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The concept of society and religion in Braj represents a vibrant socio-cultural geography of ancient
India. It is largely inspired by Bhakti traditions and historic sites in Shri Krishna related to the festival of
colours. The present study seeks to investigate the role played by these religious spaces in constructing
collective identity, social cohesion and cultural persistence in contemporary Braj. Using a mixed-methods
approach, we draw on data from 1,530 survey participants to reflect on this dataset. The study also
includes interviews with thinkers, culturists and religious figures. One of the leading aspects of the Sanatan
tradition, as perceived by the public towards Bhakti, is discussed under this research. It investigates the
implications of festivals like Janmashtami and Radha Ashtami on society and culture. It continues there to
investigate how folk songs, storytelling, Yamuna devotion and Parikrama processes are means of creating
community. Quantitative results indicate a broad consensus on the cultural and historical importance of
the spiritual heritage of Braj. Qualitative views also reveal how the devotional exercise promotes shared
ethical principles, environmental veneration and inter-generational cultural wisdom. This study also
presents why the Sant tradition is relevant in modern times and continues to be an agent for regional
solidarity when globalisation, tourism and telecommunication are rapidly reshaping local cultures.
Overall, the research argues that such a multi-various social and religious setting is an important factor
in the formation of community solidarity and cultural liveliness in Braj. It provides a nuanced picture of
the nexus between religion, tradition and sociality in a vibrant heritage setting.

INTRODUCTION

lack sociological research that examines how devotional

The Braj is the very special nodal point in India’s spiritual
and cultural life. It is a holy zone that has an association
with the events associated with Shri Krishna’s life and
myth. Braj is not only a place of pilgrimage, but also the
dynamic socio-religious organism wherein spirituality,
culture and community life are inseparably intertwined.
Religion as practised in the region has dimensions
that go beyond temples and rituals, impinging on
daily social life, moral values and shared identities
(Mallik, 2014). Though Braj has been highlighted
by theologians, historians, and literary scholars,
most of the studies conducted appear to be religious,
mythological or textual. Therefore, the area seems to

traditions structure everyday life as a medium for social
cohesion and cultural endurance (Sharma, 2017).

Recent research acknowledges the history and culture
of Braj's connections with art, folk traditions, devotional
literature, and practices. Dance, music, theatre, storytelling
and pilgrimage brought spiritual ideas down through time
(Malhotra and Mir, 2012). Yet, in spite of recognition of
these realisations, little has been demanded or written
about perceptions on how Bhakti traditions and devotional
narratives inform contemporary social dynamics and
collective consciousness there. It is for this reason that
the absence of a sociological perspective in studying Braj’s
traditions becomes more significant in its contemporary
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travails with modernisation, tourist influx, and economic
change (Chakravarty, 2024).

Central to Braj’s social and religious life is the Bhakti
tradition, which has long supplied a moral, emotional
and cultural framework for the area. Bhakti in Braj is not
only a set of doctrines; itis a mode of life which influences
values, conduct and interactions. Temple worship, folk
songs, rituals, festivals, vows and day-to-day ethics are
ways in which people show their piety (Zaidi, 2008).
Survey responses indicate that residents consider Bhakti
as the “heartand soul of Saanatan Dharma,” underscoring
its centrality in shaping beliefs and identity. This view
supports Bhakti’s image as a moral guide and social uniting
force, which in turn brings people into what is presented
as moral unity.

Festivities are the most apparent presentations of love
and community participation in Braj. Festivals such
as Janmashtami, Radha Ashtami, Govardhan Puja and
numerous types of Braj Holi have been seen not only in
the light of religious events but also as an occasion for
collective social participation. Such festivities create
shared emotional resources, stoke humanity and build
social relations across caste, class, gender and age
(Barman, 2024). Festivals of all kinds are about social
cohesion-from collective singing and processions, rituals,
and dancing to storytelling- and festivals show just
how spiritual practices can be a powerful force for the
cultivation of deep cultural roots. The continuity of these
festivals shows how rituals create collective memories
while adapting to ever-changing social conditions (Singh
and Khan, 1999).

Storytelling traditions contribute to this continuity as the
performance and teaching aids in the cultural life of Braj.
Work in formats such as Katha, Raasleela and folk tales
drives home moral values, ethical lessons and devotional
ideas in simple language. Such oral tradition is vital for
social and religious continuity, particularly in the less-
privileged community, where formal religious education
is minimal. The survey results suggest that interviewees
commonly associate storytelling with key elements of
Braj’s folk heritage and how knowledge is transmitted
across generations (Carney, 2007).

A significant sense in which the social and religious
identity of Braj is constructed is through a sense of sacred
geography. There are temples, paths of pilgrimage, forests
and rivers which make up a sacred geography that is
both inhabited and revered. The Yamuna River has a
rich heritage in Indian religious traditions and also in
daily life. Survey results make clear that people regard
the Yamuna as something more than a site of spiritual
purity, but also as an essential resource for the regional
economy (Sivaramakrishnan, 2015). Parikrama, or
circumambulation of sacred sites such as Govardhan Hill
or Vrindavan, has religious, social and environmental
significance. These spatial practices arrest devotional life
and community rhythms and routine, creating the notion

that place is a factor in religious significance, academic
focus, and community development.

The Santtradition helps enrich the socio-religious diversity
of Braj by integrating spiritual devotion with ethics. Based
on poetic expression and easy-to-understand philosophical
teachings, the Sant traditions simplify advanced spiritual
concepts for wider consumption. Replies indicate that
this tradition continues to be important as a carrier of
folk culture, moral values and spiritual awakening in
the region. The Sant tradition promotes common ethical
values for social harmony and respect by expressing them
through songs, hymns and oral teachings in the community
(Nayak, no date).

Despite the vitality of these religious traditions, Braj is
undergoinga process of rapid sociocultural transformation.
Globalisation, tourism-focused advancement, and the
commercialisation of culture are changing lives and
values. Those transformations come with attendant
anxieties about authenticity, environmentalism and
cultural degradation (Shinde, 2018). In fact, instead of
diminishing, it seems that the devotional traditions in
Braj have acquired a stabilising force and are adjusting
to modern reality by retaining their essential meanings.
In this context, the current paper attempts to analyse the
aspects of how spiritual practices and socioreligious rituals
of Bhakti traditions contribute to creating a community
in Braj. Merging survey findings with data extracted
from expert interviews, the study takes a mixed methods
perspective to present trends and potential significance.
A representation of respondents in thirteen tehsils
provides regional diversity and facilitates comparison
between the four social and spatial contexts. The article
contributes to broader conversations in religious sociology
and cultural sustainability by showing that Braj is not
merely a historical sacred geography but, rather, a living
historic-cultural ecosystem where religion and social life
are growing into one another.

This study contributes to the field by viewing Braj not just
as sacred geography but as a connected socio-religious
system. In this system, devotional practice acts as a key
mechanism for building community cohesion.

Literature Review

Braj in Historical and Devotional Scholarship

Braj has always been important in the study of Krishna
devotion, pilgrimage, and local religion. Alan W. Entwistle’s
Braj: Centre of Krishna Pilgrimage outlines how Braj’s
sacred geography developed over time. He shows how
texts, memories, and pilgrimage routes influenced the
region’s religious landscape (Entwistle, 1987). Similarly,
John Stratton Hawley examines early modern Braj by
studying Bhattlineages. He reveals how religious scholars
and ritual practitioners helped shape sectarian identities
(Hawley, 2014). Heidi Pauwels’ work places bhakti
communities within political and patronage networks.

’

P
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She argues that these devotional groups were closely tied
to local power structures(Pauwels, 2009).

Together, these studies highlight three important points.
First, Brajis notjustamythic space; it was created through
theological storytelling and institutional development.
Second, sectarian identities formed through translation,
literary production, and support networks. Third,
devotional traditions interacted with wider political and
social changes.

However, this body of work is mainly historical, textual,
or theological. It explains how Braj became sacred. It tells
us less about how sacred practice functions in today’s
social life.

Community Cohesion: Conceptual Clarification

Community cohesion refers to how much a community
shares common norms, trust, participatory networks,
and symbolic unity shown through rituals and stories.
Classical sociology, especially Emile Durkheim, sees
religion as a source of collective unity through shared
rituals (Steiner, 2022). Later scholars like Robert D.
Putnam argue that cohesion grows through trust and civic
involvement (Putnam, 1994). In Braj, Bhakti traditions
build cohesion through festivals, Parikrama, storytelling,
and communal worship. These practices create shared
emotional experiences and strengthen a Krishna-centred
moral framework across social divisions. However, there
is limited examination of how devotional participation
connects to measurable views of community cohesion,
highlighting a notable gap in analysis.

Toward a Socio-Religious Ecosystem Framework

The present study views Brajasasocio-religious ecosystem.
This idea builds on sacred geography frameworks like
those developed by Davis W. Entwistle. A socio-religious
ecosystem shows the interdependence between belief
systems, rituals, sacred spaces, narrative traditions, and
institutional-economic structures (Davis, 2012). Instead
of seeing these as separate areas, the ecosystem model
emphasises how sacred geography influences devotional
practices, which in turn strengthen the sanctity of the
place. Ritual gatherings support pilgrimage economies,
while temple networks and tourism infrastructure help
maintain religious forms. Research, including work by
K. Sivaramakrishnan, further shows how rivers like the
Yamuna serve as both ecological resources and sacred
symbols tied to regional identity (Sivaramakrishnan,
2014). Braj emerges not as a static pilgrimage landscape
but as a system where belief, practice, space, and social
organisation constantly interact.

Debates in Bhakti and Sectarian Studies

Scholars are divided on whether Bhakti traditions serve
mainly as equal devotional movements or if they reinforce
hierarchy through organisation. Research on sectarian
history, including studies by John Stratton Hawley, shows
that early modern devotional communities often created

structured authority, lineage control, and standardised
beliefs (Hawley, 1999). On the other hand, broader studies
of Hindu traditions, such as those by Ariel Glucklich, focus
on lived religious experiences, where ritual practices
often go beyond strict doctrinal divisions. This creates
a tension between organised structure and personal
devotion (Glucklich, 2015). In Braj, the key question is
whether Bhakti acts mainly as a sectarian boundary
marker or as a unifying social force. Research is crucial to
clarify how these dynamics play out in today’s practices.
Existing research haslooked into the theology of Krishna
devotion, pilgrimage networks, sectarian literature, and
sacred geography in Braj. [t shows how Bhakti historically
shaped the region. However, there is limited research
on how devotional practices serve as tools for social
cohesion among different demographic groups. We still do
not know if participating in festivals, Parikrama, and Sant
traditions connects with social trust and unity, especially
during urbanisation and tourism-driven change. To
address this gap, this study combines survey data
from 1,530 respondents with expert interviews across
thirteen tehsils. It shifts the focus from textual history
to actual social dynamics. It sees Braj as a socio-religious
ecosystem where belief, ritual, space, and narrative
interact. The findings give insight into how taking part
in devotion connects to perceived cohesion and symbolic
unity. In doing this, the study links Bhakti scholarship
with modern sociology of religion and discussions on
religion as social infrastructure in changing cultural
contexts.

Research Objectives

e Tostudy how Bhakti traditions and devotional stories
influence the socio-religious identity of the people of
Braj.

e To identify how spiritual practices, such as festivals,
storytelling, Parikrama, and Yamuna reverence
support community unity and cultural continuity in
the region.

e Tounderstand public perceptions of the socio-cultural
significance of the Sant tradition, folk songs, rituals,
and oral narratives in sustaining regional unity.

Hypotheses

H1

Bhakti traditions exerta significantinfluence on the socio-
religious identity of residents in Braj, reflected in strong
agreement regarding their foundational role.

H2

Spiritual practices, including festivals, storytelling,
Parikrama, and reverence for the Yamuna, significantly
contribute to community cohesion and social harmony.
H3

The Sant tradition and associated folk heritage continue
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to play a central role in transmitting spiritual values and
sustaining socio-cultural unity across communities in Braj.

Research Methodology

The following study uses an integrated research design
to examine the impact of Bhakti traditions and spiritual
practice on social harmony within the context of Braj’s
socio-religious environment. We gathered quantitative
data from 1,530 participants through a questionnaire. The
purposive design focuses on depth and relevance instead of
statistical representativeness. Therefore, findings should
be seen as indicative patterns within engaged religious
communities, not as estimates for the overall population.
The sample shows a clear gender imbalance, with most
respondents being male. This is likely because men
dominate the public religious and community spaces
where data was collected. Acknowledging that women'’s
devotional experiences are underrepresented is important.
Future research should look at how gender affects Bhakti
practices by using more focused sampling methods.

This instrument measured beliefs in Bhakti, festival
involvement, the role of storytelling being handed down
across generations, respect for Yamuna, Sant heritage
and social connectivity. We purposively sampled such
participants, the local population, devotees, practitioners,
and community elders as part of our research methods.
For analytic clarity, the dataset permits embedded
comparisons using descriptive statistics, chi-square tests,
and ANOVA to examine differences across demographic
and spatial factors. We also conduct inferential analyses
to examine the associations between spiritual practices
and constructs of community coherence.

Qualitative information was obtained from in-depth
interviews with 10 experts (historians, religious scholars,
and cultural practitioners). Their observations provide
depth and context. Thematically, I coded the interview
responses to identify shared patterns regarding devotional

Place of Respondent
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Figure 1: Place of Respondent

Gender of Respondent

= Aale = Female

Figure 2: Gender of Respondent

identity, folkways and local practice, and social and
cultural continuity. Quantitatively and qualitatively
integrating results enhances the study’s capacity for
understanding how spiritual traditions function as social
instruments in a dynamic cultural milieu.

Data Analysis

As illustrated in Chart 1, the sample is fairly distributed
by region. Mathura (24.7%). What is interesting to note,
however, is also that the maximum number of respondents
belongs to Mathura (24.7%), followed by Agra (20.1%),
Barsana (15%), and practically the same numbers are
getting originated from Rajasthan and Haryana as well
(13.5% each). Vrindavan accounts for 13.1%, again
demonstrating regional spread in the Braj cultural area.
On graph 2, the gender distribution is not uniform. Males
constitute 85.2%, and females make up 14.8%. This
indicates that more men were involved in the public,
religious, and community life at the time of data collection.
Figure 3 shows the level of education of the respondents.
The majority (33%) have a secondary education, followed

Education of Respondent

0 100 200 300 400 500 600
mDiploma ® Post Graduate ® Graduate u Second ary
High School = Middle School = Primary m]lliterate

Figure 3:Education of Respondent
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Location of Respondent
792

mUrban = Rural

Figure 4: Location of Respondent

by high school (22.5%) and graduates at 14.5%. This
indicates a low to moderate educational standard with
restricted access to tertiary education. Graph 4 shows
the urban-rural split, which is roughly even between
51.8% respondents follow Urban & 48.2% Rural. This
equilibrium provides useful socio-cultural comparisons
between settlement categories. Lastly, Graph 5 displays the
recipients ‘ professions. The majority of the respondents
are job/service holders (54.4%), followed by students
(18.2%), farmers (17.6%), housewives (6.1%) and
saints (3.7%). The diversity is such that on one hand, the
economically employed ones and, in sharp contrast, the
spiritually employed Brajvasis.

The Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.786 shows good
internal consistency among the four items used to measure
the construct. This means the items reliably measure the
same underlying concept and are fit for further statistical
analysis. Overall, the scale has acceptable reliability for
social science research.

The data shows that respondents have a high interest
towards of are social and religious components. The mean

Occupation of Respondent

400 600 800 1000

» Saints Housze Wife
w Job and Service m Stodents

Farmer

Figure 5: Occupation of Respondent

Thematic Analysis of Socio-Religious Identity in Braj

Bhakti as Core

Lived Practice

!

Continuity Amid Change

Adaptation to Modernity Krishna-centric Worldview

Cultural Resilience Moral Grounding

!

Regional Variation

Spiritual Practices

Tehsil-wise Intensity Festivals

Urban-Rural Contrast Parikrama

Socio-Religious
Identity in Braoj

o Sant Tradition

Oral Traditions

Tourism Influence Yamuna Reverence

Sant Literature

Intergenerational Transfer

Figure 6: Thematic Analysis of Socio-Religious in Braj

score of the Bhakti Index is low (M = 1.43; SD = 0.64),
which means thatthereisavery good agreement with the
beliefs related to Bhakti and its importance in the cultural
identity of Braj. The PST has the lowest means (M =1.02,SD
=0.15), which indicates almost universal participation and
strong acceptability of ritual /spiritual practices among the
participants. The index of Community Cohesion (M =1.69,
SD = 0.88) provides evidence of overall high perceptions
of social bonding across the participants. Similarly, there
is a strong recognition that the Sant tradition (M = 1.52,
SD=0.73) is an important aspect in spiritual values and
social cultural unity in the region.

Hypothesis Testing

The one-sample t-test comparing the Bhakti Index to
the neutral midpoint of the scale (3) shows a significant
difference (t = -96.875, p <.001). The mean score (M =
1.43,SD =0.641) is well below the neutral reference point.
This suggests strong agreement among respondents about
the importance of Bhakti traditions. The negative mean
difference and narrow confidence interval indicate that
this agreement is consistent across the sample. These
findings show a strong tendency to view Bhakti as an
important part of socio-religious life in Braj.

Pearson correlation analysis shows a significant
positive relationship between the Spiritual Practices Index
and the Community Cohesion Index (r = .266, p <.001).
This result indicates that increased spiritual and ritual
practices are linked with greater community cohesion
among participants. The correlation is statistically
significant but moderate in magnitude (r = .266),
suggesting a positive association between spiritual

Table 1: Reliability Statistics

Reliability Statistics

Cronbach’s Alpha
.786 4

N of Items
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Table 2: Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive Statistics

Bhakti_Index
Spiritual_Practices_Index
Community_Cohesion_Index

Sant_Tradition_Variable

N Mean Std. Deviation
1530 1.43 0.641

1530 1.02 0.15

1530 1.69 0.884

1530 1.52 0.727

Table 3: One-Sample t-test Results for Bhakti Index (Testing H1)

Variable Bhakti_Index
N 1530
Mean 1.43
Std. Deviation 0.641
Std. Error Mean 0.016
Test Value 3

T 87.411
Df 1529
Sig. (2-tailed) .000
Mean Difference 1.431
95% CI Lower 1.4
95% CI Upper 1.46

Table 4: Correlation between Spiritual Practices and Community Cohesion in Braj (Testing H2)

Variables

N Pearson’s r Sig. (2-tailed)

Spiritual Practices Index <> Community Cohesion Index

1530 0.266 .000

practices and perceived community cohesion. The finding
suggests that participation in common religious activities
is positively associated with perceptions of togetherness
and community in Braj.

The chi-square test shows a strong, significant
association between whether the individual believes in
Santand the level of community cohesion (x? = 158.707, p <
.001). Those with a strong beliefin the Sant tradition were
overrepresented in the high and very high categories, while
those who disagreed or did not know (n = 30) formed the

majority of participants in the low cohesion category. This
trend demonstrates the connection between adherence to
Sant tradition and social solidarity, or coming together.
The results provide empirical evidence on the efficiency
of Sant culture in generating social capital in Braj.

Findings

The quantitative results are highly underpinned and
developed with qualitative findings. The patterns they
show are closely related to expert judgements. The low

Table 5: Association between Sant Tradition Belief and Levels of Community Cohesion in Braj (Test of H3)

Sant tradition belief Low cohesion Medium cohesion High cohesion Very h.lgh Total N
cohesion
Disagree or Unsure 794 (56.0%) 411 (29.0%) 165 (11.6%) 49 (3.5%) 1419
30
i 0, 0, 0,
Agree / Strong belief 32 (28.8%) 16 (14.4%) 33 (29.7%) (27.0%) 111
Total 826 427 198 79 1530

Chi-square test: x*(3) = 158.707, p <.001; N = 1530

52
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Table 6: Thematic Analysis of Socio-Religious in Braj

Theme Sub-themes

Representative Expert Quotations

Bhakti as the Core of Socio-
Religious Identity

» Bhakti as lived practice
¢ Krishna-centric worldview
¢ Moral and ethical grounding

o Festivals as collective rituals
e Parikrama as social bonding
e Yamuna reverence

Spiritual Practices as
Mechanisms of Community
Cohesion

e Oral traditions
e Sant literature
e [ntergenerational transfer

Sant Tradition and Folk
Narratives as Value
Transmitters

Regional Variation in Socio-
Religious Expression

» Tehsil-wise intensity
e Urban-rural contrast
e Influence of tourism

Continuity Amid Change » Adaptation to modernity

e Cultural resilience

In Braj, Bhakti is not just a religious activity; it shapes everyday
behaviour, social relationships, and moral conduct. (Expert 2)
People here don’t only worship Krishna; they embody his stories
and values. (Expert 7)

When people walk Parikrama together, social differences
disappear. The act itself brings unity. (Expert 4) Festivals like
Holi and Janmashtami serve as social glue instead of just being
celebrations. (Expert 9)

Sant traditions made spirituality simpler, allowing even ordinary
villagers to grasp profound philosophical ideas. (Expert 1)

Folk songs and stories continue to teach children about ethics
without formal lessons. (Expert 6)

The intensity of devotional life varies from one tehsil to another,
particularly in areas where tourism influences daily life. (Expert
3) Rural tehsils show more involvement in rituals than urban
areas. (Expert 10)

Modernisation has transformed the form of Braj’s devotional life,
but not its essence. (Expert 5) Social media is now used to share
Bhakti stories, rather than to replace them. (Expert 8)

mean value of the Bhakti Index and its significant one-
sample significance test suggest that Bhakti traditions are
highly preferred and deeply embedded. This is consistent
with expert accounts of Bhakti as an ethic that influences
moral action and social relations. The strong positive
correlation and regression findings between spiritual
practices and community cohesiveness are consistent
with practitioner experience. They write that festivals,
Parikrama (circumambulation), and reverence of the
Yamuna are active mechanisms to ensure the formation
and continuity of social cohesion. Furthermore, the
significant chi-square relationship between Sant belief
and high community cohesion is supported by scholars
who emphasise how Santliterature and folk tales transmit
common moral values over time. Finally, the data are
interpreted with reference to differing ritual intensity
and effects of tourism and modernisation to account
for observed regional and urban-rural discrepancies in
reporting. These findings reflect consistent patterns
suggesting that devotional beliefs and community
practices are closely linked within Braj’s socio-religious
ecology

CONCLUSION

This study contributes to the sociology of religion by
conceptualising Braj as a socio-religious ecosystem in
which belief, ritual, sacred space, and narrative traditions
operate as interconnected social processes. The findings
suggest that Bhakti traditions are strongly associated
with identity formation, moral orientation, and perceived
social affiliation, positioning religion not merely as private
faith but as social infrastructure. Collective rituals such
as festivals, Parikrama, and devotional storytelling
appear linked to perceptions of trust and symbolic unity,

indicating that ritual participation may function as a
mechanism of social capital formation. Sacred geography
in Braj emerges not as a static backdrop, but as an
active system in which devotional practice continuously
reinforces the social meaning of place.

These findings carry implications for cultural
preservation and regional policy. Recognising devotional
traditions as social integrators highlights the importance of
safeguarding ritual spaces, oral traditions, and community
festivals within cultural heritage frameworks. Governance
of religious tourism in Braj should balance economic
development with the protection of local devotional
ecology. Additionally, the reverence for the Yamuna River
underscores the need to integrate environmental ethics
with policy initiatives, acknowledging the river not only as
an ecological resource butalso as a symbolically embedded
component of regional identity.

This study is subject to several limitations. The
purposive sampling strategy prioritises engaged
participants, thereby limiting statistical generalizability.
The pronounced gender imbalance in the sample restricts
representation of women’s devotional experiences. The
cross-sectional design prevents causal inference, and
reliance on self-reported perceptions may introduce
response bias. Findings should therefore be interpreted as
indicative patterns within the sampled population rather
than definitive causal claims.

Future research would benefit from longitudinal
designs to examine how devotional participation and
perceptions of cohesion evolve over time. Gender-focused
ethnographic studies could provide deeper insight into
women'’s religious experiences and ritual roles. Further
exploration of youth participation and digital Bhakti
networks would illuminate how devotional traditions
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adapt in technologically mediated contexts. Comparative
studies across other pilgrimage regions in India could
also refine the understanding of how socio-religious
ecosystems operate under varying institutional and
economic conditions.
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