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SLOVENE WOMEN MISSIONARIES IN INDIA: CONTEXTS,
METHODS AND CONSIDERATIONS

SLOVENSKE MISIJONARKE V INDLJI: KONTEKSTI,
METODE IN PREMISLEKI

Ana JELNIKAR'

The following five papers by scholars from various academic disciplines are intended
as a contextual and methodological backdrop to a larger and on-going research pro-
ject, begun in May 2017 under the title “Slovene Women Missionaries in India: A For-
gotten Chapter in Intercultural Relations” (ARRS - J6 8258). Barely half way through
this study, we are yet to complete the gathering and processing of primary data re-
lated to the lives of a dozen Slovene women missionaries, who left their native coun-
try over the course of the twentieth century and ended up in different parts of India,
where they lived, worked and - in most cases — also died.

The first Slovene woman to be sent to India (Bengal) as a missionary was Barbara
(Betka) Kajnc¢ (1892-1984) from Velika Nedelja near Ormoz. She travelled in the com-
pany of a much younger Macedonian-born Albanian, Agnes Gonxhe Bojaxhiu, today
better known as Mother Theresa. Barbara Kajn¢ alias Sister Magdalena began her
journey on 12 October 1928 from Zagreb to Ireland. There the two Yugoslav women
joined the congregation of Loreto nuns in Rathfarnham, Dublin. Within months they
were sent to India, reaching the colonial city of Calcutta on 6 January, 1929.'

Over the following decades, a dozen other Slovene missionary sisters followed
suit, most of them leaving within a few years of Sister Magdalena’s departure. They
were: Marija Franko (1895-7?), Mirjam Zalaznik (1899-1982), Terezija Medvesek (1906-
2001), Cirila Doktori¢ (1906-1985), Ur3ula Fink (1906-1959), Conradina Resnik (1905-
1997), Emilija Koren (?-?) and Stefanija Urih (1909-?). At that time, India was still under
British rule, but the forces of nationalism and the anti-colonial independence strug-
gle were rapidly gathering momentum. Temporarily suspended during World War
I, the situation for foreign missionaries changed after India gained independence
in 1947. Although those who were already present did not face eviction, newcom-
ers were no longer welcome. Two Slovene women facing this situation were sisters
Agnes (1927-2010) and Terezija Zuzek (1928-2019). Both were part of the wave of
Catholics fleeing the communist regime in the newly established socialist Yugoslavia
immediately after the war. They were interned in Displaced Persons Camps in Italy

[ PhD in Indian Studies, Research Assistant, Institute for Anthropological and Spatial Studies ZRC
SAZU, Novi trg 2, SI-1000 Ljubljana; ajelnikar@gmail.com

1 See Jelnikar 2016. The Ptuj-Ormoz Regional Museum hosted an exhibition on her life and work in
India from 18 May to 10 September, 2018.
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(Treviso, Serigallia, Barleta), effectively being made stateless. Holding medical de-
grees, the Zuzeks joined the Medical Mission Sisters in South Shields, England, and
eventually acquired British citizenship. It proved impossible to obtain a missionary
visa to work in post-independence India with a British passport. They were sent to
the newly-established Pakistan instead, working in Rawalpindi, Karachi, and Dacca
(then still East Pakistan, before becoming Bangladesh in 1971).

As a Yugoslav citizen, the situation in 1971 was different for Marija Sres (b. 1943),
the youngest of our group of missionaries. The development of friendly relations
between Nehru's India and Tito’s Yugoslavia (this was the heyday of the Non-Alig-
ned movement) smoothed the way for her entry on a missionary visa. Decades later,
and in a drastically changed political climate, the same courtesy was denied her, as
her missionary visa was not renewed, forcing her to return to Slovenia in 2010. With
Sred's departure from India, this chapter of Slovene women missionaries working
and living in India was brought to what could very well be a permanent close.

The individual stories of our twelve protagonists must be read against the bac-
kdrop of dramatic historical changes in both India and Yugoslavia over the course
of the twentieth century, which have also affected the relations between these two
countries. To appreciate the twelve life stories brought together in this project, it is
necessary to take not only this historical context into consideration, but also the way
in which this research has been conceived and organized.

For reasons of time and funding, we have limited ourselves - for now - to explor-
ing the life-stories of Slovene women missionaries only. However, we hope that the
study can eventually be expanded to include Catholic sisters from elsewhere in the
former Yugoslavia (predominantly from Croatia) who have also been part of this
same movement of missionaries.? For now, it makes sense to identify these women
as “Slovene”, because they all hailed from what is present-day Slovenia. However,
at the time, they would have left their native home as Yugoslav nationals, using a
variety of European countries and different religious congregations as conduits for
a life as religious women working overseas. These are — once again - the life stories
of individual women, who for various personal reasons, and each under their own
particular set of circumstances, nevertheless experienced this common “Divine call”,
which made them renounce all socially-sanctioned ties of family, marriage and chil-
dren to opt for a lifetime of devotion to Jesus by attending to the poor in a distant
country. Of course, there is much that unites these women in opting for a missionary
vocation, but it would be inaccurate to assume any self-conscious group identity
on their part. Once they found themselves working in India amongst the native po-
pulation, alongside other European and indigenous co-sisters, we can assume that
their own particular identities became subsumed under the overarching category of
being white Europeans, no doubt tinged with the then-dominant discursive brush
2 Stefanija Miketinac (b. 1920) from Zagreb is the last Yugoslav (Croatian) sister remaining in In-

dia. | had the opportunity to interview herin February 2016 in her room at the Loreto convent
in Simla at the age of 96.
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of rulers and colonizers. This invites the question of whether it mattered to them or
to others that they were “Slovenian” or not.

This is one important aspect our study aims to probe, as it draws out the voices
of these sisters, while situating them within the respective European religious con-
gregations, in which they formed a minority, even if they were not entirely on their
own (see Motoh). In view of the entrenched missionary-colonial thesis that sees pro-
selytizing, almost inevitably, as working in collusion with colonial domination, it is
important to bear in mind that, within the setting of Europe, these women occupied
a subaltern position. Coming from geographical and socio-political “margins” rather
than powerful colonial centres, they can’t be considered as agents of colonization
in any overt political sense. Of course, this does not automatically absolve them of
culturally imperialistic or patronizing attitudes, or even a sense of racial superiority;
after all, they did go to India to spread the Gospel of Jesus Christ. However, their
interstitial position warrants a closer look that will go beyond overly simplistic un-
derstandings of the missionary enterprise and intercultural encounters in general.
Women's voices, even though often marginalised or even silenced, can indeed be
found at all levels of modern-day empires, and their positions can vary from being
the staunchest imperialists to that of the most selfless liberators and advocates of
human dignity anywhere in the world.

One of the key concerns of the project is also to consider if — and how — (Slovene)
women missionaries expressed their individual agency within the prescribed pra-
ctices as dictated by the rules of their congregations, not only within the strongly
patriarchal Catholic Church, but within male-dominated societies in general. We can
expect to identify tensions existing between the official doctrine of the Church and
these women'’s daily lives and work in the missions. For example, Mother Theresa
became a “rebel nun”, as she went against her superiors and set up her own con-
gregation, focused on reaching the poorest sections of Indian society, and breaking
away from what she perceived as an environment that was too elitist and exclusivist
(cf. Alpion 2006). Her early companion, Sister Magdalena, also did not lack in self-
initiative. She singlehandedly set up a dispensary in what was primarily a teaching
order, working tirelessly for fifty-three years as a nurse-cum-doctor in the remotest
stations of Bengal. In contrast to Mother Theresa, however, Sister Magdalena pre-
ferred anonymity and introversion (Jelnikar 2016). Closer to us in time is Marija Sres.
Quite against the expectations or prescriptions of her Society of Jesus, she became
an award-winning writer of fiction in Gujarati, lending her voice to adivasi women
with whom she worked for close to four decades. Her writing also broached subjects
that radically defy notions of Catholic morality, such as sexuality and same-sex love.
In a recent interview, Sre$ stated that both “Christianity and Yugoslav socialism tau-
ght her that all people were equal”, an attitude which she found lacking in her co-re-
ligionists coming from former colonizing countries (Spanish and French missionaries
with whom she had worked), but also in caste-ridden Indian society (in Zigon 2005:
147-148). This is not to suggest in any way that Slovene women missionaries were by
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definition “activists” or “renegades”. Nor do we want to play down the many aspects
of their (self-)imposed subservience. Instead, based on evidence collected from our
preliminary investigations, it seems important to think about these women as agents
of transformation in the societies in which they worked as missionaries, rather than
as merely passive recipients of “God’s will” as dictated to them by their superiors.

The extended time span covered by this project also allows us to trace genera-
tional shifts in approaches to missionary work, responding to the changing politi-
cal situation in India, as well as to changes within the Catholic Church before and
after Vatican Council Il (1962-1965). We have found that, working in Gujarat in the
1980s, Marija Sres did not actively convert people as a part of her mission, instead
self-consciously following the revolutionary “spirit” of the Vatican Il. Belonging to an
earlier generation, the letters of Sister Magdalena show that she did make efforts to
bring people into the fold of the church. Evidently, these two women operated with
very different mental horizons, and our study is interested in identifying similarities
as well as differences amongst Slovene women missionaries, seeing their attitudes
as an outcome of a complex nexus of historical and personal factors.

A topic that has so far remained confined within the walls of religious orders
(and their archives) is therefore approached as a complex intercultural phenomenon
deserving critical attention from a variety of angles at the crossroads of related disci-
plines, such as modern history, cultural studies, anthropology, gender studies, phi-
losophy, and the theological and non-theological study of religion. Our focus is on
religious women, or rather women religious — a still too-often invisible or repressed
subject of (secular) historical investigation. So, while the study probes the socio-
historical and personal factors which motivated Slovene women missionaries to join
religious orders and leave their countries, it will also engage theoretically with the
notion of (female) agency. In a setting overdetermined by religious, ethnic, gender
and cultural hierarchies, it intends to suggest that despite their invisibility and subor-
dination, some of these women were active agents of social change.

What does a missionary vocation involve in theological terms? This was one of
the primary initial questions of our study. In her paper “The Missionary Commission
of the Church in Dialogue with Non-Christian Religions”, Irena Avsenik Nabergoj,
whose expertise includes theology, explores the question of how the Church has
negotiated its unchanging missionary injunction to spread the good news across
the globe against the changing historical circumstances, including processes of
globalisation, decolonization, and modernization, with the watershed event for the
Catholic Church in the modern era being the abovementioned Vatican Council II.
Following a brief historical overview of the milestones that have spurred the Church
to take new approaches to its missionary mandate, and by looking closely at the
Church documents, she focuses on the changes brought about by the instructions
of Vatican Il regarding missionary activities, particularly in relation to non-Christian
religions. The axis around which much of the debate turns is that of religious con-
version, or rather the meaning and purpose of evangelisation, which can never be

10
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true if forced or imposed. The free acceptance of the presupposed “universality” of
the Gospel, however, jars with any simultaneous respect for the supposed “truths” of
other religions, as the document Nostra aetate (1965) now mandates. The notion of
interreligious dialogue provides an attempt to resolve this tension, in which the final
desired outcome is no longer religious conversion, but a deepening of one’s own
faith and an understanding of a common core between all religions. This is an im-
portant point to bear in mind for understanding the changes in outlook and practice
when comparing those of Sister Magdalena and Marija Sres, for example.

The immediately relevant historical backdrop for understanding the opportuni-
ties and motivations of Slovene women missionaries in India can be traced back to
1925. This was the year in which the first Yugoslav Jesuit fathers, under the auspices
of the Belgium mission, volunteered for India. The intention was to help re-establish
the outreach Mission Stations of Basanti, Raghabpur, Morapai and Khari south of Cal-
cutta, which had gone into decline since their beginnings in the mid-19th century.
Soon after, Yugoslav nuns were brought in to work in the areas of female education
and medical services, the mainstay of Christian missionary activities and traditional-
ly viewed as the most practical and effective means of spreading the faith. Helena
Motoh delves into this part of inter-war history in her paper entitled “Our Bengal
Mission’ — Negotiation of National and Transnational Agendas by Interwar Yugoslav
Missionaries in Bengal”, as she focuses on the tension arising between the funda-
mentally universalist tenets of a Christian missionary vocation and the fraught na-
tionalist agenda of a changing polity, in which political and national identities were
far from unproblematic givens. With reference to a body of (almost exclusively male)
missionary writing of the day published in mission journals, she demonstrates how
these socio-political realities and debates in Old Yugoslavia had spilled over into the
missionary field, only to ask the pertinent question of whether these debates had
had the same impact on female representatives. How “nationalist” and/or “patriotic”
were Slovene women missionaries in India, at a time when these discourses presen-
ted competing alternatives to universalism more or less globally?

With her expertise in Indology and gender, and by way of contextualising the di-
versity of religious realities confronting Slovene women missionaries as they entered
the Subcontinent, Tamara Ditrich offers a panoramic view of the millennia-long tradi-
tion of asceticism and monasticism in India. In her paper “Female Renouncers in India:
A Neglected Chapter in the History of Indian Religions”, and in line with our enquiry,
she focuses on female renunciates, the Buddhist and Jain nuns and Brahmanical fe-
male ascetics, in itself a comparatively neglected subject of academic investigation.
However preliminarily, she is ultimately interested in identifying the meeting points
and overlaps between the diverse body of Indian spiritual practices and the founda-
tional premises of European Christianity. While noting major fundamental differences
between them, such as renouncing the world versus social engagement, doctrinal
inclusiveness versus exclusiveness, and the decentralised institutions of Indian asce-
tics versus the hierarchical establishment of the Catholic Church, she suggests that

11
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the long continuous tradition of social acceptance, respect and support for (female)
ascetics in India served as a legitimising framework for Christian nuns, however dif-
ferent or even incompatible their doctrinal premises may have been. In other words,
Indian spiritual realities informed how Christian nuns would have been received and
allowed to contribute to society in India.

Methodologically, this micro-history of a number of case studies of Slovene
women missionaries working in both colonial and post-independence India is not
without its challenges. Women religious, unlike their male counterparts, typically
did not leave many written records behind. Aside from letters surviving with their
relatives and local churches, which are not always easy to obtain, we find occasional
mentions in inhouse religious publications and annals. Obtaining the oral testimo-
nies of those who knew and remember the sisters is therefore of vital importance
to our study. It will include interviews with co-religious sisters of European, Eurasian
orindigenous descent, family members, priests and other people they worked with,
their staff (drivers, gardeners, ayahs), etc. Here we are working in line with the on-go-
ing efforts of feminist (and subaltern) historians, who have been using oral sources
as grounds for shaping their arguments about marginalised histories unavailable
through conventional documentation since the 1980s (Rossi 1985; Griffin, Braidotti
2006). This democratizing impulse is instrumental in legitimizing subjective experi-
ences in narratives and interpretations of people’s life worlds (Thompson 1988), as
it applies in particular to that half of humanity that has been silenced throughout
history: women. The aim of our study is to use oral history and biography to give
this particular group of women a voice, because, for the most part, they have never
been heard.

In his paper, “The Tongue is Mightier than the Printing Press? Reflections on the
Production of Oral Histories and on Languages of Legitimation”, historian Benjamin
Zachariah examines the debates on oral history, critically considering the method'’s
potential as well as its limitations for historical analysis. While it may be true that “oral
histories open up areas that other histories fail to reach”, he cautions against any
facile presupposition of truth-value in an intercultural encounter that presupposes a
common language, if communication is to even take place. His concept of “languag-
es of legitimation” is key to deploying oral history as a critical tool for the recovery of
histories and subjectivities that are otherwise inaccessible.

So far, we have been fortunate to have found a substantial number of letters
written by the various nuns, which we can analyse as primary source material. How-
ever, one such find has exceeded all our expectations. These are over a hundred let-
ters written between 1933 and 1997 by Sister Conradina Resnik to her family in Slo-
venia. They were generously provided to us by her grandnephew to be used in this
research. Natasa Rogelja, an anthropologist and expert on female migrations and life
narratives, has taken up the challenge of analysing this lifetime worth of letters, “a
specific kind of ‘raw material”, which is similar but different to diaries and journals. In
her paper “A Life in Letters: An Anthropological Reflection on the Correspondence of

12
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Slovene Missionary Sr. Conradina Resnik”, she considers in detail the many different
aspects which are important in the analysis of letters, from their materiality to issues
of content. Her contribution, however, is also intended as a broader theoretical re-
flection on letter-writing as a window onto, and a way of retrieving, history.
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THE MISSION OF THE CHURCH IN DIALOGUE WITH
NON-CHRISTIAN RELIGIONS

I[rena AVSENIK NABERGOJ!

COBISS 1.01

ABSTRACT

The Mission of the Church in Dialogue with Non-Christian Religions

The article provides a brief overview of the milestones that have encouraged new
approaches to the missionary activities of the Church throughout history. The main
purpose is to determine how the Second Vatican Council responded to the process
of globalization after the Second World War, what its understanding of inculturation
was, and what new pathways for evangelization were sought in the missionary ac-
tivities of the Church. The methodological principle is the comparative analysis of
documents on the foundations, goals and means of pursuing the mission in a spirit
of dialogue, enabling the recognition of good contributions from non-Christian reli-
gions. The article also includes more recent theological discourse on new challenges
in attitudes to the mission.

KEY WORDS: the mission of the Church, milestones of the missions throughout history,
renewal in relation to tradition, common core of all religions, dialogue

IZVLECEK

Misijonsko poslanstvo Cerkve v dialogu z nekrs¢anskimi verstvi

Clanek daje kratek pregled mejnikov, ki so spodbudili nove pristope v misijonski de-
javnosti Cerkve skozi zgodovino. Poglavitni namen je ugotoviti, kako se je Drugi va-
tikanski koncil odzval na proces globalizacije po drugi svetovni vojni, kaksno je bilo
njegovo razumevanje inkulturacije in kaksno iskanje novih poti evangelizacije v mi-
sijonski dejavnosti Cerkve. Metodolosko nacelo je primerjalna analiza dokumentov o
utemeljevanju, cilju in nacinu izvajanja misijona v duhu dialoga, ki omogoca prepo-
znavanje dobrih vsebin nekri¢anskih verstev. Clanek vklju¢uje tudi novejsi teolo3ki
diskurz o novih izzivih v pristopih k misijonu.

KLJUCNE BESEDE: misijonsko poslanstvo Cerkve, mejniki misijona skozi zgodovino,
prenova v razmerju do tradicije, skupno jedro vseh religij, dialog
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INTRODUCTION

In my article “From Poeticization of the Mission in the Old Testament to Completion
of the Mission in the New Testament”, published in 2018 in the journal Bogoslovni
vestnik / Theological Quarterly Ephemerides theologicae, | paid specific attention to
the most important texts of the Old and New Testaments, which speak of national
attitudes to God and the vocation of certain biblical individuals in the Old and New
Testaments for missionary work. | especially highlighted the role of the Apostle Paul,
who is considered the greatest missionary of the first Christian era. In his letters, he
justifies the missionary nature of the Church stemming from the Bible. In this con-
tribution, which is the continuation of the previous one, we are particularly inter-
ested in the biblical and theological reasoning of the mission itself and the attitude
of the Catholic Church to non-Christian religions in the circulars of Pope Pius Xl on
the Catholic Missions (1926) and in the documents of the Second Vatican Council, in
particular in the Statement on the relationship of the Church to non-Christian religions
(Nostra Aetate, as a conciliar declaration adopted in 1965). Various church documents
from the mid-19th century onwards and more recent specialist theological literature
show that the views of the Catholic Church in the modern age have changed in their
rationale and realization of the mission.

The Bible texts of the Old and New Testaments show a contrasting relationship
between the widening and deepening vision of the prophets, who understood and
proclaimed the Holy revelations with an openness to nations, and advocated a nar-
row, Land of Israel-oriented concept in choosing the Israelites as a special people
among all others. In the New Testament, this contrast was so marked that there was
a break between Judaism and Christianity. This led to the realization that based on
the teachings of Jesus and his examples, the Kingdom of God was intended for all
nations. In the New Testament, the mission is based on faith in God, who through
his Son, Jesus, acts in the world and mediates God's love among people. Likewise,
missionaries should pass on blessed love and faith in the goodness of God for all
humanity who, irrespective of religious diversity and cultural affiliation, all share the
same, or similar, fundamental questions about the origin, meaning and purpose of
human life.

The establishment of missionary activity in the biblical Book of Wisdom is em-
phasised by Brian Hearne, who believes that comprehensive understanding and re-
alization of the mission is based on the example of the mission of Jesus, who loved
people of all cultures and religions, and who notes: “A lot of thinking about mission
and development, in both religious and secular, Catholic and Protestant groups, ne-
glects this rootedness with the ensuing respect for other cultures - the cultures of
today, not of yesteryear, for culture is a dynamic and changing thing, not a dead
fossil” (Hearne 1993: 94). On the mission, William R. Burrows, emphasizes, above all,
the importance of dialogue, which is an essential dimension of the Christian mission,
but is not the conversion of people of other religions. Conversion may happen, but
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initially through dialogue, as follows: “Christian mission, in a reciprocal dialogue con-
text, is not primarily a matter of converting people from other traditions to belong-
ing to Christian institutions, but of embodying the Spirit of Jesus. Conversions may
(and probably will) develop within the dialogue process” (Burrows 1997: 127-128).

From Paul onwards, some missionaries followed the principle of dialogue with
followers of other religions, and as a generally accepted rule, this principle came to
the fore only during the transformed understanding of the mission in the 20th cen-
tury, when a more holistic understanding of the Church’s missionary nature came
about upon its return to the sources of the Bible. In the first half of the 19th century, a
highly noted circular on Catholic missions was issued by Pope Pius XI on 28 February
1926 entitled Rerum Ecclesiae (On Matters of the Church). The circular greatly acceler-
ated the development of the mission between the two world wars. Like the First war,
the Second World War greatly restricted missionary activity. The horrors of war that
so shook communities and individuals around the world left significant physical and
moral devastation behind them. Many unresolved issues accumulated for the mis-
sionary activities of the Catholic Church, along with concern for the future fate of the
Church around the world. The greatest problem was the lack of educational institu-
tions in missionary countries, which in turn meant a lack of domestic missioners and
missionaries in those places; the issue of how to overcome the legacy of colonialism
was especially challenging for foreign missionaries."

These circumstances explain why, on 11 October 1962, Pope John XXIll con-
vened the Second Ecumenical Council of the Vatican; or Second Vatican Council. At
this assembly, the bishops of all the churches discussed the Church’s issues in their
entirety; its science or doctrine, its liturgical practice, and the fundamental religious
truths.2 The interpretation of the missionary nature of the Church at the Second Vat-
ican Church Assembly is based on the Bible and on the history of the Church: “From
that history, one learns what the Church understands her mission to be; it is a story
with many stages and shows an evolution in the thought and practice of mission in
and to the world” (George 2008: 287).

1 After World War | affected missionary activities, on 20 November 1919 Pope Benedict XV,
who advocated the de-Europization of Catholic missions, invited Catholic missionaries from
around the world to support missions and develop local missionaries. This was followed by
Pope Pius XI, who personally ordained bishops from Asia, Africa and Latin America every year,
so that at his death, 240 dioceses and administrations were in the hands of domestic bishops.

2 The assembly is supposed to extend to the entire inhabited world, as indicated by the word
“ecumenical”, which is of Greek origin meaning “inhabited”. In the first centuries of Christi-
anity, the Ecumenical Council represented the assembly of all Christian Churches, and after
the split between East and West in 1054, opinions changed about which churches should
be included to ensure the council remained ecumenical. Today, Catholics and Orthodox
Christians, as well as some Protestants, recognize the authority of the first seven Ecumenical
Councils; in the subsequent councils, there are differences in this respect. For a chronological
overview of the conciliar see Strle 2004: 18-20; Flinn 2007: 193-197.
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HISTORICAL MILESTONES OF THE CHURCH'’S MISSIONARY ACTIVITY UP
TO THE SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL

For a holistic understanding of the role of the mission in the Church, one must al-
ways take into account the authority that Jesus gave to his apostles in Galilee after
his resurrection: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt 28:19).2 The apos-
tles of Jesus, therefore, are “sent” (lat. mittere) by this universal authority.

On this basis, the singular concept of the “mission” means that the entire activity
of the Church is about the continuation of the Kingdom of God on Earth, and the
plural form has a narrower meaning and refers to forms of evangelization - inviting
people to a relationship with God through Jesus Christ, usually with a missionary
some distance from their homeland, and often in a context that is alien to their so-
cial and cultural background. The Apostle Paul is often considered to be the first
true missionary and the most versatile interpreter of Jesus’ authority, although by
the beginning of his work, the Church had already expanded geographically. He
and other apostles performed missionary activities in the biblical lands and in the
surrounding regions of the Roman Empire, while Emperor Constantine (272-337) al-
lowed the Christian Church to freely undertake missionary activity throughout the
Roman Empire. In the period from the 6th to the 9th century, several great missionar-
ies spread Christianity among the Germanic (St Boniface) and Slavic peoples (Sts Cyril
and Methodius), but in the 8th century, the Church’s missionary activity was halted
by the expansion of Islam.

The split of the former Roman Empire into the east and the west in 1054 marked
the beginning of the weakening of the eastern empire due to the spread of Islam,
which led to the Crusades, the rise of the caliphates and eventually the Turkish em-
pire. The split between the eastern and western churches led the Catholic Church
to assert its missionary theology and practice in terms of dialogue in relation to
non-Catholic Christian denominations and non-Christian religions. Cultural differ-
ences were increasingly reflected during the development between the eastern and
western parts of the former Roman Empire that also significantly influenced eco-
nomic and political relations. In the 16th century, the advent of Protestantism caused
a similar split in the Western Church. The Council of Trent, held in Trident (nowadays
Trento, Italy) in 1545-1563, was the response to the challenge of Protestantism, which
at the same time encouraged intensified missionary activity by the newly founded
Jesuits (in 1540). Some great missionaries emerged from this order, paving the way
towards the Far East. In 1552, Francis Xavier arrived in India along with 50 brothers.
From 1580, Mateo Ricci spread the Jesuit order in China; during that time, the mission
was also begun in Japan, and, in 1549, the Jesuits reached the Portuguese colony
of Brazil. The Jesuits introduced a new approach to the mission by adapting to the

3 The outline that follows is based on the article “Missions” (Flinn 2007: 455-459).
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original culture of new missionary countries. The published condemnation by Pope
Clement X, Ex illa die (19 March 1715), halted the mission in the region by banning
Jesuit missionary activity in China.

In western Europe, from the 16th century onwards, we witness the accelerated
development of science, the great discovery of new worlds, and the spread of glob-
al colonial empires such as Spain, Portugal and France. During that time, through
cooperation between the missionaries and the colonial authorities, the spirit of the
mission departed from the spirit of Jesus’ authority to the apostles. The darkest form
of this cooperation was the introduction of the Inquisition. The leadership of the
Church responded to the new challenges through the increased centralization of
the Church’s missionary work around the world. Pope Gregor XV founded the Cen-
tral Vatican Office for Missions in 1622, called the Congregation for Propagation of
the Faith. After the Second Vatican Council in 1969, this institution was renamed the
Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples. The centralization of the mission
resulted in the missionaries being bound to the western form of the Catholic Church,
such that the Church in the new missionary countries, for example in Africa and Asia,
was considered a foreign institution, which in some cases led to resistance from the
local authorities.

At the end of the 18th century, the expansion of the mission ceased due to a ban
on the activities of the Jesuit Order and by the French Revolution. The rapid expan-
sion of the British colonial empire began at that time, which supported an intensive
mission of Protestant confessions, as with the Methodists and Baptists. At the First
Vatican Council, held in 1870 at the Vatican itself, the papal primacy (championship)
was confirmed and the rule of papal infallibility was established. This caused a de-
gree of disarray, since some did not agree with the infallibility of the Pope. The Old
Catholic Church was formed, which does not recognize this provision. The Council
Fathers also established the definition of Catholic faith within the Dei Filius doctri-
nal constitution, which deals with the fundamental question of reciprocity between
faith and reason. During this period missionary activity was accelerated by the large
orders. Competition between Protestant and Catholic missions in the 20th century
encouraged efforts to collaborate in an ecumenical spirit. One of the fruits of the
ecumenical approach to missions was a return to the sources of the Bible in sub-
stantiating and justifying the mission’s purpose. On the Protestant, as well as on the
Catholic side, the specialised subject of “missionology” was introduced at theologi-
cal schools during the 19th and 20th centuries.

After the Second World War, Church missionary activity found itself faced with
the significant challenge of liberating large nations from colonial rule. The United
Nations was founded in 1946, India gained independence in 1947, and the commu-
nist People’s Republic of China was established in 1949. A powerful “Liberation The-
ology” movement began in South America. New challenges following the Second
World War gave rise to Pope John XXIlI's (1958-1963) idea of convening the Second
Vatican Council. The Pope opened it on October 11, 1962, and, after his death, it was
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continued and closed by Pope Paul VI (1963-1978).* In his brief outline of the im-
portance of the Second Vatican Council, Frank K. Flinn highlights the essence of the
epochal novelties of this Council:

Vatican Council Il served as a watershed even in changing perspectives on the
Church’s missionary life. The various documents from the council emphasized the
primacy of God in the church’s mission. God sends the Son into the world followed
by the activity of the Holy Spirit. The church, as a community of the people in re-
lation to God, participates in God’s activity in the world. Mission is the work of the
church, that is, all God’s people.

This new approach to mission would have the church do mission as the “re-presenta-
tion” of Christ to the world. It also calls for a revised understanding of those people
who have adhered to another faith either by birth or adult choice. The council saw
it important to affirm the existence of other religions and the good that they repre-
sent in Nostra Aetate, the Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian
Religions. In the future, dialogue with other religions became a part of the Church’s
mission. (Flinn 2007: 458)

The great emphasis of the Second Vatican Council was on the relationship of the
Church to other religions and in promoting dialogue to also include greater open-
ness to the idea of inculturation in terms of adapting to the cultures of missionary
countries, and, above all, to the fulfilment of the biblical requirement for liberating
the poor, the oppressed and the suffering.

To fully understand the changes brought by the Second Vatican Council, one
must turn to the major official documents of the Catholic Church, which define the
rationale, purpose and nature of the mission. Among these documents, attention is
directed to the Catholic understanding of the mission in two documents: the encyc-
licals of Pope Pius Xl on the advancement of sacred missions, Rerum Ecclesiae (dated
28 February 1926), and the statement by the Second Vatican Ecclesiastical Council
on the relationship of the Church to non-Christian religions, Nostra Aetate (dated 28
October 1965).

We shall provide a brief overview of how the Rerum Ecclesiae (On matters of the
Church) circular, which the “missionary” Pope Pius Xl issued on 28 February 1926,°
helped to explain the concept of the missions as it prevailed in the first half of the

4 The Council or universal church assembly is the “meeting of the bishops of the Catholic
Church from around the world” who want to “express (and develop) a living (based on the
scriptures) the traditional and religious conscience of the entire Church” (see Strle 2004: 15).
Init, “the entire episcopate under the Pope’s presidency is consulted and takes decisions in a
collegial act” (ibid.).

5 The encyclical with commentary was published in Slovene as a manuscript at Christmas 1943
in Ljubljana. The manuscript was issued by the Missionary Youth Association with the permis-
sion of the Directorate of the Missionary Society.
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20th century. The encyclical of 34 articles contains instructions for missionary work
in Christian lands and instructions for work in missionary countries. In the introduc-
tion, the Pope clearly indicates that the term “mission” is understood as a way of
spreading the Christian Gospel to remote lands and places where the gospel has not
yet penetrated. All emphasis is placed on establishing the Catholic Church in places
where it has not reached. However, since the Church cannot be established without
native believers, it is necessary to consolidate it in these countries and become root-
ed in order to obtain “homeland” rights in the new missionary country.

In the third article of the encyclical, Pope Pius Xl reveals his vision of the mis-
sionary activity in the Catholic Church. It not only emphasizes missionary work in
non-Christian lands, bringing their abilities in various fields and in spreading the
goodness of the Christian faith, but also their role in educating believers to take up
missionary work. In addition, he mentions the lack of missionaries resulting from
the First World War, which severely curbed the Church’s missionary activity. In the
second part of the encyclical, he addresses believers and missionaries in the mis-
sionary countries, and encourages priests (missionaries) to become local. In this way,
the most important goal of the mission could be achieved, namely that the Catholic
Church in the missionary country not only becomes established, but also becomes
consolidated. This aim is based by reference to the apostolic age of the first Christian
community. In his words, the apostles and their immediate heirs always spread the
gospel such that some believers, in some places, convert, followed immediately by
one of the new communities coming to the fore. As mentioned in the encyclical,
concern for the education of local priests (missionaries) includes establishing mis-
sionary seminaries. Missionaries should also be of valuable help to catechumen be-
ing raised by the missionaries in special schools.

The encyclical recommends establishing hospitals, pharmacies, schools and var-
ious institutions, such as trade associations; establishing universities; an emphasis
on Catholic intellectuals; care for students from missionary countries studying in Eu-
rope and America; preparing native Catholic teachers to assume responsible service
in a missionary country; collaboration between scientists in Christian countries with
scientists in missionary countries; studying all fields of the culture in specific mis-
sionary countries, and infusing those cultures with Christian thought; creating native
Christian art, etc.®

6  This line of thought matches the term “inculturation”, which guides more and more mission-
aries these days. For the meaning of the term “inculturation” see Flinn 2007: 362.
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THE MISSION IN DOCUMENTS OF THE SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL:
A RETURN TO SOURCES AND INTERFAITH DIALOGUE

At the time of the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, the composition of the bish-
ops' assembly was quite different from the current arrangements, especially regard-
ing the so-called “mission territories”. Around 2,090 bishops came from the Americas
and Europe, 408 from Asia, 351 from Africa, and 74 from Oceania. The majority of
bishops who came from missionary zones were Europeans and belonged to mission-
ary institutions. It was the bishops from the missionary regions, in particular, who
brought with them missionary issues and experiences that called for a return to bib-
lical sources. The Second Vatican Church Assembly brought the most innovation in
its emphasis on the need to return to the sources, and opening the possibility of a
better interfaith dialogue.

In relation to other religions and to the mission, the assembly developed concil-
iar documents in Latin, which are presented in the chronological order of the bish-
ops and theology as follows: Constitution on Sacred Liturgy (Sacrosanctum concili-
um), adopted and confirmed on 4 December 1963; Declaration on the Relationship
of the Church to non-Christian religions (Nostra aetate), adopted and approved on
28 October 1965; Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Lumen gentium), adopted
and approved on 18 November 1965; Decree on Mission Activity of the Church (Ad
gentes), adopted and approved on 7 December 1965; and the Pastoral Constitution
on the Church in the Modern World (Gaudium et spes), adopted and approved on 7
December 1965.”

Constitution on Sacred Liturgy, Sacrosanctum concilium (1963)

The primary innovation of the Second Vatican Council is that in its interpretation of
the nature and purpose of the liturgy it not only addresses Christian believers, but all
humankind. At the end of the second article, and on the basis of biblical sources, the
constitution highlights the task of the Catholic Church to proclaim Christ to those
who are outside the Church. The Church should “lift up a banner for the nations” (Isa
11:12), “under which the scattered children of God are gathered” (John 11:52), “that
there will be one herd and one shepherd” (John 11:52). The 5th article of the first
chapter of the constitution describes Paul’s proclamation of the will of God “who de-
sires everyone to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim 2:4). In
the 9th article, the constitution highlights the mission of the Church to prepare peo-
ple of all nations for worship of the liturgy, and states Paul’s dilemma: “But how are
they to call on one in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in

7  For more on the course and the meaning of the Second Vatican Church Assembly, see Flan-
nery 1992; Strle (ed.) 2004, Lamb, Levering (ed.) 2008; Marchetto 2010; Faggioli 2012 etc. In
Slovene, the most comprehensive description of the Second Vatican Council can be found in
Strle (ed.) 2004.
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one of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone to
proclaim him? And how are they to proclaim him unless they are sent?” (Rom 10:14-
15). In the second paragraph of its 9th article, the answer is provided: “Therefore the
Church announces the good tidings of salvation to those who do not believe, so that
all men may know the true God and Jesus Christ whom He has sent and may be con-
verted from their ways, doing penance” (e.g. John 17,3; Luke 2:47; Acts 2:38).

Gerald O'Collins devotes special attention to those elements of the constitution
that cover the proclamation of the gospel to all humanity, and states: “Right from
the first important text promulgated by the Council, we can see how the salvation of
all humanity stood high in the spiritual imagination and agenda of the bishops and
their advisors at Vatican II” (2013: 68). The emphasis on the salvation of all mankind
does not mean a break with the previous history of the Church - on the contrary. In
the constitution, the Church Fathers showed that “that the council be interpreted in
continuity with the great tradition of the Church, including the teachings of earlier
councils” (Cessario 2008: 130).

Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen gentium (1964)

Some commentators of this constitution described it as “revolutionary” in its pres-
entation of the nature, mission and structure of the Church. A deeper look at its
sources reveals that in reality the novelties stem from a deeper and broader under-
standing of the primary sources of Christianity, as Dulles finds: “Any aggiornamento
that it accomplished was intrinsically connected with the principle of ressourcement”
(Dulles 2008: 26). The constitution in the introductory article frames the Church on
the basis of biblical and patristic statements.

Article 17 begins with the declaration in the Gospel of John that Jesus sent the
apostles, as the Father sent the Son (cf. John 20:21), and Jesus’ authorization of the
apostles to announce to gospel to the all (Matt 28:18-20). An important novelty of the
constitution is its definition of the attitude of missionaries of the Catholic Church to
members of non-Christian religions. In the rituals and cultures of various non-Chris-
tian nations, the church should accept all goodness from the heart and spirit of the
people. With the vision of the prophet Malachi for spreading the name of God “among
nations” (1,11), the Church shall also strive for the whole world to worship the Creator
and the Father of Universe. In-depth descriptions of the basics of Christian faith and
the life and activities of the Church in relation to other religions contained in the con-
stitution of Lumen gentium are based on the biblical faith in God, which, through its
creative work, invigorates, enlightens and consecrates all things and all people.

The Constitution stems from an important theological premise that God the Cre-
ator gives all people a voice of conscience and longing for good; therefore a person
finds their way on their life path by different and various means. Christ’s divine pres-
ence and grace are intended to inspire all people with the desire for unity.
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Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to non-Christian religions,
Nostra aetate (1965)

On 7 December 1965, the Council Fathers adopted and confirmed the declaration
on the missionary activity of the Church entitled Nostra aetate. This document laid
the foundations for seeking the common core values and truths of all religions and
for the development of interfaith dialogue, which remains a universal endorsement
today. This is a shorter document of 5 articles; here we cite only the first paragraph
of the first article:

In this age of ours, when men are drawing more closely together and the bonds of
friendship between different peoples are being strengthened, the Church examines
with greater care the relation which she has to non-Christian religions. Ever aware
of her duty to foster unity and charity among individuals, and even among nations,
she reflects at the outset on what men have in common and what tends to promote
fellowship among them. (Flannery 1992: 738)%

In the light of these and other fundamental questions raised by people across the
world, the statement in Article 2 positively assesses the Church’s stance towards Hin-
duism and Buddhism. Of Hinduism it writes: “In Hinduism men explore the divine
mystery and express it both in the limitless richness of myth and the precisely de-
fined insights of philosophy. They seek release from the trials of present life by as-
cetical practices, profound meditation and recourse to God in confidence and love”
(Flannery 1992: 739). It also gives a positive assessment of Buddhism: “Buddhism in
its various forms testifies to the essential inadequacy of this changing world. It pro-
poses a way of life by which men can, with confidence and trust, achieve a state
of perfect liberation and reach supreme illumination either through their own ef-
forts or by the help of divine help ...” (Flannery 1992: 739). The positive acceptance
of non-Christian religions is dictated by the statement of principle in the second
paragraph of Article 2: “The Catholic Church rejects nothing of what is true and holy
in these religions ..."” (Flannery 1992: 739).

In its emphasis on the need for brotherhood between all people (Article 5)
the Nostra Aetate declaration devotes more attention to Hindu and Buddhist devo-
tees than to Muslims (Article 3), and pays particular attention to the Jews (Article 4).
As it notes, Christianity is most closely connected with Judaism, the unique role of
the Jews as God’s chosen people, and His special commitment to them, as Israel was

8 The Nostra Aetate declaration takes humanity as a single communion, which has the same
origin and purpose for God. The text of the declaration is reminiscent of Wisd. of Sol. 8:1; Acts
14:16-17; 17:26; Rom 2:5-11; 1 Tim 2:4; Rev 21:23-24 (cf. second paragraph of the first article),
taken as a return to the biblical basis. In the third paragraph, we find that the unity of all
humanity determines the most primordial/original issues that are the same for all individuals
and all nations at all times. These are questions about the meaning and purpose of human
life, the nature of suffering, etc.
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chosen, by way of the “God of Israel” revelation, to pass on to other nations “a way of
understanding other religions in their accounts of a transcendent eternal being and
the different visions of human release from suffering and evil” (Kennedy 2008: 405).

Decree on the Mission Activity of the Church, Ad gentes (1965)

The introductory article of this document begins with the declaration that God sent
the Church to the nations to be the universal sacrament of salvation. As the text
emphasizes, the Council wishes to set out the principles of missionary activity as the
intention to spread the Kingdom of Christ. The decree first describes the trinitarian
foundations of the Mission.

The justification and foundation of the Mission’s trinitarian principle relies on
classic biblical texts that tell of God'’s plan of salvation, which is for all people: John
11:52; Acts 4:12; 2 Cor 5:19; 1 Tim 2:4. As pointed out, Jesus’ mission represents a call
to the missionary activity of the Church: “What the Lord preached that one time, or
what was wrought in Him for the saving of the human race, must be spread abroad
and published to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8), beginning from Jerusalem (cf. Luke
24:27), so that what He accomplished at that one time for the salvation of all, may in
the course of time come to achieve its effect in all” (Flannery 1992: 815). In the first
chapter we also find a clear indication of the word “mission” as understood by the
Second Vatican Church assembly:

“Missions” is the term usually given to those particular undertakings by which the
heralds of the Gospel, sent out by the Church and going forth into the whole world,
carry out the task of preaching the Gospel and planting the Church among peo-
ples or groups who do not yet believe in Christ. These undertakings are brought
to completion by missionary activity and are mostly exercised in certain territories
recognized by the Holy See. The proper purpose of this missionary activity is evan-
gelization, and the planting of the Church among those peoples and groups where
it has not yet taken root. (Flannery 1992: 817)

The second chapter of the decree mainly highlights the task of carrying out the mis-
sion, meaning testimony of life, conversion. The biblical basis for understanding con-
version is not foremost for people transitioning from one religion to another, but it is
the conversion of the heart according to God'’s will, which, according to the prophets,
is universal, and therefore directly or indirectly includes all people of the world.

The mission pays attention to the form of Christian communion (Article 15), the
training of local priests (Article 16), the training of catechists (Article 17) and a fos-
tering of normal life (Article 18). Chapter 3 is dedicated to the mission work of the
regional churches, Chapter 4, training of the missionaries, Chapter 5 to the regula-
tion of mission activity, and Chapter 6 to the duty of the entire Catholic Church to
implement the mission.
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The purpose of the Second Vatican Council was not to establish a new basis
for the mission, but to deepen understanding of the mission. In this, the universal
church assembly proceeded from the belief of the uniqueness and universality of
Jesus Christ, which brings complete salvation to all people.

Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World,
Gaudium et spes (1965)

The basic content of this document is clearly expressed in the introductory para-
graph to the forward:

The joy and hope, the grief and anguish of the men of our time, especially of those
who are poor or afflicted in any way, are the joy and hope, the grief and anguish of
the followers of Christ as well. Nothing that is genuinely human fails to find an echo
in their hearts. For theirs is a community composed of men, of men who, united in
Christ and guided by the Holy Spirit, press onwards towards the kingdom of the
Father and are bearers of a message of salvation intended for all men. That is why
Christians cherish a feeling of deep solidarity with the human race and its history.
(Flannery 2008: 903-904)

Starting from the conclusion of the first biblical account on creation (Gen 1:26; cf.
Wisd. of Sol. 2:23; Sir 17:3-10), the constitution elevates the biblical teachings of hu-
man godliness and its ability to know and love their Creator (Article 12, paragraph
3). Based on Paul’s well-known explanation of conscience bearing witness, which is
written in the hearts of men in Romans 2,14-16, Article 16 proclaims the dignity of
man’s conscience. As Article 16 states, conscience is about human dignity and the
possibility of personal connection with God. Human godliness should be reflected
in the fact that everyone poses the same fundamental questions about the origin,
meaning and purpose of life (Articles 3, 4, 10, 21). They also receive the gift of faith in
the Holy Spirit (Article 15). According to text in Article 38, Christ, who rose from the
dead in Christianity, acts in the hearts of human beings.

Recognizing the interconnectedness of the whole of mankind “there is a grow-
ing awareness above all things and whose rights and duties are universal and invio-
lable” (Article 26, paragraph 2). Christ proclaims human freedom, rejects hatred and
establishes the form of love (Article 41). From the beginning to end, the constitution
approves and encourages dialogue and cooperation with people of all nations, re-
ligions and cultures. In particular, it emphasises interfaith dialogue in the quest for
justice and peace (Articles 3, 4, 11, 28, 40, 44, 84, 92), thus justifying the Catholic
understanding of the missionary nature of the Church. For example, in the first par-
agraph of Article 28, we read: “Those also have a claim on our respect and charity
who think and act differently from us in social, political, and religious matters. In fact
the more deeply we come to understand their ways of thinking through kindness
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and love, the more easily will we be able to enter into dialogue with them” (Flannery
2008: 928-929).

The religious foundation of the mission of the Church means that it is not tied
to any economic, social or political system. Nevertheless, it must strive for respect of
the law, personal rights and religious freedom. Evangelization can only achieve its
goal when members of other religions and beliefs freely and absolutely choose to
receive the gospel in recognition of its universal value.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE MISSION’S CONCEPTUAL DIMENSIONS OF
INCULTURATION AND EVANGELIZATION IN RECENT THEOLOGICAL
LITERATURE

Following the Second Vatican Ecclesiastical Council, most debate about the docu-
ments of this church council focus on the question of whether they represent the
restoration of the Church in unbroken continuity with the two-thousand-year-old
tradition or, in contrast, break with tradition. At the centre of attention are the terms
“inculturation” and “evangelization” and their reciprocity. We are interested in how
questions about the mission are answered in recent studies. We established that
the most important recent studies are derived from biblical sources and patristic
explanations, and also take into account recent searches into anthropological argu-
mentation of the Church’s missionary nature. The in-depth writings of all Christian
denominations are particularly and primarily interested in biblical sources to under-
stand the mission.’ It is worth noting the maturing notion of “inculturation” from the
official definition of this concept in the 1998 document of the International Theolog-
ical Commission entitled “Faith and Inculturation”. The notion of inculturation as set
out in Article 11 of the first part of the document is interpreted as follows:

The process of inculturation may be defined as the Church’s efforts to make the mes-
sage of Christ penetrate a given sociocultural milieu, calling on the latter to grow ac-
cording to all its particular values, as long as these are compatible with the Gospel. The
term inculturation includes the notion of growth of the mutual enrichment of persons
and groups, rendered possible by the encounter of the Gospel with a social milieu.

The essential emphasis of the council documents on the attitude of the Church to oth-
er religions is recalled in the study Christianity in India: From Beginnings to the Present
(2008), written by missionary and historian Robert Eric Frykenberg. In his explanation,

9  Onthe basis of a comparative analysis of the texts of the Old and New Testaments that deal with
understanding of the relationship of God to Israel and other nations, in his book, Mission in the
Old Testament: Israel as a Light to the Nations (2000), Walter C. Kaiser Jr. concludes that not only
does the Old Testament have texts that emphasize God'’s plan of salvation solely for the Israel-
ites, but also poetic descriptions of God's kindness to all nations (see also Ocvirk 2006).
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the biblical concept of the mission’s purpose reflects the purest aspects of the prime-
val religion, which is so “universal” that it restricts “no person, culture or religion” and
is referred to as “the spark of eternity”. As with the Council Fathers, for Frykenberg
the most important biblical reasoning for the mission are the doctrines of Jesus, and
by his examples that he did not come for the rich, but for the poor who are open to
the realization of spiritual truths.”® Today, more and more missionaries choose to live
among people of other faiths and to work without any intention of turning them into
a Christian community.

Even in his influential book, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts and Mission
Theology (Bosch 1991, 2011), the Protestant biblical exegete David Bosch builds his
views on the mission on biblical grounds, especially on the gospel of Luke, apostolic
works and the writings of Paul. For me as well, the challenges of time require a more
in-depth theological approach, based on biblical hermeneutics. As a basis, “the first
and cardinal change in the paradigm took place with the coming of Jesus of Naza-
reth and with what followed” (Bosch 2011: 15).

In his article “New Models of Mission” (1993), Brian Hearne concludes his com-
mitment to the mission’s holistic lifestyle and dialogue approach by noting that in
the modern globalized world, what man most misses is the dialogue on the funda-
mental issues of life. In his opinion, the third millennium will see dialogue between
people of different cultures, religions and beliefs and will take place on this basis:
“What is needed is communication among people about the values, problems, joys
and sorrows, hopes and fears of their lives ... Could we say that mission is about
simplicities like affection and friendship, but extending them beyond the limits of
one’s own country, language, culture and religion?” (Hearne 1993: 97). Several other
authors of scientific contributions to the mission also consider this approach. In the
Nostra Aetate declaration, Article 3 highlights “simple things” when it refers to the
attitude towards Muslims: “Over the centuries many quarrels and dissensions have
arisen between Christians and Muslims. The sacred Council now pleads with all to
forget the past, and urges that a sincere effort be made to achieve mutual under-
standing; for the benefit of all men, let them together preserve and promote peace,
liberty, social justice and moral values.”

CONCLUSION

In the New Testament, an image of the Church emerged which was missionary by its
very nature. The Mission, also by its very nature, is concerned with the entire commu-
nity, and less concerned about the wishes and interests of individuals. At the same
time, a missionary can only be such when authorised by the Church. Throughout

10 See also Craig Ott 2010.
11 Wonderly, Nida 1963; Burrows 1997; Ott 2001; Ma 2007; Ma 2009.
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its missionary history, and although the missionary nature of the Church had been
inspired by missionary activity, the expansion of the mission created new tensions
between the deepening spiritual understanding of missionary work and various
forms of political interest connected with economic and cultural colonialism. Due
to this fundamental tension, the universal leadership of the Church had to remain
alert regarding the course of the missions. The most important task of the Ecumeni-
cal Councils from antiquity to the present time has been the self-understanding the
nature of the Church, which at the same time signifies the self-understanding of the
Church regarding its mission.

With the outbreak of World War | and the onset of globalization that overran
the world, the Church leadership had to respond to the challenges of economic,
political, educational and cultural cooperation among all nations. This challenge
caught the attention of the Council Fathers at the Second Vatican Council, who
sought clear and unambiguous sayings from primary sources of the Holy Scriptures
and texts of the Church Fathers about the missionary nature of the Church as the
universal communion of man. It was for those who craved for the same, or a similar,
way to happiness and love, as well suffering from its limitations in the same or simi-
lar ways. Returning to the spiritual sources of the Bible, whose messages reach their
peak through the commandment of a love for God and one’s fellow man, allows the
continuous purification of the hermeneutics of the mission, both at the institutional
level and at the level of living the truth according to the God’s design and a love for
all people of the world.

The fundamental principle of the direction taken by the Second Vatican Council
is a return to the sources, and a theology that means returning to the biblical her-
meneutics that are integral to, and based on, the idea of one God as the beginning
and the end of the entire human history. According to biblical thought, God calls on
“nations” to know the universal plan of salvation, with Israel chosen for an interme-
diary missionary role in relation to the “nations”. The New Testament places God at
the very centre of understanding, calling all nations to salvation. The New Testament
specifically highlights the universality of natural law (conscience) and the gospels
of Jesus on reciprocity between the commandments of love of God and love for
one’s fellow man. If love for one’s fellow man is a measure of the fulfilment of the
commandment of a love of God, it is clear that this reciprocity is the basis for the
Church’s attitude towards those who are not members of Christian communities,
since the Bible acknowledges the spiritual greatness of all people on earth. Jesus
and Paul, the prophets of the Old Testament, considered as the first missionaries of
the nations, placed conversion at the centre of their proclamations. They were aware
that the divine call to convert was primarily for them - meaning, that it is regarded
as the basic guide of missionaries at all times. Conversion, by its very nature, means
the realization of a dialogue with people of all nations, cultures and religious beliefs,
or customs.
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POVZETEK

MISIJONSKO POSLANSTVO CERKVEV DIALOGU Z
NEKRSCANSKIMI VERSTVI

Irena AVSENIK NABERGOJ

Clanek skusa dognati, kako so zgodovinske okolis¢ine v obdobju dva tiso¢ let, pred-
vsem pa od 19. stoletja, krepile ali zavirale misijonsko miselnost in dejavnost Cerkve.
Posebna pozornost velja dokumentom Drugega vatikanskega koncila, ki je s spod-
bujanjem dialoga znotraj kric¢anskih cerkva in v razmerju do nekricanskih verstev
celostno zdruzil pogled v zgodovino, sedanje stanje in vizijo prihodnosti. Namen
natanc¢nejse analize dokumentov, ki opredeljujejo naravo Cerkve glede na njeno
misijonsko poslanstvo, je uvid v kompleksnost dejavnikov, ki so pripomogli, da je
Drugi vatikanski cerkveni zbor vse prejsnje koncile in cerkvene dokumente presegel
s sinteti¢nim spajanjem vracanja k svetopisemskim virom, s pozornostjo na strahove
in upe narodov v sedanjem globalizacijskem procesu in z vizijo prihodnosti, ki jo
omogoca le volja po dialogu v duhu solidarnosti z vsemi, ki priznavajo univerzalne
duhovne razseZnosti ¢lovekovega bivanja in iS¢ejo nove poti k premagovanju med-
sebojne odtujenosti.

V 20. stoletju je zaradi nacionalisticnih spopadov med narodi, ki so povzrocili
prvo in drugo svetovno vojno, nastopila kriza. Kriza pa je obenem postala tudi nova
priloZnost za cistejse razumevanje misijona, kar pomeni vrac¢anje k prvobitnim vi-
rom njegovega razumevanja in izvajanja. Tak$en odziv lahko zasledimo v okroznici
»misijonskega« papeza Pija XI. iz leta 1926 (Rerum Ecclesiae). Po zastoju misijonske
dejavnosti zaradi druge svetovne vojne se je v Katoliski cerkvi zgodil najvecji premik,
ki je na globalni ravni zaznamoval ekumensko usmeritev v odnosu med kr3¢anski-
mi veroizpovedmi, v odnosu do judov, islama, hinduizma in budizma, pa tudi Sirse
v odnosu do narodov, kultur in religij sveta. Vse to je vplivalo na odlocitev, da je
tezisce pri¢ujocega ¢lanka odkrivanje bibli¢nih osnov razumevanja misijona v nas-
lednjih dokumentih: Dogmatic¢ni konstituciji o Cerkvi, Lumen gentium (1964), I1zjavi o
razmerju Cerkve do nekricanskih verstev, Nostra aetate (1965), Odloku o misijonski
dejavnosti Cerkve, Ad gentes (1965), in dokumentu o Pastoralni konstituciji o Cerkvi v
sedanjem svetu, Gaudium et spes (1965). Novosti Drugega vatikanskega koncila pre-
sojamo s pregledom novejse teoloske literature o misijonu znotraj Katoliske cerkve
in v protestantskih konfesijah, ki je vse bolj ekumenska.
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ABSTRACT

“Our Bengal Mission”: Negotiation of National and Transnational Agendas by
Interwar Yugoslav Missionaries in Bengal

Contrary to the normative apostolic letter Maximum illud, which demanded that mis-
sionaries cut their ties with national(ist) and colonial agendas, the missionary project
of the Yugoslav interwar missionaries in Bengal was deeply suffused with patriot-
ism, with the newspapers and missionary publications alike portraying the Yugoslav
Bengali mission as a symbolic victory of the newly-established Yugoslav state. The
present paper aims to interpret this controversy by exploring how men and women
missionaries negotiated the conflicting relationship between the transnational mis-
sionary project and the nationalist agendas, while also struggling with the controver-
sial decisions of which national agenda to pursue.

KEY WORDS: missionaries, Bengal, Yugoslavia, patriotism, nation

IZVLECEK

»Nas bengalski misijon«: Usklajevanje nacionalnih in transnacionalnih nacrtov pri
jugoslovanskih misijonarjih in misijonarkah v Bengaliji med obema vojnama

V nasprotju z apostolskim pismom Maximum illud, ki je od misijonarjev zahtevalo, da
pretrgajo vezi z nacional(isti¢)nimi in kolonialnimi interesi, je bil misijonarski podvig
medvojnih jugoslovanskih misijonark in misijonarjev v Bengaliji globoko prezet s pa-
triotizmom, tako ¢asopisje kot misijonarski tiski pa so jugoslovanski bengalski misijon
prikazovali kot simbolno zmago nove jugoslovanske drzave. Clanek Zeli to protislovje
interpretirati z raziskavo nacinov, na katere so usklajevali konflikt med transnacional-
nim misijonarskim projektom in nacionalisti¢nimi programi, pri ¢emer so bili pogosto
pred tezavno odloditvijo, interesom katere nacije naj sledijo.
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INTRODUCTION

The cover of the February 1933 Bengalski misijonar [Bengal Missionary], a well-read
supplement to the monthly Jesuit journal Glasnik srca Jezusovega [Sacred Heart of
Jesus Journall, featured a telling photo of the 29-year-old Jesuit missionary Stanko
Poderzaj, the then-editor of the supplement.! The meticulously staged portrait of
him, wearing a white cassock and looking pensively into the distance, seems to vis-
ually sum up the entire framework of the Yugoslav missionary enterprise in India. In-
deed, the journal leaves nothing to the imagination and the introductory piece opens
with a detailed description of the photo. Referring to the special occasion of Poderzaj
being ordained a priest, the description places the photo “in his study in Kurseong
below the Himalayas” (ibid.). Kurseong was the location of St. Mary’s Seminary, an
important training and education hub for Jesuit missionaries in Bengal, where most
of the Yugoslav missionaries received their education. Poderzaj was part of the sec-
ond group of Yugoslav Jesuit missionaries who were sent to what was a part of the
Belgian Jesuit province in India (see Kolar 1998: 154; Kokalj 1989: 23). The first were
the Croatian missionaries Vizjak and Mesari¢, who came to India in 1925 and Poderzaj
followed suit at the end of 1929 together with two other Slovenian Jesuits, France
Drobni¢ and Janez Udov¢ (ibid.). The first women missionaries to come to India from
Yugoslavia were the Macedonian Albanian Theresa Bojaxhiu alongside the Slovenian
Magdalena Kajnc in 1928 (Kokalj 1989: 291). They were followed by a number of other
men and women religious,? not only to Bengal, but also to other parts of India.

In the abovementioned photo, PoderzZaj is portrayed as a new missionary priest,
sitting at a table against the background of a bookshelf full of “books he studies”,®> one
of them casually open on the table, and another - “the Bible in the Bengali language”
(ibid.) — in his hands. We are told that while holding this book “he reflects on how to
spread the word of God to the innumerable souls awaiting him” (ibid.). The most fas-
cinating part of the photo, however, is the decoration on the back wall. Three pictures
are displayed, and three maps. Of the pictures — so we are told - two are portraits of
the most famous early Slovenian missionaries, Friderik Baraga (1797-1868) and Ignacij
Knoblehar (1819-1858). The former with his missionary work in North America and the
latter with his pioneering explorations in the White Nile basin, are here interpreted
as role models and predecessors in the lineage of Slovenian missionary history, “their
work and life always a shining example” (ibid.) for Poderzaj. It should be noted that the
lineage displayed is not, for example, geographical — he does not honour the “great”
Indian missionaries before him. It also does not follow the lineage of the Jesuits, since

1 »Naslovna slika« Bengalski misijonar — Glasnik srca Jezusovega 1, 1933: 2, 5.

2 In the present paper the term “woman religious” is used in the case of women missionaries
as an alternative to the commonly (mis)used term “nun”, since the term women religious em-
phasizes their choice of the “outward” service of these women in the world as an alternative
to the cloistered contemplative life of a nun.

3 »Naslovna slika«, Bengalski misijonar — Glasnik srca Jezusovega 1, 1933: 2, 5.
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Figure 1: Cover of Bengal Missionary (February 1933).

neither Baraga nor Knoblehar belonged to the same religious order as Poderzaj. The
lineage Poderzaj adheres to with his little improvised “altar” is a national one; what
unites the two portraits with him is the fact that they spoke the same language, al-
though it is debatable whether either of those two early-19"-century missionaries
would identify themselves as “Slovene”. At the same time, of course, Poderzaj's home-
land is also not “Slovenia” proper, since this political entity was then still over half a
century away from formation. He did probably consider himself Slovene, however,
even within the so-called “Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes”, which is what the
political entity was called at the time of/just months before the publication. In October
1929, King Aleksandar | Karadjordjevi¢, who had previously abolished the dysfunction-
al Yugoslav parliament and established a personal dictatorship, changed the name of
the country to the “Kingdom of Yugoslavia”. The change was not only nominal, for the
aim of his politics was predominantly unitarian, aimed at a gradual blending of the
three constitutive nations into a single Yugoslav nation. While Poderzaj, we are told in
the article, “often thought about his homeland” and remained “in close contact with
it” (ibid.), what this “homeland” was (or what it was called), was not clearly defined.
Not only did the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes change its name merely a
month before Poderzaj left home for India, but also the administrative unit governing
his hometown changed entirely. King Alexander’s reforms transformed the adminis-
trative units of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, erasing any nominal and real ties between
these units and the ethnic boundaries. Poderzaj’s home region was now called the
“Drava River province” [“Dravska banovina”]. Defined by a time when allegiances to
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political entities were therefore far from straightforward, one map on Poderzaj’s wall,
as if to pin down, or centre, the shifting political geographies, is given centre stage.
Flanked by two maps of his missionary region in India, and just above Slovenian mis-
sionaries Baraga and Knoblehar, is a map of Yugoslavia.

The choice of the wall decoration is not as obvious as it might seem. Just a dec-
ade after the papal apostolic letter Maximum illud, which aimed at liberating the
missionary project from any national, colonial or imperial ties, missionaries like
Poderzaj were extremely limited in their expressions of patriotism. Or at least they
were supposed to be. However, the reality, as this paper will show, was completely
different for Catholic Yugoslav missionaries in India. Their whole undertaking was
deeply suffused with patriotism and its changing faces and alliances, following the
internal twists and turns in Yugoslav politics and the relations between the state and
the Catholic Church.

In this paper, | will therefore address this problematic by analysing the specific
case of Yugoslav men and women missionaries in order to explore how they nego-
tiated the conflicting relationship between the transnational missionary project and
the nationalist agendas. The main source for the analysis is the Slovenian press in
the interwar period, both daily newspapers and missionary publications. Among the
main Slovenian newspapers and journals, the developments in the Bengal mission
were presented mostly in Slovenec, the daily newspaper published by the Slovenian
People’s Party (see Amon 1996: 88-94). The shifts of political allegiances of the Slove-
nian People’s Party between the two World Wars are reflected in the changing atti-
tudes towards the missionary project, as will be analysed in the paper. Other impor-
tant sources of reports on the Bengal mission include various religious publications,
most notably Bengal Missionary, mentioned above, published as a supplement of the
monthly Jesuit publication Glasnik srca Jezusovega. The missionary enterprise crossed
the boundaries of the religious orders, and the development of the Jesuit Bengal mis-
sion and the reports of the missionaries themselves also featured in Katoliski misijoni
[Catholic Missions], a monthly journal published by the Congregation of the Mission
since 1923 (see Kolar 1998: 184-190). Some reports about and by the missionaries
can also be found in the publications of Slovenian religious orders and communities
abroad, such as Ave Maria, a monthly journal of Slovenian Franciscan Missionaries in
the USA. Since the number of articles especially in Slovenec and Bengalski misijonar
allow for the most reliable comparison and analysis in the analysed period, these will
be the main focus of the present paper. Since Croatian and Slovenian missionaries
both took part in the Yugoslav Bengal mission, the same topic could be approached
through the Croatian counterparts, both the daily press and religious publications,
but due to the completely different political background of Croatian political life in
Yugoslavia, this would require a separate study.

The complex relationship between the transnationalist standard set for the mis-
sionaries and the reality of growing nationalist pressure on them in the first half of
the 20 century has been analysed in more detail in Adrian Hastings’ work (Hastings
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2003), but he mostly set the issue of the clash between nationalism and transnation-
alism against the background of Nazism and Fascism. Although in his other work (cf.
Hastings 1997) the nationalisms of Yugoslav nations play an important role in his
analysis, his writings on missionary nationalism do not reflect this. With the common
background of the empires that fell in the early 20™ century, an interesting analysis
was also made by Lehmann (2003), who focuses on German missionary national-
ism and transnationalism in the interwar period. Due to the specific situation within
the newly formed Yugoslav state and its multi-religious composition, none of those
analyses can fully address the issue of the varied national and transnational agendas
of the Yugoslav Catholic missionaries between the two World Wars. The relations
which marked the nationalist and transnationalist agendas of the Catholic mission-
aries were not only those between the state and the Church, or the state and its
changing international ambitions. In addition to these, the options that the Yugo-
slav Catholic Church was negotiating in its missionary attempts were also defined by
the relations between three main religions in Yugoslavia, between Yugoslavia and
the Vatican, and between the different political agendas of the constitutive nations
and their political representatives. The ambiguities about what constituted a nation
in the Yugoslav context also contributed significantly to the formation of mission-
ary nationalism and transnationalism. Similarly, the issue of the complex position
that women missionaries took on the nationalist and transnational agendas has also
been researched (see Chaudhuri, Strobel 1992; Wildenthal 2001; Reeves-Ellington et
al. 2009 etc.). Most of the analyses of nationalist positions of women missionaries,
however, again focus on the experience of the greater nations and their established
imperial agendas, where women were merely playing their role. The situation of the
Yugoslav women missionaries, on the other hand, was different. The peripheral sta-
tus of their country of origin marked their personal agendas in a way that their na-
tional identifications were greatly watered down by the complicated transnational
paths they had to take to become missionaries in the first place, and additionally by
the multi-national communities they became part of.

In the present paper | therefore try to look at the particular conditions that de-
fined the national/transnational agendas of women and men missionaries in Yu-
goslav Bengal mission and to reflect on how their role was interpreted back home.
In the first part | analyse the transnationalist turn outlined in Pope Benedict XV’s
Maximum illud. In the second part, | turn to an analysis of the openly patriotic and
nationalist agendas of the interwar Yugoslav Catholic mission in Bengal. In the third
part, | focus on the context of this patriotic orientation and on its likely causes in the
changing(?) relationship between the state and the Catholic Church in Yugoslavia.
Finally, | make a distinction between men and women missionaries in relation to
the patriotic burden they were supposed to carry and the way they took on this
task. This distinction will show that Yugoslav women missionaries inhabited what
| refer to as a structural position, which enabled them to have more transnational
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allegiances than the strongly patriotic role which was expected of and assumed by
the Yugoslav men missionaries.

Against the Privatizing of the Vineyard

Apart from the obvious expressions of homesickness, the missionary’s allegiance
to his homeland in the interwar period was problematized by the very top of the
Catholic hierarchy. Unlike in the previous centuries when missionaries were consid-
ered helpful precursors, assistants or allies of the political agendas of their countries
and empires, the period after the First World War saw a crisis of this type of allian-
ces (see Hastings 2003). Most notably the crisis sprung from the conflicts with the
staunchly national missionary structures devised by French missionaries in China, or
even earlier, by the Padroado in the Portuguese colonies, which directly challenged
the central authority of the Vatican. The close relationships between the national
governments and their missionary outposts outside Europe presented risks at vari-
ous levels, most often because the interests of the Church and the missionary activi-
ties had to be made subordinate to the political interests (ibid.: 16). The fact that the
local populations were quick to observe the fact that missionaries had agendas oth-
er than just “saving souls” greatly reduced their credibility, and therefore hindered
the success of the missionary project. And there were other reasons that made this
link an unwelcome liability. In France, for example, the closeness between the mis-
sionary enterprise and state politics meant that the Church had to reckon with and
negotiate the periodically stronger anticlerical sentiment which entered the highest
level of politics (ibid.: 16-18). In order to address these issues and with a more vision-
ary goal of surviving the turbulences stemming from the obviously immanent na-
tionalist struggles arising in Europe as well as the decolonization processes outside
the continent, an attempt to reform the overall missionary framework was urgently
needed. It resulted in what is undoubtedly one of the most important “missionary”
statements by a 20" century pope, the 1919 apostolic letter of Pope Benedict XV,
Maximum illud (see Pollard 2014: 114-116).

The views of the two highest Church authorities met in the shaping of this new
orientation. The first was Pope Benedict XV, a rather open-minded pope whose
pontificate was marked by the horrors of the First World War and its aftermath. The
other was Willem Marinus Van Rossum, the Dutch Prefect of the Congregation for
the Propagation of the Faith, whose antinationalist orientation was crucial for the
missionary policies of the upcoming new era (see Hastings 2003: 20). Facing harsh
opposition in the missions and across Europe, Van Rossum also strongly advocated
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the advancement of local clergy to the episcopate, a vision that was to strongly mark
the changes in the rest of the 20™"-century Catholic missions.*

The papal apostolic letter starts by emphasizing the importance of missionary
work as a direct fulfilment of Jesus’ demand of his followers to “Go into the whole
world and preach the gospel to all creation” (Benedict XV 1919) and continues with
an overview of how Christianity was spread in and outside Europe by a list of mis-
sionaries, from Gregory the Illluminator to Francis Xavier (Benedict XV 1919: 4). Then
he goes on to assess the size of the task left for the missionaries of his time: “Accord-
ing to a recent estimate, the number of non-believers in the world approximates one
billion souls” (ibid.: 6). Comparing this to a statistical analysis Status of Global Mission
(Status 2013), the Pope’s estimate was fairly accurate, and the realistic numerical ref-
erence itself is something which gives a new tone to the missionary project.

The sheer dimensions of the task, continues the apostolic letter, call for a serious
rethinking of how missionary activities are conducted and organized. In Maximum
illud Benedict XV makes a distinction between the superiors and their subordinate
missionaries. He addresses the former first, and demands of them devotion to their
work and prudent governance of the missions and their subordinate missionar-
ies, while also stressing the need for the network of missionary outposts to spread
organically (Benedict XV 1919: 11). What is stressed here is that in the common pro-
ject of bringing faith to the entire world, no area or task can be appropriated by one
group only, as it is obviously better for missionaries to join forces should they want
success: “If they find that their own order or congregation is not supplying enough
manpower for the task, they are perfectly willing to call in helpers from other reli-
gious groups” (ibid.).

In an interesting shift, Benedict XV continues by heeding the over-zealous mis-
sionary superiors that the “Lord’s vineyard” cannot be privatized: “On the other
hand, We can hardly commend a man who takes the section of the Lord’s vineyard
that has been allotted to him for cultivation, and proceeds to treat it as a piece of
private property, a domain not to be touched by the hands of an outsider” (ibid.:
12). Never should a superior refuse to seek help from others, he continues. Who are
then these “others”?

He does not care who they are; he does not care whether they belong to his order
or to another, or whether or not they are of his nationality [...] “And he does not limit
his welcome to men, either. He will bring in sisters to open schools, orphanages, and
hospitals, to found their hostels and establish other charitable institutions” (ibid.).

Not only were missionaries now supported by members of other congregations,
other nationalities and (even!) women, but their main support lay in the future local

4 With the exception of a few missionaries, most notably Streicher in Uganda and Lebbe in Chi-
na, the idea that the presence of European missionaries in the top layers of the local churches
could, when sufficiently established, be completely replaced by local clergy (even at the epis-
copal level) was seen as dangerous and threatening to the inherited power relations in the
colonies (see Hastings 2003; Mungello 2015).
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clergy, asserted Benedict XV. The vision of the transnationality of the Church is one
of the main points of this papal letter: “The Catholic Church is not an intruder in any
country; nor is she alien to any people. It is only right, then, that those who exercise
her sacred ministry should come from every nation [...]" (ibid.: 14).

This idea is repeated in the part of the text dedicated to missionaries them-
selves. Reminding them that their primary task is that of saving souls, he refers to
Psalm 44:11, from which he quotes: “Forget your people and your father’s house”
(Benedict XV 1919: 18). The duty of a missionary, he continues, is not to extend the
human realm, but that of Christ, so that the citizens are acquired for the “heavenly
fatherland, and not for an earthly one” (ibid.). The correct choice between these two
fatherlands is an important marker of Benedict’s missionary reform. If a missionary
busied himself with obtaining prestige for his homeland, the local population would
become suspicious of his real intentions, and justly so. Benedict XV seems to already
envision the fall of the colonial world system, after which the only way for the Church
not to collapse with it was to become transnational: “Such a situation could easily
give rise to the conviction that the Christian religion is the national religion of some
foreign people and that anyone converted to it is abandoning his loyalty to his own
people and submitting to the pretensions and domination of a foreign power” (ibid.:
19). A missionary who does not follow these guidelines is not a missionary at all, he
concludes, since “the true missionary is always aware that he is not working as an
agent of his country, but as an ambassador of Christ” (ibid.: 20).

A Promise of Glory for a Small Nation

Established half a decade after Maximum illud, the Yugoslav mission in Bengal be-
gins in contradiction. The very reason it was established was that the Belgian Jesuits,
very much in line with the papal apostolic letter but not only for that reason, decided
to invite help from other nations. Bengal had been entrusted to the Belgian Jesuits
by Pius IX in 1859 (Kokalj 1989: 20), but it turned out to be increasingly difficult to sus-
tain active missionary outposts over the whole area, mostly due to the lack of mis-
sionaries and financial difficulties (ibid.). When the situation in the missions generally
worsened in the wake of the First World War, many outposts were abolished, while
the Belgian mission began focusing its attention on the more successful missionary
regions, such as Chota Nagpur Plateau (ibid.: 22). In 1924, the head of the Yugoslav
Jesuit province, Father Anton PreSeren, made an agreement with the Belgian Pro-
vincial, Father Willaert, for Yugoslav missionaries to take over missionary tasks in the
deserted areas of the 24 Parganas district in the Ganges delta (Kolar 1998: 154-155).
This allegedly transnational gesture, however, contained a very “national” promise,
namely, the Yugoslav missionaries were led to believe that in time, this would be-
come their own missionary territory, a promise that was never fulfilled (Targa 2013:
ix). For that reason, even before the departure of the Yugoslav missionaries, the news
that they had been promised their own mission in Bengal greatly resonated in their
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homeland. In religious publications but also in other newspapers, it was interpreted
as a great patriotic achievement for the new country, an understanding which stood
in total opposition to the guidelines of the papal apostolic letter. Below | will analyse
some of the potential causes for this explicit “disobedience”, but first let us recon-
struct the tones of this patriotic discourse.

Before the departure of the three missionaries from Slovenia in November 1929,
the newspapers reported on their departure in pompous tones. In Slovenski list of 18
November 1929 we read of the farewell ceremony in Ljubljana, attended by two bish-
ops and other high representatives of the Catholic Church. The crowds that wanted
to attend the ceremony were supposedly so large, that — so the newspaper reports -
police had to intervene to keep at least a thousand people out of the ceremonial hall.
The long ceremony was also decidedly politicized, even to the point that the ban’s
wife led the performance of a children’s choir. The main speaker, cathedral priest
Tomaz Klinar, stressed not only the religious, but also the political importance of the
missionaries’ brave undertaking: “Together with the Catholic faith our missionaries
also carry our name far from our homeland. [...] When it gets its own missionary
right, we will be listed among the great nations. How important this farewell and this
journey are for our beloved Yugoslavia!"

We find similar praises in various publications of the time. Interestingly, a lot of
them seem oblivious about the exact status of the mission the Yugoslav Jesuits were
sent to, and are quick to claim that the mission already belongs to Yugoslav Jesuits,
although that was not the case:

For us Yugoslavs, this is a historical event. For the first time in history we are sending
our missionaries to the overseas missions on our own, and not under the name of
the Germans, French or Italians, as has been the practice to date. This is the establish-
ment of our own Yugoslav missionary province where pagan culture is at its peak,
in Bengal.®

As we can see, this “inaccuracy” did not only appear in the daily newspapers, where
it could perhaps be attributed to the writers not being completely familiar with the
details. The same rhetoric was used by missionaries themselves, most explicitly in
the first issue of Bengal Missionary, in an article titled “Our Bengal mission”:

Divine providence granted our Slovenian and Croatian missionaries of the Jesuit So-
ciety their first independent missionary region [...] This is now the first independent
Yugoslav missionary land. It is ours and no other nation will take care of it anymore.
It was entrusted to our missionaries [...]"

5  »Slovo nasih misijonarjevs, Slovenski list, 18 November 1929: 3.
»Jugoslovanski misijon v Indiji«, Slovenec, 27 October 1929: 8.
7  »Nas bengalski misijon«, Bengalski misijonar — Glasnik srca Jezusovega 1, 1933: 1, 2.

o))
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The exaggerations do not stop here. For many different reasons, the details about
the actual size of the missionary region allegedly “handed over” to Yugoslav mission-
aries were obfuscated. Most often the reader was led to believe that Yugoslav mis-
sionaries were entrusted with the entire Bengal region, and not only the 24 Parganas
district. Supporting this misrepresentation, we find maps that mark a region much
larger than the actual domain of the missionaries.

o

Indija. Crno oznafeno je misijonsko ozemlje, kjer
delujejo slovenski in hrvatski misfonagi.

Figure 2: Map of India showing the “Yugoslav mission”. The text explains that the
black colour indicates the region of Slovenian and Croatian missionaries
(source: »Slovensko misijonstvog, Slovenec, 31 August 1930: 12).

While the ethnic and cultural unity of the nations in the newly established Yugo-
slavia (at the time still under the name “The Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slo-
venes”) seemed hard to achieve, the group of Slovenian and Croatian missionaries
were establishing, according to the press reports, “a religious and cultural outpost
of Yugoslavianness in India”.2 The difficulties and insecurities in forming the new

8  »Verska in kulturna postojanka Jugoslovanstva v Indiji, Slovenec, 18 December 1927: 6.
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¥

Zemljevid Bengalije, 7

Figure 3: A much more realistic map of the 24 Parganas district where the Yugoslav
missionaries were working (source: »Na$ bengalski misijon«, Bengalski misijonar -
Glasnik srca Jezusovega 1, 1933: 1, 2) — however, it still says “Map of Bengal”.

Yugoslav identity, however, were nevertheless evident in almost all of the articles
published. The authors interchangeably labelled the missionaries and their mis-
sion as “Yugoslav”, “Slovenian”, or simply “Our”, a confusion which is still present
in later texts on the topic (see Kolar 1998: 154-155). Such a transposition also takes
place in an interesting article on the “Yugoslav missionary outpost in India”, where,
despite the title, the text actually focuses on the dispositions of the Slovenian nation:
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They say that we Slovenes are few. But we live across the globe. Not as masters of large
and rich colonies, but nevertheless as colonizers or conquistadors, “conquerors”. [...]

Itis an honour for any nation if it has and provides for many missionaries [...]. Is not this
then all the truer for us Slovenes, who are not a wealthy and big nation, but who in this
difficult time are able to show the progress and successes of the missionaries abroad?®

The unitarian aspirations of King Alexander and the Belgrade government also di-
vided Slovenian politics (see Perovsek: 2014). The liberals-centralists supported the
forming of a new larger national identity in Yugoslavia, which they understood as a
natural continuation of the development of the Southern Slavic ethnicities. At the
same time, they claimed that the strength of this (larger) nation provided a possibil-
ity for national freedom (ibid.: 235-237). The proponents of the opposing position,
the autonomists-federalists, were against the Yugoslav nation-building process and
demanded more autonomy for the ethnic groups in Yugoslavia. The conservatives,
especially the Slovenian People’s Party of Anton Korosec, were strongly on the side
of the latter group (ibid.: 237-239), although their positions changed considerably
due to the daily political fluctuations. It is therefore quite contradictory that the mis-
sionaries, themselves proponents of the Catholic Church,” would strive to represent
themselves as working for the benefits of Yugoslavia and its national prestige, there-
by going against both the official position of the Church and their political allies back
home. As we will see in the following section, this unusual choice and the way it
was shifting can only be understood against the backdrop of internal political de-
velopments in Yugoslavia and the changing relationship between the state and the
Catholic Church.

Negotiating the Relationship Between the Catholic Church, the State and
the National Politics

In order to understand how these unlikely alliances were formed, one has to go be-
yond the scope of the religious matters to the relation between the Church and the
state in Yugoslavia. The numerous lapses and inconsistencies in the scope and mean-
ing of “our” mission and “our” missionaries are an example of how these two levels
substantially overlapped. As mentioned before, the new political formation, estab-
lished after the First World War out of former parts of Austro-Hungarian Empire and
the Kingdom of Serbia, struggled with the relation between the Yugoslav national
identity and the national identity of the respective nations that comprised Yugoslavia.
Apart from the three constitutive nations, Serbs (including Montenegrins) at 38.83%,
Croats at 23.77% and Slovenes at 8.53% of the population, there were several other

9 »Jugoslovanska misijonska postaja v Indiji«, Slovenec, 4 December 1932: 4.

10 Furthermore, one of the key figures of the missionary project between the two World Wars
was Lambert Ehrlich, a well-known protagonist of an ultra-conservative faction called “the
Catholic Right”.
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nations (Bosnian Muslims, Macedonians etc.) which also played an important political
role (Banac 1988: 58; see also Mithans 2017: 72). In addition, the new country now
had to address the issues of religious plurality. The religious distinctions largely over-
lapped with ethnic distribution, especially between the two largest ethnic groups.

For Croats and Serbs, language differences could not be the determining crite-
rion, given that their language had been commonly thought of as “Serbo-Croatian”
since the end of the 19t century. In the absence of linguistic difference, religion assu-
med the main role of the criterion of national identity, which tainted the structural
characteristics of nations and nationalisms in Yugoslavia, especially in the interwar
period (Mithans 2017: 28-30). The numbers of Catholics and Orthodox Christians
were comparable; in 1921 46.6% were Orthodox and 39.4% were Catholic, while the
Muslim population was 11.1% (ibid.: 72). In this context it is clear how religious iden-
tity could be used for political identification, but the forms of these politicizations
still vary between the different national and political contexts. As Ratej claims in her
paper on the politicization of the Catholic and the Orthodox Churches between two
World Wars, the main controversy was the Serbian-Croatian conflict, which in turn
politicized the antagonism between the Catholic and the Orthodox Church (Ratej
2008: 37). The alleged anti-Yugoslav position of the Catholic Church was a reflection
of this politicization.

From the beginning, one of the problems of the relationship between the Catho-
lic Church in Yugoslavia and the Yugoslav state was the absence of a singular legal
standard determining this relationship. In 1918, many different agreements regu-
lating the relationship between the Catholic Church and parts of the country were
in place simultaneously: the Serbian concordat of 1914, the Convention with Mon-
tenegro of 1886, the Convention for Bosnia and Herzegovina of 1881, and several
Austrian and Hungarian laws in those parts that belonged to the Austro-Hungarian
Empire (Mithans 2017: 81-82). Already in 1918, at the Episcopal conference of the
Catholic Church in Yugoslavia, it was proposed that this issue be uniformly resolved
in a concordat between the Vatican and the new kingdom. For the Vatican, especial-
ly between the two World Wars, concordats were the preferred method of solving
the issues of the status of Catholic Church in individual countries (ibid.). In 1922 the
Yugoslav government agreed to this option and the negotiations commenced.

The history of the negotiations on the Yugoslav concordat is extremely complex,
and the reasons why each of the sides was interested at all in making this agree-
ment are equally diverse. On the side of the Church, the interest in securing a stable
position in this unpredictable multinational union, where the competing Serbian
Orthodox Church had a strong influence, played a major role as a potential guar-
antee for the future. To obtain this, the Church was ready to accept some radical
compromises, for example, allowing the Old Slavic and Glagolitic scripts to be used
in Catholic liturgy (ibid.: 106). The state’s agenda was also complex. Securing a stable
agreement with the Vatican would firstly enable them to bypass repeated negotia-
tions with Catholic bishops in Croatia and Slovenia. Secondly, this agreement would
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acknowledge the position of the two constitutive Catholic nations in Yugoslavia and
hopefully silence their dissent on a national basis. As Charles Loiseau, the advisor to
Yugoslav King Alexander, reportedly claimed (ibid.: 90), a concordat would separate
the Catholic sentiment from the Croatian sentiment and prevent the nationalisms
growing stronger with the help of religious affiliations. This de-nationalization of
the Church, however, at the same time also meant a “nationalization” of the Church,
by which of course we now mean Yugoslavization. With the permission to use Old
Slavic and Glagolitic script and with plans to establish a unified “Yugoslav Catholic
Church” (ibid.), the state would gain increased control over one of its biggest poten-
tial opponents.

Despite the long negotiations and the final failure of the concordat," the com-
plex developments related to it can help us understand the mixed allegiances ex-
pressed by the Slovenian missionaries of the Bengal mission and the newspaper
representations of them. The attempt to “Yugoslavize” the Catholic Church and the
different levels of opposition to this process explain the evident desire to portray
the new Bengal mission in the light of this ideological twist. Furthermore, the years
when this “missionary patriotism” was most explicitly expressed in publications also
overlap with the restart of negotiations in the wake of King Alexander’s dictatorship,
and lasted approximately until the first year after his death in 1934, when critics of
the agreement started delaying its acceptance by the parliament. Another interest-
ing factor has to be taken into account, this one on the level of Slovenian politics
within Yugoslavia. The main conservative political party, the Slovenian People’s Par-
ty, which was closely connected with the Church, spent the period between the
forming of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes and the dissolution of the
Kingdom of Yugoslavia shifting political alliances. Being initially strong supporters
of the forming of the Yugoslav kingdom in 1918, they effectively went from defend-
ing the autonomy and sovereignty of the Slovenian nation in the Austro-Hungarian
context to becoming supporters of the new increasingly unified state. After failing to
win in the 1920 elections and becoming an opposition party, they once again shift-
ed to a more federalist/autonomist position, only to go back to a centralist position
after re-joining the government in 1927. The crisis after the parliamentary shooting
in 1928 and the subsequent dictatorship of King Alexander Karadjordjevi¢ put the

11 The negotiations were neither smooth nor fast. After the initial start in 1925, some disagree-
ments led to a standstill which lasted for four years. In 1928, one of the biggest opponents of
the concordat, the Croatian nationalist Stjepan Radi¢, was assassinated in the parliament, an
incident which led to the dissolution of the parliament and the self-proclaimed dictatorship
of King Alexander. In this increasingly unitarian political climate in the now renamed and
reorganized Kingdom of Yugoslavia, the negotiations picked up in 1931 and then continued
in secret from 1933 to 1935 through king’s special envoy, Nikola Moscatello. Although the
successfully negotiated concordat was then signed in June 1935, its critics caused delays be-
fore it was brought to parliamentary vote. Even that was not enough for the agreement to
be finally accepted and - after waiting for almost another year — Prime Minister Stojadinovic¢
finally announced his decision in February 1938 that the concordat would not be brought
before the senate for a final vote (see Mithans 2017: 118-166, 219-271; Ratej 2008).

46



50 - 2019  “OurBengal Mission”: Negotiation of National and Transnational Agendas by Interwar Yugoslav Missionaries in Bengal

Slovenian People’s Party along with many other political parties in Yugoslavia under
a strict ban and brought its leaders into confinement. In order to recover its position
after the King was assassinated and the ban was partly lifted, the SPP joined with
two conservative parties of Bosnia and Serbia to form the Yugoslav Radical Union,
while this new party was then constantly negotiating between the explicit unitarian-
ism of their structure and the implicit particularism of the constituent three national
parties. These shifts must have at least partially informed the Church’s and the me-
dia’s positions on the missionaries’ patriotic duties, and can help explain the seem-
ingly confusing shifts in terminological choices between “Slovenian” and “Yugoslav”
as synonyms for “our(s)” in the texts on the missionary project in Bengal.

National Men and Transnational Women

There was, however, another internal distinction within the missions themselves. In
the expressions of missionary nationalism in publications and newspapers, the pro-
tagonists were mostly “our” male missionaries, mostly Jesuits (with a few represent-
ative Salesians thrown in). Only very sporadically do we find references to women
missionaries and their role in the Bengal mission in particular. The task of represent-
ing their nation was universally ascribed to male missionaries and virtually never to
women. Needless to say, none of the missionary women religious received a farewell
ceremony of the type that was organized for Poderzaj, Drobni¢ and Udov¢, although
two of them, Magdalena Kajn¢ and Theresa Bojaxhiu (later known as Mother There-
sa) had departed for India a year earlier than the three Jesuits.”” With the exception
of texts by Mirjam Zalaznik, a PhD educated Loreto sister, and a few occasional let-
ters from other women missionaries, they also did not have a voice in the otherwise
abundant missionary press of the time.

This misrepresentation does not do justice to the role which women missionar-
ies played in the missions. The tasks for the missionaries in Bengal were manifold.
Apart from doing missionary work and caring for the souls of the local population,
they also provided medical assistance, tended to the poor, tried to introduce agri-
cultural and technological innovations and even organized social help such as rice
foundations to help the impoverished population of the 24 Parganas district to get
over the worst years (see Bengalski misijonar). These tasks were divided among men
and women missionaries fairly equally, and the small groups of men and women
religious also shared the missionary outposts without an obvious hierarchy between
them. In the absence of personal accounts, it is of course difficult to speculate on
what equalities or inequalities were present among men and women religious in
Bengal mission of the time, but it can be assessed that that their responsibilities — if
not their status — seem in many ways comparable.

12 There was only a short note on their departure in »Nova slovenska misijonarka«, Katoliski
misijoni, 1928/29: 3).
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We could of course speculate in large theoretical frameworks about how the
patriotism in missionary contexts simply adopted the patrilineality of the society
in general, where the sons represent the family, and the daughters belong to the
family of their husbands, in this case the Church. A tone like this can for example be
discerned in a text by Antun Vizjak, a Croatian Jesuit missionary in Bengal. He tells
a story about two women missionaries suffering an attack by savage bandits, and
comments: “The women missionaries in pagan lands sacrificed their beloved father’s
home, they sacrificed their homeland with all its joys, and finally they even sacrifice
their life — all for Jesus, for the salvation of the souls".®

On the other hand, the transnationality that is here ascribed to women is pre-
cisely the standard that — according to Pope Benedict XV - all missionaries were sup-
posed to follow, regardless of their gender. But it must be noted that the transna-
tionality for women missionaries was not necessarily one of choice, and should not
automatically be ascribed to their more “awakened” missionary sense. Various fac-
tors were in play. If we simply analyse the list of Slovenian missionaries that served in
India in the 20" century, we can immediately see a drastic difference. Among all of 13
Slovenian men missionaries in India before the Second World War, only three served
outside of Bengal (see Kokalj 1989: 287-302). For women, on the other hand, the ra-
tio was different — only half were part of the Bengal mission and others were doing
missionary work in other parts of India, ranging from the south to the northeast.
That alone, together with the stress that was placed on the patriotic importance of
the Bengal mission, could explain why women missionaries were less entangled in
the nationalist discourse.

Even more importantly, if we compare the men and women missionaries in Ben-
gal itself, we notice another dissimilarity. Although their paths eventually met in
the missionary outposts of Basanti, Morapai and other places, how they got there
differed greatly. With two exceptions (i.e. the Salesians), all of the missionaries of the
Bengal mission were Jesuits, and the career path they had to take to end up in India
was fairly predictable. The main steps in their trajectory were either the St. Andraz
Jesuit community in Austrian Carinthia, the Jesuit seminary in Pullach near Munich
and/or the Jesuit College in Travnik in Bosnia (ibid.). Throughout all these stages
they remained in close connection with institutions back home and with their com-
patriots on the way. Women missionaries, on the other hand, belonged to a number
of different religious congregations: the Daughters of the Holy Cross, the Medical
Mission Sisters, the Loreto Sisters, FMA Daughters of Mary Help of Christians, the
Carmelites and the Franciscan Missionaries of Mary (ibid.). Accordingly, the stations
on their path to the Bengal mission were individual, going through places as di-
verse as Belgium, England, Ireland, Italy, Spain, and Germany (ibid.). When they fi-
nally came to India, they belonged to communities within which they were often

13 Vizjak, Antun, »Skozi dzunglo«, Ave Maria XXIX, 1932: 307.
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the only “representatives” of Yugoslav nationality. Transnationality in their case was
a condition of their religious life and not necessarily an option they would choose.

The Case of the Yugoslav Bengal Mission

Before long, the patriotic zeal of the Bengal mission was numbed by the harsh re-
alities of the 1930s, and the optimistic patriotism of the early years turned into a
patriotism of need. Most of the time, Bengal Missionary reported on the hardships,
famine™ and natural disasters that struck the 24 Parganas district, putting noticeably
more effort into convincing their compatriots in Slovenia to help with donations.
At the same time, Europe was suffering its own problems. Nazism and fascism were
growing stronger, and in Yugoslavia the nationalist-religious oppositions managed
to completely stop the process of creating the Yugoslav concordat. Along with the
gradual failure of the nation-building process of a potentially unified Yugoslav na-
tion, the patriotic optimism of the early years of the Bengal mission soon became a
thing of the past. The emphasis was now rather placed on the “Slovenian” and “Croa-
tian” identity of the Bengal missionaries, and the links between the missionaries and
their homeland were not so much of national pride, but became lifelines which kept
their missions and sometimes even the missionaries themselves from dying.

The beginning of the Second World War also brought the end to the publication
of Bengal Missionary, which had played a major role in representing missionary work
in India to Slovenian readers for almost a decade. In one of the last issues, in Janu-
ary 1940, the supplement published a letter by Ferdinand Perier, the Archbishop of
Calcutta.”” The letter sums up well what the idealistic missionary patriotism of the
late 1920s transformed into under the economic and political pressures of the 1930s.
The title of the article presenting his letter is “A great expression of gratitude to our
nation” (ibid.). Although the reference to “our nation” is again unclear, it can be dis-
cerned from Perier’s text. The letter of gratitude, it turns out, is in fact a request and
a plea to “Slovenian and Croatian Catholics” to donate to the building of the Church
of St. Theresa in Basanti. Furthermore, the archbishop expressed his hopes that the
faithful donors do not take the donations for the church away from the sum they
would otherwise give for the missionary outposts, effectively asking them to give an
additional sum. With a hint of what almost sounds like historical irony, he adds: “since
it is much more important and urgent to build temples of God in the souls” (ibid.).

Within a decade and a half of the existence of the “Yugoslav” Bengal mission, it
became a laboratory for a specific historical intertwinement of the heterogeneous

14 According to Paul Saumik’s report “1930-1943: Agrarian Transformation and the Famine in Ben-
gal”, the 1930s present a structural paradigm that later led to the catastrophic 1943 Bengali
Famine (https://hermes-ir.lib.hit-u.ac.jp/rs/bitstream/10086/28239/1/wp2016-11.pdf). We can
only speculate from the missionary reports that the impoverished and inhospitable areas in
the Ganges delta were the first to experience the adverse effects of these structural changes.

15 »Visoka zahvala naSemu naroduc, Bengalski misijonar — Glasnik srca Jezusovega 8, 1940: 1.
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motivations of the religious missionary zeal and the political aspirations of a new-
ly formed nation. In addition, the representations of this mission also reflected the
many shifting national and political identities and allegiances within Yugoslavia. This
particular context, which | have analysed in the present paper, made the case of the
Yugoslav Bengal mission and its women and men missionaries unique. A comparison
with similar cases of smaller or multi-ethnic national missions might show whether
the same trends could be discerned in other missions in India and elsewhere. At the
same time, this particular missionary case was part of the larger shifts of the time, the
negotiating positions on the role of the Church in the European nationalisms of the
time, and the bigger picture of a decolonizing world and, consequently, localized
Church structures and a transnational Church.
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POVZETEK

»NAS BENGALSKI MISIJON«; USKLAJEVANJE NACIONALNIH IN
TRANSNACIONALNIH NACRTOV PRI JUGOSLOVANSKIH MISIJONARJIH
IN MISIJONARKAH V BENGALIJI MED OBEMA VOJNAMA

Helena MOTOH

V nasprotju z apostolskim pismom Maximum illud, ki je od misijonarjev zahtevalo, da
pretrgajo vezi z nacional(isti¢)nimi in s kolonialnimi interesi, je bil misijonarski pod-
vig medvojnih jugoslovanskih misijonark in misijonarjev v Bengaliji globoko prezet
s patriotizmom, tako ¢asopisje kot misijonarski tiski pa so jugoslovanski bengalski
misijon prikazovali kot simbolno zmago nove jugoslovanske drzave. Clanek to pro-
tislovje interpretira z raziskavo nacinov, na katere so usklajevali konflikt med trans-
nacionalnim misijonarskim projektom in nacionalisti¢cnimi programi, pri ¢emer so
bili pogosto pred tezavno odlocitvijo, interesom katere nacije naj pravzaprav sledijo.

Prvi del ¢lanka je posvecen transnacionalistichemu obratu, ki ga je v doktrino
in prakso misijonarstva po svetu zarisalo apostolsko pismo papeza Benedikta XV.,
Maximum illud. V drugem delu sledi analiza prav nasprotnega pojava, odkrito patri-
otskih in nacionalisti¢nih nacrtov medvojnega jugoslovanskega katoliskega misijona
v Bengaliji. V tretjem delu se ¢lanek posveca kontekstu te specificne domoljubne
usmeritve in vzroke zanjo is¢e v spreminjajo¢em se odnosu med (jugoslovansko) dr-
Zavo in Katolisko cerkvijo. Na koncu ¢lanek vzpostavi e lo¢nico med misijonarji in
misijonarkami glede na patriotsko breme, ki so ga morali nositi, in glede na to, kako
so to nalogo sprejeli. Ta lo¢nica pokaze, da je jugoslovanskim misijonarkam poseben
strukturni polozaj, v katerem so se znasle, omogocal, da so udejanjale bolj transnaci-
onalne zaveze kot njihovi moski kolegi, od katerih se je pri¢cakovala strogo zac¢rtana
domoljubna vloga.
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ABSTRACT

Female Renouncers in India: A Neglected Chapter in the History of Indian Religions
This paper is a panoramic survey of a millennia-long tradition of asceticism and mo-
nasticism in the Indian subcontinent. The main ascetic traditions of India are over-
viewed, with a particular focus given to female renouncers. Their doctrinal premises
and religious practices are discussed within a historical framework, and major emerg-
ing themes are identified. Since this paper forms part of a research project investi-
gating the lives of Catholic female missionaries in India in the twentieth century, it
concludes with the identification of significant overlaps between female renunciation
in the Indic and Christian traditions, and engages in some reflections on the encounter
between the two discourses.

KEY WORDS: Indian asceticism, female renouncers in India, nuns in Indian religions

IZVLECEK

Odpoved indijskih Zensk posvetnemu Zivljenju: Pozabljeno poglavje v zgodovini
indijskih religij

Prispevek najprej predstavi vectisocletno tradicijo indijskega asketizma in monasti-
cizma ter oriSe njihove glavne verske predpostavke in prakse. Pri tem se osredotodi na
polozaj zensk v starih asketskih tradicijah Indije, predvsem v budizmu, hinduizmu in
dzainizmu, kar predstavlja podrocje, ki je bilo doslej delezno malo pozornosti sodob-
nih raziskovalcev. Ker je prispevek del vecjega raziskovalnega projekta o delovanju
katoliskih misijonark v kolonialni Indiji, na koncu identificira pomembna sti¢is¢a med
indijskimi asketinjami in katoliskimi nunami in razmislja o srecanju katoliskega in in-
dijskega verskega diskurza.

KLJUCNE BESEDE: indijski asketizem, indijske asketinje, nune v indijskih religijah
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RENUNCIATION OF WORLDLY LIFE IN ANCIENT INDIA

This paper, which forms part of a larger research project investigating female Catho-
lic missionaries in twentieth-century India, is an attempt to provide a religious con-
text through a panoramic historical overview of female renouncers in India. This
backdrop will serve as an indication of the complex religious canvas against which
the encounters between various renouncer traditions can be investigated.

For millennia, renunciation has been at the core of most ancient Indic religious
traditions. Here, the umbrella term “renouncer tradition” refers to a wide spectrum
of different, yet interrelated traditions of doctrines, practices, and social institutions
involving asceticism and renunciation, which freely borrow from and influence each
other on account of their very fluid boundaries. Although the first records of asceti-
cism' can be found in early Vedic literature, a burgeoning of the renouncer tradition
seems to have emerged in the middle of the first millennium BCE. This was a period
of great social and political change in India, which occurred with the expansion of
urbanisation, the growing power of kingship, the development of new trade routes,
and increased communication, all of which allowed for a broader exchange and
expansion of new ideas and movements (Gombrich 1988: 50-60). These develop-
ments may have contributed to an increased sense of individualism (Olivelle 2011:
13) that offered people new choices, including the pursuit of the life of a homeless
renouncer. Ancient texts inform about a wide range of different ascetics and wan-
dering mendicants in India at that time, living individually or in small groups, and
apparently without a central body or pronounced hierarchical structure.?

Despite a diversity of doctrinal foundations and practices among the various
groups of ancient Indian renouncers, a frame of reference may be drawn by iden-
tifying a few common denominators, perhaps above all, the fundamental prem-
ise that human life (as well as the life of animals and other beings) does not end
with death but continues into a new life; thus, there is no beginning and no end to
birth, death, and subsequent rebirth (samsdra). Being caught in the endless cycle of
life and death, conditioned by the law of cause and effect (karma), was viewed as
unsatisfactory, subject to suffering, and therefore highly undesirable. Hence, most
Indian spiritual traditions engaged with the question of how to be released from

1 The term “asceticism” signifies various practices of restraint and abstinence, performed
mainly by renouncers and, to a lesser degree, by householders, in the pursuit of spiritual
goals, whereas “renunciation” refers to the abandoning of worldly life, which would involve a
form of initiation and include asceticism.

2 Forexample, in the Brahmajalasutta (Walshe 2012: 67-90), sixty-two types of worldviews are
listed, demonstrating a vast spectrum of philosophies and ascetic practices in ancient India
at the time.
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the entanglements of samsara and achieve liberation,®* which was considered to be
attainable through detachment and spiritual knowledge.*

The renouncer’s path to liberation required radical lifestyle changes, i.e., becom-
ing homeless, wandering without permanent residency, or dwelling either alone or
in small groups in forests and other secluded places. Typically, renouncers would
train in ascetic practices, including celibacy, fasting, and various other austerities in
order to cultivate detachment in relation to the body and mind. In other words, by
abandoning social status, name, family life (by following the vow of celibacy), and
even food production (by begging for food or subsisting in the wilderness), the re-
nouncers apparently aspired to deconstruct the socially conditioned identities that
are created by actively participating in domestic and communal life. Nonetheless,
as will be discussed, the institutions that developed within the renouncer traditions
would still participate, to varying degrees, in social life and thus reflect the structural
patterns of the society of the time, particularly in relation to the social hierarchy and
the construct of gender.

The renouncer’s lifestyle was considered to be a negation of everything that
society represented, but it was through this very rejection of social structures that
they received the recognition, deep respect, and support of society. They were
attributed special knowledge or magical powers, and through their support of re-
nouncers, people believed that they would obtain karmic merit, which could also
be transferred to their family and ancestors. The renouncers displayed easily visible
and specific signs or marks (linga) such as a shaven head (e.g., Buddhist monks) or
matted hair (e.g., Brahmanical anchorites), and they lived naked (e.g., Digambara Jain
ascetics) or dressed in distinct clothing. Through these means alone, they received
recognition of their ascetic status along with the support from the public, often, it
would seem, irrespective of their specific doctrinal beliefs.

The main sources of information about early Indian asceticism and monasticism
are found within three major ancient Indian traditions, namely Brahmanism (often
situated under the broader umbrella term of “Hinduism”),> Jainism, and Buddhism.
References to ascetics already occur in the earliest recorded texts, the Vedas and Brah-
manas, but the most expansive evidence is found in two large bodies of texts, i.e.,
the Upanisads and the Dharmasastra literature, which describe anchorites who dwell
in forest hermitages and practice various restraints in pursuit of spiritual liberation

3 Within the different traditions, spiritual liberation was known by different terms such as
moksa, mukti, nirvana, and kaivalya, thus manifesting the heterogeneity of the Indian
renouncer tradition.

4 For studies on the ancient Indian renouncer tradition, see Bronkhorst 1993; Olivelle 2011.

5 The term “Hinduism” loosely represents the wide range of schools of thought, beliefs, and
religious practices of India, other than Muslim, Christian, Jain, and Sikh. It emerged as a
category only in the nineteenth century CE, mainly as the outcome of Western colonisation
and the dominant social role of Brahmanism, and was appropriated by Indians during the
anti-colonial movement, while being strongly linked to the formation of an Indian national
identity (King 1999: 96-142).
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(Olivelle 2011: 91-125). With time, the records of renouncers within the Brahmani-
cal tradition expanded, particularly in the collections of legal texts, known as the
Dharmasastras, composed around the first few centuries CE, and in a group of about
twenty Upanisads, called the Samnyasa Upanisads, situated (tentatively) between
the beginning of CE and the twelfth century CE (Olivelle 1992: 8-11).

The developments within Brahmanism were significantly influenced by two as-
cetic movements that had been spreading across the Indian subcontinent from the
middle of the first millennium BCE onwards, namely Buddhism and Jainism. Both
traditions shared the quest for liberation from samsdra to be attained through a life
of renunciation. For Buddhist renouncers, this involved the cultivation of virtues,
detachment, celibacy, and meditation, whereas the path of Jains was more ascetic,
incorporating severe austerities, extreme non-violence, and prolonged fasting peri-
ods. Both traditions established monastic orders for men and women and allowed
people from all walks of life to ordain on a voluntary basis. Buddhism flourished in
the Indian subcontinent until (about) the end of the first millennium CE, by which
time its many schools had influenced other religious traditions throughout India and
Asia, whereas Jainism has remained within the Indian subcontinent until the present
day. It is well evidenced that with the expansion of Jainism and Buddhism, monas-
ticism became well established in India and, consequently, influenced most Indian
religious movements, which involved an extraordinary variety of renouncer groups
and institutions. Thus, the renouncer tradition has flourished throughout recorded
Indian history, encompassing continuous changes, innovations, and developments,
and perhaps generating the most important nourishing ground for the multifarious
spiritual and cultural heritage of the Indian subcontinent down to the present day.

FEMALE RENOUNCERS THROUGHOUT INDIAN HISTORY

The freedom of choice to follow the path of renunciation was granted not only to
men but also to women, although their position was always presented as marginal
and inferior to men’s, at least according to the traditional records, which allot very
meagre attention to female ascetics. The prevalent disregard of women in the tex-
tual traditions of India reflects the fact, as noted by many scholars (e.g., Gross 1993:
20; Black 2007: 133), that historical records on Indian religions were almost exclusive-
ly composed, transmitted, and recorded by men, targeted at a male audience, and
thus speaking mostly about men. Therefore, textual sources on female renouncers
should be approached with great caution, bearing in mind that they tend to con-
struct an ideal of femininity that is related to — but does not represent - the actual
social realities and gender relations of the time. In other words, the literary records of
ancient India are certainly not simple historical accounts but, to a large extent, com-
plex reflections on and transmissions of (male) societal expectations, utopias, fears,
and projections, which resonate the predominantly androcentric and patriarchal
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views of the time. As a result, they may be of very little relevance to the everyday life
of female renouncers. Women'’s voices occur very rarely and, when they do speak,
they are not heard; they are included in the texts by male editors and “their speech
is mediated by male speakers” (Black 2007: 158).

Female renunciation is not only a neglected chapter in the textual records of
Indian religions but also in modern scholarship. Numerous studies, especially from
the first half of the twentieth century or earlier, as well as many contemporary text-
books on Indic religions dedicate very limited attention to women (and even less so
to female renouncers), often mentioning them in a few sentences or paragraphs as
a single homogenous category. Only in the last few decades has research on female
ascetics and monastics started to emerge based on the study of ancient texts (e.g.,
Sponberg 1992: 3-36; Black 2007: 133-168; Collett 2016), often explored through a
feminist lens (e.g., Gross 1993) or, more frequently, drawing from research on mod-
ern female renouncers (e.g., Denton 2004; Salgado 2013; Sethi 2012); these studies
show a significant discrepancy between traditional textual sources and modern eth-
nographical data. Having underlined the great paucity of resources and research on
female renouncers — especially in comparison to the attention given to their male
counterparts — it should nevertheless be highlighted that there is sufficient evidence
to indicate a continuity of female renouncer traditions on the Indian subcontinent
from ancient times to the present day.

Representations of Women in Brahmanical Sources

The early Upanisads, situated in the first half of the first millennium BCE, inform
about the engagement of women in spiritual pursuits; though largely marginalised,
they are occasionally allowed to speak. For example, Gargi, the oft-mentioned female
character from the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, demonstrates her superior knowledge
and understanding of the teachings on spiritual liberation when she challenges the
sage Yajhavalkya (Olivelle 1998: 89-93), and yet, at the end of the debate, she re-
mains silent, although her “defeat” may be questioned. Apart from such exceptions,
female voices in the Brahmanical literature are few and far between and “are contin-
ually restricted and muted” (Black 2007: 135).

The Dharmasastra, another important body of ancient Brahmanical texts, at-
tributes only one role to women, namely that of a married woman whose religious
life and duties (stridharma) are centred on serving and obeying her husband and
bearing him sons. Thus, one of the most renowned legal texts of ancient India, the
Law Code of Manu (MS), probably composed between the second century BCE and
the second century CE, consistently presents women as inferior to men - physically,
mentally, morally, and spiritually — and prescribes that they should always, in all cir-
cumstances, be subordinate to and controlled by men (MS 5: 147-148; Ditrich 2010:
145). This text speaks of women only in relation to men and reiterates their wifely
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subordination with such strong emphasis that a very apparent subtext emerges,
pointing to a great fear of female power, expressed especially in her sexuality and
motherhood (Ditrich 2010: 156-157). Although the Brahmanical tradition incorporat-
ed renunciation (samnydsa) as a possible life choice, it was available solely to men,
whereas the only model proposed in the texts for women was to be a perfect wife.®
This role was envisaged as a kind of domestic asceticism, which encompassed chasti-
ty, self-sacrifice, total submission to and worship of her husband, regular fasting, and
other restrictions and vows (vrata) in order to generate merit for her husband and
family (Clémentin Ojha 2012). Furthermore, if widowed, the woman was expected
to live a celibate life and practice austerities, considered to be the only appropriate
path for her to join her husband after death.

To stress once again, the Brahmanical construct of women'’s position in society,
which strips them almost completely of any agency, must be questioned in terms of
how relevant these master narratives actually were to the everyday life of women, if
at all. A careful reading of the legal texts themselves implies that women at the time
possessed some economic power and agency (Olivelle 2004); in addition, ancient
Indian literature provides many examples of female ascetics or renouncers, from the
great epics to the dramas by Kalidasa (e.g., Kausiki in Sakuntala). Moreover, at the
time of the composition of legal texts, there were many non-Brahmanical female
ascetics in India such as Buddhist and Jain nuns who are scarcely mentioned by the
Brahmanical texts; this silence suggests that female renouncer movements, which
gave new choices to women, may have been conceived by the Brahmanical ortho-
doxy as a threat to their own constructions of femininity (Ditrich 2010: 154).

Buddhist Nuns

While female renouncers were largely ignored by Brahmanical texts, the non-
-Brahmanical movements such as Buddhism and Jainism supported female renun-
ciation. The establishment of female monastic orders in Buddhism and Jainism was
apparently a unique innovation; for the first time in recorded history, female renunci-
ation was legitimised and institutionalised, thus providing a new option for women
to leave behind domestic life with its social structures of class (varna) and, albeit to
a much lesser extent, gender. However, as the texts narrate, the Buddha established
the female monastic order with reluctance; he created an additional eight specific
rules for nuns (garudhammas), which firmly positioned them, at all times, as inferior

6 In the Brahmanical tradition, renunciation was interpreted as abandoning the performance
of rituals, and consequently, it was open only to those permitted to conduct rituals in the first
place, namely, the three upper classes (varna) of men (Olivelle 1992: 60-75). Since women had
no active role in sacrificial rites, there was no option for them to become a renouncer; from
the ritual perspective, women were perceived as equal to the lowest class (Stdra).
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to monks.” Many modern scholars suggest that these rules were aimed at protecting
women (Analayo 2016: 128-129) or were simply in line with the social norms of an-
cient India, which prescribed that women always had to be under male supervision
(Horner 1963: 352-358; Collett 2016: 156-158). These assumptions mostly seem to
be based on ancient normative legal texts and other literary sources, which should
be questioned, as they do not necessarily reflect the actual position and realities of
women themselves (Ditrich 2017: 154).2

From the Buddhist doctrinal point of view, women are regarded as soteriolog-
ically equal to men in their ability to attain spiritual liberation. This is evidenced by
several accounts of women who became fully enlightened, renowned teachers, or
even the bearers of Buddhist transmission such as Khujjuttara, a woman of very
humble background who became one of the chief disciples of the Buddha and even
transmitted a body of texts, the Itivuttaka (Heim 2015: 145-148). Although women
are certainly underrepresented in Buddhist literature, occasionally, though rarely,
they would speak in their own voices: the Therigatha, an anthology of seventy-three
poems, was composed by Buddhist nuns, presumably during the lifetime of the Bud-
dha’In these poems, the nuns express the joy of freedom from family life, their ded-
ication to meditation, and the exultation of spiritual liberation (Schelling, Waldman
1996; Collett 2016). However, it should be underlined that these narratives, which
underwent centuries of transmission and editing, represent only a minute fraction
of the large body of Buddhist textual tradition (composed by and for men), and they
have often been singled out by modern Buddhists and scholars as a kind of Bud-
dhist apologetics within the framework of the modern (Western) enterprise of gen-
der equality.”

Notwithstanding institutionalised female monasticism, which was allegedly an
unprecedented option for women at the time, and several positive portrayals of
women in the literary sources, Buddhism also contributed, like other ascetic move-
ments, to misogyny. Women were frequently described as objects of male sexual
desire, as malevolent temptresses that monks should avoid at all times (Paul 1979:
3-59; Sponberg 1992: 18-24). It should be highlighted that these positive and neg-
ative portrayals of female renouncers represent just two facets of multifarious con-
structs of femininity drawn from textual sources. As discussed by Salgado (2013:
11), contemporary Buddhist nuns frequently “challenge, ignore or simply bypass”
the rules that position them as inferior to monks. It may be inferred that this was

7 Foracomprehensive analysis of early Buddhist sources on the foundation of the nun’s order,
see Analayo 2016.

8 Research of modern Buddhist renouncers by Salgado (2013: 77-100) indicates that these
restrictive rules are perceived by many contemporary Sri Lankan nuns as marginal or
irrelevant.

9 For studies on the Therigatha, see Murcott 1991, Blackstone 2000, and Collett 2016.

10 The question of gender (in)equality in Buddhism is addressed in several studies: e.g., Cabezdn
1992; Gross 1993; Salgado 2013; Analayo 2016; Collett 2016.
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likewise the case in the past; indeed, archaeological records suggest that the nuns
may have been more independent, influential, and respected than what is implied
in the textual representations of them. For example, ancient Buddhist inscriptions,
especially those written before the end of the Gupta period, inform that nuns had
their own economic agency (Schopen 1997: 238-257; Barnes 2000: 17-36) and were
major donors, with significant independence and property ownership; hence, their
prescribed subordination to monks may have had “no bearing on their legal and
economic status” (Schopen 2014: 91). Nevertheless, it appears that from the middle
of the first millennium CE, for various reasons, records about Buddhist nuns became
increasingly sparse, implying that their social position may have gradually dimin-
ished (Paul 1985: 187-190; Schopen 1997: 250).

Jain Nuns

While Buddhist nuns probably more or less disappeared from the Indian subconti-
nent by the mediaeval period, the female renouncers of other traditions remained,
especially the seemingly unbroken institution of Jain nuns, spanning from the mid-
dle of the first millennium BCE to the present day. In contrast to Buddhist nuns who
have received significant scholarly attention in recent decades, research on Jain nuns
has been relatively scarce. Throughout history (until only recently), the Jain commu-
nity remained mostly confined to the Indian subcontinent, and their female renoun-
cers did not attract many Western scholars or practitioners, barring a few exceptions
such as Charlotte Krause (Banthia, Soni 1999) and several modern researchers (e.g.,
Fohr 2006; Sethi 2012). According to historical records, Jainism was probably found-
ed in northern India around the same time as Buddhism. The two traditions have
many parallels in their teachings, social institutions, and monastic organisation but
also major differences; above all, Jain monastics are expected to live a significantly
stricter ascetic life. Like Buddhists, Jains established monastic orders for monks and
nuns, supported by male and female lay communities, and formally positioned nuns
as inferior to monks."

Jains are broadly divided into two sects due to several doctrinal divergences,
which include different views on gender: the Svetambaras (“white clad”) believe that
women are able to achieve spiritual liberation, whereas the Digambaras (“sky clad”),
comprised of naked ascetics, claim that women need to be reborn as men in order
to be liberated (Dundas 2002: 45-59)."> Although both sects include male and female
renouncers, most nuns belong to the Svetambaras. Unlike other Indian renouncer
traditions, Jainism has an unusual gender ratio among monastics: it seems that from

11 Foragood overview of Jainism, see Dundas 2002.

12 For historical Jain debates on gender in which a distinction was made between biological sex
and the psychological and social construct of gender (a rather unique premodern text that
recognises these distinctions), see Jaini 1991.
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the very beginning until the present day, nuns have largely outnumbered monks.
According to the tradition, as stated in the Kalpasutra (§133-135), at the time of the
founder Mahavira, there were 36,000 nuns and 14,000 monks; in addition, women
also largely outnumbered men among the laity (Jaini 1979: 37). A similar ratio was
identified in the demographic overview of Jain monastics in modern times (Flligel
2006). Some scholars explain this ratio by proposing that nuns were prevalently ei-
ther widows or wives of ordained monks who would have presumably had several
wives before joining the order (Jaini 1979: 37). This supposition, often also claimed
for Indian female renouncers of other traditions, seems problematic and unground-
ed, as it divests women of any spiritual agency.” In the late 1990s, Sethi (2012) con-
ducted research with sixty-five contemporary Jain nuns and showed that they were
not widows but almost entirely young unmarried women who had freely chosen to
ordain, often despite family objections. They were highly inspired by their Jain tradi-
tion, especially the rich narrative literature, which provides strong positive images of
female ascetics and elevates asceticism as the most ideal possible life. Renunciation
was perceived by these women as a life of great independence, freedom, and op-
portunity to focus on the cultivation of detachment in the pursuit of spiritual goals
(Sethi 2012: 123-128).

As in all other Indic religious traditions, textual representations of Jain femininity
also feature contradictions and ambiguities, ranging from the valorisation of chaste
wives and pious nuns to misogynistic images of dangerous, lustful temptresses. On
the one hand, renunciation is presented as a mainly male pursuit, while women are
often portrayed as detrimental to male ascetics (ibid.: 62-66). On the other, female
renunciation is considered to be a legitimate and respected choice for women, and
the monastic institution regarded as protective of nuns’' chastity and hence a safe
environment for girls and women (Fohr 2006: 161).

Jain nuns lead itinerant lives, collect alms, and follow the same rules as monks
based on the five vows of total non-violence, truthfulness, non-stealing, celibacy, and
detachment (Dundas 2002: 157-160). They are highly respected and generously sup-
ported by the lay community, especially within their kin networks from which many
nuns are recruited. Although normatively subordinate to monks, they would often
(indirectly) supersede the norms and consider themselves to be equal to monks in
their social position and spiritual potential (Fohr 2006: 167). Occasionally, they even
challenge the rules, as exemplified by a group of nuns from the Sthanakavasi sect
who attempted to abolish male hegemony in the ascetic ranks in the 1980s (Sethi
2012: 212-214). Although in the last few decades some groups of nuns have been in-
creasingly engaged in social work, particularly in the health services and education
(ibid.: 177-180), thus reflecting changes in twentieth-century India, their main con-
cern remains religious practice, encompassing the cultivation of detachment in the

13 According to Jain customary law, Jain widows would inherit their dead husband'’s property
and would not be destitute (Sethi 2012: 90-93); hence, they would have no economic
incentive to ordain.
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pursuit of liberation. Their understanding of being female in the monastic context is
primarily shown in their choice of the path of renunciation.

Hindu Female Ascetics

Apart from Jain nuns, there have been many other groups of female renouncers in
India, usually designated under the umbrella term “Hindu ascetics” (Denton 2004;
Clémentin Ojha 2012). The resources and research on Hindu female ascetics of the
past and present are very sparse, and only in the last few decades have they received
some scholarly attention (e.g., Denton 2004; Khandelwal 2009; Bevilacqua 2017).
One of the reasons for this paucity of information is that their communities have
been dispersed among numerous sects and groups, and there is no known record
of any exclusively female Hindu renouncer tradition before the twentieth century.
As discussed above, according to the textual records, the Brahmanical path of re-
nunciation was only accessible to men; nevertheless, this model was continuously
challenged, particularly with the emergence and expansion of theistic and Tantric
movements in India, which were open to all classes and genders. From the mediae-
val period onwards, several literary accounts inform about female ascetics, mystics,
and saints. Moreover, female renouncers also speak by themselves: for example, the
famous yogini Lal Ded from fourteenth-century Kashmir (Hoskote 2013) or the saint
and poet Mirabai from the sixteenth century (Hawley, Juergensmeyer 2004) spoke
in their own voices of their spiritual path, ecstasy, and the joy of liberation, and thus
contributed to the vast depository of Indian devotional and mystical literature. They
embodied spiritual liberation for women; however, because their status was consid-
ered divine and thus outside the human domain, they were exceptional individuals
and, though inspiring, not role models for women at large (Clémentin Ojha 2012).
Within the abundant and long-standing Indian renouncer tradition, Hindu fe-
male renouncers were always marginal; women would join various male monastic
groups or orders (sampradadya), provided that they were open to them. Various Sakta
and Tantric ascetic groups were perhaps most welcoming: they honour the female
body as sacred and consider all women to share in the Goddess nature. Consequent-
ly, they grant women reverence, authority, and independence, and frequently re-
ject or even reverse the Brahmanical ideas of purity and asceticism (Khanna 2000).
Though not mainstream, Tantrism has for centuries provided a domain where wom-
en have been respected despite the overarching constraints of patriarchy.
Generally, Hindu female renouncers share the same aims, practices, and insti-
tutions as their male counterparts within the particular group or tradition to which
they belong. They undergo a form of initiation and bear specific visual signs of their
affiliation such as bodily marks, shaven, loose, or matted hair, and white, red, or saf-
fron clothes; these signs are vital for signifying the renouncer’s identity, affiliation,
and related spiritual practices. In their pursuit of liberation, they mostly observe
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celibacy, cultivate austerities, have various dietary restrictions, and perform a range
of rituals, prayers, or meditations. There has been a remarkable plurality of Hindu
female renouncers, and in contrast to their male counterparts, becoming an initi-
ated female renouncer would involve a major shift — from the religious practices
expected of laywomen, which are almost entirely dedicated to the welfare of others
(primarily the husband and sons), to the life of a renouncer whose main religious fo-
cus is on themselves in the pursuit of self-liberation (Denton 2004: 34). Their links to
society vary widely, hence the dichotomy of worldly/non-worldly applies to female
renouncers to a significantly lesser extent than it does to their male counterparts:
women can take celibacy vows and follow ascetic practices while staying in the do-
mestic environment, or join a renouncer group and live a relatively stationary life, or
become itinerant ascetics without retaining any family ties.

It was only in the twentieth century that predominantly or exclusively female
monastic orders within Hinduism were established in India, reflecting the significant
changes of the time such as colonial subjugation, encounters with Christianity, and
the Hindu reformist movement (Sinclair Brull 1997: 7-22; Bachetta 2002: 157-176;
Singh 200: 171-201). Perhaps the most well-known modern monastic group, with
numerous centres worldwide, is that of the Brahma Kumaris, established in 1937.
Despite being established by a man, it is largely comprised of female renouncers
and run by women. This movement could be viewed, on the one hand, as a kind of
feminist movement within “a distinctively Hindu idiom” (Babb 1986: 107) or, on the
other, as a patriarchal attempt to control female sexuality (Chowdhry 1996: 2312).
Their spiritual practice specially emphasises celibacy, since sexuality is viewed as the
source of oppression for women in Hindu society. The movement represents a cri-
tique of traditional social structures that subordinate women in marriage, stating
that husbands are not worthy of veneration and that female primeval divine status,
autonomy, and freedom are gained through celibacy (Babb 1986: 141).

Often no clear boundaries are perceived between widows and female renounc-
ers in modern India; one of the reasons may be in the similar appearance of certain
groups of female renouncers who, like widows, dress in white, shave their head, and
practice asceticism (Denton 2004: 19-21). This assumption is not only made for mod-
ern Hindu female renouncers but, interestingly, even projected onto early Buddhist
and Jain nuns. Sweeping statements that deny female renouncers any agency are
very problematic, and as shown in more recent research (Denton 2004: 41-55; Sethi
2012: 221-225), most female renouncers in India are not “victims” who are pushed to
the margins of society, but on the contrary, it is their choice to dedicate their lives to
asceticism and spiritual goals.

From what was said above, it may be proposed that the path of female renunci-
ation constitutes the domain where Indian women have been able to articulate their
agency the most. It is expressed mainly as the freedom to choose a way of life that is
conducive to the pursuit of liberation, culminating in the transcendence of any con-
struct of self or social agency, and is considered, in line with the overarching Indian
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renouncer tradition, to be ultimately beyond all opposites. Thus, the classic dichot-
omies of public/private, lay/monastic, and worldly/non-worldly cannot easily be im-
posed on female renouncers, and modern attempts to construct a narrative about
them can be contested (Salgado 2013: 30). The issues and perspectives explored by
researchers may not at all be relevant for the renouncers who are the subject of re-
search, since the cultural translation in theorising religion is prevalently conducted
from the perspective of secular Western liberalism, as argued by Salgado (ibid.: 21-
76) in her study of modern Buddhist nuns. To illustrate, from the Buddhist perspec-
tive, female renunciation is not so much about the liberation of self (from the con-
straints of patriarchal society) but rather the liberation from self, i.e., freedom from
any construct of an “I,” ideally to be achieved through the cultivation of detachment
and the relinquishment of the social self (Ditrich 2017: 158-160). In this light, terms
such as “power,” “freedom,” and “equality” that have inevitably informed discussions
about female renouncers and are linked to subjectivity and identity may need to be
re-examined and used in a different sense (Salgado 2013: 197). Consequently, the
issue of the un-translatability between different discourses (i.e., liberal universalistic
Western and Buddhist) should be revisited, but primarily, female renouncers should
be allowed not only to speak for themselves but also to be listened to more carefully.

In debating the various frameworks and discourses, it is proposed here that all
the approaches that draw from textual and oral sources and investigate within vari-
ous paradigms may be considered to be both necessary and valid: in studying female
renouncer tradition(s), multiple facets need to be uncovered, as each one constructs
its own standpoint and contributes to a more holistic representation.'* Through di-
verse frameworks, the interplay of a range of conditions, causes, and parameters
that contribute to the female renouncers’ lives could emerge, and coexisting multi-
ple frameworks could perhaps even serve as an incentive for creating new method-
ological premises outside the extant scholarly research of female renunciation.

By way of recapitulation, it is evident that the ever-evolving Indian female re-
nouncer tradition is by far too complex and multivalent, embracing numerous ambiv-
alences and contradictions, to allow for generalisations; for every statement made, a
counterexample can also be found. Nevertheless, some parameters or themes that
seem to be frequently shared by most female renouncer groups in India deserve
to be highlighted. Firstly, their diversity is significant: throughout history, the Indi-
an female renouncer tradition has been dynamic and ever-changing, giving way to
innovation as well as new doctrines and practices. In spite of their heterogeneity,
they share the overarching common goal of the Indian renouncer tradition, i.e., the
pursuit of liberation through various forms of asceticism, particularly celibacy and
the cultivation of detachment. Their organisation varies: some live in large institu-
tions (particularly the Jain monastics) and others in smaller, decentralised groups,

14 Insuchanapproach,inspiration may be drawn from the ancient Jain doctrine of anekdntavada
(“doctrine on many-sidedness”), which embraces all standpoints as incomplete yet valid, as
they are partial expressions of the totality (Dundas 1992: 229).
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but nearly all of them are affiliated to organisations led by male renouncers who
are normatively positioned as their superiors (though female renouncers would fre-
quently consider this irrelevant). Female renouncers seem to have been more inte-
grated into society than their male counterparts: they would commonly have closer
links with their particular community and especially with their kin networks. Central
to female (and male) renunciation is their lifestyle, encompassing ascetic practices,
celibacy, and particular dress codes, whereas their beliefs and doctrinal premises are
rather secondary.

INDIAN FEMALE RENOUNCERS AND CATHOLIC NUNS:
REFLECTIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

As mentioned in the beginning of this paper, this research forms part of a larger
project investigating female Catholic missionaries in twentieth-century India. It aims
to present a panoramic historical outline of female renouncers in India, which would
serve as a backdrop for the investigation of the encounters between Catholic nuns
and indigenous Indian female renouncers.

As underlined by Singh (2000: 8), a considerable body of textual accounts on
India by Christian missionaries is available, but surprisingly little is known about the
perspective of the receiving culture regarding the perceptions of, interactions with,
and responses to Catholic female missionaries among the recipients, i.e., Indians of
various religious backgrounds and social classes, and especially women and female
renouncers who may have perceived Catholic nuns differently from their male coun-
terparts. Hence, by way of conclusion, this paper enquires whether one of the mul-
tiple parameters contributing to the reception of Christianity in India (and Catholic
nuns in particular) could have been the millennia-long Indian renouncer tradition,
with its inherent respect for any individual opting for the spiritual path. To explore
this question, some of the main commonalities between the Christian and Indian
female renouncer traditions will be briefly noted, and a few directions proposed for
further research.

Firstly, both female renouncer traditions have a long history and share the sim-
ilar aim of spiritual liberation or salvation, though understood within very different
frameworks and founded on distinct doctrinal assumptions. A commonality could
be found in the monotheistic Christian faith in one God, which may have resonated
with the Hindu devotion to a god or goddess, considered to be one of the many
paths to spiritual liberation. Particularly within the theistic movements, Indian fe-
male renouncers would often perceive their life of chastity and devotion as a sort of
marriage to the deity they worship (Hawley, Juergensmeyer 2004); hence, the ques-
tion can be posed whether and to what extent this Indian devotional attitude could
be comparable to the representation of Catholic nuns as “brides of Christ.”
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Another overlap between the two traditions lies in the area of social action, per-
ceived as a spiritual path. Although the Indian renouncer tradition is founded on the
premise that worldly life is intrinsically problematic and cannot be fundamentally
“improved,” but should instead be transcended by leaving behind the cycle of re-
births, social engagement as a spiritual path was not completely absent (e.g., from
the idea of renunciation in action in the Bhagavadagita to revalorisation of asceticism
linked to social action by Gandhi). However, explicit social work was not taken as a
central religious practice until the changes brought about by the colonial experience
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (e.g., the Ramakrishna Mission;
see Sinclair-Brull 1997). In comparison, the focus on the social engagement of Catho-
lic nuns, though more pronounced among certain orders than others, received a
major stimulus in the twentieth century, with the primary aim to engage with the
oppressed, poor, and sick. Conversely, in the Indian religious discourse, difficult life
circumstances are commonly perceived to result from one’s karma, and thus renun-
ciation is commonly understood as a path to a better future life or complete spiritual
liberation. Still, social action as a spiritual practice, albeit not the main path for re-
nouncers, has a long history in India and is therefore not considered to be entirely
alien to spiritual practice; thus, we may ask whether the Indian tradition of social ac-
tion may have played a role in allowing Catholic nuns to engage in social missionary
activities, understood by the receiving culture as legitimate spiritual practice.

A further important commonality between the two traditions is monasticism:
despite a great variety of decentralised groups and affiliations among Indian female
renouncers, some are organised in larger monastic institutions such as Jain nuns, and
thus they bear comparison with Catholic monasticism. Both Jainism and Catholicism
uphold the ideal of the renunciation of worldly life, including celibacy and ethical
living. For Catholic monastics, this would involve vows of poverty, chastity, and obe-
dience across all denominations, whereas the vows and practices are more diverse
among Indian renouncers. For Indian ascetics, their external appearance, including
particular dress codes, hairstyles, and other signs, is a vital corollary, signifying the
renouncer’s identity and social recognition, whereas their doctrinal views and be-
liefs, which are of an exceptional variety and fluidity among the various traditions,
would be less important. Traditionally, the dress code also defined Catholic nuns,
but it was never a central component, since their faith was considered of preeminent
significance. Hence, in contrast to Indian renouncers, many female Catholic orders
in the twentieth century, after the Second Vatican Council in 1965, replaced their
traditional habit for lay clothes; it may be worth investigating how indigenous Indian
Catholic nuns perceived and adjusted to this innovation.

Yet another significant commonality between the two traditions is female em-
powerment through renunciation, which may serve, within the constraints of patri-
archy, as a platform for expressing female agency, though understood within rather
different contexts. The focus of Indian laywomen on serving others (mainly their hus-
band and family) would shift through renunciation to their own pursuit of spiritual
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liberation (Denton 2004: 34), whereas for modern Catholic female missionaries, the
path to salvation is primarily envisaged by serving others (mainly the poor, sick, and
destitute). Hence, in their serving roles, female Christian missionaries were often
perceived as maternal figures (Singh 2000: 25), and consequently, it can be asked
whether, with their maternal image, they may have been regarded within the preva-
lent Indian patriarchy as more acceptable (and less threatening) to the religious and
political structures than their male counterparts.

As indicated in these preliminary reflections and questions, the religious con-
text of India, which Catholic nuns entered in the twentieth century, may have had a
sufficient intersecting space between the two discourses, which could be viewed as
one of many historical conditions that would have provided the grounds for Chris-
tian nuns to be accepted and understood, however differently. This paper suggests
that the commonalities between the Catholic and indigenous Indian renouncers
may have been one of the parameters that contributed to the recognition, respect,
and support of Christian nuns in India during the colonial era and allowed them to
engage in communal activities, which may have been perceived by the recipient cul-
ture as one of many legitimate spiritual practices. Undoubtedly, these contentions,
questions, and suggestions require further exploration and scholarly attention.
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POVZETEK

ODPOVED INDIJSKIH ZENSK POSVETNEMU ZIVLJENJU: POZABLJENO
POGLAVJEV ZGODOVINI INDIJSKIH RELIGIJ

Tamara DITRICH

Avtorica polozaj Zensk v indijskih asketskih tradicijah obravnava z namenom
predstavitve SirSega indijskega verskega konteksta, v katerega so vstopale in v njem
delovale katoliske misijonarke. Raziskava, na kateri sloni prispevek, je del Sirsega razi-
skovalnega projekta o delovanju slovenskih katoliskih misijonark v kolonialni Indiji v
20. stoletju.

Prispevek najprej uvede vectisocletno tradicijo indijskega asketizma in monasti-
cizma ter orise njihove glavne verske predpostavke in prakse. Pri tem se osredotoca
na poloZzaj zensk v starih indijskih asketskih tradicijah — temu podro¢ju so tako tra-
dicionalni indijski viri kot sodobni znanstveniki doslej posvecali le malo pozornosti.
Odpoved posvetnemu zivljenju kot poti k duhovni osvoboditvi ima v Indiji starodav-
ne korenine, o ¢emer pricajo Ze najstarejsa besedila iz prvega tisocletja pr. n. st. Naj-
vecja zakladnica informacij o asketskih gibanjih so tri glavne staroindijske duhovne
tradicije - brahmanizem (oz. hinduizem), budizem in dzainizem. V okviru omenjenih
treh tradicij prispevek kriticno raziskuje (z razli¢nih perspektiv) viogo Zensk, njiho-
vo avtonomijo in druzbene omejitve. Predstavi konstrukt normativnih postavk za
Zenske v brahmanizmu ter razpravlja o prvih monasti¢nih Zenskih redovih v budiz-
mu in dZainizmu.

Avtorica ugotavlja, da je vectisocletna tradicija indijskih Zenskih asketinj in nun
iziemno kompleksna in mnogovrstna ter zaobjema 3tevilne ambivalentnosti in na-
sprotja, a je po njenem mnenju mogoce identificirati nekaj glavnih tem, ki so skupne
vecini asketskih in monasti¢nih skupin. Najbolj vseobsegajoca skupna tema vseh tra-
dicij je njihov cilj — pot do duhovne osvoboditve, ki vklju¢uje odpoved posvetnemu
Zivljenju, raznolike asketske prakse in celibat. Asketinje, ki so Zivele v okviru razli¢nih
institucij, od velikih monasti¢nih organizacij (npr. dZzainske nune) do manjsih decen-
traliziranih skupin, so bile vedno normativno podrejene moskim, a so svojo podreje-
nost pogosto dozivljale kot nerelevantno.

Na koncu prispevka avtorica razmislja o srecanju katoliskega in indijskega ver-
skega diskurza in skusa identificirati pomembna sticis¢a med indijskimi asketinja-
mi in katoliskimi nunami. Pri tem se sprasuje, ali niso prav ta sticis¢a pripomogla k
temu, da so bile katoliske misijonarke v kolonialni Indiji delezne podpore Indijcev, ki
so morda njihovo druzbeno angaZiranost razumeli kot eno od legitimnih duhovnih
praks v indijskih religijah.
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THE TONGUE IS MIGHTIER THAN THE PRINTING PRESS?
REFLECTIONS ON THE PRODUCTION OF ORAL HISTORIES
AND ON LANGUAGES OF LEGITIMATION

Benjamin ZACHARIAH'
COBISS 1.01

ABSTRACT

The Tongue is Mightier than the Printing Press? Reflections on the Production
of Oral Histories and on Languages of Legitimation

The article is a set of reflections on the uses of oral history in a communicative endeav-
our that succeeds very often in effacing the role of the interviewer even as the de-
mands of self-reflexivity insist on centring that role. The author consider cases where
there is neither a clearly defined interviewer nor interviewee, nor is there an attempt
to write down experiences as history. Following this, it asks what can be told in or by
oral histories when the communication that produces them seeks to recover other-
wise inaccessible histories and memories, but must use languages of legitimation that
often cannot speak clearly about those inaccessible histories and memories.

KEY WORDS: legitimation, writing, history, reification, collective memory

IZVLECEK

Ali je jezik mocnejsi od tiskane besede? Razmisljanja o produkciji ustnih zgodovin
in jezikih legitimitete

Clanek prinasa nekaj razmislekov o uporabi ustne zgodovine v komunikaciji, v kateri
je vloga sprasevalca pogosto podcenjena, Ceprav bi potreba po samorefleksiji ter-
jala ravno nasprotno. Avtor navaja primere brez jasno opredeljenega sprasevalca in
intervjuvanca, kakor tudi brez zapisa dogajanja kot zgodbe. Posledi¢no se sprasuje,
kaj vse ustna zgodovina lahko sporoca, ¢e si komunikacija, v kateri nastajajo ustni
zgodovinski viri, prizadeva ozivljati sicer nedostopne pripovedi in spomine, hkrati pa
mora uporabljati neki jezik legitimitete, ki pa teh pogosto ni sposoben jasno izraziti.
KLJUCNE BESEDE: legitimiteta, pisanje, pripoved, reifikacija, kolektivni spomin
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INTRODUCTION

The trouble with oral history has been documented at length by several of its prac-
titioners, opponents and sceptics. It is still agreed, however, that oral histories open
up areas that other histories fail to reach: the tongue is more flexible than the pen
or the printing press in many respects. But how can communication happen with-
out articulation in languages that are legitimate to both speaker and listener, to in-
terviewer and interviewee? And what if that common language cannot be found?
Historians have been uncomfortable with oral history for the recovery of event-his-
tory, but many have been persuaded of the value of oral history for the recovery of
subjectivities or affect. This is congruent with the cultural or civilizational hierarchy
usually implied between the oral and the written; and as there has been an implied
progression from the first to the second, the latter has usually been seen as a higher
form of “culture”, though there have also been tendencies to reverse that hierarchy.
However, the former is not replaced or effaced by the latter: as Jack Goody once
put it, “it is a mistake to divide 'cultures' into the oral and the written: it is rather the
oral and the oral plus the written, printed, etc. This being the case, for the individual
there is always the problem of the interaction between the registers and the uses,
between the so-called oral and the written traditions” (Goody 1987: xii).

It is this problem of interaction, in the field of oral history, that this essay seeks to
address. Much of it is concerned with the tension between two situations: the first, in
which what one says about the historical work one does, in being written down, ceas-
es to be legitimate, because it is based on the consensus, entre nous, that we as pro-
fessionals know what we are doing, and that we understand and obey the standards
of a self-regulating profession to which we all hold one another; however, if we write
it down, it is often subject to forms of scrutiny that make it clear that as oral history
it is not worth the paper it is written on. In the second situation, this seems at first
glance to be the other way around: in the production of oral histories by interviewer
and interviewee, the interviewee’s memories become history when the interviewer
writes it down, and mere memory ascends the ladder of knowledge hierarchies to
legitimate history.

As they went about writing down oral accounts, “oral historians” were produc-
ing a reification of some forms of memory as history, which in their own framework
as much as that of their interviewees was more legitimate than mere “memory”,
taking us back to Maurice Halbwachs in the 1920s, who believed that “collective
memory” had to be carefully taught (Halbwachs 1992 [1925]), and to Pierre Nora in
the 1980s and 1990s, where he conceded that historians were themselves “sites of
memory” (Nora 1989: 7). Historians, and oral historians prominently so, were dem-
ocratically inventing traditions (Hobsbawm, Ranger 1983) whose claims to validity,
depth, or longevity was difficult to assess, and could be used to bolster parochial
narratives of “community” (a word that occurs with alarming regularity in a number
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of oral histories written down), or to produce or disarm languages of legitimation
(Skinner 1988; Zachariah 2005: 13-14; 2019: 129-148). It was clear that event-histo-
ry is hard to find in oral accounts: people misremember events, and/or transpose
them to times and spaces where they make more psychological sense (Portelli 1991;
Polishuk 1998). It follows that there are situations in which the sitting together of
interviewer and interviewee does not produce a narrative that deviates significantly
from an established, conventionalised language of legitimation. By “languages of
legitimation” we are referring to the need, according to the normative rules of a
given communicative context, to tailor your argument to fit an available language;
you could manoeuvre away from that language and innovate, but not without ref-
erence to that language, which as a result becomes a constraining as well as a legit-
imating frame (Skinner 1988).

Two examples that can be used to illustrate this are that of partition narratives
from South Asia, and tales of academic plagiarism that academics recount to one
another but do not write down, in any public sense." In the first case, the disjuncture
between the written record and oral histories is often stark; but there is an almost
Stakhanovite desire to produce more oral histories, as museums, universities and
hordes of researchers vie with each other in a scramble for the memories of those
about to die. In the case of academic plagiarism, the proliferation of narratives
among professionals in the field, to the occasional horror of non-academics who
overhear these discussions, is not matched at all by a serious public debate on the
matter; and indeed, no attempt to write down oral histories of plagiarism, given that
it is far from rare, can proceed without a delegitimation of the profession.

| started thinking seriously about this subject after a series of discussions that
began with my being invited to speak in Ljubljana on the possibilities and limita-
tions of oral history as part of a project called “Slovene Women Missionaries in India:
A Forgotten Chapter in Intercultural Relations”. This involved tracing the life stories
of twelve Slovene nuns (all but one of whom are dead), who had gone to India in
the course of the 20th century. The project relies heavily on doing oral history, and
much of this is second-“generation” testimony, given the death of the original pro-
tagonists. The questions of how their stories are told, which are raised in other essays
of the special issue of this journal, must take into account the tensions between a
(theological?) language of legitimacy that befits the needs and imperatives of the
Catholic Church and the orders of which they were a part; but their ability to tell their
stories at all requires an ability to deviate from or manoeuvre within that language
of legitimacy; and also to find a communicative register in which to speak to those
who are not a part of that language community. My essay here is a response, with
different material, to what | regard as analogous problems.

1 Traces might of course be found in traditional written sources as historians write notes or
letters to one another, or increasingly in emails or posts on social media.
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| should include a caveat here. As with so many “theoretical” or “(self-)reflexive”
essays that claim to address disciplinary problems, this too is an essay by a non-prac-
titioner of the craft that the author claims to assess: my attempts at oral history have
been colossal failures.? And so it goes that failures turn into methodological reflections.

ORAL HISTORY: THE (WRITTEN) STORY SO FAR

Historians like their evidence to be dead. Dead people don't talk back. And you can
fix what they say in terms of something that has already left a written trace, knowing
full well that the written trace is a very small part of the theoretical set of things that
“happened”. Anthropologists, on the other hand, so they say (or so | have gathered
in some conversations I've had with anthropologists), live with live people, and write
about people’s “life worlds”, with a methodology that seems to rely on “somebody
told me”, tempered by “l was there for long enough to know” (which is an interesting
comparison to the historians’ “it's more complicated than that”, followed by silence
as you await an explanation). Since these conversations were not written down, once
can of course ask me “How do you know you actually had this conversation?” and |
can say “l can't tell you but actually | did”, or that | have a few notes and a diary saying
that | had that conversation, but | could have made that up as well. Oral history is not
very different from the anthropologists’ “somebody told me”, and without the tem-
pering factor of a long presence, because it is usually in retrospect, about events that
happened “in the past” (how long ago is the past?), and (more so) about latter-day
processing of those events: most oral historians would not be looking for event-his-
tory in their work. All of this is of course not always borne out by the written accounts
of what anthropologists say they do, or what oral historians say they do, after they
have been allowed to clean up the glitches and present their work as “wissenschaft-
lich”. And then, of course, it takes you to the fact that any kind of encounter between
two human beings being communicative is not about what actually happened in
the past or present, but about how two people are trying to manoeuvre each other
into a context where they get something out of each other in the present, and gov-
erned by relatively non-methodological concerns such as whether they like or dislike
one another (Yow 1997).

If we look at this from our current standpoint, after what we might consider the
postmodern and postcolonial diversion where we as historians were interested in
subjectivities but at the same time interested in judging these subjectivities against

2 My favourite instance of this was when, during a project on how “development” was under-
stood in the 1930s and ‘40s, | was disturbed that my interviewee appeared to be reproducing
Ashis Nandyisms from the 1980s, which would hardly have been available to him as a young
man, and which by now most people outside those in the wave so named will no longer rec-
ognise. When he started a sentence with “as my friend Ashis Nandy said ...", | was of course
able to reposition the interview as part of the 1980s post/antidevelopmental moment (Ben-
jamin Zachariah, interview with anonymised respondent, Delhi, November 1996).
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some kind of nonbhistorical or superhistorical norm (the “enormous condescension
of posterity”, in E. P. Thompson'’s famous phrase) (E. P. Thompson 1963: 12), there was
the problem of readings of history beyond and outside the context that was avail-
able to historical players in their own times. In some ways, oral historians are doing
exactly that: they are dealing with people’s memories after the event, several years
down the line where the framing of the material is very different, and the original
“trace”, not stabilised by being written down in its own time, cannot be separated
from the framing.

It was of course once assumed, and still mostly is, that oral histories were impor-
tant because they were more “democratic” (Anderson et al. 1987; Perks, Thomson
1998; Abrams 2010; Perks, Thomson 2015; Yow 2015; Thompson 2017). “[T]he richest
possibilities for oral history lie within the development of a more socially conscious
and democratic history”, Paul Thompson wrote in The Voice of the Past in 1978, a
text that has become, in successive editions, the standard handbook or gospel, de-
pending on one’s preferred metaphor, for oral histories and oral historians (Thomp-
son 1978, reprinted in Thompson 2000: viii). (It was not before the 3 edition that
Thompson'’s Voices offered a definition of oral history, not his own, but that of the
New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary from the 1990s: “tape-recorded historical infor-
mation drawn from the speaker’s personal knowledge; the use or interpretation of
this as an academic subject”: P.Thompson 2000: xi). Oral history provided interviewer
and interviewee with the ability to co-author the histories of which they were a part;
indeed, this could be the living embodiment of the meanings of “history” as both
past-ness and the processing and making sense of the past in the present. Could it
then be said that oral history was a communicative endeavour that succeeded very
often in effacing the role of the interviewer even as the demands of self-reflexivity
insist on centring that role? The co-authorship idea, of course, still implicitly assumed
the primacy of interviewer over interviewee, for who would expect an ordinary per-
son with memories to record to seek out an interviewer in order to record his or her
memories as history? There was also more than a hint of social engineering implied
in the selection of subject. “As oral historians, we need to develop techniques that
will encourage women to say the unsaid” (Anderson et al. 1987: 104). The desire that
history be relevant and “public”, and indeed accessible to its protagonists, was also
to lead to an insistence that professionals had no particular insight into history that
was qualitatively better by any standards than the public understanding of history.
And ironically, it was a Raphael Samuel from the Communist Party of Great Britain's
renowned Historians Group rather than a right-wing populist who paved the way to
“heritage” being reclaimed as public history (Samuel 1994, 1998; Scott Brown 2017).

The harmonious development of non-antagonistic and co-existing forms of
oral history was usually assumed by its practitioners, though sometimes not: in-
deed, the 3 edition of Voices notes “the potential seeds for sectarian fragmenta-
tions”, in part already reflected in a diversification of the terminology of oral history
practices; but this acknowledgment appears only in the preface, which glosses over
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it quickly (P. Thompson 2000: xii). (A West German tradition of oral history that did
not assume a non-confrontational and shared language of legitimation between in-
terviewer and interviewee, dealing with the Nazi past or denazification, existed, for
instance, even as West German historians acknowledged the influence of American
models of oral history: for a retrospective account see Niethammer 2017.) Strangely
enough, the idea that conflictual situations produce oral histories that are not nec-
essarily celebratory or “self-making and indeed can exacerbate memories of trauma
and vulnerability or generate tragedy by making interviewees vulnerable to retribu-
tion or retaliation, and that the oral historian had a responsibility to do no harm, was
a long time in becoming the profession’s common sense” (Yow 1995; A. Thomson
2007). This was to some extent an “insight” intensified by the Yugoslav wars of suc-
cession and secession, and the Rwandan massacres (Jessee 2011), even as “trauma”
entered a burgeoning field of “memory studies”, mostly as an offshoot of studies of
the massacres of European Jewry during the Second World War, and the idea of a
trauma that passed (via “collective memory”?) to the next generation and beyond
(La Capra 1999, 2001).

PARTITION NARRATIVES FROM SOUTH ASIA

Oral histories of the Partition of India fit very well into the themes of democratisation
and of trauma. When these oral histories made their appearance, readers had been
acclimatised to treating the event-history of Partition in terms of an archival narra-
tive of political negotiations of a “transfer of power” on the one hand, and a “com-
munal war of succession” on the other; and connections between even those two
narratives were difficult to establish (Asim Roy 1990; Zachariah 2004: 120-138; Dwai-
payan Sen 2012). A dark counterpoint to these historical narratives had always ex-
isted: eyewitness accounts published as first-person and sometimes autobiograph-
ical narratives (Khosla 1949; Moon 1962) or fictionalised studies of the horrors (Raza
1994 [1967]; Sahni 2001 [1974]; Manto 2014 [c. 1947]). The difficulties with first-person
accounts are those of verifiability, of course; and the incomprehension with which
contemporaries encountered the events as they happened of course made it par-
ticularly important to process the experiences and to give them some meaning in
retrospect. Perhaps Manto’s relentless and brutal telling of small anecdotes drawn
from the wider carnage was one way to make sense of brutality by recounting it in
its utter banality, like the story of a Sikh man'’s frustrated love for a Jewish woman in
Karachi, her attempt to help him find and rescue the object of his current affections,
and her consequent death: the story is told in a manner in which characters live
amidst impending death without taking their own likely death too seriously (Manto
2014 [c. 1947]: 58-72).

If we, on the other hand, want to follow the proliferation of stories about partition
that are narrated in (written) collections of interviews (which makes them different
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from what is retold in memoirs, but exactly why is probably an interesting question,
taking into account the different communicative contexts), framed by the expecta-
tions of affect, we might consider that they are often lies; and probably often delib-
erate ones as well. Told by interviewees to interviewers in different socio-political
contexts, where the demands and expectations of each are shifting, this is where it
is possible, and imperative, to observe that idioms of expression conform to langua-
ges of legitimation; and when that language of legitimation is uncertain, interviewer
and interviewee play out a guessing game where they fluctuate among different
such languages. But there are not only lies to be had of these situations: lies emerge
when it becomes impossible to acknowledge a difficult transgression, for instance
that the interviewee was a member of a paramilitary organisation that conducted
organised killing and looting of property, and was involved in ethnic cleansing (a ret-
rospective term but one that was already in use by the 1990s when the interviewing
wave began); the presence of “abducted women” in one’s family. Equally, interviews
often broke such silences, for instance in the case of the “abducted”, who were of-
ten women who were forcibly removed from their families and claimed as property
by members of another “community”, but were also sometimes women who made
active choices for practical or affective reasons to live with a man, but (even when
they lived according to the new religions) were often considered implicit outsiders
(again, this is sometimes better captured in fiction: see Sidhwa 1988). The “abducted
women” were a question of the national honour of two new states and were treated
as such (Menon, Bhasin 1998); what they might have wanted was less important, and
“rescuing” abducted women by tearing them away from their new circumstances to
“return” them to their communities and the states that claimed those communities
was one way of ensuring a miserable and stigmatised life afterwards. These stories
are recounted, but the overall narrative gravitates back to one of a temporary mad-
ness that afflicted everyone, which sits rather badly with another narrative that also
makes its appearance: that of the impossibility of forgiving “them” for what they
have done to “us”, or equally, that “they” have now been forgiven by “us”: reconcilia-
tion and forgiveness stories also make good affective material.

Given that potential to read the fluctuations in legitimating languages, it is pe-
culiar that the difficulties with these accounts largely do not emerge as points of
discussion among oral historians/ interviewers to the extent that they ought: for
instance, one very well-known collection of accounts of partition experiences was
published after 1992, a landmark date in the history of the legitimating vocabular-
ies of South Asia; and the interviews were done on either side of that date. But the
accounts produced take no account of this (Butalia 1998). 1992 was the date of the
mobilisation of self-proclaimed “Hindu” mobs by the fascist party that as | write is in
government in India, the Bharatiya Janata Party, to destroy a 16" century mosque in
Ayodhya. The subsequent breakdown of an old language of legitimacy is of interest:
suddenly, the presence of Hindu sectarians and the legitimacy of openly anti-Mus-
lim sentiments was palpable (see Ludden 1996). Butalia foregrounds the anti-Sikh
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pogroms in Delhi in 1984 in the aftermath of the assassination of Indira Gandhi by
her Sikh bodyguards, itself a response to her ordering the army into the Golden Tem-
ple in Amritsar in pursuit of “militants”; and goes on to place the Ayodhya demoli-
tions and accompanying and subsequent violence in the same continuum; but she
comments not on the changes to ways of speaking legitimately about intercommu-
nal relations, saying instead that Partition “could not so easily be put away” and it
“lived on in so many people’s lives” (Butalia 1998: 6-7).

Many stories are nonetheless told in whispers, and never written down. A Sikh
family in which an uncle’s wife, as she got older, expressed a desire to be buried: nev-
er, of course, acknowledged by the rest of the family. However loudly and publicly
she said it, this was considered an eccentricity of old age. She was of course cremated
when she died, but some younger members of the family had figured something out:
“It was only then that we started thinking, she must have been one of the abducted
women.” Fictional accounts are often able to be more direct: Manto’s short stories
are clear that the narrative about partition that one hears from “Zeitzeugen” - wit-
nesses to the time — are not accurate. “We all went mad”, is the oral history narrative
- epitomised and backed up by the (written) history of Gandhi as Lord Mountbatten’s
“one-man boundary force” in 1947, and the story of his securing from communities
(by which is meant their leaders) a semblance of peace at Noakhali after the riots
there in October 1946. But Noakhali was when Gandhi came after the violence had
subsided: the local political influencer Golam Sarwar Hosain had had his revenge on
the Roy family, and remorse could now be shown, often by people who were not
directly involved in the violence but took it upon themselves to be remorseful on be-
half of their “community” (S. Roy 1999). In Manto’s world, armed bands of men looted
property, raped women and murdered everyone they could - and the motives were
not community honour, but much baser instincts were at play. And this is more in
consonance with what we know from archival research: local goondas and organised
paramilitary gangs had been operating for years under the patronage of every polit-
ical party and faction, and their moment had finally come (Maclean, Zachariah 2019).

Still, it has become something of an industry to collect narratives of partition
among “oral historians”. In a car park in Lucknow, the former capital of Awadh, a
city of romantic legends and culinary fantasies, | once sat in on a conference call
among people working on the partition of Partition narratives, which appears to be
a prominent candidate for the dominant oral history project of our times; and | had
an all-too-expensive coffee at Khan Market with the person widely seen as the mas-
termind of the project, a former physicist whose Indian (Punjabi) roots contributed
to her interest in the project.* A hundred-odd people, it can be crudely estimated (or
the estimate, being from among those working in the project, might be an overes-
timate), in three South Asian countries, had been engaged in conducting interviews

3 Zachariah and anonymised colleague, conversation on a bridge in Zirich, Switzerland, 2014.
4 https://calhum.org/1947-partition-archive-project-director-interview/ (24. 4. 2019).
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with old people who were, seventy years after the event, close to dying, or so it was
thought. What ensued was described by one former interviewer as a “grab-a-granny”
(in Bengali, didima-thakumader dhoro) model, though she clarified that the guidelines
they had been given were to be found on the website of the (US-based) Oral History
Association — and added that these were not always suitable to follow in Indian con-
ditions.> The interviews were to be handed over to the organisers of the project and
housed at UC Berkeley (since then, the custodian of interviews has become Stanford
University, reflecting a Bay Area dispute that will one day perhaps be relevant to the
story); and a parallel project at Harvard, funded by a steel dynasty and coordinated
by the Business School,® and the Bay Area project’ traded a few charges about each
having plagiarised the other’s (reasonably obvious) idea. Meanwhile, student “assis-
tants” in the process of completing MAs or MPhils in history or related social science
subjects, and some practicing professional academics, were persuaded to take on
the job of conducting interviews; students were paid, which was an improvement
on conditions of unemployment and living at home supported by parents; but they
were underpaid and were soon frustrated. They were told they couldn’t use their own
findings, which had to be handed over to the US institutions involved. Numbers and
targets were handed out, in what might have been Stakhanovism or capitalist over-
production, depending on contexts and circumstances.®

Such is the case of the industrial production of oral histories: to what end? Do we
know? Does anyone know? It has become customary for some years to build “alter-
native” or private archives, again in the interests of “decentring” or “democratising”
existing narratives, or to “represent” the unrepresented (Zachariah 2019: 149-162);
and that seems to be what is happening in the case of partition. Partition interviews
will have their place in this archiving process, a process that now also includes the
Amritsar-based Partition Museum?® — and we could also compare the oral history nar-
ratives of 1971 in the Bangladesh Liberation War Museum, whose protagonists have
a longer time to live, we can assume.”® Do we, however, have an alternative narrative
of legitimacy building up from this? And do the narratives produced in these oral
histories break the existing language of legitimacy down? Probably not: “l asked him
if | could write down what he had said, he said, 'Of course, write what you like. My life
cannot get any worse.' But my own feeling is that he wasn't really aware of the kinds
of implications this could have. So | did what | thought | had to: silenced those parts
that needed to be kept silent” (Butalia 1998: 29).

https://www.oralhistory.org/about/principles-and-practices-revised-2009/ (24. 4. 2019).
https://mittalsouthasiainstitute.harvard.edu/oral-histories-project/ (24. 4. 2019).
https://in.1947partitionarchive.org/ and https:/exhibits.stanford.edu/1947-partition (24. 4.2019).

Zachariah, interviews with several former students, whose anonymity must be respected:
March-April 2019.

9  http://www.partitionmuseum.org/about-us/ and http://www.partitionmuseum.org/oral-his-
tory/ (24.4.2019).

10  http://www.liberationwarmuseumbd.org/oral-history/ (20. 5. 2019).
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There is the comparable case of holocaust survivor narratives (Bernard Donals,
Glejzer 2000), often invoked by historians of partition, on which, it is often claimed,
partition interviews ought to be based, though in the former case the victim-per-
petrator categories are also externally clearer than they are in the case of partition,
where oral histories have recorded the widespread intra-“community” violence of
women being murdered by men lest they fall into the hands of other “communities”,
whose actions would violate the honour of the community (rather than in the first
instance be acts of violence against the women) (Menon, Bhasin 1998). “Truth” in a
literal sense is subordinate here to the psychological truths that are supposed to be
brought into being by creating an oral history interviews archive. On the other hand,
we have had a few cases now of Holocaust survivor narratives that have been widely
acclaimed for their authenticity, before being “outed” as fictionalised accounts and
their authors widely reviled (e.g. Wilkormiski 1995; Defonseca 1997)." “Testimony”
and “witnessing” are therefore things that require the authenticity of having been in
the first-person position as Zeitzeuge, and no matter how well a fictionalised account
fills this capacity, we do not regard it as fulfilling the same function (Preusser 2004).
Why this should still be the case in a poststructural world, in oral history-writing
where event-history is not sought after, and when so many memaoirs or interviews
are known to be products of self-censorship, selective remembering, transposed
memory or deliberate lies in the sense of a conscious fabrication of what one knows
or can be shown to have already known in another context, can perhaps only be ex-
plained by the superior legitimating capacity of “history” as opposed to “memory”.
But it is the writing down of memories as history that produces that capacity.

PLAGIARISM NARRATIVES FROM ACADEMIA

What, then, if the narratives that everyone knows cannot be written down? Perhaps
there are reasons for which - like the act of censorship performed by the oral histo-
rian on behalf of her interviewee - it is safer, or more legitimate, or at any rate less
delegitimating not to write down what everyone in a given in-group knows. Since
much oral history-writing relies on trusting the historian and her informants, per-
haps a good example of oral testimony that is not written down and is therefore not
history (and for that reason not legitimate?) is the plagiarism narrative. If you write it
down, and especially if you try to attribute plagiarism to someone in particular, what
happens then? At its worst, it becomes considered a personal score-settling, or com-
plaining, which is never legitimate; this is especially the case when the one trying
to record the instance is the plagiarisee. The truth-value of these statements often
resolves into the question of the individual guilt or innocence of named people; but
since these accounts are by definition not legitimate (they are seldom, if ever, written

1 https://www.nytimes.com/2008/12/29/books/29hoax.html (29. 4. 2019).
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down, and if they are, they are seen as exceptions, which everyone within the pro-
fession knows is not the case), plagiarism as an endemic problem in academic life is
not history; it is an open secret.

Here we might linger on whether such a thing as an ‘open secret’ deserves a
place in a historian’s “regime of truth”, to borrow a Foucauldian phrase (Foucault
1980). Could we perhaps come up with indicative accounts, intending to highlight
the systemic problems that beset an academic discipline, or perhaps all academic
disciplines? There would be no attempt then to establish individual guilt; and indeed,
unless one could do that according to a more rigorous legal regime of truth, “beyond
a reasonable doubt” or “on balance of probability”, it would be impossible to do
so. Instead, the point would be to demonstrate that the nature of a self-sustaining
system in which standards are set, judged and renewed by one’s peers within a pro-
fession (and it might also be remembered here that a “profession” is based on pro-
fessing an oath to uphold certain standards) is fatally compromised if those stand-
ards are abandoned. As for the individual tales, here again, the standards expected
of oral testimony - that one knows first-hand what one narrates — would need to
be the standard. According to conventions of “narrativity”, as postulated by Hayden
White (White 1980), there is no reason to take truth-claims in history seriously; they
belong to what makes the genre. In that case, and especially in the hands of the
self-confessed subjective and affective needs of the oral tradition (whether written
down or not), the value of a plagiarism narrative might mainly be for an aggrieved
party to “get it off her chest”; the claim might not be anything that can plausibly be
intersubjectively established. Or it could indeed be that; and that might, in effect, be
worse; because the plagiarist might take revenge on the plagiarisee, who is usually
(though not always) the weaker party. And what if we did indeed make the narratives
up? Or produce psychologically or sociologically analogous fictions that displace the
actual details in order to make the generic point that there is a systemic problem in
academia, but that we are not interested in the taking down of individuals?

Following are two accounts, the first, told in the first person, the second in the
third. In both cases, a modicum of caution has been followed in order to make the
general point and protect the identities of the persons concerned, until such time as,
in the interests of a legal regime of truth, they can be brought into the open. The nar-
rative voices differ in the interests of illustrating the different registers that are pro-
duced by first and third person accounts; it should not be taken to mean that the ‘I
here refers to the current author; nor should it be taken not to mean that it does not.
In a similar vein, pronouns might not refer to the actual genders of the persons con-
cerned, nor initials their actual names. Or they might. “Oh yes, D----- stole your MPhil,
didn't he?” | was greeted at a conference by this casual statement by a colleague;
and | was taken aback, because | of course had not failed to notice this theft, but |
did not believe that anyone else knew. | had not told a great many people, because |
didn't think I'd have been believed: D----- was at the time a senior academic who had
not been discredited by the effects of drink and gambling, and had had privileged
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access to an unpublished piece of work (he'd been its examiner). But the colleague
worked at the same university D----- then worked at, and (I had forgotten this) point-
ed out to me that she had asked me for a copy of the MPhil so that she could teach
it in her course. Therefore, when D---- published his article with more than a few bits
from my MPhil in it, his colleagues and students at the university knew where he'd
got the bits from - they said nothing, of course, because this was the “open secret”
model — “everyone knows” but “we don’t talk about it".

The second account is as follows. The historian B----- texted a colleague, O-----,
after an article appeared with the exact same theme and extremely similar contents
to a book O----- had recently published. She responded to B quite quickly: the article
had come to her for review from an important journal, she'd reviewed it and sug-
gested that it was not original (and she had said why it wasn't). It was duly rejected,
then sent to another journal in another country by the author, S----, which journal
also sent it to her to review. She had responded to them that she’'d already rejected
it for another journal, and told them the reasons. The second journal published the
article, probably after it had been duly sent for peer review to other reviewers. But
O----- didn't want to follow this up and make a plagiarism charge: S----- was an im-
portant professor in his own backyard (in a third country), and she might, she said,
want to work in the country where he worked one day, in which case it was better
to let it pass, and to rely on a public who, like B----, might have read O----'s original
work, and would know that S----- had lifted O-----'s work but would, unlike B-----,
but like everyone else, show sympathy to O----- and continue to let S----- pretend in
public that he was an honourable historian.

The open secret would have to work in her favour; and if it did not, the plagiarist
would have done no more damage than plagiarised a piece of work that - at least in
this case — had already escaped into the public domain before the plagiarist realised
that his plagiarism was too late. But an open secret works by being something no one
really wants to talk about or to make an issue of: it might in some circles be the source
of sympathy for someone seen as hard done by, but its existence is part of a larger
power game that survives because no one talks about it in legitimating or delegitimat-
ing terms —and a cursory glance at the uses of this term for systematic study of a social-
ly or historically