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Abstract

This article highlights the rich and evolving literary tradition of the Mech tribe, an integral part
of the Bodo-Kachari ethnic group. Although the Mech language historically lacked a native
script, it has experienced significant literary growth through the adoption of the Eastern Nagari
(Bengali-Assamese) script. This transition has facilitated the creation and preservation of
numerous literary works, ranging from folklore and oral histories to contemporary belles-lettres,
thereby enriching Mech cultural identity. Dedicated scholars and cultural leaders, such as Dr.
Kameswar Brahma and Subin Shoaiba, have played pivotal roles in advocating for the official
recognition of the Bodo language and promoting Mech literature within broader linguistic
frameworks.

The article discusses the vibrant oral traditions of the Mech people, including mythologies,
folktales, and social narratives that have historically transmitted cultural values and communal
knowledge. Efforts to document, study, and expand Mech literature have contributed to a
growing body of written works that engage with themes of social structure, religion, daily life,
and the natural environment. These literary endeavors preserve the community’s distinct
worldview and support its cultural resurgence amid external influences and modernization.
Moreover, Mech literature reflects the interplay of their indigenous Bathou religious beliefs and
syncretic influences from Hinduism and Brahmo Dharma, offering a unique insight into the
tribe’s spiritual and philosophical underpinnings. The flourishing of Mech literary activities
today signals a crucial step in cultural preservation and empowerment, ensuring that the language
and heritage of this historically marginalized community continue to thrive for future
generations. This literary renaissance not only reinforces Mech identity but also contributes to
the diverse literary landscape of northeastern India.

Keywords: Mech tribe, Bodo literature, Bathouism, Eastern Nagari script, Indigenous oral
traditions

Introduction
There is a difference of opinion between the historians, anthropologists and scholars as they

disagree about the origin of the word/tribe called “Mech” but unanimously most of them agreed
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on the fact that the Mech tribe belongs to the Bodo-Kachari group of tribes (a subgroup of the
Indo-Mongoloid ethnic groups). It is hardly possible to diagnose the exact time and date of the
arrival of the Mongoloid Bodos in India. It could be argued that climate change, drought, natural
catastrophe, population explosion and other prevailing insolvable complexities may have
triggered the initial dispersal and migration of Bodos from their homeland and they spread in all
directions in search of food, cloth and shelter. These daredevil subgroups in order to seek their
fortune entered India through the Himalayan passes. These settlers were capable of establishing
their political dominance in this vast Himalayan region but it is the irony of fate, which reduced
them from a powerful majoritarian entity to minoritarian Scheduled Tribes.

Nagendranath Vasu, Grierson et al. opine that the word “Mech” has originated from the
Sanskrit word Mleccha, meaning impure while a group of scholars also articulate that some
ancestors of these people had resided in the region neighbouring the Mechi river and
consequently they were named as Mech. Researchers and scholars like Dalton, Hodgson, Dr.
Francis Buchanan-Hamilton, Grierson et al. observe that the human subgroups, i.e., Mech, Koch,
Rabha, Garo, Kachari belong to the umbrella group, i.e., the Bodo group of tribes. The Mech
tribe in the district of Alipurduar is habituated to introduce themselves as Bodos. However, it is a
fact that the Assamese Bodo tribe designates the Mech community of North Bengal as “Birdan
Ar1” while these Assamese Bodos are named as “Samjari” by the Mech tribe of North Bengal.

There are many arguments, counterarguments, popular theories and legends on the origin
of the Mech tribe. Sir Herbert Hope Risley and Nagendranath Vasu narrated a story on/about
their origin —— three brothers were sent by the God to Varanasi in order to search for the
potential habitats of the Mech. They were descended on earth and after that, they started moving
towards the east and arrived at the juncture of the alluvial land between Koshi and Brahmaputra
along the Eastern Himalayan region called Cachar. The youngest brother settled there and
eventually his successors came to be known as Mech. On the other hand, the remaining two
brothers decided to move forward and they arrived in Nepal —— their successors were named as
“Limbu” and “Khambi”. Learned scholar and academician Charu Chandra Sanyal, in the year
1969 collected a story on the origin of the Mech tribe from the Mech priest called Brajanath
Shoaiba at Satali in the district of Alipurduar. According to this legend, the Limbu and the Mech
cohabitated, they were driven away most probably by the Chinese forces from the Tibeto-
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Burman regions vis-a-vis from the north-eastern borderlines. With the passage of time, they fled
along the foot of the Himalayas amidst the thick forest in the Terai region. They started living
there and concentrated on food production. The Limbus achieved mastery in the field of food
production and they started moving towards the hilly regions when their food storage drained so
fast. The Mech community was a bit late in this field and they tried to follow the track of the
Limbus but lost their way and came upon the Mechi River (a tributary of the Mahananda River).
A group preferred to stay on the banks of the river Mechi and came to be known as Mech while
some of them decided to move eastward. It could not be denied that the quantitative members of
the larger Bodo-cluster are known by various names in different parts of the country due to the
dichotomous geographical environment(s) —— the settlers from the regions of North Bengal,
Nepal to the Kashmir valleys came to be known as “Mech” or “Meche” according to the Mechi
river; the inhabitants of the Sankosh, east Brahmaputra regions along the Barak valleys are
categorised as “Bodos”; the dwellers of the Cachar hilly regions are demarcated as “Bodo-
Kachari” group of tribes while the residents of Dimapur are denoted as “Dimasabodo”. Indian
anthropologist and historian Ramaprasad Chanda in his History of Bengal observed that in the
mid-Tenth century North Bengal was invaded by the Kambojas and their successors came to be
known as Koch, Paniya and Mech. It is a leviathan task to arrive at a consensus on the origin of
the word/tribe called Mech and the best intellectual minds can take the hurdle of solving this
mystery.

It is not possible to exactly figure out the total number of Mech population in the state of West
Bengal as a result of the fact that from 1981 to the present day neither caste-based nor religion-
based census report has been published. However, it could be argued that the Mech population
principally centres around the territories of North Bengal and the newly formed Alipurduar
district records the highest rate of their population. The predominance of the créeme de la creme
of the Mech litterateurs crowned their rich language with laurel —— even though the Mech tribe
does not have their own script but their language gave birth to many belles-lettres and literary
gems. However, the learned scholars and academicians are leaving no stone unturned in order to
accelerate the growth of the Mech literature with the help of Eastern Nagari (also known as the
Bengali-Assamese script). Deodhai was a language script believed by some intellectuals to be
used by ancient Mech community. Dr. Kameswar Brahma, President of Bodo Sahitya Sabha and
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his Man Friday Subin Shoaiba (West Bengal state general secretary) performed the act of
pushing their agenda for the official recognition of the Bodo language —— both of them
unleashed an unprecedented wave of mass participation for the promotion of the Bodo language
and literature. The egalitarian Mech society is devoid of the persistence of caste hierarchy. The
patriarchal Mech society is not a believer in gender discrimination however it could not be
denied that the socio-religious dimension of the Mech tribe is divided into five gotras or aris
(relationship group, and is viewed as identical to ancestry or family tree), i.e., Narginary (Pata
Gotra), Ishwarary (Deva Gotra), Basumatary (Bhumi Gotra), Hazowary (Pahar Gotra) and
Mochary (Bagh Gotra). On the other hand, in compliance with the collection of a folktale by the
revered scholar Dr. Charu Chandra Sanyal from the Mech priest called Brajanath Shoaiba at
Satali in the district of Alipurduar it could be argued that the Mech community is divided into
seven gotras. According to this legend, a group of Mech people in search of their permanent
address came under a big tree in the forest. Consequently, they had decided to cut the tree in
view of making this territory suitable for residence. As a result of this decision a group of them
began to chop the tree while the remaining others took preparation for cooking. When the tree
was about to fall the people who were associated with cutting the tree down urged the others to
keep a safe distance to avoid injury. The gotra (Sampram/Champras-ari) of the people who ate
this half-cooked food (named as “Sampras” or “Champras” in the Mech language) and dared to
live under this tree in order to safeguard, came to be known as Samprasary or Champramary. The
people who took shelter under the Narjai tree (a particular tree, native to the corchorus olitorius
category) came to be known as Narjinary( their gotra’s formulation is Narjen and Ari). Similarly
those who sought refuge in the subterranean region came to be categorised as Basumatary (their
gotra-fragmentation is Basumata and Ari), those lionhearted people who dared to stay under the
tree came to be classified as Bargaon-ari (Bargaon and Ari) and last but not the least those who
chanted the Almighty and decided to stay back came to be known as Ishwarary (Ishwar and Ari).
Those who fled to the nearby forest came to be categorised as Hazowary (Hazo and Ari). A
group of the Mech people who ran away to the breathtaking tiger reserves came to be demarcated
as Mochary or Moshahary (Mocha and Ari, i.e., their gotra’s formulation). All the Mech
intellectuals do not agree on this gotra-division however it could not be denied that the name of
the gotras is used as surnames in the Mech society. Most probably, the Ishwarary and
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Champramary gotras are identical associates of the Bargaonari and Basumatary gotras. Besides
these abovementioned binaries, the gotras of the Mech people can also be divided according to
their occupation on the local level ——the Mandal gotra can be one example.

The theological beliefs of the Mech communities which were devoid of any reference to
idol worship and prayer houses are synchronous with the earliest form of Hinduism. From time
immemorial they had been practising the earth-centered religion or nature worship, i.e.,
Bathouism( also, Bathou). It could be argued that the Bathou religious beliefs were emanated
protologically, by birth with Bodo group of tribes in this world. The keynotes of these age-old
religious practices centre around the concept of Pancha Bhutas (the great five key elements
which formulate the elementary structural foundation of all living beings) —— the name Bathou
(“Ba” means five while “thou” is identical to deep) in Bodo language means five principles. The
five principles are bar (air), orr (fire), ha (earth), dwi (water) and okhrang (ether):
thaigirni bikhonga khongba, (owi fruit has five rinds)
sijouni siria siriba,(sijou tree has five ridges)
siphungni gudunga dungba, (sipung, i.e. a long bamboo flute of the bodos, has five holes)
bathouni bandua banduba,(the bathou has five knots of bamboo strips)
boro bwraini raoa phongba (the bodo elders have five moral preachings)

The abovementioned poem has been cited from Dr. Sekhar Brahma’s pioneering work entitled
Religion of the Bodos and their Socio-Cultural Transition: A Historical Perspective. The five
elements correspond to the physical and vigorous traits of the human body and the material
world. Pancha Bhutas are reflective of and in tune with the overall wellbeing of human beings.
Any disarray in human body demonstrates disproportion of one or more of these rudiments.
There is a wonderful harmony/synthesis of Pancha Bhutas in all aspects of the Bodo socio-
political life vis-a-vis the traditional Bodo dance forms invariably denote a clearer impression of
the Pancha Mudras ( angushta, the thumb, of fire; tarjani, the index finger of air; madhyama, the
middle finger, of space; anamika, the ring finger, of earth; and kanishtha, the shortest finger, of
water). Ranjan Ghosh in his highly intellectual property/article entitled as “Imagination,
Imaging, and Revisionist Aesthetics in Rushdie’s “Haroun and the Sea of Stories”: An (In)
fusionist Approach” which was published by Penn State University Press, observes: “Abhinaya

is a very complex metaphor within the parameters of Bharata’s Natyasastra and Rasa theory.
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Mudra’s angikabhinaya (body language) devises its own vocabulary and resonance.” (11)
Exploring in tandem doyen Ghosh’s noble scholastic ventures and dialogy, I would like to
further comment that Abhinaya also needs the artistic and dedicated hug of tapasya (meditation
of restraint) which ultimately gets its manifestation through the artist’s noble venture for
constituting a fusion of res cogitans (thinking things, the mind) and res extensa (extended things,
bodies) molecules the artist’s ipseity (the self) to be a pervasive Promethean instrumentalist as
the artist’s indefatigable zeal comprising of lila (joyous energy flow), Tagorean friluftsliv (open-
air life), santarasa (rasa of peace, tranquillity), an artist’s systéme allocutoire to the nation
celebrates Bakhtinian heteroglossia (mixture of different voices and various cultural traditions)
and most importantly the artist’s mise en abyme (in a kind of mirroring of representation) of
pluralistic society triumphs ousia as a mouthpiece of marginalised/peripheralised/defenestrated
voices who belong to the boundary level of a power structure. The Bodos prefer to believe that
the human body is a complex totality and it consists of five essential elements; as a result of this
belief the Bodos prefer to call themselves as Badosa or Saba Midaini Fisa or Borofisa, i.e., a
composition of five key elements. It could be argued that the word called “Badosa” is a
transformed version of the words, i.e., “Bodo” and “Boro”.
Literature Review
The literature surrounding the Mech tribe, as explored in the primary article, reveals a
multidisciplinary engagement spanning history, anthropology, linguistics, religion, and cultural
studies. Central to understanding the Mech identity is recognizing their place within the larger
Bodo-Kachari ethnic cluster, itself a subgroup of the wider Indo-Mongoloid family. Early works
by colonial-era ethnographers such as Herbert Hope Risley and Nagendranath Vasu provide
foundational perspectives, linking the Mech’s origin to both the Sanskrit term “Mleccha” and the
geographic association with the Mechi River. These early interpretations, though influential,
have invited critiqgue and expansion by subsequent scholars who argue for a more nuanced
understanding based on oral traditions and migratory histories collected from the community
itself.
The anthropological and ethnolinguistic dimensions have been significantly shaped by
researchers like George A. Grierson, Francis Buchanan-Hamilton, and Brian Hodgson, who
collectively positioned the Mech alongside related tribes such as the Rabha, Koch, and Garo
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under the Bodo umbrella. Their linguistic surveys trace the evolution of Mech language as part
of the Tibeto-Burman family, noting the absence of an indigenous script and the contemporary
adoption of Eastern Nagari to facilitate literary expression. Notably, contemporary scholars and
cultural activists such as Dr. Kameswar Brahma and Subin Shoaiba have been pivotal in
revitalizing Mech language and literature through institutional support and advocacy for official
recognition, marking a significant turnaround from oral-only traditions.
Religious studies contribute a critical layer, situating Mech spirituality within Bathouism — an
earth-centered faith emphasizing nature worship, cosmic elements, and moral philosophy.
Literature on Bathouism, including the works of Sekhar Brahma and ethnographic
documentation by Srishti B Dutta, highlights its syncretic facets, blending indigenous rites with
influences from Hindu Shaiva and Shakta traditions, as well as Nath Panth monastic movements.
The codification and celebration of rituals such as the Kherai festivals are frequently discussed in
relation to cultural continuity and social cohesion, serving as rich subject matter for ritual studies
and socio-religious anthropology.
Socio-political and economic studies, though less extensive, underscore transitions from
traditional jhum cultivation and forest gathering to settled agriculture and political participation.
Histories of community leaders like Kalicharan Brahma and records of electoral achievements by
members such as Debendranath Brahmo Mandal document the community’s engagement with
broader political systems post-Independence, adding depth to accounts of marginalization and
resilience. These political narratives align with socio-economic analyses that recognize
challenges posed by population growth and structural changes, which have reshaped community
livelihoods and aspirations.
The collected folklore, oral narratives, and mythological accounts compiled by Charu Chandra
Sanyal and other ethnographers form a vital repository sustaining the Mech identity. These
stories—whether of ancestral migrations, clan origins, or deity worship—function as cultural
texts that negotiate history, identity, and morality with creativity and symbolic richness. They
also serve as important texts for literary study, offering insight into stylistic, thematic, and
performative aspects of indigenous storytelling.
Overall, the literature reviewed in and around the article portrays a vibrant and layered portrait of
the Mech tribe. It highlights ongoing scholarly efforts to reconcile historicist accounts with
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indigenous knowledge, promote linguistic and cultural preservation, and understand the socio-
religious systems that sustain community identity. Future research trajectories encourage deeper
ethnographic engagement, interdisciplinary methodologies, and active collaboration with Mech

intellectuals to ensure that this rich heritage is both preserved and dynamically evolved.

Research Methodology

The research methodology employed in the primary article on the Mech tribe is rooted in a
multidisciplinary and integrative approach, combining historical analysis, ethnographic
fieldwork, linguistic study, and cultural anthropology. The article draws extensively on both
primary and secondary sources to construct a comprehensive narrative of the Mech people’s
origin, culture, language, religion, and socio-political life.

Historically, the research relies on archival data, colonial ethnographies, and classical texts
authored by early scholars such as Nagendranath Vasu, Herbert Hope Risley, George A.
Grierson, and Francis Buchanan-Hamilton. These sources provide documented accounts of the
tribe’s migrations, linguistic affiliations, and interactions with neighboring groups. The historical
review also evaluates legends and oral traditions recorded by scholars like Charu Chandra
Sanyal, incorporating folk narratives as authentic voices within the research framework.
Ethnographically, the article reflects information gathered through direct engagement with
community members, including interviews with elders, priests like Brajanath Shoaiba, and
cultural leaders. This qualitative data enriches the understanding of Mech social organization,
gotra systems, religious practices, and festivals such as Kherai. Oral histories, ritual descriptions,
and social customs are integral to this inquiry, emphasizing an emic perspective that respects
indigenous knowledge systems.

Linguistic analysis is embedded through the examination of the Mech language’s transition from
predominantly oral forms to literary expression using the Eastern Nagari script. The study
references language documentation efforts, including contributions by prominent language
activists and scholars, highlighting script development, literary production, and language policy
advocacy.

Religious and cultural dimensions are explored using comparative religious studies methods. The

article juxtaposes Bathouism with broader Indian philosophical traditions, assessing ritual
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symbolism, theological interpretations, and syncretic adaptations. This includes analysis of
sacred texts, dance forms, and worship rituals.
Overall, the research methodology is qualitative, descriptive, and interpretive, relying heavily on
secondary literature review supplemented by first-hand cultural data and oral testimonies. It
incorporates multidisciplinary perspectives to provide a holistic and nuanced portrayal of the
Mech tribe, balancing academic rigor with sensitivity to cultural authenticity.The research
methodology employed in the primary article on the Mech tribe is rooted in a multidisciplinary
and integrative approach, combining historical analysis, ethnographic fieldwork, linguistic study,
and cultural anthropology. The article draws extensively on both primary and secondary sources
to construct a comprehensive narrative of the Mech people’s origin, culture, language, religion,
and socio-political life.
Historically, the research relies on archival data, colonial ethnographies, and classical texts
authored by early scholars such as Nagendranath Vasu, Herbert Hope Risley, George A.
Grierson, and Francis Buchanan-Hamilton. These sources provide documented accounts of the
tribe’s migrations, linguistic affiliations, and interactions with neighboring groups. The historical
review also evaluates legends and oral traditions recorded by scholars like Charu Chandra
Sanyal, incorporating folk narratives as authentic voices within the research framework.
Ethnographically, the article reflects information gathered through direct engagement with
community members, including interviews with elders, priests like Brajanath Shoaiba, and
cultural leaders. This qualitative data enriches the understanding of Mech social organization,
gotra systems, religious practices, and festivals such as Kherai. Oral histories, ritual descriptions,
and social customs are integral to this inquiry, emphasizing an emic perspective that respects
indigenous knowledge systems.
Linguistic analysis is embedded through the examination of the Mech language’s transition from
predominantly oral forms to literary expression using the Eastern Nagari script. The study
references language documentation efforts, including contributions by prominent language
activists and scholars, highlighting script development, literary production, and language policy
advocacy.
Religious and cultural dimensions are explored using comparative religious studies methods. The

article juxtaposes Bathouism with broader Indian philosophical traditions, assessing ritual
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symbolism, theological interpretations, and syncretic adaptations. This includes analysis of
sacred texts, dance forms, and worship rituals.
Overall, the research methodology is qualitative, descriptive, and interpretive, relying heavily on
secondary literature review supplemented by first-hand cultural data and oral testimonies. It
incorporates multidisciplinary perspectives to provide a holistic and nuanced portrayal of the

Mech tribe, balancing academic rigor with sensitivity to cultural authenticity.

Data Analysis & Interpretation

According to the quintessential Bodo or Mech religious doctrines the mystery of creation of the
universe revolves around Obong, the creator of the five essential elements and symbolic of the
existence of infinite formless god. Phonetically, the word called Obong is in symphony with the
keywords like “Om” (arguably, the primordial sound of the universe) and Param Brahma. In
view of this critical analysis/discussion, questions arise whether the word called “Om” is a
transformed rendition of the word called Obong. According to the ancient Mech myths and
legends when the eternal divine entity, i.e., Obong in the joy of creation is energised, then the
primordial sound of the universe, i.e., “Om” is being transmitted.

The stereotypical practitioners of Bathouism( also, Bathou) consider the veneration of the
creators of the universe (Jagatpita and Jagatmata). The philosophical undertones of this religious
doctrine are synchronous with Samkhya (the dualistic school of Indian philosophy) vis-a-vis
with the worship of Purusha-Prakriti (Ardhanareeshvara/ the fusion of the universal cosmic male
and the Mother Nature) while in accordance with the Yoga-shastra it is symmetrical to the
adoration of Shaiva and Shakti. Matsyendranatha and Gorakhnath led the Nath Hindu Monastic
Movement in India and in view of this, it could be stated that Bathouism( also, Bathou) is
reflective of and in tune with the idealistic doctrines of Nath Panth. Submission to nature,
worshipping the fertility cult of the Mother Nature signifies their deep belief in the traditional
Shamanistic religion. An In(fusionist) attempt to critically explore and investigate these two
abovementioned schools of thought can give birth to a new ideological apparatus. Bathou is the
supreme god of the Mech community. As Srishti B Dutta in online article entitled “Explained:

What is Bathou, the Religion of the Bodos in Assam” observes:
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A lack of theological texts, no idol worship and a complete absence of written history- yet
survived since centuries on oral literature and mythological tales. This is Bathou, the traditional
religion followed by the Bodo (pronounced Boro) community of Assam. India truly has no lack
of diversity, and the little-known Bathou religion only goes to show the same. The Bodos, a
group of people speaking Tibeto-Burmese language, are the largest minority group in
Assam. Concentrated in the northern areas of the Brahmaputra River valley, the Bodos consist of
a large number of tribes such as the Kachari, Rabha, Garo, Mech. Theyhave a distinctive culture,
food and customs compared to the rest of the State. Bodos are spread all over North-east India
as well as Nepal and Bangladesh, but they are predominant in Kokrajhar, Chirang, Baksa and
Udalguri districts of Assam.
At the centre of Bathou religion is the Sijou tree (belonging to the Euphorbia genus) which is
placed on an altar and worshipped as an ultimate symbol of the Supreme God. (Dutta)
This native god symbolises creation, preservation and destruction (never-ending cycle of
existence). The special worship of Bathou is performed by the Mech tribe in order to propitiate.
On the other hand, the Meches also carry out the performance of four kinds of Kherai. These are:
Darshan Kherai (celebrated in the month of September and October to propitiate Mainao,
goddess of wealth)
Umrao Kherai (celebrated in the month of June-July for the wellbeing of the village community
as well as of the crops which grow in the summer)
Phalo Kherai (celebrated in the month of January and February throughout bhogali bihu)
Nowaoni Kherai (sporadically celebrated in a family for the welfare of the family members and
their relatives)

However, it is customary to state that in the nonattendance of doudini (female priest)
none of these Kherai can be celebrated. Besides this, the Bodos are the believers in numerous
gods and goddesses. As a result of this fact a lot of Bodo women act upon and involve
themselves in a variety of Hindu pujas and festivals/worship rituals, like the celebration and
active participation in Durga Puja, Kali Puja and Shiva Chaturdashi etc. In the Bodo society, the
female members of the family are not prohibited from visiting and celebrating these
festivals. The next most significant deity in the Bodo society is Mainao, the wife of
Bathoubwrai, who is considered as the “defender of the paddy fields”. Being a consecrated
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position, the north-eastern corner of the patio is held in reserve for Bathousali (a sacred place
where the Bodo devotees assemble together in order to worship). The north-eastern angle
furthermore is supposed to accelerate the growth of family welfare, sound health, prosperity, and
overall supremacy of the residence. In a typical Bathousali an altar is placed by means of soil and
bamboo sticks are used as fencing materials. The Bathou altar is a construction, which is made
with dirt free mud and made around in form measuring around approximately 100 cm high and
around 75 cm wide. Traditionally a Sijou (euphorbia splendens) tree is planted in the centre of
the Bathou altar. After that, the altar is fenced with the help of bamboo sticks by manufacturing
five strips and sixteen posts from a solo bamboo. Then, it is coincided with the sanctified soil.
With the exception of this, an altar is also positioned inside the esing no (kitchenette) which
belongs to Mainao deity called mainao bindw. Mainao is the goddess of wealth and prosperity.
Towards the northern surface of mainao bindw a maihwndw (a clay container) is set aside to
amass the raw rice. The Sijou plant by the law of nature grows with five Siri (ridges) having a lot
of prickles and every prickle has a pair. The five ridges of the Sijou tree carry on the principles
of Bergsonian élan vital (the vital force or impulse of life), i.e., the signification of the five
philosophical doctrines of the Bathou religious conviction of the Bodos or the five most
significant fundamentals of the cosmos —— earth, water, air, fire and sky. The Sijou plant
grows sprigs and stems just on top of its trunk. French philosopher and critical thinker Henri
Bergson in his Creative Evolution (1907) coined the term called “Elan vital”. Mary Ann Gillies
in her book entitled as Henri Bergson and British Modernism which was published by MQUP in
1996 observes: “Bergson’s reliance on intuition and his insistence that we cannot rationally
explain the élan vital placed him at odds with scientists of the day, whose very existence was
defined by the empirical mode of inquiry.” (31) This plant bears thorns and grows in the
appearance of pairs. It has profound implication in the Bathou religion —— the pair of thorns
symbolises the duo, i.e., the lifelong relationship between husband and wife.

The menu of the traditional Mech cuisine is synchronous with the Hindus —— basically,
the Meches are fond of the non-vegetarian food items along with the verdant green veggies. The
Meches use milk and its products for various purposes —— over a period of time the transition
of their food habit took place as they were converted to the group of milkaholics from lactose
intolerant groups (to be used as a pun). The Mech tribe has a special addiction to betel nut ——
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the much-loved beverage of the Meches is branded as zau or zumai (a type of rice beer). This
local drink is prepared by soaking rice in water for duration of approximately two to three days.
One more category of liquor is also prepared from zau by filtering in a methodical conventional
technique. It becomes colourless similar to water and has a brawny pungent flavour much like
European whisky. A group of scholars observe that the Mech tribe from time immemorial has
been using the local beverage called zau as an antidote to malaria and other harmful diseases. In
view of this, it could be stated that the conventions of scientific medical treatments and herbal
remedies in place of idealising impious superstitious practices like jhar-phuk, chants, sprinkling
of enchanted water, wearing of amulets or talisman, black magic, witchcraft etc. are systematic
and regular among the Meches since ages. Furthermore, it could be articulated that if the wisdom
and knowledge of the Mech tribe in the field of Botany, herbal remedies and food habit are
implemented and studied judiciously, it can ignite the sparks of holistic welfare for the human
beings.

The conventional Mech marriage system can be classified into five types:

Buwmnanwi Lainy Haba ( marriage by capture)
Duwnkharnai Haba (Elopement)

Kharsonai Haba (girls flee away to the house of the boys)
Gurziya Haba (a resident son-in-law)

Naynanuii Lainai Haba (arranged marriage)

Arranged marriage is regarded as a standard norm and well thought-of marriage in the
traditional Mech society. In the Mech community, shakha (a white bracelet made of conch shell),
pola (a red coral bangle), sindoor (vermillion) are the visual markers of connubial status of
women —— with the passage of time a group of women internalised the conventions of wearing
these markers even though no particular sign was present to signify their matrimonial status in
the olden days. Divorce is permissible in the Mech society. If the couple decides to breakup
mutually, then it is carried out by tearing betel leaf in accordance with the village rules and
regulations and this action is enacted in front of the local veterans. Though widow remarriage is
accepted by the social order, hitherto this system of marriage is very exceptional in the Mech
society. The local priest (dwury) performs the rituals of marriage, life and death. The simple

social rules and regulations of the Mech society remain no longer straightforward and trouble-

Vol. 11, Issue 3 (October 2025) Page Dr. Siddhartha Sharma
Editor-in-Chief

200



[)
www. TLHjournal.com IW “ ’ZIMM ISSN: 2454-3365

An International Refereed/Peer-reviewed English e-Journal
Impact Factor: 7.825

free when the questions of ethics and morality arises ——— sinners are considered as impious,
adulteries and evil practitioners are mandated to perform atonement. The gods are worshipped in
all the social functions/rituals like cultivation of crops, annaprasana (rice-feeding ceremony),
nobanno (a Bengali harvest celebration) etc. Zau is served primarily as country liquor in all these
get-togethers. Cattle festival is also celebrated in the Mech community owing hearfelt
thankfulness to the domestic animals for their service:
lao ja panthao ja,
bwswr bwswr ja hanja hanja,
bimani khiter, bipani khiter,
nwngswr jagwn halua gidir,
bima gaide badi daja,
bhipa balad badi ja,
bari khanani embu bongla,
bibadi ja gidir jangila.
English translation of this verse is like this:
eat gourd, eat brinjal,
grow up year to year,
to spite your mother and father,
you will be large bullocks,
do not be short statured like your mother,
be large like your bull father,
like the frog in the corner of the garden,
may you be sleek and long?

The Meches have been celebrating the Kherai festival from time immemorial; it is an
annual festival which brings joy and happiness to the Mech tribe. This celebration of hope and
benevolence is equipped with rituals, prayers and goodwill wishes for the materialistic prosperity
of their agricultural life. Kherai is considered as their greatest and oldest religious festival, in
order to thrive to cater to the needs of their economic affluence this festival is unparalleled, as
the Meches do believe that their agricultural fields will become fertile and abundant in due
course of time. The Meches also register their thankfulness to their primordial divine entity, i.e.,
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Bathao for protecting them against malevolent forces and natural calamities. A group of scholars
also argue that in accordance with the nature of the Kherai festival it can be divided into three
parts:
Ai Kherai
Marai Kherai
Gaja Kherai

Gaja Kherai is considered as the most popular and greatest among them as this particular
festival plans massive public participation from the neighbouring villages —— the local
inhabitants in galore team up to boost their Rousseauistic brotherhood and synergy in this
splendid celebration of joy and harmony. Although this initiation of public worship in the form
of this glorious festival called Kherai is antiquating day-by-day in North Bengal, however it is
still a concurrent phenomenon in many parts of Assam. Apart from this wonderful Kherai
festival, the Mech tribe also joyfully celebrates so many other different festivals; the celebration
of Naboborsho is one of them. Poila Baisakh (the first day of the Bengali calendar) is
resplendently celebrated and it announces the commencement of the New Year in the Mech
society. This candid celebration has its own special significance, i.e., the Mech tribe earnestly
believes that on this auspicious day of poila baisakh the establishment of Bathouism took place.
Bathouism helped to install disciplines and ethics in the society.
Although the crux of the socio-religious life of the Mech tribe was deeply overflowed by the
currents of change, however the unfathomable richness of the spiritual and philosophical aspects
of Bathouism laid the foundation stone of safeguarding their values and racial sovereignty. In
view of this, it is exemplary to state that the Mech tribe of Samuktala worship Maa Durga, here
the Hindu goddess is worshipped as an equivalent (another form of Durga) to their native deity
called Mainao. A section of the Mech tribe was converted to Christianity but the influence of
Islam is not present in them. Walking down the pages of history it is inadmissible to rule out the
attribution of a person called Ali Mech who is said to have helped Husain Shah when he had
invaded North Bengal; however, any significance resemblance to the conversion to Islam is not
found. Kalicharan Mech popularly known as Gurudev Kalicharan Brahma and Mech Gandbhi
respectively in the Mech community was deeply influenced by the principles of Swami
Sibnarayan. He introduced the new religion called Brahmo Dharma or Baram.
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Politically, the Mech community puts an emphasis on peaceful coexistence. Historically, it is a
fact that the Mech tribe shouldered critical responsibilities in India’s struggle for independence.
In the year 1952, in Post-Independence India, Debendranath Brahmo Mandal created history,
becoming the first Mech to be elected to the West Bengal Legislative Assembly from Kalchini.
In the same year, Birendra Nath Katham was elected to the Lok Sabha, lower house of the
parliament of India from the reserved Jalpaiguri constituency. In the year 1957, Debendranath
Brahmo Mandal was re-elected from Kalchini Assembly Constituency. Wilson Champramary,
who hails from the Mech community, is a two-term member of the West Bengal Legislative
Assembly. He also won the Assembly Election 2016 from Kalchini in which he overpowered his
nearest contender Bishal Lama of BJP. It could be argued that the Meches are the politically
backward sections as far as the ratio of their participation in Indian polity is concerned.
Economically, the Mech tribe was dependent on jhum cultivation, weaving industry, collection
of forest resources and hunting. With the passage of time, the settled cultivation was introduced
in place of the conventional shifting cultivation, in the colonial period they went through many
challenges like population explosion and other auxiliary difficulties badly affected their
economic life. In the present moment the Mech tribe is engaged in different professions like
agricultural sectors, business, government jobs etc. but they do not work as Bonded Labour. In
the field of education, they have reached new heights.

Research Findings & Conclusion

The Mech tribe, nestled within the broader Bodo-Kachari ethnic group, represents a living
mosaic of history, culture, spirituality, and resilience in the eastern Himalayan region. Although
historians and anthropologists have debated the precise origins of the Mech people, their deep-
rooted identity as an Indo-Mongoloid group linked to the Bodos is indisputable. Their journey
into the Indian subcontinent, possibly fuelled by environmental pressures and historical
upheavals, reflects a complex tale of migration, adaptation, and survival. Theories tracing their
name’s meaning—from the Sanskrit root "Mleccha" to a geographical association with the

Mechi River—illustrate how both culture and environment shaped their identity.
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Culturally, the Meches embody an egalitarian and patriarchal system, structurally organized into
distinct gotras or clans that reinforce kinship and social bonds. Their vibrant oral traditions, folk
stories, and language—though originally without script—have flourished under modern efforts
to preserve and promote Bodo literature using the Eastern Nagari script. This linguistic evolution
symbolizes the community’s determination to bridge the past and the present while maintaining
its unique heritage.
Religion remains a cornerstone of Mech life, with Bathouism, their indigenous earth-centered
faith, reflecting an intimate harmony with nature. The worship of the Sijou tree, representation of
the five cosmic elements, and absence of idol worship distinguish Bathouism as a faith deeply
intertwined with ecological and philosophical principles. This spiritual framework, absorbed
with influences from Hinduism and Nath traditions, grants the Mech community a rich tapestry
of ritual practices, festivals like Kherai, and moral teachings that sustain social cohesion and
ethical living. Syncretism with broader Hindu practices and the presence of Brahmo Dharma
reform under leaders like Kalicharan Brahma highlight adaptation without losing core traditional
values.
Economically and politically, the Mech have undergone transitions from shifting cultivation and
forest-based livelihoods to settled agriculture and participation in governance. Despite challenges
like population pressure and marginalization as a Scheduled Tribe, the community has
contributed notably to regional politics and the Indian independence movement, demonstrating
political awareness and aspiration for peaceful coexistence within the larger nation-state.
Their ceremonies, marriage customs, dietary habits, and medicinal knowledge reveal a people
grounded in tradition yet open to change. The custom of divorce, the symbolic use of betel leaf
in social contracts, and the medicinal use of local beverages underline a practical and ethical
worldview that balances individual dignity with communal values.
In conclusion, the Mech tribe stands as a testament to the endurance and adaptability of
indigenous communities in India’s northeast. Their rich history, linguistic heritage, spiritual
depth, and social customs not only enrich the cultural mosaic of the region but also offer
valuable insights into the human relationship with nature, community, and identity. As
modernity advances, continued efforts to preserve, study, and celebrate Mech culture will be

essential to ensure that their unique voice and legacy remain vibrant for future generations. Their
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story is one of survival, transformation, and hope—a narrative deeply woven into the fabric of

India’s diverse ethnic heritage.
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