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Foreworcl

Hugh Urban’s book The Economics of Ecstasy is a rare piece of work on many
counts—it is extraordinarily learned, readable, and important. The scholarship is
flawless and intense; Urban has worked through thousands of pages of Bengali
texts that have never before been studied, some of which he discovered in forgot-
ten places. This book demonstrates beyond a doubt that our ignorance of these
texts has been an unfortunate lapse, for the texts reward both the scholar and the
general reader on many levels: they contain passages of great beauty, humor, eroti-
cism, obscenity, philosophy, and political significance. The translations manage to
be simultaneously accurate and readable, sound and spirited. This alone would
make the book well worth reading as a kind of sourcebook. But it is far more.

The historical topic—the Kartabhaja sect in Bengal and its place in the broader
movement of Tantrism, an Indian religious movement that employed purposely
shocking sexual language and rituals-—is significant in itself. The Kartabhaja sect 1s
little known and, like all Tantric sects and Tantric sex, much misunderstood. (A
character in David Lodge’s novel The British Museum Is Falling Down suggests help-
fully to a friend who is groaning under the yoke of Anglican repression, “But if
you must have religion, why not Hinduism? Then you can have sex as well.”) Yes,
but you also get a lot more than sex, as Urban demonstrates. He has done a mag-
nificent job of contextualizing the Kartabhaja sect historically in the world of
British economic and political domination. He sees the political and economic
implications of a number of religious and sexual metaphors and ideologies de-
ployed by the British, on the one hand, and the Kartibhajas, on the other, and the
religious overtones of a number of political and economic policies advocated by
the British, on the one hand, and resisted by the Kartabhajis, on the other. Urban
manages both to incorporate and to transcend the contemporary hegemonic
methodological stances of post-colonialism and subaltern studies as well as Fou-
cault’s pathbreaking studies of the relationship between power and sexuality. He
employs a nuanced hermeneutic of suspicion (ultimately derived from Freud’s sug-
gestion that gold is a symbol of shit) to excavate the sexual meanings in apparent
economic metaphors, and, more originally, the economic overtones of obscene
phrases. He shows us how sex is money, and money is sex, and religion is both at
once.

Even more interesting, I think, is the way that Urban has tackled the issue of se-



crecy in the political background and development of dissident groups. He pres-
ents secrecy as both an academic, methodological problem, as viewed from the
outside (How can we find out about religions that, by definition, do not want us
to know about them?) and a social, religious problem, as viewed from the inside
(What is gained, and what lost, by people who create and inhabit a secret religious
world?). The outside and inside merge in his own uneasy participatory observa-
tion, which he records with humorous self-deprecation. Drawing on his own
broader studies of secrecy in other societies, including our own, Urban brings an
implied but seldom revealed comparative stance to this study, producing insights
that will have relevance for the study of other secret societies, and cults in general,
far beyond the bounds of South Asia.

Wendy Doniger

Mircea Eliade Professor of History of Religions,
University of Chicago

vi FOREWORD



Pre{ace

There can be no final secret. The ultimate secret of Hermetic initiation is that
everything is secret. Hence the Hermetic secret must be an empty one, because any-
one who pretends to reveal any sort of secret is not himself initiated and has stopped

at a superficial level. (Umberto Eco, Interpretation and Overinterpretation)

Better watch out—There is nothing we like so much to communicate to others as
the seal of secrecy—along with what lies under it. (Friedrich Nietzsche, die frohliche
Wissenschaft)

This book was born in large part out of the intense frustration and often madden-
ing confusion that I encountered in the course of my research into the Kartabhaja
tradition of West Bengal and Bangladesh between 1994 and 1997. For I was, after
all, attempting to understand a tradition that is, by its own self-definition, a secret
one—that is, a tradition that practices active dissimulation, intentionally conceals it-
self from unwanted outsiders, and makes explicit use of the most ingenious tactics
of obfuscation, misinformation, and mystification. Not only was I trying to read
and translate extremely difficult, deeply encoded esoteric texts, but I was also
working with a number of gurus in Calcutta who seemed to take a real delight in
the play of secrecy and the dialectic of lure and withdrawal, as they teased me with
tantalizing glimpses of profound mysteries while always keeping me at a distance,
always holding the deepest secrets just out of reach. In short, what I encountered—
or, rather, ran quite naively and unwittingly headlong up against—was perhaps
among the most difficult hermeneutic problems a scholar of religions might face,
one that involves both profound epistemological and ethical questions: namely,
how can one study something that is supposed to be secret—and, indeed, should
one in good conscience even fry to penetrate something that another culture wishes to
keep hidden from the outside world?

By my own free admission, then, the initial impetus for this book was that dis-
ease which has stricken so many scholars in recent years—what Umberto Eco has
aptly dubbed the “syndrome of the secret,” or the morbid preoccupation with the
tantalizing regions of the unknown and the occult. However, I also believe that, in
the course of my research, I was forced in many ways to go through and beyond
this syndrome of the secret, as a simple infatuation with the mysterious and the ar-
cane; indeed, once I began to engage in more critical textual research and field-
work, [ began to appreciate just how complex, messy, infuriating, and also truly in-
teresting the problem of secrecy is when we place it within its real living and social
contexts. Beyond the simple tantalizing allure of the Hidden, which seems to have



captivated so many historians of religions, I have tried to probe much deeper into
the power of secrecy as a particular discursive strategy, as it is played out in real his-
torical and material circumstances, in more mundane but no less interesting fields
of society, politics, and economic exchange.

In the course of my research among Kartabahaja gurus of Bengal, I encoun-
tered a wide range of attitudes toward secrecy and toward my attempts to probe
into their most sacred hidden traditions. On one side, I met some who were quite
suspicious and even hostile toward my scholarly queries—particularly when they
touched on the more sensitive questions of Tantric sexual rituals and other socially
objectionable practices. On the other side, however, I also encountered a number
of gurus—including one of the two living claimants to the title of Karta, or God
Incarnate—who seemed not only willing and able to reveal their most guarded se-
crets to a curious Western scholar, but perhaps even foo enthusiastic about it. Par-
ticularly when the scholar happens to be backed by a generous research grant,
the problem is often not one of finding no access to secret knowledge but, on the
contrary, of encountering too many secrets, of finding almost endless hidden mean-
ings and concealed truths, prohferating within a tradition which seems to enjoy
the back-and-forth movement of the advertisement, partial revelation, and general
obfuscation of elusive hidden truths. Indeed, I even met one individual who
claimed to be a learned Kartabahaja master but later turned out to be a “pseudo
Kartabhaja”—a rather remarkable and intriguing impostor who had no real con-
nection with the tradition but had only heard that a rich Western scholar was
coming in search of “secret knowledge.”

After several years of interaction with this tradition, I thus came to realize that
there simply is no easy or ultimately satisfactory way out of the epistemological
and ethical quandary of secrecy. Even the act of receiving initiation, even the expe-
rience of studying as a disciple at the hands of a guru for many years would not re-
solve my double bind. After all, how could one ever be sure that what a guru tells
in initiate (particularly a naive, rich Westerner) is ever the “final truth” or ultimate
secrets and not simply another dissimulation? And once initiated, one faces the still
more troubling ethical problems of whether one can ever reveal these secrets to an
uninitiated audience of outside readers.

Initially quite frustrated and depressed by this methodological impasse, I was
eventually forced to devise a series of alternative strategies for working around it,
which allowed me to remain respectful of this tradition and its privacy while say-
ing something useful about the phenomenon of secrecy. Most important, I decided
to shift my scholarly gaze away from the elusive content or substance of the secret
and toward the more visible strategies and forms through which secrecy operates in
concrete social and material circumstances. What I found, then, was that the tactics
of secrecy and the claims to possess very rare, valuable hidden truths very often
function as a potent source of symbolic power, status, and prestige—though a
rather ambivalent and dangerous one, which is always a potential hability for its
owner.

The Economics of Ecstasy thus presents my own alternative approach to the prob-
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lem of secrecy in the specific case of the Kartabhajas, as well as my attempt to
interpret their complex history, politics, and economics over the last 200 years.
A companion volume, Songs of Ecstasy (SE), will provide an introduction to and
translation of over 100 of the Kartabhajas” highly esoteric, deeply enigmatic songs,
which I have collected from a variety of textual and manuscript sources in West
Bengal.

Columbus, Ohio H.B. U
February 2001
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A Note (or Apology) on Transliteration

Unfortunately, there is no standard or satisfactory system for transliterating Bengali
script into Roman characters; indeed, there seem to be as many different systems as
there are scholars of Bengali. After asking numerous authorities, both Western and
Indian, I have found nothing but a wild diversity of idiosyncratic systems, nor have
I ever come across a work that was entirely consistent within itself. On one side,
authors who wish to emphasize the Sanskritic origins of Bengali use the same
transliteration system as for devanagari: they distinguish between v’s and s and be-
tween different sibilants (5, s, s) and render all final open vowels. This purely San-
skritic system is perhaps the only truly “consistent” one, though it results in some
rather bizarre constructions that have no real place in either the Sanskrit or Ben-
gali languages (e.g., rendering the final vowel of a Bengali genitive inflection, such
as bhavera, which does not exist in Sanskrit and is not pronounced in Bengali). On
the other side, those who wish to capture the actual sound of the Bengali language
adopt a basically phonetic system: hence, all s turn into Bengali b, all sibilants
become the Bengali aspirated sh’s, all final vowels drop off, and so on. This, too,
produces some weird constructions—for example, boishnab for the Sanskritic
vaisnava—which are unrecognizable to most non-Bengali specialists. In sum, a
purely Sanskritic system ultimately does violence to the uniquely Bengali charac-
ter of the language, while a purely Bengali system is basically unintelligible to
scholars of most non-Bengali traditions.

For my part, I have chosen to adopt a compromise system similar to that used
by Jeffrey Kripal. As Kripal points out, Bengali writers, in their own self-represen-
tations, typically use a mixed system of transliteration, slipping easily back and
forth between a Sanskritic and a vernacular.

Because the culture itself rocks back and forth between venacular and Sanskritic
transliterations, I too will alternate between the two options, trying as best I can to
approximate the self-representation of the culture. . . . Such a system will no
doubt strike the linguistically sensitive reader as a confused melange of broken rules
and inconsistencies. I can only admit my compromises, note that they are at least
partly a function of the culture’s own history. (Jeffrey J. Kripal, Kali’s Child: The Mys-
tical and the Erotic in the Life and Teachings of Ramakrishna [Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1995], xxxii)

XV



No one, for example, ever writes the name “Ramakrishna” the way it is actually
pronounced (i.e., “Ramkrishno”). Instead, the tradition frequently Sanskritizes it-
self, though usually only partially, and often quite incorrectly. Moreover, this eclec-
tic compromise method is itself a reflection of the complex and syncretic history
of the Bengali people—a people who wish to identify themselves with the rich
traditions of Sanskrit literature while asserting the uniquely “Bengali” quality of
their own very rich history and literary creations. This may strike most specialists
as inconsistent and contradictory; but one could argue equally that a purely “con-
sistent” and rigidly governed system would do an injustice to this tradition, which
is itself highly diverse, pluralistic, and often (like every language) quite inconsistent.
However, [ adopt a few basic ground rules:

1. The basic system is fundamentally Sanskritic, though tailored to the peculiarities
of the Bengali language. This is intended, first, to make this book reasonably ac-
cessible to scholars of Sanskrit and other Indian languages, and, second, to pre-
serve as much of the feel of the Bengali language as possible.

2. Therefore I follow the Sanskrit distinction between v’s and s and between differ-
ent sibilants, and I render vowels in their Sanskrit form (4 and @ instead of the
Bengali 0 and uh).

3. Final a’s on genitive or locative constructions are not rendered, because this pro-
duces a form that makes no sense in either Bengali or Sanskrit. Thus, [ use Bhaver,
not Bhdvera.

4. Words of clearly Perso-Arabic origin are not Sanskritized: thus Pir does not be-
come Pira, and terms like gorib (“poor”) are not rendered as goriva.

5. Proper names are left more or less as pronounced and not Sanskritized unless that
person has rendered his own name Sanskritically in English publications. Thus I
refer to “Aulcind” and “Dulilcind” rather than “Aulacinda” and “Dulilacinda.”
This will no doubt produce a number of unsatisfactory contradictions—but no
more than most native Bengalis produce when they attempt to render their own

names into English.
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Abbreviations

Citations in Songs of Ecstasy and in this book refer, first, to the original text and

page number (e.g., KG 1 or BG 66), and, second, to the section and song number
in the Songs. Hence, BG 160; I1.1 refers to Bhaver Gita, 160, translated in part 1I,
song number 1.

BG
BG (1882)
KDA

KG

SE

sS

STP
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Introduction

Secrecy and Symholic Power

From secrecy, which shades all that is profound and significant, grows the error ac-
cording to which everything mysterious is something important and essential. Be-
fore the unknown man’s natural impulse is to idealize . . . to intensify the un-

known through imagination. (Georg Simmel)

It is perhaps only fitting that the phenomena of “secrecy” and “esotericism” should
remain among the most persistent and pervasive, and yet also poorly studied and
misunderstood, aspects of the history of religions. Derived from the Greek term es-
oferos, esotericism refers to what is “inner” or hidden—what is known only to the
initiated few and closed to the majority of mankind in the exoteric world.! Despite
the increasing preoccupation with the topic throughout the media, television series
(e.g., the “X-Files”), popular novels (e.g., Foucault’s Pendulum), and even now on the
Internet (where we can shop at “Esotericism.com” or attend the “Church of
Tantra” on line), the subject of secrecy remains pootly understood and theoretically
confused within the academic study of religions.2 Among historians of religions,
such as Mircea Eliade and Kees Bolle, the study of secrecy has remained disappoint-
ingly general, universalistic, and largely divorced from all social and historical con-
text. Even Antoine Faivre’s extensive work on Western esotericism takes virtually no
account of the very real social and political contexts in which esoteric traditions
emerge and with which they are inextricably intertwined.3

The field of South Asian studies is no exception to this broader trend, which
has generated a growing interest in the role of secrecy in Indian traditions, specifi-
cally in the texts and rituals of Tantrism. As Douglas Brooks has argued, just as the
study of miystics such as Meister Eckhart has completely revised our traditional
view of Christianity, and just as the recognition of the Kabbalah has transformed
our understanding of Judaism, so, too, the recognition of the Tantras as a central
and pervasive aspect of Indian religions has the potential to transform our under-
standing of Hinduism itself.4

Even amidst the growing body of Tantric studies, however, a number of pro-
found lacunae in contemporary scholarship remain. First, as we see in the recent
proliferation of scholarship on Kashmir Saivism, much of the work has been almost
entirely philosophical, extremely cerebral, and purely textual; with the exception of
the more recent work of David White and Jeffrey Kripal, few scholars have made any
inquiry into the real historical and social contexts in which Tantra is practiced, gen-
erally ignoring its complexity and messiness as a lived tradition.> In short, most



scholars have ignored the basic fact that, as Simmel long ago pointed out, secrecy is
always by definition a social phenomenon. It is deeply enmeshed in historical and
political contexts, defining relations of power between those who know and those
who do not.¢ Second, most of the recent literature on Tantra has been extremely
specialized in focus, with little interest in the broader comparative issues involved in
the study of esoteric traditions. Thus far, there has been little effort to grapple with
the wider methodological problems of esotericism, nor has there been any attempt
to integrate the rich body of sociological and anthropological theories of secrecy.

And third, there has yet been little critical reflection on the historical construc-
tion of the category of “Tantrism” itself. It is true that India has long known the ex-
istence of a large, diverse, and heterogeneous body of texts called tantras; however, as
André Padoux points out, the abstract category of “Tantrism,” used to refer to a dis-
tinct and coherent tradition, is “certainly a modern Western creation”—that is,
largely the product of Orientalist scholars and colonial authorities of the nineteenth
century.” We need to ask, therefore, what was the specific cultural and historical
milieu, what were the deeper social and political interests, that led European authors
to classify a certain body of texts and traditions under the collective title of
“Tantrism?” And why specifically those that were considered, by Victorian stan-
dards, not only bizarre but also repulsive, sexually licentious, and morally offensive?

In this volume, I suggest a new approach to the study of Tantra and to the
topic of secrecy in general, by focusing on one specific esoteric tradition—the
Kartabhajis or “Worshipers of the Master”—which spread throughout the Calcutta
area during the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Precisely because
of the unique and rather volatile milieu in which they emerged, in the early decades
of colonial rule, during the first stages of the penetration of European capitalism
into Bengal, the Kartabhajas offer an especially poignant case for the study of a secret
tradition within its concrete, living historical contexts. Indeed, they are a striking
llustration of the power and the liability of secrecy—its role both as a source of status,
honor, or prestige and as a source of danger, scandal, censorship, or suppression.

In the first half of this introduction, I provide a general background on the
Kartabhajas and their importance for our scholarly imagining of “Tantrism” and
for the study of esoteric traditions as a whole. Then, in the second half, I engage
the larger theoretical snarls inevitably involved in the study of something that is
supposed to be “secret.”

The Economics of Ecstasy:
A Historical and Contextual Approacl'x to the
Study of Tantric Traditions

The Kartabhajis are a degenerate [bhariga] form of the Tantric religion. . . . In the
Kali age, people are deluded by ignorance; therefore the desire for the five M is the
religion of this era. That’s why the Kartabhaja teaching has secretly become very
powerful in this land. (Ramacandra Datta, Tattvasara)

4 INTRODUCTION



Founded by a semilegendary wandering madman named Aulcand (d. 1779)—who
was said to be Sti Caitanya reincarnated in the form of a poor, crazy Fakir—the
Kartabhajis stand out as perhaps the most important later branch of the Vaisnava-
Sahajiya tradition, and as one of the few to have survived in the changing context
of colonial Bengal. Throughout the Bengali world, moreover, they have a long and
controversial reputation because of their supposed engagement in secret, scan-
dalous, and immoral activities. As the orthodox Muslim leader Muhammad
Rijzuddin Ahmad wrote in 1903,“The class of Fakirs called the Kartabhajas . . .
is a group of necrophagous goblins [pi{aca] who have spread their terrible poison
throughout our community. . . . They are the refuse of our society”” Even
today the dangerous power and lurid attraction of the Kartabhajas survive in the
Bengali imagination; as we see in widely read novels such as Kalakiita’s Kothay Se
Jan Ache, the Kartabhajas are surrounded with a tantalizing aura of danger and
allure—an allure made all the more intense because any commerce with this group
was explicitly forbidden by his conservative Brahmin family:

My first trip [to the Kartabhaja festival in Ghoshpara] was not at all pleasant. . . .
Even going to the gathering was forbidden. The instructions of my guardians were
clear: That is a forbidden place. . . . In our family, as among many Brahmin fami-
lies, it was forbidden because of its infamous reputation. But the very fact that something
is “forbidden” also means there is always an urge to transgress that prohibition. For every veil,

there is a desire to unveil. The more secrecy there is, the more one’s curiosity grows.”

What I shall argue for in my discussion of the Kartabhajas is a profoundly contex-
tual or embodied approach to Tantra, one deeply embedded in the concrete social,
historical, and political circumstances in which these traditions emerge and with
which they interact. Here I wish to follow the lead of Jeffrey Kripal and his work
on the Calcutta mystic, $11 Ramakrspa. As Kripal suggests, we need to acknowl-
edge not only the “pure” form of Tantra as presented in Sanskrit texts or in highly
cerebral philosophical speculation but also its deeper ambiguities in concrete
human experience—"not its ideal state but in its lived compromises and contra-
dictions”’1? In the case of the Kartibhajas, I hope to demonstrate the profound
impact of the changing social, political-—and, above all, the economic—context of
colonial Bengal on a highly esoteric Tantric tradition. In other words, I wish to
delve into its economics of ecstasy, or (to borrow a phrase of Lise McKean), its divine
enterprisell—the very material circumstances and practical conditions of its secret
mysteries and hidden truths.

The Kartabhajas, it would seem, present an ideal case for this kind of a project.
First, as one of the few esoteric sects about which we have a large amount of con-
crete historical data, drawn from a wide range of sources, the Kartibhajas provide a
rare opportunity to study a Tantric tradition within its concrete sociohistorical
context. Using primary textual material, firsthand accounts by well-known Ben-
gali figures (Ramakrsna, Disarathi R3y, and many others), contemporary newspa-
per reports, and missionary accounts, we can reconstruct the historical trajectory
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and social composition of this group with a rare degree of accuracy. We know
when and where the sect emerged, who participated in it, from which classes they
came, how they interacted with the exoteric society around them, and how they
changed in response to the changing social and economic circumstances of mod-
ern Bengal. Finally, we also have living representatives of the sect still practicing
today, still publishing texts and converging at annual festivals in Ghoshpara, the
sect’s village center, north of Calcutta.!2

Second, the Kartabhajas represent an especially clear example of an esoteric tra-
dition. Not only did they develop a sophisticated system of secret discourse or
sandhabhasa, called the Language of the Mint (tyanksall bol), which saturates their
large corpus of mystical songs, but they also developed a strategy for cultivating a
dual identity, maintaining at once the facade of an exoteric public identity (the
vyavaharik self), in conformity with exoteric social law while creating a secret, di-
vinized identity (the paramarthik self).13At the same time, however, the Kartabhajas
also provide an especially poignant example of what I shall call the inherent am-
bivalence and ligbility of secrecy—that is, the ways in which the very claim to
secrecy often turns into a source of criticism, slander, and censorship from the
surrounding exoteric society. Within the Kartabhaja tradition itself, in fact, we find
repeated (though never successful) efforts at self-censorship, in the attempt to
purge the tradition of its more objectionable esoteric, particularly Tantric and
sexual, elements.

Third, the Kartabhajs also open up some especially important insights into the
problematic category of “Tantra” itself. Not only did they emerge in the same
area—DBengal, specifically around Calcutta—in which many of the foremost Ori-
entalist scholars and Christian missionaries were working,'+ and in the same his-
torical period—from the late eighteenth to early twentieth centuries—during
which they first began to identify a certain body of texts and traditions as
“Tantrism,” but, by the end of the nineteenth century, the Kartabhajas were often
singled out as the quintessence and most extreme example of the degenerate
Tantric cult. In the words of the famous Bengali poet and satirist Dasarathi Ray,
they are “the foremost of the Aghora-panthis. ”15 Sri Ramakrsna, for example, often
simply says Kartabhajadi (the Kartabhajas, etc.), to refer to a wide range of disrep-
utable Tantric cults in the Calcutta area.16

The Kartabhajas, however, also illustrate with striking clarity just how flawed
and ambiguous a category Tantra is. For if it is true, as Padoux suggests, that
Tantrism is largely a modern scholarly construction, can we still use this category
in a productive way? And what do we do with cases like the Kartabhajis, whom
most critics outside the tradition denounce as Tantric, while many apologists
within the tradition ardently deny that they have anything to do with the scandal
and smut of Tantra?

As Douglas Brooks has argued, Tantra is perhaps best understood not in terms
of a singular, monothetic definition but, rather, as a product of the scholarly im-
agination, a heuristic device or useful tool, which we employ in order to organize
and understand a given body of texts and traditions. As such, it demands a more
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flexible and messier “polythetic” definition, which does not reify some single uni-
fying essence but instead simply identifies a set of common characteristics and
family resemblances. A given tradition therefore need not call itself “Tantric” but
sinply must share a significant number of these characteristics in order to be
usefully classified as Tantric.'” If we accept this polythetic definition, then the
Kartibhajas would clearly appear to share virtually all of the ten characteristics
Brooks identifies. They do indeed claim an extra-Vedic authority, beyond the tra-
ditional canon of Hindu scriptures'®; they engage in special forms of bodily disci-
pline, such as Kundalini yoga'”; they are at once theists and philosophical nondual-
ists2; they employ the mystical power of sound and sacred formulae (mantras)2!;
they place extraordinary emphasis on the authority of the Guru (who is in fact
identified as God incarnate); their theology and ritual center around the bipolar
sexual symbolism of the miale Deity and his Consort (Krsna and Radha); their
practice is at once highly esoteric (gupta, rahasya), and considered the most expe-
dient, most natural, or innate (Sahaja) path to liberation?2; they engage in acts
which explicitly transgress conventional social boundaries—such as communal
neals which ignore social hierarchies and (in some cases) sexual intercourse in
violation of caste2?; and finally, they demand forms of initiation (diksd), in which
caste and gender are not the primary criteria for sadhana.2*

Alternatively, we might also employ the simpler, more general definition sug-
gested by Madeleine Biardeau and André Padoux: Tantric traditions, they argue, are
most fundamentally those which aim to “harness kama—desire (in every sense of
the word) . . . to the service of deliverance”; that is to say, they adapt and employ
the powers of the human body, the physical senses, and even sexuality as the most
expedient means to liberation.?> This is in fact the very basis of the Kartabhaja
path, the end and goal of which are precisely to distill the nectar of desire, to trans-
mute base physical lust (kama) into pure, spiritual Love (prema). As two living
Kartabhaja gurus explain, “The essential thing is that lust does not have to be aban-
doned; it has to be purified.”26 “The supreme essence is Sahaja; it cannot be at-
tained through the repression of desire, but rather, in an innate, spontaneous, natu~
ral way. . . . The path to attaining the supreme essence. . . . is the method of
Tantric yoga.”27

Therefore, I would agree with D. C. Sen that the Kartabhajas may be regarded
as the largest, most powerful, and “primary community among Sahajiyas” which
survived in the colonial period and thus as part of the more general class of
“Tantric” traditions of Bengal.28 And yet, rather strikingly, the Kartabhajas them-
selves have always been deeply ambivalent about their relation to Tantrism—
indeed, many members today vehemently deny that they bear any relation to
things smacking of the scandal of Tantrism (which has become a kind of dirty
word to most Bengalis).2? Hence, the Kartabhajas not only offer a poignant illus-
tration of just how problematic a category this is but also help us to reimagine and
redefine this category in a more fruitful way in contemporary discourse.

Finally—and perhaps most important for our attempt to reimagine the cate-
gory of Tantra—the Kartabhajas also demonstrate how deeply rooted Tantric
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traditions are within their specific social, political, or economic contexts. This tra-
dition, I argue, cannot be understood apart from the very unique social and eco-
nomic world in which it was born: the situation of Bengal under colonial rule,
during the initial penetration of European capitalisin into India. The sect emerged
at a critical historical moment and at a pivotal geographic locus—the area around
Calcutta, the imperial city, at the end of the eighteenth century. Much of its fol-
lowing was drawn from precisely those classes that had been most negatively af-
fected by the changing socioeconomic changes in Calcutta and the surrounding
countryside; they came from the “underworld of the imperial city,” from the poor
urban laborers and the dislocated peasantry of Nadia district.? This in turn had a
formative impact both on the structure of the sect and on the symbolic language
of its texts, which are filled with a remarkable amount of mercantile terms, such as

(T3 9% ¢

“comumnodities,” “capital,” “brokers,” “traders,” “account books,’and so on. Indeed,
not only do they borrow the mercantile imagery of contemporary Calcutta, but
they also skillfully appropriate much of the discourse of the British East India
Company itself. Throughout their highly metaphor and esoteric songs, the Kar-
tabhajas often call themselves nothing less than a new Company, a “Poor Com-~
pany” (gorib Kompant), “Mad Company” (pagal kompant), or “Platoon of the Poor”
(kangaler paltan) which had been founded because the “Old Company” of the
mainstream Vaisnava tradition was no longer relevant to a changing historical
context. The Kartibhajas had come to reveal a host of “spiritual commodities”
and a new form of “capital” for the poor low-class people who comprised its
following.31

But beyond the basic social context in which they emerge, the Kartabhajas also
show us how dramatically Tantric traditions may change and transform themselves
with the changing course of history. “The people of Bengal have always been
Tantrics and Sahajiyas,” as one recent scholar put it, “In the Kartabhaja sect, this
Tantric and Sahajiya current has undergone many transformations and has been
conceived in a new form.’32 Emerging during the critical period of early colonial
rule, amidst the social and religious reforms of the Bengal Renaissance, the
Kartabhajas clearly reflect the changing attitudes and anxieties about the very cate~
gory of “Tantra” itself. As we see in each of the three parts of this volume, the
Kartabhajis represent (at least) three fundamental transtormations within the older
Sahajiya traditions, which emerged in response to the changing social and eco-
nomic context of colonial Bengal. They might thus be called the following: (1) a
kind of “popularized Tantra”——a more inclusive, less elitist tradition or “Religion
of Man” (Manuser Dharma), which made an explicit appeal to the poorer lower
classes; (2) a “deodorized Tantra”—one that felt intense embarassment about the
more objectionable aspects of the Sahajiya traditions (above all, the use of sexual
practices) and made a deliberate effort to sanitize, censor, or at least better disguise
anything smacking of “Tantra”; and (3) a “commercialized Tantra”—one that de-
veloped a complex economic hierarchy, which ironically allowed this originally
poor, lower-class sect to become perhaps the wealthiest and most successful of all
the “obscure religious cults” of Bengal.
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Therefore, in addition to its broader comparative implications for the history of
religions, a thorough study of the Karcabhajas would also offer a much-needed
contribution to the area of Bengal studies. As one of the few lower-class religious
sects about which we have a good deal of historical data, the Kartabhajis open
a fascinating and revealing window onto the lives of the poor lower orders of
nineteenth-century Calcutta and the surrounding countryside—classes that were,
as Sumanta Banerjee points out, otherwise largely invisible to Calcutta’s upper-
class bhadralok society, and long neglected by modern historiography.33 Appearing
ubiquitously throughout nineteenth-century Bengali literature, newspapers, and
the writings of contemporary figures such as the disciples of Ramakrsna, the
Kartabhajas are a sect that every Bengali scholar has heard of; yet, thus far, there is
not a single comprehensive study of this group. In many respects, the Kartabhajas
are a group much like the Bauls (who were ignored until made famous by
Rabindranath Tagore) or the Vaisnava-Sahajiyas (who were unknown until brought
to our attention by Edward C. Dimock); in fact, until this century, the Kartabhajas
were far more numerous and powerful than the Bauls, the Sahajiyas, or any other
of the so-called obscure religious cults of Bengal 3+ But, rather strangely, the
Kartibhajis appear largely to have slipped through the cracks of modern scholar-
ship. Apart from a few scattered articles by Geoffrey A. Oddie and Sumanta Baner-
jee, and Ramakanta Chakrabarty’s brief chapter in his Vaisnavism in Bengal, there is
virtually nothing on this sect in the English language. Even in Bengali scholarship,
there are only a few critical studies of this group. Indeed, no less an authority that
Sukumir Sen himself reportedly stated that a thorough study of the Kartabhajas is
among the most needed projects in the history of Bengali literature.35

The Enigma of the Kartdl?lzajds:
A History of Secrecy, Censorship, Scandal, Slander and a
Gradual Decline into Obscurity

At the very utterance of this word “Kartibhaja” my family and neighbors would
make mocking and disgusted remarks. . . . “Oh! such a disgraceful thing has never
before occurred in this world!” (Kalakita, Kathay se Jan Ache)

This scholarly neglect of the Kartabhajas, it would seem, is due in large part to the
highly controversial and often quite scandalous reputation they acquired during
the nineteenth century, when they became increasingly suspected of sexual licen-
tiousness, fraud, and criminal behavior. Although it began as one of many small
esoteric cults stemming from the much older Sahajiya traditions of medieval Ben-
gal, the Kartibhajas had, by the mid-nineteenth century, grown into a wealthy,
powerful, and quite infamous tradition, which was widely discussed among the
educated society of Calcutta. Initially a highly secretive obscure minor sect, the
Kartabhajas also developed an important “exoteric” public dimension, which at-
tracted a mass following and allowed its leadership to accumulate large amounts of

land and revenue.
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Unfortunately, in large part because of their “esoteric” heritage, the Kartabhajas
also came under increasing attack, slander, and ridicule from the more conservative
upper-class factions of nineteenth-century Bengal—above all, for their alleged im-
morality and Tantric sexual practices. As Rimakrsna described them, for example,
they were thought to be comprised mainly of “bitches” or “whores” (magi), who
engaged in sexual rituals, perverse relations with small boys, and other unspeakable
acts. “Everybody shuddered at the name Kartabhaja. The vices which they imbibed
from the Tantriks became most prominent. . . . Kartabhaja became a term of
ridicule.”3¢ Even today, the Samsad Bengali Dictionary defines “Kartabhaja” as a sar-
castic term of slander and insult. But, at the same time, ironically, the Kartabhajas
were also praised by some of the most progressive reformers of the nineteenth
century, such as Nabincandra Sen, who admired their seemingly modern humanis-
tic ideals. The sermimythical founder, Aulcand, has even been hailed by some as
a kind of “folk Rammohun Roy”37 Amidst all these conflicting accounts and
scandalous accusations, the Kartibhajis have been largely ignored in modern
scholarship. As the respected historian, Rame$candra Majumdar, put it, “up to the
nineteenth century, many Sahajiya sects such as the Kartabhajas. . . . became
widespread throughout Bengal, but it is impossible to describe them without of-
fending the judgments of good taste.”3#

Correspondingly, we find two parallel currents within the later Kartabhaja tra-
dition of the nineteenth and twentieth century: on one hand, among the more
esoteric disciples, a move further “underground”, into the realm of increasing se-
crecy and silence; on the other hand, among the more “exoteric” and “orthodox”
devotees, an attempt to clean up, sanitize, or deodorize the tradition, to purge all
immoral or sexual elements—above all anything smacking of “Tantrism”—and to
give the tradition a more “legitimate” Vaisnava appearance. This attempt to legiti-
mate and deodorize the tradition was never, however, successful. Increasingly
throughout the twentieth century the Kartabhajas became the victim of severe
ridicule, slander, and a gradual fall into obscurity. “Since the nineteenth century,
this has been the most debated and most numerous of the folk sects,” Cakravartl
comments, “Because of the ill-repute and slander surrounding their Sahajiya prac-
tices, they have now lost much respect.”3% Although many pockets of Kartabhajas
still survive throughout Calcutta, rural West Bengal, and Bangladesh, and although
one can still find many Kartabhaja subsects such as the Sahebdhanis, Bhagabiniyas,
Gurusatyas, and Auls, the current status of the tradition is a rather sad reflection of
its impressive power and wealth at its height in the nineteenth century. Today, the
Kartibhajas are typically remembered only for their large annual festival held in
Ghoshpara at the time of Holi, which now survives largely as a kind of carnival
event or popular entertainment (as well as the primary source of income for the
current family of the Karta). Ironically, this once profoundly “esoteric” Sahajiya
cult now survives as a relatively innocuous and “exoteric” devotional movement.
“Many suppose that the Kartabhajas’ Tantric bodily practices are the result of later
external influence,” Ratan Kumiar Nandi explains, “But this is not the case. Rather,
under the impact of later history, these practices underwent a transformation,
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and, in place of secret rituals [guhyacara], 2 more devotional faith . . . became pre-
dominant.”40

Method and Argument:
Putting Some History Back into the “History of Religions”

To penetrate a tradition as controversial and esoteric as the Kartabhajas, 1 submit,
we must proceed by placing them within a broader cross-cultural framework, em-
ploying the tools and strategies of a historian of religions. These strategies | under-
stand to be, (1) comparison in the strong sense of the word. that is, not only com-
parison across cultures but also across historical and disciplinary boundariest!;
(2) a dialectical strategy of tacking back and forth between broad cross-cultural
theory and specific historical detail; and (3) an attention to the historical transforma-
tions of the phenomenon and, above all, to the ways in which human agents
appropriate and manipulate religious resources for specific historical interests.
Here, I understand the task of the historian of religions to go far beyond a simple
Eliadean quest for universal patterns and symbolic archetypes, or a search for the
sui generis essence of religion as the product of homo religiosus. Rather, the historian
of religions must also examine myths and symbols as the work of real, concretely
situated, interested human beings, as products of homo faber, which are deeply en-
meshed in real social, political, and historical contexts.#? As Bruce Lincoln points
out, the discipline of the “history of religions” therefore bears a deep tension at its
very heart. To practice the history of religions is to examine the temporal, human,
and material aspects of phenomena which claim to be transcendent, suprahuinan
and eternal:

Religion . . . is that discourse whose defining characteristic is its desire to speak of
things eternal and transcendent with an authority equally transcendent and eternal.
History, in the sharpest possible contrast, is that discourse which speaks of things
temporal and terrestrial in a human and fallible voice, while staking its claim to au-
thority on rigorous critical practice.

History of religions is thus a discourse that resists and reverses the orientation of
that discourse with which it concerns itself. To practice history of religions . . . is
to insist on discussing the temporal, contextual, situated, interested, human and mate-
rial dimensions of those discourses, practices and institutions that characteristically

represent themselves as eternal, transcendent, spiritual and divine.43

In sum, as a historian of religions, I will try to root the Kartabhaja tradition con-
cretely within its greater social, economic, and historical context, examining the
ways in which it interacted with, and was in turn historically transformed by, the
cultural world around it. Hence I see my work as a complement and corrective to
earlier works on the Vaisnava Sahajiya tradition like that of Edward C. Dimock,
who provides an excellent analysis of the texts, theology, and practices of this
tradition while largely ignoring the social and historical context in which it

emerged. But simultaneously, as a historian of religions, I will also place this tradi-
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tion within the much broader comparative framework of secrecy and esotericism
cross-culturally, bringing to bear a wide range of anthropological and sociological
theory, as well as comparative insights drawn from other non-Indian rehigious
traditions.

Using some insights from Pierre Bourdieu and Michel Foucault, I argue for a
theoretical shift in our approach to the problem of secrecy as a comparative and
cross-cultural category. Instead of defining secrecy in terms of its content or sub-
stance, as most past scholars have done, I would suggest that it is far more fruitful to
examine secrecy in terins of its form, or the ways in which secret information is
exchanged.** Secrecy, I suggest, is best understood as a strategy for concealing and
reveahing information. It is a tactic which functions to transform certain knowl-
edge into a rare and valuable commodity, a scarce resource, which in turn enhances
the status and prestige—in Bourdieu’s terms the “symbolic capital”—of its posses-
sor. Unlike most forms of symbolic capital, however, secret knowledge can be ex-
changed and accumulated only within a highly restricted, often “illegal” or un-
orthodox social field, such as esoteric ritual. Hence, it might be thought of as a
kind of “black market symbolic capital” Not unlike drugs or prostitution, it is a
valuable but also dangerous and transgressive form of power which can only be
exchanged outside the bounds of mainstream society, and which increases one’s
status only in an alternative, esoteric hierarchy.

Because this study concerns a sect that flowered during a situation of colonial
rule, and because the texts of this group incorporate a large amount of capitalist
language, in the course of my analysis I employ, criticize, and modify some of the
insights of recent colonial and postcolonial studies.*> On one hand, I am deeply
sympathetic to scholars such as Jean Comaroff, Marshall Sahlins, the members of
the Subaltern Studies Collective, and others who have dealt with situations of
colonial contact and native resistance. As the Comaroffs argue, colonized peoples
are never just assimilated passively into colonial and capitalist structures; rather, as
creative agents, they also subvert and deform them in manifold ways, often by ap-
propriating the structures of colonialism themselves, giving them new or radically
transformed meanings.*¢

On the other hand, I am more critical of the recent proliferation of literature
on postcolonial theory that has followed in the wake of Fanon, Said, Bhabha, and
their disciples. I am indeed sympathetic to their critique of Eurocentric notions of
language and literature and their concern with the “strategies of subversion” in the
writings of colonized peoples*’; however, as critics such as Aijaz Ahmad, Anne Mc-
Clintock, and Sara Suleri have pointed out, there are a number of troubling prob-
lems inherent in the discourse of postcolonialism.

First, it tends to oversimplify the colonial situation, portraying it as a simple
binarism of colonizer and colonized, imperial oppressor and native victim. By
overemphasizing the radical impact of Western power on the rest of the world,
much postcolonial discourse tends to divide all global history into pre- and
postimperial epochs. In so doing, it is in danger of lapsing into a more subtle form
of imperialism, viewing all human history from the standpoint of European expan-
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sion and the progress of modern capitalism.*® As we will see, this is especially
problematic in the case of colonial India, which represents an extremely complex
interaction between indigenous and European factions. As recent historians such as
C. A. Bayly and David Washbrook have argued, India was by no means suddenly
and radically transformed from a pre-capitalist feudal society into a modern
capitalist one. Not only were there many varieties of pre-colonial Indian capi-
talism, but even after the arrival of the British East India Company, the British
were but one of several players in a complex field of economic relations. Pre-
colonial and colonial structures existed simultaneously, while many competing
factions, both foreign and indigenous, struggled over material and symbolic
resources.*?

Second, in their celebration of resistance and struggle, postcolonial studies too
often overlook the more subtle forms of collusion and cooperation between colo-
nizer and colonized. By romanticizing the struggle of colonized peoples, portray-
ing them as noble champions of freedom against the expansion of global capital-
ism, they overlook the many ways in which colonized peoples do not simply
struggle against oppressive colonial structures, but also introduce new, in some
cases equally oppressive, hierarchies of their own. As John Kelly suggests, we need a
more complex understanding of the colonial situation, emphasizing the ambivalent
mixture of both resistance and accommodation. What we find is often *‘not a story
of victory for the colonized in resistance to colonial hegemony” but, rather, one in
which “the heroes are flawed and their successes mixed with failures.”50

The Kartabhajas, I suggest, are a wonderful reflection of this deeper complexity
of Bengal at the turn of the nineteenth century. According to the central metaphor
of the main Kartibhaja text, the Bhaver Gita, this world is one vast “bazaar”—a
teeming marketplace, in which a host of merchants, both foreign and native, ex-
change the merchandise of their various religious and political beliefs.5! Within
the Kartabhaja songs and rituals, we find a rich mixture of colonial and precolo-
nial, indigenous, and foreign discourse. Mercantile terminology and the language
of the “company” (kompani) mingle with traditional economic hierarchies, such as
the precolonial Zamindari system of revenue. At the same time, this group is also a
fascinating mixture of both resistance and accommodation to colonial structures.
The Kartabhajas do indeed strategically appropriate many elements of colonial dis-
course, investing them with highly subversive meanings and turning them into a
powerful source of liberation. Yet simultaneously, it would seem that its poor,
lower-class members are reinscribed into a new economic hierarchy, which serves
primarily to benefit a small group of powerful gurus.

Structure and Plan of the Baok: A Dialectical Argument

This volume proceeds by means of a dialectical movement, tacking back and forth
between broad cross-cultural comparative theory and narrow, concrete historical
detail. In the second half of this introduction, I engage in a detailed theoretical and
comparative discussion, focusing on the larger cross-cultural problems of secrecy
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and esoteric traditions. The body of the volume will then be divided into three
parts, with a total of seven chapters. In part I, the “The Secret Marketplace,” I sum-
marize the broader social and historical background of late-eighteenth-
century Bengal and the basic religious and social ideals of the early Kartibhaja tra-
dition. Part II,“The Power of Secrecy,” then engages the role of secrecy as a source
of symbolic power, in both esoteric discourse and in physical practice.
And in part III, “The Liability of Secrecy,” I examine the more problematic and
negative side of secrecy as a potential source of scandal, slander, elitism, and
exploitation.

Thus, although the overall focus of this volume is the role of secrecy as a strat-
egy for acquiring symbolic capital, each of the seven chapters engages a specific
substrategy or supporting tactic of secrecy. In chapter 1,“The Underworld of the
Imperial City,” I examine the role of secrecy as a hermeneutic strategy, or a means of
appropriating the legitimating authority of traditional scriptures and sacred meta-
narratives while submitting them to a deeper, esoteric interpretation that under-
cuts or subverts them. In chapter 2, “The Religion of Man,” I analyze the role of
secrecy as a tactic of religious appropriation and bricolage: this 1s a method of borrow-
ing elements from a variety of different “exoteric” traditions, while weaving them
into a new esoteric synthesis that transcends them. At the same time, secrecy also
operates as a social ideal, or a way of life, allowing the disciple to live a socially ac-
ceptable public life while cultivating an inner, autonomous esoteric identity.

In chapter 3,“The Language of the Mint,” I engage secrecy specifically as a dis-
cursive strategy, a means of creating scarce, highy valued resources of knowledge. In
chapter 4,“The Poor Company,”’ I then look more closely at the specific metaphoric
strategies and symbols employed in this Mint language—above all, the enigmatic
use of mercantile imagery and the language of the “company” Chapter 5, “Secret
Bodies,” then shifts to the role of secrecy as a practical and ritual strategy, as a means
of transforming the physical body and creating in its place an alternative spiritual-
ized body.

In chapter 6, “The Stinking Fruit in the Garden of Love,” I engage the more
problematic side of secrecy as a source of scandal and embarrassment—above all,
with regard to Tantric sexual practices—and the corresponding “metastrategies” of
self-censorship, concealment, deodorization, and disguise which esoteric traditions must
often employ in order to protect themselves. Finally, chapter 7,*“The Economics of
Ecstasy,” discusses the more problematic aspects of secrecy as a potential strategy of
elitism and economic exploitation, with special attention to the infamous annual festi-
val held in Ghoshpara. As we will see in chapter 8, “The Progressive Exotericiza-
tion and Institutionalization of an Esoteric Tradition,” the esoteric elements of the
Kartabhaja tradition would eventually become an increasing source of embarrass-
ment, to be progressively marginalized as the later tradition evolved from a secre-
tive obscure cult into a largely innocuous devotional faith.

The conclusion then zooms back out once again, to address the broader com-
parative issues of secrecy, particularly the changing shape of esoteric traditions

under colonial rule.
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The Torment of Secrecy:
Methodological Problems in the Study of Esoteric Traditions

If we cannot agree about the nature of the secret, we are nevertheless compelled to
agree that secrecy exists, the source of the interpreter’s pleasures, but also of his nec-
essary disappointment. (Frank Kermode, The Genests of Secrecy)

With their profoundly enigmatic language and deeply encoded ritual practices, the
Kartabhajas lead us directly into one of the most tangled methodological snarls any
historian of religions might have to face: the question of secrecy.>? Specifically,
they raise two interrelated and deeply entangled problems—one epistemological
and the other ethical—which are inevitably involved in the study of those tradi-
tions claiming to be “secret.” This “double bind” of secrecy—or what Tony Stewart
has aptly dubbed the “Gordion Knot” of secrecy53—may be formulated as follows:
First, how can one study and say anything intelligent at all about a religious tradi-
tion which practices active dissimulation (i.e., which dehberately obfuscates its
teachings and intentionally conceals itself from outsiders). And, second, if one does
learn something about an esoteric tradition—above all, if one goes so far as to be-
come an “insider,” receiving initiation into secret teachings—how can one then say
anything about this tradition to an uninitiated audience of “outsiders.” In short, if
one “knows,” one cannot speak; and if one speaks, one must not really “know.” As
various scholars have described their own frustrated attempts to penetrate the
Kartabhajas:

There is no way of determining the numbers of this sect. . . . Because their prac-

tices are followed in secrecy, it is very difficult to study them.5+

It is very difficult to discuss the Kartabhajas® religious philosophy and methods of

practice; secrecy with regard to its practices is a special characteristic of this sect.>>

In the course of my own fieldwork among Kartabhaja disciples in West Bengal
and Bangladesh, I was forced to grapple with this sticky double bind head on. Be-
tween the years 1994 and 1997, I interviewed and worked closely with a variety of
Kartabhajas—among them, a female miracle worker and charismatic leader of
north Calcutta, a dancing folk singer of rural Nadiya, a variety of begging minstrels
of Bangladesh, a self-proclaimed wandering “madman” (pagal), and two separate
individuals who both claimed to be the Karta (the supreme Incarnation of God in
human form).5¢ I encountered several gurus who would tell me nothing at all—or
else, would only speak to me using the most obscure metaphors and incomprehen-
sible riddles. Still more problematically, I encountered some gurus who seemed
willing to tell me virtually anything they thought I might want to hear—even
when it was apparent that they did not really know what they were talking about.
Indeed, it quickly became clear to me that some members of “esoteric traditions”
have a vested interest in letting people know they have a secret—in advertising their
secrets—particularly if the person happens to be a wealthy American scholar,
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funded by a generous research grant. And it became equally apparent that, even if I
did have access to a living oral tradition, or even if I were to undergo initiation,
this would by no means resolve the epistemological and ethical double bind. If
anything, it would only compound it a hundredfold.

In this sense, secrecy would appear to represent a particularly extreme example
of the epistemological and ethical problems inherent in every attempt to under-
stand another culture. It embodies the dilemma of all ethnography, which has be-
come especially acute in the current “crisis of representation in the human sci-
ences,” as George Marcus and Michael Fischer have called it.57 It is not only the
question of whether one can ever accurately understand another culture; rather,
does not the very presence of the scholar profoundly influence his or her data, that
is, shape the ways in which his or her informants will act and speak? More impor-
tant, can one represent another culture without distorting, exploiting, or otherwise
violating it, without turning it into yet another colonial artifact or commodity to
be consumed in the modern supermarket of cultures? As James Clifford suggests,
the problem of secrecy is thus the most acute form of the basic problems inherent
in every cross-cultural encounter. Just as, for example, elders in an African secret
society employ “complex techniques of revelation and secrecy” to transmit their
sacred knowledge to their sons, so too, the scholar encounters a similar dialectic of
dissimulation and partial revelation in the effort to understand the other: “The
strategies of ellipsis, concealment and partial discourse determine ethnographers’
relations as much as they do the transmission of stories between generations.”58

Entangled in the Double Bind:
Approaches to the Double Bind of Secrecy in the History of Re/igions

He who publicizes these things, I know, is lost and will certainly go to hell.
(Nayika Sadhana tika of Riapanuga Diasa)

Despite the recent proliferation of interest in the topics of secrecy and esotericism,
in both the popular and the scholarly imaginations, these categories still remain
pootly understood and theoretically confused within the academic community.5°
As Beryl Bellman has argued in his work on the African Poro secret societies, most
past approaches to secrecy have been hampered by a persistent problem, namely, a
tendency to neglect or confuse the key distinction between the form and the con-
tent of secrecy. Even as early as 1906, Georg Simmel’s classic study had pointed out
this crucial distinction: for secrecy is a “sociological form that stands in neutrality
above the functions of its contents.”®® Nevertheless, Bellman argues, most studies
of secrecy have ignored this distinction and instead defined secrecy primarily in
terms of a “hidden content” Much of the past literature, as we see in the work
Norman MacKenzie, E. J. Hobsbawm, and Mak Lou Fong, has been limited to the
creation of various different, often conflicting typological schemes based on the
content of secrecy or the resultant forms of secret organization (e.g., religious, po-
litical, revolutionary, and criminal).5!
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All these approaches to the “content” of the secret, however, run into a basic
and troubling obstacle—namely, the double bind of epistemology and ethics, the
question of how one can ever know with certainty the true substance of what is
hidden, and then, supposing one can, should one reveal it publicly? As Tony Stewart
asks, “Is it professionally ethical to reveal that which was intentionally concealed? Is
this not one more form of exploitation and the brutal wielding of power?”62
There is a real danger, it would seem, of doing violence to another culture, looting
the cultural artifacts of another people and replicating the destructive practices of
imperialism in a more subtle form. Among the first and clearest cases of this ethico-
epistemological dilemma, for example, can be found in the early work of Marcel
Griaule among the Dogon. As Clifford has shown, Griaule consistently treated the
secret knowledge of the Dogon as a kind of precious artifact which had to be
wrested—often forcibly and underhandedly—from the hand of the native: “The
ethnographer must keep up the pressure . . . in Sudanese societies, with their
long process of initiation, one had to force the revelation of occult doctrines.”¢> As
Griaule himself comments in two rather astonishing passages:

We would make asses of the old hesitators, confound the traitors, abominate the
silent. We were going to see mysteries leap like reptiles from the mouths of the neatly
caught liars. We would play with the victim; we would rub his nose in his words.
We’d make him spit up the truth, and we'd turn out of his pockets the last secret pol-

ished by the centuries, a secret to make him . . . blanch with fear.t*

The role of the person sniffing out social facts is comparable to that of a detective or
examining magistrate. The fact is the crime, the interlocutoer the guilty party, all of

society’s members are acomplices.®3

But of course, native cultures do not always react passively to the attempts of West-
ern scholars to penetrate their treasured knowledge and esoteric traditions. Lam-
ont Lindstrom, for example, has shown the ways in which the peoples of the South
Pacific have gone to even greater lengths than ever to conceal their secret knowl-
edge, to resist the probing inquiries of the white man: “Our totalizing,
textualizing mode of information with a discursive will to truth continues to
penetrate and absorb resistant pockets of silence . . . islanders have blocked ex-
otic knowledge and disengaged from external conversational conjunctions in
order to protect local truths by burying Christian Bibles . . . and by silencing
anthropologists.”¢®

Rather remarkably, few scholars have tried seriously to grapple with these
problems,®7 and even among those who have, the various approaches to the dou-
ble bind have seldom proven satisfying. The first and most common approach, we
might call the “textual” approach, the one that limits itself to historical texts and
makes no effort to penetrate the esoteric tradition “from within.”¢8 In the field of
Tantric studies, this is the method adopted by the majority of scholars, such as
Giuseppe Tuccl, André Padoux, Teun Goudriaan, and most recent authors. How-
ever, the more honest among them—for example Edward C. Dimock—will
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frankly admit that their knowledge is always partial, and severely limited by the fact
that they had never received initiation or oral instruction.®®

Second, there is the “initiate’s” approach, that is, the approach taken by those
who insist that a merely textual understanding of an esoteric tradition is simply in-
adequate, and that the only way to really understand such a tradition is through di-
rect, firsthand personal experience with its living “oral” form.7¢ In her work on
women in Tantric Buddhisin, for example, Miranda Shaw claimus to have under-
gone extensive initiations among contemporary Tantric Buddhists and thereby to
have gained access to an enormous body of hitherto unknown texts and commen-
tarial traditions.”! Similarly, in his work on South Indian Tantra, Douglas Brooks
has argued that the only way the scholar can gain access to esoteric knowledge 1s
by tapping into the living representatives of the oral, commentarial tradition, as 1t
has been handed down from guru to disciple over centuries: “Since Tantrics main-
tain a vigilant guard over the secret meanings of texts, the scholar’s access to tradi-
tion is limited to those living Tantrics willing to discuss openly Tantric concepts
and practices. . . . Tantric traditions are most thorougly understood when both
written and oral sources are taken into account.”72 Although I am sympathetic to
Brooks’s broader and more nuanced approach, I do not think he really solves the
epistemological problem; if anything he has only rendered it even more complex.
For how can one be sure that anything a contemporary practitioner says—particu-
larly to a Western scholar—is any more accurate than what a text says? And how
can one be sure that what a contemporary guru says about a tenth-century text is
anything like what a tenth-century guru might have said? But perhaps most strik-
ingly, even though Brooks himself spent much time living in close contact with
Tantric pundits in South India, undergoing numerous initiations and instructions
in esoteric doctrine, he never grapples with the more difficult epistemological
problems, nor does he ever address the sticky moral issues involved in placing these
teachings within the public domain.”3

Third, there is what we might call (borrowing Eliade’s phrase) the “Noah’ ark”
approach to esoteric traditions, namely, provided that he or she has the culture’s
permission, the scholar is in fact doing a service by preserving ancient traditions
wlhich are in many cases rapidly being lost in the face of the modern world. One
of the few scholars who has attempted to grapple with the ethical questions raised
by his research is Fredrik Barth, in his work on the Baktaman tribe of New
Guinea. Barth himself received numerous esoteric initiations, going as far as the
fifth of the seven degrees in the Baktaman system. However, Barth seems to have
been far more aware than most scholars of the ethical issues involved, and he made
a clear effort to be as open as possible about his intentions in learning the Bakta-
man secret traditions. “Publishing this monograph raises a vexing question, since
much of its data are part of a cult secret . . . I was told these secrets in trust and
never failed this trust while I was part of the Baktaman. I made it clear that in my
distant home I would share their knowledge with others who had passed through
all our initiations; and that was acceptable”7+ Moreover, Barth offers a persuasive

rationale for his work: His intention is not to exploit and plunder the Baktaman
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esoteric lore but, rather, to preserve a rich religious tradition which is rapidly being
lost in the face of modernization: “I hope this text will repay them by salvaging
some of what they value from the oblivion of imposed change which looms
ahead.”7> Now, Barth’s position may indeed be the most ethically responsible;
however, it does not resolve the epistemological problem (and in fact only com-
pounds it, as the scholar is only “preserving” what the tradition wants him or her to
preserve). Moreover, it also does not tell us what, if anything, the scholar can do if
he or she is not so fortunate to receive the permission of the esoteric tradition.

In view of these deep and fundamental obstacles to the study of secrecy, some
authors have concluded that it is simply an insoluble and futile task. As Edward
Conze flatly asserts in his discussion of Buddhist Tantra, the problem of secrecy
presents an impassible barrier, and we can in fact say nothing intelligent at all about
esoteric traditions like Tantra:

These doctrines are essentially esoteric, or secret (guhya), This means what it says.
Esoteric knowledge can . . . under no circumstances be transmitted to an indis-
criminate multitude. There are only two alternatives. Either the author has not been
initiated . . . then what he says is not first hand knowledge. Or he has been initi-
ated. Then if he were to divulge the secrets . . . he has broken the trust placed in
him and is morally so depraved he is not worth listening to. . . . There is some-
thing both indecent and ridiculous about the public discussion of the esoteric in

words that can be generally understood.”¢

Such is the impasse faced by the student of esoteric traditions, the one smitten by
the syndrome of the secret: Either, it seems, we must leave these traditions alone al-
together, letting them remain respectfully pure and untouched, or we must risk
doing violence to ancient esoteric traditions to which we have no right. In what
follows, I offer my own, admittedly tenuous and provisional alternative means of
dealing with this impasse.

Secrecy and the “Black Market” of Symbolic Capital

Among children, pride and bragging are often based on a child’s being able to say to

the other: I know something you don’t know. . . . This jealousy of the knowledge
about facts hidden to others is shown in all contexts from the smallest to the largest.
.. . The secret gives one a position of exception . . . all superior persons . . .
have something mysterious . . . From secrecy . . . grows the error according

to which everything mysterious is something important and essential. (Georg

Simmel)

For my own part, I do not believe there is any real “way out” of this double bind.
But I do believe there are a few alternative strategies for dealing with it, which
would still allow us to say something useful about the phenomenon of secrecy.
Hence, I wish to suggest a new approach to the problem by employing some of
the insights of Pierre Bourdieu and Michel Foucault. It is generally more fruitful, I
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would argue, to turn the focus of our analysis away from the content of secrecy and
instead toward the forms and the strategies through which secret information is con-
cealed, revealed and exchanged. Here I wish to undertake a “theoretical shift” simi-
lar to the series of shifts undertaken by Foucault in his study of power and sexu-
ality. As Foucault suggests, it is necessary to turn from the study of power as an
oppressive, centralized force, imposed from the “top down “ in the political hierar~
chy, to a study of the strategies through which power is manifested.”” So too, 1
would suggest that we make a shift from the “secret” as simply a hidden content
and instead investigate the strategies or “games of truth” through which the com-
plex “effect” (to use Bruce Lincoln’s phrase) of secrecy is constructed.”8 That is,
how is a given body of information endowed with the mystery, awe, and value of a
“secret”? Under what circumstances, in what contexts, and through what relations
of power is it exchanged? How does possession of that secret information affect
the status of the “one who knows”? As Bellman suggests, “secrets cannot be char-
acterized either by the contents of the concealed message or by the consequences

. they are understood by the way concealed information is withheld, restricted

. and exposed. Secrecy is . . . a sociological form . . . constituted by the
very procedures whereby secrets are communicated.””9 This turn to the “strate-
gles” or forms of secrecy does not, however, mean that the content is simply mean-
ingless, worthless, or “semantically empty”—a kind of “McGuffin,” to use Hitch-
cock’s metaphor.8® On the contrary, it is more often the case that secrets are
semantically overdetermined (i.e., subject to an enormous variety of possible interpre-
tations and meanings), depending on the specific social and historical context,
which guru you ask, when you ask him, what stage of initiation you have attained,
and so on. Nor does this mean that we can say nothing at all about the substance of
secrecy; indeed, I have a great deal to say about the nature of Kartabhaja esoteric
discourse and practice, as well as the many conflicting interpretations thereof. My
point here is simply that, in most cases, the analysis of the strategies and forms of
secrecy is both more fruitful (or at least less frustrating) and often more interesting
than the search for the ever-elusive hidden content.

As I wish to define it, secrecy is best understood as a strategy for accumulating
“capital,” in Bourdieu’s sense of the term. Extending Marx’s definition of the term,
Bourdieu defines capital as including not only economic wealth but also the non-
material resources of status, prestige, valued knowledge, and privileged relation-
ships. It refers in short to “all goods, material and symbolic, that present themselves
as rare and worthy of being sought after in a particular social formation.”8! Like
economic capital, however, symbolic capital is not mere wealth which is hoarded
and stockpiled; rather, it is a self-reproducing form of wealth—a kind of “accumu-
lated labor,” which gives its owner “credit,” or the ability to appropriate the labor
and products of other agents. Bourdieu then distinguishes between several varieties
of capital. Most important, in addition to economic capital, there is social capital
(valued relations with significant others), cultural capital (valued information or
educational qualifications), and symbolic capital (the other forms of capital when
recognized as “legitimate,” in the form of prestige and honor).82
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Symbolic capital is itself the product of a kind of “social alchemy,” a process of
misrecognition, through which material capital is transformed and “legitimated” in
the form of status or distinction. This is the process at work, for example, in the
purchase of an expensive work of art, which confers the mark of “taste” and “dis-
tinction” on its owner, or in the investment in a good education, which bestows
“cultivation” and “cultural capital” As such, the dynamics of the social field are de-
termined largely by the strategies and maneuvers of agents in their ongoing com-
petition for these symbolic resources: “Symbolic capital is the product of a struggle
in which each agent is both a ruthless competitor and supreme judge.
... This capital can only be defended by a permanent struggle to keep up with
the group above . . . and distinguish oneself from the group below.’83

In the context of the esoteric organization, I believe, two processes are at work
which serve to transform secret knowledge into a kind of capital. First, the strict
guarding of information transforms knowledge into a scarce resource, a good that
is “rare and worthy of being sought after”” To use Bourdieu’s terms, secrecy in-
volves an extreme form of the “censorship” imposed on all statements within the
“market of symbolic goods”; for every individual modifies and censors his or her
expressions 1n anticipation of their reception by the other members of the social
field.8+ Secrecy, however, is a deliberate and self-imposed censorship, whose function 1s
to maximize the scarcity, value and desirability of a given piece of knowledge.

Secrecy is about control. It is about the individual possession of knowledge that oth-
ers do not have. . . . Secrecy elevates the value of the thing concealed. That which
is hidden grows desirable and seems powerful.

All knowledge is a form of property in that it can be possessed. Knowledge can
be given, acquired, sold . . . Secret knowledge evokes the sense of possession most

clearly.#5

As Lindstrom suggests in his work on the Tanna peoples of the South Pacific, se-
crecy 1s thus a central part of the “conversational economy” which constitutes
every social order. Secrecy converts information into something that can be
owned, exchanged, accumulated—"*a commodity, something that can be bought
and sold.” Thus, what is most important about secrets is not the hidden meanings
they profess to contain but, rather, the “economy of exchanges” or resale value
which secrets have as a commodity in a given information market: “Secrets turn
knowledge into property that can be exchanged. People swap or sell their secrets
for money and other goods. . . . By preserving patterns of ignorance in the in-
formation market, secrecy fuels talk between people who do not know and those
who do.’86

Second, once it has been converted into this kind of valuable commodity, secret
knowledge can serve as a source of “symbolic capital” in Bourdieu’s sense, as a
torm of status and power accumulated by social actors and recognized as “legiti-
mate” in a given social field. As Simmel himself long ago pointed out: “The secret
gives one a position of exception . . . all superior persons have something mys-
terious.’87 Secret knowledge thereby functions both as a form of “cultural capi-
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tal”’—special information or “legitimate knowledge”—and as a form of “social
capital”—a sign of membership within a community and hierarchical relationships
with significant others. Particularly when combined with a series of initiations or a
hierarchy of grades, this is, like all capital, a self-reproducing form of wealth, which
grows increasingly powerful as one advances in the ranks of knowledge and ritual
degrees.

However, in distinction to most of the forms of “capital” which Bourdieu dis-
cusses, the symbolic goods of the secret society can only be exchanged behind
closed doors, in the esoteric realm of ritual. Secret knowledge is not exchanged
publicly in mainstream society or in the “field” of exoteric relations but solely
within the field of the esoteric society. Hence, we might even call it a kind of black
warket symbolic capital, a form of capital which is valued only in special circum-
stances outside of ordinary social transactions. Indeed, in some cases, this knowl-
edge may even be considered dangerous, threatening, or illegal in the eyes of main-
stream society. This danger, however, only makes it all the more powerful, valued,
and desirable.

A Nonreductionist Economics of Ecstasy:
“Economism” Turned on Its Head

Now, in response to some anticipated objections from my readers, I should note
that this use of Bourdieu’s notion of “capital” and the “market metaphor” of social
action is by no means a matter of simple reductionism or “economic determin-
ism” On the contrary, Bourdieu proposed his own model largely as a reaction
against rigid Marxism or “vulgar economism.” For Bourdieu, the economic realm
is itself but one of many “fields” in the social order, alongside the political, reli-
gious, artistic, and so on, each of which has its own laws of exchange and forms of
capital 88 Moreover, the use of the economic metaphor is not only justifiable but
in fact quite appropriate in the case of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Ben-
gal. As Sudipta Sen has shown, the image of the market or bazaar (bdjar) was among
the most common metaphors used throughout pre- and post-colonial Bengali lit-
erature to describe the world as a whole—this mortal realm of constant exchange,
buying and selling, haggling and swindling. This is nowhere more evident than in
the Kartabhaja songs, which center around the image of the “bazaar of the world”
and are saturated with mercantile terminology borrowed from the East India
Company.??

Moreover, while making use of Bourdieu’s economic model, I also hope to
criticize and modify it in several important respects. Most significantly, as many
critics have argued, Bourdieu consistently tends to belittde and deemphasize the
role of agency, awareness, and intentionality in social practice. As Michel de
Certeau, Jean Comaroff, Richard Jenkins, and others have argued, Bourdieu tends
to reduce social actors to unconscious “dupes” within a rather static structural sys-
tem, and hence to reduce social practice to a kind of “celebration of mindless con-
formity,” which merely reproduces the existing social order:“the role of conscious-
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ness is almost totally eclipsed; his actors seem doomed to reproduce their world
mindlessly without its contradictions leaving any mark on their awareness.”?0
Hence, Bourdieu gives little attention to the possibilities for resistance, struggle,
and subversion of the dominant social order. With his key emphasis on the impor-
tance of strategy—the agent’s capacity for creative manipulation of the structures of
the social order—Bourdieu’s model should, at least implicitly, leave some room for
the possibility of resistance.?! Unfortunately, Bourdieu’s own remarks on the po-
tential for resistance are oddly brief and undeveloped.®2 Therefore, I suggest that
we follow the lead of de Certeau, Comaroff, and others, by building on Bourdieu’s
notion of strategy and more fully developing the possibilities for struggle and sub-
version of the dominant social order. We need to ask, in short, How do lower-class,
marginalized, and oppressed members of society struggle to achieve “capital,” sta-
tus, or prestige. How do the poor “make do” within a social field that is clearly
dominated, within a market where all the prices are inflated and all the scales
rigged? As de Certeau suggests (modifying Bourdieu’s model), there are not only a
variety of strategies at play in the social field (i.e., techniques by which elite and
dominant classes struggle to accumulate power and capital) but also a wide array of
tactics (i.e., the more “everyday” struggles and maneuvers on the part of the domi-
nated classes, by which they appropriate, manipulate, and turn to their own advan-
tage the structures of the dominant social order).%3 These are what de Certeau calls
the more subtle tactics of consumption among dominated classes, “the ingenious ways
in which the weak make use of the strong,” or the manifold ways in which social
consumers “poach on the property of others”’9#

In fact, far from a simple reductionist economic argument, which would ex-
plain religious ideas by reference to underlying material forces, what I am really ar-
guing for here is a profoundly antireductionist approach to the Kartabhajas, and
even a kind of economism turned on its head. That is, instead of reducing the
Kartabhajas’ mystical language to deeper economic causes, I show the many in-
genious ways in which the Kartabhajas have appropridted and transformed eco-
nomic, mercantile, and even European capitalist discourse, turning it to the advan-
tage of a largely poor, lower~class esoteric religious movement.

The practice of secrecy, we will see, may be employed by a variety of different
social factions. Like all discourse, as Bruce Lincoln has noted, it may be used to re-
inforce existing sociopolitical hierarchies and to maximize the power of a small
elite. But, at the same time, it may also be manipulated by oppressed or deviant fac-
tions in order to subvert and contest those same hierarchies.?> As Foucault keenly
observes, “the very same strategy can be both repressive and liberating;” thus “si-
lence and secrecy are a shelter for power, anchoring its prohibitions; but they also
loosen its hold and provide for relatively obscure areas of tolerance.”?¢

On the one hand, esotericism often goes hand in hand with elitism, the power
and privilege of the few over the many. Its aim is often “not to disrupt order and
conformity, but reinforce it.”97 As a key source of distinction—of privilege, exclu-
sivity, and the mystery of power—secrecy is often among the most powerful tools
of ruling elites and powerful aristocracies. Simmel himself long ago pointed out
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the following: *“This significance of the secret society as the intensification of so-
ciological exclusiveness is strikingly shown in political aristocracies. Secrecy has al-
ways been among the requirements of their regime. . . . By trying to conceal
the numerical insignificance of the ruling class, aristocracies exploit the psycholog-
ical fact that the unknown itself appears to be fearsome, mighty threatening’°8 As
Ian Keen has argued in the case of the Yolngu people in the northeaster Arnhem
land of Australia, secrecy, deliberate mystification, and systematic ambiguity are de-
ployed in large part to reinforce the dominant social order. Through the “tech-
nologies of secrecy,” such as the control of space and the encoding of information
in ambiguous forms, the Yolngu define relations of power and status. The careful
control of access to sacred knowledge is a key mechanism reinforcing the au-
thority of men over women, and of elders over youths:

Mystery was in the hands of the few, who deliberately used devices of obscurity and
ambiguity in the control of religious ideology.
Yolngu religious secrecy was as much about the authority of older men in rela-

tion to younger men as men’s exclusion and domination of women.%®

For example, even secret traditions such as freemasonry—which had so long been
accused of subversive activities or revolutionary politics—have been shown by
more recent scholars to have been predominantly a highly conservative, largely
aristocratic and elitist tradition: “Far from being suspect as a cabal of . . . lib-
ertines and subversives . . . Masonry was a prestigious and important organiza-
tion. Joining masonry was the accepted thing to do.’100

Many of the more powerful schools of Hindu Tantrism, in fact, present clear ex-
amples of the “elitist” nature of esotericism. Whereas, in the popular imagination
and in much past scholarship, Tantrism has been portrayed as a subversive and rev-
olutionary countercultural phenomenon, more recent studies have shown that this
is in many cases quite incorrect. As Brooks has argued in the case of the South In-
dian Srividya tradition, the most important Tantric authors such as Bhiskarariya
were in fact conservative, highly orthodox Brahmans; their aim was not to under-
mine or subvert existing social hierarchies and the structures of brahminical reli-
gion but, on the contrary, to reinforce them precisely at a time when they were
being threatened by the rise of various non-Brahminical movements, such as
bhakti or Advaita Vedinta: “Tantric ritual and ideology continues to provide a
means by which Brahman society perpetuate the perception of itself as religiously
privileged in the midst of radical social and economic changes that do not always
privilege Brahmans.”101

By contrast, the tactic of secrecy is also among the most frequently used tactics
of the disenfranchised, discontented, or simply disgruntled members of society. It is
among the most important survival strategies deployed by marginal groups, such as
homosexuals, who wish to conceal and protect their identity or behavior from the
eyes of mainstream society, or by oppressed classes, slaves, or exploited peasantry, as
we see, for example, among Haitian secret societies such as the Bizango and Sans
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Poel. As Karen McCarthy Brown suggests, the need for secrecy in the case of
Vodou not only persisted throughout the difficult history of slavery and colonial-
ism but has even been carried over and continued with the immigration of
Haitians to this country: “Secrecy has long been part of Vodou. A great deal of dis-
cretion was required during the days of slavery . . . Vodou was forced under-
ground. In New York, where prejudice against Haitians and Vodou is rampant,
these habits of secrecy are reinforced. Maintaining two discrete worlds side by side
1s a skill even children must learn.”102 In its most extreme forms, the tactic of se-
crecy may be deployed by subversive, dissident, and revolutionary groups—the As-
sassins, the Mau Mau, the Bavarian [luminati, and, particularly in the case of Ben-
gal, the revolutionary secret societies of the Nationalist Movement, such as the
Jugantar society and the Dacca Anushilan. 103

In this sense, I suggest, secrecy functions as an extreme form of what James C.
Scott calls a “hidden transcript”—that is, a “discourse that takes place offstage, be-
yond direct observation,” which “consists of offstage speeches, gestures, and prac-
tices that confirm, contradict, or inflect what appears in the public transcript.’10+
Hidden transcripts may be deployed by both the subordinate and the elite mem-
bers of society. On one hand, as the realm of “concealed” and backstage discourse,
the hidden transcript is the “privileged site of subversion and resistance,” the realm
in which the subordinate deploy the various “weapons of the weak” such as back-
biting, gossip, poaching, pilfering, and footdragging, in order to undermine domi-
nant authority: “offstage, where subordinates may gather outside the intimidating
gaze of power, a dissonant political culture is possible;” indeed, “the social location
par excellence for the hidden transcript lies in the unauthorized and unmonitored
secret assemblies of subordinates.” But on the other hand, Scott points out, domi-
nant groups and elite factions themselves “often have much to conceal and they
have the wherewithal to conceal what they wish”; hence, they also develop their
own offstage discourses and “hidden transcripts.” 10

In the Kartabhaja tradition, we find both of these strategies at work simultane-
ously—a process of both resistance to or subversion of the existing social structures
and the construction of new, in some ways equally oppressive, hierarchies of
power. If the secrecy of the Kartabhajas offered a new realm of freedom and appar-
ent equality for women, peasants, and urban laborers of Calcutta, it also reinforced
the wealth and status of a small group of powerful gurus in the upper
echelons of the Kartabhaja hierarchy.

Secrecy and Censorship:
The Ambivalence and the Lial)i/ity of Secrecy

Where in social life can a similar misrepresentation be found? Only where two per-
sons are concerned one of whom possesses a certain power while the other has to
act with consideration on account of this power. The second person will then dis-
tort his psychic actions. . . . He will mask himself. . . . The political writer who
has unpleasant truths to tell to those in power finds himself in a like position. If he
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tells everything without reserve the Government will suppress them. . . . The
writer stands in fear of censorship; he therefore . . . must conceal his statements in
an innocent disguise. . . . The stricter the domination of the censorship, the more
thorough becomes the disguise and . . . the more ingenious the means employed
to put the reader on the track of actual meaning. (Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation
of Dreams)

As Bachelard so neatly put it, “there is no science but of the hidden.” The sociologist
is better or worse equipped to discover what is hidden depending on . . . the de-
gree of interest he has in uncovering what is censored and repressed in the social

world. (Pierre Bourdieu, Sociology in Question)

Now, if it is true that secrecy can serve as a profound source of status, power, pres-
tige, and symbolic capital for its owner, it is also a deeply ambivalent kind of
power. As a kind of “black market capital,” secrecy is always highly dangerous and
often a potential liability for its owner. For whatever is secret can always be accused
of being immoral, scandalous, and politically or morally subversive. Hence, secrecy
very often goes hand in hand with tactics of censorship—a censorship both on the
part of critics, who want to eliminate or silence potentially threatening or subver-
sive esoteric traditions, and on the part of initiates, who subject their own ideas
and practices to a form of self-censorship, masking, encoding, or concealing those el-
ements which might be objectionable to outsiders.10¢

On one side, censorship 1s always among the most important instruments em-
ployed by those in power in order to reinforce their status and to suppress deviant
or threatening members of society. Whether in the form of legal regulations, delib-
erate editing, or destruction of threatening publications, or forceful silencing of
outspoken individuals, censorship is a key part of virtually every form of domina-
tion: “censorship is a form of surveillance: 2 mechanism . . . the powerful use to
tighten control over people or ideas that threaten to disrupt established systems of
order’107 In this sense, censorship functions as what Susan Jansen appropriately
calls (using the terms of Michel Foucault) “the knot that binds power and knowl-
edge.” For, if knowledge is power—the power to define, categorize, and control so~
ciety and our perception of the “way things are”—then those in power must also
be able to supervise, control, and restrict access to that knowledge; they must be
able to silence those who challenge the taken for granted interpretation of
reality. As such, secret societies and esoteric organizations—particularly those be-
lieved to engage in immoral, transgressive, or illegal activities—are often quickly
singled out as the most immediate targets of censorship: for they have the potential
to threaten the very order of society itself “Those who attract the attention of
censors are a strategic category of outlaws. They are epistemological criminals, cos-
mological mess-makers who dirty the discrete (sacred) presuppositions in which
the prevailing order is secured.”’108

On the other hand, however, the tactics of censorship and enforced silence are
also just as frequently exercised by dominated groups themselves on their own
texts and utterances, in the form of self-censorship. Marginal or deviant groups in
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all societies must censure themselves, not so much to make themselves appear
more powerful or mysterious but simply to avoid persecution by the dominant
order. As Scott suggests, this systematic editing of one’s discourse is among the
most common “arts of resistance” of the weapons of the weak. It can be a powerful
tactical means of communicating potentially dangerous or subversive information,
at the same time staying within the boundaries of official law:“Like prudent oppo-
sition newspaper editors under strict censorship, subordinate groups must find
ways of getting their message across, while staying somehow within the law. This

requires . . . a capacity to exploit all the loopholes, ambiguities and lapses.
. It means carving out a tenuous life in a political order that . . . forbids such
a life.”109

Self-censorship is therefore not a simple matter of silencing; rather, it mvolves a
complex and ingenious use of concealed, encrypted language, a veiled discourse
designed to pass by the censors while still transmitting its message in covert form
to its intended audience. As Leo Strauss has argued, heterodox individuals have al-
ways had to cultivate the subtle art of “writing between the lines,” of distinguish-
ing between exoteric and esoteric teachings: those intended for all citizens (and
censors) and those intended to be deciphered only by a carefully screened audi-
ence of sympathizers. For, “where there is censorship, there is usually clandestine
activity,” and in fact, the tactics of “dissimulation, double-entendre, and satiric ir-
reverence have their genesis in persecution.”'19 As Freud himself has put in his
classic work on the dream process: “the stricter the censorship the more far reach-
ing the disguise.”11!

The problems of secrecy, censorship, and self-censorship, it would seem, only
become all the more intense in cases of colonial contact, in which esoteric tradi-
tions are confronted by different, often threatening, political and moral forces.
Throughout the European colonial imagination of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, the fear of violent, subversive political activities often went
hand in hand with the fear of perverse, transgressive, or immoral practices among
the natives under their rule. As we see in the cases of the Mau Mau in Kenya or in
various native uprisings in South and North America, political rebellion was, in the
colonial imagination, often associated with immorality, sexual transgression, per-
verse secret rituals, and the violation of social taboos. The rebellious colonial sub-
ject threatened, not only to subvert the colonial government but also to unravel
the moral fabric of society itself. 112 Nowhere was this more true than in the case
of colonial India, as the British officials became increasingly nervous about, and in~
creasingly severe in the repression of, subversive secret organizations—both real
and imaginary (such as the Thuggee). As Sir George MacMunn put it in his widely
read account The Underworld of India,“secrecy goes with savagery”; or as Valentine
Chirol warned in Indian Unrest, there was believed to be a deep and intimate con-
nection between the Tantric secret societies and revolutionary political organiza-~
tions; sexual depravity and political subversion were believed to go hand in hand:
“The unnatural depravity represented in the form of erotomania is certainly more
common among Hindu political fanatics.’113
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Correspondingly, we also find that secret organizations under colonial rule
often develop even more elaborate and sophisticated techniques of self-censorship
and disguise in order to elude and deceive their imperial masters.11* Nowhere is
this more apparent than in the case of the Tantric traditions during the colonial
period in Bengal: “Tantric traditions were being made more respectable through
excisions, and at times suppressed altogether . . . as stricter ideas about gentility
developed in the shadow of Victorian norms in the late nineteenth century”115
On one hand, as we see in the case of texts such as the highly unusual and enig-
matic Mahanirvana Tantra (which was probably a product of the late eighteenth
century) there was a clear effort to censor, sanitize and “deodorize” the Tantras, to
make them less offensive and to purge them of their more objectionable elements.
For Bengali mystics, such as S$r1 Ramakrsna, Tantra had become not only a thing of
awesome power and erotic allure but also a source of intense ambivalence, of
“shame, disgust and fear” and thus the object of extreme censorship among his
disciples.!1® On the other hand, as we see in the Sahajiya traditions, there was also
a movement further “underground,” ever deeper into the realms of secrecy, dis-
guise and self-obfuscation.“[TThe movement does not appear to have gone ‘under-
ground’ until the nineteenth century, when the British exert full control over the
delta,” as Stewart suggests, “with the growth of colonial power, the Sahajiyas began
to feel pressure to become more invisible than ever.’!17

The Kartibhaja tradition, as we see in the remainder of this book, stands out as
among the most acute examples of this dialectic of secrecy and censorship. Regu~
larly singled out as the most threatening, most dangerous, and potentially most
subversive of the so-called deviant sects of colonial Bengal, the Kartabhajas culti-
vated the skills of dissimulation in ever new and more ingenious ways. With the
Kartabhajas, however, we find two different kinds of self-imposed censorship at
work—tactics of both deodorization and disguise. On one hand, many of the more
conservative Kartabhajas of the twentieth century made a concerted effort to clean
up and sanitize the tradition, to purge it of its Tantric elements, and to re-form it as
an essentially innocuous devotional movement, in line with the mainstream
Gaudiya Vaisnava tradition. On the other hand, many Kartabhajas sought to em-
ploy the tactics of concealment in ever new and more creative ways, to continue
their highly esoteric, in many cases transgressive, practices while presenting an out-
ward show of social conformity. As we see throughout their highly cryptic songs,
the Kartabhajas learned to become masters of the arts of coded discourse and dis-
guise. According to one of the Kartabhajas’ cryptic esoteric phrases or “Mint Say-
ings,” “The one who is secret is liberated; but the one who is open (outside the
veil), is an adulteress” (STP 80; II1.159). Or, as the Kartabhajas’ primary text, the
collection of mystical songs called the Bhaver Gita (The Songs of Ecstasy), puts it:

Brother, 'm afraid to speak of such things,
lest whoever hears it be scared shitless!!'18 (BG 159; I1.89)
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The Underworld of the Imperial City

The Religious, Social, and Economic Context of
Early Colonial Bengal and the Rise of the Karté})hajés

In the final chapter of the great sixteenth-century hagiography of Sri Caitanya, the
Caitanya-caritimyta, there is one particularly enigmatic little verse, which Advaita
Acirya sends as a coded message to his master, Caitanya. As the text itself informs
us, this verse is intentionally esoteric, encoded in a highly elliptical expression—a
“mysterious or puzzling” (prahelf) verse, whose meaniug “only the Lord could un-
derstand, and others could not””! As the most recent translator, Edward C. Di-
mock, has commented, this verse is “one of the biggest problems the whole un-
wieldy text presents.”2 Although a coherent English rendering of this odd verse
is difficult, Dimock suggests the following (admittedly inadequate) literal transla-
tion: “Tell the madman that people have become mad; tell the madinan that they
do not sell rice in the market; tell the madman that there is [1.e., he should have]
no anxiety [aul] about the matter; and tell the madman this is what the madman
has said.”?

According to the more “orthodox™ or mainstream Vaisnava intérpretation, such
as that of the Bengali commentator Radhigovinda Nith, this verse is a message
sent by Advaita Acarya to his master, Caitanya, in order to reassure him that his di-
vine work on this earth has been successfully completed. The first madman (baul),
Ridhagovinda suggests, is Caitanya himself, who has become mad with prema or
divine Love. “That the people have becone mad” means that all the people of the
world have likewise become maddened with the bliss of divine love. And the state-
ment that “they do not sell rice in the marketplace” means there is sufficient Love
(that is, spiritual goods or rice), and so there need be no anxiety (aul, which he
thinks is derived from the Sanskric akula). The second madman (bdul) is Advaita
himself, who has sent this message to Caitanya to assure him that his work is
done.*

Rather signiticantly, at the turn of the nineteenth century, this verse would also
be reappropriated and adapted as the justification for the birth of a new religious
movement—the Kartabhaja tradition. However, the Kartabhaja interpretation of
this verse differs quite radically and would seem to turn the mainstreamn Vaisnava
interpretation entirely on its head (STP 4-5). For the Kartabhajas, the statement
that “the rice is not sold in the marketplace” does not mean that there is now suf-
ficient Love in the world: On the contrary, it means that the market of spiritual
practice in the old, mainstream Vaisnava tradition has become corrupt and fraudu-
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lent: the Vaisnava Gosvamins are no longer distributing the “spiritual goods” to
their poor lower class followers but are hoarding all the wealth and power for
themselves.>

In the Kartabhaja reading, moreover, the aul here does not mean “anxiety” or
“worry” in the mundane sense. Rather, it refers to the supreme madman, Aulcand,
who is none other than the new incarnation of Caitanya and the founder of the
Kartibhaji religion (STP 5). Because the “bazaar of love” had been corrupted by
greedy self-serving Brahmins, Caitanya decided it was necessary to become incar-
nate in a new form, in the secret disguise of a crazy, wandering Fakir named
Aulcind, in order to redistribute the goods of love and truth to his disciples. As one
modern Kartabhaja devotee, Debendranath De, explains this riddle: “The original
religion of Love founded by Caitanya was no longer being followed. . . . “The
rice is unsold in the marketplace’—this means that there was no longer any respect
for the Religion of Love. . . . It was necessary for Caitanya to become incarnate
in a new form. . . . Thus, 150 years after his death he became incarnate as
Aulcind.”¢ As one Kartabhaja guru, Advaita Das, explained this verse to me, the
Kartibhaja path was founded as the “Gupta Hat,” the Secret Marketplace, where the
genuine goods of Caitanya’s teachings can still be obtained, though only behind
the veils of mystery and concealment.”

In sum, what we have here is a classic strategy of esoteric hermeneutics, one em-
ployed by many esoteric traditions—a tactic of appropriating classic religious texts
or legitimating metanarratives, at the same time reinterpreting them and giving
them a new secret meaning, which subverts the official, exoteric interpretation. This
is a strategy much like what Harold Bloom has called, in the case of Kabbalistic
hermeneutics, a strong misreading, or, to borrow a phrase of Daniel O'Keefe, it is a
tactic of “stealing the lightning” of the orthodox tradition and using it to legiti-
mate a new esoteric tradition.8

At the same tme, it is also rather appropriate that the Kartabhajas have seized
on the specific metaphor of the marketplace—an image used in a variety of ear-
lier Vaisnava texts, which is itself the root metaphor used throughout the
Kartabhaji songs. Still more important, the use of the “market” metaphor 1s es-
pecially fitting because of the unique economic context in which the Karta-
bhajas emerged. The marketplace (bdjar, hat), as Sudipta Sen has shown, was a
critical center of eighteenth-century Bengali life—not only economically but
culturally, politically, and religiously. Throughout eighteenth-century literature,
the image of the “market appears” as a key metaphor for what Bourdieu calls the
“social field” as a whole, for the complex webs of exchange in all arenas of so-
cial action.® However, amidst the rapidly changing field of colonial Bengal, as
power shifted hands from indigenous rulers to foreign merchants, the shape of
the market also began to change. While many wealthy merchants and bankers of
Calcutta may have profited from the shifting balance of power, most of the
poorer classes only faced a new series of hardships.1® The marketplace—as the
Kartabhajas so often remind us—had become increasingly a place of deception,
thievery, suffering and debt:
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Brother, you've come here in the hope of doing business—
But until now, nothing good has happened; the days merely go by.

.. You've written your name in the Moneylender’s account book
and all the capital he gave you, he has now tricked you out of!
Your affairs are all in his hands—
like an earthworm, singing and dancing, crawling upon the road!
And even now I can see [the moneylender’s] face, laughing at the fun!

(BG 213;11.26)

So too, it would seem, the “religious marketplace” underwent a number of
similar transformations, in reaction to the changes taking place within the eco-
nomic market. Throughout Bengal, a host of new “rice merchants” began to
emerge—wandering fakirs, folk poets, divine madmen, and founders of “obscure
religious cults,” of which the Kartabhajas were the most numerous and most noto-
rious. And it was largely to this poor rural peasantry, and to the porters, petty mer-
chants, and small traders of Calcutta, most negatively atfected by the changing eco-
nomic context, that the Kartabhajas appealed, offering a new kind of power, status,

and identity. “Change was in the air . . . because of chronic rural indebtedness,
landlord oppression and famine . . . thousands of poor low caste people were
seeking something better. . . . It was in this atmosphere of economic hardship

. that the Kartabhaja movement flourished.’!!

The rise of the Kartabhajas, I argue in this chapter, occurred at a pivotal histori-
cal moment and at a key geographic locus in early colonial Bengal: on the critical
margins between the urban streets of Calcutta and the rural hinterland, amidst the
economic ftransition from pre-capitalist to colonial capitalist forms, as power
changed hands from indigenous Hindu and Muslim elites to the East India Com-
pany. After briefly describing the religious background and the social and economic
context of early colonial Bengal, I then describe the early history of the Kartabhajas
as they emerged within this critical period. Indeed, as we see in this chapter, another
favorite Kartabhaji legend states that the wandering madman, Aulcand, appeared
precisely at the time of the Battle of Plassey (1757). As the troops of the Muslim Nawab
were returning from their looting raids, the story goes, Aulcand cryptically warned
them that the Muslins would fall from power and the Foreign Men (phiringi) would
soon take possession of the land.}2 It was at this pivotal moment that the Kartibhaja
sect emerged, hailing itself as a new “company”—a “Company of the Poor.”

The Dark Side of the Tradition of Caitanya:
The Religious Roots of the Kartabhajas

The vital, true religion of Caitanya had awakened the minds of all mankind . . . .
But the Sahaja tradition also endured continuously and gave some solace to the very
poor, uneducated people on the fringes of society. Known by the names of the Auls,
Bauls, Dervishes and Sains, this class of “Sahaja” disciples was the inherent underside
of the worship of Caitanya. (Sukumar Sen”Kartabhajar Katha o Gan)
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Like the sacred place of the Triveni—the holy meeting place of the Ganges, Saras-
vati, and Jamuna rivers, where the Kartibhaji founder, Aulcand, is said to have
miraculously appeared!>—the Kartabhaja tradition emerged out of the rich con-
fluence of a number of very old religious currents of Bengal. The Kartabhaja
teachings are rooted in a long tradition of esoteric mystical sects, which have been
labeled variously as “obscure religious cults,” “deviant orders,” “heterodox cults,”
or what Sen aptly dubs the “underside” or the dark side of the tradition of
Caitanya—the side of the Bengal Vaisnava tradition that rejects social and religious
structures such as caste, Vedic authority, and Brahminical ritual, explicitly trans-
gressing basic moral codes and social laws. '+

The common substratum of most of these “obscure religious cults” is an old
current of mystical eroticism and secret practice in Bengal known as the Sahajiya

<

tradition. Derived from sahaja, meaning “together-born” (saha-ja), and thus “in-
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nate,” “simple,” “natural,” or “casy,” the Sahajiyi path is meant to be the most rapid,
most expedient, and also the most “natural” road to liberation. It is the path to
realizing the supreme state of Sahaja—the ultimate experience of all things in their
own original state, in blissful unity, beyond the dichotomies of the phenomenal
world.15 Deeply rooted in the Tantric traditions of Bengal, the heart of the
Sahajiya path is the belief that the human body, desire, and even sexuality do not
need to be suppressed in order to achieve liberation; on the contrary, if properly
sublimated and transformed, they become the most powerful means to enlighten-
ment and ecstasy. If the “poisonous serpent” of lust (kdma) can be caught hold of
and controlled, it can be transformed into the golden nectar of spiritual love
(prema). In the words of Candidas, “Using one’s body as a medium of prayer and
loving spontancously is the Sahaja love.”t6

Most modern scholars have traced this tradition to the time of the Buddhist
Caryapadas (composed sometime between the eighth and twelfth centuries), a
body of mystical songs which express the most profound and mystical teachings
through the medium of secret discourse and coded language. Indeed, it is not in-
significant that the oldest known form of Bengali literature is in fact this same
deeply esoteric, heavily Tantric, and extremely cryptic body of songs, composed in
the difficult “intentional language” or sandhabhasa.'?

During the sixteenth century, with the revival of Vaisnava bhakti inspired by Sri
Caitanya (1486—1533), the old traditions of esoteric ritual and coded discourse of
the Sahajiya Buddhists began to merge with the devotional love of the playful,
erotic child-God, Krsna, resulting in a new “Vaisnava Sahajiya synthesis.”18 For the
Sahajiya, classic Vaisnava texts such as the Caitanaya Caritamyta are now given a
deeper, often highly unorthodox interpretation, in line with the secret, transgres-
sive, and explicitly sexual practices of the Sahajiyas. Indeed, in the Sahajiya’s rather
radical revisioning and esoteric rereading (or “misreading”) of the tradition, Cai-
tanya himself becomes a secret practitioner of sexual rituals, who passed on his frue
teachings in a concealed form, preserved only by the Sahajiyas.1® And the physical
union of male and female disciples, joined in illicit love, becomes the supreme em-
bodiment of the divine love of Krsna and Ridha in paradise: “The end of man is
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the perpetual experience of divine joy. . . . When one realizes himself as divine,
one experiences in union not the insignificant joys of human love, but the per-
petual joys of Ridha and Krsna.”20

Although the “easiest” and most expedient means to liberation, the Sahaja path
is also the most dangerous and—from an exoteric point of view—the most so-
cially objectionable. The Sahajiya locates his authority not in Brahminical ortho-
doxy,Vedic injunctions, or caste status but within the human body itself: “The laws
of the Vedas will totally erupt,” sings Candidas, “I have thrown in the river the care

of my caste. . . . I have demolished all religious rites.”2

1 Explicitly rejecting and
willfully overturning many of the basic structures of caste and Brahminic au-
thority, the Sahajiya path must be concealed behind the layers of secrecy and si-
lence, transmitted only through guarded initiations at the hands of authoritative
Masters: “The Sahajiya is an esoteric cult that needs esoterism to live; it is a flower
that blooms in darkness and is destroyed by exposure to light of day. . . . To take
on the protective coloring of orthodox Vaisnavism is . . . to allow the Sahajiya to
remain unseen.”2?

From a very early date, it seenis, the Sahajiya and other Tantric traditions began
to commingle with the rich traditions of Islamic mysticism embodied in the vari-
ous Sufi orders of Bengal. Since at least the ninth century, Muslims had begun to
penetrate into Bengal, finally conquering the region in 1203, and with them, they
brought a long tradition of Indian Sufism, with its own sophisticated theology and
mystical practice. Among the most powerful orders in Bengal were, first and fore-
most, the Chisthi, followed by lesser orders such as the Sohrawardi, Qadari, and
Nagshbandi. The Bengali Sufis, moreover, continued the complex process of fusion
with indigenous Hindu traditions which had already begun among earlier Indian
Sufi orders.23 Despite their wide diversity, the Sufi traditions of Bengal all share a
number of basic characteristics, which would offer fertile soil for synthesis with
Hindu Tantric traditions. Foremost among these are a rich tradition of devotional
mysticism and the erotic relation between God and the soul, the central relation
between the Master and disciple (Pir and Murid), and elaborate systems of bodily
cosmography and meditative practice (such as the system of lafifs or spiritual en-
ergy centers and the practice of dhikr or invocation of the Divine Name). Most
important, like the Tantric schools, the Sufis developed sophisticated tactics of se-
crecy, with elaborate systems of initiation and well-organized lineages for the
transmussion of esoteric knowledge. Like the Sahajiyas, they also cultivated the art
of esoteric hermeneutics, with a twofold reading of the Koran: one exoteric
(2ahir), based on SharT’at or [slamic Law, meant for ordinary men, and one esoteic
(batin), based on Ma'riffat or mystic knowledge, “aimed at the select few able to
grasp its meaning, passed down from heart to heart”’2¢

At some unknown time in history, the frequent cross-fertilization between the
Sahajiyas, Vaisnavas, and Sufis gave birth to an eclectic class of wandering minstrels
or holy “madmen,” popularly known as the “Bauls"2> With the Sahajiyas, the Bauls
celebrate the divinity of the body and sexuality, engage in a variety of esoteric
Tantric rituals, and explicitly violate moral and religious laws. Even more so than
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most Sahajiyas, however, the Bauls are openly iconoclastic, rejecting the most basic
social conventions, ignoring religious boundaries, and taking delight in overturn-
ing the laws of mainstream society: “A Baul is one who, dressed in a tattered gar-
ment made of remnants of clothing . . . of both Hindus and Muslims, wanders
incessantly living on whatever those who listen to his songs give him. . . . The
Baul is thought mad because he goes deliberately . . . againt the current of cus-
tom.”26 Willfully inhabiting the “Topsy-turvy land” (ulfa des), the Baul may violate
any social convention for the sake of spiritual love: “Reverse are the modes and

manners of the man who . . . is a lover of true love; none is sure about the how
and when of his behavior. . . . Awkwardly wild are his manners and customs.
. . . He is as satisfied with mud as with sandal-paste. . . . He builds his house in

the sky, even as the fourteen worlds are burnt to ashes.”27

The question of the precise historical origins of the Baul tradition is an ex-
tremely difficult and tangled one, which has given rise to an enormous variety of
scholarly conjecture. Most authors today want to date the Bauls to the early seven-
teenth century, if not before; however, although the term Baul appears in Bengali
texts as early as the sixteenth century (e.g., in the Caitanya Caritamrta where Cai-
tanya is called “Baul” or mad), there is in fact no clear reference to an actual “sect”
or coherent religious group identified as “Bauls” until the end of the nineteenth
century. Aksaykumar Datta’s Bharatavarsiya Upasaka Sampradaya (1870) is the first
known text which actually refers to a sect called “Bauls.”28 My own opinion is
that there have probably been a variety of wandering minstrels, crazy holy men,
and mad yogis traveling throughout the countryside of Bengal, known under a va-
riety of different names—Dervish, Fakir, Baul, Aul, S3in, and so on.Yet it was only
in the later nineteenth century, as these groups came increasingly under the cate-
gorizing, classifying eye of Orientalist scholars—and above all, as they came under
increasing persecution by the orthodox Muslim and Hindu communities—that
the term “Baul” began to be applied generally to these otherwise very diverse
groups.2® And it was not really until Rabindranath Tagore began to popularize the
songs of Lalan Shih and exalt the figure of the Baul as a kind of embodiment of
Bengali popular culture that we see the Baul emerge as a kind of “icon of folk cul-
ture” in the Bengali imagination.30

Yet whatever the precise origins of the Bauls and their beautifully simple yet
profoundly haunting songs, there is no question that Bauls and Kartabhajis have a
long history of close interaction. Whether the Kartabhajas are basically a “subsect”
of the Bauls—as some believe—or whether the Kartabhajas in fact predated and
profoundly influenced the Bauls—as others like myself suspect—the two continue
to this day to be closely intertwined.3!

Although the Bengal area had long been a fertile breeding ground for various
small heterodox sects, we appear to find an increasing proliferation of these “de-
viant orders” during the latter half of the eighteenth and the beginning of the
nineteenth century. Combining elements of Sahajiyi, Tantric, Vaisnava, and Sufi
traditions, a huge number of small esoteric sects emerged throughout Bengal.
Known under various names such as Sahebdhanis, Balaramis, Kisori-bhajanas,
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Auls, Rimaballabhis, and some fifty-six other “heterodox sects” identified by
Ramakanta Chakrabarty, these groups typically rejected caste hierarchies and
Brahminical authority, transgressing social norms and offering new roles to women
and lower classes.?2

A variety of scholars have speculated about the historical reasons for this prolif-
eration of “minor sects” among the lower classes in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. Some have suggested that following Caitanya’s death, the Gaudiya
Vaisnava community underwent an increasing process of “Brahmanization”—a
reintroduction of priestly authority, ritualism, and caste distinctions, which in turn
alienated many of the poorer lower classes.3? Others point to political causes,
specifically the declining power of the Muslims in the eighteenth century, and the
displacement of both Muslim and Hindu authority by the British Company; as
Ajit Dis suggests, the collapse of both Hindu and Muslim rule opened a kind of
spiritual vacuum, giving the opportunity for the rise of lower-class, “heterodox”
groups, many of which rejected both orthodox Islamic and Hindu authority and
opened their doors to men and women of all religions.>* And still others point to
various environmental factors—the Maratha raids of the 1740s, the famine of the
1770s, and so on. As Chakrabarty summarizes this complex situation:

The reasons for the sprouting of numerous deviant orders . . . are not far to seek.
The slow consolidation of British power in Bengal . . . and the quick downfall of
the Moghuls after 1709 made hfe . . . in Bengal hazardous. . . . The Bengalis

. were harassed by the Maratha raids. . . . The penetration of British mercan-
tile capical into the traditional Bengali industries upset the economic order. . . .
Brahminical exclusiveness led to the development of diverse sects among the lower

orders.35

However, while certainly not the only reason for this proliferation of minor sects,
perhaps among the most important factors—at least in the specific case of the
Kartabhajas—was the rapidly changing economic context of early colonial Bengal.
Both the religious and the economic marketplaces underwent a series of signifi-
cant transformations, as old centers of trade began to crumble, as a host of foreign
goods began to flood into Bengal, as the urban center of Calcutta began to emerge
as the new center of exchange, and as the British Company introduced new forms
of mercantile capital into the traditional economy.

Toil and Trade in the Marketplace of the World (Bhava-Bajar):
The Social and Economic Context of the Kartabhaja Tradition

You had come to this land to work as a merchant,

but when that business failed, you found a lot of work in this market and bazaar.
But now the small and great Porters all control you!

. . . You’ve labored for the Company for so long a time—

And $a§i Lil laughs and says, “Oh, see how manly you are!” (BG 215;11.31)
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Throughout the esoteric songs of the Kartabhajas, the key metaphor and dominant
motif is an economic one: labor and trade, credit and debt, lending and brokerage
anidst the “business of the world.” This is particularly noteworthy given the rap-
idly changing, often tumultuous economic context in which they emerged: the
Calcutta environs at the turn of the nineteenth century, a critical moment in the
history of Bengal under the East India Company.

The question of the impact of British colonialism and the penetration of Euro-
pean capitalism into Bengal has long been one of the most contested issues in all of
Indian studies.3¢ Contrary to earlier nationalist and Marxist historians, a number of
recent “revisionist” historians have rejected the idea that British Rule very sud-
denly and violently transformed the Indian economy. As C. A. Bayly, David Wash-
brook, and others have argued, it is a conunon misconception to suppose that
India had been devoid of the capitalist spirit prior to the advent of the British; on
the contrary, India had a long tradition of banking, trade, and large-scale exchange,
which in many ways resembled what we call modern capitalism. The East India
Company was, initially at least, only one player among many competing factions in
the complex field of Indian economics.?” Indians, moreover, were by no means
passive victims of colonial and capitalist encroachment; rather, Bayly suggests, they
showed remarkable resilience and resistance to the colonial powers, which “trans-
formed and frustrated the feeble European impulse.” Even long after the establish-
ment of British Rule, precolonial economic forms would continue well into the
nineteenth century, shaping and limiting the expansion of European capital within
the structure of the ancien regime.>8

The East India Company’s primary aim, as Washbrook argues, was not to dis-
mantle the precolonial economic structures but, rather, to exploit them, to use them
even more efficiently. In the process, the colonial administration helped reinforce
the indigenous capitalist elements, giving them a new governmental protection
and enhancing the power of the privileged classes to accumulate wealth and prop-
erty: “The Company was not bent on creating a free market economy. It
did not . . . dismande the ancien regime’ institutions of economic manage-
ment. Indeed, it worked them more intensively than they had ever been worked
before.”39

Nevertheless, while we need to take very seriously the revisionists’ rereading of
colonial history and their emphasis on its complexity and continuities, we must
also be wary of another danger—that of belittling or ignoring the very real effects
of colonial rule. As the members of the Subaltern Studies group (e.g., Ranajit
Guha and Partha Chatterjee) warn, the revisionist historians are in danger of mini-
mizing the very real, often destructive consequences of colonialism and the incur-
sion of capitalist interests—that is, of suggesting that it never happened,” or “erasing
colonialism out of existence.”#® We must not forget, they remind us, the often dev-
astating impact of colonial power-—above all, upon the peasantry and lower classes,
who remained often fiercely resistant to the increasing impositions of the colonial
state. As a whole, Sugata Bose suggests, early colonial Bengal must be seen as an in-
tricate and shifting “admixture of pre-capitalist and capitalist relations”—but one
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in which the peasantry and lower classes faced in most cases increasing exploita-
tion and impoverishment: “Non-capitalist agrarian production and capitalist eco-
nomic development were bound in a dialectical relationship. . . . The produc-
tive role of Bengal’s peasantry did not free labor but merely enhanced colonial
capital and magnified its dominating power over an increasingly impoverished
rural population.” !

The Bazaar of the World and the Markeiplace of Religion:
The Centrality of the Marketplace in Eighteenth- and
Nineteenth-Century Bengal

This land has been secured with a Contract [kontraky]:

There’s an Emperor in this land,

and beneath him is the Good-Mannered Company {ddab Kompani].

In the twinkling of an eye, they produce and sell so much merchandise!
(BG 265;11.6)

If the songs of the Kartabhajas center around the imagery of business and trade,
then the key metaphor in all their cryptic verses is that of the marketplace.
Whether in the form of the bajar (the permanent market for general merchandise),
the hat (the local periodic market), the gafij (the wholesale market for bulk goods),
or the meld (the annual fair, usually attached to religious sites), the world of the
market held a central role in the cultural fabric as both a material locus and a key
metaphor in the Bengah imagination.*2 An intricate hierarchized market network
stretched from the urban centers, throughout the Ganga river systein, to the ghats
and warehouses (araf) of the hinterland. At the top of this hierarchy stood the
wealthy bankers (bauians), moneylenders (mahajans), and wholesale dealers (drat-
dars), and they in turn employed a variety of middlemen or brokers (dalals, paikars)
to acquire the goods and distribute them to the petty traders and shopkeepers
(dokandar) in the bazaars.*3

As Sudipta Sen has argued, the marketplace was the nexus amidst a complex
web of relationships permeating all levels of culture, a meeting point of econoinic
forces, political power, and religious patronage. Amidst the dispersed and shifting
political realm of the eighteenth century, in a society without a single centralized
locus of authority, it was the marketplace that bound together the many diverse
fields of power—economic, religious, and political alike: “The marketplace . . .
was not just a site of transaction, but a knot in the fabric of social mediation woven
around manufacturing villages, quays on the river, checks and tolls, granaries and
storages, and weekly or permanent markets.”* Not only were there intimate con-
nections between political power and control of the market, but there was an
equally close relationship between religious patronage and the marketplace. In-
deed, the marketplace shows us just how difficult it is to separate the economic
and religious fields, how material, social and religious capital are all bound together
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in a complex fabric: “Marketplaces [were] inevitably attached to religious sites.

. [M]arketplaces were set up to keep up a whole range of religious commit-
ments—not only to direct resources to the prosperity of a sacred site, but to enjoin
trade in commodities of ritual significance.”’#5

Thus we find that throughout the literature of eighteenth-century Bengal, the
image of the “marketplace” often serves as the most basic image for the world as a
whole—a fitting symbol for the complex relations and exchanges within a highly
mobile, fluid, transient society. Not only in travel literature and secular accounts
but also in religious texts and devotional works—such as the Candimargal or the
Hat Pattan (the Foundation of the Marketplace) attributed to the Vaisnava poet,
Narottam Das—the market represents the knot in a fabric of political, religious,
and economic relations, and thus it is the key symbol for power as a whole:
“Bazaars, gafijs and hats . . . had come to signify political authority and material
clout in an unprecedented way. . . . The marketplace stood as a powerful
metaphor of world authority for the ruling elite.”4¢

Not surprisingly, with the victory of the East India Company and the establish~
ment of colonial rule, the British made it one of their central tasks to take control
of and regulate the marketplaces of Bengal. Indeed, the bazaar was in a sense an
epicenter of the battle for colonial conquest. The result is what Sen calls a “Con-
quest of Marketplaces” as the company progressively displaced indigenous sources
of market patronage, imposing instead a singular, more closely supervised adminis-
tration of the marketplace. In place of the precolonial marketplace—with its com-
plex networks of royal and religious patronage, its shifting relations of power
between Mughal rulers, Hindu Zamindars, and various religious factions—the
company sought to impose a new “terrain of regulation,” marked by uniform laws
of revenue controlled through the departments of customs and police. In fact, Sen
suggests, the company set out to establish a kind of “settlement of marketplaces”
which paralleled the new system of land revenue in rural Bengal under the Perma-
nent Settlement of Lord Cornwallis. “In the decades following 1790, marketplaces
were made directly accountable to the political economy of the colonizing
state. The company administration attempted a thorough overhauling of every
kind of duty, privilege or grant in the marketplaces.”*7 However, as Kumkum
Chatterjee points out, these efforts to “conquer the marketplaces” were never en-
tirely successful, and local rulers and merchants would continue to resist, thwart
and frustrate British incursions into the marketplace throughout the colonial
period.+8

The New Ba[?y/on: The Lower Orders o][ Calcutta
at the Turn o][t}ze Nineteenth Century

Calcutta was like the sea: streams of money flowed into it, and rivers of money
flowed away. (Bhabanicharan Banerji, Bengali newspaper editor, 1787-1848)
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So freely, | know, you abandoned all your wealth,

wandering and searching throughout the entire Company [kompani];

that’s why you break your back working here!

Now your name is written in the account books of the Company warchouse!

(BG 215;11.31)

Perhaps nowhere were these rapid changes in the marketplace more apparent than
in the colonial capital of Calcutta. From its very foundation in the seventeenth
century under the inspiration of Job Charnock, Calcutta had been intended as a
commercial center and primary locus of trade with the hinterland of agrarian
Bengal. As it grew rapidly toward the beginning of the nineteenth century, the im-
perial city took shape as a vast and intricate series of marketplaces, a thriving net-
work of small villages, hutments, and bazaars.**

As the population of the city expanded in the nineteenth century (from
179,000 in 1821 to half a million by 1850 to almost a million by the early twenti-
eth century), and as a new influx of immigrants from Orissa, Assam, Bihar, and
other regions began to flood into the slums, a variety of new social patterns began
to evolve. Most fundamental was the cleavage of Calcutta into the “White Town”
and “Black Town.” Whereas the former was the wealthy, well-ordered European
quarter, linking the imperial city to the global capitalist network, the latter was a
vast teeming settlement, described as a kind of “New Babylon, a huge and mixed
crowd of people.”30 As one observer, H. E. A. Cotton, put it, Calcutta was “a queen
of two faces: a city of startling contrasts, of palaces and hovels . . . of royal
grandeur and squalor that beggars description.”s!

As Sumanta Banerjee suggests, Calcutta of the early nineteenth century wit-
nessed the rise of two new cultural groups, spawned by the changing social
and economic context. On the one hand, there were the wealthy elite or the
bhadraloks, largely comprised of intermediaries helping the East India Company
conduct business and administration, absentee landlords, and a middle class of pro-
fessionals. This was, in short, “a class of persons, Indian in blood and color, but En-
glish in taste, opinions, morals and intellect.’52 Deeply informed by British values,
many of these urban elite hoped to reform society and religion along Western
lines. As we sce in the case of the Brahmo Sabha (later Brahmo Samaj), led by
Rammohun Roy (1772-1833), many of the more progressive bhadraloks hoped to
reform caste, eliminate saff, child marriage, and other social ills while instituting a
more universal, rational and nonidolatrous form of religion, based on the
monotheism of the Upanisads and Vedanta.5?

On the other hand, Calcutta also gave birth to a growing substratum of urban
poor—the “lower orders” (itar lok), inhabiting the slums and bazaars of the Black
Town. Many of these were laborers and artisans, drawn from the villages to the city
in the hopes of new opportunities in a rapidly expanding city, but often quickly
displaced amidst an increasingly exploitative environment. Comprising some

three-quarters of the city’s population, these itar lok included the artisans, potters,
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palanquin bearers, oil makers, the first generation of an industrial proletariat, jute
and textile millworkers, barbers, washermen, fishermen, and boatmen: “The lower
orders [were] migrants who came to Calcutta from the neighboring villages in
search of jobs. A large number were traditional artisans who practiced rural cultural
forms . . . and thus evolved a new urban folk culture, to be marginalized by the
end of the 19th century”’>* As the new class of urban elite began to set up their lit-
tle chiefdoms (rdjyas) in various sections of the city, clusters of lower-class slums
grew up around them, creating a contradictory landscape of opulent mansions sur-
rounded by poor and crowded slum/bazaars: “Thus developed the bazaars and
hutments where the artisans and laborers lived . . . Modeled on small villages,
these became replicas of the landed estates owned by feudal chieftains, their con-
tours changing in response to urban needs. Calcutta became a city of hutments,
palatial buildings of opulent Bengalis surrounded by bazaars and slums.”55

However, as the rapid influx of English imported commodities progressively
came to dominate the Calcutta marketplace, flooding the city with “boots and
shoes, carriages, looking glasses, liquors, and miscellaneous items described as
‘treasure, 3¢ many of Bengal’s traditional industries—particularly those of spin-
ning and weaving—were deeply undermined. Even as the industrial revolution
was rapidly getting under way in England, in Bengal, “domestic industry was al-
most completely destroyed within a quarter of a century””57 As a result, many of
the city’s traditional craftsmen found themselves profoundly displaced, increasingly
reduced to a “landless proletariat” manufacturing raw materials for export back to
England. “Through their wretched living conditions and endemic poverty . . .
the laboring men felt the brunt of colonial rule even more keenly than others. Eu-
ropean foremen could kick them to death; policemen could beat them. . . .
Slum dwellers could be evicted by landlords, beaten by musclemen, and thrown
out by the municipal administration.”58

However, as Banerjee has shown with such amusing detail, the lower orders
would always find ways to give voice to their resentment against their oppressed
condition, to parody the foppish babus and satirize the pretences of the upper
classes, both native and foreign. Not only did they develop a variety of new popu-
lar arts—music, dance, poetry, and painting—combining traditional rural styles
with those of the new urban context, but many would also turn to ecstatic
devotion and mystical experience in the worship of the smaller, heterodox, non-
Brahminical sects, such as the Biuls, Auls, Dervishes, or Fakirs:

Uprooted from the social and economic base of the villages . . . and still to dis-
cover a new identity in . . . the alien metropolis, Calcutta’s lower orders were
groping for their own distinct forms of self-expression. Religion was one such form.

The various groups of Auls and Biuls who used to roam around the streets of
Calcutta . . . were some of the earliest followers of lower class religious radicalism.
‘While Calcutta’s sambhranta people were . . . debating subtle points of the caste
system and how to protect their religion from contamination, the Bauls made fun of

such pedantry in songs.>”
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The Fringes of the Imperial City:
The Clmnging Economics of Rural Bengal

Meanwhile, in the countryside surrounding the imperial city, the Kartabhajas and
other small sects would also draw much of their following from the poorer peas-
antry of rural Nadiya, Jessore, Khulna, and twenty-four Parganas districts. Like the
complex marketplace of Calcutta, rural Bengal of the nineteenth century reflects a
dynamic interplay between precolonial and colonial, precapitalist systems and the
increasing pressures of the global capitalist economy.®”

Perhaps nowhere were complex changes and continuities in the Bengali
economy more apparent than in the series of reforms in land revenue which took
place under the company’ administration in the late eighteenth century. This
began in the 1760s when the company began to replace the feudal tux system of
the Zamindars with an administrative system run by European tax collectors, and
it culminated in the permanent settlement by Lord Cornwallis in 1793.To govern
the land in the most efficient manner, Cornwallis wished to create a new kind of
propertied class, comparable to the British landed gentry, a class with “heritable,
personal and transferable rights on their estates.”’¢! The rate of tax was thus perma-
nently fixed, with a determined percentage to be collected for the district govern-
ment. [ronically, as Ranajit Guha argues, even though the settlement had been in-
tended to optimize the indigenous economy and promote antifeudal capitalist
interests, its effect appears to have been quite the reverse.2 As Bayly comments,
though “they had wanted an ‘English gentry’ with deep control over deferential
yeomanry,” instead “they formed an ‘Irish’ class of non-productive rentiers lording
it over an impoverished peasantry.’¢3

On one hand, there was a sudden and rapid transfer of landholdings, as many
hereditary Zamindar families found it increasingly difficult to meet the demands
of rent and were in many cases stripped of their land. Meanwhile, much of the land
passed into the hands of the rising class of urban nouveaux riches or “comprador
landlords,” mainly drawn from the bankers, merchants, and company servants of
Calcutta. On the other hand, these changes had an equally profound impact on
Bengal’s peasantry. Although early historians had probably overexaggerated the
profoundly disruptive impact of the settlement,®* more recent scholars such as
Sugata Bose agree that the overall impact of these changes was generally quite
negative for the peasantry of Bengal. As the Zamindirs came under increasing
pressure to meet the revenue demands, the burden of the rent was in turn passed
on to the peasantry, and as a new class of landholders and moneylenders moved in
under the protection of the company, an ever more efficient form of oppression
was imposed, which only “intensified ‘feudal’ exploitation of the peasantry”™

Under the Raj the state assisted directly in the reproduction of landlordism. . . .
The British infused new blood in the proprietary body by the Permanent Settle-
ment. . . . The outcome was to revitalize a quasi-feudal structure by transferring
resources from older less effective members of the landlord class to . . . financially
more dependable ones. For the peasant this meant not less but more intensive ex-
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ploitation: the crude medieval type of oppression . . . was replaced by the more
regulatcd will of a foreign power which . . . was to leave the landlords free to col-
lect . . . from their tenants and evict them.%®

It is no accident that the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries witnessed
an increasing outburst of rebellions and insurrections throughout the countryside
of Bengal. From at least the 1760s, when peasants under the leadership of the
Hindu Sannyasis and Muslim Fakirs burst into rebellion in different part of Bengal,
and continuing with the Wahabi rebellion under Titu Meer in 1831, the Faraizi re-
bellion in 1838—48, the 1855-57 uprising of the Santal tribals, and the resistance
by the indigo cultivators against the English planters in 1859-61, rural Bengal
would be shaken by agrarian violence for more than a century. Often combining
religious ideals with immediate economic interests, messianic and eschatological
beliefs with political violence, these peasant uprisings reveal a profound hope for
an entirely new world:

Under colonial domination India’s network of community relationships verged on
complete breakdown . . . Even as the community was eroded, the masses became
subject to the plunder of capital, pre-capitalist wealth and state power. It is in such
circumstances that subaltern consciousness seeks . . . a paradise lost. The insurgen-
cies . . . hang on eschatological prophecy and faith in the magical elimination of
enermies. But in this fusion of the mystic and the earthly they signify a challenge to

alien domination.5®

In short, it would seem that the stage was very much set for the descent of a new
avatar, a new God-made-Flesh to heal both the spiritual and economic miseries of
the lower orders of early colonial Bengal.

The Secret Vrn(lévana:
The Birth of the Kartéhhajﬁs

At the Ghospara festival, there’s no consideration of caste—
In Ghospara, the secret Vindavana [gupta vrnddvana), I can find the Man of the
Heart! (Baul song attributed to Lilan Shah)

Ghospiri has become the secret Vrndavana!
Shining rays of red sun light upon all boys and girls! (Kubir Gosain, Sahebdhant

poet)

The Kartabhajas stand out both as the most powerful of the various “minor
sects”of late eighteenth-century Bengal, and as among the clearest reflections of
the complex social and economic events of this rapidly changing period. Not only
did they emerge during the first decades of colonial rule and the critical period in
the transition to colonial capitalism, but the height of Kartabhaja power—during
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the decades of the 1830s to 1850s—also coincided with the height of peasant un~
rest throughout rural Bengal. Thus, within the Kartabhaja songs and rituals, we
find a rich mixture of colonial and pre-colonial, indigenous, and foreign elements.
The mercantile terminology of colonial Calcutta and the language of the “com-
pany” mingle with traditional economic hierarchies, woven together in a rich
bricolage of pre-capitalist economic structures, precolonial social arrangements,
and a wide variety of religious elements drawn from Hindu, Muslim, and even
Christian traditions alike.

Literary Sources for an iterate Tradstion:
An Evaluation of the Historical Sources

They have a separate Tantra; abandoning the mantras of all other gods,

they are initiated by the Human mantra [Manusa-mantra).

Religion is mixed up with all irreligion;

they turn every deed into the enjoyment of sensual pleasures!

The basis of all their trachings is deception and fraud. (Dasarathi Ray, “Kartabhaja,”
a satirical poem ridiculing the Kartabhajas)

Among the most valuable aspects of the Kartabhaja tradition, and the one that
makes them so important for our knowledge of Bengali religious and cultural life,
is the fact that we have such a large amount of historical evidence about this
group. In addition to primary texts, there is a large and diverse body of data—
missionary accounts, newspaper reports, and the commentaries of contemporary
literary figures. As the Kartabhajas became increasingly notorious and controversial
throughout the Calcutta area, they also came to be discussed, debated, attacked,
and sometimes even praised, by the most learned minds of Bengal.

PRIMARY SOURCES In the eyes of their critics, the Kartabhajas have frequently been
dismissed as an illiterate sect without written scriptures or a textual tradition.
According to the Baptist journal, Friend of India, “the sect have not yet produced
any account of their doctrines. Indeed they hold pens, ink and paper in con-
tempt.”®7 An essentially esoteric tradition, rooted in intimate master-disciple rela-
tionships and secret initiation, the Kartabhajas have always transmitted most of
their teachings orally, primarly through the medium of highly cryptic esoteric
songs. The oldest handwritten manuscript that I have found is a collection of
126 songs entitled the “Kartabhaja Gita” (dated 1228 [1821 c.k.]); however, their
large corpus of muystical and deeply encoded songs was never consigned to print
until 1870, when 1t was collected under the title of Bhaver Gita (“Songs of
Ecstasy”8) or & Juter Pada. Although traditionally attributed to the second,
most famous Karta, Dulilcind (a.k.a. LalSasT, d. 1833), these songs are a rather
chaotic and eclectic hodgepodge, which probably reflect a variety of conflicting

authorial voices (see SE, part I; the content of the BG will be analyzed in chapters
3-5).69
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After the Bhaver Gita, the most important works are those of the early-twen-
tieth-century devotee Manulil Misra, who made some efforts to systematize and
organize the rather chaotic Kartabhaja tradition. In addition to his major com-
mentary on the Bhiver Gita, Misra also published several other, very Tantric-
influenced, treatises on Kartabhaja belief and practice.? Finally, we have a number
of collections of songs gathered by various scholars and published under titles such
as “Kartabhajasangita” or “Sangitamala,” as well as several other more popular texts
written by contemporary Kartibhaji gurus—including the recently deceased
Karta Satyasiva Pal and one of the two living Kartas, Rarijit Kumar Pal—who con-
tinue to promote the tradition throughout the Calcutta area.”!

Some of the most intriguing primary material on the movement, however,
comes from the personal testinionies of early Kartabhaja devotees. The first of
these is the Brief Memoir of Krishna Pal, recorded by the Baptist missionary, William
Ward. After recounting his own life as a Kartabhaja convert and guru, Pal describes
his later conversion to Christianity—and so became, according to Ward, the very
first Hindu in Bengal to adopt the missionaries’ faith.72 Another firsthand account
of the movement appears in J. H. E. Garrett’s Bengal District Gazetteers, Nadia
{1910). Here a Kartabhaji disciple named Babu Gopal Krishna Pal offers a strong
defense of the Kartabhaja tradition against its critics, as well as a useful summary of
its major doctrines. Refuting all charges of licentiousness and immorality, Gopal
Krishna praises the Kartabhaja religion as the “Religion of Man,” which is truly
egalitarian, and in which “degraded humanity finds a cordial welcome and ready

recognition.”73

SECONDARY SOURCES: MISSIONARY AND ORIENTALIST SOURCES It is not insignificant
that the first known secondary sources on the Kartabhajas come from the early
Christian missionaries and British Orientalists. Perhaps the most energetic of the
early British missionary groups, the Baptist Missionary Society (BMS), founded in
1792 by William Carey, set up its center in Serampore, not far from the Kartabhaja
homeland in Ghoshpara. As Oddie points out, the missionaries were extremely in-
terested in small sects like the Kartabhajas, which they saw as fertile ground for the
spread of their own religion. In the Kartabahajas’ rejection of caste, and their wor-
ship of a human being as “God incarnate,” the fathers thought they had found
some very promising parallels to Christian doctrine, which could be turned to
their own advantage.”’ Most of the early missionaries were extremely critical of,
and often quite shocked by, the seemingly licentious practices of the Karta. Perhaps
the most often cited of all the early accounts of this sect is that of Reverend
William Ward (1817), who describes the Karti as charlatan claiming to cure disease
and exploiting his poor ignorant followers in order to build up his own wealth and
power.”> So, too, the widely read work of H. H. Wilson, the Sketch of the Religious
Sects of the Hindus (1828-32) stands out as a classic of early Orientalist scholarship,
and also as one of the most often cited sources on the smaller “deviant orders” such
as the Kartabhajis. Even more so than Ward, Wilson is especially cynical in his
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comunents on the economic motivations behind the sect: the worship of the Karta
as God incarnate is essentially “an artful encroachment upon the authority of the
old hereditary teachers or Gossains, and an attempt to invest a new family with
spiritual power.”7¢

Finally, in addition to Ward and Wilson, we have a large body of other Mission-
ary records, the most significant of which are the Church Missionary Register, Chris-
tian Intelligencer, Friend of India, and the Missionary histories of James Long and Eu-
gene Stock. Most important, these sources recount the events of the late 1830s,
when several hundred poor, disgruntled Kartabhaja devotees converted en masse
to Christianity (see chapter 7).77

NEWSPAPER ACCOUNTS After the missionaries, our next major body of information
comes from the contemporary newspaper accounts—the Samvada Prabhakara, Som-
prakaia and Tattvabodhint foremost among them. The Samvada Prabhdkara, edited by
the famous scholar of Bengali literature, I$vara Gupta, published an anonymous re-
port on the Kartabhaja festival of 1848. The account is a mixed and ambivalent
one, to say the least. On the one hand, it gives vivid descriptions of the opulent
lifestyle of the Kartd surrounded by fawning women, while the poor, afflicted
devotees are beaten and extorted by the gurus. But, on the other hand, he also
praises the egalitarianism and humanism of the Kartabhaja faith.78 Even more 1m-
portant is the account of Aksaykumar Datta (1820-1886), editor of the key
Brahmo paper, Tattwabodhini, and one of the earliest sources for the various “de-
viant sects” of Bengal, the Bauls, Sahajiyas, Balaharis, Kartabhajas, and others.7® On
the whole, Datta’s 1s an unusually balanced view of the Kartdbhaja sect, both sym-
pathetic to its religious content but also critical of what he regarded as its fall into
immorality and corruption.

LITERARY FIGURES Some of our most colorful accounts are written by well-known
literary and religious figures of Bengal, who viewed the sect from both very posi-
tive and very negative perspectives. Among the most important of the former is
Ra3ja Jayaniriyan Ghosil (1752-1818) of Bhukailash, Calcutta, a wealthy and afflu-
ent man who is said according to legend to have been a disciple of Dulalcind. De-
scribed by some as the “most progressive man of his era,” Jayanarayan was a mer-
chant and banian who had “enjoyed the confidence of Warren Hastings and
helped the Government of the Company in their survey of Bengal,” and so was
honored with the title of Maharaja.8 Jayanarayan was also the author of an enor-
mous poetic epic called the Karunanidhanavilasa (1813), in which he depicts a
series of divine avatars for the modern era: Kabir, Jesus Christ, and Rimsaran Pal
(the first Kart3).81 These three great incarnations, he suggests, will unite their three
countries and holy scriptures, creating a harmonious “religion of Man” for a new
age (see chapter 2).

The Kartabhajis also had great admirers among the newly emerging Hindu re-
form movement, the Brahmo Samij, who were attracted by the Kartabhajas appar-
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ent egalitarianism, universalism, and humanism. Among these were the famous
Brihmo leaders, Vijaykrsna Gosvami, Saéipad Banerjee (who started the first
Brahmo Samaj among India’s new class of industrial proletariat), and Nabincandra
Sen (1847-1909) (a well-known poet, who advocated humanitarian ideals, the re-
torm of caste, and new roles for womeny). In the Kartibhaja religion, they sup-
posed, they had found a kind of popular lower-class analogue to the progressive
ideals of the bhadmloks of Calcutta. In Nabincandra’s biography, Amar Jivana, we
have an invaluable account of his visit to the Ghoshpara festival, where he was sent
as a government official. He even claims that on the train ride home from Ghosh-
para, he met the great Rabindranath Tagore, who, although formerly skeptical of
the scandalous Kartabhajas, heard Nabincandra’s account and was deeply moved by
the sincerity and humanism of this religion.#2

Side by side with these laudatory views, however, we also have a series of far less
positive, often extremely cynical attacks on the Kartabhajas by contemporary liter-
ary figures, and particularly by the Western-educated elite bhadralok society of
Calcutta.83 Among the most severe attacks on the Kartabhajas came from the well-
known Calcutta poet Dasarathi Ray (1806-57), in his satirical poem “Kartabhaja.”
The most degenerate and perverse of all the low-class sects of his day, the
Kartabhaja is, in DasarathT’s scathing verse, nothing but “a dog in the wretched hut
where the paddy-grinder is kept . . . a ghost in a field strewn with rotten car-
casses; an ugly old whore in a place full of rubbish and dung.”8+

RAMAKRSNA AND THE KARTABHAJA BITCHES Perhaps the most important of all our
nineteenth-century sources is the great Calcutta saint, Sti Ramakrsna (1836-86).
Because of his own experience in Tantric practice and his close contact with a
number of Kartabhajas in Calcutta, Ramakrsna provides an invaluable insight into
the esoteric life of the sect. The saint was closely associated with one particularly
mysterious pundit named Vaisnavacaran—an enigmatic Janus-faced figure, at once
a respected Vaisnava pundit and a secret Kartabhaja master—who introduced him
to a variety of Tantric groups in the underworld of Calcutta. Ramakrsna describes
several encounters with Kartabhaja practitioners, whom he regarded with pro-
found suspicion and fear: “their way of life is so repugnant that I am unable to
reveal it to the public,” as one of his biographers put it.85 After he had had some
further experience with the sect, however, Rimakrsna seems to have softened
his originally harsh judgment, admitting that this may be a dirty or “backdoor”
kind of path—Ilike entering a house through the latrine door instead of the front
door—but a possible religious path nonetheless.®¢

On the whole, although it is a rather chaotic and mixed assortment, this large
body of historical material does, I think, provide a reasonably solid basis for under-
standing the social context and early development of the Kartabhajas. Provided
that we read these sources against one another, ever wary of the deeper political,
religious, or personal biases that inform them, they provide some remarkable in-
sights into this otherwise obscure and esoteric tradition.

48 THE SECRET MARKETPLACE



The Secret Castanya—A Poor Mad Fakir:
Auleand and the Legendary Origins of the Kartabhaja Tradition

[Caitanya] became incarnate in Nadiya and engaged in the supreme Play—

Then He was revealed in Ghospari, and stayed a few days in Jangipur.

He remained in secrecy, immersed in His own delight, with His devotees

Man is Truth; the Guru is Truth; the Truth of [all] Truth is Hari, the friend of the
Poor! (Kubir Gosiin, from Cakravarti, Sahebdhant Sampradaya, song 61)

Now that we have outlined the social and religious context, as well as the primary
sources for the Kartabhajas, let us place this tradition within this context and trace
its early origins. The Kartabhajas trace their own origins to an extremely colorful,
highly idiosyncratic, and at least partly legendary figure name “Aulcind” or “Baba
Aul” Described in the Bhaver Gita as the “Wretched Mad Man” and the crazy rag-
clad “Poor God” (gorib bidhatd), Aulcand appears at once as a divine incarnation, a
mischievous trickster, a criminal, and a wandering lunatic.57 Although the origins
of the name “Aul” are unclear, most scholars believe that it derives from the Per-
sian auliya, the plural of waliya, which designates a “friend of God” and thus “a
man who has fully realized the nature of the Lord.” To this day in scattered regions
of Bengal, there is a highly esoteric sect, closely related to the Bauls and Sufis,
known as the Auls or Auliya, and many speculate that Aulcand was in some way
connected with this tradition.®8 More likely, however, is that the image of Aulcand
as a rag-clad, mad fakir has been borrowed from the cult of Satya Pir or Satya
Narayana, which spread thrughout the Hindu and Muslim communities of Bengal
since the sixteenth centruy. Like Aulcind, Satya Pir is typically represented as a
poor crazy fakir—"a wandering mendicant Sufi in tattered rags, harsh to those
who spurn him, but gracious to those who show him respect.” In the late nine-
teenth century, moreover, Satya Nirayana was appropriated by the orthodox
Vaisnava comnunity, now identified as Visnu's avatar who had come specifically
for the age of Muslim rule: “Lord Visnu . . . in this final acon, the Kali yuga, as-
sumed the image of a holy man of India’s conquerers prior to the British.”39

The subject of a wide number of different legends and folk stories, Aulcind is
said to have been born around 1686 and died in 1779. According to some legends,
he is said to have been somehow involved in the raids of the Marithas (1744), when
he was arrested by the officers of the Nawib Alivardi Khan, and then miraculously
escaped from the dungeon.®? Indeed, according to one particularly noteworthy ac-
count, mentioned briefly earlier, Aulcand appeared precisely at the time of the Bat-
tle of Plassey—and, in fact, even uttered the cryptic prophesy of the downfall of the
Muslim Nawab and the triumph of the British in Bengal: “In 1757, when the Mus-
lims had looted the land and were returning to Murshidabad, a soldier placed his
trunk on the Fakir’s shoulder, struck him with his gun, and told him to carry it. The
fakir went a little distance, put the trunk down and said that the Muslims would be
driven out and the Europeans [phiringi| would seize the land.’91
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The most “historical,” or perhaps the least mythological, of these various stories
is that Aulcand was an orphan who was discovered in a field in 1774 by a man of
unknown descent named Mahideva, a betel grower of Ula village (Nadiya dis-
trict). He lived with Mahadeva for twelve years, and afterward lived among differ-
ent persons throughout Bengal until the age of 27. He then renounced the world
and became a wandering Fakir, traveling widely and meeting with various holy
men (many believe he may have been initiated into the Qadiri Sufi order). Even-
tually Aulcind arrived at Beria village where he met Riméaran Pil; after miracu-
lously curing him of his colic pain (or in some accounts, after curing his wife
Sarasvatl), he made Ramsaran his chief disciple, followed by twenty-one other
fakirs.%2

According to Kartabhiaja belief, however, Aulcand was no mere human being;
indeed, he was none other than $ti Caitanya in secret disguise, now reappearing on
earth in the form of a Muslim Fakir. This is extremely telling, for it points to the
Kartibhajis® key strategy of esoteric hermeneutics—or “strong misreading”—which
involves a simultaneous appropriation and criticism of the mainstream Gaudiya
Vaisnava tradition, its founding scriptures and its legitimizing metanarratives. With
their ingenious tactic of “stolen lightning,” the Kartabhajas have at once pilfered
and vyet also undercut or subverted the sacred mythistory of the exoteric tradition,
investing it with a deeper secret interpretation known only to initiates.?3 Accord-
ing to the Kartabhajas’ esoteric rereading of the Caitanya Caritamyta, the Gaudiya
tradition had gradually become coopted by greedy self-serving gurus, and so Cai-
tanya decided to incarnate himself in a new form. After remaining hidden for sev-
eral centuries, he donned the garb of a poor, crazy fakir and appeared at the
Triveni, the meeting point of the Jamuna, Sarasvati, and Ganges rivers, where he
miraculously crossed over the waters (a legend which may also bear some esoteric
reference to Tantric yogic techniques; STP 4-6).94 He then established his “secret
Vrndavana”(gupta vrnddvana) in Ghoshpara village:

This Madman [khepa] is the Lord, “the Destroyer of Doubt.” . . . In every age, he
assumes the human form, becomes incarnate on this earth and engages in play with
mankind. . . . He appeared in the Satya, Treta and Dvipara yugas; so too . . . in
the Kali yuga, he appeared as Caitanya. Then he remained hidden for long time. But
he reappeared in Ghoshpara, and devotees can know him if they gaze upon him
secretly [rahasya kare], with half-closed eyes.”5

Now, it is really rather significant that Caitanya-Aulcand should have chosen
the specific locus of Ghoshpara—a small village some twenty miles north of Cal-
cutta—as the site for his new incarnation. Within the geography of colonial Ben-
gal, Ghoshpara occupies a key place, situated on the critical margins of the Im-
perial City, where rural Bengal and the urban center overlap, on a central
commercial route by which people and goods come and go between city and
country. Hence, it offered an ideal place for a new Vrndavana or a “secret market-
place”—an alternative social space, where the poor lower classes of Calcutta could
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temporarily escape the burdens of caste and labor in the city, to retreat to the sa-
cred confines of the Kartabhaja path. The purpose of Caitanya’s new incarnation in
this Secret Vrndavana was precisely to reveal a simple, easy (sahaja) means of wor-
ship for the lower classes, who were neglected and downtrodden by the orthodox

€ec

Vaisnavas. “At present,’ Caitanya—Aulciﬁd thought, “‘there is no easy method of
worship for the lowly, powerless people; that’s why I have revealed the easy [sahaja]
path, so they can worship the truth within them, the worship of Man.’ Thus he
took another kind of body. He could not reveal his true nature as Caitanya deva to
many people, but only to his close disciples”’9¢

In addition to his divine status, Aulcand is also the subject of a variety of
miraculous tales and humorous anecdotes describing his eccentric, often shocking
behavior. Indeed, it is said that when he first entered Ghosphara, the villagers
took him to be a dangerous madman, and pelted him with filth.®” Their reaction
was perhaps not entirely unjustified. When he felt the need to express himself can-
didly, Aulcand was not beyond displaying the most bizarre behavior. On one occa-
sion, for example, he is said to have appeared unexpectedly at the wedding cere-
mony of RamSarans daughter, where he promptly stripped naked before the
attending women and began to dance.”8 According to another rather bizarre story,
Aulcand used to engage in rambunctious horseplay with the local children—so
rambunctious, in fact, that one day he accidentally slapped a little cowherd boy in
the head so hard that he killed the child. Fortunately, his disciple Ramsaran was
able to use his own magic powers to remedy the situation: in desperation, he
kicked the dead boy in the head, whereupon the child sat up immediately and
opened his eyes.>?

It would seem there was more than a little tension between the eccentric
Aulcand and his disciple Riméaran—particularly as the latter began to claim su-
pernatural powers and spiritual authority of his own. Aulcand eventually aban-
doned Ghoshpara and went off wandering in East Bengal. Having traveled through
the regions of Bakarganj, Khulna, Jessore, and the Sundarbans, he is believed to
have initiated 2 number of Bengali Muslims and to have spawned several oflshoot
sects. To this day, Kartabhaja splinter groups such as the Satya-Gurus and
Bhagabaniyas may still be found in the districts of Jessore, Khulna, and Barisal. 100

Finally, we should also note one very telling legend about Aulcind which is
current among some Baul traditions of East Bengal. According to this narrative,
Caitanya had reappeared in the secret form of Aulcind precisely in order to reveal
the Tantric practice of parakiya love, or sexual intercourse with another man’s wife.
Indeed, as the chief exponent of parakiya love, so the story goes,[\ulciﬁd was him-
self the founder of the Baul tradition. “ Among some Bauls, there is a popular belief
that Caitanya himself knew a secret method of practice—the practice of sexual
union between man and woman . . . out of the desire to spread this parakiya
teaching, Caitanya himself became reincarnated in the form of Aulcind. . . .
This is itself the Baul practice and Baul philosophy”’'0t This legend is especially
striking precisely because, as we will see later, there is intense debate and contro-
versy within the Kartibhaja tradition itself over the question of parakiya love; in-
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deed, most of the more orthodox contemporary leadership would strongly deny
that there is any trace of parakiya prema in the Kartabhaja path (chapter 6).

Ramszaran and the Twenty-two Fakirs:
The Historical Origins of the Kartabhajas

According to Kartabhaja tradition, Aulcand gathered twenty-two primary disciples
before his death. The precise names and birthplaces of these twenty-two are pre-
served in at least five different lists, which vary considerably.192 Rather signifi-
cantly, however, most of them are said to have come from the poorer lower classes
of Bengal: “Most were milkmen [sadgops], some were fishermen, some were
Rajputs, some were braziers; that 1s, they belonged to classes which had fallen to a
low place in society.”1%> According to most traditions, eight of these twenty-two
were considered foremost: Ramsaran Pal, the future Karta, and, after him, Bhima
Riay Rijput, Becu Ghose, Hari Ghose, Hatu Ghose, Kinai Ghose, Nidhiram, and
Syamadas. Yet apart from Rimsaran and the dissident disciple Kinii Ghose (who
would later reject Ramsaran’s authority and found his own sect) little is known
about the original disciples.!¢+

According to the later Kartabhaja tradition, as represented in Misra’s list, each of
the disciples is said to have been a reincarnation of one of the original followers of
Caitanya. Becu Ghose, for example, is the incarnation of Rimananda Basu; Bhima
Ray Rajput the incarnation of Jiva Gosvamin; Kinu Govinda the incarnation of
Raghunatha Bhatta, and so on. In short, just as the Kartabhajas appropriated the
legitimating authority of Caitanya (in the new incarnation of Aulcand), so too,
they sought to appropriate the authority of the later Gaudiya tradidon as passed
on to Caitanya’s disciples. As Chakrabarty suggests, it is no accident that the
Kartibhajis made these claims in the late nineteenth century—"*a time when the
orthodox Vaisnavas mounted a massive assault on the Kartabhajas and other de-
viant orders.”105

Ramsaran Pal quickly emerged as the most important, or at least most ambi-
tious, of the twenty-two fakirs. A sadgop (milkman) by caste and a cultivator
by profession, Ramsaran is said to have been the son of one Nanda Ghose of
Jagadishpur village. Because of his intense religious devotion, he caused dissension
within his family and so left them to wander, finally arriving at the village of
Ghoshpara. After the unexpected death of his first wife and daughters, Ramsaran
married Sarasvati, daughter of Govinda Ghose, the wealthy landlord of Govinda-
pur village. This wedding, it seems, would later prove to be an extremely expedient
and highly lucrative maneuver. As Manik Sarkir points out, the leaders of the
Kartibhaji sect were thereby endowed with the inheritance of a wealthy Za-
mindar’s estate, while, at the same time, the local Zamindari was given a new kind
of divine patronage and sacred legitimation: “The landholding of that region was
then . . . in the hands of a Sadgop (milkman) . . . Ramgaran Pal’s wife was
Sarasvatl Devi, the daughter of the Zamindar, Govinda Ghose, and she later be~
came known as Sati Ma. Thus the Karta was the Zamindar’s son-in-law; and the
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Zamindar’s daughter gained divine power as Karti Ma.”19¢ As we will see in chap-
ter 7, this link between the Karta and the Zamindari economic system is an im-
portant one, which would help to structure the organization of the sect as a whole.

Not long after his marriage, Ramsaran was visited by the strange mad fakir,
Aulcind. Amazed by Aulcind’s miraculous healing powers, he immediately fell
down and became a disciple of the wandering madman. After Aulcand’s mysterious
departure (perhaps incited by the spiritual rivalry between the two), Ramsaran
proclaimed himself the Karta, the Master or Lord, of this new religion and as the
incarnation of God (Krsna-Caitanya-Aulcand) in human form. In the eyes of their
devotees, Rimsaran Pal and his wife Sarasvati thus came to be regarded as far more
than mere mortals but, rather, as the eternal male and female principles of the uni-
verse—the Adi-Purusa and Adya-Sakti incarnate (see KDA 9, 57-69).

The Ho/y Mother: Sati Ma and Her Miraculous Grace

In its more popular “exoteric” dimension, particularly among the poorer lower
classes, the most widely worshiped figure in the Kartibhaja tradition is Ramsaran’s
wife—Sarasvati, better known as Sati Ma or Karta Ma.!%7 From a fairly early date,
it would seemn, Satl Mi began to be famed throughout Bengal as a source of pro-
found spiritual power, the worker of miracles, the giver of blessings and super-
natural deeds. With the professed power to heal sickness, cure blindness, and relieve
poverty, she became especially beloved among the poor lower classes—above all
among women, particularly widows, barren wives, and mothers of sick or dead
children. By the early twentieth century, as we see in the work of Manulal Miéra,
we find a fully developed theology of Sati Mi as the Divine Mother. In works
such as Safimar Mahatmyd (the majesty of Sati-Ma), Sati Mi appears as far more
than just a giver of divine grace but as a Divine being and metaphysical Reality:
she is none other than the Adya-Sakti or Prakyti itself, the divine feminine principle
at the source of all creation. Indeed, she even assumes the role of divine Savior,
who has—like Aulcand himself—descended from her eternal heavenly state to be-
come secretly incarnate in the form of a mortal human body: “Woman is the root
of the primordial tree. Who would exist without woman? Consider semen and
menstrual blood: the body of Woman is the vessel of the whole world. From
woman, all creation occurs. She is this very earth. Without woman, there would
be no creation, preservation of destruction. . . . Now Sati Mi has become the
savior of this world. Secretly (gopane), she became incarnate in the form of a
human being.”108

For Midra and for many later Kartabhajas, Sati Mi and her miraculous child
Dulilcand (who is said to have been Caitanya-Aulcind himself, having secretly en-
tered into the womb of Saff m3) almost become a kind of “Virgin Mother and
Child,” not entirely unlike the Christian Virgin and Christ. Indeed, it is tempting
to hypothesize that, in his theological doctrine of Dulalcand as the divine incarna-
tion of Krsna-Caitanya, with Satf Ma as his holy mother, Misra was trying to con-
struct a kind of Indian answer to the Christian virgin and holy child. (Jeffrey Kri-

THE UNDERWORLD OF THE IMPERIAL CITY 53



pal has suggested similar motivations at work behind the construction of the di-
vine status of Ramakrsna of the same period in Bengal.199)

At the same time, however, Satl Ma’s promises of supernatural grace, spiritual
healing, and miraculous powers also became aniong the primary sources of
ridicule and satire among the Kartabhajis’ many critics. Since at least the late nine-
teenth century, the more cynical Bengali poets and humorists have delighted in
poking fun at the superstition and magical quackery surrounding the image of Sad
ma. One satirical play of early-twentieth-century Calcutta, the Jeleparar Sang
(1914) humorously depicts Karta Ma and her magical abilities:

A pure Muci [leather worker] by caste, [ am Karta Ma, O [ am Kartd M3;

The Barren woman to whom I show my Grace will hear the cry of a son!

If a child-widow, wearing a Sari, becomes pregnant, O if she becomes pregnant,

when she takes refuge at my feet, she will have no fear!

. . . And if a chaste wife remains at home, then, due to my boon, she will find a
pure husband; she will get a pure husband!

And if the husband of a middle aged or old woman leaves her

and wastes his money uselessly,

then, by the virtues of my sacred earth, he’ll fall and grovel at her feet!110

We will see in chapter 2 that this ambivalent role of Sat1 Ma, as both a figure of
both tremendous female power and an icon of superstition, hucksterism, and delu-
sion of the poor, also reflects the ambivalent status of women in this tradition as a
whole: their potential for new roles of leadership and empowerment as well as
new forms of exploitation and manipulation.

Two Red Moons over the Ocean of Love:
Dulaleand (Lalsasi), and the Full Flowering of the Kartabhaja Tradition

In a certain kingdom, a King sits upon a throne.
The people engage freely in business.
There are horripilations of joy at the beautiful sight!
Everyone engages in thousands of transactions,
and the business in that realm goes along easily [sahaje]
.. Look—S8asi appears amidst the society of merchants. [byabsadarer samdje]!
(BG 54, I1.40; my italics)

The most famous and widely known figure in the early history of the Kartabhaja
lineage is the son of Ramsaran and Sati-Ma3, Dulalcand (“Two Red Moons,” also
known as Saéi-lal or Laldasi [“Red Moon™] or Ramdulal Pil). According to
Kartibhaja tradition, Dulalcanid was none other than the reincarnation of Aulcind
(thus also of Caitanya and Krsna) who entered into SatI-Ma’s womb at the time of
his death. Said to have been educated in Bengali, Sanskrit, English, and Persian, and

54 THE SECRET MARKETPLACE



reputed to be a great pundit in all the {astras, Dulalcand first promulgated the
Kartabhaja faith as a coherent religious systein, now makinz it palatable not only
to the poor lower classes but also to sowne of the mot respected elites of Cal-
cutta.!'! In fact, so widespread was Duldlcand’s fame as a spiritunal leader, that he
was even invited to the World Parliament of Religions—some sixty years after his
own death!"12 According to Kartabhaja tradition, Dulalcand was visited by the
greatest figures of nineteenth-century Bengal, including a variety of Europeans
and even Raminohun Roy himself, who is said to have sought his advice. One
popular Kartabhaja song recounts:

R3ja Rammohun Roy used to go to his side

and satisty his desire, drinking the nectar of immortalicy.
Many Europeans used to go to him

Reverend Duff, the Christian, went to his side

and received instructions at his home in Ghoshpara.!!3

Well known to the British missionaries of the time, Dulilcand was visited by sev-
eral of the most active preachers of the Calcutta area, including John Marshman
and William Carey. According to the account of the Caleutta Review, the missionar-
ies found Dulal living in enormous elegance and wealth, dwelling in a rich estate
with a splendid Rajbari-style inansion: “Drs. Marshman and Carey visited
Ramdulal . . . i1 1802 . . . at his house, which was handsome, stately and ex-
ceeding that of many Rajas. He was no less plump than Bacchus, . . . He argued
with them, defending the doctrine of pantheism.”!14

Born the son of simple sadgop-farmer, Dulalcind appears to have been a re-
markably shrewd businessman and to have achieved an unusually affluent lifestyle.
There is much evidence, in fact, that he had firsthand experience in the world of
commerce and mercantile trade. The songs of the Bhdver Gita which are attributed
to him, at least, suggest an author who had an intimate knowledge of the world of
business and the marketplace, particularly that connected with the East India
Company. “The language which most often appears in the text and which seems
most intimate and personal,” as Sukumar Sen comments, “is that of commerce.”115
Indeed, Chakrabarty has even suggested that Dulalcand not only had experience
in the marketplace but also used his earnings to build up the Karta’s estate in
Ghoshpara; hence his mystical songs, with their unique blend of economics and
ecstatic devotion, are at once spiritual dialogues and accounts of his own business
dealings: “Dulalcand had much experience as a businessman. Like many landlords
he invested his earnings in building up a big estate. The income from his estate was
reinvested in trade. . . . Dulalcand talked both shop and mysticism.”11¢ The
irony—and perhaps the flagrant hypocrisy—of this growing wealth and power
among the leadership of an avowedly lower-class movement or “Poor Company”
would become increasingly evident throughout the nineteenth century; it is,
moreover, a paradox which we will encounter repeately throughout this volume
(see especially chapter 7).
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Dulialcand, moreover, stands out as the single greatest systematizer and theologian
of the Kartibhaja tradition. Indeed, he must be regarded as a kind of organizational
genius, who fused a small, largely obscure secret cult with a mass popular movement,
combining the rural folk traditions of village Bengal with the urban styles of Cal-
cutta, and forging a new religious movement which would become remarkably
powerful among lower-class Hindus and Muslims alike. Under Dulalcind’s skillful
leadership, the originally highly esoteric practices of the Sahajiya traditions were
combined with a more popular exoteric dimension, centering around the miracu-
lous deeds of Sati Ma. Indeed, not only was he the Kartabhajas” greatest financier,
building up a large Rajbarl mansion in Ghoshpara, but Dulalcand also made a cer-
tain attempt to appeal to some of the educated bhadraloks and Zamindars. Accord-
ing to popular tradition, he was a close friend of the famous Zamindar, Jayanarayan
Ghosil, and in fact initiated the R3ji into the tradition. In sum, Dulilcand con-
structed a remarkably effective and lucrative—even if rather weird and somewhat
schizoid—religious synthesis:

There is a very intelligent organization in the Kartabhaja religion, whose foundation
lies in the lofty imagination and clever skill of Dulalcand. On one hand, there is the
philosophy of the Avatar, and on the other, tales of miraculous healing. . . . On one
hand, there is accumulation of wealth at the guru’s Office; on the other, the promise
of sons to barren women. The learned were attracted by the harmony of

religions; the ignorant were deluded by the magic power of Satt Ma.!17

A Platoon of the Poor (kangaler paltan):
The Social Composition of the Kartabhajas

If Dulalcand and the Pil lineage of Kartas seem to have enjoyed a fairly wealthy
and comfortable lifestyle, rather strikingly, the majority of their following appear to
have come quite predominantly from the poorer lower classes of colonial Calcutta
and rural Bengal. Indeed, among the most valuable aspects of the Kartabhaja sect as
a whole is the rare insight it gives us into the lives of the so-called itar lok or “lower
orders” at the dawn of the nineteenth century. Obviously, because this is an eso-
teric tradition, one which actively conceals itself, it is extremely difficult to discern
the social makeup of the Kartabhajas; however, if we scan the historical sources,
from Ward’s 1817 account down to the Bhattacharya report of 1897, we find al-
most unanimous agreement that by far the majority of its following was drawn
from the poorest and most disadvantaged classes of Calcutta and rural Bengal. “All
the contemporary records,” Banerjee comments, repeatedly stress that most of the
Kartabhajis have always come from the “lower orders mainly from the depressed
castes, untouchables, Muslim peasants and artisans.”’ 18 Now, it is indeed true that a
few bhadraloks and upper classes, such as Jayanarayan, Nabincandra or Vijaykrsna,
had shown a passing interest in the Kartabhajas!!?; yet, as Datta pointed out in his
account of 1870, by far the majority had always been poor, low caste, and unedu-
cated: “Very secretly (gopane gopane) this movement has become powerful. Even if
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many educated Bhadraloks have also participated in it, the majority are lower class
and female.”120 Likewise, as the Calcutta paper, Somaprakasa, reported in 1864,
“this is an especially influential religion among the lower classes. The bhadraloks
respectfully stay far away. . . . The cause for the popularity of their religion
is obvious: it offers a great opportunity for independence. In the law books of
the Hindus, they have very little freedom . . . but in the Kartabhaja religion
they find great freedom.”12! In rural Nadiya district, as Oddie has shown, the
movement was extremely popular among the poorer cultivators and $idras, partic-
ularly those who had suffered most from the new system of taxation.'22 In the
colonial center of Calcutta, it attracted the poor laboring classes who had
recently migrated to the city from the villages, especially “the kaivartas (farmers
and fishermen), oilmen, dealers in spices, grocers, weavers, and other lower-caste
Hindus."123

Specifically, however, the Kartabhajas of the early nineteenth century appear to
have been drawn particularly from those men and women who were involved, in
way one or another, in the world of the marketplace. As Cakravartl suggests, they
were “largely persons involved in trade,” in the the world of labor and commerce
in Calcutta’s teeming bazaars.12# Throughout the Bhaver Gita, there is constant ref-
erence to the buying and selling of the marketplace, particularly in the thriving
bazaars of Calcutta and Dhaka. However, its characters are not for the most part
the wealthy men of the marketplace—such as the bankers (banians), moneylenders
(mahdjans), and intermediaries of the Company who profited most from trade with
European capitalists. Rather, its heroes are the “poor” (gorib) on the bottom of the
mercantile hierarchy, and specifically the small shopkeepers (dokandar), porters
(mute), and laborers involved in shipping and transfer of merchandise to the ghats
and gafiis (wholesale markets). These are the men who had in most cases, as
Saktinith Jha points out, profited least and suffered most amidst the new economic
changes: “The East India Company monopolised control of business in this era,
and many small merchants had to take loans from Moneylenders, lost their wealth
and fell into poverty.”'25 As the Bhaver Gita laments,

I've quit this business, brother,
There was no profit in it—I had to give up my earnings too easily!
Is one more merchant any use in this land?
I work in some city; I go to the marketplace and toil, breaking my back,
And as the days pass, do I get even a piece of bread in this kingdom?
I conducted business in this land eight million times—
but see, brother, my troubles haven't left me!
Seeing and hearing all this, I've gone mad! (BG 214;11.27)

The villains and objects of ridicule in these songs, on the other hand, are chiefly
the “moneylender” (mahajan), the “middlemen” or “brokers” (dalal, paikdr), and the
rent collectors (gomastds), who went back and forth between the foreign compa-
nies and the poorer shopkeepers or labourers. The dalals or brokers, for example,
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are frequently ridiculed as both “thieving charlatans,” out to swindle the poor, and
as pathetic fools, who are just as easily swindled themselves. “Overwhelmed with
the madness of the brokers, everything became corrupt! . . . They tell you ‘it’s
genuine,’ but sell you the fakes!” (BG 267; I1.38). The gomastha or rent collector,
likewise, is depicted as a “‘stupid snub-nosed” wretch tagging along at the heels of
the company.12¢ Take, for example, the following humorous songs, which playfully
describe the plight of a poor merchant who had come to the city in the hope of
doing business, but had instead only fallen into poverty; he has now been forced
into the life of a lowly porter laboring under the company, bound by debt at the
merciless hands of a moneylender (mahajan):

O, how wonderfully funny!
You've quit your business, and now, I see, you're working as a Porter in the
marketplace and at the ghat!
.. . So freely, I know, you had abandoned all your wealth,
wandering and searching throughout the entire Company—
that’s why you break your back working here!
Your name is written in the account books of the Company Warehouse!
. . . You had come to work as a merchant in this land,
but when that business failed, you found a lot of work in this market and bazaar.
And now the Porters, both petty and great, all control you!
.. You've labored for the Company for so long a time—
And Saéi Lal laughs and says, “oh, see how manly you are!” (BG 215; 11.31)

Will the Porters’ Headman protect you,

when the Moneylender’s men come to arrest you for your debts?

Then you'll suffer everything!

For what’s overdue is recorded in the Money-lender’s account book.
(BG 217;11.34)

Even today, most of the Kartabhajas whom I met in Calcutta were this sort of poor
trader or petty shopkeeper. Among those I interviewed were a pair of brothers
who run a small umbrella~making business in north Calcutta, the owner of a tiny
printing shop in the middle of one of Calcutta’s worst red-light districts, and one
of the most respected living Kartabhaja gurus, who works as a clerk in a small
Ayurvedic medicine shop. Even one of the two living Kartas works as a low-level
accountant in a small office in downtown Calcutta.127 As we see in one recent
report on the Kartabhaja Mela (1976), some 340 of 381 disciples surveyed were
found to be illiterate; 184 of the 301 women were widows; and 57 of the 103
families owned less a single bigha (.33 acre) of land, while 16 were homeless beg-
gars.!28 Thus, the vast bulk of the following has always been and remains today
largely poor, lower class and illiterate.
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Conclusions:

A “Marginal” Tradition

In the enigmatic, colorful, often humorous figures of Aulcand, Dulaleand, and their
first disciples in Ghoshpara, we find a striking illustration of the early Kartabhaja
synthesis and its unique role in colonial Bengal at the dawn of the nineteenth cen-
tury. A poor wandering half-Muslim, half~-Hindu madman, who emerged just after
the Battle of Plassey at a critical transition in Bengali history, Aulcand is a pro-
foundly “liminal” character, seated on the borderline of religious and political
boundaries. So, too, his greatest successor, Dulilcand, appears as a fundamentally
ambivalent, even schizoid figure: born the poor son of a milkman, he assumed
leadership of a small lower-class sect, and somehow he constructed a powerful (and
apparently very lucrative) new religious movement.

On the whole, the Kartabhajas may be said to represent, in several important
senses, a “marginal tradition,” a tradition that emerged at the critical interstices and
cultural boundaries of late-eighteenth-century Bengal. If the Kartabhajas pre-
sented themselves as a “new marketplace” (an alternative spiritual path which
would replace the corrupt “marketplace” of the mainstream Vaisnava tradition), this
was also very much a “secret marketplace”—a tradition that could only operate on
the fringes and underworld of the dominant social order. Born in the key geo-
graphic space of Ghoshpara, on the border between the village of Bengal and the
imperial city, they arose on the critical margin between the urban center of Cal-
cutta and the rural hinterland. Coming to prominence at the key historical mo-
ment of the late eighteenth century, amidst the collapse of both traditional Hindu
and Muslim power and the rise of the British East India Company, they also
emerged at a very liminal and transitional time in the political history of Bengal,
amidst the rapid transfer of power between indigenous and foreign rulers. And fi-
nally, founded by a wandering madiman said to have been Caitanya in the disguise
of a Sufi Fakir, they also emerged on the margins of religious boundaries, between
Hindu and Muslim, and between the established “orthodox” tradition of the
Gaudiya Vaisnavas and the various “heterodox” sects on the fringes of mainstream
religion.

As we will see in the following chapter, this “marginality” is reflected in the
Kartabhajas® religious teachings and in their social ideals. Not only did they draw
the majority of their following from the marginal classes of colonial Bengal, but
they also forged a remarkable synthesis of a number of religious currents, combin-
ing Hindu and Muslim, Tantric Sahajiya, and mainstream Vaisnava elements into an
original and highly profitable new spiritual product amidst the competitive “mar-
ketplace of religions” of nineteenth-century Bengal.
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2

The Religion of Man (Manuser Dl’xarma)

The Religious Ideals and Social Vision of the Karta})hajés

Sahaja is of the human caste;
It dwells in the Sahaja land.
Know, in a hint [abhase] what its nature is:
Revealing this publicly is impossible, but a taste of it is possible:
Its origin kLies within the body itself!
It is unrestricted by good or evil;
So what use will known laws be?
It is without refuge in any religious views.
. . . Hear this law:“Man is supreme!” (BG 48; [1.68)

I'm the pure-blooded son of a woman of good family,
but I've been deluded by the charms of an enchanting woman
I've taken up residence in Karta Ma’s house.
In this religion there is no differentiation of caste—Haris and Mucis all come
together.
The religion in this terrible Kali Yuga is “the Supremacy of Man” [Purusottama).
(“Jeleparer Sang,” a satirical play ridiculing the Kartabhajis)

Like the economic field of the late eighteenth century, the religious world of early
colonial Bengal was also (to use the Bhaver Gita’s favorite metaphor) a vast
“bazaar,” a marketplace of spiritual goods, both genuine and fake, in which traders
from all lands haggled and bartered. Amidst this teeming market, with its host of
Hindu, Muslim, Christian, and other competing factions, the Kartabhajas would
emerge as perhaps the most successful of the various “minor sects” that spread
among the lower classes. As [ argue in this chapter, not only did the Kartabhajis
emerge at a key locus and critical historical moment, but also they represent a pro-
found transformation within the older Sahajiya tradition, which was especially
well suited to this changing social context, and which offered a highly marketable
set of spiritual commodities.

The primary appeal of the Kartabhajas, and the main reason for their striking
growth and success, lay in their remarkable capacity for synthesis. This tradition
represents a rich bricolage of diverse elements, operating on at least three levels,
which I examine in each of the three sections of this chapter. First, on the religious
level, the Kartabhajas skillfully combine elements of esoteric Sahajiya Tantric
teachings, more orthodox Gaudiya Vaisnava theology, a strong element of Suf-
ism, and even a degree of Christian influence. Second, on the social level, the
Kartabhajas bring together members of all classes and social factions, rejecting caste
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distinctions and proclaiming the divinity of all human beings. And third, on the
level of gender, the Kartabhajas also offered a new social space in which men and
women could mix freely, even providing new opportunities for women in roles of
spiritual authority. The result is a rather ingenious religious fusion—or “subversive
bricolage,” to borrow a phrase of Jean Comaroff '—which skillfully adapts and re-
configures elements from a wide range of sources. In de Certeau’s terms, it is the
result of a kind of “poaching” or pilfering by poor lower-class consumers in a
dominated religious market.2

As a kind of poaching, however, this bricolage also demanded subtle use of the
tactics of secrecy. In the previous chapter, we examined the Kartabhajas’ key
strategy of esoteric hermeneutics—their rereading of the scriptures and narratives of
the mainstream Vaisnava tradition, which at the same time gives them a new, secret
interpretation. In this chapter, we explore two additional strategies. First, secrecy
functions as a tactic of appropriation. If the Kartabhajas are able to draw on or “steal”
elements from a variety of religious traditions, this is because all these religions
only appear to be separate when seen from the “exoteric,” outward, or orthodox
point of view. On the inner or esoteric level (known only to the Kartabhaja ini-
tiate), they are in fact all one, all the same “Religion of Truth” or “Religion
of Man"? Second, secrecy operates as a key social strategy or a way of life: The
Kartabhaja social ideal involves a basic double norm, which allows the initiate to
live a perfectly conventional, worldly life in conformity with the laws of exoteric
society, while at the same time leading a secret inner life, explicitly violating the
laws of caste, gender, and purity that govern mainstream society.

To understand the rich bricolage of the Kartibhajas, however, we must also
place it in relation to the changing ideals taking place among the upper classes of
nineteenth-century Calcutta. Even as the great reform movements of the “Bengal
Renaissance,” such as the Brahmo Sabha led by Rammohun Roy, were spreading
among the wealthy educated classes of the city, the Kartabhajas and other lower-
class sects were engaged in their own kinds of social and religious “reforms.” Not
unlike the Braihmos, they too criticized polytheism and idolatry, offered new roles
for women, fought the rigidities of caste, and proposed a universal, nonsectarian
religion. Hence we find some authors praising Dulalcand as a kind of “Folk Ram-
mohun”—a lower-class reflection of the bhadralok reformer.* The impetus for the
Kartibhajas and other sects, however, was really quite different than that of the
Briahmos. If the upper-class reforms were motivated by the confrontation with
Western education, science, and capitalism, the lower-class sects were motivated
primarily by the effects of social dislocation, poverty, and the search for meaning
amidst the often alienating world of colonial Bengal.

Indeed, we might say that the Kartabhajas’ Religion of Man represents a kind of
“popularized Tantra”—a new transformation within the Sahajiya tradition which
invests many older Tantric ideals with broader social implications in the changing
context of colonial Bengal. The concept of Sahaja itself—the inborn or innate path
to liberation—becomes for the Kartabhajas the “simple” path for the poor, an easy
religion for the downtrodden lower classes. So, too, the Tantric ideals of the divin-
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ity of man and the body, freedom from caste, and new roles for women, all took on
larger social implications as the Kartabhajas grew from a small “obscure religious
cult” to one of the most powerful movements of Bengal. The Kartabhajas offered,
in short, a new kind of identity, status, and symbolic capital—though perhaps a
kind of stolen or “counterfeit capital,” based on a range of elements adapted from
other sources.?

However, if it is true that the Kartabhaja path offered new sources of status and
prestige for those on the margins of Bengali society, it seems no less true that it also
opened up new possibilities for exploitation. Despite its ideals of egalitarianism, the
Kartibhaja tradition was clearly internally divided by its own inequities and asym-
metrical hierarchies. This ambivalence becomes even more acute in the controver-
sial status of women. If the female Kartabhaja can be “empowered” or given divine
authority as a guru or spiritual leader, she may also be manipulated as a source of
easy income or as a sexual partner in esoteric ritual. Hence if the Kartabhajas pro-
claim themselves a new “Manuser Dharma,” it remains unclear whether this is best
understood as a “Religion of Humanity,” in the most universal sense, a “Religion
of Man,” in which it is primarily males who hold the power, or the “Religion of a
Man,” in which one particular individual, or small group of individuals, are revered

as divine.

The Subversive Bricolage of the Kartabhaja Path:
Shopping in the Spiritual Marketplace of Colonial Bengal

Users make (bricolent) innumerable and infinitesimal transformations of and within
the dominant cultural economy in order to adapt it to their own interests and their
own rules. (Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life)

Precisely because they are part of an esoteric tradition, the Kartibhajas are able
to manipulate selected elements from a variety of mainstream or “exoteric” tradi-
tions, fusing them into new “secret tradition” which transcends and surpasses
them. “The conflict between religions (Hindus, Muslim, Christian, etc.) is only the
conventional or exoteric level of truth (vyavaharik),” Manulal Miéra explains, “The
Sahaja Dharma is the religion of liberation” (STP 76). Just as the center of a circle
unites all the points of the periphery, so too, the innermost, hidden core of esoteric
Truth—the Sahaja Dharma—unites and underlies all the exoteric religions of Hin-
duism, Christianity, or Islam (STP 79).

However, because of its confusing and seemingly chaotic mixture of elements,
the Kartabhaja tradition has often been dubbed a kind of “syncretism,” an acci-
dental, unconscious mishmash of various ideas floating around nineteenth-century
Bengal.® As I wish to argue, however, this is by no means a simple haphazard
melange but, in fact, an ingenious appropriation of elements from many different
traditions. Rather than “syncretism”—which I believe is a misleading, ambiguous,
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and in most cases entirely inaccurate term’—I prefer to speak of strategic appropria-
tion and conscious manipulation in the construction of the Kartabhaja faith. Above all,
I wish to emphasize the real creative ingenuity by which the Kartabhajas have
“stolen” and reinterpreted various elements from each of these traditions. Rather
than the product of unconscious assimilation, this is more like what de Certeau
calls the “tactics of consumption,” by which the dominated classes poach upon the
dominant order. “The social order constrains and oppresses the people, but at
the same time offers them resources to fight against those constraints. . . . Yet
the everyday culture of the oppressed takes the signs of that which oppresses them
and uses them for its own purposes. Popular creativity . . . is a creativity of prac-
tice as bricolage”’® Let us now examine the elements of the Kartabhajas’ rich
bricolage in more detail.

The Sahaja Path:
An “Easy” Religion for the Poor

One must understand lower class religion (nicu dharma bujhiya sujhiya loite habe).
(Mint Saying [ Tyariksali” Bol], no. 62—STP 62;111.62)

Although there is a wide range of opinion as to which of the many elements
in this bricolage (Vaisnava, Tantric, Sahajiya, Sufi, Baul, etc.) is the most impor-
tant,” the majority of scholars seem to agree that the esoteric tradition of Vaisnava-
Sahajiya Tantra is its underlying basis. In fact, the Kartabhajas may well be regarded
as the most important later branch of the Sahajiya tradition that survived in colo-
nial Bengal: “Among the sects spawned by the Sahajiyas, the Kartabhajas are to be
mentioned first and foremost. In terms of age, it is also the oldest.”! Not only are
the songs of the Bhaver Gita saturated with Sahajiya philosophical concepts (the di-
vinity of Man, the mystery of the human body, the quest for the Sahaja Manusa),
but the Kartibhajas identify themselves as essentially Sahajayana: a natural, innate,
spontaneous religion (sahaja-dharma). The Bhaver Gita sings:

There 1s no division between human beings.

So brother, why is there sorrow in this land?

Look and understand: In Sahaja, in their own Self nature,

the infinite forms in every land,

all the activities of human beings,

the expanse of all events—all things dwell [in this very Sahaja].
Good and bad desires

are equally erroneous, and go astray from the lawful path.

Every human heart is rich.

It is not possible in separate forms,

for it is eternally conceived within the every man and woman [nitya nari puruse]

(BG 32;11.57)
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Like the older Sahajiya tradition, moreover, the Kartabhajas embody a certain
“spirit of protest and criticism,” rejecting the authority of the Vedas and all other
sacred scriptures, and praising the human body itself as the supreme vehicle of
truth (BG 32-3; I11.58-9):

There are so many views in the Tantras and Vedanta,
and as may in the Agamas and Nigamas—
they’re all delusions, and whoever abandons them will find peace! (BG 35; 11.60)

But at the same time, the Kartabhajas also represent a profound transformation
of the Sahajiya tradition within a changing historical context. For the most part, as
Dimock points out, the Vaisnava-Sahajiyas of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies had not been particularly concerned with the affairs of the outer social
world; Sahajiya sadhana may have been “subversive” within the realm of secret
ritual, but it had little impact in the exoteric world; “the Sahajiya was an esoteric
school. Its deviation was not socially visible”! The Kartabhajas, on the other
hand, appear to be far more socially conscious than most Sahajiya traditions.
Indeed, they have newly adapted and reinterpreted the Tantric concept of Sahaja
itself, deliberately playing on its dual sense as both innate or inborn—the supreme
reality dwelling within every human body—and as simple or easy—a “Simple Reli-
gion for the Poor” or an “easy” path for the downtrodden lower classes. Caitanya
himself, we have seen, is said to have become reincarnate in the form of Aulcand
in order to reveal this “simple religion” (sahaja dharma) for the poorer lower orders
who had been neglected by the orthodox Vaispava community. With the revelation
of the Kartabhaji path, as Manulil Miéra explains, the most secret practices of the
Sahajiya tradition have become accessible to the weak and the oppressed: “In His
desire to give a taste of this teaching to men of little intelligence, he revealed the
deepest secrets of practice very briefly and in simple language. . . . The fact that
such a difficult task can be achieved by poor men like us is remarkable indeed!”12

So, too, the Kartabhajas have transformed a variety of other Tantric concepts—
the divinity of the human body, the rejection of caste, the criticism of the Vedas
and Brahminical authority, the offer of new roles to women and lower classes—
giving them markedly more socially conscious implications. As Debendranith De
suggests, the older Sahajiya ideals have now “appeared in a new and more accessi-
ble form.”!3 The Bhaver Gita sings:

Straightway, that [Sahaja] Man who is compassionate to the Poor
dispels all dangers with the gift of fearlessness.
The pleasures and sufferings of karma are destroyed
The difficult path has become easily accessible to the lowly folk.
. . Brother, abandon all your wealth and stand waiting upon the path;
For at the Festival of the Poor, all troubles are dispelled!
. . At the sight of these Poor Men, raise your two hands,
immersed in bliss, crying ““Alas, Poor Men!” (BG 97; 11.73)
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Yet rather ironically, as we will see later, this “democratic” or universalist ideal was
not always played out in actual practice within the Kartibhajis’ own, often quite
asymmetrical and unegalitarian, spiritual hierarchy.

Concealed in the Secret Vrnda’vana:
Vaisnava Orthodoxy and Sahajiya Heterodoxy

‘While deeply rooted in the esoteric traditions of Sahajiya Tantra, the Kartabhajas
also skillfully appropriated many elements of the more “orthodox” Vaisnava tradi-
tion. To legitimate their new, often highly unorthodox, tradition, and to establish
their own kind of sacred “metanarrative” or mythistory, they made a number of
bold claims on the authority of the Gaudiya Vaigsnavas. As Dimock suggests, this
kind of duplicity or “schizoid identity” had long be an integral part of the
Vaisnava-Sahajiyi school. The Sahajiya disciple had to cultivate the outward ap-
pearance of an orthodox Vaisnava, in conformity with the traditional laws of main-
stream society and religion: “The Vaisnava self. . . . is the official selt. . . . The
unofiicial self is the Sahajiya self, which . . . goes beyond all normal standards.”1+

However, born as they were within a particularly sensitive social climate, the
Kartabhajas appear to have gone to even greater lengths (though never very suc-
cessfully) to don the outer garb of the more respectable Vaisnava tradition. Not
only was Aulcind identified as the “secret” Caitanya (BG 410-11; I1.42—43) and
his initial disciples with the six Gosvamis and other Vaisnava leaders, but, particu-
larly in the later Kartabhaja tradition, we find an increasing number of Vaisnava el-
ements which have a suspiciously artificial and “tacked on” appearance. The last
portion of the Bhaver Gita itself is a rather uncharacteristically (for this text) read-
able and largely innocuous section titled “Krsna Lila” (BG 442ff; I1.90f.). Unlike
the majority of the Kartabhaja songs, as Debendranith De has argued, those of the
Krsna Lila are not only unusually intelligible and far less cryptic but also markedly
more conservative in their theology and symbolism, employing standard language
borrowed from the long tradition of Gaudiya Vaisnava poetry.!> But as Bhatticirya
argues, even though the Kartabhajis made various efforts to give themselves a kind
of mainstream Vaisnava veneer, the deeper presence of Tantric and Biul elements
continually pokes through to the surface:

Since its first inception, there was an attempt to give this movement an outward
cover of Hindu orthodoxy. In the songs of the Bhaver Gita . . . there is an effort to
create the outer appearance of the Vaisnava and Hindu traditions by mentioning
Brahma, Kali, Rama, Caitanya, Nityananda, etc. But still within these verses one can
easily see many Baul and Tantric ideas such as . . . the worship of Man . . . yogic
practices, the concept of “the woman becoming a Hijri, the man a eunuch,” etc.'6

Even as early as 1828, H. H. Wilson had observed the rather effective political
strategy behind the Kartabhajas® theological maneuvers. This strategy allowed them
to appropriate much of the power and following of the orthodox Vaisnava tradition
while subverting and undermining this tradition with their own rather unortho-
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dox teachings: “The innovation is . . . an artful encroachment upon the au-
thority of the old hereditary teachers or Gosains and an attempt to invest a new
family with spiritual power. The attempt has been so far successtul that it gave af-
fluence and celebrity to the founder.”’17

The Religion of “Truth:”
Kartabhaja as a “Meta-Religion™ or “Infra-Religion,” at Once
Transcending and Infiltrating Both Hinduism and Islam

Emerging as they did at a critical moment of historical change, when both tradi-
tional Hindu and Muslim ruling powers were being displaced by the British Com-
pany, the Kartabhajas also represents an explicit attempt to unite both Hindus and
Muslims under a single more generic title: the “Religion of Truth” (Satya Dharma)
or Religion of Man. Because virtually all past research on the Kartabhajas has been
conducted by West Bengali, largely Hindu scholars, the Islamic element, largely
drawn from the Muslim regions of East Bengal, has long been the most neglected
and misunderstood side of the Kartabhaji tradition. It is, however, obvious and un-
deniable from the very beginning. Not only was Aulcind himself a kind of weird
fusion of Hindu and Muslim—none other than $ri Caitanya in the disguise of a
Sufi Fakir—but also the Kartabhajas have from the very start promoted themselves
as a religion open to both Hindus and Muslims: “Hindus and Muslims have all
come from one God; his essence is equal within every body; if everyone has been
born in one and the same place, how can we call anyone ‘true’ or ‘false’?”’18 In fact,
many have suggested that the central emphasis on “Truth” (Satya) and the idea of
the Kartabhaja path as the “Religion of Truth” may well be borrowed from the
Muslim concept of al’ Haq, God as Supreme Truth.

Truth is Truth, and lying and swindling is untruth [hakke hak na hakke
thakathaki)
If one doesn’t undertand this, he’ll be drowned in troubles again and again!

BG 71)

It is equally likely, however, that this emphasis on “Truth” was influenced by the
cult of Satya Pir or Satya Nairdyana, a nonsectarian tradition that had spread
throughout both the Hindu and Muslim communities of Bengal since at least the
sixteenth century and which became especially popular during the eighteenth
century.t?

Particularly in their practice and spiritual life, moreover, the Kartabhajas
adopted a number of Sufi and Muslim elements. Their weekly gatherings, for ex-
ample, are on Friday, the traditional Muslim holy day, and also closely resemble
more esoteric weekly gathering or majlis of the Sufi orders. Their central empbhasis
on the recitation of the Name of God reflects not only earlier Vaisnava influence
but also the practice of dhikr or invocation of the Name of Allah in the Sufi tradi-
tion. The songs of the Bhaver Gita are peppered throughout with Sufi mystical and
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metaphysical terms—dervishes and fakirs (BG 276), the metaphysics of the divine
Light (nur) of God, the description of Aulcand as “Adam Biora” or the “Mad
Adam” (BG 229), and so on. In fact, the highest stage of ecstasy and liberating bliss
at the peak of the Kartabhaja path, the stage of “extinction” or cessation (nivrtt}, is
commonly described using classic Suft language and imagery—the imagery of an-
nihilation (fana) of the self in God. According to two of the Kartabhajas” Mint
Sayings, which are both classic Sufi phrases: “I am not; you are not; He [i.e., God]
is.” And “If one dies before he dies, he never dies.”20

Hence, on the more exoteric level, the Kartabhaja path might be called a kind
of “metareligion”—an avowedly universal path that appealed to both Hindu and
Muslim devotees, while claiming to transcend all sectarian differences. On the eso-
teric level, however, it also served as a kind of “infrareligion:” it allowed these disci-
ples to lead an outward, public life as orthodox Hindus or Muslims, while secretly
following the path of the Kartabhajas in the closed realm of privacy. With their key
distinction between the exoteric and esoteric identities—the vyavaharik or con-
ventional self and the paramarthik or supremely liberated self—the Kartabhajas
could live a dual life, outwardly pious Muslims or Hindus while inwardly disciples
of the Karta: “Outwardly they present themselves as Hindu or Muslim. . . . But
the inner practices of this sect are followed in secrecy.”2!

In sum, just as the mad fakir Aulcind had appeared precisely at the time of the
Battle of Plassey to predict the downfall of the Muslims and the triumph of the
Foreigners (STP 3-6), and just as the foreign Company had arrived to take
the place of indigenous Hindu and Muslim rule, so, too, the “new Company” of
the Kartabhajas had arrived to offer a new alternative to traditional, exoteric Hin-
duism and Islam.

The Man of the Heart:
The Divinity ofMan and the Human Boa’y

This Kali yuga has been blessed

In the Kali yuga Man is the Avatar

Having attained the human body,

can’t you recognize this Man?

Look and consider—without Man, there is no other path. (song of Bankacand,;
SE IV.18)

Like most earlier Sahajiyi and other Tantric traditions, the Kartabhajas believe that
the supreme reality, the ultimate bliss of Sahaja, dwells within all things and forms
of the universe—including every human being and every human body. Indeed,
among all the creatures of the universe, the human being (Manusa) is the most per-
fect image and realization of the divine: “Hear this law;” sings the Bhaver Gita,
“Man is supreme” (BG 48; I1.68). As one outspoken devotee, Babu Gopal Krishna
Pal explained to the Bengal District Gazetteer in 1910,“The Kartabhaja sect . . . 1s
a man-worshipping sect, and its object is to call forth the latent divinity in man.
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This it seeks to accomplish, not by renouncing the world . . . as transitory and
illusive, but by going through life’s struggles manfully and heroically”22 If the
human being is the noblest creature in the universe, the image of God on earth, so
too, the human body is its the supreme receptacle of Sahaja and the epitome of the
universe, a microcosm reflecting all the myriad forms of the macrocosm. Like most
other Tantric schools of Bengal, the Kartabhajas imagine the body to be a vast and
elaborate “interior landscape,” with its own mountains and rivers, oceans and is-

lands:

All things and all events
lie within the microcosm of the human body;
Whatever is or will be lies within the Self-Nature (BG 33;11.59).

Sahaja is of the human caste;

It dwells in the Sahgja land.

Know; in a hint [abhdse] what its nature is:

Revealing this publicly is impossible, but a taste of it is possible:
Its origin lies within the body itself! (BG 48; 11.68)

As such, the path to liberation does not lie in external rituals, Vedic injunctions, or
philosophical speculation; rather, it lies within the body and through physical sad-
hana, which is the most expedient means to salvation. “The natural faculties are not
destroyed; rather one must seek the supreme reality in a natural, easy way (sahaje),
within one’s own nature. The path to the supreme truth is the physical method of
Tantric Yoga.’23

Dwelling within the innermost secret core of every human body, the Supreme
Reality of Sahaja takes the mysterious form of the “Man of the Heart” or Maner
Manusa. Of course, ever since Rabindranath Tagore first popularized the songs of
the great Baul Lalan Shah in the early twentieth century, the concept of the “Man
of the Heart” has become well known throughout both Bengali and Western
scholarship.2* Moreover, most authors have assumed, that this is a very ancient
concept, dating back to the earliest Sahajiya authors of medieval Bengal. Histori-
cally, however, there is no evidence that the precise term Maner Manusa was ever
used prior to the nineteenth century. Although many Sahajiya texts had employed
terms such as the Sahaja Manusa, or the innate, spontaneous Self,25 the concept of
the Maner Manusa which would later become so famous in the songs of Lalan
seems to have made its first known literary appearance in the Kartabhaja songs
(BG 2403 11.77-8; BG[1882] 135(F)).

At least one author, Tushar Chatterjee, has even argued that Lalan’s well-known
image of the Maner Manusa 1s itself pilfered from the songs of L3lsasi.26 There
are, moreover, popular legends that Lalan used to go to the Kartibhaja festival
in Ghoshpara, as well as a number of songs attributed (probably falsely) to Lilan
which praise Aulcand and the wonders of Ghoshpara. For example, “At the
Ghoshpara Mela there’s no consideration of caste; I can find the Man of the
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Heart in Ghoshpara, the secret Vrndavana!”27 Although Chatterjee’s claims are
clearly exaggerated, and although there is no way of proving that Lilan actually
stole the idea from the Kartabhajas, it does appear that the 1870 edition of the
Kartabhajar Gitavali is the oldest known text in which the phrase Maner Manusa
first occurs. 28

But in any case, both the BG and Lalan share the same frustration in their quest
for the Man of the Heart, complaining how difficult it is to find or even speak of
this mysterious Person who is at once the most intimate companion and the most
estranged “other” to oneself;

What use is there in trying to bring that Man of the Heart outside?

Always eternally happy, united with the Self, he remains seated within the heart.

So why now would he come out?

. . . O my mind, who knows what of sort are the habits of the Man of the
Heart?

And if one could know them, could he express their form?

The mind cannot know Him; for [only] the beauty of His outward form is
known.

As long as life remains in my body, I fear to speak of Him—

I saw Him in a dream, and my heart was rent! (BG 243; I1.80)2¢

Yet rather strikingly, unlike the songs of either the earlier Sahajiyas or the later
Bauls, the Kartabhaja songs regularly describe this man of the heart, or Sahaja
Man, using language borrowed from the world of business, commerce, and eco-
nomics. And they do so in a rather paradoxical, seemingly contradictory way. The
Maner Manusa is sometimes depicted as a wealthy merchant or king, and some-
times as a wretched beggar or a poor man. In some songs, for example, he is de-
scribed as the “Karta” or owner of a merchant ship,3° or as the “rich man” (dhant
lok) who has set up his office and now engages in merchant trade:

The Sahaja Man has gone and built his Office [kuthi] in this Land,

. . . You heard the news of this Rich Man [dhant lok] from someone or other,

That’s why now, at every moment, your heart longs to see him.

That Sahaja Man easily comes to this Sahaja land and engages in business.

.. . Supplied with Rasa, that Man has come to this land and engages in debt and
profit.

Lalsast says “that Man has come and engages in debt and profit!” (BG 309;
11.72)

In other songs, however, this Maner Manusa or Sahaja Manusa appears (like
Aulcind) as a pathetic beggar, wearing rags, as the “lowliest of the low;” or as the
“great poor God” (Gorib Bidhata); he has come to show his compassion to the
poor, wretched, lowly men, revealing himseif openly amidst the Festival of the
Poor (kangaler mela) (BG 112;11.10):
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Just look—when that Sahaja Mianusa comes here,
if anyone reviles him, He embraces them!
If anyone offends Him, He simply speaks and laughs!
Come on brother, let’s go bring Him here, who wears the garb of a Poor Man,
as if He had no wealth or self interest or power in hand!
Who can forbid Him from begging for alms?
. . . He dwells within the lotus of the Heart, the fountain of nectar!
(BG 272; 11.69)

However, this apparent contradiction between the Maner Manusa as both a
great “rich man” and a “poor beggar” it is probably not accidental: it is the
same paradox at the heart of the Poor Company itself—a “platoon of the Poor”
who would, at the same time, hail themselves as the proprietors of the Forty
worlds and the true “Rulers of the Land.” And it is the same ironic paradox of a
collective of poverty stricken lower classes, whose Karta would eventually became
one of the wealthiest and most powerful sectarian leaders of the nineteenth

century.

The Worship of the Master (or “Big-Boss’):
God Made Flesh

If the Kartabhajas share the more general Tantric belief in the divinity of the
human being and the physical body, they are unique in their belief that one human
being in particular—the Karta or Master—is the supreme incarnation of the di-
vinity in human form. The Karta 1s Aulcand reborn; thus he is also Sri Caitanya,
Lord Krsna, and the supreme Godhead in the flesh. Moreover, the use of the term
“Karta” to refer to the supreme Divinity is extremely noteworthy here and has
very few precedents in earlier in Bengali religious literature. Derived from the
Sanskrit root kr, to make or do, and thus denoting an “agent,” creator, or doer, the
term “Kart3” is generally rather secular. It typically refers to the head of a business
or family—a “master or boss.” And particularly in the case of early nineteenth-
century Calcutta, the term “Kartd” had clear economic implications, referring
specifically to the “Owner” or “Boss” of a business or mercantile office.3! This is all
the more plausible because, as we see in detail in chapter 7, the Kartabhaji sect was
organized much like a “business,” with its own gadis (mercantile office or throne),
complex economic hierarchy, and regular systems of taxation. In fact, this image of
the Karta as a Boss or proprietor, complete with a business office and an account
book for recording sins, recurs throughout the Kartabhaja songs and prayers. Con-
sider, for example, the following “Friday Song,” which is one of the most common
songs used at every weekly gathering:

Pardon my sins, Lord—

Oh such delusion from birth to death!
. . . How many millions are my sins!
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when one starts recording my delusions in the account book,
there’s no limit to them!
Now, having become a poor man, I run after you without fear!
.. T am the Bailiff [bellik], and You are the Proprietor [Malik] of everything;
I say,“Yes,” and You make it so.
Take and control all my wealth, my self-will, my strength.
Save me, in your record office [sereste, typically a business oftice],
from the guns of the slanderers! ( BG 3;11.95)

Drawing much of the membership from the poor working classes and petty shop-
keepers in the marketplace of Calcutta, the Kartabhajas quite naturally borrowed
the image of the Karta as Boss or Proprietor to describe the leader of their own
poor company. Seated in the alternative “office” (gadi) of Ghoshpara, outside the
tumult of Calcutta, the Karta offered an alternative kind of authority, beyond the
Maliks and bosses of the city (though one which demanded its own kinds of obe-
dience and financial burdens; see chapter 7).

The Karta and the Christ:
Probable Christian Elements in the Kartabhaja Bricolage

Like the Christian missionaries, [the Kartabhajas] have tried to spread their religion
with various devices and strategies. (Aksaykumar Datta, Tattvabodhini, no. 81, 12
Baisakh, 1772 Saka [1850])

More than a few authors have noticed that the doctrine of the Karta as “God in-
carnate” bears some rather suspicious resemblance to Christian theology. As
Sukumar Sen points out, the ideal of the Karta may well reflect the influence of
Christian missionary teachings, which were rapidly circulating throughout colo-
nial Bengal.3? Since the late eighteenth century, the Baptist Missionary Society
had begun to work industriously in the Bengal area, spreading the message of the
Savior, the Son of God, at about the same time that RamsSaran Pal began to declare
himself God incarnate. The famous Scottish missionary, Alexander Duff, even es-
tablished a Christian school at the very entrance to Ghoshpara village, which must
have had more than a little impact upon the evolution of the Kartabhaja tradition.
One of the primary reasons for the mass conversions of Kartabhaja devotees to
Christianity in the early nineteenth century, as Geoflrey Oddie argues, was pre-
cisely because of the many obvious similarities between the two religions.?? We
know, moreover, that Dulalcind had conversations and even debates with the Bap-
tist Missionaries, whom he regarded as their competitors in the “marketplace of
souls.” According to the Caleutta Review, Marshman and Carey visited Dulal in
1802 and debated various theological issues with him, arguing the finer points of
pantheism.>+

It seems equally likely, moreover, that the Kartabhajas quickly absorbed and
adapted certain other Christian ideas. Most notably, they adopted a system of “ten
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commandments” which they likely at least in part pilfered from their Christian
neighbors. These commandments consist of three forbidden acts pertaining to the
body (sleeping with another man’s wife, stealing, or coveting another’s things),
three mental prohibitions (those things which were forbidden for the body, now
on the mental level of even thinking such things), and four forbidden things relat-
ing to speech (lying, harsh words, talking too much, and improper words). Al-
though these commandments do not correspond precisely to the Christian com-
mandments, the fact that there are ten is, as many scholars have noted, rather
suspicious.? Still more strikingly, Manulal Miira’s collection of the “Mint Sayings”
(¢yanksali bol), compiled in the early twentieth century, contains an alternative list
of commandments, which reflect even more Christian influence: Now the
Kartabhaja is further enjoined to “honor his father and mother” and to “love his
neighbor”:“The laws of the Religion of Truth: speak the truth; do not speak false-
hood. One must not kill. One must not steal. Honor your father and mother. Love
your neighbor. Do not commit adultery. Do not eat remnants of food. Do not be-
come intoxicated. Do not eat meat” (STP 68; II1.151-59). Even most Kartibhaja
devotees freely acknowledge the resemblance between their ten laws and the
Bible’s Ten Commandments. “He established ten laws, extending his power over
the hearts and bodies of his devotees,” Advaita Candra Das explains, “These laws
are written in close similarity to the Bible’s Ten Commandments. Thus, the Chris-
tian preachers could view the newly founded Kartabhaja religion with the eyes of
faith."36

In addition to their ten commandments, the Kartabhajas also developed a curi-
ous practice of repentance and confession of sin—known as the Dayika Majlis
(from day, debt or mortgage)—which also bears a suspicious resemblance to the
Christian practice. Rather significantly, however, a key part of the atonement for
one’s sins is the payment of a “fine” or “mortgage fee” in order to attain full for-
giveness: “The Kartabhajas have a practice called the Dayika Majlis, which is like
the Christians’*Confession’ . . . Many devotees meet together and sing Sati Ma’s
or Dulalcanid’s name. . . . At the end of the service everyone looks in the direc-
tion of the confessor. The confessor has to a pay a fine of 5 1/2 annas for his sins.
.. . Then his heart is made clean.”3?

At least some of Dulilcand’s own disciples, moreover, quickly made the connec-
tion between the Kartabhaja and Christian religions. Already by the early nineteenth
century, a sect called the Guru-Satyas or Satya-Gurus had splintered off from the
main body of the Kartabhajas, settling in East Bengal in the regions of Bakarganj,
Khulna, and the Sundarbans and preaching an explicit synthesis of Kartibhaja and
Christian faiths. For the Guru Satyas, Dulilcand is identified with Christ himself,
while the divine Mother, Sati Mi, becomes the Virgin Mary, Mother of God. As
Henry Beveridge described them in 1876:“The Sayta Guru . . . originated about
1804 with a native who read the Gospel narrative and had some personal inter-
course with Serampore Missionaries. Giving himself out to be a modern incarnation
of Jesus Christ, and able to work miracles, he succeeded in obtaining a number of
followers.”38 Indeed, the recently deceased Karti, Satyasiva Pal himself, suggests that

72 THE SECRET MARKETPLACE



Dulalcand had been so moved by his conversations with the Baptist Missionaries
that he decided to establish a new branch of the tradition, as a deliberate fusion of
Christian and Kartabhaja belief: “Dulalcand was closely associated with the mis-
sionaries of Serampore. After his debates with Marshman and Carey in 1802, he was
inspired by Christianity and established the Gurusatya sect.”3?

A similar fusion of Karta and Christ appears in the writings of one of the most fa-
mous of all Kartibhaja devotees—Jayanarayan Ghosil, the affluent Zamindir of
Bhukailas, who is widely believed to have been a friend of Dulalcand himself.4° In
the history of Bengali literature, he is best known as the author of the longest
Krsnalila poem of Bengal, the Karunanidhanavilas (1815). Herein, Jayanarayan
offers a prophecy for a new age, in which a series of Avatars will arise and join
together to promote a new, universal religion. Together with the names of Jesus
Christ, Kabir, and Nanak, we find the first Karta, Rams$aran Pal, described as one of
these great avatars. R epresenting the “East,” RamS$aran will unite with Christ, the di-
vine Son from the West, in a global wedding which gives birth to a new universal

faith:

From the West, Icchamoni [Jesus]; from the north Kabir, the virtuous one;
From the East $ti Ramsaran.

. . . One named Ramé&aran will come from the Eastern lands.

In the form of a Son, the Avatar will come from the West.

Let His Name be known as Jesus Christ.

From three countries, three paths will join.

They will all revere Jesus as the foremost;

Without Jesus there is no other means.*!

Among many of the educated classes and progressive reformers in Calcutta,
there had of course been similar attempts to achieve a synthesis or at least a recon-
ciliation between Hindu and Christian ideals. As Kopf suggests, the presence of
Christianity and the person of Christ posed a real dilemma for progressive, liberal-
minded men such as Rammohun Roy. If the West was to be emulated for its scien-
tific and economic superiority, should the Hindu simply convert to Christianity?
“Rammohun was confronted by the central question as to whether India should
follow Christ. . . or whether India should follow some Christ-like figure in her
own tradition who represented the same principles”’#*2 Among the lower-class
sects, however, this question was probably formulated quite differently. For the
Kartabhajas, the mussionaries were rivals and competitors in the spiritual market-
place—but so many “market brokers” (dalal) holding some packets made in En-
gland.*> Hence the best solution for the Kartabhajas was perhaps that of bricolage
in de Certeau’s sense—a pilfering or poaching from those in power, turning the
tools of the dominant to the advantage of the weak.

But whatever its origins—whether economic or Christian—the ideal of the
Karti as God incarnate was to become a powerful and influential one in nine-
teenth-century Bengal. Rather strikingly, there is a good deal of evidence that the
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Kartabhaja doctrine of the divinity of Man may have had a formative impact
on the later divinization of the great Calcutta saint, Rimakrsna, himself. We have
already encountered the mysterious Vaisnava pundit and secret Tantrika, Vaisna-
vacaran, who took Ramakrsna to meet many Tantric groups in the Calcutta area. A
Kartiabhaja master himself, Vaisnavacaran introduced Ramakrsna to the belief that
the guru is not only to be worshiped as divine (which most Tantrikas believe) but
is the Supreme Divinity embodied in single historical individual. As Kripal suggests,
the notion of Ramakrsna as a divine Avatir may itself have been appropriated from
the Kartabhajas’ Tantric belief in the divinity of Man, and specifically the divinity
of 2 man, the supreme Karta.

Vaishnavacharan’s truth that God could be worshipped . . . in man (or a man) was
picked up by Ramakrishna and the disciples and transformed into something new.
.. . His disciples, perhaps ignorant of the doctrine’s Tantric origins in Vaishnavacha-
ran’s Kartabhaja community, listened enthusiastically as Ramakrishna told them
about God’s play as man. . . . What began as a Tantric truth, rooted in the mystico-erotic

ractices of Vaishnavacharan’s Kartabhaja sect, was transformed into a theology of incarnation.4*
P Y 294

Rimakrsna’s divine status, as God-made-Flesh, would also appear to have had an
even more direct relation to Christianity. As Kripal suggests, it was at least in part
an attempt to provide a kind of “Hindu answer to Christ”—a divine incarnation
for a new Hinduism which could meet the challenge posed by the West.45 Al-
though Ramakrsna would surely be the most famous and most successful of the
various Hindu answers to Christ, it is likely that the Ghoshpara Kartd was one of
the earliest and most original.

Rather remarkably, out of this seemingly chaotic mixture of diverse elements,
the Kartabhajas were able to construct a relatively coherent—and, apparently, ex-
tremely successful—religious tradition, one especially well adapted to the shifting
context of colonial Bengal. “Even today the Kartabhajas remain the most impor-
tant among the folk religions,” Cakravarti comments, “Such a religion, which
could so intensely provoke the adherents of other faiths, must certainly have had
something original about it.”4¢ If this is a bricolage, however, it is one with a keen
subversive edge: for even as the Kartabhajas pilfer elements from each of these tra-
ditions, they also clearly distance themselves from and remain highly critical of all
of them. If they legitimate themselves with elements adapted from mainstream
Vaisnavism, they also reject the orthodoxy of the Gaudiya tradition, what they re-
gard as its “Brahminization” or reintroduction of caste hierarchies, and they also
clearly attacked and poked fun at the Vaisnavas’ excessive asceticism and denial of
the body—indeed, those “so-called ascetics are nothing but lumps of flesh, given
to dreams of coitus.”47 Likewise, if they appropriate elements of Islamic mysticism,
they also reject the authority of the shariah and the Koran, and if they incorporate
certain pieces of Christian faith, they also delight in making fun of the “mission-
ary-brokers,” with their “packets made in England.” In short, this is much less a
process of “syncretism” than one of (to use Roland Barthes’s terms) “stolen lan-
guage” or “robbery.”+8
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The Janus-Faced Self:
The Social Ideals and Secret Lives of the Kartabhajas

The secret offers . . . the possibility of a second world alongside the manifest
world; and the latter is decisively influenced by the former. (Georg Simmel)

More than simply a tactic of religious appropriation and bricolage, however, the
practice of secrecy also played a key role as a social strategy or a way of life; in fact,
secrecy is the Kartabhaja’s basic attitude to the world, by which he can preserve the
outward facade of an exoteric, public social self while living the hidden life of an
initiated disciple, freed from the usual burdens of caste and labor in the mainstream
world. Ultimately, the sadhaka aims to cultivate two separate identities, two distinct
selves, and to lead a kind of “double life.”” He must maintain a perfectly orthodox
and acceptable identity in the mainstream social order and caste system while cul-
tivating a secret inner Self, which is radically autonomous, spiritually powerful, and
freed from all social norms. The former is called the vyavaharik (the conventional,
social, or exoteric self), and the latter the paramarthik—the supreme Self, which is
essentially divine, transcending all social laws or dualities of purity and impurity.
According to one of the most often quoted Kartabhaja sayings, lok madhye lokacar,
sadgurur madhye ekacar; translated loosely, this means “among conventional worldly
society, follow conventional practices; but in the company of the True Guru, there
is just one practice [namely, Kartabhaja sadhana].”+® Among common men or ordi~
nary bestial souls (jiva), the Kartabhaja observes exoteric social conventions and re-
ligious institutions; according to the Mint Sayings, “If one is upright in political af-
fairs, the Religion of Truth will be manifest” (STP 63).Yet in his inner private life,
he is beyond all laws.

This duality between the esoteric and the exoteric had, of course, long existed
among the Tantric traditions, particularly in the Sahajiya schools of Bengal; main-
taining both an “official” or social self and an unofficial, liberated Sahajiya self, “the
personality of the Vaisnava-Sahajiya was somewhat schizophrenic.’¢ However, it
would seem that the Kartabhajas articulated this duality with a clarity that is virtu-
ally unprecedented. The Kartabhaja strives to develop “a dual personality,” to “live
a secret life, without violating social norms” and thereby to “maintain the facade
of a social man. 3!

The Sahaja remains like one blind in the daylight, his eyes are opened in the night
and his true life begins at night. In the daytime he has to do conventional things, to
observe the rules of caste and pay respect to the Mallik, the Missionary and the Brah-
man . . . and abide by their orders. But he becomes the true man at night in the
secret societies. . . . There they pay no heed to the rules of caste and social

relations.>2

Hence, the ideal Kartibhaja is neither an ascetic renunciant nor an ordinary,
wortldly, or “deluded householder” (mayabik-grhastha); rather, he is a dual character,
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a “householder-fakir,” who simultaneously lives in the exoteric world of domestic
life, business, or trude and in the esoteric world of Sahajiya sadhana and secret
ritual.3* Unlike the mad, wandering minstrels, the Bauls—with whom they other-
wise have a great deal in common—the Kartabhajas do not reject exoteric society,
to live as nomadic outcasts. Rather, they “subvert it from within,” as it were, by
maintaining the outer facade of social conformity: “The Bauls say they have died
to the social world. Like the dead, they follow no further social duties. . . . But
in the Kartabhaja sect, devotees don’t deny social laws. Having become ‘dead while
living,’ they continue to follow the worldly householder life with its rules and
laws.”54 In this way, as Chatterjee comments, the Kartabhajas opened up a new
“private sphere” in which those who were discontented or alienated from the
dominant social order could find a new kind of identity and communal relation-
ship, along with a new freedom and power: “[A] distinction has been innovated
between the vyavaharik, the practical social aspect of the life of the devotee and the
paramarthik, the supreme spiritual aspect. The former . . . marked the ground of
inevitable compromise and surrender to the dominant norms of society and the
latter the secret preserve of autonomy and self-assertion.”s>

The history of the Kartabhaja tradition is filled, even to this day, with many ex-
amples of such dual identities or split personalities. In my own experience among
contemporary Kartabhajas in Bengal, I have encountered many such Janus—faced
Mahagays, who maintain two discrete selves: one public, exoteric, orthodox per-
sona, and one secret Tantric persona. One of the two living claimants to the title of
Karta is a good example; outwardly he earns a respectable, though modest, living as
an accountant in downtown Calcutta, even while, privately, he is a strong believer
in the most esoteric Sahajiya techniques, such as the practice of parakiya rasa,
kundalini yoga, and various other secret rites.>¢

However, perhaps the most striking and most famous example of this dual
identity is the mysterious figure of Vaisnavacaran—one of Rimakrsna’s most im-
portant gurus, who first introduced the saint to the “Kartabhaja bitches” and the
innermost secrets of Tantric practice. Exoterically, in his outward public life,
Vaisnavacaran was a highly respected pundit and a scholar of Vaisnava scriptures,
considered one of the greatest authorities on bhakti theology and highly regarded
by Riamakrsna and his followers:

Among the Pundits of Calcutta at that time, Vaisnavacaran was very well known. He
recited the Srimadbhdgavatam in a beautiful voice, and was famous among the lower
classes. That’s why the master, Mathur Babu and Brahmani all listened to his words.
. . . His devotion to God and his subtle knowledge of the philosophical texts . . .
had raised him up as a leader in the Vaisnava community. . . . Whenever some
religious question arose, the Vaisnava community . . . depended on him.57

Yet esoterically, in his private life of ritual practice, Vaisnavacaran was also a
Kartabhaja master, who was intimately familiar with the darkest and most secret
Tantric circles of the Calcutta area, and who practiced sadhana of “a very secret
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type.” Above all, he was known to engage in the most difficult and dangerous
sexual rites with female partners:

Taking a woman is their method of practice,

but how many men in a million are capable of such a practice?
The Master said this path is not easy—

The woman must become a hijri, the man must become a khoji,
then they will be Kartabhajas; otherwise, they will not.

At every step the practitioners fear falling.

Vaisnavacaran was a devotee of this path . .

There were many male and female practitioners in that sect;
Very secretly they used to meet together

and practice, initiated by the master.

Vaisnavacaran practiced the erotic bhava.>8

In sum, Vaisnavacaran was an exemplar of the Kartabhajas’ two-faced ideal of the
true spiritual hero—a man who combines both the outward, orthodox and the
inner-heterodox or Tantric personas in a single identity: “He seems to have lived
two lives,” Kripal comments,“Such a dual personality, incorporating both the right
handed and the left handed traditions . . . made him an especially capable leader
of a local Tantric sect, the Kartabhajas.’59

A “Foll Rammohun Roy?”
The Kartabhajas and the Social Reforms of
Nineteenth-Century Calcutta

Just see: there are thirty-six castes and four social classes; but He [the Sahafa
Manusa] accepts none of them.
Among all castes, what caste is He? He bears the seal of Man. (BG 115;11.62)

In the context of early nineteenth-century Bengal, amidst the changing politics of
early colonial rule and the rise of various indigenous reform movements, the
teachings of the Kartabhajas represented a fairly radical and highly controversial
social ideal. Not only did they accept men and women of all religious sects, but
they also transgressed boundaries of caste and social status, freely inviting Brahmins
to sit side by side with outcasts or share food with harlots and leather workers.
Within the restricted sphere of esoteric ritual and ecstatic gatherings, at least, the
Kartabhaja path opened the possibility of an alternative social field, beyond the
usual burdens of caste, labor and trade. “What they offer,” as Partha Chatterjee
comments, “Is a congregational space defined outside the boundaries of the domi-
nant religious life, outside caste society or the injunctions of the shariah.”>0
According to the Kartabhaja teaching, all human beings are, in their innermost
nature, identical with the absolute reality: the pure, natural, spontaneous reality of
Sahaja. In Sahaja, there 1s no caste, no good or evil, no distinction between any of
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the forms or events of the phenomenal world: “There is no division between
human beings. . . . The infinite forms in every land, all human beings . . . all
things subsist within Sahaja, in the Self nature” (BG 32;11.59).

In this land no one is a stranger to anyone—
and look, in this land, 800, 000 districts are united!
See all the subjects dwelling under the Emperor and the Minister;
in this world, everyone’s filled with bliss!
They appear to be high or low class men
but this is only an illusion—they’re all equal;
whether Hindu or non-Hindu, they all worship God.
He who has good or bad reputation in the three worlds,
in this land, brother, receives no special treatment.
Look: united in Love,
all these animals, birds, men and living beings,
are overwhelmed with the ecstasy of Love! (BG 93;11.61)

Thus, as Gopal Krishna Pal explained to the Bengal District Gazetteer in 1910, that is
why the Kartabhaja tradition is the true “Religion of Man”: for it honors all
human beings equally, and offers new status to the downtrodden and oppressed:
“All members stand on the same footing and distinctions based on caste, wealth,
etc. are not recognized, so that a person of however low a social status he may be
. 1is accepted as the spiritual guide by those who are socially his superiors. .
. It is this highly liberal and democratic character of our sect . . . which induces
outsiders to join our ranks . . . degraded humanity finds a cordial welcome and
ready recognition.”®!

Even the more skeptical observers of the nineteenth century seem to have been
imnpressed by this apparently humanistic and egalitarian side of the Kartabhaja tra-
dition. Throughout the popular literature of nineteenth-century Calcutta, we read
accounts of the famous Ghoshpara Mela, where men and women of all castes and
religions gathered together to eat the same food. “We were amazed,” the Sanwada
Prabhakara reported in 1848, “For Brahmans, Stidras and non-Hindu classes make
no distinctions regarding their own food, and eat and drink here together;
nowhere before had I seen or heard such a thing!”%2 As Cakravarti suggests, the
frequent debate over the Kartabhajas among Calcutta’s upper classes gives us clear
testimony of just how radical and controversial a soctal movement they represented
in nineteenth-century Bengal: “From all these descriptions, one gets a picture of
social life in 19th century Bengal. . . . The Kartabhaja religion had created an
unstoppable revolution amidst the caste-based social order.”¢3

Indeed, the Kartibhajas have often been compared—both by contemporaneous
observers and by modern scholars—with the social reforms taking place among
Calcutta’s upper classes, such as the Brahmo Samij. Not only did some of the most
prominent reformers of Calcutta such as Saiipad Babu, Nabincandra, and
Vijaykrsna take an active interest in the Kartibhaja faith, but, as Nabincandra sug-
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gested, the Kartabhajas were perhaps the first men in Bengal to preach the har-
mony of religions and the brotherhood of mankind:“I could see that Ramsaran Pal
himself was the first one to feel the ‘harmony of scriptures’ or unity of religions.
He taught that all religions have one foundaiton, and he was the first to spread the
idea in this land, which is torn by sectarian divisions. All religions, all practices are
true’ o+

In more recent years, some enthusiastic scholars such as Tushar Chatterjee have
even hailed Dulalcand as a kind of “folk Rammohun Roy” Even as Rammohun
and his disciples were undertaking their reforms among the elite classes of Cal-
cutta, combatting the evils of caste, championing the cause of women, calling for a
“moral regeneration of society,” the Kartabhajas of nearby Ghoshpara were spread-
ing their own kind of universal, humanistic faith. Promising to grant admittance to
“all sorts and descriptions of people. . . . for the worship of the Eternal, Un-
searchable and Immutable Being,”5 the Brihmo Sam3j was founded in 1828—at
almost precisely the same time that the songs of the Bhaver Gita began to circulate.
Indeed, more than one scholar has tried to find evidence that Rimmohun Roy
himself not only knew of the Kartabhajas but in fact spent time in Ghoshpara and
even drew some of the inspiration for his own religious and social reforms from
the Kartabhaja ideals. Chatterjee even goes so far as to argue, not only that
Rammohun was only very much interested in the Kartabhajas, but that the
Kartabhaja religion, “with its noble humanistic teachings . . . should be regarded as
the popular foundation for the Brihmo religion of Rammohun.” ¢¢

Now, there is no doubt that Rimmohun was very interested in many diverse
religious sects, and it is quite plausible that he mighet have visited Ghoshpara from
time to time (his own guru Hariharananda lived close to Ghoshpara, in Cliakdoha
village, and was undoubtedly familiar with the Kartabhajas).o” However, the claim
that the Brihmo movement was inspired by the Kartabhaja teachings seems rather
grossly exaggerated, to say the least. What seems far more likely, I would suggest, is
that the elite reform movements such as the Brahino Samaj and the lower-class re-
ligious groups like the Kartabhajas reflect two parallel—but two different and
widely divergent—responses to the changing environment of early colonial Cal-
cutta, which appealed to two different strata of Bengali society. After all, as most re-
cent authors have shown, the progressive ideals circulating aimong Calcutta’s upper
classes generally had little relevance to or impact on the ordinary lower classes of
the Black Town: “The vast majority of the population of Calcutta was entirely un-
affected by them,” P. J. Marshall concludes.®® Moreover, the inspiration for lower-
class esoteric movements such as the Kartibhajas would seem to have been quite
radically different from that of Rammohun. The Kartabhajas for the most part
cared little for the new moral and educational standards of the Brahmos, the ra-
tionalism and scientific advances of modern Europe, or the ideal of a “Golden
Age” of a pure, monotheistic Hinduism embodied in the Vedas and Upanisads. On
the contrary, they drew their inspiration from the rag-clad, wonder-working mad-
man Aulcand, from ecstatic devotional practices, and from the mystic teachings of
the “Songs of Ecstasy”: “Rammohun was a rationalist, and established his ideals
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on the rational religion of the Upanisads. . . . But the Kartabhajas became a
tremendous irrational force, based on the miraculous deeds of Aulcand. This was
the complete opposite of Rammohun’s religious ideal.”69

The Kartabhajas, I suggest, represent not so much a lower-class version of the
reforms taking place among Calcutta’s upper classes but, rather, a kind of “darker
underbelly” of colonial Calcutta, on the margins of the so-called Bengal Renais-
sance. Indeed, if recent scholars of the European history have begun to speak of a
“Darker vision of the Renaissance,” or even a “Counter-R enaissance”—that is, a
continuing underworld of magical, occult and irrational forces which went against
the grain of rationalistm, science and social progress’>—so too we might think of
the Kartabhajis as a kind of “counter-Bengal-R enaissance,” a mystical and esoteric
cult made up of the poorer, uneducated lower classes who were largely untouched
by the reforms of the upper classes. At the same time, however, we might also say
that the Kartabhajas engaged in an ingenious appropriation of many of the ideas
circulating among the wealthy, educated elite of Calcutta. Like the Brahmo Samaj,
they offered a universal, nonsectarian, caste~free Religion of Man, embodying
more liberal attitudes toward women and lower classes. Yet the Kartabhajas also
popularized and democratized these ideals, transferring them to the level of the
lower classes, and taking them to more radical extremes:

Beyond the . . . reforms of the respectable classes lay a sub-culture of popular reli-
gion which found adherents among the city’s lower orders. . . . Running parallel
to the bhadralok community’s attempts to reform society, this underworld of
plebeian religion often went far beyond these reforms.

Brahmans, Sudras, and Yavanas sat together at the Kartabhaja festivals and ate the
same food—a practice which even the bhadralok reformers did not follow

publicly.”!

The Religion of “Man” or the Religion of ‘a” Man?
Guru ‘%rs}lip and the Status oj[t}le Malldfay

O my Guru, you are the Guru of the World. (Mint Saying, no. 137—STP 64;
I11.137)

From its very origins, it would seem, there has been a certain tension and basic
ambivalence at the heart of the Kartabhaja tradition. On the one hand, there is the
ideal of the unity of humankind, the presence of the Suprenie reality within every
human body, the freedom from caste and class; on the other hand, there is the wor-
ship of a single human body——the Karta—as God Incarnate, and the worship of a
small set of gurus, the Mahisays, as embodied divinities, worthy of supreme adora-
tion. According to the root mantra given to every Kartabhaja initiate: “O Lotd, at
your pleasure I walk and speak; what you cause me to speak, I speak; whatever you
give me I eat; Without you I could not remain even a moment. The Guru is truth,
and falsehood is sorrow.’72 Or, as said in another Kartibhaja song:
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The Guru is the root of the primordial tree
he pervades the three worlds
worms and insects, the dead and the living

there is no place without him.”3

A variety of observers—both Bengali and European—have noted this seeming
contradiction. The respected folklorist Sudhir Cakravarti, for example, describes
his own encounter in Ghoshpara with a middle-age Mahady named Trailokya
Mahanta. Surrounded by fawning female disciples, who waited on his every desire
and worshipped him as a living divinity, Trailokya appeared to feel quite deserving
of his own god-like status: “First one disciple poured water on Mahanta’s head
with a gesture of reverence and combed his hair, and then ran oil through his top-
knot. Then she wiped the sweat off his face with a cloth and fanned him. . . .
I had never seen such a thing before in my life!”7+ As Trailokya explained, “the re-
lation of Guru to disciple is truly like that of man to woman” (i.e., hke the relation
of the husband and lord of the household to his subservient and obedient wife,
who worships him as the “Karta” [master| and “deity” of the household).

In his historical novel about the Kartabhajas, the famous Bengali novelist
Gajendra Kumiar Mitra offers a wonderful description of this ambivalence and
seeming contradiction within the tradition. As Nistarini—the middle-age wife of a
Kartabhaji disciple—bitterly complains, it seems that in this religion, only one
“man” can truly be called a “Man” (Manusa): “These people secemed to give a dif-
ferent meaning to the word Manusa. Previously, Nistarini had understood by
Manusa a two legged being who could speak, who held a job, who cooked and ate;
but their use of the word was completely different. It seemed that only one person
was the Manusa: the Masiy, or Guru. No one else was a Manusa. “To hell with this!”
Nistarin1 muttered behind her husband’s back.”75

In the course of my own fieldwork, I frequently had to struggle with this con-
tradiction myself. During my visit to Ghoshpara, for example, I interviewed one of
the two living Kartas—a man who ardently defends the Kartibhaja tradition as the
Religion of Man and the divinity of all human beings. Much to his embarrass-
ment, in the course of our conversation, an elderly female devotee suddenly threw
herself at his feet, groveling and weeping, praising him as the Supreme Deity. Later
that day, I asked him about this apparent contradiction: “If this religion is the wor-
ship of Man, and if God dwells in every human being, why do Kartibhajis only
worship the Guru as God? Why don’t you worship all men as God?” At that he
paused for some time and said carefully, “that is a very good question. But it’s a
very complicated matter. It takes a great deal of time to understand such things.
Ask me about this again later.” For some reason, I don’t think I ever will get a sat-
isfactory reply to this question.76

Indeed, as we will see in more detail in chapter 7, more than one observer
has pointed out that the role of the Karta and Mahiasay is not unlike that of a
Zamindar in the traditional revenue system of rural Bengal. Like the Zamindar,
the Karta stands as a “middleman” between God and man, and even as a “revenue
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collector” between the soul and its spiritual Proprietor. In this sense, many argue,
the Kartabhaja tradition bears a closer resemblance to the medieval feudal system
than it does to the reformed ideals of Rammohun Roy:

Some authors have enthusiastically called this sect’s founders “folk Rimmohuns.”
. . . But within the hierarchy of their sect, the succession of the Kartd, Mahisay and
Bariati is reminiscent of the rule of the medieval Zamindar . . . and the oppression
of the poor peasantry. Surely, in the comfort and relaxed enjoyment of the Kartas,
which comes without effort from the earnings of the poor Baritis, there is no sign of
any social consciousness.””

This ambivalence and apparent contradiction, which lies at the heart of this Reli-
gion of Man, is one we will encounter many more times as we delve deeper into
this tradition.

What's in it for the Women?
Women in the Kartabhaja Tradition

Woman is the root of the primordial tree. Who would exist without woman? Just
consider semen and menstrual blood: the body of Woman is the vessel of the world.
From woman, all creation occurs. (Manulil Misra, Bhajanatattva Prakasa)

The majority of the dupes of the sect are women who readily pay the small tax that
is demanded of them for the sake of securing long life to their husbands and chil-
dren. (Jogendranath Bhattacharya, Hindu Castes and Sects)

Finally, in addition to its more general function as a social strategy, secrecy has also
long played a critical role in the Kartabhaja tradition as a sexual strategy—as a
means for men and women to interact in new ways within an alternative, esoteric
space of gender, distinct from their usual roles as males and females in mainstream
society. Particularly for women, it would seem, the realm of secrecy offers new op-
portunities for freedom and power, for new independence beyond their usual
subordinate roles in the exoteric world; yet at the same time, it can also create new
possibilities for their servitude and submission. Since the early nineteenth century,
observers of the Kartabhaja tradition have been especially struck by the fact that a
large proportion of its following—in many accounts, by far the majority—were
women. As the Samvada Prabhakara reported in 1848, “Among the participants,
14/16 are women.””8 Though these figures are quite probably exaggerated, it is
undeniable that women have always played a prominent role in this tradition. In
one recent survey of the Kartabhaja Mela, for example, it was found that 301 out
of 381 of those interviewed were women, and of these, 184 were widows, and
55 barren wives.”” As Aksaykumar Datta suggested in his account of 1870, it
was largely due to the efforts of the female disciples—who would come and go
“secretly” in other homes to make new converts—that the Kartabhajas grew and
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spread: “Very secretly [gopane gopane] this movement has become very powerful.
. . . The majority of its following are women. Secretly and without their hus-
bands’ knowledge, they enter the inner chambers of many homes and increase the
number of disciples.”80

Indeed, one of the primary reasons that certain Bengali intellectuals and
Brahmo reformers such as Nabincandra or Safipad Bibu began to take an interest
in the Kartibhajas was precisely because of their seemingly more liberal, even
“modern” attitude toward women. The Somaprakasa, reported in 1864 that:

Because of shame and fear for the family reputation, few women in this society have
the courage to move freely outside the home; but here, because of their devotion to
the Kart3, these women can sit freely with many strange men without shame. . . .

According to the Hindu $astras and convention, wormen have no freedom. They
must always be dependent on their fathers, husbands or sons; but in the Kartabhaja
sect they enjoy great freedom.8!

However, the Kartabhaja women were also just as commonly attacked and
ridiculed by the upper-class Bengali society, decried as whores, bitches, senile old
wornen, and sluts. As Ramakrsna’s biographer, Ramacandra Datta described them,
the Kartabhaja women led a “repulsive lifestyle, worse than that of prostitutes.”82
In the eyes of many observers, the free interaction between the sexes and the new
independence given to women was precisely what led to the eventual corruption
and decadence of the Kartabhajas: “The number of women is three times that of
men; this is because the current of immorality has become very strong. . . . Now
many men and women come here to commingle, which has been the cause of the
downfall of this religion.”83

Like the Kartabhajas’ social ideals, then, the role of women in this tradition
must be understood in relation to the changing role of women in colonial Cal-
cutta, particularly under the impact of the Bengal Renaissance and the reform
movements such as the Brihmo Samaj. Indeed, the “women’s issue” was one of the
most hotly debated questions among Calcutta’s bhadralok community. In the eyes
of most European authors, the poor treatment of women was commonly seen as
one of the most primitive features of Indian culture, and one of the primary obsta-
cles to its social development. Thus, among the more progressive Bengalis of the
nineteenth century, improvement of the condition of women, female education
and the reform of laws regarding women (saff, widow remarriage, etc.) were iden-
tified as the most needed reforms of Indian society: “Rammohun chose the Hindu
worman as his ‘proletariat’ . . . He saw in her depressed condition the root cause
of social immobility in India.’84 According to Chatterjee:

The women’s question was a central issue in the most controversial debates over
social reform in 19th century Bengal—the period of its so-called Renaissance.
Rammohun Roy’s fame was largely built around his campaign against the immola-
tion of widows. Vidyasagar’s around his efforts to legalize widow remarriage and
abolish polygamy.85
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Unfortunately, as Ghulam Murshid and other critics have pointed out, the new
freedoms given to women in the nineteenth century were primarily motivated not
so much by a desire for sexual equality but, rather, by deeper interests among the
male bhadraloks: it was often more a matter of emulating European norms and ac-
celerating the process of modernization than of the actual empowerment of
women: “To exploit them in their traditional roles as mothers and wives and to
cope with the fashions of the day which . . . were imitations of the English, men
allowed them only as much freedom as was necessary for their modernization.”86
Hence, while empowered and liberated in some ways, “the new woman was sub-
jected to a new patriarchy.”87

Before passing judgment on the women of the Kartabhaja tradition, however,
let us first examine the various roles that women have actually played in this tradi-
tion—as gurus, as common devotees, and as sexual partners.58

The Guru-Mother or Ma Gosain

The most respected and most prominent role for a woman within the Kartabhaja
sect is that of a female guru or Mahaay, called M2 Gosiin. Not only is the Ma
Gosaini or “spiritual Mother” considered equal in status to the male Mahasay, but
she is also revered as an incarnation of Satl Mi herself, bearing all of the Divine
Mother’s own miraculous powers. Throughout the nineteenth century, in fact, the
apparent freedom, authority, and relative autonomy of the Mi Gosain appears to
have generated intense controversy throughout the Bengali community. Some
scholars have gone so far as to suggest that Satt Ma herself was perhaps the very
first women in India to assume the leadership of a religious movement, thus serv-
ing as an icon for the empowerment of women in roles of religious authority:
“Prior to Sati M3, women . . . could engage in spiritual practice, but they could
never lead a religious movement . . . Sati M2 was the first woman in history
who assumed the authority of guru and undertook a vow to spread the Kartabhaja
religion.”89 Whereas this claim is clearly overblown and probably historically inac-
curate, it does seem to be the case that the Kartibhajas offered new roles for reli-
gious authority to women of nineteenth-century Bengal. As Cakravartl suggests,
the Ma Gosiin had unusual new opportunities to rise in status and capital—both
social and economic—by gathering disciples and mediating between the barati
and the Karta:

[One] reason for the popularity of the Kartabhajas is social and economic. The fami-
lies of the Mahatays . . . .enjoyed great respect and wealth. In the Kartabhaja sect
there was a great opportunity for the Mahisays to advance by attracting new mem-
bers. The female promoters were very active in this respect. Throughout the inner
chambers of various homes of Calcutta, Ma Gosiins used to come and go freely,

spreading their religion.®?

Even today, in the course of my fieldwork I have encountered a number of very
powerful and highly respected Ma Gosiins both in Calcutta and in the surround-
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ing countryside. One of the most striking of these is a highly controversial and
charismatic middle-aged woman of Taltola, north Calcutta. Because of her sup-
posed supernatural powers and her claims to have worked several healing miracles
among her devotees—including curing blindness—this Ma Gosain has attained a
widespread and rather scandalous reputation. In 1980, for example, she created
something of a furor throughout the Calcutta area when she supposedly used her
siddhi to heal a mute woman. Even today, her home in Taltola remains the center of
one of the liveliest Kartibhaji followings in all of Bengal 9!

Whores, Barren Wives, and Widows:
The Common Devotee

By far the majority of the women involved in worship of the Karta, however, are
much more ordinary, largely illiterate and uneducated, primarily “exoteric” devo-
tees, many of whom suffer from some sort of sorrow, illness or need. Indeed, as
many observers described them in the nineteenth century, the Kartabhaja devotees
were thought to consist primarily of harlots, widows, outcasts, beggars, and others
on the fringes of respectable society—mainly “bitches” or “whores” as Ramakrsna
described them. “The number of prostitutes is greater than that of women of
good family,” the Samvada Prabhakara reported in 1848.92 As Sen suggests, the
Kartabhajas offered these largely poor and illiterate women new opportunities for
freedom and status which they could never have found in mainstream society:
“Even now, in hundreds of villages like Ghoshpara, in the darkness of night, the
free mingling of men and women goes on. . . . Three fourths of them are
women, and among the women, five eighths are widows. . . . They could never
experience such freedom in high class society. The Brahmans were terribly op-
posed to the freedom of women. . . . But here there was no such restriction.
Women could freely sit wherever they liked.”?3

Perhaps even more attractive to the female devotees, however, were the miracu-
lous and magical aspects of this tradition. With her promise of supernatural deeds,
the gift of sons to barren mothers, the figure of Sati Ma has long been especially
attractive to women afflicted with some physical or emotional suftering. By
bathing in the sacred Himsagar pond and tying up a stone in the sacred pome-
granate tree, it is believed, a barren woman will receive Satl Ma’s supernatural
grace and be blessed with a son, while a child-widow will have all her sorrows re-
moved. As such, we find numerous accounts of female disciples immersed in ec-
static devotion before the image of Satl Ma and the Kartas, drowning in waves of
joy, flailing about in divine intoxication, or rolling around on the ground in throes
of spiritual madness: “They cry out and sing in waves of bliss, like the Gopis. One
momment they cry out to the two Thakurs [Kartis], the next, they offer homage to
the Guru’s name and shout cries of joy. . . . Or again, they remain motionless
and cry, sunk in devotion.”?* Other accounts describe female disciples engaged in
the service of the Karta or MahaSays, whom they revere as incarnate divinities. As
the Somaprakisa reported in 1864, the Kartd Tévaracandra lay surrounded by fawn-
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ing female devotees, who waited on his every desire, serving him as the Gopis
serve Krsna in the eternal Vrndavana: “The present Karti, Isvarababu, lay on a bed,
while women sat on all four sides, some massaging his feet, some rubbing his body,
offering food to his mouth, some putting oil on his limbs, some putting garlands of
flowers around his neck. It is said that some of the devotees perform the Krsna-lila.
The Kartas steal the women’s clothing and climb a tree, while the women pray to
them from the base of the tree.”>

The Flower afLimiteJ Usefu/ness:
Female Partners in Sexual Rites

The most controversial role for women within the Kartabhaja sect—and the one
that has aroused the most scandal and debate—is that of partners (sadhikas or
bhairavis) in esoteric sexual rituals. In the field of Tantric studies as a whole, it
would seem, this has long remained one of the least understood and neglected of
problems.”¢ On one side, since the first discovery of the body of texts called
“Tantras,” Orientalist scholars have long been horrified and repulsed (though also
often tantalized and fascinated) by the role of women and the use of sexual inter-
course as a religious ritual.®7 On the other side, in more recent years, a number of
more sympathetic authors have argued that the Tantras represent a much-needed
affirmation of the female and an empowerment of women in new roles of spiritual
authority. As the most cutspoken recent proponent of this more positive view, Mi-
randa Shaw, puts it, Tantra “offers not a mode of exploitation but of complemenar-
ity and mutuality. . . . Tantric texts encourage a sense of reliance on women as a
source of spiritual power.”98

Unfortunately, it is extremely difficult if not impossible to discover what real
living women have to say about their role in such practices. Most Kartabhajas
today will either deny completely that any Tantric sexual rituals are performed or
else, while acknowledging their existence, will refuse to discuss them in detail.
Although we do have one or two firsthand accounts of some Baul, Sakta, and
Sahajiya sadhikas—such as the amazing series of interviews with female consorts
conducted by Bholanath Bhattacharya in the 1970s°*—no one to date has been
able to interview a Kartabhaja sadhika who will discuss the role of sexual rites.

Still, the Kartabhaja songs (as well as a few more agreeable male Kartabhaja
gurus) do have quite a lot to tell us about the role of women in sexual rituals. The
Bhaver Gita itself makes this fairly clear:

Intense sexual love (ati rati) arises between a man and a woman.
.. . In Sahaja, he is the husband of the chaste wife.

The accomplished sadhaka and his consort in practice

are united without division, like a limb to a body. (BG 438; I1.68)

Moreover, we do have a number of firsthand accounts by male observers—both
within and without the community—which describe the role of the sadhikas.
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Anong the most striking of these is Ramakrsna’s encounter with the “Kartabhaja
bitches”” As his biographer Ramchandra Datta conunents. “their way of life is
of a kind so repugnant that 1 am unable to reveal it to the public”—and this re-
pugnance was due primarily to their use of sexual rituals.’®” On one occasion,
under the supervision of his Kartabhaja guru, Vaisnavacaran, Ramakrsna was taken
among a circle of Kartibhaja women. According to their judgment, however,
Riamakrsna was still too immature and naive to engage in the more advanced

sexual rites:

There is one opinion that holds that one should take a wornan in mystical practice.
Once someone took me into a group of Kartabhaja bitches. They all came and sat
down near me. When [ began to address them all as “Ma” they began to talk among
themsclves, “This one is just a beginner. . . ” A young woman sat down near
Vaishnavacharan. When asked, Vaishnavacharan said, “Hers is the nature of a little

gir] 7101

In sum, the image of the Kartabhaja sadhika that we find these accounts 1s one of a
forward, rather aggressive, and even somewhat mischievous woman who is not
afraid of either seducing or ridiculing young men such as Ramakrsna.

As one respected Kartabhaja guru, Advaita Candra D3s, explains, the female
partner is crucial to the highest stages of Kartabhaja practice: She serves as the nec-
essary “spiritual assistant” or even “alter ego” of the male sadhaka, and deserves to
be revered as such: “If one can understand the nature of sexual union, he can know
the power of the Self. The female is the ‘half self” of the male, the assistant in spiri-
tual practice; woman is always to be worshipped and honored;” ultiinately, “the
Sahajiyas see the reflection of the universe within women.”!0?

According to Kartabhaja metaphysics (largely adapted from the Vaisnava Saha-
jiva tradition), the male and female partners are the finite embodiments of the
supreme male and female principles, the cosmic Purusa and Prakrti, or Sri Krsna
and his eternal consort Radha. At the origin of all things, the primordial Self,
Purusa, wished to know and enjoy himself and so created Prakrti from himself. In
their eternal erotic embrace, all creation took place: “The Supreme Self or S
Krsna dwells within this very body. Originally, He was alone. . . . For the sake of
tasting rasa he divided himself into Purusa and Prakrti. This Prakrti was created for
the sake of coition. Its basis lies within the menstrual fluid (raja) itself. This raja is
the root of both sexual pleasure and creation.”!03 Hence, in order to “undo” crea-
tion and return to the primordial unity of the Supreme Self, the male must unite
with his female sadhika and reverse the cosmogonic process itself.

To be a true Kartibhaja sadhika, however, the female must not be just any ordi-
nary woman; she cannot be a common, worldly partner, given to lust and sensual
desires. Rather, she must be pure and wholly untouched by common sensual lust.
As the Bhaver Gita declares, “this is the task neither of the adulterous lover (vyab-
hicarini) nor of the chaste wife (satinar); the practice of the Sahaja kingdom is of a
wholly different sort” (BG 115). As Das explains, the kind of partner required is

one who is enurely free of lust, who can engage in intercourse without the desire
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for base, carnal pleasure—like Rami, the famous washerwoman-lover of the poet
Candidas: “The adulterous lover is tainted by the sent of lust; and the chaste wife is
also tainted by the scent of lust. Apart from these two, however, there is another
type of woman who is free of the scent of lust. She alone can be taken in this prac-
tice.”10¢ As one Kartabhaja song instructs the sadhika, she must be of such quality
that she can even violate the laws of marriage and caste, even engage in adultery,
without showing a trace of carnal desire:

Keep this secret love in secrecy;

and accomplish the work of the heart.

. .. Pay no attention to the Vedas or Vedanta.

You will still be a chaste wife; you won't be an adulteress, under the control of
no one,

Even though you become unchaste and abandon your family, worrying and
worrying;

Even while seeing another’s husband, with passion like radiant gold,

you will still follow the commands of your own true husband.

Swim in the ocean of impurity,

let down your hair, but don’t get wet and don’t touch the water! (SE IV.12)

So, too, the kind of union involved here is not ordinary sexual intercourse moti-
vated by material desires for sensual pleasure. Tantric sadhana is quite explicitly a kind
of “inverted” sexual act, which deliberately transgresses the normal laws of marriage
and caste and which even reverses the normal act of coitus itself. Paradoxically, the
highest form of union is said to take place not within the vagina of the female but,
rather, within the body of the male himself. Using the technique of vajroli or the reversal
of the flow—what Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty has appropriately dubbed the “foun-
tain pen technique”—the male hopes to suck both the male and female sexual
fluids back out of the female and into his own body.195 Then, once he has absorbed
the female principle, the male sadhaka can realize the presence of the divine Prakrti
within his own body. Indeed, as Manuldl Misra tells us, he must “become a
woman.” 196 Finally, once he has realized the eternal womanly within himself, he no
longer has need of an actual female partner: he can now actualize the union of
Purusa and Prakrti within his own body: “First, one must cultivate devotion with a
female companion . . . and develop the Body of Ecstasy [bhava-deha]. Then one
must arouse the arrested semen, and prepare it in the Pingald vein. . . . Asaresult
of practice with a female partner, the Female Nature arises within his own body.
Once he has attained the female nature, an actual female partner is no longer
needed. The sadhaka himself experiences the female nature.”107

Even within the Kartibhaji songs and texts themselves, then, we can see a pro-
found tension at play. At the same time that they proclaim the glories of the female,
the power of femininity, and necessity of women in ritual practice, they also give
clear priority to the male. The union and liberating bliss which they describe always
occurs within the male partner, within his own divinized androgynic body. The goal
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here does not seem to be an egalitarian kind of union but, rather, a hierarchical one.
Just as the male principle (Purusa or Krsna) generated the fermnale (Prakrti or Radha)
from himself to create the universe, so, too, the goal of sadhana is to reabsorb and re-
assimilate the female back into the male. As is the case in many other pan-Indian
Tantric traditions, “The feminine partner is used as a means to an end which is ex-
perienced by the yogin himself.”198 Even while she may be temporarily empowered
and divinized in esoteric ritual, outside the secret confines of sadhana, her subordi-
nate place in the social order is seldom questioned—on the contrary,“The social in-
feriority of women is even a necessary presupposition for the liberating antinomian-
ism of Tantric sadhana.”19% The question of what happens to the female once she has
been used to arouse the divine energy within the male, is, to my knowledge, never
asked. Indeed, according to the well-known Sahajiyd metaphor, she is simply the
“Aower” from which the “bee” (i.¢., the male yogin) collects the honey (the sexual
fluid), and which he then casts aside: “When the honey is collected, the flowers are
of no use to the bees”!1¢ Or according to a song of Candidas, “Just as the traveler
walks over the road to arrive at his destination, so in the culture of love, the devotee
should . . . take a woman”;in other words, as Bose comments,““As soon as the ob-
ject is realized there is no necessity of women any longer””! !

Empowerment or Exploitation?
The Renegotiation of Sexual Power

In short, it would seem that the role of women in Kartabhaja sexual rituals is not a
matter of simple “empowerment” or “exploitation.” Rather, it appears to be a
complex renegotiation and reconfiguration of the power relations between males and
females, in which both parties derive certain benefits (although to different, often
unequal, degrees). Within the context of esoteric ritual, the female is indeed “em-
powered” with divine authority and worshipped as an embodiment of the God-
dess, as Prakrti or Ridha incarnate. However, if the female is empowered through
ritual, this power is usually narrowly circumscribed and confined to the field of se-
cret practice. Ultimately, the limited and temporary empowerment of the fernale
serves, in Foucault’s terms, to optimize and intensify the superior power of the
male.!12 For it is, finally, the male who achieves the union of male and female
principles within himself, who experiences the ecstatic bliss of liberation within
his own divinized body.

A similar tension between “empowerment” and “exploitation,” it would seem,
characterizes the role of women within the Kartabhaja sect as a whole. Whereas
the figure of the M2 Gosiin did open up certain new roles for female leadership
and spiritual authority, it also appears to have offered new opportunities for the
Kartas and Mahasays to manipulate women for their own interests—as sources of
income, or as tools in sexual rituals. In any case, it is undeniable that the Kartabhaja
leadership has become quite wealthy in large part by playing on the needs of many
uneducated poor women, above all barren wives and widows. Ironically, despite
their otherwise tremendous differences, the Kartibhajas do seem to share this fact
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with the reforms taking place among the upper classes and bhadraloks: if women
were given new kinds of freedom and authority, they were still constrained by
overarching male interests, and in many ways “subjected to a new patriarchy.”

Conclusions:
The Kartél)hajés asa "Counter—Bengal-Renaissance"

With its unique religious and social ideals, it would seem, the early Kartabhaja tra-
dition opens up an invaluable window onto the life and popular culture of Ben-
gal’s lower classes at the turn of the nineteenth century. Whereas the majority of
past scholarship has focused on the lives of the wealthy, educated upper classes, the
leaders of the Brahmo Sam3j and the Bengal Renaissance, the Kartabhajas give us
a fascinating insight into the lives of those “lower orders” who were ignored or
even repressed and ridiculed by the upper-class reformers. Indeed, although they
had once been praised by some of the most progressive minds of the nineteenth
century, the Kartabhajas soon came under bitter attack by the more conservative
upper classes of the day. Such a powerful lower-class movement, which rejected
caste, denied the Vedas, and engaged in deliberate violations of laws of purity, began
to appear more and more as a dangerous and potentially subversive cult. “The rea-
sons for such controversy surrounding the Kartabhajas are several,” Cakravarti
comuments, “thousands of people entered this religion, which greatly upset the
Hindu commumnity of Calcutta. They wanted to put a stop to it”’113

Rather than a “lower-class reflection” of the Bengal Renaissance led by a kind
of “folk Rammohun Roy,” the Kartabhajas are thus perhaps better understood, to
use Hyram Haydn’s phrase, as a kind of “counter-Bengal-R enaissance.” They re-
flect an underworld of secrecy, ecstatic devotion, miracles, and magic—in short, of
“irrationalism”—which spread regardless of the sober rationalism of the Brahmos.
Emerging in response to the changing economic and social events, the Kartabhajas
transformed many aspects of the older Tantric traditions, adapting them to the
needs of a new historical era. Thus we may call the Kartabhajas a kind of “popu-
larized Tantra,” insofar as they appropriated and transformed key elements of the
esoteric Sahajiya tradition—such as the concept of Sahaja, the denial of caste, the
divinity of Man and the human body, the role of women—to create a more popu-
lar movement which appealed to the poor lower classes of Calcutta and the sur-
rounding countryside. This new “Religion of Humanity,” in short, offered new
forms of status, authority and symbolic capital to those who were most deprived of
actual economic capital.

As we see most clearly in its social ideals and in the case of women, however,
this was also a highly ambivalent and not always entirely profitable form of capital.
For it also brought with it the potential for new forms of inequality and oppres-
sion within the Kartabhaja hierarchy itself. If this was indeed a Religion of Hu-
manity, it would seem that certain human beings—and in most cases, certain

men—oprofited far more from it than others.
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The Language of the Mint

Secrecy and Esoteric Discourse in the Kartabhaja Tradition

gupta je mukta se, be-parda byabhicarini.
[the one who is secret is liberated; the one who is manifest (outside the veil) is an
adulteress] (“Mint Saying,” [ Tyanksali Bol], no. 66—STP 121; I11.66)

There is a secret key to understanding [these songs]. . . . Revealing that key to
anyone who is not a Kartabhaja is for them the supreme “heresy.” This is their
version of “Free Masonry.” (Nabincandra Sen, “Ghosparar Mela”)

In the following three chapters, we begin to delve into the most esoteric, most
hidden dimensions of the Kartabhaja tradition, as we explore the use of secret dis-
course and bodily practice. The tactics of concealment had certainly long been a
part of the Sahajiya and other Tantric traditions of Bengal; indeed, it is not insignif-
icant that the oldest vernacular literature in Bengal, the songs of the Caryapadas,
are composed in the coded discourse of sandhabhasa or intentional language, with
its elaborate use of enigmatic imagery, strange metaphors, and riddles.! It would
seem, however, that the tactics of secrecy assumed a new and more central impor-
tance amidst the changing circumstances of the early colonial era. In the face of
foreign political rule and the shifting moral standards of indigenous reform move-
ments, the Sahajiya schools began to cultivate the techniques of secrecy in ever
new and more ingenious ways.?

Perhaps nowhere is this increasing and ever more elaborate use of esoteric lan-
guage more apparent than in the cryptic songs of the Kartabhajas and in their own
unique form of sandhabhasd, which they dubbed—rather appropriately, I think—
the “Language of the Mint” (tyanksali bol). Composed at a critical moment in the
history of Bengal, at the dawn of the nineteenth century, amidst the shifting values
of the Bengal Renaissance and on the outskirts of the imperial city of Calcutta, the
Kartabhaja songs are saturated with bizarre imagery and disconcerting paradoxes,
deliberately intended to confuse, befuddle and discourage the uninitiated outsider.
According to a favorite Kartabhaja saying, “don’t speak about your practice with
just anyone; keep it to yourself with great caution.”’3 As Chakrabarty comments,“A
casual reader may not feel tempted to read these songs, which sound like gibber-
ish. . . . If one carefully analyzes these songs one would find one or two state-
ments fraught with meaning. Such statements lie hidden like needles in
haystacks.”+ Indeed, the Kartabhaja songs would secem to offer us one of the most
acute examples of Tantric sandhabhasa and among the most striking illustrations of
esoteric discourse and its deeper roles within its social context.

Most of the large body of scholarship on Tantric sandhabhdsa, it would seem, has
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tended to treat this esoteric discourse rather simplistically, analyzing it in terms of its
supposed “hidden content,” as if it were a kind of “code language” concealing a sin-
gular and ultimately knowable susbtance.> As I shall argue in the case of the
Kartabhaja Mint Sayings, however, esoteric discourse is much more fruitfully exam-
ined, not in terms of its professed “hidden content” but, rather, in terms of forms and
strategies, the tactics and manuevers through which it operates in specific social and
historical contexts. After briefly outlining the form and content of these Mint Say-
ings, I then delve into the tangled hermeneutic problems involved in trying to make
sense of such cryptic utterances, offering my own reading, based on a modified ver-
sion of Bourdieu’s model of symbolic capital. Finally, I engage the even stickier and
more difficult problem of secrecy as it is played out in firsthand field research, as I re-
flect on my own conversations with various Kartibhaja gurus and my attempts to
gain access to “secret truths” as handed down by the living oral tradition.

In the process, I grapple concretely with the methodological impasse which I
presented in the introduction—namely, the epistemological-ethical double bind,
the question of how one can know a secret and, supposing one can, if one should
reveal it. As I suggested earlier, it may well be true that we can never know with
certainty the real substance of a secret, but we can still say a great deal about its
forms and strategic functions. Secrecy is thus better understood not in terms of
some elusive hidden content but instead as a particular strategy, a calculated means
of concealing and revealing certain information or practices. In Bourdieu’s terms,
secrecy transforms a given piece of knowledge into a scarce and highly valued re-
source, the possession of which in turn bestows a form of symbolic capital, status,
or prestige on its owner. This is, however, a specifically “illegal” or “black market”
kind of capital—which can be exchanged only within a highly restricted social
field (e.g., esoteric ritual), and which elevates one’s status only with an alternative
social hierarchy (e.g., the lineage of the secret society).Yet, at the same time, this el-
ement of danger only makes the secret appear all the more desirable in the eyes of
the initiate, and all the more awesome and powerful to the outsider. Indeed, it was
in large part their very hiddenness that invested the Kartabhajas with such an aura
of awesome, dangerous power, with a radical freedom overstepping the boundaries
of mainstream society (though ironically, we will see, this would later become
among the primary reasons for their infamy and ill repute in the exoteric world).

Coinage for the Poor:
Esoteric Discourse in the Kartabhaja Mint Sayings

These Mint Sayings are neither for the Marketplace nor for wealth; they are only for
the Poor. (Mint Saying, no. 123 (STP 66; I11.123)

Money, more than any other form of value, makes possible the secrecy, invisibility
and silence of exchange . . . money’s formlessness and abstractness makes it possi-
ble to invest it in the most varied and remote values and thereby to remove it com-

pletely from the gaze of neighbors. (Georg Simmel, The Philosophy of Money)
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Since the time of H. P Sastri’s discovery of the cryptic songs of the Caryapadas
there has of course been a fairly sizable body of scholarship on the subject of
sandhabhasa.© Unfortunately, however, most past scholarship has offered what seems
to me a superficial and simplistic analysis of the role of sandhabhasa as a form of es-
oteric discourse. Most often, it is simply assumed that it functions either (1) to
offer symbols or metaphors for profound mysteries which cannot be expressed in
ordinary literal language” or (2) to conceal the esoteric practices of Tantrics from
the eyes of the uninitiated, who would find them immoral or illegal. “There were
many reasons for the Vaisnava Sahajiyas to keep their practices hidden,” as Hayes
suggests, “Most people in Hindu society were conservative when it came to issues
of sexuality and the Sahajiya practices frequently involved violations of caste. . . .
They lived in constant danger of social condemnation by the Hindus and harass-
ment by the Muslim authorities.”’8 In either case, sandhabhdsa is regarded more or
less as a kind of “code language.” In his classic work on yoga, for example, Eliade
presents sandhabhasa as a sort of Morse code in which there is a simple one-to-one
correspondence between each term and its underlying content. Thus, according to
Eliade’s esoteric lexicon, vajra = lifiga = {iinya (emptiness); ravi or siirya (sun) = rdjas
(menstrual blood); candra = $ukra (semen); samarasa = coitus = immobility of
thought = arrest of semen, and so on.®

As such, most past approaches have fallen into precisely the same epistemologi-
cal and ethical double bind that we discussed in the Introduction. The basic (and I
think erroneous) assumption is that there must be some singular and determinate
“hidden meaning” corresponding to each esoteric symbol. In the process, most
scholars have ignored the extreme indeterminacy and radical polysemy of secret lan-
guage. As Rahul Peter Das and Saktinath Jha have argued in the case of the Baul
songs, for example, there is often a tremendous plurality of interpretations of even
the most basic esoteric practices. Most scholars, Jha suggests, have assumed that the
famous Baul image of the “four moons™ (cari-candra) simply refers to the act of
consuming the four bodily products of semen, menstrual blood, urine, and feces.
Yet as Jha has shown, the actual interpretation of the four moons differs radically
among actual Baul practitioners and can be understood in at least a dozen differ-
ent, often contradictory ways, many of them having little relation to the conven-
tional scholarly interpretation. 10

As I hope to show in the case of the Kartabhajas’ songs and their highly unusual
“Mint Language,” the role of sandhabhdsa is far more profound than a simple code
language used to conceal socially objectionable practices; rather, it has more pro-
tound strategic role as a means of creating and exchanging valued pieces of knowledge, as
a discursive strategy which endows certain information with an aura of mystery,
power, and symbolic value.

As a whole, the songs of the Kartabhajas stand out as among the most idiosyn-
cratic, confusing, maddeningly difficult, and profoundly esoteric—and yet also as
among the most unusual and original—subjects in the history of Bengali literature.
Attributed (probably falsely) to Dulalcand (a.k.a. Laléasi), who is said to have re-
cited them orally to his four chief disciples, the songs of the Bhaver Gita or Sri Juter
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Pada are in many ways much like those of their spiritual cousins, the Bauls: rela-
tively simple and unsophisticated in their language, they are fraught with profound
esoteric significance and laden with seemingly impenetrable layers of strange im-
agery, jarring metaphors, and disquieting contradictions. No less an authority than
Sukumar Sen praised the unique importance of the Bhaver Gita, which represents
both a highly unusual form of Bengali song and an influential body of mystical
imagery; indeed, he even goes so far as to compare the songs of the Bhaver Gita
with those of Rabindranath himself.1! Like the Kartabhaja sect as a whole, the
songs of the Bhaver Gita are a fascinating mixture of urban and rural, traditional
and modern styles, combining the metropolitan forms of the vaithaki or “parlour”
songs of nineteenth-century Calcutta with the rustic language of village Bengal
(see SE part I).12Yet rather strikingly, they remain to this day one of the least un-
derstood and neglected subjects in the study of Bengali literature. This neglect is
not, however, terribly surprising, given the profoundly esoteric and deeply en-
coded nature of these cryptic songs. As the literary historian D. C. Sen elegantly
put it, the songs of the Bhaver Gita are much like the songs of birds—mysteriously
beautiful yet generally unintelligible:

The songs are composed in a very simple, beautiful form . . . which expresses deep
philosophical truth, but which cannot be understood by anyone apart from initiates.

. . Even though the language is simple, it is highly enigmatic. . . . Just as we
can’t understand the songs of birds, so too, we can’t understand these songs, but still
our hearts are touched by their obscure beauty.'3

Scattered throughout the Kartabhaja songs and the verses of the Bhdver Gita, like
precious jewels of hidden truth, the “Mint Sayings” are a body of short phrases,
bizarre aphorisms, strange riddles, and often seeming gibberish. In the first decade of
this century, the Mint Sayings were collected into a list of some 204 short cryptic ut-
terances and published by the Kartabhaja theologian Manulal Misra in his major
work, the Sahaja tattva prakdsa (““The Revelation of the Essence of Sahaja,” STP
57-71; SE 11I). Most of the Mint Sayings will probably appear, to those outside the
Kartabhaja fold, largely nonsensical, queer, and contradictory: “[A]t the root is
secrecy [gopanata].To those outside the sect, they tell nothing at all, but they simply
confuse them with riddles.”!# But to those within the fold, these strange Mint
Sayings—though perhaps not entirely meaningful in a semantic sense—become an
extremely precious, rare, and valuable source of symbolic power.

Now, first we should ask why these strange esoteric utterances are called the
“Language of the Mint” and what the significance is of the image of “coinage”
here. On the one hand, this is quite probably related to the historical context in
which the Kartabhaja songs were composed, in the early and mid-nineteenth cen-
tury; this was in fact precisely the same time that the colonial government in Ben-
gal was trying to standardize and regularize the hitherto chaotic array of different
kinds of coinage (cowry shells, old Mughal coins, French arcot, the Company’s sil-
ver coins, etc.). During the 1830s—precisely the same time that the Kartabhaja
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songs were composed—the Company’s program of coinage reform resulted in the
establishment of the silver rupee as the standard coin in Bengal. Finally, in 1831,
the Company built the famous “New Mint” in downtown Calcutta, where the
British “first started to strike coins in its own name without reference to the
Mughal Emperor in Delhi.”15

But still more important, as I argue later, the importance of these Mint Sayings
lies precisely in the production of value: the creation of valuable and exchangeable
pieces of information. As Midra explains in his introduction to the Sayings, these
secret teachings are a kind of “coinage for the poor [gorib],” a source of power and
wealth for those who are most needy and neglected by mainstream society: “These
Mint Sayings are neither for the Marketplace nor for wealth; they are only for the
Poor” (STP 66; SE I11.123). Let us first survey a brief sampling of these Sayings and
then make some effort to fathom their meaning and purpose (because there is no
apparent linear continuity from one Saying to the next, I have chosen a sampling
of the most representative and interesting of them [STP 57-71; SE 111.3-20]):

3. The name of Man is a “Jest” [ Tamds d]; the name of his work is Sahaja [the “in-
nate” or “natural” state of supreme Bliss]. His form is variegated.
4. One must remember the stage when he collected cakes of cowdung . . .
23. One need not taste a hot chilli in another man’s mouth.
34. With respect to one’s motive, bathing in a scum-covered betal-grower’s pond is
better than bathing in the Ganges.
46. If one dies alive, he’ll never have to die again.
50. I am not, you are not. He is.
69. If you work zealousy amidst the rubbish of the house, a pile of garbage can be-
come a mass of fine essence [sdra].
85. I wish to become a Poor Man; if one attains the true condition of Poverty, there
1s supreme happiness.

105. Everyone is the wife of the Husband, and everyone knows the Husband’s
name. But if one does not enjoy Him sexually [sambhoga kare], the love is mere
hearsay.

116. . . . No matter who you haggle with, there are still crocodiles in the Ganges;
and a cat is still just a fat tiger in a forest of Tulsi trees.

124. The command of the Divine Mouth is: “the Poor belong to me, and I belong
to the Poor.”

132. He who is born as a maggot in excrement still dwells in excrement, even if he
is seated in heaven.

133. If one lives in the kitchen, what will happen? He’ll have to walk around carry-
ing the stench of the place.

136. All jackals make the same sound.

184. The name of the land of one’s [true] Mother and Father is the “Poor
Company.”

189. When one pulls the hair, the head comes along.

204. One can engage in moneylending with little wealth; but if there are debtors,
the Moneylender dies. Thus, one must engage in Moneylending with great
discretion.
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Finally, there is perhaps the most famous and most well-known (though generally
least understood) of the Kartabhaji secret sayings: “The woman must become a
Hijra [a man who has had his genitalia removed]'¢ and the man must be a Khoja [a
eunuch or impotent man]; then they will be ‘Kartdbhajas’” Having outlined the
historical context and form of the Kartabhaja’s esoteric discourse, let us now turn
to the more formidable task of trying to make some sense of these cryptic

statements.

Extreme Indeterminacy:
Interpreting the Kartabhaja Secrets

Can just anyone understand Sahaja? this is not an affair of spoken words; you must
sit inside the unenterable room and keep this knowledge hidden far away! (BG 414)

From even this brief sampling, we can see that the Kartabhajis’ esoteric discourse
leads us into the most difficult snarls involved in every hermeneutical quest for
meaning. Not only are there are a wide variety of radically divergent interpreta-
tions among contemporary scholars, but even among later Kartabhaja commenta-
tors and gurus, there 1s rather enormous difference of opinion as to the meaning of
these cryptic sayings. As one famous nineteenth-century observer, the poet
Nabincandra Sen, described them, the Kartabhajis keep their teachings secretly
encoded, much like the European Freemasons: “One Kartabhaji sang some of their
religious songs for me. . . . I couldn’t understand a word of it! The words were
indeed Bengali, but the meaning could not possibly be understood! There is a se-
cret key to understanding them. Revealing that key to anyone who is not a
Kartabhaja is for them the supreme “heresy” [the English word is used here]. This is
their version of “Free Masonry” [again the English word].”17

Like Nabincandra, I encountered a similar frustration in the course of my own
study of the Kartabhaja songs. Not only is it extremely difficult, as we will see in
the next section, to gain access to and speak to Kartabhaja practitioners today, but
even among the known historical texts, and even among those gurus who will
speak openly, we encounter a tremendous variety of different, often contradictory
interpretations of the same “Secret truths.” Take, for example, the key Mint Say-
ing—which is one of the most often quoted—that “the woman must become a
hijra and the man a eunuch.” Now, first we should note how very peculiar the first
half of this statement is: for, typically, a hijra refers to a particular kind of male who
has had his penis and testicles removed; the hifra then becomes part of a semireli-
gious community of men who dress as women and often engage in homosexual
prostitution.!® In the course of my own textual research and fieldwork, I have en-
countered (at least) the following eight different interpretations:

1. According to the more conservative or “orthodox” interpretation, like that of the
recently deceased Karti, Satyasiva Pil, this phrase simply means that the
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Kartabhaji must be extremely chaste and pure, as austere and sexless as a
eunuch.?®

2. In complete contrast, according to the more “esoteric” interpretation, this phrase
means that the Kartibhaja disciple must be capable of the most difficult Tantric
ritual of sexual intercourse, but do so without giving in to mere sensual lust. This
paradoxical and dangerous feat is said to be like “making a frog dance in a snake’s
mouth,” “bathing in the ocean without getting your hair wet,” or like a woman
becoming a hijrd.2¢

3. For others, this statement has a more spiritual and mystical meaning: it refers to
the ultimate state of divine union and bliss—a kind of “spiritual andrdgyny”—in
which the Kartibhaji experiences both male and female principles within his
own body.2!

4. For some, it means that both male and female must be symbolically “feminine,”
passive and receptive in relation to God, who is the only true “Male” in the
universe.22

5. And for still others, it simply means that the Kartabhaji must go beyond all duali-
ties altogether—to the “formless state,” beyond male and female, beyond body and
spirit, beyond good and evil.2?

6. Rather strikingly, at least a few have interpreted this sentence quite literally, taking
it to mean that the Kartabhaja must really be a hijra—that is, part of a special
community of castrated males, who dress as women and are involved in homosex~
ual prostitution (as Ramakrsna’s biographer, Raimacandra Datta described them,
their “repulsive lifestyle is worse even than that of prostitutes”24).

7. Some suggest that the “meaning” of this statement is not fixed or singular, but

rather varies depending on the disciple’s capacity and level of initiation.25

8. Finally, I should note that, in the course of my interviews with several gurus, I ran
into the rather frustrating problem of self-contradictory and changeable interpre-
tations, receiving one answer on one occasion, and a completely different answer
on another occasion, or in a different setting).

Figure 3.1 illustrates how these different interpretations might be outlined.

In sum, what we encounter in the problem of secrecy is an especially acute ex-
ample of what Ricoeur calls the “conflict of interpretations” and “indeterminacy of
meaning,” which is inherent in every discourse. For every text and every utterance is
subject to multiple, divergent readings in different social and historical contexts, to a
constant process of rereading and reinterpretation within every group of readers.
Hence the meaning of a given text is never fixed but is always in process, always
being made and remade, deconstructed and reconstructed: “To interpret is to appro-
priate here and now the intention of the text . . . the intended meaning is not the
presumed intention of the author but rather what the text means for whoever com-
plies with its injunction.”26 As literary critics such as Roland Barthes have shown us,
the meaning of any utterance is always profoundly contextual, its significance derived
more from the social and historical context in which it is read or received than in the
original intention of its speaker: “the ability of a text to make sense depends less on
the willed intention of the author than on the creative activity of the reader . . . a

text’s unity lies not in its origin but in its destination.”27
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I. Conservative or “Orthodox” Interpretations

—— L.A. The male and female must be totally chaste and pure, free of all
sensual desire

I.A.1. The disciple must achieve an inward state of
“spiritual androgyny,” in which he experiences
both male and female principles within his own
body

I.A.2. The Kartabhaja must go beyond all dualities
altogether—to the “formless state,” beyond male
and female, beyond body and spirit

—— L.B. Both male and female devotees must become symbolically
“feminine,” that is, passive and receptive 1n relation to God, who
is the only true “Male” in the universe

II. Esoteric or “Tantric” Interpretations

—— II.A. The Kartabhaja disciple must be capable of the most difficult
Tantric ritual of sexual intercourse—but do so without giving
in to mere sensual lust

— II.A.1. The male Kartabhaja must “become like a woman
and engage in intercourse with a woman”’; he
engages in sexual rituals with a female partner in

— — order to awaken and unite with the feminine
power within himself

'— IL.A.2. The “meaning” of this statement is not fixed or
singular but, rather, varies depending on the
disciple’s own capacity and level of initiation

—— IL.B. The Kartabhaja really is a hijra or eunuch

Figure 3.1. Divergent interpretations of the Kartabhaja Mint Saying, “stri hijra purus
khoja, tabe habe kartabhaja” (The woman must become a hijra and the man must become a
eunuch, then they will be Kartabhajas).

Precisely because of its intentionally ambiguous and mystifying character, eso-
teric discourse is perhaps among the most extreme cases of this basic hermeneutic
problem: It is subject to a kind of “maelstrom of interpretations.” Because it is so
obscure, so deliberately hidden, a secret utterance may be given radically different
meanings depending on its context—depending on which guru is interpreting it,
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to whom he is revealing it, in what context, at what stage of initiation, in which
historical period or social milieu he is speaking, aud so on. Hence, it is not simply
the case that secret discourse is semantically “empty” or devoid of any content—a
kind of “McGuffin” to use Hitchcock’s metaphor.28 On the contrary, we might
say that it has too many meanings; it is capable of bearing an enormous variety of in-
terpretations. Secret discourse, in short, is extremely indeterminate and radically contex-
tualized. It is in this sense perhaps more like what Roland Barthes calls the “degree
zero signifier”—*the pure sign that means everything,” the “sign to which all mean-
ings can be attributed.”29

So the question remains, if we have not undergone initiation at the hands of a
guru—and in fact even if we have undergone initiation—how can we make any
sense of these deliberately confusing and obfuscating statements? Now, it may well
be true that I can never know the ultimate referent of these statements (and it may
even be true that there is no single, ultimate referent), but I can examine the
metaphoric forms and discursive strategies through which they are transmitted—
the tactics of disguise and dissimulation, of simultaneous revelation and obfusca-
tion. Most important, I would identify the following four strategies:

1. “Advertising” the secret: The dialectic of lure and withdrawal. The first and most
basic strategy is the “advertisement” of the secret—the claim to possess very pre-
cious, rare, and valuable knowledge while partially revealing and largely concealing
it. For a secret is only worth anything if someone knows that an individual has
a secret. As Bellman suggests, this is the very paradox of secrecy: Secrecy is based
on a “do-not-talk prescription,” which is contradicted by the fact that “secrecy
is a sociological form constituted by the very procedures whereby secrets are com-
municated.”30

In the case of the Kartibhajas, we have the rather ironic phenomenon that
teachings which are supposed to be dangerous and powerful have also been pub-
lished, distributed publicly, and made faitly readily available in the printed form of
Bhaver Gita or Midra’s collection of “Mint Sayings.” As Misra himself openly de-
clares: “Out of compassion for the poor, lower class people . . . Dulalcand re-
vealed these most secret teachings. . . . In this precious treasury (of Mint Say-
ings), many valuable meanings are contained within each word” Yet the deeper
meaning or significance of these truths is always held in reserve, kept only for initi-
ates, and ultimately the highest-level initiates. As MiSra continues, “But He revealed

. these most secret practices in a very cryptic form. Not everyone can under-
stand the meaning of these secret teachings.”3! The Supreme reality of Sahgja, the
Bhaver Gita repeatedly tells us, cannot be communicated through ordinary lan-
guage and must not be revealed to the uninitiated exoteric or “bestial man” (pasu):
“Never speak of this openly to anyone!” the reader is regularly warned (BG 153;
I11.85). Yet, rather ironically, the Kartabhajas constantly, even obsessively, refer to
their possession of secret knowledge—albeit in roundabout or sidelong ways, ges-
turing indirectly by means of “hints, symbols or enigmas” (praheli, abhdsa): “One
must understand through shadows” the Bhaver Gita sings, “Know, in an hint, what
its nature is—public exposure is impossible, but a trace of it is possible” (BG 48;
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I1.68). In sum, the advertisement involves a skillful dialectic of lure and withdrawal—
the interplay between the promise of awesome secret knowledge and the continu-
ous (perhaps infinite) deferral of revelation. The “true” meaning or “real secret” is
always reserved for the next meeting, the next stage of spiritual attainment. As one
self-proclaimed Kartabhaja guru enthusiastically announced to me, “I know many
secret things I can tell you!”32

2. Hierarchalization of truth and controlled access to information. The second of these
strategies 1s to construct a graded hierarchy of levels of “truth” and then to restrict
access to these truths by means of initiation. As Barth observes, “If you seek to
create highly valued information . . . you must arrange worship so that few per-
sons gain access to these truths.”33 Although the Mint Sayings themselves can be
obtained in printed form by more or less anyone, whether initiated or not, the
meaning and value of these odd statements is strictly guarded and accessible only
through the teachings of an authoritative guru. Thus, hike most esoteric organiza-
tions, the Kartabhajis have constructed a complex hierarchical system of initia-
tions. The sect as a whole 15 organized according to a basic tripartite hierarchy,
consisting of the Karta (the “Master,” identified as Lord Krsna incarnate), the
Mahasays (the regional gurus with authority over a given village or locale), and the
common baratis (ordinary disciples). The baritfis, in turn, are further divided into
the common or “gross” (sthila) exoteric devotees, at the lower levels of basic devo-
tional teachings, and the truly “Poor” (kargal) esoteric disciples, who are initiated
into the most profound and powerful secret practices. And finally, within the class
of the “Poor,” there is yet another hierarchy of degrees, according to one’s level of
spiritual attainment and knowledge: these consist of the four progressive stages of
(a) the pravarta or beginner; (b) the sadhaka or “practitioner”; (c) the siddha, the ac-
complished or perfected disciple; and finally (d) the siddher siddha, the perfect of
the perfect, who has attained the highest state of cessation (nivrtt) or “living death”
(jyante mard) in which the individual self is annihilated in the intoxicating madness
and ecstasy of Sahaja.3* The hierarchy thus looks something like this:

I. Kartd (God Incarnate)
II. Mahasay (regional Guru)
III. Barati (disciple)
A. The “Poor” (kangal) or esoteric disciples
1. Nivtti (“extinction”) or Siddher siddha (the most perfect of the
perfect), attainment of divinity and supreme bliss
2. Siddha (“perfect”), the stage of lesser gods
3. Sadhaka (practitioner)
4. Pravarta (novice, beginner)
B. The “coarse” or exoteric (sthiila) disciples

At each of these stages, as he advances in devotion and skill in esoteric practice, the
disciple is entrusted with more and more of this secret knowledge. As one anony-
mous reporter described this system in his study of the Kartabhajas in 1881,“The
practices of the Kartabhajas are conducted in secret. Their secrets can only be re-
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vealed according to the class of the disciple. Gradually, as he rises to higher and
higher grades, the disciple gains authority to learn the most profound secrets.”3>

For example, an ordinary Kartabhaji novice is first entrusted only with simple
teachings, such as the initiatory mantra given on first entry into the cult: “O sinless
Lord! At thy pleasure I go and return! Not a moment am I without thee. Save me,
great Lord.”36 The most profound pieces of secret information can be entrusted
only to the most advanced disciples, who have attained the final stages of liberation
and “extinction” (nivrtti) in the divine abyss of Sahaja. These include, for example,
the references to the supreme condition of “living death” (jiyante mard)—"If one
dies alive one never dies”—or the realization that everything that exists, including
the human body, are pervaded by and united with God—for example, “I am not,
you are not; He is.”” Above all, the most precious and guarded of the Mint Sayings
are those dealing with erotic metaphors (e.g., “Everyone is the wife of the Hus-
band. . . . Butif one does not enjoy him sexually, the love is mere hearsay”), par-
ticularly those that contain references to esoteric Tantric rituals or the use of inter-
course as a sacramental act .

To make matters all the more complicated, the same statements may often be
given different, even contradictory interpretations at different stages of initiation.
Take, for example, the Mint Saying, “the woman must become a Hijra and the man
a eunuch; then they will be Kartabhajas.” As one of the two living Kartas explained
to me, this statement has an ordinary, exoteric meaning for novices and lower-level
initiates: It means simply that the Kartabhaja must have restraint over his or her
senses and desires, he or she must be like a “eunuch,” chaste and pure. For the more
advanced and developed initiates, however, this statement has a far more profound
esoteric meaning: It refers to the ultimate state of divine union and bliss—a kind
of “spiritual androgyny”—in which man and woman are united as one, both ex-
periencing the supreme nondual unity of male and female within themselves.37 In
short, ascending the esoteric hierarchy is much like peeling an onion, each layer of
which is deconstructed and negated as one proceeds beyond it. And it is just this
progressive unveiling, this constant peeling of the layers of secrecy, which ensures
that the power and value of the secret as a form of “capital” always remains intact.
As a self-reproducing form of wealth, this capital only continues to increase and grow,
becoming ever more awesome and valuable as one ascends in rank and status.

3. The skillful use of obscurity: Mumbo jumbe with exchange value. The third of
these strategies we might call the intentional and systematic use of ambiguous lan-
guage. Secrecy is thus a key part of what Bourdieu calls the process of “misrecog-
nition” or mystification, the “modalities of obliqueness and opacity, which endow
certain persons with the mysterious aura of power, prestige, or legtimate au-
thority”3% As Robert Thurman suggests, Tantric discourse very often involves a
kind of “skillful use of obscurity” or “deliberate use of ambiguity in the control of
religious ideology’’3® For example, sayings such as “All jackals make the same
sound” or “there are crocodiles in the Ganges; but a cat is only a fat tiger in a for-
est of Tulsi trees” seem to carry little clear significance but appear to be intention-
ally confusing and deliberately opaque. And others—such as “when one pulls the
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hair, the head comes along,” or “If one lives in the kitchen . . . he’ll have to walk
around carrying the stench of the place”—seem to be little more than relatively
innocuous and rather banal pithy aphorisms.

However, if many of these statements appear nonsensical, pointless, or even
completely absurd, this is surely only another part of that mechanism which trans-
forms ordinary words into rare, precious, esoteric knowledge. As Lindstrom sug-
gests, “nonsense” plays a powerful role in the “information market” precisely be-
cause it points to something mysterious, unknowable, and awesome; as a kind of
“mumbo jumbo with exchange value,” it allows the speaker to circulate a highly
valued utterance without really revealing anything: “This opaque nonsense is an
important discursive procedure that permits people to seem to be revealing
knowledge while maintaining its secrecy and its continuing exchange value. . . .
People suspect that nonsense, were it to be plumbed successfully, might reveal itself
to be powerful information. . . . Discursive nonsense permits a spokesman to
circulate knowledge and at the same time maintain the secret.”40

4. Semantic shock and extreme metaphorization. The fourth of these strategies we
might call (borrowing Paul Ricoeur’s phrase) the power of “semantic shock”™—
namely, the effect that deliberately jarring, unusual, weird, or even offensive juxta-
positions of words have on their audience. As Ricoeur suggests, this “shock effect”
is seen above all in the case of a good metaphor, in which two different semantic
fields are suddenly brought together in a new and unexpected way: The result is a
temporary suspension or even “destruction” of the ordinary semantic function of
ordinary language, with a flash of new insight which forces us to think of things in
a new and unexpected way. “It is the ‘semantic shock’ engendered by the coming
together of two different meanings which produces a new meaning. Imagination

. is the power of metaphorically . . . forging an unprecedented semantic
pertinence.”#! Indeed, by temporarily shattering the usual system of reference, by
suspending the common function of language, a powerful metaphor has the po-
tential to reshape our vision of the world itself, to open up a new world of mean-
ing and insight—in Ricoeur’s words, to “remake reality” It is just this kind of se-
mantic shock, I think, which occurs in the Kartabhajas’ excessive use of strange
metaphors and bizarre symbolism—maggots born in excrement, scum-covered
ponds, eunuchs and androgynes, stinking fruits, cakes of cow dung, and so on.They
seem to delight in particular in contradictions or disquieting paradoxes (e.g., “the
woman must become a hijya”—a male who has had his genitalia removed). As in
the case of a good metaphor, the purpose of these odd images is not so much to
communicate information as to jar or shock their listener. As Ricoeur puts it,“The
strategy of metaphorical discourse is aimed not at facilitating communication or
improving the efficacy of argumentation, but rather at challenging and even shat-
tering our sense of reality through reflective redescription.”+2

The Kartabhajas’ use of esoteric discourse, however, goes far beyond even
Ricoeur’s concept of semantic shock and the “destruction and remaking of lan-
guage.” For the Kartabhajas aim at actually shattering their experience of reality, of
annihilating dualistic conceptual thought and immersing the self into the infinite
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bliss of Sahaja. The deeper function behind these bizarre statements and paradoxi-
cal language is not simply a literary exercise or a code language to be deciphered
on an intellectual plane: It is a soteriological technique, whose aim is precisely to
shatter and deconstruct ordinary ways of thinking and viewing the world, to thrust
the initiate into an ecstatic mystical experience. This nondual, suprarational state of
Sahaja can only be described by paradox and absurdity—like being “dead while
alive,” like “bathing in the sea of nectar without getting your hair wet.” By reflec-
tion on these seemingly irrational phrases, together with techniques of meditation
and yogic discipline, the initiate is led into the “paradoxical situation,” as Eliade
calls it: the state in which the ordinary conceptual structures and categories by
which we carve up reality are suddenly shattered and transgressed: “ Sandhabhasa

. seeks to project the yogin into the paradoxical situation. . . . The semantic
polyvalence of words substitutes ambiguity for the usual system of reference in or-
dinary language. This destruction of language contributes . . . to breaking the
profane universe and replacing it with a universe of convertible and integrable
planes.”43

But at the same time, in addition to this soteriological goal, the deliberate use of
shocking or offensive imagery also has an important role within the linguistic mar-
ket. For it also works effectively to intensify the symbolic value of a given piece of
secret information: It maximizes the aura of danger, the sexiness and power that
surround a particular statement, making it appear all the more awesome, mysteri-
ous, and potentially dangerous. This is above all the case in those statements using
explicitly erotic imagery (e.g., references to esoteric sexual practices or the ritual
of parakiya love), which violate normal social conventions and religious bound-
aries, and which are even regarded as immoral or illegal in the eyes of mainstream
society. According to one key Mint Saying (STP 66; SE 111.121),“The one who is
secret is liberated; the one who is outside the veil is an adulteress.” Indeed, as the
Kartabhajas sing in the Bhaver Gita, “I'm afraid to speak of it, brother, lest whoever
hears it be scared be scared shitless!”

Black Market Symbolic Capital:
“Coinage for the Poor”

Just as one must protect his wealth and possessions from thieves, O Beloved, so too,
Devi, one must protect this Kula worship from ordinary bestial men (pasus). O
Devt, Kula ritual should always be kept secret, as a woman does not reveal her preg-
nancy by her lover. The Vedas, Puranas, and Sastras display themselves like prostitutes,
but this wisdom is secretive like a daughter in law. (Kuldrgava Tantra; X1. 82, 85)

Discourse is doubtless a form of capital, invested in symbols; it can be transmitted,
displaced, accrued or lost. (Michel de Certeau, The Writing of History)

The net result of these various discursive strategies, these tactics of restricted ac-
cess, deliberate obfuscation, or metaphoric shock, is precisely the creation of value:
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Together, they serve to transform a given piece of ordinary information into a rare,
highly valued resource or precious commodity. And precisely because secret dis-
course is extremely indeterminate and radically contextual, its “value” does not lie
in its content or substance but, rather, in its exchange. Like money or coinage, secret
discourse is something which is always (whatever its content) to be exchanged, to
be transmitted from guru to disciple, from insider to outsider, from higher-level
initiate to lower-level initiate. Hence, to possess this rare, mysterious, potentially
dangerous knowledge is to possess enormous status, prestige, and “symbolic capi-
tal” As Manulal Misra himself explains in his introduction to the “mint sayings,”
this language is called “the Mint” precisely because, like a coinage mint, it creates
highly valued objects, which must be carefully hidden within the vault of esoteric
discourse.

The essential meaning of Tyanksalt (the Mint): . . . In order to give a taste of pure bliss
to human beings sunk in delusion, the compassionate Dulalcand, savior of the poor
and lowly, revealed the Sahaja path. . . . [But] he expressed these most profound
teachings and deeply secret practices in a very brief form. . . . Not everyone can
understand the true profound essence of all these things. All the divine teachings that
have flowed from Dulalcand’s mouth like supreme nectar are called Tyanksdli. For,
just as, by means of the Mint—that is, the device by which coins are fashioned—
gold, silver, etc., are sealed and can be stored up in vast amounts, so too, in this pre-

cious treasury, many valuable meanings are hidden within each word.+*

This is, however, no mere ordinary coinage, no mere wealth for the greedy and
powerful men of the marketplace; rather, we are told, it is specifically a coinage for
the Poor, a form of wealth and power for the weak and disadvantaged. As we read
again and again in the Mint Sayings:

I wish to become a poor man; if one attains the true condition of Poverty, there is
supreme happiness. (STP 64; SE I11.85)

These Mint Sayings are neither for the Marketplace nor for wealth; they are only
for the poor. (STP 66; SE 111.123)

The name of the land of one’s [true] Mother and Father is the “Poor Company”
(STP 69; SE 111.184)

As such, this Mint Language or “coinage for the Poor” played a series of impor-
tant roles within the specific social and historical context of the Black Town of Cal-
cutta in the early colonial period. First, it opened up the possibility of an “alternative
social space” or what Bourdieu has called a “free market of linguistic exchange.” Creat-
ing a new arena for discourse and social interaction, concealed from the dominant
social order, it opened a new space in which poor,lower-class individuals could find
a temporary freedom from the burdens of caste and labor in mainstream society. As
Miéra himself explains in explicitly “economic” metaphor, the Kartabhaja’s esoteric
language opens up a new, secret marketplace (gupta hat)—the Marketplace of Truth
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(satyahat) or the Market of Bliss (ananda-hat). Concealed from the eyes of the rich
and powerful, this is a market in which the poor lower orders (kangdl, gorib lok) can
attain vast new wealth and spiritual commodities:

Minusa-cind’s Marketplace of Truth [satya-hat}: In this marketplace there is nothing but
the buying and selling of pure love. The genuine disciples, Sidhus and saints grasp the
scales of truth and engage in True business in this markteplace. . . . No merchants
come here intoxicated with greed. . . . This is only a marketplace of the poor
[katigaler haf}. When one engages in buying and selling in this marketplace, there is
never any loss, and all one’s desires are fulfilled; one can become rich in infinite
wealth. . . . In this market of bliss, there is no distinction between kings and sub-

jects, rich men and poor men.4>

In this sense, esoteric discourse operates in a way not entirely unlike “slang” As
Bourdieu suggests, slang is an intentionally deviant form of discourse, which is ex-
changed and understood only within a specific context, among a particular group
of insiders. Hence it offers an alternative kind of distinction, communal identity,
and symbolic capital, particularly for those groups that are marginalized or de-
prived of actual capital in mainstream society (racial and ethnic minorities, poor
working classes, etc.). It is thus “the product of the pursuit of distinction in a
dominated market. It is one of the ways in which those individuals . . . who
are poorly endowed with economic and cultural capital are able to distinguish
themselves.”+6

The Kartabhajas, however, take this a good deal further than the mere use of
slang. Indeed, as we have already seen (chapter 2), they seek not only to create an
alternative social space or “free market” of social exchange but also to create two
separate identities, two distinct “selves” In the external world of society, he or she
lives a “conventional” (vyavaharik) or exoteric life, in conformity with the laws of
caste and religious orthodoxy, but in the inner life of the Kartibhaja sect, he attains
an “ultimate” or “supreme” (paramarthik) identity, transcending normal social re-
strictions and orthodox religion. With a kind of dual or schizophrenic personality,
the Kartabhaja could thereby “respect social norms and perform duties maintain-
ing a traditional facade, while secretly worshipping the Karta.’47

Still more important, the possession of this secret information, and the progres-
sive exchange and accumulation of the coinage or “capital” of the Mint Sayings,
offers the initiate the opportunity to ascend an alternative social hierarchy—to at-
tain what Winston Davis calls a kind of “upward religious mobilty.”#8 For, like all
forms of capital, secret knowledge is not mere wealth which is stored up and
hoarded; rather, it is a self-reproducing form of wealth, which grows in mystery and
power as one ascends the esoteric hierarchy. The further one advances in knowl-
edge of these Mint Sayings, the more layers of hidden meanings he unpeels in each
secret word, and the higher he rises in initiatic status, the more his symbolic capital
accumulates interest and generates more capital. As one former Karta, Satyasiva Pil,
explains, the disciple rises successively through the degrees of initiation until he
reaches the highest, the most powerful—and also the most dangerous, even deadly

THE LANGUAGE OF THE MINT 107



stage—of knowledge, which is possible only for the rarest of individuals: “One
after the other, one must rise through the levels (of initiation). The final stage is
very difficult, for there is no food, no pleasure, no sleep, no eyes, no ears, no
worldly thoughts. . . . Then he will be dead while living [jyante mara]. If there is
a single mistake, there is a possibility of destroying the body. That’s why this stage is
not permitted for everyone. Only one in a million can petform this practice”’#?
Thus, as the Kartabhaja apologist, Gopal Krishna Pal, explained to the Bengal Dis-
trict Gazetteer, the Kartabhaja path offers a rare opportunity for poor and down-
trodden individuals on the bottom of the social ladder to attain new levels of “dis-
tinction.” By ascending this alternative, hierarchy, by increasing the capital of their
secret knowledge, even the poorest man may rise in status and power above those
who are, in exoteric society, his betters: “a person of however low a social status

. is accepted as the spiritual guide by those who are socially his superiors.
Thus persons who had no status in society find . . . vast opportunities for distinguishing
themselves. >0

Meetings With Remarkable Madmen:
Sex, Secrecy, and Censorship among Contemporary

Kartabhaja Gurus

Look, [Caitanya-Aulcind] has come in the form of a Madman—
Does He who makes such mischief commit any sin?
Unless you frolic with that Madman, you can’t dispel the darkness!
You can easily find deliverance from the hand of time—
For anyone who is intimately joined with this Madman,
becomes a Madman himself—and so dissolves himself [in Madness]!
. . . Brother, unless you become mad yourself, then, if you suddenly see the
Madman, how will you recognize Him? (BG 149;11.12)

If the problem of secrecy as found in historical texts presents us with a profound eth-
ical and epistemological double bind, then this dilemma is only multiplied a hun-
dredfold when we begin to deal with real living practitioners of esoteric tradi-
tions.5! Following the advice of authors such as Douglas Brooks,52 I do believe that
the scholar of an esoteric tradition such as Indian Tantra has a responsibility to con-
sult not only the textual tradition but also, whenever possible, the living oral tradi-
tion as handed down by initiated practitioners. I do #ot, however, believe that access
to a living oral tradition resolves either the ethical or the epistemological problems
of secrecy; on the contrary, as I quickly discovered in the course of my own research
in West Bengal and Bangladesh, it only compounds and intensifies them.

Between the years 1994 and 1997 I encountered and interviewed a variety of
Kartabhaja gurus—among them, a female miracle worker and charismatic leader
of north Calcutta, a dancing folksinger of rural Nadia district, a variety of minstrels
and beggars of Bangladesh, a self-proclaimed wandering “madman” (pagal), and
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two separate individuals both claiming the title of “Kart3” (the supreme Incarna-
tion of God in human form).5? In the process, I also encountered the full spec-
trum of attitudes toward secrecy and toward my inquiries into their mysteries,
ranging from hostility and suspicion to extreme enthusiasm and almost too ready
cooperation. Indeed, [ was even approached by one colorful character—the same
one who claimed to be a Kartabhaja master in possession of “many secret things”
to tell me—who later turned out to be an imposter. Having heard that a rich
Western scholar was looking for Kartabhajis, it seems, he took advantage of the sit-
uation by presenting himself to me as a repository of profound esoteric knowl-
edge.>* In sum, I quickly realized that the problem in the study of secrecy is nei-
ther simply “unlocking the secret” nor simply determining which (if any) of the
innumerable secrets, mystic interpretations, and cryptic meanings is to be believed
and which (if not all) are simply dissimulations, false trails, and disguises. Rather, it
is a more subtle problem of understanding how they function strategically in specific
contexts and in relation to specific interests.

Among the many Kartabhaja disciples whom I met, two in particular—one, an
older guru from rural Murshidabad, and the other, one of the most prominent lead-
ers of the tradition in north Calcutta—seemed to represent the two extreme poles
in the study of secrecy: on the one hand, strong distrust, with a deep reluctance to
reveal the secret; on the other, extreme openness, with a strong interest in revealing
secrets. These extremes became all the more intense as I delved into the touchy
subjects of Tantric sexual rituals and the meaning of disturbingly cryptic Mint

3

Sayings such as “the woman must become a hijra. . . .

A Poor Wandering Madman

Brother, understand through hints and symbols [abhdse]. (BG 97)

One of my first and most instructive encounters with a Kartabhaja guru occurred
in the small village of Ghoshpara (the sacred center of the tradition, located about
15—20 miles north of Calcutta) with a rather gruff and surly old fellow, whom I
shall call here Kangal Mahanta.55 It was with Kangal that I first came to appreciate
the real frustrations and difficulties involved in the study of secrecy—that is, the
problem of a religious practitioner who does not seem to want to tell anything, or
at least not anything comprehensible.

Claiming to be 90 years old but appearing to me to be closer to perhaps 50,
K3angal Mahanta is a mysterious and highly respected guru originally from the dis-
trict of Murshidabad (though when I asked him about his home, he simply
replied, “I have no home; I'm just poor wandering madman [pdgalami]).” In appear-
ance, Kangal seemed much like the wandering minstrels and holy “madmen,” the
Bauls, who are identified by their ragged dress, their long beard and hair tied in a
topknot, and their deliberately bizarre, crazy often antisocial and offensive behav-
ior. Like the Bauls, Kang3al seemed to take a certain pride in speaking and acting in
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as unconventional and incomprehensible a manner as possible. However, like all of
the most powerful and authoritative Kartabhaja gurus, he was also profoundly re-
spected and revered, held in high status, precisely because of his mysterious, in-
scrutable character, and his possession of awesome esoteric knowledge.

Kangal was in fact a master at the art of metaphor, allegory, and symbolic dis-
guise—a fact that became particularly evident when I tried to press him on the
question of Tantric sexual rituals. When I initially raised the question, he immedi-
ately engaged in a long and complicated metaphorical exposition, using an amaz-
ing variety of weird natural and worldly imagery (water, plants, lowers, coconuts,
geese, floods, boats, and a great deal of imagery drawn from the world of the mar-
ketplace). He began to tell me, for example, of the very origin of the Universe,
when God (Nirailjana) sent the primordial lood to fill the precosmic Void; upon
the ocean formed by the flood, there appeared seven islands, with seven heavens
and seven hells. And at the very bottom of the ocean, within the lowest of the
seven hells (Rasatala) there arose a single banian leaf, which contained a magnifi-
cent jeweled altar; and upon this jeweled altar lay a single Seed (bija, also Semen);
and within this Seed lay the secret Jeweled City, the city of radiant splendor.

When I pressed him as to the meaning of this mythic allegory, he told me that
he was willing to explain at least some of it to me—though he could not reveal
everything. The image here is that of the human body itself, which is a mirror and
microcosm of the entire universe. The seven islands are the seven cakras, or spiri-
tual energy centers, which, according to most Indian yogic systems, are believed to
lie along the axis of the spinal column, and the jeweled city floating on the banian
leaf is the innermost place of the Heart, the core of the self, wherein dwells the
Man of the Heart (Maner Manusa).

Most of this mythic imagery and Kangal’s explanation was not entirely new to
me, nor did it strike me as particularly “esoteric”; most of it [ recognized from the
songs of the Bhaver Gita and from other printed texts.>® Moreover, though I found
this interpretation interesting, I quickly realized that Kangal was in fact leading me
ever further into the labyrinth of metaphor and mystification, ever further away
from the answer to my question. So I decided to interrupt his increasingly compli-
cated narrative and attempt to redirect the conversation back toward the problem
of Tantric sexual rites. Unfortunately, my questions were only answered by yet an-
other long, rambling series of metaphors and symbolic digressions—this time, an
extended metaphor using the imagery of merchant ships sailing on the rivers and
streams to the wharfs of the seven cities to sell their imported goods.>?

Now, although these kinds of metaphors and allegories are surely not meaning-
less, it became increasingly evident that Kangal was using them as a means of
avoiding or circling around my original question, appearing to answer it with pro-
found and mysterious statements while in fact not telling me anything tangible at
all about what I had asked him. He had still skillfully managed to avoid saying any-
thing about Tantric sexual practices (we will examine these metaphors and sym-
bolic images, along with their possible meanings, in closer detail in the following
three chapters).
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In frustration, I tried to question him about the well-known Kartibhaja saying,
which I analyzed earlier, “the woman must become a hijrd and the man a khoja.
.. 7 Assoon as I mentioned this saying, Kangil made a rather surprised face and
an “ooph” sound, saying only the following: “This one is very marmantik”
(marmantik is a difficult word to translate, meaning something like heart-rending,
in the sense of deeply profound, essendal, awesome, or powerful). At first, he
secemed quite unwilling to tell me anything much about the meaning of this
phrase at all. It was simply too powerful and potentially too dangerous. However,
when I asked him whether or not this phrase was in fact a reference to sexual
practices or to actual physical relations between men and women, he replied,
rather hesitantly, “Yes, conjugal union is also a valid path. For, in order to reach the
stage of Spiritual Love (prema), there is need of Lust (kamer darkar ache); lust is the
fuel which drives us to Love.”

Still not entirely satisfied, however, I continued to press Kangal on the topic,
and pointed out to hin that many Kartabhaja disciples, including the former (con-
servative and orthodox) Karta, fiercely oppose the use of sexual rituals or anything
smacking of “Tantra.”58 “Many Kartiabhajas I have met, and even your own former
Karta, have said that the Kartabhaja path is completely opposed to the practice of
sexual rituals. Is this true?”

He hesitated and looked uncertain for a moment, then replied firmly, “Yes,
what the Karta says is always true.”

Increasingly puzzled by his apparent inconsistencies, I asked, “But doesn’t that
completely contradict everything you have just told me? I thought you had just
said that maithuna is a part of the Kartabhaja path, and that lust (kama) is necessary
in order to arouse the experience of true love (prema)?” By this time, however, I
could see that Kangals patience was wearing increasingly thin, and that he was
quite clearly annoyed that I had caught him in a seeming contradiction. He paused
for some time, and then, looking me sharply in the eye, asked, “How old are you?”
“27. 1 replied. “Have you married?” he asked, bending still closer to my face his
eyes piercing deeply into my own. When I said no, he let out a big “humph” and
scofted: “Well, in that case, I can say nothing more to you! What can you know
about such things if you don’t even have a woman of your own?”

Rather puzzled, I sat quietly for a moment and then, with a smile, replied,
“Well, in that I case, I guess I'll have to get married.” At that, all of Kangal’s disci-
ples burst out laughing and seemed quite pleased; Kangal himself, however, only
seemed all the more annoyed at the entire affair.

Secrecy as Advertising and Good Public Relations

Know, in a hint [abhase], what its nature is.
Public exposure is impossible, but a taste of it possible. (BG 48; I1.68)

If T experienced some frustration and disappointment in the case of Kangal Ma-
hanta, I encountered quite the opposite problem in the case of another older guru
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of northern Calcutta, whom I shall call here Krsnacandra Devamahanta.5® Indeed,
here I discovered the problem of a guru who seems almost foo anxious to tell a
scholar a secret, almost too ready to say whatever he thinks one might want to
hear—even if he is not entirely sure what he’s talking about.

A man of about 40 years, who (in his exoteric public life) works in down-
town Calcutta, Krsnacandra occupies an important place in the contemporary
Kartibhaja hierarchy. As one of the living descendents of the Pal family, Krsnacan-
dra is the leader and spokesman for one of the main factions within the sect today.
In contrast to the more conservative and orthodox group, centered in Ghoshpara,
Krsnacandra’s faction is considered more liberal, more unorthodox, and immersed
in the more controversial, esoteric aspects of the tradition. Moreover, Krsnacandra
appears to have taken it upon himself to try to reinvigorate and revitalize his tradi-
tion, to counteract its rather sad decline in this century, and to restore it to it the
power and prestige it once held in the nineteenth century. He is thus the leader of
a group of other like-minded gurus and the editor of a journal explicitly designed
for this project.

Hence, it is not entirely surprising that Krsnacandra was delighted to discover a
young Western scholar interested in studying and writing about his tradition. Nor
is it surprising that he was quite happy to tell me as much about his tradition as he
could—including its most esoteric, most hidden, and potentially “dangerous” as-
pects. Even upon my very first visit to his home, he assured me that he had many
secret and hidden things (gupta, rahasya jini¢) he could tell me. Not only did he di-
rect me toward several gurus in the remote areas of rural Bengal, who, he prom-
ised, would provide me with the innermost details of Kartabhaja secret ritual, but
he was also enthusiastic about sharing with me whatever esoteric knowledge he
himself possessed. In fact, I quickly came to the conclusion that Krsnacandra had a
vested interest in making sure [ knew that his tradition did indeed possess esoteric,
ancient, mysterious—and therefore precious and valuable secret teachings. And this
became all the more apparent as soon as the question of economic capital entered
the equation.

When [ told Krsnacandra, for example, that I had been trying to locate one old
and rare edition of the Bhaver Gita (dated 1870), which was supposed to be pre-
served somewhere in old Calcutta, he assured me that this valuable and highly eso-
teric text was in fact in his possession. It had been his father’s and was kept in a
special room in another part of his home. Excited, I asked if I might see it, and he
immediately said yes of course—but not today, it would be inconvenient for him
to locate it and bring it out just then; I would have to come back another day, and
he would be happy to show it to me then. However, after making several long and
unpleasant trips up to northern Calcutta, I came to the conclusion that I was never
going to see this elusive text and that quite probably this text did not exist. But, of
course, whether or not he actually did own it, Krsnacandra’s claim to own this rare
book was also, like all claims to the possession of secret information, a claim to sta-
tus, prestige, and symbolic (and perhaps economic) capital.

On the other hand, however, Krsnacandra was quite happy to discuss at some
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length the more difficult and most esoteric Kartabhaja spiritual techniques, which
are inherited from the esoteric Sahajiya traditions of Bengal. According to Krsna-
candra, these methods, being potentially dangerous if misused by untrained souls,
are supposed to be reserved only for the most advanced initiates under the close
supervision of a guru.6® These include fairly elaborate methods of breath control,
the means of awakening the “Serpent Power” (kundalini), the technique of retain-
ing the semen and raising the it to the top of the head, and various other Tantric
and yogic practices.6!

Encouraged by Krsnacandra’s apparent openness, I decided to venture a series
of probing questions regarding the role of Tantric sexual rites, and specifically the
meaning of the Mint Saying, “the woman must become a hijrd and the man a
khoja. . . ” Again, to my surprise, I found him more than willing to speak to me
about this highly controversial and sensitive topic. When 1 asked him if Kartabhaja
disciples engage in secret Tantric practices involving sexual intercourse, he replied,
“There are many paths. Sexual union is also a path.” I then raised the objection
that many more conservative Kartabhajas are utterly opposed to Tantric sexual rit-
uals, arguing that the true meaning of the “hijra” or “khoja” is one who is utterly
chaste and pure, as sexless as a eunuch. “I do not agree with this interpretation,” he
replied, “Most outsiders and even the majority of disciples cannot understand this
saying. The practice of conjugal love is also a path. But it is a very hidden one. It is
not to be discussed openly.’62

Here Krsnacandra had recourse to the now familiar argument that there are
many different levels of truth which apply to different human beings depending
on their stage of spiritual development and moral quality. The more conservative
interpretation represents the lower, exoteric or outward level of truth, which per-
tains to less advanced devotees who are simply not capable of rising to the higher
levels of truth. For them, it is far safer to remain at the lower levels of conventional
devotional practice. However, for the most advanced souls of the strongest charac-
ter and purest morals, maithuna or sexual union with another man’s wife can also
be used as the quickest and most expedient (though potentially most dangerous)
path to liberation.

I then asked Krsnacandra the rather perplexing question of just how it was that
he was able to discuss such esoteric and controversial matters with an uninitiated
outsider like myself. After all, aren'’t these private rituals and esoteric practices pre-
cious and valuable, and are they not potentially dangerous if entrusted to someone
like me who has not received the proper instruction, moral preparation, and spiri-
tual training? This question seemed to trouble him for a moment, and he paused
for some time before responding: “I can tell you the general nature of these mat-
ters, that is true. But I cannot tell you the details. For that kind of $iksa [instruc-
tion] there is need of diksa [initiation]. Thus, I can tell you that conjugal love is also
a path to discovering the Man of the Heart; I can tell you that there are many Mas-
ters today who follow this path. But I cannot tell you the inner workings of this
path, the specific techniques and particular methods.”63

Now;, although their attitudes toward the discussion of what is “secret” varied
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tremendously, both Kangal Mahanta and Krsnacandra would appear to share a num-
ber of common strategies or tactics. Many of these are the same kinds of tactics we
encountered previously in the textual materials and in the Language of the Mint—
though they are rendered all the more complex and tangled by direct interaction
with a living guru. These strategies include (at the very least) the following:

1. Advertisement—that is, the claim to possess precious, rare, and valuable knowledge
while simultaneously partially revealing and largely concealing it.

2. Sexiness—the claim to possess knowledge which is not only valuable but also
potentially dangerous, transgressing normal social and religious boundaries, and
regarded as immoral or illegal in the eyes of mainstream society.

3. Lure and withdrawal—or the continuous dialectic between the promise of awesome
secret knowledge and the continuous (perhaps eternal) deferral of the revelation of
the secret; that is always reserved for the next meeting, the next stage of initiation,
the next level of spiritual attainment.

4. Hierarchalization of truth—or the construction of a graded system of insiders and
outsiders, degrees of initiation, and levels of knowledge, which can be used to ex-
plain away or get around apparent contradictions and inconsistencies (e.g., some
teachings are for novices and some only for the highest initiates).

5. The skillful use of obscurity—or the deliberate use of ambiguity, digression, incom-
pletion, and systematic obfuscation.

6. Metaphoric shock—or the skillful use of metaphor, allegory, symbolism, and, above
all, the use of deliberately shocking, strange bizarre, or offensive metaphors.

All these tactics (what we might call the “haggling strategies” in the marketplace of
secrecy) have the function of maintaining both the value and the scarcity of the
concealed information, thereby assuring that the secret remains a key source of sta-
tus and symbolic capital.

Conclusions:

The Quest for Capital amid a Dominated Marlzetplace

In sum, for the largely poor and lower-class individuals who made up the majority
of the Kartabhaja following, the use of this strange secret discourse or Mint Lan-
guage could (and in many ways still can today) serve as an effective source of sym-
bolic power: It could function both as a new source of prestige, status, or capital
within an alternative social order or “free market” of linguistic exchange and also
as a means of resisting or contesting the capital of the dominant classes in the
mainstream order.

As we will see in the following two chapters, this power of secrecy as a source
of capital only becomes all the more intense as it is played out in the Kartabhajas’
skillful use of metaphoric language (particularly the language of the marketplace
and the “Company”) and in their more concrete physical practices and bodily
techniques. However, as a specifically “black market” kind of capital—a symbolic
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good exchanged only within an aysymmetrical and “dominated marketplace,” to
use Bourdieu’s terms—the symbolic goods of the secret society also represent a
profoundly ambivalent kind of power. Indeed, as we delve further into the
Kartibhajas’ esoteric discourse and practice, we will find that this “coinage for the
poor” can also often become a dangerous liability for its owner.64
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The Poor Company

Mercantile Discourse and Its Deformations

in the Bhaver Gita

That which encompasses the thirty-six castes and the four classes,

bearing rule over the sixty cities—that is the Poor Company.

.. . Look—thirty-three million men have united

and sit, paying honor to that Company—the Poor Company.

When it puts its seal [on the merchandise], it will be honored by everyone.
(BG 161;11.5)

Throughout our discussion of the Kartabhajas, we have noted that much of their
enigmatic language and songs are saturated with the imagery of the marketplace—
the competitive, often ruthless world of trading and wholesaling, brokering and
moneylending, profit and loss. Now we need to explore this imagery in more de-
tail, looking more closely at the specific forms and the deeper implications of this
rather striking use of mercantile terminology.! In the previous chapter, we exam-
ined the general features and formal structure of the Kartabhajas’ unique Language
of the Mint, with its various discursive strategies aimed at producing rare and valu-
able pieces of knowledge. In this chapter, we engage the more specific metaphoric
strategies, the particular kinds of images and symbolic patterns, which they employ
in order simultaneously to conceal and reveal, mask and disclose their esoteric
teachings to their audience. As Debendranath De observes, the Kartabhaja songs
are for the most part in continuity with the older tradition of Tantric coded dis-
couse or sandhabhasa, with its use of queer enigmas, riddles, and contradictory
metaphors, but what is particularly unusual about these songs, and what distin-
guishes them from earlier Sahajiya literature, is their specific choice of metaphors—
namely, those drawn from the world of the marketplace: “The Kartabhajas are
Saliajiyas. That’s why in their songs many statements appear concealed in riddles.

. However, in their effort to conceal their meanings in riddles there is wide-
spread use of the metaphors of business, trade, buyers, shopkeepers, the Company,
import and export, profit, etc.”2

Now, the use of mercantile imagery is surely not without precedent in the
world of Bengali literature. As eatly as the fifteenth-century Candimarnigal, in
Rimprasad Sen’s hymns to Kali, and even in Vaisnava devotional texts such as the
Hat Pattan, the imagery of moneylending, taxation, and trade had often been used
to express the transactions and exchanges of mortal life. And later in the nineteenth
century, even Ramakrsna would make an ironic and parodic use of the language of
business to describe the troubled lives of lower-middle-class babus laboring in the
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mercantile and government offices of colonial Calcutta. Indeed, as we have seen,
the marketplace is perhaps even the “worldly metaphor” par excellence.

Yet what is unique about the Kartabhaja songs is, first, the remarkable extent to
which they make use of economic discourse: indeed, as Chakrabarty observes,
“Roughly 70 percent of the songs of the Bhaver Gita refer to such business terms
as Company merchants, agents, brokers, traders, porters, stockists, indigo traders,
invoice, trade mark, etc.”* Second, these songs are also among the first—and, to my
knowledge, among the only—religious songs in Bengal to make explicit use of
imagery drawn from the East India Company and the capitalist discourse of the
European merchants. In addition to “invoices” (inbhais), “contracts” (kontrakt), “pla-
toons” (paltan), “money” (mani), and various other English terms, we even find the
company (kompani) employed as a key metaphor for the Kartiabhaja tradition.
‘Whereas the old company of the mainstream Vaisnava tradition had become worn
out and corrupt, filled with thieving brokers and swindling moneylenders, the
Kartabhajis had come to found a “Poor Company” (gorib kompani) or a “Mad
Company” (pagal kompani), offering genuine spiritual goods to its followers. In
short, this “Platoon of the Poor”—composed mainly of poor laborers, petty shop-
keepers, and porters in the lower rungs of the market hierarchy, and often in the
servitude of the real company—achieved a rather audacious appropriation of the
imagery of the marketplace and its owner, the company, itself.

In the sections that follow, I examine the Kartabhajas’ unique use of mercantile
imagery, first in the general metaphor of the “marketplace of the world,” second, in
their unusual use of terminology drawn from the East India Company, and finally in
their ingenious appropriation of the metaphors of the “Poor Company” and the
“Mad Company” Now, if I focus primarily here on the economic dimensions of the
Kartabhajas™ esoteric songs, this is by no means intended to be a kind of “vulgar
economism’ or a simplistic reduction of religious language to material interests.
Quite the contrary, I argue that social agents are not only capable of deploying reli-
gious myths and rituals in order to express more concrete economic or political mo-
tives (as the members of the subaltern studies have so clearly shown us) but, at the
same time, religious actors are also capable of appropriating very “secular,” economic, and po-
litical discourse while transforming it into a profound bearer of deeper religious or spiritual ideals.

As I wish to suggest, esoteric discourse functions here as a skillful and playfully
subversive strategy—a unique variety of what James Fernandez calls the “meta-
phoric strategies” which comprise much of social life. Not only do metaphors
help us, as cognitive psychologists such as Lakoff and Johnson have shown, to or-
ganize our world, providing the basic image-schemas and models by which we
construct reality®; more important, as Fernandez suggests, they also help to con-
struct human identities and integrate social groups. In groups such as the syncretist
Bwiti movement among the Fang, for example, metaphor is one of the key devices
used to integrate the individual with the social collective—to “return to the
whole.” It is, moreover, one of the basic tropes used to situate or elevate individuals
in “quality space”—to find a meaningful, valued status in the social structure, or to
“move up in the world.”?
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In contrast to Fernandez, however, I would emphasize not simply the integra-
tive and unifying effect of metaphor but also its potentially subversive and disruptive
use—its role, not simply as a means of social cohesion and “returning to the
whole” bur as a means for dominated or marginal groups to parody, criticize,
or challenge the dominant order. The Kartabhajas’ use of the metaphors of the
marketplace and the company, I would suggest, is a classic example of what de
Certeau’s calls the various “tactics of consumption,” by which dominated sub-
groups can “subvert the dominant culture from within”

Submissive, and even consenting to their subjection, the Indians nevertheless made of
the rituals, representations and laws iinposed on them something quite different from
what their conquerors had in mind; they subverted them not by rejecting . . .
them but by using them with respect to ends foreign to the system they had to
accept. . . . Their use of the dominant social order deflected its power, which they
lacked the means to challenge. . . . The strength of their difference lay in proce-

dures of consumption.®

It is precisely these sorts of “procedures of consumption” that we will explore in
what follows.

The Marlzetplace of the World and the Bazaar of Love

When you deal in the market of the world
you think you buy rich rubies, diamonds, pearls—
you really only buy brass beads, my friend.

934

. . . “My house,” “my goods”—like this our days go echoing by.
We eat the poison of our possessions, and when wealth is lost we weep.
What good will weeping do when lost, my brother?

(Lalan Fakir, Bhattacarya, Banglar Baul o Baul Gan, no. 63)

Unlike many earlier Bengali authors, such as Ramprasad Sen, the songs of the
Kartabhajas make little use of agrarian or Zamindari terminology drawn from the
village and countryside of rural Bengal; indeed, even when the “Zamindar” does
appear in the Kartabhaja songs, he is typically cast as a symbol of the “foolish man,”
that is, the adherent of other sects, “whose wealth is plundered by his corrupt offi-
cials.”® The songs of the Kartabhajas are instead very much urban songs, songs of
the marketplace, which are filled with the imagery of the lively business of colonial
Calcutta and Dhaka.

The marketplace (hat, bajar), we have already seen, was a critical knot in the
complex flow of power and the exchange of social and economic resources during
the rapidly shifting era of eighteenth-century Bengal (see chapter 1). Political
power required that a Nawab, R3ja, or Zamindar have intimate relations with and
authority over the marketplace, which represented a nexus of commercial trade,
finance, social life, and religious worship alike. Hence, the market appears through-
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out many eighteenth-century Bengali religious texts and social commentaries as a
key metaphor for worldly power, political dominance, and official authority. Dur-
ing the colonial era, as Sudipta Sen argues, the marketplace became an even more
critical center of power and authority, as the British company sought to undertake
a progressive “conquest of marketplaces”—a systematic effort to regulate, control
and more effectively administer these key economic and political focal points of
Bengali society.1?

Yet simultaneously, the image of the marketplace could also become a potential
source of subversion and critique of the dominant order. As Mikhail Bakhtin sug-
gests, the marketplace holds a unique place in most cultures. As a realm of social in-
teraction which transcends most ordinary social barriers, it brings together men and
women of all classes in a common sphere of exchange, allowing an unusual freedom
to speak frankly and critically: “The marketplace . . . was a world unto itself. . .
. All performances in this area, from loud cursing to organized show . . . were
imbued with the same atmosphere of freedom, frankness, and familiarity. . . .
The marketplace was the center of all that is unofficial: it enjoyed a certain extra-
territoriality in a woild of official order and ideology; it always remained ‘with the
people.”1! So, too, as Ranajit Guha has shown in his study of peasant resistance in
colonial Bengal, the marketplace was also a special site of criticism and subversion, a
realm where the lower classes could speak out and criticize the dominant order or
the lives of the wealthy upper classes. Because it represents a place “where people
gather regularly and en masse for trade and . . . folk entertainment,” the market-
place always represented a potential threat to the ruling powers: “the bazaar was
clearly identified in colonialist thinking with the origin and dissemination of rumor
and subversive discourse among the lower classes.”!2

This ambivalent status of the marketplace—as both a center of power and as a
potential site of contestation and critique—also holds true on the religious plane.
Not only was the marketplace a key metaphor for political dominance, but it was
also used in many cases as a metaphor for religious dominance and spiritual au-
thority. Among the most remarkable uses of this market metaphor in a religious
text appears in a curious work attributed (probably falsely) to the famous Vaisnava
poet, Narottam Das, entitled Hat Pattan (The Foundation of the Marketplace). In-
deed, Sii Caitanya himself is transformed into a kind of “holy businessman,” who
has founded the spiritual Marketplace of the Vaisnava tradition in order to distrib-
ute the commodities of love, song, and prayer throughout the world:

When the boat set sail over the waters of love,
some clung on, eager to reach their destiny.

. . . A market and post were set up by the quay,
and the flag went up, a warning to the sinful.
Storehouses of four rasas in every direction,
secured all around with the name of Hari.
Guards sat chanting and chanting that name
One could buy or sell in this market at will.’3
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Caitanya’s chief disciples are then appointed as the various agents and brokers of
this market—Nityananda becomes the ruler, Mukunda a clerk (mutasuddi), Advaita
a scribe (munsi}, and Gadadhar a treasurer (bhandari), while Narahari Das is trans-
formed into a flirting courtesan[!]. The host of devotees flocking to the holy bazaar
become the merchants and traders, selling their divine merchandise of songs
(kirtan) 1n praise of Krsna.

The image of the marketplace, however, could also be given a far more critical
and subversive edge: Indeed, it could also be used by lower-class or deviant sects
such as the Kartibhajas as a negative and critical image. As Sen points out, the
songs of the Kartabhajas often invert and subvert the image of the “official market-
place,” cynically depicting it as a world of illusion and suffering, a realm of thiev-
ing, chicanery, and greed:

In contrast to the appropriation of the market as a lordly domain in Narottama’s
narrative . . . in the songs of other sects—particularly ones that question or subvert
kingly rule or prescribed religious leadership~—the marketplace appears as a classic
metaphor for material illusion in mortal hife . . . The songs . . . of the cryptic
Kartabhaja sect . . . talk about wandering human souls deluded by the labyrinth of
marketplaces:

“Those who wander among mankind seeking the easy abode
can never find its path or even its address

for in this earth, endless cities, bazaars and markets

are laid by a trick of maya—a rule of fate, the player”14

For the Kartabhajas, then, the image of the marketplace appears to function on
two levels simultaneously: on both a very practical socioeconomic level, and on a
more symbolic religious level. First, in its more concrete economic and political
sense, the image of the “bazaar of the world” (bhava-bajar) has direct implications,
describing the actual lives of men and women laboring in colonial Bengal. It serves
as a source of critique and commentary on the lives of the poor lower orders of
the slums and bazaars of the Black Town:

All the merchants engage in business in the Bazaar of this World.

Those who toil, in accordance with the law, don'’t have even an ounce [of
wealth],

while those who engage in business, holding the surplus of trade,

happily take their profits and make some more purchases.

And when a break [in the trade] occurs, they give the beggar a handful!
(BG 267;11.38)

Like many popular lower-class songs of nineteenth-century Calcutta, the
Kartabhaja songs take great delight in poking fun at the life of common people
in the marketplace—the “thieving brokers,” the rapacious moneylenders, the
cheating merchants with their crooked scales, and the poor porters and petty

120 THE POWER OF SECRECY



merchants struggling against debt and fraud. In one rather remarkable song, the
author ironically laments the pathetic state of his countrymen, who have given
up their land and their labor to the hands of foreigners. Even though castrated
(khoja) and humiliated by British rule, they still try to ape the manliness
(mardana) of their masters, and still hope to mimic the foreign merchants in their
business dealings:

Brother, no one can understand all these funny things!
They've been deluded, they've abandoned the milk and cream, and wander about,
chewing husks of grain—
The Raja of Bengal himself admits it!
Angrily tugging at his beard!
The Nawab dismisses and appoints his Ministers.
I could say such things too—if I smoked enough dope [garya]!

The laborer can understand nothing apart from his work;
for he never knows the taste of anything else.
... You people of this land are all eternally deluded!
Brother, how can you display the manliness of another [i.e., the British], if you
yourself have been castrated [khoja]?

. . . Brother, for whose sake does all the traftic in this land take place?
Now no one can remember any other life!

. . They're like tiny fish floundering in a handful of water,

Just seeing their affairs, I feel ashamed (BG 182; 11.30)

In this respect, the Kartabhaja songs are not unlike many of the songs of Lalan
Shih and other Biul poets. As Saktinith Jhi suggests, the Bauls often use the im-
agery of the bazaar and the sorrows of the poor Bengali merchant to describe the
sad fate of those who seek happiness in the world of money and material wealth.
Just as so many petty shopkeepers and traders were reduced to tremendous debt
and abject poverty as the British capitalists and wealthy moneylenders progressively
took control of the marketplace, so, too, the mortal human soul wanders in the
endless debt and poverty of this mortal realm of samsara:

The hat and bgjar are mentioned again and again in the songs. . . . The East India
company monopolised control over business in this era, and many small merchants
had to take loans from Moneylenders or big businessmen, then lost their wealth and
tell into poverty. . . . The metaphor of the wealth and inheritance of the small
merchants becoming exhausted appears many times in these songs. . . . Because of
thievery or disasters, the small merchants fell into poverty. . . . The Fakir religion is
their last refuge.!5

So too, we might also compare the Kartabhajd songs with the teachings of
Ramakrsna, which were also directed toward a similar kind of dislocated urban
mercantile audience in colonial Calcutta. As Sarkar has argued, Rimakrsna often
spoke in ironic and satirical terms of the pathetic lives of the poorer and lower-
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middle-class babus, particularly the cakris or clerks, who toiled slavishly in the
mercantile and governmental offices of colonial Calcutta. 16

In the Kartabhaja songs, however, even more scathing observations are directed
toward the rich and the greedy men of the marketplace, those who profit most and
inflict the most suffering on others—above all, the moneylenders (mahajan), bro-
kers, and middlemen (dalal, paikar). As Banerjee has shown, the poor lower classes
of Calcutta often used poetry and song to complain of the sorrows of their labor-
ing existence, as well as to mimic, criticize, parody, and ridicule the wealthy elite
culture of the day. Throughout their popular ballads, we hear about the greedy and
pretentious middle-class babus who have risen to new status by riding on the coat-
tails of the company: “The earliest specimens of urban folk culture can be found in
the humorous doggerels and proverbs, jokes and rhymes about contemporary soci-
ety. . . . The rat race among English traders and Bengali banians to make for-
tunes . . . was a target of raillery on the part of the lower orders”17 As we see in
the following song, the author laments the sad fate of the poor shopkeeper who
has signed everything away to the rapacious moneylender, and is now reduced to
the status of a mere porter:

Will the Headman of the Porters protect you,

when the Moneylender’s men come to arrest you for your debts?

Then you'll suffer everything!

What's overdue is recorded in the Money-lender’s account book—

. . . We’ve all written our names in the Moneylender’s book—

We became merchants and returned with all our assets—

the wealth of the money lender, together with the profits.

But even in the winning of earnings, there will be utter poverty—

I see that you've lost your profits and suffered everything! (BG 217;11.34)

Even more mercilessly, however, the Kartabhajas delight in poking fun at the
treacherous brokers or middlemen, who run back and forth between the European
traders and the indigenous merchants,'® taking every opportunity to swindle the

buyers and customers alike:

There’s a great deal of thievery going on amongst these Brokers!

They bring so much of the farmers’ goods, I see,

constantly, saying, “Oh! Oh!,” they go from street to street—

and so many merchants and customers do business!

The Broker comes among them and sets up his flag—

And then he hides away the fine new merchandise, and makes an amicable
settlement for himself! (BG 269; 11.36)

Everything was overwhelmed with madness of the Brokers, and everything be-

came corrupt!
Whenever someone wants to buy something, they ask “how [good] is it?”
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The Brokers say, “it’s genuine,” but give them the fakes!

I hear that wherever I go, this sort of business goes on.

.. . The wretched Brokers have become a terrible nuisance!

while throughout the seven cities, the Shopkeepers consider their fate!
(BG 267;11.38)

Yet, on the other hand, in addition to its more concrete, real-life social and eco-
nomic implications, the imagery of the marketplace also serves as a religious weapon
and a tool for sectarian critique. As Sen suggests, it is powerful means of criticizing
dominant religious organizations such as mainstream Vaisnava tradition, which is
depicted as corrupt, wealthy, and filled with thieves. We have already seen (chapter
1) that the Kartabhajas reinterpreted the key passage of the Caitanya-caritamyta,
which states that “the rice remained unsold in the marketplace”; for the
Kartibhajis, this means that the old marketplace of the Gaudiya Vaisnava lineage
has become corrupt and self-serving, while the goods of bhakti and love are no
longer being offered to the poor, lower-class devotees. Thus there is need of a new
marketplace—the secret marketplace (gupta has) of the Kartabhajas, where the
spiritual goods of love and devotion can still be purchased. So, too, as Ramakanta
Chakrabarty explains, much of the mercantile imagery in the songs of the Bhaver
Gita is really a humorous and ironic attack on the orthodox Vaisnava Gosvamis.
These wealthy and corrupt gurus are nothing more than greedy “brokers” middle-
men, or traders (dalals, paikars), surrounded by their agents and bailiffs, who have
“become abnormally rich and have lost interest in spiritual culture.”'® “The so-
called guardians of the divine order are absolutely worthless. . . . The world is
full of false doctrines and false preachers. Mere brokers are posing as whole-
salers.”2® Meanwhile, the Kartabhajas direct equally disparaging remarks toward
the various other sects and faiths competing within the religious marketplace:
“There are numerous small traders (insignificant sects). But these small traders are
mostly bankrupt. . . . The spiritual market is full of commodities.”2! On the
other hand, the Christian missionaries, who were among the Kartabhajas’ foremost
rivals in this marketplace of souls, are branded as “worthless market brokers, hold-
ing some packets made in England [bilater ek paket hate phirteche bharate].”’22

In contrast to this world of misery, poverty, and treachery in the Bazaar of the
world, the Bhaver Gita praises the miraculous wotld of the Prema-bajar, the Bazaar
of Love, which is the spiritual path of devotion. Lord Krsna himself had come to
this world in the form of Caitanya to found this wondrous Bazaar of Love, where
the most amazing merchandise from all lands is available, where even the lowly and
destitute are freed of their poverty:

Once this Rastka [Krsna] came to the red city of Gour [as Caitanya].
He made the people weep and freely revealed the face of the Moon.
.. . Look—the desires of all men’s hearts have been fulfilled.
So many Poor Men have become rich!
... Those who engage in business within the Bazaar of the rasa of Love
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take the Government Merchandise to the wholesale merchants again and again.
Some put the goods into boxes and determine the weight,
and some go to the marketplace and joyfully engage in business [byapar karteche}!
Twelve months a year they deal in import and export.
.. . The Bazaar is filled with so many kinds of things!
If there were any lack in this land,
He would return once again.
He has made everyone full of delight and free of poverty! (BG 247; I1.56)

The true devotee is thus the one who has abandoned the “marketplace of the
wotld” (bhava-bajar), and has instead chosen to work in the “wondrous factory”
(@jab karkhana) in this bazaar of love, where he becomes a “merchant” (dokandar) of
true “spiritual commodities” (mal) (BG 41ff., 364-65). His “capital” (jama) is the
capital of honor and devotion, which he pays to the true Proprietor (Malik) and
ruler of the universe, namely, Caitanya in his newly incarnate form as the Karta:
“poor people have been spiritually enriched. . . . The spiritual market is full of
commodities.’23 In this true, spiritual marketplace, ruled by the just and fair R3j3,
there is no need for brokers, middlemen, or moneylenders (i.e., for Vaisnava
Gosains or Christian missionaries); business goes along freely and easily, without
taxes or tariffs, as we see in the following songs—which are in fact the first songs
of the oldest known Kartabhaja manuscript (KG 1):

Let me tell you a funny story about a King!
In his city, all along the road are rows and rows of merchants.
In the city-center there’s a bazaar,
with the special seal of the Royal House.
Twelve months a year there’s buying and selling, importing and exporting
whether the weight of the tares in the warehouse is little or great.
. . . [The king] never takes gifts, taxes or tariffs,
That’s why there are so many merchants [mahdjan]—they all revere him.
He waives all the taxes on the waterways.
. . . No one has need for brokering, commissions or such tactics [dalal dasturi
Jarijuri]!
If there was exemption from the gifts, taxes and tariffs,
how was it prevented?
That indeed was Love!
The tax upon the waterways was waived;
So I'll go and dwell in that land!
There is no brokerage or commission;
for all that ostentatious show is false!
Look—Sas1 appears amidst the company of merchants! (BG 54; I1.39—-40)

In sum, the Kartabhajas’ use of the the market metaphor serves as a clever double-
bladed weapon: On the one hand, in the social and economic sense, it really does
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describe the rather unhappy lives of many poor men and women living in the
slums and bazaars of Calcutta, with their dreams of a new, liberated bazaar, free of
thieving brokers or treacherous moneylenders. On the other hand, in the religious
sense, it also serves the purpose of criticizing the mainstream Vaisnava tradition
(represented in classic texts such as Narottam’s “Foundation of the Marketplace™),
while offering the vision of an alternative spiritual marketplace: the secret market-

place or Love-bazaar of the Kartibhaja path.

The Coming of the Company and the Arrival
of the Wondrous Merchandise from Abroad

A commodity appears at first sight an extremely obvious, trivial thing. But analysis
brings out that it is a very strange thing, abounding in metaphysical subdeties and
theological niceties. . . . The mysterious character of the commodity form con-
sists simply in the fact that the commodity reflects back the social characteristics of
men’s own labor as an objective characteristic of the products of labor themselves, as

the socio-natural properties of things. (Karl Marx, Capital)

Listen alll How wonderfully did the God of heaven take cane in hand and topee on
head, and come as merchants to the settlement at Calcutta to the joy of the people
of Bengal! (Ramprasad Mitra, village bard, second half of the eighteenth century)

Even more striking than this use of the imagery of the marketplace—which is in
itself not unusual in the realm of Bengali literature—is the Kartabhajas’ repeated
and extensive use of the English term “company” (kompani). In a long series of
highly enigmatic songs (BG 6567, 116-123, and 154-161), the Kartabhajas sing
of the arrival of the British company’s ships, weighted down with all their won-
drous merchandise, creating a tremendous spectacle in the Bay of Bengal. Indeed,
they even provide a vivid account of the fighting between the French and the
British fleets and the glorious triumph of the English company.24

A delightful Merchant is coming upon the ship,

with so many wondrous things, creating a great splendor!

He has sent the news to this office:

They want a thousand and one ships.

Everyone will guess at what the merchandise might be!

And with them, I think, a fleet of one or two thousand will go!
The English and French, with great splendor,

were all detained at the wharf from their water-route,

Look—the French, fighting and fighting with the English,

have finally been subdued!

Just see, by the grace of God, a great wave has washed up over the deck!
All the danger has been dispelled.

The way has been opened,
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and they’re coming with all their wondrous, fine merchandise!
On cach of their ships there will be a host of wealth.
.. . They have brought a ship loaded with merchandise, brother,
Look: while light still remains, they go upon the water,
O, what a beautiful display of excellent merchandise they’ve shown us!
O what pomp and display is on each ship!
... It scems as if they’ve built an incredible city upon the water!
Lalsasi says, “they’ve built a wondrous city upon the water!” (BG 117;11.22)

Having recounted the glorious victory of the British fleet over their adversaries,
the author then proceeds to enumerate all the wondrous goods borne on the com-
pany ships. Describing in elaborate and endless detail all the tantalizing commodi-
ties or “cargo,” which the company ships have brought, the author seems at first
ovegjoyed by the splendid wealth of the foreign merchants. Never before has he
ever seen such amazing and magnificent things—indeed, on seeing such a massive
display of commodities and material wealth, the author even dreams of becoming a
“broker” (dalal) for these amazing goods:

The Company’s ship is coming!
I just heard about it in the bazaar.
In each and every shop there’s whispering—
Put down your newspaper [nius pepar|,
you’ll get to hear what’s really happening!
. . . If anyone can act as the broker [dalal] for even a single item of
merchandise,
he’ll become the owner of infinite wealth!
In the homes of the merchants of this city,
first we hold a [secret] counsel.
And Sasi the Rasika thinks there will be much buying and selling! (BG 65;11.16)

Hey look—the ships of the Company are coming, with all their sails
erect;
in the middle of the bay, what a spectacle is seen!
And so many still remain in the water.
They came and shouted the news at the top of their voices—
They’ll come and unload in the city!
. . . Now various excellent merchandise can be seen,
They’ll go to the warehouse and take the foreign goods.
‘Whatever one wishes will be there!
This import from abroad is no trifling stuff,
we know, for all these goods are marked with foreign labels.
If the permit for these imported goods is genuine,
Then and there I will purchase them.
And Sagilal says, “Look, he floats in the ocean of rasa!” (BG 65;11.17)
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There’s various merchandise in the Warehouse [darate];

I stood up and came to see immediately.
No one could describe it—

I stood before it, amazed and perplexed.
How could I estimate its value, brother?

.. . There are so many shopkeepers—Sikhs, Armenians and Moghuls.
The Company is calling out [the inventory] on the shelves and rows,
Opening the bags that are marked, they calculate the invoices [inbhais] on each

iten.
Everyone comes and goes [in this warehouse], but no one goes out anymore on
the street!

Guns, pistols, old and new fashions on both sides,
knives and many fine trinkets,
and in a separate storeroom, various things from China.

Pictures, hanging lanterns, and mirrors of various types,

and how much candy, sugar and fruitss—

Oh, how bright and sweet-smelling they are!

And Sa§i thinks, “There will have to be a Broker for all these things”!
(BG 66;11.18)

But what are we to make of all this elaborate imagery of the company and the
seemingly endless enumerations of the miraculous foreign goods borne on the
company ships? Is this a kind of Bengali version of a Cargo Culf? Is it, like
the Melanesian cults, a sort of mythical retelling of “the mysterious arrival of Eu-
ropean goods under colonial rule, and . . . the apparent contradiction between
the wealth of the Europeans . . . and their own poverty”?2> Once again, I would
suggest that this imagery of the company functions on two levels simultaneously,
both historically and spiritually, as both a socioeconomic and a religious commen-
tary. On the concrete, historical level this is surely an actual account of the what
was really happening at the ports and trading centers of colonial Calcutta: the
rather overwhelming arrival of merchandise never seen before—often described
as “treasure” 1n other contemporary literary and newspaper accounts (see chap-
ter 1).26 Moreover at least one or two Bengali authors of the early nineteenth cen-
tury, such as Ramprasad Mitra, had praised the arrival of the British company as a
kind of “divine dispensation”—a final victory over the old crumbling Muslim
rule, which would bring new order, justice, and prosperity to the land. As Mrtyun-
jaya Vidyalankara described it in his Ragjavali of 1808, the company appears as
the “force of divine will,” which “vindicates dharma”: “The Company . . . flying
the flag of dharma, had gone to battle with the promise to defend those under
its protection . . . The Company rules by divine will in order to protect its
subjects.”2”

The Kartabhajis’ description of the company, however, is an ambivalent and at
times quite negative one. Not only has the company has brought with it a host of
remarkable merchandise and foreign treasures, but it has also brought new possi-
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bilities for exploitation, impoverishment and oppression in this marketplace of the
world. As the Bhaver Gita laments:

O, how wonderfully funny you are!
You've quit your business, and now, I see, you're paying homage to the
Porters
in the marketplace and at the wharf!
[ see no shortage [of porters] in the service of the Company.
.. . So freely, I know, you had abandoned all your wealth,
wandering and searching throughout the entire Company—
that’s why you break your back working here!
Your name is written in the account books of the Company Warehouse—
so why don’t you sign on the top of the account book?
O, how many imported goods the Company has!
Surely you know that the weight is little, and not great—
But suddenly that cheating porter says that what is little is great!
You had come to work as a merchant in this land,
but when that business failed, you found a lot of work
in this market and bazaar.
And now the Porters, both petty and great, all control you!
Now no day is without joy!
Their pleasure grows by the hour!
You've labored for the Company for so long a time—
and Sa$i Ll laughs and says, “oh, see how manly you are!” (BG 215;11.31)

Like the more general image of the marketplace, the 1magery of the “company”
is not simply a concrete social and historical commentary; rather, it too also has di-
rect religious implications, as a commentary on the mainstream Vaisnava tradition
and the rise of the Kartabhajas. In certain songs, in fact, the authors make it clear
that this strange language of the “company” is in fact a metaphor for the birth and
spread of the Gaudiya Vaisnava tradition itself. The coming of the company ships
refers to the coming of the Vaisnava community, following in the wake of Caitanya,
which has brought a wealth of “spiritual commodities” to the people of Bengal. In
the following song, for example, we find a clear description of the arrival of Cai-
tanya and his two companions, Nityinanda and Advaita Acarya (the “Three Mad-
men”); at the same time, however, this song also plays ingeniously off the dual
meaning of the words Gora—meaning both “Fair Skinned” (an epithet of Cai-
tanya) and “an Englishman”—and kompani—meaning both a community in the
general sense and the actual British East India Company (BG 415). Hence the
phrase Gora Kompani carries the remarkable double entendre of the “Company of
Caitanya”—which has come from over the ocean of the world bearing its host of
spiritual treasures—and the “company of Enghshmen”—who have come across
the ocean with their wondrous ships full of material commodities:
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The three Madmen2# have become intoxicated with this humorous spectacle!
The single path and the single emotion of all three is Love.
Their meeting took place in India.
When he proclaimed the supreme Name of Hari,
.. . Nityananda, by hook or by crook, created a great hubbub!
Having experienced the waves of love,
with horns, handclapping and drums,
many more got up and danced with him!
This Kali age has been blessed—
so hear of this wondrous thing, brother!
Govinda, his mind filled with bliss, assumed that Name of eternal joy: “Gour
Nitai”
When He became Caitanya, in the form of Gour [“fair-skinned”}, a delightful
thing occurred!
.. . Just look—a Fair-skinned Man [gora: Caitanya or an Englishman] has
become overwhelmed with love—
he’s utterly maddened!
The Fair-skinned One has been destroyed, hewn down, and falls to the ground!
And the Company has shown the proof of it throughout the streets!
Those Three who came together as one and drowned this land {in rasa]—
are themselves the Fair-skinned Company [gora kompani|—but what do I know
of them?
. . . Brother, abandon the idea of duality and contemplate the eternal Caitanya!
Become non-dual and remain united with Caitanya! (BG 415;I1.8)!

In short, it would seem that the Kartabhajas have ingeniously appropriated the lan-
guage of the company and the marketplace of commodities in order to describe
the initial advent and spread of the Gaudlya Vaisnava tradition. With its wealth of
“spiritual commodities, imported from abroad,” the Vaisnava company promises
the eternal wealth of salvation.

The Poor Company: A Company of Madmen

The name of the land of one’s [true] Mother and Father is the “Poor Company”
(Mint Saying, no. 184—SE II1.184)

However, having recounted the various wonders of the company, the songs of
the Bhaver Gita later go on to lament the eventual corruption that eventually crept
into the company and destroyed it. Because the leaders of the “company’were
corrupt and immoral, they led the Vaispava tradition into a state of “spiritual
bankruptcy”’2? They reintroduced Brahminical hierarchies into a tradition which
was supposed to be anti-Brahminical; and so now, “The rice husked by the
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Gaudiya Vaisnavas remains unsold in the market.” “Once the Company [Gaudiya
Vaisnavism|] was very rich. But its porters were extremely poor. They starved and
begged but the kings and emperors, who controlled the Company, were worthless
men, given to robbery.’30

The company of the Vaisnava tradition has now become polluted, filled with
thieves and corrupt officials who swindle their poor followers. Throughout the
Bhaver Gita, the author laments his own sad fate in the world of business. He has
toiled for years in the marketplace under the company, but he has accumulated
only debts.“I conducted business eight million times; but see, my troubles have not

LEYs

left me!” So now he sings, “I want no more of the wage-book, brother;” “I no
longer wish to engage in all this business” (BG 216;11.33).

Yet, even though the company became polluted with the foul smell of thievery
and immorality, its original nobility and purity have stll been preserved, as it were,
“behind” the old company. It was preserved secretly, esoterically, by the Kartabhajas
(BG 159; see chapter 6). In place of the old, corrupt company of the Vaisnava tradi-
tion, the Bhaver Gita proclaims the birth of a New Company—a “good mannered”
or “distinguished” (adab) company, which is none other than the Kartabhaja com-
munity. “Out of the ruins of the company a new company was made.”3! As the
Bhaver Gita explains, the crazy Fakir Aulcand—called the Poor Wretched Madman
(becara ksepa)—has come and restored the original company founded by the three
madmen—~Caitanya and his two disciples, Advaita and Nityananda. For the true
company is only fulfilled when the fourth madman,Aulcand, joins the original three
madmen and so “completes the cycle”’32 In this true company, the just Guru does
not rob his poor devotees but, rather, brings them a host of “spiritual commodities”
and a new kind of “capital.” For “a genuine guru is the real ‘capital’ of the devotee’33

Here we begin to see the deeper, more powerful implications behind this use of
the “company” metaphor: The Kartabhajas appear to be playing, intentionally and
explicitly, off of older Gaudiya Vaisnava texts such as the “Foundation of the Mar-
ketplace” and its more orthodox use of the image of the bazaar. For the new com-
pany of the Kartabhajas has been founded to replace and restore the old, corrupted
“marketplace of love” originally founded by Caitanya. In other words, just as the
British East India Company had arrived from across the ocean in order to displace
the existing Hindu and Muslim political and economic structures, so, too, the new
company of the Kartabhajas has arrived on the ocean of love in order to displace
and supplant the thieving merchants and brokers of the old Vaisnava community.

This new company, however, is also a rather deviant and playfully subversive
one. Unlike the wealthy, corrupt, brahminically dominated company of the
Vaisnava Gosairis, this is a Poor Company (gorib Kompani) or platoon of the poor,3*
which draws its members from the needy, the lower classes, women, and the sick.
This company of the poor, they claim, is one truly free of caste distinctions, wel-
coming men and women of all classes and faiths as equals.3>

Brother, I do indeed call that Company “Poor’:
for whenever and whatever comes to pass, they accept it without excuse—
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even the touch of poison!
‘What shall I say about that Poor Company?
They do what has never been done before!
.. . If the house of your Company presents itself as wealthy,
then many good things may come to light.
But look at those who are in my Poor Company—
when anyone hears this brilliant Name, they are enchanted!
Even though, brother, apart from a broken old stair, there’s nothing else to be seen
in that house! (BG 220; 11.3)

Whereas the old company pays respect to the rich and the powerful, the fat mer-
chants, and Rajas, the Poor Company pays homage to the beggars and outcasts. In
this true Company of the Poor, the most needy, the most downtrodden are ele-
vated to the highest state, counted as equal to Rjas and Badshahs, to Nababs and
Ministers.

That which encompasses the thirty-six castes and the four classes,
bearing rule over the sixty cities—that is the Poor Company.
.. . Look—thirty-three million men have united
and sit, paying honor to that Company—the Poor Company.
When it puts its seal [on the merchandise]
it will be honored by everyone! (BG 161;1L.5)

Ten, twenty, thirty Poor men gather together and form one Company [kompani].

.. . Look, in this kingdom, if someone’s born in the house of a merchant,

and is completely infatuated by wealth,

we call that man a “Raja,” brother.

But one who sits with a broken begging bowl in his lap,

everyone calls the [true] “Ruler” of the land!

Those whose bodies are emaciated by famine,

we consider the Princes and Ministers!

Look—they all have a means of escape: they cannot really be called “Poor.”
He who has a great amount of capital in hand, which instantly grows

sevenfold,

and then goes throughout the seven cities, beating his drum,

brother, we call “great.”

But he who at no time has had any riches,

who possesses no wealth at all-—he is the [true] Lord of the three worlds!

He who knows no tantras, mantras or meditations,

I count as a [true] holy man and sage!

LalsasT says, none of them has ever seen [actual] “poverty” (BG 218;I1.1)

Look, the starving and poor people who wander about with begging bowls,
have you heard?—they are counted as Great Kings, Nawabs and Ministers!
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All the weak, illiterate and low-life people

are [truly] the great holy men and the rulers of the three worlds.

Don'’t call them “poor men”—Consider them great men!

They see no [real] “poverty” in the entire threefold world. (BG 219;11.2)

It is only within this Poor Company that the disciple receives the sacred seal or
stamp (nifani)—the mark on his invoice (inbhais)—which assures him that his
spiritual merchandise is genuine. Indeed, just as the British East India Company
sets its seal on its merchandise and the official stamp of its Mint upon its silver
coins,3¢ so too, the Kartabhaja company places its seal on its secret teachings,
which assures that they are the genuine goods and not the cheap fakes and imita-
tions of the other guru-rice-merchants in the spiritual marketplace.

There are so many imported and exported things—but whose seal is on them?
Laldasi says, “whose seal is on the invoices [inbhais]?” (BG 160; I11.4)

I'm examining everything, front and back—

Apart from [the Company’s] seal, everything else is fake!

Brother, no one examines the merchandise itself; that’s why there are seals upon it!
Look, 33 million men have united

and sit, paying honor to that Company—the Poor Company.

When it puts its seal [on the merchandise, it will be honored by everyone!

.. . [Suppose there is] 100% foreign silver or gold:

If sixty men take and divide it up, it becomes adulterated [diluted to 15/16)]

But when they put the seal of this “Poor Company” upon it,

then, by that very seal, it becomes 100% again in the form of a Sikka coin!

(BG 161;IL5)

Again, what we seem to find here is a skillful twofold strategy of parody and
critique: on the one hand, they are cleverly poking fun at and criticizing the “old
companty” of the mainstream Vaisnava ineage, which has become wealthy and cor-
rupt, but on the other hand, they would also seem to be speaking about the real
company—‘Hon’ble John Company”—and its treatment of the poor lower—class
laborers. Whereas the bosses of the “rich Company” punish their employees,
throwing any thieves into prison, the “Poor Company” has mercy on the lowly
and downtrodden, forgiving those who steal out of need. “In the good name of the
Company, all things move. That’s why no one’s ever engaged in thievery. Even if
someone is accused of theft, he is freed from sin immediately!” (BG 161; I1.2).

If someone commits a theft in your Company,
when the Magistrate catches him, he sends him to prison.
Even 1if the verbal evidence 1s weak,
still, he’ll easily be hanged upon the scaffold!
It seems that that your Company has some respect—
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for otherwise, how could the Magistrate give such a command?
But that would not be tolerated by this Hon’ble Poor Company!
Just seen the fun within my Poor Company—it’s rather strange!
The Emperor [in my Company] gives no commands; the king punishes no one.
If someone, in need of money, commits a theft in this land,
the Company freely gives him infinite wealth.
Then and there his poverty disappears,
and he no longer covets anything!
Lalsasi says, “thus the thief Ratnikar became the sage Valmiki!” (BG 220; 11.3)

In a still more striking juxtaposition of metaphors, however, this Poor Company
is also proclaimed as the Mad Company (pagal Kompani), or the Company of the
Land of Madness. The leader of this company is the poor wandering fakir, the mad
beggar Aulcind, who has now usurped the throne of the kingdom and engulfs the
land in the Rule of Madness:

I’'m struck with amazement, seeing this funny thing!

The throne of this kingdom is empty—

Ten office clerks have gathered together—

and have placed a Madman [upon the throne]!

All the people are saying, “What will happen? Alas! What will happen?”
When He sits upon the throne and acts as Magistrate for this land

for what actions, at whose command, shall we offer obeisance?

Look: the announcement has come: a Fakir has displaced the Ministers!

(BG 276;11.14)

This great madman has intoxicated the members of the Company, driving them
insane with devotional ecstasy, and turning them into poor wandering lunatics like

himself:

Don’t you know the news about the land of Madness?

You won't dislike the craziness of the Madman, you know!

Look—He has come in the form of a Madman

.. . In this country, there is one Company comprised of ten Madmen!
(BG 149;11.12)

Look—one madman, two madmen, three madmen, a Festival of Madmen!37
I can’t understand this play of madness!
the uproar of all this madness!
People say, what is this terrible commotion they’re making?
Struck with wonder, one can understand their ecstasy.
You say that many excellent, wonderful things are happening in this land.
They naturally occur, twelve months a year.
The land is filled with rasa!
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Seeing that wonderful thing, the people go mad!
.. . Lalsast says,“in this land, Madness is the rule!” (BG 150;11.13)

Conclusions:
Capital and lts Deformations

All commodities have a social use and a cultural meaning . . . Commodities are
cultural signs. They have been invested by the dominant culture with meanings,
social connotations. . . . Because the meanings which commodities express are
socially given—Marx called commodities “social hieroglyphs”—their meaning can
also be socially altered or reconstrued. . . . Things are imprinted with new mean-
ings and values which expropriate them . . . and relocate them. (Stuart Hall et
al., Reststance through Rituals)

It may indeed be tempting, given their long and elaborately detailed accounts of
the marvelous Company from abroad, with its shiploads of “wondrous merchan-
dise,” to read the Kartabhaja songs as a simple kind of mimicking or aping of their
wealthy foreign masters. We could for example interpret this as something like a
Melanesian Cargo Cult—as an attempt not only to provide a mythical explanation
for the arrival of European wealth and commodities but also magically to appro-
priate it for the natives themselves. For example, as Arjun Appadurai describes the
Cargo Cult phenomenon:

The symbolism of the mysterious arrival of European goods has to do with the dis-
tortion of indigenous exchange relations under colonial rule . . . and the apparent
contradiction between the wealth of the Europeans . . . and their own poverty
.. . It is no surprise, given their sudden subjection to an international economic
system of which they saw only the mysterious aspects, that their response was

to seek to replicate what they regarded as the magical mode of production of these
goods. . . . The symbolism of these movements constitute not just a myth about
the origin of European commodities but an attempt ritually to replicate . . . the
modalities of European life. This is the significance of the use of European military

forms, speech forms, titles, and so forth.38

I would argue, however, that this striking use of mercantile terminology and the
language of the “company” is not simply a passive assimilation or a jealous mimicry
of the prevailing economic forms; rather, following the lead of anthropologists
such as Comaroff, Sahlins, and Taussig, I would suggest that it represents a far more
active appropriation and transformation. As Sahlins has persuasively argued, money and
commodities are never simply dead, lifeless signs without social significance; rather
they are always invested with symbolic meaning, embedded in social relationships,
and organized by a cultural logic.?® However, precisely because they have an im-
plicit cultural and symbolic value, commodities can also be appropriated, as signs,
by many different competing factions within a given society. The commodity is
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not exclusively a sign of bourgeois capitalist ideals; it can also be appropriated or
“stolen” by marginal, deviant groups, and transformed into a sign of resistance. As
Hebdige comments in his discussion of punks, mods, and other subcultures in En-
gland, such ordinary commodities as safety pins, dog collars, and hats can become
powerful agents of subversion: “Commodities are open to a double inflection:
to ‘Ullegitimate’ as well as legitimate uses. These humble objects can be magically ap-
propriated, stolen, by subordinate groups and made to carry ‘secret’ meanings: meanings
which express, in codes, a form of resistance to the order which guarantees their
subordination.”’+¢

This subversive appropriation of money and commodities is particularly evi-
dent in the case of pre-capitalist and colonized peoples. As Taussig suggests, not
only do pre-capitalist cultures tend to interpret the colonial presence in terms of
their own indigenous myths, symbols, and traditions, but they often appropriate
and reinterpret the forms of Western economics, commodities, and even capital-
ism itself, thus “transforming fetishization while subjecting it to a paganism that
will capture 1t”#! Similarly, as Comaroft has shown in her study of the South
African Zionist movement, the native culture did not merely acquiesce passively to
British colonial domination,; rather, they actively appropriated, transformed, and turned
to their own advantage a number of key symbols drawn from European culture—

¢

including the symbolism of money and capital—as “captured bearers of alien
power:” “Conquered and colonized societies . . . were never simply made over
the European image. . . . Their citizens struggled . . . to deploy, deform, and defuse
imperial institutions”’*2 In a similar way, I would argue, the Kartabhaja gurus appro-
priated and transformed certain key elements of the company and the marketplace
of colonial Calcutta, turning them to their own advantage in an esoteric society. In
so doing, they offered their low-class peasant and urban followers a new kind of
spiritual company, with a new kind of capital and social status.

In sum, the Kartabhajas’ use of the company metaphor would appear to func-
tion as an ingenious meaus of killing two birds with the same stone, of subverting
two opponents at the same time. It is a weapon turned on both their economic
and political enemies (i.e., the British} and their religious enemies (the Gaudiya
Vaisnava tradition), which plays the one off of the other while undermining both.
Much of their following, we have seen, really was composed of the “Poor Com-
pany”—that 1s, the porters, petty traders, and shopkeepers working under or in the
service of the British Company hierarchy. But by turning the “Hon’ble Company”
into the Mad Company and the Poor Company, they have also playfully subverted
the authority of the ruling power in Bengal, the very same ruling power whose so-
cial and economic policies had most negatively affected the poor lower classes who
made up the majority of the Kartabhaja following. At the same time, liowever, they
have also turned this into a powerful religious weapon. By turning the metaphor
against the “old company” of the orthodox Vaisnava community, they have used it
to attack their own greatest rivals within the spiritual marketplace of nineteenth-
century Bengal.

As we will see in chapter 7, however, this use of economic discourse also bore
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with it some less admirable and more negative possibilities as well. For a metaphor,
as Lakoff and Johnson aptly point out, not only helps us to organize a given realm
of experience or understand a given domain of phenomena; like the narrow En-
lightenment definition of the “human body as a machine,” or the capitalist defini-
tion of “labor as a resource,” a metaphor also inevitably tends to constrain us, to
place limits on the ways in which we can experience the world, and thus to be-
come oppressive and constricting: “political and economic ideologies are framed in
metaphorical terms. . . . A metaphor in a political or economic system, by virtue
of what it hides, can lead to human denigration.”+3 So, too, the Kartibhajas’ use of
the economic terminology and the imagery of the company bore with it some
more negative and oppressive conequences: It allowed them to build up a very lu-
crative “company” of their own, with their own, often highly asymmetrical and
extractive hierarchies of power.44
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Secret Bodjes

Piiysicai Disciplines and Ecstatic Tecimiques

The essence of Love consists of nectar.

The supreme nectar is the Body which is free of lust.

. . . The Eternal Body—who and where is it?

One can see only a shadow of it.

.. . With the movement of the Seed, your desires are eternally fulfilled.

And with the dawn of the moon, the Body becomes like an ocean of rasa.
(BG 43; SE I1.54)

The role of secrecy in the Kartabhaja tradition is not, however, limited to esoteric
discourse and the transmission of coded knowledge; it is also a profoundly ex-
periential affair, rooted in the esoteric traditions of Sahajiya yoga, meditation,
and ritual. “Sahaja is not attained through the repression of the body,” as one
Kartabhaja disciple explains, “but in an innate, spontaneous way. . . . The path to
attaining the supreme Essence is the physical method of Tantric yoga.”! Like their
cryptic esoteric discourse, however, the ritual and meditative practice of the
Kartabhajas is deemed something dangerously powerful which must be performed
only in solitude and secrecy, in the dead of night, hidden from the eyes of the out-
side world. As the recently deceased Karta, Satyasiva Pal, explains, borrowing the
phrase of Ramakrsna, true spiritual practice is petformed “inside the mosquito

”»,

net:

Midnighe is the best time to practice. . . Ramakrsna said, “practice inside the mos-
quito net. . . . Sddhakas are of various kinds. Sattvik sadhana is secret; the sadhaka
practices in secret; when ordinary people see them, they think they’re meditating in-
side the mosquito net. Rajasik practice is external; one wears a rosary around the
neck and an ochre robe, carrying a gold, crystal-studded garland. It’s as if he’s wearing
a sign board” Such outward show of worship is completely rejected by the
Kartabhajis.2

Like esoteric discourse, morcover, esoteric practice is perhaps best understood
not simply in terms of its basic contents or substances—its ritual forms or discipli-
nary techniques—but more important in terms of its strategic role, as a means of
constructing individual and social identities, defining status and value within a
symbolic hierarchy. Hence, if esoteric discourse offers the disciple a new source of
status and capital within an alternative market of social exchange, esoteric practice
in turn offers a new physical identity, 2 new body, incorporated into an alternative
social body. And if secret discourse is a tactic which transforms certain knowledge
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into a rare, valuable commodity, which is the source of tremendous symbolic
power, so, too, secret practice is a tactic which transforms the ordinary human
body and its gross physical elements—(the bodily fluids, the semen and menstrual
blood, etc.)—into profound symbolic resources and the source of a new, alternative
identity. In sum, we will find that not only can the substances and processes of the
human body be used to integrate the individual body with the greater social body
or body politic, as so many anthropologists and sociologists have shown us® but
also, as more recent authors such as Jean Comaroff and Caroline Bynum have ar-
gued, the symbolism of the body can be appropriated and manipulated by dissi-
dent, marginalized, or oppressed individuals in order to resist and subvert the status
quo, or to gain new power and freedom beyond the constraints of the dominant
social order and the body politic.*

In this chapter, I argue that the Kartabhajas’ esoteric practices and ecstatic tech-
niques involve a key strategy of deconstructing and reconstructing the human
body. Their aim is to dismantle or dissolve the ordinary socialized body of the ini-
tiate, along with the conventional social hierarchy itself, and to create in its place a
new, divinized body, which is in turn reinscribed into an alternative social hierarchy,
with its own relations of authority and power.

I begin with a brief discussion of the relationship between the body and the so-
cial body in mainstream Bengali culture, as well as the ritual sacraments (samskaras)
used to inscribe the physical body into the greater Bengali social hierarchy. I then
discuss the role of initiation and bodily practice within the Kartabhaja tradition, as
it serves to deconstruct the conventional, socialized body and to create in its place
an alternative, liberated body. Finally, I examine the Kartabhajas® attempt to con-
struct not simply an alternative body but an entire alternative identity or secret
self—the “supreme” or ultimate identity (the paramarthik self), which is at once
freed from the bonds of labor and servitude in the exoteric social hierarchy while
at the same time it is inscribed into a new hierarchy of power within the
Kartabhaja sect itself. The Kartabhaja sadhaka, in sum, embarks on a symbolic jour-
ney through the “marketplace of the world”—the mundane world of labor and
servitude under the rule of the masters of the workplace—to the inner City of the
Heart, where he is subject only to the spiritual “master,” the Karta or guru himself.

The Body and the Social Body:
Constructing the Socialized Self in Traditional Bengali Culture

The habitus as the feel for the game is the social game embodied and turned into a
second nature. . . . The habitus [is] society written into the body, into the biologi-
cal individual. (Pierre Bourdieu, In Other Words)

The human body, as Mary Douglas rather elegantly puts it, “is always an image of
society. . . . The relation of head to feet, of brain and sexual organs . . .
express patterns of hierarchy. . . . Bodily control is an expression of social con-
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trol.’5 The form, substances and processes of the physical body serve, in most cul-
tures, as the most basic raw materials for the construction of a socialized individual
and for the incorporation of that individual into the greater hierarchy of the social
body or body politic. As Foucault remarks, “Power relations have an immediate
hold upon it; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to carry out tasks, to
perform ceremonies, to emit signs.”® Through various “techniques of the body,”
such as gesture, dress, diet, walk, the individual body is “inscribed” with the codes
and ideals of the social body, so that it “embodies” the values of the greater body
politic. As Bourdieu puts it, the “political mythology™ of the social order is “made
flesh” through the habitus—the bodily disposition and largely prereflective behav-
ior of actors within their social environment, their gesture and deportment, their
ways of talking and moving: “Symbolic power works . . . threugh the control of
bodies. . . . Bodily hexis is political mythology realized, embodied in a perma-
nent disposition, a durable way of standing, speaking, walking and thereby feeling
and thinking”’7 This bodily discipline works above all through the mechanisms of
ritual, religious disciplines and “spiritual exercises.” It is precisely through such dis-
ciplines that the body and its habitus come to be impressed and informed by the
structures of the greater social body.

There is a link between the body and . . . “esprit de corps.”. . . If most organiza-
tions—the church, the army, political parties—give such a place to bodily disciplines,
this is because obedience is belief and belief is what the body grants even when the
mind says no. . . . Bodily discipline is the instrument par excellence of domestica-
tion. . . . Thus is explained the place that all totalitarian regimes give to bodily
practices which, by symbolizing the social, contribute to somatizing it. . . . “Spiri-

tual Exercises” are bodily exercises.8

During situations of colonial rule, it would seem, the body often assumes a new
and even more critical role. As a number of recent postcolonial critics have pointed
out, the physical body itself—that is, the skin color, hair texture, body shape, or
language——is always among the most immediate and most important signs of “dif~
ference” and “Otherness” between colonizer and colonized. In most cases, more-
over, the body is identified as the clearest sign of the inferiority and primitiveness
of the latter: “The difference of the colonial subject by which s/he can be othered
is felt most immediately in the way in which the superficial differences of the body

. are read as indelible signs of their natural inferiority””®

However, precisely because the body is the primary locus of otherness, differ-
ence, and domination, it is also potentially the most important site of struggle, sub-
version and resistance: “The body . . . has become the literal site on which re-
sistance and oppression have struggled, with the weapons being . . . the physical
signs of cultural difference . . . as the symbols and literal occasion of the power
struggles of the dominator and dominated.”?? The same body which is the locus
for the inscription of colonial power and capitalist discipline can also be trans-
formed into the supreme source of resistance, struggle, and liberation.!1

This intimate relationship between the individual body and the social body is
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nowhere more clear than in the world of Bengal (and that of India as a whole):“The
form of the Lody is & symbol, and its symbolism in the highly symbolic world of tra-
ditional India was very potent indeed.”12 As Ronald Inden and Ralph Nicholas have
shown, Bengali society has traditionally been imagined in the form of a physical or-
ganism or a social body, which is held together by bonds of love and common bod-
ily substances, shared between individual bodies. Through the ten samskaras, the
“sacraments” or “life-cycle rites” (marriage, first impregnation, baptism, initiation,
etc.), each individual body is progressively transformed and assimilated into the
greater totality of the social body. One’s bodily substance, in short, determines one’s
proper rank and status within the social hierarchy;*“The moral code for . . . apar-
ticular caste or clanis . . . imbedded in the bodily substance shared by the mem-
bers . . . andinherited by birth.”13 Through samskaras, the fluids and substances of
the individual body are transformed in order to unite it with the greater body of the
community. “Every samskara,” write Inden and Nicholas, “is a transformative action
that refines and purifies the body, initiating it into new statuses and relationships by
giving it a new birth. A samskara removes defects from the body... by immersion,
aspersion, sprinkling, touching parts of the body . . . anointing and feeding with
special substances.” 14

Thus, the most important of the samskaras—particularly marriage (vivaha), first
impregnation” (garbhadhana), and “procreating a son” (pumsavana)—center prima-
rily around the bodily substances of semen, menstrual fluid, milk, and blood, ma-
nipulating these substances in order to construct a socialized bodily identity.
Vivaha, in particular, is considered the most important means of defining caste and
rank in Bengali culture, for it ensures the proper union of individual bodies within
the greater social order. “The marriage of man and woman . . . makes their pre-
viously unrelated bodies the same body’1> When joined through a proper mar-
riage, the male and female are believed to share the same bodily fluids, the same
blood, tears, and sexual fluids. Therefore, an improper marriage threatens the
whole delicate balance of the social hierarchy, bearing “the capacity to ruin the en-
tire order of jitis in the community . . . the improper combination of coded
bodily substances entailed the improper combination of worship and occupational
substances as well.”t6

So, too, the second and third samskaras also center around bodily fluids, though
now in relation to procreation and the hope for a male child. Both sacraments use
fluid symbolism in order to influence the conception of the fetus, hoping subtly to
alter its composition and determine its gender. According to traditional Bengali be-
liefs (a variation on more widespread Indian beliefs) every body is made of a combi-
nation of hard and soft elements: the hard bones and nerves, the soft skin and blood,
and, most importantly, the hard male semen and the soft female uterine blood.
Semen and menstrual blood are each formed through a complex series of bodily
transformations, which begins when food is transformed into blood, blood into
flesh, flesh into fat, fat into marrow, and marrow into semen (Sukra, bija) and uterine
blood (artava). A child is created by the mingling of blood and seed within the
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womb, a predominance of male seed producing a boy,and a predominance of female
blood producing a girl. Thus, the second and the third samskaras work on these flu-
ids in the hope of influencing their flow and thereby ensuring the birth of a male
child. In the rite of first impregnation (garbhadhana), for example, the husband
touches his wife’s navel and gives her a drink from the five products of the cow; so,
too, during the rite of procreating a son (pumsavana), the wife must drink symbolic
“seminal foods,” such as yogurt with lentils and barley seeds in order to “increase the
seminal portion of her child.” The birth of a healthy male child is thus crucial to the
Bengali social order, for it is the physical embodiment of the union of husband and
wife—"it concretely embodies their one body relationship.”17

As Glen Hayes has shown, the Vaisnava-Sahajiya Tantric tradition also developed
a series of rituals which work on the fluids and processes of the individual body—
perhaps what we might call a series of “alternative sacraments” or esoteric
samskaras. Like the conventional Hindu samskaras, the Sahajiya rituals work on the
substances of the body in order to re-form it and reintegrate within a greater social
community or family—the lineage of the Sahajiyi tradition. And yet, these esoteric
or alternative sacraments are designed to create not an orthodox social body but,
rather, an alternative, spiritualized, and divinized body, the siddha-deha or aprakrta
deha: “Just as the ordinary Hindu passes through rites of passage [samskdras] in the
physical body . . . so too the Vaisnava-Sahajiya undergoes a series of transforma-
tions between each subtle-body container . . . both the Vaisnava-Sahajiyd and
the traditional Bengali systems use . . . states of bodily existence to indicate
participation in the sacred”’'$ Beyond Hayes, however, I would argue that the
Sahajiyas do not simply adapt the traditional samskaras passively and unreflectively;
rather, they intentionally manipulate and trangform them, often inverting them, in
order to create an alternative body within an alternative hierarchy—an esoteric so-
cial body. For, as Bynum has argued iu her work on the use of body symbolism
among medieval women mystics, “marginal and disadvantaged groups” can also
“appropriate society’s dominant symbols in ways that revise and undercut them.’19
Or, as Comnaroff suggests in her study of body-symbolism in the South African
Zionist movement, human beings are not simply condemned mindlessly to repro-
duce the norms and values of the domiant social body; rather, “the human imagina-
tion is independently reflective and exists in a dialectical relationship with the very
.. . forms which give it life.” Thus, if the substances and processes of the body can
serve as the most basic symbols of the social order, these same substances can also
be manipulated and transformed by dissident or marginalized groups in order to
challenge, resist, or subvert that same social order.20 This is nowhere more apparent
than in the case of the Kartibhajas, who aim to achieve not only a new bodily
identity but with it a new communal identity or social body. Their “alternative
sacraments” do not seek to create a socialized body, incorporated into the conven-
tional social and economic order, but, on the contrary, to deconstruct and destroy the
conventional social body and to create in its place a new autonomous, secret body,
liberated from the dominant world of caste and labor.
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The Secret Bocly:
The Deconstruction and Reconstruction of the Bo(ly

in Kartébhajé Sadhana

Like that of most esoteric traditions and secret societies, Kartabhaja practice begins
with the fundamental act of initiation (drksi}—an act intended to put to death and
deconstruct the ordinary physical body and socialized self and to give birth to a
new, esoteric identity, integrated within the alternative family of the Kartabhaja
lineage. Once the guru whispers the secret mantra into his ear—the mantra “Guru
Satya” or “the Guru 1s Truth,” which he is strictly enjoined “never to repeat to any-
one”?!—the initiate dies in his worldly, exoteric identity and is reborn in a new,
esoteric identity, shifting from the world of established social structures into a new
role within the secret society (the kula, “family” and parampara, “lineage”). Here,
the initiate gains a new Mother and Father—the Ma Gosain and the Mahasay—as
well as new spiritual brother and sisters—the gurubhai and gurubon—in this alterna-
tive “company.” According to the “Mint Sayings,” “If one is not born in the house
of his [true] Mother and Father [the Guru and M3 Gosain], he will not be upright
in his conduct;” for “The name of the land of one’s Mother and Father is the ‘Poor
Company’” (STP 59, 69).

Once his old exoteric identity has been destroyed and a new esoteric self con-
ceived in its place, the sadhaka may begin to engage in the more profound and
powerful disciplines of the upper levels of the Kartabhaja path. Like their esoteric
discourse, the Kartabhajas® esoteric practice derives much of its symbolic efficacy
from a strategy of hierarchalization—the restriction of access to certain rituals and
techniques by a graded series of initiations. As we have seen earlier (chapter 3), the
Kartabhaja order is divided fundamentally into two levels of disciples-the gross or
exoteric and the “Poor” or esoteric—and the latter class is in turn turther divided
into the four hierarchical grades of pravarta, sadhaka, siddha, and siddher siddha. Each
of these stages then has its own set of rituals and meditative practices, correspon-
ding to the qualifications of the initiate. As Satya$iva Pal, explains, this hierarchical
system begins with the more basic practices of invocation of the Naine of Krsna,
and then gradually progresses through the techniques of pramgyama (breath con-
trol), the awakening of Kundalini (the serpent power), and the penetration of the
cakras, until one reaches the highest, most esoteric, most dangerous practices of the
siddher siddha.

[Remembrance of the Name] is the first stage of practice. . . . One must practice
remernbrance of the Name for a determined period and specific number of times.
Later, he will need more concentration, using the techniques of Pranayama, the awak-
ening of the Kundalini and the penetration of the six cakras . . . One must rise
successively through each of these levels. The final stage is very difficult. . . . If
there is a single mistake, there’s a possibility of destroying the body. Only one in a
million can perform this practice . . . Thus, the succession of Kartabhaja path is:
pravarta (sadhu), sadhaka (satt), siddha (sira) and nivrtti (mahat/siddher siddha). 22
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For the majority of the “gross” or common (sthila) disciples, in the lower ranks
of the Kartibhaja hierarchy, esoteric practice is limited primarily to the weekly
meetings or “gatherings of love” of (premanusthana).“Held in the strictest secrecy;”
these involve the communal singing of Kartabhaja songs and the sharing of food in
explicit violation of caste distinctions.2* In their most intense forms, as the singing
and dancing reached the height of power, these gatherings were designed to cul-
minate in a state of spiritual intoxication and devotional ecstasy, with the sponta-
neous display of the symptoms of divine madness—tears and laughter, writhing on
the ground, trembling with joy, etc. As Datta described it in his account of 1870,
“Their primary practice is the ‘Gathering of Love By means of the repetition of
mantras and the gathering of love, they progressively manifest the signs of ecstasy,
such as tears, horripilations of joy, laughter, trembling, guashing of teeth and so
on.’2+ Within the esoteric space of the Kartabhaja gathering, lost in this state of
devotional ecstasy and madness, the devotee is temporarily liberated both from the
conventional social world in exoteric society, and from the restrictions of the ordi-
nary socialized body itself.

But for the more advanced initiates, the “essential” (marmik) or truly “poor”
(kangaly disciples on the higher stages of the path, Kartabhaja practice is essentially
a private and solitary affair, a practice focused on the individual physical body it-
self; its aim is not simply to liberate the individual body from the conventional
socal world but actually to transform, re-create, and divinize the body itself.

Cosmo-Physio-Economics:

Bodily Cosmography and Subtle Physiology

Like most Tantric schools, the Kartabhajas follow an ancient Indian tradition of
dehatattva or the doctrine of bhanda-brahmanda—the conception of the human
body as a microcosm, which reflects all the elements of the macrocosm: “All things
and all events lie within this microcosm of the human body (e bhanda brahmandetc)”
(BG 33; 11.59). The human body possesses its own inner geography and elaborate
interior landscape, its own sun and moon, rivers and mountains, and an elaborate
subtle physiology of nerves (nadis), channels, and energy centers (cakras). The aim
of sadhand is to journey through this inner cosmos, to reach the seat of the in-
dwelling Man of the Heart, or Sahaja Manusa.

Like the fundamental life-cycle rites of traditional Bengal, much of the
Kartabhajas’ bodily cosmology and physical practice centers around the nystery of
the sexual fluids, semen (bija, bindu, sukra), and menstrual blood (raja). Identified
with the supreme male and female principles of reality, Purusa and Prakrti or Krsna
and Radha, the semen and uterine blood are the very particles of the absolute
which lie hidden within each human body. As the vessel of the supreme self, or
Sahaja Manusa, the semen is believed to reside within the highest of the seven
cakras of the subtle body, the 1,000-petaled sahasrara at the crown of the head. As
in virtually all Indian Tantric, alchemical, and yogic schools, the semen is, as David
Gordon White comments, “the raw material and fuel of every psychochemical
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transformation. . . . The tantric practitioner undergoes transformations through
which a new superhuman and immortal body is conceived out of the husk of the
mortal biological body”’2> In the Bhaver Gita, the semen or bindu is described as
the cosmogonic seed which orignally fell from Nirafijana’s forehead into the ocean
of Miya to create all things, and it now lies as the hidden spark within every
human being, concealed in the form of the Sahaja Minusa at the top of the crown.
Hence the retention of the seed (btja raksana) is critical to spiritual practice and the
shedding of semen the greatest sin for the sadhaka:

Look—from His Forehead, the seed fell from his skin into the bottomless waters.

Then a Fisherman came and bound it within the net of Maya.

Brother, know for certain that within that [net of Miyi] lie both birth and death.

. . . Brother, within that Seed, upon that ocean, lies Life—

and I have abandoned all my friends to search for that thing!

... Upon [that ocean] lies a Great Jewel of a Man—

That jewel is an invaluable treasure, like the seed within a seed!

But no one can retain it without good companions [i.e., spiritual practitioners]

If there are good companions, then when you grasp this thing it will not be lost.

Keep it with great control, gazing upon this ray of light within the Inner
Chambers! (BG 414;11.74)

Conversely, the female principle of Prakrti or éakti, embodied in menstrual blood,
lies within the lowest of the cakras, the miiladhara, at the base of the spine. How-
ever, in order to taste the joys of love, the Supreme Self descends from his seat in
the crown for three days each month—corresponding to the menstrual period in
women—and dallies with his divine consort in the place of the friveni or the meet-
ing-place of the three central veins of the subtle body (Ida, Pifgala and Susumna).
As the Bhaver Gita describes him, he’s like a royal goose swimming with his
beloved lady goose amid the great sea of nectar.

As a wondrous Royal Goose, He has plunged into the waters and floats upon
them

Swinging and swaying, He dallies in union with his beloved Lady Goose

And I see the dawn of both the wondrous full Moon and Sun together!

From time to time He appears upon Her Lotus, in order to adorn her in

splendor! (BG 413;11.81).

A contemporary guru, Advaita Dis, explains this complex biocosmological system
thus:

Engaged in divine play, the One Supreme Essence, enjoys rasa in the form of two
bodies. For, just as the essence of woman lies in menstrual blood, so too, that of man
lies in semen. And just as the union of menstrual blood and semen is the cause of
procreation, so too it is the root of the erotic rasa. At the highest point of the body
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there is a thousand petalled lotus which is the seat of the Supreme Self, who exists in
the form of semen. He cannot enjoy rasa unless He unites with Prakrti in the form of
menstrual blood. That’s why, during the three days of the menstrual flow, He comes
down from His seat on the Lion’s throne. . . . During these three days, He frolics

in bliss.26

Like most other Tantric schools, the Kartabhajas also commonly imagine the
female principle using the old yogic image of the “serpent power,” Kundahni.
Lying coiled at the base of the spine in the maladhara cakra, Kundalind is Sakti in
her unconscious state, separated from her eternal lover, Purusa. In the Bhaver Gita,
however, all this is described with a rich fabric of mythological imagery, using the
figure of the 100-headed serpent Vasuki, who lies in the lowest of the seven Un-
derworlds, Rasatala, guarding a great jeweled altar:

At the bottom of the bottomless ocean, amidst a single stream, lies Rasatala:
And within it, I see with my own eyes, their lies a jeweled altar!

Above, below, within, on all sides

Vasuki, with three thousand eyes, guards it in all directions (BG 298; 11.75).

He who is the great Wealthy Man [Dhani lok],the Author of the Primordial Book
of all that is, finite or infinite
hes within the ocean, upon this jeweled altar
He is without form—above, below, or in the middle.
.. He is seated with the heart, filling it to excess! (BG 299; I1.76).

All this mythical imagery has direct reference to the interior landscape of the
human body itself. The rivers and islands are the veins (nadss) and energy centers
(cakrasy of the subtle body; Rasatala, the lowest of the seven hells, is the miladhara
or root cakra; the great serpent Vasuki is the coiled Kundalini who sleeps within the
miladhara; the Rich Man upon the jeweled altar is indwelling divine self, the
Maner Manusa, seated on the altar of the heart. A later commentator on the Bhaver
Gita, R3jnarayan Cattopadhyay, explains:

Within the body there are seven heavens and seven hells. Among these, Rasatala is
the lowest. There lies a foundation, upon which . . . there is a wide vein named
the Brahmanidi. Within that vein, upon the lotus of the heart, there is a jeweled al-
tar called the Svadisthana. This is the seat of the Supreme Self. . . . It is the seed-
bearing flower which pervades all things. Just as Vasuki holds up the earth with his
head so too, in Rasatala, that is, below the navel, the serpent Kundalini is the basis of
this bodily universe. 3000 subtle veins arise from this and pervade the entire body.2”

The aim of sddhana is therefore to reunite the divine male and female principles, to
achieve the ideal union of semen and menstrual blood within the individual body.
Through the use of both meditative imagination and physical rituals, sadhana pro-
ceeds as a kind of mystical marriage, or, rather, an internalization and alchemical

transformation of the ordinary process of marriage. It is a marriage which deliber-
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ately reverses and inverts the normal samskaras of marriage and impregantion, by re-
versing the normal flow of bodily fluids, specifically semen and menstrual blood.
In some cases, this “esoteric marriage” and mystical union involves actual physical
intercourse between the male sddhaka and his consort who are symbolically identi-
fied with the divine couple Krsna and Radha (though as we will see in chapter 6,
there is a great deal of controversy within the tradition as to whether this should
involve intercourse solely with one’s own wife [svakiya], or with another man’s
wife [parakiya)).

Intense sexual love [ati rati] arises between a man and a woman;
In Sahaja, he is the husband of the chaste wife.

The accomplished sadhaka and his consort in practice

are united without division, like a limb to a body. (BG 48; I1.68)

As Advaita Dis explains this passage: “He must first cultivate devotion with a fe-
male companion, and gradually develop the Body of Ecstasy (bhava-deha). Then, he
must arouse the arrested semen, and prepare it within the pitgald vein. Thus natural
sexual lust is transformed into supernatural love.”28 In short, as we read in one of
Manulal Misra’s cryptic songs, the key to this secret Sahaja practice is precisely the
alchemical transmutation of the act of physical intercourse (rati) itself—a transmu-
tation of base lust (kdma) into the supreme desire (mahakama), the pure, divinizing
elixir of love (prema),

Within the Thousand petalled lotus, the name of Perfect Conjugal Love is
inscribed.

White, blue and yellow, this Love is like milk.

If one can retain the seed, lust will be conquered.

The seed, like milk, is mixed with lust.

But if it becomes free of lust, I'll enter the gate of erotic play! [vildsa]

The cause of this amourous play lies within the power of lust itself;

The secret Sahaja love 1s a strange new kind of devotion! . . .

When desire [kama] becomes free of desire [akama], the Great Desire
[Mahakama] arises;

Engaged in this Great Desire, I'll reach the eternal realm! (STP 127)

In other cases, however, this process takes place solely within the body of the
individual sadhaka himself, in a kind of internalized sexual union. According to
Advaita Dis, the female partner is first used to arouse the Kundalini and to control
the semen, but once the male sadhaka has accomplished this, he can in fact unite
the male and female principles within himself. Because every human being con-
tains both male and female principles, both Purusa and Prakyti, the sadhaka can as-
sume the role of the female Prakrti or Ridha herself, and so enjoy an erotic union
with Krsna-Purusa within his own body. (Thus, as we saw in chapter 2, the female
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partner is ultimately only a useful tool, which can be dispensed with in the higher
stages of the path.)2® Using difficult techniques of breath control and meditation,
the sadhaka must then awaken the slumbering Kundalini and raise her upward
through the central channel of the subtle body, the susumna nadi. Piercing each of
the six cakras, Kundalini will at last reach the 1,000-petaled lotus at the top of the
head, wherein lies the Supreme Self, the Sahaja Minusa or true, inner “guru.”
Here, in a kind of internalized, spiritual orgasm, the divine male and female princi-
ples are united within the sadhaka’s own body:

The Guru dwells within the Sahasrara, above the six cakras.

He is united with his Sakti, always filled with bliss

.. . Sit with a pure mind and stay fixed gazing at the form of Brahma.

Look within: the dalliance of the ida vein is on the left side of the body;

within it moves the prana-wind.

The susumnd vein is the true essence of the sadhaka; grasp that stream within
the lotus vessel.

Kundalini is the depth of consciousness which pierces the nada-bindu.

. . . Always remain within that chamber—like a Madman [unmadi], engrossed
in bliss

But you must flee the finite world, and cross over the universe.

. . . Yogetvart [Kundalini] said,“when you awaken me, you’ll reach the City
of Bliss.

Taking hold of the supreme Siva, the [finite] self will grasp the Supreme Self130

Amidst this internalized pan-somatic orgasm, a reign of nectar showers down from
the sahasrara throughout the entire body, transforming the gross physical body into
the radiant, immortal spiritual body, the aprakrta deha or siddha deha 3!

The Merchant o}[Love on the Seas o}[Desire:
The Voyage to the City of the Heart

Although these basic Tantric practices and bodily techniques are not particularly
original in themselves, what is unique about the Kartabhajas’ bodily system is
(once again) its the highly unusual use of economic and mercantile imagery. Not
only do these songs, as we have seen in chapter 4, employ the imagery of com-
metce to describe this mortal world and the path of spiritual practice, but they also
use it in an “internalized” sense to describe the inner workings of the body and the
techniques of physical sadhand. As I have tried to summarize it in table 5.1, we can
discern at least three interrelated, alloformic levels of symbolism: those of the cos-
mos, the body and the marketplace. The disciples of the older Vaisnava Sahajiya
schools, for example, had embarked on a metaphoric journey of “boating upon
the Crooked River”—a journey through the veins and channels of the subtle body
to reach the Sahaja Manusa within the Heart.32 For the Kartabhajas, on the other
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Table 5.1 The Cosmo-Physio-Economic System of the Kartabhajas

Pre-Cosmic Plenum-Void (Sﬁnyabhar) (BG 124-25)

Cosmos

Body

Marketplace

cosmic ocean
(BG 124, 159)

seven underworlds, Rasatola
(the lowest of the
underworlds) (BG 159)

dry land, earth

floods, typhoons, and other
dangers on the ocean of the

world (BG 8-15)

seven heavens, seven islands
and seven oceans (BG 299)

the king or zamindar

the Sahaja land, heaven, the

eternal Vrndavana

Visnu or Krsna floating upon

the banyan leaf (BG 143ff))

the incarnation of God as
Man (Caitanya, Aulcind)

the return of Man to heaven

the womb (BG 130ff)

the lowest cakra, the
Miiladhara; the seat of the
sleeping Kundalini serpent
orVasuki (BG 298)

the physical body (the
“throne” (BG 150ff.) or the
merchant ship (BG 298)

the “enemies” of the six
senses

the nadis and the seven cakras
(BG 289-89)

the ego or finite self

(the King)

100-petaled Cakra (or the
Lotus of the Heart)

(BG 190)

Maner Manusa, Sahaja Manusa,

Pagal, Ksepa

the appearance of the Maner
Manusa in the Trivem
(miladhara cakra or menstrual
flow in woman) (BG 414)

catching the Maner Manusa;
uniting the male and female

the Hidden City
(BG 130ff.)

The primordial Warehouse
(arat) (BG 124)

the Bazaar of the world
(Alambajar, bhava-bajar)
(BG 124fF,, 8-15)

brokers, moneylenders and

thieves

the Company ships and
merchant vessels sailing on
the seven rivers and streams
(BG 298, 65-70)

the Raja or Milik, owner
of the Bazaar

the Company Fort
(BG 160ff.)

the Magistrate of the Hid-
den City (BG 130-38) or
the R3ja of the Company
the coming of the
Company (BG 60ff.); being
sent to trade in the Bazaar

of the World (BG 130ff.)

attaining the Jewel which
pervades both the Hidden

principles and returning to the City and the Bazaar of the

Lotus in the crown (BG 415)

World (BG 138-39)

hand, the journey through the #nadis and cakras now becomes the voyage of the

“merchant ship” laden with treasure, through the “Bazaar of the world” in search

of the mystical City of the Heart—a voyage which entails a remarkable combina-

tion of cosmogonic, physiological and economic terminology, and an ingenious

fusion of Sahajiyd bodily practice with the imagery of merchant trade under the

East India Company.33
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The Supreme Self, or Sahaja Manusa, as we've already seen, is often described as a
kind of wondrous “Wealthy Man” (dhant ) (BG 298-9), or a “Businessman” who sets
up a business office (Kuthi), protected by the “Company’s Fort” (probably Fort
William) with its canons, bullets and guns (BG 307-9; I1.71--2). Here, in this secret
office, he engages in debt and credit, in buying and selling and merchant exchange.

Just see the Primordial Ocean, at the limit of the seven oceans.

Beneath it, the Sahaja Man has come and built an Office.

He has raised the flag, inlaid with so much gold lace.

When [ think of it, my mind is dumbfounded; how can I describe it?

This, brothers and friends, is the ocean of rasa, the City of Eternal Bliss!
(BG 307:11.71)

Brother, amidst heaven, earth, hell and the forty worlds,

where is His Office [kuthi]?

Now show me, brother, where they’ve built the Company’s Fort.

Surely, there is a flag planted upon it.

How far does the moat around it stretch?

How many guns and supplies, and how many soldiers are there? (BG 160; 11.4)

So, too, the inward search for the Sahaja Manusa becomes the voyage of a mer-
chant ship, “bearing salt, sugar-cane and other goods,” as it “crosses the seven
rivers” in search of the mysterious city of Rasatala (BG 298-99). According to
one very old Kartabhaja song recorded by Datta in 1870, this is the merchant
ship of the human body, equipped with its ten oarsmen (the five sense organs
[jfianendriya) and five physical organs [karmendriya] and six men at the ropes (the
passions), captained by a great Merchant of Love (the Self) and his bailiffs (the
five elements):

Who is this who has crossed over to dry land?—some Rasika!

there are ten oarsmen, and six draw the ropes

Even if one knows him, he can’t truly know him.

He travels in bliss—and Oh, how many rows of followers go with this Rasika!
There is a boat filled with treasure,

and within it dwells a Merchant of Love [premer mahdjan] and five bailiffs [couki].>*

In some of the Kartibhaja songs, this voyage of the merchant ship takes on even
more explicit Tantric connotations. As we see in the following song collected in
the “Sangita Mala,” this is now the thinly veiled metaphor for the Tantric act of
sexual intercourse, in which the male enters the vagina—the treacherous Triveni,
or meeting place of the three rivers (Ganges, Yamuna, Sarasvati), which are identi-
fied with the three veins of the subtle body, the ida, pingala and susumna. The “mer-
chandise” borne on this ship is clearly the male semen, which he is in danger of
“unloading” prematurely amid these dangerous, deadly waters:
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Filled with desire, I sailed my ship upon the Triveni canal

in the reverse direction, in the face of the ebb tide;

the rudder did not touch the water.

Among the terrible shoals there is an inlet

and within it there is a crooked stream bearing a blue lotus.
But due to a foul wind, I could not cross it;

the boat of desire unloaded its merchandise!

.. . Sweat falls, hanging on my beard—Alas, I die!

the cable holding the rudder is cut, and the boat sails off-kilter!
.. . Alas I die! The treasury has fallen into terrible danger!33

The ultimate goal of this inward voyage on the merchant ship of the body is to
reach the secret place of the heart, the inner city of the self. If he can successfully
bear his precious cargo of “sugar-cane and salt” through the seven rivers of the
subtle body, if he can avoid “losing his merchandise” in the treacherous waters of
desire, the sddhaka will reach the innermost altar of the heart, whereupon dwells
the great rich man, the Sahaja Manusa:

What's the use of delaying?—Go now, set sail upon your ship!
We remained on the banks of the Ganges, waiting for our companions;
. [Bearing] my salt and sugar-cane, I gradually crossed over the seven
primordial rivers.
. . . I came like a flickering flame into this mortal world.
I was a flame within that [world of death]; but there was a terrible wave upon the
seven primordial oceans;
no one, not even the helmsman, brother, could quickly cross over it!
. . At the bottom of the bottomless ocean, amidst a single stream, lies
Rasatala
And within this ocean, [ see with my own eyes, there lies a jeweled altar!
He who is the great Wealthy Man, the author of the primordal book of all that
is, finite or infinite,
lies within the ocean, upon this jeweled altar
He is without form—above, below, or between.

He bestows deliverance; but He’s very ditticult to grasp; For He is the vessel of
delight! (BG 298, 299;11.75, 76)

The Hidden City (dhaka sahar) and the Bazaar of
the World (alam bajar)

The buying and selling of Love occurs in the Bazaar of Love, within the Hidden
City! (Anonymous Baul song)

Perhaps the most striking use of this cosmo-physio-economic imagery, however,
appears in one unusually long series of songs from the Bhaver Gita (BG 130-50;
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I1.44-50), which use the extended metaphor of merchant trade and travel between
the “City of Dhaka” (dhaka sahar) and “‘Alam Bazaar” (alam bajar).>© Now, both
Dhaka and Alam Bazaar are of course real places, the latter being an important
center of trade within the old city of Dhaka (which still exists today). As the author
sings, he had once made the long and difficult journey to the city of Dhaka in
order to meet the Magistrate (Hdkint), only to receive the command to go to Alam
Bazaar and engage in business:

I went alone to the city of Dhaka, brother.

I saw the Magistrate, and he commanded me, “go to Alam Bazaar.”

I've come here at his command.

. . . Brother, I had to travel far from the place where I had been before.
Gradually I became very thin,

and as the days passed, iy state fell into ruin. . . . (BG 130; 11.44)

Indeed, no one can remain in Dhaka City!

.. . There, all coming and going is regulated.

.. . All the people, with their dwelling places in Alam Bazaar,

in eight million forms, engage in trade within the city.

. . . And how much accounting goes on in just a few hours! (BG 132; 11.46)

On one level, these songs are surely descriptions of real events in Bengal of the
nineteenth century, and it is by no means unlikely that the author and his audience
were themselves engaged in just this sort of mercantile exchange. On a deeper
esoteric level, however, these songs also have far more profound mystical implica-
tions. For the author soon makes it clear that the “city of Dhaka” does not refer
simply to a literal geographic locus; rather, it is also the metaphorical “Hidden” or
“concealed” (dhakad) City—a term which also appears in Baul songs as a metaphor
of the womb and the prenatal state of the fetus.?” So too, dlam is a Perso-Arabic
term for the “world” itself and thus refers to the bhava-bajar or marketplace of the
world, so often described in the Bhaver Gita. To be sent by the magistrate’s com-
mand from the Hidden City to the Bazaar of the World is thus to be forced from
the blisstul prenatal state within the mother’s body into the endless suffering of the
mortal body in the realm of samsara:

Brother, I see the Bazaar of the World [alambajar] is a very funny place!
Again and again, everyone comes and goes because of his own selfish interest.
There’s nothing like these people!

Even when they feel terrible suffering,

they forget that suffering and feel happy.

And yet I too wish to come very often to this Jand!
.. . As I watch these funny things, 'm amazed!
Some have come to be Emperors;

Some have come with a begging bowl in hand;
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Some, while begging, attain the Emperor’s throne!
And some abandon the Emperor’ life altogether and become fakirs!
(BG 134;11.48)

The aim of the spiritual path and bodily practice is thus to journey through and
beyond the bazaar of the world, to search for and attain the “precious gem” or re-
splendent jewel which alone can bring liberation. This invaluable gem, we soon
discover, is none other than the Sahaja Manusa, who dwells at the innermost core
of the human body, resting “within the lotus of the Heart itself!” (BG 133; 11.47).
Lying as the secret center within every human body, this gem is beyond all social
distinctions, penetrating the entire universe, and encompassing both the Hidden
City and the Bazaar of the World:

Brother, the splendor of that Gem does not lie in its color [varna, also “social class™}:
The color arising from that Gem is itself its own manifest radiance.

What more can I tell you, brother?

Within it lies the Hidden City [dhaka sahar].

. . . The City lies within the Jewel—

That’s why in that land the splendor is unending!

. . Look—the Jeweler is the Origin of the three worlds and the oceans.
And, Oh, how many qualities He has created with the brilliance of this gem!
. . . That Jewel pervades the ten directions,
both the inner and outer, both the conventional world and the Hidden City

(BG 139;11.50).

In sum, the journey from the Hidden City through the bazaar of the world to the
secret place of the heart is really the summation of this whole complex cosmo-
physio-economic system: to sail upon the company ships, to cross the manifold
rivers and streams, to search for the treasured jewel—all this is a fascinating alle-
gory for the journey through the world of samsara in search of the priceless treas-
ure of the divine self; and, on a still more esoteric level, all this is in turn an alle-
gory for the journey of the individual sadhaka through the interior landscape of
the human body, through the cakras and veins, ponds and lotuses of the subtle or-
ganism, in search of the Maner Minusa within the lotus of the heart.

Living Death (Jyante Mara):
The Attainment of Extinction and the Birth of the Liberated Body

He who dies alive never dies. (Mint Saying, no. 46—SE 11.46)

He is dead while alive, he is the best of men. He experiences the ultimate state
[mahabhava]: he has reached the farthest shore. (Sahajiyd Sahitya, attributed to
Candidas, SS 21)
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The final aim of this esoteric practice, and the final goal of this long journey
through the Bazaar of the World to the inner city of the heart, is nothing less
than the supremely paradoxical state beyond all dualities: a state which can only
be described as “extinction,” “cessation” (nivstti), or “living death” (jyante mard), in
which the finite self is annihilated and dissolved amidst the ecstatic bliss of the
Self. The concept of “living death,” it is true, had long been used in the Sahajiya
tradition of Bengal; however, the Kartibhajas would appear to have combined it
with certain Sufi ideals, such as the command to “die before you die.” Just as the
final goal for the Sufi is the paradoxical state of “annihilation * (fana) and “sub-
sistence” (baka) in God, dead to the self and alive to the supreme Self, so, too, the
final aim of Kartabhaja practice is to attain the contradictory state of nivytti—
death to the transient mortal world and eternal life in the ultimate reality. As

Lalsast sings:

Brother, do not become full of sorrow and lose the Essence [vastu, 1.e., the
Semen]—

If you don'’t know the true Essence, brother, you can’t plunge into this delight!

. . . Brother, see with your own eyes—

And even as you look, you'll become dead while alive [jiyante mara)!

With great effort, grasp that Man [of the Heart], and abandon all the delusions of
the [finite] man!38

However, this highest stage of practice is also extremely difficult and dangerous. If per-
formed incorrectly, if even a single trace of selfish lust taints his devotion, the sadhaka
will destroy himself. And that is why, as SatyaSiva Pal warns, these bodily techniques
must be reserved only for the very few, most advanced and morally pure of initiates:
“The final stage is very difficult, for there is no food, no pleasure, no sleep, no eyes, no
ears, no worldly thought. . . . Then he will be dead while living [jyante mara]. It
there is even a single error, there is the possibility of destroying the body. That is why
this stage 1s not for everyone. Only one in a million can perform this practice.”?

If, however, the initiate can successfully achieve this difficult state, this Living
Death becomes a new birth—the birth of the new, liberated, and wholly au-
tonomous body, called the siddha deha or aprakrta deha. The finite mortal body,
which is subject to the burdens of caste, labor, poverty, and oppression, has been
annihilated and in its place the infinite, eternal body, is freed from all the bonds of
the ordinary social and economic world.

The essence of Love consists of nectar.

The supreme nectar is the Body which is free of lust.
.. . The Eternal Body—who and where is it?

One can see only a shadow of it.

Oh holy man, with the taste of this ecstasy,

that nectar flows within the lotus of the heart.
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With the movement of the Seed [bindu, semen] your desires are eternally fulfilled.
And with the dawn of the moon, the Body becomes like an ocean of rasa.
(BG 43;11.54)

In this final stage of annihilation and rebirth, the Kartabhaja is utterly beyond all
laws and social norms, enjoying the divine, ecstatic, intoxicated, and yet supremely
“natural” state of Sahaja. He or she is “not required to abide by any sectarian con-
vention” but has transcended all known laws amidst the intoxicating ecstasy of
Love:“The Siddha is a normal social being. But the inner man is like an active vol-
cano throbbing with tremendous love of God. . . . Nivrtti is the stage of man’s
nonduality with the greatness of God. At this stage the Kartabhaja is jiyante mara,
or unliving”#0

As T wish to suggest, this central importance of the body among the Kartabhaja
and other non-Brahminical sects in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is in-
separable from the social and political situation of the time. It is an attempt on the
part of marginalized, discontented individuals to regain power over their physical
selves, which had been alienated by a rapidly changing social and economic order.
For, as Dick Hebdige points out, if dominated subcultures “possess little else, they
at least own their own bodies. If power can be exercised nowhere else, it can at
least be exercised here.”#! Throughout the small “deviant sects” of colonial Bengal,
Partha Chatterjee has recently argued, the human body provided precisely this
kind of site for resistance and struggle. As a “strategy devised within a relationship
of dominance and subordination,” the ritual transformation of the body was an at-
tempt to construct an alternative identity: a secret and autonomous bodily self, be-
yond the outer public self and freed from the bonds of an oppressive social order

and economic system:

The deviant cults . . . are fundamentally concerned with the body. The Sahajiya
cults practice forms of bodily worship that do not respect the {astra or shari’ah. But
they can be conducted only in secret . . . and propagated only in the language of
enigma. . . . There is underlying it all the atctempt to define a claim of proprietor-
ship over one’s own body, to negate the daily submission of one’s body to . . . the
dominant dharma and to assert a domain of bodily activity where one can . . . dis-

regard those demands.*>

This secret body achieved thorugh sadhana is therefore nothing less than a new
physical identity—one that gives concrete form and substance to the Kartabhaja’s
new social identity or “secret self” which we have encountered previously. As we
saw in chapter 2, entry into the Kartabhaja tradition allows the initiate to cultivate
a kind of “dual personality” and to “live a secret life.”+> On on hand, he can main-
tain conventional socially acceptable exoteric identity—the vyavaharik or ordinary
self, bound to “inevitable compromise and surrender to the dominant norms of so-
clety”; yet simultaneously, on the other hand, he can construct a secret and
supremely liberated Ultimate Self—the paramarthik self, which represents “the se-
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cret preserve of autonomy and self-assertion.”++ Engagement in the higher stages
of Kartabhaja physical practice, however, takes this ideal of a secret identity yet a
step further. It aims to give birth not just to a hidden social identity but to a whole
new secret corpus or spiritual flesh, which incarnates and embodies this supremely
liberated paramarthik self.

In sum, regardless of their precise “content,” both esoteric discourse and esoteric
practice involve a set of similar, though clearly distinct, strategies or tactics, which
have a similar role as a source of symbolic power and capital.

1. Like esoteric discourse, secret practice rests on a strategy of hierarchalization and
restricted access to ritual practices. The secrecy surrounding certain rituals or
yogic techniques only intensifies their mystery, awe, and power and only enhances
the prestige of the initiate as he or she rises in the esoteric hierarchy.

2. This practice involves a strategy of appropriation and alchernical transformation:
Kartabhaja practice adopts many of the basic forms, symbols, and ritual structures
of mainstream society—(the symbolism of the Bengali samskaras or life-cycle rites
of birth, marriage, procreation, etc.). Kartabhaja sadhana, however, adapts and
transfornus the life cycle rites in the service of an alternative social hierarchy.

3. Specifically, this sadhana involves a dehberate inwersion or reversal of the normal
bodily processes of procreation and birth: The usual flow of body fluids must be
turned around and redirected, in order to create not an ordinary “socialized
body,” part of the conventional social order, but, rather, an inner secret body,
freed from the mainstream social body. Thus, by reversing and “rechanneling” the
flow of body fluids, the sadhaka also rechannels the “flow of power” within the social or-
ganism.

4. At the same time, like most Tantric sadhana, this involves a deliberate strategy of
transgression and the skillful use of impurity—the intentional manipulation of sub-
stances which are normally considered impure or defiling (in this case, semen and
menstrual blood). As Mary Douglas aptly observes, “The danger risked by bound-
ary transgression is power. The vulnerable margins . . . which threaten to de-
stroy order represent the powers inhering in the cosmos. Ritual which can har-
ness these . . . is harnessing power indeed .45

5. Finally, this practice involves the skillful use of metaphor to disguise and transmit
these practices. Esoteric practice is described, quite strikingly, using the imagery of
commerce and trade: It is the business of the Bazaar of Love, or the journey of the
merchant ship through the bazaar of the world in search of the “Hidden City.”

Thus, just as secret discourse serves to transform ordinary language into a power-
ful source of value and symbolic capital, so, too, secret practice transforms the ordi-
nary human body and its elements into profound bearers of symbolic power. And
just as the Kartabhajis’ unique form of secret discourse functions as a sort of
“coinage for the poor,” a source of capital and wealth for those who are normally
deprived of economic and social capital, so, too, the Kartabhajas unique form of
“bodily economics” has a similar function: It aims to transform the “economic
body” of the initiate itself, to free him from his ordinary life of toil in the market-
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place of the world (bhava-bajar) and send him on a journey on a new merchant
vessel, salling to the Marketplace of Love (prema-bajar) within the City of the
Heart.

Conclusions:
The Reinscription of the Body into an Alternative Social Hierarchy

Through esoteric practice, with its systematic deconstruction and re-creation of
his own physical body and identity, the Kartabhaja sadhaka can achieve at least a
limited kind of freedom from the bonds of labor, caste, and poverty amidst the
marketplace of the world. As we see in the case of Kartabhaja masters such as
Vaisnavacaran, he can cultivate a powerul, even ominous secret body and secret
identity, even within and behind the outward facade of his orthodox self in the ex-
oteric seocial body. However, if this new spiritual body is in one sense liberated
from the conventional hierarchy of power in mainstream society, it is also clearly
inscribed within a new hierarchy—the esoteric hierarchy of the Kartabhaja lineage
itself. So, too, if the ordinary socialized body is deconstructed, and if the hierarchies
of exoteric society are temporarily dismantled, this is by no means a matter of pure
antinomianism; on the contrary it is the necessary prerequisite to the incorpora-
tion of the body into an alternative social hierarchy, with its own structures of
power and subordination.*¢

The new spiritual body which the Kartabhaja sadhaka hopes to achieve is itself
incorporated into the true divine and deified body—the body of the Mahasay,
which is believed to be the physical incarnation of the divinity. As Satyasiva Pal,
puts it, “They regard the Guru as non-different from the Supreme Lord
[Paramesvara), and accept the body of the Mahasay . . . as the Body of the Deity
[dever $arira)”47 And if each guru or Mahaay is an incarnate divinity, then the
Karta or supreme guru is none other than the original Purusa himself—the
supreme person who contains all the forms and structures of existence within his
own physical form. Not unlike the supreme Purusa of the Vedas, his body is the
alloform both of the cosmos and of the Kartabhaja’s esoteric society itself, com-
prising all the hierarchal grades of the Kartibhaja lineage.*® When he undergoes
initiation and practice, the disciple in fact signs over his own body to the “owner-
ship” of the Karta, who is the true “Proprietor” (malik) of each of his disciples’
bodies: “the human body is bestowed by the Karta as the dwelling place of the dis-
ciple, as the house in which the living soul resides.”#° Just as a Zamindir or Malik
“owns” the land and homes of his tenants, so too, the Karta, the “Master or Boss,”
owns the bodies of his disciples. As one promininent Kartibhaja guru, Advaita Das,
explains this ideal, “In reverence for the Guru, the disciple surrenders his body

. [N}othing remains of his own power . . . The living soul dwells within its
house. It is for the sake of dwelling in this house that they surrender to the
Guru.”59 As we will see in chapter 7, this relationship of proprietorship or “land-
lordism” not only demands the complete subordination of the disciple to the guru
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but, still more strikingly, also demands its own “rent” or “tax”—the “corproreal
taxation” which the disciple must pay for the privilege of occupying his body with
his soul.>!

In short, even as the Kartabhaja sadhaka is liberated from his ordinary life of toil
and servitude under the maliks and kartds in the marketplace of the world
(alambajar), he is assimilated into a new “spiritual corporation,” employed in the
service of the true “Boss” or Karti within the marketplace of love.
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6

The Stinlzing Fruit in the Garden of Love

The Kartél)hajés and the Ambivalent Role of “Tantra’
in Colonial Bengal

The Kartibhaji religion is currently being practiced.

This too is a path for reaching God—

But this path is a very filthy [norigrd] one.

Just as there are various doors for entering a house,

by some doors one enters the front room;

and by some doors one can enter the inner chambers.

But there is a separate door for the Sweeper {methar, the cleaner of filth, i.e, the
latrine door]

The dirty path of the Kartabhajas is of this sort.

Their habit is practice with a female partner.

This is a very difficult matter for weak human beings.

Particularly in this Kali age, the minds of men

are naturally attracted by women and money.

At every stage, the Master gave the instruction: beware of women and gold.

(Aksaykumar Sen, Sr7 $1f Ramakrsna Punthi)

If the tactics of secrecy and concealment can offer powerful new sources of status,
freedom, and capital, they nevertheless often bear much less desirable conse-
quences for their possessors. In the following chapters we begin to explore the
more negative and problematic aspects of secrecy—its liabilities as a cause of scandal
and censorship from outside the esoteric tradition, as well as a source of
elitism and exploitation within the community itself. Above all, in the case of
the Kartabhajas, the practices of secrecy became deeply entangled in the larger and
more controversial discourse surrounding “Tantra” in nineteenth-century Bengal.

The category of “Tantra,” it seems, has long held a deeply ambivalent role in
both the Western and the Bengali imaginations. Infamous for their use of sexual
practices and their explicit violation of caste, the Tantras have been a continuous
source of mixed horror and fearsome power of both moral repugnance and tanta-
lizing allure. Once regarded by European Orientalist scholars and conservative In-
dian elites as the most degenerate corruption of the Hindu tradition,! the Tantras
have in our own time been celebrated as a much needed liberation of sexuality, a
glorification of the human body, or an empowerment of women.2

Yet this basic ambivalence surrounding Tantra appears to have been particularly
acute during the period of colonial rule in Bengal, under the impact of European
ideals, Victorian morality, and the indigenous reform movements of the Bengal
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Renaissance. Not only is the term “Tantrism” itself—as a singular, abstract cate-
gory applied collectively to a large and highly diverse body of texts and tradi-
tions—largely a product of European Orientalist scholars of the nineteenth cen-
tury, but within the colonial imagination, Tantrism was quickly identified as the
very worst and most degenerate aspect of the Indian peoples under imperial rule.3
Embodying the most extreme example of all the worst tendencies inherent in the
“Indian Mind,” Tantrism could be said to represent the extreme Orient, the most
Other, the quintessence of all the idolatry, polytheism, and licentiousness that was
believed to have corrupted Hinduism in modern times. For if the Orientalist
scholars had identified the Golden Age of Hinduism with the noble, rational reli-
gion of the Vedas, they identified the Tantras as its worst and most depraved cor-
ruption in the modern age. “Tantrism is Hinduism arrived at its last and worst
stage of development,” as Sir Monier-Williams put it; in the Tantras, the noble clas-
sical tradition of the Vedas had become, “exaggerated and perverted,” mixed to-
gether with such “terrible and horrible things” as “sanguinary sacrifices and orgies
with wine and women.”#

Correspondingly, among the educated Hindu society of Bengal, there appears
to have been a growing sense of embarrassment or repugnance toward anything
smacking of Tantra and an increasing desire either to sanitize, repress, or eradicate
any such phenomena: “Tantric traditions were being made more respectable
through excisions, and at times suppressed altogether . . . as stricter ideas about
gentility developed in the shadow of Victorian norms.”5 As Stewart suggests, many
traditions such as the Vaisnava Sahajiyas faced increasing persecution throughout
the colonial period. Progressively forced “underground,” ever deeper into the
realm of secrecy and occultation, the Sahajiyas were therefore forced to develop
new and more ingenious methods for concealing their practices from the eyes of
the outside world.6

As perhaps the most important later branch of the Sahajiya tradition in nine-
teenth-century Bengal, which emerged at a critical historical moment and key
geographic locus, the Kartabhajas stand out as among the most intense examples of
this growing ambivalence surrounding the subject of “Tantra” during the colonial
era.” Since its origins, the Kartabhaja tradition has been pervaded by controversy
and scandal, centering largely around the question of Tantric sexual practices—
above all, the practice of parakiya love, or intercourse with another man’s wife.
Throughout the newspapers and popular literature of nineteenth century, the
Kartibhajas are ridiculed for their decadent morality and their fondness for
women, wine, and pleasures of the flesh. In the words of Ramakrsna, quoted
above, the Kartibhaja path was considered a kind of “back door,” an underground
or unclean way of approaching God. It is a secret door (guhya dvdra) and a “filthy
path” (nongra path), which can only be described with the metaphor of the door
of the methar, the “cleaner of filth and night soil”—that is, the “latrine door”
Though this too may be a path to God, the one who goes by this path “gets very
filthy’8
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In response to this sort of attack, the Kartabhajas appear to have felt a grow-
ing embarrassment about anything smacking of “Tantra” and so made an in-
creasing effort to conceal, censor, or repress any such phenomena, Throughout
the highly cryptic Kartabhaja songs, we find frequent references to Tantric sexual
practices, though disguised only in the most bizarre symbolism and obscure
metaphors. The practice of parakiya love, for example, is described with the rather
striking image of the “stinking fruit in the garden of love”—a fruit which, though
originally pure, became corrupt and “foul smelling,” and so had to be uprooted
by the “Good-Mannered Company” (adab kompani) of the Kartabhaja sect (BG
154fF).

In the course of my analysis, I borrow some insights from James Scott, Sue
Jansen, and others who have examined the role of censorship in social discourse.
On the one hand, censorship or the enforced suppression of certain discourse
or practice is always among the most effective tools of those in power. As the
“knot that binds power and knowledge,” it is the means by which the dominant
classes ensure that they remain in control of the information that gives them
authority and power. And yet as Scott points out, censorship—in the form of
self-censorship, or the strategic encoding of discourse—is also among the most
effective “arts of resistance” or weapons of the weak. It is a key strategy through
which dominated groups continue to transmit their message in the concealed
form of a “hidden transcript” or off-stage discourse, which eludes and sub-
verts the discourse of the dominant classes.? In the Kartabhaja songs, we find two
distinct kinds of self-censorship at work simultaneocusly—both a tactic of deo-
dorization and a tactic of disguise, both an attempt to eradicate Tantric sexual
elements and an attempt to conceal or mask them in new and more creative
ways.

After a brief summary of the history of the debate surrounding parakiya love in
the Vaisnava and Sahajiya traditions, I then examine the rise of the Kartabhajas
within the context of colonial Bengal and their highly enigmatic songs describing
the “stinking fruit” of parakiya love. Finally, to conclude, I suggest that this basic
ambivalence at the heart of the Kartabhaja tradition opens up a number of larger
questions for the study of Tantra in Bengal. First, it demonstrates the ways in
which Tantric traditions are deeply rooted in real social, political, and cultural con-
ditions and the ways in which these traditions change historically, creatively adapt-
ing in the face of changing circumstances. Second, it raises the critical question of
censorship—the central ambivalence surrounding Tantra and the constant attempts
to mask, suppress, or eradicate any elements smacking of scandal or immorality.
Last, and perhaps most important, the Kartabhajas also raise the question of the
very definition of Tantra itself—that is, how certain groups come to be identified
(or attacked) as “Tantric,” and how the term Tantra has come to be constructed in
the popular and scholarly imaginations. Ultimately, I hope, the rather striking case
of the Kartibhajas can help us to reimagine the category of Tantra in a more use-
ful way in contemporary discourse.
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Hlicit Love, Human and Divine:
The Problem of Para/eiya' Love

Look—the ways of Love are endlessly devious!

‘The milkmaids are charmed, but they cannot charm Him [Krsna].

. . . At the touch of that rasa, there is madness!

‘That Gallant lover is the supreme Rasika,

with terrible cunning from beginning to end.

Busily engaged in Parakiyalove, He charms them with a single glance.
(BG 52;11.82)

Within the Vaisnava tradition of Bengal, there is a long and rather torturous history
of debate surrounding the question of parakiya love, or sexual intercourse with an-
other man’s wife. Initially, this problem arose as a theological question regarding
the relationship between Lord Krsna and his amorous companions, the Gopls or
cowherd maidens: Was Krsna’s love affair with the Gopis a (seemingly immoral and
improper) parakiya relationship, or was it in fact in some sense a proper svakiya re-
lationship? If the former, then how do we explain the fact that Krsna (i.e., God)
could violate the conventions of morality and social order?

Even among the first disciples of Caitanya, this had posed a sticky and embar-
rassing problem. In the works of Riipa and Jiva Gosvamin, for example, we find all
sorts of theological gymnastics aimed at proving that the love affair becween Krsna
and the Gopis was actually not an adulterous parakiya relation; on the contrary, be-
cause Krsna is ultimately the true husband of all women, this was in fact a pure
svakiya relation (indeed, in his Lalita Madhava, Ripa even went to so far as to depict
an actual marriage between Radha and Krsna in Dviraka).!o In the Caitanya-
caritamyta, on the other hand, Krsnadasa Kaviraja attributed the parakiya doctrine to
Caitanya himself, on the grounds that the sentiment for another man’s wife actu-
ally strengthens the intensity of emotion (parakiyarase stri bhaver ullasa).1!

In the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, a growing number of
Vaisnavas, such as Jiva’s own disciples, Srinivisa and éyﬁminanda, and after them,
Yadunandana Dasa, began to promote the parakiya doctrine as the true inner
meaning of Krsna’s relationship to Radha. The svakiya doctrine, they held, 1s
merely an outward, external meaning intended for “superficial people” (indeed,
Yadunandana even attributes the parakiya view to Jiva Gosvamin himself).!2 Fi-
nally in 1717, this controversy came to a head and resulted in an open debate
among Vaisnava pundits at the court of the Nabab Jafara Khan in Murshidabad.
After intense argument, it is said, Srinivisa’s descendant, Radhamohana, led the
Parakiya-vidins to victory over the Svakiya-vadins. Henceforth, the Gaudiya
Vaisnava community reached a consensus that—from the theological point of
view, at least—the parakiya doctrine represents the correct understanding of the re-
lationship between Krsna and his Gopis. For it is precisely because the Gopi is
willing to abandon all, to forsake her own husband, to transgress the law, for the
sake of her Lord, that she demonstrates the highest form of bhakti.13
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However, it was not long before the Tantric Sahajiyas appropriated this theo-
logical point, reinterpreted it, and used it as a means of legitimating their own
ritual practices. Now the doctrine of parakiya refers not simply to the illicit love af-
fair between Krsna and his Gopis but to the illicit sexual relations between male
and female practitioners—who are themselves ritually identified with Krsna and
Radhi. “To the Sahajiyas, the parakiya doctrine is more than an interpretation of a
textual passage. If Krsna'’s fila was with parakiya women, the parakiya lila is what
men must emulate.”’ 1+ Like Radha and Krsna, who are willing to abandon all social
conventions because of their intense love for one another, the Sahajiyi too must be
willing to violate any taboos and transgress any boundaries of caste or §astric in-
Jjunction in order experience the hberating bliss of true love [prema].

If there is no parakiya there can be no birth of bhdva. It is in fear of separation that
grief and passionate longing grow. To svakiyds there is no fear of separation . . . and
without longing there is no prema.'s

In parakiya there is real passion [rdga] and the profound joy of rasa. In svaktya there is
no rasa but merely a semblance of it.16

Not surprisingly, however, this more literal or physical interpretation of the
parakiya doctrine was quickly and unanimously condemned by the more conser~
vative mainstream Gaudiya Vaisnava community. “The orthodox tradition pro-~
motes celibacy or . . . sex within marriage. The parakiya mode is only for Radha
and Krsna not for devotees.”!7 According to a text attributed to Narottam Das,
attacking those who misunderstand and abuse this key distinction, “They can’t un-~
derstand the difference between the practice of lust and the practice of love. They
can’t separate the poison from the nectar. Calling it love, they are maddened with
lust and perish. . . . They regard themselves as Krsna and their consorts as
Ridha and engage in sexual intercourse. This is the surest road to hell.”18

If the problem of parakiya love has a long and controversial history in Bengal, this
controversy appears to have become all the more acute during the late eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, as British colonial power and European morality began to
penetrate Bengal, and as a variety of indigenous reform movements begn to spread
among the Western-educated Indian elites. Above all, it appears to have become
caught up in the broader controversy surrounding the category of “Tantra” and the
use of sexual intercourse as a form of religious practice. As Padoux has shown, it was
largely during the colonial period that Orientalist scholars first began to construct
the abstract category of “Tantrism” itself, as a singular, unified, and homogenous
body of texts and traditions. Indeed, the category of Tantrism would seem to have
formed a key part of the broader Orientalist project of imagining India as a whole.
Within the Orientalist imagination, as R on Inden has argued, the world of India was
progressively constructed as the quintessential “Other” of the West; conceived as an
essentially passionate, irrational, effeminate world, a land of “disorderly imagina-
tion,” India was set in opposition to the progressive, rational, masculine, and scientific
world of modern Europe.!® And “Tantrism,” it would seem, was quickly singled out
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as the darkest, most irrational core of this Indian mind—the “disease” which had in-
fected the pure, rational monotheism of the Vedas, signaling the progressive decay of
Hinduism in the modern times. The “nonsensical extravagance and absurd gesticu-
lations” of Tantric ritual, as the respected Orientalist H. H. Wilson, laments, “have
now become authorities for all that is abominable in the present state of Hindu reli-
gion.’20 By the late nineteenth century, the category of “Tantrism” had become in-
famous throughout the European scholarly and popular imaginations alike, uni-
versally condemned as something “too abominable to enter the ears of man,
and impossible to reveal to a Christian public” (William Ward),2! as a cult of “nu-
dity worshipped in Bacchanalian orgies which cannot be described” (Talboys
Wheeler),22 as “an unattractive cult of magic, dominated by sexual ideas and ex-
pressing power in terms of violence and cruelty” (W. H. Moreland),2? or simply as
“an unlimited array of magic rites drawn from the most ignorant and stupid classes”
(J. N. Farquhar).2#

Not surprisingly, we find throughout the nineteenth century a growing sense of
embarrassment among the Indian upper classes, and an increasing effort either to
censor or to suppress such unpalatable phenomena as Tantrism. On one hand, as
we see in the case of the Mahanirvana Tantra—which most scholars agree is almost
certainly a product of the late eighteenth century—there was a clear attempt to
present a more “sanitized,” rational, and “Vedantic” kind of Tantra, purified of the
more offensive magical and sexual elements.?> On the other hand, as we see in the
case of Western-educated Hindu reformers such as Rammohun Roy and his fol-
lowers in the Brihmo Samaj, the Tantras have now been singled out as the clearest
sign of all the polytheism and idolatry that had infected and corrupted modern
Hinduism. Following the lead of the European Orientalists, Raimmohun and his
fellow reformers looked back to the noble, rational religion of the Vedas as India’s
Golden Age, while they despaired of the modern “Age of Kali” in which the per-
verse rites of the Tantras ran rampant. Steeped in “idol worship, superstition and
the total destruction of the moral principle,” Tantrism had come to represent, in
the eyes of most educated Indian elites, a “horrendous and debased form of reli-
gion and a radical departure from the authentic Hindu tradition.”’2¢

An even more acute example of this growing embarrassment surrounding
Tantra is the great Calcutta mystic Sri Ramakrsna. As Kripal has shown,
Ramakrsna was a man filled with “shame disgust and fear” about his own sexual
inclinations and profoundly torn in his relation to Tantra, particularly in its sexual
aspects. A thing of “almost limitless and terrifying power,” Tantra was for Rama-
krsna at once seductive, awesome, and alluring yet also surrounded with
an aura of obscenity, scandal, and corruption. Throughout the writings of Rama-
krsna’s disciples—who were in most cases even more embarrassed than their mas-
ter about these scandalous affairs—Tantric phenomena appear only in the most
“censored and bowdlerized” form, “buried beneath a mountain of pious ink,” or
else excised altogether.2”

So, too, within the Vaisnava community of Bengal, we find throughout the
nineteenth century increasing efforts to purge or sanitize the tradition of any re-

166 THE LIABILITY OF SECRECY



maining Sahajiya or Tantric elements. Perhaps the most powerful among these
reformist movements was begun in the middle of the nineteenth century by the
enigmatic British civil servant and Vaisnava convert, Bhaktivinod Thikur
(Kedarnath Datta, 1838—1914), and his son son Bhaktisiddhinta Sarasvati (d.1937),
the founder of the highly conservative movement of the Gaudiya Math. According
to the Gaudiya Math’s reading of Vaispava history, Bhaktivinod and his disciples
had come forth largely in order to combat the perversions introduced by the
Tantric Sahajiyas and their distorted, disgustingly literal interpretation of parakiya
love: “The religion initiated by Chaitanya had lost its ecstatic zeal and came to be
identified with one of its offshoots, the Sahajiya sect . . . The Sahajiyas inte-
grated Tantric aspects in their practices, ritual sexual intercourse being primary
. . . Vaishnavism was almost abandoned by the educated section of people . . .
Most of the Vaishnava followers lost their high standard of morality. . . . In this
context Bhaktivinod burst upon the scene’””28 As Bhaktivinod explains, many of
the evils and social maladies of the modern era are directly related to the decline in
moral values and the misunderstanding of basic Vaisnava teachings, such as the true
nature role of parakiya love. “It is the duty of Krishna’s devotees to serve Him with
this erotic transcendental love,” Bhaktivinod argues, “But he who, taking the role
of Krishna, tries to imitate His amorous lila is doomed to hell forever. Those who
are cunning, deceitful and lascivious commit such offense”2? So, too, Bhak-
tivinod’s son, Bhaktisiddhanta (who was perhaps even more conservative and reac-
tionary than his father) fiercely rebukes those “gross and horrible” Sahajiyas who
abuse the glorious pastimes of Krsna by interpreting them in a literal physical
sense: “[A] considerable number of persons have been misled in trying to follow
the preachers of the religion of unconventional spiritual Amour. . . . Many
pseudo-preachers make use of the teachings of the Bhagavata for condoning illicit
carnality. These preachers are a great nuisance and come under the penal classes of
the Civil Law for safeguarding decency and morality.”3¢

In the face of this increasing scrutiny and criticism, as Stewart has argued, the
Sahajiya schools were progressively forced deeper into the underground realms of
secrecy and silence. Not surprisingly, it was during this same period that the Saha-
jiyas began to cultivate the arts of encryption, dissimulation, and discursive disguise

in ever new and more imaginative forms:

The encryption of the Vaisnava Sahajiya texts begins in earnest during the period of
... Muslim dominance and becomes the norm in the British colonial period. Even
then the movement does not appear to have gone ‘underground’ until the 19th cen-
tury, when the British exert full control over the delta . . . [W]ith the growth of
colonial power, the Sahajiyas began to feel pressure to become more invisible than
ever, not simply to obscure their rituals, but to transform their rahasya into the truly
secret, in a Western sense.31

As we will now see, however, this growing ambivalence surrounding Tantric sexual
practices is perhaps nowhere more apparent than in the case of the Kartibhaja
tradition.
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The “Good-Mannered Company" (Adal) Kompe‘mi) and
the “Foul Smelling Fruit”: The Kartabhajas and the Problem
o{ Parakiyd Love

In the Kali age, people are deluded by ignorance, therefore the desire for the five
M’s is the religion of this era; and for this reason the Kartbhaja teaching has secretly
become very powerful in this land. (Rimcandra Datta, Tattvasara)

While deeply rooted in the older Sahajiya and other Tantric schools of medieval
Bengal, the Kartabhajas also appear to represent a changing moral attitude within
the Sahajiya tradition—above all, they reflect a growing awareness of the problem-
atic role of sexual practices and the category of “Tantra” as a whole. Indeed, not
only did they hail themselves, as we have already seen, using the stolen British the
title of the “Poor Company” (see chapter 4}, but they also often called themselves
by the profoundly ironic title of the adab kompani—the “Good Mannered Com-
pany” or the “Courteous Company.” A Perso-Arabic term of respect and honor,
ddab is used to refer to the finest qualities of the aristocratic and “distinguished”
wealthy classes, along with the “norms of refined behavior and taste,” or the “gen-
erally acknowledged modes of dress, interpersonal behavior and deportment.”’32
Initiated into this “Distinguished Company,” sealed with a contract under the rule
of the just badshah (the Karta), the disciple may engage in the true business of the
“bazaar of love” (cf. BG 41-45):

The land has been secured with a contract [kontrakt].

There’s an Emperor [badshah] in this land,

and beneath him is the Good-mannered Company [adab kompani].

Let me tell you the nature of this Landlord’s estate:

There are four castes—Brahmans, Ksatriyas, VaiSyas, and Sadras—

He came with fine merchandise to join all four together.

It’s said that the Emperor of this land kept his merchandise hidden.

He came and gave initiation to the Proprietors of this land:

he taught them about calculations and prices, profits and gifts.

Those ten gathered together, received ownership and made a Contract!
(BG 265; IL.6)

Like most earlier Vaisnava Sahajiya literature, the songs of the Kartabhajis are
filled with a variety of highly erotic imagery and references to esoteric sexual
practices. However, given the particularly sensitive social and historical milieux in
which they emerged, and given the kind of severe criticism they faced from the
upper-classs bhadralok community, the Kartabhajas only mention such practices in
the most ambivalent, compromised, and equivocal terms, concealing them behind
extremely tangled and confusing veils of symbolism, metaphor, and the secret dis-
course of sandhabhasa. Throughout the Kartabhaja songs, we find classic Tantric
erotic metaphors such as “throwing away the poison and drinking the nectar”
(separating prema from kama in the act of love), “making the frog dance in the ser-
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pent’s mouth” or “swimming the ocean without getting your hair wet” (i.e., en-
gaging in intercourse without ejaculating).3? Like the Bauls, the Kartabhajas often
use the imagery of the “Royal Goose dallying with his beloved Lady Goose” and
the “bees drinking the nectar of the lotus”—metaphors commonly used to refer to
the act of sexual intercourse and the union of the male semen with the female
menstrual fluid (BG 415;11.81).3* And as we have already seen (chapter 3), perhaps
the most well-known and most infamous of all the Kartabhajas’ esoteric sayings is
their very cryptic “root mantra,” the odd little phrase: “meye hijra puruskhoja, tabe
habe Kartabhaja (the woman must become a Hijra, and the man must become a
Khoja; then they will be Kartabhajas)—a saying that is understood by many, both
within and without the tradition, to be a reference to Tantric sexual practices and,
specifically, to the paradoxical act of enjoying sexual union without feeling even a
trace of base, sensual desire.

However, the most controversial of all the Kartibhaja songs are those that refer
to the Sahajiya practice of parakiya love—a practice which, we have already seen,
had become an object of increasing scandal and debate during the colonial era.
The question of parakiyd sadhand appears numerous times throughout the
Kartabhaja songs—but always in the most obscure, confusing, and apparently con-
tradictory forms.35 The most important of these is a long series of some fourteen
songs of the Bhaver Gita (BG 148—61). Indeed, it is these very songs which our au-
thor is afraid to reveal to us—"lest we be scared shitless!” (BG 159; 11.89).

All these songs employ the central metaphors of the “Madman” (khepa, baul or
pagal),“the Company” (kompani), the “Fruit Garden” (meoyar bagan), and the “foul-
smelling fruit” (bodboi phal). In a curious mythological narrative, which combines
the imagery of plant life and gardens with the “moats and canons” of Fort William
and the East India Company, our author tells us that the Divine Madman had a
wondrous fruit tree, with the power to intoxicate and enchant anyone who tasted
its fruit. Because no one on earth could reach the fruit of this tree, however, the
Madman planted a magical garden in the heavens, protected within the confines of
the “Company’s Fort,” with all its canons and guns (almost surely a reference to
Fort William in Calcutta).3¢ And then, out of his wish to delight and madden the
world, he distributed the fruit throughout the world, giving it to the “men of the
company” and making them all madmen like himself.

No one can reach the wondrous fruit of that land.
That’s why the Madman will return and plant the fruit in heaven,
and as it bears fruit, He’ll distribute it throughout the world.
Whoever receives and tastes that fruit,
while tasting it, will forget everything else!

. . . There’s an ocean surrounding this wondrous place.
Upon it, the fruit garden was born.
. . . There’s a wondrous place within a Fortress,
where there are canonballs and bullets, canons and guns.
Brother, this wondrous place is what you have sought.
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Out of desire for awakening, you get a whiff of it.
L3lsas says, “at His command, the soul becomes a Mad Baul! [khepa baul].”
(BG 153).

The referents of these complex metaphors are, for the most part, relatively clear
and have been explained by a number of later commentators.>” As one former
Karta, Satyasiva Pil, explains, the madman here is the divine madman, Caitanya,
who was secretly reborn in the form of Aulcand; the “company” is the Vaisnava
community following in the wake of Caitanya, and secretly continued by the
Kartibhajas; the fruit garden is the “garden of love [prema),” or the realm of spiri-
tual practice and devotional worship; and finally, as the Bhaver Gita itself tells us
quite explicitly in the last song of the series, the wondrous and mysterious “fruit
tree” which is planted in this garden is none other the practice of parakiya rasa itself
(BG 159;11.89).38

Initially, in the first several songs, the author presents parakiya rasa as a positive,
even necessary practice; it is the sweet fruit planted in the garden of love by the di~
vine madman Caitanya-Aulcind, a fruit that delights and intoxicates all the men of
the Company:

A great splendor arose within this garden of sweet fruit,

and look—the men of your Company come running, maddened with the sweet
smell!

To those who have eyes to see it,
the Madman will give this fruit to taste.
Having tasted it, they’ll be enchanted by the Madman,
and follow behind Him like a bull led by the nose!

. . . When that Company of yours becomes [like] my Madman,
they’ll be able to taste this fruit.
When they get it, they’ll feel the Ecstasy [bhava] of madness.
Becoming connoisseurs in that taste [rase rasika],
they’ll engage in a wondrous play!

. . . That Madman said, “I’ll distribute this sweet fruit throughout the world!
I'll make a deep streamn in the earth,
I’ll make everyone speak one language,
enchanting them with this fruit, with the greatest fun!
And now the whole universe will drown in the waves of Love!”
The Madman himself will remain plunged within [the ocean of love];
And the Company will come and float [upon the waves of love] to its heart’s desire.
Lilsadt says,“That Madman [khepa baul] can do whatever he pleases!”

(BG 154;11.86)

However, as the Bhaver Gita goes on to tell us, there’s something not quite right

with this parakiya fruit; indeed it begins to give off a strange “foul smell” (bodboi),
which seems to overpower anyone who inhales it. Not only does it intoxicate
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those who taste it with its marvelous joy and bliss, but it also seems to become
rather addictive and self-destructive:

Look, now you're paying homage to that Madman;

You know nothing impure.

That’s why I'm telling you: We never want to smell that fruit;
but you've lost yourself in the fragrance of that fruit, brother.
Now you can'’t stand anything else—

But never speak of this openly to anyone! (BG 153; my italics)

Therefore, to save ordinary devotees from becoming totally corrupted by sensual
lust—by addiction to sexual intercourse and even “enjoyment of menstrual
blood”—the “Good-Mannered Company” (dadab Kompani) was forced to “uproot
the garden,” fruit, roots, and all.

Previously, at the dawn of the Fourth Pralaya [i.e., the beginning of the Kali Yuga]
“The Darkness which Destroys Doubt” [i.e., Caitanya] suddenly came to this
shore.

I don’t know how he became so beautiful!

He created the garden of Parakiya Rasa.

There was no end to the field of night.

But brother, a foul smell arose within it, you know.

Yet with great effort, the supreme,Virtuous One preserved [the garden].
When the Good Mannered Company got wind of that foul smell,

they uprooted the garden, roots, flowers and all.

If the Good Mannered Company had not gotten wind of that smell,

then everyone, the highest and the lowest, would have gone crazy—

eating menstrual blood, sleeping together!

After this happened, the Garden remained empty. (BG 159; I11.89)

Nonetheless, even though the garden of love has had to be uprooted and de-
stroyed, still, the wise madman was able to preserve this garden in another form. In
a series of cryptic passages, we are told first that the madman rebuilt this garden,
not on earth, but instead “in heaven” [akase], and later, that he preserved this gar-
den “secretly,” beyond the sight of mainstream society, and, as it were, behind the old
garden of fruit:

When the Company uprooted this garden of fruit,

The Madman himself went to see and evaluate it.

There was some foul-smell within it.

He rebuked all those who desired it.

Did the Company have the strength to bear that foul smell?
And seeing it, He himself was driven Mad!

He said, “T’ll rebuild that [Garden] in heaven!”
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LalSasi says, “I'll delight the Company with the Fruit of that Garden!”
(BG 155;11.87)

Even now, behind that fruit garden, the Company continues;
Lalsasi says, “behind that fruit garden, the Company is continuous!” [meoyar piche
kompant abiram). (BG 159; 11.89)

Now that we have briefly traced the origins of the Kartabhajas and their highly
enigmatic songs, let us turn to the more formidable task of interpreting these cryp-
tic songs—or at least sorting out their multiple, conflicting readings and interpre-
tations. As we will see, there are in fact many different and contradictory ways to
construe this striking image of the “Company” and its stinking fruit—some which
would eradicate this foul smell altogether, and some which would more skillfully
mask it behind more palatable aromas.

“Deodorized Tantra™
Sex, Secrecy, and Censorship in the Karté})}lajé Tradition

When one becomes free of the scent of lust, he attains the Gopi-bhava.
(Vivarta Vilasa)

What we encounter in this long and rather curious metaphoric narrative of the
“stinking fruit,” I would suggest, is a powerful illustration of the problems of cen-
sorship and repression, as well as the corresponding tactics of self-censorship, en-
cryption, and symbolic disguise to which censorship inevitably gives rise. As the
“knot binding power and knowledge,” censorship is always at work in some form
in the social field, governing what can be said, expressed, or even thought: “a
mechanism the powerful use to tighten control over people or ideas that threaten
to disrupt established systems of order”3” However, as Scott argues, the tactics of
enforced silence are also just as frequently exercised by dominated groups them-
selves, upon their own utterances, in the form of self-censorship. As one of the
most common “arts of resistance” or the weapons of the weak, this systematic edit-
ing of one’s own discourse can be a powerful means of communicating potentially
dangerous or subversive information while staying within the boundaries of the
official law. Not unlike “prudent opposition newspaper editors under strict censor-
ship,” dominated and marginal groups must learn how to exploit all the loopholes,
ambiguities, and lapses “in order to convey their message in oblique form without
being silenced altogether”#0 The art of self-censorship thus demands the complex
and ingenious use of concealed, encrypted language—a technique of “writing
between the lines”—designed to pass by the censors while still transmitting its
message in covert form to its intended audience.4! And the more severe the cen-
sorship imposed by the dominant political order, as Freud so insightfully reminds
us, “the more thorough the disguise and . . . the more ingenious the means em-
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ployed to put the reader on the track of meaning.”+2 Within the Kartibhaja tradi-
tion, however, these efforts at self-censorship appear to have taken two different
forms—on one hand, a tactic of deodorization, and on the other, a tactic of
disguise.

On one side, throughout the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the
more conservative leaders of the Kartabhajas have sought to defend their tradition
against charges of licentiousness, often bending over backward to sanitize and
eradicate any trace of the “foul stench” of Tantric immorality. In J. E. H. Garret’s
District Gazetteers of 1910, for example, we find a stirring defense of the Kartabhaja
faith by one particularly outspoken devotee named Babu Gopal Krishna Pal. Far
from a decadent and degenerate Tantric cult, Pal argues, the Kartabhaja religion is
the true “Religion of Man,” equal in its noble humanism and moral purity to the
reformist movements like Rammohun’s Brahmo Samjj itself.4?

Even more reactionary and apologetic defenses of the Kartabhaja faith, how-
ever, emerged in response to the question of parakiya love. For example, one of
the most respected and revered of the Ghoshpara Kartas, Satya$iva Pal Devama-
hanta, offers a highly conservative—indeed ultra-conservative—interpretation of
Kartabhaja practice. In his long commentary on the songs of the “Stinking Fruit,”
Pal argues that the Gaudiya Vaisnava community had initially embraced the doc-
trine of parakiya love—but solely on the theological plane, as the relationship be-
tween Krsna and Radhi3, and thus most emphatically not between actual men and
women. However, this doctrine was then misunderstood and corrupted by later
followers (i.e., the Tantric Sahajiyas) and therefore had to be uprooted by the
“Good Mannered Company” (i.e., the Kartabhajas). In its place, Aulcind, as the
new incarnation of Caitanya, planted a new garden, which was the doctrine of
svakiya love. At present, Pal suggests, the true and authentic Kartabhajas believe
solely in the most orthodox, most conservative doctrine of svakiya love—on both
the human and on the theological planes. Thus, in a rather remarkable hermeneu-
tic maneuver, Pal claims not only that the Kartabhajas are free of all scandal and
licentiousness but, in fact, that they are even more orthodox and conservative than
the mainstream Gaudrya Vaisnavas themselves!

The Kartabhaja religion is strongly opposed to the Parakiya doctrine. It is based
upon the Svakiya doctrine. . . . In the Kali yuga . . . Lord Krsna descended into
this world and became incarnate in the form of Caitanya. He created the garden of
Parakiya love. That garden was pure and spotless . . . But before his entry into the
city of Puri, a foul smell arose in this garden . . . People misunderstood the pure
Parakiy3 rasa and began to engage in immoral practices. . . . When Caitanya, in
the form of Aulcand, saw that the people were practicing immoral acts, he went mad.
. . . He reproached everyone who desired it. Then he said, “I'll create a
new fruit garden,” and he began to spread the Svakiya doctrine in a new form in
Ghoshpara 4+

This, according to Pals reading, is the basic meaning of the Kartabhajas’ rather
infamous and controvesial root mantra, “Meye hijra purus khoja, tabe habe
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Kartabhaja” Far from bearing any kind of Tantric sexual implications, this means
on the contrary that the man and woman must be utterly chaste and pure, free of
all carnal desire, in complete control of the senses.*>

Yet on the other side, in complete opposition to this strategy of “deodoriza-
tion” or denial of Tantric sexual practices, there is also the strategy of “disguise,”
or the more skillful concealment of such objectionable elements. Side by side
with this more conservative interpretation, there have always been a variety of
Kartabhaja disciples who have strongly advocated Tantric practices and the use of
parakiya love as a religious sacrament—though only behind the thickest veils of se-
crecy. Even the great twentieth-century Kartabhaja theologian and systematizer,
Manulal Misra, the most important Kartabhaja author after Dulalcand, offers a
highly esoteric Tantric interpretation, comparing Kartabhaja practice to the illicit
love affairs of Vidyapati and his illicit lover, Lachima: “Let me tell you about this
conjugal love [rati]: through this love, Radhanga Ray . . . enjoyed a woman and
became the Conqueror of Death. And Vidyapati too engaged in this love. . . .
The young girl Lachimi was endowed with all virtues; Vidyapati joined with her
in Sahaja Love, very secretly [ati gopane] . . . . Become a woman, brother, and
engage in this practice with a woman. Remain in secrecy and practice this love!”’46

Even today one can find a variety of gurus throughout old Calcutta and the
rural hinterlands of Bengal who still defend the more esoteric and controversial
Tantric side of the tradition. One of the most learned and most repected living
Kartibhaja gurus, St Advaita Candra Dis of Shyambazar, northern Calcutta, for
example, interprets the same passage of the “Stinking Fruit” in an explicitly Tantric
sense, as referring to literal sexual practices. The deeper meaning of this song, in
Das’s reading, is that parakiya sexual practices (in the Tantric Sahajiya sense) were
originally taught by Caitanya-Aulcand; however, because they were abused by self-
interested, false devotees and misunderstood by the exoteric Vaisnava tradition,
they had to be removed from the mainstream Vaisnava community. Nevertheless,
these practices have in fact still continued behind the fruit garden—that is, secretly,
esoterically, beyond the sight of exoteric, worldly minded men and solely within the
esoteric realm of the Kartabhaja sect. In this interpretation, the “foul smell” simply
refers to the presence of selfish lust (kama) which must be purified and trans-
formed if true love (prema) is to emerge through the practice of parakiya: “The
practice of parakiyd rasa is very difficult. There must not be even a trace of lust in
the sadhaka.” The true partner in Kartibhaja sadhana must be as pure and unsullied
as Candidis’s untouchable washerwoman-lover, Rimi—a woman who can engage

in seemingly antisocial sexual relations, yet without bearing the foul odor of lust:

The adulterous lover is tainted by the scent of lust, and the chaste wife [Safinan] is
also tainted by the scent of lust; but apart from these two, there is another type of
woman who is free of the scent of lust. She alone can be taken in this practice. . . .
Thus, Candidas praised Rami, the washerwoman, as his very life:“You are enjoyment
without the scent of lust; She has the form of a washerwoman and the nature of a
virgin; there is no scent of lust upon her.”+7

174 THE LIABILITY OF SECRECY



According to Das’s reading, this is the meaning of the key Kartabhaja metaphors
of “sitting on the lotus without drinking the nectar,” and “dallying with Lord Krsna,
without retaining any scent of him on one’s body” These are both common
metaphors used throughout the Sahajiya and Baul literature for the practice of
sexual sddhana. The Tantric yogin engages in sexual intercourse (i.e., sits on the
lotus) without emitting his semen or enjoying physical orgasm (i.e., drinking the
nectar):“There are two marks of the Sahaja condition. One is that the scent of Krsna
will not remain upon the body. The other is that the bee will sit on the lotus but will
not drink the nectar. . . . He may have a female companion, but he will not drink
the nectar. Even while remaining with a beautiful woman, he will never give in to
lust.” 8 The true sadhaka is the one who can engage in parakiyd love—who can taste
the stinking fruit—and yet somehow avoid becoming stained by its foul smell—that
is, avoid giving in to the madness of lust. In Das’s reading, this is the real and most es-
oteric meaning of the Kartibhaja root mantra, meye hijra purus khoja. To become a
hijra or a khoja does not mean simple chastity and abstinence but, rather, that one has
the power to perform what is seemingly impossible, contradictory, or absurd—like
making a frog dance in a snake’s mouth or bathing in the sea of nectar without get-
ting your hair wet, the true sadhaka can engage in sexual intercourse without giving
in to lust and without shedding his semen.*® In support of this reading, Das then
cites the following rather explicitly Tantric Kartabhaja song (which is, interestingly
enough, not included in the official corpus of the Bhaver Gita),

Keep this secret love in secrecy;
and accomplish the work of the heart.
Make the frog dance in the mouth of the serpent,
then you will be the king of Rasikas.
He who is skillful can thread a needle with the peak of Mount Sumeru.
If one can bind an elephant with a spider’s web,
he will attain rasa.
. . . Pay no attention to the Vedas or Vedanta,
and don’t drink the rasa of the Vedas.
You will still be a chaste wife; you won’t be an adulteress,
under the control of no one,
Even though you become unchaste and abandon your family, worrying and
worrying.
Seeing another’s husband, with passion radiant like gold,
you will still follow the injunctions of your own true husband.
Swim in the ocean of impurity, let down your hair,
but don’t get wet and don’t touch the water.
. . . Be a cook, make the curry—but don’t touch the pot!50

One who dares to engage in such a difficult and dangerous practice, however,

must always remain hidden and disguised from the eyes of common, exoteric, and
worldly society: “This Sahajiya practice, like other forms of Tantric practice, is
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secret. It cannot be revealed to ordinary people. Those who follow this path cannot
tell anyone about it.”3! This, according to Dis, is precisely the reason that the songs
of the Bhaver Gita are so strange and confusing, so filled with bizarre metaphors
and seemingly inscrutable, even nonsensical imagery. Their aim is precisely to mis-
lead, confuse, and divert ignorant outsiders, who would only misunderstand and
abuse these powerful and dangerous teachings:

The bestial, common person is without authority and is forbidden from this prac-
tice. . . . Once they gain authority to engage in this practice, pure men have as
their the duty to prevent others from engaging in this practice.

Lalsas1 composed countless verses in the form of instructions for the method of
sadhand using sandha-bhasa. . . . The method of Kartabhaja practice remains bound
in great secrecy between the guru and disciple and is not knownto the majority. That

is why most people cannot understand the methods of practice in this sect.52

Like the esoteric language of Tibetan Tantric texts, as Robert Thurman has argued,
these deeply encoded songs would seem to involve a direct and explicit “skillful use
of obscurity”’—a discourse which is deliberately opaque, intentionally misleading,
whose aim is not to clarify and enlighten, but rather to obfuscate and confuse.>3

Not surprisingly, the conflict of interpretations surrounding the Kartabhajas is
not limited to Kartabhaja devotees themselves but has also aroused tremendous de-
bate in contemporary scholarship. Since the mid-nineteenth century until the
present day, there have always been a wide range of scholars who regard the
Kartabhajas as a basically Tantric sect, which has since its origins been shot through
with sexual practices. As Tushar Chatterjee puts it, “it is observed from extensive
field studies . . . that the Sahajiya Tantrik tradition of orgiasticism has been in
practice among the Kartabhaja sect all through.”5+ Second, there are those who
offer a more apologetic interpretation, regarding the Kartabhajas as a more conser-
vative Vaisnava sect, into which certain Tantric elements may have entered at a later
date, as corruptions of an originally pure tradition. As Aksaykumar Datta put it in
1870: “Perhaps the intentions of the founder were true, but his followers departed
from the pure path. . . . The sin of sexual transgression occurred . . . and this
has been the cause of their downfall’55 Still others, like Ramakanta Chakrabarty,
take a kind of middle-road view, describing the Kartabhajas as half Vaisnava,
half Sahajiya, or as “conservative” Sahajiyas who practice only svakiya sexual rites,
while rejecting the more objectionable parakiya rites.>¢ Finally, some like Sudhir
Cakravartl suggest that there are in fact two separate and very different branches
within the Kartibhaja tradition—one which follows more mainstream Vaisnava
practices, and another highly secretive branch, surviving primarily in the more re-
mote areas of rural Bengal, which continues to engage in Sahajiya sexual rites.57

My own opinion is that the Kartabhaja sect is now and has always been a highly
pluralistic tradition, consisting of a wide range of conflicting factions. As we have
already seen, the songs of the Bhaver Gita themselves are almost certainly not the
product of a single author but, instead, the rather messy and fragmented result of
many decades of oral transmission and transformation which arose between the
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time of the oldest known manuscripts (1821-26) and their first printed editions in
1870 and 1882 (see SE part I). They quite clearly embody the voices of many dif-
ferent authors, probably holding many different and conflicting opinions. Thus
there has always been intense ambivalence regarding Tantric elements within the
tradition itself; indeed, we might regard the songs of the “Stinking fruit in the gar-
den of Love” as a kind of agonizing process of self-reflection and internal debate
over the history of the tradition itself—a kind of metanarrative or commentary on
the troubling presence of Tantric elements within the Vaisnava tradition itself.

This is, however, also an unusual sort of commentary or metanarrative, one
which makes a striking use of the metaphor of the “company” itself. Whether we
understand it as a tactic of “deodorization”or “disguise,” I suggest, this rather weird
appropriation of the company and its terminology is good evidence of just how
acutely aware the Kartabhajas were of the changing social, political and moral con-
text in which they emerged—namely, the early years of the British East India
Company rule and the dawn of the new social 1deals of the Bengal renaissance.

At the same time, however, it also shows that they had the ingenious skill (and
rather remarkable audacity) to appropriate the image of “Hon’ble John Company”
and to transform it into the “Good-Mannered Company” of the Kartabhaja tradi-
tion. As Scott suggests, not only are marginal groups capable of masking their dis-
sent against the dominant order behind an elaborate web of elusive imagery and
metaphoric disguise, but, often, they also disguise themselves in an even more
ingenious way, by making use of symbols and metaphors drawn from the of dom-
inant classes themselves. Black slaves in the American South, for example, often
appropriated the prophetic symbols of Joshua and Moses in order to express their
hope for freedom and the end of the white man’s power; so, too, Filipino natives
often adapted the Christian tradition of the Passion Play to convey a “general yet
guarded dissent from elite culture,” simultaneously conveying their resistance to
the dominant colonial order while masking their dissent in the “acceptable” im-
agery of the colonizers and missionaries themselves: “What permits subordinate
groups to undercut authorized cultural norms is the fact that a cultural expression
by virtue of its polyvalent symbolism and metaphor lends itself to disguise. By the
subtle use of codes, one can insinuate into a ritual, a pattern of dress, a song, a story,
meanings that are accessible to one intended audience and opaque to another au-
dience the actors wish to exclude’>8 So, too, I would suggest, at least part of the
logic behind the Kartabhajas’ use of the “Good Mannered Company” lies in a sim-
ilar kind of clever appropriation and deformation of a key metaphor—a metaphor
that masks their real activities, while simultaneously communicating them through
the seemingly “legitimate” imagery of the Hon’ble Company itself. To borrow a
phrase of de Certeau, we might think of this as a kind of symbolic “poaching” by
which dominated groups can adapt and even hide behind the discourse of the
dominant classes themselves; it is part of “a logic whose models go as far back as
the age old ruses of fishes and insects that disguise or transform themselves to sur-
vive. . . . Everyday life invents itself by poaching in countless ways on the prop-
erty of others.”s?
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An Ugly Old Slut in a House Full of Rubbish and Dung:
The Growing Scandal, Slander, and Suppression of the Kartabhajas in
Nineteenth-Century Bengal

Unfortunately, however, it would seem that neither the tactics of “deodorization”
nor “disguise” was terribly successful. The history of the Kartabhaja tradition in the
late nineteenth and twentieth centuries is in fact a rather sad and ironic story of a
brief period of success, fame, and power, followed by a long saga of scandal, slander,
censorship, and a gradual decline into obscurity. It is the history of what was orig-
inally a small, highly esoteric “obscure religious cult,” which grew into a large and
popular religious movement, but which ultimately fell into increasing disrepute in
large part because of its alleged Tantric rituals and immoral sexual practices. More
than virtually any other of the small lower-class sects, the Kartabhajas were singled
out in nineteenth-century Bengali discourse as the most depraved and dangerous
example of these “deviant orders”—as a “degenerate form of the Tantric religion,”
or even as “the foremost of the Aghora-panthis.”¢0 “Everybody shuddered at the name
Kartabhaja. The vices which they imbibed from the Tantriks became most promi-
nent. . . . Kartabhaja became a term of ridicule”61 As the Calcutta satirist,
Kedarnath Datta, described them in 1871, “According to a Kartabhaja saying,
‘Meye Hijra Purus Khoja, tabe habe Kartabhaj—but today this has become a source
of ridicule among circles of wicked men. . . . Due to ignorance and lack of con-
trol over the senses, they abandoned the truth and sought the pleasures of the
senses; the path of religion has become the path of irreligion.”62 Among the most
intense (and humorous) of these many attacks was that of Dasarathi Ray, the fa-
mous Bengali poet, who mercilessly ridiculed the Kartabhajas for their alleged li-
centiousness, criminal behavior, and fraud. In Dasarathls scathing poem,
“Kartabhaja,” the Karta himself is portrayed as nothing more than a kind of “dog
in a rice husking room,” a “ringleader among thieves,” or an “ugly old slut in a

place full of rubbish and dung.”

They have a separate Tantra; abandoning the mantras of all other gods,
they are initiated by the Human mantra [Manusa-mantral.

Religion 1s mixed up with all irreligion;

they turn every deed into the enjoyment of sensual pleasures!

In all their teachings there is deception and fraud.

. . . [In this sect] the murderous highwayman becomes a holy man.
The harlot becomes a woman of good family,

The chaste wife is no longer counted among her husband’s possessions!

At each full moon dance, they sleep together.

. . . All the old whores [magis] who aren’t yet dead enjoy conjugal relations;
Seeing this, I died in shame!

The young beautiful women all act as Gopls and engage in the Lila.

They smear perfume and sandal-paste, garlic and collyrium on the Karta’s limbs,
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and exchange garlands with him
while the Karta removes their clothing!e3

By the early twentieth century, the Kartabhaja tradition had dwindled to a kind of
sad laughing stock, remembered primarily for its scandalous behavior, unworthy of
serious scholarly attention, and “impossible to describe without offending the
judgments of good taste o+

Coneclusions:

Imagining and Reimagining “Tantra” in Contemporary Discourse

To close, I would like to suggest that the question of sexual practices within the
Kartabhaja tradition also raises much broader and more important questions in the
study of Indian Tantra as a whole. Not only is it a striking illustration of how very
deeply rooted are Tantric traditions within their specific social, cultural, and politi-
cal contexts, and the many ways in which these traditions change and adapt in the
face of changing history; at the same time, the “Good Mannered Company” of the
Kartabhajas also demonstrates the often profound impact of colonialism, Western
influence, and changing social values on Tantric traditions. The problems of secrecy
and censorship have most probably always been integral to the Tantric traditions of
Bengal, but they appear to have become all the more intense during particular so-
cial and historical contexts, such as the period of Muslim rule, or perhaps most
acutely during the British colonial era.

Finally, and most important, I would also suggest that the rather unusual case of
the Kartabhajas can also help us to reimagine and redefine the category of Tantra
in contemporary discourse. For if, as Padoux suggests, the category of Tantrism is
itself largely a modern Western creation, and one with an ambivalent and muddled
history, can we still employ this term in a useful way? As I wish to argue, the cate-
gory of Tantra, although deeply problematic and ambiguous, is also a potentially
useful, and perhaps now unavoidable, tool for the understanding of certain aspects
of South Asian belief and practice. Rather than a singular monolithic entity, how-
ever, Tantrism is perhaps much better understood as a product of the scholarly
imagination, which we find it useful to employ as a tool or heuristic device. This is
moreover a highly pluralistic, fluid category—to borrow a phrase from Jonathan
Z. Smith, a “messy hodgepodge” or “heap of rubbish.”¢5 in the case of the
Kartabhajas, we have found that this tradition clearly shares virtually every one of
the ten features which, according to Brooks, are characteristic of those traditions
that we can justifiably label “Tantric,”6é and there are also many within the tradi-
tion itself who, even today, would readily identify themselves as tantrikas. Yet,
simultaneously, there are just as many, and probably far more representatives of the
more conservative or “orthodox” side of the tradition, who would be deeply of-
fended and shocked by the mere suggestion that they might have any association
with the scandal, the smut, or the “foul stench” of Tantrism. Hence, the Kartabhajas

THE STINKING FRUIT IN THE GARDEN OF LOVE 179



present us with a telling reminder of just how problematic (though admittedly un-
avoidable) a category this remains in contemporary discourse.

Still more important, however, I would also agree strongly with Jeffrey Kripal
and his recent work on Ramkrsna. As Kripal argues, much recent scholarship has
followed in the “reformist” and highly cerebral tradition of scholarship begun by
Sir John Woodroffe, by limiting itself to abstract, philosophical Sanskrit texts while
ignoring the more concrete social, historical, and political contexts in which Tantra
is practiced.

Scholarship on Tantra . . . is still working in the legacy of its founder, John
Woodroffe, whose work was marked by profound philosophical . . . and moral
biases and an apologetic designed to rid Tantra of everything that smacked of super-
stition, or scandal. Writing within this “Victorian” tradition, numerous scholars have
attempted all sorts of mental gymnastics in a desperate effort to rescue the tradition

from its stubbornly “impure” ways.67

What is most needed now is a study of Tantric traditions, seen neither as a seedy
cabal of libertines nor as an abstract set of philosophical texts; rather we need to take
these traditions seriously as living, embodied phenomena, with an enormous diver-
sity of forms within their many social and historical contexts. We need, in short, to
move beyond the abstract level of disembodied Sanskrit texts to examine these tra-
ditions in their most human, most ambiguous “lived compromises and contradic-
tions.”®8 Perhaps then we might move beyond the construction of Tantrism as the
exotic “extreme Orient” and instead understand it as a concrete, historical-—even if
rather messy and problematic—category in the history of religions.
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The Economics of Ecstasy

The Economic Hierarchy and Business Tactics
of the Kartélnhajés

You've come into this world, but you don’t know the value of money [takd]

Money is such a thing that it’s virtually equal to Allah himself!

You will not find any sort of scale of measure like money in this universe.

.. . IfI go to a holy man, I find that he too has money.

No one pays any respect to those who have no money.

And those who have thousands of rupees become king.

Even a murderer goes unpunished if he has enough money! (Parna Dis Baul,
Banglar Baul o Gan)

Not only can the tactics of secrecy become an ironic liability and a source of attack
from outside the esoteric community, but they can also become a liability from
within the community, as the source of new forms of oppression in the hierarchy of
the secret order itself. Indeed, if the Kartabhajas’ rather ingenious use of secrecy
could serve as a powerful source of status, value, and symbolic capital for many
poor lower—class individuals who lacked such resources in mainstream society, we
must nonetheless be wary of romanticizing this tradition, of naively idealizing it as
a kind of noble force of resistance by the colonized and dominated against their
oppressors. The practice of secrecy, in this as in most esoteric traditions, could also
easily be turned into a strategy of elitism and exploitation—a means of obfuscating in-
equalities, constructing new hierarchies of power, or concealing more subtle forms
of oppression. As Simmel long ago pointed out, secrecy is always among the fa-
vorite tools of the dominant factions at the top of the social hierarchy: It is the
basic strategy of masking and mystification, which at once conceals the numerical
insignificance of the elite while exaggerating their aura of power, awe, or mystery.!
In the case of the Kartibhajas, it allowed the Karta and his Mahasays to construct
an elaborate, highly asymmetrical hierarchy within the Kartabhaji community it-
self.

So, too, the Kartibhajas® skillful appropriation of mercantile discourse, eco-
nomic terminology, and the imagery of the “company” also appears to have borne
with it a more negative and less admirable side. Already by the mid-nineteenth
century, the Kartibhajis had in fact developed an extensive and fairly sophisticated
economic system of their own, with a lucrative system of regular taxation and rev-
enue collection which in many ways reflects the traditional Zamindari system of
revenue collection in rural Bengal. It was in large part their very effective business
strategies that allowed the leaders of this highly esoteric, so-called “obscure reli-
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gious cult” to rise to the status of some of the most affluent religious figures of
nineteenth-century Bengal. Their pursuit of status and symbolic capital, it seems,
was closely related to their accumulation of real economic capital, land, and mate-
rial wealth. As one recent author put it, the Kartas appear to have formulated “an
effective plan for uniting religion and economics” or even a “commercial enter-
prise on the spiritual plane””?

This central ambivalence at the very heart of the Kartabhaja tradition—its
simultaneously liberating and exploitative character—is nowhere more apparent
than in the infamous Kartibhaja festival (meld) held each spring in Ghoshpara. As
the most public and popular side of this tradition—what we might call the exo-
teric side of an esoteric tradition—the Ghoshpara Mela was widely discussed
throughout nineteenth-century Bengal. It was notorious both because of the un-
usual degree of freedom from ordinary social constraints that it allowed and be-
cause of the seeming crass commercialism and vulgar profiteering that went on
among its organizers. Like the uniquely liminal geographic space of the village of
Ghoshpara itself, the Mela opens up what Bourdieu calls a “free market” of social
exchange.? As an alternative social space, the Meli is a temporary event in which
normal social boundaries and religious laws do not apply, a time when those who
normally have little symbolic capital can suddenly rise to new status and social
power.Very much a “carnivalesque” event in Bakhtin’s sense, this is a time that nor-
mal social relations are turned topsy-turvy, when women, the poor, and the lower
classes have a brief chance to be on top.

Yet at the same time, the Mela also has a very pronounced economic dimen-
sion, the primary beneficiaries of which are not the poor lower classes but, rather,
the Kartas and Mahasays. If it is a “carnival,” it is also in many ways a case of com-
mercial cooption, one of the primary functions of which is to extract revenue
from poor and uneducated lower-class people. From the mid-nineteenth century
to the present day this Mela has served as the Kartas’ primary source of income
and a central part of their broader “economics of ecstasy”™+

Finally, with its complex organization and business practices, the Kartabhaja tra-
dition also opens up a number of illuminating insights into the heterogeneous
world of colonial Bengal, and perhaps into some broader questions of colonial
studies as a whole. For the economic organization of the Kartabhajas reflects not
only the important transformations brought about by the incursion of British
capitalism and the East India Company but also the deeper continuities between
precolonial and colonial economic structures. As we saw in chapter 1, Indian soci-
ety was by no means suddenly and radically transformed by the presence of Euro-
pean capitalism. On the contrary, “there were many threads of continuity between
precoloniatl India and the India of the East India Company.”5 On the whole, Ben-
gal of the early nineteenth century was a complex mesh of competing factions in
which “non-capitalist agrarian production and capitalist economic development
were bound in a dialectical relationship.”¢ It is precisely this complex dialectic of
capitalist and pre-capitalist, indigenous and European structures that we find re-
flected in the Kartabhaja tradition.
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Simultaneously, I argue, the Kartabhajas also give us some useful insights into the
problems of “resistance” and “domination” within situations of colonial contact. As a
number of recent critics have argued, much of the discourse on post-colonial theory
has been hampered by a persistent tendency toward simplistic binarisms and static
dichotomies: domination and resistance, colonial oppression and native struggle, and
so on. Moreover, in their celebration of resistance and struggle, post-colonial studies
often overlook the more subtle forms of collusion and cooperation between colonizer
and colonized. By romanticizing the struggle of colonized peoples as noble cham-
pions of freedom against the expansion of global capitalism, they ignore the many
ways in which the colonized often introduce new, in some cases equally oppressive,
hierarchies of their own.” We need, as Kelly suggests, a more complex understanding
of the colonial situation, emphasizing the ambivalent mixture of both resistance and
accommodation. For what we find is often not a story of “victory for the colonized
in resistance to colonial hegemony” but, rather, one in which “the heroes are flawed
and their successes mixed with failures.”8 If the Kartabhajas strategically appropriate
many elements of the dominant economic discourse, investing them with highly
subversive new meanings, it would seem that its poor, lower-class members are also
reinscribed into a new economic hierarchy, which serves primarily to benefit a small
group of powertul gurus.

Corporeal Taxation:

Hierarcl'ly and Economic Excl'lange

Mahegvari [Kali] is my landlord, I am thine own immediate tenant.

Now I am subject, now am [ free yet never have my dues been left unpaid.

.. . T'am a tenant on the Mother’ land, keeping a firm hold of the right plot, all
dues paid.

Now by the strength of your name, I mean to continue to hold and also to make it
rent free.

Prasad says, My rent is not a single cowry in arrears. (Ramprasad Sen)

Despite the constant rhetoric of egalitariamism, universality and freedom for all
castes, the Kartibhaja sect had by the early nineteenth century evolved into a com-
plex, highly asymmetrical, and apparently rather lucrative economic hierarchy. In-
deed, as Lincoln aptly points out, “Egalitarianism . . . is never a simple matter,
there being a multitude of ways in which hierarchy may be reasserted, the most
egalitarian of claims . . . notwithstanding.”® Unlike most of the smaller esoteric
sects of the day, the Kartabhajas quickly organized themselves into a graded hierar-
chical order, bound by a regular system of taxation and revenue collection. Clearly,
the extraction of revenue and the close intermingling of religious and economic
practices was by no means a new invention of the Kartabhajas. One need only
look to Vaisnava sects such as the Vallabhacaris, who collected similar kinds of taxes
from their devotees, or to ascetic sects such as the Dasnamis and Sannyisis of the
eighteenth century, to see that business and spirituality have long gone hand in
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hand in Bengali religions.1? What is unique about the Kartabhajas, however, is the
remarkable degree of systematization they introduced, as they built up an effective
economic hierarchy and an efficient system of annual taxation which in many
ways mirrored the existing systems of land revenue in colonial Bengal.

Secrecy, as Simmel reminds us, is often one of the key elements in the construc-
tion of social and political hierarchy—the privilege of access to valued knowledge
and information which separates the dominant from subordinate strata in every
social order. As Elizabeth Brandt comments in her study of secrecy and social hier-
archy in the Taos Pueblo community: “Knowledge is power in both a spiritual and
secular sense and the use of power must be controlled. . . . Certain kinds of in-
formation are declared secret. . . . A major consequence of secrecy is the estab-
lishment of status hierarchies based on access to knowledge.”’1! Indeed, like many
secret societies across cultures, the Kartabhajas seem to have simultaneously op-
posed the existing social order and caste system, even as they created an alternative
hierarchical order, in many ways mirroring or mimicking the dominant order itself. As
Chesneaux points out in the case of subversive groups in China, “the secret soci-
eties were diametrically opposed to the [existing] order and its conventions. . . .
Yet at the same time they set out to create . . . a system of rules as complete as
the one they opposed. . . . They mirrored established society while constituting

. the principal force of opposition and dissent.”12

The Kartibhajas® spiritual-economic system is described even in the earliest
known accounts of the sect—such as William Ward’s account of 1816—and it sur-
vived even down to thie most recent times—as we see in Sudhir Cakravarti’s report
of 1986, or even in the apologetic works of contemporary devotees like Advaita
Das, in 1992.13 As Banerjee points out, the Kartabhajas’ unique religious termin-
ology itself implies the economic interests of its leaders. As we have already seen,
the term “Karta” was used most commonly during this period to refer to the
“boss” or “Head Man” of a mercantile office or business, and the Kartabhajas’ term
for their religious center in Ghosphara—the Gadi—is more commonly a term
used for a “mercantile office,” a “trader’s seat,” or “zamindar’s throne” than for a re-
ligious site; as such, the use of the term was likely tied to the growth of small mer-
chants and business offices in the expanding colonial center of Calcutta:

The Kartabhajis have been traditionally using the term “gadi” for their religious
headquarters. . . . Thetermgadi . . . beginning its journey from the comfortable
seat of the local trader, graduated to the cosmopolitan world of Calcutta to become
an epithet for the trading houses in the metropolis. . . . The choice of the word
gadi . . . could reflect the desire to establish their headquarters as a religious ally of
the commercial society developing in Calcutta and other trading centers of the colo-

nial regime. 14

Under the supervision of this Gadi, the Kartabhaja sect unfolded as an inte-
grated spiritual-economic hierarchy. As we have already seen in chapters 3 and 5,
the Kartabhaja order is traditionally structured according to three levels of Karta,
Mahasay (regional Guru), and barafi (common disciple), and these three strata are in
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turn connected by a complex system of taxation and revenue collection.
Each Mahasay is instructed to offer the Karta a full half of his annual income,
and each Mahasay in turn takes a fourth part of the earnings of the disciples within
his particular district. Those who were too poor to pay in cash are told to lay
aside a handful of rice every day for the sake of the guru. In this way, as we read
in the account of the Calcutta newspaper, Somaprakasa, the Karti Iévarababu
(the son of Dulilcand) received some 10,000-12,000 fakds in revenue during
the 1847 festival at Ghoshpara alone.!> Unfortunately, as frustrated researchers
such as Minik Sarkar and I myself have discovered, the Pala family has been con-
sistently unwilling to disclose its revenue income from devotees in more recent
years.16

The principle behind this practice is the ideology of “corporeal taxation” or
bodily revenue (daihik khajana)—the belief that the Karta “possesses” the body of
each of his followers. Each initiate therefore has to pay a fixed “rent” for the privi-
lege of occupying his body with his soul, just as he had to pay a fixed annual tax
on his home: “Since the Karta is the Owner (Malik) of each disciple’s body, you
have to pay a rent for the fact that you are living”’17 As might be expected, this
physioeconomic system was often criticized and disparaged by nineteenth-century
observers like Jogendranath Bhattacharya, who compared it to the looting
Mabhratta raiders and their claim to a couth or a fourth part of their subjects’
revenue: “To be ready with a pretext for exacting money from his followers
[RamsSaran] declared that he was the proprietor of every human body and that he
was entitled to claim rent from every human being for allowing his soul to occupy
his body. The idea is similar to . . . the Mahratta claim of chouth and has . . .
served similar purposes. . . . To enforce his right . . . the Karta appoints baillifs
and agents for collecting his revenue.”18 However, this system has also been justi-
fied and defended by many contemporary, highly respected Kartibhaja exponents,
such as Advaita Candra Das, “Bodily Revenue: Out of reverence for the Guru, the
disciple surrenders his body. . . . Nothing remains of his own power. His life is
spent at the command of the Guru. . . . The living soul dwells within its house.
It is for the sake of dwelling in this house that they surrender to the Guru’1?

As Kumkum Chatterjee points out in her discussion of markets, economics, and
political power in northern India, the practices of taxation and the payment of
tribute have long played a central role in the construction of the greater “Social
Body” and Body Politic. They are key mechanisms in the bonding of subject and
ruler—a symbolic “incorporation” of the body of the subject into that of the
monarch, who is in turn the representative of the Body Politic as a whole: “Tribute

and gift-giving . . . served as an important bonding link between rulers and
their subjects. . . . Tribute was regarded as the offering by the subject of his loy-
alty and subordination to the ruler. . . . Its aceptance by the monarch . . . sig-

nified the symbolic incorporation of the donor into the body of the recipient and

. the body politic.”2° So, too, we have seen that much of Kartabhaja ritual and
physical practice aims to deconstruct and re-create the body of the disciple, while
simultaneously incorporating him into the divine bodies of his Mahasay and Karta
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(chapter 5); hence, the ritual offering of money, food, or other goods to the Karta’s
Gadi is one of the central rites which symbolically enacts this incorporation, graft-
ing the individual body onto the body of the Kartabhaja hierarchy itself.

In addition, this practice of “corporeal taxation” was supplemented with a se-
ries of other taxes, fees, and levees. As Chakrabarty summarizes this complex eco-
nomic system, the Karta’s income consisted of four primary sources: (1) taxes col-
lected from the common barafis and the large percentage of the earnings of the
Mahasays; (2) a mandatory initiation (diksa) fee for each disciple, which initially
consists of the Solo ana mantra—which means both the “complete” mantra, and
“costing sixteen annas”; (3) an additional pranami fee (i.e., money offered at the
time of making obeisance) for the privilege of protracting oneself before the Karta
and touching his feet; and finally there is (4) a dayika or “mortgage” [or “indebted-
ness”| fee, an additional tax placed upon the body/house of the devotee as the
“price of sin’2! As we have seen previously (chapter 2), this last form of revenue,
the dayika or mortgage fee, quite probably shows the influence of Christian no-
tions of sin, confession, and penance absorbed from the powerful Baptist mission-
ary influence in Nadia district. Because the relationship between the Karta and the
sinner is conceived precisely in terms of a proprietor or businessman (malik) and an
agent or employee (belik) (BG 3), it is only fitting that the price for sin should be a

monetary one.?2

A “Permanent Settlement for the Soul?”

O my senseless heart,

You have failed to cultivate the human land.

How will you face the tax claims when the season escapes?

You have no balance to your credit at all. (Baul song, Bhattacharya, Songs of the
Bards of Bengal)

As more than one contemporary scholar has observed, this complex system of
revenue collection and “mortgaging” appears to bear a rather suspicious resem-
blance to various older and more “secular” forms of taxation in Bengal. Given the
enormous amount of marketplace imagery and the language of the bajar or hat
within the Kartabhaja songs, it is probable that this system is closely related to the
system of market taxes and revenues which the Nawiabs, Rdjas, and Zamindars col-
lected from the various mercantile centers under their rule. As Sen has argued, it
was these were crucial revenues which the British Company fought to appropri-
ate, control, and regulate upon its own rise to power in Bengal 23

It is perhaps even more probable, however, that the Kartabhajas’ corporeal reve-
nue system was closely related to the traditional Zamindiri system of rural Bengal.
As we have seen earlier, the first Kart3d, RamsSaran Pal, was a Sadgop (milkman) by
caste and a cultivator by trade, who had married the daughter of the wealthy Za-
mindir, Govinda Ghose, and thus inherited the latter’s rich estate. It would appear
that he adapted much of the Zamindari system of taxation and land revenue into
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the structure of his movement. As Banerjee puts it, Dulalcand and his successors set
up nothing less than a kind of religious Zamindari.2* Even pious defenders of the
Kartabhaja tradition, such as Advaita Das, admit that this system of “corporeal tax-
ation” does have clear similarities to the Zamindari system: “The living soul dwells
within its house. It is for the sake of dwelling in this house that they surrender to
the Guru.”2>

A number of contemporary scholars have also compared the hierarchical struc-
ture of the Kartabhaja sect—with its Karta, MahaSay, and Barati—even more di-
rectly to the hierarchical structure of the feudal system in Bengal—with its Za-
mindars, Talugdars (intermediate landholder), and Raytadars (peasant). Even
though some enthusiastic supporters of the group, such as Nabincandra Sen or
Sasipad Babu, had praised the Kartabhajis as a kind of folk version of Rimmohun
Roy and the Brahmo Sam3j, more skeptical authors agree that the Kartabhaja ideal
of egalitarianism and universal humanism is rather superficial. Despite the constant
rhetoric of egalitarianism and freedom for all castes, Sarkar argues, the Kartabhaja
sect was based on a clear and nonegalitarian economic hierarchy:

This recalls the feudal system of Bengal. This is so even if they spoke of “the highly
liberal and democratic character of our sect” . . . In the hierarchy of the all-
powerful Kartas, the influence of the feudal system is much greater than that of
democracy. To these Gadis the starving, poor, peasants and homeless Baritis give their
accumulated earnings as “rent” to the Mahisays; and a record of the rent is written
into an account-book . . . Thus the economic disparity between the Karta and the

baratis is analogous to that between the Zamindar and the tenant [raytadar].26

In the process, the family of Kartas was able to achieve a rather impressive “upward
mobility” in the course of the nineteenth century, rising from a poor group of
milkmen/farmers to an affluent landholding family. As Hitesranjan Sanyal suggests,
Ramsaran and his family were part of a broader movement of upward social mo-
bility taking place among the Gop castes of Bengal; the Sadgops or pure Gops
were themselves a dissident offshoot of the traditional milkman caste, and many
like Ramsaran had begun to rise from their traditional status to more lucrative
roles as traders, government officials and even wealthy landowners. At the same
time, as Banerjee points out, the Pl family of Kartas also reflects a broader trend of
upward mobility among many nouveaux riches entrepreneurs of nineteenth-century
Calcutta: “The transformation of the Kartas . . . from the end of the eighteenth
century was a religious parallel to the changes taking place in the contemporary
socio-economic milieu during those crucial decades. Like Ramsharan Pal, many

. in the commercial world of Calcutta arose from humble origins to become
millionaires in the nineteenth century”’27

However, it seems probable that the Kartabhaja hierarchy does not simply reflect
the old Zamindari system of precolonial Bengal but also embodies some of the
changes in taxation taking place under the British Company toward the end of the
eighteenth century. If we place this phenomenon in its historical context, we find
that it closely parallels the British enforcemnt of new revenue systems, notably the
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Permanent Settlement of Cornwallis in 1793—an event which occurred almost si-
multaneously with the rise of the Kartabhaja sect. As we have seen previously, the follow-
ing of the Kartabhajas was drawn in part from those very peasant classes of rural
Bengal which had suffered the most from the increasingly exploitative revenue sys-
tem of the late eighteenth century. But, rather strikingly, the Kartabhajas in turn
created their own system of fixed revenue and regular taxation—though now trans-
posed onto the religious plane.In this seeming “Permanent Settlement for the Soul,”
it is not only the devotee’s land but his very body and spirit which are subject to a
standardized rent. In short, just as they had appropriated elements of capitalist dis-
course and mercantile terminology, so, too, the Kartabhajas appropriated certain
structures of the revenue system of rural Bengal, investing them with new meaning
and incorporating them into their own religious hierarchy.

Indeed, some scholars have even suggested that this semifeudal economic hier-
archy not only paralleled but actually helped to stabilize, reinforce, and preserve the
existing economnuic system at precisely that time at which it was most threatened by
discontent and rebellion among the rural peasantry. It is ironic, but perhaps not ac-
cidental, that the Kartabhaji hierarchy became powerful in the district of Nadia—
the home of some of the greatest peasant uprisings of nineteenth-century Bengal,
including that of Titu Mir (1831), the Farazis, and the Indigo Rebellion (1860).
Throughout Nadia and the neighboring districts of Bengal, early decades of the
nineteenth century witnessed increasing demands imposed by the Zamindars and
increasing discontent among the peasantry (see chapter 1).28 As Sarkar suggests, it
is likely that the Kartabhaja hierarchy actually served to buttress the existing eco-
nomic system in the face of a growing instability and chaos in rural Bengal: “The
practice of Guru worship and the philosophy of the Kartibhajas was a means of
keeping the Zamindari system stable in Nadia, which was the main center of
the Indigo Rebellion, the center of action of the Farazi sect, and the land of
Titu Mir.’2?

Hence, we might well compare the organization of the Kartabhajas with other
similar religio-economic hierarchies of colonial India—for example, that of the
Bhuinyas (tribal peasantry) of neighboring Bihar, which Gyan Prakash has so lu-
cidly described. Using Bourdieu’s concept of “reproduction,” Prakash suggests that
the religious myths, spiritual hierarchy, and ritual practices of the Bhuinyas actually
helped to reflect, reproduce, and re-create the economic hierarchy of the Bhuinya
cultivators under the power of their maliks or landlords. In the ritual of their spirit
cult, the Bhuinyas constructed a kind of metaphysical mirror and replication of the
dominant economic hierarchy itself. At the same time, however, these were not
mere static reflections but, rather, dynamic relations which had to be actively “re-
produced” through the work of ritual in the Bhuinya spirit cults: “The Malik Devata

represented the subordination of the Bhuinyas by landlords . . . [and] echoed the
power of landlords over kamias based on land control. . . . Rituals were not
mere executions of pre-existing rules. . . . Ritual practices were dynamic events

in which social relations were actively reconstructed.”3¢ So too, it would seem, the
economic and social hierarchies of colonial Bengal had in a variety of ways to be
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actively reproduced—particularly at a time when they were increasingly threat-
ened by changing political forces, peasant insurrections, and agrarian violence. The
Kartibhajas’ ritual practices, spiritual beliefs—and above all their system of revenue
collection—were perhaps among the key elements in this ongoing process of re-
production.

Carnival or Commercial Cooption?

The Gl’xosl’xpara Mela and Its Economic Role

Formerly people used to be come to the festivals out of genuine devotion. They
used to seek the essential Man of the Heart. . . . Now where are all these men?
What do people seek now? Now they only seek excitement and pleasure. Every-
thing has become a business. (An observer at the Pous Mel3, 1995, from Sudhir
Cakravard, Paicim Batiger Mela)

The primary occasion for the Kartabhajas’ revenue collection takes place (even to
this day) at the great festival held at Ghoshpara during the time of the Dol or Hoh
festival in the month of Phalgun (February—March). Among the many festivals and
holy days of the Kartabhajas’ sacred calendar,3! this is the single most popular and
important, still widely regarded as the one of the most famous of all the folk reli-
gious festivals of Bengal.32 A massive, large-scale celebration, attracting many thou-
sands of pilgrims, devotees, and curious tourists from all over Bengal and
Bangladesh, the Meld represents the most “exoteric” or nonsecretive side of this
tradition, the side turned toward the outside world, as it were. “Unlike the
. secretive rituals of the initiated members of the Kartibhaja sect,” Banerjee
comments, “the rituals observed by the general run of pilgrims had always been of
a demonstrative nature . . . with the hope of a cure for the various disabilities
. . . from which they suffered.”33
Throughout the newspapers and popular literature of nineteenth-century Cal-
cutta, we find vivid descriptions of this notorious Mela, which had become a fa-
vorite topic of debate and controversy among the upper-educated classes. Like the
Holi festival, the Ghoshpara Mela is a time for the collective gathering of several
thousands of people, ecstatic celebration, and the temporary dissolution of normal
social structures. My own experience of the Mela as it is survives today was some-
thing like a chaotic fusion of a Grateful Dead Concert and a Russian Easter
Mass—a rather raucous event in which pious devotees fling themselves prostrate in
the mud or flail wildly in spiritual ecstasy, wandering yogis and tantrikas from all
over Bengal display their supernatural powers, and groups of Bauls gather to sing
their mystic songs or share bowls of hashish—and all this amidst a maelstrom of
Ferris wheels and merry-go-rounds, magic displays and carnival freak shows, street
performers and musicians, and row upon row of shops selling every imaginable
kind of food and merchandise.>*
Up to the time of India’s independence, the Mela used to occupy a large plot of
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land, half a square mile in size, drawing an estimated 50,000-100,000 devotees on
each of its three days. Scattered throughout the area were some 3,500 trees, at the
base of which each regional Mahasay set up his Gadi (his “office” or “Zamindar’s
throne”). From this divine seat, each MahaSay received the “bodily revenue” from
each of the devotees under his charge, marked it down in an account book, and
then passed along the appointed percentage to the Karta. In addition, the Karta
and his family have also long received a variety of other taxes, gifts, and fees from
the men and women who attend the festival—from the shopkeepers and vendors
who set up their stalls, and from devotees, yogis, and holy men who set up their
own personal holy seats or shrines. As the Calcutta paper, Somaprakasa, described
the Mela in 1864, “For three days in all directions people from various places, of
various castes come together, and enjoy the festival with endless pleasurable activi-
ties such as eating together and singing. . . . In these few days the Pil Kart3 at-
tains great wealth. As the MahaSays gather the disciples from their various regions,
the Karta or KartrI becomes present and many people make offerings.”35 In short,
like all Melas in Bengal, the Ghoshpara Mela is also very much a commercial affair—
as much an event for trade, buying, and selling, and a magnet for local merchants, as
a pilgrimage site and religious event. Together with the bdjar, hat, and garij, the Mela
has thus been throughout the history of Bengal one of the primary forms of mar-
ketplace or central loci for the buying and selling of goods.?¢ As a site of religious
experience and spiritual authority, however, it is also a key locus for the buying and
selling, bartering, and exchange of “spiritual goods,” such as the mystical grace of
Satf Ma and the healing powers of Aulcind. 37

Indeed, one of the key questions we must ask here is whether the Ghoshpara
Mela represents a kind of liberation and empowerment for Kartabhaja devotees,
which frees them from the burdens of caste and labor in mainstream society—a
carnival in the Bakhtinian sense—or whether it is simply a means for a small group
of people to make a few dollars—a commercial cooption, which only reinforces social
hierarchies and economic inequities.

A Free Market of Social Exchange:
Poor Man's Symbohc Capital

When a visitor makes the short journey from the crowded, noisy, chaotic streets of
Calcutta to the beautiful, peaceful little village of nearby Ghoshpara, it is not diffi-
cult to see why this particular site would have attracted so many of the poorer
lower classes of nineteenth-century Calcutta. Ghoshpara represents a kind of “al-
ternative social space”—a social and cultural oasis, very close to, and yet outside
and on the margins of, the vast, bustling city of Calcutta. Hence, Ghoshpara, and
particularly its annual Mela, could serve as the ideal locus for an alternative “social
marketplace,” what Bourdieu has called a free market for social exchange, where the
normal laws of caste, wealth, and status are temporarily suspended.38 Like the free
linguistic spaces of gossip or slang, the Mela opens an alternative social space on
the margins of urban Calcutta, a space where poor oppressed classes of the city can
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escape the burdens of poverty and powerlessness, in a relatively free and unregu-
lated social field. Or, to borrow James Scott’s phrase, the Mela represents a “social
space of relative autonomy,” within which the “hidden transcript”—the unstated,
secret ideas, desires, and complaints of the dominated classes—can find expression.
As Scott suggests, these alternative spaces of the hidden transcript are most fre-
quently found in the marginal, liminal areas—the rural areas, villages, and forests,
outside the reach of official power: “The social location par excellence for the hid-
den transcript lies in the unauthorized and unmonitored secret assemblies of sub-
ordinates. . . . The heresy of Lollardy was most rife in the pastoral, forest, moor-
land and fen areas, where the social control of the church and the squirearchy did
not penetrate.”3® Ghoshpara village, located on the rural fringes of the colonial
center of Calcutta, on the margins between the city and the rural hinterland,
would seem to have offered just this sort of alternative space and site for an alter-
native social transcript.

The most infamous element of this three-day festival-—and the most hotly de-
bated among the Calcutta elites of the nineteenth century—uwas the free mixing of
individuals from all castes, all religions, and (most scandalous of all) both sexes. Not
only did men and women from the lowest castes, both Hindu and Muslim, sit to-
gether and mix freely, but, much to the horror of the more conservative Hindus,
they even shared the same communal feast and offered food to one another
in flagrant violation of caste distinctions. As one reporter described his wonder
at the Kartabhajas’ scemingly antinomian eating habits: “We were amazed—for
Brihmans, Siidras and Yavanas ignoring their respective food habits, eat and drink
together here; we've never heard or seen such a thing anywhere before!”+0 As
Banerjee suggests, this communal meal offered a rare opportunity for the poorer
lower classes who comprised the bulk of the Karta’s following to escape the bonds
of caste in mainstream society:

The most significant feature of the community feast at the Ghoshpara fair was the
shedding of all caste, religious and sex discrimination. . . . The feast . . . pro-
vided the lower orders mainly from the depressed castes, untouchables, Muslim peas-
ants and artisans . . . with an opportunity of coming together. . . . Almost all
contemporary records stress the predominance of these sections of the population at
the fair. They enjoyed . . . equality with the more privileged segment which was
denied to them in daily social existence.*!

In traditional Bengal, as in most cultures, the material substance of food and the
patterns of eating and feasting, as well as the seating arrangements and rules of eti-
quette that accompany them, are among the most basic ways of expressing larger
social and political hierarchies. As Claude Lévi-Strauss, Mary Douglas, Marshall
Sahlins, and other anthropologists have shown us,*2 food and the concomitant
laws of etiquette and culinary technique are integral to the construction and re-
production of the social hierarchy itself. Elaborate laws and prohibitions surround-
ing food—what P. S. Khare aptly calls the “Gastrosemantics” of what foods may be
eaten, how they are to be prepared, from whom one may receive food—are inte-
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gral to the complex network of relations that comprise the social fabric. They form
the key links between the cosmos and the human body, as well as between the
structure of the individual body and the hierarchy of the social body.#? As Lincoln
comments: “Ritual etiquette and other strongly habituated forms of practical dis-
course . . . do notjust encode and transmit messages, but they play an active role
in the construction, maintenance and modification of the borders, structure and
hierarchic relations that . . . constitute society itself.”**+ Conversely, the explicit
violation or transgression of the laws surrounding food and mealtime etiquette are
also among the most basic ways of transgressing and deconstructing the hierarchies
of conventional society as a whole:

Society is characterized by hierarchy as much as by solidarity. Such hierarchies not
only find expression though but are actively constructed and reconstructed in meal-
time rituals by means of particularities of menu, portions, seating arrangements, order
of service . . . Although such rituals most often serve as instruments of social repli-
cation . . . there exist other possibilities as well, during those . . . occasions when
meals serve as the instruments with which alternatives are opposed to the established

order.4>

It is not surprising therefore that many conservative Hindus should have re-
garded the Kartabhajas’ eating habits as not only polluting and impure but also
potentially dangerous, as a subversion of the social order itself. The Calcutta
poet Dasarathl Ray, for example, appears to have been quite horrified by the
Kartabhaja’ scandalous and deliberately transgressive attitudes toward food and the

traditional laws of caste purity:

O say, who can understand them? Everyone’s got a religious disease!

.. . There’s no consideration of caste; ritual is empty; thirty-six classes come
together.

‘Washermen, oilmen, and tanners, Bagdis and Haris, Brahmans and Kayasthas,

Doms and Kotils, all together eat the same food.

. . . They overturn all Hindu religion!

They don't believe in gods or Brahmins, they’re the foremost of the
Aghorapanthis—

I can’t stand to hear about all their deeds!

They put food into one another’s mouth—Oh, Bravo! what good taste!

They consider this their Mahaptasad.

Then they gather up the remnants of rice and wipe their mouths with their
hands.46

Miracles and Wonders:
The Sacred Himsagar Pond, the Dalim Tree, and
the Divine Grace a][ Sati-Ma

This religion is spread primarily among the uneducated society . . . Just as many
quack doctors of the villages profess to cure the poor farmers living in tiny huts, so
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too the leaders of Ghoshpara befriend the many poor sinners of Bengal. (Sarojnath
Mukhopadhyay, Saratkumar Lahiri o Basiger Bartaman Yug)

Next to the possibility for the free mixing of castes and ritual meals in deliberate
violation of class boundaries, the primary attraction of the Ghoshpara Mela has
long been the promise of various kinds of miracles, blessings, or gifts of physical
healing. The primary public and exoteric rituals at the Mela center around two sa-
cred sites believed to be infused with tremendous spiritual power and grace: the sa-
cred pomegranate tree (dalim) and the holy pond called the “Himsagar” (ocean of
snow). After prostrating themselves at the foot of the pomegranate tree, pilgrims
traditionally make a special vow (manat) to Satl M3, by tying up a stone in the tree
and saying a prayer, begging the mother for her compassionate grace. As the
Samvada Prabhakara reported in 1848, “I saw many people falling to the ground at
the base of the Darisva tree. . . . Many were terribly afflicted and oppressed

. they had all come to be rescued from their lot, or in the hope of attaining
their heart’s desire. . . . Prostrating themselves before the holy tree, they paid
homage, with sorrowful words like ‘the Body of the Guru is the Body of Truth;
we are all terrible sinners, free us from sin, etc” ”+7 No less popular is the ritual act
of bathing in the Himsigar pond—believed to wash the sinner of all his faults. As
the newspaper Samvada Prabhakara described the practice of confession and
penance at Ghoshpara in 1848, this ritual is undertaken primarily by those afflicted
by some need or misfortune—sickness, poverty, barrenness, and so on.To be freed
of their maladies, however, they had to confess all their sins before the Karta’s
agents, then immerse themselves in the sacred pond. All this, according to this re-
porter’s rather vivid account, was accompanied by rather brutal punishments and
beatings by the Mahasays:

Finally, they went to the pond named Himsigar, a little distance from the temple. The
sinners descended into the water, fell prostrate, before the officers of the Kartas, ad-
mitted their many sins and received remission. But if any of them showed any hesi-
tation in expressing his sins, the officers made a roaring sound and, with terrible
force, pulled them by their hair and forced them to admic their sins. Then the sinners

immersed their bodies into the pond and were made free of sin.##

Finally, the bath in the sacred Himsagar is typically followed by the ritual of
dandikhatda—the act of prostrating oneself repeatedly in the mud, slowly traversing
the distance between the Himsagar and Sati Ma’s temple. As we see in many nine-
teenth-century accounts, this ritual was often of a “rather violent nature, involving
both exhibitionist self flagellation and physical coercion by the Mahashayas and
other agents of the Karta.”+°

However, the most important figure in this more miraculous, magical, popu-
lar, and exoteric side of the Kartabhaja tradition—above all, among women
devotees—is undoubtedly the figure of the Holy Mother, Sati M3 or Sarasvati Ma.
As Banerjee points out, the Kartabhaja Meld has throughout the late nineteenth
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and twentieth centuries come to center more and more around the miraculous
figure of Sati M3, who is famed above all for her supernatural power to cure illness
and grant sons to barren women. Indeed, by the late nineteenth century she had
come to assume the qualities of an Archetypal Mother Goddess or Universal Fe-
male Principle (Adya Sakti), as “stories of her miraculous healing powers spread far
and wide. She was supposed to have cured the blind, the deaf and the dumb and
made barren women bear children.”3° In his historical novel, Ami Kan Pete Rai,
based on the personal narrative of a real Kartabhaja Kirtan singer of nineteenth-
century Bengal, Gajendrakumar Mitra provides a wondertful account of this wide-
spread belief in the miraculous powers of Sati Ma—above all, the faith that Sati
Ma’s grace could grant a male child to a barren wife, like the character Nistarini:

It was Sairabhi who first told Nistarini about it. She said, “Listen, sister: [ hear you
visit the festival at Ghoshpara every year—why don’t you make a prayer under the
pomegranate tree and tie up a stone? I've heard that, after a bath in the Himsagar
pond, if one prays to Satl Ma and ties up a stone in the pomegranate tree, the prayer
will be fulfilled. The Babus of the Chatterjee family didn’t used to believe all this;
they made fun of it and called it foohshness. . . . But the second brother’s wife

. went there secretly. She got a result right away—within ten months she deliv-
ered a bright son! . . . She conceived for the first time twenty-three years after her
marriage. . . . So why don’t you go too and tie up a stone there? . . .

Toward the end of the night Nistarini saw a strange dream. She saw herself enter-
ing Sati Mi’s chamber and praying desperately for a son. . . . At that moment, it
seemed as if someone had grabbed her sari and pulled it, calling in a soft voice,“Ma.”

Startled, she looked up and saw a charming little boy, as beautiful as a lotus.5!

Not surprisingly, this element of miracles and magical powers was also a fa-
vorite target for ridicule among Bengal’s upper classes, who took no end of delight
in poking fun at the ignorant superstition of the Kartabhajas. Swami Vivekenanda,
for example, ironically compared the Kartabhajas’ faith to that of the Christian Sci-
entists in America: “Christian Science is exactly like our Kartibhaja sect: say ‘I have
no disease, and you are whole.”52 J. N. Bhattacharya offers a particularly cynical
account of the Kartabhajas’ miraculous events, describing a rather appalling event
in which a blind man is “magically cured” by the Karta:

The crowd was great but somehow [the blind man] managed to elbow his way
through it and bring his case to the Karta. Quite suddenly he was seized by some at-
tendants and taken to the side of a tank. . . . He was laid on the ground and while
holding him fast, some of them commenced to rub the sockets of his eyes with sand
in the most violent manner. . . . They vociferiously enquired every now and then
whether his eyesight was restored. Finding no other way of escape from the excruci-
ating torture . . . the man gave an answer in the affirmative, and then there was a
shout of “Shachi Mayi-ki Jai” . . . He was given something like the honor of a
Roman triumph. He was borne in the air through the crowd with . . . the declara-
tions that the blind man was restored his eyesight through the mercy of Shachi
Mayi.5?
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An even more cynical account of the Kartabhajas’ magical chicanery is presented
by the Calcutta poet, Dasarath1 Ray, in his satirical poem, “Kartibhaja” In
Dasarathi’s humorous narrative, the Karta deceives his followers into believing that
he can relight the extinguished oil-lamps with the magic water of his hookah:

The Karta smokes a great deal of tobacco—now listen to the reason:
.. . On the night of the majlis, he smokes tobacco all the time
. . . The hookah is not filled with water; instead he fills it with oil and blows
into it.
No one else knows that the hookah is filled with oil.
When the oil of the lamps is extinguished, they call out “bring oil!”
The lights are nearly extinguished.
Then the Karta fills the lamps with the oil from the hookah,
And at the Kartd’s command, the lights are lit with the hookah water.
Seeing this, the young widows think it’s a miracle.
“O Ma! he has lit the lamps with water from the hookah!”
. amidst this party of women, what wicked fraud he performs!
I wish I could give him a good thrashing!
Seeing and hearing all this, I've lost all patience!
But in the government of the Hon’ble Company,
I have no authority, so what can I do?54 (see SEV)

“Spiritual Businessmen and Brokers” (Dharma-byabsayi-dalal )

Based in large part on its reputation as a locus of divine grace and miraculous heal-
ing, the Ghoshpara Mela has become a very lucrative source of income for
a large number of other more “secular” characters and more explicidy profit-
oriented entrepreneurs. There is in fact a large class of promoters who travel to
various rural areas of Bengal, telling the poor and uneducated villagers of the won-
ders of Ghoshpara and inviting them (for a fee) to come to the great festival and
resolve their various sufferings. Sudhir Cakravartl has very aptly dubbed these
characters spiritual “brokers” (dalal) or “religious businessmen” (dharma-byabsayi),
who enter into the various villages of West Bengal and persuade the people that
they need to go to the Mela in order to overcome their physical and economic af-
flictions: “There are thousands of people, uneducated, helpless, suffering from sick-
ness, bearing the dead. . . . Concealed and unknown, many religious-business-
man-brokers [dharma-byabsdyi-dalal] come secretly to our villages. They lead all
these helpless people here with their false promises and flimsy arguments.”55
Cakravartl describes one particularly striking example of an educated man who
had been persuaded by a “religious broker” to come to the Ghoshpara festival for
three years in order to cure his son’s extreme hyperactivity. After three years, noth-
ing had happened, and the man had become extremely disillusioned and angry—
despite the broker’s claims that the failure was simply due to a lack of faith on the
part of this poor man:
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The boy is terribly hyperactive. I've been coming here for the last three years. I've fed
him the earth of the Dalim tree, I've bathed him in the water of the Himsagar. But
nothing happened. What shall T do? . . . Everyone said, “you 1nust cry to the
Mother” One fellow told me I must come here for three years. . . . But what’s
happened? Nothing. That fellow snatched a lot of money from me. And now he’s say-
ing I didn’t call upon Satl Ma. It’s all worthless! What a charlatan!5¢

Finally, in addition to the Kartas, Mahasays, and the “spiritual brokers,” a wide
variety of other more secular individuals also profit enormously from the
Kartibhaja Meli—namely, the hordes of shopkeepers, streetvendors, tradesmen, ar-
tisans, minstrels, and prostitutes who flock to Ghoshpara each spring. According to
Sarkdrs 1976 report, for example, the Mela attracted some 335 shops of various
sizes, including tea stalls, restaurants, pan dealers, sweet shops, and a host of other
merchants selling clothing and handicrafts. Together, they made an estimated profit
of 131,691 rupees. Depending on the size of his business, each owner had to pay
up to 350 rupees for setting up shop on the grounds, and an estimated total
revenue of 7,869 rupees was deposited in the office of the Karta.>?

Carnival and Capital

All this raises the question, then, of what role the Ghoshpara Meld might have
played in relation to the broader political structure of Bengali society in the nine-
teenth century: Was it a kind of carnival, in Bakhtin’s sense of a subversive libera-
tion from dominant social norms? Or was it simply a kind of social safety valve,
which temporarily vented popular frustrations so that the dominant order could
once again be established in an even stronger form—and which, ultimately, al-
lowed a small group of individuals to profit handsomely on the deal?

There is, of course, a vast body of literature on the question of the carnival-
esque, and above all on the question of its subversive or hegemonic function. On
one side, there is Bakhtin’s highly romantic view, which celebrates the carnival as a
liberating inversion of social hierarchies, offering a rare opportunity for the disad-
vantaged classes to voice their criticisms of the rich and powerful, in a “a domain
where the deference required before the lords and clergy did not apply.” Like the
world of the marketplace, Bakhtin suggests, the carnival is “the privileged site of
anti-hegemonic discourse,” and even a kind of “black mass of official values”
which “encouraged forms of discourse excluded from the world of hierarchy:
parody, ridicule, blasphemy, the grotesque, scatology.”>® A more recent version of
this positive view is that of James Scott, who argues that carnivals, while not neces-
sarily a source of revolution, provide an alternative social space in which the dom-
inated classes can step outside and criticize the dominant order, and so imagine the
possibility of a different world: “Carnival . . . gives a privileged place to nor-
mally suppressed speech and aggression. It was the only time . . . when the
lower classes were permitted to make threatening gestures toward those who
ruled.”>®
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It 1s basically this more romantic and celebratory view of the “carnival” that
Sumanta Banerjee adopts in his discussion of the lower—class festivals of nine-
teenth-century Calcutta. With their irreverent songs and “scatological liberties,”
their ribald satires of the upper classes and wealthy babus, the lower-class street fes-
tivals, Banerjee suggests, provided a small space of freedom amidst an oppressive
urban environment. Like the medieval carnivals in Europe, they were “small scat-
tered islands of time . . . when the world was permitted to emerge from the of-
ficial routine under the camouflage of laughter”: “Calcutta folk culture strove to
defeat though laughter the gloomy seriousness that surrounded its economic exis-
tence and to transform it into a gay carnival. . . . These folk artists created a sec-
ond world, a second life outside the official world of the respectable educated
classes. They created an irreverent and iconoclastic world in opposition to the
bhadralok world of strict rituals and stiff restraints.”¢0

It is indeed temnpting to try to understand the Ghoshpara Mela—with its cre-
ation of an alternative social space or free market and its promise of miraculous
grace and supernatural power—as a similar kind of Bakhtinian carnival. Not acci-
dentally, the Mela coincides with the traditional Holi festival, which itself is typi-
cally described as a “carnivalesque” event—as McKim Marriott puts it, a ritual oc-
casion of seemingly “Dionysian values,” during which the normal laws of society
are temporarily suspended, traditional hierarchies are overturned, wealthy Brah-
mans are beaten by poor untouchables, and “insubordinate libido inundates all es-
tablished hierarchies of age, sex, caste, wealth and power.’¢!

On the other side, however, there are a number of more suspicious authors who
argue that the “carnival” or ritual inversion is really not a force of social subversion
or rebellion; on the contrary, it is more often a key mechanism of social control. As
Max Gluckman and others have argued, the carnival only temporarily vents social
tensions and frustrations, thereby allowing the social order to be reinforced in an
even stronger form: “norms and hierarchies temporarily dissolve in symbolic inver-
sions, moral license and generalized anti-structure, only to be reestablished when
carnival is over.”62 Likewise, as Ranajit Guha has argued in the specific case of the
Holi festival in India, this should by no means be regarded as a threat to or subver-
sion of the dominant social order. On the contrary,

Just as in Sanskrit grammar the injunction against any breach of rules is emphasized
by the license allowed to deviant usage in the holiest of all texts, the Vedas . . . so
too does the ritual inversion at Holi affirm the legitimacy of spiritual and social sanc-
tions against nonconformity by condoning the latter on one prescribed occasion. Its
overall effect is ““the stressing, not the overthrowing of the principle of hierarchy . . .
through reversal, a process whereby it remains the structural vertebra of village

life.”63

In the case of the Kartabhajas, it would seem that the Ghoshpara Mela probably
did far more to reinforce and preserve, rather than undermine or subvert, the
dominant social order. Indeed, with its very obvious economic hierarchy and rev-
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enue system, the Kartabhaja Mela appears to have been quite intimately entwined
with the maintenance and reproduction of the existing socioeconomic order of
colonial Bengal during one its most precarious moments.

Nevertheless, as Scott points out, carnivalesque phenomena such as this often
carry a threat to, and represent a constant source of anxiety for, the dominant
order. Although they may not inspire revolutionary violence, they do represent a
continuous source of nonconformity and a persistent, though often subtle, corro-
sion of the dominant ideology. In most cases, the dominant classes do not in fact
support or encourage carnivalesque events—as the safety-valve theory would
imply—but rather fear them and try to suppress them:*“The view that carnival is a
mechanism of social control authorized by elites is not entirely wrong but it is se-
riously misleading. . . . If in fact the safety-valve theory guided elite conduct,
one would expect elites to encourage carnival, especially when social tensions
were running high. The opposite is more nearly the case”¢* It seems clear that the
dominant upper classes of Calcutta most certainly did not view the Ghoshpara
Mela as something beneficial to society or political order. On the contrary, they re-
garded it as a scandalous, subversive affair and a dangerous threat to the well-being
of society—indeed, even more dangerous and potentially subversive than the tradi-
tional Holi festival. This was no doubt due largely to the turbulent political
context of nineteenth-century Bengal. We must remember that the homeland
of the Kartabhajis—Nadia, Khulna, the twenty-four Parganas, and neighboring
districts—witnessed some of the most intense and violent peasant insurgencies, in-
cluding Titu Mir, the Farazis, and the Indigo Rebellion. With its explicit rejection
of social hierarchies, caste, and religious boundaries, and the massive gathering of
poor, discontented, exploited peasants and laborers, the Kartabhaja Mela was, not
surprisingly, a major source of concern for the dominant authorities of colonial
Bengal.

My own opinion is that the Ghoshpara Meli—like many popular festivals and
lower—class religious events—can be understood neither in terms of a sinple
Bakhtinian carnivalesque liberation nor a mere mechanistic “safety valve” for pent-
up social tension. Instead, following the lead of Bourdieu and Foucault, I would
characterize the Mela as an alternative social space or alternative field of power, in
which existing power relations can be temporarily suspended, renegotiated and recon-
figured.©5 As such, the role of the Meli 1s analogous to that of women in the
Kart3bhaji tradition as we have discussed it earlier. Women, we have seen, may in-
deed be “liberated and empowered” in one sense, but they are at the same time
reinscribed into a new hierarchy, which serves primarily to optimize and maximize the
superior power of the male (chapter 2). So, too, within the new social space of the
Ghoshpara Mel3, devotees are temporarily liberated from the normal hierarchies of
mainstream society, freed from the burdens of caste and labor, and empowered
with a new kind of spiritual authority; yet they are at the same time reinscribed
within a new hierarchy, which serves primarily to benefit the superior power of
the Karta and his Mahasays.
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The “Poor” Company and the Opulence of Its Leaders:
Corruption, Controversy, and Conversion in the Later

Kartabhaja Tradition

The Master of the forty worlds is the “Good-Mannered Company.”
So why do I hear you calling them the “Poor Company?”

. . . They’ve become the Masters of the world—

can you really call them “poor,” brother? (BG 160; I1.4)

Rather ironically, the elaborate system of taxation and the highly lucrative celebra-
tion of the Ghoshpara Meli allowed the leaders of this “Poor Company” of the
Kartabhajas to become perhaps the wealthiest and most powerful of the smaller
sectarian gurus of nineteenth-century Bengal. Not surprisingly, the Kartas also
elicited the jealousy and antagonism of their rivals, the orthodox Vaignava leaders
descending from the Gosvamins: “No wonder the Ghoshpara pope grew affluent
very soon. . . . The Brahmans and Vaisnava gurus began a propaganda against
them.”¢¢ Indeed, despite their rhetoric praising the value of poverty and nonat-
tachiment to worldly goods, Dulalcand and his sons built up an opulent Rajbari
style mansion from which they managed their large landholdings and collected
their revenues. As the missionary J. C. Marshman wrote, describing his visit to
Dulalcand’s residence in 1802: “Dulal’s handsome and stately house, exceeding that
of many Rajas, and his garners filled with grain, all the gifts of his deluded follow-
ers, convinced us of the profitability of his trade.”¢?

Not surprisingly, by the second quarter of the nineteenth century, many lower-
class followers of the movement began to show a growing dissatisfaction with the
wealth and power of the Kartas. The growing disparity between the spirituality of
the Kartd's teachings and the apparent opulence of his lifestyle in turn led to the
disillusionment of many of his poor, low-class devotees. Particularly in the years
following Dulilcand’s death (1833), the Pal family became a favorite target of
ridicule throughout Bengali newspapers and literature, where they were satirized
for their hedonistic lifestyle, loose morals, and the groups of fawning female devo-
tees with whom they surrounded themselves. As one observer, Kumudnath Malik,
lamented the sad decline of the Kartas into commercialism and greed, “Alas, the
sport of time has led to the proliferation of gadis and . . . many external para-
phernalia. There is no longer the devotion and love, the honesty, beauty and grace.
.. . All that remains is the exhibition of pomp for money and the futile pretense
of power to cure ailments by the magic of religion.’¢8

Surely the most scandalous of all the Kartis was the son of Dulilcind, I$vara-
candra (1813-1882), who was widely known for his opulent Zamindari lifestyle
and R3ja-like conspicuous consumption. “During lis regime, the religious ze-
mindari of Glioshpara acquired some of the distinctive features of a typical deca-
dent feudal family”6® With an infamous reputation as a lecherous pervert with a
special fondness for women and pleasures of the flesh, Tévaracandra is described in
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contemporary reports surrounded by fawning women and deluded devotees. As
the Calcutta paper, Somaprakasa described him:

The present Karta, Tévara Babu, lies on a bed, while women sit on all four sides of
him, some offering food, some massaging his body, and some spreading sandal paste
onto his limbs. . . . It’s said that the followers of this religion also perform the
Krsna-lila of Vindavana. The Kartids steal the women’s clothing and climb a tree,
while the ladies pray to them from the base of the tree. Moreover, the invocation of
spirits, witchcraft , etc. are secretly practiced. . . . Many people join this movement

simply out of selfish interest, for the opportunity to engage in wicked activities.”?

Not only was he scandalized as morally degenerate, but [évaracandra was also said
to have been briefly imprisoned in Calcutta’s jail because of his licentiousness and
fraudulent behavior. As Diafarathi Ray mercilessly ridicules Isvaracandra in his
scathing satire,

Their foremost Karti-Babu [Isvaracandra] has become completely degenerate;

he’s fallen wholly into sin!

The people of his house have corrupted him, everything has become a fraud.

His hoax has dissolved like water, and his hands have been bound.

There’s no more display of trickery—for three years he’s been in the Calcutta Jail!

. . . By means of their magical mantras, they delude people’s minds.

. . . They show you something that looks like something else, saying lead is
gold!

Seeing their dazzling display, the people are easily amazed and blinded.

Just as a Magician’s jugglery can alter the scales,

they can show you all things, but feed you nothing!7!

It is no accident that, in the early nineteenth century, a large number of lower-
class members abandoned the movement and converted to Christianity. The mis-
sionary presence, as we have seen (chapters 1 and 2) had grown quite pronounced
in Bengal during the late eighteenth and eatly nineteenth century, as the Seram-
pore Baptists, Carey, Marshman, and their disciples began to preach actively in the
area. The Kartabhajas, with their worship of a man as God Incarnate and their
ritual meals free of caste distinction, seemed to the missionaries ideal candidates for
conversion. Under the leadership of Rev. William Deer in 1835, the missionaries
made a pronounced effort to spread the Bible among the Karta’s following in the
villages areas of Nadia district in and around Krishnanagar.7> By 1836, a number
of the poorer Kartiabhajas had grown disgusted with the hypocrisy of their gurus
and began to turn to the messianic ideals of Christianity; finally, in 1838, a huge
group of devotees, consisting of ten entire villages and some 400-500 persons,
converted en masse: “According to Kartabhaja teaching, gurus were not supposed
to be caught up in worldliness. . . . There can be little doubt, however, that
Dulalchand . . . lived in considerable luxury. . . . Dulalchand’s sons were . . .
especially condemned by Bengali writers as not living up to the highest of moral
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standards. And this was precisely at the time the largest numbers of Kartibhajas
were converted to Christianity’73

By the end of the nineteenth century, with their waning numbers and growing
reputation for greed, materialism, and sensual indulgence, the Kartabhajas had be-
come something of a laughing stock among the upper-class circles of Calcutta. As
Dasarathi, in his typically ironic style, depicts the final downfall and disgrace of the
Kartabhaja,

The worship of the Karta, one should know, is just so much jugglery;

and if one doesn’t know this, his entire family could be deluded!

In this community there was a great devotee named Khudiram Catto.

.. . The Kartabhaja religion became Khudiram’s great sorrow.

It was forbidden for all the people to assemble together;

and because he didn’t heed that [prohibition], Khudiram experienced great
sorrow!

. . . A number of people became greatly upset, and went to inform the Raja’s
house.

The R3ja gave the command to fetch [Khudiram and his cohorts]

Crying and crying, they went along with the armed footman, trembling with
terror

.. . They were punished by the R3ja and left his palace;

now they have shaven their beards and abandoned the Kartabhaja religion!

.. . The joys of the Kartabhajas have ended.

The leading Kartas have abandoned the temple.

They’ve realized this is the end and cut their long beards

Recently Khudiram was seen in the city of Patull.

In the name of God, what a disgrace!

The people of the village have made him an outcast.

This Brahman has fallen into terrible troubles—

Alas, no one gives him anything; Oh, what terrible sorrow!7+

Conclusions:

The Kartabhajas and the Colonial Situation

In short, what we find in the case of the Kartabhajas is an especially poignant illus-
tration of both the power and the liability of secrecy—its potential as a source of
status, prestige, and wealth and its potential as a source of exclusion, elitism, and,
ultimately, the loss of that same status and prestige. Secrecy is, by its very definition,
an exclusionary tacti—a mechanism for denying certain members of society access
to valued information. It can be used not only by the marginalized and malcon-
tented who wish to conceal themselves from their social superiors but also by the
dominant factions within the esoteric society itself, as a means of consolidating
their own power and mystifying their own status.”> If the Kartabhaji leaders could
claim their esoteric knowledge and mystical powers as their primary source of
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spiritual authority, they could also manipulate them as their primary source of eco-
nomic capital and material income. Rather ironically, however, these very same
claims to esoteric knowledge and mystical powers would also gradually become
among the primary reasons for their eventual fall into disrepute and loss of status
among Calcutta’s more conservative upper classes.

At the same time, with their surprisingly lucrative business practices and eco-
nomic organization, the Kartabhajas also offer some refreshing insights into the
world of colonial Bengal. Indeed, they are a wonderful reflection of the real plural-
ism and dynamism of this pivotal moment in the history of British India. Rather
than a passive reaction to an overwhelming colonial presence, the Kartabhajas rep-
resent a rich mixture of urban and rural economics, colonial and pre-colonial cul-
tural forms, indigenous and foreign language, the mercantile imagery of the Com-
pany and the semifeudal hierarchies of the rural Zamindars. At the same time, they
also embody an ambivalent fusion of both complicity with and resistance to the
dominant economic forces around them, a simultaneous collusion with and sub-
version of the indigenous and colonial elites alike.

As such, I would hope that this study might have much broader comparative
implications for colonial and post-colonial studies, throughout South Asia and
even cross-culturally. Following the lead of McClintock, Suleri, Kelly, and others, I
would suggest that colonial situations such as this one cannot be understood in
terms of either a simple passive assimilation to colonial hegemony or a simple
noble struggle of the colonized against the imperial oppressor. Rather, they repre-
sent a complex renegotiation, which involves collusion and accommodation as
well as subversion and resistance, entangled together in a “dense web of relations
between coercion, complicity, refusal, mimicry, compromise, affiliation and revolt”’7¢ The
Kartabhajas provide a striking insight into this deeper ambiguity in the colonial
context and may thereby help to break down the binarisms of colonizer and colo-
nized, domination and subordination, that so often inform postcolonial theory.
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The Progressive “Exotericization” and

“Institutionalization” of an Esoteric Tradition

The history of the Kartabhaja tradition in the late nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies can perhaps best be described as the progressive “exotericization” and “insti-
tutionalization” of an esoteric tradition. It is the history of a once highly secretive,
relatively small and marginal sect, deeply rooted in the Tantric schools of Bengal,
which gradually adopted a successful exoteric or public dimension (most visibly
embodied in the annual Ghosphara Mela) that eventually came to predominate
and displace the more esoteric core of the tradition.

As we have seen, secrecy itself—as a specifically “black market” form of sym-
bolic capital—carries both positive and negative possibilities: It may, on one hand,
serve to enhance one’s status and symbolic power (when one’s secret knowledge is
considered rare, valuable, powerful, and awesome), but it may also, on the other
hand, threaten or undermine one’s status (when that knowledge comes to be
viewed by exoteric society as dangerous or immoral). Above all, with the mount-
ing charges of sexual immorality and the seedy scandal of the Tantras, and with the
progressive loss of respect among the upper classes, the esoteric roots of this tradi-
tion increasingly became a liability and embarrassment for its leadership. The
“stinking fruit” of its Sahajiya practices had to be driven ever deeper underground
into the realm of censorship and concealment, ever further marginalized from the
orthodox center of the tradition in Ghoshpara. Thus, as Nandi comments, even
though the original core of the Kartabhaja tradition is the esoteric sadhani of
Sahajiya Tantra, the majority of common or “gross” (sthiila) devotees today know
only the most exoteric, popular and devotional side of the tradition:

Even though we can plainly see the presence of Tantric practices or Sahaja Sidhana
in the Bhaver Gita, these are not always followed by common practitioners. That’s
why many think that the Kartabhajas’ esoteric bodily practices are the resulc of exter-
nal influences. But this is not the case. Rather, with the influence of later history, a
more devotional faith began to replace secret practices [guhyacara]. . . . There are
still some who continue to follow the secret rites. But their number is small. From
the time of Dulilcand and Satima, the number of devotees began to grow. Thousands
of people started to come out of attraction to the greatness of Ghoshpara.
. . . But among them there are probably none who follow the difficult path of Sa-
haja-Sadhan3a.!
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At the same time, as Sumanta Banerjee suggests, the Kartabhaja tradition of the
late nineteciich and twentieth centuries also came to be progressively “institution-
alized”—that is, slowly transformed from a loose and obscure cult centering
around the mysterious mad Fakir, Auleand, to a well-organized, rather bureau-
cratic and popular faith centering around the miraculous healing powers of Satl
Ma and the sacred hierarchy of the Mahasays:

The institutionalization was marked by (a) specifying a particular spot as the head-
quarters of the sect; (b) dynastic succession of gurus who claimed the authority of
the first guru . . . (c) organized priesthood consisting of a network of preachers
.. . (d) collection of money on a regular basis . . . (e) a repository of written
texts . . . explaining the religion. The most interesting aspect of the institutional-
ization of the Kartabhaja sect is that popular interest in Ghoshpara has shifted form
the egalitarian message of Aulchand to the curative rituals associated with Sati Ma.
. . . The mother goddess has not only outlived her guru, husband and son, but has
outshone all of them in popular tradition.?

Already by the late nineteenth century, in fact, the Kartahaja hierarchy had grown
so elaborate that it seems to have fractured under its own weight. Following the
death of Tsvaracandra Pal, it finally splintered into no less than four different fac-
tions and four separate Kartas—all claiming the status of the supreme Guru and
the unique incarnation of God in human form (Figure 8.1).3

Nonetheless, in spite of this increasing exotericization, the deeper esoteric cur-
rents of the Kartabhaja tradition have continued throughout the more remote
areas of rural Bengal and old Calcutta though often to the annoyance and embar-
rassment of the conservative leadership in Ghoshpara. Indeed, even one of the two
living claimants to the title of Karta confided to me that he practices a variety of
Tantric techniques and that he recognizes the more objectionable Sahajiya practice
of parakiya love as a valid spiritual path. In short, as Cakravarti suggests, there are
today two different currents in the Kartabhaja tradition—one, a largely popular,
devotional, and exoteric religion, led by the Pal family in Ghoshpara, basically in
line with more conventional Vaisnava faith, and another, now much smaller, highly
esoteric cult scattered throughout the rural areas of Bengal, and deeply rooted in
the older Tantric traditions: “For some time two separate forms of Kartabhaja wor-
ship have been practiced. The first is pure and free of lust, following the teachings
of Ghoshpara. The second form is a close branch of the Sahajiyas and engages in
esoteric bodily practices.”*

Almost from the beginning of the tradition, there have been a variety of deviant
offshoots from the primary Kartabhaja body, rejecting the increasing institutional-
ization and exotericization of the Ghosphara Kartas and proclaiming themselves
the true bearers of the most secret and mysterious essence of the Kartabhaja teach-
ing. The first of these was founded by Kanai Ghose—who was initially said to have
been the foremost of the twenty-two fakirs, but who eventually rejected RamSaran
Pil’s leadership and moved to the nearby village of Kancharapara to start his own
sect. This group, called the Satyasrota (the True Current) or the Gupta Kartabhajas
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Riamsaran and Sati Ma

|
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|
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Satyakdma Satyaban Satyavrata Satyasubha Satyasourabha Meghamild Satyasoumya

Figure 8.1 The Pal Family of Kartids (names in bold indicate claimants to the title of
“Karea”)

(the “Secret Kartabhajas™), still continues to regard itself as the true bearer of the
deeper, “esoteric” side of the Kartabhajas, preserving it against the growing bu-
reaucratization and dilution of this tradition among the Pal family of Kartas.5
However, the most important of these offshoots of the Kartabhajas—or perhaps
even its “sister sect”—is the smaller, more obscure and highly secretive tradition of
the Sihebdhanis. Calling themselves literally, by the title “wealthy gentlemen”
(dhani saheb), or even—given the highly loaded connotations of the term “Siheb”
in colonial Bengal—*“the Rich Englishmen,” the Sahebdhanis, like the Kartabhajas,
take delight in playing on the titles and discourse of the dominant classes. Accord-
ing to some scholars such as Ratan Nandi and Tusir Cattopidhydy, the Sahebd-
hanis are in fact a subsect or offshoot of the Kartabhajas; according to others like
Sudhir Cakravarti, the Kartibhajas and Sihebdhanis are “two branches of the same
tree” But in any case, like the Kartabhajas, the Sahebdhanis trace their origins to a
mysterious, possibly fictional, Muslim ascetic (in this case named “Sahebdhani”),
whose first disciple (one Dukhiram or Mulicind Pil) then organized the tradition
and instituted a hereditary succession of gurus. Their foremost poet and song
writer, Kubir Gosiin, is often cited together with Lalan Shah and Dulalcand as one
of the three great folksingers of rural Bengal. Moreover, like those of the
Kartabhajas, the songs of the Sahebdhanis make extensive use of imagery drawn
from contemporary economic events in colonial Bengal, terminology drawn from
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the East India Company, the English railroad system, and the Indigo trade® (see SE
IV for translations of Sihebdhani songs). On the whole, however, the Sihebdhanis
are even more secretive than the mainstrearn Kartabhaja tradition, and generally
much closer in their ritual practice and esoteric language to the Bauls of rural
Bengal (among their secret practices, for example, is the infamous “four moon” rit-
ual (cari-candra), which involves the consumption of the four bodily excreta of
feces, urine, menstrual blood, and semen).”

Finally, to this day, throughout the more distant regions of village Bengal, in the
districts of Bardhaman, the twenty-four Parganas, Murshidabad, and western
Bangladesh, one can still find a number of older Kartabhaja gurus who have little
connection with the more “orthodox” lineage of the Pal family in Ghoshpara and
continue to practice the most esoteric and more objectionable Sahajiya tech-
niques. As Saktinith Jhi suggests in his study of the Kartabhajas of Murshidabad,
the disciples of this and other rural areas are for the most part very different from
the Ghoshpara tradition: They typically do not identify with the mainstream
Gaudiya Vaisnava tradition——and in fact are often quite hostile to it—but are
deeply tied to the more esoteric Sahajiya, Biul, and other Tantric schools.®

In the course of my own field research, I met a number of older Mahisays from
the more remote districts of old Calcutta and rural Bengal—such as the rather col-
orful and somewhat ill-tempered old fellow from Murshidabad, Kangil Mahanta,
interviewed earlier—who continue to preserve the oldest, most esoteric Tantric
side of the tradition. Indeed, Kangil Mahanta stands out as a striking illustration of
the continuing power and symbolic value of exoteric knowledge, even in spite
of—or perhaps because of—its potentially dangerous threat. I was, in fact, first intro-
duced to Kangal Mahanta by one of the two living Kartas, precisely because of the
old guru’s reputation as a treasury of profound esoteric knowledge, as a master of
the inner secrets of the Bhaver Gita, and, above all, as an initiate deeply versed in
the mysteries of Sahajiya sexual rituals such as parakiya love. Even today, it seems,
the simultaneous danger and power, the outward repugnance and deeper lurid at-

traction of “Tantrism” and secrecy, survive within the Kartabhaja tradition.”
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Conclusions and Comparative Comments

“Uninitiated Unders’canding"

But you can’t get rid of secrets, Chief—Without secrets, we’d lose our cushy jobs!
(Secret Agent Maxwell Sinart, Get Smart)

Interpretation is indefinite. The attempt to look for an original, unattainable mean-
ing leads to the acceptance of a never ending drift or sliding of meaning. . . .
Every object . . . hides a secret. Every time a secret has been discovered it will
refer to another secret in a progressive movement toward a final secret. Nevertheless
there can be no final secret. The ultimate secret . . . is that everything is secret.
Hence the Hermetic secret must be an empty one, because anyone who pretends to
reveal any sort of secret is not himself initiated and has stopped at a superficial level.

(Umberto Eco, Interpretation and Overinterpretation)

Within the highly idiosyncratic and today relatively unknown sect of the Karta-
bhajas, it would seem, we gain a surprising number of new insights into several
much larger and more general questions. Indeed, this so-called obscure religious
cult appears to have a great deal to tell us about some of the most difficult prob-
lems in the study of South Asian history and the History of Religions as a whole.
Now that we have traced the more detailed social contexts and historical de-
velopment of the Kartabhajas, with their surprising rise to power and their pro-
gressive decline into scandal and obscurity, let us zoom back out and review the
larger implications of this study. In order of specificity, from the most narrow
to the most general and comparative, these implications may be summarized as

follows.

Implications for the Study of Colonial Bengal

On the most narrow historical level, our discussion of the Kartabhajas has opened
up a rare and fascinating window onto the lives and religion of the “lower or-
ders”of colonial Bengal. Whereas most past scholarship on nineteenthi-century
Bengal has concentrated almost entirely on the wealthier upper classes, the leaders
of the Bengal Renaissance, and the various elite reform movements, a close look at
the Kartabhajas presents us with a very different side of Bengali culture. If
Rammohun Roy and his fellow reformers can be called the heralds of the Bengal
Renaissance and modern era of India, then the Kartabhajas, led by their “folk
Rimmohun,” represent one of the strongest examples of a darker undercurrent,
going against the grain of the bhadralok reforms. As the “darker side of the Bengal
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Renaissance,” or even the “counter Renaissance,” the Kartabhajas demonstrate the
continuing power of magic, occultism, esoteric yoga, and miraculous powers
among the poorer lower orders, running often in direct opposition to the sober ra-
tionalism of Calcutta’s upper classes.

At the same time, the Kartabhajas also present a striking example of the com-
plex nature of the colonial situation itself—its ambiguous mixture of pre-colonial
and indigenous social and economic forms and the dynamic interplay of both col-
lusion and subversion, cooperation and resistance, at work between the colonizer
and colonized. With its unusual fusion of a semifeudal Zamindari-style economic
hierarchy and mercantile terminology drawn from the bazaars of colonial Calcutta
and the business of the East India Company, the Kartabhaja organization is a com-
posite, yet apparently rather lucrative, amalgam of pre-colonial and colonial struc-
tures, with a rich “admixture of capitalist and precapitalist forms.”!

Still more strikingly, with their simultaneous subversive appropriation of mer-
cantile discourse and their imposition of new, in some ways equally burdensome,
hierarchies of taxation, the Kartabhajas also demonstrate the highly ambivalent sta-
tus of the colonized and subaltern classes. This is, perhaps, a status which cannot be
reduced to a simple binarism of domination and resistance. In one sense, it would
seem, the Kartabhajas do indeed reveal the creative ingenuity and even subversive
power of the poorer “lower orders,” their ability to adapt, transform, and deform
the discourse of the dominant classes, turning even the language of the British East
India Company to their own advantage as source of esoteric meaning and power.
In contrast to Bourdieu’s rather top-heavy and pessimistic model of the social
order, which tends to reduce human actors to “passive blocks of wood” who
“mindlessly reproduce the dominant order,” I have followed the lead of Michel de
Certeau and others, by emphasizing the “tactical” ability of ordinary social con-
sumers to manuever within, as well as to resist, thwart, challenge, and subvert, the
dominant social order and the status quo.2

Thus, if T have in the course of this volume placed a great deal of emphasis on
the role of mercantile discourse and its relation to the larger economic context
of colonial Bengal, it has by no means been intended as a kind of “vulgar
economism” or a simplistic reduction of religious actors and their creative prod-
ucts to the surrounding material circumstances. Quite the contrary, I have argued
that social agents not only employ “religious” symbols, myths, and rituals in the
service of political or economic ends (as the members of the Subaltern Studies
Collective have shown us) 3; still further, I have argued that they can creatively appro-
priate, adapt, and deform seemingly “economic” and “political” symbols, transforming them
into profound bearers of religious meaning and spiritual ideals.

At the same time, however, I have also tried to avoid the overemphasis on the
creative “agency” of colonized peoples and the romanticization of native resistance
against foreign domination, which characterizes much recent post-colonial litera-
ture. Indeed, as Talal Asad and others have pointed out, this often exaggerated em-
phasis on native subjectivity is perhaps itself just 2 new and more subtle imposition
of modern Western bourgeois notions of “agency” and the “autonomous subject”
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onto other cultures.# The Kartabhajas, as “flawed and fallible heroes,”> also clearly
submitted to, colluded with, and cooperated with the dominant order around
them, and they in turn introduced new forms of exploitation, in many cases mir-
roring, mimicking, or reproducing the existing indigenous and colonial structures
of power.

In sum, to understand a group as rich and multifaceted as the Kartabhajis, we
need to avoid both the extremes of a romantic celebration of native agency in its
valiant struggle against imperial domination and that of a cynical commentary on
the eventual cooption and collusion of native peoples with their foreign masters.
To use Bourdieu’s terms, what we have here (as in many colonial situations) is not
a simple matter of domination or resistance; rather, it is often one in which “resist-
ance” itself becomes a more subtle part of, or leads to new forms of, domination.
Like speakers of “slang” in Bourdieu’s analysis, the Kartabhajas may have found in
their esoteric discourse and secret practices a source of freedom and empower-
ment beyond the dominant world of exoteric society; yet these same secret prac-
tices—with their use of dangerous, polluting or socially objectionable substances
and their expression in often deliberately shocking or offensive language—would
ultimately become for them a new source of scandal and ridicule in the eyes of the
outside world. They were thus

condemned to produce paradoxical effects which cannot be understood . . .
within the alternatives of resistance or submission . . . When the dominated quest
for distinction leads the dominated to affirm what distinguishes them, that is, that in
the name of which they are dominated and constituted as vulgar, do we have to talk
of resistance? . . . If in order to resist I have no other recourse than to lay claim
to that in the name of which I am dominated, is this resistance? . . . Resistance
may be alienating and submission may be liberating. Such is the paradox of the
dominated.®

Implications for Tantric Studies:

An Embodied and Historicized Tantra

Beyond the realm of Bengal studies and the colonial era, however, the Kartabhajas
may also help us to rethink and reimagine the broader, pan-Indian category of
“Tantra” itself. Largely the product of the Western imagination and Orientalist
scholarship, the category of Tantrism is, as Padoux has shown, a highly problematic
and poorly defined one in modern discourse. And the Kartabhajas—with their
own profound ambivalence about the presence of “tantric”elements within their
tradition—stand out as among the most telling examples of just how slippery a
category this remains in modern academia. Nonetheless, as [ have tried to argue
here, it is still possible (and perhaps now unavoidable) to retain and redefine this
category in a more useful way in contemporary discourse. Rather than a static,
monolithic, clearly defined entity, Tantrism is probably much better understood as
a very ambiguous, messy and problematic—though admittedly necessary—prod-
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uct of the scholarly imagination. If it is to continue to serve us as a useful scholarly
tool or heuristic device for understanding a certain body of South Asian texts and
traditions, then it is perhaps better understood not so much as a tidy and coherent
historical object but instead as a J. Z. Smith-ean hodge-podge or “heap of rubbish”
(see chapter 6).7

Still more important, following Jeffrey Kripal’s lead, I have argued that we need
to go beyond the highly abstract, philosophical, and almost entirely textual (prima-
rily Sanskritic) studies that have dominated most recent scholarship on Tantra; in-
stead, we need to look more closely at the living historical contexts in which those
traditions we wish to call “Tantric” arise and function, the concrete material, eco-
nomic, social, and political circumstances with which they interact. Emerging at
such a key historical period and in such a central geographic locus, the Kartabhajas
present us with an ideal opportunity to look at a “Tantric” tradition within a par-
ticualrly intense, rapidly shifting social and historical milieu.

As such, this study has been intended to provide an important complement to
and development of earlier studies of the Sahajiya Tantric traditions, like those of
Edward C. Dimock and his students. Beyond an analysis of the basic doctrines and
practices of a particular Tantric school, I have also tried to place the Kartabhajas
concretely within their social, historical, and economic world, examining the com-
plex ways in which they were at once informed by and yet also actively responded
to this volatile cultural context. Indeed, as I have tried to show, the Kartabhajas
demonstrate in striking detail just how problematic the very topic of “Tantrism”
became in nineteenth-century Bengal, as it was not only defined and categorized
but also singled out, attacked, and ridiculed as the very worst, most degenerate, and
most dangous aspect of the “Indian Mind” itself. Although originally rooted in the
older Sahajiya and other Tantric schools of medieval Bengal, the Kartabhajas repre-
sent at least three profound transformations, which I have characterized as follows:
(1) a “popularized” Tantra, which promoted itself explicitly as an “easy” (sahaja)
path for the poor lower classes; (2) a “deodorized” Tantra, which came under in-
creasing attack because of its alleged immoral Tantric practices and which in turn
made increasing efforts to sanitize or cover over the more objectionable elements;
and (3) a “commercialized” or “institutionalized” Tantra, which eventually built an
elaborate financial organization and which, for a short time, became the most suc-
cessful all Bengal’s “minor sects.”

‘What emerges from this historical and embodied approach, it would seem, is a
different image of “Tantra” than the one we find in the highly philosophical,
rather dry, and generally rather elitist Sanskrit treatises of Kashmir Saivism, which
today seem to provide the dominant paradigm for our academic definition of the
subject. Instead, the Kartabhajas reveal a different, far less sophisticated or cerebral,
far more earthy, human, and vital face of “Tantra”—a living and embodied, his-
torically and culturally dynamic, but generally quite ambiguous and rather messy
kind of Tantra, rooted in the lives and problems of real social agents amidst the
shifting, often hostile and tumultuous forces of history and change.
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Implications for the Study of Esoteric Traditions:
Unitiated Understanding

Secret knowledge is deep knowledge (because only what is lying under the surface

can remain unknown for long). Thus truth becomes identified with what is not said

or what is said obscurely and must be understood beyond or beneath the surface of

a text, Thus the gods speak . . . through hieroglyphic and enigmatic messages.
(Umberto Eco, Interpretation and QOverinterpretation)

Finally, and most ambitiously, this volume has also been intended to open some
new insights into the broader comparative topic of secrecy across cultures and
throughout historical periods. If it 1s true that contemporary academia and mod-
ern Western culture as a whole are pervaded by what Eco calls the “syndrome of
the secret”—a morbid preoccupation with the tantalizing regions of the forbidden
and the occult, or a Hermetic desire to strip away the outer surface of the visible
form so as to discover behind it a deeper, concealed meaning®—it is no less true
that the problem of secrecy bas long been woefully under-theorized and misun-
derstood in the history of religions. It is certainly true that many early historians of
religions, such as Mircea Eliade or Kees Bolle, had been fascinated and even preoc-
cupied by esoteric traditions, placing the mysterious, the hidden and the secret at
the very heart of religious experience,® yet their work has generally bad the effect
of abstracting these esoteric traditions from their concrete historical and social ¢ir-
cumstances, absorbing them into the more general and universalized experience of
“Homo religiosus”——in short, of mystifying them still further. What I have tried to
do here, on the other hand, is to examine the role of secrecy within its concrete
social and historical contexts, to analyze its role as a form of symbolic power, as it is
played out in real material, economic, and political contexts.

In so doing, I de not pretend to have resolved the epistemological and ethical
double bind I posed at the beginning of this book; nor 1s this intended to be the
only or always the best solution to the double bind of secrecy. Rather, it is offered
as a new and hopefully more fruitful hermeneutic strategy—a methodological
shift which takes as its focus not the ever-clusive substance of the Secret but, rather,
the more visible forms and tactics through which secrecy operates as an effect or
process. This shift allows us (1) to continue to say something intelligent about eso-
teric traditions without becoming mired in the endless quest for some elusive,
ever-receding content and (2) to study other cultures in a critical and hermeneuti-
cally “suspicious” way, while remaining conscious and respectful of those aspects of
their traditions which may be “off limits” to the uninitiated, uninvited scholarly
observer.

Once we adopt the “formal” or strategic approach to secrecy 1 have outlined
here, it is of course tempting to regard secrecy as a matter of mystification plain
and simple, as pure form with no content—as 2 McGuffin in Hitchcock’s sense, or
a kind of Wizard of Oz phenomenon, in which, despite all the awesome smoke
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and mirrors, mystery, and magic surrounding the secret, the Wizard turns out to be
nothing more than a confused and pathetic old man. As Goffman, for example, has
argued, the awe generated by secret mysteries may in fact only conceal the under-
lying shame that there is no secret after all: “We have . . . a social coin, with awe
on one side and shame on the other. The audience senses secret mysteries and
powers behind the performance and the performer senses that his chief secrets are
petty ones. As countless folk tales and initiation rites show; often the real secret be-
hind the mystery is that there really is no mystery. The problem is to prevent the
audience from learning this t0o.”10 As 1 have tried to show, however, it is typically
not the case that secrets are merely semantically “empty” or devoid of content. On
the contrary, the problem is more often that they have too many meanings. They are
in most cases radically polyvalent and indeterminate to an extreme degree. Because of
their deliberate ambiguity and systematic obfuscation, secrets can be given an
enormous, virtually infinite range of interpretations and explanations, which shift
and change m different contexts, by different exegetes, before different audiences,
and in different performances. The secret is thus among the most acute examples
of the problem we face in every hermeneutic encounter, in every attempt to make
sense of religious data and in every ethnographic encounter: the inescapable poly-
valence and indeterminacy of meaning that lies inherent in every symbol, every
utterance, and every text.

This is not to say, then, that the study of the content of secrecy is a futile quest
for some nonexistent entity (after all, some secrets are very real and very impor-
tant). It is simply to say that in many, if not most, cases, it is more profitable to shift
our gaze and examine secrecy in terms of its forms and tactics, as a specific discur-
sive strategy and a mechanism for the production of symbolic value.

What this means, however, is that we must also be far more modest in our claims
regarding esoteric traditions, and far more ready to admit that there is an awful lot
we do not know and cannot say much about. We must, in short, accept the ex-
treme indeterminacy inherent in the very nature of something that is supposed to
be “secret” But again, this is only the most extreme and acute example of the limi-
tations and problems inherent in alf attempts 1o study other cultures, which many
ethnographers have recently begun to recognize. As Clifford comments in his
study of Marcel Griaule, we can no longer presume to have some kind of “initia-
tory” access to another culture, to penetrate its innermost “Secrets” and to repre-
sent them with perfect accuracy in our scholarship. Rather, we must acknowledge
that both we and the other culture are inextricably bound to history, material cir-
cumstance, and social interests, which place profound limitations on our ability to
understand one another: “Initiatory claims to speak as a knowledgeable insider re-

vealing cultural truths are no longer credible, Field work . . . must rather be seen
as a historically contingent dialogical encounter involving . . . both conflict and
collaboration. . . . Ethnography seems condemned to strive for the encounter

while recognizing the political, ethical and personal cross-purposes that under-
mine any transmission of intercultural knowledge’t!

212 CONCLUSIONS AND COMPARATIVE COMMENTS



Secrecy, Discourse, and Authority

At this point, therefore, we are ready to summarize our reflections on the general
problem of secrecy, which can be outlined briefly in the following theses:

1. Secrecy is best understood, not in terms of some alleged “hidden content”™—
which is at once (a) ultimately unknowable, (b) ethically problematic even if
“known,” and (c) radically polysemic, or subject to an enormous plurality of con-
flicting interpretations. Instead, secrecy is more fruitfully described as 2 unique
type of discursive strategy.

2. Secrecy is thus part of the more general strategies of discourse which, as Lincoln
has argued, are integral to the ongoing construction and deconstruction, support
and subversion of the greater social order.'? Yet unlike most forms of social
discourse, such as those we find in more “public” media like myth, ritual, or clas-
sificatory systems, secrecy is a highly specialized discursive technique which is
intentionally exclusive, inherently elitist, deliberately dissimulating, and willfully
misleading.

3. As a discursive and rhetorical, strategy, secrecy functions to restrict access to cer-
tain knowledge, information, or behaviors, and to conceal certain ideas or actions
from unwanted outsiders. But in contrast to mere silence plain and simple, secrets
are structured in such a way that they can be disclosed.!3 For a secret is only valu-
able insofar as it can, at least potentially and partially, be revealed.

4. The general strategy of secrecy, in whatever its form, typically involves a number
of basic thetorical maneuvers, which operate simultaneously to restrict access to
certain knowledge and to make certain that others know this information to be

important and highly valued. The most significant of these maneuvers include the
following:

advertising the secret, or partial revelation and partial concealment
. the dialectic of lure and withdrawal

a.
b
c. hierarchical access to information
d
e

. the skillful use of obscurity, or the use of deliberate and systematic ambiguity
. semantic shock, or extreme metaphorization and the use of deliberately jar-
ring, disconcerting, even offensive imagery

5. The net result of these maneuvers is to transform a given piece of information
into a scarce resource or a rare (and therefore very often highly valued and desirable)
commodity of knowledge and power within a given social formation.

6. The possession of this scarce resource in turn bestows a unique type of symbolic
capital—in the form of status, prestige, or valued knowledge—upon its owner,

7. Unlike most forms of capital Bourdieu has described, the capital brought with
secrecy is of a narrowly circumscribed nature, which can be accumulated and
exchanged only behind closed doors, within the restricted confines of the secret
soclety. Hence it might be thought of as a kind of black market capital—a danger-
ous or “illegal” form of power, which is valued, not in the mainstream social
order, but solely within the esoteric community. Yet like other black market

goads, such as drugs, pornography, or prostitution, the dangerous or illicit nature
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8.

9

10.

11.

12

of the secret often only increases its value, heightening its aura of transgressive
power and erotic allure.
While operating most generally as a strategy for acquiring symbolic capital, se-
crecy typically involves a number of substrategies or supporting tactics. These in-
clude, among others:

a. A hermeneutic strategy, or a particular way of rereading sacred texts and tradi-
tions, giving them a deeper, hidden meaning (see chapter 1).

b. A strategy of religious appropriation and bricolage, or a means of poaching ele-
ments from a variety of traditions, weaving them into a new esoteric syn-
thesis which transcends them {chapter 2).

c. A social strategy or way of life—a means of living simultaneously in the exo-
teric world of mainstream society and in the secret world of the esoteric
sect (chapter 2).

d. A discursive strategy, or a way of manipulating language to create rare and
valued pieces of information (chapter 3).

e. A metaphoric strategy, or a particular means of using symbolism and imagery,
which invests many common, “secular” metaphors, and even the termin-
ology of the dominant order itself, with a variety of deeper hidden mean-
ings (chapter 4).

. A practical and titual strategy, or a means of manipulating the physical sub-
stances of the human body in order to deconstruct the ordinary socialized
body and to create a new, divinely liberated secret body (chapter 5).

. A strategy of deodorization and disguise, which attempts to conceal and/or
eradicate socially objectionable elements from the tradition (chapter 6).

h. A strategy of elitism and exploitation, as a means of mystifying and legitimiz-
ing asymmetries of power within the community itself (chapter 7).

uq

. Like all discourse, secrecy is a strategy which may be used either to reinforce and

support, or to undermine and subvert, a given social formation and hierarchy of
power. 14

On one side, secrecy is often a tool of the dominant classes and ruling elite, em-
ployed to mask, mystify, and obfuscate their own status and privileges. The pos-
session of secret information is often a key part of the more general phenome-
non of “authority” and the authorization of certain individuals with the power
to speak and govern within a particular social formation. It is thus a part of the
overall authority effect, as Lincoln calls ic—*the whole theatrical array of gestures,
demeanors, costumes, props and stage devices through which one may impress
or bamboozle an audience”’t5

On the other side, secrecy may also be turned into a weapon of the dominated,
marginalized, or disenfranchised classes, who wish to conceal themselves from or
even to resist and subvert the existing social order. It is thus the privileged tool
not only of radical political groups but also of marginal and disenfranchised indi-
viduals who hope to find an alternative source of status in an alternative social
hierarchy.

As a specifically “black market,” or illegal kind of knowledge, however, secrecy is
an inherently ambivalent and potentially self-defeating strategy: It is often also a
potential fiability for its owner, who can always be accused of harboring danger-
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ous, immoral, antisocial, or subversive information. Hence, secret societies are
often among the first to be attacked and ridiculed for their alleged licentious or
even revolutionaty activities.

13. Tactics of secrecy therefore almost always go hand in hand with tactics of censor-
ship—both from within and from without the esoteric community. Externally,
secret organizations are often scrutinized, silenced, and suppressed by the domi-
nant order as a potential threat to social stability and the status quo. At the same
time, internally, secret organizations impose a variety of forms of self-censorship,
strategies of disguise, and/or self-purification in order to conceal any more ob-
jectionable elements from the eyes of exoteric society.

14, Secrecy may also be turned into a strategy of elitism and exploitation within
the esoteric organization itself. By its very exclusive character, secrecy lends it-
self naturally to the construction of new hierarchies, ranks, degrees, and levels
of status, new kinds of asyminetries between masters and disciples, novices

and adepts, as well as between men and women, high and low class or rich and
poor.

Beyon(]. the “Synclrome of the Secret”:

Comparative and Cross-Cultural Directions

Finally, it 1s also my hope that this approach and this modified version of Bour-
dieu’s concept of symbolic capital might have some broader comparative implica-
tions for the study of secrecy in other cultures. Whereas most early historians of re-
ligions such as Eliade sought to compare esoteric traditions on the basis of the
substance, building up phenomenological typologies of common symbolic forms, I
would suggest that a more fruitful comparison would focus instead on the com-
mon discursive strategies emploved In various secret organizations.

The Kartabhaijis offer us a particulatly acute example of the inherent ambiva-
lence and duplicity of secrecy—namely; its potential role as either (and often both)
a strategy of elitism or an “art of resistance,” a tactic which may be deployed, like
all discourse, both to support and reinforce, or to subvert and undermine, a given
social or political arrangement. On one side, the example of the largely poor,
lower-class, and socially disempowered Kartabhaja sect gives us some valuable
comparative insights into the uses of secrecy among marginalized, disgruntled, de-~
viant, or subversive groups. One might, for example, compare their tactics of se-
crecy, self-censorship, and disguise with those of poor and disenfranchized groups,
such as Voodoo cults like the Bizango in Haiti; indeed, one might even compare
these subversive uses of secrecy with the more radical strategies employed by
overtly rebellious or revolutionary societies, such as the Mau Mau in Kenya or the
White Lotus and Triad societies in China.1¢

Yet simultaneously, as the very ambivalent case of the Kartibhajas has shown us,
the tactics of secrecy may just as easily be used by dominant elite factions, who
wish to reinforce their own power and status within the soctal hierarchy. Here, we
might fruitfully compare not only the more “elitist” of the Asian Tantric tradi~
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tions—such as South Indian Stividyi, Japanese Shingon, or Vajrayana Buddhism—
but also certain Indian Sufi orders such as the Chishtlya, which were for the most
part highly elitist and aristocratic in orientation.!” Going still further afield, we
could also examine similar strategies of elitism and esoteric power in a variety of
traditional or pre-industrialized societies, such as the Australian Aboriginal com-
munities that lan Keen has recently described. As in the case of the Kartibhaja
hierarchy of Kartas and Mahasays, the tactics of “deliberate muystification, system-
atic ambiguity, and misrecognition” are commonly deployed by senior adult males
in order to preserve and reproduce their superior status over women and younger
males. Even more striking examples of the inherently “elitist” role of secrecy can
be found in some of the more conservative and aristocratic esoteric traditions of
Europe, such as Renaissance Hermeticism, Kabbalah, and Freemasonry. As a num-
ber of recent scholars have shown, the secrecy and esoteric ritual of the Masonic
lodge worked in most cases not to mask subversive and revolutionary agendas.
Rather, not unlike the esoteric hierarchies of the Kartis and Mahasays of the later
Kartabhaja tradition, they often served to reproduce and reinforce the traditional
status of the wealthy and powerful classes during precisely those periods in which
they were most threatened by the changing forces of society and politics.!®

Indeed, as Chesneaux acutely points out, even the most seemingly deviant and
revolutionary of secret societies—such as the Triad, White Lotus, and other rebel-
lious groups of China—very often reintroduce their own new hierarchies and
asymmetries of power. Much like the Kartabhajas, they often re-create hierarchies
of power within the secret society which mirror, mimic, and reproduce the hierarchies
of the dominant social order itself.1¢

Finally, I would hope that we might also apply sote of these insights more
specifically to cases of secret societies under the unique conditions of colonial rule.
As Andrew Apter and others have shown in the case of African societies such as the
Yoruba, the role of the secret cult often becomes even more critical and highly
volatized during periods of colonial occupation and native resistance. Not only
does secrecy allow discontented native factions to remain concealed from their
colonial masters and to organize collective resistance, it also invests them with that
aura of danger, fear, and “savage mystery” that so often looms within the colonial
imagination, with the seeming potential to subvert and unravel the very fabric of
colonial rule itself. 20

But as in virtually all esoteric traditions, the power of secrecy in traditions
under colonial rule is also a highly changeable and unpredictable one. It is cer-
tainly true that many secret societies become radically polarized as a force of resist-
ance to, and even violent rebellion against, a foreign colonial government, as we
see in the case of the Mau Mau in Kenya or in the Revolutionary nationalist soci-
eties in twentieth-century Bengal. Yet, at the same time, many secret societies be-
come enmeshed in a far more subtle and complicated pattern of competition and
rivalry with colonial powers—-a pattern that often involves strategies of both collu-
sion and resistance, partial cooperation, and partial subversion of the imperial
order. The Chinese Triad societies in colonial Malaysia, for example, became en-
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meshed in intense economic competition with European capitalists for dominance
in business and trade, which involved an ambivalent and constandy shifting
“dialectical interplay between induction and resistance,” in which “the power rela-
tions between the state and the secret orders was subject to maneuver and strategic
bargaining by the power agents on both sides’?! In short, like the Kartabhajas, se-
cret societies under the conditions of colonial rule often find themselves drawn
into a dense web of maneuvers, recalibrations, and jockeyings for power, which can
seldom be reduced to simple binarisms of hegemony and resistance.

Now, the “content” of the secrecy involved in all these various esoteric traditions is
obviously radically different and very much determined by their specific historical
and cultural contexts; however, my suspicion is that the forms and strategies through
which secrecy operates—the tactics of metaphoric disguise, hierarchical access to
information, deliberate obfuscation, the dialectics of advertising, lure and with-

drawal, and so on—may well turn out to be strikingly similar across cultures and
throughout historical periods.
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Woodroffe had also made this point long ago (Shakti and Shakta {New York: Dover, 1978]),
54.1 have engaged the genealogy of Tantrisrn in Hugh Urban, “The Extreme Orient: The
Construction of ‘Tantrism’ as a Category in the Orientalist Imagination,” Religion 29 (1999):
127-46.

8. Muhammed Ridzuddin Ahmad, editor of Islam Pracarak, January 1903, cited in
Debendranath De, Kartabhaja Dharmer Itivrtta (Calcutta: Jigasa Agencies, 1968), 88—89.

9. Samares Basu (a.k.a. Kalakiita), Kothdy Se Jan Ache (Calcutta: De’s Publishing, 1983),
25 (emphasis added). Kilakdita is a famous Bengali author who has written a number of
novels about religious sects such as the Kartibhajas, Bauls, and others.

10. Kripal, Kali’s Child, 29.

11, Lise McKean, Divine Enterprise: Gurus and the Hindu Nationalist Movement (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1996).

12. For a discussion of the historical sources, see chapter 1, section titled “The Secret
Vrndivana” ' The primary text is the Bhaver Gita, ed. RameScandra Ghose (Calcutta: Aurora
Press, 1882); Here I use the recent edition of Sinti Ranjan Cakravarti (Calcutta: Indralekha
Press, 1992). Other primary texts include Manulal MiSra, Bhaver Gita Vyikhya Saha Saha-
jatattva Prakasa Va Sanitana Sahaja Satya Dharmer Adi Itihdsa (Calcutta: Author, 1911), and
Miéra, Kartabhaja Dharmer Adi Vittanta Va Sahajatattva Prakata (Calcutta: Author, 1925).

There are also two important personal accounts by Kartabhaji devotees: that of Babu
Gopal Krishna Pil in J. H. E. Garrett, Bengal District Gazetteers, Nadia (Calcutta: Bengal Sec-
retariat Book Stall, 1910), and that of Krishna Pal in Williamm Ward, ed., A Brief Memoir of
Krishna Pal, the First Hindoo in Bengal Who Broke the Chain of Caste by Embracing the Gospel
(London: J. Offer, 1823).

Contemporary newspaper accounts include Samvidda Prabhakara, 18 Caitra 1254 B.s.
[1848]; Somaprakata, 20 Caitra 1270 p.s. [1864]. Contemporary literary accounts include
Dasarathi Ray, “Kartabhaja,” in Dafarathi Rayer Pasicali, ed. H. P. Cakravarti (Calcutta: Uni-
versity of Calcutta Press, 1962); Nabincandra Sen, “Ghosparar Meld,” part 4 of “Amir
Jiban,” in Nabincandra Racanavalt (Calcutta: Bangiya-Sahirya-Parisat, 1974), v. 3; and the
biographies of Riamakrsna, such as & Sriramakrsna-Kathamyta by Mahendranith Gupta
(Calcutta: Kathimrta Bhiban, 1987) and $riéramakrspa-Lilaprasafiga by Swami Saradinanda
(Calcutta: Udbhodan Karyalay, 1986). Missionary accounts include William Ward, Account of
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the Writings, Religion and Manners of the Hindus (London: Black, Parbury and Allen, 1817-20);
Church Missionary Register (June—QOct. 1839); James Long, Handbook of Bengal Missions (Lon-
don:]J. E Shaw, 1848).

13, See chapter 2, section titled “The Janus-Faced Self,” and chapter 4, section titled
“The Poor Company—A Company of Madmen”; see also Ramakanta Chakrabarty,
Vaisnavism in Bengal, 1486-1900 (Calcutta: Sanskrit Pustak Bandhar, 1985), 379-85.

14. For example, the missionary William Ward and the Orientalist H. H. Wilson, who
were among the first authors to write about “Tantrism”—not to mention the father of
modern Tantric studies, Sir John Woodroffe, a judge on the High Court of Calcutta. See
William Ward, A View of the History, Literatuve and Religion of the Hindoos, v. 2 (London:
Kingsbury, Parbury and Allen, 1822); H. H. Wilson, Essays and Lectures on the Religions of the
Hindus (New Delhi: Asian Publishing, 1976 [1858]); and the many works of John
Woodroffe, such as Principles of Tantra: The Tantratattva of Sriyukta Siva Candra Vidyarsava
Bhattacirya Mahodaya (Madras: Ganesh, 1960).

15. Riy, “Kartabhaja,” 665.

16. See, e.g., Saradananda, Srt’s’n’rﬁmak_rma—Lz'l&pmsthga, v.2,22~23.

17. Brooks, The Secret of the Three Cities, 554Y.

18. BG 35-40. According to one Kartabhaji song, “The worship of the Karta is a de-
lightful thing! It is the true worship. Its whereabouts are not in the injunctions of the
Veda—all those are but the business of thievery” (cited in Advaita Das, Ghosparar Kartabhaja
Sampradaya [Calcutta: Ram Das, 1983], 47).

19. On Kundalini yoga, see Advaita Das, Sasigita o Darfana (Calcutta: Cayanika, 1992),
118-21.

20. The basic Kartibhaja belief is the identity of the chief guru or Karta with God
(Krsna-Caitanya); however, Krsna himself is only the personal manifestation of the nondual
absolute reality, Sahaja (BG 47-50); cf. Das, Safigita o DarSana, 118-20; Chakrabarty,
Vaisnavism in Bengal, 371-75.

21. Like other Sahajiyis, the Kartabhajas believe in the identity of the name of Krsna
with the named, God himself and employ secret mantras as the most basic technique of
initiation and sddhana (see Satyasiva Pal, Ghospardr Satimd o Kartabhaja Dharma [Calcutta:
Pustak Bipani, 1990}, 261-65).

22. “The Sahajiya practice, like Tantric practice, is secret. It cannot be revealed to ordi-
nary people. Those who follow this path cannot tell anyone anything about it.” Das, Sangita
o Darsana, 119.“The essence of the Kartabhajas has remained hidden in secrecy, in the Sa-
haja language. Their external forms, their rituals and their religious practices, are only mani-
festations of this Sahaja path.” J. Cakravarti, “Kartibhajiner Rupa o Svaripa,” in Kartabhaja
Dharmamata o Itihasa, v. 2, xvi.

23.The secret communal meal shared by members of all castes is one of the most infa-
mous features of the Kartabhaja tradition, and the one most frequently commented on by
contemporary observers. Cf. Aksaykumar Datta, Bharatavarsiya Upasaka Sampradaya (Cal-
cutta: Karuna Prakisani, 1394 B.s.), 223-25. At least some Kartabhajas advocate the use of
Tantric sexual rituals, often in violation of caste restrictions. Cf. Dis, $1 Satima Candriki
(Calcutta: Firma KLM, 1986), 69-70.

24. For an account of the initiation rite, open to men and women of all castes and reli-
gions, see Datta, Bharatavarsiya Upasaka Sampradaya, 223n; Chakrabarty, Faisnavism in Bengal,
365-67.

25. Padoux, Vac, 40.

26. Dis, Sangita ¢ Darsana, 121.
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27. De, Kartabhaja Dharmer Itivrtta, 12.

28. D. C. Sen, Brhat Banga: Supractn Kal haite Plasir Juddha Parjanta (Calcutta: De’s Pub-
lishing, 1993), v. 2, 893. Other scholars who identify the Kartibhajas as Sahajiyis or
Tantrikas include De, Kartabhaja Dharmer Itivytta, 7-10; Upendranath Bhatticarya, Barglar
Baul o Baul Gan (Calcutta: Orient Book Co., 1981), 69-70; Tushar Chatterjee, “Some Ob-
servations on Guru Cult and Minor Religious Sects of Bengal,” Society and Change
(Jan.—March 1981): 207-11. As Bimalkumar Mukhopidhyay concludes, “Among the sects
spawned by the Sahajiyas, the Kartabhajas should be mentioned first and foremost. It is also
the oldest” (“Pravartakakendrik Sahajiya,” in Kartabhaja Dharmamata o Itihdsa, v. 2, 1).

29. For example, the recently deceased Karta, Satyasiva Pal, bends over backwards to
prove that they are not Tantric (Ghosparar Sattma, 259—62).

30. See Sumanta Banerjee, The Parlour and the Streets: Elite and Popular Culture in Nine-
teenth-Century Caleutta (Calcutta: Seagull, 1989), 69-71.

31. See Hugh Urban, “The Poor Company: Economics and Ecstasy in the Kartibhaja
Sect of Colonial Bengal,” South Asia 19, no. 2 (1996), and Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal,
375-78.

32, Cakravarti, “Kartabhajaner Ripa o Svariipa,” xxv.

33. “Calcutta’s lower orders remained invisible to the bhadralok society. They found
their way into newspaper columns only when they posed a threat to the economic and so-
cial comforts of the bhadralok.” Sumanta Banerjee, “The World of Ramjan Ostagar the
Common Man of Old Calcutta,” in Caleutta the Living City, Vol. 1, The Past, ed. S. Chaudhuri
(Calcutta: Oxford, 1990}, 80.

34. Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 375-78. See Rabindranath Tagore, “The Baul
Singers of Bengal,” appendix to The Religion of Man (Boston: Beacon Press, 1961); Edward
C. Dimock, The Place of the Hidden Moon: Erotic Mysticism in the Vaisnava Sahajiya Cult of Ben-
gal (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966).

35. When Rachel McDermott asked Sen’s advice for her dissertation on Kamalikinta,
he told her she should abandon it and study the Kartabhajas instead (personal communica-
tion, 1995).

The most important English scholarship includes Geoffrey A. Oddie,“ Old Wine in New
Bottles? Kartabhaja (Vaishnava) Converts to Christianity in Bengal, 1835-1845,” Indian Eco-
nomic and Social History Review, 32 no. 3 (1995); Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 346~84.
Sumanta Banerjee, “From Aulchand to Sati Ma: The Institutionalization of the Syncretist
Karta-bhaja Sect in 19th century Bengal” Calcutta Historical Journal 16, no. 2 (1994). The
most important Bengali scholarship S. Mitra, ed., Kartabhaja Dharmamata o Itihdsa (2 vols.)
(Calcutta: De Book Stores, 1976-77); De, Kartabhaja Dharmer Itivstta; and Ratan Kumar
Nandi, Kartabhaja Dharma o Sahitya (Naihati: Asani Press, 1984).

36. Apurna Bhattacharya, Religious Movements of Bengal, 1800-1850 (Calcutta:
Vidyasagar Pustak Mandir, 1981), 47; cf. Kripal, Kali’s Child, 223-25.“Why was there such
intense opposition to and ridicule of the Kartibhajas? . . . The growing popular support
of the Kartabhajas threatened and incited the orthodox Hindus.” Sudhir Cakravarti, Gabhir
Nirjan Pathe (Calcutta: Ananda, 1989), 65.

37. Cf. Sudhir Cakravarti, “Kartibhajaner Rip o Svarlp,” xv; Tusar Cattopadhyiy,
“Ghosparar Mela, Kartabhaja o Lalan,” in Lalan Sahitya o Daréana, ed. K. R. Haq (Dhaka:
Bangla Academy, 1976); for an account by a contemporary literary figure, see Sen, part 4 of
“Amir Jiban,” 174-91.

38. Rame$candra Majumdar, ed., Bangladeser Itihdsa, 264—65, cited in De, Kartabhaja
Dharmer Itivrtta, 79.
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39. Sudhir Cakravarti, Pascim Barnger Mela o Mahotsava (Calcutta: Pustak Bipani, 1996),
161.“Calcutta’s bhadralok society was quick to condemn the Kartabhajas as a religion of itar
people and prostitutes who were promiscuous in their habits and violated the norms of
Hindu religion.” Banerjee, The Parlour, 65.

40. Nandi, Kartabhaja Dharma, 67. For accounts of the Ghoshpara Mela today, see
Cakravarti, Pascim Bariger Mela; and Manik Sarkar, “Ghosparar Mela,” in Kartabhaja Dharma-
mata o Itihasa, v. 2.

41. For the most intelligent discussions of comparison in the history of religions, see
Jonathan Z. Smith, Map Is Not Territory: Studies in the History of Religions (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1978), 24064, and Smith, Imagining Religion: From Babylon to Jones-
town (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986); Fitz John Porter Poole, “Metaphors and
Maps: Towards Comparison in the Anthropology of Religion,” Journal of the American Acad-
emy of Religion, 54, no. 3 (1986). As Smith puts it: “Comparison does not tells us how things
‘are’ . . . like models and metaphors, comparison tells us how things might be . . . ‘re-
described’, in Max Black’s termy . . . comparison provides the means by which we ‘re-
vision’ phenomena to solve our theoretical problems.” Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of
Early Christianities and the Religions of Late Antiquity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1990), 52.

42. See Smith, Imagining Religion, introduction; Cristiano Grotanelli and Bruce Lincoln,
“A Brief Note on (Future) Research in the History of Religions,” Center for Humanistic
Studies Occasional Papers, no. 4 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 1985). “Religions
should be studied as . . . social and historical entities, within their proper cultural context.
They must be studied not only as phenomena that change . . . but as expressions of
broader tensions within social configurations and . . . as vehicles of conflict”

43. Bruce Lincoln,“Theses on Method,” Method and Theory in the Study of Religion 8, no.
3 (1996), 225.

44. See Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1981);
Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Vol. 1: An Introduction (New York:Vintage, 1978).1
also use the work of de Certeau to criticize Bourdieu’s often static and reified model of the
social order. See Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1984).

45. In a lucid discussion, Martha Kaplan identifies three primary strategies used to ana-
lyze situations of colonial rule. The first,as we see in Sahlins’s work, emphasizes the lasting im-
portance of indigenous categories of meaning and native agency. The second, as we see in
Eric Wolf’s work, sees colonial power as an overwhelming hegemonic force that has forever
changed the world of the colonized. The third, represented by Michael Taussig’s work, sees the
colonial space as a jungle or chaotic space of terror, which is neither indigenous nor colonial
but an epistemic murk (Neither Cargo nor Cult: Ritual Politics and the Colonial Imagination in Fifi
[Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1995}, 2—3).Kaplan’s own approach, to which I would
also subscribe, emphasizes both the creative agency of the colonized to make their own his-
tory and the dominant power of the colonial state to shape and constrain that history.

46. Jean and John Comaroff, eds., Modernity and Its Malcontents: Ritual and Power in Post-
colonial Africa (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), xi-ii; cf. Jean Comaroft, Body of
Power, Spirit of Revolution: The Culture and History of a South African People (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1985), 131, 236—38; Marshall Sahlins, “Cosmologies of Capitalism:
The Trans-Pacific Sector of the World System,” Proceedings of the British Academy 74 (1988);
Michael Taussig, The Devil and Commodity Fetishism in South America (Chapel Hill: Univer-
sity of North Carolina Press, 1980).
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I am also in basic sympathy with the members of the Subaltern Studies Collective; see
R. Guha, ed., Subaltern Studies: Writing on South Asian History and Society, Vol. 1. (Delhi: Ox-
ford, 1982); Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993).

47. The literature on postcolonial theory is obviously vast and rapidly growing; see, for
starters, Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994); Franz Fanon,
The Whretched of the Earth (New York: Grove Press, 1961); Edward Said, Culture and Imperial-
ism (New York: Knopf, 1994); B. Ashcroft, G. Griffiths, and H. Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back:
Theory and Practice in Post-colonial Literatures (London: Routledge, 1989), 33.

48. For good criticisms of postcolonial discourse, see Russell Jacoby, “Marginal Returns:
The Trouble with Post-Colonial Theory,” Lingua Franca (Sept.—Oct. 1995); Rosalind
O’Hanlon, “Recovering the Subject: Subaltern Studies and Histories of Resistance in
Colonial South Asia,” Modern Asian Studies 22, no. 1 (1988): 189-224; Sara Suleri, The
Rhetoric of British India (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992); Anne McClintock, Im-
perial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Context (New York: Routledge,
1995). McClintock suggests that postcolonialism is “prematurely celebratory and obfusca~
tory” and is “haunted by 19th century ideals of hnear progress”; it reifies a singular, mono-
lithic non-Western Other and in so doing masks subtle forms of neocolonialism (Imperial
Leather, 13).

49. “Indians remained . . . active agents and not passive victims in the creation of
colonial India. . . . There were many threads of continuity between precolonial India and
the India of the East India Company.” Bayly, Indian Society and the Making of the British Em-
pire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 5. See David Washbrook, “Law, State
and Agrarian Society in Colonial India,” Modern Asian Studies 15 (1981).

50. John Kelly, A Politics of Virtue: Hinduism, Sexuality and Countercolonial Discourse in Fiji
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), xiv. See Aiwa Ong, Spirits of Resistance and
Capitalist Discipline: Factory Women in Malaysia (Albany: SUNY, 1987), 216-17. See also Talal
Asad’s criticism of the overemphasis on “agency” and the autonomous subject (Genealogies of
Religion: Discipline and Reasons of Power in Christianity and Islam [Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1993]).

51. The metaphor of the “bazaar of the world” (bhava-bajar) and the “bazaar of love”
(prema-bajar) appear ubiquitously throughout the Bhaver Gita; see BG 41-46; appendix
I1.1-56. For an excellent discussion of the use of the “market metaphor,” see Sudipta Sen,
“Passages of Authority: Rulers, Traders and Marketplaces in Bengal and Banaras,
1700-1750,” Calcutta Historical Journal 17, no. 1 (1996).

52. A good deal of literature has been devoted to the definition of “secrecy” and its dis-
tinction from “privacy.” Here I am following the model suggested by Edward Shils, as mod-
ified by recent theorists such as Carol Warren, Barbara Laslett, and Stanton Tefft. According
to Shils, privacy is characterized by the voluntary concealment of information or behaviors,
whereas secrecy is characterized by the obligatory concealment of information, with a prohibi-
tion attended by sanctions. Shils, The Torment of Secrecy The Background and Consequences of
American Security Policies (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press 1956), 26-27. War-
ren and Laslett, on the other hand, distinguish privacy and secrecy not by the volition of
their possessor but, rather, by their moral or legal content. Thus, privacy refers to information
or behaviors that are morally and legally neutral (e.g., marital sex), whereas secrecy refers to
those considered immoral or illegal by mainstream society. Then, within the realm of se-
crecy,Warren and Laslett further distinguish between (1) “private life secrecy”—or the con-
cealment of behaviors that outsiders consider undesirable, immoral, or illegal (e.g., homo-
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sexuality or child abuse); and (2) “public life secrecy”—which concerns primarily political
secrecy by governmental agents (e.g., the CIA or FBI) directed against political opponents
(“Privacy and Secrecy: A Conceptual Comparison,” in Secrecy: A Cross-Cultural Perspective,
ed. S. Tefft [New York: Human Sciences Press, 1980], 25-28; see Teflt’s “Introduction” to the
same volume).

53. I am indebted to Tony Stewart, both through his written work and numerous per-
sonal conversations over the last several years, for his insights into the “double bind” or
“Gordion Knot” of secrecy. See his as yet unpublished manuscript, “Sex, Secrecy and
the Politics of Sahajiya Scholarship Or: Caveats from a Faint-hearted Student of Tantra
(1990).

54. De, Kartabhaja Dharmer Itivrtta, 17

55. Cattopadhyay, “Ghosparar Mela,” 133. As Maulavi Abdul Wali apologetically ex-
plained in his famous early account of the Bauls and Faqirs of Bengal, he was ultimately un-
able to penetrate into the esoteric practices of these very guarded men: “The Fagirs would
in no case meet me, the tracts written by them were all composed in their mystic language.

.. I despaired of adding to my scanty knowledge as to tlieir abominable habits.” “On
Some Curious Tenets and Practices of Certain Class of Fakirs of Bengal,” Journal of the An-
thropological Society of Bombay (November 30, 1898).

56 1 interviewed several dozen Kartabhajas from various parts of rural West Bengal and
Bangladesh and had the opportunity to work closely with three higher-level gurus in Cal-
cutta. After much deliberation, however, I have decided, out of respect for the privacy of my
informants, not to use the real names of any living Kartabhajas in this book. Although some
readers might feel this goes against my larger principle of “upfrontness” in the study of eso-
teric traditions, I cannot in good conscience name my sources without their informed con-
sent—especially when I am dealing with subject matter that could potentially be quite
damaging to their reputations. Although it is by no means an ideal solution to the ethical-
epistemic double bind, I will therefore use pseudonyms wherever it is necessary to refer to
individuals by name.

57. George Marcus and Michael Fischer, Anthropology as Cultual Critique: An Experimen-
tal Moment in the Human Sciences (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 7-10. For
discussions of these problems in recent ethnography, see James Clifford and George Marcus,
Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1986); John and Jean Comaroff, Ethnography and the Historical Imagination (Boulder:
Westview Press, 1990).

58. Clifford and Marcus, Writing Culture, 8.

59. For a good overview of the main approaches to secrecy—sociological, psychologi-
cal, political, etc., see Bellman, The Language of Secrecy, ch. 1; Luhrmann, “The Magic of Se-
crecy”; Tefft, “Introduction,” in Secrecy. For the major sociological approaches see Simmel,
“The Secret and the Secret Society,” 307-76; Phillip Bonacich, “Secrecy and Solidarity,” So-
ciometry 39 (1976): 200-208; Barbara Ponse, “Secrecy in the Lesbian World,” Urban Life 5
(1976): 313-38; Warren and Laslett, “Privacy and Secrecy,” in Secrecy.

For the perennialist view, see René Guénon, Apercus suy Uinitiation (Paris: Gallimard,
1946); Frithjof Schuon, Esoterism as Principle and as Way (Bloomington: World Wisdom
Books, 1986).

60. Simmel, The Sociology of Georg Simmel, 331.

61. According to Norman MacKenzie, there are nine primary types: (1) patriotic; (2)
racial; (3) political; (4) economic; (5) civic; (6) religious; (7) military; (8) scientific; and (9)
judicial. Secret Societies (New York; Holt, Rhinehart & Winston, 1967). Mak Lou Fong uses
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R. K. Merton’s sociological model of the five modes of role adaptation: conformity, re-
treatism, ritualism, innovation, and rebellion. The Sociology of Secret Societies: Study of Chinese
Secret Societies in Singapore and Peninsular Malaysia (New York: Oxford, 1981), 11-12. For
other typologies, see C. W. Heckethorn, The Secret Societies of all Ages and Countries (New
Hyde Park: University Books, 1965 [1875]).

62. Tony Stewart, “Sex, Secrecy and the Politics of Sahajiya Scholarship,” 41.

63. James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture: 20th Century Ethnograhy, Literature and
Art (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988), 67. On the problem of the “com-
modity economy” of anthropology, see George Stocking, The Ethnographer’s Magic and
Other Essays in the History of Anthropology (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1992),
179-80.

64. Marcel Griaule, Les Sao Legendaires (Paris: Gallimard, 1943), 74 (emphasis added).

65. Marcel Griaule, Methode de I’ethnographie (Paris: Gallimard, 1957), 59.

66. Lamont Lindstrom, Knowledge and Power in a South Pacific Society (Washington:
Smithsonian Institute, 1990}, 200.

67. Among the few authors to grapple with the ethical problem are Kripal in Kalr’s
Child and Sisella Bok, Secrets: On the Ethics of Concealment and Revelation (New York: Pan-
theon, 1982); however, Bok’s comments are largely limited to raising the major questions,
offering very little in the way of concrete solutions. In the field of Tantric studies, Tony
Stewart has tackled the problem in his essay, “Sex, Secrecy and the Politics of Sahajiya
Scholarship”; however, Stewart’s conclusions are generally quite pessimistic about the
prospects of a solution to the problem.

68. This is the approach adopted by most scholars of Jewish and Western esoteric tradi~
tions, such as Gershom Scholem, Antoine Faivre, H. Kippenberg, and G. Stroumsa, and
so on. Cf. Gershom Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (New York: Shocken,
1961), 21-25; Faivre, Modern Esoteric Spirituality; Kippenberg, “Introduction,” in Secrecy and
Concealment.

69. See Dimock, The Place of the Hidden Moon, 39n; Padoux, Vac; Sanjukta Gupta, Hindu
Tantrism. (Londen: E. J. Brill 1979).

70. Among anthropologists, this is the approach adopted, for example, by Andrew Apter,
Black Critics and Kings: The Hermeneutics of Power in Yoruba Society (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1992). For a good example of this “insider’s” approach” to the Voodoo tradi-
tion, see Karen McCarthy Brown, Mama Lola: A Vodou Priestess in Brooklyn (Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1991).

71. Miranda Shaw, Passionate Enlightenment: Women in Tantric Buddhism (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1995).

72. Brooks, The Secret of the Three Cities, 6~7.

73. Even in his most work on the Siddha Yoga tradition, Brooks never really engages
these issues. See S. P. Sabharathnam, Douglas Renfrew Brooks, Constantina Rhodes Bailly,
William K. Mahony, Paul E. Muller-Ortega, Swami Durgananda, and Peggy Bendet, Medita-
tion Revolution: A History and Theology of the SiddhaYoga Lineage (Agama Press, 1998).

74. Fredrik Barth, Ritual and Knowledge among the Baktaman of New Guinea (New
Haven:Yale University Press, 1975), 7.

75. Barth, Ritual and Knowledge, 6. A similar case occurred among the Telefolmin peo-
ples of New Guinea, who were about to lose a cult center to the construction of copper
mines. To preserve their sacred lore, they invited an anthropologist to come and study mate-
rials which had formerly been kept strictly secret (“Prompt Assistance for Telefolmin,” Cul-
tural Survival 3 [Spring 1979]).
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76. Edward Conze, Buddhist Thought in India: Three Phases of Buddhist Philosophy (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan, 1967), 271-73.

77. “A theoretical shift had been required to analyze . . . the manifestations of power;
it led me to examine . . . the open strategies and the rational techniques that articulate the ex-
ercise of powers.” Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Vol. 2. The Use of Pleasure, 6.

78. Bruce Lincoln suggests a similar shift in his study of “authority” Rather than a con-
crete entity, authority is best understood as a complex “effect” produced by a whole set of
interdependent relations—the right speaker, the right context, the right time and place, the
right props, and so on. Authority: Construction and Corrosion (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1994).

79. Bellman, The Language of Secrecy, 144.

80. Some scholars like Walter Burkert have suggested that the “secrets” of cults like the
ancient Mysteries were really quite banale and meaningless; what was important was simply
the fact that it was highly prized and could grant prestige (“Der Geheime Reiz des Verbo-
genen: Antike Mysterienkulte,” in Secrecy and Concealment, 79-100). However, as Andrew
Apter points out, even though it is tempting to dismiss secrets as mere “vehicles of deliber-
ate mystification” or “manufactured illusions,” this is ultimately inadequate for understand-
ing the deeper power of secrecy:“The possibility that ritual vessels are semantically empty is
intriguing but inaccurate. Cult members do divulge esoteric knowledge, circuitously, in
fragments, under exceptional conditions . . . ritual symbols are neither aribitrary nor
meaningless, but are indices of political power.” Black Critics and Kings, 86.

81. Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1977), 178; see Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital,” in Handbook of Theory and Research
of the Sociology of Education, ed. J. Richardson (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 252.
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economic profit.” Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production (New York: Columbia Univer-
sity Press, 1994), 75.

82. Bourdieu,“The Forms of Capital,” 252-55.

83. Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, 123.“The transformation of any kind of capital into
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alchemy” (ibid, 129).

84. See Bourdieu, “The Economics of Linguistic Exchange,” Social Science Information,
16 (1977): 645—68, and Language and Symbolic Power (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1984),77.

85. Luhrmann, “The Magic of Secrecy,” 161, 137; cf. Bok, Secrets, 282:“Control over se-
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86. Lindstrom, Knowledge and Power in a South Pacific Society, 119, xii—xiii.

87. Simmel, The Sociology of Georg Simmel, 337. “The secret operates as an adorning
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worthy through what one conceals” (ibid.).
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commodities) are a sub-category of practices pertaining to a specific field, the market. . . .
But there are other sub-categories of practice which pertain to other fields, the fields of lit-
erature, art, politics and religion; these fields are characterized by their own properties, forms
of capital, profit, etc. . . . Bourdieu does not wish to reduce all social fields to the
economy . . . he wishes to treat the economy in the narrow sense as one field among a
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plurality of fields which are not reducible to one another.” Thompson, Introduction to Lan-
guage and Symbolic Power, 15; cf. Peter Jenkins, Pierre Bourdieu (London: Routledge, 1990), 87.

89. Sen, “Passages of Authority”; and Conguest of Marketplaces: Exchange, Authority and
Conflict in Early Colonial North India (Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 1994). On the
Kartabhaja use of economic terminology, see Urban, “The Poor Company”’; Chakrabarty,
Vaisnavism in Bengal, 378-80.

90. Comaroff, Body of Power, 5. See de Certeau, The Prctice of Everyday Life, 59, 60;
Jenkins, Pierre Bourdieu, 97; Craig Calhoun, “Habitus, Field, Capital,” in Bourdieu Critical Per-
spectives, ed. C. Calhoun et al. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 69, 93-94. As John
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. a rigid deterministic framework . . . his account is much too deterministic and
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Life,” in Cultural Studies, ed. L. Grossberg et al. (London: Routledge, 1992), 166.
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the case of language use and linguistic exchange—for example, the use of “slang” and lan-
guage which deliberately rejects legitimate, official linguistic forms {Language and Symbolic
Power, 94-97).
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stricted. For Bourdieu the strategies of a social agent are in most cases “unconscious” and
not subject to intentional calculation; they are “the capacity for rule governed improvisa-
tion” which goes on beneath the surface of conscious agency. “The habitus is the source of
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strategic intention.” Outline of a Theory of Practice, 7. Thus, de Certeau concludes, “there is no
choice among several possibilities, and thus no strategic intention . . . there is only an as-
sumed world as the repetition of the past. . . . Docta ignorantia, therefore, a cleverness that
does not recognize itself as such.” The Practice of Everyday Life, 56.
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ways of operating (metis).” de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, xix.

94. de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, xi-xii. For similar discussion of the tactics
employed by ordinary “consumers,” see the works of the British Cultural studies school,
e.g., Raymond Williams, The Long Revolution (London: Routledge, 1961); Stuart Hall and
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tinctiveness.” The Politics of Elite Culture: Explorations in the Dramaturgy of Power in Modern
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104. James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1990), 4-5, 121.

105. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance, 18, 12.“Every subordinate group creates

. a hidden transcript that represents a critique of power spoken behind the back of the
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114. Lindstrom, for example, has studied the peoples of the South Pacific Islands, where
there is a high value placed on protected domains of cultural knowledge: when faced
with Western domination and anthropological scrutiny, these mechanisms of secrecy and
silence often become even more elaborate and more protective of their cultural secrets.
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2. Personal communication, September 26, 1996.
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Caitanya Caritamyta, 981.
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125.
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market metaphor in earlier Vaisnava texts, see Hat Pattan, in Sahitya Parisat Patrika, 1-2
(1908). On the Kartabhajis’ use of market imagery, Urban,“The Poor Company.”

10. See Amiya Kumar Bagchi, “Wealth and Work in Calcutta, 1860-1921, in Caleutta:
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the Vaisnava-granthavalt, ed. S. Basu (Calcutta: Basumatl Sahitya Mandir, 1342 B.s. [1935]),
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mques. See the works of Saiyid Sultan, such as the Jrian Pradip, Nabi-bamia and others in
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Baul o Baul Gan (Calcutta: Orient Book Co., 1981), 1-5.
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27. Baul Sangit, in Vividha-dharma-sangit, song 461, translated by Dasgupta, Obscure Reli-

232 NOTES TO PAGES 34-36



gious Cults, 163. On the image of the “topsy-turvy land,” see Capwell, Music of the Bauls,
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founding of the marketplace is used as a metaphor for Caitanya’s founding of the Gaudiya
Vaisnava tradition, as he appoints each of his disciples to act as officials or merchants in the
bazaar (Sen, “Passages of Authority”).

47. Sen,“Conquest of Marketplaces,” 210-11.

48. “Zamindaris’ control over rural markets remained unbroken and hats and gunges
continued to function within the penumbra of zamindari authority. . . . The zamindars
weathered the challenge to their control over markets.” Chatterjee, Merchants, Politics and
Society, 138.

49. See Rama Deb Roy, Glimpses on the History of Calcutta, 1600—-1800 (Calcutta, 1985),
24-25; P. J. Marshall, “The Company and the Coolies: Labour in Early Calcutta,” in The
Urban Experience: Calcutta, ed. Pradip Sinha (Calcutta: Riddhi, 1987), 25.

50. Pradip Sinha, “Calcutta and the Currents of History, 1690-1912," in Calcutta, the
Living City,Vol. I, 33.“The Black Town, itself a division of a split metropolis (the other di-
vision being the whites) was in turn split into two societies—economically, politically,
socially. . . . The stratification was ideologically buttressed by the bhadralok concept of
itarjan and chotolok—pejorative terms to describe the lower orders.” Banetjee, The Parlour,
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71. For general descriptions of Calcutta, see Benoy Ghose, ed., Selections from English Peri-
odicals of 19th Century Bengal (Calcutta: Papyrus, 1978); P. T. Nair, ed., Calcutta in the 18th
Century: Impressions of Travelers (Calcutta: Firma KLM 1984). On the influx of migrant labor
into Calcutta, see Marshall, “The Company and the Coolies”: “Demands for labor are one
of the most obvious ways in which a society subjected to colonial rule begins to experience
its pressures, . . . The port cities of the Company had undergone rapid growth, creating
demands for labour on an entirely new scale” (23).

51. Quoted in Bagchi, “Wealth and Work in Calcutta,” 212-13.

52. Banertjee, The Parlour and the Streets, 1.

53. See David Kopf, The Brahmo Samaj and the Shaping of the Modern Indian Mind
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979); Wilhelm Halbfass, India and Europe: An Essay
on Understanding (Albany: SUNY Press, 1988); R. C. Majumdar, On Rammohun Roy (Cal-
cutta, 1972). As Kopf, The Brahmo Samaj, describes this bhadralok class:

[They were the] Bengali equivalent of the comprador class that served Western colonial-
ism as native intermediaries and agents. Compradors were brokers in the commercial
sense or in the intellectual sense of interpreting the West to their countrymen. . . . This
class . . . which was the closest thing to a “middle class” under colonialism, was best
represented by the Brahmo Samaj. Side by side with the image of Brahmo liberal theism
and reformism . . . is the image of Brahmo elitism characterized by hard work, finan-

cial success and social esteem vis 4 vis the Western world (87).

54. Banerjee, The Parlour and the Streets, 1.

55. Ibid., 29; cf. Sinha, Calcutta in Urban History, 30.

56. Banerjee, The Parlour and the Streets, 38.

57. Sinha, “Economic Background of the Century,” 3. “Traditionally skilled craftsmen
who had been lured away form the villages . . . gradually sank into poverty . . . unable
to compete with the European tradesmen pouring into the growing metropolis.” Banerjee,
“The World of Ramjan Ostagar,” 81.

58. Bagchi, “Wealth and Work in Calcutta,” 212. “Bengal [was] the most exploited re-
gion in colonial India with Calcutta as the nodal point of this exploitation.” Sinha, “Calcutta
and the Currents of History,” 32.

59. Banerjee, The Parlour and the Streets, 68, 70.

60. See especially Bose, Peasant Labour, “Introduction”; Ranajit Guha, A Rule of Property
for Bengal: An Essay on the Idea of Permanent Settlement (Delhi: Oxford, 1963).

61. Sirajul Islam, The Permanent Settlement in Bengal: A Study of Its Operation, 1790-1819
(Dacca: Rangla Academy, 1979), xi. Philip Lawson, The East India Company: A History (Lon-
don: Longman, 1993}, 110.

62. Guha, A Rule of Property for Bengal.

63. Bayly, Indian Society, 108—109; cf. Gyan Prakasl, Bonded Histories: Genealogies of Labor
Servitude in Colonial India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 100; Islam, The
Permanent Settlement.

64. Cf. Romesh Chunder Dutt, The Peasantry of Bengal: A View of Their Condition under
the Hindu, the Mahomedan and the English Rule (Calcutta: Thacher, Spink, 1874}, 153; Sinha,
Economic History of Bengal.

65. Guha, Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency in Colonial Bengal (Delhi: Oxford,
1983), 7; cf. Bose, Peasant Labour, 111—15; Islam, Permanent Settlement, 170—72.

66. Sen, “Subaltern Studies,” 228. On the Indigo rebellion, see Blair Kling, The Blue
Mutiny: the Indigo Disturbances in Bengal, 1859—1862 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylva-
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nia Press, 1966). On the Faraizi and Wahabi movements, see Qeyamuddin Ahmad, The
Wahabi Movement in India (Calcutta: Firma KIM, 1966).

67. Friend of India 14, vol. 2 (January 1836), 11.

68. The term bhava is extremely difficult to translate and bears a wide range of meanings,
designating everything from “mood, emotion or condition” to religious rapture and transcen-
dental bliss. Following McDaniel, I would suggest that bhava in this case is best translated as
“ecstasy,” in the sense of extreme religious emotion or divine madness (The Madness of the
Saints: Ecstatic Religion in Bengal [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989],21-23).

69. The oldest known manuscript—which, rather significantly, every other scholar of
the Kartabhajas has strangely ignored—is the “Kartabhaja Gita” (1228-1233 B.s. [1821-26],
Bangiya Sahitya Parisat, MS. no. 964. The following the are the known printed editions of
the Kartabhaja songs:

1. Kartabhajar Gitavali, ed. Nabincandra Cakravarti (Calcutta: Caitanya Candrodaya, 1277
B.s. [1870]). Most authors believe this to be the first printed edition of the songs;
however, apart from Sukumar Sen, no other scholar has actually seen this text. (Sen,
Bangalt Sahityer Itihasa, vol. 1I).

2. Bhaver Gita, ed. Rame$candra Ghose (Calcutta: Aurora Press, 1389 B.5.[1882]). Ghose
published the first full edition, containing 616 songs.

3. & Sii Juter Pada / Bhaver Gita, ed. Bhuvanamohan Gangopiadhyay (Calcutta: Author
1300 B.s. [1893]). The second half of the 1870 Kartabhajar Gitavali appeared in
1300/1893 with the title 877 Juter Pada, containing 585 songs, and was reprinted in
1319 B.s. (1812) as Bhaver Gita with 662 songs.

4. Bhaver Gita, ed. Manulal MiSra (Calcutta: Author, 1313, 1329 [1906, 1922]). Misra, the
most influential Kartibhaji theologian after Dulalcand, published the most widely
read editions of the Bhaver Gita. The first contains only 573 songs, while the second
has 590. Misra’s edition has since been reprinted numerous times, with varying num-
bers of songs—in 1356 (1949), with 573 songs, and in 1384 (1977), with 590. The
most recent edition (1992), which I use in this book, is a reprint of the latter, pub-
lished by Misra’s great grandson, Sintiraijan Cakravarti (Calcutta: Indralekha Press,
1399 B.s.).

70. Misra, Kartabhaja Dharmer Adi Vittanta Va Sahajatattva Prakdfa (Calcutta: Author,
1925); Bhaver Gita Vyakhya Saha Sahaja Tattvapraka$a (Calcutta: Author, 1911).

71. Upendranath Mukhopadhyay, ed., Sangitakosa (Calcutta: Basumati Press, 1895); Pil,
Ghosparar Satima; Das, Sangita o DatSana and 8 Safima Candrika. Datta also includes some
songs and mantras in his Bharatavarsiya Upasaka Sampradaya, 227-29, as does Dinesh Chan-
dra Sen, Chaitanya and His Age (Calcutta: Untversity of Calcutta, 1922), 342-43.

72. William Ward, A Brief Memoir of Krishna Pal, the First Hindoo in Bengal who Broke the
Chain of Caste by Embracing the Gospel (London: J. Offor, 1823).

73. Garrett, Bengal District Gazetteers, 49-50.

74. Oddie,“Old Wine in New Bottles?” 329-31; cf. Rev. E A. Cox, History of the Baptist
Missionary Society from 1792—1842, 2 vols. (London:T.Ward and Co., 1842), 11.

75. Ward, A View of the History, Literature and Religion of the Hindoos, vol. 1, 223.

76. Wilson, Sketch of the Religious Sects of the Hindus, 171-74.

77. James Long, Handbook of Bengal Missions (London: J. E Shaw, 1848); Eugene Stock,
The History of the Church Missionary Society: Its Environment, Its Men and Its Work (London:
Church Missionary Society, 1899), vol. I, 314—15.The German missionary W. J. Deer bap-
tized thrity Kartabhajas. In 1838, ten villages with 500 persons were converted at once.
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Archdeacon Dealtry reported that the whole population of fifty-five villages wished to be-
come Christian (see Oddie, “Old Wine in New Bottles”).

78. Caitra, 1254 [March 30, 1848], reproduced in Subhas Bandyopadhyay, “Sekiler
Samvadapatre Ghosparar mela,” in Kartabhaja Dharmamata o Itihasa, vol. 1, 40—42. A similar
account appeared in the journal Somaprakasa, 23 Caitra, 1270 B.s. [April 4, 1864].

79. Aksaykumar joined Debendranath’s Tattvabodhini Sabha in 1843 and became editor
of the Tattvabodhini patriki—a high position in the Brihmo Sami3j. In 1850, Aksaykumar
published a detailed description of the Kartabhajas in Tattvabodhini (4th part, no. 81, 12
Baisakh), which relied on the information given by one Bhairavacandra Datta. This was later
published in his later published in 1870 in his classic Bharatavarsiya Updsaka Smapradaya (cf.
Kopf, The Brahmo Samaj, 49).

80. D. C. Sen, History of Bengali Language and Literature (Calcutta: Untversity of Calcutta,
1954). On his relation to Dulalcind, see Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 379-81.

81. Ghosil, Karunanidhanavilasa (Calcutta, 1813); see Sen, “Kartibhaja Kathi o Gan,”
37-38.

82. Sen, “Amir Jivana” in Nabincandra-Racanavali, vol. 3, 174-76; cf. Kopf, The Brahmo
Samaj, 120.

83. “Calcutta’s bhadralok society was quick to condemn the Kartabhaja sect as a religion
of itar people and prostitutes, who were promiscuous in their habits and violated the norms
of Hindu religion.” Banerjee, The Parlour, 69.

84. Ray, Dasaratht Rayer Paficali, 665. For a more scholatly, though equally cymical, view,
see Jogendranath Bhattacharya, Hindu Castes and Sects (Calcutta: Firma KLM, 1896),
383-86.

85. Kripal, Kali’s Child, 123-25, 223-30. See Sririramakrsnakathamrta, 5.180. 2.89, 3.21;
and Srt's’r?rﬁmakrmalz'l&prasar'tga, 4.1.28.

86. Shri Ramakrishna the Great Master, 507; cf. Kripal, Kali’s Child 124-26.

87. On the various legends of Aulcind, see KDA 17-35; STP 1-10; Garrett, Bengal
District Gazetteers, 47-49. De, Kartabhaja Dharmer Itivrtta, 17-20; Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in
Bengal, 353-55.

88. There are a wide number of opinions regarding the meaning of “aul” Although
most scholars believe it derives from the Persian waliya, others suggest it dererives from an
Arabic word aul, meaning “origin” (adi in Sanskrit) (Pal, Ghosparar Satt Ma, 46). Others
have tried to give the term a Sanskritic origin, tracing it to dkula, meaning “distressed, un-
easy, fervent” and thus, like Biul, mad or insane. As Sen comments, “From his childhood he
was thought mad. That may be why he was called ‘Aule’ (dkul, mad).” “Kartibhajir Kathi o
Gin.” For other derivations see Sariph, Basgali o Banglar Sahitya, 103.

89. Tony K. Stewart, “Satya Pir: Muslim Holy Man and Hindu God,” in Religions of
India in Practice, ed. D. Lopez (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), 579, 580. As the
eighteenth-century poet Bhiratacandra described Satya Pir: “In this Kali age, the societal
office of the twice born, the warriors, the common folk and the lowly servers have gradu-
ally disintegrated, succombing to the might of foreign Muslims. At this time Lord Hari
came down, taking on the body of a fakir . . . he wore a beard and mustache, his body
covered by a patcchwork wrap, a cap on his head, in his hand a staff. From his mouth poured
the speech of Muslim pirs and the Prophet.” Satyanarayanera Vratakatha in Bharatacandra
Granthavali, ed. V. Bandyopadhyay (Calcutta: Bangiya Sahitya Parisat, 1357 8.s. [1950]), 440,
(trans. by Stewart).

90. Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 355; cf. MiSra, Bhaver Gita Vyakhya, 15-18; Gar-
rett, Bengal District Gazetteers, 47; De, Kartabhaja Dharma, 21-22.
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91. Gangopidhyiy, “Preface.” in Sri Sri Juter Pada, 3; This legend is also recounted in
STP 5-6:“At the beginning of the war between Sirajudalah and Clive in 1757 . . . when
the soldiers had returned to Murshidabad after plundering the factories, the Lord Fakir be-
came manifest at the meeting place of the three rivers. A foot soldier came with a great
trunk. He saw the Fakir, and, thinking him to be mad, put the trunk on his back and struck
hin1 with his rifle. The Lord . . . carried it. But a little distance away he put the trunk
down. He said, kocemali uthega phirangi baithega three times and disappeared.”

92. Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 358; see KDA 17-20; Hunter, Statistical Account,
53.

93. As Bloom puts it, “Interpretation is revisionism and the strongest readers so revise as
to make every text belated, and themselves into children of the dawn, earher and fresher
than any completed text could hope to be” Kabbalah and Criticism, 126.

94. Cf.KDA 1-71; Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 354.Let us pause here and consider
this legend more carefully: Is this simply a popular folk story, or does it hold some deeper es-
oteric meaning? We should remember that the Triveni is one of the most common metaphors
used in Sahajiya and Baul discourse to refer to the secret site in the body where the three in-
terior veins—the Ida, Susumna and Pinigala—come together. In the female, this is the yoni,and
the flowing of the Ganges is among the most common metaphors for the monthly flow of the
menstrual blood. Let us also remember that the Moon—cand or candra—and also the “Mad-
man”—Aul, Baul, Pigal Manusa—are common metaphors for the appearance of the
Supreme Self, the Maner Minusa, at the time of menstruation in the female body. For three
days, He descends from His seat in the top of the head and dallies in the waters of the yoni, be~
fore returning to his divine abode. These three days are said to be the best time for Baul prac-
tice and sexual rituals. See Bhattacharya, Bariglar Baul, 413—4; Salomon,“Baul Songs”.

Hence, to say that “Aulcand”—the divine Moon and supreme Madman—appeared at
the Triveni could easily be taken as a reference to esoteric bodily practices, such as the tech-
mque of “catching the uncatchable Man”, or realizing the Man of the Heart when he ap-
pears in the menstrual flow. Some later Kartabhaja songs appear to make this connection
rather explicit—for example, the following song included in Advaita Das’s “Sangitamala™:
“He floats within the Triveni. . . . The river of poison lies on two sides; The stream flows
endlessly. Between them is the river of nectar . . . you must plunge within it; otherwise,
you will drink poison and lose your life” &7 Safima Candrika, 86.

95. Pal, Ghosparar Safi Ma, 82.

96. KDA, cited in Bhattacarya, Banglar Baul, 62—63.

97. Somaprakasa 23 Caitra, 1270 B.s. [1864].

98. KDA 9, 57-69; cf. Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 358.

99. KDA 17-20, cf. Chakrabarty, Vaispavism in Bengal, 358.

100. On the Sayta Guru sect which emerged in East Bengal near Bakarganj, see Henry
Beveridge, The Distrinct of Bakarganj: Its History and Statistics (London: Trubner, 1876), cited
in Pal, Ghogparar Satima, 100-101.

101. Riazul Haq, Marami Kabi Pafiju Sah: Jiban o Kabya (Dhaka: Bangla Academy, 1990),
23-24; see Sariph, Baul Tattva (Dhaka: Bangla Academy, 1973), 41, and Bangali o Bangla
Sahitya, 88, 99.

102. The twenty-two fakirs appear are listed variously in five different sources: Bhaver
Gita (1882 ed.), 231; Datta, Bharatavarsiya Upasaka Sampradaya, 220-21; Misra, Bhaver Giter
Vyakhya, 22; Misra, Kartabhaja Dharmer Adi Vyttanta, 27-28; anonymous Kartabhaji song,
recorded in Bhattacarya, Banglar Baul, 64. For good comparison of the first four lists, see
Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 356-57.
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According to the 1882 BG, they are as follows: Andiraim, Becu Ghose; Bhima Riy
Rijput, Dedo Krsna, Goda Krsna, Hatu Ghose, Kinai Ghose, Kinu Govinda, Laksmikanta,
Manohar Dis, Nitdi, Nityananda, Nayana, Nidhirim, Pificakari, Rimsaran Pil, Ramanith
Das, Sarikara, Sisuram, Syﬁma,Viéu Dis The lists of Datta and Miéra contain a number of
different names.

Rather signficantly, the list in the anonymous song reprinted in contained in
Bhatticarya does not contain the name of RamsSaran Pil, the first Karta. The reason for this
is not clear, but it may suggest an alternative tradition within the community which did not
accept Ramsarans authority; hence it could be related to the Satyasrot or “secret
Kartabhaja” tradition begun by Kanai Ghose.

103. Pal, Ghosparar Safi Ma, 173.

104. On Kianai Ghose, see Pal, Ghosparar Satr Ma, 173-74.

105. Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 356. Misra identifies the twenty-two, respec-
tively, with Rimananda Basu, Jiva Gosvamin, Damodara Pandit, Vakre$vara, Govindananda,
Madhvacarya, Raghunath Bhatta, Kamalikar Piplai, Gopila Bhatta, Vasu Ghose, Gadadhara
Pandit, Sundarananda, Gauridasa, Banamali Pandit, Jahnava Devi, Siviananda Sen, Sikhi
Mahiti, Ramananda Ry, Ki$1 Misra, Jagannatha Das, Kala Krsnadas, and Vasudeva Sarvab-
hauma (KDA 27-28).

106. Sarkar,“Ghosparar Mela o tar Prainbhomra,” 5-6.

107. See D. C.Sen,“Ghosparar Mela,” Basigabani (Jaistha 1329 B.5. [1922]), 430-31.

108. Misra, Bhajanatattva Prakasa, arthat Mahajanadiger Bhavanuripa Pada (Calcutta:
Indralekha Press, 1389 B.s. [1982]), 10.

109. Misra, Safimar Mahatmya (Calcutta: Indralekha Press, 1325 B.s. [1918]); see Kripal,
Kalr’s Child, ch. 4.

110. Jeleparer Sang niye Haraberakam Rang (Calcutta, 1322 B.5. [1915]), quoted in
Cakravarti, Sahebdhani Sampradaya, 41—42.

111. Das, Ghosparar Kartabhaja Dharma, 26; cf. Hunter, Statistical Account, 53.

112. Letter of John Henry Barrows, Chairman, General Committee on Religious Con-
gresses, to Sri Ramdulal Pal, April 17, 1893; an invitation to the World’s Congress Auxiliary
of the World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893.

113. Cited in Sarkir, “Ghosparar Mela o tar Pranbhomra,” 10.

114. Calcutta Review 6 (1849), 407.

115. Sen, “Kartabhajar Katha o Gan,” 39.

116. Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 360-61; cf. Barerjee, “From Aulchand to Sati
Ma”

117. Cakravarti, Gabhir Nirjan Pathe, 68; cf. Banerjee, “From Aulchand to Satt Ma”

118. Banerjee, “From Aulchand to Sati Mi,” 44.

119. Although by far the majority of the Kartabhaja following was originally among
the poor lower classes, there were also various attempts throughout the nineteenth century
to attract the patronage of some wealthy upper-class Bengalis. This was above all the case
under the leadership of Dulalcand, who had become widely known even among the
wealthy elites of Calcutta. We have already met the famous Zamindar and poet, R3ja
Jayanarayan Ghosal, who was praised as one of the “most progressive men of Calcutta,” and
is widely believed to have undergone initiation at the hands of his Dulalcand himself. See
Sen, “Kartabhajar Katha o Gan,” 37-38.

Later in the nineteenth century, a number of educated bhadraloks became increasingly
curious about this new sect, with its rejection of caste and its seemingly unversal, nonsec-

tarian ideals; as the Samvada Prabhakara reported in 1847:“The numbers of the Karta’s devd-
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tees include not only lower classes; among them are men of pure castes, scholars and
philosophers” As we have seen, several leading social reformers, such as Sasipad Bibu, and a
number of prominent literary figures such as Nabincandra Sen, were deeply impressed by
the Kartabhajas’ seemingly “modern” ideals of the brotherhood of man and the harmony of
scriptures. See Kopf, The Brahmo Samaj:“no other Bengahi was so beautifully in the image of
the Brahmo social reformer” (120).

In fact, a few members of the Brihmo Samaij, such as the Vaisnava pundit, Vijaykrsna
Goswami (d.1899), even underwent initiation and began to practice pranayama under a
Kartabhaja guru in Calcutta. Born aVaispava Brahmin, Vijaykrsna hoped to infuse elements
of Vaisnava devotion into Brihmoism, and thereby “convey Brihmo ideals to a larger mass
of Bengalis” It would seem that his interest in the Kartabhajas was part of this broader
Brahmo agenda. Indeed, it was in large part becaue of his contact with the highly suspect
Kartabhajas that Vijaykrsna was severely attacked by his fellow Brahmos, and finally forced
to resign from the Samij in 1886. See Kopf, The Brahmo Samaj, 223; Amrtalal Sengupta, $7
&i Vijayakrsna Gosvami: Sadhana o Upadeéa (Calcutta, 1992), 102.

Despite this brief appeal to the upper classes, however, the Kartabhajas appear to have
progressively fallen into disfavor among Calcutta’s bhadralok society; indeed, by the end of
the nineteenth century, they would be widely ridiculed as a degenerate band of charlatans,
thieves, and prostitutes.

120. Datta, Bharatavarsiya Upasaka Sampradaya, 226.

121. Somaprakasa, 20 Caicra 1270 B.s. [1864].

122. Oddie, “Old Wine in New Bottles?” 329.

123. Cakravarti, “Gabhir Nigan Pathe,” 6. As Banerjee comments, “One popular sect
that raised a lot of controversy was the Kartabhaja group. Although its headquarters was
. . . Ghoshpara, a few miles from Calcutta, it drew a lot of people from the poorer classes
of the city . . . the stress on equality of all peoples irrespective of caste . . . drew the
lower orders in large numbers.”” The Parlour and the Streets, 69.

124. Cf. Cakravarti, Sahebdhani Sampradaya, 36-38; Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal,
360-63.

125. Jha, Phakir Lalan Sain, 218. As Jha points oug, a similar theme of the decline of the
small merchants in the face of the new European and wealthy indigenous businessmen ap-
pears in many Baul songs: “The hat and bijar are mentioned again and again in the songs.
. . . The metaphor of the wealth . . . of the small merchants becoming exhausted ap-
pears many times in the songs. . . . Because of the thievery of enemies or natural disasters,
the small merchant fell into poverty” (ibid.).

126. BG 265. There are many satirical songs poking fun at the brokers; for example
“Don’t we honor these men as Brokers? For so many Princes and Nobles are always paying
them respect! Without any power or capital of their own, they acquire wealth! Brother,
that’s why the Brokers have now attained such great status! The wise Broker can attain any-
thing, finite or infinite. . . . And that’s why, without any power of their own, they come
and sit a if they were Princes!” (BG 268). For good discussion of the role of the Broker or
Middleman in colonial Calcutta, see P.]J. Marshall, East Indian Fortunes: The British in Bengal
in the Eighteenth Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976), 38-39.

127. T interviewed these and many other Kartibhajas in Calcutta between 1994 and
1997. In the interest of privacy, I have chosen not to use their real names or addresses in this
book.

128. Cf. Manik Sarkir, “Ghosparar Mela,” in Kartabhaja Dharmamata o Itihdsa, vol. 2, 57.
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CHAPTER 2

1. As Comaroff puts it:“The rituals of Zion are a bricolage whose signs appropriate the
power both of colonialism and Tshidi tradition, welding them into a transcendent synthesis
that seeks . . . to reconstitute the divided self.” Body of Power, 12. See also Taussig, The
Devil, where he argues that the South American Indians “absorbed but also transformed
Christian mythology” so that Christian elements were mixed with traditional pagan myths,
and thus “gave poetic expression to the needs of the oppressed” (227).

2. de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, xiv. Sekhar Bandyopadhyay makes a similar
argument with regard to the Matua sect of Bengal: “We cannot take it for granted that
popular religion was always conformist. . . . People were not always passive receivers of
values of their superiors: they also adapted these in their own ways. Through this process of
creative appropriation, popular religion developed its subversive edge. It began to question
the hegemonic order and preached inversion of the social hierarchy.” “Popular Religion and
Social Mobility in Colonial Bengal: The Matua Sect and the Namasudras,” in Mind, Body
and Society: Life and Mentality in Colonial Bengal, ed. R. Ray (Calcutta: Oxford, 1995), 153; cf.
Roger Chartier, “Culture as Appropriation: Popular Cultural Uses in Early Modern
France,” in Understanding Popular Culture: Europe from the Middle Ages to the Nineteenth Cen-
tury, ed. S. Kaplan (Berlin: Mouton, 1984).

3. The Bengali term Manusa is more literally translated by the nongendered English
word “humanity”; however, I have chosen to translate it here somewhat ironically as “Man”
because, as will become evident in this chapter, the Kartabhaja path is ultimately not as
“egalitarian” as it might at first appear, and there are clear asymmetries between males and
females within the tradition.

4. Cattopadhyay, “§r1 Caitanya o Lokayat Uttaradhikar.” On the Bengal Renaissance
and Rammohun Roy, see Kopf, British Orientalism, 199-200; and Rammohun’s Abridgement
of the Vedant, in Sources of Indian Tradition, ed. T. De Bary (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1958), 573-75.

5. Cf. Dick Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning of Style (London: Routledge, 1979): “Sub-
cultures . . . are cultures of conspicuous consumption. . . . It is through rituals of con-
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21- Das, Sangita o Darsana, 69-72.
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viewed in Sudhir Cakravarti, Paiim Banger Mela o Mahotsava (Calcutta: Pustak Bipani,
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44. Misra, Satyadharma Upasana, 66—67.
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Kartabhaja and other sects, who are believed to be utterly beyond the boundaries and laws
of mainstream society—hence seemingly insane or intoxicated with God.

52. Brooks, The Secret of the Three Cities, 6-7.

53. In the interest of privacy, I have chosen not to use the real names of these gurus and
devotees.

54. Interviewed in Mazdia village, West Bengal, September 10, 1996. I had strong suspi-
cions about this individual’s credibility when I found that he knew none of the songs con-
tained in the Bhaver Gita and seemed to have only a rudimentary idea of what the
Kartabhaja tradition was. Later, respected folklorist Dr.Vasudev Mandal of Krishnanagar in-
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decided to respect the privacy of my informants by using pseudonyms in this book. Al-
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sary, in the absence of informed consent, to protect the rights and reputations of these
individuals.

56. He seemed in fact to be paraphrasing one particular song, which goes as follows:
“From (God’) Forehead, the seed fell into the bottomless waters; and thus it fell into a
prison and was bound within the net of Mayi. Within that lie both birth and death. Upon
that ocean lies a Great Jewel of a Man. That jewel is an invaluable treasure, like the seed
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ray of light within the city of the Heart!” (BG 414)

57. This is also a paraphrase of a series of songs from the Bhaver Gita, which describe
the spiritual path with the allegory of “sailing to the Hidden City” (BG 159—60). For a
more extended discussion of these metaphors, see chapter 5.

58. Pal, Ghosparar Satima, 246-54.

59. Interviewed numerous times at his home in North Calcutta, and in Ghoshpara, be-
tween July and October 1996.

60. See Pil, Ghosparar Safima, 246~54.

61. Although he claimed these to be highly secret and dangerous techniques, reserved
solely for the most advanced disciples, most of them are basically adapted from very old and
pan-Indian traditions of yoga and are easily accessible in any book store, both in India and in
the United States.

62. Interview at his home, August 10, 1996.

63. Interview, August 10, 1996.

64. As Bourdieu points out, dominated groups often reproduce their own domination
even in the very act of resisting it. The use of slang, for example, is a deliberate violation of
the normal laws of language, which offers a kind of symbolic capital to lower-class groups.
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lized or “vulgar.” As such, it cannot be grasped within a simple binarism of domination and
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erating”” In Other Words, 155. So, too, the paradox of the Kartibhajas is that the very practices
which endowed them with power and freedom—the use of Tantric language and practices
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which transgress social boundaries—would also become a new source of alienation: it made

them all the more “vulgar” and despicable in the eyes of the exoteric world.

CHAPTER 4

1. At least some of this complex economic terminology was explained to me by
Advaita Candra Dis (interviewed in Calcutta, June—August 1996).

2. De, Kartabhaja Dharmer Itivrtta, 9-10. See also Banerjee, “From Aulchand to Sati Ma,”
29-60.

3. Sen, “Passages of Authority,” 31-35; see chapter 1. On Ramakrsna’s use of market
images, see Sarkar, An Exploration of the Ramakrishna Vivekananda Tradition, 25-30. “It is the
world of the chakri, of clerical jobs in mercantile and government offices, that dominates
Ramakrishna’s milieu” (ibid., 25).
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of religion into the discourse of militancy” (131).

6. See George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1980), 3—10; Mark Johnson, Body in the Mind: The Bodily Basis of Meaning,
Imagination and Reason (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987).

7. Fernandez, Persuasions and Performances: The Play of Tropes in Culture (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1986): “Culture . . . rests upon metonymic and metaphoric
predications of sign images upon inchoate subjects. . . . These predications take place
within an x-dimensional cultural quality space and give affective definition to pronouns
which seek to be more aptly located within that space” (60—61).

8. de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, xi~xii. This tactic of consumption is part of
“a logic whose models go as far back as the age old ruses of fishes and insects that disguise
themselves in order to survive. . . . Everyday life invents itself by poaching . . . on the
property of others” (ibid.).

9. BG (1882), paraphrased by Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 377.

10. Sen,“The Conquest of Marketplaces,” 229-31; see chapter 1 in this volume.

11. Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984),
153-54.

12. Guha, Elementary Aspects, 258.

13. Hat Pattan, 195, trans. Sen, “Passages of Authority,” 31.

14. Sen,“Passages of Authority,” 32, quoting D. C. Sen, Barigiya Sahitya Paricaya, 1838.

15. Jha, Phakir Lalan Saifi, 218. As Lilan sings, “O Madman, you’ve brought the Money-
lender’s wealth, and now you've lost it with the remaining debt, you’ll go the world of the
dead; your fate is sealed with indebtedness. . . . Come to the bazaar of bliss and engage in
business” (ibid., 63).

16. Sarkar, An Exploration of the Ramakrishna Vivekananda Tradition, 31.

17. Banerjee, The Parlour and the Streets, 84. “Their cultural expressions [were] a radical
manifestation of protest coming from the bottom, directed against both the new colonial
influence and old feuda] customs, in a language that was more earthy than that cultivated by
the educated gentry” (ibid., 9).

18. On the role of the Dalals and Paikars in the Bengali marketplace, see Marshall, East
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Indian Fortunes, 38-9: “Production of commodities appears to have been arranged by men
whose commonest title was dalal or paikar. . . . Merchants placed orders with dalals and
advanced money to them. The dalals in turn commissioned pdikars to set the weavers to
work. Finished cloth was finally adjusted by the merchants with the dalals.”

19. Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 374, paraphrasing BG (1882), 138, 148

20. BG (1882) 117,126.

21. Ibid., 127, 138.

22. Ibid., 19. On the conversion of Kartibhajas by Christian missionaries, see Oddie,
“Old Wine in New Bottles,” 15-20

23. Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 378, paraphrasing BG (1882), 125-26, 138.

24. This refers to the conflict between the French and British in India, corresponding
to their wars at home: It probably refers to the military campaigns waged by the Company
against the French in 1795, dictated by the Revolutionary War in Europe. See Marshall, East
Indian Fortunes, chap. II1.

25. Arjun Appadurai, “Introduction: Commodities and the Politics of Value,” in The So-
cial Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. A. Appadurai (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1986), 52. There is a vast literature on the cargo cults; see especially
Peter Worsely, And the Trumpets Shall Sound (New York: Schocken, 1957); Glynn Cochrane,
Big Men and Cargo Cults (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970).

26. See Banerjee, The Parlour, 38.

27. Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments, 85. See Rajavali (Serampore: Baptist Mis-
sion Press, 1808); on Ramprasad Mitra, see Das Gupta,“Old Calcutta as Presented in Litera-
ture,” 118.

28. The image of the “Three Madmen” is common in many Baul songs and refers to
Caitanya and his foremost disciples, Nityananda and Advaita Acirya; according to the fol-
lowing song recorded by Capwell, “That rosik madman came and created an uproar in
Nodia. . . . Nitai is mad, Gowr is mad, Caitanya is the root of madness. Advaita became
mad and sank into ras.” Music of the Bauls, 190.

29. Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 378, paraphrasing BG (1882), 147, app. 1.

30. Ibid., 124; cf. Mukhopadhyay, “Pravartakendrik Sahajiya,” 4.

31. BG (1882) 122, trans. by Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 378. On the meaning of
the Perso-Arabic term adab and the image of the “Good-Mannered Company,” see chapter
6. Essentially, adab is used to refer to the characteristics of refinement, manners and good
taste which distinguish the aristocracy: “Adherence to adab (norms of refined behavior and
taste) . . . was essential for aristocratic status and comprised the content of what aristoc-
racy was supposed to mean. . . . Adab consisted of certain . . . generally acknowledged
modes of dress, interpersonal behavior and deportment.” Chatterjee, Merchants, Politics and
Saciety, 208-209. See Barbara Metcalf, ed. Moral Conduct and Authority: The Place of Adab in
Asian Islam (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984).

32. “A 100-petalled lotus floats upon the immeasurable waters, and upon it is a poor

wretched Madman (becara pagal) . . . That heavy-bearded one completed the cycle. He
wandered through heaven, earth and hell, and all that remained to complete the cycle was
the land of the poor Wretched One. . . . The Distinguished Company goes to bring that

Medicine, and when one gets it, he is filled with joy. At the gesture of the Bearded One, [the
Company’s) wandering is ended. The four [Madmen, i.e., Caitanya, Nityananda, Advaita and
Aulcand] have joined together as one and have crossed over” (BG 190). Also “A Poor
Wretched Man came; In due succession, he completed the cycle. This is the story of the
Three [Caitanya, Nityananda and Advaita]. . . . The Original Company was comprised of
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the three worlds. Even if they went to travel to different lands, and found the three Men
[Caitanya, Nityananda and Advaita], why would they return and cease to wander? For only
when the four Madmen [i.e., the three plus Aulcand] join together and cross over is [their
search] completed” (BG 189;11.8).

33. Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 375, paraphrasing BG (1882), 221. On the adab
Kompani, see Mukhopadhyiy, “Pravartakendrik Sahajiya,” 4-5.

34 . “What shall I tell you about our state? The one who founded this Platoon of the
Poor (kasgaler paltan) is the Great Poor God (gorib bidhata)! See the ragged clothing of our
Creator—If anyone desires anything, He will import it! . . . Whether we want it or not,
brother, we always get it—even if the room and the foundations are not to our liking. For,
apart from a poor shanty, the Creator can build nothing else! And Sa$ Lil laughs and says,
‘His bed is a date-palm leaft’” (BG 112;11.10).

35. “The Merchant of this city has prepared his ship; and with him, how many food-
stuffs go! They look again at the list of rates—for something of one value, he gives the peo-
ple a hundred times that. In this way, he gives the price, you know! He distributes it to the
Poor people in this land. Such a thing has occurred in this gathering of the Poor!” (BG
123).

36. On the importance of the Company’s seal on goods imported and exported in Ben-
gal, see Marshall, East Indian Fortunes, 110-12.

37. Compare this line with the song of Lalan, “fin pagale mela holo. . . ” Sanatkumar
Mitra, Lalan Phakir: Kabi o Kabya (Calcutta: Pustak Bipani, 1386 B.s. [1979), 113—14. Here is
further evidence of the connections between Lalan and the Kartabhajas and the possible
influence of the latter on the former.

38. Appadurai,“Commodities and the Politics of Value,” 52.

39. Sahlins, Culture and Practical Reason (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976),
169; on this subject, see also Igor Kopytoft, “ The Cultural Biography of Things: Commodi-
tization as Process,” in The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. A.
Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986): “For the economist, commodi-
ties simply are. . . . Certain things are produced and . . . circulate through the eco-
nomic system. . . . From a cultural perspective, the production of commodities is also a
cultural and cognitive process: commodities must be not only produced materially as things,
but also culturally marked as being a certain kind of thing” (64).

40. Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning of Style, 18 (emphasis added).

41. Taussig, The Devil and Commodity Fetishism, 181.

42. Comaroft, Modernity and Its Malcontents, xi—xii. As Sahlins, “Cosmologies of Capital-
ism,” comments, “Western capitalism has loosed on the world enormous forces of produc-
tion, coercion and destruction. Yet precisely because they cannot be resisted, the goods of
the larger system take on meaningful places in the local scheme of things” (4).

43. Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, 236.

44. On this point, see Banerjee, “From Aulchand to Sati Mi,” and Cakravarti, Pasim
Barger Mela: “In the songs of the Kartabhajis there is a great deal of language of business,
trade, scales, weighing, shopkeepers . . . the Company. In the purses of the Kartas today,
too, many coins jingle” (173).
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1. De, Kartabhaja Dharmer Itivrtta, 12.

2. Pal, Ghosparar Satima, 254, quoting Kathamyta, 5.10.2.
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order.” Comaroft, Body of Power, 124.

8. Bourdieu, In Other Words, 167.

9. Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, eds., The Post-colonial Studies Reader
(New York: Routledge, 1995), 321-22. As Homi Bhabha, “Postcolonial Authority and Post-
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wounds on the surface of his skin like an open sore—an eyesore to the colonizer” (65). On
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(10).

12. Gubha, Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency, 164. As Chatterjee, The Nation and Its
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16. Ibid., 52.

17. 1Ibid., 55, 52-54. On these ideas in other Indian traditions, see White, The Alchemical
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18. Hayes, “Shapes for the Soul,” 337.

19. Bynum, Fragmentation and Redemption, 16=7. See also Lincoln, Discourse, 101-105.

20. Comaroft, Body of Power, 79.

21. As Datta described the initiation ritual in his account of 1870:“At the time of initi-
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bodily cosmography, see Salomon, “Baul Songs,” 195-97.“The retrieval of the Sahaj Manus
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34. Datta, Bharatavarstya Updsaka Sampradaya, 228. This use of number symbolism (the

NOTES TO PAGES 140-49 255



five sense organs, five physical organs, the six enemies, etc.) is common throughout Biul and
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while living. This death in love is the most covetable death.” Candidasa, trans. Dasgupta, Ob-
scure Religious Cults, 137. So, too, according to a popular Baul song, “Those who are dead
and yet fully alive, and know the flavour and feeling in love will cross the river. . . . They
kill lust with lust and enter the city of love unattached.” Song of Haridas, in Bhattacharya,
Songs of the Bards, 68.

39. Pal, Ghosparar Satima, 255.

40. Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 364.

41. Dick Hebdige, Hiding in the Light: On Images and Things (London: Routledge, 1988),
32.

42. Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments, 195.

43. Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 362, 363-64. “The Sahaja remains like one blind
in the daylight, his eyes are opened in the night and his true life begins at night. In the day-
time he has to do conventional things, to observe the rules of caste and pay respect to the
Mallik, the Missionary and the Brahman . . . and abide by their orders. But he becomes
the true man at night in the secret societies . . . There they pay no heed to the rules of
caste and social relations.” Sen, Chaitanya and His Age, 402.

44. Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments, 87.

45. Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Ananlysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (Lon-
don: Routledge, 1966), 190-91. Not unlike the Tantric Aghori, who deliberately consumes
the most defiling substances such as human flesh and excrement, the Kartabhaja engages in an
“occult manipulation of impurity” in order to deconstruct the boundaries of conventional
society itself: “Far from being orgiastic revels,” Lincoln, Discourse and the Construction of Society,
comments, “‘these are sacred rituals in which the Aghorins seek to enact their absolute libera-
tion from the human condition, together with its arbitrary restraints” (114).

46. As Lincoln, Discourse and the Construction of Society, points out, “Egalitarianism . . .
is never a simple matter, there being a multitude of ways in which hierarchy may be re-
asserted, the most egalitarian of claims notwithstanding” (85).

47. Pal, Ghosparar Satima, 218; cf. Datta, Bharatavarsiya Updsaka Sampradaya, 226.

48. Das, §7 Safimd Candrikd, 11-15. For a good discussion of the image of the body of
the Deity as an alloform for the cosmic and social hierarchies, see Lincoln, Myth, Cosmos and
Society, 143—46.

49. Datta, Bharatavarstya Upasaka Sampradaya, 226.

50. Dis, Ghosparar Kartabhaja Sampradaya, 56.

51. See Sarkar, “Ghosparar Mela,” 59.
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CHAPTER 6

1. See, e.g., Monier Williams, Hinduism, 129.

2. As Heinrich Zimmer, Philosophies of India (New York: Meridian Books, 1956}, for ex-
ample, praises the Tantras, in his characteristically romantic style, “In the Tantra, the manner
of approach is not that of Nay, but of Yea . . . the world attitude is affirmative . . .
[M]an must rise through and by means of nature, not by rejection of nature” (576). See also
Philip Rawson, The Att of Tantra (London: Thames and Hudson, 1973), 10. The most recent
argument for the liberating and empowering nature of Tantra is Shaw’s feminist reading in
Passionate Enlightenment.

3. See Padoux, “Tantrism, an Overview,” 271—72. For a more developed discussion of
the imagining of “Tantrism” in colonial Bengal, see Urban, “The Extreme Orient,” 123—46.

4. Monier Williams, Hinduism, 122-23, 116. On the “generally pejorative assessment of
the Tantras” by European authors, see Halbfass, India and Europe, 205. As David Kopf com-
ments, “An Historiographical Essay on the Idea of Kali,” in Shaping Bengali Worlds, Public and
Private, ed. Tony K. Stewart (East Lansing: Asian Studies Center, 1989), “The enduring
legacy of Orientalism is a contrasting set of images: the golden age, which is Indo-Aryan,
Brahminical and elitist, versus a subsequent dark age, which is medieval, popular, orgiastic
and corrupt. . . . An age of Kili . . . descended upon the subcontinent as Indian cul-
ture became tribalized, its heroic classicistm swamped by orgiastic religion and witchcraft”
(114).

5. Sarkar, An Exploration of the Ramakrishna-Vivekananda Tradition, 45.

6. Stewart,“Sex, Secrecy and the Politics of Sahajiya Scholarship,” 39.

7. On this point, see Mukhopadhyay, “Pravartakakendrik Sahajiya,” 1-5.

8. Kripal, Kali’s Child, 287-90. As Kripal points out, this image has profound bodily
overtones: The back door is also the unclean aperture of the body, the anus. In a series of as-
sociations, Ramakrsna links this “secret door” both with the practices of Tantrism and with
the most unclean aspects of the body: “Tantra (the back door), the act of defecation (the
hidden door in the thief’s chamber), the anus (the secret door) . . . and the energy center
that controls the process of evacuation and initiates early mystical experience” (ibid., 290; cf.
Kathamyta, 5.180-81).

9. On the problem of secrecy and censorship, see introduction, section titled “The Tor-
ment of Secrecy”; cf. Jansen, Censorship; Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance, 138—40

10. Sushil Kumar De, Early History of the Vaisnava Faith and Movement (Calcutta: Firma
K.LM,, 1961), 349; See Ripa Gosvamin’s Lalita Madhava, act 10. According to Jiva
Gosvamin, “Krsna . . . is in fact the husband of the Gopis, as he is with all women . . .
the Gopas were never their real husbands but only appeared as such. They were the immac-
ulate wives of Krsna and their apparent relationship with the Gopas was an illusion created
by divine Yogamaya” (ibid., 409-10). For other discussions of the parakiya-svakiya debate, see
Dimock, The Place of the Hidden Moon, 202-15; Bose, The Post-Caitanya Sahajia Cult of
Bengal, chap. 2.

11. De, Vaisnava Faith and Movement, 349.

12. “He who understands only the external meaning . . . calls it svakiya teaching; but
the real inner meaning is parakiya. Superficial people who do know what is in the depths of
the heart of Jiva Gosvamin count him among those of the svakiya persuasion. But he who
understands the real meaning knows that it is parakiya.” Karpananda of Yadunandana Das,
ed. R.Vidyaratna (Berhampur: Radhi-raman Press, 1929), 88, trans. Dimock, The Place of the
Hidden Moon, 206.
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13. De, Vaisnava Faith and Movement, 349-50n.

14. Dimock, The Place of the Hidden Moon, 210; cf. Bose, The Post-Caitanya Sahajia Cult,
chap. 2.

15. Durlabhasara, 131, trans. Dimock, The Place of the Hidden Moon, 211.

16. Rasaratnasara, 65, quoted in Bose, Post-Caitanya Sahajia Cult, 46, n. 2.

17. Robert Sailley, “The Sahajiya Tradition,” in Vaisnavism: Contemporary Scholars Discuss
the Gaudiya Tradition, ed. S. Rosen (New York: Folk Books, 1992), 144.

18. Vairagya Nirnaya Grantha, quoted in SudarSan Raiy, Vaisnava Dharmer Kalankita
Adhyay (Calcutta: Sri Gouranga Research Center, n.d.), 29. The text is probably falsely at-
tributed to Narottama.

19. Inden, Imagining India (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990}, 1-5.

20. Wilson, Essays and Lectures, chiefly on the Religion of the Hindus, 257-58.

21. Ward, A View of the History, Literature and Religion of the Hindoos, 2: 247.

22. Wheeler, The History of India from the Earliest Age (Edinburgh: Blackwood, 1893),
364.

23, Moreland, A Short History of India (New York: MacKay, 1936), 291.

24. Farquhar, An Outline of the Religious Literature of India (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1920), 200.

25. On the Mahanirvana and its engimatic role in colonial Bengal, see Urban, “The
Strategic Uses of an Esoteric Text,” 5581, and J. Duncan M. Derrett, “A Juridical Fabrica-
tion of Early British India: The Mahanirvana Tantra,” Essays in Classical and Modern Indian
Law (Leiden: Brill, 1977), 2: 224—46.

26. Kopf, The Brahmo Samay, 265. See Rammohun’s, “A Defense of Hindoo Theism,” in
The English Works of Rdja Rammohun Roy, ed. I. C. Ghose. (New Delhi: Cosmo, 1982), 1: 9.
Indian scholars of the early twentieth century are often even more virulent in their criticism
of the Tantras. According to Benyotosh Bhattacharya, An Introduction to Buddhist Esoterism
(Delhi: Motilal Banarsidas, 1980 [1931]), the Tantras represent a kind of infectious disease
which must be eradicated: “If at any time the mind of the nation as a whole has been dis-
eased, it was in the Tantric age. . . . The story related in the Tantric worksis . . . so re-
pugnant that . . . all respectable scholars have condemned them wholesale. . . . The
Hindu population as a whole is even today in the grip of this Tantra . . . and is suffering
from the very disease which originated 1300 years ago . . . Someone should take up . . .
the diagnosis, aetiology, pathology and prognosis of the disease, so that more capable men
may take up its eradication in the future” (vii).

27. Kripal, Kalt’s Child, 32-33.

28. Charles R. Brooks, The Hare Krishnas in India (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1989), 84-85; see Tridandi Bhaktl PrajnanYati, Renaissance of Gaudiya Vaishnava Move-
ment (Madras: Sree Gaudiya Math, 1978), 39.

29. Thakur, Shri Chaitanya Shikshamritam (Madras: Sree Gaudiya Math, 1983), 248-50.
See also _Jaiva Dharma (Madras: Sree Gaudiya Math, 1975), 250, and Bhaktisiddhanta’s discus-
sion of parakiya in Shri Chaitanya’s Teachings, part II (Mayapur: Sree Chaitanya Math, 1974),
129-31.

30. Shri Chaitanya’s Teachings, part II, 129, 270. Similar attacks on the Sahajiyas also ap-
pear in more scholarly works such as that of J. N. Bhattacharya, Hindu Castes and Sects, who
describes them as “the lowest of the Chaitanite sects of Bengal” (482): “The Sahajias

. inculcate that every man is Krishna and that every woman is Radha. . . . The result
of these doctrines is the utter absence of any bar to promiscuous intercouse” (360).

31. Stewart,“Sex, Secrecy and the Politics of Sahajiya Scholarship,” 39.
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32. On the term adab, see Barbara Metcalf, ed., Moral Conduct and Authority: The Place of
Adab in Asian Islam (Berkeley: University of California, 1984); and Chatterjee, Merchants, Poli-
tics and Society. As Chatterjee comments, “What allowed the aristocracy to claim a high status
was not merely their display of wealth. Adherence to adab (norms of refined behavior and
taste) . . . was essential for aristocratic status. . . . Adab consisted of certain . . . gener-
ally acknowledged modes of dress, interpersonal behavior and deportment. . . . Adab was
expected to bestow on the nobility the quality of discrimination—of being able to recognize
socially approved virtues (spirituality, piety, charity, talents like poetry and music)” (208-209).

33. For example, according to a song from the collection, “Sangitamala”: “Make the
frog dance in the mouth of the serpent, then you will be the king of Rasikas . . . You will
still be a chaste wife; you won't be an adulteress, under the control of no one; even though
you become unchaste and abandon your family . . . seeing another’s husband, with pas-
sion radiant like gold . . . Swim in the ocean of impurity; let down your hair, but don’t
get wet and don’t touch the water” (Das, 817 Safimd Candrika, 92).

34. “As a wondrous Royal Goose, He has plunged into the waters and floats upon them;
Swinging and swaying, He dallies in union with his beloved Lady Goose.And I see the dawn
of both the wondrous full Moon and Sun together! From time to time He appears upon Her
Lotus, in order to adorn her in splendor. With joyful hearts, the bees make their buzzing
sound. . . . Within the Lotus of the Heart, the bees all drink the nectar!” (BG 415).

The image of the male and female goose or swan appears in many Biul songs as a key
metaphor of sexual union and the technique of catching the Man of the Heart amidst the
female menstrual flow; “The blood is white, and on the lake of blood float a pair of swans,
copulating continuously in a jungle of lust and love” (song of Gopal, in Bhattacharya, Songs
of the Bards, 62).

35. In one song, for example, we are told that “Parakiya is gratifying for both persons;
though one thinks it is good, it is the opposite (hita bhavite biparita)” (BG 52; 11.82). How-
ever, in the very next song—the answer to the foregoing—we are told that “Both rasas
[both svakiya and parakiya] are necessary; When [male and female] become one, there is love;
then they worship in Sahaja” (BG 52;11.83).

36. The image of the “Company Fort,” which is almost surely Calcutta’s Fort William,
appears numerous times in the Bhaver Gita, usually referring to the secret dwelling place of
the Man of the Heart: for example, “Show me, brother, where they’ve built the Company’s
Fort. Surely, there’s a flag planted upon it. All around it is a deep moat. O how many guns
and how many soldiers!” (BG 160).

37. Here [ am relying on the interpretations offered by Manulil Misra, Sahaja Tattva
Prakasa (STP 127-30); Das, Sangita o Darfana, 113-15; Pal, Ghosparar Sati Ma, 246-50.

38. Pal, Ghosparar Sati Ma, 246—47

39. Jansen, Censorship, 14.

40. Scott, Domination, 138—39.

41. Jansen, Censorship, 81—82; cf. Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing.

42. Brill, ed., The Basic Writings of Sigmund Freud, 223.

43. Garrett, Bengal District Gazetteers, Nadia, 49—50.

44. Pal, Ghosparar Sati Ma, 246—-48. A similar interpretation is suggested by Mukho-
padhyay, “Pravartakakendrik Sahajiya”: “There was a break with the earlier practices (of the
Sahajiyas). The Lord of the fourteen worlds is the adab Kompani. . . . The garden was es-
tablished by the Parakiya practice. But within it, the ‘foul smell,’ arose. . . . In the first part
of the eighteenth century in Bengal, Parakiya love had become established over Svakiya
love. . . . When the Company got wind of this, it cut the root of the practice of Parakiyi
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love (thus, the Kartabhajas speak of Svakiya love)” (5-6).

45. See chapter 3; Pal, Ghosparar Sati Ma, 324-26."Of what sort is the practice in this
new fruit garden? . . . Neither the chaste wife nor the illicit lover . . . is a companion
in practice. . . . There is no need for a female companion. . . . There is no question of
union of men and women; it demands complete control of the senses” (324).

46. MiSra, Bhava Lahari Gita (Calcutta: Uma Press, 1914), 57-58.

47. Das, Sangita o Daréana, 115.

48. Das, Sangita o DarSana, 113.

49. “If one loses control due to lust, if one falls into the waves on the ocean of the
erotic mood, it is a terrible failure. Thus the Kartabhajas’ root mantra is ‘Meye hijra, purus
khoja.”” Das, Ghosparar Kartabhaja Dharma, 49-50.

50. “Sangitamala,” in Dis, 8# Satima Candrika, 92.

51. Das, Satigita o Darsana, 119.

52. Dis, $ri Sati Ma Candrika, 71-72.

53. Thurman,“Vajra Hermeneutics,” cited in chapter 3.

54. Chatterjee, “Some Observations on Guru Cult,” 207-10

55. Datta, Bharatavarsiya Upasaka Sampradaya, 224.

56. “The Kartabhaja repudiated the Parakiya theory. . . . The Kartabhaja emphasis
[was] on Svakiya relation and the combined sadhana of the spiritual couple” Chakrabarty,
Vaisnavism in Bengal, 379.

57. Cakravarti, Sahebdhani Sampradaya, 50.

58. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance, 158.

59. de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, xi—xii.

60. On the Kartabhajas as a degenerate Tantric sect, see Datta, Tattvasara, 99; on the
Kartabhajas as the “foremost of the Aghora-panthis” see DaSarathi Ray’s satirical poem,
“Kartabhaja,” Dasarathi Rayer Paricali, 66470 For a general discussion of the heated contro-
versy surrounding the sect, see Cakravarti, Pafcim Bafiger Mela o Mahotsava, 169-71. As
Banerjee, The Parlour and the Streets, puts it, “Calcutta’s bhadralok society was quick to con-
demn the Kartabhaji sect as a religion of itar people and prostitutes who were promiscuous
in their habits and violated the norms of Hindu relgion”  69).

61. Bhattacharya, Religious Movements of Bengal, 47; cf. Kripal, Kali'’s Child, 223-25.

62. Kedarnath Datta, Sacitra Guljar Nagar (Calcutta, 1871), cited in De, Kartabhaja
Dharmer Itivrtta, 50.

63. Ray, Datarathi Rayer Panicali, 664; see translation by Urban in SEV.

64. Majumdar, ed. Bangladeer Itihdsa, 264—65.

65. Smith, Imagining Religion, 18. See Brooks, The Secret of the Three Cities, 55-71;
Padoux, “Tantrism, an Overview,” 271-72; and Urban, “The Extreme Orient,” 123—46.

66. The only one of Brooks’s ten characteristics that the Kartabhajas do not share is the
use of ritual diagrams such as as yantras or mandalas.

67. Kripal, Kali’s Child, 28.

68. Ibid., 29.

CHAPTER 7

1. Simmel, “The Sociology of Secrecy,” 332-33. On the strategy of “mystification” and
the naturalization of the asymmetries of power, see Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice,
171-74.
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2. Cakravarti, Sahebdhant Sampradaya, 35; cf. Bhattacharya, Religious Movements of Bengal,
53.

3. See Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power, 22-25.

4. See Cakravartl, Pascim Banger Mela, 158-60.

5. Bayly, Indian Society and the Shaping of the British Empire, 5; cf. Washbrook, “South Asia,
the World System and World Capitalism,” 479-508.

6. Bose, Peasant Labour and Colonial Capital, 1-2.

7. For good criticisms of post-colonial theory, see McClintock, Imperial Leather, 230-33.
O’Hanlon, “Recovering the Subject,” 197-224; Asad, Genealogies of Religion, 14—15.

8. Kelly, A Politics of Virtue, xiv.

9. Lincoln, Discourse and the Construction of Society, 85.

10. On the Vallabhaciris and their taxations, see Chakrabarty, laisnavism in Bengal,
336-37.

11. Elizabeth Brandt,“On Secrecy and the Control of Knowledge: Taos Pueblo” in Se-
crecy: Cross-Cultural Perspectives, ed. S. Teflt (New York: Humanities Press, 1980), 126-27, 130.
As Simmel, The Sociology of Georg Simmel, suggests, secret societies are an especially clear ex-
ample of the “principle of hierarchy or graduated differentiation of the elements in a soci-
ety. Secret societies above all others, carry through the division of labor and the gradation of
their members with great thoroughness” ( 356-57).

12. Jean Chesneaux, Secret Societies in China in the Nineteenth and Tiwentieth Centuries
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1971), 8.

13. See Cakravarti, Paicim Banger Mela, 11-12, 167-70; Das, Ghosparar Kartabhaja
Dharma, 55-56.

14. Banerjee,“From Aulchand to Satl Ma,” 38.

15. Somaprakasa, 20 Chaitra, 1254 B.s. [1848].“The policy of structuring the sect on the
basis of organized collection of levy through the sub-gurus in a well-developed hierarchical
network . . . led to the accumulation of capital in . . . Ghoshpara” Banerjee, “From
Aulchand to Sati Ma,” 39.

16. See Sarkar, “Ghospara Mela,” 6—7. My own efforts to inquire into the Kartabhajas’
finances were repeatedly denied by the living Kartas.

17. Malik, Nadiya Kahini, 185-86.

18. Bhattacharya, Hindu Castes and Sects, 382; cf. Banerjee, “From Aulchand to Sati
Ma.” 36.

19. Das, Ghosparar Kartabhaja Dharma, 55-56.

20. Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments, 83

21. Chakrabarty, Vaisnavism in Bengal, 361.The solo ana mantra goes as follows: “O Sinless
Lord—O great Lord, at your pleasure I go and return, not a moment am [ without you, I
am always with you, O great lord.”

22. See chapter 2, section titled “The Subversive Bricolage of the Kartibhaja Path” Ac-
cording to the weekly “Friday Song,” “Pardon my sins, Lord. My erring mind goes from

birth to death. . . . How many millions are my sins. . . . Surely I have committed many
offenses, abundantly, repeatedly, in my actions; they are innumerable. . . . I am the bailiff
(belik) you are the Proprietor (Malik) of everything . . . take and control all my wealth, my

self-will, my strength. Save me, in your Office (seresta [typically a mercantile office]), from
the guns of the slanderers . . ” (BG 3;11.95).

As Mukhopadhyay, “Pravartakakendrik Sahajiya,” summarizes this practice, “Many devo-
tees meet together and sing Satima’s or Duldlcand’s name. . . . At the end of the worship
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everyone looks in the direction of the confessor. The confessor has to pay a fine for his sins
of 51/2 annas. . . . After promising to pay his Dayika he will touch his head to the earth.
Then his heart is made clean” (8).

23. See chapter 1; cf. Sen, “Passages of Authority,” Marshall, East Indian Fortunes, 26. As
Curley,“Ruulers,” explains, there were basically three classes of taxes on marketplaces in Ben-
gal: “those collected on goods in transit past a cauki or toll-post, those collected on goods
traded at a particular market, and finally licensing fees . . . collected in the name of an of-
fictal monopoly. . . . There were also tolls on shops, on weighing merchandise or on ver-
ifying scales and on ferries” (42).

24. Banerjee, “From Aulchand to Sat1 Mi,” 37; cf. Satyavrata De, addendum to Deben-
dranath De, Kartabhaja Dharmer Itivrita, 87.

25. Dis, Ghosparar Kartabhaja Dharma, 55-56.

26. Sarkar, “Ghosparar Mela o tir Prinbhomra,” 6-7. This observation has been made
by many others; cf. Cakravartl, Sahebdhani Sampradiya, 48, Majumdar, “Kartibhaja
Sampradiya,”’ 36.

27. Banerjee,“From Aulchand to Satt Ma,” 39.

28. On the Wahabi and The Farazi uprisings, see chapter 1; see Kaviraj, Wahabi and
Farazi Rebels, 33, 60; Guha, Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency, 26,74, 171-73.

29. Sarkar, “Ghospara Mela o tar Pranbhomra,” 6.

30. Prakash, “Reproducing Inequality: Spirit Cults and Labor Relations in Colonial
Eastern India,” in The World of the Rural Laborer in Colonial India, ed. Gayan Prakash (Delhi:
Oxford, 1992), 303.

31. The other primary holy days include, among others, the Stinirmala Matathakurinic
Tirobhava Utsava in Boisakh month; the Boisakh-Pirnimi Rathjatrad; Ramsaran Pal’s Ma-
hotsava in Asar month; Sati Ma’s Mahotsava (the day after the new moon preceeding Durga
Pji); and Dulalcind’s Tirobhava Utsava in Caitra month. For a complete list of holy days,
see Pal, Ghosparar Sati Ma, 193-94.

32. For a wonderful contemporary description of the Mela, see Nabincandra Sen,
“Ghospara Mela,” part IV of Amar Jivana, 183-86 For more general accounts see Cakra-
vartl, Pafam Banger Mela, 161; “Ghosparar Satimar Utsava o Mela,” in Palcimbanger Paja
Parvan o Mela, ed. Asok Mitra (Delhi: Govt. of India, 1375 B.s. [1968]), 351-56; Sarkar,
“Ghospari Meli” ; Tariin Mitra, “Ghosparar Satimar Mela,” Amrta 2, no. 44 (1963): 438-39.

33. Banerjee, “From Aulchand to Sati Ma,” 48.

34. My primary research on the Mela was conducted in March 1997. As Cakravarti,
Paicim Basnger Mela, describes the Mela: “Several kinds of people come to the festival: (1) the
Mahasays and Baratis come to fulfill their annual duties and make new disciples; (2) the sick
and those in need perform the three acts of smearing themselves with the earth from the
Dalim tree, bathing in the Himsigar pond and the dandikatha; (3) common devotees, who re-
spect the sacred place with worship of Sat1 M3; (4) beggars and ascetics in the hope of getting
some money; (5) Bauls and renunciants, who gather together to sing and engage in religious
practice; (6) a large group of merchants, who come with the certainty of making a lot of
money; (7) common sightseers who come to see the festival and buy a few things” (167).

35. Somaprakasa, 23 Caitra, 1270 B.s. [1864]. As Banerjee, “From Aulchand to Sati Ma,”
comments: “Devotees from all parts of Bengal put up make shift shelters . . . for which
they have to pay tax to the gadi of the Pal family. Shopkeepers have also to pay a fixed
amount to the Pals. . . . Many devotees offer gold ornaments and other precious jew-
ellery at the temple of Sati Ma. . . . All these taxes and rents and offerings are an impor-
tant source of revenue for the gadi in Ghoshpara” (42).
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36. On the role of the Mela as a marketplace, see Sen, “Passages of Authority,” 1-40;
Robert Mongommery Martin, ed., The History, Antiquities, Topography and Statistics of Easten
India, 3 vols. (London: Allan and Co., 1883) 2: 1007-1008.

37. In his historical novel based on the life of a female Kirtan singer of the 19th nine-
teenth century, Mitra vividly describes the oppressive financial burden of the Mela, which
was especially difficult for the poor of rural Bengal. As the character Nistirini enumerates
the various expenses of a trip to the Mela, “First, absence from work; second heavy expense,
no income and more expenditure; travel back and forth this long distance by boat. . . .
It’s considerably high for poor people like them. Besides, there would be expenses for food,
offerings and depositing money in the gadi of the Karti. Where would they get all this?
Each year Bhavataran ran up a huge debt—it took three or four months to pay off” (Ami
Kan Pete Rai, 48).

38. See Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power, 22—24.

39. Scott, Domination, 121.

40. Samvada Prabhakara, 18 Caitra, 1254 B.s. [1848].

41. Banerjee, “From Aulchand to Sati Ma,” 44.

42. See Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Raw and the Cooked (New York: Harper and Row,
1969); Douglas, Purity and Danger; Marshal Sahlins, Culture and Practical Reason (Chicago;
University of Chicago Press, 1978).

43. R.S.Khare, “Food with Saints: An Aspect of Hindu Gastrosemantics,” in The Efernal
Food, ed. R.. S. Khare (Albany: SUNY, 1986); cf. Mckim Marriott, “Caste Ranking and Food
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