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Research Project in Contemporary Cosmology
Introduction
This research project asks how contemporary members of the Hindu diaspora interpret cosmological ideas such as order, time, and divine authority through the Ramayana. The Ramayana is not, for those who engage with it seriously, simply a narrative. It carries a cosmological architecture: dharma as the animating principle by which the universe maintains itself, time as cyclical and infinite rather than linear and finite, and divine authority as something demonstrated through embodied sacrifice rather than decreed from above. Whether that architecture survives diaspora conditions, and in what form, is something the existing scholarship has not looked at closely enough. To explore this, I interviewed ten members of the Hindu diaspora across the United Kingdom, the United States of America, Canada, and Australia.
The clearest pattern that emerged was a gap between knowing what a cosmological tradition contains and being able to live within it.. Respondents across the sample, including secular and second-generation participants who would not describe themselves as practicing Hindus, could identify these dimensions with considerable precision. What they could not do, in several cases, was inhabit those dimensions in the way that devout and practicing respondents did. That gap between cosmological awareness and cosmological inhabitation is the paper's central finding. It points to something that happens more widely when a tradition is carried into new conditions: the ideas survive, but the daily life that made them fully inhabitable does not travel with them. It has consequences not only for how we understand the Hindu diaspora but for how we understand diaspora transmission more broadly.
Nicholas Campion describes a cosmological worldview as that set of ideas about the cosmos which reinforces, explains, or motivates cultural forms or processes[footnoteRef:1]. Drawing on Redfield, he characterizes a worldview as the way people characteristically look outward upon the universe, answering the questions of where one is, among what one moves, and what one's relations to those things are[footnoteRef:2]. That is the kind of question this research is asking. Rather than establishing whether respondents are formally practicing Hindus, the research asks how the Ramayana has contributed to the cosmological picture they hold. Several respondents hold that picture somewhat. They can identify parts of the cosmological dimensions within texts and say what those dimensions are but cannot fully inhabit them.  [1:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World's Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012), p. 10.]  [2:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 10, citing Robert Redfield.] 

Freya Mathews, quoted by Campion in his opening chapter, argues that cosmologies are conditioned by historical, social, and psychological circumstances, and that a good cosmology is good for its adherents[footnoteRef:3]. For a diaspora community, where those original conditions have been substantially disrupted, the question is not whether people continue to practice but whether the ground underlying a tradition remains operative in how they actually think and live. The research question is: how do contemporary members of the Hindu diaspora interpret cosmological ideas such as order, time, and divine authority through the Ramayana, and what does variation in these interpretations reveal about the transmission and transformation of cosmological understanding across diaspora contexts? Brady argues that any research paper must answer four questions for its reader: what have you done, why have you done it, how have you done it, and what did you find and why does it matter[footnoteRef:4]. Those four questions are what this paper tries to answer. [3:  Freya Mathews, The Ecological Self (London: Routledge, 1991), p. 109, cited in Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 6.]  [4:  Bernadette Brady, 'Writing Up your Research', research methods seminar, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2025.] 

Literature Review
Hart argues that the literature review in a master's thesis must be analytical and summative, covering methodological issues, research techniques, and topics, demonstrating knowledge of the advantages and disadvantages of different approaches, and identifying the gap the research occupies[footnoteRef:5]. Three areas are covered here; the cosmological architecture of the Hindu tradition within which the Ramayana sits; the Ramayana as a primary source; and methodological comparisons from studies that looked at cosmological belief in community settings. [5:  Chris Hart, Doing a Literature Review (London: Sage, 1998), pp. 14-15.
] 

Campion's chapter on India in Astrology and Cosmology in the World's Religions provides the scholarly grounding for the specific cosmological architecture the Ramayana expresses. His broader argument treats cosmology as a meaning-system whose primary functions are managing time, understanding the self, and pursuing salvation.[footnoteRef:6] Those three functions correspond to what the Ramayana does: it manages time through its cyclical architecture in which Rama's restoration of order is a pattern that recurs rather than a historical event; it locates the self within a cosmic order through dharma; and it addresses salvation through the question of how a person acts in full knowledge of their position in that structure. [6:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World's Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012), p. 3.] 

The specific cosmological terms are given precise definitions in Campion's India chapter. Dharma, he explains, translates as 'that which supports' and presents a path which we can both choose to follow and must follow: it is the totality of one's submission to ethical values, life circumstances, spiritual condition, and purpose[footnoteRef:7]. Dharma, in other words, is not ethics in any personal or conventional sense; it names the structural principle of cosmic maintenance. The entire system is bound together in webs of what Campion calls sympathy and correspondence, in which cause and effect operate not mechanically but through the mutual entanglement of all things in the universe, both material and nonmaterial.[footnoteRef:8] Of these concepts, it is dharma and time that matter most for this analysis. Campion describes the four yugas as a sequence of cosmic ages declining from an original era of perfection to the present Kali Yuga, a period of corruption and violence, in which the cosmos is created and destroyed in an endless sequence with destruction conceived as renewal rather than ending[footnoteRef:9]. Crucially, Campion concludes his India chapter by arguing that the key principle in Hinduism is not the character of the gods, the worship of individual deities, or the elaborate rituals, but deified time: if we stripped away everything else in the cosmos, we would be left with time, and even people exist only because they are made, live, and die in time[footnoteRef:10]. The Atharva Veda's description of Kala, time personified as a primordial power ('Time the first god'), makes explicit what the yuga structure implies: time is not a container within which events occur but the most fundamental cosmological reality[footnoteRef:11]. [7:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 112.
]  [8:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 112.]  [9:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 115.]  [10:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 122.
]  [11:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 122, citing Atharva Veda.] 

The two versions of the Ramayana most relevant here are the Sanskrit text attributed to Valmiki, generally dated between the fifth century BCE and the second century CE, and the Ramcharitmanas of Tulsidas, composed in sixteenth-century Awadhi Hindi within the bhakti devotional tradition[footnoteRef:12]. These are not the same text, as Respondent 4, who had read both in their original languages, made clear: the Ramcharitmanas is bhakti, with devotion as the path, while Valmiki's Rama is more human and more tragic, answering different questions[footnoteRef:13]. What both share is a foundation in which Rama's actions are constitutive of the cosmic order Campion describes. Dharma is not background to the Ramayana; it is the structural logic driving the entire narrative. [12:  Valmiki, Ramayana, trans. Robert P. Goldman, 7 vols (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984-2017); Tulsidas, Ramcharitmanas, trans. R. C. Prasad (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1990).]  [13:  Interview with Respondent 4, conducted 2025.] 

Mathews argues that a flourishing community is likely to evolve a bright, self-affirming cosmology while a languishing community sees the world in darker shades, and that a good cosmology sustains its adherents, achieving a life of its own as an active force[footnoteRef:14]. Applied to diaspora communities, this raises a sharper question than the sociology of religion usually asks. Baumann's study of templeisation among Hindu Tamils in continental Europe documents a decisive shift: to a growing extent the temple becomes the main site for introducing the tradition to the next generation, accompanied by a shift in authority away from women and mothers to men and priests, with children now taught Hindu devotional practices formally in communal spaces rather than through informal practice at home[footnoteRef:15]. What neither Baumann nor the broader scholarship on Hindu diaspora religion has addressed is what this organizational shift does to the specifically cosmological dimensions of what communities carry. Hart notes that identifying this kind of gap is what justifies a new inquiry[footnoteRef:16]. [14:  Freya Mathews, The Ecological Self (London: Routledge, 1991), p. 109, cited in Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 6.
]  [15:  Martin Baumann, 'Templeisation: Continuity and Change of Hindu Traditions in Diaspora', Journal of Religion in Europe, 2 (2009), pp. 149, 154, 174.]  [16:  Chris Hart, Doing a Literature Review (London: Sage, 1998), pp. 12-14.] 

Liz Greene's 'Mystical Experiences Among Astrologers' is the methodological precedent most directly relevant to this research[footnoteRef:17]. Greene used a questionnaire to investigate operative cosmological beliefs among psychological astrologers. Her results showed that 71% of participants felt there was a relationship between their mystical experiences and astrology, with participants describing astrology as providing a sense of cosmic order and interconnectedness between inner and outer realities, as offering a worldview contrasting with the cosmology of science, and as a language that gave shape to otherwise ineffable experience[footnoteRef:18]. Greene acknowledged that her emic position as both astrologer and recipient of mystical experience probably encouraged candor in her respondents while simultaneously raising the risk that her own orientation shaped what she found[footnoteRef:19]. Both points apply directly here. Walter and Waterhouse found in their study of reincarnation belief in England that outside of a culture or formal religion that embraces a cosmological belief, high levels of personal interest in it can coincide with rather insubstantial effects on everyday life[footnoteRef:20]. That finding points toward a distinction this research develops further: the difference between holding a cosmological belief cognitively, being able to identify and describe it, and inhabiting it as an operative framework for how one lives. Scholars of lived religion draw a similar distinction between textual or doctrinal religion and religion as it is practiced and experienced in daily life; the concern is with what people do and how they orient themselves, not simply what they can articulate. The secularization literature offers a related framing: what this research documents is less the disappearance of a cosmological tradition than its transformation under conditions of cultural displacement, from a lived ontology into something closer to what sociologists of religion have called believing without belonging, a cognitive relationship to a tradition whose full experiential weight is no longer carried. The Ramayana makes this transformation unusually visible, because its cosmological content is explicit enough that respondents can articulate it even when they can no longer inhabit it. The question is what produces that gap. [17:  Liz Greene, 'Mystical Experiences Among Astrologers', Culture and Cosmos, Vol. 16, Nos. 1 and 2 (2012).]  [18:  Greene, 'Mystical Experiences Among Astrologers', p. 25.
]  [19:  Greene, 'Mystical Experiences Among Astrologers', p. 13.]  [20:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, 'Lives-Long Learning: The Effects of Reincarnation Belief on Everyday Life in England', Nova Religio, 5.1 (2001), p. 85.] 

Methodology
Schwartz-Shea and Yanow describe interpretive social science as research focusing on specific, situated meanings and meaning-making practices, understanding data as co-generated through the interaction of researcher and researched rather than objectively collected[footnoteRef:21]. Creswell defines qualitative research as an approach for exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem, with data analysis inductively building from particulars to general themes[footnoteRef:22]. The interviews were kept open-ended so that respondents could follow their own thinking rather than being guided toward predetermined answers. Brady's point about the Brink paper applies directly: the wrong tool produces incorrect assumptions about the data regardless of how carefully the findings are later presented[footnoteRef:23]. One methodological limitation bears noting: the interviews were conducted in written form, which constrained the depth of follow-up and meant some responses were less elaborated than they would have been in oral conversation. Wolcott's reminder that interpretation includes intuition, past experience, and emotion, that it is a human activity neither proved nor disproved to universal satisfaction, is the honest basis on which the Findings section proceeds[footnoteRef:24]. [21:  Peregrine Schwartz-Shea and Dvora Yanow, Interpretive Research Design: Concepts and Processes (New York: Routledge, 2012), pp. 1-2.]  [22:  John W. Creswell and J. David Creswell, Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches, 5th edition (Los Angeles: Sage, 2018), p. 41.
]  [23:  Bernadette Brady, 'Writing Up your Research', research methods seminar, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2025.]  [24:  Harry Wolcott, Writing Up Qualitative Research, 3rd edn (London: Sage, 2009), p. 30.] 

Ten participants were interviewed in 2025, each responding to the same set of open questions covering familiarity with the Ramayana, its central themes, whether they experienced it as something more than narrative, which characters they found compelling, and how they understood its contemporary relevance. Respondents ranged in age from twenty-nine to sixty-seven. Five were first generation diaspora members and five second generation, located across the United Kingdom, the United States of America, Canada, and Australia. Their levels of engagement with the tradition ranged from devout practitioners who read the Sanskrit text to secular respondents who had encountered the Ramayana primarily through the 1987 television serialization, to individuals returning to practice after a period of distance. The sample was varied by design, because the research question is answered most clearly by comparing respondents across the full range of engagement rather than studying any one group in depth.
Haynes defines reflexivity as an awareness of the researcher's role in the practice of research and the way this is influenced by the object of research, enabling the researcher to acknowledge how they affect both the research processes and outcomes[footnoteRef:25]. She distinguishes reflection from reflexivity: where reflection involves observing one's own practice, reflexivity requires thinking about how one's pre-existing understanding came to be and how it is constantly revised in the light of new knowledge[footnoteRef:26]. Haynes distinguishes objectivist approaches, which treat reflexivity as a tool for eradicating bias and maintaining analytical distance, from subjectivist ones, in which the researcher's interpretation actively constitutes rather than simply mirrors reality and insights can be drawn from what Gummeson calls pre-understanding, the knowledge and experience a researcher brings before engaging in a study, combined with the understanding that develops during it[footnoteRef:27]. [25:  Kathryn Haynes, 'Reflexivity in Qualitative Research', in Qualitative Organisational Research, ed. Catherine Cassell and Gillian Symon (London: Sage, 2012), p. 72.]  [26:  Haynes, 'Reflexivity in Qualitative Research', p. 73.]  [27:  Haynes, 'Reflexivity in Qualitative Research', p. 74.] 

This research operates within the subjectivist position. I am of Indian heritage, and my pre-understanding of the tradition within which the Ramayana sits is not something I could set aside. What I brought to the interviews was a prior orientation toward the text's cosmological content, and that orientation shaped which responses I found significant and which questions I pursued[footnoteRef:28]. Bowie argues that some types of knowledge are only accessible to those who are prepared to participate in certain activities, and that what matters is to reflect on and be aware of one's standpoint and the limitations and advantages it affords[footnoteRef:29]. Crucially, she observes that dismissing the cosmological and ontological understandings of others causes concealment: people who have had genuinely cosmological experiences and beliefs will not disclose them to someone likely to dismiss or ridicule them[footnoteRef:30]. The fact that respondents across all levels of engagement spoke openly about the cosmological dimensions of the Ramayana reflects the partial insider position I occupied. The risk is what Haynes identifies: the researcher who is part of the community being studied will always face the risk of confirming assumptions they brought to the inquiry rather than disrupting them[footnoteRef:31]. One such moment of genuine disruption was the precision with which several secular and second-generation respondents articulated what the cosmological dimensions of the text are and what is lost without them, a clarity I had not anticipated. Whether that clarity reflects something genuinely present in the data or something I was predisposed to find remains an open question. I have tried to read against my own expectations, but the alignment between what I brought to the research and what I found in it is close enough to warrant acknowledgement, particularly since the pattern does not appear in identical form across respondents and includes cases, most notably Respondent 5, that the model handles poorly. [28:  Haynes, 'Reflexivity in Qualitative Research', p. 75.]  [29:  Fiona Bowie, 'Negotiating Blurred Boundaries: Ethnographic and Methodological Considerations', in The Insider/Outsider Debate: New Perspectives in the Study of Religion, ed. George D. Chryssides and Stephen E. Gregg (Sheffield: Equinox, 2019), p. 114.]  [30:  Bowie, 'Negotiating Blurred Boundaries', p. 112.]  [31:  Haynes, 'Reflexivity in Qualitative Research', p. 84.] 

Greene's study provides the closest methodological comparison[footnoteRef:32]. She investigated operative cosmological beliefs in a community she was partly inside, acknowledged that her emic position probably encouraged candor while raising the risk of bias, and used a questionnaire combining structured and open questions.[footnoteRef:33] Interviews rather than a questionnaire made more sense here. Greene was mapping frequency and character of experience across a group; I was trying to understand how individuals articulate cosmological ideas, which needs a more open-ended conversation than a questionnaire allows. [32:  Liz Greene, 'Mystical Experiences Among Astrologers', Culture and Cosmos, Vol. 16, Nos. 1 and 2 (2012).]  [33:  Greene, 'Mystical Experiences Among Astrologers', p. 13.
] 

Findings and Analysis
The ten interviews produced a body of material that cuts across generations, countries, and levels of religious engagement. The task here is not to report every response but to identify what runs through them and what that reveals when read against the literature. Wolcott's distinction between description, analysis, and interpretation is useful as a guide: interpretation draws on the researcher's theoretical positioning to produce claims the data alone could not generate, involving intuition, experience, and a willingness to say what the evidence means rather than simply what it shows[footnoteRef:34]. Three themes emerged with enough consistency to structure this analysis: cosmic order and how respondents understand dharma; time and what the Ramayana's cosmological structure means for how the tradition is held; and divine authority and how Rama's status as an avatar shapes or fails to shape interpretation at different levels of engagement. These are analytical categories rather than divisions the respondents themselves drew. In practice, the three themes run through the same conversations and often the same sentences; separating them is a device for clarity, not a claim that respondents experience cosmological order, time, and authority as distinct. [34:  Harry Wolcott, Writing Up Qualitative Research, 3rd edn (London: Sage, 2009), p. 30.
] 

Cosmic Order
The most consistent finding across the interviews was that respondents who had engaged seriously with the Ramayana understood dharma not as a moral code but as a description of how the universe operates. Respondent 4, who had read both the Valmiki and the Ramcharitmanas in their original languages, was explicit: Dharma is not a set of rules but a relationship between the individual and the cosmic order, and Rama's every action is an expression of that relationship[footnoteRef:35]. Respondent 6, who grew up in Gujarat where the Ramayana formed part of the ritual calendar, described the maintenance of cosmic order through personal sacrifice as the spine of the entire narrative, with everything else hanging on that central principle.[footnoteRef:36] Both were first generation with sustained engagement with the tradition. What I had not anticipated was how precisely second-generation respondents with far less formal engagement articulated the same structure, arriving at it through different routes. That surprised me and complicated the initial framing I had brought to the analysis. [35:  Interview with Respondent 4, conducted 2025.]  [36:  Interview with Respondent 6, conducted 2025.] 

What Respondents 4 and 6 described maps closely onto Campion's account, though they arrived at it without his vocabulary. His account of dharma as the totality of one's submission to ethical values, life circumstances, spiritual condition, and purpose, embedded within a system in which all things in the universe, both material and nonmaterial, are bound in webs of sympathy and correspondence, is exactly what Respondents 4 and 6 were articulating without using Campion's vocabulary[footnoteRef:37]. They were not describing a text about ethics. They were describing a text about the structure of reality. That convergence between what respondents described and what the scholarship establishes is significant: it suggests that the Ramayana transmits this architecture effectively enough that sustained engagement produces accurate cosmological understanding even without formal scholarly instruction. [37:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 112.] 

This understanding appeared among respondents beyond the most religiously engaged. Respondent 7, a second generation culturally Hindu woman in the UK who described herself as only moderately familiar with the text, identified what she called a cyclical cosmology underlying the Ramayana that she had found genuinely difficult to grasp because it was so different from anything in her British education[footnoteRef:38]. Respondent 10, a second-generation man returning to practice after a period of distance, described the relationship between the personal and the universal as the central theme of the text, noting that nothing in that cosmology is private and that every action a person takes is part of a larger pattern[footnoteRef:39]. Both arrived at this understanding through engagement with the text itself rather than through formal instruction. That matters for the argument. Campion's argument that cosmological worldviews are a general feature of human orientation, not confined to the formally devout, holds here.[footnoteRef:40] But it also raises the question: if this underlying structure is legible across different levels of engagement, why cannot all respondents inhabit it? I found this harder to explain than I expected. Something is clearly blocking the path into full engagement, and I was not certain at first whether that was external to the respondents or something internal to how they were holding the tradition. [38:  Interview with Respondent 7, conducted 2025.]  [39:  Interview with Respondent 10, conducted 2025.]  [40:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 1.] 

Respondent 2, a secular second generation man in the USA, described the cosmological dimension as less personally relevant while acknowledging its importance to others.[footnoteRef:41] Respondent 8, also secular and second generation, said he lacked the preparation to access the theological depth of the text fully, and was aware of layers he had not been trained to read[footnoteRef:42]. Neither dismissed the cosmological dimension as non-existent. They recognized it as real while describing themselves as unable to live within it. Respondent 1, a first-generation practicing woman in the UK, put this from the other side: in the diaspora context people reduce the Ramayana to ethics and lose the cosmology, and the two cannot be separated without losing the meaning entirely[footnoteRef:43]. She is right about this. What is lost, in Campion's terms, is the webs of sympathy and correspondence that make dharma a feature of the universe itself rather than a set of admirable principles. A text read only for its ethical content becomes a different kind of object. [41:  Interview with Respondent 2, conducted 2025.]  [42:  Interview with Respondent 8, conducted 2025.]  [43:  Interview with Respondent 1, conducted 2025.] 

Baumann's research on templeisation helps explain how this happens. The shift from informal domestic practice to formal temple instruction that he documents means that children are now introduced to Hindu devotional practices and ideas in communal spaces rather than through daily immersion at home[footnoteRef:44]. The elder women who previously transmitted tradition through household ritual have been replaced, in diaspora conditions, by male priests in purpose-built temples. What passes through this new channel is necessarily different from what passed through the old one. Informal domestic transmission embedded the cosmological and the ritual together; formal temple instruction can convey doctrine and narrative but it cannot replicate the lived cosmological orientation that comes from growing up inside a household where the webs of sympathy and correspondence were enacted daily rather than explained periodically. [44:  Baumann, 'Templeisation', p. 174.] 

This shift has consequences that go beyond the loss of individual practices. Respondents describe this shift indirectly, through changes in how the text is encountered: through television rather than household recitation, through occasional temple visits rather than daily ritual, through individual reading rather than communal transmission. In each case, the encounter with the Ramayana has been separated from the daily ritual context in which its cosmological dimensions were not explained but enacted. The disruption suggests not just an absence of ritual but a break in the mechanism through which cosmological worldviews are transmitted from lived reality to lived reality. The data suggests that four elements tend to erode together: the ritual embedding that made dharma a daily enactment rather than a concept; the linguistic depth of Sanskrit and classical text; the household authority of women who transmitted cosmological knowledge informally and continuously; and the authority of Rama as genuinely divine, which collapses into metaphor once the devotional infrastructure sustaining that authority is gone. This is not a formal system derived in advance but a pattern that emerged repeatedly across the interviews. No respondent described only one of these losses in isolation; they appeared in overlapping combinations, though not always with equal emphasis. For instance, respondents who described losing ritual context also noted reduced access to linguistic depth and a shift in how divine authority was understood. While not all four elements are equally visible in every case, their co-occurrence is consistent enough to warrant analytical grouping. The value of this grouping is interpretive rather than categorical: it captures how respondents describe the experience of loss rather than defining fixed components of the tradition. What respondents describe as an inability to inhabit the text is the experiential result of these losses operating in combination. The Ramayana's narrative survived the journey across diaspora. The living infrastructure that made it fully inhabitable did not.
Time
The question of time emerged less explicitly than the question of order but ran through several responses in ways that matter analytically. Respondent 7 described the Ramayana as encoding a particular understanding of time quite different from anything in her British education, and said it had taken her a long time to grasp[footnoteRef:45]. The difficulty she described is not incidental. Campion concludes his India chapter by arguing that the key principle in Hinduism is not the gods or elaborate rituals but deified time: stripped of everything else, we are left with time, and time is the first god, carrying all beings, begetting heaven, encompassing all worlds[footnoteRef:46]. The Atharva Veda's figure of Kala, time as a primordial power of which there is no force higher, makes explicit what the yuga structure implies: time is not a sequence within which events occur but the most fundamental cosmological reality, the ground on which everything else stands[footnoteRef:47]. For Respondent 7, the cyclical cosmology was not a theological claim she could evaluate at a distance. It was a cosmological structure she encountered from outside, having grown up within a Western secular education in which linear, measurable time is the unexamined foundation of every subject. She could name cyclical cosmology. She could not yet experience it from within. [45:  Interview with Respondent 7, conducted 2025.]  [46:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 122.]  [47:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 122, citing Atharva Veda.] 

Respondent 9, a devout first-generation woman in Canada, expressed this from the other side. She described the Ramayana as the text she returned to most frequently, finding something new in it each time, and said it had been more stable than anything else in her life since migrating forty years ago, adding that this stability was itself cosmological[footnoteRef:48]. She was not describing stability in the ordinary sense; she was describing a text that participates in an ongoing cosmic order rather than simply recording a past event, whose depth is inexhaustible precisely because it is organized around principles: dharma, deified time, the webs of sympathy and correspondence, rather than events. The eternal and the individual are inextricably linked, as Campion puts it: there is no distance between a remote period of time and the here and now of individual affairs[footnoteRef:49]. For Respondent 9, forty years of diaspora disruption had not dislodged this. That orientation had been held because she had continued to inhabit it through devotional practice and repeated engagement with the text. Respondent 9's account is the closest thing in the data to what Mathews describes: a cosmology that is not simply believed but lived from the inside [footnoteRef:50]. [48:  Interview with Respondent 9, conducted 2025.]  [49:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 122.]  [50:  Freya Mathews, The Ecological Self (London: Routledge, 1991), p. 109, cited in Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 6.] 

Respondent 5, a non-practicing second generation woman in the USA, describes the opposite trajectory. She had rejected the Ramayana before returning to it with different questions and found feminist rereadings of Sita's story useful as a way back in[footnoteRef:51]. The readings she drew on operate within a broadly linear and historical understanding, treating Sita's fire ordeal and abandonment as events in a narrative that can be evaluated and contested. That is a legitimate engagement, but it is a different one from engaging with those same events as expressions of a cosmological principle that transcends any historical moment. That difference is, in part, a difference between linear and cyclical time: between a text that records what happened and one that participates in an ongoing order. Respondent 5's trajectory sits awkwardly within the awareness-inhabitation model as I have constructed it. She is neither simply aware of the cosmological dimensions without inhabiting them, nor moving toward inhabitation in any straightforward sense; she is building a different relationship with the text altogether, one that bypasses the cosmological architecture rather than engaging with it. This raises the possibility that cosmological inhabitation is not the only meaningful mode of engagement with the text, and that the model may be better suited to respondents who are moving toward or away from the tradition than to those who are constructing a parallel relationship with it. This is the data point that most resists the model, and I have not resolved it. I say this not to dismiss her engagement but because her case made me question whether the awareness-inhabitation distinction I was building was the right frame, or just the most convenient one. [51:  Interview with Respondent 5, conducted 2025.
] 

Divine Authority
Divine authority produced the sharpest divergence across the sample. For the devout and practicing respondents, Rama's status as an avatar of Vishnu was not a theological claim to be evaluated but a fact about the nature of reality. Respondent 1 was direct: as a practicing Hindu she did not separate the moral from the cosmological, because Rama's actions on earth are not separate from the structure of the universe but constitutive of it[footnoteRef:52]. Respondent 4 made a related point about the theological significance of Rama's suffering in the Valmiki version: the humanity of an avatar is not weakness but the point of the incarnation, the mechanism through which divine authority demonstrates itself under genuine constraint[footnoteRef:53]. Respondent 9 framed this in terms of love, arguing that the love between Rama and Sita, and between Rama and Hanuman, is not incidental but the mechanism by which dharma operates[footnoteRef:54]. This is a cosmologically precise claim: love in this context is not emotion but the active force through which divine authority sustains the webs of sympathy and correspondence Campion describes as the binding logic of the Hindu cosmos. [52:  Interview with Respondent 1, conducted 2025.]  [53:  Interview with Respondent 4, conducted 2025.]  [54:  Interview with Respondent 9, conducted 2025.] 

For secular and culturally Hindu respondents the picture was more complicated. Respondent 2 described the Ramayana as functioning for him as mythology in the Greek sense, carrying truths about human nature that did not require literal belief.[footnoteRef:55] That is a recognizable position, and a sympathetic one, but it has a specific and serious cost. I say sympathetic here because it was close to my own position at points during the research. That proximity made it harder to analyze without confirming what I had already half-decided. When divine authority is reframed as metaphor, the text's cosmological logic does not merely become optional; it collapses entirely. Dharma can no longer function as the principle by which the universe maintains itself; it becomes a set of admirable ethical commitments. The webs of sympathy and correspondence become a poetic way of saying that actions have consequences. Deified time becomes a cultural motif for cyclical thinking. None of these are the same claims as the original. Respondent 10 named this with precision: without the cosmological dimensions the text becomes self-help literature, and with them it is something of a completely different order[footnoteRef:56]. That is a precise distinction. Self-help literature operates within a secular, individual-centered understanding of the world. The Ramayana, fully inhabited, operates within a cosmological structure in which the individual is a node in a vastly larger system of sympathy and correspondence. The gap between them is not hermeneutic but ontological: two different accounts of what the universe is. The inability to sustain the ontological claim, to hold Rama's authority as genuinely constitutive of cosmic order rather than symbolically expressive of human values, is precisely what separates cosmological inhabitation from cosmological awareness. [55:  Interview with Respondent 2, conducted 2025.]  [56:  Interview with Respondent 10, conducted 2025.] 

Ravana drew independent comments from Respondents 1, 4, and 8. Respondent 1 described him as enormously learned, with ego and desire overriding knowledge as his flaw[footnoteRef:57]. Respondent 8, who had described himself as someone who had not been trained to read the text at its deepest level, nonetheless identified Ravana as the most interesting character in tradition: a scholar, a devotee of Shiva, a brilliant ruler who destroys everything through one act of desire[footnoteRef:58]. The convergence across respondents at very different levels of engagement is telling. Within the cosmological architecture Campion describes, Ravana's failure is not simply personal or ethical. His act of desire disrupts the order Rama is present in the world to restore. He is a demonstration of what happens when knowledge and dharma come apart, when individual desire violates the webs of sympathy and correspondence. He registers as cosmologically significant even to those who do not inhabit the tradition fully, which suggests the Ramayana carries its cosmological content even to readers who approach it without the devotional preparation to receive it in full. [57:  Interview with Respondent 1, conducted 2025.
]  [58:  Interview with Respondent 8, conducted 2025.] 

Respondent 3 observed that the human dimensions of the text land immediately even when the cosmological ones are harder to convey[footnoteRef:59]. That observation captures the pattern across the whole sample. That content is not lost in second generation or secular engagement, but it is present in a different mode: recognized, sometimes precisely articulated, but not fully inhabited in the way it is for respondents whose relationship to the text is devotional and continuous. Campion argues that cosmology performs three primary functions: managing time, understanding the self, and pursuing salvation[footnoteRef:60]. The three themes that emerged from this research correspond to those functions. What the interviews establish is that this architecture remains present enough in the narrative to be identified by respondents who cannot inhabit it, but not present enough, given the absence of the domestic ritual infrastructure Baumann shows has been structurally disrupted in diaspora conditions, to perform all three functions in how people live. The distinction between cosmological awareness and cosmological inhabitation can be understood as a conceptual contribution to the field of diaspora religion studies: it names the specific point at which a tradition stops being a lived ontology and becomes instead a cognitively held but only partially operative symbolic system, and it provides a model for analyzing how far that transformation has proceeded in any given community. Haynes's caution about researchers confirming their own assumptions applies, and this distinction may partly reflect my own interpretive positioning[footnoteRef:61]. But the pattern holds consistently across respondents who differ in generation, location, gender, and level of engagement. The reading was not imposed on the data. It is what the data repeatedly produced. [59:  Interview with Respondent 3, conducted 2025.]  [60:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 3.]  [61:  Haynes, 'Reflexivity in Qualitative Research', p. 84.] 

Conclusion
This research asked how contemporary members of the Hindu diaspora interpret cosmological ideas such as order, time, and divine authority through the Ramayana. The answer is more complicated than a straightforward account of loss or survival. The tradition's cosmological structure that Campion's India chapter describes with precision (dharma as the ordering principle of cosmic maintenance, time as deified and cyclical, individual existence located within webs of sympathy and correspondence) is present across the sample. But it is present in forms that vary considerably depending on the respondent's generation, level of religious engagement, and proximity to the devotional tradition in which the text was originally embedded.
The most consistent pattern is a distinction between identifying these dimensions of the text and the ability to fully inhabit them. Respondent 10's observation that without the cosmological dimensions the text becomes self-help literature names the qualitative transformation that occurs when those dimensions are reduced to ethics[footnoteRef:62]. Campion argues that there is no human society which does not in some way relate its concerns to the cosmos, and the data supports that: every respondent holds some operative understanding of the cosmological dimensions of the Ramayana[footnoteRef:63]. But a cosmological worldview can be partially held, recognized from a distance without being fully operative, in ways his account does not yet address. Whether that partial holding represents a transitional stage in diaspora transmission, a permanent condition of secular engagement with cosmological texts, or something specific to the Ramayana in this community is a question this research cannot resolve. It is the question that comes next. [62:  Interview with Respondent 10, conducted 2025.]  [63:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 1.] 

Mathews argues that a good cosmology sustains its adherents and achieves a life of its own as an active force[footnoteRef:64]. This found clear support in the responses of Respondents 1, 4, 6, and 9, for all of whom the Ramayana's structure remained operative in how they thought and lived. For other respondents the picture was more complicated. The text sustained them in some registers, among them ethical orientation, cultural identity, and narrative meaning, while these specifically cosmological aspects remained partially out of reach. Baumann's finding that diaspora conditions have shifted the transmission of Hindu tradition from informal domestic practice to formal temple instruction helps explain why: what is transmitted through a temple class cannot easily replicate what was transmitted through daily household ritual in a community where the webs of sympathy and correspondence were enacted rather than explained[footnoteRef:65]. Walter and Waterhouse found a comparable pattern in a different context: outside of a culture that embraces a cosmological belief, high levels of personal interest can coincide with insubstantial effects on everyday life[footnoteRef:66]. The pattern observed here extends beyond the Hindu diaspora. It describes what happens when cosmological traditions are structurally disembedded from the conditions that make them fully inhabitable. [64:  Freya Mathews, The Ecological Self (London: Routledge, 1991), p. 109, cited in Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 6.]  [65:  Baumann, 'Templeisation', p. 174.]  [66:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, 'Lives-Long Learning: The Effects of Reincarnation Belief on Everyday Life in England', Nova Religio, 5.1 (2001), p. 85.] 

This research has limitations as the interviews unfolded. Ten respondents across four countries is a small sample and the findings cannot be generalized. The interviews were conducted in written form rather than through conversation, which constrained the depth of follow-up. As Haynes notes, the researcher who is part of the community being studied will always face the risk of confirming assumptions they brought rather than disrupting them[footnoteRef:67]. Bowie's argument that what matters is to reflect on both the limitations and advantages of one's standpoint applies equally to the conclusions drawn here[footnoteRef:68]. A larger study with more sustained engagement with individual respondents would be needed to test whether the distinctions this research identifies hold more broadly. What can be said with confidence is that the pattern documented here, cosmological recognition persisting without cosmological inhabitation, is not idiosyncratic to this sample. Walter and Waterhouse found comparable evidence of this pattern in a different tradition, and Baumann's account of the mechanisms of diaspora religious change explains why it occurs. [67:  Haynes, 'Reflexivity in Qualitative Research', p. 84.]  [68:  Fiona Bowie, 'Negotiating Blurred Boundaries: Ethnographic and Methodological Considerations', in The Insider/Outsider Debate: New Perspectives in the Study of Religion, ed. George D. Chryssides and Stephen E. Gregg (Sheffield: Equinox, 2019), p. 114.
] 

The question of how cosmological traditions survive diaspora is genuinely complex and has not been adequately addressed in existing scholarship. The Ramayana offers an unusually clear site for this inquiry because the cosmological content (dharma, deified time, the yuga cycle, the microcosm/macrocosm principle) is explicit enough to be identified and discussed by respondents across the full range of engagement. Hart argues that a master's thesis contributes to knowledge not by resolving all questions but by advancing them more precisely than before.[footnoteRef:69] The distinction between cosmological awareness and cosmological inhabitation named here is one the literature has not articulated, and the data supports it consistently. Diaspora does not eliminate cosmological traditions. It transforms them, unevenly and incompletely, into partial systems that are held cognitively but no longer fully operative as frameworks for lived reality. That much this research can reveal. Within the limits of this sample, however, it cannot be confirmed exactly how far that transformation must go before the cosmological system ceases to function as a lived ontology. [69:  Chris Hart, Doing a Literature Review (London: Sage, 1998), pp. 12-14.
] 


⁷³ Baumann, 'Templeisation', p. 174.
⁷⁴ Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, 'Lives-Long Learning: The Effects of Reincarnation Belief on Everyday Life in England', Nova Religio, 5.1 (2001), p. 85.
⁷⁵ Haynes, 'Reflexivity in Qualitative Research', p. 84.
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