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Introduction: The Moralizing of Dharma in Everyday Hinduisms

Antoinette E. DeNapoli
University of Wyoming
adenapol@uwyo.edu

Tulasi Srinivas
Emerson College
Tulasi_Srinivas@emerson.edu

In the Hindu epic, the Mahabharata, two sets of cousins, the Kauravas and Pandavas,
become embroiled in a prolonged and tangled political battle over the rightful rulership
of the kingdom of north central India. That conflict eventually culminates in a great war
in which political (and familial) loyalties are challenged, old resentments and debts
resurface, all types of stratagems are deployed, much blood is shed, and many lives are
lost. Long before the war erupts, though, the members of each side of the Kuru clan take
every opportunity to turn to the revered teacher and elder Bhishma Pitamaha,! for
enlightened instruction on the meaning and application of dharma.

The term dharma confounds as easily as it clarifies understanding of what is right for a
person to do on the basis of her or his class (varna), birth group (jati), age, role, stage
of life (asrama), and gender (Patton 2008). A poignant example is evident in the epic’s
character of Yudhishthira, the (morally conflicted) Pandava king and Bhishma’s steadfast
disciple, as well as surrogate son.? Yudhishthira strives to be an exemplar of dharma with
respect to the multiple roles he is expected to enact as the eldest son of Pandu and Kunti,
the eldest sibling of the five Pandavas, the husband of the princess Draupadi, and
following the war, the ruler of a war-torn kingdom. Given that the specific circumstances
of his life cause Yudhishthira to realize, often painfully, the conflicting nature of the
dharmas which he is expected to emulate, Yudhishthira struggles to make sense of
dharma.® That is, throughout the epic, we find Yudhishthira asking himself, and others,

! Bhishma Pitamaha renounced his claim to the same throne many years before out of a sense of duty
(dharma) to his father, king Shamtanu. Despite his renunciation, Bhishma served the Kuru kingdom in his
role as royal adviser.

2 Due to circumstances beyond his control, and yet which make possible the fruition of the divine destiny
of his birth, Bhishma serves as the surrogate father, and primary royal adviser, for both sides of the Kuru
clan.

3 India studies scholar, Laurie L. Patton makes a similar observation about the ethical struggle experienced
by the warrior-hero Arjuna, Yudhishthira’'s younger brother, who takes center stage in the Bhagavad Gita.
In the Introduction to her translation of the Bhagavad Gita, Patton says that “the Gitais one among many
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guestions like, what am | supposed to do in a certain situation? How do I do it right? How
do | know that what | have done /s right? And, how do | draw the line between what is
“right” and what is “wrong”? Despite the Pandavas victory over the Kauravas, and their
gaining control of the Kuru kingdom, Yudhishthira spends the rest of his life ruminating
over these questions.

Perhaps as much to comfort Yudhishthira as to unsettle his desire for certainty about the
concept of dharma, Bhishma offers sage advice that he repeats in different contexts up
until the time of his death on the battlefield of Kurukshetra. According to Bhishma,
dharma is subtle and difficult to understand. He conveys this idea in a powerful scene of
the epic that involves a not so straightforward gambling match. Yudhishthira is invited to
play a game of dice with his (villain) cousin Duryodhana who, along with his one-hundred
brothers and generals, has been plotting the reclamation of the Kuru kingdom from the
Pandavas. Because the match is rigged from the get-go by the scheming Kauravas who
are more than willing to exploit Yudhishthira’s weakness for gambling to reclaim a throne
that they believe is originally, and rightfully, Duryodhana’s, Yudhishthira gambles away
not only his rule over the Kuru kingdom, but also his wife Draupadi.

At Duryodhana’s request, Draupadi, menstruating at the time and wearing a single
garment, is dragged by her hair into the royal court in front of her elders, including her
in-laws and Bhishma. Burning with anger, and humiliated by her mistreatment, Draupadi
announces that a savage violation of dharma has taken place. She proceeds to question
everyone present in the court about what she perceives to be an ignoble breach of
dharma particularly in the context of whether Yudhishthira, who is unskilled in the game
of dice, had the right to gamble her away when, as Draupadi emphasizes, she is his wife
and “equal to him by birth” (2.62.10, Smith translation, 149). In a pithy reply to her
guestion, Bhishma says: “O fair one, | have already said that the way of dharma is the
highest; not even noble priests can follow it in this world. And in this world, whatever a
powerful man regards as dharma is said by others to be dharma, even if it falls within
the limits of adharma. 1 cannot judge this question of yours with certainty, because of
the subtlety, profundity and seriousness of the issue” (2.62.15, Smith translation, 149).

Bhishma'’s explanation about dharma is profound. Its subtlety makes the exact meaning
and application of dharma difficult to pin down in any single or fixed way. Dharma has
often been translated in English as *“eternal law,” *“duty,” *“correct action,”
“righteousness,” “ethics,” “religion,” “morality,” and “lot in life.” In the view of India
studies scholar John D. Smith, while these meanings “all come moderately close [to
defining dharma]l...none come close enough” (2009, xviii). In his abridged translation of
the Mahabharata, Smith makes clear that “A person’s dharma is what it is right for that

meditations on the nature of the basic question for each individual: ‘What is to be done?’ or ‘How do I fulfill
my duty so that | contribute to the overall harmony and right order of the universe?”” Thus, Patton observes
that “There are many dharmas to be fulfilled, and certainly one way we can think of the Gita, and the
Mahabharata as a whole, is a meditation on the conflict between multiple dharmas’ (Patton 2008, xxi-xxii).
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person to do, but one person’s dharma is different from another’s...A range of factors
combines to determine what constitutes dharma for any given individual” (lbid).*
Speaking about dharma from an ethnographic perspective, anthropologist of religion
Joyce Flueckiger concurs. Flueckiger says that “...it is not clear what the minimal practices
or theologies might be that identify a person as Hindu. In daily life, there is no assumption
that there is a single dharma appropriate for all to follow” (Flueckiger 2015, 6).

Many scholars of the Hindu traditions would agree with Smith’s and Flueckiger’s
explanations of the semantic variability of dharma found in texts and lived practice.
Analyzing dharma as an ethical concept from the standpoint of the classical Hindu
literature, historian of religion Arti Dhand (2002) has called important analytical attention
to the specific and the general dimensions of meaning embedded in textual and narrative
constructions of dharma. Whereas the specificity of dharma distinguishes a person’s
unique socio-occupational positioning in connection with her or his gender, class, caste
(jat)), age, and life station within a highly stratified and hierarchically-arranged social
world, the general nature of dharma said to be common (sadharana dharma) to all, as
Dhand has contended, “supersedes the codes that are predicated upon the particulars of
a person’s embodied existence” (2002, 358). Although conceived as two distinct levels of
dharma, the particular and the universal can, and do, intersect, and just as the specifics
can shift over the course of a person’s lifetime, existential dilemmas can just as well make
the seemingly straightforward application of universal virtues (e.qg., truthfulness and non-
violence) mutually exclusive. External circumstances and the ever-changing conditions,
contexts, and times of human life® continually affect what dharma is and how it works
for any person or community.

Thus, Bhishma’s explanation about dharmas subtlety appears to indicate that change
itself constitutes an intrinsic property of dharma. If that is the case, what is equally
provocative about Bhishma’'s statement has to do with the interpretive indeterminacy
implied by the concept of dharma in the Hindu traditions. Its subtlety requires that
individuals and communities work out the meanings and applications of dharma on the
basis of many—distinctive or common—factors. Or, to put the matter in another way: the
diverse manner that Hindus, whether they are renouncers or householders; whether they
live in South Asia or the diaspora, have deliberated interpretations for what dharma is
and is not illuminates, as Bhishma recognized, its subtlety.

4 See also the discussion in Patton (2008), xxi-xxiii.

> Dharma teachings illustrated in textual and vernacular traditions press on the notion that Hindu dharma
also has to do with a specific era (yuga), time period (ka/a), and place or country (des), and that these
different dharmas can affect the ways that individuals and communities apply the specific and general
levels of dharma to their lives.
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Importantly, the elasticity of dharma as an interpretive category demonstrates that
Hindus, past and present; people born into the tradition as well as converts, have wrestled
with questions of meaning and what is a good, righteous, and moral life. The definitions
of dharma that people have, in effect, fashioned as authoritative either alone or in
community, and in conversation with their everyday material and spiritual desires,
concerns, and needs, convey varying notions of the good, the righteous, and the moral,
and the values associated with those overlapping goals. Of course, the ancient sage
Bhishma was not the only person to draw connections between Hindus' dharma
interpretations and the enduring human search for meaning and order in the cosmos.
Bhishma’s words continue to echo in the teachings of Hindu sages and gurus in modern
times.

The stories told by the late Hindu renouncer (sadhu) and guru affectionately known as
Swamiji (literally, “respected teacher”), and presented in the ethnographic work of
anthropologist Kirin Narayan (1989), offers a helpful, modern-day example of the
interpretive indeterminacy, and as Bhishma himself suggested, subtlety of the concept of
dharma. Speaking about the role of religion (dharma) in human life, and that humans
decide what religion means, Swamiji has said,

Who were all these religions [dharma]l made for? For people. So they can live in
justice, in righteousness, and order, and not do ill to others. This is why dharma
was created. People made all this...It was with the inspiration of the Inner Self
[atman]. People thought: “This is good to do, that is good to do.” Using their own
wisdom, they made rules of how things should be done... [In response to a
guestion that Narayan asks Swamiji a few days later for clarification on dharma,
Swamiji elaborates further on his point that dharma is a human construction. He
says:] It's people who make religion...the Lord doesn’'t make it. Now, the Hindus,
the Muslims, the Buddhists, all made their own religions. Actually, there is just one
sort of religion: that which is made by people. We think over something, we write
it down: “this is a good way to live” (Narayan 1989, 228).

How Hindus across time and space have come to decisions about what is a “good” way
to live whether in relation to all Hindus or to a specific class of Hindus, not to mention
which Hindus have participated in the processes of decision-making, and which methods
and sources of inspiration have been used to authorize specific interpretations, have
provided much intellectual fodder for debating the swath of meanings and applications
of dharma in Hinduisms. Swamiji’'s view that people together create what dharma is all
about at any specific moment in history and in any specific place aligns with French
sociologist Daniele Hervieu-Leger's theory of religion as “collective memory” (2000).
Hervieu-Leger argues that religion represents a collective “chain of memory” whose
interpretive boundaries are repeatedly reimagined, reaffirmed, and mediated by past,
present, and future members with the effect that the shared memory (“tradition”)
accomplishes its own legitimacy and becomes the heart of a community’s identity and
existence.
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The teachings of sages like Bhishma and Swamiji contribute as much to sustaining the
chain of memory about dharma as to fashioning dharma as the collective memory (or
“tradition”) of Hindus. The endless varieties of contexts in which Hindus’ lives are, and
have been, situated make possible an almost endless number of interpretations for what
dharmais and how it can and should be practiced in the world. Every interpretation that
becomes part of the tapestry of collective memory participates in constructions of dharma
as constitutive of Hinduisms, as well as creates new, innovative, or alternative possibilities
for thinking about the concept of dharma as Hindu “tradition” and for making claims
about its ongoing relevance in rapidly transforming world societies. The symbolic, social,
and material practices of everyday life with regard to Hindu rituals, images, mythologies,
institutions, performances, textual and vernacular traditions, art and material culture,
festivals, and foodways encode the shifting moral, economic, political, cultural, and
gendered expectations of people’s worlds and become the means by which novel and
alternate dharma interpretations are imagined, constructed, and embodied (Flueckiger
2015).

By implication, then, changing conceptions of dharma in the transmission of collective
memory shine light on the ways that the Hindu traditions not only change in response to
shifting socio-cultural situations, but also that what people understand “Hindu” to mean
changes as well. The interpretive shifts that arise in (re)conceiving the meaning and place
of dharma in the modern world provoke new and vital arguments about authenticity in
contexts of identity formation, ethical subjectivities, moral traditions, and religio-ritual
practice. The interpretive indeterminacy with which Hindus have debated these issues
suggests that the authority of any interpretation of dharma remains a contested
understanding by and among Hindu communities, even as dharmas conceptual fluidity
guestions the idea that Hindu “collective memory” is uniform and static.

As we said earlier, external circumstances play a signal role in shaping the concept of
dharma—and that of Hindu—and notions of the good, the righteous, and the moral. As
with most societies, the challenges of contemporary life in India are many. Whether the
issues concern environmental pollution, globalization, gender oppression, the moral
disorientation typically associated with migration and the increasing urbanization of India,
the growing economic disparities between the emerging middle class and the poor, or
the ethical dilemmas that arise from the perceived clash between “traditional” and
“modern” values—these variable situations give concrete expression to circumstances
that can potentially disrupt and alter the collective memory of Hindu dharma.

The present volume of articles in this themed issue of Nidan titled, The Moralizing of
Dharma in Everyday Hinduisms, examines the complex interface between the challenges
of modern times and the revisioning of dharma by Hindus in everyday contexts. In our
use of “everyday Hinduisms,” we draw from Flueckiger’'s description of the concept in
relation to “the everyday ritual and narrative practices of specific people in specific places”
(2015, 1). In Flueckiger's words: “Given the centrality of everyday practices in Hindu
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traditions, over both time and space—including the foods one cooks at particular ritual
occasions—I would prefer to expand the boundaries of what counts as ‘religion’ to include
‘ways of life’ rather than to exclude Hinduism” (4). The articles in this volume advance
scholarly understandings of what “counts” as dharma in lived practice and pay particular
attention to the interrelation of tradition and innovation in contemporary Hindu
reconstructions of dharma and the cultivation of ethical subjectivities that result from
Hindus’ rethinking the application of dharma in the 215t century.

Examining Hindu communities’ engagement with both textual and vernacular traditions
to reimagine dharma, the articles’ analyses are based on the individual authors’ extensive
fieldwork in different regions of India and/or in the United States. The majority of these
dharma communities are transnational (See papers of Heifetz, Robison, and Bhatt in this
volume), even as others desire a much more modest status in the cultivation of local and
transregional community networks (DeNapoli in this volume).

With one exception, the articles in this volume have reworked papers that were presented
at the 2015 Society for the Anthropology of Religion conference in San Diego, CA. All of
the articles deal in an explicit manner with the theme of religion, ritual, and morality in
the Hindu traditions; all of the articles approach this topic through use of ethnographic
methodologies and interdisciplinary theoretical frameworks. The articles provide specific
contexts and case studies for thinking about new and alternative ways of theorizing the
moral and its authorizing parameters in connection with the diversity of living Hindu
dharmas in India and the United States. Most importantly, the great potential of this
volume lies with emphasizing the need to recast the idea of dharma, which operates
predominantly as a descriptive category in the scholarship on Hindu traditions and South
Asian religions, as analytical concept for imagining the indeterminacy of the moral in the
experiences and practices of Hindus across time and space (cf. Jain 2011). Flueckiger
similarly approaches her study of dharma from an analytical frame “to identify narratives
and practices that help to structure or shape everyday Hindu lives” (2015, 3). We also
hope to show through the authority of the ethnographic data the analytical subtlety of
dharma in contexts of Hindu ethical life by shining light on the ways that performance
negotiates the interpretive indeterminacy of dharma. The evolving notions of what
“counts” as the Hindu traditions “on the ground” indicate dharma's shifting definitional,
and moral, parameters. For example, Tulasi Srinivas’s forthcoming (2018) work on
wonder considers the synthesis between dharma as an ethical code and moral
obligation and acara (customary norms and laws of specific social groups; an
authoritative source for understanding dharma) in practice and brings them together to
argue that for and in everyday Hinduisms dharma is a fluid ethical code. In sum, we see
dharma in the contemporary moment and, in this set of papers, as a fluid ethical concept
of analysis that allows us to explore various Hindu groups and their moral dilemmas.

Through the ethnographic case studies analyzed, this volume showcases the “ethical life”
of modern Hindu communities and explores the relationship between embodiment and
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constructions of the moral in collective reimaginings of dharma (Pandian and Ali 2010).
While the majority of the articles uses the conventional Sanskritic pronunciation of
“dharma” to talk about their communities, one of them (DeNapoli’'s) employs the
vernacular Hindi pronunciation of “dharm.” Applying the insights of South Asia ethics
scholars Anand Pandian and Daud Ali, who emphasize that the concept of “ethical life”
concerns “the ways in which people practically engage themselves and their worlds as
beings invested with moral potential” (2010, 3), this volume suggests on the basis of the
collective evidence that by engaging the challenges of modernity, Hindu communities link
the immediate issues of their lives with a religion that promotes the deeper meaning of
Hinduism aimed at destroying ignorance, transforming consciousness, and realizing
connection with the divine. Pushing dharma as the negotiated collective memory of
Hindus into new realms of interpretation and practice, the communities described by the
authors demonstrate the ongoing relevancy of core Hindu values for dealing with
contemporary situations, and inspire people to confront what it means to be Hindu,
Indian, moral, and modern in a world of growing consumption, exploitation, and
globalization.

As the Hindu communities whose teachings and activities are examined in this volume
deal with the rapidly changing circumstances of their lives, what kind of moral
vocabularies do they develop to navigate their worlds? What types of moral dispositions
and sensibilities do they stress in the cultivation of ethical selfhood? How does the notion
of ethical selfhood engendered by these communities delineate concerns with
authenticity? Which practices become central to the modern fashioning of a moral self
and the pursuit of a virtuous life? Finally, how do the communities create alignment
between their visions of the moral and a Hindu dharma for the modern world? These are
the questions that our contributors grapple with in their articles.

The goal of this volume is to provoke deeper theoretical reflections on the ways that
modernity, in which heightened self-reflexivity is said to reveal an aspect of the present
transnational milieu, shapes Hindu ideas of the moral and the production of alternative
modernities in contemporary South Asia. To that extent, the volume calls attention to the
kind of modernity that Hindu ethical life as featured in everyday practice makes possible.
Such spheres illustrate unorthodox sites for responding to modern problems and
envisioning a world informed by egalitarian values.

With few exceptions, modernization studies have tended toward the abstract and
universal, examining new forms of modernity taking shape in the nation state, rather than
in ordinary contexts. Building on political scientist S.N. Eisenstadt’s theory (2000) that the
encounter between cultural traditions and Western modernity produces what he terms
“multiple modernities,” this volume argues on the basis of its case studies that the Hindu
communities featured here are critically engaged in fashioning resilient and
transformative worldviews that are responding in creative ways to India’s current
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challenges. What is more, by turning to the resources of their traditions and extracting
from them a plausible moral vocabulary with which to make meaningful sense of those
challenges, these communities are committed to envisioning an Indian, and Hindu-
inspired modernity, that serves as an alternative to the more dominant model of a
western-derived modernity. Both the editors of, and the contributors to, this volume share
Pandian’s and Ali’'s contention that “modernity in South Asia has always been two-faced,
looking forward to the challenges of contemporary existence only from the standpoint of
the inherited traditions that lend meaning and direction to its futures” (Pandian and Ali
2010, 13).

In our first paper, Daniel Heifetz's discussion brings into focus the moral codes, ritual
practices, and religious teachings that form the ethical life of a modern Hindu reform
movement known as the Gayatri Pariwar. With its headquarters located in Shantikunj,
Haridwar, the movement was founded by the late husband and wife couple, Shriram
Sharma (d. 1991) and Bhagwati Devi Sharma (d. 1994), who are called by Gayatri Pariwar
members (parifans) as Gurudev and Mataji, respectively. In present times, however,
managed under the leadership of the Sharma’s daughter and son-in-law, namely Shailbala
Pandya and Dr. Pranav Pandya (Doctor-sahib), the Gayatri Pariwar movement has
generated, as Heifetz says, “a large network of local centers in urban and rural India”
and “is populated by thousands of permanent residents and visitors.” According to
Heifetz, the movement has become transnational by opening “a number of new centers
in places with a large South Asian immigrant community such as Central Jersey, the San
Francisco Bay Area, Toronto, and London.” Heifetz suggests that the appeal of the Gayatri
Pariwar both to highly educated urban Indian STEM professionals and village Indians who
have little or no education has to do with this movement’s claim that it teaches a “scientific
spirituality” whose authority derives from what is said to be the universal applicability of
its central practices of Gayatri mantra recitation and yajria (sacrificial ritual). Although the
Gayatri Pariwar employs the Sanskritic vocabulary of the Hindu traditions to cast itself as
a universal spirituality, Heifetz shows that its universalist claims relate to the movement’s
struggle to unhinge the notion of dharma from its dominant association with the text-
based, particularist understandings of the concept illustrative of a person’s class, life
stage, and gender (i.e., varnasrama dharma).

Thus, Heifetz's article makes apparent the ideological disjuncture between the Gayatri
Pariwar’s rhetorical gestures of heightening the significance of its universal morality and
de-emphasizing particularistic dharma that characterizes its evolving ethical life in 215t-
century India. In his analysis of the personal narratives of the Gayatri Pariwar parijans
with whom he worked, Heifetz explains that emphasis is placed on “a contrast between
religion-dharma as duty or moral obligation, and spirituality as virtue cultivation.”
According to Heifetz, “The Gayatri Pariwar has developed an elaborate discourse about
the value of ritual activity, especially its two main practices, Gayatri recitation and
yaffia...The Gayatri Pariwar presents these practices as universal technologies for forming
moral selves that are rooted scientific authority. This tripartite shift, from the particular
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to the universal, from moral obligation to moral technology, and from textual authority
to scientific authority represent a marked move away from traditional understandings of
how these practices relate to Hindu dharma.” Linking its emphasis on ritual practice to
the authorizing precedent established by the 19t-century Hindu reform movement of the
Arya Samaj, and drawing on models of science articulated by Swami Vivekananda and
Mahatma Gandhi, as well as ethical approaches that integrate pre-Enlightenment
(particularistic) and post-Enlightenment (universalist) moral styles, the Gayatri Pariwar
recodes the key rituals of Gayatri mantra and yajria as “technologies that inscribe morality
onto the bodies of its practitioners.” Moreover, it revives Vedic-inspired rituals for people
who, as Heifetz suggests, feel increasingly dissatisfied with the spread of India’s middle
class consumerist lifestyles.

In our next article by Antoinette DeNapoli, the ethical life of a female Hindu guru known
as Bhuvneshwari Puri and her devotional community is examined with respect to
Bhuvneshwari Puri's public performance of dharm-kathas (literally, “dharm stories”)
throughout North India. As DeNapoli explains, Bhuvneshwari Puri's dharm-katha events
consist of the performance of religious stories (kahaniyan) and personal experience
narratives by which she constructs the ethical subjectivity of nature (parives) in general
and advances the moral vocabulary of empathy (samvedand) to advocate her vision of
the environmental empathy of dharm and illustrate her idea of the moral Hindu.
DeNapoli's article shows that Bhuvneshwari Puri’'s practices are bringing about tangible
ecological transformations on the basis of their power to interrogate late modern
capitalism’s ideal of unfettered material consumption as illustrative of “the good life.”

Since many of Bhuvneshwari Puri’s devotees, like Gayatri Pariwar members discussed by
Heifetz, are mostly middle class and educated Indians working in the STEM professions,
DeNapoli indicates that the Hindus who make up Bhuvneshwari Puri’s circle have similarly
become disoriented by western-derived, capitalist driven models of modernity and are
imagining alternatives with the potential to restore humanity’s broken relationship to the
world of nature. Hence, the appeal of Bhuvneshwari Puri’s kathas involves her drawing
on general virtues like love and compassion to craft a universal ethical language of
empathy, which, at the same time, speaks to the specific embodiments of the people
whom she teaches and seeks to transform.

Focusing on two separate dharm-kathas, specifically one which occurred at Bhuvneshwari
Puri’s ashram in Rajasthan on the high holy day of Sharad Poornima (Autumn Equinox),
and one which took place in the Union Territory of Silwasa at the invitation of
Bhuvneshwari Puri’s devotees, DeNapoli argues that “through performance Bhuvneshwari
Puri affectively expands the standard meanings of dharm to include the idea of
environmental empathy by aligning the emotional subjectivities of her audience with
those that she attributes to nature and its ideal protector Ram, the hero featured in the
epic Ramayan.” DeNapoli says, “Performing the ‘rhetoric of pain,” Guru Ma stresses that
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the moral sentiments of love (prem), mercy (dayd), compassion (karund), forgiveness
(ksamd), and joy (@nand) represent the five ‘senses’ of dharm... Their actualization in
humanity’s everyday relationships with nature as a whole engenders ethical subjectivity
and the Hindu moral ‘body’..The complex of emotional impressions conveyed in
connection with the notions that nature represents an empowered co-creator of life, an
intelligent moral agent, and a ‘friend’ of humanity...establishes the environmental
empathy of dharm.” According to DeNapoli, the primacy that Bhuvneshwari Puri gives to
received cultural understandings of the “heart” and “feelings” to imagine a new
application of dharm in modern times shows the power of emotion to evoke
environmental empathy and stimulate new kinds of human-nature relationships. DeNapoli
further contends that “in the moral ecology that Bhuvneshwari Puri fashions for her
community, the moral idiom of ‘feeling dharm as opposed to ‘doing dharn? provokes
ecological change and safeguards, as her dharm-katha practices suggest, the ‘body’ of
nature, the moral ‘body’ of Hindus, and the cosmic ‘body’ of the planet.”

Our third article returns to the issue of Hindu communities who are rethinking the
intersection of the universal and the particular dimensions of dharma in the context of
their revisioning the classical brahnmanical concept of varnasrama dharma. Claire Robison
discusses the ethical life of Indian members of the International Society for Krishna
Consciousness (ISKCON) in the modern cityscape of Mumbai, with whom Robison
worked. Robison’s article brings to light the ethical teachings and practices of members
who belong to the Radha Gopinath temple of Girgaon Chowpatty, which is also known as
“Chowpatty.” Robison argues that the Chowpatty’s central practice of daiva varnasrama
dharma, which Chowpatty community literature translates as a ‘Vedic system of social
organization with a spiritual perspective,’ reconfigures the particularistic vision of dharma
in the Gaudiya Vaishnava tradition by emphasizing the notion that “one’s placement in
this system is based not on birth or jati (birth-based group) but [rather] on character
(guna) and actions (karma) in this present life.” Robison explains that for the ISKCON
Chowpatty community, “this revisioned approach to vardika Vaisnava ethics takes shape
in a community-wide pastoral care network called the Counselling System, aimed at
training ethical selves to embody a model of Krsna bhakti in sync with brahmanical
lifestyle norms.” Examining the fluidity of dharma as an interpretive category in
Chowpatty’s Counselling System, Robison makes clear that “the preeminence of the
category of the brahmanical” encoded in ISKCON Chowpatty’s ethical system of daiva
varnasrama dharma morphs into an “aspirational value” for its members across the class,
caste, gender, age, and education spectrum and, in effect, helps revive “what are seen
as lost brahmanical values within a city that does not encourage them.”

To provide a context for the meaning and application of daiva varnasrama dharma
systematized by ISKCON Chowpatty, Robison maps the cultural history of a specific
lineage of modern Gaudiya reformers in late colonial Calcutta and their influence on the
rise of the transnational missionary movement of ISKCON, which was founded in New
York in 1966 by A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami (d. 1977). Robison shows that the repurposing
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of varnasrama dharma evident in Bhaktivedanta’s theology can be traced to the set of
religious reforms set in place by his guru, Bhaktisiddhanta Saraswati, and by
Bhaktisiddhanta’s father, Kedarnath Datta Bhaktivinoda Thakura. Against this backdrop,
Robison argues that “[iln a milieu of challenges and reformulations to the caste
system...Bhaktisiddhanta and later Bhaktivedanta steered modern institutionalized
Gaudiya Vaisnavism toward a course of both universalism and traditionalism, encoding
new and comparatively egalitarian norms into an underlying fabric of brahmanical ritual
and lifestyle patterns.” The Counselling System, which “became a trademark structure of
the Chowpatty community” from the late 1990s onward, provides a context in which
Chowpatty’s Indian members articulate and embody the reimagining of Gaudiya dharma.
Through the holding of bi-weekly informal meetings at members’ private homes, or at
the Gopinath temple, between counsellors and counselees, and through formal temple
programs and kirtana chanting sessions,® the members strive to develop collective
understandings of “Vaisnava etiquette” and ethical orientations consonant with dominant
brahmanical values and moral codes.

What is more, according to Robison, the primacy of “training of the self—particularly the
self-in-community” emphasized by Chowpatty ISKCON “aims to produce a model of pure
Vaisnava bhakti through the practice of...personal and community-based religious rituals
and lifestyle restrictions. In this, the Counselling System draws from its foundation in
varnasrama categories, in seeking to reproduce an idealized and structured form of a
religiously oriented society. However...Chowpatty’s Counselling System provides a space
for the cultivation of an alternative modernity among [its] members” and, by doing so,
allows “individuals to participate in a revisioned varnasrama-dharma system within the
modernized setting of Mumbai.”

The final article in our volume by Kalpesh Bhatt shines important new light on the
international Swaminarayan community of BAPS (Bochasanwasi Shri Akshar Purushottam
Swaminarayan Sanstha) as practiced in the San Jose, California, chapter. As Bhatt
explains, the BAPS Swaminarayan Sanstha represents “a Hindu religious movement that
has spread globally in the last four decades and can be found in contexts as diverse as
the Adivasi (tribal) communities in rural India to the second-generation Indian diaspora
in North America.” Through extensive ethnographic research conducted with Indian
American BAPS devotees, Bhatt explains that the ethical life of this devotional community
involves the practice of nityapdja. In BAPS, this practice describes a personal ritual form
of worship, “in which [devotees] engage both somatic and cognitive practices for about

6 Kirtana chanting as practiced in the Gaudiya Vaishnava tradition(s) describes the daily practice of
repetitive religious chanting of the names of Krishna, or Vishnu, as a form of meditation and ethical practice.
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half an hour. Unlike most forms of pija in which a deity, a guru, or an ascetic is publicly
worshipped, BAPS nityapdjais a private ritual in which each practitioner owns a personal
set of mdrtis [laminated images] to be worshipped. BAPS considers this ritual as a part
of everyday dharma, reinterpreted in terms of ‘sadacara,’” or righteous conduct.” Bhatt
seeks to understand how, and to what extent, nityapdja performance brings about moral
agency and everyday ethics, as well as allows BAPS devotees to negotiate challenging
social circumstances in ways that improve their lives and well-being. Bhatt develops a
“ritual-moral” model that illuminates a lived theory of normative ethics. Countering
theories of ritual as “non-intentional ontological stipulation,” Bhatt argues that nityapuja
“is both individualized and intentional action designed for self-willed association with
spirituality and divinity.”

Drawing on the moral theory of the “Big Three” ethics of Community, Autonomy, and
Divinity as developed by anthropologists Richard Shweder, Jonathan Haidt, and their
collaborators, Bhatt’s article contributes a unique analytical model for conceptualizing the
practice of dharma in the contemporary world. Bhatt contends that a ritual-moral model
of Hindu ethics illustrated through the practice of nityapdja in BAPS “can help scholars
make sense of how Hindu morality and ‘intuitive ethics’ are intricately related with
everyday dharmic rituals and practice and, thereby, reimagine the age-old idea of dharma
in the concept of present-day normative ethics and applied ethics....” Applying the
ethnographic data to his model, Bhatt shows that the somatic dimensions of nityapuja
correspond to an Ethics of Community in which “[t]he routinized bodily practices seem to
strengthen the social bond of the practitioner as part of a community and her or his role
as a member of a group with a position, station, or function that is immediately connected
to the self and the other. Such practices could potentially bring forth collective conscience
and moral consideration to participate in, be reliant upon and indebted to, and contribute
constructively towards integration of a group or a set of diverse groups.”

The next area that Bhatt examines in his ritual-moral model has to do with the Ethics of
Autonomy. As he suggests, the cognitive elements of nityapdja, such as “introspection
about the true nature of the self being inherently pure, peaceful...and the like” and
“contemplation on the form and attributes of divinity, Bhagwan Swaminarayan in this
case,” reinforce moral agency and autonomy. Bhatt says, “While focusing primarily on
self-examination and self-cultivation, such spiritual practices create...an inclusive space
for others even amidst egregiously problematic conduct.” The last aspect of the Big Three
Ethics investigated by Bhatt with respect to the Ethics of Divinity “pertain[s] to following
divine injunctions and teachings prescribed in sacred texts, striving to avoid moral
degradation, and coming closer to spiritual purity. This ethic concentrates on divinity-
oriented virtues such as humility, equanimity, and integrity, and characterize persons
primarily in spiritual or religious ways.” In his analysis of the ethnographic narratives
Bhatt demonstrates that both the somatic and cognitive components of nityapuja
converge “in a complementary manner” in the Ethics of Divinity. Drawing on scholar of
religion Tanya Luhrmann’s term of the “hyperreal,” Bhatt argues that n/ityapiuja makes
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possible what he calls “magical realism,” which “materializes when [devotees’] cognitive
practices seamlessly synthesize with the bodily practices, realigning and reinforcing the
immanence with transcendence, the material with the immaterial.” For Bhatt, a ritual-
moral model “helps us rethink the ancient concept of dharma...as a moral compass that
continually realigns with its adherent’s somatic and cognitive practices as well as
contemporary concerns and conditions.”
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Abstract

The All World Gayatri Pariwar is a modern Hindu movement working to revive
yajfia and Gayatri recitation. The movement constructs these practices as
universal moral technologies rooted in scientific authority rather than as
dharmic in the sense of caste or gender specific moral obligations rooted in
textual authority. In this article, | utilize evidence gathered through
ethnographic research and a review of the movement’s literature to explore the
ways in which the Gayatri Pariwar shifts Vedic-style ritual away from
conventional notions of dharma.

Keywords.: Hinduism, Modernity, Gayatri Pariwar, Performance, Yoga, Ritual
Practice

Around 7 A.M. on my first morning at Shantikunj, the main ashram of the Haridwar-
based All World Gayatri Pariwar, 1 was awakened by a knock on my door. One of the
men at the ashram had been sent to fetch me for the daily yajfia all ashram residents
were expected to attend. Bleary-eyed, | was ushered through the frigid, twilight air of
January 2012 to a room near the ashram’s three yajriia pavilions. There, confused but
compliant, 1 was helped out of my jeans and into a saffron dhoti (traditional Indian
men’s clothing) by a small group of ashram men. Exchanging my Western-style pants
for an unstitched Indian-style garment was the closest | came to receiving any form of
conversion or initiation into the traditionally high-caste ritual in which | was about to
participate.

Daily rituals are a central part of life at Shantikunj. The Gayatri Pariwar has developed
an elaborate discourse about the value of ritual activity, especially its two main
practices, Gayatri recitation and yajia.l! These practices have deep historical
connections to notions of Hindu dharma, specifically in the sense of particularistic moral
obligations rooted in textual authority. But as | will show in this article, the Gayatri
Pariwar presents these practices as universal technologies for forming moral selves that

! Respectively, these practices entail recitation of an ancient prayer called the Gayatri mantra and the
performance of ritualized offerings into a fire altar.
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are rooted in scientific authority. This tripartite shift, from the particular to the
universal, from moral obligation to moral technology, and from textual authority to
scientific authority represent a marked move away from traditional understandings of
how these practices relate to Hindu dharma.

The core of my argument will take the form of a discussion of Gayatri recitation, yajfia,
and the ways in which the Gayatri Pariwar conceptualizes these practices. But before
coming to this discussion, I must offer two key pieces of context. The first will be an
exploration of the concept of morality, in which I will develop a framework for my
discussion through a review of some key literature. The second key piece of context will
be an overview of the Gayatri Pariwar, since this movement has been the subject of
very little scholarship and is unfamiliar to most readers. In particular, 1 will focus on
situating the movement in the broader landscape of modern Hindu traditions by
examining some of the formative experiences of the movement’s founder.

Morality and Dharma

Recent literature, including pieces by Anand Pandian and Daud Ali as well as Jarrett
Zigon, offers a basic dichotomy in how Western intellectual traditions have understood
the concept of morality. In one ideal type, morality has to do with internal rational
thought. Individuals are confronted with a moral quandary, they process it rationally,
settle on a course of action, and finally act. Such a perspective has an obvious
Enlightenment genealogy, and so bundled up with this is a kind of universalism — even
if humans are making moral decisions as individuals, reason operates the same for
everyone and so what constitutes the correct moral decision will be the same for
everyone (Pandian and Ali 2010, 3-4; Zigon 2007, 133).

Another ideal type of thinking about morality focuses on technologies that allow
humans to fashion themselves into beings with certain moral orientations. The
emphasis here is no longer on rational reflection in response to specific moral
guandaries, but rather on the deliberate cultivation of bodily dispositions toward certain
kinds of virtuous behavior. Individuals train themselves to embody certain virtues, they
are confronted with a moral quandary, and react in accordance with their training. This
tradition has roots in pre-Enlightenment thought, and as Zigon (2007) and Mahmood
(2011) have suggested, this tradition is localized and particularistic in contrast to the
universalism of the post-Enlightenment position outlined above.

These two ideal types are Western intellectual categories — categories that have had a
substantial impact in postcolonial India and are consequently useful for understanding a
Hindu reform movement like the Gayatri Pariwar. But indigenous categories are equally
important, especially given my interest in understanding how the Gayatri Pariwar
conceptualizes practices traditionally understood through the category of dharma.
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While Leela Prasad (2007; 2010) has cautioned against treating dharma as the sole
definitive category for understanding Hindu ethical systems, she analyzes it as an
important concept in the formation of Hindu ethics and morality. In her discussion of
Sastra, Prasad outlines a number of features of dharma as it has developed through
Hindu intellectual history. The Mimamsaka school of philosophy, for example, asserted
that the only appropriate pramana, or ‘“way of knowing” dharma was Vedic testimony
(sabda) (Prasad 2007, 102).2 Other ways of knowing might be useful for other subjects,
but they were useless for knowing aharma on their own. The Dharmasastras seem to
draw their extensive enumeration of norms for conduct from traditions with no
apparent Vedic source. Regardless, the picture of dharma that emerges from these
texts involves a code that governs much of human behavior, but often deals specifically
with persons having a particular caste, gender, or other social classification (Prasad
2007, 105-107).% In contradistinction to dominant post-Enlightenment models of
morality, we have in dharma a code of conduct that is not generated through individual
human rationality and often not universal.

With respect to practices like Gayatri recitation and yajfia, dharma has historically been
both particularistic rather than universal and rooted in textual authority rather than
empirical or rational evidence. But as | will show in much of the remainder of this
article, the Gayatri Pariwar understands their practices to have a rational, empirical
basis and to be universal, echoing post-Enlightenment moral styles. Meanwhile, the
Gayatri Pariwar presents yaffia and Gayatri recitation not as moral obligations to be
fulfilled in support of the cosmic order, but rather as technologies that inscribe morality
onto the bodies of practitioners. In conceiving of these practices in this fashion, the
movement places as much emphasis on pre-Enlightenment moral styles as it does on
post-Enlightenment ones in conceptions of the moral.

These two moral styles illustrate a spectrum of moral possibilities, so it is not
particularly surprising that the Gayatri Pariwar utilizes a mixed approach in
understanding its ritual practices. The movement’s commitment to seeing a connection
between morality and ritual precludes a purely post-Enlightenment moral style, even as
their commitment to popularizing these practices in the modern world demands that

2 One important articulation of this epistemic principle is found in commentaries on Jaimini's Mimamsa
Sutra 3.1: “Because dharma is founded on Vedic testimony, what is not founded on Vedic testimony is
inapplicable” (dharmasya sabdamdilatvadasabdamanapeksam syat). (Author’s translation).

3 Dharma is often tied to specific caste or gender identities, but not always. As Prasad notes, alongside
these identity-specific dharmas, there is a common dharma that all Hindus must follow. Arti Dhand
(2002) interrogates this matter in greater depth, concluding that the notion of dharma as always being
particularistic emerges in part from a tendency to treat the dharmasastras as the sole authority on the
subject of dharma. Nonetheless, since Gayatri recitation and yajiia are practices that have been
historically only available to upper-caste men, my framework utilizes the narrower sense of identity-
specific dharma that | have outlined here.

16



Nidan, Volume 1, No. 2, December 2016 ISSN 2414-8636

they adopt some elements of post-Enlightenment moral styles. The Gayatri Pariwar’s
conception of yajfia and Gayatri recitation may be mixed, but this mixture does not
include a sense of these practices as being particularistic, textually rooted moral
obligations — as dharma in a conventional sense.

In fact, in my conversations with Gayatri parjjans* and in the movement’s literature,
references to dharma have been scarce. Especially in recent discourse, the notion of
spirituality has displaced dharma. A conversation with one Shantikunj resident named
Dina illustrates this shift well. A woman of about fifty, Dina grew up in Ahmedabad but
had lived in Shantikunj for over ten years. Speaking initially on the difference between
spirituality and religion, her comments quickly reveal that she conceives of religion and
dharma as synonymous, following a common Hindi-English translational practice:

Religion is one type of virtue. It is a duty, religion is.... Suppose you are
coming from outside. What is my religion? What is my duty? That | should
give all the comforts and whatever you want, what is your need, we
should fulfill all those things. That is original ritual, means, we say,
“dharma.” Means what is my duty? What is our duty? That is dharma. And
spirituality is different. Spirituality means we have to improve our inner
things. That we have, what to say, karuna [compassion], daya [mercy],
prem [love], udarta [generosity], atmiyata [closeness, intimacy], and all
the real qualities of insight, that is spirituality.... That is spirituality, and
spirituality develops all these things.

Here Dina sets up a contrast between religion-dharma as duty, or moral obligation, and
spirituality as virtue cultivation. Many Gayatri parijans espoused a similar dichotomy,
and as this article will show, Gayatri recitation and yajfia are fundamental to this
process of virtue cultivation.

The Gayatri Pariwar as a Neo-Hindu Movement

Led initially by Shriram Sharma (1911-1991, hereafter “Gurudev,” following community
convention) and his wife Bhagwati Devi Sharma (1926-1994), the Gayatri Pariwar is
similar in many ways to other guru-centered “reform” or “Neo-Hindu” movements.
Many Gayatri parifans who reside permanently at Shantikunj hail from the Indian middle
class, but outside of the ashram, the movement is surprisingly popular among rural
Indians with less formal education. Their tendency to utilize Hindi rather than English is
one of many key factors in generating this popular appeal. The movement has a large
network of local centers in urban and rural India, but Shantikunj is the headquarters
and is populated by thousands of permanent residents and visitors. After the deaths of

4 Gayatri parifan is the term members of the Gayatri Pariwar use for themselves in the sense of “member
of the Gayatri family.”
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the Sharmas, the leadership passed on to their daughter and son-in-law, Shailbala
Pandya and Dr. Pranav Pandya (hereafter “Doctor-sahib,” following community
convention), who have maintained the movement’s vitality, adapting it well to post-
liberalization India. Under their guidance, the movement has opened a number of new
centers in places with a large South Asian immigrant community such as Central Jersey,
the San Francisco Bay area, Toronto, and London. The Gayatri Pariwar aspires to
extend its reach beyond India and its diaspora, but at least for now, this aim is yet to
be realized.

Gurudev’s hagiographies associate him with a number of key figures and institutions
that contributed to the development of modern Hinduism. The Arya Samaj holds a
prominent place among these associations, and indeed, Gurudev’s affinity for the Arya
Samaj was strong enough that he served as head of the Mathura branch in the early
1940s. This position was short lived, as Gurudev parted ways with the Arya Samaj over
their opposition to image worship (Pandya and Jyotirmay 2009, 436, 464-468).
Prominent Gayatri parijans | spoke with were ambivalent about Gurudev’'s erstwhile ties
to the Arya Samaj. For instance, Vireshwar, who had been introduced to me as one of
Gurudev’s oldest living followers, informed me that Gurudev wanted to appeal to a
broader segment of the Indian population by retaining harmless popular practices.
Accordingly, a key part of the ritual life at Shantikunj is a twice-daily arati performed at
a small Gayatri Mata temple.

Gurudev’s reason for leaving the Arya Samaj is illuminating, but there are significant
similarities between the two movements. Their shared focus on the revival of Vedic
ritual differentiates both movements from another common stream of Neo-Hinduism,
which traces its lineages through figures like Vivekananda and Rammohan Roy and
draw much more heavily on Vedanta and Yoga (De Michelis 2005, 37-38). Both
movements assert that these rituals can be scientifically proven to have medical and
ecological benefits (Prakash 1999, 86-88, 92-95), although the Arya Samaj is much
more insistent on the epistemic sufficiency of the Vedas (Llewellyn 1993). Social
engagement is central to both movements, although the Arya Samaj favored a top-
down approach to social engagement that involved reforming the upper strata of
society (Llewellyn 1993, 79, 128). By contrast, the Gayatri Pariwar places strong
emphasis on grassroots forms of social engagement. Finally, like many other Neo-Hindu
movements, both the Arya Samaj and the Gayatri Pariwar call for the reform of some
Hindu ideas about caste and gender (Llewellyn 1993, 8-9).

While these similarities to the Arya Samaj are significant, the Gayatri Pariwar prefers to
emphasize Gurudev’s association with Gandhi. Compared to the Arya Samaj, Gandhi
plays a much more substantial role in Gurudev’'s most extensive hagiography, Odyssey
of the Enlightened. Similarly, when asked about Gurudev’'s formative experiences,
Gurudev’s grandson, Chinmay Pandya, downplayed the significance of the Arya Samaj
while focusing on the inspiration he drew from Gandhi’s social vision. The authors
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describe how Gurudev participated in Gandhi's movement by “adopting” a village to
participate in grassroots social organizing there (Pandya and Jyotirmay 2009, 348, 376-
383). The Gayatri Pariwar has continued this pattern of grassroots organizing in its
institutional structure by keeping village India at the center of its mission.

Odyssey of the Enlightened includes a description of a brief but telling encounter
between Gurudev and Gandhi in 1931. Gandhi initially chides Gurudev for his ritualistic
inclinations, characterizing them as a waste of time (Pandya and Jyotirmay 2009, 341-
342). Gandhi had a marked disinterest in the outward trappings of Hindu traditions, but
was nonetheless concerned with religion, and especially in the ways it could contribute
to a healthy, free India. Gandhi was particularly interested in elements of religions that
he saw as leading to personal moral development, including non-violence, celibacy, and
fasting (Arnold 2001, 165-166). For Gandhi, these practices became obsessions because
they were inextricable from the independence movement since he believed that moral
bodies were healthy bodies, and healthy bodies were the cornerstone of the nation
(Alter 2000, 138).

But Gurudev was never persuaded by Gandhi’'s dismissal of ritual, and he and his
followers have continued to view such practices as technologies for cultivating healthy,
moral bodies capable of further refining the Indian nation. But Gurudev does seem to
agree that a life of self-discipline and moderation have a major role to play in reforming
society as well. Gurudev encouraged his followers to take up regular fasts and to avoid
non-procreative sexual activity. At Shantikunj, residents must live a simple, quasi-
monastic life in which they are permitted to have families but are expected to live very
simply — regardless of what kind of volunteer work they contribute to the community.
Consequently, ritual activities aside, Gurudev’'s ideas about how an individual’s lifestyle
relates to his or her capacity to advance the Gayatri Pariwar’'s social mission bears
strong resemblance to Gandhi’s.

Gandhi made significant use of scientific rhetoric, and especially the notion of
experimentation to describe his activities and to exhort others to join him. For Gandhi,
an ashram like Sabarmati, and later Sevagram, or even a body like his own could
function as a laboratory, as capable of establishing objective, transcendental truths
through direct, personal experience as its brick-and-mortar equivalents could through
their elaborate instruments (Alter 2000, 22-23). Gurudev similarly suggested that
practitioners must only accept practices that they experience to have tangible results by
improving their physical or psychological well-being.

While Gandhi and the Arya Samaj are the two most crucial reference points for locating
the Gayatri Pariwar in the landscape of modern Hinduism, there are other personalities
and institutions that bear mentioning either due to their sheer influence on modern
Hindu traditions or because Gurudev encountered them in his formative years. The first
of these is the Theosophical Society — Odyssey of the Enlightened briefly mentions
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Gurudev’s association with this group, although it does not elaborate much on the
extent of his involvement (Pandya and Jyotirmay 2009, 366-67, 374). There is a likely
connection to Theosophical lore in the Gayatri Pariwar's view that Gurudev has been
chosen by ancient, incorporeal yogis to bring about a new “golden age” or satyug.

Finally, it is difficult in discussing any Neo-Hindu movement to avoid considering its
relation to Vivekananda, given his wide-ranging influence. While he does not appear
frequently in Gayatri Pariwar discourse, Doctor-sahib (Gurudev’'s son-in-law) does
discuss Vivekananda in his book 7he Pioneers of Scientific Spirituality. In his chapter on
Vivekananda, he narrates a meeting between Vivekananda and William James in late
1896. In Pandya’s telling, James, who had heard Vivekananda lecture at Harvard and
read his book Raja Yoga was keen for more information. Vivekananda gave James a
private lecture on the methods of observing the effects of the practice as the yogi
achieved higher states of consciousness (Pandya 2009, 131-135). While Doctor-sahib
does not offer explicit commentary on this narrative, the larger framework of the book
locates both Gurudev and Vivekananda in the common project of reconciling spirituality
with science. As Elizabeth De Michelis (2005) has argued, Vivekananda played a crucial
role in systematizing nineteenth-century discourses that attempted to reconcile science
with Hindu traditions. But it is worth noting that like many of his Neo-Vedantic
forebears, Vivekananda did not share Gurudev’'s enthusiasm for ritual. As such,
Gurudev’s conviction that Vedic ritual could be reconciled with science may align him
more closely with the Arya Samaj.

Ritual at Shantikunj

Several months into my field research, | asked Somnath, who was my primary contact
at Shantikunj, if I could participate in one of the movement’s intensive introduction
courses. He recommended that | should do it during lVasant Navaratri, since Gayatri
parijans believe that the benefits of all of their practices are intensified during this time
of year. It turned out that the intensive entailed following the ashram schedule
rigorously while remaining celibate, eating very plain foods, living simply, and perhaps
most importantly, participating in yajfia and reciting thirty malas of the Gayatri mantra
(a roughly four hour process) every day for eight days. Gayatri parijans refer to
intensive practices that follow these norms as “anusthan.”

I am focusing on Gayatri recitation and yaffia in this section because they are the
Gayatri Pariwar’s key practices, which many Shantikunj residents undertake daily in a
less intensive fashion. One senior Shantikunj resident, Vireshwar, explained the
importance of these practices to me in the following terms: “As you think, so you do. So
if your thoughts are purified, your actions will be purified. Purifications of your thoughts
and emotions, that is Gayatri. And purification of your karm [action], that is yajfia.” One
of the Gayatri Pariwar’s guiding documents, the “100-point Plan for Transforming the
Era” (or, Yug Nirman Yojana) offers a similar perspective — Gayatri recitation and yajfia
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are the “spiritual foundation” of a better society because they instill moral virtues like
discipline, humility, selflessness, and generosity in practitioners (Brahmavarchas 2011,
138-139). These explanations illustrate the importance of these practices, but just as
importantly, they also show how they are being conceived of as rituals that inscribe
virtue onto the bodies of their practitioners rather than cosmic moral obligations.
Gayatri Recitation

During anusthan, Somnath encouraged me to recite about half of my ma/as for the day
around sunrise, and so | generally started the first of three sittings at 6 A.M. After
circumambulating the outdoor samadhi (or burial shrine) of Gurudev and Bhagwati Devi
Sharma, | found a spot nearby and began my first set of Gayatri recitations. Somnath
had suggested the spot near the samadhi as a particularly good place to do this
practice, and dozens of other Gayatri parijans were in the area doing the same. Sitting
on the cool marble floor or on simple mats, the practitioners faced the samadhi and
mouthed the Gayatri mantra in near silence. We each held a ma/a in our right hand,
generally hidden by a shawl, to keep track of our numerous recitations. With few
exceptions, the assembled Gayatri parijans maintained an intense focus on their
recitation. Even if they were sitting with friends or family members, their mouths rarely
stopped their recitation and their eyes remained either closed or fixed upon the
samadhi. My presence, too, a rarity at an almost exclusively Indian ashram, did not
provoke the usual curious stares from those who were engaged in Gayatri recitation.

Several days into the anusthan, a group of visitors arrived at the ashram and stood near
the samadhi, taking in the sight of the practitioners who had gathered for their morning
Gayatri recitations. One man in this group noticed me, broke away from his group
somewhat spontaneously, walked toward me smiling, and reverently touched my feet.
The ethnographer in me wanted to drop my mala on the spot and ask the man why he
had chosen to engage with me in this manner and not any of the other countless
ashram residents nearby. But as my mind raced to process our encounter and
considered how best to respond, the man moved on and the opportunity to question
him slipped away. | suspect that this visitor found me to be a striking sight, my red
beard and freckled complexion juxtaposed against the saffron kurtgd (long cotton tunic)
and dhotithat all male ashram residents wear. The startling sight of a foreigner like me
engaged in Gayatri recitation must have been charged with a greater emotional
intensity than the far less surprising sight of Indians engaged in the same practice
nearby.

I understand emotions like the one experienced by this ashram visitor to be a
constructive force of ritual's capacity to structure identities and communities.® Sara
Ahmed’s notion of affective economies illustrates how this works. In an affective

5 On the capacity of ritual practice to construct identities and communities, see Bell (2009); Rappaport
(1999).
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economy, an object of emotion circulates between bodies, molding these bodies to a
particular shape in the process and aligning similarly disposed bodies together (Ahmed
2004b, 1, 9-10). I understand ritual activity as a kind of labor that establishes an
affective economy, structuring the selves of ritual actors as their bodies experience the
objects of emotion embedded in the framework of their ritual activity. | may have
thought myself to have been simply engaged in an act of participant-observation, but
by reciting the Gayatri mantra in that place, in those clothes, as a Westerner, | had
inadvertently broadened the circulation of the Gayatri mantra, strengthening its
affective currency in the process (Ahmed 2004a, 119-120).

The surprise that this ashram visitor experienced at seeing me engaged in Gayatri
recitation is no doubt partially a result of the fact that | am very clearly not of a twice-
born caste. There is no dharmic obligation for a non-Brahmin male like me to undertake
this practice. Moreover, this practice would have, from an orthodox standpoint,
traditionally been verboten to someone of my impure ritual status. My ability to practice
Gayatri recitation with no requirement for conversion or initiation reflects the Gayatri
Pariwar's deep commitment to the idea that its practices, including Gayatri recitation,
can be taken up at any time by anyone, regardless of caste, gender, or indeed,
nationality. As such, the Gayatri Pariwar’s efforts to revive Vedic-style ritual are broader
in scope and more radical than those of the Arya Samaj, which were focused on Indians
and involved a “reconversion” ceremony (Llewellyn 1993, 99; Jaffrelot 1998, 16).

One useful source for understanding the way Gayatri parijans think about Gayatri
recitation as a universal technology of moral self-fashioning with a scientific basis is
Gurudev’s text Gayatri Mahavigyan (also called Super Science of Gayatri in translation).
In my conversations with many residents of Shantikunj, this was one of the first texts I
was told to read if | wanted to understand the movement. This text also played an
important role in the conversion narratives of a number of Gayatri parijans who
emphasize their scientific temper. A.K., for example was a medical doctor born in 1936
in Madhya Pradesh. When he read Gayatri Mahavigyan in 1960, he found its “science of
consciousness” compelling because it went beyond the medical science of the day. He
resolved that as a “man of science,” he should meet with Gurudev to question him
further on the text. Given the crucial role this text plays for scientifically minded
Shantikunj residents like A.K., its ritual discourse warrants serious consideration.

Early on in Gayatri Mahavigyan, Gurudev describes how the Gayatri mantra activates 24
energy centers located in the body and in turn 24 related desirable personal qualities —
in other words, it cultivates virtue. He commented that this process follows predictable
natural laws and involves no divine intervention, accentuating that practitioners should
know “that it is not by way of some unexpected gift from somewhere but...the result of
a well organized scientific process of spiritual growth” (Sharma 2010b, 18). Gurudev’s
thought suggests that expecting Gayatri recitation to pay off through natural causality
rather than through a divine boon aligns the practice with science.
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While articulating the power unlocked by Gayatri recitation, Gurudev shifts tactics,
illustrating his points by way of analogy to established scientific concepts. According to
Gurudev, at the base of our spine, an atom (parmanu) called “koorma’ is attached to
the “brahmanad/’® at the base of the spine, where the brahmnadi coils around the
koorma, forming the “kundalini.”” After describing this subtle physiology, Gurudev
argues that this feature of the human body is the key to unlocking limitless and
powerful “vital energy” or “pran’® by way of an analogy with nuclear power. The text
guotes physicist Arthur Compton at some length, as he waxes poetic about the
seemingly limitless new possibilities harnessing nuclear energy will bring to human
society (Sharma 2010b, 120-121).

The text offers surprising detail in pursuing this analogy:

In uranium and plutonium the interlocking of atoms is in an
oblique, irregular manner so that their breaking-up is easy as
compared to the atoms of other metals. In the same manner it is
easier to regulate the movement of living atoms located in
kundalini, according to one’s desire (Sharma 2010b, 120-121).

Here we see that Gurudev draws on the authority of modern nuclear physics to explain
the mechanisms by which those results are achieved. The text describes atoms in
human subtle physiology as working according to the same natural laws as fissile
materials.

Not only does our subtle physiology offer possibilities similar to that of splitting the
atom, it has been researched by an analogous methodology in the ancient world:

Just as scientists of every country today are busy in doing research
on physical atom, the spiritual scientists, rish/s who had realized
the truth, had conducted deep research in ancient times on living
atoms in [the] human body in seed form (Sharma 2010b, 121).

This is a central aspect of Gayatri Pariwar discourse. Indeed, within minutes of arriving
at Shantikunj for the first time, | was told that the rsis were scientists and the Vedas,
the recorded results of their experiments. As such, all of the experimentation the
Gayatri Pariwar conducts is about recovering knowledge that the rsis already generated
rather than somehow displacing their work with new knowledge.

6 This spelling of “brahmanadi” (i.e., without use of diacritics) reflects that of Gurudev's. In Yogic
physiology, the brahmnadris an energy conduit which runs up the base of the spine.

" This spelling of “kundalini” represents that of Gurudev’s. In Yogic physiology, kuwrigalini is a pool of
energy that rests at the base of the spine.

8 “Pran” here corresponds to Gurudev's popular spelling of the term.
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A third tactic for legitimizing Gayatri practice through scientific authority is closely
related to Gurudev’s discourse about the rsis as scientists. For a sufficiently skeptical
reader, it might seem problematic to suggest that the rsis alone were capable of
scientifically validating Vedic-style ritual practice. Gurudev suggests that ordinary people
can indeed reproduce the rsis observations, but only with suitably well developed
technology: “Sound waves, atoms or air, germs of diseases cannot be seen by the
naked eye, still their existence cannot be denied. Yogis have seen these chakras by their
yogic vision and have gained miraculous knowledge, insights, and powers through
investigations of the inner being of man” (Sharma 2010b, 124). Yogic vision becomes a
desirable research instrument that may be used to observe firsthand the workings of
one’s subtle physiology. This promise of empirical proof thus represents a third way to
call upon scientific authority to legitimize ritual practice.

In sum, Gurudev’s discourse about Gayatri recitation in Gayatri Mahavigyan suggests
that this practice will have the same positive effects on every body, regardless of caste,
gender, religion, or culture because we all have the same innate capacities built into our
subtle physiology. Its positive effects can be observed by anyone, once again regardless
of their identity. By presenting the results of Gayatri recitation, the mechanisms by
which they are achieved, and the ways in which they are known as consistent with
known laws of nature and empirical-rational epistemologies, this discourse allows
readers who identify with the idea of science to experience Gayatri recitation as a
practice that is consistent with their identity. In other words, this ritual practice is
rendered coherent with their emotional investment in the idea of science.®

My conversations with Gayatri parijans about Gayatri recitation engaged themes that
were very similar to those found in Gayatri Mahavigyan. A conversation | had with a
Shantikunj resident named Ashutosh illustrates these similarities well. A man of about
thirty at the time of our conversation, Ashutosh had moved to Shantikunj in 2009

% Thinking about science through the framework of affect and emotion may seem counterintuitive to
some readers. Science is a rational endeavor, and emotion is not supposed to play much of a part. My
interest in thinking about science as something emotional is inspired by recent work in the area of affect
theory that strives to disrupt the postmodern humanities’ cognitive and linguistic preoccupations. Affect
theory draws our attention instead to visceral experience, to emotion, and to the body’s capacity to be
affected by non-linguistic, precognitive vectors of power. See Ahmed (2013); Cvetkovitch (2012); Gregg
and Seigworth (2010); Schaefer (2015); Stewart (2007). By foregrounding affect, this article highlights
how scientific authority makes Gayatri parijans feel, especially while their bodies are engaged in ritual
activity.

I do not adopt this framework to make light of Gayatri parijans’ commitment to rationality and science.
Rather, | understand our affective and cognitive capacities to operate in tandem, but see the former as
being less adequately explored than the latter, especially in relation to science.

For an excellent study on the role of scientific authority in Hindu ritual discourse within a different
theoretical framework, see Dempsey (2006) and (2008).
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because he had found his work in the IT industry in Mumbai and Bangalore to be
empty. He found great fulfillment in the Gayatri Pariwar’s efforts to revitalize society,
and saw Gayatri recitation as the key to this process:

So [the reform of society] can only be a divine wish, for which [Gurudev]
is an instrument. And he chose the Gayatri mantra, which is a universal
prayer; it is not confined to a specific sect or religion.... This he
propagated throughout India and across the world.... [H]e chose Gayatri
mantra to elevate the intellect of the common masses so that they can
rise above their very selfish lives and work toward their own spiritual good
and also uplift the society as a whole.

Ashutosh’s emphasis on the universality of this practice and its efficacy for instilling
moral virtue reflects Gurudev’s discourse very closely.

In terms of the scientific basis of these practices, Ashutosh told me that for his part, he
was willing to take all of Gurudev’s teachings on faith. But Gyaneshwar had a different
experience. Born in the 1970s in Deoria District, Uttar Pradesh, Gyaneshwar was a
medical doctor and self-described former atheist who initially rejected his family’s piety
as mere superstition. While he was dealing with intense culture shock as a medical
student in Moscow, Gyaneshwar decided that he wanted to reconnect with his roots,
and read Gayatri Mahavigyan on the recommendation of a friend:

I read that and the way of explanation, the way of presentation and the
reasoning behind all these practices given by Gurudev influenced me a lot
and | understood properly why we do all these things. Till then my
understanding was that it's just mainly a ritual, they are performing
superstitiously. Then I came to know what the scientific reason behind this
is.

Gyaneshwar resolved to undertake an anusthan in his home village upon completing the
book, and soon after repeated this process at Shantikunj. Gurudev’s scientific discourse
in Gayatri Mahavigyan changed Gyaneshwar’s emotional orientation toward ritualized
Gayatri recitation. Prior to reading this text, Gyaneshwar felt that there was a
disjuncture between his identity as a scientific person and ritual practice. This
disjuncture evoked Gyaneshwar’s contempt for superstition. But reading Gayatri
Mahavigyan and its presentation of Gayatri recitation as scientific changed
Gyaneshwar’s emotional relation to the practice, rendering it coherent with his identity.
Gyaneshwar’s body was aligned with the practice and eventually with the community of
similarly disposed bodies at Shantikunj.
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Yajna

Every morning during anusthan, | would join what seemed to be the shortest of the
gueues outside Shantikunj's three yajfia pavilions. | could hear the dozens of
worshippers packed into each pavilion chanting, progressing through the yajia’s
multiple stages. After a few minutes, the previous group exited and the queue moved
in. There were eight fire altars in each pavilion, and about eight people sit around each
altar — men and women, residents and visitors, Brahmins and non-Brahmins, friends,
family, and strangers all intermixed. While the first and last groups to enter the yajia
pavilions have a more complex ritual to follow that involves kindling and extinguishing
the fire, the majority of ashram residents arrived between these two shifts and only
engaged in the middle portion of the ritual, which lasted about fifteen or twenty
minutes. The procedure we followed will likely be familiar to many readers: we purified
ourselves with water and pranayama, worshiped the earth and the fire altar, and
anointed one another with sandalwood paste and rice before offering pinches of herbs
to the accompaniment of mantras to various deities.

There are two particularly noteworthy touchstones that help to shape the emotions and
meanings that circulate during these ritual practices. The first of these was a crucial
moment in the founding of the Gayatri Pariwar — a massive public yajfia Gurudev
organized in 1958. The movement claims that as many as 400 thousand participants
took turns performing yayfia at 1024 fire altars. Despite protest from “orthodox” Hindus,
Gurudev invited everyone, regardless of caste or gender, to participate in these ritual
practices that were normally reserved for Brahmin males (Brahmavarchas 2011, 148-
151). The message of this public spectacle is clear: yajfia is universal and should not be
reserved for high caste men.°

A second important touchstone took place at Brahmavarchas Shodh Sansthan, a
research center the Gayatri Pariwar opened near Shantikunj in 1979 for the sake of
studying the “physiological, psychological, and para-psychological” effects of Gayatri
Pariwar practices (Pandya 2009, 174-177).** When 1 visited this center during my field
research, the resident researcher, Hari (a pseudonym), gave me a tour of the facilities
after answering a few of my questions about his work. He guided me through a series
of laboratories oriented around a center courtyard, describing the kinds of research that
could be done in these labs, most of which involved taking various biometrics from
practitioners to look for changes in their physiological state.

At the conclusion of his tour, Hari brought me into a small freestanding structure
situated in the middle of the courtyard, surrounded by a picturesque garden teeming

10 yajiia as a public political spectacle has become well established in modern India. See van der Veer
(1994); Lubin (2001); Menon (2012).

1 For most purposes, this facility has been replaced by Dev Sanskriti Vishwavidyalaya, the Gayatri
Pariwar’'s much newer university.

26



Nidan, Volume 1, No. 2, December 2016 ISSN 2414-8636

with medicinal herbs. Inside this central laboratory, Hari described the studies Doctor-
sahib — Gurudev’s son-in-law who has since become head of the movement — had
conducted here before ascending to the movement’s leadership. At the center of this
room, there was a traditional fire altar located beneath a large exhaust hood. At this
altar, Doctor-sahib performed the traditional fire offerings that are fundamental to
Gayatri Pariwar ritual life for the sake of conducting various experiments. For example,
he would collect the smoke given off by the fire pit as various substances were offered
into it. He would then expose various pathogenic cultures waiting in petri dishes to this
smoke in order to argue that yajfia would cure diseases and improve one’s health.

The reverence that Hari had for this laboratory and the experiments that Doctor-sahib
had done there was palpable. In his demeanor, | sensed the kind of awe I might have
expected of a very pious person at a major pilgrimage site or in the company of a great
holy person. The fact that this researcher was so emotionally moved by what had
happened in this space — a space of seeming disenchantment — illustrates the powerful
emotions bound up with scientific authority for some Gayatri parijans, and the ways in
which ritual practice can mobilize those emotions. Most importantly, Hari’s attitude
toward this space shows that the Gayatri Pariwar’s efforts to legitimize its practices on
the basis of scientific authority are profoundly important to some Shantikunj residents.

The results of Doctor-sahib’s experiments and others like them are summarized in a
pamphlet called 7he Integrated Science of Yagya. Written by Rajani Joshi, this work
focuses on what happens chemically when one performs yajfia and its potential
environmental and medical benefits. After enumerating substances that are burned
during a yayia, Joshi offers an analysis of the chemical composition of the resulting
smoke — thymol, formaldehyde, etc. (Joshi 2010, 5-10). Having established this
chemical composition, Joshi goes on to situate this practice among the evils of
modernity, such as “industrial wastes, rapid urbanization, deforestation, air and water
pollution, disturbances in the ozone layer formation, radioactive waves, etc.” (Joshi
2010, 13). Joshi then argues that the formaldehyde found in yajia smoke has a
disinfectant effect that kills bacteria. He similarly asserts that it kills or repels pests and
protects crops naturally. While articulating these benefits, he refers to a number of
studies that show that ghee burnt in a yajfia protects a space from radiation, for
example, and improves the chemical composition of nearby air while killing waterborne
bacteria (Joshi 2010, 14-19).

Moving on to medical applications of yajfia, Joshi asserts that “In a physical laboratory,
it might not be possible to demonstrate the spiritual effects of yagna, but the physical
and mental effects of yagnas can certainly be tested, and the claims to cure physical
and mental diseas