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Abstract

This paper attempts to study Mashan deity of the Rajbanshis from the
perspective of religious folklore. It forms the interface or border-zone in
which the social world of human and the mythical realm of deities are
merged into one textual space of mutual interaction. According to Yoder
(1974), folk religion is "the interaction of belief, ritual,custom, and
mythology in traditional societies", representing that which was often
pejoratively characterised as superstition...” and "the totality of all those
views and practices of religion that exist among the people apart from and
alongside the strictly theological and liturgical forms of the official
religion". For this study, the author collects information from both the
sources: primary and secondary. Data were also collected from different
online sources, Facebook pages and telephonic interviews and also from
first hand survey. The study will also examine whether Mashan deity is a
powerful symbol of cultural transformation among the Rajbanshis or the
old traditional practices of worshipping Mashan deity is going to
disappear in the age of globalization.

Key words: Mashan, religious folklore, Worship, Rajbanshi, gods, deity,
folk belief and rituals

1. Introduction

Mashan'" is a very powerful male deity. It is believed to be very strong,
awakening, violent, most dreadful and dangerous of all spirits. It is

! Mashan, Masan or Masna is believed to be either a deity (debota) or a

powerful spirit (deo). Some people address Mashan as Mashan baba or

Mashan Thakur. Many people believe that the status of the powerful spirit

Mashan is elevated to godlike stature following the popularity and
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worshipped in different places of North Bengal, Assam, Rangpur of
Bangladesh. It is mainly worshipped by the Rajbanshis or Koch-
Rajbanshis. Coochbehar remains as the epicenter of worship, the sacred
sanctum of the Mashan god (mafan thakur T é’@ is visible almost
everywhere in one or two miles near the road or desolate areas. The Rabha,

Hajong and other non-Rajbanshi folks also take part in the worship.12 After
the Aryanization, Mashan god is not only restricted to the Rajbanshis or
Koch Rajbanshis of North Bengal and Assam, it also became a powerful
cultural symbol of transformation for the community and some non-
Rajbanshis also started taking part in the much wider community
celebration. According to Sanyal (1965), Masan lives everywhere
excepting human habitats. But recently, Mashan god also got its sacred
shrine from outskirts of the village to inside the house premise {See
Appendix 5 (f)}, and it also became a prestigious cultural symbol for the
self and the community. It is believed that Mashan will protect the fellow
Rajbanshis from the impending cultural annihilation in the age of
globalization {See Appendix 5 (k), (1), (m)}. In many places, the Rajbanshi
folks realized the significance of their indigenous culture and cultural
symbol, and in order to save and protect it, they built concrete temples of
Mashan god in various places of North Bengal, and they started
worshipping it which widely became a matter of much needed community

celebration.

2. Religious folklore and Mashan

Religious folklore genres such as Mashan deity of the Rajbanshis forms the
interface or border-zone in which the social world of human and the
mythical realm of deities are merged into one textual space of mutual
interaction. They are partners and cohabitants of village life, the deities are
the protagonists of the narratives, fierce guardians of morals and religious
orders in the society, it can bring pain and sufferings to the one who does
not abide the traditional social customs and religioussanctity. The
following saying expresses the common sentiments of the people;

widespread embracement of Aryanization process into Rajbanshi
traditional life and culture.
"In the Garo hills and some parts of Moyensing of Bangladesh, Mashan is
believed to be a powerful and awakening god.
BSee Appendix 5 (h), (i), (4), (k) Mashan and community celebration_see
details in the appendix
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a. ©F AT (AM® IIRTE APTS (ST IJ[bPor dupura poati
Jae, hamar mafan gofa hoe] 14

“If a pregnant woman crosses the sacred sanctum of the Mashan
god at full noon, the Mashan god becomes angry.”’

Mashan deity also sets a peaceful model for the village where
misunderstandings, strict adherence to traditional faith and beliefs,
tensions, poverty, illiteracy and conflicts, nonexistence of doctor and
modern healthcare facility, are part of the mundane reality.There are
various stories, sayings, anecdotes and narratives are found regarding the

birth, origin and the types of Mashans. "It is heard that if the deity is
dissatisfied it can attack or possess anyone any time of the day or night.
But mostly at noon, at midnight or twilight or in desolate places and water
bodies, it remains very active. There are many stories, the Rajbanshi folks
remember while talking about the strength and power of the spirit. As for
example, the Mashan god can stop a moving vehicle or misdirects a
bullock cart into water body, it comes in the dreams of many if not
worshipped or disrespected. It is often seen in Coochbehar that the driver
or conductor of buses throw a coin from a moving vehicle towards the
sacred sanctum of Mashan god. The reduplicated word [ghufun g'ufun]FHR

18 or [hofon hofon](RTHTR (RMCIN is a form of tribute shown towards the
deity.According to Yoder (1974), folk religion is "the interaction of belief,
ritual, custom, and mythology in traditional societies", representing that
which was often pejoratively characterised as superstition...” and "the
totality of all those views and practices of religion that exist among the
people apart from and alongside the strictly theological and liturgical forms
of the official religion". The official religion of the Rajbanshis is Hindu but
many traditional rituals, gods, goddesses of the Rajbanshis are different
from the mainstream Hindus of Bengal and Northern India.

3. Origin of the word Mashan, Masan, or Masna
There are various interpretations for the origin of [mafan] T, [mafan

thakur | W, [masan deo]3PTIe (M8 or [mafan baba]3 Tl 14T,

(a) The meaning of the word Mashan JTis ‘free oneself from fear,
from disease’. If we look at the internal structure of the word

14Rajen Barman, 12t May 2017, Mashan Association, Facebook Post

*{See Appendix 5 (a), (b), (¢) (d) (¢)}
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(b)

(©)

(d)

(e)

Mashan, it can be divided into [moe]dJand
[assan]SSIHT.[moi N ¥means ‘I’ and [assan]SHSTE means ‘make
it easier or release or free’. By worshipping Mashan, one may
easily free oneself from anger, ego, fear and cravings for the
worldly things. The internal sandhi is [matassan]dT -+
Aeiwhich gradually became ‘mashan’T¥; ‘masan’ TS I<lor
‘macan’ NT5T<.

The word Mashan can be analyzed as [mac"]3TR+[an]a«“fish” +
“bring”. If the deity is worshipped and if is satisfied, it can help
the believer to bring more fish which means more financial
benefits. Mashan is believed to bea water deity. Initially, Mashan
inhabits in water bodies mainly in pond, river and deep lake.

In everyday discourse, we also find the use of the word
[mafan]dATTE, [mafan [ofan]ATPT CTPTH, [fofan mafan]* W
M. Even someone is addressed as [mafan] NTebecause of
their physical attributes or the person may have Mashan like
characteristics. The use of the reduplicated words [mafan
Jofan]ATTE I, [fofan mafan] TN JTthas made it easier
for people to conjecture about the nature and dwelling of Mashan.
It is believed that Mashan dwells in the cemetery. The analogy is
often made with the Lord Shiva as it freely roams in the cemetery.
The words [masna]¥T41, [macan]|NT6T, [mafan]dT*<, [masan]
M dare the regional variations found in different parts of North
Bengal and also in lower Assam. Many Rajbanshi folks have their
own myths and understanding about the Mashan god. One of the
informants, Dipak Barmancomments, “in order to celebrate power
and strength which basically comes from eating ‘curd and
[flattened rice’ [doi chira] w2 W.Rajbanshi people must have
started worshiping Mashan {See Appendix 1.(iii)}.

The establishment of Mashan deity or powerful spirit grew out the
fear from different kinds of diseases. In earlier days people did not
have hospital and proper health infrastructure. As people do not
have control over the nature and various disease,they must have
believed that certain supernatural beings or spirits or gods are
behind these diseases. They wanted to appease them. In order to
satisfy them they imagined their forms and started worshipping
them to get rid of those diseases and uncontrollable things as for
example incessantrain, drought, storm, flood, wind or any forms
of natural disaster. They imagined that some power must be
controlling these forces of Nature. According to Girija Sankar Ray
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(1991:21), “depending on its different types of nature, Mashan is
called by many names and these names are nothing; these are
actually the pseudonyms of different diseases. The village folks
did not get the facilities of doctors and modern medicines and it is
assumed that they have diagnosed different diseases and their
symptoms and most probably they carried out rightful measures
for those™’.

(f) The women must have occupied a very important role in the
earlier traditional Rajbanshi society. In the traditional marriage
systems of the earlier Rajbanshis woman occupies a central role.
The Rajbanshi women were believed to be independent and they
could choose their life partners freely. Sati burning was not
observed and widow remarriage was a norm of the traditional
Rajbanshi society. But in the traditional Hindu society Sati
burning had to be abolished by law and widow remarriage started
by the initiatives of Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar. In the traditional
Rajbanshi society much before the Aryanisation a prospective
groom had to pay a sufficient amount of money, amount and gold
to the parents of the bride. The role of woman was not only
restricted to the household choirs but they enjoyed their free
independent space in agriculture, farming and other social and
religious activities in the village life.Here are the names of the
[folo matrika debi] (FFEMEIFIE (1) PurneshwariJETR(2)
Kaleshwari FEIA3) Khageshwarizl'(ﬂ’ﬂﬁ)f@)Joleshwari
W%(S) Dharmeshwariﬁf(#ﬂ?[(@ Duyareshwarim (7
Jakeshwari@ISN(8)Sajeshwari TIH(9)
Surjeshwariﬂ,’\@'ﬁ?f(m) BishakhafS™mam(11) AkaliyaSi&1eraT (12)
Buraburiw (13) Gouri(Nf(14) Mahamaya SZIIAT(15)
Phulmati‘«p?[ﬂ@(l@ Panchajoni ST, Mashan god as a village
deity is often framed by physical and social surroundings well
known to the narrators and their audience. Mashan is a highly
localized, historicized narrative of past events. Being in the
matrilineal community, Mashan might be considered as a
revolutionary figure who revolted against the existing matriarchal
system. The birth of Mashan can be seen as an onset of the

16« ...fox fo aphe SIIE AT fAfew ACT Sifeie 2RI A2 (NS o1 3% A@ [em
(ATETHR A M7 J97 IF | TSR 3 AT IFY=ad [0 (@1 JRE6T SIET T34 oo a7
THF ATFER TS (TF TET9: ITFNR2 DI 3 SRIF FIRA fofel T FiA@T ST I
] SR F0 I T F41 IR0 M1 ”Girija Sankar Ray (1991:21).
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patriarchal system. The explanation for the birth of Mashan can be
associated with the matrilineal system of the Rajbanshi
community as women held a very high position in the early
traditional society.

(g) From the perspective of the religious folklore, the counter
narrative could be Mashan was a yogi who got self-realization or
attained enlightenment and preached his people to adhere to their
cultural roots and traditions. Mashan might have stood firm
against the domination of the outsiders. The local folks after his
demise must have started narrating his heroic deeds and the sagas
continued and it lives in the hearts of the local folks. In the Aryan
tradition, a strong distinction is made between god and demigods
or spirits. The worshipping practice and offerings also differ. If
one looks at the offerings and ingredients at the time worship of
Mashan deity, one can undoubtedly claim that Mashan god is non-
Aryan in origin, it is the indigenous god and powerful spirit
worshipped by the Koch-Rajbanshis.

4.Birth of Mashan deity

There are different myths and sayings are associated with the birth of
Mashan. Sanyal (1965: 162) quotes one of the popular myths,“Masna is
said to be the offspring of the union of Kali (mother) and Dharma (father).”
Here is the story,one day goddess Kali was taking birth in a river along
with her five sisters. All of a sudden, God Dharam (or Surya) appeared
there. Dharam took Kali into the deep water of the river and they mated.
Because of their union Mashan was born. It is called [picila

mafan] ATEeTPTor it looked like the shape of fish ‘Tetraodon patoka’ or

puffer fish (Tyapa ﬁsh17577’77 /7). It is believed that the at the time of
Mashan’s birth, the wet nurse had thrown out the umbilical cord into water
where bindweed grew later. The people believe that bindweed
(KalmuWKalamiShaka’_"lﬁ[ *M<) is the umbilical cord of the Mashan
and they do not eat it in the month of Bhadra (August and September).
Here is the saying—

4. (a) STHANTTIP P TF S AR A IS ATTIGTIR

puffer Fish (patka machh/Tyapa mach) a balloon-shaped fish of the
family Tetradontidae, order Tetraodontiformes. The fish is able to inflate
itself enormously with air like a balloon, and are found both in freshwater
and marine environments. Seedetails--
https://en.banglapedia.org/index.php/Puffer Fish
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[brador mafer kalmu [akjebe yan khaimafaner nari oboffoi cobai]

“Those who eat bindweed plant in the month of Bhador (August and
September), they certainly eat the umbilical cord of the Mashan and they
will invite troubles.”

Many Rajbanshi folks of Coochbehar believe that the Mashan god was
born on Saturday in the month of Bhador (August and September). Masan

is also believed to be the son of Jaka and Jaki.

5. Mashan deity: beliefs and practices

The Koch-Rajbanshi folks must have started worshipping Mashan as a
village deity. It is believed that the Mashan deity saves the devotes from
the present and impending danger and diseases. It also protects them from
other evil spirits and nourishes them with mental peace. The fisherman
community still pays tribute to Mashan god before getting into the water to
catch fish. In many instances, the fishermen see fish are stuck in their
fishing nets but before they bring the net in the land no fish is found or
their net is stuck in the water body, they prey the Mashan god for
immediate help. It is believed that the Mashan deity may shower wealth
and gives them financial benefits. According to Hemanta Roy,

“Mashan is an evil god. Mashan stays in a desolate place, in water body
stream, deep lake (KuRa). Different types of Mashan is found. But near
my place, a Mashan named Tasha Mashan (mute) is there. Once, Tasha
Mashan possessed one of our uncles who used to work at our home. The
uncle could not hear anything. Then we consulted the ojha (Tantrik) who
told us that the Mashan near the whole has possed our uncle. When we
asked Ojha what shall we do for his treatment, the ojha told us we need to
pray and worship the Mashan. We asked him, what are the ingridients for
puja (worship)? The ojha replied, the ingridients are; curd, flattened rice,
plantain and a pig has to be sacrificed. Following the Ojha, we did it as it is
advised by him. Thirty or thirty years have passed by since it happened.
Now, our uncle is doing well. In every year, Tasha Mashan is worshiped in
pomp and grandeur but pig sacrifice is not done. In special occasion, if

"Jaka and Jaki are said to be the god and goddess among the Rajbanshis.
They are worshiped in the house premise. It is believed that Mashan god is
the son of Jaka and Jaki.
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someone promises Mashan, then a pig sacrificed. Otherwise, curd, flattened
rice, plantain are given at the worship of Tasha Mashan”. 19

6. Is Mashan agod or a demi-god or an evil spirit or an Aryan god?
Can we consider Mashan a god, semi god, evil spirit, sub god, demi god,
angel or a legend? In the ritualistic Hindu tradition, there is a distinction
made among the God, gods, semi-god, demi-god, ogresses etc. The gods
usually dwell in heaven and they are benevolent. They are worshipped by
the people of earth. On the other hand, the demi god or semi god or the evil
spirit has to try hard to get their share in the human world. They punish
people, threaten people, instill fear amongst the people so that people
worship the spirits or semi gods. The Mashan is also considered to be deo
(demi god or the evil spirit) not a debota (god). The similar word for deo is
bhut i.e. it is male spirit (ghost). When a man dies of unnatural death his
soul becomes a bhut and the soul of a woman becomes petni. However, in
recently Mashan god is a symbol of cultural transmission and people
started worshipping it as a god (debota) and it is associated with Aryan
gods as for example Shiva, Kuber, Jaksha etc.

Mashan is also thought to be Jaksha. In another myth, Jaka and Jaki have
two children. They have their son- Mashan and daughter Matri. The
Rajbanshis worshipped Jaka and Jakini as their household god and
goddess. The Aryan myth gives equivalent names Jaksha and Jakshini.
After the Aryanization, Mashan is also thought to be Kuber. As the myth
suggests that Mashan is believed to be the son of God Dharam and goddess
Kali. Even during Mashan worship, Kali is worshipped. It is believed that
Mashan is a companion of goddess Kali. Mashan takes shelter in water. In
the Aryan mythology, Varun is the water god. There is often a link found
between Barun and Mashan. There is also a link found between [f1fta
buri] &3 @ and the [mafan thakur]STN W . [tifta buri]f&3T @ isa
water deity and is worshipped in the bank of Tista. The fisherman
community also offers puffed rice, curd, sugar ball, big plantain which

contain seeds to [tifta buri]f&3T FON.

There are other names for ghost as for example bhut, pishachi, jokha,
pettani, pori, brommodoitto etc. and they are considered as deo not debota.

' Hemanta Roy is one of the informants who responded on my Facebook
page and provided some information on Mashan deity. See Appendix 3 for
more information.
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These different evil spirits punish humans in different pretext and demand
puja (worship) from the humans. According to Green (1997:771), there is
a pool of spirits somewhere that, from time to time, become incorporated in
new bodies. At birth (or during the rituals associated with the new-born), it
is important that an appropriate spirit enters the new body and that
inappropriate ones be warded off; at death, it is vital that the old spirit
successfully makes its way out of the body. She adds, spirits may manifest
themselves in dreams, in mirrors, in water; or in the figures seen in tea
leaves or coffee grounds, which can be interpreted by someone familiar
with the ways of spirits. Mental imagery, induced through a variety of
methods—sensory deprivation, hallucinogenic drugs, fasting, meditation,
repetitive sounds—is often taken for a manifestation of the spirit world
(Green 1997:771-772). Sanyal (1965:160) opines that the Rajbanshis
believe in the existence of the evil spirits and they are capable of doing
harm and annoy human beings. It has been observed in different areas of
North Bengal that many people resort to magico-religious rituals to appease
or drive away the evil spirits. It is assumed that the evil spirit Masan that
inhabited in the Cemetery used to visit and torture humans in various
pretext in order to get worship (Puja). Gradually it became famous and its
popularity expanded, and the place of Mashan is elevated from the evil

spirit to the powerful god. 20

In the Vedic literature, there is no direct mention of Mashan god. But in the
later period specially after Aryanisation of the Rajbanshi community,
Mashan is believed to be the domesticated form of Shiva, Jaka, and Kuber
etc. It is also assumed that he is the attendant of Kali and Shiva or Ganga.
The Rajbanshi gods and goddesses are pre-Aryan. They were the
worshippers of the Nature. They worshipped god of the forest (Mahakal),
water deity (Mashan), snake god (bishohori) etc. They also believe in
transmigration of souls. They make offerings to the ghosts or evil spirits in
order to appease them. The Rajbanshis also believe in witchcraft. Though
the Rajbanshis are mainly Saivas, the influence of Saktism, Buddhism,
Vaishnavism, Tantrism and Aryanised culture have produced an admixture
in their religious belief and practices.

0@ T WIS SACIS] AT (CNFFFI FRES ST ST FIRIAT TS
AMT FEEA| T T AR e I NfFE TmISEIE AraE
ReTF AT SHe FI BIMR|” (Girija Shankar Ray 1991:22)
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There are no details of Mashans and its worship recorded in the Rigvedic
literature and Purans. Mashan is not an Aryan god, it is a powerful male
deity of the Rajbanshis, the indigenous people of the erstwhile Kamtapur.
They had their own god and goddesses and but in the Kshatriyization
processes many gods and goddesses of the Rajbanshis were given Aryan
names. The rituals and practices also started to change after the Brahmin
priests were introduced in the rituals. According to Fuller (1992:36),
“There is a certain distance in Hinduism between the great gods with
powers over the cosmos on the one hand and ordinary people on the other
hand, whose problems seem too mundane to bring them to the attention of
the supreme deities”. The position of Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva in
Brahmanic theology is much more prominent than in folk narratives that
express people’s affection for local deities who guard their villages.

Mashan is associated with other gods and goddesses as it can be seen in the
following Madan Kam Thakur Songs and following the prevailing belief of
Coochbehar, there are one hundred twenty types (choy kuri) of Mashan;

Bengali  Script-SNMARTSRIAAVHT,  NATARAFTNARAILIGN,
ST RTS TR ITTTe!, AR TS RFIIFAIST,

FAIECARTORTIHFAIAT, FATRARAS R I A A,
(SR SARTS R FGHATT.

IPA- [pott"om khail bhalj21 anondo d'orom], [d"orom kP"ail korom khail
bofumoti], [tar [athe kPMail bhap lokkM [orofoti], [debir puttoro k"ail bhan
kartik ar gonef], [kalir beti k"ail b"an dakinijoktini], [jok"ar puttoro khail
bhay fofan ar mafan], [t"engar natl k"ail b"an ctde kuri mafan].

Literal translation: “Dharam has eaten bhang at first, Dharam has eaten,
Karam has eaten and Basumati has also eaten, Along with them, Lakshmi
and Saraswati have eaten bhang The sons of the Durga, Kartik and Ganesh
have also eaten bhang The daughters of Kali, Dakini and Jakhini have
eaten bhang,The sons of the Jakha, Sashan and Mashan have also eaten
bhang, The grandsons of the Thenga, 120 Mashan have also eaten bhang”.

In the Mantra, there is a hierarchy and social order and, in this order,
Mashan gets its share very late. Many people believe that Mashan is

It is an edible preparation of marijuana made by soaking and grinding the
young leaves and stems of the Cannabis sativa plant to create a paste
usually mixed with milk or water in traditional Indian beverages, and
known for its mild hallucinogenic effects.
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another form of Lord Shiva. In the cemetery, Mashan inhabits. It is the lord
Shiva which inhabits in the cemetery. There are strong similarities between
Shiva and Mashan. If we look at the idol of Shiva and Mashan; Shiva has a
Trident, Mashan has a cudgel, the carrier is a bull and Mashan has various
carriers- pig, fish, horse, elephant. In attire very little clothes worn, mostly
half naked, they take bhang (marijuana) and they are very powerful. Shiva
has many myths, stories and narratives which are properly documented but
the narratives of Mashan is hardly documented and it only continued in the
oral traditions.

7. Mashan deity: a symbol of cultural transformation

Mashan or Mashan god is a strong cultural symbol of transformation. It is a
symbol of power, courage and strength which exists in political, social and
cultural and hegemonic relations. If we look at the line propagated by
Mahesh Roy, [mui mafan, tui mafan, jai mafan]ﬂ? RIRICH @ T, &Y
T ‘I am Mashan, you are Mashan, hail to the Mashan god (powerful
spirit), we can notice the spirit of the Rajbanshi youths for their ongoing
struggle for survival and to sustain in the hegemonic relations through their
indigenous cultural forms, and in this case, it is the strong cultural symbol
of their own god, the powerful Mashan. Though there was a fear among the
Rajbanshis that many gods and goddess and its form of worships, their own
cultural tradition will be extinct because of the globalization and monopoly
of dominant cultures, the Mashan god and its worshipping traditions will
not be extinct in the distant future as the Rajbanshis have realized the
importance of their indigenous culture. The Mashan inhabits everywhere
excepting human habitats (Sanyal 1965) but it is seen that the Mashan god
has expanded its territory from village or Samshan (cemetery) to household

premises22 and also in a larger community context.’If we look at the
following line posted on Facebook page by Pritam Roy, it is clear that
Mashan deity is introduced in the household premise.

7.(a) SR TS I ETH GO TG HT:, A O TR AP TAIZANES
SR ARGA TSN T O YNN PRI [amar  barir mafan  thakurer

22See Appendix 5 (f)
23See Appendix 5 (k)

2 See Appendix 5 (f)
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poto aplod korlun, putr boctorer nakan eibareo aifa afar mafot mafan puja
dhum dham kora hoibe]

“I am uploading the picture of the Mashan god which is worshipped at our
home. Like every year, in the coming month of Asadh, the Mashan god

will be worshipped in pomp and grandeur”. 2
One of the informants Mr. Dipak Barmaninforms,

“The Mashan god, we worship, it is actuallytraditional and it is a
century old tradition. It is a medium to promote religious and
other symbols of the Rajbanshis. To say it clearly, seventy to
eighty years ago, it rained 180 days in average in a year at our
place. The cultivation of rice in the monsoon season is one of the
main factors. People used to plant paddy sapling in the knee high
watery land. To work in the field full of knee high water, one
needs much energy. People used to eat flattened rice, big seeded
plantain and curd so that they get more energy. It is better than
eating rice. Eating flattened rice, big seeded plantain and curd is
associated with energy, strength and much power. That is why to
continue and sustain the energetic tradition Mashan god is
worshipped. It is mandatory to offer curd and flattened rice to the
Mashan deity at the time of worship. Let me say, it is one of the
ingredients and there are different articles to offer to various
Mashan deity. There are different types of Mashan as for example
a mashan which has eyes on his chest, gor kata, mundiya (bald

headed)...” 2

The word Mashan is a symbol of cultural transformation and changes. The
people now strongly affirm their Kshtriyahood identity. The symbol
Mashan is a slogan ‘mui mashan tui mashan, joy Mashan’ (I am Mashan,
you are Mashan, hail to Mashan). Mashan is our God, and we are no doubt
tribes (Mahesh Roy), We are not tribes but we are Mashan. We cannot see
the tribalization of Hindu culture, it is other way around.There is a belief
among the Rajbanshis that if we go on challenging or disrespecting the
Mashan god or other deities it will harm the people. There is no proof as
such that the deities really harm the people but it is the fear of seeing the
unseen, fear of the upcoming danger, disease or death that the people

2See Appendix 5 (f)

%6 See Appendix -1 (iii) and Appendix 5 (a), (b), (¢), (d), () for more
details
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imagine the existence of their beings, the existence of the Mashan god-
their frightening forms, dreadful appearance!

The history of Hinduism in India has been dominated by such powerful
pan-Indian gods as Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva, who figure in religious
texts in Sanskrit and are controlled and mediated by Brahmins, the
religious elite of the society. The narratives of the other indigenous
traditions like the Rajbanshis lacked any editorial or Brahamnical control in
earlier times. It is seen that the temple priests are not the main authorities
who control traditional beliefs and stories relating to village deities that
appear in different genres. The believers, they themselves worship their
gods and goddess without priestly interventions.The Hinduism of the
scriptures is different from the vernacular forms of the religion that are
expressed, practiced and narrated by ordinary people and majority of them
live in the countryside. The position of Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva in
Brahmanic theology is much more prominent than in folk narratives that
express people’s affection for local deities who guard their villages.

Many indigenous people were brought to the traditional caste system of the
Hindu religion. Their original rituals, gods and goddesses and oral
traditions were either improvised or neglected by the people who have
accepted Aryanised culture and customs. As a result they were digressed
from their roots. This tendency is also noticeable in the Mashan god and its
worshipping traditions. There is an admixture of Hindu Aryan elements
along with indigenous Non-Aryan elements. Except one or two mantras,
most of the mantras and incantations used by the exorcists are in the local
Rajbanshi language.The Aryans continued their strong prescriptivism in
language as well as in cultural practices. They refined the cultural practices
of the non-Aryans, the indigenous people of the land- they introduced
Sanskrit in their ritual practices, in mantras and in incantations. The
Brahmin priests were given the authority to dominate the cultural
annihilation of the others. Whenever they found something powerful, a
symbol of strong cultural domination, they tried to relate it to their Aryan
myth and gave alternate name and justified the cultural symbol as part of
the larger Aryan Hindu myth.

8. Observation and Analysis

It is not only the Rajbanshis who worship Mashan deity now-a-days, the
other communities also take part in this. According to Kanu (2014), “In a
post-modern condition of society, the little narratives like Masan is
working as a means to form a coherent class for getting into power. It is
helping to draw people together, stretches its sense of community across
class and beyond.” Kanu (2014) adds, “It has created a kind of hegemony

Loka-Utsa Vol-1 Issue-1#143



in the dominant society with sense of pride and ethnicity and thus this little
narrative Masan has got a coherence in incoherence to getting a meaning of
celebration”.Dipak Barman informs that the worship and rituals of Mashan
deity have changed and now-a-days one needs “to invite a Brahmin to
worship Mashan” which were earlier performed by the local priests

Adhikary and elder members of the family.27

Mashan is believed to be very strong, awakening, violent, most dreadful
and dangerous of all spirits.After the Aryanization, Mashan god is not only
restricted to the Rajbanshis or Koch Rajbanshis of North Bengal and
Assam, it also became a powerful cultural symbol of transformation for the
community and some non-Rajbanshis also started taking part in the much
wider community celebration. Recently, Mashan god also got its sacred
shrine from outskirts of the village to inside the house premise {See
Appendix 5 (f)}, and it also became a prestigious cultural symbol for the
self and the community. It is believed that Mashan will protect the fellow
Rajbanshis from the impending cultural annihilation in the age of
globalization {See Appendix 5 (h), (i), (j), (k)}.The prevailing belief of the
Rajbanshis is manifested in the following line;

() IO AT R TR @I BT [Jodi  monot, thake mafan
puron hoibe fob mufkil afan]

“If you keep Mashan god in heart, all the problems and difficulties will
become easier”

(i) (a) [joe mafan] SIATNF‘hail to Mashan’; (b) [joe mafan baba]
SIATTNF1HT hail to Mashan god’(c) [joe mafan deo] HIATME™S ‘hail to
the powerful spirit’

Some Rajbanshi folks now proudly address one another as Mashan, See
example (i), they do not hesitate to proclaim themselves as members of
Mashan Gang or Mashan Associations,See examples (ii), (iii) and they
keep one another updated and encourage to be strong and powerful like the
Mashan, See examples (iv), (v), (vi), (vii);

(il TR AP T S A R A RIS ATS [T, S TS 51T
MARSARG TP TR @ (TS IR [fob ragbonfi mafan gilak yanan

7See Appendix 1 (i)
B3ee Appendix 5 (d)

29Kamalendu Barman, Mashan Association, 20" July 2012
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mor hia bhora bhalobafa, jolua mafan ar {ofa mafan hooa chara ar kaho
bodtay kono upae nai]

“I would like to give my respect and love from the bottom of heart to all
the Rajbanshi Mashans. There are no ways except to be deaf and burnt in
the present society!”

(iv) (a) [mafan gen] ATTITR ‘We are gangs of Mashan’(b) Mashan
Associations (Facebook page)

(v)[mui mafan tui mafan joe mafan]ﬂ?ﬂ X 3!\2351 MASIATTN 1T am

Mashan, You are Mashan, hail to Mashan!”

(vi) [mafaner nakhan bhoyonkor ar Joktifali
hoo J[APMHIA TS IFT A& %3 ‘You need to be dreadful and

strong like Mashan’

(vii) [yago mafan Jago]|SNGIRTFTESGT be awake and get up from your
,30
slumber (Mashan)

Can it be said that Mashan is the local folk deity of the tribal community of
Indo-mongoloid origin? The affirmative answer to the question may hurt
the sentiments of many Rajbanshis who consider themselves as Kshatriyas
following Kshtriyasation movements led by the Raysaheb Panchanan
Barma in the 1** half of the 20™ century. The Rajbanshis of North Bengal
will vouch for their Kshatriya Identity and many of them already Aryanised
Mashan idol, its worshipping traditions and articles for worships.
According to Kanu (2014), “The subculture of Masan has a continuum
value. The Masan devotee perform rituals traditionally without any break
in continuity. The structure of it though transmitted from one generation to
the next and every generation adds, subtracts and change what it inherits
originally. It is constructed according to the time and place and accordingly
it gets a kind of socialization within the periphery”. He continues to add
that “Masan does not have any kind of fixed grand narrative so it gets its
position outside of the class and consequently believer and performer of the
Masan rituals are fallen under the discourse of subculture.”

It is clear from the above examples (i-vii) and discussion that how the
young generation motivate and encourage one another by addressing them
as Mashan. They have also formed various groups as for example Mashan
Gang or Mashan Associations. By invoking the powerful Mashan they

30Samarj it Barman, Mashan Association 22™ July 2020
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want to generate a strong powerful feeling and courage among the
community youths to address various social and cultural problems. In many
places, the Rajbanshi folks realized the significance of their indigenous
culture and cultural symbol, and in order to save and protect it, they built
concrete temples of Mashan god in various places of North Bengal, and
they started worshipping it which widely became a matter of much needed
community celebration (See Appendix 5 (h), (1), (j), (k), (1) (m).

9. Conclusion

We cannot reach out to a conclusion regarding the genesis of the powerful
Mashan deity or Mashan Thakur or Mashan Deo. We cannot also candidly
claim that Mashan is a water deity or an evil spirit or a forest deity. Since
the Rajbanshis did not have a written tradition and as we all know oral
tradition varies from one place to another. The Mashan god also varies
from one place to another and depending on the socio-historical and
geographical and local conditions it also developed its own forms and
appearances. In some places, it is regarded as powerful benevolent god and
in other places, it still remains as an spirit or a demon who tortures people
for various pretext in order get its puja (worship).

As the indigenous Koch-Rajbanshis are displaced from their mainland, they
are scattered in different parts of North Bengal, Assam, Bihar, Bangladesh
and Nepal likewise the Mashan god is also displaced from their
homelands. There are several reasons; advancement of communication
system, increase of population density, destruction of forest; and use of
infertile and lowland areas into human habitats, introduction of electrical
pyre and advancement of modern technology and medicines etc, the belief
in the socalled Mashan god/deity has reduced among the Rajbanshis.
However, the Rajbanshis found their strength in their cultural symbols and
in order to revive and protect it, they have started worshipping Mashan god
with pomp and grandeur. It is a very strong powerful cultural symbol
among the Rajbanshis and Time will tell us how this symbol unfolds in the
future either through cultural assimilation or through cultural annihilation!
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Appendices

Appendix 1 (i) Comments of Dipak Barman, Facebook Page Hari Madhab
Ray, 9™ September 2018 https://www.facebook.com/harimadhab.ray/
Dipak Barman

Mui kayta Mashan thakurer nam janong-ketaora mashan, galakata mashan, jaleya
mashan, muriya mashan, garkata. Mashan,uttarbanger nam kra mashan gosanimarir
jhanjhani mashan,Pujat nage -aatiya kla,pach dhongol doichira r nage
dhak,sanai,ful,tulsi,dhupdhuna ,4ta maroya,ghat pachta,guyapan,chailon,sendurrer
puriya,saluk, mala,belpat sadasuta, r deoya khay pata, koitor R bamon aani puja
khay...

(I know some names of the Mashan God; kyataora Mashan, Galakata Mashan,
Jaleya Mashan, Muriya Mashan, Garkata Mashan. The very popular and strongest
among them is the Jhanjhani Mashan of Gosanimari. It is very famous in North
Bengal. The ingredients and articles for worship are- are big seeded Plantain, five
plates of curd and flattened rice, drum, Sahnai, flower, basil leaves, incense and
incense sticks, four pieces banana sapling, five pieces of small pitcher, nut-betel, a
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small bamboo plate for worship, a packet of vermillion, a piece of red clothes
(napkin), garland, wood apple leaves, white cotton. In addition, one may sacrifice a
he-goat or a pigeon and a Brahmin has to be called to worship Mashan.)

Appendix 1 (ii), Comments of Dipak Barman, Facebook Page Hari Madhab
Ray, 9™ September 2018, https://www.facebook.com/harimadhab.ray/

é Dipak Barman
Chaul vaja diya Soilmach ba chyangmach poraQ

psad hisabe anekjhane dey,.
R hamrato pujar samay dim deina,kang kang dim
dibaro pare,hamra hayto janina...

Like - Reply - 3 v

Many people offer roasted rice along with half burnt Jogar fish (big headed snake
fish) or small headed black snake fish as offerings to Mashan god. We do not offer
egg during the Puja. Some people may offer it but it is not known to us.

Appendix 1 (iii)Comments of Dipak Barman, Facebook Page Hari Madhab
Ray, 9™ September 2018, https://www.facebook.com/harimadhab.ray/

¥ Dipak Barma}n:
Asole amra je masan Babar puja Kori seita hoil amr
century purana traditional aro religious nanan custom
gulak tuli dhorar jainne akta symbol. Aro val Kori koile
agot koya neng je aji thaki 70/80 bocor agot amar aila
jagat average 180 din/year bristi hoicilo, ta baissali
dhan Abad ta important factor acilo, mansi agot ak
choru jol ot o bolon gariche,abong vailla jol ot kaj kora
ta khub porisrom r seijainne mansi gula sckale khub
Kori doi r atiya kola diya chira khaicilo jate vater Chaya
khanek besi Dom paoya jay, aijainne bises Kori doi chira
khaya je domdar poriarom korar tradition, seitake tuli
dhorir jainne masan Babar puja,jar jainne masan Babar
pujat doi chira must,acca koya Deng aita nanan masan
pujar akta, Amon aro ace, seijanne bivinno masan
thakur, jemon buk ot choku ala, gor kata, mundiya ...

3 O

Like - Reply - 3 v

The Mashan god, we worship, it is actually old traditional and century old . It is
a medium to promote religious and other symbols of the Rajbanshis. To say it
clearly, seventy to eighty years ago, it rained more 180 days in average in a year
at our place. The cultivation of rice in the monsoon season is one of the main
factors. People used to plant paddy sapling in the knee high watery land. To
work in the field full of knee high water, one needs much energy. People used to
cat flattend rice, big seeded plantain and curd so that they get more energy. It is
better than eating rice. Eating flattened rice, big seeded plantain and curd is
associated with energy, strength and much power. That is why to continue and
sustain the energetic tradition Mashan god is worshipped. It is mandatory to
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offer curd and flattend rice to the Mashan deity at the time of worship. Let me
say, it is one of the ingredients and there are different articles to offer to various
Mashan deity. There are different types of Mashan as for example a mashan
which has eyes on his chest, gor kata, mundiya (bald headed)...

Appendix 2, Comments of M.C. Roy, Facebook Page Hari Madhab Ray, 9™
September 2018, https://www.facebook.com/harimadhab.ray/

M.c. Roy Mui jeta janong Haser dimao kintu masan pujor ekena mul upadan.

(What I know, even duck egg is one of the main ingredients of Mashan worship)—
M.C. Roy

Appendix 3, Comments of Hemanta Roy, Facebook page Hari Madhab Ray,
9™ September 2018, https://www.facebook.com/harimadhab.ray/

Hemanta Roy:
APTAANEF BT TT S AT A [FTOTTS F A TS AN F ST
TN | SETEIGAISTETS A AN R S YA G | AP
ANHAGOF O AP F LA RIS F L O YA PRI | S YA TTr S
RIS G WWWMW@WW ATFFATNRE

| ST TS ATATFH TS (AT AT | TR TS [B P

RIGH

BT RETF R G TN b AT AR, A IF B RO TAI (AT
(| PETR BRI TS I3 A R AR AT R | ATF S ETAR, AT
MOIFTRITRAG TP JORT | (P S IT RN S RATO P TCIRATTS
BBl R | Rl G RN B B P S R B (G S KR E LK I P R ) GE R )1
2|

(Mashan is an evil God. Mashan stays in a desolate place, in water body stream,
deep lake (KuRa). Different types of Mashan is found. But near my place, a
Mashan named Tasha Mashan (mute) is there. Once, Tasha Mashan possessed one
of our uncles who used to work at our home. The uncle could not hear anything.
Then we consulted the ojha (Tantrik) who told us that the Mashan near the whole
has possessed our uncle. When we asked Ojha what shall we do for his treatment,
the ojha told us we need to pray and worship the Mashan. We asked him, what are
the ingredients for puja (worship)? The ojha replied, the ingredients are; curd,
flattened rice, plantain and a pig has to be sacrificed. Following the Ojha, we did it
as it is advised by him. Thirty or thirty years have passed by since it happened.
Now, our uncle is doing well. In every year, Tasha Mashan is worshiped in pomp
and grandeur but pig sacrifice is not done. In special occasion, if someone promises
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Mashan, then a pig sacrificed. Otherwise, curd, flattened rice, plantain are given at
the worship of Tasha Mashan)

Appendix-4, Comments of Prosenjit Barman, Facebook page Hari Madhab
Ray, 9™ September 2018 https://www.facebook.com/harimadhab.ray/

Prosenijit Baraman

W Masan puja rajbanshi debata ata sudhu sasaner debata
ata faka jaigate thake ata puja karte sati mach nage are
jala masan are tasa masan are gala kata masan hy

Like -Reply -3 O
“ Hari Madhab Ray
Thank you so much Prasenjit Barman...
Like - Reply - 3y
The Rajbanshis worship Mashan. It is a god of cemetery. It dwells in a desolate
place. To worship Mashan god one needs [fati mact]™[T 5AT2'a medium snake
headed fish’. There are different types of Mashan as for example [jola

mafan ST, [tofa mafan]GSTRT, [gala kata mafan] STETIR BT

Appendix-5: Types of Mashan, pictures and sources

Masha Pictures Source

n types

(a) Dibyendu

Machu Adhikary,

ya Mashan

Mashan Association, 4"

February, 2015,
Toshi Kata Power
house
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(b) Dilip Barma,

Garh Alokjhari,

Kata Dinhata, 5t

Mashan November, 2017

() Rajen  Barman,

Godeya Mashan

Mashan Association, 10"
August 2015

(d) Mahesh Roy,

Muriya Mashan

Mashan Association, 4"
May 2012,
Tufanganj

Muriya Sankar Koch

Mashan Rajbanshi, 7t

February 2019 in
Mashan
Association

Kamakhyaguri,
Nayarhat

Chiranjit Dakua,
27" June 2017
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(e)Sadh
aron
Mashan

Dhaola
Mashan

(H
Mashan

worshi
pped in
house
premise

(&)

Mashan
and
Coconu
t(ghot)

Mahesh Roy,
Mashan
Association, 111
May 2012

Pritam Roy,
Gorufela,
Gossaingaon,
Kokrajhar,
Assam, 1% July
2017

Rajen  Barman,
12" May, 2017 in
Mashan
Association
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(h)
Mashan
and
Comm
unity
celebrat
ion

(@)

@ MASHAN ASSOCIATION
Shyamal Roy shared 2 post.
13 Navember 2019 - &

5\

wn Al

e
e 3yt o e 1R woce. ¥ wn A1e <n
e coa v¥e s

ey St e ey T
e - —
U e e . gy e 13 e o
1o e e e s ! .

Rajen  Barman,
12" May, 2017 in
Mashan
Association

Shyamal Roy, 13"
November 2019
in Mashan
Association
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News
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'} 21December 2019- @
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Uttarbanga
Sambad 15™
January 2022

Hamar  Khabar,
21"  December
2019 in Mashan
Association
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(k)
Mashan
puja,
commu
nity
celebrat
ion

M
Mashan
puja for
the
well-
being
of Mr.
Atul
Ray

(m)
Discuss
ion on
Mashan
as a
tribal
deity

Shyamal Roy shared a post. -
1February 2020 - @

masha

Partha Pratim Ray
1 February 2020 - Q

WA ST T I

uﬁ MASHAN ASSOCIATION

TSI

3 June 2021 - &
wO 3% oul SHE..
S ArET W g

MASAN HOIL ADIBASI GHARER DEBOTA...

AMRALA KI ADIBASI...

Spandan Anuraag Barman kay koil tomak
mashan adibashir ghorer debota?

Mahesh Roy mui mashan ,tui mashan . JOY
MASHAN.

Spandan Anuraag Barman prasanta bahe.
Mashan ta amar loukik devota...Mahesh

Roy MASHAN HAMARE DBOTA .HAMRA
NISCHOY ADIBASINAHOY

Shyamal Roy, 1%
February 2020—
Ex MP Partha
Pratim Ray in
inaugural
ceremony

Dotora-sarinda,
3" June 2021—In
Mashan
Associations

Prasanta Prosun,
20" April, 2012,
Mashan
Associations
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