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SPeCTReSS Fellowship Report 

Märt Läänemets, Senior researcher in Chinese and Buddhist Studies, Centre for Oriental 

Studies, Institute of Cultural Research and Fine Arts, University of Tartu, Estonia
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SPeCTReSS secondment in Jawaharlal Nehru University, September–November 2015 

I. The aims of secondment 

(1) Working with my research topic “Humanistic and s social values of Buddhism: history 

and modernity”. 

(2) Visiting Buddhist sites in North India in order to collect data, recordings, photographs 

for my further research in the topic mentioned in (1). 

(3) Visiting the Buddhist Studies’ centres in Indian Universities to strengthen contacts, 

have lectures, seminars, consultations. 

(4) Creating cooperative ties with Indian academic institutions in the area of Baltic 

studies in general and Estonian Studies in particular. 

(5) Making observations and preliminary fieldwork in the side topic of my research 

“Historical and religious roots of today’s Indian nationalism”. 

II. Main activities during secondment 

(1) Working with Buddhological and other literature in the libraries: 

JNU Library; Delhi University Library; Indian International Centre Library; Delhi Tibet 

House Library and Resource Centre; Root Institute for Wisdom Culture Library in 

Bodhgaya; Nava Nalanda Mahavihara Library; Banaras Hindu University Library. 

(2) Academic visits and expeditions 

 Dev Sanskriti University, Haridwar, 19
th

-20
th

 September 2015; 1
st

-6
th

 October 2015 

 International Academy of Indian Culture, New Delhi, 26
th

 September, 2015 

 Nava Nalanda Mahavihara, Nalanda, 29
th

 October – 1
st

 November 2015 

Banaras Hindu University, Department of Pali and Buddhist Studies, 1
st

-5
th

 November 

2015 

 Root Institute for Wisdom Culture, Bodhgaya, 27
th

-28
th

 October 2015 
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Expedition in Buddhist sites of Bihar (Bodhgaya, Jethian Valley, Rajgir, Ghridrakuta, 

Nalanda, Sarnath), 26
th

 October – 6
th

 November 2015 

Participation in the 10 days intensive Buddhist vipassana meditation course in the 

New Delhi Vipassana Centre, 8
th

 – 18
th

 October 2015 

(3) Conferences, seminars, festivals and special lectures attended 

A guest lecture by Timothy Allender (University of Sidney) „Femininity and Feminism 

in Colonial India“, 9
th

 September, 2015 at the Centre for History, SSS, JNU 

“Open Frame ’15 „Diverse People, Diverse Stories“, Film festival at the Indian 

International Centre, New Delhi, 18
th

 September, 2015 

Indo-German International Conference on Gender and Violence in Historical and 

Contemporary Perspectives, JNU, 22
nd

-24
th

 September, 2015 

SPeCTReSS seminar with seminar paper by Kosta Bovan, University of Zagreb, Croatia 

on Yugoslavian crisis, its historical roots and outcomes, Centre of History, Schol of 

Social Sciences, JNU, 29
th

 September 2015 

5
th

 International Festival on Yog, Culture and Spirituality, Haridwar, Dev Sanskriti 

University, 1
st

-6
th

 October, 2015 

The Buddha Valley: An one-day awareness generation and sensitization conference, 

Nalanda, Jethian, Nava Nalanda Mahavihara, Bihar, 31
st

 October, 2015 

(4) Lectures, conference papers and interviews held during secondment in India: 

“Estonia’s Contribution into Indian and Sanskrit Studies” – a plenary paper held on 

the 5
th

 International Festival on Yog, Culture and Spirituality, Haridwar, Dev Sanskriti 

University, 1
st

-6
th

 October, 2015 

Interview in the Indian TV DD News channel program “Weekly Sanskrit Magazine” 

(Vaartaavali), staged on 24
th

 October 2015; link: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m3E88KthEjI&feature=youtu.be (my interview 

5’13’’ – 13’09’’) 

“On importance of Heritage Studies and Preservation for strengthening cultural and 

national identity. Some Indian and Estonian parallels” – Welcoming speech on the 

Buddha Valley project conference, Nalanda, Jethian, 31 October 2015 

“Buddhism and Buddhist Studies in Estonia” – an academic lecture at the 

Department of Pali and Buddhist Studies, Banaras Hindu University, 2
nd

 November, 

2015 
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“On the origin of Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara” – an academic lecture at the 

Department of Pali and Buddhist Studies, Banaras Hindu University, 4
th

 November, 

2015 

“Estonian experiment: Drama of survival of a one-million-nation” – a seminar 

presentation at the Centre for Russian and Central Asian Studies, SIS, JNU, 9
th

 

November, 2015 

III. Results and outcomes 

(1) A published research paper: “On the Meaning of ‘Good Friendship’ in Buddhism“. 

In Espak, Peeter; Läänemets, Märt; Sazonov, Vladimir (eds.). When Gods Spoke: 

Researches and Reflections on Religious Phenomene and Artefacts. (Studia 

Orientalia Tartuensia. Series Nova, VI). Tartu: University of Tartu Press, 2015, pp. 

165−181. 
(2) Lectures and conference papers on contemporary Indian religion and nationality 

and methodology of the study of Buddhist spiritual theory and practices during 

the first half of 2016 
(a) Conference papers 

 

“Hindutva and contemporary Indian national ideologies”, a paper held on the 

annual conference of the Estonian Society of Religious studies, Tartu, 4
th

 

December, 2015 (in Estonian) 

 

„Experience of Translating of the Buddha Dharma into Estonian: Issues of 

Terminology, Style, and Form“ on 2
nd

 International Tipiṭaka Conference: The 

Transmission of Buddhavacana: From the Time of the Buddha to the Present 

Day, Tallinn, 25 March, 2016 

 

“On the Meaning of satipaṭṭhāna in the Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta: Some Non-

Standard Observations”, a conference paper in the panel „Buddhist Concepts 

and Practices: Understanding and Interpreting Them in the Contemporary 

World” of the 2
nd

 Conference of the Baltic Alliance for Asian Studies, Tartu, 

9
th

–11
th

 April 2016 

 

“Meeting of Ancient and Post-modern Wisdom: Buddhist Concept of 

dharmadhātu and Lotman’s Concept of Semiosphere”, a paper held on the 

8th Annual Lotman Conference „Reintroducing the Semiosphere“, Tallinn 

University, 27-29 May 2016Academic lectures 

 

„Sinization of Buddhism: from dharmadhātu of the Huayanjing to ‘Fourfold 

dharmadhātu’ of the Huayan Fajie guanmen“, a paper held on the Inaugural 

Biennial Conference of European Association for Chinese Philosophy (EACP) 

“Thinking Across the Borders: Philosophy and China”, June 9-11, 2016, Vilnius 

University, Lithuania. 

 

(b) Academic lectures 



4 

 

“Today’s India in the (curved) mirror of traditions”, an academic lecture in the 

Seminar of Oriental Studies, University of Tartu, 10
th

 February, 2016 (in 

Estonian) 

“Hindutva, the Aryan theories, and Indian nationalism”, an academic lecture 

in the Seminar of Oriental Studies, University of Tartu, 17
th

 February, 2016 (in 

Estonian) 

„Does the Buddhist meditation exist?“, an academic lecture in the Seminar of 

Oriental Studies, University of Tartu, 20
th

 April, 2016 (in Estonian) 

“What the Buddha really taught? Understanding and misunderstanding of the 

‘Four Noble Truths’”, an academic lecture in the Centre of Oriental Studies at 

the Vilnius University, 27
th

 April 2016 

“Religious nationalism (Hindutva) in India”, an academic lecture within the 

lecture course “Religious Fundamentalism”, School of Religious Studies, 

University of Tartu, 5
th

 May 2016 (in Estonian) 

(3) Photo exhibition “Buddha’s Footprints in Bihar” of 50 authorized photos in the 

building of the Institute of Cultural Research and Fine Arts, University of Tartu, 

opened with an introductory speech during the XXVIII Annual Conference of the 

Estonian Oriental Society, 19
th

 February 2016, kept open until September 2016. 

Photos online: http://www.eao.ee/pildid/buddha-jalajaljed-biharis/ 

IV. Summary 

(1) Research topic “Humanistic and s social values of Buddhism: history and modernity” 

One paper published, three conference papers and six special academic lectures held, 

one authorisesd photo exhibition performed during and within the period of six months 

after the secondment with great impact of material collected and studied during it. 

Some other papers are in the process to be published. 

Buddhism or Buddha-dharma with its history of two and a half millennia has had an 

enormous impact on many Asian civilizations: It has shaped their culture, value systems, 

and ways of thinking. During the last 200 years, Buddhism has advanced globally and 

been modified in the Western-style modern world from academic studies to the 

religious and social movements, forms of community life, psychotherapy, etc. In my 

research, I focus on how the traditional concepts and practices of Buddhism have been 

studied, developed and changed in the history and in the contemporary world; how are 

they understood and applied; to what extent have they retained their original meaning; 

how and to what extent have they influenced modern cultures and mentalities; how and 

to what extent have the modern tenets influenced and modified their meaning and 

content. In theoretical-methodological approach the semiotic method and its usefulness 

in Buddhist studies has analysed and proved with focus on modern interpretation of 

Buddhist theory of dharmas as an ancient epistemological and soteriological teaching.  
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During the secondment valuable materials and experience on social role of Buddhism in 

contemporary Indian society in the case of the “Buddha Valley project” launched by the 

Nava Nalanda Mahavihara in Bihar in co-operation with local communities and 

authorities was collected during my visit there and participating in the special 

theoretical-practical conference. This project is a good example of how the co-operation 

of academics, material heritage protectors and local communities, authorities and 

business circles may lead to improvement of social life, education, and infrastructure of 

a certain area. See also: http://nalanda-

insatiableinoffering.blogspot.com.ee/2015/06/the-buddha-valley.html 

Published research paper “On the Meaning of ‘Good Friendship’ in Buddhism“: 

Abstract. In this essay the principal concepts of Buddhist education and social ethics the 

‘good friendship’ (kalyāṇamittatā) and ‘good friend’ (kalyāṇamitra/kalyāṇamitta) are 

discussed as they occur in some texts of the Nikāyas of Pāli canon and two Mahāyāna 

sūtras—the Perfection of Wisdom Sūtra in Eight Thousand Lines (Aṣṭasāhasrikā 

Prajñāpāramitā sūtra) and the Supreme Array Scripture (Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra). On the 

basis of numerous excerpts from the solid reference books and source texts the meaning 

and content of the terms are analysed and compared in different sources and contexts 

and some conclusions outlined. 

Keywords: Buddhism, Pāli canon, Mahāyāna sūtras, Perfection of Wisdom Sūtra in Eight 

Thousand Lines, Supreme Array Scripture, kalyāṇamitra/kalyāṇamitta, good friend, 

good friendship. 

The full text of the paper is available here: 

https://www.academia.edu/19745290/On_the_Meaning_of_Good_Friendship_in_Budd

hism 

(2) Research topic “Historical and religious roots of today’s Indian nationalism”. 

To carry ot this topic, during my visits to the sites and communities in New Delhi, 

Haridwar, Bihar, numerous recorded conversations and interviews, I have collected 

rich material to study how traditional religious beliefs and practices have been used 

and modified within the political and social discourses of contemporary India, 

especially within the period of recent march of the BJP to the political power. Some 

results I have drafted in few conference papers and academic lectures mentioned in 

section III of this report. 

(3) Creation of academic cooperation with Indian institutions to advance joint Indo-

Baltic studies. 

In JNU, the fruitful and sustainable cooperation formed with the Centre of Russian 

and Central Asian Studies at the School of International Studies, which is the leading 

unit in Baltic studies in India. I together with my co-fellow from Estonia, Ms. Kristi 

Grünberg, had a profound seminar on the History, Social life and culture of Estonia. 
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In the Fall of 2016, prof. Archana Upadhyay from the SIS worked two months in the 

University of Tartu as a SpECTReSS fellow. 

Another co-operation formed with the Dev Sanskriti University in Haridwar that has 

established the first in India Centre for Baltic Cultures and Studies in partnership with 

the universities of all Baltic countries including the University of Tartu. 

M. Läänemets 

January 2017 


