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According to available evidence, the worship of Krishna as a form of popular 
Hinduism originated in north-central India at least several centuries prior to the Christian 
era.1 Since then the Krishna cult has funished the basis of numerous sects and 
movements within popular Hinduism, and has been one of the most powerful forces 
in religious and cultural history on the Indian subcontinent. In the sixteenth century, 
in Bengal, there arose a highly organized and lately much studied sect of Krishnaite 
Hinduism, the Guadiya Vaishnava sect. This movement and its sociohistorical basis 
will be the focus of the present paper. 

Gaudiya Vaishnavas credit the foundation of their sect and its early leadership 
to the charismatic and saintly Caitanya, born Visvambhara Misra in 1486. Mer his 
death in 1533, the movement attributed to his vision and teachings took on the 
philosophical and theological apparatus of a distinct religion. Moreover, the Caitanyite 
or Gaudiya Vaishnava movement was phenomenally successful in eastern India, though 
it has by no means been confined to that area. The modern Hare Krishna or ISKCON 
organisation is essentially an offshoot of Gaudiya Vaishnavism, and it is with the 
emergence of this offshoot or subsect that Krishnaism can be said to have evolved 
today into a world religion.2 

But despite its impressive advance during the more recent era, in its early history 
the Gaudiya Vaishnava movement operated amid unusual and turbulent material and 
political circumstances, as I will outline in some detail in this paper. Nonetheless, 
scholars of Indian religious history have by and 'large given little importance to the 
temporal conditions of medieval Bengal in their reconstruction of the early intellectual 
and social milieu of the Vaishnava movement there; instead, the impetus and inspiration 
for the movement is attributed by most present scholars to the charisma, activities 
and vision of a single religious leader. It is in this context that the religious historian 
AK Majumdar refers to Caitanya as " the founder of the last great Vaisnava sect''.3 

Edward Dimock credits " the intense and unprecedented revival of the Vaisnava faith 
in Bengal" of the 16th century to "th<;! leadership and inspiration of Caitanya."4 Another 
scholar, S.C. Mukherji, characterizes the time preceding Caitanya as an era of 
" lamentable decadence of feligious life and ideals in Bengal." 5 Dimock6 cites early 
Gaudiya sources deploring the intemperance and gross standards of personal conduct, 
such as the practice of sacrificial rites and of bloodthirsty goddess worship, prevalent 
among the Bengali masses of Caitanya's period - masses that, the same Gaudiya 
sources assure us, were woefully ignorant of the divinity and grace of Krishna. 

Despite the tenor of these views it is undeniable that Krishna did receive some 
form of popular worship in eastern India prior to the time of Caitanya. If nothing 
else, there is Jayadeva's 12th century poem Gitagouinda to provide evidence that 
Vaishnava lore had found a place in the consciousness of easterners prior to the 
rise of the Gaudiya movement. What is more, there is a massive song collection 
in archaic middle Bengali, Baru Candidasa's Srikrsnakiltana, that attests to Krishna's 
having been a popular hero of early eastern legend and romance. Even the literature 
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of the Gaudiya movement furnishes evidence that possibly Caitanya himself, and 
certainly his disciples and contemporaries, were aware of this text.7 I have discussed 
this in the introduction to my translation of SKK, which has been just published 
by Scholars Press. As I mention there, distinguished · scholarly opinion has dated 
SKK to the late 14th century, making it the earliest surviving Krishna devotional literature 
in eastern India, and the only such work that predates Caitanya.8 

Some writers, however, dispute SKK's antiquity and authenticity. A.K. Majumdar, 
for instance, comments that in view of the work's "gross nature" it must be concluded 
that "Most probably Caitanya had not read the SKK" .9 Also, Sukumar Sen has claimed 
that SKK cannot be an authentic pre-Caitanya text because: 

. . . the main note of the poem running through the whole of it is frankly erotic, 
so much so that it is really hard to believe that these songs had obtained approval 
from Caitanya.10 

On the other hand, several scholars, including S.K. Chatterji, have held that 
SKK is the_ earliest, most important and one of the best of the Middle Bengali texts. 11 

Still, the evidence furnished by SKK as to the antiquity and popularity of Krishna 
devotionalism in eastern India tends to be discounted, and even cautious religious 
historians, tracing the development of Bengal Vaishnavism, place overweening 
emphasis upon Caitanya's life and leadership. Typical is the view of the scholar S.K. 
De, who states: 

Although the term Bengal Vaishnavism is not co-extensive with the religious 
system associated with the name of Caitanya and his adherents .. . Caitanyaism 
. .. is Vaisnavism par excellence in Bengal. . .. It is difficult to say in what particular 
form Vaishnavism existed in Bengal before Caitanya.12 

I would suggest that the difficulty S.K. De alludes to must be compounded 
to the extent that scholars are reluctant to examine material and ethical conditions 
for a Vaishnava movement in Bengal prior to Caitanya. Particularly worthy of scrutiny 
are certain factors of geography and social history, factors that - it can be argued 
- were causally related to the advent and progress of the Gaudiya movement. What 
is more, I shall claim that Caitanya could not have fomented the human and material 
conditions which gave rise to Bengal Vaishnavism as a socioreligious force, inasmuch 
as these conditions had been in the making for centuries before his time. Ironically, 
however, they are attested to by incidents in Caitanya's own life, as I'll demonstrate 
with examples. 

The structure of the argument is basically two-fold: first, that the rise of some 
' Hindu reform movement along the lines of Gaudiya Vaishnavism was inevitable, given 

the conditions in eastern India at Caitanya's time; secondly, that this revival had as 
its vehicle the already popular folk cult of the divinity Krishna, whose pre-existence . 
is supported by an archaic vernacular tradition of lore and legend as exemplified 
by Srikrsnakirtana. We will now proceed with these claims in order, beginning with 
an argument that relates the activities of the early Gaudiyas to the social and material 
conditions of early medieval Bengal. 

One vital factor which has had a particular impact upon the pattern of human 
settlements in Bengal occurred between the 12th and 16th centuries AD. This was 
a major shift in the course of the Ganges River.13 Prior to the shift, agriculture and 
civilization tended to be concentrated in a narrow strip of territory running north 
and south in western Bengal. This was the Ganges' original course, presently the 
course of the Bhagirathi-Hooghley. About the twelfth century, after silting up its original 



112 M. H. Klaiman 

channel, the Ganges embarked on a gradual "Eastward March" 14 which brought the 
eastern territories and their tribal inhabitants into first time contact with outside 
civilization.15 The shift was also responsible for opening up Bengal's underexploited 
eastern tracts to material development at the hands of entrepreneurs from the west. 16 

Coincident to the Ganges' movement toward and eventual convergence with 
the Padma River system in what is now Bangladesh came the onset of Islamic rule 
in Bengal. This process began with the conquest of the Hindu seat of power at 
Nadiya, in western Bengal, in 1204. The Ganges' gradual eastward shift worked hand 
in glove with Islamic designs for the economic and cultural assimilation of eastern 
Bengal. The culmination of these intertwined processes may be seen in the 
establishment of the seat of Moghal rule in the east, at Dacca, in 1610.17 

During the period of these developments the locus of Hinduism in Bengal, socially 
and culturally speaking, did not shift substantially from its old base along the Ganges' 
original course. However, the Hindu community was profoundly affected by the new 
political and geographical realities, in several ways. The Muslim conquest deprived 
the Brahmanical authority structure of the political devices for upholding its own 
legitimacy. Also, the domination of the outsiders called the ritual purity of all caste 
Hindus who lived under their rule into question. And, finally, if not most importantly, 
the hegemony of Islam made the Hindus' adherence to their own religious practices 
conditional upon the pleasure of an alien authority. One event of Caitanya's lifetime 
attests to this:18 early in the days of Caitanya's movement the local representative 
of the Islamic powers, the·kazi or Muslim magistrate, issued a prohibitive order against 
the religious practices of the Gaudiyas. Caitanya responded by leading a procession 
of followers en masse to the magisterial residence, where negotiations insured the 
privilege of the Vaishnavas to worship as they saw fit. This incident, documented 
in Caitanya's biographies, attests to the pressures that confronted the Brahmanical 
community of Bengal under Islamic rule. 

Another manifestation of the changing political and sociogeographical situation 
of the era was the increased importance of the eastern districts in the social and 
economic life of the country. The Hindu mainstream, concentrated in the western 
districts, was obliged to look on as the political and demographic epicenter of Bengal 
gradually shifted eastward. Moreover, in connection with this shift, the tribals occupying 
the eastern territories came into a position to be assimilated into the greater Bengali 
society. These tribals had previously, according to Richard Eton, "had but the lightest 
contact with the Hindu religious or caste structure"; and they, to the exclusion of 
the Hindus in the west, were the principal targets of Islamic conversion. 19 

Faced with an increasing body of indigenous converts to a previously alien 
religious and cultural system, Hindu society in Bengal had come to be trivialized 
numerically as well as neutralized politically by the end of the fifteenth century. In 
response to this, standards of ritual purity and obedience to traditional Brahmanical 
authority were sought to be reinforced within the community, and with a vengeance. 
As S.K. Mukherji describes the situation at and just before Caitanya's time: "The 
tyranny of the foreign ruler was . . . accompanied by the greater oppression of dominant 
Brahmanism with its conservative outlook and despotic spirit." Moreover, "Minute 
rules and restrictions of an unchanging and stringent code of religious and social 
duties were prescribed ... " 20 Although the intent was to hold the Hindu society of 
Bengal intact, the tightening of ritual restrictions and caste rules largely seems to 
have accelerated the disintegration of the community by alienating some of its most 
creative and enterprising members. 

For an illustration of this point we need look no further than the case of the 
brothers Rupa and Sanatana. These were contemporaries, and eventual followers, 
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of Caitanya. Moreover, they were men of scholarly acumen and refined Brahman 
upbringing. 

Notwithstanding, the two brothers had consorted with Muslims by taking 
employment in the court of the ruler Husein Shah; and, consequently, were regarded 
as fallen Hindus - ineligible for the caste privileges to which they had been born. 
Yet they won rehabilitation and distinction in the highest echelons of the Gaudiya 
Vaishnava movement, becoming important theologians and philosophers of the sect 
after Caitanya's death. ·" 

Medieval Bengal had many Rupas and Santanas. After the Muslim conquest, 
practical necessity obligated many educated Hindus to seek employment outside 
their community. The Muslim court, for its part, had a demand for servants of high 
calibre; i.e., Hindu entrepreneurs and administrators who, with their efficiency and 
skills, could be utilized to further the economic and political objectives of Islam. As 
an increasing number of caste Hindus acceded to this need, Hindu religious authorities 
increasingly responded by reclassifying these persons on a par with untouchables. 

Clearly, the tossing out from Hindu society of its most elite and industrious 
members was a practice the community could not affort to pursue indefinitely. In 
addition, the impending assimilation of the tribal masses in the east was at issue. 
It must have been plain by the close of the fifteenth century that the tribals. would 
obtain some place in the life of the country, with or without the cooperation of the · 
Brahmanical Hindus. 

In sum, a convergence of trends was gaining momentum, one that could end 
in only one of two ways: with the extinction of Brahmanical Hinduism itself, or with 
a massive restructuring of Brahmanical religious doctrine and social ethic. 

It would be impractical and unnecessary here to elaborate on the well known 
revolution which Gaudiya Vaishnavism brought about in Hindu religious doctrine and 
practice.21 However, the changes which the movement inspired in social ethic merit 
discussion. I will argue that Gaudiya Vaishnavism was neither unbrahmanical nor 
anti-brahmanical, even though, as a social institution, its willingness to accommodate 
its followers at the expense of traditional orthodoxy is well documented. 

It is known, for one thing, that from its inception Caitanya's movement accepted 
the dispossessed and outcasted. What is more, the movement has tended to provide 
adherents with a definite place within a reconstituted social order. Gaudiya Vaishnava 
doctrine is emphatic that neither personal background nor social circumstances are 
bars to spiritual attainment. Historically, the movement has broken with traditional 
orthodoxy by permitting persons of extremely varied backgrounds to embrace the 
faith, including fallen Hindus, untouchables, and even occasional recanting Muslims. 
Still, this does not mean that all members are admitted into the Vaishnava community 
on precisely the same basis. The social makeup of the Gaudiya movement over 
the centuries has a definite and revealing outline. 22 

Geographically, Vaishnavism has acquired the bulk of its adherents in an area 
where Islam was also highly successful: the lower Gangetic delta of eastern Bengal.23 

this would suggest that, after Caitanya, Bengal Vaishnavism broke with the Hindu 
tradition centered on the old course of the Ganges, and that the community adapted 
its expansion as the demographic, cultural and economic epicenter of Bengal shifted 
to the east. 24 

Sociologically, too, Bengal Yaishnavism has tended to follow the general pattern 
of Islam, though with some particular differences.25 Like Islam, Vaishnavism has 
acquired its numerical base in Bengal among agriculturalists, artisans and service 
castes. It has been traditionally under-represented, however, at the two extremes of 
the caste continuum. In contrast to Islam, Vaishnavism has hardly any representation 
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among the lowest ranking menial and laboring castes. Also relatively few in number 
are Vaishnavas from the highest Hindu castes. 

Notwithstanding, the Brahman element unquestionably comprises the apex of 
the Gaudiya community. Caitanya himself was a Brahman, a Brahman who is said 
to have adhered to the rules of his own caste, and who did little to sway others 
from obedience to theirs.26 Likewise, among the six lieutenants he deputed to the 
northern India town ofVrndavana to provide the religion with a liturgical and theological 
basis, five, including Rupa and Sanatana, had been born into the Brahman caste. 
The same held of many leading figures of the Caitanyite movement who remained 
in Bengal.27 

Gaudiya Vaishnavas to this day exhibit a strong affinity for Brahmanical social 
standards and also enjoy a certain degree of identification with Brahman social ranking 
in the public consciousness.28 This even applies to the movement's recent spinoff, 
the Hare Krishna organization. Its more adept participants receive initiation as 
Brahmans, and it is only from their ranks that cooks are recruited for the feeding 
of the membership.29 

It follows, then, that however hostile Caitanya and his companions may have 
been to the orthodox component of Hindu society - and Caitanya's biographies 
make clear that there was considerable tension between his followers and Bengali 
Hindu orthodoxy in the movement's earliest days - nevertheless the Caitanyite 
movement is not and has never been an anti-Brahmanical movement. It has functioned, 
instead, to bring about a revision in Brahmanical standards, both in religious doctrine 
and in social ethic. 

What I wish to suggest is that this revision came about when, faced with the 
catastrophic prospect of the total extinction of the Brahmanical Hindu community, 
the progressives of the Bengali Hindu elite took advantage of a pre-existing, popular 
cult of the deity Krishna as the hero of legend, folklore and romance, and used 
this cult to promote a restabilization of community identity and re-establishment of 
Brahmanical ethical values and authority. The text Srikrsnakirtana which was referred 
to earlier does suggest the antiquity of a folk dimension to Vaishnava faith in Bengal. 
Also, the text shows clearly the popular nature of the pre-Caitanya Krishna cult there. 
However, there is a problem with using SKK as evidence that the early Caitanyite 
movement drew on some such pre-existing Bengali Krishna cult. 

The problem is not that Vaishnava scholarship largely rejects a pre-Caitanya 
dating of the text; the evidence for the early dating is strong, and the arguments 
against it can be shown to be weak and unscientific.30 The problem is not SKK's 
dating, which is definite even if controversial. The problem is that this text is one 
which Vaishnava scholarship, not to mention the present Vaishnava community, rejects. 
That the text undeniably predates Caitanya and reflects popular tastes, lore and tradition 
in itself does not establish that Caitanya and his contemporaries drew on that tradition. 
On the other hand, if Caitanya and the other early Gaudiyas did not draw upon 
some earlier popular eastern Indian tradition, then to determine whence and by what 
reasoning the cult of Krishna was incorporated into their philosophy and theology 
is problematic. 

Srikrsnakirt.ana is evidently the only surviving pre-Caitanya Vaishnava text in 
the Bengali vernacular. In the view of some it is also the most grossly erotic text 
in the Bengali vernacular. To be sure, eroticism per se is nothing unusual in Indian 
devotional literature, least of all in Vaishnava poetry; witness Gitagouinda But the 
eroticism in Srikrsnakirt.ana goes beyond mere description of characters' physical 
charms, or suggestion of their psychological scenarios as is the mainstay of Jayadeva's 
poem. 
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Srikrsnakirtana contains detailed accounts of the sexual intercourse of Radha 
and Krishna. The dialogue, moreover, includes lurid teasing, suggestive banter and 
swapping of the coarsest of insults. One character of the text, the go-between Barayi, 
is an obvious caricature of the sakhi character of Gitagouinda; Barayi is portrayed 
as an aged woman of grotesque demeanor, familiar with magic spells and formulas 
and, what is more, a seasoned procuress. 

In one section of SKK, Krishna compels Radha to submit to him sexually after 
detaining her in the guise of a revenue official (Danakhanda, Episode of the Tax). 
Another section (Naukakhanda, Episode of the Boat) has Krishna forcing himself 
on Radha under the implicit threat that he will otherwise allow her to drown in the 
Yamuna River. Krishna replicates his body (in Vmdauanakhanda, Episode of the 
Vrndavana Gardens), not to dance. with the dairymaidens as per the traditional 
description of raslila; but in order to take the cowmaids into separate arbors and 
have his way with every one of them, to the unlimited outrage of Radha.31 

These contents, and more, have likewise provoked the outrage of a significant 
segment of the Bengali community. This is why Srikrsnakirtana's potential for the 
investigation and reconstruction of the milieu of pre-Caitanya Bengal Vaishnavism 
has been suppressed, suppressed under the weight of scholarly conviction that the 
text can have nothing to do with the Caitanyite movement, that it is so inimical to 
the standards of piety and taste propounde_d by Caitanya that its very authenticity 
must be questioned. Above all, this text is contradictory to the Gaudiya movement's 
image of itself. It is an image carefully cultivated in the movement's liturgical writings 
and in biographies of Caitanya, and it is this image of Gaudiya Vaishnavism which 
is usually accepted uncritically by scholars of the movement both Western and Eastern. 
Yet there is evidence from within the movement itself that, among the original adherents, 
standards of literary taste, at least, were less fastidious. 

According to S.K. De,32 a number of Caitanya's contemporaries and followers 
composed literary pieces on the Radha-Krishna theme for entertainment. For instance, 
the degraded Brahman brothers Rupa and Sanatana, together with their nephew 
Jiva, contributed to this body of writing, as did several other early Gaudiya Vaishnavas. 
It may accordingly be assumed that these works were written for the approbation 
of others in the movement and were not considered inconsistent with Vaishnava 
piety. However, De has provided summaries of many of these pieces, making clear 
their comic and erotic content. They include themes also found in Srikrsnakirtana, 
such as Krishna demanding amorous favours in lieu of revenues from the dairymaids; 
Radha stealing Krishna's flute; Krishna replicating himself to make love to Radha's 
friends; etc. 

One work of this class, available in a recent critical edition, is a play called 
Danakelikaumudi or "Moonlight on the Sports of Tax-Collecting" by Rupa Goswami33 

- the Rupa mentioned earlier. His play "Moonlight" portrays Krishna's activities as 
a bogus revenue agent; and thus it is essentially another treatment of the tax episode 
that occupies quite a prominent place in the SKK. As in the SKK version, Rupa's 
version likewise has Krishna accosting Radha with the help of an older cowherd 
woman as the dairymaidens travel together to market. After this opening, Rupa's 
play is largely taken up with the protracted dispute that occurs between the two 
sides, carried on with much erotic .double entendre and suggestive bantering. At 
one point, for instance, Krishna tells Radha that he is anxious to perform a "great 
service" for her - uruseua, a pun on "attendance on the thighs" . In turn, the older 
woman character suggests that Radha raise her garment a bit and satisfy Krishna 
with a glimpse of her breasts. At this, all the young women turn on the older lady 
in irritation and denounce her as a dubuddhie, a dirty minded woman. At length 
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the play comes to an end as Krishna is placated with the promise of a tryst with 
Radha that evening. 

The point of this is that present scholarship tends to downplay the existence 
of a class of erotic and comic interpretations of the Radha-Krishna legend by the 
early Gaudiya Vaishnavas. Nevertheless such a body of writing exists, and the 
significance of this literature for reconstructing the intellectual origins of the movement 
is, of course, considerable. It demonstrates, for one thing, that eroticism and irreverence 
in the recounting of Krishna's adventures are no gounds per se for excluding a work 
from the Bengal Vaishnava tradition. From Rupa's contribution in particular, it is 
apparent that Caitanya's own associates appreciated such material, and more: they 
composed it. This fact provides strong eviderice, in turn, that Gaudiya Vaishnavas 
drew on an earlier, popular Krishnaite tradition of eastern India as a vehicle for the 
propagation of their ethical, social and religious doctrines. This Krishnaite folk tradition 
of religious belief naturally underwent great revision at the hands of the Gaudiyas. 
Its original popular character is nevertheless proven by the literature which Rupa 
and the other early Gaudiyas composed for entertainment - literature which, in 
thematic and stylistic structure, has obvious affinity with a pre-existing Bengali tradition 
of popular Krishnaite lore as represented by Baru Candidasa's Srikrsnakirtana 

This paper is intended to provoke a rethinking of certain matters that have 
long passed unchallenged in scholarly approaches to medieval Bengal Vaishnavism. 
If it has been successful, it should have at the very least suggested the need for 
a reappraisal of Caitanya's role in religious developments in eastern India. The principal 
role he has played historically has been that of a religious symbol. Furthermore, 
his leadership, charisma and personal piety indisputably have been reflected in the 
success of the Gaudiya movement. It is too much, however, to credit him with the 
inspiration for the Krishnaite socioreligious revolution in Bengal. As discussed in this 
paper, the inspiration for such a movement did not and could not lay in the personality 
of a single man. Rather, it can be attributed to converging factors of social, physical 
and economic history. The pressures exerted by these factors upon the Bengali 
Brahmanical community were enormous; religious and social reform were mandatory 
for the very survival of Hinduism. A pre-existing, popular cult of Krishna, supernatural 
hero of lore and romance, became the vehicle of socioreligious reform in Bengal. 
The resulting .movement proved successful in expanding the community's social base 
without sacrificing Brahmanical authority and values. In the final analysis, a movement 
along these lines was inevitable in medieval eastern India, whether or not Caitanya 
had trod the soil. 
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