VAISNAVA DRESS - CULTURAL OR SPIRITUAL?

This is my 2 cents about the ongoing discussion about whether Vaisnava dress is
spiritual or cultural (and can be compromised or even totally abandoned).

This discussion took place during Kartik of 2010 -

Piirva-paksa -
You mention in your interesting blog about Sankirtan that "dhoti is a sacred garment". I
have my doubt about this statement and would like to present a few points for

discussion if you don't mind:

1. The terms "dhoti" or "sari" are not Sanskrit words and not mentioned in scripture. We
don't know exactly what Krsna was wearing (even though I tend to believe that it
resembles what we call dhoti)

2. There is no evidence that Lord Caitanya asked any of his followers to change their
regular dress when they went out on harinama.

3. "Vaisnava dress" as mentioned in Caitanya Caritamrta could just mean the simple
garment the followers of Lord Caitanya used to wear as opposed to royal clothes.

I certainly agree that clothing affects our consciousness and has certain connotations if
we use it like a uniform. It can uplift (or degrade) us. However, in Indian villages some

people wear dhoti and sari without any religious sentiments. It is just village clothing
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for them. In certain places in India suit is considered a Christian dress. For me the main
principle, if we choose to go on Harinam, is to attract people to Krsna through
beautiful singing, dancing (and possibly also dress). If they get bewildered by weird
foreign clothing (which they may at best connect to India, but not to spirituality) we

may not reach our goal. Just my two cents ...

Advaita Das -

1. “The terms "dhoti" or "sari" are not Sanskrit words and not mentioned in scripture.”
3{qIUS n. avaguNThana
1. The act of covering the head of women;
2. A veil (for the face) (fig. also);
(Apte Sanskrit Dictionary)
gt f dhaTll piece of cloth worn over the privities

(Spokensanskrit.org)

Dhoti is mentioned in Srila Riipa Goswami’s Bhakti Rasamrta Sindhu 2.1.351 -

smerasyah parihita-patalambara-sris
channangah purata-rucoru-karicakena |
usnisam dadhad arunam dhatim ca citrah

kamsarir vahati mahotsave mudam nah

Bhanu Swami's translation: The enemy of Kamsa, smiling in great joy, and wearing a
pink dhoti, orange turban, an excellent vest of shining gold, and multi-color sash,

creates joy in us.”
Bhanu Swami has the dhoti's color wrong, but he does translate dhati as dhoti.

Professor Habermann has it right in his Bhakti Rasamrta Sindhu translation -
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“The Enemy of Kamsa, dressed in the following manner during the Great Celebration, is
our delight. He has a smile on his face, a beautiful pink scarf placed over his shoulders,
and a long shirt that glistens like gold covers his body; he wears a red turban on his

head and a multi-colored cloth (dhoti) around his waist.”

Both translate dhati as dhoti. Bengalis pronounce the short ‘a’ as 'oh’

Srila Riipa Goswami’s Bhakti Rasamrta Sindhu 3.4.31, describing Krsna's Sesa-kumdra

age:

dhati phana-padi catra kinicid-vanya-vibhiisanam

laghu-vetraka-ratnadi mandanam parikirtitam

Bhanu Swami's translation: “A long narrow cloth wrapped around the waist, cloth
folded to resemble a serpent’s hood at the front, flower ornaments and a small stick in

His hand are considered the ornaments of the last part of the kaumara age.”

Sri Jiva Gosvami’s tika: dhati svalpa-vistara-bahvayamanah pata-visesah. yah khalu vicitra-

parivrtti-bahulyenadhararge vicchittim labhate

dhati = dhoti; svalpa = little; vistara - wide; bahu = much; dyamanah = stretching;
pata = cloth; visesah = kind of;, yah = who; khalu = surely; vicitra = wonderful;
parivrtti = surrounding; bahulyena = with an abundance; adhararige = on the lower

body; vicchitti = cut; labhate = attains
Jiva Gosvami’s Commentary, Bhanu Swami's translation:

Dhati is a long, narrow cloth. It looks attractive, wrapping the lower half of the body in

various ways.

2. “There is no evidence that Lord Caitanya asked any of his followers to change their

regular dress when they went out on harinama.”
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Probably Vaisnavas always wore dhoti and $ari so they did not need to change cloth.

3. "Vaisnava dress" as mentioned in Caitanya Caritamrta could just mean the simple garment
the followers of Lord Caitanya used to wear as opposed to royal clothes.

I certainly agree that clothing affects our consciousness and has certain connotations if we
use it like a uniform. It can uplift (or degrade) us. However, in Indian villages some people

wear dhoti and sari without any religious sentiments. It is just village clothing for them.

Haribhakti Vilasa speaks of wearing white garments as opposed to red/orange. That
certainly applies to dhoti, not to pants.

4. Mahaprabhu is described as wearing tri-kaccha in Caitanya Bhagavata, it means
'three-folded'. That certainly applies to dhoti. f.i trikaccha vasan (Caitanya Bhagavat Adi
8.197)

5. Indian villages have a very pious regime, even if people do not practise any sadhana.
Most Hindus are devotees in the heart. In contrast one never sees Muslims wear a dhoti.
If it were purely cultural and regional, why South Asian Muslims do not wear dhoti?

6. A devotee would not dare watch peepshows on the street in dhoti, whereas he would
be inclined to do so wearing pants, because not only the garment influences him, he

would also look absurd wearing the dress of a priest while watching a peepshow.

Piirva-paksa-

Thanks for your reply. Since the words dhoti and sari are not found in the Sanskrit
dictionary, how would they appear in any Sankrit text (unless it is interpolated)? What
we do find in Srimad Bhagavatam is dukiila-agrye, which just means cloth. Certainly
Mahaprabhu and his devotees wore dhotis, as was the custom back then. We just don't
know how exactly the Vrajabasis and Krsna wrapped their clothes around their bodies
5000 years ago. The gopis are described as wearing belts in the 10th canto which
indicated they were not wearing saris, but some kind of skirts. I don't doubt that it is
uplifting for one's consciousness to wear dhoti / sari in that spirit, but I still hold that
there is nothing INTRINSICALLY spiritual to it.

Advaita Das - “There is nothing intrinsically spiritual about being a teetotaler either —

it is just healthy to be so. Does it mean we should jeopardize our sadhana by getting
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loaded on drink and drugs then? It would make sadhana a lot more difficult, right? One
can do sadhana in America but it is much better to do in Vraja. Similarly one can also
do sadhana with baseball cap, T-shirt and Bermuda shorts but why would you make it
more difficult upon yourself?

The Krsna Bhavanamrta (4.35) mentions the word $atika (corrupted into 'shari'
nowadays) - kanaka bindumati nava satikda. ‘She was dressed in a new $atika with
golden spots”. Why would a belt not fit with a $ari, by the way? Srimad Bhagavata

(9.9.7) mentions the word $ati too —

yasminn otam idam protam visvam $ativa tantusu

“Siva, the soul of all beings, in whom the universe exists like a sari with vertical

and horizontal threads, will sustain the force of your current.”

Haribhakti Vilasa says that if you do not wear uttariya (cador) you are naked.
Wearing a chador is as purifying as wearing dhoti — ‘nuttariyasca nagnas cavastra eva ca -
(Haribhakti Vilasa, 4.148) — “Not wearing uttariya (chador) is like being naked.”

Supporting Bhakta: The word ‘Vaisnava-dress’ is in Sastra: in Caitanya Caritamrta
Madhya 14.5 -
sarvabhauma-upadese chadi' raja-vesa
ekala vaisnava-vese korilo pravesa
SYNONYMS
sarvabhauma — of Sarvabhauma Bhattacarya; upadese — under instructions; chadi' —
giving up; raja-vesa — the royal dress; ekala — alone; vaisnava-vese — in the dress of

a Vaisnava,; korilo pravesa — entered.
TRANSLATION

“Following Sarvabhauma Bhattacarya's instructions, the King had given up his royal

dress. He now entered the garden in the dress of a Vaisnava.”
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Look here: vaisnava-vese. If they don't accept Haribhakti Vilasa they should not accept
Caitanya Caritamrta either: so, what is vaisnava vesa, blue jeans and t-shirt? They say
Gaudiya Vaisnavism is not about the clothes. But why then Jagadananda Pandit wanted
to beat Sanatan Goswami because of the clothes point and nothing else? (see Caitanya
Caritamrta Antya lila, chapter 13)? Even without considering the color of the clothes,
the point was about the clothes - and if it doesn't matter then why $astra speaks about

clothes with so many slokas?”

Advaita Das — Clothes matter. A transvestite feels feminine when he cross-dresses, a
woman with pants feels more masculine than a woman in a dress. And those
postmodern devotees who preach ‘the substance vs. the form’ are invited to show me
this philosophy or attitude anywhere in Vaisnava-sastra or history. There is nothing
external in bhakti — seva sadhaka riipena. Mahaprabhu instructs Sanatan Goswami in
Caitanya Caritamrta (Madhya 22.156): bahya antara ihar dui to sadhana - There are two
types of sadhana - external and internal." “The substance vs the form” is actually sheer
mayavada, thinking that something in bhakti sadhana is false. The bottom line is - it is
very hard for western devotees to give up their western samskara, even if they are in
the top league and supposedly 'seniormost' devotees. mayavadis believe that Krsna or
Krsna-bhakti are false, inferior or external aspects of the Absolute or just totally false.
So thinking that Vaisnava dress, which is an integral part of bhakti practise, is an
inferior, dispensible, external matter, is similarly mayavada. Vaisnava culture is not ‘the
material side’ to it — Vaisnava culture is also spiritual - 'seva sadhaka riipena’ - one must
serve with the external form as well as with the spiritual form. For men the dress code
is two folded or 3-folded white dhoti for householders and non-folded white cotton for
renunciates. The top of the body is covered with uttariya or long white scarf. For

married ladies colored sari and for widows or single ladies white sari.
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Supporting bhakta 2 - The instance of the Gosvami (Sanatan) dressing as a fakir, and
Mahaprabhu asking him to change his clothes should be enough to silence all
significant doubts that clothing is not inconsequential. Though it is not inconsequential,

it is not all-important. Is that agreeable to you, Pandit Ji?

Advaita Das - The point of the fakir is well taken. In short, spirituality is absolute.
There is no lower or higher issue, no external or internal. Dress is not to be played

down nor to be overstressed. seva sadhaka riipena siddha ripena catra hi.

Vaisnava - Since Vilapa Kusumaiijali was written only a few hundred years ago it may
not satisfactorily address the argument that the concept of covering the head is of non-

Indian or non-"Vedic" (historically speaking) origin.

Advaita Das- The Lord is non-different from his Sakti, so the sakti is also eternal. The

Lord is non-different from his dress, so is his Sakti non different from her dress.

Vaisnava - Another question: are you sure that Vilapa Kusumanjali describes a *saree*

going over the head?

Advaitadas: I found the following evidence for the veil in the Goswamis books -
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avagunthana bhii-lekhau tathadho mukhatadayah
“Covering the head with a veil is a sign of shyness” (Bhakti Rasamrta Sindhu 2.4.113)
akrsya mugdham avagunthanam uttamangad

“The sakhis pulled the veil from Her head to comb her hair”
(Krsnahnika Kaumudi 2.54)
hari api parivrtya tan nitamba
dyuti nihiteksana parikajo'vatasthe
vara-tanu-tatir apy atitya tad go-puram

avagunthanam isad asyati sma

“As Sri Radhika and Her girlfriends passed by through the town gate, their veils slightly
slipped off their heads and Hari cast His lotus-like eyes on their effulgent buttocks.”
(Krsna Bhavanamrita 5.45)
alibhih saha puropakanana
pranta vartma nihitanghri pallava
hri ksapa ksaya-vasad avagunthanon-

muktam asya kamalam dadhe sphutam

“When Sri Radhika and Her friends placed their lotus-feet on the roads of the sub-
forests of Yavat, their lotus-like faces began to blossom. This made their night-like veils
perish as they opened them, dispelling the darkness of their shame. “

(Krsna Bhavanamrta 8.41)
Adding a date to the Puranas according to composition would not be right. Regardless
of the date of authorship, the contents are timeless. The fact that I translated the

Goswami Granthas in the 1980s does not make them from the 1980s.

Caitanya Bhagavat proves the presence of the dhoti in §astra —
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Caitanya Bhagavat Adi 6.64

keha bole,— "amara na rahe sdji dhuti "

Another said, "He always takes my flower basket and fresh dhoti."

Caitanya Bhagavat Madhya 2.44

nindaye vastra karo koriya yatane ;

dhuti-vastra tuli' karo dena ta' apane

He carefully wrung out the water from someone's wet cloth and handed someone else
his dhoti.

Caitanya Bhagavat Madhya 2.57

saji bohe, dhuti bohe, lajja nahi kore’;

sambhrame vaisnava-gana hata asi' dhare

He did not feel shy as He carried their flower baskets and dhotis. The Vaisnavas,

however, respectfully caught hold of His hands in order to dissuade Him.

Caitanya Bhagavat CB Madhya 2.286

nand maya kori' tumi amare varncila!;

saji-dhuti-adi kori' sakali bohila!

"You have deceived me through various illusions. You have even carried my flower

basket and dhotis."

Supporting bhakta: “They say that it's because of local customs Mahaprabhu wore
local clothes, right? But He is Bhagavan himself, and He is Nitya. Why he chose Bengal

and not California then? It is said in $astra that the Lord is coming in His eternal form
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and His dress and associates are not material - krsna varnam tvisakrsnam sangopangastra
parsadam: He is coming in His eternal form: so, how does His eternal form looks like

then?“

Advaitadas: “They argue Krsna could wear blue jeans and mobile phone. There was a
riot around Banke Bihari Temple about this in 2006. In the 12th canto of the Bhagavat
all clothes and ornaments of Krsna symbolize something; the Kaustubha gem is all
the jivas, f.i. How can you call this local and temporal custom then without being a

complete mayavadi?

The conclusion is that - DHOTI IS FULLY SPIRITUAL because Bhagavan Himself wears
it. raganuga means following ragatmika: all nitya siddha ragatmikas wore dhoti. Why
should I challenge? It's so stupid.”

KRSNA IS PLEASED WITH SADHU-DRESS —

In Srimad—bhégavata (10.14.35) Lord Brahma prays to Lord Krsna — sad-vesad iva
putanapi sakula tvam eva devapita — “O Lord, although the witch Piatana came to kill
You, she and her whole family were redeemed by You and attained You just because of
her sad-vesa, her dressing like a saint.”

Srila Jiva Gosvami comments: satam sad bhdva yuktanam vrajavasiviSesanam
dhatri jananam vesat lebhe gatim dhatryucitam - “She wore the dress of the saints, those
with true bhava, the nurse of the specific Vrajavasi style and thus attained the
destination of the nurses (as an eternal, liberated associate of Krsna).”

Srila Sridhara Swami comments: sad-vesad iva satam bhaktanam yo vesas tad-
anukarana-madtrena papistha pitanapi tvam evapita prapita — “Simply by imitating the
dress of the saints, of the devotees, even the sinful Piitana attained You (Krsna).”

Then what to speak of those who dress like devotees to actually please Krsna?
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