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Abstract

This is a cultural anthropological study of The International Society for Krishna
Consciousness (ISKCON), or the Hare Krishna movement. Data for this research derive
primarily from ethnographic participant-observation, and include tape-recorded interviews
with Hare Krishna informants as well as ISKCON literature collected during fieldwork.

Analysis focuses on Hare Krishna techniques (saddhana, or yoga) of religious
transformation, including physical, aesthetic, and discursive practices involved in the
pursuit of spiritual realisation in ISKCON. Conversion, mimesis, and translation are the
three key conceptual themes which inform a critical analysis of the production and effect of
cultural difference in Hare Krishna spiritual practice. Ethnicity and conversion emerge as
parallel concerns as the involvement of diasporic Indian and Indo-Fijian Hindus at the
congregational level of ISKCON’s ministry in Sydney, Australia, is examined for its effect
on Western converts’ experiences of Krishna Consciousness. A new conceptual approach to
the meaning of ‘conversion’ to ISKCON is developed from this account.

Recent sectarian developments in ISKCON’s relationship with the Indian tradition
of Gaudiya-Vaisnavism are also examined within a comparative theological framework.
Hagiographic practices surrounding ISKCON’s Bengali founder, A.C. Bhaktivedanta
Swami Prabhupada (1896-1977), and textual practices surrounding the founder’s
translations of Vaisnavite scripture, are both analysed as core features of Hare Krishna
spirituality. The theological significance of these practices is directly correlated with recent

sectarian tensions between ISKCON and the Indian tradition.






A Note on Transliteration and Naming

Sanskrit terms used in the following thesis have been italicised only, without the use
of diacritics even where these appear in cited originals. As this is not a technical thesis on
Sanskrit language or phonetics, diacritics are not essential to the understanding of Sanskrit

terms in this context.

Pseudonyms have been employed for the names of all informants except Narayana
Maharaja, who is a figure of prominence and who has been referred to under this name in
reference material cited in the thesis. Names of ISKCON devotees who are also authors of

cited works have been retained, as have those of devotees referred to in cited literature.
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Introduction

Representing ISKCON: spreading the message of
Krishna Consciousness

“Cultural anthropology, ki jaya!”: the Gita lesson

“Malcolm, what is it that you study?” inquired Govinda dasa, singling me out from
amongst the dozen or so students attending his Wednesday night Bhagavad-gita class.

“Cultural anthropology,” I replied from my place on the floor.

Govinda seemed to enjoy putting me on the spot like this. By this stage of my
fieldwork, though, I had become reasonably well versed in answering this particular
question. I always emphasised the cultural when devotees inquired after my research
interests: my reason-for-being-there at an ISKCON temple. Srila Prabhupada, the Founder-
Acarya of the International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON, or the Hare
Krishna movement), makes several damning references to the evolutionist theories of
‘anthropologists’ in his writings, including his introduction to Bhagavad-gita As It Is
(Prabhupada 1986a), which is the ‘textbook’ for Wednesday night classes at the temple.
Emphasising the cultural was a way of distinguishing myself from these other
anthropological incarnations. I had also discovered that the cultural served to position my
interests within the discursive context of Hare Krishna ‘spiritual culture’: an often-cited

concept amongst Hare Krishna devotees, and one which was to become a thematic point of
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departure for many of my inquiries. Prabhupada was quite the antagonist to Western,
academic, or ‘materialist’ forms of knowledge, and I was repeatedly apprised by devotees
about the impossibility of acquiring the ‘transcendental knowledge’ of Krishna
Consciousness through ‘materialist’ methods of inquiry. But in the cultural 1 seemed to
have found a workable medium for my fieldworking methods.

“So you’d be interested in next week’s verse then,” prompted Govinda, “it’s about
society.”

I managed only a quick glance at the Gita laying in my lap before Govinda assigned

to me the task of presenting the next week’s class on Chapter Four, Text Thirteen:

catur-varyam maya srstam
guna-karma-vibhagasah
tasya kartaram api mam

viddhya akartaram avyayam

According to the three modes of material nature and the work associated with them, the four
divisions of human society are created by Me [Krishna]. And although I am the creator of this

system, you should know that I am yet the nondoer, being unchangeable. (Prabhupada 1986a:238)

This was not the time or place to dispute my disciplinary borders (‘divisions of
human society’ are not really my field), nor to clarify my perceived fieldwork intentions.
As Govinda dismissed the class, he was obviously having fun at my expense.

“Cultural anthropology, ki jaya! [all glories!]” he exclaimed loudly, as I hurried

over to express my reservations.
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I waited for the class to disperse, then confronted Govinda about his instruction. I
felt unqualified to present the lesson, I explained in confidence. I was also concerned that
my presenting the lesson might be offensive — to the devotees, to Krishna — given my lack
of devotion. (It is, I remembered, a recognised ‘offence’ in ISKCON ‘to instruct a faithless
person about the glories of the Holy Name’ of Krishna. Like ‘feeding milk to a snake’ —
which, the adage goes, only increases its venom — so the confidential knowledge of Krishna
can be corrupted and made dangerous when revealed to, and subsequently (mis)represented
by, a faithless person). So far during my fieldwork, my guarded agnosticism had not
affected my eligibility to receive instruction in Krishna Consciousness, but I wondered
whether I was yet sanctioned to represent Krishna Consciousness to others. Govinda was
quick to dismiss my concerns, both about being ‘qualified’ and about committing
‘offences’. He gave some simple advice about preparing for the class during the week
ahead: talk to the devotees, they would point me in the right direction. Read the relevant
material by Prabhupada. The talk should only last five or ten minutes, “You’ll be fine.”

Besides constituting an act of spiritual instruction, or siksa, Govinda’s good advice
about preparing for my Gita class was basic field methodology: talk to your informants, do
as they do. And this I did. For the next week I discussed an array of complex issues arising
out of Gita 4.13 with a range of devotees — especially with the four brahmacaris (male
celibate students) with whom I was sharing a room in the upstairs ashram of the Sydney
ISKCON centre. These discussions were certainly instructive and helpful in my
preparation. The devotees also taught me some valuable lessons about researching
Prabhupada’s voluminous lectures and commentaries. My self-conscious reservations about
committing ‘offences’ and being ‘unqualified’ in representing Krishna Consciousness

seemed to have been easily overcome, in this instance, by bringing them out into the open.
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My Gita lesson was successful, too. I managed to clearly, seriously, and relatively
comprehensively (for a ten-minute talk) represent the teachings of Srila Prabhupada on a
matter of profound spiritual importance in ISKCON. Govinda seemed impressed.

“You’re a student,” he stated, after congratulating me on the lesson.

“I’'m also a teacher,” I responded, thinking that perhaps my academic experience
might explain my ability to effectively re-present the teachings of others.

“No. You’re a student,” rejoined Govinda. “You’re a student of transcendental
knowledge.”

Later, after the lesson, my room-mates would concur:

“Malcolm’s a devotee” was the word about the ashram that evening.

Surrendering to a higher authority: disclaimer on representation

At issue in this reflexive parable is the epistemological relationship between speech
and belief. This an important issue to confront, I believe, at the outset of this study, before I
can begin properly to represent — or to ethnographically ‘speak for’ — my Hare Krishna
informants. Preaching Krishna Consciousness back to my Hare Krishna informants was by
no means the only fieldwork situation I might have recalled to introduce this matter, but the
peculiarity of this situation helps to make my point explicit: not only was I authorised to
speak for Hare Krishna devotees in this situation, but to speak as a Hare Krishna devotee.
Being slightly uncomfortable with this authority does not forestall the possibilities it
affords. On the contrary, reflexive dilemmas are effects of ethnographic experience, and as
such I believe they are productive of ethnographic knowledge.

The experience of being perceived by one’s ‘cult member’ informants as a ‘convert’

— or, firstly and more commonly, a ‘potential convert’ — is not a new predicament to
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researchers of ‘cults’ in the West. Reports of such experiences are quite common in the
sociological literature on ‘new religious movements’ (or ‘NRMs’ as they are known in the
literature),' and some of these reflexive accounts will become subject to my analysis in
Chapter One, where I explore critically some of the theoretical ambiguities and possibilities
that emerge from this recurring methodological predicament. This same predicament can be
read into our opening scenario as an unstated fear — one that I never expressed to Govinda
dasa, or to the other devotees during the week of preparation for my Gita class — about my
being placed in the position of ‘preacher’: a fear that this action of speech might be
misconstrued as an outward sign of ‘belief’; a fear that was seemingly realised with the
response to my presentation — “Malcolm’s a devotee.”

Perhaps this concern was generated, in some part, by a specious sense of ethics: |
did not want to deceive any of my informants into thinking I had ‘converted’ to Krishna
Consciousness, by speaking as if I were a devotee preaching the teachings of Srila
Prabhupada. In retrospect, though, I recognise that my anxiety was really a defensive
gesture of agnosticism. And besides, I would only convince myself, not my informants, of
my lack of conviction. For from my informants’ perspective (which is, after all, what
ethnography should be about), I was only deceiving myself when I openly denied their

claims about my being ‘a devotee’.

' “NRM’ was an attempt at a value-neutral sociological terminology, given the pejorative meanings associated
with the labels ‘cult’ and ‘sect’ in public usage (Beckford 1985; Shinn 1987a). Bromley and Hadden (1993)
advocate a return to the use of ‘cult’ and ‘sect’ as neutral sociological categories — the former referring to
movements that arise through religious innovation or the importation of forieign religious traditions, the latter
referring to schismatic movements that derive from established traditions. ISKCON would thus qualify as a
‘cult’ in the Western context, but a ‘sect’ in the Indian context. As I will show, ISKCON has long sought to
dissociate itself from the label ‘new religious movement’ or ‘NRM’. In fact, ISKCON devotees have re-
appropriated the word ‘cult’ from its negative or dangerous connotations, and proudly identify their
movement as ‘the cult of Caitanya’ (the figure of Caitanya as understood in ISKCON is explained in what
follows).
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By what authority could or should I disclaim this conclusion? My own ‘subjective
belief’? Perhaps, but my own beliefs are not the subject matter of this ethnography.
Furthermore, to maintain from the outset that my act of preaching the Gita was
‘misconstrued’ by my informants, as I feared it would be, would mean missing the
important ethnographic point of this lesson. It would suggest, for one, that I knew in
advance what defined ‘a devotee’ — by relying on some prior yet unformulated notion of
subjective belief to construct ‘a devotee’ as my ethnographic ‘other’ — before and even
better than my devotee-informants who included me under this designation. The more
appropriate and productive response is to ask what is was — in the productive,
intersubjective practices which constituted ‘the field’ of my research in this particular
ethnographic context — that qualified me as a devotee amongst devotees. Any effort to
retrospectively disown the words I spoke while presenting my Bhagavad-gita class would
further suggest that these words could, in fact, be owned by a speaking subject: that while
problematic in my own case, similar words spoken by a Hare Krishna devotee, for instance,
could be taken unproblematically as an objective signifier for a signified subjectivity — that
is to say, as a sign of belief. But we cannot simply presume that this relationship exists in
this unproblematic way, even before we begin representing the words of others as so much
ethnographic evidence for a given thesis. What it actually means, ethnographically
speaking, to represent or to appropriate the so-called ‘voice of the other’ is entirely

dependent on the rules and value of ownership surrounding that voice.

Quite critical is not simply the extent to which actors are allowed to
speak, the openness with which the original dialogues are reproduced, or the
restoration of their subjectivity through narrative device, but what kinds of

authors they themselves are. We need to have some sense of the productive
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activity which lies behind what people say, and thus their own relationship
to what has been said. Without knowing how they ‘own’ their own words,
we cannot know what we have done in appropriating them. (Strathern

1987:19)

So (how) do Hare Krishna devotees ‘‘own’ their own words’? What kind of
‘authors’ are they? The ‘productive activity which lies behind’ the words of a religious
convert testifying to an outside observer is a complicated issue, especially when the
observer is not only a target of proselytisation, but also (as I shall explore further below) a
potential means of proselytisation.> Without explicating the in-depth process of doctrinal
iteration which authorises a devotee’s testimony, and without acknowledging the
intersubjective context in which this is revealed to the ethnographer, the reproduction of
‘original dialogues’ becomes a qualitatively hollow project.

I want to contextualise Strathern’s problematic by ‘appropriating’ the authoritative,
‘original” words of one Hare Krishna devotee, the Temple President (‘TP’) of ISKCON
Sydney. The following excerpt is taken from a class that TP presented on Bhagavad-gita
one Wednesday evening at ISKCON Sydney. At this point in the lesson we are concerned

less with the subject matter of Gita than with its authorised representation:

...and what is the qualification of the speaker? That he simply repeats what
the previously qualified speaker said. And ultimately, of course, the original or
ultimately qualified speaker is Krishna. So the guru is one who simply repeats what
Krishna has already said. Krishna, He spoke Bhagavad-gita; Vyasadeva recorded
Bhagavad-gita: therefore Vyasadeva is a guru because he is repeating what Krishna

says. And then we are repeating what is written there in the Gita: so therefore we are

2 1 would qualify Strathern’s worthwhile argument at this point, by questioning whether ‘the productive
activity’ necessarily ‘lies behind what people say’ (my emphasis), and by stressing that ‘what people say’ is a
‘productive activity’ in its own right. This point is developed in my main argument.
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also guru. If someone, however, introduces speculation according to their own
imagination — and usually this is prefaced by the phrase “Well | think” or “I believe” or
“It seems to me” or “Perhaps” or “Maybe this” — then immediately he is dismissed as
a nonsense... One has to be able to refer to sastra [scripture], to the previously
established authority, in order to be accepted as an actually qualified person. And, of
course, one’s behaviour has to support the rhetoric — not that one can say all sorts of
wonderful things and then behave like a nonsense. Of course, we could argue that
although... example is better than precept, precept is better than nothing. And it's a
fact that oftentimes we see far in excess of our ability to act. But then we should be
very humble and present it in an objective way — not that we are talking about
ourselves, or trying to give the impression that we ourselves are on the platform of
which we are speaking, but that we... give the impression very clearly that what we
are speaking is the ultimate objective, which we ourselves are also aspiring to — not
that we are on that platform. So it's that honest position also [that] is effective in
influencing people to Krishna Consciousness. So by one’s quality and one’s speech,
one’s characteristics and one’s speech, the position can actually be understood. So
spiritual realisation or qualification is not a matter of personal sentiment. It's not a

matter of subjective sentiment. It's a matter of objective observation and analysis.

It was under precisely such ‘objective observation and analysis’ that my own Gita
lesson received the response that it did. I ‘qualified’ as ‘a devotee’, but not because I
presented evidence of a transformed subjectivity. Oftentimes — to repeat TP with one
permissible adjustment — we speak far in excess of our ability to act. Of course, speech
itself is also a kind of act, which is why it has the transformative or performative capacity
to bring something into being, rather than merely signify an extant state of being. I was
‘qualified’ because my recitation and faithful representation of Prabhupada’s teachings
constituted, in itself, a spiritual act with transformative potential.

In ISKCON, this transformative potential is realised not only when ‘one’s speech’ is
‘effective in influencing people to Krishna Consciousness’. As a ‘productive activity’ in

itself, in Strathern’s terms, preaching or speaking about Krishna Consciousness does not

8
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merely reflect an already completed ‘conversion’ to Krishna Consciousness and a desire to
convert others to the same, but actually serves to effect a transformation by which ‘the
platform of which we are speaking’ becomes a realisable spiritual objective for the speaker.
Krishna Consciousness — as the ‘ultimate objective’ of the spiritual process in ISKCON, or
‘spiritual realisation’ itself — can only ever be realised through the transformative process
of speaking about Krishna Consciousness. Attempting to disown the words I spoke during
my Gita class could never really work to contradict the possibility of transformation
facilitated by such an act. In ultimate reality, the transcendental Word holds its
transformative power, and can be engaged to transformative effect, precisely because it
does not belong to any material speaker or to any transitory moment of speech. For this
reason, and perhaps also ‘because humility is the mark of great devotion to Krishna’ (Judah
1974a:9), my diplomatic disclaimer reinforced the perception that I exhibited all the

makings of a qualified representative of Krishna Consciousness.

Conversion acts: the performativity of belief

Judah (op.cit.), author of the first of the several monograph studies on ISKCON
published to date, observes that ‘the devotee’s witness to his belief through public chanting
and preaching in the streets’ is an ‘instrument toward complete faith’ (177; my emphasis).
Whether witnessing occurs through preaching in the streets or, in our case, in the context of
an ethnographic encounter, the process is not merely one of verbally expressing a
subjectively secured belief, but of utilising that intersubjective verbal ‘instrument’ as a

means of realising belief’ Judah acknowledges, then, that a devotee’s preaching cannot

3 Robbins et al. (1973) argue that the belief of cult informants is re-affirmed in the presence of an empathic
outside observer. I address their argument more thoroughly in the next chapter.
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automatically be taken at face value as a sign of total conversion. ‘Conversion and the
consequent transformation in the devotee’s life are probably only apparently immediate.
More generally it is a multifaceted process that continues over a long period, and that
includes the validation of a way of life’ (178; original emphasis).

I take as axiomatic this partial definition of conversion as a transformative ‘process
that continues over a long period’. Shinn (1987a) also points to the cumulative process of
conversion in ISKCON when he argues that ‘psychoanalytic or social explanations that
focus upon [the] conversion decision alone neglect the maturing conversion process’ (141;
original emphasis). Rochford’s (1985) study of ‘recruitments and conversions’ (73) to
ISKCON does not make this distinction. Like the majority of sociologists of new religious
movements, Rochford is intent on gleaning the ‘hard data’ on the ‘reasons and motives’
(ibid.) behind devotees’ original conversion decisions, and he believes that ‘the
movement’s rhetoric’ actually obscures this data by acting as an ‘interpretive screen used
by members to reconstruct their own life stories’ (ibid.; my emphasis). Rochford, then, does
not accept devotees’ testimonies ‘at face value’ (ibid.) as a contributing part of the
conversion process itself. This is a different approach to the one suggested by Judah, which
at least recognises that while, on the one hand, the rhetoric of belief might create the
problematic impression for the listener of an ‘apparently immediate’ conversion, on the
other hand this same rhetoric also functions for the devotee as an effective ‘instrument’ in
the conversion process.

The rich ethnographic data that Rochford rejects as an ‘interpretive screen’ to be
penetrated in the objectivist quest for ‘hard data’ is clearly only a problem if hidden
‘reasons and motives’ are our object of study (and it is no accident that sociologists’

findings in this quest have tended to privilege sociological motives over the complex

10
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spiritual concerns of their informants).* But the value of this data is restored as soon as we
shift our attention from the ‘conversion decision’ to the ‘conversion process’, which may or
may not need a conversion decision as such, for it is invariably the case that ‘new cult
behaviour precedes belief conversion’ (Shinn op.cit.:139; original emphasis). In this thesis |
equate the conversion process with ‘cult behaviour’ or the spiritual process itself, which is
surely inseparable from the process of ‘learning the movement’s rhetoric’ (cf. Rochford
op.cit.).

I find a more eloquent statement on the subject of conversion from outside the
specific context of conversion to ISKCON. For Viswanathan (1998), ‘conversion has a
much more dynamic and creative meaning than is captured by the phrase “the conversion
experience,” which signifies spiritual self-transformation primarily rather than a
knowledge-producing activity’ (43; my emphasis). Without wholly rejecting the more
traditional (Jamesian) sense of ‘conversion’ as a subjective, experiential ‘epiphany’ (4),
Viswanathan grants to the convert a more critical sense of agency and creativity than is
traditionally conveyed by the term, by arguing that ‘conversion is primarily an interpretive
act’ (ibid.; my emphasis). ‘Interpretive act’ has a far more productive connotation that
Rochford’s ‘interpretive screen’, and against Rochford I would argue that the ‘dynamic and
creative’ dimensions of the conversion act are not lost on the Hare Krishna devotee who
simply reiterates ‘the movement’s rhetoric’ or, following the kind of instruction offered by
TP above, ‘simply repeats what the previously qualified speaker said’. Faithful repetition

might be seen to deny the interpretive or knowledge-producing dimensions of conversion

* In Chapter One I argue that sociological studies of ISKCON, like those of other NRMs, have generally
interpreted NRMs as signs of a ‘crisis of meaning’ brought about by the secularising influence of Western
modernity (e.g. Glock and Bellah 1976). NRMs are interpreted as both a symptom of, and a response, to this
meaning-crisis. By seeking to prove this ready-made conclusion, and to reinforce this long-established myth
about Western modernity (‘myth’ in the anthropological sense of this word, in the sense that this myth has a
very real influence on patterns of meaning-making in the West), many of these studies pay scant regard to the

11
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identified by Viswanathan, but [ would stress that it is the context rather than the content of
repetition which introduces these creative and transformative dimensions. This is why the
same ‘rhetoric’ can produce ‘as many different conversion stories and timetables as there
[are] devotees’ (Shinn op.cit.:131). 1 stress also that as an ‘interpretive act’ and
‘knowledge-producing activity’, conversion is as much a performative and practical process
as it is an ‘inward or subject-centred process’ (Viswanathan op.cit.:85) of interpretation,
knowledge-production, or decision-making. And like any act, the ‘interpretive act’ of
conversion must be repeatable in different contexts, and its performance must be witnessed
for its effect to be realised and validated. In its adaptability to context, proselytism is as
much a part of this ‘productive activity’ (Strathern op.cit.) as it is a peremptory method of

converting others.

Spreading the message (1): sankirtana

These preliminary observations on ‘the productive activity’ (ibid.) of what Hare
Krishna devotees say in the preaching context, which originated in a reflection on my
ethnographic participation in this same activity, actually point us to the very heart of the
spiritual process in ISKCON.

As Knott (2000) has recently written, the ‘communication of Krishna
Consciousness’ (153; my emphasis) is the ‘motivating principle’ of ISKCON (ibid.): it is
‘both a theological end in itself, and a practical means to that end’ (154; my emphasis).
This is a complex theological statement, although Knott herself does not really
communicate its complexity or theological significance. Compare Knott’s ‘theological end’

to Judah’s (op.cit.) early definition of salvation in ISKCON: ‘the Movement’s goal and way

theological specifities of particular NRMs or to the unique spiritual experiences which they offer.

12
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of achieving it is most simply defined as “the revival of the original consciousness, of the
living being — the conscious awareness that one is eternally related to God or Krishna™’
(5).° The revival or realisation of the devotee’s original ‘spiritual consciousness’ — or
‘Krishna Consciousness’ — is also equated in ISKCON with the salvific return of the ‘spirit-
soul’ ‘back home, back to Godhead’, or back to Krishna’s transcendental abode in ‘the
spiritual world’. Chanting ‘Hare Krishna’ and preaching Krishna Consciousness have
always been recognised as two of the core ‘practical means’ to this salvific end in
ISKCON. But the distinction between means and end becomes blurred when Knott
observes, quite correctly, that in ISKCON the process of communicating Krishna
Consciousness is located at the same ‘theological end’ as Krishna Consciousness itself.
This theology of ‘communication’ was most effectively communicated to me by one young
brahmacari (male celibate student) from the ISKCON Sydney ashram: “Even if we could
go back to the spiritual world today, we would still stay behind to carry on Prabhupada’s
[missionary/communications] work.”

This critical theological point has never been accorded its due place at the very heart
of Hare Krishna spirituality by academic observers of ISKCON, even as the ‘practical
means’ of Hare Krishna proselytism have certainly been the core focus for those interested
in the sociological mechanisms by which people first come into contact with the
movement. Rochford’s (1982, 1985) work on ISKCON’s ‘recruitment strategies’ is the
authoritative source on this latter topic, while Knott (op.cit.) provides a more current
account of the way ‘changing demands in recruitment and public relations have led to the
introduction of innovative methods of communication’ (154) in ISKCON. The underlying

assumption for both of these authors is that the desired end or ultimate objective of the

> Judah is citing The Krishna Consciousness Handbook, an important work of spiritual instruction in ISKCON
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means of proselytisation is ‘recruitment’ — or, in Knott’s more inclusive terminology,
‘public relations’ and the ‘making available of what is held to be a universally relevant
message’ (ibid.). At one level of analysis, these objectives might seem obvious. But this
level of analysis effectively stops at what, for the so-called ‘recruit’, is really only the
theological beginning or starting-point of the spiritual process. By focussing upon the
sociological instrumentality of the ‘recruitment’ process, such analyses give us little sense
of what proselytisation means for the preacher, and little insight into the theological
complexity of the message being communicated — which, again, is not just a message about
Krishna Consciousness but also a message to communicate Krishna Consciousness.

In Chapter Four I will explore the theological bases of this unique spiritual message
in ISKCON, and show how it signals a significant theological innovation in the Vaisnava
tradition that ISKCON devotees claim to represent. Knott concludes her paper by declaring
that, despite ‘the introduction of innovative methods of communication’ (ibid.) in ISKCON,
‘ISKCON’s Vaishnavism has remained orthodox and orthoprax’ (163) in relation to its
source tradition in India. This concluding comment on ISKCON’s fidelity to its Indian
heritage reinforces a mode of legitimation which Judah (1974b) introduced, two and a half
decades earlier, with the opening line of his first essay on ISKCON: ‘The Hare Krishna
movement... is a Hindu religious sect imported into the United States in its same form from
India’ (463). My argument in Chapter Four will properly test this conclusion, by drawing a
theological comparison between ISKCON’s teachings and practices and those of other
representatives of Gaudiya-Vaisnavism. [ will show that ISKCON’s unique emphasis on its
‘communications’ mission actually forms the theological basis for an emerging sectarian

identity in ISKCON, a sectarian identity which has been reinforced in recent years against

since its publication in 1971
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the otherwise ‘orthodox and orthoprax’ expressions of Gaudiya-Vaisnavism to be found in
India (cf. Brooks 1989). I argue that scholars who have sought to legitimate ISKCON
doctrine and practice by first locating these somewhere in ‘India’s past’ (cf. Klostermaier
1980), and in relation to some prior orthodoxy called ‘Vaisnavism’, have tended to
overlook much of what makes ISKCON unique as a religious movement. I would point out
that to encounter ISKCON, as either a convert or an ethnographer, is not to encounter
‘Vaisnavism’ but its ‘communication’, its proselytisation, and its literal and cultural
translation: and it is in these transformative processes that ‘ISKCON’s Vaishnavism’
(Knott op.cit.:163) is realised, for the convert and preacher, as the highest and truest form
of Vaisnavism. More on this later.

For my present purposes it is enough to acknowledge what Knott understands of
ISKCON’s theology of ‘communication’: that ISKCON is an ‘intrinsically evangelical’
(162) movement on a mission to propagate the devotional (bhakti) cult of Sri Krsna
Caitanya (literally, ‘Krishna Consciousness’), the sixteenth century Bengali Vaisnava saint,
or avatara (incarnation) of Krishna, who Himself instigated the movement to disseminate
the Holy Name of Krishna ‘in every town and village’. Caitanya’s method of sankirtana, or
the public performance of dancing, drumming, and chanting of the mahamantra, or ‘great
mantra of deliverance’ — Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna, Krishna Krishna, Hare Hare, Hare
Rama, Hare Rama, Rama Rama, Hare Hare — is the spiritual practice most readily
identified with the Hare Krishna movement in the West. Sankirtana is simultaneously a
method of proselytisation, a munificent means of bestowing spiritual grace upon others, and
a personal means of spiritual advancement, in which the ‘transcendental sound vibration’ of
the Holy Name acts to revive the devotee’s dormant love of God — called bhakti, or

‘Krishna Consciousness’.
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Knott leaves her only theological explanation as to how the performance of
sankirtana also constitutes a ‘theological end in itself” (154) to an endnote: ‘Hearing and
singing the holy names are understood by devotees to be eternal activities of those who
desire Krishna’ (163 n.1). More precisely, ‘hearing and singing the holy names’ are the
eternal activities of Krishna’s companions in the spiritual world — they are the ideal state of
spiritual realisation itself — and so also provide the paradigmatic ‘model’ for spiritual
practice in the temporal context (cf. Haberman 1988).° ‘Hearing and singing the holy
names’ in the temporal context of spiritual practice are the ‘practical means’ of dispelling
one’s illusory identification with the material mind and body, and of realising or
‘remembering’ (smarana) one’s own original spiritual identity (svarupa) as an eternal
companion of Krishna. Beck (1992) offers a more eloquent explanation: sankirtana is the
‘natural cry of the soul’ (277), which is why the ‘spiritual sound’ (sabda brahman) (262) of
the mahamantra works to effect the ‘unfolding of one’s inherent spiritual nature’ (277).
ISKCON devotees also understand that the Holy Name of Krishna is form of Krishna
Himself. The Holy Name is ‘non-different’ to Krishna, which means Krishna Himself is
present in the recitation of the mahamantra. Means and end are brought together in this
process, for as a means of returning the devotee to Krishna’s spiritual world, sankirtana is
simultaneously a means by which Krishna, and by (His) extension the spiritual world itself,
are made manifest in the immediate context of spiritual practice.

Knott (op.cit.) also demonstrates that ‘hearing and singing the holy names’ are not
the only means of ‘communicating Krishna Consciousness’ (154) in ISKCON. But while

she appreciates that ‘the evangelical principle has remained constant’ (ibid.) in ISKCON

® Haberman’s analysis of the ‘divine model’ and its performative ‘imitation’ in Gaudiya-Vaisnavism is
explored in Chapter Four, where I establish the theological and sectarian differences which exist between
ISKCON and other Gaudiya-Vaisnava sects. These differences relate specifically to questions surrounding the
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with the ‘introduction of innovative methods of communication’ in its evangelical mission
(ibid.), she does not acknowledge the soteriological innovation at work here. Engaging in
‘innovative methods’ of communicating Krishna Consciousness also effects the ‘unfolding
of one’s inherent spiritual nature’ (Beck op.cit.), and for the same soteriological reason:
these activities are also ‘non-different’ to the ‘eternal activities of those who desire
Krishna’ (Knott op.cit.:163) in the spiritual world itself. From this perspective, innovation
is intrinsically a process of revelation, as each new method of communicating Krishna
Consciousness is understood to reflect another dimension of the eternal, paradigmatic
activities of the spirit-soul. Revelation, I would stress, is a different theological process to
the faithful reproduction of orthodoxy, and we do little justice to the unique revelations of
Hare Krishna spirituality by representing these as merely ‘orthodox and orthoprax’
expressions of an established tradition.

In ISKCON, the term sankirtana and the theological significance attached to this
term are also extended to a whole range of ‘communication strategies’ (162) employed in
the pursuit of Caitanya’s proselytising mission. The most important form that sankirtana
takes outside of (or in conjuction with) the context of ‘hearing and singing the holy names’
in public is ‘book distribution’: the sale and distribution of the books of translation and
instruction by ISKCON’s Founder-Acarya, His Divine Grace A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami

Prabhupada.’

‘divine model’ and its ‘imitation’ as a technique of spiritual transformation.

7 Rochford (1985:171-189) examines some of the controversies surrounding this practice within ISKCON and
the tensions it has created between ISKCON and the public. Many of the problems in the public view
stemmed from dishonest sales tactics employed by devotees. Tensions within ISKCON arised when public
solicitation began to turn away from its original proselytising principle and toward more financially-oriented
practices: selling goods (like incense) which had no explicit function in spreading the message of Krishna
Consciousness. Similar controversies continue to stir emotions within ISKCON (including ISKCON Sydney),
especially when the term ‘sankirtana’ is used for fund-raising practices that do not serve any ostensible
preaching purpose.
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Srila Prabhupada, as he is affectionately known to his followers, first arrived in
America from India in 1965 in order to establish his international preaching Society. With
the opportunity presented in 1965 by the introduction of a new immigration bill in the
United States, which allowed for previously barred immigration from Asia (Melton
1989:90; 1993:99; 1995:268; Shinn 1987a:38), Prabhupada arrived in New York under the
inspired instruction of his spiritual master to preach the philosophy and practice of
Caitanyite Vaisnavism (Gaudiya-Vaisnavism) to the English-speaking ‘Western countries’.
Prabhupada’s story, as recorded in his ‘official biography’ Srila Prabhupada-lilamrta
(Goswami, S.d. 1993), is a familiar one to observers of ISKCON. Prabhupada’s guru, Srila
Bhaktisiddhanta Saraswati Thakur, was the son of Srila Bhaktivinode Thakur, a Bengali
magistrate of the colonial administration, who is accredited with revitalising the Gaudiya
tradition in the late nineteenth century. Bhaktivinode is also said to have prophesied that
‘people of all nationalities’ (Knott op.cit.:154) would be attracted to the message of
Caitanya through the medium of the printing press — which he called the ‘brhat mrdanga’
or ‘great drum’ of the modern day sankirtana movement.

Bhaktivinode’s grand-disciple, Srila Prabhupada, was to see this prophecy fulfiled.
Prabhupada arrived in New York a sixty-nine year old sannyasi (renunciate) with little
money and few possessions other than the first volumes of his English translation of
Srimad-Bhagavatam (Bhagavata Purana — a core Vaisnava scripture). For the next twelve
years, as his fledgling Western movement experienced rapid international expansion,
Prabhupada continued his work of translating the core teachings of Gaudiya-Vaisnavism.
Prabhupada’s books were to become the foundation for Hare Krishna doctrine and practice
as they were ‘distributed’ by his Western disciples through dozens of countries and

languages.
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‘Even on his sickbed before he died in the fall of 1977, Prabhupada continued to
translate Krishna texts as his guru has instructed him. He viewed that as his special
mission’ (Shinn 1987a:39). Devotees in ISKCON today understand that ‘the guru lives on
in his teachings even after his body is gone’ (49): ‘Prabhupada’s translations, purports,
letters, and direct personal instructions (“orders”) [have] become the substitute for his
presence’ (52); or as the devotees say, ‘Prabhupada is embodied in his books’. Just as
Krishna Himself is manifest in the recitation of His Holy Name, so is Krishna’s ‘pure
representative’, Srila Prabhupada, manifest in the recitation of his writings — and in the
telling of his story. These latter citational practices also work to effect the ‘unfolding of
one’s inherent spiritual nature’ (cf. Beck op.cit.), and the ‘spiritual sound’ of sankirtana
now reverberates around the world through the amplifying power of Prabhupada’s

translations.

Spreading the message (2): scholarly devotion

Prabhupada’s translations are not the only books involved in the ‘communication of
Krishna Consciousness’ (Knott op.cit.). I want to draw attention to another of ISKCON’s
‘communication strategies’ which Knott notes, but does not explore in her paper. This
‘strategy’ has seen the involvement of ‘sympathetic scholars’ (156) who, by way of
‘emphasizing the value of [ISKCON’s] teachings and history, rather than its social and
cultural abnormality’ (157), have actively participated in the ‘communication’ of
ISKCON’s cultural and religious legitimacy in the public domain (Baird 1988:159-165;
Michael 1989:195).

Certainly one of the most significant aspects of ISKCON’s development, from a

scholarly point of view, is the fact that it has been under some form of scholarly
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observation ever since Hare Krishna sankirtana parties first appeared on American college
campuses in the late 1960s, as a colourful feature of the then countercultural scene (Judah
1974a). The sociological literature on ISKCON serves as a virtual chronicle of ISKCON’s
‘genesis and maturation’ (Shinn and Bromley 1989:14) from this period. Indeed, as the
sociology of new religious movements experienced its own ‘genesis and maturation’ as a
new sub-discipline of the sociology of religion — during this exact same period — this

emerged as one of its stated aims:

Studying new religions was... attractive because it offered the
opportunity to observe the organization, growth, and development of a new
faith as it was happening. The uniqueness of this situation may not have
been immediately apparent to scholars, but many soon realized that there
were few previous incidents in which social scientists were present to study

a new religion as it developed. (Bromley and Hadden 1993:4)

Hopkins (1983) claims to have been ‘one of the first outsiders to take a serious
scholarly interest’ in ISKCON (102). Unlike the sociologists of NRMs, though, Hopkins’
interest was sparked not by the opportunity to observe the formation and development of a
new cult, but by the ‘prospect of... having access to someone [local] who knew about the
Caitanya movement in Bengal’ (103). In an interview with Gelberg (who is an ISKCON
devotee, known in the movement as Subhananda dasa), Hopkins recalls how his
expectations of finding a representative of Bengali Vaisnavism in New York City were

disappointed on first visiting an ISKCON temple:

So in the spring of 1967 I went to New York to visit the temple at 26
Second Avenue. I approached a group of the disciples who were there at the

time, and I said, “I’m here to try to find out something about Caitanya.” And
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I just got all these blank looks, and they said, “Caitanya? Who is Caitanya?”
And I said, “Well, Caitanya was a saint in Bengal, a great religious leader.”
“Oh, that’s very interesting,” they said, “we didn’t know about this.” So, I
gave them a mini-lecture on Caitanya and the Caitanya movement... Back
then, of course, all the devotees were very new — the movement was in its
infant stages — and there wasn’t anyone who had much background in the

tradition... (ibid.)

They didn’t really know anything about the Indian background. They
didn’t know anything about Caitanya, they didn’t know anything about
Bengal... At that stage everything was at such a minimal level that the
chanting of the Hare Krishna mantra was about all that most of them really
knew... That was about it as far as ritual practice is concerned... Very few
really knew at that point that there was a formal structure. No one really had
much of a sense of what the India connection was. India was just a
mysterious far-away place. The fact that Bhaktivedanta Swami had brought
his teachings from India didn’t really connect, for most people, to the fact
that there was a tradition in India that he represented...

So, that should give you some idea of the devotees’ level of
understanding and involvement in Vaisnava culture in those earliest days,
and where the movement was, in terms of its actual manifestation of that

tradition — it hadn’t progressed very far. (105-106)

I find this account fascinating, not only for the glimpse it provides into the ‘infant
stages’ of ISKCON’s development, but also for the role which Hopkins himself assumes in
this particular situation as educator to ISKCON’s ignorant neophytes. Whether or not
Hopkins’ authority to deliver his ‘mini-lecture on Caitanya’ was recognised or appreciated
by the devotees present at the time, we do not know. But this same authority is called upon
by Hopkins’ interviewer as a means of assessing ISKCON’s subsequent development as a
religious movement in terms of a prior, original tradition called ‘Vaisnava culture’.

Hopkins is one of the five ‘distinguished scholars’ interviewed by Gelberg for the book
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Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna: Five Distinguished Scholars on the Krishna Movement in the
West (Gelberg 1983).® Gelberg is one ISKCON devotee who seems to recognise that
ISKCON’s claim to cultural legitimacy ‘would be less convincing were it to come from a
devotee than if it were to come from the mouth of a respected academic’ (Baird
op.cit.:163). Baird observes of Gelberg’s volume that it ‘leaves the distinct impression that
there are reputable scholars who hold that ISKCON is a bona fide religion, a movement that
is rapidly becoming more of a denomination that a sect, which has a strong mystical
dimension coupled with a strong intellectual base and a long and illustrious history in India’
(164). One of the recurring themes of Gelberg’s interviews relates to the observation that
‘ISKCON is not a cult, not even a ‘new’ religious movement’, but is rather a ‘legitimate
religious tradition’ (163). For his part, Hopkins presents ISKCON’s claim to ‘tradition’ as
inherent in its ‘India connection’ — a connection which he identifies in the person of Srila
Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada.’ Even though the ‘actual manifestation of that tradition’
was not yet apparent to Prabhupada’s disciples themselves in the early stages of ISKCON’s
development, Hopkins recognises, in retrospect, that the seed of ‘Vaisnava culture’ planted
in America by Prabhupada only needed time to germinate. He cites an interim report he
presented to a research committee in 1969, after his next visit to ISKCON’s first storefront

temple in New York:

The Society for Krishna Consciousness has changed and become a
much more significant organization that it was even a year ago... Disciples

in general now know far more about the Vaisnavite scriptures than they did a

¥ The other scholars interviewed by Gelberg are Harvey Cox, Larry D. Shinn, A.L. Basham and Srivatsa
Goswami (who is both a Vaisnava guru and scholar).

’ As Hopkins implies, this connection was by no means immediate to Prabhupada’s disciples. Daner (1976)
notes that most of Prabhupada’s disciples never actually met Prabhupada himself, and were initiated via mail
(18). Judah (1974a) records that only twenty-five percent of disciples ‘had even seen [Prabhupada] before
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year ago, and their ritual practices have become much more complex and
sophisticated. A major effort has been made to introduce and perfect the full
range of traditional Hindu rituals associated with the worship of Krishna.
Disciples now celebrate daily worship with morning puja to the image of
Krishna in their temple shrine and with evening kirtan, celebrate Hindu holy
days, perform regular daily chanting of rounds of Krishna mantras using
their bead rosaries, have learned Indian musical styles and adopted Indian
food and dress, and in an amazing way for such a short period of time have
assimilated their living patterns to a Hindu model. (Hopkins, cited in

Hopkins op.cit.:107)

Hopkins recalls being both ‘surprised and pleased’ (ibid.) by what he witnessed of
ISKCON’s rapid Hindu-isation. These curious responses (for whom is Hopkins ‘pleased’?)
are indicative of the kind of sympathy we find expressed in other scholarly representations
of ISKCON. I suggest it is actually a patronising or paternalistic form of pleasure that
Hopkins and other sympathetic scholars have enjoyed from observing ISKCON, for it
derives from the authority of those whose knowledge of ISKCON’s parent ‘tradition’ is
assumed to be greater than that of ISKCON devotees themselves. It is not a form of
pleasure, or a type of knowledge, that derives from ethnographic participation, where the
‘child/anthropologist’ (Asad 1986:159) assumes his or her own ignorance and submits to a
process of learning from a more ‘adept’ (ibid.) and knowledgeable ethnographic other. I, for
one, was accepted by my informants as ‘a student of transcendental knowledge’, not as a
teacher of religious history. The ethnographer does not, or at least should not, assume the
prior authority to assess the ‘culture’ of his of her informants, even favourably, according to

some extrinsic measure of value. More on this point shortly.

they were converted to Krishna Consciousness’ (172).
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Of course, outside the learning environment of ethnography, there exists an
undeniable political value in ISKCON’s appeal to ‘sympathetic scholars’ who can
authoritatively attest to the movement’s ‘bona fide’ (Prabhupada was fond of this term)
roots in India — and this is where scholars have most directly contributed to ISKCON’s

‘public relations’ (Knott op.cit.:154) mission. For example,

the movement sent representatives to the 1976 joint meeting of the
American Academy of Religion, Society for Biblical Literature and
American School of Oriental Research in St Louis. There they acquired the
signatures of almost 200 scholars on a petition that affirmed that the
movement was a bona fide religion and should be afforded freedom under

the First Amendment. (Baird op.cit.:159)

The motivation for scholars engaging in ISKCON’s ‘legitimation techniques’
(Michael op.cit.) can certainly be defended from a political standpoint. A brief overview of
the literature on ISKCON shows that scholars have made tangible contributions to the
defence of ISKCON devotees’ democratic rights to religious freedom. Written at the time
of the Vietnam War, only a few years after ISKCON’s genesis in the U.S., Judah’s Hare
Krishna and the Counterculture (1974a) records the author’s personal involvement in
defending the rights of ISKCON devotees: ‘Because of their seriousness as ministers of
their faith, they obviously deserve the same privileges as do ministers, priests, or rabbis of
any faith. Therefore I was willing to intercede with their draft boards on occasion, in trying
to to get deferments’ (17). Judah also devotes a substantial first part of his book to
explaining the place of sixteenth century Caitanyite Vaisnavism within the vast history of
Hindu thought, beginning with the Vedas. The assumption is that, whatever countercultural

ideals or experiences may have led them to it (which Judah covers after, and quite
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separately from, his brief history of Hindu thought), Hare Krishna devotees are inheritors
and modern day representatives of this great tradition, and it is here the observer should be
looking first for the source of ISKCON’s religious legitimacy.

Shinn’s The Dark Lord: Cult Images and the Hare Krishnas in America (op.cit.)
belongs to a later period of ISKCON’s development, when a battle of a different kind was
confronting ISKCON devotees: the battle with the anti-cults. Shinn records that in the
period from the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s, ISKCON was repeatedly forced to defend
itself in court against charges of ‘brainwashing’. Many devotees also found themselves
defending their individual rights not to be kidnapped by anti-cultist ‘de-programmers’ —
who were typically employed by the devotees’ own parents, stirred as they were by public
hysteria over ‘the cults’ into believing their (adult-age) children had fallen victim to the
manipulative ‘mind control’ techniques of evil cult leaders.

Shinn served as an expert witness in such cases during the time of his research.
Shinn’s testimony, which I presume to find reiterated in his study, gives the distinct
impression that if there is anything that should rightfully be feared as ‘brainwashing’ in
relation to ISKCON, it is the abusive techniques of those who would seek to ‘de-program’
ISKCON devotees from their faith. Shinn’s publication provides the most comprehensive
critique available of the pseudo-scientific charge of ‘brainwashing’, and firmly establishes
the immorality and illegality of de-programming tactics. Shinn contrasts the reputed
mechanisms of ‘brainwashing’ to the devotee’s genuinely religious ‘search for meaning’,
which he universally identifies with the many and varied ‘pathways to Krishna’ he
discovered while recording Hare Krishna ‘conversion stories’ (122-143; also Shinn 1989).
Furthermore, and indeed right from the outset of his book, Shinn also establishes the

cultural legitimacy of ISKCON itself, as ‘an American Krishna tradition that [is]
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authentically Indian and self-consciously so’ (1987a:9). This appeal to ‘authenticity’ as the
meaningful foundation of the devotee’s conversion process is a theme we will find repeated
in other accounts of conversion to ISKCON. Significantly, the authority to recognise the
‘authentically Indian’ is equally dependent on one’s ability to discern the inauthentic: and
so must Shinn establish ISKCON’s authenticity, and hence justify its sympathetic
representation, with the assertion that this special movement is quite definitely not ‘just
another quasi-Indian import’ (10) or ‘a watered-down Yoga or meditation practice to sell to
Americans’ (38).

If the ‘Hare Krishnas have lived through their trial by fire’ (Melton 1995:276) in
cases of anti-cult persecution, this has not necessarily seen, as Melton optimistically
suggests, the ‘de-politicization’ (ibid.) of the work of those studying ISKCON. The most
recently published book on ISKCON, Nye’s Multiculturalism and Minority Religions in
Britain: Krishna Consciousness, Religious Freedom, and the Politics of Location (2001),
takes up ISKCON’s battle for religious freedom on a very different front. Nye explores the
fifteen year legal dispute between ISKCON’s Bhaktivedanta Manor in Hertfordshire,
outside of London, and the local planning authority of the shire. ISKCON’s ‘Save the
Manor’ campaign erupted in 1981, after complaints in the local community about religious
festivals held at the ISKCON centre saw authorities seek to close the centre to public
worship. The centre’s festivals were regularly attracting thousands of British Hindus from
London, leaving the roads of the little ‘Green Belt’ village of Letchmore Heath, closest to
the Manor, regularly obstructed by visiting vehicles (53-56). But what began as a local
planning dispute later took on a more serious political dimension. With a massive Hindu
support base in London, and with the help of both the British-based National Council of

Hindu Temples and the Indian Hindu nationalist organisation Viswa Hindu Parishad (Nye
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1996:46), ISKCON fought the battle for the Manor on a platform of minority religious and
ethnic rights — a ‘strategy’ which eventually saw the case brought before the European
Commission on Human Rights.

Both Nye and Knott were to become implicated in this dispute as expert witnesses
in the local hearings on the case (Nye 2001:289). Nye explains the value of his expertise to

the case:

...it fell to me to give an academic, and therefore politically
‘normative’ perspective that ISKCON are an established religious group
who are derived from a certain cultural and sectarian strand of ‘Hinduism’,
and thus are not necessarily a ‘freakish’ or dangerous ‘cult’. In such terms, |
was therefore arguing that ISKCON should be viewed as much an ‘ethnic
religion’ as a ‘new religion’, and that any decisions made by the jury and

judge should be made on this basis. (290)

‘For years’, as Nye and others have observed, ‘ISKCON have striven to dissociate
themselves from the label of ‘new religion’ (or NRM)’ (8). Like Hopkins, Judah and Shinn,
Nye accedes to this desire in his analysis by recognising ISKCON as ‘part of an ancient
religious tradition’ (ibid.). The involvement of diasporic Indian Hindus at the
congregational level of ISKCON’s ministry has also been instrumental in this legitimation
process (Michael op.cit.), and in the transition of ISKCON’s public image from a

‘dangerous cult’ to a culturally and religiously authenticated expression of Hinduism.

Thousands of Hindu Indians attend weekly services at ISKCON
temples, participate in traditional Hindu festivals, provide monetary support,
and even send their children for religious instruction at ISKCON schools and
summer camps. Some ISKCON centres are even beginning to resemble

ethnic churches. As ISKCON has gradually begun to get the message of its
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legitimate “ethnicity” across to the American public, it has begun to enjoy
some of the polite respect (from government bodies, the courts, and the

media) due ethnic minorities. (Gelberg 1987:190).

I find ‘ethnic churches’ to be a misleading description of ISKCON centres.
ISKCON certainly caters for and ministers to the religious needs of many migrant Hindus
and their families, perhaps even serving — as Zaidman (2000) argues in an American case —
some form of ‘integrative’ function for these groups in a new multicultural milieu. But
those who actually do the catering and the ministering do not themselves form an ‘ethnic
minority’ in any legitimate sense of that term. In the Western context at least, the
distinction between what might be called the laity and priesthood in ISKCON is notably
marked by ethnicity (ibid.). This is where I take issue with Nye’s (2001) attempt to take
ISKCON’s strategic appeal to ‘ethnicity’ as grounds for conceptually constructing
ISKCON itself as an ‘ethnic religion’ within the sociological and postcolonial framework
of multiculturalism (6). This seems to deny the crucial difference that exists between those
who come to ISKCON as Hindu and for its Hindu-related services, and those ‘mainly
ethnically white’ (ibid.) people who come as converts to this ‘certain cultural and sectarian
strand of ‘Hinduism’’, and who only subsequently service local Hindu communities as
religious officiants. To suggest that ISKCON is an ‘ethnic religion’” would imply that the
ISKCON devotee has not only ‘converted’ to a religion, but to an ethnicity as well — which
is patently not possible. Nye seems to think that the case of ISKCON dissolves the
distinction between ethnicity and religion, when in reality — as I argue more thoroughly in
Chapters Two and Three — it reifies it. This same problem ultimately undermines Shinn’s
sympathetic observation that ISKCON is ‘authentically Indian and self-consciously so’ —

for the sense of what Shinn calls ‘authentically Indian’ must surely be experienced
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differently between the self-consciously ethnic Indian migrant, and the self-conscious
convert. As I will show in Chapters Two and Three, this difference is reiterated and
reinforced by ISKCON devotees themselves, and is what meaningfully defines the
uniqueness of the ‘conversion’ experience, as opposed to the ‘migration’ experience (cf.
Nye op.cit.), of religiosity in ISKCON.

None of this is to deny the value of ISKCON’s alignment with ‘Hinduism’ or the
genuine support ISKCON receives from its Hindu laity. It is rather to emphasise the
significance of those ‘differences within’ (ibid.) ISKCON which are undeniably traced
along ethnic lines. The intention is to emphasise the strategic value of this alignment, and
also to problematise the way scholars like Nye participate in this strategy at the conceptual
level of their analyses. Rochford (1987) serves to remind us that it was only ‘as the level of
tension between the movement and the larger society grew did ISKCON attempt to
accentuate its Hindu roots. In the face of strong public opposition against it, ISKCON
began actively to seek formal ties with the larger Hindu tradition’ (116; also Rochford
1985:270-1).

In contexts where the political or legal value of this alignment is not at issue — and I
would stress that contexts where these are at issue are atypical — ISKCON devotees are
quick to distinguish their movement from ‘Hinduism’ and also from the ‘ethnic Indian’
label. As I will explain in Chapter Three, both of these terms in fact convey pejorative
connotations in ISKCON. The alternative and preferred terms used to describe ‘the spiritual
life’ in ISKCON are, respectively, ‘Vaisnava’ and ‘spiritual culture’. 1 argue that the
meaning of these terms should not and cannot be ascertained from sources extrinsic to
devotees’ own spiritual practices — sources like, for instance, the history of Hindu thought,

or some prior authority on what constitutes the ‘authentically Indian’ or the diasporic
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Indian experience of ‘Hinduism’, or even a prior knowledge of Bengali Vaisnavism. To do
so would be to deny the ethnographic value of these terms as we find them articulated and
put into practice by ISKCON devotees themselves. It would also presume that the
practitioner of Krishna Consciousness interprets his or her spiritual practices, and values

their ‘authenticity’, in the same way as the historian of religion or the scholar of Hinduism.

Spreading the message (3): the sacred in translation

If the ‘sympathetic’ approach to ISKCON finds value and validation in ISKCON’s
‘traditional’ Indian heritage, it evidently fails to appreciate the privileged place which
ISKCON devotees accord their own movement in relation to this heritage. It fails to
acknowledge one of the core hagiographic teachings in ISKCON, which tells of
Prabhupada’s disillusionment with the insular, factional, culturally mired and spiritually
stagnated state of his own tradition, while identifying the cultural translation and
globalisation of Gaudiya-Vaisnavism in the form of ISKCON not only as a progressive and
revitalising movement, but as the latest revelation of God’s own will, perfectly realised by
Gaudiya-Vaisnavism’s only ‘world acarya’ — Srila Prabhupada. Suffice it to say that this
assessment of ISKCON’s spiritual significance is not so easily legitimated by taking the
Indian tradition as our measure of authentication. It also offers a different perspective on
what Hopkins (op.cit.) calls ISKCON’s ‘India connection’ — the figure of Srila Prabhupada
himself: for instead of tracing ISKCON’s significance backwards from this singular point
to a prior history and culture, it looks forward with a sense of historic purpose to the
fulfilment of Prabhupada’s global mission.

In Chapter Five I re-introduce the sympathetic representations of ISKCON’s

scholarly observers as instances of Hare Krishna hagiography. The eulogies of
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‘distinguished scholars’ are to be found not only in scholarly publications, but also on the
covers of Prabhupada’s books of translation, where they extol Prabhupada’s traditional
authority to potential buyers of ISKCON’s ‘transcendental literature’. ISKCON’s
sympathetic observers have been effectively mobilised, in this respect, to the front line of
ISKCON’s sankirtana or ‘communications’ mission (cf. Knott 2000). And it is right here,
in the distribution of Prabhupada’s books, that the hagiographic narrative of Prabhupada’s
mission to the West is ‘lived forward’” (Wyschogrod 1990:29) in the spiritual practice of
ISKCON devotees themselves, as the very ‘mechanism’ (33; original emphasis) of spiritual
progress. In Chapter Five I take up Wyschogrod’s argument that the ‘comprehension of a
saint’s life understood from within the sphere of hagiography is a practice through which
the addressee is gathered into the narrative so as to extend and elaborate it with her/his own
life’ (xxiii; original emphasis). Prabhupada lives on in the telling of his story, and devotees
themselves are ‘gathered into the narrative’ of Prabhupada’s life/work as they carry on his
preaching mission. I argue that scholars misdirect the force of this narrative when they trace
it backwards to ‘India’s past’ (cf. Klostermaier 1980). But by the same token, the historicist
panegyrics of sympathetic scholars have been readily appropriated to hagiography, and we
have already seen how ISKCON has engaged these in the work of cultural and historical
legitimation.

In light of these considerations, the problem which I now want to introduce is
whether scholarly studies of ISKCON can be understood to serve ISKCON’s spiritual as
well as political purposes. This is not a new problem to sociologists of NRMs. Judah’s
(1974a) pioneer publication on ISKCON introduces the dual predicament of being
positioned by one’s devotee informants as both potential convert and potential preacher of

Krishna Consciousness:
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In the beginning of the research, the single-mindedness of the
devotees made the task of collecting the information difficult. They wanted
to talk about Krishna rather than about themselves. Analysis for the sake of
learning about themselves was not wanted; their only reason for associating
with outsiders has always been to spread Krishna Consciousness. Not even
their parents have been an exception. So it did not take me long to realize
that the main function of their splendid cooperation with me was twofold:
first, to teach me more about Krishna, enabling me to become Krishna
Conscious; second, to spread the knowledge of Krishna through the

publication of my manuscript. (3)

Bromley and Hadden (op.cit.) believe that other cults subject to observation by

sociologists may have had similar strategies in mind in letting themselves be studied:

...several groups exhibited more than casual curiosity in being
studied. For some groups there was a sense that the sociologists were part of
a providential plan that would facilitate the spreading of the word — that is,
when the scholars [sic] studies were published, people would read them and
be attracted to the group. However naive, it was a posture that made it easier

for scholars to gain entry to some groups. (5)

Why do Bromley and Hadden consider this type of motivation to be a ‘naive...
posture’ (ibid.) by cult informants? Is it because the ulterior motives of sociologists, or their
methods of representation, would inevitably be incompatible or else unsympathetic to any
‘providential plan’ (ibid.)? Or is it because the readership attracted to the sociological
literature on NRMs would be so paltry as to be worthless to any proselytising mission? Or
is it, perhaps, because such a readership is just too smart to fall for any tacit preaching

strategy? I am not so sure that answers to these questions would necessarily point to the
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naivete of cult informants. I, for one, was indeed attracted to ISKCON after reading the
overwhelmingly sympathetic portrayal of the movement in the sociological literature — and
as I stressed at the outset, it would be a presumptive oversight to instinctively dismiss the
spiritual significance of ethnographic participation on the basis of some higher notion of
ethnographic intention."” And why should we presume that the ethnographic method of
participation necessarily ceases as soon as the researcher leaves ‘the field’ and begins
writing for publication? This last question actually places the reflexive concerns I
introduced earlier about my own authority to represent Krishna Consciousness directly into
the theological framework of ISKCON’s ‘communications’ or sankirtana mission (cf.
Knott 2000). It also makes any attempt to ethnographically ‘communicate’ Krishna
Consciousness a doubly implicated process: the problem is no longer simply a guilt-ridden
one of knowing ‘what we have done in appropriating’ (Strathern op.cit.) the ‘voice of the
other’, for the ‘voice of the ethnographer’ might just as well be appropriated to the purposes
of those we study — even if these purposes are sometimes lost on the ethnographer. Daner
(1976), for instance, records how her ISKCON informants were quite disinterested in her
research intentions, and ‘simply said that any good publicity for ISKCON was a service to
Krsna and would be considered good karma for me’ (4). Compare this situation to the way

even an unsympathetic representation of ISKCON might be interpreted by a devotee: ‘So

' n ISKCON, the person responsible for first introducing a devotee to the Holy Name of Krishna is called a
Vartmana pradarshaka guru. Although he will never know it, I think it was Judah (1974b) who served as my
Vartmana pradarshaka guru! For many devotees who joined ISKCON during the 1970s and 1980s, the
recently departed George Harrison of The Beatles (“Bhakta George”, “Son of Hari”) functioned in this
capacity, especially through the release of the hit single “My Sweet Lord’, which included in its lyrics the
Hare Krishna mantra. It should be stressed that many devotees will attest that they did not realise at the time
that Harrison’s songs would eventually lead them to ‘the spiritual life’ in ISKCON. It would make a
fascinating research paper to analyse the overwhelming response in ISKCON to the death of Bhakta George,
whose continued sympathies toward the movement were expressed in a large donation from his estate.
Harrison donated the Bhaktivedanta Manor (the focus of Nye’s study (1996, 2001)) to ISKCON in 1973.
Knott (op.cit.) notes the importance of the Beatles’ involvement with British Hare Krishna devotees in
spreading the message of Krishna in the UK at that time. Needless to say, this was certainly a far more
significant ‘communication strategy’ than the involvement of sociologists.
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powerful is the name of Krishna, according to Prabhupada, that even a hostile newspaper
report on ISKCON benefited readers spiritually because it contained numerous references
to the “Hare Krishnas™’ (Gelberg 1987:200).

In relating this issue to the ethnographic task which lies ahead, and to the task of
ethnography in general, I am prompted to consider whether Bromley and Hadden (op.cit.)
might be right simply to dismiss the idea that scholarly representations of cults could ever
really work, on behalf of cult converts, to effect any form of conversion in their readers.
The question of intention would seem indispensible to this issue (notwithstanding the
theological perspectives indicated above, which apparently transcend intention altogether),
although convention is the other more determinative factor to take into account (Culler
1989). Even if ‘[o]utsiders, for their part, examine the tradition with all the vehemence of a
convert’ (Rosen 1992a:2),"" any chance of converting or translating this kind of scholarly
‘devotion’ (ibid.) into de facto proselytisation is quickly subverted by the disciplinary
conventions of representation.

Asad (1986) reasons that the reader of an ethnographic ‘cultural translation’ is
unlikely to undergo any form of cultural conversion, because the ‘[cultural] translation is
addressed to a very specific audience, which is waiting to read about another mode of life
and to manipulate the text it reads according to established rules, not to learn fo live a new

mode of life’ (159; original emphasis). The ethnographer, for his or her part, approaches

" Rosen is another ISKCON devotee who publishes under his ‘karmi’ or birth name. His comment on
scholarly devotion is representative of a concerted effort amongst some of ISKCON’s more erudite devotees
to open up dialogue between ISKCON and the academy. Like Gelberg (1983), Rosen (1992a) has published a
collection of interviews with scholars of the Gaudiya-Vaisnava tradition. Rosen’s interviews, some of which I
cite a various stages of this thesis, contain more sophisticated theological discussions than we find in Gelberg,
which is itself an indication of an increasing theological awareness of the Indian tradition amongst ISKCON
devotees. I suggest that Rosen’s text also serves a legitimating function for the movement, although at times
we also encounter revealing theological disagreements between Rosen and his interviewees. As I show in
Chapter Four, sectarian tensions between ISKCON and its ‘tradition’ have only increased with the theological
maturation of ISKCON devotees.
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another cultural discourse, belief, or practice, with the intention of ‘explaining its
compulsiveness’ (146; original emphasis), not with the intention of compelling readers ‘to
introduce or enlarge cultural capacities, learnt from other ways of living, into [their] own’
(160). ‘It is plain that [Evans-Pritchard]’, for one well-known example, ‘is concerned to
explain (in terms of Nuer social life), not to justify (in terms of Western commonsense, or
Western values). The aim of this kind of exegesis is certainly not to persuade Western
readers to adopt Nuer religious practices’ (150; original emphasis).

It should likewise go without saying that the aim of my exegesis is not to persuade
readers to adopt Hare Krishna religious practices. But this is not as straightforward a
disclaimer as it might seem. If we are to accept Asad’s argument that, to communicate the
‘coherence’ (145) and ‘compulsiveness’ (146; original emphasis) of another cultural
discourse, the explanatory language of the ‘anthropologist-translator’ (147) must at some
level submit to the intention of the ‘original’, we must allow that the ‘original’ discourse
might itself involve an intention to persuade, compel, or convert others: ‘The language of
translation can — indeed must — let itself go’, writes Benjamin, evoking a language of self-
surrender that seems apposite to the task of ‘translating” a language of conversion, ‘so that
it gives voice to the intentio of the original not as reproduction but as harmony, as a
supplement to the language in which it expresses itself, as its own kind of intentio’ (cited in
Asad op.cit.:156; original emphasis). In taking up Benjamin’s ‘call to transform a language
in order to translate the coherence of the original’ (157) to the ethnographer’s task of
‘cultural translation’, Asad reasonably assumes ‘the original’ to be an entirely foreign
discourse or set of cultural practices. In such cases, the ‘intentio of the original’ is not in
itself intended toward a Western readership: it is internal to the foreign cultural discourse,

and there is presumed to be no prior process of cultural communication or ‘translation’
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outside of the ethnographic process. The Nuer, to return to Asad’s emblematic example,
never intended to convert Evans-Pritchard and his kind to their religion."” If they had,
hypothetically speaking, then Evans-Pritchard would surely have been obliged to ‘give
voice’ to this intention in his ‘cultural translation’ — for the very ‘compulsiveness’ (146;
original emphasis) of a proselytising discourse is constituted in its intention toward the
other.

The ethnographic trope of ‘cultural translation’ as explored by Asad takes on a
productive new dimension when introduced to Benjamin’s philosophy of translation.” It
acquires another, unique dimension, however, as [ try to contextualise my own
ethnographic project in relation to ISKCON’s theology of ‘communication’. To this end, it
is necessary to distinguish that form of ‘cultural translation’ which may or may not be
willing ‘to subject itself to [the] transforming power’ (157) of a radically other cultural
discourse, from my own task of ethnographically ‘translating’ a form of cultural practice
which is itself already a form of cultural translation specifically intended toward cultural
self-transformation. The task for the ethnographer of ISKCON, at least as I approach it in
this study, is not the ‘translation of culture’ but the translation of cultural translation. That
is to say, ISKCON is not a culture to be translated, but a culture of translation; or more
precisely, it is a Western religious movement whose members actively engage in religio-
cultural translation practices as the means (and end) of spiritual transformation. To
‘translate’ these practices into the explanatory register of anthropological theory requires a

‘language’ — rather than a reader or a writer — that can ‘subject itself to this transforming

12 Asad records in this regard that ‘Evans-Pritchard himself was a Catholic before and after his monograph on
Nuer religion was written” (150). In fact, Evans-Pritchard converted to Catholicism whilst in the field
(Beckett, J. personal communication 2001).

13 Asad is well aware of the problems associated with applying the textual metaphor of ‘translation’ to culture.
But he also points out that the task of the ethnographer is to ‘translate’ cultural experience into text — for no
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power’ (157) of translation. Of all the theoretical ‘languages’ that might be suited to this
task, I find Benjamin’s unique approach to translation and its transformative potential to be
the most obliging. In my concluding chapters, therefore, I turn to Benjamin’s ‘The Task of
the Translator’ (1996 [1923]), and also to Derrida’s (1985) thoughts on this seminal essay,
not as a tool to think the ethnographic project, as Asad (op.cit.) has insightfully done, but as
a way of explaining the compulsive power of cultural translation practices in ISKCON.
This analysis will offer a very different perspective on spiritual transformation in
ISKCON than has otherwise been available through unproblematised applications of the
‘conversion’ concept. I distinguish this ‘translation of translation’ approach from that of
‘sympathetic scholars’ (Knott op.cit.:157) of ISKCON who, as I have demonstrated, have
presumed that to explain the ‘teachings and history’ (ibid.) of Bengali Vaisnavism for the
benefit of their Western readers is ipso facto to explain Hare Krishna spirituality. These
scholars have uncritically accepted ISKCON to be a ‘faithful reproduction’ (cf. Benjamin
op.cit.:259) of an authentic Hindu tradition, and ‘conversion’ to this identified tradition is
the only form of religious transformation they seem to recognise. This approach, I argue,
evidently fails to account for the transformative practices of cultural translation which bring
this ‘tradition’ into the proximate reality of the Western practitioner’s cultural and spiritual
experience, and which simultaneously bring about a transformation in the tradition itself.
Benjamin argues that the task of the translator is not the ‘faithful reproduction’ (ibid.) of the
original, as traditional theorists of translation would have it, but ‘a transformation and a
renewal of something living’, in which ‘the original undergoes a change’ (256). And the
language of translation is tranformed in this process as well, in ‘allowing [itself] to be

powerfully affected by the foreign tongue’ (Pannwitz, cited in Benjamin ibid.:263).

other medium of expression has yet been deemed appropriate to ethnographic convention.
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‘Translation is so far removed from being the sterile equation of two dead languages that of
all literary forms it is the one charged with the special mission of watching over the
maturing process of the original language and the birth pangs of its own’ (256).

Srila Prabhupada’s ‘special mission’ (ibid.), as I demonstrate in my account of
ISKCON hagiography, can also be understood in this light. Devoted readers of
Prabhupada’s translations understand that in ‘them the life of the originals attains its latest,
continually renewed, and most complete unfolding’ (255). Furthermore, the practice of
reading Prabhupada’s books of translation — whether in private, in contexts of public
proselytisation, or in ritual contexts of scriptural instruction like my Gita class — is a
spiritual practice: a ‘practical means’ (Knott op.cit.:154) of “unfolding’ (cf. Beck op.cit.) or
realising one’s innate spiritual identity. In Chapter Six I analyse ritual citation in ISKCON
as a mimetic practice, in which the reader literally ‘gives voice’ to the revelatory act
contained in Prabhupada’s word-for-word Sanskrit-English translations. Prabhupada’s
‘special mission’ is ‘lived forward’ (cf. Wyschogrod op.cit.:29), I argue, in the moment of
reading, as the sacred promise of ultimate reconciliation in the Name, Word, and
transcendental abode of Krishna. Krishna, and by extension Krishna’s abode, is ‘non-
different’ to His Name and Word. To inhabit Krishna’s spiritual world, then, the devotee
must aspire to inhabit Krishna’s ‘pure language’ (cf. Benjamin op.cit.:257) in pure
‘spiritual consciousness’ or ‘Krishna Consciousness’. The need for translation and
repetition in citational practice necessarily reveals the ‘remoteness’ (ibid.) that exists
between ‘material consciousness’ and ‘Krishna Consciousness’ — but this revelation is the
indispensible condition for Krishna Consciousness itself, because without the ‘knowledge

of this remoteness’ (ibid.) there could be no desire for spiritual progress.
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For his devoted readers, then, Prabhupada did not merely translate traditional Hindu
texts, but the language of God and the spiritual world. Furthermore, in Krishna
Consciousness, the spiritual world is not only a place of spiritual sound, but also of spiritual
form, taste, colour, pattern, and personality. Prabhupada did not merely represent a
particular Vaisnava tradition from India — he embodied the very ‘culture’ of the spiritual
world: ‘spiritual culture’, or ‘Krishna culture’. As an emissary of Lord Krishna sent directly
from the spiritual world itself, Prabhupada’s divine mission was to ‘translate’ ‘spiritual
culture’ so that it might be known throughout this material world. Sanskrit is the phonetic
‘nectar’ of God, but the sensory and aesthetic ‘tastes’ of the spiritual world are also made
available to the practitioner of Krishna Consciousness in the form of Krishna’s image and
His food leavings (prasadam), and even in the styles of dress and comportment which
Prabhupada imparted to his disciples as essential techniques of spiritual transformation. As
the language and ‘culture’ of the spiritual world, ‘spiritual culture’ is both the means and
end of self-realisation in ISKCON — and so too, as I have emphasised throughout this
introduction, is its ‘communication’ and its ‘translation’ to others. For it is in translation
that Prabhupada’s promise and revelation is extended to the world, and to the preacher of
Krishna Consciousness as well.

The question as to whether or not my analytic ‘translation of translation’ can also be
considered a form of spiritual practice with similar revelatory potential is one I am prepared
to leave unanswered and open to possibility. My only intention is to communicate the
‘intentio’ of spiritually transformative translation practices in ISKCON — and as Asad
(op.cit.) notes, in re-figuring the ethnographic trope of ‘cultural translation’, it is ‘for the
reader to evaluate that infentio, not for the translator to preempt the evaluation’ (156;

original emphasis).
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Chapter One

“Easy journey” to another planet:fieldwork, culture
conversion, and the location of the spiritual’

I chanted with the Hare Krishnas... I became a participant, not
because I thought there was actually something in it for me, but
because | wanted to nourish my capacity for empathy. I wanted to
find out what I could about the lure of the East on the visceral
level...

Then something I had not expected happened. I discovered that
when someone is studying beehives up close, regardless of how
much inner distance is retained there is still a distinct possibility

that the investigator can be stung.

— Harvey Cox, Turning East (1977:13-14)

Sri-Sri Radha-Gopinatha Mandir, “Embassy of the Spiritual World”

An unassuming two-storey building which stands on one corner of a busy North
Sydney intersection has served for over a decade now as a local Temple and Cultural
Centre for the International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON). Before four-

thirty every morning, at the most ‘auspicious’ time of day before the sun and the morning

! Easy Journey To Other Planets (1970a), by His Divine Grace A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhapada (the
Founder-Acarya of The International Society for Krishna Consciousness), is a small book widely distributed
by Hare Krishna devotees. ‘Dedicated to the scientists of the world’, it outlines the futility of man’s scientific
endeavors to travel to other planets (including the moon) and points to the perfect knowledge of the Vedas,
and to the path of bhakti-yoga, as the sole means of returning to the spiritual planet of Krsnaloka (elsewhere
referred to as Goloka Vrindavana), the ultimate destination of the spirit-soul. My title is a direct appropriation
of Prabhupada’s.
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traffic have yet to break upon this little corner of the world, Hare Krishna devotees dressed
in Indian dhotis and saris, and displaying on their foreheads the freshly applied tilaka
(mud-paste) markings of Vaisnavas, emerge from several flats in the near vicinity and
converge upon the centre’s temple room. There they join the other devotees from the
centre’s ashrams, and begin chanting the Hare Krishna mahamantra upon their strings of
wooden japa beads: ‘Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna, Krishna Krishna, Hare Hare, Hare
Rama, Hare Rama, Rama Rama, Hare Hare...’

Each devotee chants quietly to himself or herself during japa, but put together the
varying pitch and rhythms of each devotee’s chanting fills the room with a collectively
sustained vibration. This chanting continues until the pujari — the altar officiant who will
make the first of the daily offerings to the temple deities — sounds the conch-horn and
draws back the curtains of the shrine to reveal Sri-Sri Radha-Gopinatha, the presiding
deities of ISKCON Sydney. At the sounding of the horn, all the devotees prostrate
themselves fully across the polished marble floor, chant mantras to the guru, then rise to
greet the deities.

The four-thirty mangala-arati which follows is the first of eight daily aratis, or
offerings to the deities, that are performed in ISKCON temples throughout the world.
During mangala-arati ‘the deities” — who are Radha and Krishna incarnated in
worshippable form (arca-vigraha) — are wearing their sleeping robes, and are gently
awakened from their evening’s slumber by the affectionate singing of their devotees. Each
of the eight aratis on the temple’s daily program corresponds to one of the eight principle
transcendental pastimes (asta-kaliya-lila) that Radha and Krishna, the Divine Couple,
eternally play out in the forest of Vrindavana, attended to by their devoted young friends,

the cowherds (gopas) and cowherdesses (gopis) of Vraja (‘Gopinatha’, or ‘Master of the
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gopis’, is the name given to Krishna in his deity-form at ISKCON Sydney). These
‘transcendental pastimes’ (/ila), which were manifested on Earth five-thousand years ago in
the north Indian region of Vraja, occur eternally in the spiritual realm of Goloka
Vrindavana, and are repeated daily in ISKCON temples during arati worship, where Radha
and Krishna are attended to by pujaris and other devotees offering kirtana: dancing and
chanting the Names of the Lord. As the place in which Radha and Krishna appear together
in deity-form to receive devotional service, a temple is itself ‘non-different’ to Goloka
Vrindavana, the highest of the spiritual planets.”> As an ‘embassy of the spiritual world’, a
temple is ultimately transcendental to the laws governing material existence on Earth. To
enter the space of a temple for the first time is a rare and ultimately auspicious event for the
individual living entity (jiva) — a cumulative result of lifetimes of karmic evolution. Most
significantly for the devotee of Krishna, to enter the space of a temple means that Srimati
Radharani, or Radha, has invited you to witness her intimate /ila with Krishna in the

spiritual world.

The nectar of ethnography; or, “You can’t taste the honey by licking the outside of the

1 9

jar

I want to introduce this chapter on methodologies, ethnographic and spiritual, via a
less hazardous approach to the allegorical ‘field’ than that provided by Cox’s ‘beehive’

metaphor in my opening citation. ‘You can’t taste the honey by licking the outside of the

? Devotees often refer to a temple as “Vaikuntha’ rather than ‘Goloka Vrindavana’ to designate that space as
being ‘non-different’ to ‘the spiritual world’. “Vaikuntha’ is often used as a generic name for the spiritual
realm, whereas ‘Goloka Vrindavana’ refers to the highest location within that realm which is directly presided
over by Radha and Krishna. Technically, Vaikuntha is presided over by Krishna in the form of Narayana
(Visnu) and His consort Laksmi, and is associated with different ‘transcendental pastimes’ or /ila to that of
Goloka Vrindavana. After discussing these theological points with devotees I have sided with the opinion that
as it is Radha-Krishna, and not Laksmi-Narayana, who appear in ISKCON temples, ‘Goloka Vrindavana’ is
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jar’ were the words of advice offered me by several Hare Krishna informants as I made my
inquiries and performed my fieldwork at Sri-Sri Radha-Gopinatha Mandir, North Sydney.
This is a safer methodological metaphor to unpack, I should think. In Hare Krishna terms, I
will always be on ‘the outside of the jar’, unable appreciate the ‘transcendental’ content of
life in ISKCON, as long as I approach the subject from the ‘materialist’ perspective which
informs my academic project. “You can’t taste the honey by licking the outside of the jar’
was also a provocation to convert, to surrender my attachment to ‘material knowledge’, to
surrender to Krishna the Supreme Personality of Godhead, and to thereby ‘taste’ the
‘nectar’ of devotional life in ISKCON.

In ethnographic terms, this provocation resonates for me with Jackson’s (1983) call
to surrender the ethnographic ‘ulterior motive’ in pursuit of an ideal state of ethnographic

presence:

...it is necessary to adopt a methodological strategy of joining in
without ulterior motive and literally putting oneself in the place of another
person: inhabiting their world. Participation thus becomes an end in itself
rather than a means of gathering closely observed data which will be subject

to interpretation elsewhere after the event. (340; my emphasis)

Jackson’s methodology suggests a peculiar possibility for an ethnographic process
of conversion. Although Jackson’s motiveless strategy for ‘literally putting oneself in the
place of another’ may be quite removed from any usual sense of the term ‘conversion’
conveyed in popular usage, and certainly from any sense conveyed in the sociological

literature on ‘cult conversion’ which I shall be addressing shortly, bending this term to

an appropriate designation, but either term would suffice to make the point that the sacred space of a temple is
in ultimate reality a transcendental space.
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Jackson’s ethnographic ‘experience of the other’ (ibid.) provides a useful juxtaposition by
which fieldwork and conversion can be established as the parallel concerns of the present
chapter. This juxtaposition can be introduced with two questions. First, what would
Jackson’s notion of ‘inhabiting their world” imply for the ethnographer of a conversion-
oriented cult? And second, does an ethnographic ‘experience of the other’ actually imply
some form of subjective ‘conversion’ to the other?

This chapter seeks to explore both these questions not only for their methodological
implications, but also as a way of approaching the particular ‘experience of the other’
which is characteristic of Hare Krishna spirituality itself, and which Hare Krishna devotees
ultimately made available to me as well, as I participated both as ethnographer (from my
point of view) and as potential convert (from the point of view of my potential converters)
in ‘the spiritual life’ in ISKCON. Juxtaposing ethnographic and conversion experiences
also seems appropriate in the Hare Krishna context if we are to accept, however tentatively
at this stage, that the spiritual experience in ISKCON is something generated in the context
of a cultural as well as a religious encounter between the Western ‘convert’ and a unique
form of Bengali Vaisnavism. Ethnographers, after all, are not the only class of people to
claim or to seek out a special cultural ‘experience of the other’. ‘Motive’, it might well be
objected, would surely be a basic point of differentiation here. But this would assume from
the outset that either cultural or spiritual experience (or both simultaneously, as the case
may be) is ultimately mediated by consciousness, intention, or (by implication) ‘belief’.
The juxtaposition which I have introduced, and will now proceed to explore, is intended to
problematise this very assumption and its implications for a study of Hare Krishna

spirituality.
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In the brief passage which opens this chapter, I have sought to evoke the otherness
of Hare Krishna belief by introducing my key field-site — the ISKCON temple at Sydney —
as an otherworldly space. For the moment I want to suspend inquiry into all the aesthetic
features of cultural otherness that undoubtedly work to evoke this sense of otherworldliness
for the Western observer of (and participant in) this scene: the images, sounds, and smells
of temple ritual, the aesthetics of Hindu devotional dress and body markings, the
foreignness of Sanskrit terms and mantras, etc. Instead, I want to draw attention to the fact
that, by entering ‘the field’ at Sri-Sri Radha-Gopinatha Mandir, I have not only entered a
‘cultural’ space, but a spiritual and cosmological framework in which the question of
ethnographic ‘ulterior motive’ (Jackson op.cit.) ultimately becomes (dare I say it)
academic.

In Hare Krishna terms this question is ‘material’. While exhortations like ‘You can’t
taste the honey by licking the outside of the jar’ may seem to have enforced an
insider/outsider dichotomy premissed on my confessed lack of belief, my participation in
spiritual practice was nevertheless welcomed by Hare Krishna devotees, and I was
repeatedly assured that my exposure to the transcendental presence of Krishna at the temple
would eventually develop into a ‘taste’ for devotion. For my informants, it seemed, my
entering the transcendental space of the temple signified in itself at least a partial
dissolution of the insider/outsider distinction, and my participation seemed to confirm this
process. If the ethnographic terms of my presence and participation at the temple were
motivated by a ‘material consciousness’, this did not prevent them from becoming readily
subsumed and subverted by the ‘transcendental’ terms of Hare Krishna spiritual discourse.
My motives only inhibited my realisation of the spiritual fact that, whether I realised it yet

or not, my fieldwork signalled the start of my spiritual life.
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“You’re being brainwashed,” Govinda dasa once said, in a conversation about what
had ‘attracted” me to studying the Krishna Consciousness movement. Interestingly, this
admonition was also a response to my attempt at explaining to Govinda the sociological
critique of the pseudo-psychological ‘brainwashing” model of cult conversion (see Bromley
and Hadden (1993:29-33); Richardson (1993); Shinn (1987a,1989)). To fully appreciate
Govinda’s wry appropriation of this term, I suggest, is to take an initial step towards
understanding the ‘transcendental’ significance which Hare Krishna devotees accord any
individual’s contact with their movement. Anyone exposed to the karma-cleansing spiritual
energy in which Hare Krishna devotees immerse themselves is understood to have incurred
a purification of consciousness — Govinda’s ‘brainwashing’ — a process which is also said
to signal the start of spiritual life for that individual. As ‘the spiritual life’ is something
measured over multiple lifetimes, the kind of karmic efficacy involved here is actually
impossible to understand on the level of incarnate or ‘material’ consciousness. My
persistent identification with my ‘material’ ethnographic subjectivity was often treated by
my informants with the same knowing sense of amusement displayed in Govinda dasa’s

brainwashing comment.

catur-vidha bhajante mam
janah sukrtino ‘rjuna
arto jijnasur artharthi

jnani ca bharatarsabha

O best among the Bharatas, four kinds of pious men begin to render devotional service unto Me
[Krishna] — the distressed, the desirer of wealth, the inquistive, and he who is searching for
knowledge of the Absolute. (Prabhupada 1986a:388; my emphasis)
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This quote from the Gita served on several occassions to submit my ethnographic
inquistiveness to the verdict of doctrine, and my fieldwork methodology was appropriated
just as readily. Participation and observation though, if I may concede for the moment
something of the anthropological claim on these terms, are open to anyone who comes to an
ISKCON temple with sincere questions and a willingness to experiment with prescribed
spiritual practice. Importantly, trial participation in the temple program is recommended
practice for all serious inquirers into Hare Krishna spirituality. As well as including the
more overtly ritualistic elements of spiritual practice like chanting, deity worship, or
learning scripture by rote, such participation also involves essential practical lessons like
learning how to dress like a devotee, how to eat, cook and clean with the devotees,
adjusting sleeping patterns to accommodate the pre-dawn program, and a myriad of other
details that comprise ‘the spiritual life’ in the temple. Devotees will warn newcomers that
the temple program is intense, not only for its physical rigor but also for one’s continual
exposure to Krishna’s transcendental energies. The first time I performed a three week stint
of fieldwork at the Sydney temple, I was commended on my commitment to a serious
understanding of devotional life, a seriousness evinced not only by my questions, but also
by my willingness to engage in ‘service’ like washing-up huge piles of pots and pans and
chopping masses of vegetables in the kitchen. I was also offered the friendly warning that
three weeks is the usual trial period for new bhaktas (neophyte devotees) wanting to live
full-time in the ashram as brahmacaris (celibate students), and that if I was to survive the
full stay, there was a dangerous possibility that I would not want to leave.

But I did leave. And I did return, intermittently. Given that my ‘field’ is only a train
and a bus trip away from ‘home’, this possibility for intermittent fieldwork continues as I

write my thesis. One month after my initial three week stay, I returned to the temple for one
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of its regular Sunday Feasts (the subject of the following chapter). Govinda dasa,
witnessing my return, boisterously demanded: “Malcolm! Where’ve you been?”

“I’ve been off in the material world,” I replied, trying to balance my limited
familiarity with the discourse with an effort at self-deprecating humour.

“You don’t live in the material world, Malcolm,” was Govinda’s enigmatic
response, and [ have yet to fully locate its meaning.

Was Govinda telling me that, like all spirit-souls, I have never really left the
spiritual world, and that my identification with the material world is a product of illusion?
Was he telling me that all my time spent thinking and occasionally writing about Krishna
and the devotees somehow sustained my contact with the transcendental presence of
Krishna, despite my absence from the temple itself? Was ‘inhabiting their world’ — in
Jackson’s (op.cit.) methodological terms — something I could somehow maintain outside
‘the field’ as such?

I never interrogated Govinda about his comment, perhaps so as to conceal my
ignorance. On other occasions, like the time I quite successfully presented a Wednesday
night Bhagavad-gita class, Govinda and several other devotees would make the
straightforward assertion: “Malcolm’s a devotee.” At times during my fieldwork, I am sure,
I have felt like a devotee. Reflecting on these experiences from the relative distance of
‘home’, my ulterior motives always win out. But Govinda’s enigmatic observations and my
own experiences ‘in the field’ will remain as points of reference if ever I were to take up
the spiritual life in ISKCON, and in retrospect my fieldwork would indeed have signalled

the start of this life, the narrative beginning of a conversion process.’

3 Rochford (1985), who I discuss in more detail shortly, argues that retrospective conversion narratives pose a
problem for sociological analysis: “To accept uncritically members’ accounts of the factors influencing their
recruitments and conversions neglects the ways in which people’s autobiographical stories are constantly
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Importantly too, the intermittent nature of my contact with the temple is not unique
in terms of individual life trajectories within the Hare Krishna ‘movement’, especially in
urban centres like Sydney. To a significantly greater degree than ISKCON’s rural centres,
which are generally supported by householders (grhasthas) and their families, the ISKCON
centre at Sydney is a space of transition. As an ‘embassy of the spiritual world’, a temple is
not only a transcendental space but also a contact point between the transcendental and
material worlds. The material world circumscribes the transcendental space of Sri-Sri
Radha-Gopinatha Mandir at North Sydney in the form of traffic-congested arterial roads,
but devotees also convey the transcendental presence of Krishna outside the temple
whenever they chant His Name in the streets, raise money at traffic lights, or preach to
students on university campuses. Urban centres like the one at Sydney are bases for
proselytisation, preaching fronts in a spiritual battle against material illusion, but they also
see a lot of traffic in the form of new bhaktas coming and going according to the diverse
contingencies of their lives, aspiring devotees moving in and out according to fluctuating
turns of spiritual determination, or as part of their ongoing transit between centres (often
motivated by personal or political (dis)affiliations),* and in the form of generally inquistive
people, like myself, who for the most part don’t stick around. On Sunday afternoons (as I
shall show in the next chapter) the temple regularly becomes crowded with Hindu families
receiving darsana (seeing and being seen by the deities) and prasadam (Krishna’s mercy in

the form of sanctified food offerings), but these congregational members, like the more

being revised, redefined, and reconstructed to accord with their present experiences. Accepting such
explanations at face value overlooks the way in which reasons and motives inevitably and necessarily reflect
present circumstances’ (73; my emphasis). The search for original motives, then, would mean neglecting
‘present circumstances’ (which is the context of ethnography) and the discursive practices involved in
defining and constructing future possibilities. 1 do not know what will be my future circumstances.

* “The persistent practice of most Krishnas to move from center to center at numerous intervals during their
life in ISKCON’, observes Shinn (1987a), ‘reveals clearly the extent to which devotees march to their own
drum as often to that beaten by their leaders’ (68).
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occasional visitors to the Sunday Feast, rarely take up full-time devotional life in the
temple.

When preaching, devotees will often promote the spiritual life in ISKCON as an
easy process, as the joyous cultivation of ‘love of God’ (bhakti) through singing, dancing,
and eating prasadam. In a more personal context though, many devotees indicated to me
that the life of devotion is an intense and difficult undertaking, a constant struggle against
material identification with the mind and body. Several devotees variously described the
Sydney centre as a hospital, a psychiatric ward, a train station. These complaints about the
transitory, even pathological character of life in the centre, however, did not undermine the
devotees’ acceptance of the transcendental quality of temple life. Any advancement made
in spiritual life is said to leave a permanent karmic impression, such that if someone ‘falls’
from the spiritual path, the opportunity always exists to pick up where one left off. Most
‘devotees’, in fact, modestly denied that designation, referring to themselves instead as
‘aspiring devotees’. Aspiring devotees immerse themselves in temple life in order to
redirect their desires away from the material world and onto the transcendental forms of
Krishna. To really see that a temple is the spiritual world itself, however, requires Krishna
Consciousness, and within ISKCON only Srila Prabhupada, ISKCON’s Founder-Acarya,
has ever been accredited with this highest of spiritual states. For everybody else, the
development of Krishna Consciousness is a life-long process, and against that process the
material world, including all our encultured and ‘material’ subjectivities, is ever-pervasive

as a powerfully seductive illusory force.
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Cult and culture: anthropological metaphors and the methodology of distance in the

sociology of new religious movements (‘NRMs”)

‘Even though I thought the American Hare Krishnas were not apt to be authentically

Indian’, writes Shinn (1987a:9) at the outset of The Dark Lord,

I assumed that to listen to the stories of young persons attracted to a
faith so different from their family traditions would provide valuable insights
into the religious conversion process. [ was only half right.

What I found in my three weeks of interviewing and observation in
the Krishna communities in Los Angeles, San Fransisco, and Berkeley was
an American Krishna tradition that was authentically Indian and self-
consciously so. To step into the Krishna temple in Berkeley or Dallas is to
enter a world of images, cuisine, and activities that can be found throughout
northern India in homes and communities devoted to Krishna. Consequently,
the first surprise for this investigator was the authenticity of the Krishna
tradition I had thought was little more than just another quasi-Indian

import... (9-10; my emphasis)

Shinn’s motives and expectations were only ‘half right’ because he actually got
double what he bargained for: a study of the ‘religious conversion process’ and an already
implicit model for interpreting conversion to ISKCON, based on his own authoritative
perception and experience of cultural ‘authenticity’. The dichotomy between the
‘authentically Indian’ and the ‘quasi-Indian’ sets the basis for Shinn’s sympathetic
representation of conversion to ISKCON, for already Shinn can understand the cultural
appeal of the ‘authentic’, and it is from this basis that ‘taking the Krishnas seriously’ (Shinn
1989:117) becomes a justifiable position to take for the serious scholar of Hinduism like

Shinn.
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I want to draw critical attention to the way Shinn’s dichotomy is structured around a
spatio-cultural difference between the ‘import’ — which is not ‘authentically Indian’
because it is merely ‘domesticated for local...use’ (Said 1978:4) within an homogenising
Western cultural territory — and the ‘world’ of cultural authenticity that Shinn finds behind
the doors of the ISKCON temple. Implicit in this construction is a model of conversion to
ISKCON as culture conversion. To cross the spatio-cultural threshold of an ISKCON
temple ‘is to enter a world’ surprisingly removed from the homogenising Western influence
of the world outside. To convert to ISKCON is then to inhabit another cultural world: it is
to have become ‘authentically Indian’ oneself through a seemingly literal movement from
outside to inside the ‘world’ of Hare Krishna. The Krishna temple or the Krishna
‘community’ (Shinn is referring here to ISKCON’s rural farm communities) is the literal
spatio-cultural locus of another, wholly inhabitable, cultural reality.

Rochford (2000), who has been studying ISKCON for over two decades now, has
paradoxically reinforced this image of ISKCON as a spatio-culturally bounded ‘reality’ by
addressing the shifting categories of ‘insiders and outsiders’ over the course of ISKCON’s

development:

In 1975, when I began researching ISKCON in North America, it was
common to hear devotees refer to outsiders as “demons”. Such a term
dramatically distinguished outsiders, reifying communal boundaries. By the
late 1970s, as some devotees began taking jobs outside the movement, and
establishing independent households, outsiders were more commonly
referred to as “karmies”. Although still derogatory and boundary affirming,
“karmie” held far less pejorative connotations than “demon”. When large
numbers of North American householders began to move outside the
communal fold, in the early and mid-1980s, terminology changed yet again.

“Karmies” became “non-devotees”. In devotees’ having to make peace with
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the world to support themselves and their families, “karmies” were no longer
distasteful outsiders, who had to be either preached to or avoided.

As terminology used to describe “outsiders” changed, so too did
notions of “insiders”. The term “devotee” increasingly became imprecise
and a source of confusion in everyday conversation. During the movement’s
carly years, a “devotee” was anyone who lived within the communal
context. ISKCON members who chose to live outside an ISKCON
community were known as “fringies”, signifying their dual commitment to
ISKCON and the surrounding secular culture. Nowadays, this term has
fallen out of use since it describes the largest portion of ISKCON'’s
membership. From a dichotomous world of virtuous devotees and ignorant
and sinful demons has emerged one defined by shades of grey, and the
blurring of insider and outsider distinctions. (Rochford 2000:179; original

emphasis)®

Instead of interpreting these developments as naturally progressive signs of
ISKCON’s maturation as a religious movement, Rochford characterises the overall effect of
these changes as ‘the disintegration of ISKCON’s traditional communal structure’ (175;
my emphasis). That the ten or so years between ISKCON’s formation in New York in 1966
and Rochford’s observed process of ‘disintegration’ beginning in the late 1970s can have
allowed for anything resembling a ‘traditional communal structure’ is the first problem I
would want to raise with Rochford’s characterisation. ‘In the case of a new religious

movement like ISKCON, the production of a stable cultural space, and the maintenance of

> Rochford doesn’t provide any wider sense of discursive context for the terms he has highlighted here.
‘Karmie’ refers to those who are subject to the effects of karma, that is, they suffer the consequences of non-
devotional fruitive activities (including work). Devotional actions are not subject to karmic reaction, and can
even nullify previously accumulated karma. ‘Karmie’ can also apply to practitioners of karma-yoga, the
spiritual path of pious activity (which allows for work). Devotees are ‘bhaktas’ because they practice bhakti-
yoga, the path of devotion. I was sometimes referred to as a ‘jnanie’, from jrana-yoga, the path of knowledge.
I was once given an insight into the term ‘demon’ which seems to correct the kind of usage noted by
Rochford in ISKCON’s early days. During Satya-yuga, the first and most pious of the cosmic cyclical ‘ages,’
demons lived separately from humans on different planets. In Treta-yuga, they lived in separate countries. In
Dvapara-yuga, they lived within the same country. In Kali-yuga, this present and most degraded of ages,
demons are not separate entities but live within the one person. The term ‘aspiring devotee’ furthers blurs the

54



“Easy journey” to another planet

group boundaries, represent a formidable task’ (173; my emphasis). Formidable indeed.
Given Rochford’s criteria for a ‘community’ or a ‘stable cultural space’, ISKCON’s
‘disintegration’ was inevitable. He takes his definition of community from Kai Erikson:
‘each has a specific territory in the world as a whole, not only in the sense that it occupies a
defined region of geographical space but also in the sense that it takes over a particular
niche in what might be called cultural space and develops its own “ethos” or “way” within
that compass’ (Erikson, cited in Rochford ibid.). ISKCON failed to develop a ‘culture’,
according to Rochford, because it could not provide its own stable internal structures for
families, children’s education, and communal employment, the latter leaving many of its
members no choice but to search for work in the ‘outside culture’ (179). ‘Having failed to
integrate the emerging families into its communities, the majority of ISKCON’s members
moved to the margins of the movement, both spatially and culturally’ (175; my emphasis).
That a majority can be delineated as marginal is the second problem I would want to
raise with Rochford, although I must restrict my critique at this point (in Chapter Three I
offer a fuller perspective on ISKCON’s so-called ‘marginal’ members). For now I want to
draw attention to the remarkably symmetrical reversal of the conversion process which
Rochford suggests when, citing Berger and Luckmann, he observes that ‘ISKCON
members who work outside the movement’s communities face an environment that is
“reality disrupting” and even potentially “reality transforming™” (177). The transformation,
or conversion, of a individual’s sense of ‘reality’ is here directly correlated with a spatial
and cultural movement from ‘outside’ to ‘inside’, and then back outside again for those less
integrated Hare Krishna devotees. But one wonders if the blurring of distinctions between

outsiders and insiders, which Rochford has noted above, is more problematic for the Hare

categories of insiders and outsiders.
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Krishna or the sociologist. Rochford’s repeated conceptual reification of outsides and
insides works to deny any sense of the ‘fluid and imprecise’ which he has identified in
relation to ISKCON’s ‘boundaries’ (179).

In Rochford’s (1985) monograph, Hare Krishna in America, in a notably candid
chapter about his early fieldwork experiences with ISKCON, the subject of insiders and
outsiders became problematic for the sociologist on a personal rather than a purely
conceptual level. Rochford’s reflexive account begins with his early attempt to establish an
‘observer’ role by not participating in spiritual practice with the devotees, ‘fearing that such
participation would only increase the strain and pressures I was feeling’ (23). Giving in to
the pressure placed upon him by devotees to participate, however, soon opened up
productive avenues for his research (a revelation!), although Rochford notes his early
concern that this new research strategy was being misread by his informants: ‘No doubt
many of the devotees observing my actions thought that I was beginning to ‘surrender to
Krishna’ (Rochford, cited in Rochford ibid.:25). Negotiating a research role gradually
became easier, though, as ‘fringe’ membership became an acceptable category within
ISKCON, and as Rochford himself became more sympathetic to the spiritual aspirations of
ISKCON devotees. But participating as a fringe devotee carried its own problems. Friends,
family, and colleagues all expressed their fears that Rochford might have become too
subjectively involved in a deviant cult. Being positioned in relation to internal politics
within ISKCON also created problems and restricted access to certain groups of
informants: ‘To take on a membership role necessarily involves making choices about what
sort of member the researcher wants to be’ (41). The final dilemma for Rochford, however,

occurred once he had ‘left the field’ (38), and he began to question his research motives:
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...by now I was unsure and confused about exactly what my true
feelings toward ISKCON and Krishna Consciousness were. If 1 was a
member with any conviction at all, shouldn’t I be attending arati and other
functions at the temple? Had I been lying to myself all this time? Had I
really been sincere about my interest in Krishna Consciousness, or had I

simply tricked myself into believing that [ was for the sake of research? (39)

This is the most heartfelt and revealing moment of reflexivity I have encountered in
the sociology of new religious movements. Rochford’s sense of personal injustice towards
his informants led him to avoid further contact with the devotees (although obviously he
made contact again, as his research has continued to the present). The process of removing
himself ‘spatially and culturally’ (cf. Rochford 2000:175) from his ‘field’ seems to bring
about a disruption in his own sense of reality which almost directly parallels the process he
later identifies with ISKCON’s marginal members. Of particular interest from a
methodological perspective is the sense in which Rochford’s ulterior motives for
participating in ISKCON seem to have been forgotten whilst he was ‘in the field’. But
when Rochford asks ‘had I simply tricked myself into believing...?’ the question is not
simply methodological. Rochford’s dilemma is also spiritual, and the unfortunate
consequence of his distancing himself from ‘the field’ is not that it allowed him to develop
his more critical perspectives on ISKCON (the cause of his guilt), but that it provides a
reflexive narrative which serves to conceptually distance his own sense of crisis from the
complex and heterogeneous spiritual careers and crises of his informants. I would suggest
that the conceptually spatialised and circumscribed category of ‘the field” has provided this
necessary sociological distance. When this circumscribed space is also directly correlated
with a cultural space (as in Rochford 2000), a familiar ethnographic category is called on to

reify ‘belief’ in the figuratively spatial terms of insides and outsides.
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In the 1970s, when the sociology of new religious movements (‘NRMs’) was first
establishing itself as sub-discipline within the sociology of religion, ISKCON was always
numbered amongst the handful of favourite exemplars of the cult experience.® Against the
public backdrop of a media-fuelled ‘cult controversy’ (see Beckford 1985; Shinn 1987a),
highly visible proselytising movements exhibiting highly regulated, exclusivist criteria for
membership became the mainstay of this new field of research. In the sociologists’ attempts
to counter sensationalist and anti-cultist propaganda with more sympathetic insights or
‘insider’ perspectives, several commentators within the sociology of NRMs found a claim
for a direct disciplinary affiliation with anthropology, in an apparent sympathy with the
latter discipline’s perceived objective to make familiar otherwise exoticised cultural
domains. This imagined affiliation draws upon a figurative spatiality which allows
exoticised ‘cults’ to be circumscribed culturally, simultaneously as objects of study and as

sites of research:

To some degree, the sudden availability of a multitude of esoteric
movements has had the effect of “anthropologizing” the sociology of
religion by providing abundant field work settings and opportunities for
comparative studies, and the impetus for the use of “anthropological”
methods such as participant-observation and linguistic analysis as well as
related perspectives such as phenomenology and structuralism... The
“anthropologizing” of the sociology of religion has meant that a young
doctoral research candidate can now go out and study a “cult” in somewhat
the manner in which yesteryear’s aspiring anthropologist might embark on
the study of a primitive tribe. What is significant here are the methodological
and epistemological consequences of confronting an array of seemingly

esoteric “cultures”. (Robbins 1988:14; original emphasis)

6 ISKCON, the Unification Church (or the Moonies), The Church of Scientology, The Children of God (or
The Family), are some of the favourites which often get collective mention in the literature.
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‘Cult is culture writ small’ (Bainbridge, cited in Robbins ibid.) is a heuristic which
informs both theoretical and methodological concerns in the sociology of NRMs. It is worth
noting that Robbins made this disciplinary overview of research into cults after Rochford
had already published his reflexive fieldwork account, an account which was only made
possible in terms of ISKCON’s already ‘fluid and imprecise’ cultural boundaries. But
Robbins’ formulation of the study of cults as ‘confronting an array of seemingly esoteric
“cultures™” leaves little room for the more complex ‘methodological and epistemological
consequences’ involved when cults are not conceptually isolated from the researcher, or
from their broader cultural contexts, in the same sense in which ‘a primitive tribe’ might
have been isolated in traditional ethnographic representations. Robbins’ claim for an
affiliation with anthropology also comes at a time when increasingly critical attention, both
within and beyond anthropology’s own disciplinary boundaries, had been directed towards
the discursive construction of ethnographic authority, and to that crucial narrative figure in
this construction of the ethnographic ‘outsider’ who travels to a distant and exotic ‘field’ to
study ‘a culture’ or ‘a primitive tribe’ (see, of course, the collection of essays in Clifford
and Marcus (1986)).

Gupta and Ferguson (1997) have more recently taken up this disciplinary self-
critique in their discussion of ‘the field’ as both site and method in anthropology. They
argue that the spatialised category of ‘the field’ as a site of research has been synonymous
with the construction of ‘cultures’ as circumscribable totalities, and point to the narrative

trope of arrival and departure from ‘the field’ in ethnographic writing in their analysis:

...the passage in and out of “the field” rests on the idea that different
cultures inhere in discrete and separate places. Therefore to go into “the

field” is to travel to another place with its own distinctive culture, to live
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there is to enter another world, and to come back from “the field” is to leave
that world and arrive in this one — the one in which the academy is located.

(35; my emphasis)

In the same volume, Passaro (1997) has argued that the ideal construction of ‘the
field’ as a discrete and ethnographically manageable (or mappable) place has also persisted
in anthropological projects ‘at home’. In response to a colleague’s protest that “You can’t
take the subway to the field!”” Passaro argues that ‘village epistemologies’ and an
‘epistemology of distance’ have informed the practice of ‘ethnography at home’, such that
workable fieldwork has become equated with specifiable, delineable field sites which are
also, preferably, ‘socially distant’ from the world inhabited by the ethnographer (152).

I would suggest that Shinn’s characterisation of an ISKCON temple as a ‘world...
that can be found throughout northern India in homes and communities devoted to Krishna’
(Shinn 1987a:9) clearly appeals to the kind of ‘village epistemology’ identified by Passaro.
Other sociologists of NRMs have managed to reinforce a sense of ‘social distance’ in their
writings by constructing methodological self-representations based on romanticised notions
of the anthropological method (‘the field’ and fieldwork) and anthropological subject
matter (‘esoteric cultures’). My argument is that this theoretical and methodological
construction of a social or spatio-cultural ‘distance’ has had an identifiable influence on
models of cult ‘conversion’ offered within the sociology of NRMs. One such influence can
be traced to the fact that by distancing themselves from any subjective ‘conversion
experience’, sociologists already provide us with an implicit model of what must be
involved, in their view, in succumbing to culture conversion.

Ayella (1993) continues the methodological comparison between fieldwork in cults

and fieldwork in other cultures when she likens the cult researcher’s experience to
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‘anthropologists’ dealing with culture shock’ (112). But while overcoming ‘culture shock’
is presumably a desired outcome of participant-observation, Ayella’s warning that
‘overrapport may hinder objectivity’ (ibid.) also stresses the methodological distance these
researchers feel to be necessary when dealing with cults. Indeed, having claimed an
‘anthropologized’ perspective by defining cults as the culture-worlds of its inquiry, the
sociology of NRMs seems also to have developed its own unique take on the archetypically
ethnographic hazard of ‘going native’. ‘Going native’ in the case of cult research, whether
construed as ‘overrapport’ or an ethnographic ‘conversion’ to the other, has a particular
connotation when the ethnographer is the target of conversion attempts. The ‘pressures’ to
participate that Rochford felt in the early stages of his research into ISKCON thus provide
one example of a recurring theme in the sociology of NRMs. Often arising in the reflexive
moments of cult ethnographies, this theme relates to a felt tension between the subjective
position of the fieldworker as objective outsider or observer, and the position imposed upon
the fieldworker as potential convert. ‘Social distance’ is maintained by this tension,
although this distance is sometimes produced more through a sense of psychological
resistance than it is by a spatialising metaphor like ‘the field’ as I have been exploring it so
far.

Interestingly, some early attempts to overcome the methodological barriers
produced by this tension led some sociologists to employ the covert strategy of infiltrating
cults as fake converts. Presumably this method would never get past any contemporary
ethics committee worthy of the name, but it was known to occur in the early stages of cult
research. A classic example is Lofland’s (1966) study of a Doomsday Cult’, during which

(he explains in an appendix), he employed two of his students to undertake clandestine

7 Lofland’s cult was the Unification Church, or Moonies, in an early stage of its development in the U.S.. He
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research as converts, a strategy he employed after his own failure to convert made his
continued presence as participant-observer unworkable. Barker (1987) warns against such
covert tactics, citing not only her own ethical concerns, but also a concern that covert
researchers ‘may undergo considerably more psychological pressures than those endured by
the overt participant-observer, and that these pressures may affect their capacity to carry out
the research’ (140). In her example, these psychological pressures are directly correlated

with the pressures of conversion:

One student, who was an avowed atheist doing covert research into an
authoritarian movement which had grown out of the ‘Jesus movement’, told
me how, when rejected by a woman to whom he was trying to sell some of
the movement’s literature, he had found himself convinced that Satan had
invaded her. At that point he took himself off to a psychiatrist who advised
him to change his thesis topic. He did not take that advice, but he did make
sure that he could find some pretext to escape every few days in order to

reassert his own picture of reality. (ibid.)

Lofland’s failure to convert in the eyes of informants, which later led him to employ
the covert strategy, is an example of another related predicament that has repeatedly arisen
in cult ethnographies. Robbins et al. (1973) provide several examples of this predicament
(which they source from various researchers’ field notes), where an extended period of
involvement with a movement has failed to produce signs of conversion in the stubborn
fieldworker, and informants have become increasingly uncomfortable with or antagonistic
toward the idea of further accommodating outside investigation. Robbins et al. analyse this
situation in terms of ‘the limits of symbolic realism’ (259). They point out that the research

strategy of ‘empathic field observation’ implies a concession on the part of the researcher to

never revealed the name of his cult but its theology could not be easily disguised.
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the reality of cult world-views (ibid.). Assertions of belief by informants are in fact
strengthened or re-affirmed by the presence of an empathic listener, all the more so when
outside societal scrutiny is usually associated with dismissive or even hostile reaction. But
if, after apparently conceding to the reality of a world-view, the researcher then fails to
exhibit any subjective inclination toward belief, this process of affirmation is undercut, and
the research effort can instead be construed as an attempt to threaten or invalidate belief.

In this situation, the problem of not ‘going native’ presents itself as an interesting
twist on the reflexive predicament. But without underestimating some of the genuine
methodological (or spiritual) problems that can arise for researchers from the pressure to
convert, the sociologists’ self-imposed pressure to distance themselves from their object of
study needs to be examined for its theoretical and representational consequences. In the
analysis provided by Robbins et al., the continued presence of a non-believing participant-
observer is seen to create ‘cognitive dissonance’ (265) in the minds of informants. Such a
perspective can greatly overestimate the sociologist’s impact on the faith of informants. As
Snow and Machalek (1982) have pointed out, it is a perspective oriented by ‘the presumed
fragility of unconventional belief’, where the sociologist’s own sense of cognitive
dissonance in relation to a set of beliefs can be projected onto those beliefs themselves.
Conversion itself becomes construed as the product of a fragile psyche, and I would argue
that the objectivity or objective ‘distance’ of the sociologist is reaffirmed through the
assertion of his or her psychological resistance or fortitude. The process of affirmation
which Robbins et al. identify grants an objectifying power to the sociologist. Where the
intersubjective contexts of fieldwork might well be interpreted, I would suggest, as

facilitating a form of affirmation, a kind of testimony that is simultaneously a process of
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proselytisation and spiritual practice, Robbins et al. see in this productive space a potential
fissure, a dissonance which threatens the very object, but never the objectivity, of research.

Another related consequence of the sociologists’ reflexive sense of distance is that it
tends to obscure an actual lack of social distance between researcher, potential convert, and
convert. The very possibility of passing as an ‘insider’ in the covert approach is of course
indicative of the fact that researchers are often, in reality, not far removed from their
informants in terms of shared socio-cultural space. And as was my own experience, openly
stating one’s academic intentions will not necessarily mean that a researcher will be
differentiated from any another potential convert who encounters a religious movement.®
This being the case, I find it significant that the psychological and methodological
‘pressures’ that have been revealed in these crucial moments of cult ethnographies have had
so little bearing on theoretical insights into conversion, a phenomenon which has always
preoccupied theoretical interest within the sociology of NRMs. The fear or perception of
‘cognitive dissonance’ establishes a kind of psychological distance from this question
which seems significantly at odds with the otherwise sympathetic orientations of
researchers as to the sociological predicament of new religious converts.

From its earliest phases, the sociology of NRMs has been concerned with the
question of why people join NRMs. Opposing popular anti-cultist images of cult converts
as helpless victims of the manipulative, ultra-rational, ‘powerful psychotechnologies
available to cult leaders’ (Bromley and Hadden 1993:28) — that is, as victims of
‘brainwashing’ — sociologists focussed on the convert as a rational individual who joins a
cult group for sound and identifiably sociological reasons. The shift of emphasis here was

not toward the rational individual as such, however, but toward a rationality of conversion

¥ Barker (1983) and Beckford (1983), however, point to some of the very specific problems that can arise for
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grounded in the macro-sociological, metanarrative terms of the meaning-crisis of modernity
(an influential early example is Glock and Bellah (1976)). The sympathetic portrayal of cult
converts can in this sense be correlated with a classic sociological tendency to lament the
loss of religion in a supposedly secularised and disenchanted modern society. In cults and
their converts, the sociology of NRMs can be seen to have discovered an ‘alternative’ to the
modern crisis which satisfied the ‘pervasive romantic style of cultural critique’ which
Marcus and Fischer (1986:114) identify with liberal social thought, and which they also
also identify with anthropology’s traditional search for cross-cultural alternatives to the
crisis of Western modernity: a style of cultural critique which ‘worries about the fullness
and authenticity of modern life and idealizes the satisfactions of communal experience’,
and which sees behind the growth of modern institutions ‘a decline of community and of
that sense of individual self-worth necessary to mental health’ (ibid.).

Mary Douglas (1982), in a scathingly eloquent critique of this pervasive assumption
about the effects of modernisation on religion, points out that this tendency is generally
supported by a notion ‘that religion is good for the human psyche’ (26). This assumption,
which effectively psychopathologises modernity, underpins the sympathetic tone in the
sociology of NRMs, and provides a useful sociological defence against the pathological or
deviant status of cult converts. It also informs the development of theoretical paradigms
which equate the proliferation of NRMs in the 1960s and 1970s with a revitalisation of
religiosity, a religious resurgence arising out of the relative deprivation of ‘meaning’
suffered by the modern subject. The most systematic and influential of these paradigms is
the ‘rational choice’ theory of cult conversion, which took inchoate form in Lofland and

Stark (1965), but developed into a large-scale research project after Stark and Bainbridge

scholars dealing with NRMs, especially when informants treat the scholar as a source of cultural legitimation.
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(1985). The utilitarian basis of this theory posits the conversion process as the rational
pursuit of ‘rewards and compensators’. Taken in the macro-sociological context of a
‘religious economy’, the proliferation of NRMs provided evidence that secularisation is in
fact a ‘self-limiting process’ (454) which periodically gives way to the generation of new
sources of religious ‘supply’. While on one level this theory may provide a useful critique
of the usual linear-historical model of secularisation, it is difficult to imagine its economic
paradigm offering much in the way of qualitative insight into conversion. By abstracting
notions of religious experience and meaning to the level of utilitarian ‘rewards’ and
‘general compensators’,” this theory inherently restricts any kind of detailed cultural
analysis. Abstracting these concepts also only perpetuates — in the new terms of a
surprisingly anachronistic discourse of laissez-faire liberalism — that romantic style of
thought which sees religion as the only ‘supply’ which can satisfy the essential human
demand for meaning and authenticity in life. Coupled with a concept of a utilitarian subject
surveying a market-place of religions, this theory also suggests a kind of a-cultural realm of
‘choice’ (a realm defined by its inherent lack of cultural meaning) from which the convert
strategically moves into the meaningful, spatio-cultural world of a religious movement.

It is in this sense that I suggest the search for a theory of conversion in the sociology
of NRMs has been a necessary counterpart to the so-called ‘anthropologized’ (Robbins
op.cit.) construction of cults as discrete, bounded culture-worlds. The idea of conversion
assumes a meaningful religious experience (whatever the conceptual terminology), and
both religion and the authenticity of life and experience that religion is thought to provide

have traditionally been located ‘outside’ the cultural experience of Western modernity. The

? ‘General compensators’ sounds a bit like a general anaesthetic, a Marxian opiate of the people which
disguises the experience of alienation. ‘Religious economy’, of course, is not a very Marxian concept, and
rational choice theorists tend to neglect the question of class.
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insider/outsider dichotomy constructs the ‘outside’ modern world as unsafe, unstructured,
uncultured, and disruptive; while the ‘inside’ world of a cult is a safe haven, structured,
cultured, and secure. Cox (op.cit.) encapsulates this spatialised dichotomy when he argues
that the ‘turn East’ amongst many educated Westerners of his generation provided ‘a way
for people to live in spite of the illness [of modern culture], usually by providing them with
an alternative mini-world, sufficiently removed from the big one outside so that its perils
are kept away from the gate’ (105). Similarly, for Judah (1974a), ISKCON is an
‘alternative culture’ (17), and for Daner (1976) it is a ‘social situation” which ‘[eliminates]
much of the ambiguity which is generated by modern society’ (12).

The fears and uncertainties surrounding ‘empathic field observation’ (Robbins et al.
op.cit.) which sociologists of NRMs have revealed in their moments of reflexivity have
never affected the generally sympathetic theoretical orientation of the sub-discipline toward
cults in this regard. If conversion is the product of a fragile psyche, it is also ultimately a
remedy, or at least a compensation, which promises psychological and communal
integration in defiance of modernity’s disintegrative forces. But in the sociologists’ own
resistances to conversion in the field, and in their repeated reassurances to readers of their
objective ‘outsider’ status, a certain immunity to the conditions of modernity are granted to
the sociologist by the very possession of a objective sociological paradigm, of a
sociological ‘ulterior motive’ (cf. Jackson op.cit.) both in and out of the field. Where ‘the
field” has been delineated as space of cultural otherness (where the cult represented as
another ‘culture’) conversion has been correlated with a spatial and cultural movement
from outside to inside, and in this spatio-cultural movement, conversion is presented as a
process of culture change. But if it is precisely at the point of conversion that the boundary

between insider and outsider is presumed to become manifest, then the ‘psychological
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pressures’ (Barker 1987:140) associated with the sociologists’ resistances to conversion in
the field remind us that conversion is also a point of psychological change, an internal
transformation that can be resisted (or succumbed to) despite external pressures. In relation
to my previous suggestions about the metaphoric spatiality implicit in the insider/outsider
distinction, the interiority of conversion here takes on a metonymical quality, where the
internal psyche of the insider or convert comes to stand for that ‘other’ domain just as a cult
group had come to stand for a discrete spatio-cultural ‘world’ of otherness in the
‘anthropologized’ representations of cults as ‘esoteric cultures’ (Robbins op.cit.). Thus
despite the influence of anthropological fantasies on the sociology of NRMs, a classic
psychology-of-religion perspective on the ‘conversion experience’ itself returns by way of
the sociologists’ own sense of objective psychological integrity. As objective distance is
maintained through the strict avoidance of any internal subjective experience of conversion,
such an experience becomes the very definition of the cultic other.

To question these assumptions is not to deny that new religious converts (like many
social scientists) may have experienced a very real sense of meaning-crisis — for people
everywhere (in every culture and every historical period) have their crises of meaning. I
would suggest instead that by taking these experiences, as they often appear in personal
conversion narratives, as the starting-point of qualitative analysis, and not as a conclusive
end-point justified in metanarrative terms as a solution to the modern crisis of meaning, we
might begin to take converts seriously (and not merely sympathetically) on their own terms.
By ‘taking the Krishnas seriously’, to appropriate Shinn’s (1989:117) expression, we are
forced to suspend these kinds of macro-sociological explanations and look instead to the
theological and spiritual concerns of serious spiritual practitioners. Suspending the

sociological motives of the ‘why join?’ question also implies a shift in representational
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categories, a shift which would allow for a qualitative analysis which looks to the process
of conversion as a creative meaning-making endeavour, rather than as a merely defensive
psychological mechanism against the hostile tide of modernity.

I would invite such a perspective on the creativity of the ‘conversion process’
(Shinn 1987a:141) — which I would oppose to the wholly uncreative ‘rational choice’
paradigm of the ‘conversion decision’ — by appropriating Gebauer and Wulf’s (1995)
valuation of art and aesthetic experience and re-applying it to the domain of religious
experience: by suggesting, first of all, that the pursuit of eternal participation in Krishna’s
transcendental /ila, for instance, might ‘offer more and something other than a satisfaction
of consumer expectations that arise as compensation for the deficiencies of the world of
work and of prevailing relations of domination. If the task of [religion] consisted merely in
compensation, the effect would be its functionalization in favor of goals that are extrinsic to
it’ (291). Turning our attention to ‘how’ rather than ‘why’ people engage in spiritual
practices also invites qualitative investigations that move beyond the first-stage analyses of
‘recruitments and conversions’ (Rochford 1985:73) that have traditionally occupied
sociologists of NRMs, and instead lead us into the realms of the new possibilities and

religio-aesthetic experiences offered by particular new religious techniques.

Fieldwork, culture conversion, and the yoga of phenomenology

At the outset of this chapter I introduced the problem of methodology by citing
Jackson’s ‘methodological strategy of joining in without ulterior motive and literally
putting oneself in the place of another: inhabiting their world” (ibid.). Jackson’s strategy
would be sure to make some cult reseachers re-think their anthropological affiliations. As |

have demonstrated, sociologists of NRMs have been sure to assert their sociological
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motives and keep their methodological distance from the cultural and psychological ‘world’
of the cultic other. But Jackson suggests that a theoretical or objectivist ‘ulterior motive’ of
this sort is likely to mediate or obfuscate our understanding of the other. Jackson believes
that ‘ulterior motive’ can and must be surrendered in the ethnographic quest for an
unmediated ‘experience of the other’ (ibid.).

But would Jackson’s method of ‘inhabiting their world’ necessarily imply an
experience of ‘conversion’ in the ethnographic context of cult research? As I demonstrate
in what follows, Jackson’s ‘experience of the other’ does not operate at the interior,
subjective level of conscious belief — which is the level at which ‘conversion’ is presumed
to operate according to sociologists of NRMs. But Jackson’s ‘experience’ is not wholly
independent of conscious intention either, if we are to follow his suggestion that “ulterior
motive’ can actually make ‘the place of another’ (ibid.) inaccessible to one’s self-
experience. The ‘experience of the other’ seems dependent for Jackson on the
ethnographer’s personal capacity for self-surrender: ‘their world’ is not made available
simply by ‘being there’ in the spatio-cultural ‘field’.

‘To enter a Krishna temple’ may be ‘to enter a world’ (Shinn 1987a:9), from this
perspective, but is clearly not the same thing as ‘inhabiting their world” (Jackson op.cit.).
Yet I remain attentive to the fact that my fieldwork methodology was accepted by ISKCON
devotees as a form of spiritual practice, without any apparent requirement on my part to
‘convert’ to Krishna Consciousness, and without my ‘ulterior motive’ seeming to influence
the efficacy of my actions at a ‘transcendental’ level beyond ‘material’ experience as such.
Jackson’s phenomenology does not incorporate immaterial forces, but it does nevertheless
open up the ethnographic experience to the kind of receptivity which was extended to me

by my own informants. Furthermore, ‘the spiritual’ is not wholly removed from
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phenomenological experience in ISKCON. Out of Lord Krishna’s mercy, ‘the spiritual’ is
given form and substance and so made accessible to human participants in Krishna
worship. The ‘images, cuisine, and activities’ in which Shinn (1987a:10) locates ISKCON’s
cultural authenticity are the same forms which embody Krishna’s transcendental presence.
To see, hear, consume, and participate in these ‘authentically Indian’ (ibid.) forms is also to
be exposed to Krishna’s spiritual energies. These are the practical means which
practitioners engage in the pursuit of Krishna Consciousness. But, I argue, as long as these
forms are self-consciously engaged as a spiritual methodology, they also retain their
essential sense of otherness for practitioners themselves, and so cannot be said to constitute
‘their world’ as such.

As I demonstrate in following chapters, the form and substance of ‘the spiritual’ in
Krishna Consciousness are understood by devotees to originate in ‘the spiritual world’
itself. But the practitioner who engages these forms in spiritual practice does not yet inhabit
this otherworld. For the practitioner of Krishna Consciousness, there always exists an
intrinsic difference between ‘material’ self and ‘spiritual’ other within the space of
otherworldliness circumscribed by an ISKCON temple: intrinsic because without this sense
of difference — a sense felt at the experiential level of embodied practice — there could be no
desire for continued self-transformation. Once we introduce this intrinsic displacement in
the relationship between space and identity, or site and experience, in Krishna
Consciousness, it becomes more difficult to reify any extrinsic difference between
ISKCON and the ‘outside culture’ (cf. Rochford 2000:179), or the culture of the ‘insider’
from that of the ‘outside’ observer. The juxtaposition between spiritual and ethnographic

methodologies to which I now return explores this experience of displacement between
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space, culture, and identity as something intrinsic both to the ethnographic experience and
to the spiritual experience of Krishna Consciousness.

Jackson’s ethnographic ‘experience of the other’ is a bodily experience, ‘generated
by an innate and embodied principle... the mimetic faculty’ (335). ‘Mimesis, which is
based upon a bodily awareness of the other in oneself” (336), operates at the level of shared
physical experience, embodied practice, and habitual ‘knowledge’ — which Jackson
contrasts to the level of conceptual knowledge, conscious ‘motive’ and, we can extrapolate,
conscious ‘belief’. Jackson has developed his phenomenological anthropology as a
trenchant critique of Cartesian dualisms applied to the domain of cultural experience. He
attacks cognitive and symbolicist theories in anthropology which would abstract ‘culture’
to a system of beliefs and their symbolic expressions. When in the field, Jackson seeks to
‘break [the] habit of seeking truth at the level of disembodied concepts’, prefering instead
‘to participate bodily in everyday practical tasks’ (340). As a methodological process,

‘practical mimesis’"’

(ibid.) involves the ‘cultivation and imitation of practical skills’ (ibid.)
employed in the work-a-day lifeworld of the ethnographic other. This simple yet ‘creative
technique’ (ibid.) can, according to Jackson, afford the ethnographer a unique and genuine
‘experience of the other’: for to ‘recognise the embodiedness of our Being-in-the-world is
to discover a common ground where self and other are one’ (ibid.).

Getting in touch with this ‘common ground’ through the ethnographic method of
‘practical mimesis’ would seem to mean turning away from the more consciously

motivated realms of human life associated with religious belief and experience. And yet, by

the conclusion of ‘Knowledge of the Body’, Jackson’s ethnographic quest for an

1 Jackson borrows the concept of ‘practical mimesis’ from Bourdieu (1977).
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experiential oneness with the other seems to have been elevated above the ‘everyday’ realm

of practice, to a positively spiritual level of annunciation:

While words and concepts distinguish and divide, bodiliness unites
and forms the grounds of an empathic, even a universal, understanding...
And, because one’s body is ‘the nearest approach to the universe’ which lies
beyond cognition and words, it is the body which in so many esoteric
traditions forms the bridge to universality, the means of yolking [sic] self

and cosmos (341).

I wonder if Jackson would class the project of anthropological fieldwork as such
amongst the world’s ‘esoteric traditions’. Perhaps not, but anthropologists have
nevertheless taken a traditional interest in other ‘esoteric traditions’, and the spiritual or
universalist possibilities which Jackson here identifies with so many esoteric techniques of
the body would appear, following his methodology, to be open to the ‘creative’ and
‘empathic’ ethnographer also: as long as he or she is capable of surrendering ‘ulterior
motive’ and suspending ‘inquiry into the hidden determinants of belief” (Jackson 1996:11),
and presuming that the ethnographic self can be mimetically ‘yoked’ to an ethnographic
other who is, in turn, capable of ‘[yoking] self and cosmos’ (Jackson 1983:341). Under
these conditions, Jackson’s mimetic ‘experience of the other’ would presumably facilitate
not only an ethnographic transcendence of consciousness (‘motive’, intention, or belief)
and culture (the ethnographer’s own culture), but self-transcendence proper.

Jackson raises a distinctively yogic notion with the term ‘yoking’. The Sanskrit
word ‘yoga’ means, literally, ‘to yoke’, and it would seem that this meaning is not far from
Jackson’s mind either when, earlier in his paper, he points to the recognisably yogic

technique of ‘yoking’ the mind through manipulation of the body: ‘altered patterns of body
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use may induce new experiences and provoke new ideas, as when a regulation and
steadying of the breath induces tranquillity of mind, or a balanced pose bodies forth a sense
of equanimity’ (ibid.). Jackson provides further New Age-ist examples of the power of
matter over mind when he refers to ‘hypnotherapy and Reichian bioenergetic analysis’
(328). Mauss (1973 [1935]), who Jackson acknowledges briefly in his paper, used virtually
identical examples at the end of ‘Techniques of the body’, the paper which adapted the term
habitus to phenomenology (this term is now most commonly associated with Bourdieu’s
theory of practice (Bourdieu 1977)). After drawing our attention to the everyday techniques
or socially acquired ‘habits’ of walking, running, and swimming, Mauss concludes his short
treatise on the ‘education’ of the body by drawing our attention to ‘reflex therapy’, to ‘the
techniques of Taoism, its techniques of the body, breathing techniques in particular’ (86-

87), and then finally to the ‘mystical’ practices of Indian yogis:

I have studied the Sanscrit texts of Yoga enough to know that the
same things occur in India. I believe precisely that at the bottom of all our
mystical states there are techniques of the body which we have not studied,
but which were perfectly studied by China and India, even in very remote
periods. This socio-psycho-biological study should be made. I think that
there are necessarily biological means of entering into ‘communication with
God’. Although in the end breath technique, etc., is only the basic aspect in

India and China, I believe this technique is much more widespread. (ibid.)

The examples of yogic breath technique employed by Mauss and Jackson are
intended to support the phenomenological claim that thought and cognition (or states of
mind) are not prior to or independent of patterns of body use. Asad (1993) writes that with

Mauss’s suggestion about ‘biological means of entering into ‘communion with God*’ (cited
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in Asad ibid.:76),"" ‘the possibility is opened up of inquiring into the ways in which
embodied practices (including language in use) form a precondition for varieties of
religious experience. The inability to enter into communion with God becomes a function
of untaught bodies. “Consciousness” becomes a dependent concept’ (76-77).

For fear of reducing the phenomenological relation between action and
consciousness, or practice and belief, to a purely causal mechanism, however, Asad also
offers an important point of clarification regarding Mauss’ ‘biological’ ‘precondition for

varieties of religious experience’ (76):"

Whatever the intellectual appeal of a phenomenology of the body, it
seems to me that Mauss’s approach also runs counter to the assumption of
primordial bodily experiences. It encourages us to think of such experience
not as an autogenetic impulse but as a mutually constituting relationship
between body sense and body learning... Thus, from Mauss’s perspective,
an experience of the body becomes a moment in an experienced (taught)
body... discourse and gesture are viewed as part of the social process of
learning to develop aptitudes, not as orderly symbols that stand in an
objective world in contrast to contingent feelings and experiences that

inhabit a separate subjective one. (77)

Significantly, when Jackson (op.cit.) writes that ‘altered patterns of body use may

induce new experiences and provoke new ideas’ (341), he is not referring to a purely

! Asad’s reference translates Mauss as writing ‘communion with God’, whereas my version of ‘Techniques
of the Body’ has ‘communication with God’.

Pltisa recognised theological ‘offence’ in ISKCON to interpret the transcendental effect of the mahamantra
as a physiological response to repetitive breathing cycles, which are the natural consequence of rapid chanting
during japa meditation. Such an interpretation would ultimately contradict the core teaching in ISKCON
which states that the Holy Name of Krishna is a form of Krishna Himself, a wholly transcendental presence in
its own right, and would instead grant a higher priority to what is merely a mundane, transitory, physical
sensation. Practitioners of the more popular yogic techniques in the West are frequently dismissed by
ISKCON devotees as being self-centred rather than God-centred, and as being ‘materialistically’ concerned
with the pursuit of such transitory bodily experiences.
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developmental, accumulative, or productive process of acquiring new experiences, but to a
process of disruption in already acquired patterns of experience. Jackson’s example of
yogic breath technique is offered to show that ‘the habitual or ‘set’ relations between ideas,
experiences and body practices may be broken’ through ‘altered patterns of body use’
(334). These ‘habitual or ‘set’ relations’ are what constitute the habitus, and in the terms of
Mauss’ early definition, they ‘do not just vary with individuals and their imitations, they
vary especially between societies, educations, proprieties and fashions, prestiges’ (Mauss
op.cit.:73). Ordinarily, according to Jackson (op.cit.), ‘habitus constrains behaviour, and...
when the bodily unconscious is addressed openly it answers with forms and features which
reflect a closed social universe’ (336). But Jackson’s suggestion that the ‘set’ relations of
the habitus can be ‘broken’, and that a ‘disruption in the habitus’ (334) may be effected by
‘altered patterns of body use’ (such as regulated breath technique) which in turn ‘may
induce new experiences and provoke new ideas’ (ibid.), would seem to offer a possible way
out of a ‘closed social universe’. This possibility is implicit to Jackson’s methodological
argument, of course, because without the ‘disruption’ in the ethnographer’s own habitus
brought about by the fieldwork experience and the methodological technique of ‘practical
mimesis’, the ethnographer could never be open to the ‘experience of the other’. We would
have to assume that this possibility, at least, must also exist for practitioners of alternative
techniques of cross-cultural mimesis — techniques alternative to the disciplined yoga of
ethnography.

In order to gain further insights from this juxtaposition of cross-cultural
methodologies, ethnographic and spiritual, the kind of ‘disruption in the habitus’ which
Jackson experiences through the cross-cultural method of ethnographic mimesis needs to be

distinguished from another kind of ‘disruption in the habitus’ which Jackson allows within
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a ‘closed social universe’, and which he calls mimetic ‘play’ (Jackson op.cit.:335). Mimetic
‘play’ involves ‘embodied yet latent possibilities’ or ‘possibilities of behaviour which
[people] embody but are not ordinarily inclined to express’, but which only require ‘an
altered environment to ‘catch on’ and come into play’ (335). Jackson’s ethnographic
instance of such mimetic play comes from the ritual context of Kuranko initiation, during
which he observed women performers imitate the roles and demeanors of men, wear men’s
clothes and carry their weapons, and in the process ‘enjoy a free run of the village’ (334) in
a manner normally unbefitting the gendered dispositions of Kuranko women. Jackson
observes: ‘Initiation rites involve a ‘practical mimesis’ in which are bodied forth and
recombined elements from several domains, yet without script, sayings, promptings,
conscious purposes or even emotions. No notion of ‘copying’ can explain the naturalness
with which the mimetic features appear’ (335; my emphasis).

Jackson’s notion of bodying forth holds the key to understanding the ‘naturalness’
of mimetic play. Rather than self-consciously imitating or acting like men under the
direction of some ritual ‘script’, Kuranko women body forth male dispositions from the
‘bodily unconscious’, which emerges as a kind of bodily store of mimetic memories or
‘latent’ dispositions incorporated unconsciously during the embodied process of
enculturation or primary socialisation. From this perspective, Kuranko women
unconsciously embody the gendered dispositions of both women and men, but it is their
socially defined environments of practice that ordinarily restrict the expression of ‘latent’
gender dispositions. In this sense, mimetic play emerges as a form of anamnesis operating
at the level of repressed bodily memory. The ritual context provides an ‘altered
environment’ in which latent dispositions are temporarily extricated from their usually

restrictive social contexts, and so are given the opportunity to ‘‘catch on’ and come into
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play’. The distinction between ‘latent” embodiment and its physical ‘expression’ thus forms
the basis for Jackson’s unique phenomenological analysis of ritual practice.

But such cannot be the process at work for the non-native participant in the ‘altered
environment’ of an ethnographic ‘field’, or (in our case) for the Western practitioner of a
foreign religious tradition. Neither of these figures can conceivably have any store of
‘latent’ cultural dispositions from which to ‘body forth’ the behaviours appropriate to a
given practice or ritual. The only way cross-cultural mimesis could be said to operate at the
level of the ‘bodily unconscious’, free from any unnatural influence of conscious ‘motive’
or intentional action, would be to accept a universalist conception of the body that
ultimately transcends difference as such — subjective, cultural, racial, gendered, or
otherwise. We already know that Jackson does indeed accept this ‘common ground where
self and other are one’ (340), and that he recognises a universalist spiritual potential in
tapping into this ‘terrain of experience’ (Desjarlais 1996:72). Desjarlais (ibid.),
alternatively, offers a significant theoretical challenge to phenomenologists like Jackson
when he questions that ‘experience’ itself can be taken as the ontological ‘common ground’

in anthropological theory and practice:

The problem with taking experience as an uniquely authentic domain
of life is that one risks losing an opportunity to question either the social
production of that domain or the practices that define its use. Connotations
of primacy and authenticity lend legitimacy to the anthropologist’s craft, but
they can simultaneously limit enquiries to descriptions of the terrain of
experience when what we need are critical reflections on how that terrain

comes about. (ibid.)
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Desjarlais (1994) has also questioned the kind of method which presumes that the
‘native’ experience can be that of the ethnographer. Reflecting on his ethnographic and
trance-induced experiences as an apprentice to a Yolmo shaman in Nepal, Desjarlais calls
into doubt other anthropological studies of trance in which ‘one gets the sense that the
visionary world of the native can be that of the anthropologist: what the outsider
experiences of trance reflects what local healers or participants experience’ (14). In the
process of learning Yolmo shamanic techniques, Desjarlais had employed what appears to
be the same logic of ‘practical mimesis’ recommended by Jackson, believing that only by
learning the more everyday techniques of Yolmo practice would he be able to ‘body forth’

the appropriate symptoms in trance:

I first had to learn something of the basic tenets of Yolmo experience,
ways of using the body and interacting with others, that would then enable
me to learn how to be a proper shaman... By busying myself with these
activities, gleaning how to eat a bowl of rice with style or greet an elder with
grace, | learned how to use my body in a way that was conducive to my

more ritualized efforts. (17)

These techniques worked for Desjarlais, but even at the level of purely bodily
experience, he felt that he only ever achieved what amounted to a partial experience of the
Yolmo lifeworld: ‘I felt that my body developed a partial, experiential understanding of
their world’ (13); ‘I found that one cannot adopt cultures as readily as one puts on clothes’
(17).

Unlike Jackson, then, for whom ‘putting oneself in the place of another’ is a
practical, experiential possibility, Desjarlais believes that ‘the process of cultural

conversion or translation is not so clear cut’ (15; my emphasis). Rather than a cultural
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convert, he sees his ethnographic self in retrospect as ‘a strange hybrid, caught in a no-
man’s-land betwixt and between cultures, learning something of a visited way of life yet
relying heavily on my own’ (18). Rather than a failure of method, however, Desjarlais

restores this ‘hybrid’ experience to a methodological paradigm:

But perhaps it is the clash between world-views, in the tension
between symbolic systems (how reality is defined, the body held, or
experience articulated), that some anthropological insights emerge. One
learns of another way of being and feeling through contrast, noting the

differences that make a difference. (18-19)

Desjarlais’ challenge to ‘cultural conversion’ as an ethnographic method is
especially suggestive in terms of the juxtaposition I have raised between fieldwork and a
theory of conversion. When he observes that ‘the process of cultural conversion and
translation is not so clear cut’, he implicitly questions the idea that cultural conversion (or
cultural translation) would imply a symmetrical substitution of terms, the self become other
through a transformative conversion experience. By re-evaluating the ethnographic
experiences of difference (of ‘how reality is defined’), of awkwardness (‘the body held”), of
dissonance (‘experience articulated’), Desjarlais also suggests a conceptual and
methodological alternative to Jackson’s ‘experience of the other’ as a realised state of
primacy, authenticity, and oneness. The ‘experience of the other’ has become refigured
here as an experience of otherness — but this is not to say that anything essential is lost in
the ethnographic process. While Jackson’s experience of oneness (of self, other, and world)
dissociates ‘experience’ from the ‘reflexive interiority’ (Desjarlais 1996:73) of
consciousness, and even from the unitary body conceived as an integrated ‘container of

experience’ (74), the presupposed primacy and authenticity of experience are never
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questioned. As Desjarlais again argues, ‘the emphasis on felt realities rather than cultural
categories’ which motivates the type of humanist and phenomenological method proposed
by Jackson, operates according to logic in which ‘(t)he sensate begets immediacy which, in
turn, begets authenticity’ (72). This logic, he argues, ‘is haunted by a unique but
problematic collapse of ontology and epistemology, in which the primary ontic nature of
experience translates into supreme facticity’ (ibid.).

Desjarlais’ ethnographic experience cannot be translated as an ‘equivalent’ to
Yolmo experience, because this experience is already produced through a metaphoric
‘translation’, through a productive ‘tension’ which extends, but never replaces, the terms of
the ethnographer’s own experience. In the same sense, this ‘hybrid’ experience is not a
‘cultural conversion’ if this is taken to imply only a substitution of the cultural terms of
experience. But it could be considered as a form of ‘cultural conversion’, I suggest, if this
term could be extended to incorporate the ‘differences that make a difference’ and that are
productive of subjective ‘insights’. Presumably Yolmo healers never ‘converted’ to
shamanism as such. Conversion, I would stress, is entirely dependent on a sense of
difference. Jackson’s dissolution of the self-other divide could never really constitute a
cultural conversion in this sense, and neither could a complete transformation of self into
other, because both would imply the disappearance of difference. If either of these mystical
states were ever to be realised, gone would be the sense of wonder and mystery which
makes the other worth pursuing, and which also makes the other worth reporting or
preaching about to one’s own kind.

Mimesis — the mystical-phenomenological concept which Jackson places at the
centre of his ethnographic methodology and his analysis of ritual practice — need not signify

a realised state of universalist fulfilment in the other. If such indeed is the ultimate ideal, in
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either an ethnographic or a spiritual sense, it is in the journey to this ideal point, rather than
its realisation, that the lessons are learned and the insights attained. This journey is always a
struggle, too, for the closer one gets to the realisation of sameness with other, the more
significant and pronounced become the ‘differences that make a difference’. As long as the
mimetic circuit between self and other remains partial and incomplete, mimesis or
conversion will be fraught with struggle, ambivalence, and the need for repetitive practice.
Partiality does not simply imply failure, though, for if failure is measured by the space of
difference between partiality and completeness, then this is the same space in which

progress is measured and the promise and possibility of success are realised.

Culture conversion as mimetic excess

Desjarlais’ ‘partial” or ‘hybrid’ ethnographic experience cannot be measured against
Jackson’s mimetic experience of ‘oneness’ with the other simply in terms of lack. Nor
should it be understood as the product of a particular amalgamation of two distinct
‘cultures’, each contributing its own ‘part’ to a new syncretised experience, which is the
way the concept of ‘hybridity’ is most commonly misapplied in contemporary theoretical
discussions of cultural experience. Bhabha (1994), whose work I am compelled to visit now
that ‘mimesis’ and ‘hybridity’ have together entered the conceptual framework of this
methodological argument, makes it quite clear that his concept of hybridity ‘is not a third

term that resolves the tension between two cultures’ (113):

...hybridity is not a problem of genealogy or identity between two
different cultures which can then be resolved as an issue of cultural
relativism... What is irremediably estranging in the presence of the hybrid...

is that the difference of cultures can no longer be identified or evaluated as

82



“Easy journey” to another planet

objects of epistemological or moral contemplation: cultural differences are

not simply there to be seen or appropriated. (114; original emphasis)

To apply Bhabha’s concept of hybridity to the experience of ethnographic presence
would mean problematising the ‘rules of recognition’ (110-1) by which the ethnographic
other is seen as ‘the cultural’ object of anthropological contemplation. Even Jackson’s ideal
of a non-contemplative ‘experience of the other’ assumes that this experience is
recognisably ‘there’ first as an object of cultural desire, to be subsequently resolved in the
desiring body of the ethnographer in the ‘putting oneself in the place of® movement of
ethnographic presence. ‘The field” serves as an ethnographic symbol which reifies the
spatio-cultural there-ness of the other, prior to any actual bodily engagement with the other,
and which stands for a cultural essence — a cultural experience — which is already located
non-arbitrarily within that symbolic domain: ‘their world’. But the presence of the
ethnographer introduces a displacement in the value of this spatio-cultural symbol, or in the
imagined, unitary cultural identity of site and experience. For in this case, cultural
experience is no longer an ‘immediate mimetic effect’ (ibid.) produced by the mere fact of
‘being there’, ‘in the field” of cultural practice, but must actively be produced through the
mimetic labour and methodological strategies of fieldwork. For Jackson to seek out such an
‘immediate mimetic effect’ or a cultural ‘experience of the other’ unmediated by signs — in
a manner emulating the ‘naturalness’ which he sees in the mimetic play of Kuranko
initiates — is actually to displace such ‘naturalness’ into a semiotic play of difference, as the
very sign of ‘the cultural’. Mimetic ‘naturalness’ becomes an object of cultural desire, an
‘experience’ to be had: but how can ‘naturalness’ ever be ‘experienced’ as such, unless it is
arrived at through the mimetic ‘slippage’ (86) of unnaturalness or awkwardness such as
Desjarlais experienced in his own mimetic adventure as shaman’s apprentice? In fact, the
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one produces the other, for as the ethnographic method produces such hybrid effects as
awkwardness and partial presence, so too is ‘the cultural’ itself bodied forth from the
ethnographer as the experience of ethnographic desire for the other. ‘Cultural conversion’ —
our metaphor for ethnographic presence — produces an experience of ‘the cultural’, which is
essentialised to a point of self-consciousness and which necessarily exceeds any natural
mimetic identity between practice and experience.

Bhabha’s concept of hybridity can also offer us an entirely different perspective on
the spatio-cultural metaphors for ‘conversion’ that I identified earlier in this chapter. As I
have argued, these ‘anthropologised’ metaphors construct conversion to ISKCON as a
spatio-cultural movement, in which to convert ‘is to enter a world” (Shinn 1987a:9) of new
religious experience which is ‘spatially and culturally’ (Rochford 2000:175) distinct from
the ‘outside culture’ (ibid.:179) of Western modernity. The cult experience is constructed as
a cultural alternative to the experience of Western modernity: it is defined by this
fundamental point of difference, as if conversion was ‘an oppositional act’ or the ‘negation
or exclusion of the ‘content’ of one cultural reality in favour of another, ‘as a difference
once perceived’ (Bhabha op.cit.:110). Bhabha’s concept of hybridity problematises this
kind of construction: first by showing that the contents (or ‘beliefs’) of ‘different cultures’
(114; original emphasis) are not ‘there’ to be seen as visible, viable alternatives to each
other prior to or outside of ‘the production of cultural differentiation’ (ibid.; original
emphasis); and second, by emphasising that the most significant difference produced out of
hybridisation is not the effect of opposition, but of the quest for sameness. In Bhabha’s
case, the colonial hybrid is a mimetic effect, a product of the incompleteness of mimesis, ‘a
subject of difference which is almost the same, but not quite’ (86; original emphasis). For

again, it is in the ‘not quite’ that, in Desjarlais’ terms, ‘the differences really make a
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difference’. In Bhabha’s case, the real difference is not between being English and being
Indian, but between being English and being Anglicised: the colonial hybrid ‘is the effect of
a flawed colonial mimesis, in which to be Anglicized is emphatically not to be English’
(87; original emphasis). To apply a ‘bastardized repetition’ (113) of this insight to the
experience of conversion to ISKCON, I want to stress in what follows that to be Indianised
is emphatically not be Indian, and to be Hindu-ised is emphatically not to be Hindu. From
this perspective, the experience of conversion to an ‘authentically Indian’ form of
religiosity is not constructed primarily in opposition to the convert’s ‘prior’ Western
cultural experience, but in relation to the already ‘authentically Indian’. From this
perspective, the conversion experience is neither oppositional, nor compensatory, nor
indeed lacking in its ‘identity effects’ (112), but excessive: it exceeds the experience of the
non-convert Hindu. It is this kind of zealous ‘excess’ (86) that makes the difference
between the convert and the non-convert ‘Indian’.

At the beginning of the next chapter I ‘step into the Krishna temple’ at North
Sydney again, to see what happens when we re-enter ‘a world of images, cuisine, and
activities that can be found throughout northern India in homes and communities devoted to
Krishna’ (Shinn 1987a:9; my emphasis) to find there are actually ‘authentically Indian’
Indians present. Does the presence of Indians at an ISKCON temple in Sydney make this
space more ‘authentically Indian’ than it would be if it were only attended by Anglo-
Australian Hare Krishna devotees? I will be raising this question in a critical light at several
points over the next two chapters, in response to those sociologists who have
unquestioningly answered in the affirmative. In the process I will explore in more detail the
mimetic tools of Krishna Consciousness — ‘the images, cuisine, and activities’ of ‘spiritual

culture’, to see how these techniques of the body become embued with a sense of spiritual
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efficacy which ultimately transcends any ‘material’ sense of ‘authenticity’ based on prior
notions of what qualifies as ‘Indian’, ‘Hindu’, or — as I will proceed to explore in Chapter
Four — ‘Gaudiya-Vaisnava’.

To effect the transformation of ‘material consciousness’ into ‘spiritual
consciousness’, ISKCON devotees must work to extricate the senses from the objects of
material desire and re-direct these to the transcendental forms of Krishna: the sound of His
Name, the image of His deity, the taste of His consecrated food leavings. Material desires
are, of course, culturally embodied, and in a sense practitioners of bhakti-yoga might be
understood to recognise this fact, for the spiritual process seems to be a means of self-
consciously inducing what Jackson (op.cit.) calls a ‘disruption in the habitus’ in order to
break the ‘materialistic’ habits of Western subjectivity. But while much of Hare Krishna
practice is certainly reinforced by the discursive negation of all things ‘Western’, spiritual
transformation is also effected by a positive, rather than purely disruptive, ‘cultural’
methodology.

As we shall see in relation to Krishna’s consecrated food offerings (prasadam) in
the next chapter, matter or ‘materialistic’ means can be transformed into spiritual energy,
once put to the service of Krishna. Similarly, ‘material consciousness’ is to become
gradually spiritualised through the process of engaging one’s body, mind, and senses in
‘devotional service’ to Krishna. To engage oneself in the service of Krishna is to effect a
spiritual transformation, a transformation which is not so much the creation of a new
identity as the gradual ‘remembrance’ (smarana) or recovery of one’s own original spiritual
self (svarupa, or ‘spiritual body’). This is a process of anamnesis, in which the forms and
features of Krishna worship work to dispel the illusion of forgetfulness conjured by

material identification with the physical and enculturated body. Of particular interest in this
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process — of seeking to ‘remember’ the transcendental Other, Lord Krishna, and one’s own
original identity on ‘the spiritual platform” — is that it requires the practitioner of Krishna
Consciousness to engage in bodily techniques that are self-consciously defined and
engaged in as culturally other. But these techniques are not effective just because they are
‘non-Western’: the unique forms and features of cultural otherness which characterise
spiritual practice in ISKCON only ‘work’ because they reflect the true and original form of
the spirit-soul in the spiritual world.

The association between transcendental otherworldliness and cultural otherness is
made explicit in the Hare Krishna term ‘spiritual culture’. The physical techniques and
cultural aesthetics of ‘spiritual culture’ are the only effective mnemonic tools in the
spiritual process of ‘remembrance’, because ‘spiritual culture’ ultimately derives from the
spiritual world itself, the original home and ultimate goal of the spiritual practitioner in
ISKCON. In spiritual terms, to ‘step into the Krishna temple’ is not, in Shinn’s (1987a)
already problematic terms, ‘to enter a world of images, cuisine, and activities that can be
found throughout northern India in homes and communities devoted to Krishna’ (9-10) —
but rather to enter a world of images, sounds, smells and tastes which in ultimate reality are
‘non-different’ to those of the spiritual world itself. This does not mean, however, that
simply by crossing Shinn’s spatio-cultural threshold the devotee actually experiences an
ISKCON temple as the spiritual world itself (any more, in fact, than one could actually
experience ‘northern India’ by visiting the ISKCON temple in Sydney), for this experience
is only available to the fully-realised soul, and no ‘aspiring devotee’ can yet claim this most
elevated of spiritual states.

For the ‘aspiring devotee’, the threshold between worlds is a goal to be attained, a

point to be reached, not a ‘step’ that is taken in some transformative moment of a conscious
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act or ‘conversion decision’. Krishna Consciousness as a method — rather than as a realised
state of being — requires the practitioner to evoke and to mimetically engage the aesthetic
forms and religious techniques of spiritual/cultural otherworldliness in spiritual practice.
But this does not mean that the practitioner yet inhabits (to appropriate the terms of
Jackson’s methodology) the otherworld as such. Crossing the imagined spatio-cultural
threshold either literally, by entering an ISKCON temple, or through a metaphorical
movement of ‘conversion’, does not mean that one’s place in the spiritual world is secured,
nor that one’s culturally acquired subjectivity has been left at the door, so to speak, and
replaced by a new spiritual-cultural self. This requires work and life-long training in the
spiritual techniques of Krishna Consciousness. If the practical means of mimetically
engaging oneself in the elements of Hare Krishna ‘spiritual culture’ can be understood, in
Jackson’s terms, to effect a ‘disruption in the habitus’, this is not to say that the habitus has
yet been shed and replaced. ‘Material consciousness’ remains for all devotees an ever-
present impediment to a complete or unmediated ‘experience of the other’ in the spiritual-
cultural world of Krishna.

I want to resolve the juxtaposition between fieldwork and conversion which I have
raised in the present chapter by stressing again that the Hare Krishna devotees I have met
do not inhabit another world. Rather, they self-consciously engage with another world as a
method, as a technique or yoga, with the intention of attaining spiritual insights. My
intentions at the ISKCON temple may have been different, but ultimately my method of
engagement was not different at all. My ethnographic taste for difference has already given
me a ‘taste’ of Krishna Consciousness, and on a transcendental level intention is not

espeically relevant. Intention, or ‘ulterior motive’, is a ‘material’ issue.
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A taste for Krishna: aesthetic theology and the
transubstantiation of culture

For us [Western academics], dry first principles are generally

more important than mouth-watering aromas.

— Paul Stoller, The Taste of Ethnographic Things (1989:7)

Lunch in Vrindavana: an ethnographic entrée

Vrindavana: a holy dhama located in the north Indian region of Vraja; the original
location of the forest in which, five thousand years ago, Krishna revealed his eternal /ila
(‘transcendental pastimes’) with Radha and the gopis (cowherdesses) of Vraja.

It was here, in the well-manicured garden of an ISKCON pilgrims’ bhavan, that 1
experienced what was surely the culinary highlight of my fieldwork: tali hui paneer (pan-
fried seasoned cheese), paneer sak (steamed spinach and fresh cheese), masala bhindi sabji
(seasoned okra and coconut), pakora (vegetable fritters) and dokla (steamed lentil flour and
yoghurt). And just when I thought I couldn’t possibly eat another mouthful, khir (sweet
rice) and gulab jamun (deep-fried milk balls in rose-water syrup). According to Srila
Prabhupada, a meal of prasadam (Krishna’s ‘mercy’ in the form of sanctified food

offerings) is never complete without sweets.
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The bhavan, or pilgrim’s accommodation, is operated by an influential German
Prabhupada-disciple named Naresvara dasa Adhikari for the benefit of his visiting
disciples. Naresvara had invited me to this sunny afternoon lunch after we had been
introduced by one of his disciples, a young Canadian ex-university student, who thought I
should interview his spiritual master. In a manner more convivial than insistent, Naresvara
suggested I leave my tape-recorder switched off until we had finished our prasadam, so
that we might get to know each other in a relaxed rather than a professional context. Over
the course of our introductions, Naresvara’s disciple would emerge again and again from
inside the ashram with the next dish inspired by his training in ISKCON’s kitchens. By the
time the tape-recorder was to be switched on, both Naresvara and myself were lying on our
sides on the shaded grass, digesting our spiritual fare as I pondered the fact that the best
food I had tasted in India had been prepared by a twenty-five year old white male
Canadian. Naresvara himself was exhausted: the interview would have to be postponed
until the next day. Instead, he suggested, I should go into the kitchen and watch his talented
disciple make butter from buttermilk, sourced that day from ISKCON Vrindavana’s gosala

(cow shed).

The Sunday Feast

Sydney: Australia. The Sunday Feast at Sri-Sri Radha-Gopinatha Mandir is a
crowded affair. After a quiet Sunday evening bus-ride through the vacated corporate district
of North Sydney, to the subdued outskirts of the residential North Shore, the level of
activity in and around the ISKCON centre always seems in itself enough to signify my
recurrent ‘field’ as a site of difference. At the front entrance to the centre, the muffled

sounds of mrdanga drums and karatalas (hand cymbals) coming from inside the temple
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room means a kirtana (congregational chanting and dancing) is already working the
devotees into a typically energetic state of spiritual devotion, while the hundreds of pairs of
shoes piled up outside the foyer means the room will also be packed with congregational
worshippers.

Finding a place for my shoes where I might hope to find them again is usually the
first thing on my mind when I make my Sunday evening visits to the temple. I reckon over
ninety-percent of the shoes piled up outside the centre each week belong to Indian and
Indo-Fijian members of ISKCON Sydney’s congregation — those who only attend the
temple on Sunday evenings, or for special events relating to the Vaisnava calender. On any
other day of the week, a well-timed visit to the centre might occasion a lengthy
conversation with one of its residents, whose numbers tend to fluctuate between a dozen
and twenty or so Anglo-Australian Hare Krishna devotees. Sunday evenings, however, are
not very conducive to such meetings. Devotees not engaged in sustaining the energetic
kirtana in the temple room are most likely busy making preparations for the main feature of
the Sunday evening program: the Feast. The centre is otherwise peopled by its Sunday
guests: Indian migrants and their families, with perhaps only a dozen or so non-Indian
visitors with a taste for Hare Krishna cuisine.

Outside in the centre’s carpark, the children of Indian congregants run around with
the children of (non-resident) Anglo-Australian devotees. Just inside the foyer, Indian
women dressed in colourful saris chat amongst themselves, or with their husbands (neatly
presented for the occasion in shirts and trousers), or perhaps with some of the female
devotees, who are similarly attired in saris. The Krishna kids outside are distinguishable
from their playmates not only by skin-colour, but also by their shaved heads and sikhas, by

the tilaka on their foreheads, and by the fulasi beads around their necks. For the boys and
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for the male devotees, the sikha is the tuft of hair left unshaved at the top of the head,
signifying a devotee’s attachment to Krishna and to the Gaudiya-Vaisnava tradition. Girls
and female devotees keep their hair long (parted in the middle, and covered by their sari
when inside the temple room), but all devotees wear tilaka and tulasi, especially when
attending temple functions. Tilaka is a pale mud-paste sourced from the Ganges and used to
make the distinctive ‘V’ and leaf-shaped symbol, which is applied to the forehead and
bridge of the nose, and also, less visibly, to the torso, arms and legs. As I learned during my
spiritual ‘training’ in the centre’s (male) ashram, tilaka is not only applied manually, with
fingers and paste, but also verbally, with a mantra for each corresponding location of the
body, each mantra invoking a different name of Lord Visnu.

Having learned practically to apply the signs of Hare Krishna otherness to my own
body during fieldwork, I remain attentive to these signs and to their symbolic significance
as I enter the Sunday devotional scene, symbolically unadorned. Like the three rows of
wooden tulasi beads worn around the neck (kanthi-mala), for instance, I know the tilaka
symbol is again an identifying mark of a Gaudiya-Vaisnava. The ‘V’ marked in tilaka on
the forehead is said to stand for ‘Vaisnava’ (a devotee of Visnu, who is Krishna), while the
connecting leaf-shaped mark on the bridge of the nose symbolises the leaf of the tulasi tree
(an Indian basil plant). Significantly, the substance of these symbols is indissociable from
their symbolising function. The fulasi tree provides the wood for japa-mala (beads for
chanting upon), and the smaller kanthi-mala worn around the neck. The tulasi tree is an
incarnation of Tulasi devi, also known as Vrinda devi, the gopi (cowherd girl) who
facilitates the sacred tryst between Radha and Krishna in her ‘forest of Vrinda (Tulasi)
trees’ — Vrindavana. For her special part in the divine /ila, Tulasi devi receives a special

place in the worship practice of Gaudiya-Vaisnavas. As Tulasi facilitates the /ila of the
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Divine Couple in her sacred forest, so her touch empowers a devotee’s chanting, as the
Hare Krishna mantra passes the necklaced throat and is counted upon japa beads in a
devotee’s right hand. An essential part of the early morning program of worship in
ISKCON temples involves the worship of Tulasi, who takes the form of a potted fulasi
plant and is offered consecrated water by each of the devotees. A tulasi leaf is also added to
food preparations offered to Krishna before being consumed by devotees as prasadam, or
Krishna’s ‘mercy’. Ritual worship of Tulasi does not feature in the Sunday Feast program,
but Tulasi herself is substantially present in many of the symbols of devotion, even in the
Feast itself.

Each Sunday, Partha-sarathi dasa — a French devotee who lives and works on
ISKCON’s New Gokula farm near Cessnock, two hours drive from Sydney — occupies one
corner of the centre’s foyer with a table stacked with milk, cheese and yoghurt brought
from the farm and offered for sale. “Milk,” Srila Prabhupada is often quoted as saying, “is
liquid religion” — and Partha-sarathi works closely to this principle in his service to
ISKCON’s Cow Protection Program. A colourful poster display explaining the principles of
Cow Protection in ISKCON adorns Partha-sarathi’s stall: this is the first piece of
information about ISKCON to greet Sunday visitors as they enter the Sydney centre. Cow
Protection and the dairy culture surrounding it are central to the life of ISKCON’s rural
communities. The cow, ‘the mother of everyone’ in its milk-giving capacity, is also very
dear to Krishna the cowherd boy. Cow’s milk is entirely ‘in the mode of goodness’ (sattya-
guna), and serves to enhance spiritual progress and sustain detachment from the detrimental
modes of ignorance (rajo-guna) and passion (famos-guna).

Like the rest of the male devotees, Partha-sarathi dresses in his kirtah and dhoti: the

loose, collarless cotton shirt and long skirt/pants formed by a length of material wrapped
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around the waist and between the legs. Partha-sarathi dresses in white, signifying him as a
grhastha: a married householder with independent obligations to his family. Selling surplus
dairy from the farm helps Partha-sarathi meet his financial needs. Other male devotees who
intend on marrying, or who have ‘retired’ from married life (vanaprastha), also wear white.
The brahmacaris (male celibate students) who live in the centre’s ashram upstairs wear
saffron-coloured robes, signifying their commitment to celibacy and renunciation. The
brahmacarinis (female celibate students) and other matajis (all female devotees,
independent of age or marital status, are referred to respectfully as mataji — ‘mother’), all
wear saris.' Hare Krishna children wear these recognisably Indian styles too, perhaps
especially when attending temple functions, but loose-fitting trousers (‘bhakta pants’) and
T-shirts emblazoned with ISKCON logos are also common.

Next to Partha-sarathi’s stall, the little Temple Shop run by Varadaraja dasa does a
brisk trade on Sunday nights, selling a full range of devotional requirements, from
ISKCON literature and tulasi beads, to incense burners and saris. Towards the back of the
incense-filled shop, I find shelves stocked with hundreds of books by Srila Prabhupada and
some of his more literary-minded disciples. I quite often devote time during these visits to
perusing the available titles. It was in this way that Varadaraja — an Australian devotee in
his early thirties — became one of my regular points of contact with the devotees.
Prabhupada’s books provided the ideal starting point for many in-depth conversations on
Krishna Consciousness and the spiritual life in ISKCON. While directing me to the most
essential introductory works of Srila Prabhupada, Varadaraja’s questions and

recommendations have also been sympathetically addressed to the academic and ‘cultural’

' explore the significance of the four different asramas — or spiritual life stages — in the next chapter, with a
particular focus on issues of gender and marriage. At this stage, I am simply concerned with portraying the
aesthetic appearance of devotees.
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interests [ had expressed during our first conversation in his shop. As well as selling
‘transcendental literature’, Varadaraja’s shop supplies many of the most essential
ingredients of Hare Krishna ‘spiritual culture’ to the Sydney devotees and their associates.
The shop is periodically restocked after Varadaraja’s combined business and pilgrimage
trips to India.

The door to the SRI-SRI RADHA-GOPINATHA TEMPLE ROOM is marked by a
brass plaque, and by the door hangs a brass bell which the devotees chime each time they
enter the room — as a way of announcing their entrance to the deities’ ‘palace’. Each time
the door swings open, the sounds of the kirtana rush through to the front rooms of the
centre: the gradually intensifying three-beat tempo of mrdangas, karatalas, and the Hare
Krishna mahamantra — HARE KRISHNA, HARE KRISHNA, KRISHNA KRISHNA, HARE
HARE, HARE RAMA, HARE RAMA, RAMA RAMA, HARE HARE!

On entering the temple room, congregants typically genuflect on both knees, with
head and hands to the white marble floor. Devotees perform dandavats — full body
prostration — crossways on the floor in front of Srila Prabhupada, who sits permanently
cross-legged upon his raised vyasasana (seat of the spiritual master) at the rear of the
temple room, surveying the kirtana in the form of his murti: the life-size and very life-like
statue that is worshipped as a direct embodiment of ISKCON’s beloved Founder-Acarya.
Prabhupada sits in this same position in every ISKCON temple, watching over the
devotees’ worship and permanently facing forward to where Radha and Krishna are
embodied as the deities (Radha-Gopinatha in Sydney) housed at the front of the temple

room. Each day, devotees bath, dress, and worship Srila Prabhupada in the form of his
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murti.> Each time a devotee enters the temple room and prostrates before Prabhupada, he or

she quickly and quietly recites the Srila Prabhupada Pranama:

nama om visnu-padaya
krsna-presthaya bhu-tale
srimate bhaktivedanta-

svamin iti namine

namas te sarasvate deve
gaura-vani-pracarine
nirvisesa-sunyavadi-

pascatya-desa-tarine

(I offer my respectful obeisances unto His Divine Grace A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada,

who is very dear to Lord Krsna, having taken shelter at His lotus feet.

Our respectful obeisances are unto you, O spiritual master, servant of Sarasvati Gosvami. You are
kindly preaching the message of Lord Caitanyadeva and delivering the Western countries, which

are filled with impersonalism and voidism.)

? This practice is called guru-puja. Guru-puja is also performed, though less often and less publicly, by
disciples for their own individual living spiritual masters. Of the resolutions presented at the Annual Meeting
of ISKCON’s Governing Body Commission (GBC) in Mayapur, March 1999, one was passed which stressed
that guru-puja for living gurus should only take place in private. The resolution was in large part a response to
a succession of abuses of guru power (see Goswami, T.K. (1998a) for an insider’s account of some of the
guru problems in ISKCON arising since the death of Srila Prabhupada). The resolution reinforced an
institutional project to rectify these past abuses by ‘Putting Prabhupada Back in the Centre’ of ISKCON
worship and practice. Guru-puja of Prabhupada’s murti is one important medium for the expression of
Prabhupada’s sustained presence and authority in ISKCON.
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Picture 1 Murti of Srila Prabhupada

Inside the temple room, a few older Indian women sit beneath brightly painted
depictions of Radha-Krishna and Lord Caitanya enjoying their respective /ila, or
‘transcendental pastimes’. The women chant upon japa beads or along with the kirtana.
The rest of the congregation stand and clap or sing along with the devotees, who
energetically swing each other around in circles or jump up and down to the rising tempo.
The kirtana will go through several rises and falls of tempo, building to a crescendo before
returning to a slower and quieter call-and-response chant, with the devotees then slowing to
a more gentle, swaying step (‘The Swami Step’, after Srila Prabhupada Swami). The male
devotees are typically more energetic than the females during the high points of kirtana,
although the matajis (female devotees), who as a rule occupy the back half of the temple
floor, can be just as enthusiastic.” The congregation in general is more subdued than the
devotees, and when the devotees perform some of their more flamboyant movements
people often need to stand aside. Lack of space, however, can restrict these devotional

exuberances. Lack of ventilation, body heat, and a small crowded room can also leave the

3 1 discuss this spatial gendering along with other gender issues in the next chapter.
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devotees sweating profusely (especially in summer), and the rest of the room in a
comparable state of humidity.

During the kirtana, the curtains to the shrine at the front of the temple room remain
drawn until the pujari (altar priest) emerges with the conch shell. At the sounding of the
horn the kirtana stops, and everyone prostrates themselves as the curtains are drawn back to
reveal Sri-Sri Radha-Gopinatha — freshly adorned in exquisite robes and jewellery — and
their accompanying deities on the shrine.* Finding room to kneel sometimes requires a bit
of shuffling, but everyone seems to manage. Coming to their feet again, members of the
congregation press their palms together in the respectful Hindu gesture of namaskara,’
while the devotees throw their hands into the air in surrender to the deities, then restart the
rhythmic cycles of the kirtana, facing the deities for darsana (‘sight’ of the deities) while
progressively moving their bodies towards and then away from the deities in collective
waves of devotion. As the kirtana proceeds, the pujari performs the intricate pancaratrika
ceremony for the deities, with offerings of burning ghee lamps, water, incense, flowers and

mantra.® After being offered and seen by the deities, a ghee lamp is then conveyed

* In ISKCON the worshippable image or form (arca-vigraha) is called a ‘deity’, and the ‘deity’ is ‘non-
different’ from the Deity or God. The other ‘deities’ on the shrine are other incarnations of Krishna and His
companions: Gaura-Nitai (Lord Caitanya and Nityananda), Lord Jagannatha with Baladeva and Subhadra,
Lord Nrsmhadeva. The shrine also houses images of the Panca-tattva (Caitanya with His ‘plenary
expansions’: Nityananda Prabhu, Sri Advaita, Gadadhara, Srivatsa), the Six Goswamis of Vrindavana, and the
parampara, or disciplic succession (beginning with the pujari’s own spiritual master, then Srila Prabhupada
(future generations of pujaris will include grand-disciples of Prabhupada in the parampara), Bhaktisiddhanta
Saraswati Thakur, Gaurakisora dasa Babaji, Bhaktivinode Thakur).

> Fuller (1992:3-4) provides a clear account of the religio-cultural significance of the Hindu namaskara
gesture.

6 Nye (2001) records that the arati ritual in ISKCON follows ‘the principles set down in the sixteenth century
by Sanatan Goswami (a follower of Caitanya) in the work called Hari Bhakti-Vilas, which was itself based on
the classical scripture called Narada Pancaratra’ (13). The arati, or puja, follows a structural format
compatible with Fuller’s (op.cit.) composite account of formal Hindu puja (57-69), though with some
important points of difference. Perhaps the most important of these is that Krishna is not ‘invoked (or invited
to enter the image)’ (67) with each new puja (as is the case in Fuller’s more Saivite-oriented account), but is
rather ‘awoken’ from sleep, or aroused from rest: Radha and Krishna are still present in their deity-forms in
between each puja. This latter point is consistent with Fuller’s note that Vaisnavites often differ from Saivites
in their ‘tendency to play down the distinction between container and contained, so as to equate an image with
the deity [god] of which it is a form... the image is fully a form of the deity’ (70). As a strictly Vaisnavite
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throughout the kirtana and congregation, with participants waving the flame towards their
eyes as it passes by.” The water offerings are also sprinkled over the overheated crowd as
prasadam, Krishna’s divine ‘mercy’ or grace.

Besides the arati offerings, the kirtana itself also constitutes a devotional offering to
Krishna. Kirtana is a yajna, or sacrifice, which Krishna receives through the eyes and ears
of His deity-form. Darsana in the temple is one way in which Krishna reciprocates this

offering.

Picture 2 Pujari performing arati

Darsana is a process which not only allows the devotee ‘to see’ Krishna in the form of His

deity, but also ‘to be seen’ by Krishna in this form.* Krishna bestows His mercy upon the

ritual, this puja also lacks the typically Saivite offering of ash described in Fuller’s puja, and all the mantras
are strictly pancaratric (see Gupta 1989).

’ ‘By this means’, as Fuller (op.cit.) writes of the Hindu arati, ‘the deity’s power and benevolent, protective
grace, now in the flame, are transmitted to the worshiper and absorbed through the eyes’ (ibid.:73). The flame
is a devotional offering in the ISKCON Vaisnavite ritual — there is strictly no ‘merging’ of deity and devotee
symbolised by the intangibility of the flame, as there is in Fuller’s account of a Saivite arati (ibid.). The
deity’s power is present in the flame in the same way is it present in all the other offerings: by being received
by Krishna and then shared by him as prasadam — Krishna’s grace (I explore this concept in relation to
sanctifed food offerings shortly).

¥ Accessible accounts of Hindu darsana are available in Fuller (op.cit.:59-60), Eck (1981); and Babb
(1986:75). Babb refers to darsana as the ‘most intimate kind of communion with the Supreme Being’
(ibid.:79), and aptly conveys the sense of substantial force attributed to the gaze of the deity by referring to it
as ‘an eyeborne extrusion of benevolent power’ (ibid.)
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devotee through His reciprocated gaze. As Krishna receives His devotional offering
through the eyes of His deity, so the devotee receives Krishna’s mercy by establishing eye
contact with the deity. Maintaining this visual contact from within the crowd can require
some effort on the part of the devotee. Jumping up and raising one’s hands into the air are
standard moves in the kirtana ‘dance’, but they are also means of both seeing and being
seen by the deities. As I have indicated above, Indian congregational participants tend not
to participate in these more exhuberant movements, being content to catch the available
glimpses of the deities.

The kirtana continues until the evening lecture on Srimad Bhagavatam (Bhagavata
Purana) is due to begin. If a visiting maharaja (guru, or spiritual master) is present, the
Temple President will usually invite him to give the lecture. A maharaja who is associated
with a certain pre-eminence or respectability within the movement can potentially draw a
larger than normal crowd to the Sunday Feast. Some devotees, who live outside of the
Sydney centre either independently (as grhasthas — married householders — or as single
independent devotees) or in another centre like Newcastle or Cessnock, may be more
inclined to travel to Sydney if a maharaja is present. Many congregational members are
also aware of the special import of a visiting maharaja, and might also be inclined to invite
more friends or family. Amongst the crowd of devotees and congregational members, the
presence of a maharaja is unmistakable. Even when devotees are not prostrating
themselves before or beside the spiritual master whenever he passes them by, his entourage
of devotees requesting an audience or spiritual guidance, and his ever-present
disciple/assistant taking his requests, mark him as a devotee of distinction. As a sannyasi —
a renunciate dedicated to a life of preaching, travelling, and initiating new disciples — the

spiritual master dresses in saffron, though his dress is distinguishable from that of a
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brahmacari (celibate male student) because he also carries a danda (a tall staff wrapped in
saffron cloth, sometimes carried by his assistant).

At the end of the Bhagavatam lecture,’ everyone seated in the temple room shuffles
around to form rows for the serving of the prasadam Feast — Krishna’s ‘mercy’ in the form
of His consecrated food offerings. Devotees move expeditiously up and down the aisles of
people placing paper plates and plastic cups on the floor in front of everybody present.
Given the limited space in the temple room, the rows of people also extend out into the
foyer, into the restaurant, sometimes even into the outside front entrance. On bigger
occasions, a marquee will be erected in the carpark and the rows will continue out there.
Following the cups and plates, devotees with large metal buckets scoop out serves of lassi
(yoghurt drink), then aromatic rice, sabji (vegetable curry), dhal (lentil curry), pakoras
(vegetable fritters), chutney, pappadums or puris, or any of the many other possible
variations of Hare Krishna cuisine that may have inspired the Feast cook that afternoon.
Often before everyone has finished, the devotees then come around with khir (sweet rice)
and halava (semolina pudding), and possibly another sweet to complete the meal.

Each of the dishes makes several trips up and down the aisles, so there is little
chance of anyone present remaining hungry. Some members of the congregation also bring
along plastic containers, so that a portion of the transcendental Feast may be taken home to
friends or family members unable to attend. After eating, people dispose of their plates in
the bins outside, wash their hands, and start making their way home. As the congregation
disperses, a few devotees quickly mop the temple floor in time for the seven o’clock

evening arati (sandhya-arati). By this time, the temple room has generally been cleared of

1 postpone describing the Bhagavatam class format until Chapter Six, where I can give it due analytic
treatment.
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its weekly visitors, and reclaimed by the devotees — or at least by those few who are not too

busy cleaning up in the kitchen, or too exhausted to participate.

Picture 3 The Sunday Feast

Krishna’s grace: same plate, different tastes

The Sunday Feast has been a tradition in ISKCON ever since Srila Prabhupada
opened ISKCON’s first temple in a little store front on New York’s Lower East Side. In
1966, one year after he first arrived in America to spread the teachings of Krishna
Consciousness to the English-speaking world, Prabhupada established the Sunday Feast
program as way of attracting newcomers to his newly founded Society. Proselytism was
always, plainly, the purpose of the Sunday Feast. Today, in Sydney, invitations to the free
Feast, often in the form of flyers handed out during sankirtana — the public chanting of the
Hare Krishna mahamantra — are still extended to anyone who st