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For centuries the Bauls of West Bengal have embodied in their life
style and broadcast in their songs a very articulate counter-culture.
Today, industrialization and urbanization, with large components of a
Western-like culture, have set in crisis the traditional ethos which the Bauls
have relentlessly countered. In particular, the spiritual framework provided
by that ethos is disintegrating. What are the Bauls to counter now? Can
they define themselves on their own terms? How will they react to the
assimilative influence of the technological mass media?

Answering these questions is essential because they relate to the
core of the cultural crisis in West Bengal— with possible applications to the
whole of India. A cultural crisis is not merely a matter for debate. It is
essentially a redefinition of man and of the humane in given circumstances.
In this redefinition are at stake not man in general, but this man, here and now,
his spiritual freedom and the quality of his experience of life. In other words,
it is a redefinition of self, and, therefore, a choice and a responsible act.

As members of Chitrabani, a centre for training and experimenting
in the use of audio-visual media in support of educational and devel.op—
mental programmes, we have been interested in the Bauls for some time
now, but our approach departs somewhat from the academician’s approach
and it has nothing to do with the inquisitive tourist's approach. We are
not interested in documenting ‘'strange’ ways of life, as if the Bauls were
mere objects arousing curiosity. Nor are we interested in producing a statis-
tical, descriptive or even interpretative, discussion of the present cultural
crisis as it is experienced by the Bauls. We do not wish to be mere observers.
We value the human experience of the Bauls, we value ours, and we believe
that an interaction between the two can benefit both the Bauls and ourselves.
That is why the approach to the questions we formulated at the beginning
cannot have, in our view, the detachment and apparent indifference of the
so-called academic studies. We believe that the approach has to be holistic,
wilfully trespassing the boundaries of conventional scholarly disciplines,
and taking the risk as well as the responsibility of the particular weaknesses
which are bound to hinder the generalist. Furthermore, the approach to the
subject has to be committed, again taking the risk and the responsibility
of its conscious or unconscious biases. The approach, finally, must be
open. The attempt at a qualitative assessment of man in his milieu must be
a process in which the student grows with his studied subject. Our reflection
on the Bauls and the present cultural crisis -amounts to inserting ourselves
into the vital processes at work in contemporary society, with the confi-
dence that as a result of this insertion our own vision of man and we our-
selves will be enriched and enlarged. At the same time, we are confident that
we can contribute to inflecting these socio-cultural processes in favour of
man.



Who are the Bauls?

The Bauls of West Bengal, of some adjacent states of Eastern India,
and of Bangladesh are wandering minstrels perpetuating a mystical tradi-
tion known as Sahajiya—sahaj meaning direct, distinct, concrete. No one
knows how many Bauls there are in this area but it is estimated that a yearly
festival like the one held at Kenduli, Birbhum, draws at least 10,000 of them
from various parts of West Bengal. Their origin may be traced back to the
remote pre-Aryan days of the eastern nomadic outcasts who, in the
Atharva-Veda, were considered to be ‘fallen’ people." They were ‘fallen’
because they believed that the sexual relationship between man and woman
reveals an aspect of man's search for God. Since not much is known about
those ‘fallen’ or vratya people and their spiritual life, scholars satisfy them-
selves with the view that the origin of the Bauls may be related to the Buddhist

—Tantric faith prevalent in Bengal during the four hundred year reign of
the Pala kings from A.D. 700 to 1100.2

Certain esoteric rituals having an emancipatory effect on man's VieYV
of life were widely practised in the three major paths of the Buddhist-Tantric
faith. These three paths were Vajrajan, the hard path of indestructible inner
light, Kalachakrajan, the path of the wheel of time, and antithesis of the in-
destructible light; and Sahajjan, the direct path, thus qualified in terms of man.
The first two paths offer a duality of indestructibility and destructibility

and the third path, a human measure. They may also be viewed as essence,
existence and man, respectively.?

Filtered through various spiritual movements having their focus on
man, the Sahajiya faith found its final expression in the Bauls in the begin-
ning of the 17th century A.D. These influences were: (a) Sufism, under
the patronage of the Islamic rulers of Bengal in the late 11th century A.D.;
(b) the Vaishnava Movement led by Chaitanya in the 15th century A.D.;
and (c) various other obscure mystical cults of Fakirs and Darveshis and
also the vision of life expressed by the medieval saints like Kabir, Dadu and
Ramdas. The esoteric Buddhist-Tantric practices remained, giving a founda-
tion to the Bauls’ philosophical concept of duality in non-duality. The Vaish-
nava poets provided a form of narration and an aesthetic praxis that enabled
the Bauls to deal with this concept. Radha's love of Krishna is seen by the

Bauls as a longing of the alienated part (Radha) for the human essence
(Krishna), for the whole man.

Ramananda Das Baul of Birbhum sings:

Dear bird in the cage of my heart, chant the names of Radha and
Krishna, please.

My beast-life will disappear and Paramatma will come and sit in
my body-jar,

My own nature will vanish and I will not have any want.

Dear bird in the cage of my heart, chant the names of Radha and
Krishna, please.

There are sixteen names in thirty-two letters,

Take twenty-eight out, cling to the four that remain and






That is the ajapa nam (the unsingable name) in four letters.
The Sadhu sings that name, the jib (the physical human) doesn't

know it.
Dear bird in the cage of my heart, chant the names of Radha

and Krishna, please.

| sang that unsingable name

When | was in my mother's womb

But while sucking her breasts | forgot everything.
Dear bird in the cage of my heart, chant the names...

Gossain Premananda says: Whom to tell the story of my mind?

My sorrows remain in my mind

! know my mind but not the man (the living embodiment) of my mind.
Dear bird in the cage of my heart, chant Radha-Krishna, please.*

In order to rejoin the whole and to objectify his search for God the
best means open to man would be to strive for a realization of that supreme
longing through the medium of a co-searcher. For, the longing of man of which
Radha's longing is an image must be fully experienced not as an imaginary
process but in the reality of human life.4

The Bauls' search

An achieved Baul is real man in his quintessence. A Baul constantly
aspires to reach within himself his supreme essence. His insatiable hunger
for his innermost self finds release in an expressionistic form wHich in turn
shapes his personality and his life style. He learns to observe reality and
to question 'rt.with the help of a guru and a co-searcher. He transcends his
Socio-economic constraints through an aesthetic praxis.

Thus sings Pavan Das, a twenty year old Baul from Birbhum:

Who knows the innermost mind of the Fakir in our mind?

Only my guru knows it. Only he knows who knows

Chillies grow on bamboo trees and cucumbers on the
aubergine plants

Who knows the innermost mind of the Fakir in our mind?

In the morning the wedding arrangements took place,
At noon was the wedding,

On the eyening the bride comes home with a baby
in her arms,

Who knows the innermost mind of the Fakir in our mind?

The plough works in the field,
The calf is in the womb of the cow,

Krishna was born and he has just gone to the fields
to get his food,

Who knows the innermost mind of the Fakir in our mind?
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There is no water in the sea,
But there are wild waves in the bazaar.
Who knows the innermost mind of the Fakir in our mind?

When the Father was not born

The son had a bride sitting on his lap.

All the Fakirs came from faraway lands,

There was a huge, torn blanket covering the sky

And, now, where will | bury that Father Fakir,

The one who knows, after he dies?

Who knows the innermost mind of the Fakir in our mind >#

The Bauls’ style of life

The word ‘Baul’ means 'frenzied’’, 'in a state of trance' or "wild wind".
With his long, tattered robe, a vest with multi-coloured patches (borrowed
from the Sufi, Fakir and Darvesh traditions), a scarf around his waist, a piece
of cloth like a lungi covering the lower part of his body (loose enough to allow
fast and sudden movements), a headgear (on special occasions) and any
other object with which he has formed a personal relationship, the Baul dis-
tantiates himself from society. He loves his body and cares very much
about how he looks but not in a narcissistic manner. The Baul is a sincere
communicator and his care for his appearance is part of his communication
strategy. Since his childhcod he has been made aware of the exemplary func-
tion of his existence, which is to create an image of, firstly, a search for the

Supreme and, secondly, an image of the supreme itself, that is, Radha-
Krishna-in-one or Purusha-Prakriti.

The wandering Baul may be seen carrying one or several of the
following instruments:

(1) Ektara, a one-stringed drone instrument;

(2) Anandalahari or Gubgubi or Khamak, a drum with a pair of gut
or nylon strings attached to the skin of one side of the drum,
v.vhich is open on the other side. The other end of the strings are
tied to another, much smaller, drum. The Baul holds the smaller
drum in his left hand and, loosening or tightening the strings,

he controls the variation of pitch as he plucks the strings with
the other hand;

(3) Dotara, a four-stringed lute;
(4) Dugi, a drum tied to his waist;
(5) Kartal, or mandira, small cymbals made of brass;

(6) Ghungur, small bells, often attached to the ankles;
(7) Dubki, tambourine.

The Bauls' manner of communication

Usually the Baul searches for a Sadhan Sangi, a companion in the
same meditation praxis, who shares all his ‘'worldly spiritual’ concerns. The
female partner is known as Vaishnabi. This two-person troupe then starts
an intense apprenticeship of frenzied, spectacular, communication styles
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which include singing, dancing, tranced histrionics and other esoteric medi-
tation enactments. Since they have a strong community orientation, the
Bauls are in constant touch with the rural mainstream of Eastern India and,
thus, are sensitive to local social, cultural, and economic issues. This enables
them to concretize among the rural folk the basic human dialectic of com-
mitment towards theory and praxis, towards God and World. They perform
at ground level and maintain eye contact with their audience. The latter are
drawn in an effort at embodying in their life-experience the longing for a
heavenly Vrindaban. This secret Vrindaban is known to the initiates in the
audience. Out of that Vrindaban they feel like the Hebrews out of their Holy
Land, or like the Christians longing for heavenly Jerusalem. The Baul's per-
formance quickens the desires of those longing souls, who yearn for Vrinda-
ban as if they were in an emotional diaspora. And the Baul urges them on,
calls upon them to return to Vrindaban. The whole pe'rformance is an exercise
in elevating oneself from the level of intellectual metaphor to that of experi-
ential sacrament.> The Yin and the Yang of each member of the audience
unite in an experience of tranquillity which is not a catharsis, but a conscious
perception of unity. The dialectical pairs of existence, the either/ors of life
merge into a higher organic unity.

The Bauls' aesthetic praxis

The Bauls are artists, just as Zen Koan writers are artists. They
are not Vaishnavas, in the same way as Zenists are not Buddhists. Tbe Bauls
strive at transforming human reality radically. On a concrete historical level
they seek to transform a society which is caste-ridden, class—structurfad
and exploitative of its members, and establish a society in which huma.th
can give free rein to its essential powers, chained for so long. Baul art is a
practical activity.

Lalan says: Dear wild mind of mine, | am yet to know what caste is.
People ask: What is Lalan's caste in the family of man?

A Moslem is known by his circumcision.

How do we know his woman?

A Brahmin is known by his sacred thread.

How do we recognize the female Brahmin?

People ask: What is Lalan’s caste in the family of man?

Some have flower garlands around their neck
Some, icons.

Dear mind, how do you see the world?

Does all this tell you about the caste differences?

How can the caste be determined in the coming and going of life?
If the water is in the well, we call it well-water,

If it is in the Ganges, it is Ganga-water.

In essence it is the same water.

Only the names are different.

All over the world people pride themselves at random

on the caste differences among themselves.






But Lalan has already swallowed up the head of caste.
He has sold himself to the world. Oh!l dear wild mind,
how do you understand all this?*

It is the creation or restoration of a new reality (exterior or interior)
to a human measure. It is not the mirage of Radha-Krishna or Juganaddha,
that inspires the soul of the Baul. Like his black American counterparts,
the Blues and Jazz musician, the Baul believes very strongly that he is res-
ponsible to God and to self. These exemplary forms of aesthetic praxis
cannot be defined analytically. They can only be approached with an open
aesthetic conception which does not mutilate the richness, diversity and
dynamism of their art-acts. The Sahaj path of the Bauls calls for a sahaj
approach. And thus, an interaction with the Baul tradition may contribute
to the creation of 'another’ culture.

The Bauls and modern media

The Bauls are amongst the best communicators in rural Bengal.
Development officers have already become aware of this and they have
started to examine how they can ‘use’ the Bauls in the service of their pro-
grammes.6 Political demagogues have also attempted to ‘use’ the Bauls.
And mass media have put a nhumber of Bauls ‘on the air'.” In the hands of
media men, politicians or development agents the Bauls are being manipulat-
ed, often subtly but not seldom crudely. This manipulation results in a
confrontation between a pragmatic, utilitarian, form of communication and
an aesthetic one. To the extent that they are aesthetic forms, the folkloric
media are not meant to convey messages extraneous to themselves. They
have their own source of inspiration: the life-experience of a people, and th'eY
fulfil their own essential function: to express the soul of a people, to arrive
at a vision of life and share this vision with the community.8 When attempts
are made to assimilate the folk media and make of them ‘extension arms
of the mass media’'?, there can only result a cultural conflict and the neces-
sity of a cultural struggle.

A culture is the collective personality of a group, that is, a group's
particular manner of "being-in/to-the-world”. And communications are the
particular manner in which the members of a group relate among themselves
and with other groups. For instance, Baul communication, as was mentioned
already, is dialogical, horizontal, participatory and emancipatory. It is basi-
cally democratic. It also has its technique, that of oral communication as
opposed to written communication. Oral communication implies a face-to-face
situation and a direct mediation of words, where words do not refer to parti-
cular realities so much as stand for these realities.’® Thus, Baul communi-
cation favours collective participation and emphasizes immediacy of expe-
rience. As can be seen by this example, at the heart of culture is communi-
cation, and communication is wedded to a particular value-system and
supports it.Il However, a group has a right to change its culture, as a person
has a right to alter his/her personality. It is not change that is dangerous
but the fact that a change is forcibly —however gently and persuasively —
brought about by an external influence and is not fully understood, thus

mastered by those concerned.
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The Baul, as a communicator, is essentially alien to the media man,
to the political or developmental harbinger. The latter on the one side, and
the Bauls on the other, propagate cultures which are not only alien, but ex-
clusive of each other. The encounter of the two cultures can only result in
the disappearance, absorption or falsification of one of the two. In the case of
the Bauls vs the mass media, the dice are thrown, the protagonists have
taken their positions. But the game or drama to ensue is not a matter of
chance. The action follows laws that are almost as ineluctable as physical
laws. One might be inclined to forecast the death — spiritual and otherwise —
of the Bauls and their subsequent accession to the rarefied atmosphere of
museums and academicism . .. but a number of facts indicate that the

Bauls® faith in the emancipation of man and their resilience in the face of
alien cultural trends should not be underestimated:

(@) Repeated attempts at organizing centrally controlled programmes
have never succeeded with the Bauls.!2 They strongly favour a decen-
tralized festival system with events all over Eastern India throughout the
year. These festivals follow a heterodox socio-religious calendar. This

|s' done, of course, in addition to the Bauls' usual rounds in their imme-
diate environment.

(b) The Bauls' aesthetic praxis calls for an interaction of those involved,

each receiver being also a potential transmitter. Bauls cannot accept a

paiswe consumer behaviour not any more than uni-directional communi-
cation.

(€) They never miss the opportunity of practising a form of political en-

Ehten':nem as opposed to obscurantism — with its depoliticising tendency.
. etac and every one of their long sessions the Bauls engage in a manner

_(la_h.dral(.)gue known as Paltapalti or repartee.
is dialogical process ensures collective production and works against

an L
Ba\:”:ttempts at specialized production that may be thrust upon the

(e) Of course, there is a shad

(d)

been —imposed by th ow elit_e among the Bauls —there aIV\_/ays has
the Bauls by theilyin e rT‘E‘”'FJ'Ulatllons of the larger elite of socngty. ‘But
T a—— agemoys elusiveness have survived those situations
the ability of the C\;” re doing so at present. The future will depend upon

ective Baul leadership which is loose but functional

enough t i
Oeg i Strengthen their Self-organization and to withstand any coer-
cion coming from outside.

(f) The Bauls are becoming aware
tained in their vision of Socie
astute awareness, one which
the new media and even incit
in those media.

of the cultural and political energies con-
ty. They are even showing signs of an
protects them from being manipulated by
es them to control the image they project

Conclusion

In this preliminary article we have defined our subject, stated what
we believe to be the main issues in jts respect, and described our method of
studying it. A large number of questions now arise which we propose to
examine in the next few months by means of (a) frequent field trips for ob-
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servation of and dialogue with the Bauls; (b) Baul-utsava-s held in our
premises where Bauls will perform for urban audiences interested in a dialogue
with them, and (c) interdisciplinary discussions of the material gathered
during the field trips and the utsava-s. Some of the questions which we can
already formulate are as follows: ‘

(1) What are the main tenets of the Baul philosophy/an experience of life
which man in crisis might do well to preserve?

(2) What are the main characteristics of the Bauls' communication perform-
ances? How are these characteristics wedded to a particular view of man,
and how do they interact with the non-participatory, non-emancipatory,
totalitarian, technological media of communication?

(3) Can it be that progress and, more topically, development means preserv-
ing some of the values of the Bauls even at the cost of rejecting or gt least
minimising certain values which have become paradigms of development?

(4) How can the dialectical Baul philosophy of duality in non-duality help
Counter the excessive digitalisation!3 (either/or type of questioning)
in the field of human sciences?
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