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Abstract 

This study looks into religious education practices at a traditional pilgrimage 
site in rural India as indicators of community sustainable development. 
Potentially, a role model for countless similar sites can be evinced, a contri-
bution to the international development aim of eradication of poverty. By a 
religious-diversity survey at a public primary school and participant-obser-
vation in private scriptural study, secularization theory is contrasted with 
religious identity. The Caitanya Vaisnava heritage is a traditional form of 
Hinduism with a long history of peaceful Hindu and Muslim coexistence at 
Mayapura, West Bengal. The study shows that tangible community de-
velopment and religious education are compatible if not mutually neces-
sary. It is evident that religious education and its impact on community 
could be added as themes to the international discourse on Sustainable 
Development Indicators. 

 
Keywords: Bhagavatam, community sustainable development indicators, 
dham (divine residence), religious education, jnana (theoretical knowledge), 
vijnana (applied knowledge), diversity, secularization, Caitanya Vaisna-
vism, vichar (study from various perspectives). 
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Glossary of Sanskrit Terms 

acarya – one who teaches, especially by example 
acintya-bhedabheda – the doctrine of inconceivable oneness and difference 
simultaneously.  
ahimsa – non-violence 
anumana – inference  
aroha – induction 
atma – self  
avatar – divine decent 
bhakti – loving devotion  
darsan – vision  
dharma siksya – religious education 
dham – divine residence 
dhamvasi – resident of the divine residence 
diksya – spiritual initiation  
harikirtan – congregational chanting of the name of Hari (Vishnu)  
japa – individual mantra recitation, counted on beads 
jnana – theoretical knowledge  
kali yuga – the present age of quarrel  
kartik – the lunar month occurring in October/November 
katha – recitation  
kavya – classical Sanskrit poetry 
kirtan – congregational chanting 
laukika – ordinary, mundane 
mahamantra – the Hare Krishna mantra 
mahatma - spiritually advanced person 
mangal arati – early morning temple worship 
mayavadism – the doctrine that the world is maya (illusion)  
mukti - liberation 
murti – temple idol 
nivista – attentive listening 
parikram – circumambulation pilgrimage  
pramana – evidence, testimony 
pratyaksya – empirical perception  
prema bhakti – supreme loving devotion 
sadhana – practice of spiritual exercises  
sadhu sanga – spiritual association  
sakhis – girl friends 
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samadhi – mausoleum  
sampradaya – disciplic succession tradition  
samsara – cycle of repeated birth and death  
satyagraha – truth tenacity 
sabda – spiritual sound  
sruti – the original four Vedas 
smriti – Vedic corollaries  
Shaivism – worship of Shiva 
shaktism – goddess worship  
siksya – instruction 
sridham – divine residence 
tattvavada – the doctrine of dvaitavada (duality) taught by Madhva (1238–1317) 
Vaisnava – worshiper of Vishnu  
vichar – study from various perspectives 
vijnana – applied knowledge 
yuga – four ages of mankind 
yukta vairagya – balanced renunciation 
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Foreword 

In 1970, I read Mahatma Gandhi’s Experiments with Truth,1 wherein 
Gandhi, in his late colonial context, advocated both political and humani-
tarian ideals, including vegetarianism, legitimized by ancient Sanskrit terms, 
like ahimsa (non-violence), and satyagraha (truth-tenacity).2 In 1971, the 
vegetarian cook book Diet for a Small Planet3 by Frances Moore Lappé 
became popular. Aside from recipes, Moore wrote about the environmental 
impact of diet in terms of consumption and the earth’s resources. My curi-
osity piqued, I noticed in Lappé’s bibliography George Borgström’s The 
Hungry Planet.4 Borgström, “generally regarded as one of the precursors of 
the Scandinavian environmental debate”,5 was particularly concerned about 
global solidarity in food production and distribution, minting the terms 
“the world household” and “protein imperialism”.6 My intuition back then 
was that the concern for the environmental diet and solidarity, which Lappé 
and Borgström introduced, pointed out the need for sustainable develop-
ment, both materially and spiritually, and that India, although less deve-
loped materially than the West, had a developed spiritual wisdom, as 
Gandhi demonstrated, in its ancient Sanskrit vocabulary. My first visit to 
Sridham Mayapura, West Bengal in 1977 confirmed that impression. Since 
the 70s, globalization and improved communications have accentuated the 
issues of environment and solidarity, and India, as the world’s largest demo-

 
1 Gandhi (1927–1929). The story of my experiments with truth. [1. ed.] Ahmedabad: 
Navajivan. 
2 Ahimsa appears in the seminal Mahabharata. Sat (in satyagraha) appears frequently in 
the Upanisads.  
3 A year later, the Swedish version was published: Lappé, Frances Moore (1972). Recept för 
en fattig planet: [innehåller 100-talet vegetariska recept]. Stockholm: Askild & Kärnekull. 
4 Borgström, Georg (1972). The hungry planet: the modern world at the edge of famine. 2., 
rev. ed. New York: Collier books. 
5 Linnér, Björn-Ola (1998). The world household: Georg Borgström and the postwar 
population-resource crisis. Diss. Linköping: Univ. Abstract. 
6 “George Borgström was appointed head of the Swedish Research Institute for Food 
Additives (Svenska Institutet för Konserveringsforskning SIK) which was financed with 
the help of grants from the state as well as the food industry… Borgström became the 
Director 1947 and was impelled by the SIK board to resign in late 1955. Up to that time, 
Borgström had enthusiastically agitated in Sweden and abroad against the on-going 
plundering of the world’s resources. He was particularly critical of the industrial world’s 
over-consumption of food resources which to a large degree came from starving masses 
in the Third World.” Gillberg, Björn O. (1973). Mordet på framtiden: [en uppgörelse 
med den politiska och ekonomiska kortsiktigheten]. Stockholm: Wahlström & Wid-
strand chapter 2, “Vad är Sanning?”. 
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cracy and arguably her oldest living civilization, plays a key role in develop-
ment. Hence my interest in this essay for a minor field study in India about 
religious education, community and sustainability indicators. 

Preface 

Europe has been described by sociologist Grace Davie as “the exceptional 
case” in the sense that religion in European countries may be seen as re-
legated largely to the private sphere7. In the larger global context, religion 
has in general greater prominence in the public forum than in Europe. On 
the website of Södertörn University: 

In most European countries, it has for a long time been assumed that in-
creasing secularization would lead to a gradual withdrawal of religion from 
public space. Following the work of recent sociologists attention has been 
drawn to the fact that, worldwide, religion is not retreating. On the contrary 
religion becomes a more and more active entity in politics and social de-
velopment. Europe, especially northern Europe, has been seen as an excep-
tion from the global trend, but also here religion and religiosity seems to be 
revitalized and thriving. Culture and religion are intertwined; sometimes 
culture seems to be dictated by religion, in other instances religion serves as 
a form and name given to a specific culture.8 

This is important to bear in mind as this essay describes a holy place in 
India where religion is, and has been for hundreds of years, of great impor-
tance, namely Sridham Mayapura in the state of West Bengal. Mayapura, 
located 110 km north of Calcutta, is a traditional place of pilgrimage for the 
pious devotees of the late medieval saint/acetic Sri Krishna Chaitanya (1486–
1543) whose particular expression of devotional ecstasy generated a charis-
matic movement in the greater Vaisnava denomination of Hinduism. In 
recent decades, Mayapura has become a popular tourist attraction for people 
in general, both Indian and international. What is it that makes Mayapura 
such a diverse “major crowd puller”9? To answer this question I look at two 

 
7 Davie, Grace (2002). Europe: the exceptional case: parameters of faith in the modern 
world. London: Darton, Longman and Todd. 
8 Cultural and Religious Diversity in Primary Schools (CARDIPS): 
http://www.sh.se/p3/ext/content.nsf/aget?openagent&key=projekt_page_eng_13838343
65104 accessed 07/06-2016. 
9 In the words of the Bengal Department of Tourism:  
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religious education practices, one public and one private, to see how they 
measure up in terms of sustainable community development indicators.  

Aim and Need of this Essay 

The aim of this religious studies essay/Sida development report is to inves-
tigate the relevance of religious education as a community sustainability 
development indicator (CSDI)10 at Sridham Mayapura in West Bengal. The 
investigation is based on observations of two religious education (RE) 
practices during a recent five month MFS in India’s three traditional Cai-
tanya Vaisnava epicenters: Vrindavan, District Mathura in the North Indian 
state of Uttar Pradesh, Jaganatha Puri in the Eastern Indian state of Orissa 
and primarily Sridham Mayapura in District Nadia, West Bengal. There are 
a variety of functions this essay is intended to fill. In international develop-
ment discourse, first of all, education is recognized as very important for 
sustainability. There is however a dearth of research on the relevance of 
religious education in such discourse, to which this study contributes. Sus-
tainable development indicators is a well established concept in inter-
national discourse11, but the application of this concept to community is the 
innovative contribution to development discourse by a local Mayapura 
development association, Sri Mayapura Vikas Sangha (SMVS). This study’s 
use of the CARDIPS survey, formulated with questions about religious 
diversity from a Nordic perspective, will test the survey’s understandability 
and validity in an entirely other context. Another function this study will fill 
is that there is a discrepancy in India between the predominance of religion 
in society and the almost total exclusion of the study of comparative reli-
gion in Indian universities.12 It will be useful to study a traditional form of 
Hinduism in regard to communalism, in light of the rise of the Hindu 

 
http://www.wbtourism.gov.in/guest/ltmVVR1RzdXYX1EeRxGaa5UVahlVB1TP 
accessed 06/05-’16. 
10 Community Sustainable Development Indicators (CSDI) used in this essay about 
Mayapura, West Bengal is not to be confused with the United Nations’ organ, Commis-
sion on Sustainable Development, CSD, and it’s Indicators of Sustainable Development 
in international discourse. 
11 See the 2007 United Nations The Department of Economic and Social Affairs’ Indi-
cators of Sustainable Development: Guidelines and Methodologies:  
www.un.org/esa/sustdev/natlinfo/indicators/guidelines.pdf accessed 10/07-2016. 
12 McDermott, R.F. (2012) p. 842. 
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nationalist movement in recent decades.13 This study will be of interest to 
the Oxford Center for Hindu Studies projects: Bengali Vaishnavism in the 
Modern Period14 as well as to the Bhagavata Purana Research Project.15 Fi-
nally, there has been much written about the ISKCON in the West, but 
there has been very little research done in India on ISKCON and its impact 
returning to its place of origin.16 ISKCON in general, and specifically 
ISKCON’s impact on returning to Mayapura, is largely the accomplishment 
of ISKCON’s founder Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada (1896–1977), 
hereafter simply Prabhupada, as will become evident subsequently. 

Research Questions 

To view RE in the complex religious landscape at the rural Indian dham 
(place of pilgrimage) Mayapura in terms of CSDI, a useful procedure is a 
combined quantitative/qualitative triangular study:  

 
(1.)  A public RE practice  
(2.)  A private RE practice  

 
13 O’Connell, J. (1997). 
14 “This project undertakes the mapping, collection, translation and investigation of 
literature and any other relevant material related to or dealing with the modern develop-
ment of Bengali Vaisnavism from the mid-18th century to the mid-twentieth century… 
The study in India of modern forms of Bengali Vaishnavism is scarce perhaps due to a 
neglect of currents of thought less supportive of Hindu nationalism or irrelevant to key 
social and political issues. There is little research about the transformations that the move-
ment underwent during the early modern and modern period, which have led to its glo-
balization. Another challenge in South Asia has been the lack of a tradition of religious 
studies as a systematic historical, sociological, and theological discipline.” OCHS website: 
http://www.ochs.org.uk/research/bengali-vaishnavism-modern-period accessed 11/06-’16 
15 “The Bhagavata Purana is one of the most highly regarded and variegated of Hindu 
sacred texts… Furthermore, the commentarial tradition, derivative texts, and perfor-
mative expressions represent a body of religious and cultural knowledge that is more 
vast than the Bhagavata itself, but which is as yet hardly tapped by students of India… 
There is an initial need to assess the current state of Bhagavata studies, and consolidate 
past scholarship on the text.” OCHS website:  
http://www.ochs.org.uk/research/bhagavata-purana-research-project accessed 11/06’’16.  
16 Fahy, J. (2015) p. 19. 
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(3.)  A description of Mayapura’s present RE trajectory in the context of 
the Mayapura community development’s Caitanya Vaisnava history 
during the Sultanate/Mughal17 and colonial periods  

This triangular method addresses the following research questions: 
 

1. Does the BI’s RE foster religious diversity or Hindu communalism? 
2. What tangible significance does the ISKCON Mayapura daily 

Bhagavatam class have for the ISKCON Mayapura community?  
3. Can the RE practices in Angles 1 and 2 be viable CSDI’s? 

Research Questions/Method triangle 

1. Govt. funded RE:  2. Privately funded RE: 
BI Survey and qualitative interviews ISKCON Bhagavatam class 
Hindu communalism or religious diversity?         Content analysis and 

interviews: 
A History of Religion analysis   Tangible community impact?  

A Socio-religious hermeneutic 
analysis 

 
 
 
 
 
3. Mayapura RE: Community Sustainable Development Indicators (CSDI)? 
Current Events: Temple of the Vedic Planetarium (TOVP) – Bhagavatam RE 
in the form of a building  
History: RE as “Symbolic Means of Institutionalization” 
Bhakti as a paradoxical “Hindu Form of Secularity” 
Future: RE integration of pilgrimage and W. Bengal tourism 
Mayapura University & Research Library project 
BI & ISKCON Mayapura Bhagavatam RE: viable CSDI’s? 

 
17 By the Sultanate/Mughal period I mean from the 13th century until the Battle of Plas-
sey in 1757 when the British East India Company defeated the Nawab of Bengal. 
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Outline 

As displayed above, this essay uses a triangulation. Angles 1 and 2 contain 
both emic (from the perspective of the subject) and etic (from the perspec-
tive of the observer) material. Angle 3, however, is asymmetrical, empha-
sizing the etic with the purpose of comparing the RE of Angles 1 and 2 
using the CSDI question as criterion in a chronological examination of 
Mayapura’s past, present and future. An overarching meta-background and 
theory description is first given and then each angle in turn has its own 
theory and method description. 

 
• Angle 1 discusses a quantitative religious diversity survey of stu-

dents at a government-funded Mayapura public primary school, BI, 
founded 1931. Qualitative interviews with the BI headmaster and 
religion teacher complement the study to investigate if the religious 
education practice at BI indicates religious diversity or Hindu com-
munalism. 

• Angle 2 presents a content analysis of the daily, ritualized reading of 
the Bhagavata Purana at the ISKCON Mayapura temple, supplem-
ented by structured interviews with one random attendee each day, 
to investigate if this practice has tangible impact on the coherence of 
the diverse, English-speaking international ISKCON Mayapura 
community.18 

• Angle 3 integrates Angles 1 & 2 analyzing these two current RE 
practices in the context of the large investments made in the on-
going Temple of the Vedic Planetarium (TOVP) construction. This 
analysis is in the light of the Chaitanya Vaisnava traditional RE with 
a look into the future of Mayapura, focusing on RE as a potential 
Community Sustainable Development Indicator (CSDI). 

Background 

Mayapura, a part of West Bengal’s district Nadia, was in medieval times a 
well-established center of learning. Sushil Kumar De writes in his Early 
History of the Vaisnava Faith and Movement in Bengal: 
 
18 Aside from ISKCON Mayapura’s daily English Bhagavatam class, there is a simultan-
eous class in Bengali as well as another in Russian. At festival times there are also classes 
in Hindi and Spanish.  
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The city of Navadvipa (modern Nadiya), which witnessed the birth, youth 
and early manhood of Caitanya, was at that time a famous seat of medieval 
Sanskrit learning; but the kind of learning it favored is typified by its 
production of a highly scholastic system of New Logic, the Navya Nyaya. It 
was also a stronghold of orthodox Brahmanism… Its great reputation for 
Sanskrit scholarship and orthodoxy drew students from all parts of the 
country, but it created an arid and intellectual atmosphere, highly mate-
rialistic, narrow, proud and even skeptical.19 

To orient De’s localization of the Caitanya movement’s origin, it can for 
simplicity’s sake be said that Hinduism consists of three major denomina-
tions: worship of Vishnu (Vaisnavism), worship of Shiva (Shaivism) and 
various forms of goddess worship (Shaktism).20 Although Shaivism and 
Shaktism are intertwined with Vaisnavism at the complex religious land-
scape of Mayapura, where one finds also a large Muslim minority, this study 
focuses on Vaisnavism, of which the Chaitanya movement is a part. Cai-
tanya Vaisnavism can be said to be the unique selling proposition of Maya-
pura due to the continued charisma of Sri Krishna Caitanya (hereafter 
simply Caitanya) born Visvambhara Misra at Navadvipa in 1486, who is 
believed by devotees to be an androgynous avatar (incarnation)21 of the 
supreme Godheads Krishna and Radha. In the last decades Mayapura has 
attracted large numbers of visitors/tourists/pilgrims from both India and 
abroad. This is noted on the website of the West Bengal government’s 
Department of Tourism.22 From this late medieval scholastic Navadvipa 
background described above, the Chaitanya branch of Vaisnavism, charac-
terized by ecstatic devotion to Krishna, developed. The Canadian scholar of 
Hinduism, Joseph O’Connell, describes Chaitanya as yuga avatar – the 
savior of the present age (yuga) known as kali yuga (the fourth and worst of 
the cyclical four yugas in Hindu ideology): 

 
19 De, S. K. (1961) p. 29. 
20 Jacobsen, K. (2004) Table of Contents, chapters 5, 6, and 7. 
21 For a discussion of the suitability of equating the term avatar with the term “incar-
nation” see Goswami, (2012) p. 136 footnote 53. 
22 In elections of 2011, the West Bengal state government’s three decade rule by the anti-
religion Communist Party of India (CPI) was replaced by the All India Trinamool 
Congress led by Mamata Banerjee, the first woman to occupy the post of governor in 
West Bengal. Bannerjee is said to favor the expansion of tourism including pilgrimages. 
See: http://aitcofficial.org/aitc/wb-cm-visits-sagar-islands-with-a-team-of-industrialists-
to-boost-tourism/ accessed 13/07-2016. 
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At the core of the “apostolic”, better called “avatara” generation was Krishna 
Chaitanya, himself enthusiastically acknowledged by his followers to be Hari 
(Vishnu, Krishna) descended as the avatara bearing the religious pattern 
(dharma) appropriate for the kali yuga, namely, loving devotion (prema 
bhakti) to God. This devotion is to be expressed in public, to be propagated 
among all and sundry, by loudly chanting the divine names, “Hare Krishna, 
Hare Krishna…”23 

Chaitanya’s influence is described by O’Connell as a paradigm for what the 
German sociologist Max Weber (1864–1920) called “charismatic authority” 
which according to Weber is carried on after the demise of the leader in 
either a rational/legal or a traditional formation for the routinization of 
charisma. In the case of the followers of Chaitanya, it was traditional, “soft, 
symbolic institutions”24 that perpetuated Chaitanya’s Vaisnava movement 
dispersing in mainly three epicenters: Navadvipa, West Bengal (Chaitanya’s 
birthplace), Jaganatha Puri, Orissa (where Chaitanya spent his last 18 
years), and Vrindavan, in north India (Krishna’s childhood home). Despite 
this lacuna of hard, legal/rational structure, the Chaitanya movement is, 
according to O’Connell well preserved: 

Indeed, in the case of the Chaitanya Vaishnava movement, it has not been 
‘hard’ institutions, nor even medium ones, that have been the most 
thoroughly developed and the most effective means of institutionalizing 
their devotional value-orientation. Rather, it has been the richly elaborated 
and remarkably resilient ‘soft’ symbolic resources, articulated through ex-
tensive sacred literature and intensive religious practices, that have enabled 
Chaitanya Vaisnavas to pass down to the twentieth century (primarily in 
India but recently worldwide) much the same devotional value-orientation 
as was exemplified by Chaitanya and his associates in the sixteenth century.25  

The “recent worldwide” Chaitanya Vaisnava manifestation was originally 
envisioned by Kedarnath Datta (1838–1914) aka Bhaktivinode Thakur who 
established the Visva Vaisnava Raja Sabha (The Royal World Vaisnava 
Association) in Calcutta in 1885.26 Revivalist/reformer Bhaktisiddhanta Sa-
rasvati (1874–1937), hereafter simply Bhaktisiddhanta, carried on his 
father’s, Bhaktivinode’s, vision by establishing Mayapur Sri Chaitanya Math 

 
23 O’Connell, J. (1993) p. 16. 
24 O’Connell, J. (1999) p. 216. 
25 O’Connell, J. (1999) p. 216. 
26 Sardella, F. (2013) p. 65. 
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in 1918 and thereafter the Gaudiya Math, a confederation of 64 centers in 
India, and one each in Burma, England and Germany. Bhaktisiddhanta 
founded also the BI in Mayapura in 1931, named in honor of his father, for 
providing “the link between education and social and cultural empower-
ment… that attempted to combine secular and religious education”,27 which 
will be the focus of Angle 1 of this essay. The BI continues to this day, in-
cluding its religious education, as a West Bengal government-supported 
public school with over 800 students in grades 5-10 from mainly Hindu 
families, but with a sizable student-minority from Muslim families. Bhakti-
siddhanta’s legacy lives on in Mayapura, throughout India and around the 
world despite setbacks: 

After he passed away in 1937 [Bhaktisiddhanta’s] movement largely dis-
integrated during a crises of succession that ended in a schism, and it seemed 
as if his life and work would remain a mere footnote in the annals of religious 
history. Some thirty years later, however, a watershed event would propel his 
movement to surprising heights and rapidly spread his perspective on the 
teachings of Caitanya throughout the world, making tens of thousands of non-
Indian followers along the way.28 

ISKCON, popularly known as the Hare Krishna Movement, was founded in 
1966 by Prabhupada in New York. According to the Swedish study of 
religions scholar Liselotte Frisk, of all the new religious movements that 
appeared since the 1960’s, ISKCON has received the most academic atten-
tion.29 Starting with the American study of religions scholar J. Stillson 
Judah’s Hare Krishna and the counterculture in 1974 in ISKCON’s first 
decade (1965–1975), ISKCON devotees were often regarded as “harmless 
cranks”.30 Then the study of religions scholar Larry Shinn’s The Dark Lord: 
cult images and the Hare Krishnas in America31 analyzed that ISKCON 
devotees in the second decade (1975–1985) were media-spotlighted as “an 

 
27.Sardella, F. (2013) p. 125. 
28 Ibid. p. 246. 
29 Frisk, Liselotte (1998) Nyreligiositet i Sverige – ett religionsvetenskapligt perspektiv 
Nora: Bokförlaget Nya Doxa p. 70. 
30 Basham, A.L. in Cox & Gelberg (1983) p. 40, footnote 4 
31 Shinn, Larry D. (1987). The dark lord: cult images and the Hare Krishnas in America. 
1. ed Philadelphia: Westminster Press. ”In 1972 he defended his dissertation Krsna’s Lila: 
An Analysis of the Relationship of the Notion of Deity and the Concept of Samsara in 
the Bhagavata Purana and received a Ph.D. in history of religions from Princeton 
University.” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Larry_Shinn accessed 08/07-2016. 
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imminent danger for the entire society”.32 During these two decades, 
ISKCON was analyzed mainly from the sociological and psychological per-
spectives, according to a 2012 study, A Living Theology of Krishna Bhakti, 
which attempts to fill the gap, according to the study of religions author 
Tamal Krishna Goswami, of a lack of scholarly examination of Prab-
hupada’s intellectual/theological contribution. Compared to the soft institu-
tionalization of the Gaudiya tradition, ISKCON as well as its immediate 
precursor, the Gaudiya Math, has been analyzed by O’Connell as anoma-
lously centralized and adept at modern communication techniques, such as 
book publication.33 British anthropologist John Fahy recently made a year-
long field study at Mayapura examining ISKCON devotees’ “understandings 
and commitments to ideas and practices of both self-fashioning and world-
making”. In his resultant Cambridge University dissertation Becoming 
Vaishnava in an Ideal City, Fahy analyzes ISKCON in its early 1965–1975 
days as “what anthropologist Francine Daner (1976) described, in Erving 
Goffman’s terms, as a ‘total institution’”.34 Later studies such as the American 
sociologist E. Burke Rochford’s 2007 Hare Krishna Transformed35 testifies 
that the structure of ISKCON gravitated from the communal orientation 
with full-time engagement by the members to a decentralized denomi-
national orientation with part-time engagement for the members with 
family and home as the main arena for the members in ISKCON’s con-
gregationally-structured movement. The particular ISKCON location which 
is the subject of this essay, namely Sridhama Mayapura, is unique inter-
nationally for ISKCON in terms of the structure of its organization. Due to 
its rapid development in the recent decade toward urbanization in the rural 
West Bengal countryside, ISKCON Mayapura management is challenged 
with what Fahy describes in the chapter of his study called “From Ma-

 
32 Bromley, D & Shinn, L., eds. (1989) Krishna Consciousness in the West Lewisburg, PA: 
Bucknell University Press p. 256. 
33 O’Connell, J. (1999) pp. 231-232. 
34 Used with permission from the as-yet unpublished, successfully defended doctoral 
thesis: Fahy, J. (2015) p. 6. Fahy refers here to Daner, Francine Jeanne (1976). The Ame-
rican children of Kr ̣ṣṇa: a study of the Hare Kṛṣṇa movement. New York: Holt, Rinehart 
and Winston. Daner in turn quotes Goffman, Erving (1991). Asylums: essays on the 
social situation of mental patients and other inmates. Harmondsworth: Penguin: “A total 
institution may be defined as a place of residence and work where a large number of 
like-situated individuals cut off from the wider society for an appreciable period of time 
together lead an enclosed formally administered round of life.” p. 11. 
35 Rochford, E. Burke (2007). Hare Krishna transformed. New York: New York Univer-
sity Press. 
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nagement to Government”: ISKCON leaders anticipate the responsibility of 
governing the ideal city built around the “magnificent temple” envisioned 
by ISKCON founder, Prabhupada, based on a prediction from the 16th cen-
tury.36 The challenges of this ISKCON global headquarters project in the 
“postcolonial predicament”37 is a topic I will return to in Angle 3 of this 
essay. Interesting as it might be for further research, it is beyond the scope 
of this essay to attempt an overall description of the various RE practices at 
ISKCON Mayapura. I will simply highlight here in these pages the influence 
of the daily Bhagavata class on one subgroup: the English-speaking, inter-
national members of the Mayapura community. Although Chaitanya 
Vaisnavism has no official canon, there is a significant corpus of exegetical 
studies compiled by Chaitanya’s followers. The most central of these are 
commentaries on the Bhagavata Purana: 

There are eighteen Puranas, or collections of “ancient stories”, and Indian 
and Western scholars alike have recognized that among them, the Bhaga-
vata stands out. Dozens of traditional commentaries have been written on 
the Bhagavata, whereas other Puranas have received one or two, if any.38  

That Prabhupada made the Bhagavatam and other, previous to Prabhupada 
hard to find, Vaisnava scriptures easily available “is an important achieve-
ment”.39  

I now turn my attention to 1971 when ISKCON bought 5 acres of land in 
Mayapura from two Muslim farmers. This history is summarized in Fahy’s 
anthropological dissertation mentioned above: 

With respect to wider Vaishnava history, of which ISKCON is but one 
chapter, Mayapur is a particularly interesting community to examine. An 
important place of pilgrimage, it was in Mayapur that the ascetic saint, 
Caitanya Mahaprabhu was born in 1486 and it was from here that he began 
his mission of spreading Krishna consciousness. Almost five hundred years 

 
36 “One exceedingly wonderful temple will appear from which Gauranga’s eternal service 
will be preached everywhere.” Gauranga is another name for Caitanya and this pre-
diction is attributed to Caitanya’s contemporary and alter-ego, Nityananda by Bhakti-
vinode Thakur (1838–1914) in his Sri Navadvipa Dhama Mahatmya (1890). 
37 See Breckenridge, Carol Appadurai & Veer, Peter van der (red.) (1993). Orientalism 
and the postcolonial predicament: perspectives on South Asia. Philadelphia: Univ. of 
Pennsylvania Press.  
38 Schweig, G. (2005) p. 11. 
39 The American religious studies scholar Thomas Hopkins quoted in Goswami, T. 
(2012) p. 185.  



 
JOHN DOHERTY 

 

 20

later, and after returning from his mission to the West, Prabhupad brought 
his message back to India, making Mayapur ISKCON’s global headquarters 
in the early 1970’s. During these years, he also made plans here for the 
development of what devotees today call an ‘ideal Vedic city’. Prabhupada’s 
vision has been the catalyst for dramatic social, economic and infrastructural 
development over the last forty years. This has accelerated markedly in the 
last decade with the beginning of construction work in 2009 on what will be 
one of the largest Hindu temples in the world, the Temple of Vedic 
Planetarium (TOVP). The town of Mayapura, previously no more than a 
handful of small temples amidst expansive agricultural lands, is today 
dominated by the ISKCON complex within which can be found several 
temples, schools, restaurants and guesthouses. In addition to the growing 
community, hundreds of thousands of devotees, both local and inter-
national, visit Mayapura every year as Prabhupada’s dream of a spiritual city 
is widely felt to be an imminent reality.40 

The dramatic Mayapura development in recent decades is an interesting 
field to study from the standpoint of sustainability. With support of the 
British Department for International Development and modeled on “Com-
munities Count!” from the New Economics Foundation41, a local Mayapura 
development program, SMVS, initiated in 1998 the project to develop 
indicators for the sustainable development of the local community,42 a 
project which in recent years is carried on by the Sri Mayapura Develop-
ment Committee.43 This innovative project of applying the well established 
SDI (Sustainable Development Indicators) concept to community is a local 
Mayapura initiative. Subsidiarity, i.e. “the principle that a central authority 
should have a subsidiary function, performing only those tasks which can-
not be performed effectively at a more immediate or local level”44 is the 
development guideline in accordance with the Swedish Parliament’s 2003 
decision, Policy for Global Development (PGU)45 as well as the Paris Decla-
ration of 2005.46 It is therefore of mutual interest for both Sida and Maya-

 
40 Fahy, J. (2015) p. 2. 
41 http://www.neweconomics.org/publications/entry/communities-count-the-litmus-test 
accessed 19/07-2016. 
42 See Appendix 3 for SMVS’s own explanation of the innovative, locally-conceived CSDI 
initiative.  
43 Promoting Sustainable Development in the Mayapura Region contains extensive guide-
lines by the ISKCON Mayapura Masterplan Office: mayapur.mdm@gmail.com 
44 OED accessed 10/07-2016. 
45 The Swedish Parliaments’s resolution 2002/03:122. 
46 The Paris Declaration of 2005 is an OECD call for increased effectiveness in inter-
national cooperation with a plan for, among other steps, mutual responsibility amongst 
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pura to investigate how Mayapura’s own concept, CSDI, apply to the 
religiously diverse Mayapura community in the form of RE. Since 1965, 
Sida administers foreign aid47, the goal of which is “to create the prerequisites 
for the poverty-stricken to improve their standard of living”,48 emphasizing 
sustainable development including educational policies. To measure effec-
tively the results of foreign aid investments in terms of the local poverty-
stricken population’s own criterion is the challenging need of the day.49 Since 
1995, the United Nations Commission for Sustainable Development has 
issued several sets of Sustainable Development Indicators including education 
which is considered “critical for promoting sustainable development”.50 Since 
the coherence of the religiously diverse Mayapura community is intimately 
related to the long-standing peaceful coexistence principally between the 
Hindus and Muslim neighbors,51 religious education is an essential element 
for the Mayapura community’s sustainable development, warranting the use 
of SDI’s specifically for the Mayapura community’s RE. This assertion will be 
examined carefully in Angle 3 in regard to the interreligious nature of the 
dramatic development at Mayapura in recent decades. 

Since ISKCON Mayapura’s inception, resident devotees have been en-
couraged to attend the “morning program” beginning with “mangal arati”, 
the auspicious removal of darkness literally, a pan-Hindu practice where a 
lamp burning with clarified butter wicks is offered ceremoniously to a Deity 
in pre-dawn darkness, in the case of ISKCON Mayapura first to Radha-
Madhava, i.e. Krishna and his consort Radha, surrounded by eight sakhis, 
girl friends, proceeding to other Deities. 

 
the 94 member-states of the international development cooperation. Grimur Magnus-
son, Sida Partnership Forum MFS introductory course, August 2015.  
47 Sweden allocated 1 % of 2014’s BNI – 38,4 billion SEK – to foreign aid corresponding 
to SEK 10:-/Swedish citizen/day.  
48 Politik för global utveckling. ”[a]tt skapa förutsättningar för fattiga människor att för-
bättra sina levnadsvillkor”. MFS preparatory course, Sida Partnership Forum, Härnö-
sand, August, 2015. 
49 Grimur Magnusson, Sida Partnership Forum MFS introductory course, August 2015. 
50 Indicators of Sustainable Development:Guidelines and Methodologies (2007) Third 
Edition. p. 55 Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat. 
51 ISKCON Mayapura invited recently Muslims for iftar to break Ramadan fast Eid at the 
ISKCON temple: 
http://www.netiap.com/en/national/iskcon-holds-iftar-gathering-14818.html. 
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Figure 1. Radha Madhava and the eight sakhis. 

Following the mangal arati which ends at approximately 5 A.M., many of the 
hundreds who attended, residents (and visitors who are offered guidance), 
remain seated to individually recite mantra meditatively while counting on 
beads, a practice called japa. At approximately 7 A.M., the morning program 
proceeds with subsequent ceremonies accompanied by congregational 
chanting culminating at 8 A.M. in the 45 minute Bhagavatam class.  

With this glimpse of the present-day ISKCON Mayapura manifestation 
of the late medieval Chaitanya Vaisnava movement as background infor-
mation, I turn now to the theoretical explanation encompassing all three 
angles, a meta-theory, which does not preclude that each angle has its own 
particular theory. I will then present my meta-method for all three angles 
used to clarify not only what I saw during my recent Mayapura MFS but 
also where I was standing and even why I was looking.52 

Theory 

Since the time of Émile Durkheim (1858–1917), religion has had, from 
Durkheim’s sociological perspective, a reductionist functional definition: 

 
52 In his 1999 Beyond Phenomenology: Rethinking the Study of Religion,Gavin Flood 
quotes June O’Connor: “It’s not enough to tell me what you see. I want to know where 
you are standing as you see and speak, and also why you are standing there.” p. 37. 
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worship of the community in the name of the worship of supernatural 
powers. In recent scholarly conceptions, the British religious studies scholar 
James Cox elicits a definition of religion from the work of John Ferguson 
that religion is the communities whose members identify and bind them-
selves through values conserved and developed in relation to belief in a 
higher power beyond the community itself.53 The Swedish scholar of re-
ligions Jenny Berglund posits her theory that a religious minority’s sustaina-
bility is dependent on religious education.54 Berglund’s theory, which she 
applies to a Muslim minority in predominantly Christian Europe, is applied 
in this study to a Muslim minority in the predominantly Hindu/Vaisnava 
Mayapura community. Although the importance of religion is generally 
considered much less in secular Europe, the CBEES explains the idea upon 
which CARDIPS project is based:  

Religion is becoming an important topic in the public school’s class rooms… 
In most European countries, it has for a long time been assumed that in-
creasing secularisation would lead to a gradual withdrawal of religion from 
public space. On the contrary religion becomes a more and more active 
entity in politics and social development… Regardless of the variety of con-
ditions prevailing in different European countries, it is increasingly 
important to study a factor broadly defined as culture, individual religiosity, 
and organized religion, as well as the factor’s two-sided potential, for 
dialogue and appeasement as well as for conflict and tension. Education in 
compulsory school is a vital arena within which this issue can be studied. 
The degree to which culture, religiosity and religion serve (or might be made 
to serve) as a criterion of exclusion or prejudice in schools should be 
investigated as well as the degree to which the same factor can promote 
peaceful coexistence of cultural and religious groups.55 

The public school in Mayapura, West Bengal studied here (BI) is situated in 
an Indian state that has until 2011 been ruled by the anti-religious Com-
munist Party of India.56 Analogous to the European situation described 
above, interest in religion in Mayapura is seen nonetheless to be vibrant to-

 
53 Cox, J. (2010) p. 7. 
54 Berglund, J, (2015) p. 4: “Because the transmission of religious tradition to future ge-
nerations is crucial to the survival of any religious minority, religious education is both 
an essential and a challenging objective for minorities.” 
55 http://www.sh.se/p3/ext/content.nsf/aget?openagent&key=projekt_page_eng_ 
1383834365104 accessed 07/09-2016. 
56 See footnote 19. 
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day, and therefore this study of RE can theoretically gauge RE as an indica-
tor of the Mayapura community’s sustainability. 

The community historically at Mayapura bound their identities, according 
to O’Connell, to the “symbolic institutionalization” of Chaitanya Vaisnava  

patterns of interaction as such, i.e. mutually anticipated set of roles… pro-
cesses and mechanisms by which certain evaluative standards and cognitive 
standards (i.e., what may be called ‘value-orientations’) are made operative, 
in a more or less standardized way, in the lives of people and passed on from 
one generation to the next.57  

This symbolic Chaitanya Vaisnava community concept, which is the heri-
tage of Mayapura, includes identification with future generations, in part 
because of the wide-spread Vedic cultural belief in transmigration of the 
soul, or reincarnation as it is sometimes called. This belief is important in 
the symbolic Vaisnava community identity because the individual members 
of the present generation envision continuity personally and collectively in 
the belief that their karma (activities) in the present life binds the com-
munity members symbolically and ethically to their transcendent destiny in 
future lives.58 As O’Connell explains it in “Chaitanya Vaisnava Ethics in 
Relation to Devotional Community”: 

There is an explicit and elaborately articulated conception of a community 
of devotees of Lord Krishna, a community that extends beyond embodied 
human devotees (past, present and future) to embrace the immaterial 
transcendent devotees eternally associated with Lord Krishna… That com-
munity of fellow devotees of Krishna may be considered “symbolic” since it 
embraces eternally transcendent as well as past, present and in principle 
future historical members and is experienced or “realized” through indi-
vidual meditation and collective devotional celebration in which transcen-
dent realms and beings are experienced as present.59 

This subtle symbolic community identity is important in Caitanya Vaisnava 
dynamics and has tangible effects as this symbolic institutionalization en-
genders a sense of self-interest in concern for future generations which, in 

 
57 O’Connell, J. (1999) p. 215. 
58 O’Connell, J. (2014) p. 149. 
59 O’Connell, J. (2014) pp. 138-139 & 149. O‘Connell is perhaps alluding here to an eso-
teric practice called raganuga bhakti. See Fahy (2016) p. 145 for the claim that “rāgānugā 
-bhakti is conspicuously absent from ISKCON’s framework”. 
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turn, can foster commitment to community betterment and sustainable 
practices in the environment.60 An example is that the SMVS, in its capacity 
as a local development association, applied SDI to the greater Mayapura 
community, inspired by the UK DFID CSDI project.61 This initiative has 
been continued by the Sri Mayapura Development Committee which pro-
duced in 1997 a fifty-three page, long-term plan for the greater area entitled 
“Promoting Sustainable Development in the Region of Mayapura”62  

This soft/symbolic Chaitanya Vaisnava institution was accomplished by 
voluntary recitation of devotional texts and intensive private and con-
gregational devotional practices. Religious education in Mayapura centers 
thus around the study of sacred literatures and their interpretation. The 
American scholar of comparative theology Francis Clooney considers the 
Vedanta tradition scriptures as having a built-in hermeneutic for which he 
applies what he calls “reader oriented literary theory”.63 The application of 
these morally-implicating studies becomes, for the community, the ideal-
ized ethos which activates a dynamic morality: a good community member 
is known not primarily by his or her ethical history but by the earnest 
endeavor for character improvement.64 Fahy’s anthropological theory of 
“profound indeterminacy” between two sets of ethical imperatives is the 
basis of the crucial question of dealing with inevitable failure in spiritual 
pursuits.65 Development is thus both internal in terms of honest moral evo-
lution as well as external in terms of transparent economic accountability 
and ethical standards of living.66 

Without reducing religion to merely a sociological function, this study 
relates the development of community, understood in a broad sense, to the 
influence of religious education. The American religious studies scholar 
 
60 Dr Edith Best, sociologist of religion, explains the sustainability self-interest concept in 
terms of developing gurukulas (religious education) in ISKCON: “It is our own interest 
as elder ISKCON devotees to develop gurukulas because when we return next life, we 
can be educated there.” Correspondence with the author 06/07-2016. 
61 See Appendix 4. 
62 This will be described in part 3. Available digitally upon request from ISKCON Maya-
pura Masterplan Office: mayapur.mdm@gmail.com. 
63 See Goswami, T (2012) pp. 28-29. Vedanta is used here in a broad sense to include the 
Bhagavata Purana studied at ISKCON Mayapura as well as the Chaitanya Caritamrta 
which is the basis of the RE text book at BI. 
64 See “Pillars of Success: The Principles and Practices of Reform in ISKCON” (Dec., 
1999) by Ravindra Svarupa das. http://rsdasa.com/read/articles/ accessed 08/09-2016. 
65 Fahy, J (2015) p. 193. 
66 See “Anti-corruption and Ethics Compliance Handbook for ISKCON Mayapura” www. 
mayapur.com/downloads/ESCO-Compliance-ISKCON-Mayapur.pdf, accessed 08/07-2016. 
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Diana Eck theorizes that India’s extensive network of interrelated places of 
pilgrimage have had for thousands of years a didactic function of fostering a 
pan-Indic collective, religious-pluralism identity for diverse pilgrims where 
pan-Hindu mythology and local geography are inseparably interrelated. 
Eck’s pan-Hindu theory, applied with O’Connell’s Caitanya Vaisnava sym-
bolic community theory, provides the perspective how at the BI, the study 
of the life and teachings of Chaitanya is considered a collective identity for 
both Hindu and Muslim residents of Mayapura, in its capacity as a dham, a 
holy place of pilgrimage. This theoretical perspective also views how the 
study of the Bhagavatam in the daily class at ISKCON Mayapura aims at 
facilitating the development of the particular sort of Krishna-bhakti, loving 
service, which the ISKCON community values as the summum bonum of 
human life. The extent to which these collective RE practices can be co-
hesive to the BI and the diverse ISKCON Mayapura community presumes 
that religion has a sociological function. Based on Berglund’s theory that RE 
is the “litmus test” for the relation of the religious community to the state 
provides the theoretical perspective for assessing if RE is an essential ele-
ment for sustainable community development, and if RE strategies at Maya-
pura are suitable as indicators of such. 

Method 

This minor field study report has a dual method. It is, on one hand, in the 
religious studies genre, i.e. its norm is an analytical and interpretive critical 
self-awareness from the viewpoint of a participant-observer,67 albeit one 
committed, even deeply so, as I admit I am to ISKCON Mayapura. My rela-
tionship with the subject of my study broaches the question of the reliability 
of my observations. To address this concern, I point out that I am aware 
there has been extensive scholarly debate in recent years on the question of 
the suitability of advocacy in academic study. In the Journal of the American 
Academy of Religion, Russell McCutheon questions in “On the Limits of the 
Humanistic Study of Religion” the liberal humanistic assertion that a study 
of a religious group must present the group in a way the group can recog-
nize. A further question is: can an academic be an advocate for the people 

 
67 For the purpose of this essay, I adhere to this well-established term. In his doctoral 
dissertation, Tamal Krishna Goswami prefers an innovative use of the term “practi-
tioner”. See Goswami, T. (2012) p. 124, fn. 13. 
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being studied? McCutheon questions again (un)critical care-taking68. The 
Religious Studies Project69 produced a podcast on this question interviewing 
leading British academics in the religious studies field under the title 
“Should Scholars of Religion be Critics or Caretakers?”.70 Espousing “meth-
odological agnosticism” London School of Economics sociologist Eileen 
Barker explains: 

Methodological agnosticism is an admission, not as Eileen, as a social 
scientist, [that] I have no special expertise which allows me to say whether god 
is blue or red or exists, is masculine, feminine or what have you. I can say 
that "Catherine believes that Jesus was the son of Mary and of God", but *I* 
can't say that he was. I can report what they believe and in what 
circumstances they are more likely to believe or not believe. So I have to say 
I do not know – that is why I prefer [methodological] agnosticism to 
[methodological] atheism – as I cannot say it is *not* the case any more than 
I can say it *is* the case.71 

The methodological agnosticism concept described here for social science is 
laudable for its rigor but is perhaps less than ideal for the purpose of my 
religious studies Mayapura MFS, notwithstanding the sociology of religion 
orientation of the study, in that I am also participating and not merely 
observing. Methodological agnosticism has furthermore been critiqued by 
British religious studies scholar James Cox as being, in effect, a liberal theo-
logy since agnosticism references itself to theological belief in negation.72 
Without taking a side on this intricate issue, for the sake of this study, I 
immerse myself as a participant while observing with the extensive training 
I have in reflective, analytical religious studies which will be evinced in the 
course of the essay. 
 
68 Journal of the American Academy of Religion Dec 2012 vol 80 #4 Russell McChutheon 
& Atalya Omer (the Crock – Institute for International Peace Studies, Dept of Sociology, 
Center for the Study of Society and Religion University of Notre Dame. 
69 http://www.religiousstudiesproject.com/about-us/ accessed 29/04-’16. 
70 http://www.religiousstudiesproject.com/?powerpress_pinw=1396-podcast accessed 
29/04-16. Aside from Eileen Barker, other respondents were Lancaster University Linda 
Woodhead, Exeter University Grace Davie and University of Edinburg Jolyon Mitchell. 
71 Interview at Dalarna University 12/05-2016 as further clarification of her statement on 
the podcast. 
72 “The academic study of religions, by its insistence on methodological agnosticism, has 
adopted a form of liberal theology, where the universal transcendent becomes the de-
fining focus for the study of religion.” ”Religion without God: Methodological Agnosti-
cism and the Future of Religious Studies” by Dr James L Cox University of Edin-
burgh:The Hibbert Lecture 13 April 2003 Herriot-Watt University. 
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My essay has however simultaneously a second purpose. As an MFS 
report, this essay is meant by Sida “to provide the institution in the host 
country with information about the study’s findings [in the form of a report 
by the student] … [that] will be of benefit to both countries".73 This essay, in 
pursuance of Sida’s development methods, is then to be supportive and of 
use to BI and ISKCON Mayapura in their capacity as ”institution[s] in the 
host country”. Both BI and ISKCON Mayapura cooperatively opened their 
doors to my study of their students and educational practices. This bene-
ficial method does not preclude that I examine the issues frankly, but rather 
entails that I do so.  

As mentioned above, my methodological perspective is that of a parti-
cipant-observer. Participant observation was originally developed in the 
anthropological research of Bronislaw Malinowski (1884–1942) in the 1920s 
and now is used in the social sciences and humanities including religious 
studies. The SAGE Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research Methods defines: 

Participant observation is a method of data collection in which the re-
searcher takes part in everyday activities related to an area of social life in 
order to study an aspect of that life through the observation of events in 
their natural contexts. The purpose of participant observation is to gain a 
deep understanding of a particular topic or situation through the meanings 
ascribed to it by the individuals who live and experience it… Participant 
observation is regarded as being especially appropriate for studying social 
phenomena about which little is known and where the behavior of interest is 
not readily available to public view. Through its emphasis on firsthand 
access to the real world and its meanings it is effective in allowing under-
standing of the way of life of others.74 

This essay contains therefore particular information in the line of Clifford 
Geertz’ “thick descriptions”.75 When I approached the headmaster at BI and 
inquired if I could survey his students, I explained that I was a long-term 
participant in the Caitanya Vaisnava movement at Mayapura (since 1977), 
and that my interest in the BI was thus not merely academic but also 

 
73 From the official Sida letter issued to show to authorities in India the purpose of my 
MFS. 
74 Given, Lisa M. (ed.) (2008). The Sage encyclopedia of qualitative research methods 
[Elektronisk resurs]. Thousand Oaks: Sage Online pp. 599-600 accessed 07/06-2016. 
75 See Chapter 1. “Thick Descriptions: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture” in 
Geertz, Clifford (1973). The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays [Elektronisk 
resurs]. Basic Books. 
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personal. This participation helped me to gain his interest and confidence 
after which he was willing to scrutinize the CARDIPS survey questions and 
then conceded, in consultation with his assistant headmaster and some 
teachers, to allow me to conduct the survey on six hundred students with 
the cooperation of the teachers during school time. Participation was in this 
case advantageous. Two other advantageous participations were that, pre-
vious to my arrival at Mayapura, I made the traditional pilgrimage to two 
other Chaitanya Vaisnava epicenters. In north India at Krishna’s sacred 
dham (divine residence), Vraja, one hundred and sixty kilometers from 
New Dehli, I trekked during Kartik (October-November) the month-long, 
three hundred kilometer parikram (circumambulation) around innumer-
able holy places believed by devotees to be connected to Krishna when he 
lived five thousand years ago. I then travelled to the East India state of Oris-
sa to visit Jaganatha Puri, where Chaitanya spent his final years.76 Through 
my participation in pilgrimage to these three epicenters (Mayapura, Vraja 
and Puri), I was able to consider the significance of the fact that since time 
immemorial Indian holy places have been for millions of Indians, Hindu 
and otherwise, symbolically grafted onto one another, as will be explained 
by Diana Eck in Angle 3 of this essay. This devotional investment of time 
and energy made my study appear legitimated in the eyes of the ISKCON 
Mayapura devotees. By my attending the entire morning program at 
ISKCON Mayapura, I prepared myself for entering into the hermeneutic of 
the Bhagavatam as “right reading by right persons… from the premise that 
truth and moral implication can be identified”,77 as will be explained by 
Francis Clooney in Angle 2. Furthermore, my pilgrimages and visible parti-
cipation in the morning program at ISKCON Mayapura was important for 
me to gain access to interviewing the seventy-seven attendees at the Bhaga-
vatam class daily, some of whom overcame shyness and reservations to allow 
me to interview them, sensing my seriousness as an active participant in the 
devotional activities. This entrance fee of participation facilitated my obser-
vation of subtleties, not easily accessible to the public. With this meta-theory 
and meta-method explained above, I turn to Angle 1 with the question: Does 
the BI’s RE foster religious diversity or Hindu communalism? 

 
76 This same tri-epicenter Vraja/Puri/Mayapura observer participation is described by F. 
Sardella in his Modern Hindu Personalism p. 271. For an exhaustive description of the 
Kartik trek, see Entwistle, Alan W. (1987). Braj: centre of Krishna pilgrimage. Groningen: 
Forsten. 
77 Quoted in Goswami, T. (2012) p. 28. 
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Investigation 

Angle 1: BI RE – Hindu communalism or religious diversity? 

Theory/Method 
CARDIPS is a Scandinavian-designed qualitative survey tool for measuring 
diversity attitudes in elementary schools in Sweden, Finland and Estonia. 
The purpose is that “exclusion or prejudice in schools should be inves-
tigated”.78 By surveying BI classes 5-10 (approximately 600 students) using a 
Bengali translation of a slightly modified79 CARDIPS survey which we are 
applying to West Bengali students, the religious diversity attitudes of the BI 
students are evinced and complemented by qualitative interviews with the 
BI headmaster as well as the BI RE teacher. The significance attributed to 
being a resident, dhamvasi, of the traditional pilgrimage site of Mayapura 
will be examined in the light of Diana Eck’s 2012 “life’s work”,80 India – A 
Sacred Geography. By a religious history analysis (related to Ferdinando 
Sardella’s research)81 and discussion of the theory that publically-funded RE 
is the “litmus-test” for the relation of government and religious groups 
(Jenny Berglund’s research),82 the present diversity trajectory of BI is 
viewed. This analysis is referenced in regard to Joseph O’Connell’s claim in 
his article, “Does the Chaitanya Vaishnava Movement Reinforce or Resist 
Hindu Communal Politics?”, that the question of Hindu communalism in 
present-day traditional Hindu forms is an under-researched area. A step in 
the direction of pursuing O’Connell’s broad research question in the limited 
scope of Angle 1 in this essay-cum-MFS report is the investigation of the 
feasibly smaller (but not less important, in the sense that “God [and also the 
devil perhaps?] is in the detail”)83 question: Does the BI RE (dharma siksya) 
foster religious diversity or Hindu communalism? 

 

 
78 http://www.sh.se/p3/ext/content.nsf/aget?openagent&key=projekt_page_eng_ 
1383834365104 accessed 06/06-’16. 
79 Of the 35 questions in the original Scandinavian survey, 27 were used in the modified 
Bengal version. The eight removed questions concerned “mobbing” in the school setting. 
80 Quoting the review on the book’s jacket.  
81 Sardella, F. (2013). 
82 Berglund, J. (2015). 
83 Titelman, Gregory, Random House Dictionary of Popular Proverbs and Sayings, Ran-
dom House Reference, March 5, 1996. 
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Analysis 
The 124 ninth-grade BI survey respondents examined here wrote ninety-
one percent (91 %) of the answers in blue, indicating they felt that they 
understood the question and how to answer. Only nine percent (9 %) of the 
answers were written in red, indicating that the students felt unsure about 
those questions and/or how to answer them. This indicates that the religion 
questions of the Scandinavian-designed CARDIPS survey were quite 
intelligible for the BI students at Mayapura. The survey itself indicates that 
the BI students regard religion as important and are favorably disposed to 
religious diversity. Most of the 124 ninth grade students (68 %) regarded 
religion as “very important” in their families. Even more of them (79 %) 
regarded religion as “very important” personally: 

Figure 2. “Importance of religion for you?” 

A very high percentage of the students (83 %) answered that they were 
favorably inclined (Smiley 4 between neutral 3 and highly favorable 5) to 
friends from other religions: 
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Figure 3. “What do you think about your friends from other religions?” 

This favorable inclination toward religious diversity indicated here is also 
supported by the BI headmaster and RE teacher. When asked about success 
in religious diversity, the RE teacher proudly pointed out that his best 
student last year was a girl from a Muslim family. The headmaster dismis-
sed my question about contentious conversion issues as irrelevant at BI. 

Since RE is considered the litmus-test for the relation of the state and 
religious groups,84 it is crucial that the dharma siksya (RE)85 at BI, the stu-
dent body of which includes approximately 14 % students from Muslim 
families, is suited to all the students, regardless of their persuasions, if reli-
gious diversity is the agenda. The BI headmaster, Mr. Sanjan Roy, asserted 
that although the students come from varied religious backgrounds and 
different villages, the BI student body is harmonious in peaceful co-existen-
ce due to a common identification as “disciples” (sic) of Caitanya Maha-
prabhu.86 That Mr. Roy used the word “disciples” is interesting in that it can 
be understood to imply that the criterion of belonging in Mayapura is not 
hereditary but disciplic. That interpretation has implications as a potential 
means of enfranchisement for the thousands of foreign-born ISKCON 
members (including the author) who undergo diksya (initiation by a spiri-
 
84 Berglund, J. (2015) p. 6. 
85 Sikshya means instruction literally, and a current Bengali dictionary definition of 
dharma: Religion n. – Belief in an unseen controlling power, especially in a personal God. 
Any system of faith and worship. Rites of worship. Devoted fidelity. Monastic life, mo-
nastic order. An action one is bound to do. Samsad Bengali – English Dictionary 2006 
Sahijya Samsad Kolkata p. 946. 
86 Interview 06/03-’16.  
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tual master in disciplic succession) at Mayapura, a subject I will return to in 
Angle 3.  

 

Figure 4. BI RE teacher Abhayananda Bon Swami on the left and BI Headmastar Sanjan 
Roy on the right. 

The text book for all the BI RE instruction is a book called Caitanya 
lilamrta, or in English translation, The Pastimes of Sri Chaitanya, which “is 
mainly based on the life of Sri Caitanya and his words and teachings to the 
society”, to quote Sanjan Roy. Caitanya lilamrta is in Bengali and has not 
been translated to English, but an examination of the English translation of 
its Table of Contents makes it clear that the book is an abridged form of the 
well known, late-medieval Bengali classic (available in English87) Chaitanya 
Caritamrita of Krishna das Kaviraja, arguably the foremost of several bio-
graphies of Caitanya. It is noteworthy that the BI RE textbook contains an 
entire chapter about the Muslim Haridasa, the highly revered, close associ-
ate of Caitanya as well as sections describing Caitanya’s dialogue at Mayapura 

 
87 The American religious studies scholar Edmond Dimock produced a translation in 
1999 and Prabhupada produced a normative, theological translation in 1974.  
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with the Muslim governor, Chand Kasi and Caitanya’s encounter with the 
Muslim Pathans, all of which offer opportunities to address the needs, 
interests and concerns of Muslim BI students. The BI RE teacher, Abhayan-
anda Bon Swami, a Sanskrit scholar and acetic88 explained to me that his role 
of teacher is based on establishing a relationship with his different students: 

[T]he best way to deal with diversity is to sincerely love all the students. For 
the young ones at the outset of religious education, the teacher can be effective 
by capturing the attention of the students by telling a captivating story about 
Caitanya’s childhood pastimes, such as Caitanya’s pastime of playing with the 
cobra snake. 89 

In answer to my question regarding the suitability of Caitanya lilamrta as a 
RE text for BI’s Muslim students, Bon Swami emphatically asserted: “We 
are all dhamvasis”, i.e. “we are all residents of sacred Mayapura” (regardless 
of being Hindu, Muslim or whatever90), a statement which requires careful 
examination due to its apparent comparability with the controversial Hindu 
nationalistic Rastriya Svayamseva Sangh – RSS – (Indian National Volun-
teer Corp) position that everyone who lives in India is first of all a Hindu, a 
position which many fear is a threat for secular India, according to a Swe-

 
88 Bon Swami is in the sannyas order, i.e. a life-long celibate monk.  
89 The story, well-known to Caitanya Vaishnavas, related in Chaitanya Bhagavata by 
Vrindavana dasa tells that the infant Chaitanya was one day seen, to the horror of his 
parents, playing with a deadly cobra who left the baby miraculously unharmed. Regar-
ding the BI use of narratives for education of human rights such as freedom of con-
science, the Canadian scholar of comparative religion Arvind Sharma writes: “It is an 
interesting feature of Hinduism that, just as particularistic ethics receives much greater 
attention within it as compared to, say, Christianity, without the universalistic dimen-
sion being ignored, narratives regarding ethical decision making receive much more 
space within it, in the course of its engagement with moral and ethical issues, than might 
be the case with other traditions.” Sharma, Arvind. (2010). Hindu narratives on human 
rights. Santa Barbara, Calif.: Praeger/ABC-CLIO Introduction pp. viii-ix. 
90 “While their (Buddhist) influence in Bengal at the time of Chaitanya had waned, they 
were still prominent in Orissa… Bengali-Orissan Buddhism was primarily tantric… 
there is a real potential for Buddhist-Vaishnava dialogue, for example, see “A Funny 
Thing Happened on the Way to Nirvana”: When the Path of Vaishnava-bhakti Crossed 
Amitabha’s Pure Land” pp. 187-203 in A Hare Krishna at Southern Methodist University: 
Collected Essays 1995–1997, by Tamal Krishna Goswami. Dallas: Pundits Press. See also 
Pfändtner, Willy (2005). Understanding religious diversity: a contribution to interreligious 
dialogue from the viewpoint of existential philosophy. Diss. Uppsala: Uppsala universitet, 
2005 p. 71 for dialogical problems that arise in the use of the terms Buddhism and 
Hinduism. 
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dish National Radio (SR) Asian correspondent Margita Boström in the SR 
prime-time program (Studio Ett) on February 12th, 2016.91 

What is the connotation of dhamvasi “resident of sacred Mayapura”? 
Through 40 years of commuting between the Harvard Religious Studies 
Department she heads and innumerable holy places of India, Diana Eck 
produced in 2012 a valuable resource for understanding Indian religiosity 
in the form of her magnum opus, India – A Sacred Geography. Eck docu-
ments in great detail that India is the land of ten thousand tirthas. Tirtha 
means literally “ford”92 where crossing a river is feasible. Since time im-
memorial pilgrimage has been an essential element of what we call Hin-
duism and on any given day literally millions of Indians are travelling to 
holy places, according to Eck: 

The word tirtha, of course, conveys a sense of “crossing” for a tirtha is a 
ford, the spiritual ford that enables us to cross from “here” to “there”. But 
the term dham (Sanskrit dhaman) conveys the sense of “dwelling”. A dham 
does not necessarily transport us to the world beyond, but rather gives us a 
clearing in which to dwell right here. A dham suggests not so much that we 
“cross over” to the divine, but that the divine dwells among us now.93 

The term dhamvasi means thus inhabitant (vasi) of the divine dwelling 
(dham). This can refer to anyone who resides at Mayapura but the im-
plication seems to be that the term especially refers to those taking birth in 
the dham. Although Mayapura is located in Nadia, one of the least de-
veloped districts of the state of West Bengal ranking near the bottom on 
most indicators94, a vision of empowerment for the inhabitants is evoked by 
the sacredness attributed to the land where Caitanya was born and lived the 
first twenty-four years of his life. The founder of the BI, Bhaktisiddhanta, 
wrote an article in 1935 where he stated “Sreedham Mayapura is the 
descended Divine Realm” and in his Shri Chaitanya’s Teachings Bhaktisidd-
hanta emphasized the non-sectarian nature of Caitanya Vaisnavism:  

 
91 http://t.sr.se/1XnDUnr accessed 01/05-‘16: “[R]SS:s hindunationalistiska budskap. 
Och budskapet är att alla som lever i Indien automatiskt först och främst är hinduer. Ett 
budskap som många anser är farligt för det sekulära Indien.” 
92 Monier Williams Sanskrit English Dictionary: Oxford Press London 1996[1899] 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt/search?q1=tirtha;id=umn.319510015736364;view=1u
p;seq=1;start=1;sz=10;page=search;orient=0 accessed 15/07-2016. 
93 Eck, D. (2012) p. 29. 
94 www.icssr.org/nadia_mcd_report_final.pdf p. 48 accessed 10/05- ’16. 
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There has not been and will not be such benefactors of the highest merit as 
[Caitanya] Mahaprabhu and His devotees … This benefit is not for one 
particular country causing mischief to another, but is beneficial for the 
whole universe.95 

How the residents of Mayapura, such as the BI RE teacher, understand their 
identification as dhamvasis would be an interesting subject for further 
research, but it is clear that it is far from certain to assume a priori that the 
dhamvasi identification at BI is non-different from the worrisome RSS 
Hindu communalism program mentioned above. According to Bhaktisidd-
hanta’s quote above and according to scriptures,96 taking birth in such a 
dham is the fortunate result of either pious credit from previous lives or a 
blessing of God. The prospect is also that anyone who dies in the dham is 
assured liberation (mukti) from the cycle of repeated birth and death 
(samsara). In practice, being a dhamvasi entails thus respectability and 
prosperity since the pious who visit Mayapura believe they gain spiritual 
credit when they patronize the dham (as well as the vasis who live there). 
This is true for all dhamvasis, both Hindus and Muslims, as we shall see in 
Angle 3 where the extensive cooperation of both groups leads to tangible 
development, a fact which supports the conclusion that it would be counter-
productive for all Mayapura dhamvasis to deny the religious identity of the 
other. It is in the interest of both Hindus and Muslims in Mayapura to 
uphold this long-standing dhamvasi neighbor-localization which is as Eck 
argues “a particular idea of India that is shaped not by the modern notion of 
a nation-state, but by the extensive and intricate interrelationship of geo-
graphy and mythology”,97 to be further developed in Angle 3. 

Historical Challenges 
Up until recent decades, however, the dhamvasis of Mayapura have not seen 
much development in terms of institutional establishments as O’Connell 
explains in his 1999 “Chaitanya Vaisnava Movement: Symbolic Means of 
Institutionalization” due to, for the first, the geographical factor of the pe-
riodic flooding and shifting course of the Ganges and Jalangi rivers, at the 
confluence of which Mayapura is situated. Another factor is traditional 
rivalry in the complex religious landscape in Bengal with “hostility to Vaish-

 
95 Quoted in Goswami, S. (1980) volume 3.  
96 Bhaktivedanta, S. (1975-1982) book 5, chapter 19, verses 18-28. 
97 Eck, D. (2012) p. 45. 
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navas by shakta brahmans going back to Chaitanya’s time”98. A third, and 
more formidable impediment in modern history for Sridham Mayapura 
development is discussed at length by the Swedish religious historian 
Ferdinando Sardella in the first chapter of his 2013 Modern Hindu Per-
sonalism – The History, Life and Thought of Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati. This 
impediment was the establishment of the center for British colonial rule in 
nearby Calcutta with the imposition of European culture and values that 
entailed for Bengal, including the alienation of rural populations (such as 
Mayapura’s) from the educated, urban gentry, bhadralok99. This colonial 
influence, including Protestant missionaries, went hand in hand with the 
creative, indigenous response to colonial modernity, the “Bengali renais-
sance”100 in which modern Hinduism was forged by revivalists and refor-
mers in the crucible of 19th century Calcutta, the “crown jewel”101 of the 
British Raj.102 This cultural rebirth manifested in the form of the “Rise of 
Nondualism in Bengal”103 was personified at the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury by Vivekananda Swami (1863–1902). I could not help but notice the 
large photo of Vivekananda in the office of the BI Headmaster, in between 
and dwarfing the much smaller pictures of the BI founder Bhaktisiddhanta 
and his father Bhaktivinode for whom the BI is named. Vivekananda’s 

 
98 O’Connell, J. (1999) pp. 220-221. 
99 “[G]entle or respectable people”[literally known for] “[t]heir ability to acquire various 
forms of education, gain proficiency in new languages, and assist in the colonial admini-
stration.” Sardella, F. (2013) pp. 17-18. 
100 “Many have noted that ‘renaissance’ as in ‘Bengali Renaissance’ carries a distinct im-
perialist irony. See Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty (1993) “The Burden of English” pp. 134-
157 in Breckenridge, Carol Appadurai & Veer, Peter van der (red.) (1993). Orientalism 
and the postcolonial predicament: perspectives on South Asia. Philadelphia: Univ. of 
Pennsylvania Press.” Quoted in Goswami, T. (2012) p. 103, fn. 43. 
101 Sardella, F. (2013) p. 1. 
102 It is noteworthy that the Hindu-Muslim peaceful coexistence at Mayapura was sus-
tained during this late colonial period, despite the larger Muslim marginalization in 
Bengal: “Bengali Muslims were far less involved in the process of adjustment to colonial 
rule, and Muslim elites gradually receded into the background”. Sardella, F. (2013) p. 18. 
This seems to indicate that Hindu-Muslim cooperation and peaceful coexistence in 
Mayapura was a religio-sociological contribution to the late-colonial Bengal society 
headed toward divisive communalism. Sardella cites Joya Chatterji (1994), Bengal 
Divided – Hindu Communalism and Partition, 1932–1947 (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press) p. 12. 
103 Ibid. This phrase is the name of Chapter 1. Nondualism of the Bengali renaissance is 
explained by Sardella as “a return to the classical Upanisadic texts and the portrayal of 
Shankara’s nondualism as Hinduism’s essential core”. Sardella, F. (2013) “Text History – 
Modern Reception and Text Migration of the Bhagavata Purana” in Gupta, R. & Valpey, 
K. 2013 p. 228.  
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apparent popularity in Bengal testifies to the continued dominance, rein-
forced in the twentieth century by Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan and Mahatma 
Gandhi, of “various interpretations of nondualism’s vision of God as an 
‘abstract singularity’”,104 a doctrine antithetical to the personalism of 
Caitanya Vaisnavism’s theology of devotional relationship with Krishna, the 
Supreme Person. Perhaps the greatest impediment of all for Mayapura’s RE 
has been the anti-religion Communist Party of India, which ruled West 
Bengal for thirty years from 1977 to 2011 undermining religion and tradi-
tional Sanskrit studies.105 These historical factors, both geographical and 
ideological, have hemmed the growth of Caitanya Vaisnavism at Mayapura. 

Nonetheless, in recent decades, Mayapura dhamvasis have partaken in a 
steadily increasing development spurred by both indigenous and inter-
national visitors to the dham. The completion of the Prabhupada Samadhi 
(mausoleum) in the mid-90s and the on-going construction of the massive 
Temple of the Vedic Planetarium have dynamically increased the attraction 
of visitors106 to Mayapura. The prominent Indian religion sociologist, Ruby 
Sain states: 

Mayapura is daily getting much importance and everybody is interested in 
going to Mayapura. That was not done before 30 years ago… 30 years back it 
had less importance than the present… And another thing is that lots of 
groups from different religions come there, they are very much interested to 
know about the harikirtan [congregational mantra chanting]… It is a kind 
of UN. 70 countries population have come there.107 So it is a marvelous 
thing!108 

The point in regard to religious diversity at BI is that all the Mayapura resi-
dents, Hindu and Muslim dhamvasis alike, are currently prospering due to 
the indigenous pilgrims/tourists as well the vastly diverse international 
ISKCON community attracted by Mayapura due its Caitanya Vaisnava sac-

 
104 Ibid. p. 46. 
105 Comment by Ferdinando Sardella at an advanced research seminar at Södertorn 
University 16/06-2016. 
106 Caitanya’s birthday drew 220,000 visitors to Mayapura in 2015 and more than 
300,000 in 2016: http://iskconnews.org/iskcons-50th-anniversary-in-mayapur-dham, 
5585/ accessed 09/06-2016. 
107 The ISKCON Mayapura administration, which deals with visa applications, counts 
nearly 90 nationalities in the ISKCON community. 
108 Interview with religion sociologist Ruby Sain 18/03-’16 Jadavpur University, Calcutta 
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redness.109 The likeness of the Hindu nationalistic assertion of the RSS, 
mentioned above, that everyone who lives in India is a Hindu, to the inclu-
sive statement of the BI religion teacher is dubious. The BI religion teacher 
dhamvasi identification implies that religious diversity is inherent in the 
concept of all BI students. Religious diversity precludes communalism, in 
other words indicating that the diversity of the RE at BI is arguably a good 
prerequisite for a healthy relationship of the BI with the secular West 
Bengal government. 

Ferdinando Sardella’s research among the Muslim parents of the BI 
students by means of qualitative interviews he conducted in Bengali at pub-
lic places and at homes in Mayapura has however revealed a call for a more 
Islam-inclusive RE at BI. To what extent the chapters about Haridas, Chand 
Kazi and perhaps also Caitanya’s encounter with the Muslim Pathans are 
included in the BI RE curriculum would be an interesting area for further 
research.110 Another point of contention from the point of view of the 
Mayapura Muslim minority was the disposition of the local Mayapura 
historic site, the tomb of the late medieval Muslim governor Chand Kazi. 
The Mayapura residents Sardella interviewed, both Muslim and Hindu, 
indicated that the Muslim minority felt that this should be their place 
despite that it was purchased in early 20th century by Bhaktisiddhanta and is 
now conducted by Caitanya Vaisnavas, an interesting example of a holy 
place important to both Hindus and Muslims. Now that I have discussed 
state supported RE at BI as religious identity within secular pluralism as a 
criterion for the government’s relation to religious groups at Mayapura, I 
will turn to private RE at ISKCON Mayapura with the corollary question: 
can RE be the litmus test (or indicator to any degree) of the religious com-
munity’s members’ (preliminarily unsuccessful) struggle to live in practice 
by the professed community ideal? Or succinctly stated: What tangible 
significance does the ISKCON Mayapura daily Bhagavatam class have for the 
ISKCON Mayapura community?  

 
109 A the ISKCON Mayapura Masterplan office survey of the international Mayapura re-
sidents reveals the reason they live at Mayapura: 60 % spiritual inspiration, 24 % Vedic 
style education for kids, 8 % other service, 6 % as family decision and 2 % unrest in the 
country of origin. E-mail correspondence 15/01-2016. 
110 Södertörn University Senior Lecturer, Simon Sorgenfrei pointed out to me the Arabic 
term muraqaba (Sufi practice of contemplation) and an essay reflecting on the com-
monalities of this practice and Hindu yoga. See:http://www.jstor.org/stable/25188502? 
seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents, E-mail correspondence 09/05-2016. 
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Angle 2: ISKCON Mayapura Daily Bhagavatam Class – Qualitative 
Content Analysis: RE with tangible community impact? 

Portraying the challenge of this Angle 2, I include here a verse from the 
Bhagavatam, book 6, chapter 4 (“The Hamsa-guhya Prayers of Prajapati 
Daksa”), verse 31 as an epigraph: 

Let me offer my respectful obeisances unto the all-pervading Supreme 
Personality of Godhead, who possesses unlimited transcendental qualities. 
Acting from within the cores of the hearts of all philosophers, who 
propagate various views, He causes them to forget their own souls while 
sometimes agreeing and sometimes disagreeing among themselves. Thus He 
creates within this material world a situation in which they are unable to 
come to a conclusion. I offer my obeisances unto Him.  

Theory 
O’Connell explains, as mentioned above, that traditionally the Chaitanya 
Vaisnava movement utilized readings of devotional scriptures as a means of 
symbolic institutionalization and that the transmission of the tradition has 
been remarkably effective by doing so.111 In other words the “non-coer-
cive”112 nature of listening to the daily Bhagavatam class at Mayapura sym-
bolically associates the audience with the hermeneutics of Prabhupada who 
emphasized that love for him would be proven by cooperation to preserve 
and develop the ISKCON institution. My theory is that the daily 
Bhagavatam class is, for ISKCON Mayapura at least, the “clue as to how 
humanity can become one in peace, friendship and prosperity with a com-
mon cause”.113 Francis Clooney utilizes “reader-oriented literary theory” in 
his comparative theological studies of the scriptures of Sri Vaisnavism, a 
sister tradition to Chaitanya Vaisnavism. Clooney claims by his slogan “no 
information without transformation” that “truth and moral implication can 
be identified”.114 The daily, morning Bhagavatam class is the ethos for the 
conduct of devotees throughout the day at ISKCON Mayapura, according 
to anthropologist John Fahy.115 The American religious studies scholar 
Thomas Hopkins points out that one of Prabhupada’s major contributions 
 
111 O’Connell, J. (1999) p. 216. 
112 ibid. p. 215. 
113 Bhaktivedanta , S (1975–1982) Preface. 
114 For a discussion of Clooney’s literary theory vis-à-vis modern and post-modern 
thought in relation to Prabhupada’s presentation, see Goswami, T. (2012) pp. 28-29. 
115 Fahy, J. (2015) p. 101. 
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was his transplanting of the experiential, ritual Vaisnava tradition to the 
West.116 Applied to the ritualized reading of the Bhagavatam at ISKCON 
Mayapura, Hopkins relates the interaction of emotion and intellect to the 
Caitanya Vaisnava tradition: 

The intellectual and theological achievement of the Goswamis was to give a 
rational, intellectual structure to spiritual emotion … It is mind and emo-
tion together in a spiritual context. Historically, the real power of the Vaish-
nava devotional tradition has been in its refusal to separate the intellect and 
the emotions.117 

According to O’Connell, the procedure of the ritualized ISKCON Bhaga-
vatam class induces participation and interaction by which the audience 
and speaker experience their symbolic association with the spiritual per-
sonalities of the Bhagavatam, both living, from the past and the future.118 
The daily Bhagavatam class provides, as such, the ethical, affective and 
rational basis for the identity-construction of the ISKCON Mayapura com-
munity. 

Method 
The term content analysis is described as the method of counting or 
measuring certain occurrences in texts both in the social sciences as well as 
humanities. This quantitative social science method can be applied in 
humanities qualitatively to find patterns which require a more complicated 
analysis than merely counting quantitatively. Content analysis in humani-
ties is then called qualitative content analysis, a quasi-quantitative method, 
and is considered especially suitable for categorizing large amounts of tran-
scribed lectures or interviews.119  

The morning Bhagavatam class at ISKCON Mayapura has four basic 
components: 

 
116 Cox, H. & Gelberg, S. (1983) p. 108. 
117 Cox, H. & Gelberg S. (1983) p. 138. 
118O’Connell, J. (2014) pp. 138-139. This is corroborated by cognitive psychologist Scott 
Attran: “Religious rituals involve sequential, socially interactive movement and gesture 
(chant, dance, murmur, etc.) and formulaic utterances (liturgies, canonical texts, etc.) 
that synchronize affective states among group members in displays of cooperative 
commitment.” Quoted in Stausberg, Michael (ed.) (2009). Contemporary theories of 
religion: a critical companion. Abingdon, U.K.: Routledge p. 165. 
119 Borgström,G & Boréus, K (2012) pp. 50-51. 
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1. The reading of the day’s scriptural verse (one at a time in the sequence of 
the Bhagavatam’s 14,000 verses)  

2. Reading the “Purport” commentary by Prabhupada based on a spectrum of 
traditional Vaisnava exegesis 

3. The explication by the speaker of the day  
4. Finally, in the last minutes, questions/comments/discussion from the audi-

ence  

Eighty-nine classes are audited in this study. Most of each classes’ 45 
minutes (often extended up to as much as 60 minutes) is allotted to the 
third element – the explication by the speaker of the day. Since my research 
question is the Bhagavatam’s tangible impact on the ISKCON Mayapura 
community at present, I aim to analyze the content, explicit and implicit, of 
the last two elements, i.e. the lecture by the speaker of the day and the 
questions and answers that follow. This focus on points 3 and 4 does not 
overlook the influence of the traditional exegesis (sampradaya)120 in point 2, 
which carries weight in Chaitanya Vaisnava scriptural epistemology 
(shabda)121 in point 1. The extent of the influence of Prabhupada’s tradition 
on the Mayapura Bhagavatam speakers would in itself be an interesting 
research area for a hermeneutic study of the modern application and imple-
mentation of traditional sources but is outside the scope of this MFS which 
focuses on the speaker and audience, not extensively the text, although a 
brief summary of the section of the Bhagavatam read during my MFS in 
Mayapura is related in the background section.  

 
120 “Most Vaishnava sampradayas trace their lineage back to a famous Vaishnava 
saint/theologian and through him to a form of a deity. There is no universally agreed 
upon number or arrangements of such sampradays, though it became common to speak 
of four Vaisnava sampradayas (each of which claimed a distinctive form of Vedanta), 
namely those associated with Ramanuja, Madhva, Nimbarka, and Vishnuswami/Val-
labha. The Caitanya Vaishnavas, however, do not easily fit into this scheme, though 
some claim to be derived from Madhva’s sampradaya. Some claim that by virtue of a 
commentary on the Vedanta-sutras by Baladeva Vidyabhusana they constitute a fifth 
Vaishnava Vedantic sampradaya. Others – including, it would seem Caitanya and his 
major contemporary associates – have seen their movement of another order altogether. 
From the latter standpoint, the entire Chaitany Vaishnava movement can be seen as a 
meta-sampradaya that in principle transcends and envelops all prior sampradayas – as 
the community of devotees stemming directly from Krishna descended anew as 
Chaitanya to promulgate the dharma of the age.” O’Connell, J. (1999) p. 219. 
121 “Shabda (verbal testimony) is considered valid over against other pramanas (means of 
knowledge) such as anumana (logic or reason) and pratyakshya (sense perception).” 
Goswami, T. (2012) p. 69, fn. 65.  
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I also randomly interview one attendee daily with six questions: 

• Where were you born and when? 
• What if any was your RE in your up-bringing? 
• How long have you been/will you stay in Mayapura? 
• When did you become interested in Chaitanya Vaisnavism? 
• How often do you attend the daily Bhagavatam class? 
• What was the topic of the class today? 
• Does the daily class have *tangible* impact on the ISKCON Maya-

pura community?  

I entered the answers into Excel. The answers to the “topic of the class 
today” question is the main focus of the content analysis and will be com-
pared to the topics I compiled in my field notes as “recording units” (ex-
plained below) to insure I understood correctly the attendees’ perception of 
the import of the speaker. The answers to the second question (religious up-
bringing) will be displayed in a pie chart, assessing the group’s diversity 
(with one notable lacking: Islamic up-bringing). The remaining questions 
will be analyzed in regard to the final question of the perceived significance 
of the class for the tangible impact on the community.  

The first step was to compile an expert assessment of the manifested 
topics that are explicitly broached. I prepared myself for creating suitable 
topical categories by consulting scholarly studies of the Bhagavatam, both 
new and old (50 years).122 From my reading of the scholars,123 as well as the 
Introduction of the BBT publishers’ Bhagavatam edition in use at ISKCON 
Mayapura, I extracted categories evinced as the Bhagavatam’s subject 
matter: 

• Theology 
• Philosophy 
• Psychology 
• Ethics 
• Sociology/Anthropology 
• Politics 

 
122 I find 50 years to be a defensible delimitation for my review as that time (1965) was 
just previous to the wide printing and distribution of the Bhagavatam in the Western 
world by the Bhaktivedanta Book Trust (BBT), the publishing wing of ISKCON.  
123 Hopkins, T. (1966), Von Buitenen, J. A. B. (1966), Cox, H & Gelberg, S. (1983), Halb-
fass, W. (1988), Long, J.D. (2013), O’Connell J. (1999), Goswami, T. (2012), Gupta, Ravi 
M. & Valpey, Kenneth Russell (ed.) (2013), Fahy, J. (2015). 
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• Devotional Service 
• Literature 
• Indology 
• Miscellaneous 

In order to establish categorization criterion codes for dividing the themes, 
I defined each category with the combination of the expert assessment and 
the context-based self-understanding of the material itself. This method by 
nature requires modification, redefinition and revision of the categories in 
the course of the analysis.124 The number of occurrences of the word “Hin-
du” (Hindu’s, Hindus’) is particularly noted. 

While attending almost daily a class, I made field notes of eighty-nine 
classes from December 5th to March 18th, noting the themes pertaining to the 
categories in order to prepare context units,125 i.e. a phrase/sentence sum-
marizing a coherent narration, argument, description, exegesis etc. After the 
lecture, I entered the context units, referring if necessary to the transcrip-
tion available for 19 of the lectures/Bhagavatam text or purport, into an 
Excel program with the date, name (or at least gender) of the speaker, verse 
number, number of listeners in the audience and the IP number of TV 
viewers (facilitated by the broadcasting of Mayapura TV network, as 
explained below). These context units are then analyzed for combining or 
dividing into recording units126 for which my motivation is accounted by 
showing samples of the recurrent themes. (See Appendix 2.) The numbers 
of recording units in each category are then counted for analysis. A Pie 
diagram graphically then displays the predominating topics which, together 
with an analysis of the attendee interviews, address the research question: 
What tangible significance does the ISKCON Mayapura daily Bhagavatam 
class have for the ISKCON Mayapura community? 

 
124 Borgström,G & Boréus, K (2012) p. 55: “Det [tolkningsproblem och oklarheter med 
kodningsinstruktioner] leder nästan alltid till att kodschemat behöver modifieras och 
kodningsinstruktionerna utvecklas.” 
125 Borgström,G & Boréus, K (2012) p. 54: “[O)ccurrence of something in the material, 
t.ex certain words … förekomsten av någonting i texter, t.ex. vissa ord…” 
126 Borgström,G & Boréus, K (2012) p. 55: “Recording units can thus be certain words, 
metaphors, themes, arguments of a certain kind or whatever that can be singled out in 
the material… Kodningsenheter (recording units; Kripendorff 1980 s. 60-63) kan alltså 
vara vissa ord, metaforer, teman, argument av vissa typ eller vad som helst annat som 
går att urskilja i texter.”  
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Background 
The Veda is divided into three epistemological categories:127  

• sruti, “that which is heard”, which includes the four original Vedas 
and the Upanisads  

• smriti, “that which is remembered” which includes the Puranas and 
Mahabharata (Bhagavad Gita) 

• nyaya, logical argument, such as the Vedanta Sutra 

The Bhagavatam is in the puranic form of narrations but some traditions 
entitle it the status of sruti.128 Vaisnavas regard the Bhagavatam as “holding 
a privileged position even beyond these textual categories” of sruti and 
smriti.129 

There are 18 Puranas “old histories” consisting of approximately 400,000 
Sanskrit verses which are difficult to date but are estimated to have been 
compiled in the first millennium CE although the oral material the Puranas 
contain is generally considered much older130. The Bhagavatam is distinct in 
that it has been much more commented through the centuries than the 
others.131 Since the later “Classic Sanskrit” language of the Puranas is some-
what less complex than the earlier “Vedic Sanskrit” of the original four 
Vedas, early indologists, like Max Müller (1823–1900), considered the 
Puranas less authoritative then the four Vedas but recent scholarship “notes 
that the general opinion among Indologists is that the ‘Puranas cannot be 
divorced from the Vedas’”.132 The sophisticated language of the Bhagavatam 
has been however analyzed as “Sanskritization… restating a tradition in 
relation to a sacral past”.133 The American scholar of Sanskrit J. A. van 
Buitenen states: 

 
127 See Adi 7.117 in Kr ̣ṣṇada ̄sa Kavirāja (1999). Caitanya caritāmr ̣ta of Kṛs ̣n ̣ada ̄sa 
Kavira ̄ja: a translation and commentary. Cambridge, Mass.: Dept. of Sanskrit and Indian 
Studies, Harvard University. 
128 Gupta, R / Valpey, K (2013) p. 32. 
129 Holdrege, B, (2006) “From Purana-Ved to Karsna-Veda: The Bhagavata Puran as Con-
summate Sruti and Smriti Incarnate.” Journal of Vaishnava Studies 15, no.1, pp. 31-70. 
130 ibid. p. 32: “[I]t is something of an inconclusive task to assign specific dates to the Pu-
ranas’. Schweig (2005: 12) agrees, and suggests that much of the difficulty of dating a 
Purana is that they ‘represent’ collections of information that were transmitted orally 
from ancient times.” 
131 Gupta, R. & Valpey, K. eds. (2013) preface, p. x. 
132 Edelmann, J. (2012) p. 36. 
133von Buitenen, J. (1986) p. 36.  
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I should like to suggest that in the archaism of the Bhagavata we have the 
expression of the same concern (discontinuity with the immediate past). The 
Krishna legend has to sound Vedic because it was Vedic. There is a similar 
reaching back to the most ancient sources – however imperfectly known – to 
make the old foundation support the new edifice. Here Sanskritization takes 
on a more linguistic form. Writing in Sanskrit was not enough; to the 
faithful the supremacy of Krishnaism was hardly in doubt, but the high-
sounding language (which often must have been unintelligible) gave 
appropriate notice of its Vedic orthodoxy.134 

Chaitanya moreover accepted the Bhagavatam as amala purana, the “spot-
less Purana” and honored Sridhara Swami, thought to have lived sometime 
between the end of the first millennium and the fourteenth century,135 as the 
prototypical Bhagavatam commentator.136 One of Chaitanya’s earliest and 
foremost followers, Jiva Goswami (1513–1598) has argued in his Tattva 
Sandharbha for the authenticity and authority of Bhagavatam.137 One of the 
foremost Gaudiya Vaishnava commentaries was the Sarartha Darsini com-
mentary by Vishvanatha Chakravarti (1626–1708) in 1704 and Bhaktisidd-
hanta, Prabhupada’s immediate predecessor, produced two commentaries: 
Ananta-gopala-tatha (consisting largely of citations from previous com-
mentators) and Sindhu-vaibhava-vivrti (his own exegesis).138 These were 
major references for Bhaktivedanta’s extensive Bhagavatam translation and 
commentary.139 

Krishna’s rasa lila, dance of love with the maidens of Vraja was subject 
to critique by the Christian missionaries in the colonial period as immoral. 

 
134 Ibid. p. 38. 
135 Compare http://www.indiadivine.org/content/topic/1151870-the-position-of-sridhar-
swami/ accessed 01/05-’16 and Sardella, F. (2013) “Text History – Modern Reception 
and Text Migration of the Bhagavata Purana” in Gupta, R. & Valpey, K. (2013) p. 240. 
136 The Bhagavatam commentary of Sridhara Swami, Bhavarthakadipika, was found in 
the far corners of India, I was told by Gopi Paranadhana Dasa, a Sanskrit scholar of the 
Bhaktivedanta Book Trust, who was researching and microfilming in the 1990s the 
oldest scripts he could find in India on a research grant from the Smithsonian Institute. 
This geographical spread of the script attests, according to Dasa, to the medieval po-
pularity of Sridhara Swami’s Bhagavatam commentary, giving authenticity to Caitanya’s 
claim that Sridhara Swami’s Bhagavatam commentary was the prototype Bhagavatam 
commentary. See footnote 15. 
137 For an in-depth study of Jiva Goswami’s contributions, see Gupta, Ravi M. (2014). 
Caitanya Vaisnava Philosophy: Tradition, Reason and Devotion [Elektronisk resurs]. 
Ashgate Publishing Group. 
138 Goswami, T. (2012) p. 113, fn. 74. 
139 Ibid. p. 113. 
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In contrast to this colonial controversy, Bhagavatam is nonetheless ca-
nonical for Chaitanya Vaishnavas, who see no contradiction between the 
transcendent pastimes of Krishna described in the Bhagavatam and ordi-
nary morality, based on the teachings of Caitanya and Caitanya’s exemplary 
conduct as an acetic celibate. Goswami’s dissertation assesses Prabhupada’s 
Bhagavatam as a “living theology”140 since Prabhupada supports his presen-
tations on the authority of tradition. At the same time Prabhupada “appro-
priates”141 the texts to accommodate “an audience isolated geographically, 
culturally and linguistically from the tradition’s origin… making the com-
plex and difficult seem deceptively simple”.142 This hermeneutic tactic by 
Bhaktivedanta has evoked philological criticism143 but also appreciation:  

Bhaktivedanta Swami has managed, successfully, to bridge an enormous cul-
tural gap and to give practical application to teachings that were originally 
designed for people in a very different cultural setting… The very existence 
of a genuine Vaishnava movement in the West is compelling evidence of his 
success as a commentator.144 

The Bhagavat Purana Research Project at the Oxford Center for Hindu 
Studies (OCHS) aims at research on four different fronts:145 a summary 
study, a bibliography of commentaries, a bibliography of derivative lan-
guages and Bhagavatam representations beyond the text in music, art, 
dance, sculpture etc., i.e. how the teachings are made available in different 
 
140 Goswami, T. (2012) A Living Theology of Krishna Bhakti – Essential Teachings of A.C. 
Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada. (published posthumously). 
141 Ibid. p. 116. Quoting the American religious studies scholar Eliot Deutsch, “The con-
tent of appropriation is the stuff of personal identity… Appropriation is a creative 
retaining and shaping of a content that is made one’s own. It is not a passive receptivity, 
but a dynamic engagement: What is appropriated gets changed in the act of changing the 
bearer of it”. Deutsch, E. (1988) “Knowledge and the Tradition Text in Indian Philo-
sophy” pp. 165-173 in Larson, Gerald James & Deutsch, Eliot (red.) (1988). Interpreting 
across boundaries: new essays in comparative philosophy. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press p. 172. 
142 Goswami, T. (2012) p. 119. 
143 Sardella summarizes, “It concerns the fact that his English reconstruction of a verse 
does not always correspond to the standard dictionary meaning of the words in question 
and thus produces a translation that goes beyond that which the original Sanskrit 
provides. From a strict scholarly vantage point, this amounts to the transgression of ad-
ding commentary to the original text.” Sardella, F. (2013) “Text History – Modern Re-
ception and Text Migration of the Bhagavata Purana” in Gupta, R. & Valpey, K. (2013) 
pp. 239-240. See also Goswami, T. (2012) pp. 58-59. 
144 Cox, H. & Gelberg, S. (1883) p. 142. 
145 Interview with the project director Kenneth Valpey 16/02-2016. 
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didactic contexts.146 Recently Bhagavatam manuscripts said to be penned by 
Caitanya and his close associate Gadadhara, were discovered and preserved 
by the Bhaktivedanta Research Library in Calcutta.147 The visionary of 
Mayapura, Bhaktivinode Thakur, is said to have regularly lectured on 
Bhagavatam in his house on the other side of the Jalangi River from Maya-
pura. Bhaktivedanta Swami’s translation and commentary of Bhagavatam 
was his magnum opus.  

The question of the daily Bhagavatam class impact on the ISKCON 
Mayapura community is the subject we turn to in the next section, testing 
this form of RE in the Chaitanya Vaishnava place of origin with an inter-
national audience as students. First, however, I will briefly summarize the 
Bhagavatam in general and then the particular section studied in Mayapura 
during my MFS. 

The Bhagavatam’s master narrative is that Pariksit, the emperor of 
Bharata, the ancient name for India, was cursed to die within seven days. 
Pariksit renounced his empire and sat on the bank of the Ganges to fast 
until his impending death. An assembly of sages gathered there and a dis-
cussion of Pariksit’s situation ensued without reaching a consensus. At that 
time, a sage by the name Sukadeva appeared on the scene and because he 
was recognized as the foremost expert on Bhagavatam, he was unanimously 
accepted as the speaker at the assembly. Pariksit then posed the question to 
Sukadeva: 

You are the spiritual master of great saints and devotees. I am therefore 
begging you to show the way of perfection for all persons, and especially for 
one who is about to die. Please let me know what a man should hear, chant, 
remember and worship, and also what he should not do. Please explain all 
this to me.148  

 
146 Project Director Kenneth Valpey expressed interest in this MFS in conjunction with 
how the Bhagavtam’s teachings are made available in the didactic setting of the ISKCON 
Mayapura morning class. E-mail correspondence 03/11-2014. 
147 http://brcindia.com/ accessed 18/07-2016. 
148 Bhaktivedanta, S. (1972–1885) book 1, chapter 19, verses 37-38. 
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Figure 5. “Sukadeva Goswami was then surrounded by saintly sages and demigods just 
as the moon is surrounded by stars, planets and other heavenly bodies. His presence was 
gorgeous, perfectly pacified, intelligent and ready to answer any question without 
hesitation.” © The Bhaktivedanta Book Trust International, Inc. 

The following section describes briefly the portion of the Bhagavatam which 
was read and discussed during the eighty-nine classes I monitored in my 
MFS. Reading a verse each day, the ISKCON Mayapura daily recitation had, 
when I arrived for my field study, come to chapter seventeen in book six, 
“Mother Parvati Curses Citraketu”. This section explains about a conversa-
tion between lord Shiva and his wife Parvati in which the behavior of the 
highly-developed Vaisnava, Citraketu, was discussed. Chapter 18 begins with 
a delineation of Vedic genealogy and cosmogony, and it continues with an 
explanation of both the mother of the demigods, Aditi and the mother of the 
demons, Diti, who both have the same husband, Kasyapa. Kasyapa instructed 
his wife Diti to engage for one year in a Vaisnava ritualistic ceremony in 
which non-violence and other good qualities were intrinsic.  

 



 
JOHN DOHERTY 

 

 50

 
Figure 6. ”My dear Lord Vishnu and Mother Laksmi, goddess of fortune, You are the 
proprietors of the entire creation.” © The Bhaktivedanta Book Trust International, Inc. 

The next chapter 19, “Performing the Pumsavana Ritualistic Ceremony”, 
explains in greater detail the rules, regulations and process of the Vaisnava 
ritual mentioned in the previous chapter. This rite is performed by husband 
and wife for the purpose of satisfying Laksmi, the wife of Vishnu and 
Vishnu himself. That concludes the sixth book of the Bhagavatam. The 
seventh book begins with a doubt raised by Pariksit about the impartiality 
of Vishnu, and Sukadeva explained in reply that Vishnu has no material 
body, unlike an ordinary person who is essentially an eternal spirit-soul 
encaged temporarily within a particular material body conducted by the 
three modes of nature,149 who has likes and dislikes, and therefore enemies 
and friends who help or hinder that individual from attaining what he 
wants or does not want.  

Having summarized the text narrative during the ninety-eight classes I 
monitored during the MFS, I turn now to the question how the content 
analysis of the speaker’s explication and the audience’s response demon-
strate the impact of the Bhagavatam class on the community. 

 
149 This is a reference to the pan-Hindu concept of goodness (sattva), passion (rajas) and 
ignorance (tamas). 
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Content Analysis 

To verify my understanding of the topics, I conducted seventy-seven inter-
views with attendees with a wide spectrum of religious education (or lack of 
it) during their upbringing as displayed in the pie-chart below: 

Figure 7. The primary RE of the international English language ISKCON Mayapura 
Bhagavatam attendees. (Note that the Bengali and Hindi language attendees are not 
included here.) It is noteworthy that in the attendee primary RE pie-chart above, 
attendees with an Islamic RE up-bringing are conspicuous by their absence. 

Topics 

Figure 8. The pie diagram above graphically displays the predominating topics. 

A cross tabulation of the primary religious education of the attendees and 
their perception of the topics of the day shows that one third of those with a 
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Christian primary RE perceived “devotional service” as the topic compared 
to more than half those with a Hindu background. It is arguable that the 
primary Christian and Hindu RE is reflected in the cross tabulation still 
despite conversion to Vaisnavism in the respective groups, considering that 
the greater devotional service perception of the Hindus is due to their 
youthfully-ingrained tendency to orthopraxis. The indelibility of the pri-
mary education impression, including RE, was the conclusion of Birgit 
Lindgren Ödén’s recent sociology of religion study.150 The largest number of 
recording units fell into the category which I named “Devotional Service”. 
Theology, Ethics and Philosophy were also major topics, indicating the 
genuinely religious/spiritual nature of the general discourse, further indi-
cated by the almost total lack of political themes (2 %). To restrict the extent 
of this analysis I will focus on “Devotional Service” which is Prabhupada’s 
translation of the word bhakti, alternately rendered as love, sharing, ecstasy 
etc. The activity-oriented “devotional service” rendering is apt here since 
the recording units of the various speakers’ explication pointed to the appli-
cation of the Bhagavatam narrative in everyday life beyond the morning 
class, an indicator of tangible impact on ISKCON Mayapura’s community 
development. These themes included both pastoral guidance to desirable 
practices like loyalty to guru and vows of initiation, compassion, attachment 
to the process of “Krishna consciousness”151 but also admonitions of the 
dangers of pitfalls of, for example, pride, licentiousness, association with 
worldly-minded people uninterested in spiritual life, forgetting Krishna etc. 
The understanding conveyed by this emphasis on the Bhagavatam’s 
practical application is that devotees are taught in the class to “learn not 
only what one should know, but how one should go about knowing”.152 The 
knowledge aimed at in the Bhagavatam class, according to Fahy, becomes 

 
150 “Hindu” includes the 12 % Vaishnava and 17 % ISKCON-born categories. Birgit 
Lindgren Ödén (2012) Från ung till vuxen i omställningens tid: en longitudinell studie av 
värderingar med utgångspunkt i Ingleharts teori om den tysta revolutionen. Diss.: (sic). 
151 This is the name Prabhupada adopted for the process he espoused which comes from 
two sources: the Sanskrit krishna-bhakti-rasa-bhavita mati of Caitanya’s principle 
disciple, Rupa Goswami’s (1493–1564) Padyavali meaning “absorbed in the mellows of 
executing devotional service to Krishna”. The other source is the Bengali krishna bha-
vamrita from Krishna das Kaviraja’s (1496–1588) Chaitanya caritamrita Adi chapter16, 
verse 1, which means “a person whose consciousness is absorbed in Krishna.” See Srila 
Prabhupada – The Founder-Acarya of ISKCON pp. 64-65:  
www.founderacharya.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/FounderAcharya.pdf accessed 
16/07-2016. 
152 Fahy, J (2015) p. 102. 
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factual in other words if it leads to a transformation, by which the listener of 
the “book Bhagavata” becomes a personification of the ideals therein, i.e. 
the “devotee Bhagavata”: 

There are two types of Bhagavatas, namely the book Bhagavata and the 
devotee Bhagavata… The devotee Bhagavata is as good as the book Bhaga-
vata because the devotee Bhagavata leads his life in terms of the book 
Bhagavata and the book Bhagavata is full of information about the Per-
sonality of Godhead and His pure devotees, who are also Bhagavatas.153  

The converse is also true, i.e. that without application, the “knowledge” will 
bring no transformation, especially if the recitation and hearing of the 
Bhagavatam is improper. Improper recitation was a topic of one of the first 
of the eighty-nine Bhagavatam classes which I monitored in my Mayapura 
field study. This was spoken by an experienced Mayapura Institute full-time 
teacher154, Atul Krishna dasa, who was asked to speak on the verse of the day 
which happened that morning to be at the end of the 17th chapter (“Mother 
Parvati Curses Citraketu”) of the 6th book (6.17.40). In the typically puranic 
pattern, the narrative of the chapter concludes by the offering of a bene-
diction to the hearers, if the speaker is a mahatma. The Sanskrit word atma 
means soul and maha great. The combination mahatma is thus a great soul 
which is here in the typically Bhagavatam pattern equated with the pre-
requisite to be a devotee of Vishnu. The benediction is then, if the speaker is 
a genuine mahatma, that the hearer (whose qualifications I will come to 
below) becomes liberated from the bondage of material life. Prabhupada’s 
purport to this verse warns, however, of the wrong type of Bhagavatam 
recitation: “One should not hear the statements of Srimad-Bhagavatam 
from professional reciters, or else they will not be effective.”  

This is not merely a theoretical warning. In fact, the Bhagavatam’s pre-
sent popularity commands the attention of modern Indian audiences. The 
recent Columbia University Press The Bhagavata Purana: sacred text and 
living tradition is divided in two: “The World of the Bhagavatam” and “The 
Bhagavatam in the World”. In that second part, Ilona Wilczewska writes a 
chapter called “Recitation” which describes the living tradition of popular 
katha –recitation – Bhagavatam gatherings in India’s changing times: 

 
153 Bhaktivedanta, S. (1972–1985) book 1, chapter 2, verse 18, purport. 
154 The Mayapura Institute, established in 2000, offers scriptural and cultural courses on 
bhakti. 
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Bhagavata katha’s popularity is confirmed by its presence in temple 
gatherings and newspapers, on the Internet, TV, and billboards, as well as in 
people’s individual enthusiasm. The use of media promotes katha’s globali-
zation as well as its localization. Whereas Internet social network groups 
connect worldwide Bhagavata enthusiasts, TV broadcasts bring kathas not 
only to other continents, but also to next-door villages and towns of places 
where katha events take place. Such a wide use of technology to promote 
Bhagavata katha comes a long way to suggest that India’s effort to reassert 
the katha tradition keeps a steady pace along with its fast race for economic 
development and modernity.155 

Here in ISKCON Mayapura also, kathas are popular. Aside from the regular 
morning Bhagavatam class in the temple, I noticed during my MFS that 
there were two recitations in nearby on-campus venues focusing on specific 
sections of the Bhagavatam. The one katha drew an audience of over six 
hundred listeners for two hours/evening for seven days. The other katha 
drew slightly less but was recited for seven days both morning and evening 
for two hours per session. 

This popularity leads however to an ethical dilemma that the audience 
becomes obliged to remunerate the speaker which can be a lucrative busi-
ness.156 “Professional Bhagavatam reciters” have a bad reputation at 
ISKCON Mayapura. In Prabhupada’s purport to the above-mentioned be-
nediction verse: 

Quoting from Padma Purana, Sri Sanatana Gosvami has strictly forbidden 
us to hear about the activities of the Lord and His devotees from the mouths 
of non-devotees: One should not hear anything about Krsna from a non-
Vaisnava. Milk touched by the lips of a serpent has poisonous effects; simi-
larly, talks about Krsna given by a non-Vaisnava are also poisonous.157 

The speaker at the Mayapura Bhagavatam class who got this verse and 
purport (Atul Krishna das) narrated his experience of meeting a profes-
sional reciter who, accompanied by his admirers, was asked about the pur-
pose of Bhagavatam recitation to which he unashamedly replied that he did 
not know. The ideal of the ISKCON Bhagavatam class is however that the 
qualification of the speaker is to be a pure devotee without material motives, 
even the subtle profit of reputation as a speaker. Again the emphasis is that 
 
155 Gupta, R & Valpey, K (2013) p. 218. 
156 Ibid. p. 216. 
157 Bhativedanta, S. (1972–1985) book 6, chapter 17, verse 40. 
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the process of hearing the Bhagavatam is transformational. The knowledge 
acquired in the class is supposed to be applied in all spheres of life. The 
basic expectation is that the speaker him-/herself practices transformation 
by following the four regulative principles vowed by ISKCON aspirants at 
the time of initiation: no illicit sex, no intoxication, no meat-eating and no 
gambling. Additionally, a pure devotee is expected to chant the maha 
mantra158 at least sixteen rounds daily on beads, which requires approxima-
tely 2 hours, while trying to avoid aparadha (offences). This is an elaborate 
theological subject which would lead us far from our focus here on the 
Bhagavatam class at Mayapura and the qualification of its speaker. The 
basic concept is however that the speaker aims to become a bhakta, a pure 
lover of Krishna, without the mixed motives of karma, material activity for 
profit and jnana, i.e. knowledge acquired by mental speculation. Academic 
study risks falling into this last category if the cultivation of knowledge is 
divorced from the simultaneous cultivation of character. Vaisnava “refusal 
to separate the intellect and the emotions”159 mentioned above by Hopkins 
disregards what Vaisnavas regard as an invidious distinction between 
knowing and believing, presupposing that “there can be no cognition with-
out recognition or knowledge without acknowledgment”. 160 The American 
ISKCON theologian William Deadwyler/Ravindra Svarupa dasa elaborates 
nonetheless a subtle intellectual/affective distinction: 

This [recognition/acknowledgement] refers to the role of buddhi [intel-
ligence] in knowledge, and buddhi is the agent for the correct (or incorrect) 
placement of faith. It is also, as Srila Prabhupada said, “the form-direction of 
the Supersoul,”161 whose actions are concisely stated in Bhagavad Gita 
15.15.162 Buddhi however I would not refer to as an affective element. 
Thinking, feeling, and willing are mental activities. Buddhi is above them 
and determines comprehensive “mind-sets”, and a change on the platform 
of buddhi is profound and fundamental, like a revolution or conversion 

 
158 Hare Krishna Hare Krishna Krishna Krishna Hare Hare Hare Rama Hare Rama Rama 
Rama Hare Hare. 
159 See footnote 117. 
160 William Deadwyler/Ravindra Svarupa das in an email exchange 04/01-’17. 
161“ [W]hen one is convinced of the presence of the Lord by a practical service attitude… 
[h]e can perceive that intelligence is the form-direction of the Paramatma [Supersoul] 
plenary portion of the Personality of Godhead.” Bhaktivedanta (1972–1985). book 2, 
chapter 2, verse 35, purport. 
162” I [Krishna] am seated in everyone’s heart, and from Me come remembrance, know-
ledge and forgetfulness. By all the Vedas, I am to be known. Indeed, I am the compiler of 
Vedanta, and I am the knower of the Vedas.” Bhaktivedanta (1972) , chapter 15, verse 15. 
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experience. See Thomas Kuhn’s analysis in “The Structure of Scientific 
Revolutions.” 163 

This Vaisnava intellect/emotion integration broaches the question of 
dealing with failure to live up to an admittedly high standard. The Maya-
pura community is not devoid of serious challenges, both institutionally 
and individually the setbacks have been many. In Angle 3, we will discuss 
the managerial conflict which came to a head during my field study but for 
present I return to Fahy’s anthropological field study at Mayapura wherein 
he compares at length Western and Eastern epistemological principles to 
understand the meaning of knowledge as understood by the ISKCON 
Mayapura devotees. Fahy analyses that in the Indian epistemological dis-
course that ISKCON orients itself in, from Madhvacarya (1239–1319 CE), 
there are three “knowledge generating processes” (pramanas): direct per-
ception pratyaksya, inference anumana and testimony sabdha. Madhva-
carya, and later Caitanya, and thus ISKCON in suit, assert the centrality of 
sabdha, the infallible testimony of the Vedas, above the four human defi-
ciencies164. This process is called avaroha, the particularization of knowledge 
from laws (deduction) as opposed to aroha, the ascending process of know-
ledge from empiric observation to theoretical speculation (induction). 
Theoretical knowledge (jnana), as opposed to applied knowledge (vijnana), 
is thus subordinate to realization “the telos of which is the assimilation of 
vijnana”165 which in effect is an attitude or modus operandi. Fahy’s point in 
this philosophical description is relevant to our research question of the 
community impact of the daily Mayapura Bhagavatam class because Fahy 
points out that the knowledge aimed at in the class is of necessity the 
standard of behavior for the community. Fahy describes this in his 
dissertation chapter called “Processes of Knowledge” in connection with the 
daily ISKCON Mayapura Bhagavatam class: 

In attending the class, devotees then are fulfilling a range of ethical impera-
tives related to the reception, accumulation and assimilation of knowledge. 
While the class provides a ritualized space within which piety is performed, 
it is not the only space where epistemology underpins ethical self-cultiva-

 
163 Ibid.  
164 “Mistakes [bhrama], illusions [pramada], cheating [vipralipsa] and defective per-
ception [karanapatava] do not occur in the sayings of the authoritative sages.” Caitanya 
Caritamrita Adi lila, Chapter 2, verse 86. 
165 Fahy, J. (2016) p. 121. 
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tion. Indeed these classes are only meaningful insofar as they can guide 
devotees through the mundane flow of everyday life. Furthermore, they are 
scenes of ethical striving only insofar as they are generative of vijñāna, or 
realisation.166  

It is thus arguable that the culture pervading the ISKCON Mayapura com-
munity emanates from the daily morning Bhagavatam class, at least when 
the community is at best. This idealism obviously entails abundant chal-
lenges to the community on various levels. One illustrative example was the 
Bhagavatam class on book 6, chapter 18, verse 50 with the pre-modern, 
oriental norm for womanly dress, spoken by Kasyapa to his wife Diti:  

You should not go out in the evening or with your hair loose, nor should 
you go out unless you are properly decorated with ornaments. You should 
not leave the house unless you are very grave and are sufficiently covered.  

The speaker, Kaunteya dasa, a married man of European origin but a long-
term Mayapura resident and member of the ISKCON Mayapura Master-
plan strategy committee, gave a balanced, and often humorous, assessment 
of the pros and cons of traditional vs. modern dressing styles. Kaunteya 
cited examples of both success and failure in ISKCON leaders’ attempts to 
innovate dress standards as out-reach strategies in various locations globally 
in ISKCON’s fifty year history. Kaunteya’s conclusion was that proper 
motivation was the key for a devotee to intelligently understand the scrip-
tural ideal to discern a suitable application of the principle, for example in 
dress-style. In the discussion period that ensued at the end of Kaunteya’s 
class, a woman complained that young Mayapura men sometimes flaunt 
their bare chest in public to purposely agitate women. Kaunteya tactfully 
deferred the question to the highly respected, elderly twin brother celibate 
monks, Jananivasa dasa and Pankajangri dasa, who were as usual in the 
audience attending the daliy Bhagavatam class. The London-born twins are 
over 70 years of age, have lived in Mayapura since ISKCON acquired the 
property in early 1970s and with an impressive service record, are highly 
regarded for their staunch attachment for their vows of celibacy, knowledge 
of Bhagavatam and friendly behavior. Jananivasa answered first. He brought 
attention to the long-standing practice in the Sri Vaisnava community 
going back hundreds of years to Ramanuja (1017–1137 CE) in South India 
 
166 Ibid. 121. 
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that men engaged in temple activities serving the Deity are, by regulative 
principle, bare-chested. Pankajangri corroborated with an example closer to 
ISKCON history. In a photo of Bhaktisiddhanta, taken before his demise in 
1937, together with his disciples (including Prabhupada) and servants, the 
servants are distinguished by their bare-chested appearance. Kaunteya 
sympathized then with the female questioner that this authoritative, his-
torical answer made the question about the present-day application of 
dress-codes for international youths at ISKCON Mayapura only more con-
fusing. The attendee I questioned that day after the class in my usual way, 
“What was the theme of today’s class?” was an eloquent young man from 
South India and his response indicated that he thought deeply about the 
theme of ideals vs. the Mayapura community on-the-ground. He agreed 
with Kaunteya that the motivation of the individuals in the community was 
the criterion for the correct understanding and application of principles, 
centering the community standard on the daily Bhagavatam class: “In the 
context of Mayapura’s diversity there are some cultural gaps but if someone 
is regularly attending Bhagavatam it will help [develop coherence in the 
community].” 

The daily Bhagavatam class cultivates then processes of vijnana, appli-
cable knowledge, leading to realization in daily life at the ISKCON Maya-
pura community. Another requirement for the Bhagavatam speaker, aside 
from the transformative practice of personifying the Bhagavatam ethics is, 
as demonstrated in the above dress-standard discussion, hermeneutical 
skill. ISKCON Mayapura Bhagavatam speakers are representatives of the 
ancient Sukadeva Goswami, the original speaker of the Bhagavatam and the 
sampradaya disciplic succession from Sukadeva down to 16th century 
Chaitanya and his immediate successors, the Vrindavana Goswamins, who 
compiled Chaitanya’s teachings in  

a monumental corpus of Sanskrit texts setting forth and validating their 
Chaitanya-inspired conception of Krishna bhakti… which spanned sys-
tematic doctrinal teachings, ritual manuals, guidelines for spiritual exercises 
and inspirational meditational literature.167 

 
167 Ibid. p. 229. 
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In the century that preceded Prabhupada’s arrival in America in 1965,168 his 
immediate predecessors (acaryas) had revitalized the Gaudiya Vaisnava 
teachings in their meeting with Western modernity in the late colonial era, 
relating their tradition to many of the same questions Prabhupada would 
confront when he arrived in New York: “how Vaishnava teachings can be 
presented to the widest possible audience, how they can be explained to the 
Western mentality, how new devotees can be brought into the Caitanya 
movement?”169 To insure the loyal preservation of this heritage, Prabhupada 
prescribed a framework for the interpretation for the Bhagavatam by 
defining realization:  

Personal realization does not mean that one should, out of vanity, attempt to 
show one’s own learning by trying to surpass the previous acarya. He must 
have full confidence in the previous acarya, and at the same time he must 
realize the subject matter so nicely that he can present the matter for the 
particular circumstances in a suitable manner. The original purpose of the 
text must be maintained. (Italics in the original.) No obscure meaning 
should be screwed out of it, yet it should be presented in an interesting 
manner for the understanding of the audience. This is called realization.170 

The ISKCON Mayapura Bhagavatam speaker is thus entrusted with the 
weighty assignment to define the limits of “an interesting manner for the 
understanding of the audience”, the hermeneutical interpretation of the rich 
discourse in Chaitanya heritage. This is, at Mayapura, a collective project 
with peer review: the Bhagavatam speakers and hearers encourage one 
another to rise to the occasion of becoming the acarya’s spokesman. The 
devotees take turns speaking the Bhagavatam, learning the art. On a Sun-
day, his regular scheduled day for speaking, Bhakti Vidya Purna Swami, one 
of the longest standing residents of ISKCON Mayapura since its inception 
in the 70s, explained this connection between the Bhagavatam speaker 
hermeneutics and the community in a Bhagavatam class on book 7, chapter 
1 “The Supreme Lord is Equal to Everyone”, verses 4 & 5. The verses them-

 
168 ISKCON celebrates its 50th anniversary world-wide this year. While writing this, an 
academic conference was held at Harvard University’s Center for the Study of World 
Religions: “The Worldwide Krishna Movement: Half a Century of Growth, Impact, and 
Challenge,” https://iskconnews.org/academic-conference-at-harvard-highlights-iskcons-
50th-anniversary,5541/. 
169 Goswami, T (2012). 
170 Bhaktivedanta Swami, Abhaya Carana (red.) (1972–1985). Śri ̄mad-Bhāgavatam book 
1, chapter 4, verse 1, purport. 
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selves emphasized the discursive nature of the Bhagavatam pedagogy.171 I 
monitored Purna Swami’s explication: 

The class is an opportunity to discuss different angles of the Bhagavatam. So 
the idea is that it has no other purpose than the devotees sit and discuss their 
realizations on these pastimes of the Lord… And because our conditioning 
is different from others, that will give a different angle to understand 
Krishna consciousness. So this is technically known as vichar, studying the 
philosophy from different angles of vision… So basically the daily class is to 
give a forum for the different devotees to share their understandings so that 
others can broaden their understanding of Krishna conscious practice. 
Community is made up of individuals. So if you have common practice and 
values among individuals you have community. If there are not common 
values, there is not community.  

As Purna Swami points out here so aptly for the question of the Bhaga-
vatam’s relevance in ISKCON Mayapura community building, common 
values and practices are the cohesive agent for community which at Maya-
pura consists of individuals from vastly diverse backgrounds necessitating 
vichar:172 considering the Bhagavatam from different angles of vision by 
hearing from others. On another day during the question and answer 
period on book 7, chapter 1, verse 24–25, Purna Swami answered a pointed 
question from an American Prabhupada disciple173 who asked about tension 
in the ISKCON Mayapura community between Bengalis and Westerners: 

 
171 “The great sage Sukadeva Gosvami said: My dear King, you have put before me an 
excellent question. Discourses concerning the activities of the Lord, in which the glories 
of His devotees are also found, are extremely pleasing to devotees. Such wonderful topics 
always counteract the miseries of the materialistic way of life. Therefore great sages like 
Narada always speak upon Srimad-Bhagavatam because it gives one the facility to hear 
and chant about the wonderful activities of the Lord. Let me offer my respectful 
obeisances unto Srila Vyasadeva and then begin describing topics concerning the 
activities of Lord Hari.” 
172 “Deliberation, discussion, consideration, reflection, investigation, examination, trial, 
disputation, dispute, the exercise of judgment or reason, discrimination, distin-
guishing… doubt, hesitation, prudence”. Monier Williams Sanskrit English Dictionary: 
Oxford Press London 1996[1899]: 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt/search?q1=tirtha;id=umn.319510015736364;view=1u
p;seq=1;start=1;sz=10;page=search;orient=0 accessed 15/07-2016, p. 913. 
173 The designation Prabhupada disciple is generic to all ISKCON members but is 
specifically applied to those who underwent diksya initiation personally from Prab-
hupada while Prabhupada was physically present before his death in 1977. 
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The point is (pause) it’s the culture of Caitanya Mahaprabhu. People may 
follow it nicely or not follow it nicely. But it’s Lord Caitanya’s culture. So if 
you don’t like the Bengalis, you don’t really like Lord Caitanya… But the 
weakness of the Western culture is that it must destroy. It is based on 
passion & ignorance.  

Here the cultivation of Krishna consciousness is defended by Purna Swami, 
himself a Western-born, 40-year resident of Mayapura as a solution to the 
cultural differences that are inherited in post-colonial India. Purna Swami’s 
assertion here is that India has never been imperialistic and therefore the 
Chaitanya Vaisnava culture is in that sense superior to Western cultures 
with imperial colonial history. I asked Teruko Mitsuhara, an American lin-
guistic anthropologist presently doing a field study at Mayapura, for obser-
vations in this regard: 

This year has been quite a tumultuous one for Mayapura in terms of race 
and culture discussions. There wasn't a claim that Westerners couldn't 
practice Krishna consciousness, but the discussion centered around how 
foreigners shouldn’t be running ISKCON Mayapura. The argument went 
both ways and much racial-based language was used at the community level 
and upwards as to who should be in charge and who's corrupt etc. indicating 
nationalistic, racial, culture divides in the community. Terms such as "the 
Bengalis" and "the Westerners" were used to categorize groups of devotees 
and these groups then clashed on the management level and several Western 
families left the community as a result. Bengali leaders have been put in 
managerial positions instead and the Bengali devotee community has voiced 
that it wants to see its "own" people in charge for a variety of reasons.174 

Challenges are there to the ethos of the Bhagavatam class in the community. 
It is the predicament of the post-colonial setting that “indeterminacy”, as 
Fahy put it, exists between two sets of ethical imperatives.175 The mostly 
Western-born managers of the international Governing Body Commission 
(GBC) are defined by Prabhupada in his will as the “ultimate managerial 
authority” in ISKCON for global coherence whereas each ISKCON unit 
globally is an autonomous entity with local registration etc. much in line 
with what O’Connell analyzes as the traditional “soft” institutionalization of 
Chaitanya Vaishnavism. On the other hand, the mostly Indian-born Maya-
pura Administrative Council (MAC) is faced with the reality of governing a 
 
174 E mail exchange 24/05-2016. 
175 Fahy, J (2015) p. 193. 
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burgeoning city. While the annual GBC plenary meeting was in session at 
Mayapura, I questioned the Indian-born Lokanatha Swami, a former 
member of the GBC, on March 10th to comment on the current Mayapura 
community cohesiveness/tension. He quoted the pan-Hindu vasudaiva 
kutumbakam176 slogan that the whole world is one family. Only the low-
minded classify “these are my people and they are some others… Ours and 
theirs, locals and foreigners”, according to Lokanatha Swami. The ideal, 
realized knowledge of the daily Bhagavatam class appears, as such, to be not 
only *a* cohesive element for ISKCON Mayapura, but in fact, *the* cohe-
sive “unity in diversity” influence, envisioned for the community.177  

The hearer 
This brings us to a final consideration in our discussion here of the unique 
kind of knowledge cultivated by the Bhagavatam class: what is the quali-
fication of the hearer of Bhagavatam? Not all attendees are prepared or 
desirous of speaking. Some simply listen. This is however an important 
contribution to the community by, more or less, recognizing the import-
ance of the discourse by submitting to hearing the daily Bhagavatam class. 
In the ten categories discerned in my content analysis diagram above, 
devotional service had the most recording units (22.5 %) and the first and 
foremost process emphasized in that category is hearing Bhagavatam. One 
Bhagavatam speaker whose class I monitored in my MFS was Sivarama 
Swami. Emphasizing the value of hearing Bhagavatam, Swami quoted Sana-
tana Goswami (1488–1558) who distinguished in Brhad Bhagavatamrita the 
result of “formal” practice of devotional service following regulative principles 
and dutiful engagement in service as leading only to the stage of liberation 
from the material world. To enter, however, beyond the material to the 
spiritual world, known as Vaikuntha (literally, devoid of anxiety), honoring 
the Bhagavatam by “submissive oral reception”178 is needed to open the door 
 
176 ”Only small men discriminate saying: One is a relative; the other is a stranger. For 
those who live magnanimously the entire world constitutes but a family.” Maha 
Upanisad 6.72. 
177 “In the spiritual world there are varieties, but there is agreement… This is called unity 
in diversity. I am therefore suggesting that all our men meet in Mayapur every year 
during the birth anniversary of Lord Caitanya Mahaprabhu. With all GBC and senior 
men present we should discuss how to make unity in diversity.” Prabhupada letter to 
Kirtanananda dasa 18/10-’73 http://prabhupadabooks.com/letters accessed 02/01-’17. 
178 “Although listening with faith is considered in Caitanya theology as the most basic 
platform for the awakening of bhakti, it is emphasized as highly potent. Unconquerable 
Krishna (Ajit) becomes conquered simply by one who humbly listens to his messages.” 
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to awaken the ecstasy of spontaneous love for Krishna, beyond formalities.179 
In fact, the assurance is that simply by proper hearing one can see Krishna in 
the Bhagavatam, provided that the hearer is qualified:  

Suta Gosvami drank the juice of Bhagavatam through his ears. That is the 
real process of receiving Bhagavatam. One should hear with rapt attention 
from the real person, and then he can at once realize the presence of Lord 
Krishna in every page. The secret of knowing Bhagavatam is mentioned 
here. No one can give rapt attention who is not pure in mind. No one can be 
pure in mind who is not pure in action. No one can be pure in action who is 
not pure in eating, sleeping, fearing and mating. But somehow or other if 
someone hears with rapt attention from the right person, at the very 
beginning one can assuredly see Lord Sri Krishna in person in the pages of 
Bhagavatam.180  

Thus the hearing of Bhagavatam, although submissive, is not passive but 
rather a reciprocal interaction between the qualified speaker and the atten-
tive hearer. The result of this fertile combination is the realization of 
Krishna who is captivated by the hearing and speaking of devotees who 
have learned the art of presenting the Bhagavatam with realization. The re-
quirement to learn this art of presenting Bhagavatam is a life-style of purity 
in mind and action even in the gross physiological necessities of the phy-
sical body. This amounts to a collective community project wherein the 
speaker and the hearers reciprocate. 

It is also noteworthy that the word Hindu is also missing almost entirely 
in the daily Bhagavatam class discourse. I searched 19 randomly available 
transcripts of the 89 classes in this study and found only two times that the 
word “Hindu” occurred and both times the use was diminutive: 

1. It doesn’t matter, Christian, Hindu, Muslim – he said the question is: are 
you awakening the love of God? 

2. A few million Hindus doing Kali puja, Shiva puja, Ganesh puja – that’s not 
enough to counteract the disaster of this age.181 

 
See Bhaktivedanta Swami, Abhaya Carana (red.) (1972–1985). Śrīmad-Bha ̄gavatam book 
10, chapter 14, verse 3. 
179 “This [love for Krishna] is considered the highest perfection of life, dwarfing the four 
standard aims (purusarthas) of human existence: discharge of duty (dharma), economic 
gain (artha), fulfillment of desire (kama), and liberation (moksa).” 
180 Bhaktivedanta S. (1971–1985) book 1, chapter 3 purport. 
181 Lecture by Anuttama dasa on 03/11-’16, Lecture by Bhakti Madhurya Govinda Swami 
at ISKCON 03/15-’16. 
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The absence of the word Hindu in the ISKCON Bhagavatam discourse is 
not surprising. O’Connell: “The word ‘Hindu’ never appears in a purely 
intra-communal Hindu context and has no significance in the central reli-
gious concerns of the texts, the expositions of bhakti.”182 This lack of Hindu 
rhetoric supports O’Connell’s conclusion, in that the Bhagavatam class at 
ISKCON Mayapura is RE, the word “Hindu” is insignificant, indicating that 
the discourse is not politically charged/Hindu communalism, but rather 
conducive to non-sectarian community coherence. 

Attendence 
How much impact the daily Bhagavatam class has at ISKCON Mayapura 
instigates the question how many of the community attend the class regu-
larly. The number of attendees at the daily ISKCON Mayapura Bhagavatam 
class varies seasonally. During my MFS there, first the moderate-attendance 
and then the high-attendance seasons were successively in vogue. During 
the moderate season, the English Bhagavatam class was attended primarily 
by international devotees ranging between 75 and 200 in number on any 
given day, depending on the popularity of the speaker. The popular long-
term (Western-bodied) Mayapura residents Bhakti Vidya Purna Swami and 
Jananivasa dasa gave class on Sundays and on Thursdays respectively. 
Ladies day was Tuesday and the speakers for the other days were chosen 
from the most senior and learned of the (male) attendees. Compared with 
the ISKCON in the West (mostly Scandinavia) I am familiar with, ISKCON 
Mayapura may seem restrictive in limiting the female devotees (approxi-
mately 50 % of the attendees) to speaking the Bhagavatam only 1 day per 
week. I was astounded, however, when one male Bhagavatam speaker 
visiting from California, who joined ISKCON already in the ‘70s, men-
tioned that the Bhagavatam speaker who he heard give the class at Maya-
pura the day before was the first female Bhagavatam speaker he had ever 
heard in all his 40+ years in ISKCON!183 Except for a few occasions when 
there was a simultaneous Bengali translation of the English class, there was 
an additional, separate Bhagavatam class in Bengali with between 50 and 
 
182 Halbfass, W (1988). India and Europe: an essay in understanding. Albany, N.Y.: State 
Univ. of New York Press. p. 192. 
183 Discussing later that apparent discrepancy between ISKCON California’s gender 
politics and the ultra-liberal reputation of California in general with a well informed 
American ISKCON leader, I was told that the ISKCON Western World Headquarters in 
Los Angeles preserves a conservative profile in this regard for some reason. This topic is 
outside our field study focus of RE in Mayapura.  
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100 attendees. The Russian devotees had also a separate class with atten-
dance similar to the Bengali class. The International School184 and the 
Bhaktivedanta Academy185 also have daily Bhagavatam classes for their stu-
dents, 214 and 90 in number respectively. 

During the approximately month-long, high-attendance season in con-
junction with the annual meeting of the international board of directors 
(GBC) and the festival for Gaurpurnim (the birthday of Caitanya), the 
number of attendees at the English Bhagavatam class skyrocketed to up to 
sometimes one thousand approximately and at least three to four hundred 
on any given day. During high season, there were also smaller Hindi and 
Spanish Bhagavatam classes, I was told. 

In addition to the physical attendees, there were also virtual attendees on 
Mayapura TV and the local radio. The IP from Mayapura TV Analytics 
showed no less than 148,207 viewers in 128 countries in one month 
(January, 2016) during my MFS which presumably increased during the 
subsequent high-attendance period. The broadcasts from Mayapura TV are 
accessible around the clock to many thousands of viewers in the greater 
Mayapura area by cable TV and potentially millions of viewers in Calcutta 
and Hooghly City who have access as viewers to Mayapura TV at certain 
times.186 There is no indicator of the number of radio listeners that I was 
able to access, but a number of local residents told me they listen to the 
Bhagavatam class regularly.  

Notwithstanding this large attendance, it is safe to guess that the 
majority of the approximately 6,500 ISKCON Mayapura resident-devote-

 
184 SriMayapura International School (SMIS) is a co-ed, day- and boarding-school grades 
1-12 with 214 students, associated with Cambridge University. Correspondence 15/01-
2016 with Mayapura Masterplan Office. 
185 “The Bhaktivedanta Academy, established in 1984, is an educational institution based 
in Sri Mayapur Dhama, India, which provides education for boys, girls and adult 
students on the principles of the Vedic Gurukula system.” 
http://www.bhaktivedantaacademy.com/ accessed 20/07-2016. There are currently 70 
boys, and 20 adult students enrolled. E-mail correspondence with BA Website Inquiry. 
01/01-’17. 
186 "In Bandel City, Hooghly District, West Bengal, AMBC Cable TV reaches a potential 
viewership of approximately 1 million with the 24 hour ‘ISKCON Mayapura’ channel. 
This is a direct re-broadcast of the internet MayapurTV channel. In Kolkata, GTPL 
Cable TV includes MayapurTV main temple broadcasts in their news channel (4.00 - 
4:30 am, 7.00- 7:30am, 6:00:6:30pm). These broadcasts reach potentially 2 million homes 
(with on average 4 persons/home. And in the area around Mayapur a further 30,000 
homes get MayapurTV 24/7 via local Cable TV operators.” E mail correspondence with 
MayapuraTV Director, Antardvipa dasa 26/01-’16. 
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es187 do not regularly attend (physically or virtually) the Bhagavatam class. 
Are they affected by the Bhagavatam class which they do not attend? I asked 
this question to a resident who has spent most of the last 45 years in 
Mayapura:  

[Now in recent years] I listen [on the radio] to the Bhagavatam, but I don’t 
go to the class. Generally I listen because we have the radio and the 
Internet… but I do appreciate that how the gathering provides the com-
munity with a space to get to hear from one another and appreciate each 
other’s realizations, perspectives and so on… Without it [the daily Bhaga-
vatam class] our community would be much weaker. 

Conclusion 
The conclusion of Angle 2 is that the ISKCON Mayapura daily Bhagavatam 
class content analysis displays a spectrum of topics as we saw in figure 8 
encompassing various categories which one would expect in a RE practice: 
devotional service (23 %), philosophy (14 %), ethics (14 %), theology (13 %) 
etc. A rather high number of context units fell into the category of socio-
logy/anthropology (9 %) which could indicate collective identity. The mini-
mum number of context units in the category of politics (2 %) is in 
accordance with what one might expect in a genuinely religious/spiritual 
discourse. Since the Bhagavatam is shown to be taken seriously by a sizable 
percentage of the community who attend the class daily at ISKCON Maya-
pura, the discourse aims at realized knowledge, i.e. an ethos for the activity 
of the community in devotional service, the application of the theoretical 
principles espoused in the Bhagavatam. This ideal is the community 
standard, far as it may seem from immediate attainment, and the Bhaga-
vatam class represents a collective effort on the part of at least those who 
regularly attend the daily class, to evolve a hermeneutical discourse in 
which the status quo of the present day community can be gradually recon-
ciled with the traditional Bhagavatam ideal. This traditional ideal is 
appropriated to an international audience coming from backgrounds 
remote from the original Bhagavatam culture, guided by the directives of 
ISKCON’s founder as to the limits of interpretation permissible within the 
framework of fidelity to the tradition of Caitanya Vaisnava Bhagavatam 
exegesis. In Angle 3, the influence of the daily Bhagavatam class on the 

 
187 This figure includes 1377 international devotees, according to the ISKCON Mayapura 
Masterplan Office, correspondence 15/01-2016.  
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everyday life of the ISKCON Mayapura community, including the majority 
who do not regularly attend the class, is a subject we will revisit in the 
context of examining the RE at the ISKCON Mayapura Bhagavatam class, 
as well as the BI RE, addressing our Angle 3 research question: Can the RE 
practices in Angles 1 and 2 be viable CSDIs? 

Angle 3: RE at Mayapura as Community Sustainable  
Development Indicator – Past, Present, Future 

Theory 
Publically funded RE was found, as mentioned above, in an American 
think-tank Brookings Institute study by the Swedish religious studies 
scholar Jenny Berglund to be the “litmus-test” for the relation between the 
state and religious communities.188 This fact argues for the inclusion of RE 
in the general education agenda espoused in international development dis-
course. Diana Eck’s theory is that religion, as at Sridham Mayapura, is 
typically considered very important at traditional Indian, rural pilgrimage 
places, which are countless and interrelated in the “mythological Indian 
geography”.189 This religious phenomenon is worthy of our epoché- sus-
pension of disbelief, due to the mythological geography’s encompassing 
influence long before the term epoché appeared in European discourse, as a 
motivation-force for pilgrims from all corners of India. Eck explains that 
the pilgrims have traversed the sub-continent continuously with the con-
viction that the geographically diverse holy places are grafted onto one 
another and that the mythological cosmology linked to the “real” geography 
reveals a Hindu conception of a universe that fascinatingly teaches a con-
ception of the universe that embraces diversity.190 My theory furthermore is 
that RE is intimately related to development at Mayapura and can thus 
profitably be used as CSDI. The SMVS applies sustainable development 
indicators to the Mayapura community following the initiative of the 
United Kingdoms’ DFID. The Indian religion sociologist Ruby Said predicts 
that the tourist/pilgrim/visitor attraction of ISKCON Mayapura will in-
crease in the future significantly due to the construction of th TOVP, which 

 
188 Berglund, J. (2015). 
189 Eck, D. (2012) India – A Sacred Geography. 
190 Eck, D. (2012) p. 115. 
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is meant to be “the Bhagavatam in the form of a building”.191 It is thus 
reasonable to theorize that the material development in terms of economic 
investments in construction and infrastructure are related to the moral 
development hermeneutics of the RE of ISKCON Mayapura’s Bhagavatam 
class. In the future there is thus good possibility that the TOVP will serve as 
RE for sustainable community development in Mayapura at least, if not a 
precedent for countless other similar rural, Indian pilgrimage sites. 

Method 
In the third angle of this triangle I discuss the relevance of the RE practices 
in Angles 1 & 2 as Mayapura CSDI by a description of Mayapura’s present RE 
trajectory in the context of the Mayapura community development’s Caitanya 
Vaisnava history. The RE relevance of the present TOVP and the plan for a 
university at Mayapura are discussed in the context of the recent history of 
development at Mayapura as well as the Caitanya Vaishnava history in the 
Sultanate/Mughal (pre-colonial) and colonial periods. This addresses the 
question: can the RE practices in Angles 1 and 2 be viable CSD? 

Analysis According to the United Nations 2007 Indicators of Sustainable 
Development: Guidelines and Methodologies: 

Education is a process by which human beings and societies reach their 
fullest potential. It is critical for promoting sustainable development and 
improving the capacity of people to address environment and development 
issues.192 

Berglund’s recent Brookings Institute study “Publicly Funded Islamic Edu-
cation in Europe and the United States” underscores the critical importance 
of RE for their “citizens’ knowledge of important aspects of human experi-
ence” and recommends that governments analyze RE and insure the quality 
of RE teachers training programs, text books and curricular practices in 
order to “promote inclusive citizenship and respect”.193 There is further-
more a growing corpus of publications in the recent decade critiquing con-
ventional development discourse for overlooking the importance of ethical 

 
191 Conversation 03/21-’15 with William Deadwyler/Ravindra Svarupa dasa, TOVP 
cosmology design team. 
192 www.un.org/esa/sustdev/natlinfo/indicators/guidelines.pdf. 
193 Berglund, J. (2015) “Publicly Funded Islamic Education in Europe and the United 
States” The Brookings Project on US relations with the Islamic World Analysis Paper 
No. 21, April 2015. 
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values on sustainable development,194 but still no specific mention is made 
in the above mentioned UN document (nor in its subsequent revisions)195 of 
any relevance of RE as an indicator of sustainability. Publically funded RE 
was found in the above-mentioned Brookings Institute study, however, to 
be the “litmus-test” for the relation between the state and religious com-
munities. Typically as at other traditional Indian, rural pilgrimage places, 
which are countless and interrelated in the “mythological Indian geogra-
phy”,196 religion at Sridham Mayapura is considered very important, as 
Angles 1 and 2 of this study indicate. The third angle will contribute evi-
dence for the necessity of including RE as an essential element of the inter-
national development discourse. 

Recent History 
The Mayapura RE we have examined at the BI and the daily ISKCON 
Bhagavatam class are related to an ambitious RE strategy in the TOVP, “the 
Bhagavatam in the form of a building” as it is called by William Deadwyler/ 
Ravindra Svarupa dasa, a member of the TOVP cosmology design team, 
due to the highlighting of the Bhagavatam’s cosmology in the temple’s 
eponymous Vedic Planetarium itself. Before describing this present de-
velopment, let us first have a glimpse at the recent history of the alluvial 
plains where this TOVP project stands. One of the earliest ISKCON devo-
tees to reside in the newly acquired five acres of Mayapura land sold to 
ISKCON by two Muslim farmers in early 1970s, is the New York City-born 
Satadhanya das: 

When we first came here, there was nothing but rice fields. No running 
water, one hand-pump, chopacol, it’s called in Bengali. No electricity – we 
had only kerosene lamps… And because the water from that pump – it was 
even warmer than the (pre-dawn) winter temperature because it got sun-
heat in the ground during the day so when it came out in those early 
morning hours, it was warmer. So that was a good relief. So there was 
nothing. It was like the Wild West… and one of us would stand armed-
guard every night and the guns themselves were the targets of the plunderers 

 
194 John E Carroll (2004) Sustainability and Spirituality, Gary Holthaus 2013 Learning 
Native Wisdom – What Traditional Cultures Teach Us About Subsistence, Sustainability 
and Spirituality, Ulluwishewa, Rohana (2014) Spirituality and sustainable development, 
Dr Satinder Dhiman, Dr Joan Marques (2016) Spirituality and Sustainability – New 
Horizons and Exemplary Approaches .  
195 http://unstats.un.org/sdgs/iaeg-sdgs/ accessed 10/05-’16. 
196 Eck, D. (2012) p. 45. 
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and dacoits so it was a little scary… every once in a while you would see a 
cobra and you became trained not to walk in high grass without looking 
quite vigilantly especially in the monsoon rainy season which would drive 
the snakes out of their hiding places… all the construction workers on this 
first and only construction site at that time, the Lotus Building, were all 
basically from the local Mayapura Muslim villages. And we knew them all by 
name and we were, even though they were the workers, we grew close and 
all kind of relationships came out of it… So that relationship was good plus 
they were economically sustained and as the years grew more buildings 
came up, our presence here as we multiplied so also the pilgrims and 
tourists… And in that way as ISKCON Mayapura grew, so did the local 
economy… So it was a symbiotic growth together.197 

Earlier this year, ISKCON Mayapura completed the construction of the 
superstructure of, what is soon expected to be, the tallest (113 m.) and most 
accommodating (10,000 people at the same time in 56,000 square meters of 
floor space) Hindu temple in the world,198 with a dome diameter of 54.5 
meters. The materials are described as “best quality”,199 such as marble im-
ported from Vietnam and teakwood from Burma.200 The estimated budget is 
$100 million of which $37 has been invested and $20 million more have 
been pledged to the projected completion in 2022. The fund raising com-
mittee headed by Albert Ford/Ambarish dasa, grandson of Henry Ford and 
a disciple of Prabhupada, collects approximately as much internationally as 
from Indian donors.201 This construction has had and continues to have 
great impact on the economic and social development of the greater 
Mayapura community, as Fahy discovered above, for both Hindus and 
Muslims alike. Premavatar Gauranga dasa is the TOVP general manager: 

The brick-layers are locals, benefiting the Mayapura district’s development. 
The laborers are economically challenged people from the local village who 
are getting employment. Including Gammon [TOVP Contracting Firm] and 
ISKCON there are presently at the conclusion of phase 1 [super-structure] 
400 employees. Previously when the big concrete pours on the floors were 

 
197 Interview with Satadhanya dasa at Mayapura, 03/12-’15. 
198 There are other Hindu temples which are larger in terms of the surrounding com-
pounds. 
199 https://tovp.org/art-architecture-design/cast-iron-factory-located-in-kolkata/  
accessed 02/01-’77. 
200 Local Mayapura hardwoods are also used, such as Sal (ear leaf acacia) and Segun 
(teak) for example. 
201 See https://tovp.org/donate/financial-report-2014/ for a financial report from 2014. 
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going 24/7 [a labor-intensive building phase], there were 800 workers. 
Approximately 60-70 % of the workers are locals.202 

Parvata Muni dasa is a manager of the TOVP construction workers: 

I am not very much aware of the religious affiliation of our labor force. 
Basically we can only go by their dress because the Muslims wear blue lan-
gees [lower garment] sometimes… I think they tend to just put their [reli-
gious affiliation] considerations aside. I don’t think they have the concept 
that this is a Hindu thing. We certainly don’t encourage it. We are not sec-
tarian, we treat everybody the same. And we get them to chant Hare Krishna 
as much as possible. We treat them as human beings with as much respect… 
There is no, I have not perceived any animosity between the different fac-
tions, if it is a faction. I know that where I live here, I get to hear the call to 
pray [from the near-by mosque] before I hear the kirtans going on in the 
temple next door. There is that combination which I find quite nice 
actually.203 

It is interesting to note that Muni Dasa states that “we certainly don’t en-
courage it [Hindu affiliation] but in the same train of thought states “[that] 
we get them [all workers, including Muslims] to chant Hare Krishna as 
much as possible.” This juxtaposition implies that the chanting of Hare 
Krishna at Mayapura is not considered to be Hindu, but rather non-deno-
minational. This is in accordance with the sociological observation of Ruby 
Sain who attested above that the popularity of ISKCON Mayapura as a 
secular tourist-attraction is related to this public chanting.204 This neutrality 
can be seen in connection with the enduring charisma of Caitanya, the local 
patron-saint, whose movement has traditionally enfranchised the marginal-
ized.205 As BI headmaster Sanjan Roy phased it, Mayapura’s long-standing 
peaceful coexistence in religious diversity is due to the Mayapura residents 
being “disciples” of Caitanya.206 

 

 
202 Interview 18/01-’16. 
203 Interview 03/12-’16. 
204 See fn. 108. 
205 Rosen, Stephen (2004) “Who is Shri Chaitanya Mahaprabhu?” in Bryant, Edwin F. & 
Ekstrand, Maria (eds.) (2004). The Hare Krishna movement: the postcharismatic fate of a 
religious transplant. New York: Columbia University Press. p. 68. 
206 See footnote 86. 
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Figure 9. TOVP construction (seen from the roof of a near-by four story building) 

The development is not without risks, the greatest of which is, according to 
anthropologist John Fahy, the land itself. Sacred as the land of Mayapura is 
to devotees, it has become subject to what Fahy calls “commoditisation”, 
with “precarious entrepreneurial ventures”207 and speculation-prices compa-
rable to Calcutta. The sanctity of the land is however evident in the second 
largest investment project at Mayapura after the TOVP: the university 
project and the associated research library, a RE land utilization legitimized 
by the direction of ISKCON Mayapura’s founder, Prabhupada. William 
Deadwyler/Ravindra Svarupa dasa recalls: 

[I]n Mayapura in 1976… Prabhupada talked to me about how he wanted to 
start a university in Mayapura. What he described was basically a graduate 
research institution because he wanted to affiliate it with the University of 
Calcutta. He wanted me to go and talk to the people at the University of 
Calcutta about the possibility of affiliating this graduate school… Then 
when I got to Calcutta, they emphasized a big library, a research library… 
Then I said to Prabhupada, “But they want us to have a big library.” And 

 
207 Fahy, J. (2015) p. 3. 
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Prabhupada said, “Oh, we can have a big library, all the books from the four 
[Vaishnava] sampradayas.208 

The hermeneutical stringency Prabhupada stipulated for his followers’ 
parameters for interpreting the Bhagavatam in fidelity with the Caitanya 
Vaisnava tradition does not preclude the inclusivity of Prabhupada’s vision 
for the university with a graduate research institution and library at Maya-
pura. As I write, the Mayapura Administrative Council (MAC) approved an 
allotment of twenty-six acres of land with a value of $ 4–5 million for the 
use of the university.209 The university is in the planning stage but the library 
has already amassed and preserved by digitalization an impressive amount 
of rare books and documents.210  

Monetary/Moral Development 
The monetary investments mentioned above broaches the question: how 
does this economic development at Mayapura accompanying the construc-
tion of the TOVP relate to the moral and ethical development taught in the 
BI RE and the ISKCON Mayapura Bhagavatam classes? The American reli-
gious studies scholar Jonathan Edelmann pointed out in his Hindu theology 
and biology- the Bhagavata Purana and contemporary theory that the main 
speaker of the Bhagavatam begins his presentation (in the Bhagavatam’s 
book 2) with a scathing critique of materialism followed by a rather elabo-
rate description of “the universal form” wherein Vishnu’s body is said to be 
comprised of the visible elements of the cosmos. The rivers are his veins, the 
mountains are his bones, the trees are the hairs on his skin etc. Meditation 
on this imaginary conception is considered a dispensation for those begin-
ners who will gradually promote themselves by this process of intellectual 
acuteness and mental strength from meditating on matter as God’s energies 
to entering into the understanding of bhakti, devotion to God in His per-
sonal feature.211 This matter/spirit-dichotomy/union is the moral education 
strategy behind the TOVP, technically known as acintya-bhedabheda, the 

 
208 William Deadwyler/Ravindra Svarupa dasa: ”On Education in Mayapur” in Memories 
of Vrndavana – 40th anniversary. Email correspondence with Mayapura Masterplan 
Office, 08/01-’16.  
209 Email correspondence May, 2016 with Pranava dasa, Mayapura University planning 
team. 
210 I was given a tour of the Bhaktivedanta Researh Center in Calcutta by staff members 
on March 17th, 2016. See http://brcindia.com/. 
211 Edelmann, J. (2012) p. 132-133. 
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doctrine of inconceivable simultaneous oneness and difference, the parti-
cular contribution of the Chaitanya Vaisnava school of theological thought. 

This meditation on the world, with an attitude of detachment, described 
in antiquity by the Bhagavatam has practical implications as the precursor 
of the concept of “detached engagement”212 in the world adopted in late 
medieval times in the Bhagavatam interpretation of the followers of Chai-
tanya. In Bhaktirasamrita sindu, Rupa Goswami emphasized yukta vairag-
ya, a theological term not easy to translate, but in principle authorizing 
work in the mundane world, provided that activity is favorable for bhakti, 
balanced renunciation.213 According to Ferdinando Sardella, in the late 
colonial period, Bhaktisiddhanta embraced modernity as compatible with 
the renunciation implicit in the sorteriological ambition of the Bhagavatam. 
Bhaktisiddhanta accomplished this by consecrating material equipment, 
such as the printing press, dovetailing the machinery with a spiritual pur-
pose in pursuance of the vision of globalizing the Caitanya cult locked up in 
Sanskrit and Bengali scriptural classics, primarily Bhagavatam, by printing 
in local, vernacular languages. It remains to be seen, in other words, if com-
moditisation or the traditional Caitanya Vaisnavism ideal of selfless utiliza-
tion of material resources characterizes the dynamic TOVP construction. 
The struggle described in Angle 2 between the ideal of the Bhagavatam vs. 
the admitted inability of the community to at least immediately live up to 
the Bhagavatam ideal can be interrelated with the on-going struggle 
between commoditisation vs. yukta vairagya in the progress of the TOVP 
construction in the years to come. Similarly, the quality of the ensuing RE at 
BI, particularly in its treatment of religious diversity described in Angle 1 
can be crucial to the continued coherence of the greater Mayapura com-
munity whose dramatic economic development in stride with the TOVP 

 
212 “When one is not attached to anything but at the same time accepts anything in 
relation to Krishna, one is rightly situated above possessiveness. On the other hand, one 
who rejects everything without knowledge of its relationship to Krishna is not as 
complete in his renunciation.” Bhakti-rasamrita-sindhu 1.2.255-6 by Rupa Goswami 
(1493–1564). Translation by Prabhupada from Bhagavad Gita as it is, chap. 6, verse 10, 
purport. 
213 Compare this with Alfred Schutz (1945) On Multiple Realities pp. 550-551, “epocé of 
the natural attitude”: “What he puts in brackets is the doubt that the world and its 
objects might be otherwise than it appears to him. We propose to call this epoché the 
epoché of the natural attitude.” Quoted on p. 194 in Burén, Ann af (2015). Living 
simultaneity: on religion among semi-secular Swedes. Diss. Göteborg: Göteborgs univer-
sitet, 2015 Available on the Internet: 
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:sh:diva-26801. 
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construction could possibly challenge the delicate balance of the long-
standing peaceful coexistence of the religiously diverse Mayapura resident 
dhamvasis. In the best case, the future will prove that the knowledge cul-
tivated by both the RE at BI and the ISKCON Bhagavatam generates an ideal 
ethos antithetical to the self-centered commoditisation project. 

Pilgrims/tourists 
Another expectation at ISKCON Mayapura and clearly in West Bengal in 
general, is that the tourism at Mayapura, which has steadily increased in 
recent decades, will continue to increase dramatically. Getting off the plane 
in Calcutta’s Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose International Airport, one sees a 
large photo of Prabhupada’s samadhi temple in the arrival hall. The present 
figures for the number of guests/pilgrims/tourists who visit ISKCON Maya-
pura:  

• 60 days with more than 15,000 visitors/day  
• 4,200,000 visitors/year 
• 300,000 visitors (approx.) on Chaitanya’s birthday festival214 

During my recent MFS, I witnessed that the temple management arranged 
that the temple security guards (approximately 20 in number) made a con-
certed effort to reliably estimate the number of people who entered the 
temple each day during the high-visitor week between Christmas day and 
New Year, by requiring each visitor at the temple entrances to pin on a 
cloth badge with a different color cloth each day. It was counted that there 
were no less than 54,000 visitors on Christmas day alone!215 I was grateful 
that there was a well organized crowd-control system inside the temple with 
roped-off temple areas for Western visitors who might (like me) be prone to 
agoraphobia. Diana Eck describes the crowd-intensity at the audience of the 
icon at a similar temple gathering at Krishna’s birthplace Vrindavan: 

Devotees gather in the temple of Radharaman for hours on this holy day, 
standing so tightly packed together that all sense of individual boundaries 
dissolves in a sea of devotion… everyone there has come for the darshan 
[sight] of the newborn Krishna, eager to hold Krishna in his or her own 

 
214 E-mail correspondence with Nanda das at ISKCON Mayapura Masterplan Depart-
ment. 08/01-2016. See footnote 103 above. 
215 Ibid 15/01-2016.  
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gaze. The jostling, elbowing current of the crowd somehow brings each 
person close enough to see to each heart’s satisfaction.216 

The Government of West Bengal’s Department of Tourism website states: 
“Mayapur – claimed by some as the actual birthplace of Sri Chaitanya. The 
ISKCON Temple Complex is a major crowd puller.”217 This is corroborated 
above by sociologist Sain, who confirmed my impression that the tourism 
importance of Mayapura has grown greatly since ISKCON first acquired 
land at Mayapura in 1971. Sain predicted the Mayapura tourism will in-
crease greatly when the TOVP construction is completed218 and “it will be 
one kind of place that you can compare with Vatican City”.219 A survey of 
the visitors who come to Mayapura reveals that only 10 % had extensive 
knowledge of ISKCON prior to visiting Mayapura, 36 % had none and the 
remaining 53 % had only some acquaintance.220 This diverse influx of largely 
first-impression visitors will afford the Mayapura community the oppor-
tunity to integrate tourism with pilgrimage, which may be feasibly accom-
plished by captivating TOVP exhibitions-cum-RE strategies. The TOVP 
website states: 

The centerpiece of the complex is the Vedic Planetarium which provides 
visitors with an enlivening tour of the various regions of the cosmic creation. 
Beginning from the lower planets, pilgrims travel up through the earthly 
realm and then on to the higher planetary systems before passing beyond the 
boundary of the material universe. Within the spiritual realm, visitors view 
the various spiritual planets, before finally arriving at the topmost spiritual 
abode of the Supreme Lord Sri Krishna. The Vedic Planetarium features a 
giant rotating model that demonstrates the movements of the planetary 
systems as described in sacred texts such as the Srimad-Bhagavatam. 
Explanations and displays are also presented that describe how these move-
ments correspond to the visible universe of our experience.221 

 
216 Eck, D. (2012) p. 347. 
217 http://www.wbtourism.gov.in/guest/ltmVVR1RzdXYX1EeRxGaa5UVahlVB1TP  
accessed 06/05-’16. 
218 The inauguration of the TOVP is presently expected to be 2022. 
219 Interview with religion sociologist Ruby Sain 18/03-’16 Calcutta. 
220 Correspondence 15/01-2016 with ISKCON Masterplan Office. 
221 https://tovp.org/a-landmark-spiritual-project-of-universal-significance/  
accessed 06/05-’16. 
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Cosmology 
This last sentence is a large claim. There are scholarly ISKCON scientist-
devotees who have written rigorous mathematical studies to correlate as-
pects of the puranic cosmology with modern astronomy.222 There are also 
scientifically minded critics of such studies who call them “Reactionary 
Modernism”223 and “Inverted Orientalism”224 etc. There are many unans-
wered questions.225 To illustrate how some ISKCON devotees deal with this 
discrepancy between the Bhagavatam and what we see, during my MFS in 
Mayapura, I heard a discussion during the question and answer period at 
the end of the Bhagavatam class on January 16th on book 6, chapter 19, 
verses 10–13. An attendee told the speaker that when he recently flew from 
China to India (known as Bharata-varsa in antiquity, see Figure 6), he saw 
only the eight kilometer high Himalayas but not the much higher golden 
Mount Meru, described in the Bhagavatam.  

 

 
Figure 10. 

 
222 Edelmann, J (2012), Tapovanicari, S (2007), Thompson, R (2000), Thompson, R. (1989).  
223 Nanda, M. (2003). 
224 Zeller, B. (2011). 
225This debate between the cosmology of the Puranas and empirical observation is not 
merely an East/West polemic, but has been debated in India for centuries: “A critical 
reinterpretation of the Bhagavata in the light of Western science is a project that has not 
yet begun, but there is a large body of literature ranging from approximately AD 500 to 
1900 that examined the contradictions between the cosmology of the Puranas and 
Indian astronomical sciences contained in the Siddhantas, Jyotihsastras and Tantras.” 
Edelmann, J. (2012) p. 177. 
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The speaker answered that the Bhagavatam teaches (as mentioned in Angle 
2 above) that there are three pramanas, knowledge-generating sources: 
direct perception pratyaksya, inference anumana and testimony sabdha. 
Caitanya Vaishnavas accept all three but rely on sabdha, the infallible 
version of the Vedas, as primary, he explained. Caitanya Vaisnavas do not 
deny, even when the empiric evidence contradicts sabdha, what they see – 
such a denial of empiric evidence would, in that case, be the mistake of 
mayavadism – the teaching that the world is illusion. Caitanya Vaisnavas 
regard the world as real, Krishna’s external energy in the form of matter. 
Since Krishna is true, his energy, even matter, is also true, albeit temporary, 
the Bhagavatam speaker argued. As described in Angle 2, the Vaisnava 
presumption here again is that “there can be no cognition without recog-
nition or knowledge without acknowledgment”.226 The pedagogy of the 
Bhagavatam is not dependant merely on IQ therefore, but is also considered 
at ISKCON Mayapura to be intrinsically related to the cultivation of charac-
ter, the prerequisite for realized (applied) knowledge in everyday life prac-
tices of truthfulness, cleanliness, self-restraint, kindness etc.  

How then does the Bhagavatam practically answer the question where 
Mount Meru is to be seen? The Bhagavatam speaker asserted that devotees 
put the question of the mapping of Mount Meru’s exact position “in 
brackets”.227 It is there, but we do not know how or where at the present 
time, which might be called faithful agnosticism. Many PhD dissertations 
need to be written in due course on these questions, he concluded. 

Geography 
One skeptic calls this “hyper-scientistic hubris”.228 India is shaped none-
theless, according to Diana Eck, since at least two thousand years by an 
“extensive and intricate interrelationship of geography and mythology” 
more than the political power of kings (or now democratic governments). 
The idea of the nation-state is much newer than this age-old identification 
with India’s sacred geography.  

 
226 Quoting William Deadwyler/Ravindra Svarupa dasa. See footnote 160. 
227 This can be compared to the 1817 Lyrical Ballads in which Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s 
poetical “suspension of disbelief” appeared and later at the turn of the century to 
Edmund Husserl’s phenomenological epoché further pursued in the 20th century by 
Hans-Georg Gadamer, Mircea Eliade et al. 
228 Nanda, M. (2003) p. 70. 
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For students of religion, impressed with the lavish Hindu mythic imagina-
tion, it is remarkable to discover that when the focus moves from the fabled 
Mount Meru and the encircling seas of milk, wine, and yoghurt to the 
features of the land of India, mythology becomes grounded in what one 
would have to call “real” geography.229 

Eck explains that the pilgrims from all corners of India have traversed the 
sub-continent since time immemorial with the conviction that the geo-
graphically diverse holy places are grafted onto one another. Mayapura is 
considered to contain for example the 1,300 km distant Vrindavan and vice 
versa. Similarly, many of India’s holy places are regarded by the pious as 
representations of far-off pilgrimage places forming a geographical/mytho-
logical graphing of interrelatedness. This complex is the Bhagavatam’s 
sacralization of the cosmos, presently highlighted in Mayapura by the 
TOVP’s massive construction. This telos of puranic cosmology is for Eck “a 
fascinating view of the universe”230 due to its complicated, pluralistic and 
non-ethnocentric world conception where “Hindus have envisioned a uni-
verse that neither threatens them nor invites conquest”.231 This cosmology is 
seamlessly interwoven with ancient India’s remarkable sense of “real” geo-
graphy, traversed still to this day, as Eck accounts, by countless pilgrims 
who wander (and have wandered since antiquity) the innumerable holy 
places throughout the Indian subcontinent: 

This book [India – a Sacred Geography] investigates a particular idea of 
India that is shaped not by the modern notion of a nation-state, but by the 
extensive and intricate interrelationship of geography and mythology… 
Myths tell the tale of our deepest and most resonant human questions about 
life and death, our human experience and our glimpses of transcendence.232 

This both/and, mythology/geography Hindu simultaneity can be contrasted 
to the Swedish scholar of religions David Thurfjell’s “Lutheran logo-
centrism”233 either/or concept in his analysis of the Swedish/Finnish Kaale 
Romani community vis-á-vis the mainstream, hegemonic Swedish dis-
course – Lutheran logo-centrism – which Thurfjell describes as having, 

 
229 Ibid. p. 69.  
230 Eck, D. (2012) p. 115. 
231 Ibid. p. 118. 
232 Ibid. p. 45.  
233 Thurfjell D. (2013) p. 189. 
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“[l]ittle understanding of a system in which a clear differentiation between 
articulated ideals and real life practices is acknowledged”.234 Despite this 
European pedantry analyzed by Thurfjell, the RE represented by the TOVP 
when completed is nonetheless a potential attraction of interest for both the 
masses of tourists/pilgrims expected to visit the TOVP, the “Tirupati of the 
East”,235 as well as for international religious studies scholars. 

Sustainability 
Closer to earth, the SMVS has in recent decades developed as a secular 
NGO initiative which “brings together nearly 20 years experience in relief 
and charity in the area of Mayapur”.236 This includes medical care, flood 
relief and education which is described as one of the five organizational 
goals in the SMVS mission statement:237 “Model village primary school and 
non-formal education programs in three villages” The SMVS has had also 
an SCDI project which aims to 

contribute to development that better meet the needs and priorities of low 
income groups, promotes sustainable development and ensures more accoun-
table and effective public institutions… One common feature of this project is 
that local people will decide together what is important to them and agreeing 
how best to measure whether things are getting better or worse… with their 
own set of priorities and remedial measures and thereby be able to define 
participatory development paradigm. 

The concept of Sustainable Development Indicators is well established in 
the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. It is a local 
Mayapura innovation to apply that concept to Mayapura community de-
velopment. The inspiration for this initiative of applying SDI’s to Mayapura 
community comes from the United Kingdom’s DFID which piloted the 
CSDI238 concept both home and abroad.239 The Mayapura SMVS tailored this 
 
234 ibid. p. 74. 
235 When I was given a tour of the construction site by a TOVP guide, I heard that a 
South Indian pilgrim made the prediction that the completed TOVP would be called 
this. Tirupati in the South Indian state of Tamil Nadu is one the most popular Hindu 
temples with 18.25 million visitors annually. See: 
http://www.travelandleisure.com/slideshows/worlds-most-visited-sacred-sites/5 
accessed 19/07-2016.  
236 See Appendix 3: SMVS description obtained from ISKCON Mayapura Masterplan 
vision-team 10/12-2015. 
237 See Appendix 3. 
238 See Appendix 4. 
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British DFID project to their Navadvipa/Krishnanagar area community with 
the aim of executing a six step action plan.240 This essay about the Mayapura 
community RE’s suitability as a CSDI is a contribution to SMVS’s educa-
tional development aim.  

This CSDI project is in line with the Swedish Parliament’s 2003 global 
development policy PGU (Politik för global utveckling) in that the SMVS 
goal was by the CSDI project to define development from the viewpoint of 
the local community. The Paris Declaration and the Swedish PGU develop-
ment policy appreciate subsidiarity, i.e. local agency and responsibility as an 
essential element for effective development cooperation. The locally con-
structed concept of community development assumes that economic trans-
parency and environmental awareness are contingent on the development 
of the local population’s identification with the community, dhamvasis both 
Hindu and Muslim as noted above. Mayapura has a long-standing history 
of peaceful coexistence between Hindus and Muslims and in recent decades, 
with the arrival of ISKCON, the diversity of the Mayapura community is 
expanded to include over ninety nationalities.241 The presupposition of the 
local Mayapura community sustainable development ambition is the 
interrelatedness of community-values, environmental responsibility and 
spirituality. This is explained by Stephen Raisz/Pancaratna Dasa, a member 
of the ISKCON Mayapura Masterplan vision team: 

The basic concept is this: sustainability depends on values. Without placing 
value on the future, valuing the world that we won’t see because we are gone, 
without placing value on the society that we leave behind, then there is no 
impetus for sustainability. The opposite of sustainability is exploitation – 
taking from today without thought for tomorrow. So how do we get those 
values that turn us away from the drive to satisfy our immediate sensual 
needs to go to a higher level of happiness and vision? The spiritual teachings 
of the world have always guided us in that direction. When a community 
lacks spiritual values, it will often reflect in their inability to adopt sustain-
able practices. So there is a direct connection… So if we are going to see that 
spirituality is an impetus [for] and also a result [of sustainability] then it is 

 
239 The New Economics Foundation’s “Communities Count!” describes the LITMUS 
project (local indicators to monitor urban sustainability): 
http://www.neweconomics.org/publications/entry/communities-count-the-litmus-test 
accessed 19/07-2016. 
240 See Appendix 4. 
241 This figure is quoted from the ISKCON Mayapura Masterplan Office, which cooper-
ates with the local Foreigner Registration Office under the auspices of the Indian Go-
vernment Bureau of Immigration.  
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natural that measuring spirituality is a good way to progress toward sus-
tainability.242 

The challenge for developmental cooperation is to measure the quality of 
the specific aid programs, according Sida Partnership Forum’s Grimur 
Magnusson, who quotes the 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness.243 
Since spirituality is traditionally and at present understood locally at Maya-
pura as intertwined with community identity and sustainable development, 
it is feasible, if not essential, to consider RE as a fruitful CSDI. 

Education 
Since education is considered “critical” as a community development 
indicator in the UN document above, the religious diversity at Mayapura 
argues for the importance of RE as an CSDI. The ISKCON Mayapura 
supported Sri Mayapura Project Development Committee (successor to 
SMVS) produced in 1997 a paper Promoting Sustainable Development in the 
Region of Mayapura presenting a sophisticated master plan with a five-
pronged program: 

• Involve as many people and organizations as is possible in thinking 
about and planning for and contributing to the future of the local 
community in developing the Mayapura project 

• Define local sustainability in Mayapura in understandable and 
exciting language  

• Work in partnerships where appropriate  
• Encourage local government, businesses and community to develop 

their own action towards sustainability 
• Find practical and meaningful ways to monitor progress toward 

local sustainability 

In pursuance of especially, but not exclusively, the last program-prong 
mentioned above, education is considered important. The paper highlights 
education: 

The emphasis in Mayapura will therefore be on providing good educational 
opportunities for all its citizens. This will be implemented both through 
formal educational establishments – schools, colleges, and a university – and 

 
242 Conversation Mayapura 23/01-2016. 
243 Sida Partnership Forum MFS preparatory course (15R 17-19 August, 2015). 
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other learning opportunities through social and cultural activities, training 
etc. Effective education and vocational training will ensure that Mayapura 
residents are equipped for a career and have the skills to develop and 
maintain the community and its assets. As a model for a sustainable com-
munity, Mayapura will provide a valuable direct educational experience, 
both to its own citizens and to visitors or students from elsewhere.  

This last sentence is noteworthy. With Mayapura’s unique international 
diversity coupled with its long, local history of peaceful religious coexis-
tence and its present dynamic development as a pilgrim/tourist attraction, 
Mayapura arguably has potential to be a role model for the countless, rural 
pilgrimage sites in India. The local Mayapura development committee as 
stated above is in agreement with the UN emphasis on the importance of 
education for sustainable community development. Since development at 
Mayapura is intimately linked with Mayapura’s religious diversity and 
Chaitanya Vaishnava heritage as a pilgrimage place attraction, I asked 
Mayapura Masterplan member, Stephen Raisz, if RE, such as the daily 
Bhagavatam class, could be a viable indicator at Mayapura for sustainable 
community development? Raisz stated:  

[W]hen communities create their own set of indicators, as opposed to 
external agencies, based on things that they are familiar with and experience 
or see on a daily basis, they are able to create their own understanding of the 
state of their environment… In this way, the [ISKCON Mayapura] com-
munity could use attendance at the Bhagavatam class as an indicator of the 
spiritual health of the community which also influences sustainable develop-
ment … another more direct indicator might be the number of times envi-
ronmental issues or values related to sustainability are communicated 
through the class.  

Raisz uses the term spiritual and so it may be questioned if our focus on RE 
can be considered synonymous. Nonetheless, Raisz specifically mentions 
the suggestion that the daily Mayapura Bhagavatam class could be utilized 
as a CSDI. This locally defined measurement system would be in line with 
the Swedish PGU’s subsidiarity guideline for empowerment of the self-
defined criterions for developing communities. As for Raisz’ suggestion that 
a direct indicator of sustainability in the daily Bhagavatam class “might be 
the number of times environmental issues or values related to sustainability 
are communicated through the class”: One Bhagavatam speaker, Devamrita 
Swami, a member of ISKCON’s international management board, GBC, 
emphasized environmental issues during his well-attended class on March 3 
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on book 7, chapter 2, verses 9–10. Many of the other Bhagavatam speakers I 
heard spoke of cows and their protection in goshalas (non-violent dairy 
farms). This agrarian policy is believed to have major implications for en-
vironmental issues. A further study of the implicit references in the Bhaga-
vatam to environment/sustainability issues would clearly be in order here. 

Community 
To compare the current RE at BI as a public school with historical Caitanya 
Vaisnava socio-religious structures, let us consider that Joseph O’Connell 
has argued in his 1993 Religious Movements and Social Structures that  

… it would seem that one major contribution of Chaitanya’s bhakti move-
ment to a pluralistic, yet relatively integrated, and somewhat secular medie-
val Bengali society was the withdrawal of sacredness from ascribed 
paradigms of social, political or occupational organization.244 

O’Connell points out that at the time of Caitanya in the early 16th century, 
“For four hundred years, non-Hindus had ruled Bengal and the future 
looked no different.”245 The caste system then was for the Chaitanya Vais-
navas as well as other Hindus practically obsolete in terms of ruling by a 
Hindu king. Caitanya Vaisnavas developed in response what O’Connell 
calls a “two-faced or two-tiered stance toward social relationships”246 where 
devotional relationships and dealings were distinguished from the public 
sphere of ordinary everyday life – laukika – secularism in the sense of 
neutrality in a public realm of religious plurality. This neutral attitude on 
the part of Chaitanya Vaisnavas toward civic structures facilitated inte-
gration. The apparently peaceful coexistence of Hindu and Muslim students 
today at BI has, in that sense, a historical precedent.  

The transmission of Caitanya Vaisnavism was achieved, according to 
O’Connell by what he calls “soft symbolic institutions”247 in which the ethos 
or “value-orientation” was preserved and transmitted not by “hard” cen-
tralized institutions which controlled political and economic resources but 
rather by diffuse local gatherings, voluntary in nature where the commu-
nity’s cherished ideal of devotional service to Krishna was enhanced by a 

 
244 O’Connell, J. (1993) p. 27. 
245 Ibid. p. 24. 
246 Ibid. p. 23. 
247 O’Connell, J. (1999) p. 216. 
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variety of practices such as the study of Bhagavatam and other scriptures, 
devotional festivals, icon worship in temples, as well as rigorous individual 
engagements in processes of spiritual practice (sadhana) in a disciplined 
program. The concept of BI Headmaster Sanjan Roy mentioned in Angle 1 
that he considers even the BI Muslim students as “disciples” of Chaitanya 
can be understood in O’Connell’s “soft” sense and this might even include 
the many ISKCON Bhagavatam attendees, especially those who undergo 
diksya “second birth” initiation at Mayapura. This is what O’Connell calls 
“soft” institutions consisting of educational and pastoral practices where RE 
plays an important role, and which have been remarkably successful in 
transmitting the value-orientation of the time of Chaitanya down through 
the colonial period to the present Chaitanya Vaisnava communities in India 
and, as of the last half a century, around the world. For this reason, we can 
surmise that the daily reading of the Bhagavatam has at least an indirect 
impact on the busy ISKCON Mayapura residents who do not regularly 
attend the class.  

Regarding the colonial period, the tendency of the BI founder Bhaktisid-
dhanta was to avoid confrontation with the British regime following the 
example of his father, Bhaktivinode.248 Bhaktisiddhanta received John 
Andersson, the governor of Bengal at Mayapura in 1935,249 for example, im-
plying that Bhaktisiddhanta could integrate his Caitanya Vaisnava practices 
and ideology with the dominating current of the public sphere in his late 
colonial period, an ambivalence which gives a relevant perspective for our 
question of RE as a SCDI at Mayapura, in the context of the West Bengal 
secular state government.  

Conclusion 
This Angle 3 discussed the conspicuous absence of RE in the international 
development discourse. It viewed the Caitanya Vaisnava historical context 
as the background for the present dynamic development at Mayapura and 
the challenges that transformation poses for the long-standing peaceful 
religious diversity at Mayapura with the risk of commoditization of the sacred 
land. The mythological geography of pilgrimage in India was evinced in the 
rising TOVP and the prospect of combined tourism and RE were discussed. 
The two-tiered socio-religious Vaisnava attitude as secular neutrality was 
 
248 Bhaktivinode was a magistrate under the British Raj, aside from his prodigious 
writing for the revitalization of Chaitanya Vaisnavism in his free-time. 
249 Sardella, F. (2013) pp. 156 & 285. 
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briefly addressed. Angle 3 also discussed the Mayapura community’s possi-
bility of continuing its positive diversity in the light of the RE practices at BI 
and the ISKCON Mayapura daily Bhagavatam class, when these public and 
private RE practices are employed as SCDI.  

Future Research 
More research is called for. Historically, Prabhupada’s predecessors like 
Bhaktisiddhanta and Bhaktivinode cooperated with the British Raj but 
some of their contempory Chaitanya Vaishnavas were political activists for 
independence. Was recent Mayapura history politically charged or a “para-
dox of bhakti as inducing a Hindu form of secularity”250 as O’Connell 
portrayed the pre-colonial Chaitanya Vaisnava situation? And ISKCON 
Mayapura was largely ignored by the West Bengal government during the 
CPI rule of West Bengal from 1977 to 2011. How is ISKCON Mayapura’s 
relation today with the state government when the ISKCON-friendly BJP is 
in power nationally and the West Bengal Tourist Department recognizes 
ISKCON Mayapura as “major crowd-puller”? What is the general unders-
tanding of dhamvasi at Mayapura in regard to the large Muslim minority 
and international ISKCON Mayapura residents? To what extent are the BI 
RE textbook chapters about Haridas, Chand Kazi and Caitanya’s encounter 
with the Muslim Pathans included in the BI RE curriculum to accom-
modate the needs, interests and concerns of the Muslim students? How 
sustainably does Mayapura integrate the physical development of the 
economy and the moral development of Mayapura’s status as a dham, 
essential for the coherence of the community, as indicated by the RE prac-
tices in this essay? What are the other RE practices at ISKCON Mayapura, 
aside from the daily Bhagavatam class? How does the hermeneutics of the 
ISKCON Mayapura Bhagavatam speakers adhere (or deviate) from the 
traditional Caitanya Vaisnava tradition and the guidelines prescribed by 
Prabhupada? How often are environmental/sustainability issues explicitly 
or implicitly broached in the daily ISKCON Mayapura Bhagavatam class? 
What indications are there that ISKCON Mayapura sets a precedent for the 
countless pilgrimage places in India? Much research is needed. 

 
250 O’Connell, J. (1993) p. 24. 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, we find that the positive attitudes of a large percentage of the 
BI students, both Hindu and Muslim, toward religious diversity indicate the 
relevance of RE as a CSDI. This was evinced by implementing the Nordic-
designed CARDIPS religious diversity survey which proved to be, to a large 
extent, understandable in a Bengali translation to the BI students. The co-
hesive community influence of the inclusive resident-of-the-holy-land-of-
Mayapura designation, dhamvasi, is connected to the continued charisma 
of Caitanya, as patron of both Vaisnava and of the Muslim Mayapura resi-
dents. This religiously diverse Mayapura dhamvasi cohesion is explicit in 
the mutual Hindu/Muslim veneration for the tomb of the Chand Kazi and 
when the BI student’s learning of the Haridasa and Chanda Kasi dialogue 
chapters of the BI RE textbook are elicited. The mutual Hindu/Muslim 
interest in economic development at Mayapura in conjunction with the 
construction of the TOVP is tangible motivation for cooperation and 
mutual respect. It is far from clear that this dhamvasi designation used 
internally in reference to both Vaisnava and Muslim Mayapura neighbors 
inclusively can be equated with the Hindu communalistic jargon of the RSS 
et al. In Angle 2, the ISKCON Mayapura daily Bhagavatam class was found 
to be potentially a pervasive influence on the diverse community at 
ISKCON Mayapura in that the main topics of the discourse emphasize 
knowledge which is realized by its implementation in the ethos of the daily 
life of the community. The ISKCON Mayapura community is challenged to 
be the heir of a tradition of soft-symbolic means of institutionalization and 
at present is faced with the starkly contrasting task of governing a rapidly-
growing city. The Bhagavatam has wider impact on the development of the 
greater Mayapura community by its manifestation in the form of the TOVP 
which has provided meaningful economic and sociological engagement 
opportunities to the entire Mayapura region and is expected to steadily 
increase in attracting pilgrims and tourists. In Angle 3, sustainable develop-
ment was described as a priority aim of foreign aid and effectiveness, ideally 
to be measured by local standards and concepts, in accordance with the 
international development discourse emphasis on the principle of sub-
sidiarity. The innovative application of SDI to the Mayapura community 
development is a specific contribution to the international development 
discourse by the local Mayapura SMVS and its successor, The Mayapura 
Masterplan Office. That concept is described by the local Mayapura de-
velopment association, SMVS, themselves and is seen in Appendix 3 of this 
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essay, inspired by the UK’s DFID guidelines seen in Appendix 4. Mayapura 
has exhibited community diversity traditionally and in recent decades more 
than ever, with the arrival of international residents in the form of ISKCON. 
Community cohesiveness is intertwined at Mayapura with spirituality and 
environmental responsibility which indicates that education, specifically 
RE, cannot be overlooked as an indicator of sustainable community de-
velopment. This RE importance for the Mayapura community is in contrast 
to the present international development discourse, where RE appears to be 
conspicuous by its absence, notwithstanding the international development 
discourse emphasis on education in general. In this regard, the Mayapura 
SCDI project is potentially a prototype for developing countries around the 
world and specifically for the countless rural Indian pilgrimage sites of 
traditional and present-day importance which now increasingly consist of 
religiously and nationality-wise diverse communities. The RE function of 
the cosmology displays at the TOVP are suggested in Angle 3 as a prospect 
of legitimate economic and cultural development by combining tourism 
and RE by means of the teachings of the Bhagavatam in entertaining 
cosmological displays. This locally based vision and enthusiasm was de-
scribed to be in line with the development discourse of GPU and the Paris 
Declaration etc. where education is evaluated as critically important. It was 
found that RE, at least at Mayapura, is an important element in education in 
regard to sustainable development. In line with international development 
discourse, it was found that CSDI at Mayapura are defined by the locally 
perceived evaluation of the uniqueness of the popularly perceived 
sacredness of the Mayapura land, challenged as it presently is by com-
moditization, connected as Mayapura’s mythological geography inextrica-
bly is with the pervasive and enduring charisma of Chaitanya. Caitanya’s 
charismatic leadership, traditionally symbolic and non-institutional in its 
transmission, was found to be reformed and revived to fit modernity in the 
West Bengal context in the last century by Prabhupada and his predecessors 
Bhaktisiddhanta, and his father Bhaktivinode, who envisioned the 
globalization of Caitanya Vaisnavism in the institutional form of ISKCON 
and its localization in the form of the Mayapura community development.  
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Appendix 1 – CARDIPS survey at BI result 

Table 1: NINTH GRADE - 124 Students 

Question Level %Total 

13Y 18.64% 

14Y 50.00% 

Age 

15Y 23.73% 

F 54.84% Gender 

M 45.16% 

India 98.36% 

Bangladesh 0.82% 

Birth Country 

Other 0.82% 

Bengali 97.56% 

Hindi 0.81% 

Language at Home 

Other 1.63% 

Hindu 84.68% 

Muslim 13.71% 

Christian 0.81% 

non-religious 0.00% 

No Religion 0.81% 

Family Religion 

other 0.00% 

No 48.67% Learnt mantra, prayer etc. at 
Home 

Yes 51.33% 
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Not at all important 6.73% 

Not particularly important 11.54% 

Neither important nor unimportant 6.73% 

Rather important 6.73% 

Importance of Religion in 
your family 

Very important 68.27% 

Not at all important 1.79% 

Not particularly important 10.71% 

Neither important nor unimportant 7.14% 

Rather important 3.57% 

Importance of Religion for 
YOU 

Very important 76.79% 

I never take part 31.03% 

 I take part once in a while 37.93% 

Do you attend religious 
program outside the school 

I often take part 31.03% 

Hindu 50.41% 

Muslim 16.53% 

Christian 0.00% 

Another religion 1.65% 

Religion of your Friends 

don’t know my friends’ religion 0.00% 

Smiley 1 0.94% 

Smiley 2 4.72% 

Smiley 3 8.49% 

Smiley 4 83.02% 

What do you think about your 
friends from other religion 

Smiley 5 2.83% 

Mother 52.14% 

Father 8.55% 

maternal grandparents 0.00% 

paternal grandparents 0.00% 

To whom do you talk when 
you face any problem? 

friends 11.11% 
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Teacher 3.42% 

Somebody who works at my temple, 
mosque, church or the like 

0.00% 

Somebody else; namely 1.71% 

with no body 0.00% 

i do not know 0.00% 

Mother 25.81% 

Father 14.52% 

maternal grandparents 13.71% 

paternal grandparents 1.61% 

friends 8.87% 

Teacher 3.23% 

Somebody who works at my temple, 
mosque, church or the like 

4.03% 

Somebody else; namely 0.81% 

with no body 2.42% 

To whom do you speak about 
religion? 

i do not know 1.61% 

No, never 35.24% 

Yes, a couple of times 37.14% 

Did you ever face 
problem/bullying? 

Yes, often 26.67% 

No, never 50.50% 

Yes, a couple of times 30.69% 

Did any of your fellow 
students face 
problem/bullying for religion? 

Yes, often 18.81% 

No, never 50.98% 

Yes, a couple of times 24.51% 

Do your friends outside 
school have the similar 
attitude towards religion like 
you? Yes, often 24.51% 

Do your friends at school have 
the similar attitude towards 
religion like you? 

No 23.89% 

  yes 53.98% 
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  Don't Know 22.12% 

No 61.79% 

yes 28.46% 

Do you have anybody in your 
family who follows another 
religion? 

Don't Know 9.76% 

No 50.41% 

yes 26.45% 

Do your parents have 
different opinions than you 
about religion? 

Don't Know 23.14% 

No 16.67% 

yes 79.17% 

Do you stay together with 
friends from other religions at 
school? 

Don't Know 4.17% 

No 33.61% 

yes 42.86% 

Do you believe that religion is 
real or only fairy tales? 

Don't Know 23.53% 

No 33.05% 

yes 32.20% 

Are your friends' opinions 
towards religion  important to 
you? 

Don't Know 34.75% 

No 44.74% 

yes 29.82% 

Can you share your opinion 
freely about religion to your 
friends at school? 

Don't Know 25.44% 

No 35.90% 

yes 49.57% 

Do you like speaking about 
religion? Does it attract you? 

Don't Know 14.53% 

No 16.38% 

yes 72.41% 

Do you agree that respecting 
others religion will make the 
school a better place? 

Don't Know 11.21% 
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Appendix 2 – Recurrent Themes in the ISKCON 
Bhagavatam Classes and Categorization 

Below I list the ten categories I developed of the recurring themes in the 
daily Bhagavatam class and some samples of the themes in each category. 

 
• Ethics – behaving equally toward others, moral virtue, description of a 

good devotee/good person, impartiality, regulative principles 
• Theology – revelation, Krishna, Lord Chaitanya, Supersoul, religion, 

Krishna consciousness, transcendence, fall of the jiva  
• Philosophy – ontological analysis, epistemology, normative proposi-

tions, critique of mundane scholarship, qualifications of the Bhagava-
tam speaker 

• Psychology – internal balance, mental functioning, attitude, identity, 
detachment  

• Sociology/Anthropology – genealogy, community, egalitarianism, group-
ing in family and teams, classes, varnashrama, enfranchisement/ 
exclusion of the marginalized 

• Politics – Hindu, Western, institutional establishment 
• Devotional Service – pastoral guidance, ideals, spiritual attachments, 

surrender, regulated pious practice, love/inspiration, warning for pit-
falls, obedience, loyalty 

• Indology – Vedic characters and histories, medieval Bengali narratives 
• Literature – poetic appreciation, linguistic devises, Bhagavatam overviews 
• Miscellaneous – science critique, specific environmental issues  
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Appendix 3 – Sri Mayapur Vikas Sangha – CSDI Project 

The Sri Mayapur Vikas Sangha (SMVS) is a secular, registered non-govern-
ment development organisation operating in the area of Sri Mayapur, 
District Nadia, West Bengal. SMVS brings together nearly 20 years experi-
ence in relief and charity in the area of Mayapur. 

Nadia District is one of the least developed districts of the state ranking 
near the bottom on most indicators. Sri Mayapur itself is a rural settlement 
in the Nabadwip Block of the district, about 105 km north of Calcutta. 
SMVS currently operates projects involving health, education and sustaina-
ble livelihoods in three gram panchayats consisting of about 30 villages with 
60,000 people. These projects include :  

 
• Comprehensive Reproductive and Child Health (RCH) case ma-

nagement for 20 villages involving 14 village health workers. 
• Ambulance service serving two panchayats. 
• Health outpost clinics in ten villages. 
• Promotion and capacity building for self-help groups (over 40 

groups now operating in the area) supported by NABARD. 
• Model village primary school and non-formal education program-

mes in three villages. 

All of these programmes some degree of financial participation by the 
communities they serve as well as development of village based develop-
ment groups like Mahila Mandals. 

SMVS is also involved in capacity building of urban communities in 
Nabadwip and Swaroopganj areas through a research project to evolve 
methodologies based on communities establishing their own indicators of 
sustainable development. 

 
Community Sustainable Development Indicators Project (CSDI) is de-
signed to test the hypothesis that CSDIs can, when properly implemented, 
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contribute to development that better meet the needs and priorities of low 
income groups, promotes sustainable development and ensures more 
accountable and effective public institutions. CSDIs provide a vehicle for 
people to contribute to and benefit from mutual support, ideas and skill 
sharing, partnership working and opportunities to build strategic influence 
from the grassroots. Sustainable development is a collective process which 
includes all sections of the society – community groups, business commu-
nity, the voluntary sector, the government sector, ethnic minorities etc. and 
using their talents, resources, expertise and enthusiasm. Thus, there is 
strong emphasis on decentralised networking, self-help and personal deve-
lopment. 

An indicator is simply a measure, generally numeric in form, and typ-
ically presented in a graphic way. Indicators are primarily intended to con-
tribute to an assessment of sustainable development in the community… 
Some will help to galvanise political commitment; some are useful in 
monitoring and managing change; while others may be best at stimulating 
public participation.  

CSDI Project is an excellent starting point for engaging the community, 
developing partnership and identifying local social, economic and environ-
mental priorities. The consultation process is designed to involve as many 
groups as possible. Consequently, the poor, women, young people, the elderly 
and the more disadvantaged are given an opportunity to express their issues 
alongside representatives of local government, the business community, re-
ligious organisation and other influential groups. The partnerships developed, 
as part of the indicators project, will act as the basis of practical solutions to 
local priorities identified. The project will involve small teams of co-or-
dinators including people from the local community. They will complement 
and strengthen the existing community infrastructure. 

If the ultimate objective is to sustain the process of development, it 
would be imperative to create spaces for the communities wherein they can 
intervene into the process of development with their own set of priorities 
and remedial measures and thereby be able to define participatory develop-
ment paradigm. One common feature of this project is that local people will 
decide together what is important to them and agreeing how best to 
measure whether things are getting better or worse. The result increase 
awareness of problems and opportunities and help build agreement about 
what should be done. It has been found that being armed with the facts 
enables people to  
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• participate in their communities, 
• strengthen their arguments, 
• build capacities. 

When local people find their voice, they literally make communities count ! 
The team understood that Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) is a 

methodology for interacting with communities, understanding them and 
learning from them. Also that it involves a set of principles, a process of 
communication and a menu of methods for seeking peoples participation in 
putting forward their points of view about any issue and enabling them to 
do their own analysis with a view to make use of such learning. It initialises 
a participatory process and sustains it. Its principles and the menu of 
methods helps in organising participation. 
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Appendix 4 – Community Sustainable Development 
Indicators Project  

In recent years, a large number of communities in the U.K. have found that 
talking about what is really important to the members of their communities 
and setting a system of indicators to determine whether things are getting 
better or worse has often been the catalyst for positive action both amongst 
their communities and the various “powers that be“ that influence their 
communities.  

The Community Sustainable Development Indicators (CSDI) project 
will seek to discover to what extent this approach can be adopted in urban 
India. 

Sri Mayapur Vikas Sangha (SMVS) will participate in the CSDI project, 
funded by DFID as an implementing agency, working under the direct 
guidance of Society for Development Studies (SDS) as well as Environ (U.K.). 

Scope of Work 

Based on the book “Communities Count!” from the New Economics 
Foundation, we have prepared an outline of the basic steps to be taken in 
this project.  

Preparatory stage 

Community Identification 
Prior to beginning the process, SMVS will first undertake an assessment of 
the urban areas (Nabadwip and Krishnanagar) that fall within its overall 
project area. Based on this assessment three separate communities with 
about two hundred households each will be chosen for the study. These 
communities will be chosen on the following criteria:  
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1. They fall within a clearly urban area ( defined as having a population of 
more than five thousand of which at least 75 percent of workers are 
engaged in non farm occupations).  

2. The majority of the community are living close to or below the poverty 
line and can be classified as poor according to SMVS indicators.  

3. Each of the communities should have a distinct occupation profile 
falling into one of these three categories:  

Service (like construction workers) 
Manufacturing (like potters) 
Contract Labor (like weavers who do piece work) 

At least one of the communities should have a majority of Muslim popu-
lation.  

During this phase initial meetings will be held with key influential per-
sons to both appraise them of the project and get their “ blessings “ as well 
as to explore the ways in which they may participate in the process.  

Surveys 
The next step in the preliminary phase is to conduct the base line survey of 
each community. SDS will suggest the formats and survey parameters which 
will be carried out by SMVS field staff. These field staff will be selected from 
the communities in which the project is operating and will continue to work 
with the project as it is implemented to assist in facilitating the process.  

Action Plan 

From this point the project will attempt to follow the “step by step guide” 
which is outlined by the New Economics Foundation in their book. 

Step 1 – Getting started 

The most critical stage of the work is the first step – the formation of the 
group that will actually meet to discuss the issues and draw up the indi-
cators. In order to make this group as effective as possible we suggest a two 
step process. In the first stage a general meeting of the community would be 
organized to get input from every concerned member. The communities 
would then select representatives with help from the SMVS to insure the 
best possible representation and a good working group. The group should 
also include an SMVS staff member other than the facilitator. In the second 
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stage this group would meet and work out a format for meetings, a suitable 
time and venue and other issues related to the “how” of the process. 

Step 2 – Agreeing issues  

In this step the groups would meet with the SMVS facilitator and begin the 
process of identifying the issues which are important to them. In this pro-
cess a number of innovative facilitation techniques like constructing a 
problem tree, splitting into smaller groups, brainstorming, etc. will be used. 
The group will be encouraged to narrow the list down to between 10 and 20 
issues  

The members of the group will be encouraged to take the results of the 
meetings and discuss them in their own sub groups, e.g. family members, 
friends, etc. to see if they are missing out or not giving enough attention to 
any issue  

An additional possibility is to conduct small surveys amongst the com-
munity as a further means to identify issues.  

Step 3 – Choosing indicators  

In this step the SMVS Project officer will have to first educate the group on 
the meaning and purpose of indicators. They will need to explain the 
difference between “resonant indicators” (those that make headlines) and 
“technical indicators” and the need for one to be supported by the other.  

The most common process for developing the indicators would be to 1) 
the brainstorm a large list, 2) narrow down the list based on the following 
criteria:  

 
Simplicity 
Importance  
Measurability  
Action orientation  

Another technique would be to have the group vote on each indicator 
giving each member a certain number of votes to narrow down the selection  

Step 4 – Gathering information  

Hopefully some of the indicators can be measured with existing secondary 
data. Some members of the group will gather this information from relevant 
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sources with help from SMVS. This could be one of the primary roles of 
SMVS – being an information provider. 

Gathering primary data could be done in many different ways. One of 
the most valuable would be to involve local school students who could take 
up projects as part of their education. The group itself could find ways to 
gather data relevant to their communities and SMVS could also offer special 
services for gathering data.  

This process will require a higher degree of organization in the com-
munity group and so provides a good opportunity for capacity building.  

Step 5 – Communicating progress  

To some extent simply identifying issues and measuring their status will 
lead to positive action towards sustainable development. But, in many other 
situations, it is the communications of the indicators which actually becomes 
the catalyst for action on the part of both decision makers and local com-
munities. Considering the nature of the communities we will be working with 
the methods of communication are somewhat limited. We suggest that, in 
addition to traditional communications media, grass roots communication 
methods like cultural programs and word of mouth be employed.  

Step 6 – Taking action  

The essence of a good indicators program is that it leads to action. In fact, in 
many cases the action and indicators are very closely linked. One of the 
methods is to define a target for a particular indicator of which there are a 
number of the types described in the “Communities Count!” guide.  

Then, by involving local decision makers in the process, it is expected 
that the indicators will spur action on their part.  

Another kind of action is the expansion of the process itself and adop-
tion in other communities. This should be one of the objectives of the 
project. This process would also involve connecting up with other com-
munities that are involved in similar work to increase their effectiveness 
through networking and mutual support. 

The exit program  

Keeping in mind the limited timeframe of this project, SMVS will begin 
disengaging from active participation as facilitators and guides of the 
different community groups during the last three months of the project. 
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The objective is to enable the groups to continue on their own. At that 
point, although SMVS will not actively facilitate the groups we expect to 
remain participants in the process as one of the local stakeholders.  

Other activities  

In addition to the work described above the SMVS will assist SDS in the 
monitoring and evaluation of the project. We will also participate in repor-
ting and communicating the results of the project as detailed in the overall 
project contract.  

Summary  

We must always keep in mind that this is a research project and that many 
twists and turns may appear as we proceed. We believe that we should willing 
to test different methods and processes as they suggest themselves. By keeping 
detailed diaries and other records of the activities in the project it will be 
possible to develop some conclusions as to how community sustainability 
indicators can be used as tools for development in an urban India.  
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