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2. @M J5F1Kiyokazu OKITA (AA WHEFRIBFFEE, RHELKT) “Vaisnava Perceptions of
Muslim Authority in Early Modern South Asia: Based on Bengali Hagiographies of Caitanya”

In this presentation, I examined two narratives of Hindu-Muslim encounter, as described in two
hagiographies of Caitanya namely, Vrndavanadasa’s Caitanyabhdgavata written around 1540, and
Krsnadasa’s Caitanyacaritamrta written around 1715.

The first narrative, the encounter between Haridasa and local Muslim authorities as
described in the Caitanyabhagavata offers an example of passive resistance. Haridasa was born in
the village of Buron, which is located in the Khulna division of present day Bangladesh, in around
1470 (Saka 1392). Haridasa was born in a Muslim family. On the one hand, Haridasa persisted in his
chanting of Krsna’s names even when his life was threatened. On the other hand Haridasa neither
protested against nor rebuked the Muslim judge who demanded that he give up his chanting.
Krsnadasa refers to this event only in one verse in the Caitanyacaritamrta, and directs audience to
read the Caitanyabhagavata. This suggests that Krsnadasa is content to accept Vrndavanadasa’s
treatment of the incident.

The second narrative, the encounter between Caitanya and Muslim authority, offers an
example of radical resistance. Caitanya, the charismatic devotee of Krsna who inaugurated Bengali
Vaisnavism, was born as Vi§vambhara in 1486 in the city of Navadvipa. Unlike the case of Haridasa,
Krsnadasa describes the incident in a very different manner than Vrndavanadasa. While

Vrndavanadasa’s description is extremely violent and triumphant, in Krsnadasa’s portrayal violence



is toned down and the relationship between Caitanya and the gadr is more cordial.

I compared these two narratives with four other South Asian hagiographical accounts of
encounter between a saint and a secular authority namely (1) Qazi Hamid-u’d-din Nagauri (c.
1192-1276) and Shams-ud-din Iltutmish (reign 1211-1236); (2) Shaikh Nizamu’d-Din (1238-1325)
and Sultan Ghyasu’d-Din Tughluq (reign. 1320-1325); (3) Suirdas and Akbar, and (4) Namdev and
Muhammad bin Tughluq (reign. 1324-1351). Based on this comparison I concluded that
Vrndavanadasa’s account of Caitanya presents a rather unusual example in which it is a saint who
resorts to violence, and that Krsnadasa must have noticed this oddity.

Then I attempted to locate these differences between Vrndavanadasa and Krsnadasa in the
political environments in which the two authors operated. Vrndavanadasa composed his
Caitanyabhdgavata for the newly emerging community of Bengali Vaisnavas, and he wrote it in
politically unstable Bengal which was sometimes ruled by independent Muslim kings and sometimes
under the control of distant Delhi. In contrast, Krsnadasa composed his Caitanyacaritamrta in
Vrndavana, close to the heart of the Mughal rule. By then the Mughal hegemony in North India and
Bengal was firmly established. Also, he wrote for the Bengali Vaisnava community that became a
part of establishment. The construction of the Govindadevaji temple and other similar projects amply
demonstrated that Vaisnava communities could prosper under the Muslim rule. In other words, while
in the mid sixteenth century the Bengali Vaisnavas perceived Muslims authority to be an external
threat, by the early seventeenth century they became allies, which must have made it difficult for
Krsnadasa to vilify Muslims as Vrndavanadasa did. In conclusion, I suggested that Krsnadasa’s
careful reworking of Caitanya’s encounter with the gadr reflects a shift in the Vaisnava-Muslim
relationship from the pre-Mughal to the Mughal period.

During discussion, I received useful comments from Prof. Yoshifumi Mizuno, Prof. Hiroko
Nagasaki, Prof. Ayako Ninomiya, Prof. Nobuhiro Ota, and Dr. Richard Williams. A revised version
of this presentation will be published in the volume The Power of Bhakti: Social Location and
Public Affect in India’s Religion of the Heart, edited by John Stratton Hawley, Christian Lee
Novetzke, and Swapna Sharma (University of Washington Press).
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