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Introduction:

My stay in Delhi gave me the opportunity to focus (free from a number of other teaching and

faculty obligations) on my doctoral thesis. Apart from the greater amount of available time I valued

the possibility of having easier access to some publications on South Asian topics in the libraries in

Delhi  and to be able  to  conduct  some final  interviews for  my thesis.  In my PhD-project  I  am

working on social  projects  (like orphanages  or medical  services) based in  Buddhist  temples in

Bangladesh.  These  institutions  were  mainly  founded  at  a  time  of  growing  conflicts  between

religious and ethnic minorities and the state in the 1970this. In my analysis I pay attention to the

national context, but I am also especially interested in the transnational dimension of these projects

as many of them have extensive contacts to Buddhist actors from other regions. This is for example

the  case,  when  projects  in  Bangladesh  get  financial  support  from  Buddhist  non-governmental

organizations from other countries. Taking the localization of this projects in different regional and

global as well as religious and secular contexts as my main focus my special attention in this regard

lies on the development of specific semantics. So I am interested in the question, what kind of

patterns to speak about a specific form of Buddhist social engagement evolve in this transnational

Buddhist networks. 

This topic has a number of intersections to India as a regional place and to the thematic focus of the

SPECTRESS-program. Working on a South Asian issue, I was able to relate to other projects at

JNU or at other universities that deal for example with breaks and changes after independence or

the  situation  of  minorities.  This  focus  on  ruptures  and  re-orientations  in  situations  that  are

dominated by experiences of discrimination linked my personal work to the overall framework of

the program. My focus on transnational connections allowed me to conduct several interviews with

individual persons and Buddhist organizations (that have relations with social Buddhist projects in

Bangladesh) in India.

Below I will show in greater detail what kind of activities I was involved in during my stay. 
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Conducting empirical research 

During my stay I conducted a number of formal and informal interviews and did some participatory

observations  while  attending  a  number  of  meetings  and  religious  ceremonies.  Due to  growing

interreligious  tensions  after  independence and the creation of  two new states,  mainly based on

religious difference, migration between these states took place on a grand scale. Buddhist minorities

from Bangladesh belong to the groups whose members often migrated to India in the decades after

independence.  They mainly settled in  the northeastern states like Assam and Tripura,  but  some

moved  on  to  urban  centers  like  Delhi  or  Kolkata  attracted  by the  prospect  of  better  working

opportunities. Others – especially monks – founded new centers at places which were considered as

significant  in  religious  terms  (like  Bodhgaya;  a  place  in  the  indian  state  of  Bihar,  which  is

considered as the place of Buddhas enlightenment). 

In Delhi I was able to arrange a small number of interviews; mainly with members of a Chakma

temple in Rajghat (Chakmas are a Buddhist minority group from Bangladesh). As the number of

Buddhists with connections to Bangladesh in Delhi is limited, I went in September for a week to

Bodhgaya and in November for nine days to Kolkata. In Bodhgaya, where groups from several

Buddhists countries erect temples, two Bangladeshi monasteries can be found. This gave me the

opportunity  to  speak  to  the  monks  who  live  at  the  temples  as  well  as  to  the  pilgrims  from

Bangladesh who stay at the temples during their religious travels to India. It was very helpful for

my work to  speak to  members  of  the  Bangladeshi  Buddhist  community there,  as  the  political

situation in Bangladesh makes it at times difficult to conduct interviews in Bangladesh. In Kolkata I

was able to visit a number of organizations that have been founded by persons who migrated to

India already several decades ago. Particularly valuable was the option to speak with one of the

founders of  Moanoghor (one of the most  known Buddhist  NGOs in Bangladesh).  He lives  for

political reasons already for a longer time in Kolkata, where he has founded a similar project. While

I could visit the organization already in Bangladesh, the interview in Kolkata added an important

new perspective. 

All in all the interviews turned out to be extremely helpful to deepen my insights into the projects in

Bangladesh and to get new impressions about their relations to organizations in India. 

Conference participation and lectures 

At the end of my stay I presented my research topic and the results of my stay in India at different

institutions. At first I gave a presentation together with another fellow of the SPECTRESS program



at the hosting institution; the Center for Historical Studies at the Jawarhalal Nehru University in

Delhi.  During my presentation I  introduced my research topic and discussed different semantic

forms that can be found in the field to connect social engagement and religious practice. In the

following discussion issues related to the role of religion in times of social change have been raised

and some of the points have been followed up in other informal talks and meetings in the weeks

afterwards. 

On  the  31.  of  October  I  had  the  opportunity  to  give  a  lecture  about  the  concept  of  Buddhist

Modernism at the Akal-University (Punjab). The talk was attended by around 250 students and

lecturers  from  the  respective  university.  Additionally  the  two  days  stay  included  some  other

discussions about the transformation of Buddhism in modernity with lecturers and researchers of

the university. Between the 09. and 12. of November I participated at the „South Asian History

Conference“ organized by the Punjab University in Patiala. There I presented a paper on: Finding

ways to  practice Buddhism in a engaged way.  Diverse  pattern of  Engaged Buddhism .  Luckily

among the participants there were as well some persons from Dhaka University in Bangladesh. That

made it possible to connect and discuss in a fruitful way with them and other participants. 

Literature Review

As my topic is related to Asia it was very fruitful to have access to books and articles published in

South Asia (which are sometimes difficult to obtain in Germany). A number of books could be

found in the library of the Jawarhalal Nehru University, but I also looked at other libraries and

publishing houses. Moreover I collected some primary sources – like publications from Buddhist

temples. 

Conclusion 

Overall the stay in Delhi made it possible for me to complete my data collection. The greater time

resources allowed me to make enormous progress with the data analysis. Especially fruitful was

certainly the  exchange with  other  researchers  at  the  different  institutions.  Even though science

(including in many cases the humanities) tries to give the impression to have an objective look on

the research object, postmodern approaches emphasize the situatedness and constructedness of any

knowledge. The exchange with colleagues coming from different backgrounds and disciplines shed

new light on many aspects of my material – and I am extremely grateful for the new perspectives.



The formal and informal exchanges with others researchers established contacts which hopefully

are going to last for longer.   


