PAGE  
12

HINDUISM AS A MISSIONARY RELIGION

J. Kuruvachira SDB

Is Hinduism a missionary religion? Does it proselytize? Does it send out missionaries to preach? Does it have a mission strategy of its own? Has it carved out mission territories for itself on the globe? The answers to questions such as these can divide the opinions of people about Hindu religion. Many orthodox Hindus argue that one can become a Hindu by birth alone, since caste is crucial to Hinduism, and one’s caste status is hereditary. In other words, if Hinduism is an ethnic religion – based on pure Hindu blood – a true Hindu has to be born a Hindu and not made. Hence Hinduism cannot be considered as a missionary religion. In fact, there are people who ague that Hinduism is the only religion in the world that does not engage in proselytisation. P. Venugopal writes in the RSS (Rashtriya Swayamsewak Sangh,‘National Volunteer Association’) weekly Organiser: “Hindu religion […] does not believe in conversion or go to other countries to market their religion. Hinduism does not preach conversion. Hinduism is the only religion in the world that does not go for conversion”
. Madhav Sadashiv Golwalkar (1906-1973), the second sarsangchalak (supreme leader) of the RSS affirms: “Our religious missionaries who reached distant lands in ancient times did not force their religion on other people”
. As is clear, there is a group within Hinduism which emphatically asserts that Hinduism is not a missionary religion and that it never engages in proselytizing activities. But those who hold such a view are a virtual minority. In this article we would like to argue that contemporary Hinduism is a missionary religion with its own missionary methods and strategies, and that it deserves to be rated among the world’s great missionary religions.

Hinduism as a missionary religion: a glance at recent history  

Hinduism is one of the major religions of the world with over one billion followers spread across the globe, and the vast majority of them are found in India. We may be right in maintaining that there is no other religion in the world that has been subject to revolutionary changes in its worldviews in the recent past as Hinduism. One of the visible manifestations of it is Hinduism’s attitude towards missionary work. It may be true that until recently the missionary thrust of Hinduism was not so pronounced as it is today, and there may not have been many individuals or Hindu organisations willing to dedicate themselves to the spread of the Hindu faith. This has led many Hindus as well as non-Hindus to believe that Hinduism is not a missionary religion. But today, many Hindus oppose such a claim as something totally ridiculous and as a Christian conspiracy against them
.
The missionary nature of Hinduism has been convincingly demonstrated time and again by an array of outstanding Hindu leaders. Swami Dayananda Saraswati (1824-1883) founded the Arya Samaj in 1875 in order to counteract the efforts of Christian missionaries and to reconvert to Hinduism persons who had become Christians
. He considered it as one of his primary tasks in life  (The sole aim of his life was) to help  put an end to the mutual wrangling of different religions and to bring all people into the fold of one religion, namely, the Vedic
. He himself took the lead to reconvert Christians and Muslims to Hinduism. In 1877, during his visit to Punjab, at Ludhiana he gave a lecture on shuddhi (literally ‘purification’, re-conversion) and prevented the conversion to Christianity of a certain Brahmin called Ramsharan, a teacher at the Christian mission school. In Amritsar about forty students who were strongly attracted to Christianity were persuaded by Dayananda to abandon the idea. At Jullandhar he himself performed the re-conversion of a Christian. He was also actively involved in the re-conversion to Hinduism of several other Christians
. Dayananda’s denunciation of Christianity and Islam was in full swing during and after his visit to Punjab (1877-1878), where Hindus felt the threat of Christianity and Islam most acutely
.

Dayananda in his will left his property to a society called Paropakarani Sabha to be used for the preaching and teaching of the Vedic religion by initiating a body of preachers to be sent across India and outside
. In this way, he made the Vedic religion a preaching religion (pracaraka dharma) and a propagating religion. The Arya Samaj became an organised Hindu missionary institution, and it also aspired to convert the whole world to its faith through constructive propaganda. K.W. Jones notes: “Proselytisation then became a major activity of the Arya Samaj”
. Fearing that the Christian missionaries would convert Hindus through their schools, Dayananda also established Hindu schools operated by the Arya Samaj. 

Another eminent Hindu missionary was Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902). He believed that Advaita Vedanta (monistic form of Hinduism) should be taught to all people everywhere, not only in India but also abroad. He maintained that, the tragedy of the world is that, Advaita was never allowed to reach all people. Hence he demanded that it should be taught to the whole world with the voice of thunder, to every man that is born, to saints and sinners, men, women and children, to the man on the throne and to the man sweeping the streets so that they may drink ‘the streams of life’, instead of ‘the ditch water’
. With the spirit of a crusader, he spoke of a conquest of the world by Hindu religion, and invited all his fellow religionists to get ready for it and to sacrifice everything for it. He said: “Now is the time to work for India’s spiritual ideas penetrating deep into the West [.…] We must go out, we must conquer the world through our spirituality and philosophy. There is no other alternative; we must do it or die”
; “the world must be conquered by India. This is the dream of my life, and I wish that each one of you who hears me today, will have the same dream in your minds, and stop not till you have realised the dream [.…] Up, India, conquer the world with your spirituality [.…] heroic workers are wanted to go abroad and help to disseminate the great truths of the Vedanta”
.

Thus Swami Vivekananda, in making Advaita a propagating religion, made it a missionary religion and converting religion. He wanted all people to accept the only true religion of Advaita, which certainly implied the giving up of one’s ancestral religion. Besides, one of the aims of Swami Vivekananda in establishing the Ramakrishna Mission was to preach Advaita. He even set up Ramakrishna Mission centres in the USA and Europe for this purpose
. 

One of the most sensitive activities in which the Hindu Mahasabha (The Great Assembly of Hindus) – the most important political party of the Hindus in the 20th century – indulged was the re-conversion or suddhi movement. Vinayak Damodar  Savarkar (1883-1966) the longtime leader of the Hindu Mahasabha (1937-1944) fought tooth and nail against any Hindu changing his religious allegiance. He promoted Hindu missionary activities, fiercely denounced Muslim and Christian missionary works and encouraged the suddhi (‘purification’) movement in order to claim Untouchables and Indian Muslims and Christians back to Hinduism
. According to him, foreign faiths like Islam and Christianity convert millions of Hindus by force and fraud in the length and breadth of India
. He alleged  that the British colonial government lend political support to Christian missionaries in India in their conversion activities
. Hence he ardently advocated re-conversion with the spirit of a fanatic. When he returned to Ratnagiri from the Andamans where he was a prisoner, one of his principle activities was re-conversion. As president of the Hindu Mahasabha Savarkar constantly exhorted the Hindus to reconvert the Christians and carry on the shuddhi movement
. By this what he intended was that Hindus must engage in direct missionary activity aimed at conversion of persons belonging to other faiths to Hinduism. In the worldview of Savarkar the term shuddhi was only a camouflaged concept standing for missionary activity aimed at religious conversion of people belonging to other religions.

In 1952, N.C. Chatterjee, the then president of the Hindu Mahasabha in non ambiguous terms affirmed that Hinduism is a missionary religion. He stated: “There is no greater historical truth than that the Hindu religion had been a proselytising religion”
. In 1964, N.N. Banerjee president of the same organisation said: “The Hindu India in her glorious days used to send her colonists and missionaries to Pegu, Siam, Combodia, China, Tibet, Japan, Borneo, Syria, Egypt, Greece and Rome”
. In the revised constitution of the Hindu Mahasabha of 1965 we read the following among its aims, objectives and rules: “To establish cultural contacts, and cohesion with the Hindus abroad and to intensify Hindu Missionary work all over the world”
. In 1966 as president of the Hindu Mahasabha N.N. Banerjee exhorted the Hindus saying: “We must train in [sic] thousands of energetic and intelligent young men and women and send them all over the world as traders, teachers, technologists, tourists etc. who should be our ‘experts’ on foreign countries”
; “We need Hindu missionaries, to work in these areas [Assam, NEFA, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Kerala and other parts of India]. To train these missionaries, to maintain their families (because most of them may not be sanyasins) and then in remote areas, to open and run properly schools, hospitals etc. in these areas, huge funds are required”
.

Historian Sumit Sarkar poses some pertinent questions to those who claim that Hinduism does not proselytise. He asks, for example, where did all the Buddhists of ancient India go?
 – many scholars opine that at one time much of the subcontinent of India was Buddhist and it even threatened to replace Hinduism as the major faith
. He also asks how did Hindu icons and myths spill over into large parts of South East Asia?
 There is also much historical data about the spread of specific varieties of Hindu traditions, like for instance, Chaitanya bhakti (devotion) from central and western Bengal into Orissa and the uplands of Jharkhand
. What is evident from all these is that Hinduism in its long history has been engaged in missionary work in order to win followers, like many other religions of the world. 

Today, Hindu missionary activity does not confine itself to India alone. Many of the Hindu organisations and gurus (spiritual guides or teachers) in the Western counties are actively engaged in propagating Hinduism. Kushwant Singh, one of the eminent journalists of India, speaking in the context of Hindu mission in foreign countries says that, besides Swami Vivekananda, Aurobindo Ghose, Jiddu Krishnamurti, Swami Prabhupada, Osho (Rajneesh) and the sadhus (monks) of the Ramakishna Mission took the message of Hinduism abroad and made many converts to Hinduism
.

Use of a variety of concepts for missionary activity

Anyone familiar with the history of Hinduism and more especially with its contemporary ways of functioning, will be aware that Hinduism is actively engaged in missionary work among Christians, Muslims, tribals and others, both in India and abroad with great sense of urgency and aggressiveness. The only difference is that the Hindu missionaries call their activity of winning followers to their faith by different names, such as, shuddhi (‘purification’), ghar vapasi (‘homecoming’), ‘paravartan’ (‘turning back’), ‘reclamation’, ‘indianisation’, ‘education in Indian culture’, etc. However, it must be reiterated that the difference in the labels used by Hindu groups, organizations and movements do not change the substance of their activities, which is conversion of people of other faiths to Hinduism. In fact, the so-called ‘purification’, ‘reclamation’ and ‘home coming’ ceremonies are considered as substitute-tags for what is generally called ‘religious conversion’ by others. In other words the labels do not change the content or the intention. Sumit Sarkar argues that from the late nineteenth century A.D onwards, Hinduism developed a whole battery of terms – ‘reclamation’, ‘purification’, ‘re-conversion’, ‘homecoming’, ‘turning back’, ‘indianisation’, etc – as its expansion directed towards marginal groups and tribals became more organised. Common to all these labels is an insistence that all that is being attempted is to bring people back to their ‘natural’ state, which for all the targeted groups is always assumed to be Hindu
. But upon closer examination one can understand that the so-called shuddhi or ‘re-conversion’ is a semantic misnomer. In essence it is another term for religious conversion which involves missionary work, preaching, teaching and the use of specified rituals and ceremonies on the part of Hindus, and acceptance of new doctrines, creeds, practices and way of life,  and a change in mental attitudes on the part of the converted. 

Sanskritisation as a form of  missionary activity

Subtle forms of assimilation, absorption and domination of marginal cultures and weaker sections of society by Hinduism is a widespread phenomenon in India. This process is generally called ‘sanskritisation’. By sanskritisation we mean the imposition of Hindu culture and Hindu religion – i.e., beliefs, practices, myths, doctrines, customs, ceremonies, rites, way of life, festivals, etc. – on sections of non-Hindus of Indian society, especially the weaker ones, like the Scheduled Castes (SC), Scheduled Tribes (ST), Other Backward Classes (OBC) and similar marginalised groups, directly or indirectly, so that they come to be labeled as Hindus. Understood in this sense ‘sanskritisation’ is a synonym for ‘Hinduisation’, and the entire process is a form of missionary activity. The ‘sanskritisation’ process is often carried out in the name of social service, education, health care, reform movements, indianisation, preservation of Indian culture, promotion of indigenous cultures, cultivation of patriotism, etc. In many cases, full time volunteers are engaged in promoting the ‘sanskritisation’ process, especially in those regions of India where Hindus and Hindu organisations feel that they can claim large groups of SCs, STs and OBCs into their fold. 

The law on Scheduled Tribes does not say that they are born Hindus
. Nevertheless, by a gradual interiorisation of Hindu cultural and religious elements over centuries, a sort of ‘conversion to Hinduism’ is already taking place among many Scheduled Tribes of India. This gives Hinduism the opportunity to claim them as Hindus – especially if they are ignorant and illiterate and socially and politically weak. 

It has been observed that in order to woo the tribals to Hinduism, the Vishva Hindu Parishad (VHP, ‘World Hindu Council’) has copied the methods of the Christian missionaries it competes with. For example, according to a statistics of 2001, the VHP runs over 6,241 Ekal Vidyalayas (single teacher schools) catering mainly to the Scheduled Tribes
. Then there are the Vanavasi Kalyan Asharm (VKA) - educational institutions specially meant for the tribal people. In all these institutions the curricula followed is typically Hindu. It is reported that during roll call in classrooms of Ekal Vidyalaya students are made to respond with `Jai Shri Ram’, and only the names of Hindu gods are used to teach English alphabet. For example, an English booklet in Jharkhand teaches the Class II primary students thus: ‘A for Arjuna’, ‘B for Brahma’, ‘C for Cow’, ‘D for Dhruva’, ‘G for Ganesh’, ‘H for Hanuman’, ‘J for Jambavan’, ‘M for Mahadev’, ‘O for Om’, ‘R for Ram’, ‘T for Temple’, ‘U for Uma’, etc. (Ironically, the letters ‘E’, ‘F’, ‘Q’, ‘W’, ‘X’ and ‘Z’ simply do not exist in this booklet. No names of Hindu gods beginning with these letters are readily available!). Each day school prayers are devoted to different Hindu gods like. Shiva, Vishnu, Hanuman and others
.

Today, practically all over India, Hindu missionaries, especially those belonging to the Sangh Parivar (affiliated members of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, RSS) work among tribals and the so-called low-castes, in order to Hinduise them, and thus absorb them into the Hindu fold. For instance, during a Vanavasi Sangamam in Kerala, K.S.Sudarshan, the present RSS chief, said that the vanavasis (‘forest dwellers’) are integral part of Hindu society. Although in some cases it may be true, very often, the tribals do have their own religious identity distinct from Hinduism, as for instance is the case with the Adivasis who profess the Sarana religion or the various indigenous tribes of Northeast India which have their own traditional religions. 

Appeal to Indian legal system as a missionary strategy

Another method of claiming followers for Hinduism is by appealing to the Indian legal system which is at times ambiguous. The Indian Constitution does not give a definition of the term ‘Hindu’ but it does define to whom the ‘Hindu Law’ applies. Article 25 of the Indian Constitution stipulates that the reference to Hindus includes also persons professing the Sikh, Jain or Buddhist religion. The Hindu Marriage Act of 1955 makes it even more precise as to who is a ‘legal Hindu’ – any Indian who is not a Muslim, Christian, Parsi or Jew by religion
. Thus, following the provision given in the Indian legal system, Hindu missionaries lump together Buddhists, Jains and Sikhs under the name ‘Hindu’. The RSS  leader Golwalkar said: “It is clearly written in our Constitution that the term ‘Hindu’ includes Sikhs, Jains and Buddhists”
. The Hindu Mahasabha leader Savarkar also considered Jains, Buddhists, Lingayats, Sikhs, the aboriginal tribes or hill tribes of India, etc. as Hindus
. In addition, by an amendment introduced in 1956 it is provided that only a Hindu or Sikh could be a Scheduled Caste so that the Scheduled Caste law is clearly based on religion
. 

Presenting Hinduism as Sanatana Dharma (Eternal Religion) is a mission strategy 

Hinduism claims itself to be a ‘universal spirituality’ by projecting a ‘non-exclusivist’ and ‘all-embracing nature’ for Hinduism. This is generally done by declaring Hinduism as Sanatana Dharma (Eternal Religion)
. Aurobindo Ghose states: “That which we call the Hindu religion is really the eternal religion, because it is the universal religion which embraces all others [.…] A narrow religion, a sectarian religion, an exclusive religion can live only for a limited time and a limited purpose”
. David Frawley says: “Almost whatever is found in any religion by way of forms of worship or view of the Reality worshipped […] can be found in Hinduism”
. 

As already stated, official India does not consider Scheduled Tribes as Hindus. But in many cases they are being treated as such by many Hindu groups and organisations, especially by appealing to the concept of Hinduism as Sanatana Dharma which embraces everything, even the traditional religions of the tribal people. According to them, any ‘religion’ originated in the soil of India is part of Hinduism because the nature of Hinduism is Sanatana (Eternal). Hence even if the Scheduled Tribes have their own traditional religions, according to the definition of Hinduism as Sanatana (Eternal), they are Hindus because Hinduism as Sanatana Dharma is all-embracing. In other words, anyone who professes a ‘natural religion’, ‘a traditional religion’, ‘a native religion’ or ‘animism’ is a Hindu
. Ram Swarup says: “Sanatana Dharma is as wide and profound as its subject. Like its gods, it has a thousand names and facets”
.  N.C. Zelinag (1936-2005) was a Naga tribal leader who was the head of the Zeliangrong Heraka Association. The RSS gave him the appellation of a ‘Naga Hindu leader’
, implying thereby that by virtue of being a Naga tribal he was a Hindu. Many Hindu missionaries are eager to treat the Scheduled Tribes as Hindus also due to another reason: according to Savarkar, a ‘Hindu’ is anyone who considers India as his or her ‘Fatherland’ and ‘Holyland’, and the Schedules Tribes of India and many others like them fulfill this condition in as much as they are Indians by birth. 

Hindu educational and cultural institutions as vehicles for Hindu mission

The Hindu missionary work is also carried out through their numerous educational and cultural institutions. The first RSS school was established in 1952. It was inspired by some RSS workers who wanted to take up education of children as a mission of their life. They named the school Saraswati Shishu Mandir (Temple of the Goddess Saraswati dedicated to the children). In 1978 an all India body called Vidya Bharati was set up to provide an organisational umbrella to the RSS run schools. The cluster of RSS educational activities include the Ekal Vidyalayas
 run mainly by the VHP, Vidya Bharati and the Vanavasi Kalyan Ashram
. There is also a nation-wide network of RSS pre-primary, primary and secondary schools, colleges, technical institutions and teacher training institutes. Each of these organisations is meant for the promotion of Hindu religion in subtle ways. 

The RSS schools are typically called: Saraswati Vidya Mandirs (RSS schools, which can also include residential schools), Saraswati Shishu Mandirs (RSS primary schools), Shishu Vatikas (pre-primary schools for ‘indoctrination’), Sanskar Kendras (ideological ‘indoctrination’ centres and activities, often one-teacher schools operating in rural, ‘tribal’ or slum areas), Ekal Vidyalayas (one-teacher schools), Vivekananda Kendras/Vidyalayas
, Ramakrishna Mission, etc. The RSS schools go also under a host of other local names, such as Bharatiya Vidya Niketan, Gyan Vidyalaya, Saraswati Bal Vidyalaya and Sewa Dham Vidya Mandirs. For example, there is a range of RSS gurukulas run by the Karnataka-based Hindu Seva Pratishthan and the Jana Seva Vidya Kendra. Punjab has Sarvhitkari Shiksha Samiti (Education Council for Universal Benefit). while Haryana has Hindu Shiksha Samiti. 

In the schools of the Vidya Bharati network, apart from the academic content of the instruction there is a ‘core curriculum’ comprising six subjects: a) physical education, b) yoga, c) music, d) Sanskrit, e) moral and spiritual education and f) sanskriti gyan (knowledge of culture). Buoyed by the success of the educational network established by them, in 2004 the VHP and the RSS decided to provide tribals with four A’s – Akshar (education), Anna (foodgrains), Arogya (healthcare) and Aradhanasthal (place of worship) on the pattern of the Christian missionaries. In fact, the tribals were made to celebrate Ganesh festival, hold Ramlila (Annual dassera festivity signifying victory of Ram over Ravana) celebrations, conduct Geeta Paath and use ‘Ram Ram’ to greet each other
.
Though the RSS service and education networks cover a range of activities and many groups, the main focus is Adivasi (‘tribal’) and Dalit groups. Key areas of activity include border territories, areas such as Northeast India and those that have significant Christian presence, Christian-run schools or Christian missionary influence. 
Vidya Bharati organises Sanskar Kendras (cultual centres) in four different kinds of localities: a) in the backward and slum localities of cities, b) in comparatively affluent localities of cities where children usually go to the so-called convent or English medium schools, (these children, it is alleged, are generally ignorant or ill-informed about Indian culture), ) in rural areas, and d) vanavasi regions. Along with education and sanskar training of children, efforts are also made to contact their parents, guardians and other members of their families. Through various informal activities efforts are made to create awareness among people for a healthy, cultured life both for individuals and society.

Since more than two decades Sanskrit Bharati is India’s reputed organistion engaed in promoting Sanskrit languge through simple means. The organistion is best known for its innovative ways of teaching Sanskrit. ‘Speak Sanskrit Movement’, ‘Ten-day Sanskrit conversation camps’, ‘Correspondence courses in Sanskrit’, ‘World Wide Web’ are some of the creative ways for the teaching and propagation of Sanskrit
. In 2004 the RSS weekly Organiser published the real motive behind promoting Sanskrit. It said: “Use of Sanskrit will make Hinduism strong, dynamic, youthful and vibrant. All our scriptures will be available to one and all without any language barrier”
.
When the Baharatiya Janata Party (BJP, ‘Indian People’s Party’) was in power in New Delhi the government opened special ‘Brahmin schools’ supposedly for the popularisation of the Vedas. These schools, which are called Gurukul Ved Pathshalas, are meant to impart education through oral tradition. But the real rationale behind the establishment of these schools is believed to be to counter the religious education being imparted thorough the Islamic madrasas
.

Social service for Hindu mission

Many Hindu groups, organizations and movements are actively involved in social work, often with the intention of converting Muslims, Christians, Adivasis and Dalits to Hinduism. Since the 1990s one of the main targets of the Sangh Parivar has been Northeast India where the Christian population is on the rise. The RSS has launched a programme called ‘Save Northeast’ campaign spending several cores of rupees every year. They use their resources in order to open new schools, hospitals, dispensaries, orphanages and temples in the region. 

The VHP also entered the Northeastern region with the specific intention of re-conversion through ‘social work’ projects. Haflong in Assam is the headquarters of the VHP’s northeastern sewa (service) projects. Assisted by the RSS-affiliated groups such as the Vanavasi Kalyan Ashram, Vivekananda Kendras, Ramakrishna Mission, Sewa Bharati and Vidya Bharati, VHP missionaries are engaged in various sewa projects. In 1998 the VHP set up some 300 Ekal Vidyalayas in the tea gardens of Dibrugarh and Tinsukia in Assam. The organization – which has a rather long history of its presence in Assam – had some 72 dispensaries already serving the sick in the State by then. Hostels have been built in Haflong, Phulani, Bartnal and Kokhrajar in Assam. With the help of the NRI diaspora, VHP also launched a project called ‘Support a Child’ campaign. The Hindu Society of Ottava, I.S.K.CON, Swami Narayana sect and Sri Satya Sai Baba International, India Development and Relief Fund (IDRF) and Sewa International UK etc., are some of the funding organisations that help the social service projects of the VHP. The VHP has also moved into the adjacent States of Assam, especially Arunachal Pradesh, Tripura and Meghalaya, to work among various non-Christian tribal groups.

The VHP admits that it is through service efforts that they have been able to put a stop to the proselytizing activities of Christian missionaries in several parts of India and obtain many re-conversions from Islam and Christianity
. In some cases the ‘social works’ of the Sangh Parivar seem to assume the nature of inducement and allurement. There are reports of Hindu organisations misusing huge amount of foreign funds to promote re-conversion instead of human development
. 

Hindu festivals, electronic media, print media and internet websites for Hindu mission 

Grand scale celebrations of Hindu festivals has become a common phenomenon in India and aboard, and each of them is an occasion to propagate the Hindu faith. Thus Ganesh festivals, Shivaji festivals, Holi, Rakshabandan, Janmashtami, Dussarah, Kumbhamela and so on have become extravagant show of Hindu-power. 

Since some years Kumbhamela
 is a media extravaganza. It is a typical example of using a Hindu festival for the propagation of Hindu religion. The Kumbhamela of 2001 was an enormous story of the media power to propagate Hinduism. There was a channel 4 which had a 7-crore rupee budget for getting a 60-member crew to set up a studio at the Kumbhamela site for daily uplinks to Britain. It was 30 per cent of the channel’s yearly outlay for religious programming
. At the Kumbhanagar media camp there were 300 national and 88 foreign journalists
.

The conquest of the commercial media is a special strategy adopted by the Hindu groups and organisations in order to teach and propagate Hindu religion and Hindu view of life and values. In India, between 1987 and 1990 on Sunday mornings the serialized versions of the great Indian epics the Ramayana and Mahabharata were shown on television. During the airing of the serials Hindus gathered in front of television sets en masse. Today materials from these epics appear in modern discussions of Hindu identity, religious reform, social reform and Indian nationalism. In some cases the actors who took part in the television serials were revered as embodiments of the gods and goddesses
. Popular films like Pandavas, Chanakya, etc. are also rich in Hindu religious content.

On 18 April 2003 a 24-hour TV channel called Sadhna was launched.  The channel is a devotional and social television aimed at educating people in  Indian morals, values and culture of people. Sadhna is in reality a Hindu religious channel both in content, purpose and organisation
. On 15 August 2005 yet another channel called Sudarshan TV was launched to promote, what is called, Hindu cultural values, ancient history and patriotic programmes
. 
The ‘Voice of India’ (VOI), New Delhi, is a highly organised publishing house that diffuses vast amount of printed materials on Hinduism and Hindu cultural nationalism at cheap rate. It also has networks all over the country under different names. In addition, there are innumerable pro-Hindi newspapes, perioduicals, journals and magazines in English, Hindi and regional languges. Patronising certain newspapers, both English, Hindi and vernacular, and private TV cable operators, is also a part of the use of media to futher Hindu religious ideas. There are also innumerable internet websites that deal with Hindu religion and Hindu religious organizations and related topics.

Direct Hindu missionary activities with special reference to Northeast India

Hinduism engages in direct missionary activities like many world religions, such as, Buddhism, Christianity and Islam. In ancient times, there was much mobility of the Indians as traders, merchants and colonialists, and often they were accompanied by missionaries of Brahmanic religion. Thus, for instance, the Brahmanical religion went from India to Malay Peninsula, Cambodia, Annam, Sumatra, Java, Bali and Borneo and so on and flourished in these regions. 

Northeast India has always been a region of special interest to Hindu missionaries. Some years ago Ram Swarup, a prominent Hindutva ideologue said: “Let us also become aware of what is happening in the faraway corners, in Assam, Arunachal, Meghalaya, Ladakh; what silent nibbling is going on there; the large-scale conversion and infiltration”
. It was Golwalkar’s desire that tribes of Northeast India like the Naga, Khasi, Jaintia, Mikir, Mizo, etc. should designate their community as Hindu only
.  

The Aryansation of Assam began probably during the Epic period. The Aryans imposed Hinduism on the pre-Aryan settlers with the help of Chieftains and tribal leaders
. After the conquest of Kamarupa (an old name for Assam), Naraka, an Asura king invited learned Brahmins to the country for settlement. Later on, Bhagadatta brought a hundred Brahmins from Kanauj for the performance of the vedic sacrifices. These new settlers introduced orthodox Hinduism in the region. Because of their learning and administrative skills they became an influential class in the society close the kings. This helped them to convert the non-Aryan people of Assam on a large scale to Hinduism
.

Sankaradeva (ca. 1449-1569) of Assam choose disciples and instructed and initiated them into his Neo-Vaishnavism. Then they were given the task of preaching and propagating the faith in Assam
.
The Tai-Ahoms of Assam were converted to Hinduism during the reign of Rudra Singha (1696-1714) through the missionary engagements of Brahmins from West Bengal. We are told: “The religious leaders responsible for the import of the Hindu rites and rituals [to Kamarupa] were the Brahmins”
. Many of Rudra Singha’s predecessors had taken Hindu as well as Ahom names, and had shown great respect for the Brahmins. But Rudra Singh was the first to announce publicly his intention to become a disciple of a Hindu Brahmin
. 

The Meiteis of Manipur became Hindus due to the large scale preaching activities of Hindu missionaries. About the year 1717 king Pamheiba (Gharib Nawaz) of Manipur accepted Vaishnavism from Guru Gopal Das. He also made Hinduism the state religion. Since then an aggressive preaching of the new faith was carried out by ascetics, pilgrims and Brahmins who arrived there in large numbers. A certain Shanta Das from Sylhet remained at the court as a royal guest and directed the missionary activity
. 

The Tripuris also had their tribal religion modified by Hinduism. In fact, today in Tripura we find many tribes influenced by Hinduism. An overwhelming majority among the important tribes, such as, the Tripuris, Reangs, Jamatias, Noatias, Halams and so on are to all intents and purposes Hindu
. 

Currently many RSS-affiliated organisations are working in the tribal areas of Northeast India in order to Hinduise them, especially in Assam, Meghalaya, Arunachal Pradesh and Tripura. The Ekal Vidyalayas, Vanavasi Kalyan Ashram, Sanskar Bharati, Sewa Bharati, Ramakrishna Mission institutions, Vivekananda Kendras are some of the prominent ones. The International Society for Krishna Consciousness (I.S.K.CON also called Hare Krshna Movement) is perhaps the best symbol of Hinduism engaged in proselytisation. It is very much active in Northeast India with its centres in seveal cities and towns of the region. The ‘Art of Living Foundation’ of Ravi Shankar is also quite popular in some parts of Northeast. Since some years strenuous efforts are being made by the right-wing Hindu political party, the BJP – which is noted for its politicisation of religion – to influence the political life of the States of the region,  for control over the political machinery would make the entry of Hinduism in these States easy and formal.
Many cultural events are organized by Hindu organisations in order to make inroads into the various tribes of Northeast India. For example, from 13-15 December 2002, a conference for preservation of the culture and traditions of the tribes in the Northeast was held in Guwahati, Assam, in which 245 representatives from 47 tribes covering all the seven Northeastern states and Sikkim were present
; between 13-15 April 2003 in the name of promoting cultural tradition of Northeastern states, Sanskar Bharati organised a function in Guwahati, to celebrate the Assamese new year – Rangali Bihu – under the title “Our Culture – Our identity”
; in the same year the Vanavasi Kalyan Ashram and the Hemphu Mukrang Amei jointly organised a Hindu Aikya Sammelen in Karbi Anglong district, Assam, for the Karbis and vanavasis in which over 45,000 people are said to have participated
; again, in the same year between 18-20 April a huge gathering of Khasi-Jaintia youth who follow their traditional religion was held at Mawsynram village in Meghalaya
. In April 2005 Sanskar Bharati organised the Apna Poorvottar – Ek Utsav in New Delhi for the people of Northeast
. Often special camps are organized for vanavasi students of Northeast India staying in hostels in various parts of the county. In these hostels ‘patriotic education’ – meaning Hindu education – is imparted to them
.
Conclusion

From what we have discussed, it is clear that Hinduism is a missionary religion in the true sense of the term. This implies that we need to transcend the stereotypes we have acquired over the years about Hinduism which often consider it as a religion without any real interest in missionary engagement.

But the missionary activity of Hinduism creates for itself some serious internal problems. Since caste system is one of the pillars of Hinduism, one needs to ask the question where will Hinduism place those converted to Hinduism if they happen to be Adivasis or Dalits or anyone else who does not formally belong to the caste hierarchy? Will they be permitted social mobility on account of their accepting Hinduism or will they still be rated as ‘second class citizens’ within the Hindu fold occupying the lowest rungs in the hierarchical order of caste system? 

If Hinduism subscribes to the anti-conversion law existing in some of the States of India, are Hindus justified in propagating their faith with the view to convert people of other religions? Is not re-conversion of Indian Christians, Muslims, Sikhs, Jains, Buddhists, Adivasis, Dalits and other non-Hindus a violation of the very law which it tries to impose on the Indian society? 

Any genuine missionary activity presupposes freedom of conscience. Unfortunately, the anti-conversion law as it is practiced today in India is seriously discriminatory. Individual Hindus and Hindu organisations can engage in missionary activity and convert non-Hindus as and when and where they like, but the non-Hindus are not granted the same right. This means that Hinduism has a double standard, one for itself and another for the non-Hindus. Thus in the final analysis these organizations  which claim to be the guardians and chief votaries of Hinduism while claiming to be patriotic and nationalistic,  show scant respect for democracy, secularism, fundamental rights and freedom of conscience as enshrined in the Constitution of India.

END
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