
Before we trace the role of Sri Chaitanya (A.D. 1486 -1533) in the Bhakti movement in 

connection with the spread of neo-Vaishnavism in Bengal, a general history of Bhakti cult 

is traced first in an all India perspective for proper understanding of the subject. 

The Indian religious life is characterised by the existence of a number of theistic or

ders and the personal approach of the followers of a theistic order to their deity of wor

ship, is "distinguished by an intense devotion and a sense of absolute surrender to the 

god, the technical name for which is Bhakti explained as 'exceptional attachment' paranur

aktir isvare"(1l The emergence of Bhakti cult i.e. intense love and adoration for a personal 

god, is one of the outstanding phenomena in the history of the evolution of religion in an

cient India which "produced out of its own resources a number of distinct systems and 

sects".(2l It is observed by Dr. B.K. Majumdar that "the germ of Bhakti in the sense of a 

religious doctrine is not even faintly traceable in the Vedic age. The Rigvedic solar deity 

Vishnu, identified later with Devakiputra Krishna with whose deification Bhagavatism 
started had at first no important role to play." This view of Dr. Majumdar is objected to by 
Prof. V. S. Agrawala who believes that the germs of Bhakti are certainly found in the 

hymns of the Rigveda. He cites some hymns in favour of his opinionYl 

In connection with the Bhakti cult one is expected to discuss the history of 

Bhagavatism, the worship of Vasudeva-Krishna later known as Vaishnavism. The idea of 
Bhagavata probably gained some currency towards the end of the fifth century A.D. in 

Bengal as it is evident from the Mallia grant of that date where Jayanaga of Karnasuvarna 

(Murshidabad) is referred to as a great Bhagabata.(5l Further, we are well informed that "in 

the earlier stages, the Vaishnava movement was much more predominant and we find that 

the Bhagabata cult was identified with the worship of Vishnu in his incarnation as Krishna 

dealing with the numerous lilas and miraculous performances".'6l The Bhagavata religion 

initiated by Vasudeva- Krishna had its fullest exposition in the Bhagavadgita. The Gita, the 

Veda of Krishna holds up before humanity three paths of salvation viz Jnana (knowledge), 

karma (Action) and Bhakti (Devotion or Faith ). Further, the doctrine of avatara (Incarna

tion) has been inculcated in the Gita" The theory of Avatara is undoubtedly one of the 

interesting features of the Bhakti cult, bringing a message of hope and importing strength 
to Vaishnavism".(7l 

The antiquity of the worship of Vasudeva- Krishna as a divinity may be traced back to 

the time of Panini in the 5th century B.C.(8l. The worship of this deity began near about 
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ography, (ed.) by Sircar. D.C. , University of Calcutta, 1970, p. 36; (Henceforth B.C.A.I.G.) 

2. Majumdar, B.K., "Emergence of the Bhakti Cult: Early History of the Vaishnavism in Bengal" in B.C 
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the Mathura region on the Yamuna(9 l. Some scholars are of the op1n1on that Vasudeva

Krishna, a historical figure, was a great human hero who was deified at some distant past 
and became the harbinger of the cult of Bhakti which once spread throughout lndia(101 . 

Prot Agrawala is of the opinion that" the germ of Bhakti cult seems to have found a fer

tile ground in the many obscure religious cults known as maha or vrata of which lists are 
present in the ancient Jain and Buddhist literature, ... dance and music formed a special 
item of worship with the distribution of prasad and this aspect has become a necessary 
adjunct of the Bhakti cult as it has come down to our own times."(111 The same authority, 
on the basis of Panini's Astadhyayi in the ~ Vasudev Arjnabhayam vun (IV.3.98) con
cludes that "the cult of Bhakti had been evolved during the 5th century B.C. and its 
source seems to have been the background of the Upanisads like the Svetasvatara and 
the obscure religious cults which ,as popular cults, filled the atmosphere of those 
times"(121 Thus the Bhakti cult centred round various gods and goddesses, played an im
portant role in the religious life of the ancient Indians both upper and lower orders of the 
society. (131 

Before we close our discussion about Bhakti cult we must note that Bhakti is primarily 
a female sentiment because of the complete self-surrender of one's personality at the teet 
of the divine Master. It is the relationship of man and woman which became the motif of 
Bhakti and the best lyrical composition like those of Jayadeva, Vidyapati and Mirabai are 
based on that model and the appeal is full of sweetness and fragrance for all time."( 141 

Now let us discuss the preachings of Sri Chaitanya which is termed as ' neo
Vaisnavism' just to differentiate it with earlier Vaishnavism. The speciality of this sect "lay 
in their having evolved an intensive devotion and love for god from out of the sweet and 
graceful relations of the young Krishna with the .9.QQl.§. (cowherd girls) and Radhs" .( 15l It is 
to be noted that though Vaishnavism based exclusively on Krishna it did not become cur
rent before Chaitanya's time as evident from the writings of Vrindavandas. (161 

The mission of Chaitanya was "to make even the lowliest god-minded. He wanted the 
people to be free of all social barriers and political bondage and racial and doctrinal inhibi
tions. To him there was no difference between a Brahman priest and low-caste sweeper 

as both lived in god and god lived in both. According to him the best and easiest way to 
kindle the latent spark of the divine in man is to become god-minded by taking the name 
of god in a spirit of humility, devotion and selflessness"(17l. 

In this connection we must note that Sri Chaitanya did not accept the high position of 

the Brahmins because of their lack of proper knowledge and devotion in one way and 
indulgence in vices in other way as reflected in the writings of Vrindabandas : 

"chandal chandal nahe jadi krishna bale, 
bipra nahe bipra jadi asatpathe chale."(18l 

9. B.C.A.I.G., p. 29. 
10. Raychaudhuri, H.C., Materials for the study of the Early History of the Vaishnava Sect. 2nd (ed.) 
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Free Translation : If a chandal (a low caste) adores Krishna, he will no longer be treated 

as such. Similarly a brahmin ( priestly class people) will no longer be treated as such if 

he indulges in all sorts of vices. 

By declaring a devout chandal superior to a nondevout (impious) brahmin, Sri 
Chaitanya has shown the absurdity and meaninglessness of the conventional divisions 

of Indian society into upper and lower caste only on the basis of birth. 

" chandalohapi dwijashrestho haribhaktiparayana 

haribhaktibihinascha dwijohapi swapachadham. "'19
> 

With this view in mind Chaitanya introduced the Sankirtana or Kirtana i.e. the recita
tion of the name of Hari or Krishna as the best way of realising the love of Krishna by 
the ~ and Radha through devotion (bhakti). Sankirtana was declared to be superior to 
all sacrifices; million horse sacrifices were but equivalent to a single recitation of 
Krishna's name which was compared to Kalpataru.(20

> The recitation or chanting of the 

name of Vishnu is a practice followed by the Vaishnavas earlier. However, the Vaishnava 
gave much emphasis on the nama-japa or nama-sankirtana of the god worshipped by 
them. It is well known to us that later works offer lists of the sata-nama or sahasra-nama 
(i.e. hundred or thousands names) of the god Vishnu-Krishna.'21

> The recitation of the 
Di!ffi.g of Hari through procession or in a batch with instruments was popularised by 
Chaitanya. To him it is the only way of following religion. The Vaishnava poet Vrindaban
das records : 

" kali yuge dharma hay hari sankirtan. 

atadarthe abatirna sri sachinandana. 
ai kahe bhagabate sarbatatwasar. 

kirtana nimitya gourchandra avatar, 

kaliyuge sarba yanja hari sankirtana. 
sab prakasilen chaitanyanarayan. 
kali yuge sankirtana dharma palibare 
avatirna hail a pravine sava parikare. "(22 ' 

Free Translation : Hari Sankirtana is the only religion in the Era of Kali. The son of Sachi 

was born to effect it. The Bhagabat declares that it is the essence of all religious doc

trines. So is the incarnation of Gourchandra; for the Kali Era Hari Sankirtana enfolds all 

yanias and it is Sri Chaitanya who has expressed it on earth. He has come down with 

his companions in order to observe the religions of Sankirtana. 

It is known that "he started singing kirtana from his adolencence period. Day and 

night he danced with other devotees in love of God and he wandered about from place to 
place singing kirtana."'23> 

It is further recorded'24> that the founder of this faith rejected" devotion tempered with 
knowledge (jnana-misra bhakti) had his partial approbation; but the only ideal dear to the 

19. Gupta ,K., (Ed.) Sri Chaitanya: Ekaler Dristikon, pp. 131-132. 

20. Chaitanya Charitamrita. Adilila Ill & VII, Madhya Lila XV & Antya lila Ill; Premavilasa by Nityanandadas, 
Calcutta, 1913, pp. 48,148. 

21. B.CAI.G .. pp. 381 

22. Chaitanya Bhagabata, p.7 

23. Chaitanya Charitamrita. p.66. 
24. ibid., Adilila, I & VI; Madhya Lila,VIII & IX. 
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Master's heart was that of devotion to the Deity as a friend (sakhya-prema), as parents 
(vatsalya-prema) and as a lover (kanta-prema)"t25 l Another Bengali text records; "He who 
discards reasoning and listens with faith receives the grace of Radha and Krishna at the 
end of his life". (26) Thus, according to this sect, faith, not reason, was considered to be an 
important qualification for gaining the grace of Lord Hari. This creed became popular be
cause Chaitanya opened up "the spring of devotion of God and the highest form of spiri
tual love by initiating in the cult of love, all including women, Sudras, Chadalas and other 
low castes in society."<27 l In a word, the practice of initiating anybody, irrespective of 
caste and sex, into this sect of Vaishnavism without following any sastric formalities 
whatsoever, brought about a revolutionary change in Hindu society. 

The followers of this sect strongly believed that Krishna and all his associates of 
Vrindavana were re-born as the Lord of Navadwipa and his followers respectively. As 
such divinity was imposed on them, the same trend of thought is still in vogue among the 
staunch Vaishnavas. 

Neo-Vaishnavism played an important role for two centuries following its evolution. 
Lord Chaitanya's only writing in Sanskrit available so far, is a poem consisting of eight 
stanzas known as Sikshashtaka<28) which throws light on his faith of devotion and love. 
We are tempted to quote here the original Sanaskrit slokas along with the English 
translation of this poem<29) to have an idea of Chaitanya's faith of devotion and love. 

chetodarpana-marjanam bhava-mahadabagni nirbapanm 
sreya kairaba-chandrika-bitaranam vidyabadhu jivanam./ 
hyanandambudhi-bardhanam pratipadam purnamrita swadanam 
sarbatam-swapanam param vijayate srikrishna-sankritanam. '1

' 

namnamkari bahudha nija sarbasakti. 
statrarpita niyamitah smarane na kalah./ 
etadrisy taba kripa bhagaban! mamapi 
durdebamidrisyamihajani nanuragh/i.l2 i 

trinadapi sunichena taroriba sahishnuna./ 
amanina manadena kirtaniyah sadaharih// 131 

na dhanam na janam na sundarim kabitam ba jagajisa! kamae/ 
mama janmani janmanisware bhavatadbhaktirahituki tbayi // <

4) 

ayi nandatanuja ! kinkaram patitam mam bishame bhavambudho/ 
kripaya taba padapankaja-sttha-dhuli sadrisam bichintaya.// 151 

nayanam galadasru dharaya badanam gadgada-rudhaya gira/ 
pulakairnichitam bapuh kada taba nama grahane bhavishyati // <

6 l 

yugayitam nimeshena chakshusha prabishayitam I 
sunyayitam jagat sarbbam govinda-birahena me.// <7 l 

aslishya ba padaratam pinashtu ma madarsha-nat marmahatam karotu ba/ 
jatha tatha ba vidadhatu lampato mat prananathastu sa eba naparah//. <a) 

25. Roychaudhuri, T., Bengal under Akbar and Jahangir, Calcutta, 1953, p.112. 
26. Premavilasa, p.88. 
27. Majumdar., R.C. ~. p.201. 
28. Mahapatra, Damodar Pandit Goswam1 (Ed.) Bhaktisadan KusumanW. pp.39-40. 
29 For English rendering of the Sanskrit Text of Sri Chaitanya we are indebted to Prof. S. Se11 1See Sen, 

~ History of Bengali Literature , pp.89-90.) 
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"By polishing bright the mirror of the heart, by quenching the conflagration of exist
ence, by scattering the moon beams that help the Ul.¥. of salvation to blossom, by making 
the sea of bliss dispensing the drink of pure nectar at every step, and by cleansing as in 
a bath the entire soul, the chant of the name of Krishna is ever triumphant. 

He has given himself innumerable names, and in each of them he has vested all His 
power. He has assigned no fixed time for contemplating Him by taking His names. Such 
is Thy compassion, my God. All the same I am so luckless that I feel no joy in taking 
Thy name. 

Feeling as lowly as a blade of grass, more forbearing than a tree, forgetful of his own 
importance but acknowledging the same in others, a man should chant the name of God. 

Neither riches nor mastery over men, neither a lovely wife nor poetic gift do I desire, 
0 lord of the universe. (My only desire is that) in my future births may there be pure de
votion to Thee, my God. 

0 son of Nanda, I am Thy slave tossing helplessly in the boiling sea of existence. 
Do you mercifully take me as a speak of dust of Thy feet. 

My eyes would be shedding streams of tears, my voice would be choked with emo
tion, my limbs would be bristling in ecstaric joy : when could this happen (to me) while 
taking Thy name. 

A moment seems as long as an age my eyes resemble rain-clouds. The whole world 
appears empty, as I am separated from my God. 

He may hold me in close embrace or He may trample me under His feet. He may 
withdraw Himself from me and make me suffer agonies. The fickle Lover may do as He 
likes, but He alone is the possessor of my heart." 

Now we must note the impact of neo-Vaishnavism on Bengal which bears far-reaching 
consequences 

Firstly, though neo-Vaishnavism never became the creed of the majority of the people 
of Bengal, the men of the lower caste Hindus accepted this faith in large numbers espe
cially in West Bengal. 

Secondly, this faith introduced a revolutionary change in the ideas and practices of 
caste in Bengal. This new faith accepted adherents from all classes of people. "The com
mon platform was open to all, high or low, rich and poor, Hindu and Muslim. Chaitanya did 
not try openly to do away with the caste system, but he attempted to unto its evil effects 
indirectly. He respected the casteism of the priesthood but did not himself hesitate to bury 
with his own hand the dead body of Haridas, a Muslim by birth". (30l Thus within the neo
Vaishnava community the rigidity of the caste-system was considerably relaxed. 

Thirdly, the practice of deep-rooted untouchability was discarded as evident from the 
story of Kalidasa, uncle of Raghunath Das who ate the remnants of food eaten by a 
Sudra Vaishnava. This change of attitude in the realm of ideas was truly revolutionary. 

Fourthly, the traditional practice of the right of preceptorship of the Brahmins was dis
carded and a non-Brahmin follower of Chaitanya including a Sudra became acknowledged 
as a 91W! provided he was to qualify himself as such. We have a few evidence of such 

~ who had even Brahmin disciples. No doubt this brought about a revolution in 
Bengalee society. Of course, this liberalism of neo-Vaishnavism was not liked by many. 

30. Majumdar, R.C., QQ,lli. p.201. 
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Fifthly, it brought some changes in the life and habits of the Bengalee Vaishnavas. 
Non-vegetarian food was largely discarded. The drinking habit declined. A change in the 
ideals of character was found. 

Sixthly, the converted people within the fold of neo-Vaishnavism belonging to the lower 
starts of society were largely reformed and liberalised. 

Seventhly, neo-Vaishnavism had its influence on the non-Vaishnava community of 
contemporary Bengal. "The ideal of Bhakti assailed the thought and practice of Sakta
Tantrics as well as the awe and reverence which characterised the attitude of the Sakta 
devotee to his object of worship, gave place to love and devotion<31 l. 

Lastly, a legacy of neo-Vaishnavism may be looked upon as the common heritage of 
all Bengalees in the vast literature it produced. Besides " the immense volume of padas 
inspired by the movement, and these include some of the best lyrics in the Bengali lan
guage, there were the numerous nibandhas or religious tracts, the works on Rassastra, a 
practically new branch of mystic rhetoric, and what was more, the biographical works, a 
completely new literary experiment so far as Bengal was concerned. For the first time in 
the literary history of Bengal, here was an attempt to glorify man instead of gods, to deal 
with facts in place of fancy". <32l 

It is not out of place to mention here that neo-Vaishnavism had its impact on people 
outside the borders of Bengal. This new faith was accepted in Orissa in general. This faith 
also found a place in Assam towards the end of the 16th century due to efforts of Sankar 
Deb who met Chaitanya at Puri and received inspiration from him. Even in the present 
century the impact of this faith has been noticed among the Americans as evident from 
the foundation of the International Society for Krishna Consciousness. Sri Rupanug Das, 
an American by birth, the Secretary of this organisation stated in an interview that Lord 
Chaitanya's life is a gift of liberation and freedom from this material life. Lord Chaitanya is 
kind enough upon all living souls, for he took his birth among us to fulfil our spiritual 
goai." He further added that Lord Chaitanya ts "that Supreme Lord" who was a perfect 
devotee of Lord Krishna and he actually showed the way of worship of Lord Krishna. 

The founder Acharya Swami Prabhupad, also expressed it the same way. He said that 
being inspired by the ideals and philosophy of both Srikrishna and Chaitanyadev, they 
were trying to fulfil their spiritual goal and to inspire others to take their course. (331 Thus 
neo-Vaishnavism based mainly on the cult of Bhakti founded by Chaitanya has ever been 

influencing not only the life and activities of the Bengalees but also having a wider appeal 
as evident from our brief study. 

To sum up, in the language of Prof. Sukumar Sen, "Chaitanya brought together the 
people of Bengal and Orissa and also a large body of men from other parts of India who 
came in personal contact with him, on a common platform of emancipated religious 
thought and spiritual emotion, which gave a tremendous impetus to intellectual activity and 
created a new interest in the life and a new literary and artistic urge"(34l. 

In conclusion it is to be noted that Sri Chaitanya's teachings to a great extent, saved 

the Hindu society from the onslaught of Muslims. His introduction of Kirtana as the means 
of mass-worship or prayer is unique in Hindu religion. So far the Hindus had no system 

31. Raychaudhuri, T., QQ&il., p. 102. 
32 . .!.QiQ. p. 103. 
33. Basumati ( a daily Bengali newspaper, Calcutta), 18th March, 1973, p. 11. 
34. Sen .. S., QQ&tL p. 94. 
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of common mass-worship or prayer as Muslims and Christians have, Kirtana is the 
mass-chanting of the name of Hari (Krishna) with music and accompaniment of drums 
and cymbals in which there is no distinction of caste and other social barriers. Mass-wor
ship takes place in all big temples. It is conducted by priests. This method practically had 
minimised caste conflict and barrier which so long stood as a hindrance to the Hindu so
ciety and encouraged the low class people to accept Islam where there is no caste dis
tinction. Thus as a result of Chaitanya's preachings caste distinctions were relaxed and 
the submerged classes came to have a new sense of human dignity with realization that 
though despised by men of upper classes they would be loved by God if they could wor
ship Him with devotion (bhakti). This belief made them self-confident and tL·.rned them 
away from the attraction of Islam which finally received a check relating to the conversion 
of the Hindus. This was the greatest achievement of neo-Vaishnavism mainly based on 
the cult of Bhakti and Kirtana preached by Sri Chaitanya. Thus Chaitanya was one of the 
many forces that established Vaishnavism in a new garb with firm footing in Indian 
soil. 

*** 
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