) over ritual,
leading to Neo-Vaishnavism.

Tribal and folk traditions merged with Vaishnavism, forming syncretic sects (e.g., Baul, Sahajiya).

4. Islam and Minor Islamic Sects (13th-18th Century)

The spread of Islam through Sufis and traders introduced Sufi mysticism to Eastern India.

Sufi Orders (like Chishti and Qadiri) established dargahs and spiritual centers, which often
attracted both Muslims and Hindus.

Minor sects like Faraizi and Ahmadiyya emerged in Bengal during the later periods.

5. Christianity and Missionary Activities (Colonial Period)

Christianity spread with Portuguese, Danish, and British missionaries in Bengal, Jharkhand, and
Odisha.

Missionaries (like William Carey) established schools, printing presses, and translated the Bible into
local languages.

Some tribal communities (e.g., Khasis, Oraons, Nagas) adopted Christianity in part due to education
and social services.

6. Modern and Revivalist Movements (19th-20th Century)

Renaissance and Reform: Bengal Renaissance gave rise to Brahmo Samaj (by Raja Ram Mohan
Roy) and other rationalist movements that rejected idolatry and caste.

Revival of Tribal Faiths: Movements like Sarna Dharma and Kherwalism attempted to formalize
tribal religion and gain constitutional recognition.

Legal Status: These efforts continue today under the demand for a separate religious code for tribal
faiths.
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7. Contemporary Landscape (21st Century)

e Minor religions continue to seek recognition and rights, particularly:

Sarna Dharma as a separate religious identity in the Indian census.

Buddhist and Jain revival through cultural tourism and educational initiatives.

Inter-religious dialogue among folk sects like the Bauls and Sufi communities.

Challenges: Encroachment, conversion, loss of cultural identity, and political marginalization
remain key issues.

® O O O

DISCUSSION

The historical evolution of minor religions in Eastern India reveals a rich interplay of
indigenous, reformist, and syncretic traditions. Tribal religions like Sarna Dharma have shown
remarkable resilience despite pressures from dominant faiths. Buddhism and Jainism emerged as early
reformist movements but later declined due to loss of patronage. Bhakti and Sufi movements fostered
spiritual inclusivity and blurred religious boundaries. Colonial-era missionary activity introduced
Christianity, especially among tribal communities. These changes often resulted in hybrid identities and
mixed religious practices. Post-independence, minor religions became tools of socio-political assertion.
Movements for legal recognition, such as the Sarna code demand, reflect this trend. Despite
modernization and marginalization, many traditions continue through oral transmission and
community rituals. The region remains a testament to India’s diverse and evolving spiritual landscape.

CONCLUSION

The historical evolution of minor religions in Eastern India highlights their deep cultural and
spiritual roots. Indigenous faiths have endured through centuries of change, preserving unique
worldviews. Reformist movements like Buddhism and Jainism shaped early religious thought but
gradually declined. Syncretic traditions, blending tribal, Hindu, and Sufi elements, reflect the region’s
inclusive ethos. Colonial influences introduced Christianity, adding to religious diversity. In modern
times, minor religions have become symbols of identity and resistance. Movements for official
recognition show a growing awareness of cultural rights. Despite challenges, these religions continue to
thrive in community life. Their survival depends on recognition, education, and cultural preservation.
Together, they enrich the pluralistic fabric of Eastern India.
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