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THE EARLY BUDDHISM
AND ITS SOCIAL CONTENTS

Dr. B. N. MUKHERJEE

(University of Calcutta)

THE GREATEST impediment to the reconstruction of the
history of the origin and early growth of Buddhism is
the absence of Buddhist literature datable to the period of
its founder, the Buddha, who died in c. 544 or rather
c. 486 B.C. at an age of over eighty years.! Nevertheless,
an idea about the preachings of the Buddha may be formed
on the basis of old sayings and traditions recorded in early
Buddhist cannonical works like the Vinaya Pitaka, the
Digha Nikaya, the Majjhima Nikaya, the Samyutta
Nikaya, the Anguttara Nikaya, and the Suttanipata be-
longing to the fifth Nikaya of the Sutta Pitaka® The
existence, in some forms, of these texts in the age of Asoka
(second and third quarters of the third century B.C) is
suggested by his Calcutta-Bairat edict. It refers to a few
expositions on Dhamma, which are considered to allude to
certain sections of the above compositions. Valuable
pieces of information on the general conditions in the
northern region of the Indian subcontinent immediately
before and about the time of the rise of the Buddhism
can be gleaned from the early Brahmanas, Aranyakas and
Upanishads. As Buddhism accepted the Upanishadic
doctrine of transmigration, early Upanishads may be
placed at and before the time of the Buddha' The
beginning of the period which produced the early Brah-
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manas, the Aranyakas and the Upanishads has been dated,
on various considerations, to c¢. 800 B.C.® Some data on
the material conditions of about the age of the Buddha are
furnished by the results of certain archaeological excava-
tions.® These sources will help us to study the religious
and socio-economic background to the rise of the Buddhism
and also the social significances of the teachings of the
Buddha.

The centre of Vedic civilisation, as reflected in the
Brahmanas, Aranyakas and Upanishads, was not, as in the
age of the Rig Vedas, in the land between the Sarasvati
and Drishadvati in the North-western part of the Indian
subcontinent. It was shifted towards the eastern direction
—to the Ganga-Yamuna region. Five-fold division (of
the Indian subcontinent) — Middle, Northern, Western,
Southern and Eastern —is mentioned in the Aitareya
Brahmana.! The Southern region beyond the Vindhyas
was just being colonised by the protagonists of the Brah-
manical civilisation. East was also being opened up.
Videha in North Bihar, Magadha in South Bihar, and Anga
in East Bihar came under the influence of the Brahmani-
cal culture. This process of extension of Brahmanical
civilisation in the South, East and perhaps also in the
West continued in the period in which the early cannonical
texts of the Buddhists were composed.’

The gradual widening of the geographical limit of the
Brahmanical influence and the consequent inclusion of the
non-Aryan tribes within the fold of Brahmanical culture
probably helped the aggrandisement of the territory of old
Brahmanical or Brahmanised kingdoms and also the foun-
dation of new Brahmanical or Brahmanised governments.
At least such a hypothesis explains the growth of many of
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the sixteen great countries (mahajanapadas), which, accord-
ing to certain Buddhist texts, flourished shortly before the
time of the Buddha.’ The political set-up favoured the
enhancement of the power and social position of the king,
his kinsmen and retainers, which formed the Kshatriya
element. This is clearly suggested by a passage in the
Aitareya Brahmana, which defines other castes according
to their relations with the Kshatriyas. The king could
control Brahmana, had Vaisya as his inferior and tributary,
and could treat the Sudra as having no right of property
or life against him® The kings even sometimes partici-
pated in intellectual movements." Nevertheless, the
spiritual supremacy of the Brahmanas over others was
recognised and they, serving as the priests of the kings
or of the villages and localities,” formed together with the
Kshatriyas the upper strata of the Society. Among the
Vaisyas, the enterprising ones could improve their mate-
rial conditions by utilising the services of slaves belonging
to the conquered tribes. They were also favoured by the
availability of arable and pastoral lands in subjugated
territories, the knowledge of the use of iron and heavy
agricultural implements, and the increasing opportunities
offered by trade and industry and also by towns, which
served as emporia.® The references to rich setthis and
gahapatis in the early Buddhist texts" suggest concentra-
tion of wealth in the hands of a class of free men. Simi-
larly, as it has been suggested, among the Sudras some
were rich.® It appears that though in contemporary
religious life the Brahmanas were superior to others, they
had to depend on kings and rich persons for sustenance.
The kings, though very powerful, still belonged to the
second and not to the first caste.  The rich merchants or
well-to-do peasants were materially influential and supe-
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rior to the humble Vaisyas, but had to remain content
with a social position much inferior to that of the compara-
tively poor Brahmanas. The financial position of impo-
verished free men, including hired labourers, was not
much better than slaves, many of whom were gradu-
ally acquiring the position of serfs* The economic
disparity created a crisis in the society.

The religious life also felt the impact of this crisis.
The Brahmana texts show that rituals and sacrifices had
grown to very large proportions, obviously to the advan-
tages of the members of the first caste, who found
employment and received fecs.” The poor as well as the
rich, who had to bear the expenses for unproductive
labour of the Brahmanas and senseless animal sacrifices,
must have been grudgingly accepting their religious
superiors. In fact, the supreme position of rites and
rituals was challenged in the Upanishads, which were
engaged with the discussion of underlying reality.* Even
when a Brahmana called Bavari was cursed by another
Brahmana who had not been given proper fees for per-
forming a Yajna, he sent pupils to enquire of the Buddha
the real meaning (and so impliedly also the efficacy) of
that curse.”

The area in which Buddhism rose was not only under
the influence of the Brahmanical religion, but also was
familiar with some organised religious systems provided
by the Ajivika, Jaina, Agnostic (Ajnana) and Lokayata
schools.”  Different and often conflicting ideas preached
by them must have confused the minds of the people.
They did not know whether salvation lay in unrestrained
individualistic self-indulgence or in equally individualistic
but preposterous ascetic punishment of the body?
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The above schools were active in eastern India in a
period which saw the gradual emergence of Magadha as
the most powerful Indian kingdom in the days of
Bimbisara and his son Ajatasatru, both of whom were
contemporaries of Gautama.® The establishment of a cen-
tral authority over a large area was no doubt conducive
to the growth of trade and commerce. But this also led
to the concentration of wealth and consequent economic
disparity and, as shown above, the traditional society could
not cope with the situation successfully. The people,
generally poor, were bound to become more and more
pessimist and weary of finding the correct path to happi-
ness. In the richer stratum of the society the king and
his kinsmen were not reconciled to the higher social and
spiritual position of Brahmana parasites. Siddhartha, him-
self being a prince, must have been aware of this feeling.

The Buddha felt the pulse of the age, which was throb-
bing with dissatisfaction in all spheres of life. He knew
of the growing economic disparity of wealth within the
society. He seems to have alluded to the undue advan-
tages enjoyed by the rich.®

The Buddha tried to find out a path which could lead
the fellow human beings from sufferance to happiness. In
his first sermon he spoke of four noble truths {(aryasatyas).
He pointed out (1) that the worldly existence was full of
pain and misery (duhkha), (2) that thirst, craving for gra-
tification of passion, craving for success, etc., are the causes
of the renewal of worldly existence, (3) that the worldly
existence can be ended (nirodha) by destruction of thirst,
etc., and (4) that there is a path for destruction of sorrow.
This is the eight-fold path, viz., right views, right aspira-
tions, right speech, right conduct, right livelihood, right
effort, right mindedness and right contemplation. It
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was claimed that this Middle Path, which keeps clear of
two extreme ways of life, one being that of luxury and the
other of rigorous asceticism, “leads to peace of mind, to
the higher wisdom, to full enlightenment, to Nirvana”™
Nirvana is the final result of the extinction of the desire
or thirst for re-birth.

Suffering can be escaped by human beings by leading
a correct life and by realising the Truth or Reality about
the non-existence of the phenomenal world. Ignorance of
the impermanence of the world “produces desire: desire
leads to action (Karma): action to the impulse to be born
again and again to satisfy desire. The chain of transmi-
gration leads to further actions, which in turn lengthens the
chain of rebirth. But this chain can be snapped once the
seeker realises the truth that the world of things is imper-
manent, and that there is not even permanent soul”. There
is no personal deity or god, and hence attainment of
Nirvana does not depend upon prayers or sacrifices. “The
five constituents which make a being are without a self
(anatma), impermanent (anitya) and not desirable (duhkha).
One who realises the absence of soul in the constituents”
is free (vimukta), he is an arhat-perfect”®

The Buddha denied the existence of God or soul and
rejected the efficacy of rituals and sacrifices and the belief
that knowledge of the Vedas leads one to the union with
the God (Brahma).* This was a loud protest against the
prevalent system of Brahmanical religion. No doubt, the
Buddhist doctrine of Karma was indebted to the Upani-
shadic theory of transmigration, and the Buddhist belief
in the doctrine of suffering (duhkhavada) was comparable
with the similar idea propounded by the Sankhya-Yoga
philosophy.” Nevertheless, the first preachings of the
Buddha must be considered as marking the beginning of
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a movement which was on the whole directed against the
ritualistic Brahmanism and the schools advocating either
of the extreme ways of life.

The doctrine of Middle Path, which was mostly a
moral code of conduct, could be followed by the laity as
well as by the members of the Order® The belief that
by following this one could attain happiness induced
people, tired of earthly misery, economic and social, to
seek refuge in it.

The Buddha laid stress on the practice of righteous-
ness by all. He observed that “five-fold is the gain of the
well-doer through his practice of rectitude. In the first
place the well-doer, strong in rectitude, acquires great
wealth through his industry; in the next place, good
reports of him are spread abroad; thirdly, whatever
society he enters — whether of nobles, Brahmanas, gaha-
patis, or members cf the order —he enters coufident and
self-possessed ; fourthly, he dies without anxiety; and
lastly on the dissolution of the body, after death, he is
reborn into some happy state in heaven”® This was a
clear invitation even to the worldly wise common men to
get involved in the new movement.

The Buddha could not deny the existence of the
caste system.” It was perhaps too deep rooted in the
Indian society to be got rid of altogether. He, however,
tried to mitigate the evils of this system. He preached
that “one does not become a Brahmana by birth. One
does not become an outcast by birth. One becomes a
Brahmana by act. One becomes an outcast by act.™ A
scavenger, a dog eater and some other members of the
low castes, were initiated by the Buddha and they became
highly respected monks® Though he recognised the
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special position of the Brahmanas,” he did not accept their
supreme position and even indicated that the Khattiyas
were higher in status than the Brahmanas*  Similarly, the
gahapatis, who mostly belonged to the third caste, were
sometimes called Kulaputtas or men of noble birth.® This
satisfied the cgo of the powerful royal classes, and accor-
ded social status to the rich gahapatis, who became great
patrons of the new movement. On the part of the
Buddha, who knew the worthlessness of the caste system,®
these were perhaps diplomatic moves to win the support
of two powerful and rich classes of the Society.
Patronage of the rich was required and accepted for
the maintenance of the Sangha.” The Sangha itself was
broad based and followed some sort of a democratic cons-
titution. Some of its traits were perhaps adopted from
the constitution of the republican or oligarchic tribes of the
Vajjian confederacy.® The universal character of the
Sangha was clear when women were also admitted to it
and an order of nuns was formed. This as well as the
fact that the Buddha did not despise even a courtesan,
gave the women a status higher than what they enjoyed in
the society known to the authors of the Brahmana texts.”
The doctrines of the Buddha thus, to some extent,
broke the social barriers, provided common people with a
viable way of life in an age of frustration. The desire to
do good to the society was also perhaps one of the reasons
for preaching the doctrine of ahimsa or non-violence. The
Buddha said that “cattle are our friends, just like parents
and other relatives, for cultivation depends upon them.
They give food, strength, freshness of complexion and
happiness. Knowing this the Brahmanas of old did not

kill cattle.”
Monastic institutions, which were distinct contribu-
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tions of the Buddhism to Indian culture, had to depend
on the munificence of the rich.  This affiliation to richer class
of the society was perhaps an impediment to the formu-
lation of means of attaining worldly happiness through
a more proper distribution of wealth. Nevertheless, the
aim of the new movement was to do the maximum amount
of good to the maximum number of the members of the
society. The cannonical writings, almost all supposedly
from the Buddha’s discourses and dialogues, were in every
day languages and plain style. “This was a new type of
religious literature addressed to the whole of the contem-
porary society, and not reserved for a few learned initiates
and adepts.” Society was enmeshed in early Buddhism,
which was most social of all contemporary Indian religions.

We do not intend here to discuss the different phases
of development of Buddhism in India and abroad and to
trace its impact on the art, society, and thought of India
and other countries.” This is outside the scope of the
present paper. We, however, like to point out that
Buddhism lost its influence in the Indian subcontinent
from about the early mediaeval period probably due to
the revival of inimical Brahmanical cults, induction of
baser elements into it, and loss of patronage of kings and
of rich gahapatis,” who had earlier helped its dissemina-
tion in various countries of Asia. However, in these coun-
tries it still guides the socio-religious life of millions of
people* In modem times Buddhism is again gaining
ground in India. The foundation of ‘the Mahabodhi
Society and the conversion of the late B. Ambedkar and
the large number of his followers to Buddhism provides
land marks in the .new development. Buddhist philo-
sophy, literature and art have made great impact on the
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minds of great intellectuals of the West and India — in-
cluding G. Keyt, T. S. Eliot, Rabindranath and Abanindra-
nath.* These speak in volume of the vitality and useful-
ness of Buddhism, even if all of its objects are not yet ful-
filled. The wheel of Dhamma which is known to have
been once set in motion by the Blessed one, is still rolling
towards the goal of salvation of mankind.
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BUDDHISM AND BUDDHIST SOCIETY

Dr. L. B. KENNY
{(Bombay University)

Buopmism emerged when the whole civilized world was
in intellectual ferment. In India this ferment was ex-
pressed in the sixty-three heretical non-Vedic sects as well
as in the Vedic Upanishads. The non-Vedic or non-Aryan
element, both in culture and race, was sufficiently strong.
The non-Aryan reaction to the Aryan religious beliefs
including the sacrificial system and to the rigid social order
of the four varnas is reflected in early Buddhist works.
Unlike the Vedic society classified into four varnas, the
Buddhist literary works give the hina-jatis {low castes),
hina sippanis (low trades), tribals, untouchables and slaves,
as people below the status of the Sudras. Household ser-
vants (Kammaraka puruso) and slaves (dasa) belonged to
the lowest social status. They were socially and econo-
mically the most backward. Even the methods of
addressing people like bho, abhivadeti, bhadante, tata,
maharaja and deva, reflected their social positions (cf.
Wagle, Society of the time of the Buddha).

In the early Pali texts the tribal group has not yet
become an occupational one. A family (Kula), therefore
was more rigid in the Vedic society and not in the non-
Vedic or Buddhist. The tribal group was undergoing a
socio-economic change from tribe to caste; blood relation-

ship was being supplanted by economic, territorial and
administrative division.
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Numerous towns and extensive agricultural lands to
support them are mentioned in the early Buddhist
scriptures. The division and specialisation of labour and a
growing awareness of social stratification based on riches,
power and occupational status, have been emerging.

The cities were characterised by affluence. A very
high standard of luxury was enjoyed by kings, nobles and
merchants, and many of the latter had amassed very vast
fortunes. An average trader was worth 80 crores (of
coins). The setthi gahapatis of Rajagriha and Benares
paid the physician Jivaka 1,00,000 and 16,000 panas res-
pectively, for curing diseases. The story of Anathapin-
daka who purchased a piece of land for the number of coins
required to cover it and subsequently giving it to the
Buddhist monastery, is a very well known account nar-
rated in sculpture as well. Sona Kolavisa of Champa is
known to have renounced “80 cartloads of gold and a herd
of seven elephants and joined a monastery”. Caravans of
thousand carts are common in Buddhist literature. The
actors, dancers, acrobats, magicians, courtesans (ganika),
drumers, prostitutes (vesi), singers, etc., reflect, too, an
affluent city life. To Rhys Davids this society represen-
ted early India’s national wealth and economy (Buddhist
India).

But India of the time of the Buddha did not consist
of cities alone. Along with the mahanagaras, nagaras and
puras, gamas and nigamas too existed. In contrast with
the affluent city the poor village has been also well depic-
ted in Pali literature. If a courtesan, for example, received
1,000 panas for her single performance, a water-carrier
received for his full day’s labour two panas as his wages.
A slave cost 100 panas, while a wood-cutter received a
very poor amount like the water-carrier, for his full day’s
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labour. A glass of the rich Kapotika wine cost a gold, coin,
but a pair of bullocks could be purchased for 24 Kahapa-
nas. The possession and sale of slaves referred to by Pali
sources, the details of the maintenance of the slaves men-
tioned in the Arthasastra of Kautilya and the good
treatment to be given to the slaves as inscribed in the
edicts of Asoka, indicate the existence of slavery. There
are innumerable evidences of impoverished free men be-
coming slaves of the debtors. May be that Chandragupta’s
construction of an embankment around the Sudarshana
Lake of Girmnar and the transport of the huge pillars of
Asoka to distant places of India from the quarry near
Benares, had utilised slave-labour.

Buddhist India was experiencing a change from tribal
to imperial polity. There was, however, no uniformity
in this change, at all places at one and the same
time. The primitive tribal life continued along with the
imperial. The kingdoms of Kosala (U.P.) and Magadha
(South Bihar) were expanding. With these powerful
monarchies small tribal oligarchies were also precariously
maintaining their existence against the greater states. Even
the largest confederacy of the Vajjis was soon to be con-
quered by Ajatasatru, the son of Bimbisara of Magadha.
The performance of the Vedic animal sacrifice entailed so
much cost and paraphernalia that it became almost an
exclusive privilege of the richer class who had nothing to
lose. The cattle-grazers and cultivators, who owned the
animals, followed Buddhism due to its condemning animal
sacrifice. To them, following Buddhism was a great source of
relief and economic gain, their cattle being saved by the
Buddha’s teaching. It could be that in such conditions
Buddhism received roval patronage from the ambitious
rulers because it had opposed the supremacy of the priestly

.
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ciass, who were always a check through their moral and
divine sermons to the kings for their greed for loot, plun-
der and power.

The reaction of Buddhism was, in part, a revival and
re-statement of pre-Aryan and pre-polytheist animism. The
belief in transmigration and rebirth could be traced to
older animist theories very widespread among the primi-
tive peoples. “The impersonal Brahman of the Upani-
shads”, rightly savs Basham, “is probably derived not from
the anthropomorphic polytheism of the Vedic Aryans, but
from the belief in the impersonal magical power, or mana,
common to most primitive peoples” (Doctrine of the
Ajivikas). The conception of dharma, adharma, sukha and
dukkha, which in some sense is material, is surely a sur-
vival of the primitive mentality, which is scarcely canable
of conceiving an abstract entity. Even the Buddha’s
opposition to the Vedic caste system and his throwing the
samgha open to all, irrespective of caste or creed, reflect
his background of the primitive tribal group-organisation.

It could also be possible that the success of Buddhism
was due to the society changing from pastoral to agricultu-
ral cconomv. To the pastoral peonle the destruction of
animals for food was a common feature of their tribal
group life. But with the development of the agricultural
society, cattle became more useful and therefore more
valuable. The agriculturists saved the cattle and utilised
them for their better life than the pastoral people who
were required to destrov them mostly for human and divine
consumption.

Buddhism thus seems to get its inspiration and sup-
port from the then cxisting socio-economic and political
changes overcoming India of the early days,



JAINISM AND ITS SOCIAL CONTENTS

Dr. S. K. Desar
(M. S. University, Baroda)

As EARLY as in the sixth century B.C. a new wave of reli-
gious philosophy affected the regions of Persia, China and
India. Zoroaster in Persia and Confucius in China
modified the existing faith of the people. Likewise, there
was also growing discontent among the people of India
regarding the existing religious practices and beliefs. The
Vedic religion gradually lost its hold on the people
mainly because of its growing tendency towards rigid
orthodoxy and ritualism. The pre-eminence of the Brah-
manas in spiritual matters marred the pure form of religion.
The essentials and the utility of religion came to be
doubted by the sceptics, which ultimately was responsible
for the simultaneous occurrence of various sects.

The nineteenth-century thinkers in an effort to fix the
chronological layers in literature classified the divergent
thinking belonging to the latest period of the Vedic studies.
This literary period is supposed to be of the Upanishadas.
A number of ideas bear strong resemblence to the ideas of
the heterodox school. In the heterodox school, three are
most prominent: Charvaka, Jains and Buddhist. Before
the emergence of Jainism and Buddhism, Ajivikas
and Prajivikas, the class of ascetics, prepared the ground
against the Vedic religion. These ascetics, free from the
prevailing ideas and practices, away from the worldly life,
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specifically denied the necessity of the Vedic gods, together
with the superiority of the Brahmanas in spiritual matters.

The atheistic attitude of the wandering ascetics had
profound effect on the society and generated two-fold reac-
tion. The one being the atheistic movement and the total
denial of the existence of God and the other was mono-
theistic movement which accepted devotion as the only
way of pleasing a personal god. Thus with various other
sects, which according to Jainism numbered 363, Jain-
ism and Buddhism also emerged as powerful philosophies.

The Jain traditions indicate that their school of
thought is as old as the Vedic school. Rishabha and
Arishtanemi, two of the Jain Tirthankaras, the former being
the founder of the Jain religion, are mentioned in the Rig
Veda. Vishnupurana and Bhagavadpurana bear the testi-
mony of Rishabha as the incarnation of Lord Vishnu, prior
to his ten incamations. The belief of the Jains, though
based on the Hindu scriptures, has raised doubts among
the historians. However, if this attitude is taken then the
two distinct trends running simultaneously could be envi-
saged. The so called historical scholarshin takes cognis-
ance of the historical existence of Parsvanatha, the twenty-
third Tirthankara. Therefore, the tendencies of Tainism
easily go to a period fairly earlier than that of Mahavira.

The gradual expansion of Aryan settlements from the
regions of Sapta Sindhu towards the Gangetic plains left
powerful impressions of their religious ideas in the north-
west and the adjoining regions. However, the expansion
of the Aryans towards the Gangetic basin failed to receive
similar response for their religious ideas and practices.
Instead, they welcomed the philosophies which suited their
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social and economic growth. Hence, the contrary ideas
to the Vedic religion appealed to them the most, which in
their turn gave birth to Jainism and Buddhism in this
region. A passage in Satapatha Brahmana, and corrobo-
rated by the Mahabharata, brings out the reasons as to why
the priests of Kuru Panchala should avoid travelling to
the territories of Kashi Koshala, Videha and Magadha. It
is stated that the Aryans of the East had lost their purity by
giving up the Vedic religion and embraced the new taith
based on the non-performance of Yajna and animal sacri-
fice. Besides, they had violated the rules of the Aryan
social organisation by giving the highest position to Ksha-
triyas and inferior status to the remaining classes. Vaja-
saneyi Samhita, also, puts emphasis on similar points of
difference between the two Aryan settlements. The
Aryan society in the Gangetic basin not only lost the
dharma or Vedic sacrifice, not only challenged the social
supremacy of the priests but had also undergone a degen-
eration even in their language.

The Jain tradition affirms the stand that the Vedas
initially were based on non-violence but at a later stage the
rivalry between two saints Visvamitra and Vasishtha, dur-
ing the reign of king Vasu, perverted the emphasis on
Ahimsa in the Vedas. The meat eaters introduced animal
sacrifice as a necessary part of religion. This in its turn
displeased the followers of Ahimsa Dharma and forced
them to constrain their own Agamas resting upon their
Ahimsa Dharma.

The considerable appeal and the prominence of hete-
rogeneous religion in one narrow region implies some social
need that the older doctrines could not satisfy. This
need can be analysed by the study of the social order and
the new class of disciples that embraced these religions.
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The process of Aryanisation began at a time when the
material life began to impress upon the social and econo-
mic activities of the people. Various new classes, differ-
ent from the traditional groups of Vedic society, existed
prior to the emergence of the heterogeneous sects.

From among the new classes emerged in the Gangetic
basin, the farmers and the free peasants were the one.
The neo-Vedic pastoral class of the Vaishyas within the
tribe was replaced by agriculturists, for whom the tribe
had ceased to exist. The growth in commerce and trade
promised a better life with the influx of wealth and wealthy
class of traders, through its economic power which remained
important in the eastern towns. The term ‘shresti’, normally
attached with the urban civilization, not known earlier,
derived from ‘superior’ or ‘pre-eminent’. The change in
the economic life also considerably changed the concept of
the word ‘Grihapati’ or housc-holder. Formerly the
house-holder was attached with the sacrifice and the
house-hold duties, but now it came to mean the head of
any patriarchal family of any social status, who comman-
ded respect primarily because of his wealth, which no
longer was measured in cattle. This new elite of the
society, though no longer was bound by the tribal regula-
tions, was bound by the formal ties of caste and kinship,
which became progressively lighter.

Agriculturists and traders, the important nuclei of
economic activity, suffered from constant warfare prece-
ded by Vedic sacrifice. Traders, particularly had to be on
good terms with the people beyond their tribe, territory and
state. This universal characteristic of the merchant com-
munity explains as to why Jainism appealed to them most.
The continuous wars spoiled the prospect of agriculture and
the requisition of cattle and other animals in great number’
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for the sacrifice without payment enhanced the feelings
of agriculturists against the current Vedic religion. To
minimise this, political stability and a single religion with
unitary rituals were necessary. The wealthy merchant
class also had another grievence against the order in which
it had no social status; though the absolute monarch
treated him with respect, it had no direct voice in politics.
The political stability was possible with the strong univer-
sal monarchy instead of tribal kingship of early Vedic
period.

The changing pattern of the eastern society, gradually
witnessed the emergence of new thought currents and as
a result the new eastern teachers rose above all rituals and
tread a new path by accepting cooked food from the people
of lower castes, and thereby gave the first but pertinent
blow to the rigid social order. These revolutionaries and
their followers, through their simplicity, austere character
and noble ideas, became the symbol of good teachers and
distinguished them from the greedy Brahmanas in a pos-
sesive socicty. Since then asceticism and penance be-
came noble ideals. Many of the ascetics preferred a life
of solitude in forest, killed nothing and obtained the food
from the vegetation. The minimum requirements and
away from the worldly pleasures of the new teachers, pro-
bably made the principle of non-violence a predominant
feature of the new faiths.

Thus, when the society in the Gangetic basin was on
the point of the revolution, Gautam Buddha and Mahavira
set out with new religious philosophies, which not only
drew large sections to their folds but also received
the royal patronage. Buddhism, though no longer a faith
of the mass, revolutionised the human faith. Jainism, in
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contrast to Buddhism, had spread very little in and around
Magadha. However, Jainism survived and remained an
Indian faith, still largely attached with Urban society.

Mahavira, according to Jain tradition, was twenty-
fourth Tirthankara. The first twenty-two Tirthankaras are
completely mythical and have no historical foundation.
Parsva, before Mahavira is a historical figure, but very
little is known about his career, excepting that he was the
son of king Asvasen of Benares and became an ascetic
after years of Grahasthi. He received enlightenment after
severe penance of eighty-four days and died on Mount
Sammeta, in Bengal, two hundred and fifty years before
Mahavira. Parsva, enunciated four vows, viz., life
should not be taken, no falsehood spoken, nothing should
be taken which is not freely given and non-attachment
should be practiced.

Mahavira, too, like Parsva, was born in a royal Ksha-
triya family of Vaishali. His father Siddhartha was a
wealthy noble man and mother Trishala was a Lichchhavi
princess. His parents were the disciples of Parsva and
through them he was introduced to this faith. After some
years of married life with Yashoda, he left home and led
the life of an ascetic. Severe penance of thirteen months
made him to believe that the necessity of clothes to cover
the body itself is a kind of Karma which fetters the soul.
With this he gave up clothes and emphasised on the vow
of celibacy. As such he accepted all the four vows but
added to them the fifth vow af celibacy. This probably
was the important step in the reformation in the church
of Parsva, which allowed clothing.

Mahavira was a reformer of the existing faith rather
than an originator of a new religion. The addition of a vow,
the systematic arrangement of the tenets of the faith and
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the organisation of samgha of church, may be credited to
the retorming zeal ot Mahavira. Besides this he popula-
rised the principle of non-violence. e prepared the
cthical code for house-holders and monks with a philo-
sophy ot seven Tattvas (realities). tle, without consider-
ing the caste and sex, admitted all the aspirants to his
organisation and left behind him a strong religious order,
through whose efforts animal sacrifices fell a great deal. It
may be accepted here that the principle of non-violence
became an established rule even among the classes of
people who did not join the order.

Jaina philosophy is largely influenced by the sam-
khya philosophy, which considered soul as ditterent entity
from the body, unaftected by any thing that attected body.
‘The doctrine of transmigration, unknown to early Brah-
manas, emerges in the Upanishadas and forms the essential
element in this. Jains believe in the purity of soul and the
presence of karma or individual's action pollutes it. The
soul is the rythm of the free activity of the self-conscious
force. It is the living essencc and feels dull and heavy
when burdened with unnatural tasks and obligations.
With this notion about soul, it considers world full of
misery and karma is the root cause of the cycle of births
and deaths. Therefore the primary concern of the religion
is to find out the means of liberation from this misery.

The soul, if detached from karma, is capable of attain-
ing Moksha or Salvation. Through Ratnatrayi or three
jewels of right conduct, right belief and right knowledge,
the salvation is possible. Other schools of thought put
emphasis on any one of these aspects, whereas Jainism
has accepted all the three, viz., Karma, Bhakti and Jnana,
essential for salvation. The yogic exercises and fast even
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unto death have been emphasised. The rigorous disci-
pline, it is believed, gives strength to the soul and keeps
lower nature subdued. The purification of soul required
living a balanced life and the pure soul resides in bliss.
It also does not agree with the 1dea that salvation can be
achieved through knowledge, for each man sees only a
fraction of knowledge, which makes knowledge unreliable
for salvation.

Jainism repudiated the Vedic gods and rituals on the
ground that they do not have the foundation of human
knowledge and experience. As contrast to this Jainism
derived its authority from human knowledge of those great
oncs who had attained perfection with its aid. The
reulity, according to it, is uncreated and eternal. Reality
is that which is characterised by appearance and dis-
appearance in the midst of permanence.

The new  faith in the begiming made considerable
progress, by receiving the royal patronage. The Maurya
king Chandragupta joined Bhadrabahu's march to the south
and spread the religion in the Deccan with Sravana Belgola
as their central scat.  Kharavela, the king of Kalinga, pro-
fessed  Jainism  and promoted. its cause by setting up
images himself.  During the carly centuries of the Christian
cra, Mathura in the north and Sravana Belgola in the
south formed great centres of Jain activities. The early
Chalukyas, the Rashtrakutas and the Gangas patronised
this religion.

The royal patronage to this religion enriched the
Indian architecture and some provincial literature. Some
Rashtrakuta kings of Manyakheta, between 8th and, 10th
centuries, patronised Jain art and literature. Jinsen and
Gunabhadra composed Mahapurana and Mabhaviracharya
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composed a commendable work on mathemetics. King
Amoghavarsha, an ardent follower of Jainism, wrote his
famous work Ratnamalika. Gujarat, under the Chalukya
kings, also witnessed a growth in the field of literature.
Hemchandracharya, the famous grammarian, was in the
court of the Chalukya king Siddharaj. The two ministers,
Vastupala and Tejpala, in the court of the Vaghela rulers of
Dholka, are chiefly remembered in Gujarat for their liter-
ary and architectural activities.

The religion of the Jains has played an important part
in the linguistic development of the country. Mahavira,
by using current popular language as a medium of reli-
gious deliberations, not only minimised the importance
of Sanskrit but also popularised this movement. It was a
kind of challenge to the sophisticated Brahmins who
considered themselves as the custodians of the culture of
the Aryans. The practice started by Mahavira was con-
tinued by his followers, by utilising the prevailing langu-
ages of different places and different times, for their reli-
gious propaganda and for the preservation of sacred teach-
ing. Thus it has predominant influence on the develop-
ment of the Prakrit languages. Some of the vernacular
languages also owes a great deal to this religion.

Jainism, so far as its philosophy is concerned, is one
and undivided. But in the beginning of the Christian era,
it was divided into Svetambaras and Digambaras, chiefly
on the point of certain rules and regulations for the monks.
The most important difference being that while the former
held that monks could wear clothes, the latter asserted
that they could not. During the centuries that followed,
further splits took place amongst these sects, the most
important of them being the one that denounced the idol



28  SOCIAL. CONTENTS OF INDIAN RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS

worship and devoted itself to the worship of the scriptures.
These are the Terapanthis of the Svetambaras and
Samaiyas of the Digambara sects. This sect came into
cxistence perhaps after the sixteenth century.

From the seventh century onwards there was a down-
ward cycle of the popularity of Jainism, mainly because
of the influence of the revivalist movements of Vaishna-
vism and Saivism. Instead of getting the royal patronage,
the Jain monarchs, as it happened in the case of the Kalachuri
chief and the Iloyasala kings, had to succumb to the revo-
lution of the Lingayats and Vaishnavism. Jainism suffered
more from the assimilative power of Hinduism.

Unlike the Buddhists, the Jainas are still in large num-
ber in the regions of Gujarat and Rajasthan, chiefly because
they had suffered less from the iconoclastic fury of the first
Muhammadan invasion.

In the present context, Jainism is chiefly popular in
the business community. Here, too, it is strongly chal-
lenged by the Vaishnavas. But in certain sub-castes, this
challenge brought an adjustment in the social relations. A
study of their iconography, in some parts, indicates the
amalgamation of various elements. They have a very
strong current of many beliefs of the orthodox Hindu

creeds.  Thus Jainism in modern times has undergone a
considerable change.
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SANKARA AND THE
VEDANTIST MOVEMENT

Dr. N. SuBRAHMANIAN
(Madurai University)

SANKARA is by any standard a world figure noted for his
unique contribution to Hindu higher thought and he is
usually associated with the concepts of Maya, Advaita and
the Ekanma doctrine. To the Advaitin he is the greatest
Indian thinker, and to the rest second only to their respec-
tive leaders. All this is true and natural considering the
quality and bulk of his contribution to Hindu metaphysics.
In fact his contribution cuts across Hindu metaphysics and
epistemology and tends to become umiversal ; hence his
enormous popularity and reputation among even non-
Hindus and moderns everywhere.

There are generally speaking two ways in which a
philosopher can influence society, i.e., not only by inspir-
ing and spelling out its ideals, but also by consciously
structuring it in a desired way; often a pioneering philo-
sopher is followed by men of action who believe in the
philosophy and turn out to be leaders of society too. An
eminent illustration is provided by the combination of
Marx, the theoretician and Lenin, the man of action. The
two ways adverted to above are: first, conscious creation
of a sociological doctrine which by attracting and enlisting
the support of like-minded intellectuals can make society
in its own image ; second, discerning and propagating a
metaphysical principle which by its sentimental appeal
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and rigorous logicality can of its own accord bring about
change in society.

Of these two categories, Sankara belongs to neither. So
far as he was concerned, he effected no change in the
social structure but merely wished to strengthen the forces
of conservatism sufficiently to ensure its defence against
social reformers, disruptionists and subverters. To him,
retrospectively one can say, change included changeless-
ness, and the latter condition can, according to some, be
more conducive to happiness than the former. This postu-
late, however, leaves out of account inevitable change due
to natural conditions but relates only to consciously
brought about change. It may even be said that the true
conservative is one who permits of sufficient change for
the continuation of the condition prior to externally im-
posed change. Sankara’s orthodoxy was of this kind.
That is he introduced changes in religious practices with
a view to preserving the identity and corpus of the truly
orthodox and Vedic religions.

Sankara played a positive and a negative role, the
former in regard to his metaphysics and the latter concern-
ing the Hindu society, a section of which was soon to
recognize him as its ‘acharya’ or ‘preceptor. He was a
revolutionarv—and a daring one at that—in his philosophy
and not a tame organizer. The revolutionary nature of
his metaphysical postulates consisted in his willingness to
borrow from his worst antagonist, viz., the Buddha. He
was reputed to have defeated in debate many a Buddhist
theologian and philosopher Buddha, the traditional and the
most formidable foe of Brahmanism, was a compound of
two important things so far as the Hindu was concerned :
i.e., (i) a non-theistic but ethics-based religion ; and, (ii) a
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democratic (i.e., relatively speaking) social set-up. That is
so far as the former was concerned, the Buddha wished to
efface even himself, the founder of the religion somewhat
like the Prophet who did not want even a relic of his to
be preserved, to avoid posthumous worship. But the irony
of it is that the Buddha became an object of veneration by
apotheosis which would have shocked the Tathagatha.
This started as early as the postulate of the Triratnas:
‘Buddham Charanam Gachchami’ was the beginning of
Mahayanism, in a sense. Most of the godless persons are
punished by their personal elevation to the status of a deity
by their own creatures. This happened to the Buddha
too. But the process by which Sankara arrived at the
doctrine of Ekanma was not the same by which the Buddha
was content to have a religion which could be independent
of God. But the concept of Mava is older than Sankara
and is seen in the life of the Buddha as one of his enemies
and obstacles to wisdom. That according to Sankara also,
the veil of ignorance is “Mava which has to be removed
before enlightenment occurs’ shows that Sankara was not
only keeping the Buddha in mind but also was not reluctant
to borrow a telling expression from Buddhist religious tra-
dition. Unconsciously perhaps Sankara paid the Buddha
the supreme compliment of imitation when he spoke of the
Mava as the dividing line between ignorance and know-
ledee. This ‘Maya” became quite a fashionable word even
with the Saiva Siddhantins who speak of Anavam (ie.,
ahankara), Karmam and Mava.

Sankara was a relentless logician ; and had the moral
courage to go the whole hog with his basic idea of the two
levels of spiritual consciousness: ie., the lower one at
which Mava is in command had to be transcended and that
can be achieved not by Karma (the performance of Vedic
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rituals and not ‘good conduct’ as some would say) or by
Prapatti (i.e., total surrender to God) but only by the intel-
lect trained for this purpose possible by Yogic practice
among other means. This intellect is to be a tool to attain
knowledge and the knowledge so attained is the true know-
ledge to be contradistinguished from false and futile
knowledge. Since this knowledge lets one know (i) about
the existence of Maya and hence (ii) the falseness of the
ante-Maya phenomena and the (iii) existence of ultra-Maya
truth, and (iv) about the passage of the consciousness of
the human spirit from relative reality controlled by Maya
to Absolute Reality divorced from Maya, it is clearly the
indispensable tool for salvation. Salvation is Moksha, i.e.,
‘release from ignorance’ which to Sankara is the greatest
sin. The knowledge or Jnana that Sankara spoke of leads
to the realisation of the equation between the creator and
the created. This equation does not posit an equality
but an oneness. The Visishtadvaitins and the Dvaitins are
enthusiastic about an unbridgeable gulf between Para-
manma and Jivanma but the equation of the two by
Sankara as we said above leads not to ‘equality’ between
but ‘identity’ of the two. According to genuine theists
this is the worst blasphemy one can think of.

Moksha is a two-fold concept; in one it signifies re-
lease from ignorance or Maya and in the other merger with
the ultimate and the Absolute. This merger becomes a
fact the moment true knowledge dawns on one. All this
has to be said to show that Sankara’s monism was not the
same as the Buddha’s ignoration of God. In the Buddhist
scheme Nirvana was the end and signified little beyond
release from current misery; it did not lead to an iden-
tification with a supreme God.
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Dualism as a religio-metaphysical doctrine was not
acceptable to Sankara ; that is why he spoke not of ‘Mon-
ism’ but of ‘nou-dualism’ which is what ‘a-dvaita’ means.
But all his thoughts were conditioned by dualism in
various other ways. His philosophical postulates tended
to abolish plurality of phenomena; but his social attitude
was one ol complele acquiscence in the varnasrama scheme
which, as is well known, believes in perpetrating multipli-
city ol inlerests in society. e retained God on the one
hand while he equated Him with His creature on the other.
e spoke of two levels of consciousness and so forth. In
fact, he was talking to two dillerent audicnces and prea-
ching different truths to them; i.e., what was a valid atti-
tude for the man bound by Maya was not valid to the
emancipated one.  This means that having postulated the
most revolutionary doctrine till then known to the Hindu
world—cven the Upanishads which speak of a monist
Brahman do not use language identical with that of San-
kara, who made a sclective use of Vedic and Upanishadic
statements for his purpose—he proceeded cautiously to
preseribe a religion for the ‘relatively real’” world controlled
by Maya.. To Sankara, ‘competence’ was a central notion.
The notion of a sort of competence is relevant to the Visish-
tadvaitins too, who speak of the operations of divine grace
and of the Atman fit to reccive that grace. But it is not
as straight and unmistakable as in the case of Sankara’s
doctrine.  According to him, the competence of the Atman
to attain Moksha is determined by his capacity for true
knowledge. So long as one does not attain this true
knowledge, onc’s competence for release is nil.

Now the notion of competence at social level is unde-
mocratic. For democracy holds that competence at the
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most vital point of its operation is automatic; e.g., let us
say ‘every ome is competent to make a political decision
regarding the choice of his representative in the legisla-
ture’. Sankara agreed with the Sakya Muni in certain
metaphysical matters like the need to get over certain cur-
rent miseries and get into a state of bliss, but he strongly
disagreed with him in regard to social organization. The
Buddha for instance felt that castec was an unnecessary
social irritant ; to him men and women could enjoy equal
rights in regard to religious practices too, like becoming
a Sanyasin. Bikshus and Bikshunis were possible in the
Buddhist arrangement, but to the Vedic Brahmanical
Hindu a woman in ascetic robes was unimaginable. Sankara
made no attempt to save the Hindu woman from a position
of perpctual subordination, a status emphasised by the
Smriti writers. Ramanuja, among the Hindus, was the first
to permit Sanyasa asrama for women. In fact the Varna-
srama Dharma was a sacrosanct for Sankara. The accep-
tance of a divisive society by one who could realise and
preach a cosmic oneness can look like an enormous incon-
sistency ; but that is not so, if one follows Sankara closcly.

Sankara’s metaphysics imagines two tiers—a higher
and a lower divided by the spiritual fog called Maya.
The mist of ignorance will clear when the sun of knowledge
rises. Then the ascent from the lower to the higher be-
comes easy, matural and even inevitable. Into this
arrangement, as we saw above, the notion of competence
enters. The knowledgeable one alone is competent to
move from the lower plane of social bondage to the higher
one of true freedom. The lower plane is in the context
of society and not in that of the isolated Atman seeking
and realising its present autonomy and ultimate identity
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with God. Thus so long as one is in the social milieu he
is non-competent : or this statement can be inverted : i.e.,
so long as one is non-competent one is not released from
the bonds of social conventions. These conventions,
Sankara thought, were safely laid down by the Dharma
Sastras, the Grihya Sutras and the Smritis in general. These
texts consider the Varna system and the complex of domes-
tic duties relevant and binding. So the Smritis, according
to Sankara, are as authoritative in the (lower) social context
as the Upanishads are in the (higher) metaphysical context.
To the one into whose spiritual consciousness this realisa-
tion has not entered, the Smritis and the social plane are
pertinent and only to those who have realised the truth
are the Upanishads and the divine plane relevant. Thus
it becomes clear that Sankara introduced a great revolu-
tionary doctrine at the theoretical, metaphysical level but
took care to kecp at an orthodox and conservative level
social arrangements, activities, values and attitudes. He
held that so long as ‘True ignorance’, ie., ignorance in
regard to the ultimate truth persists, the observance of
social norms established by the Smritis is necessary.

According to Sankara Bhakti cannot absolve a person
from observing the Grihya sutra rules and the Dharma
sastra norms. These can be ignored and they become
meaningless only in the context of True Knowledge. This
is how Sankara differs so much from Ramanuja who inter-
fered with the social arrangements in the name of Bhakti;
and caste and community, ritual and sacrifice sat lightly
on the Vaishnava. That Ramanuja in spite of his socio-
logical experiments succeeded only in introducing a few
more castes and getting bogged down by new rituals is
another matter. We are, however, concerned here only
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with stating that Sankara’s loyalty to the Smritis was not
inconsistent with his Advaita.

It is thus the Smartha group among the Brahmins in
South India came to be a distinct sect. In philosophical
opinion, religious faith and social practice, they follow
Sankara closely. The Smarthas, i.e., the people who be-
lieve in the total validity of the Smritis, are at once the
most conservative in their social life and revolutionary in
their philosophical beliefs. It may be said that they have
been the most truly Vedic among the Brahmins in the
South.

As a result of Sankara strictly refusing to pull caste
1lindus out of their old affiliation to the Smuritis, the Smar-
thas held that the Smritis are the only authority for social
conduct and religious practice. They never became Saivas,
and this is in contrast to the followers of Ramanuja becom-
ing staunch Vaishnavas. Among the Brahmins, in spite of
Sambandar, Sundarar and Manikkavachakar being Brah-
mins, there have been no Saiva Smarthas ; the only excep-
tion being the class of Smarthas known as the Mangudi
Brihatcharanas, who are great and exclusive devotees of
Siva. Among Srivaishnavas, on the other hand thanks to
Ramanuja, we have both Brahmins and others as equal
devotees of Vishnu. Appayya Dikshita, a great Smartha
Brahmin, praised Siva and Vishnu equally ; and Smarthas
resort to Siva and Vishnu iemples and bear the names of
cither deity indiscriminately. But Vaishnava Brahmins as
well as others bear only Vishnu’s names and resort only to
His temples.

Among the Smarthas also we have the Vadamas, many
of whom were converted to Vaishnavism during Rama-
nuja’s days. Thus we have a proverb in Tamil which says
‘Vadamas blossom into Vaishnavas'. In fact, the Vadamas
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wear the sandal paste mark on their forehead even in
prefercnce to the sacred ash while the Brihatcharanas
wear the sacred ash essentially in the Trivak Pundara
fashion and supplement it only occasionally with the san-
dal mark. The Vadamas have a secret partiality for
Vishnu, which is not the case with the Brihatcharanas.
Thus we have differences in faith and practice among two
sections of Smarthas themselves. But they all acknow-
ledge the occupant of the Sankaracharya Pitha as their sole
guru.

The Acharya, it is well known, was a Devi upasaka
and in all the Mathas he founded he had placed in the
sanctum Sakti Chakras. This is a combination of Tantrism
and Saktaism and their occurrence in the religion of the
author of the Advaita doctrine can be explained only with
reference to his practical outlook on social problems; i.e.,
he did not want to prematurely boost by the force of his
personality sections of society unfit for such aid, but made
a temporal arrangement in which for the time being they
could be at home. This is in complete conformity with his
wish not to disturb the social arrangements in any manner.

The Smarthas, i.e., the followers of Sankara, due to
their very catholicity find it difficult to summon sufficient
fanaticism to support any religious cause other than pri-
mitive Vedism; and for that reason they are the most
amenable, by a strange paradox, to reform also ; for religion
does not inhibit them seriously.

To propagate the Advaitic and Smartha ideals and to
keep the Smartha flock together, Sankara founded a num-
ber of Mathas, on the pattern evidently of the Buddha
sanghas. The occupants of the apostolic thrones in the
Mathas are all Naishtika Brahmacharins following the ex-
ample of Sankara himself, i.e., they pass on to Sanyasa



SANKARA AND THE VEDANTIST MOVEMENT 39

directly from Brahmacharya skipping grahasta. This is an
innovation in the Asrama system introduced by Sankara
to emphasise the special importance of his mission. This
does constitute an infringement of the prescribed Asrama
pattern and was not in line with the professions of the
great supporter of the Smritis; but this was not intended
by him to apply to the common man ; and hence did not
constitute any kind of reform.

Sankara’s contribution has had the unique consequence
of making the Smarthas, i.e., his followers, impervious to
emotional religion and to stick to the ancient dogmas of
the Smritis. This helps the Smarthas to seek shelter under
a universal metaphysics, if they make lapses in their reli-
gion ; and to hide behind a permissive religion if they are
discovered wanting in their understanding of their meta-
physics. While Sankara’s philosophy carned for him and
the land of his birth great reputation among wisemen
everywhere, his compatriots and followers learned to bask
in the sun of that reputation conveniently treating the
miseries of the temporal world as part of the Maya. Though
this could not have been intended by the great philosopher,
the logic of secular events had been relentless.

The duties of the successors of Sankara were not only
to preach the doctrines clear to the Acharya but keep the
flock together and so they had a religious as well as secular
function to perform. When the religion was threatened
it was their manifest duty to devise ways of saving the
system and the doctrine, both when the danger came from
dissenters inside and when disaster resulted from the on-
slaught of outsiders. An occasion on which serious notice
had to be taken by the deteriorating secular situation was
when the Muslims successfully raided the southern king-
doms and posed a threat to the Hindu way of life, in the
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first few decades of the fourteenth century. Vidyaranya,
associated with the Sankara Matha in Mysore, was largely
responsible for the organization of defence against aggres-
sive Islam and the creation of Vijayanagar. But apart
from these early days, it looks as if the Sankaracharyas had
little to do with the later developments—religious as well
as temporal—in Vijayanagar.

The Smarthas, who became well knit as a socio-reli-
gious group since the days of Sankara had to face a new
socio-rcligious force, namely, the Srivaishnavas whose doc-
trines and social practices were laid down by Ramanuja.
The Smartha-Vaishnava antagonism starting in those days
became very bitter in the post Vijayanagar period and at
the best of times this hostility merely subsided into con-
tempt. Of course inter-marriage at all times and inter-
dining on religious occasions became impossible between
these two groups.  This is still a common phenomenon in
the South.

Vedautism, if it is meant to indicate the movement
directed towirds an interpretation of the Vedanta, i.c., the
Upanishads, the Brahma Sutras, etc., was not a monopoly
of the Advaitins, since the others also have commented on
the sacred tests but arrived at always different and occa-
sionally contrary conclusions. Today one tends to identify
the Vedantic movement with the activities of the Advaitins,
largely because of the accident that certain men of religion
like Vivekananda happened to hold Advaitic views and
were held to be Vedantins per excellence.

When one considers the social consequences of Advai-
tism or Vedantism, it becomes plain that economically or
politically there were no consequences worth mentioning,
But what emerges unmistakably is the hardening of an
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a-historical intellectual bias whereby the spirit of enquiry,
the springs of a curious mind and spiritual promptings for
secular investigation were dried up, though it may be some
consolation that they never existed in great measure before.
Under these circumstances, the basis for a scientific outlook
on human and environmental problems could not be deve-
loped. The hold of Vedantism on the Hindu mind is so
firm and settled that modemism is countered on the sly
by an obviously unobjectionable spiritualism whose pur-
pose is to arrest the responsibility for modernism but
quietly enjoy its beuefits.

This is a somewhat ncgative impact on society for
nowhere does Vedantism. call upon people to deny the
mortal world and escape its responsibilities ; but neverthe-
less the vice in which a great majority of the Ilindu world,
educated as well as otherwise, is held by this attitude is
real enough to be historically effective. The tremendous
and total onslaught of science and technology compelling
man to face up to material realitics and to contribute to
their betterment was quictly annulled by the Vedantist
attitude which created a mutnally exclusive bi-cameral
mental apartment in which the facts of the onc were sup-
posed not to clash with the opinions of the other. But it
must be said ultimately that Vedantism has contributed
greatly to the pecace of mind of the average and normal
practising Hindu and rescued him from the nagging doubts
and uncertainties of a constantly changing world.

To sum up, it mayv be stated that Sankaracharya’s
movement was mainly a philosophical one at the denomina-
tional level ; at the level of religion it tended to be conser-
vative retaining the faith in the Smritis and refining but
not rejecting Sakti worship and Tantrism, and including as
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part of the official duties of his successors the need to pre-
serve Smarthaism as a bulwark against the possible
practical consequences of his theoretical postulates, and for
these purposcs to establish monasteries in many places in
India. Ilis successors did not seriously enlarge on these

achievements.



TANTRICISM AND ITS SOCIAL CONTENTS

Dr. N. N. BHATTACHARYYA

(University of Calcutta)

To THOSE who are committed to the Victorian ethical
values, the Tantric rites appear to be repulsive and obnox-
ious signifying nothing more than a crude form of sexploi-
tation which goes against all canons of civilised human
behaviour.  Guided by this feeling of aversion they do
not even hesitate to conclude that in Tantricism “theories
are indulged in, and practices enjoined which are at once
most revolting and horrible that human depravity could
think of, and compared to which the words and specimens
of Holiwell Street literaturc of the last century would
appear absolutely pure.”

Curiously enough, this attitude was also shared by the
ancients. Buddhist and Jain works refer to the practices
of the Tantras invariably in a spirit of denunciation. Some
of the Puranas are found to have been quite outspoken in
their condemnation of the Tantras. Some of the law books
and also the ancient philosophical texts seek to demonstrate
the unauthoritativeness and deceptive character of the
Tantras.!

But such an attitude is absurd from the historical point
of view. As Chattopadhvaya has rightly argued: “We can-
not look at Tantricism as mere perversion without at the
same time looking at ourselves as a nation of perverts . . . .

In all likelihood, therefore, there must have been some ori-
ginal significance attributed to these particular beliefs and
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practices, which we are apt to miss if we allow ourselves
to be carried away by a spirit of sheer moral repugnance.
The Vamacara of Tantricism, since our ancestors were so
serious about it, could not have meant mere perversion,
though these are manifestly so if practised in the context
of our developed knowledge and moral values. And it is
necessary to know why our ancestors had such absurd be-
liefs in order to understand how we have become what
we are today.™

What then can be the ultimate material basis of the
primitive deha-vada of the Tantras, and the peculiar ritu-
als related to it? Evidently this should be sought in the
rituals based upon fertility magic which must have played
a very significant part in the primitive agricultural socie-
tics. “So intimatc appeared to be the relation between
the processes of birth and generation and, those of fertility
in general that the two aspects of the same mystery found
very similar mode of ritual expression under prehistoric
conditions.”™ The magical rites designed to secure the
fertility of the fields seemed to belong to the special com-
petence of the women who were the first cultivators of the
soil and whose power of child-bearing had, in primitive
thought, a svmpathetic cffect on the vegetative forces of
the carth” Thus, when natural productivity came to be
viewed in terms of human productivity, carth-mother in
terms of human mother, the agricultural rituals rested on
the assumption that the productivity of nature or mother-
carth could be enhanced by the imitation of human repro-
duction and this gave rise to the sex rites all over the world
including cults of linga and Yoni (male and female organs),
the former symbolising the act of cultivation and the latter,
the fruit-bearing earth. When human body and the earth
are assumed to have the same nature, the two must be
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taken as interacting and interdependent. The mystery of
nature must therefore be the mystery of the human body,
the deha or human body being the microcosm of the uni-
verse, and this alone accounts for the cosmogony of the
Tantras which aims at explaining the birth of the universe
in terms of the mysteries of the birth of a human being.®

The central feature of the cosmogony of the Tantras is
the female principle, the male principle having only a
secondary position. This female-dominated world-view is
in substantial agreement with that of the Sankhya, accord-
ing to which the material Prakriti, conceived as a female
principle, is the cause of the universe and the Purusa or the
male principle is nothing but a passive spectator. There
is rcason to believe that the Sankhya philosophy was origi-
nally a development of the primitive proto-materialism which
formed the substratum of Tantricism itself.” The anomalous
position of the male principle of the Sankhya and the Tantra
can presumably be traced to the anomalous position of the
males in the primitive female-dominated societies, in which
the male had something to do in the matter of procreation
but in the family he is insignificant and a passive specta-
tor, exactly like the Purusa of the Sankhya.

In primitive society the clan centred in the women on
whose responsibility rested the essentially important func-
tion of rearing the young and of imparting to them what-
ever could then be characterised as human heritage. The
woman was not only the symbol of generation, but the
actual producer of life. Her organs and attributes were
thought to be endowed with generative power, and so they
had been the life-giving symbols. In the earliest phases
of social evolution, it was this maternity that held the field,
the life-producing mother being the central figure of reli-
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gion. But this female supremacy was short-lived in most
of the cases. The growth of pastoral economy created
condition for the growth of patriarchal societies. In the
sphere of religion, the male element was introduced at
first as the insignificant lover of the goddess, but at length
he became the co-cqual and eventually predominant partner.
Still, where agriculture predominated over hunting in pro-
viding food, matriarchal conditions did not ccase to exist,
because agriculture was originally the invention and busi-
ness of women, at least till the introduction of the cattle-
drawn ploagh.*

In the religious history of India Mother Goddess never
ccased to be an important cult of the peoples. It was so
deeprooted i Indian mind that even in the sectarian
religions like Vaisnavism, Saivism, ectc., the female principle
had to be given a very prominent position. Even the
basically atheistic religions like Buddhism and Jainism
could not avoid this popular influence. Later Buddhism is,
in fact, nothing but a disguised Tantric cult of the female
principle.  Among the vast masses of Indian peasantry
male dcitics have only a secondary position. Indeed, a
predominantly agricultural country like India, with her
stunted economic development accounting for a strong sur-
vival of tribal elements, is only likely to be full of matriar-
chal relics, and this explains the cause of the popularity
and survival of the cult of the female principle and kindred
Tantric rituals. Baron Omar Rolf Ehrenfels, to whom
goes the credit of collecting all the matriarchal data and
organising them in a theoretical set up, observes that
mother-right elements in India are stronger, both in ex-
tent and in degree, than those in any other part of the world
and that, in spite of the ruthless efforts to establish male-
superiority through hypergamy, child-marriage and sati,
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mother-right elements could not be stamped out from the
lives of the masses.’

The special vigour to overthrow mother-right must
have necessarily implied a corresponding special vigour
which mother-right must have been enjoying in India since
pre-Vedic days. Debiprasad Chattopadhyaya argues that,
if the undeveloped agricultural economy had a natural
tendency to create matriarchal conditions and if by far the
largest proportion of the Indian masses remained predomi-
nantly agricultural, it was but logical that the most extra-
vagant methods would have been necessary to coerce upon
them the supremacy of the male, but the reason behind
the peculiar tenacity with which the clements of mother-
right have survived in the lives of the Indian people is that
the majority of them remain the tillers of the soil. By
contrast, the cconomic life of early Vedic people was pre-
dominantly pastoral which accounts for their highly orga-
nised patriarchal societv with a characteristically male-
dominated world outlook. It is here that we have the real
clue to the basic difference between the two main currents
of the subsequent religio-philosophical thought in India,
the Vedic and the non-Vedic.”

The purely pastoral economy of the Rigvedic tribes
eventually declined, but the patriarchal social organisation
and patrilinear inheritance were retained by their descen-
dants. These traits are historical realities which can be
identified, traced and documented, and as an undifferentia-
ted cultural complex originally stood in opposition to a
female dominated outlook inherited from the pre-Vedic
atmosphere with which it was in constant conflict and out
of which emerged a synthesis, the pre-Vedic elements
gradually working their way into the practices of the
dominant society. Some of these elements were success-
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{ully absorbed while others were never legitimized by the
sacred texts despite their wide prevalence. With the
growth of higher pastoralism among the Vedic peo-
ples, ie., when their cattle-rearing economy was sup-
plemented by agriculture, many rituals of the non-Vedic
tradition, mainly sexual in character, found their way
into ancient Vedic texts and became the visible portion of
the Tantric iceberg,” but their real significance was denied
or distorted by subsequent generations. Even then, the
evidences relating to sexual rituals and their connection
with agriculture and the cult of the Mother Goddess
could not completely be hushed up, and it is interesting
to note that, in almost every period, the Vedic litera-
ture shows traces of sex rituals and of a pattern of sexual
behaviour different from the officially accepted norm.
Evidently this femalc-dominated world view and the
associated rites were nourished, in the subsequent history
of the Indian people, not by the upper strata of the society,
the rich and the powerful, but by simpler peoples, mostly
agricultural, belonging to the lower strata of society.® The
higher religions like Buddhism and others, in order to get
themselves popular among the masses and widely preached,
had to make compromise with the existing cults and beliefs,
and this was one of the processes through which the Tan-
tric deities and rituals of the lower strata of society could
have easy access to the upper levels. This process began
to work in full motion from about the beginning of the
Christian era, and the subsequent history of Indian reli-
gions was the history of conflict and fusion of
the Tantric elements with the so-called higher reli-
gions. Tantric elements profoundly influenced Buddhism
and transformed it almost beyond recognition. Saivism,
due to its popular character, was saturated with Tantric
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ideas, practically since its inception as an organised
religion Vaisnavism, too, could not avoid this popular influ-
ence. Jainism alone withstood this current and could
largely maintain its rigid orthodoxy. Still it had to make
room for a good number of Tantric goddesses. The mass-
strength behind the Tantric cults also created a new reli-
gion, entirely female-dominated, a religion in which even
the great gods like Visnu or Siva would remain subordinate
to the goddess. This new religion came to be known as

Saktism.”

The earliest works dealing with Tantric Buddhism are
the Manjusrimulakalpa and the Guhyasamaja, composed
about the fifth or sixth century A.D. The philosophy of
Tantric Buddhism as can be reconstructed from these
texts may be summarised as follows: The gods and god-
desses arc symbols of the Buddhist conceptions of four
elements and five constituents of a being. Creation is due
to the Sakti or female encrgy of the Adi Buddha, and as
such the adepts should realise that the female sex is the
source of all. They are therefore to be initiated by Prajna
or Sakti* As regards the Tantric practices, the Guhya-
samaja and a few other carly texts refer to meat-eating,
union with the females and finger poses. As we have said
above, sexual rites related to fertility magic are common
to all forms of primitive religions. Erotic practices asso-
ciated with the Mother Goddess cult are older than the
Tantric texts themselves. Likewise, winc serves the same
purpose of fertility and resurrection, as is demonstrated by
its extensive use throughout the world in the rituals of
birth, puberty, marriage and death. Fish is also closely
associated with matriarchal beliefs as a fertility symbol.®
Aphrodite, the fish-goddess “was worshipped as a bestower

4
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of all animal and vegetative fruitfulness, and under this
aspect especially as a goddess of women.”” The geome-
trical patterns, like the Tantric diagrams representing the
female gencrative organ, were also well known in the Me-
sopotamian and Aegcan world, and their appearances on
the persons of certain goddesses like Artamis, Hera,
Demeter, Astarte and the Chaldean Nana, suggest that
these signs were employed as fecundity symbols.®

The primitive basis of the Tantric Pancamakara or
Pancatattva—the usc of madya (wine), mamsa (meat),
matsya (fish), mudra (diagrams) and maithuna (sexual in-
tercoursc)—can thus be established on further investiga-
tions. The Tantras lay emphasis also upon the mantras
(prayer and formulae), Dijas (syllables of esoteric signifi-
cance), yantras (diagrams), mudras (special positions of
fingers) and nyasas (feeling the deities in different parts of
the body). The aim of the Sakta-tantric worshipper is to
realise the universe within himself and to become one with
the goddess. The successive steps of the spiritual ladder
are constituted by three stages—pasu (animal), vira
(heroic) and divya (divine). In the first stage, the aspirant
can worship any sectarian god, but he must follow all the
rules of social morality, and by doing so he would be raised
to the second or heroic level. In this stage the aspirant
is able to get himself initiated in Vamacara and Siddhan-
tacara. For a correct understanding of the mystic rites he
requires proper training from a guru or preceptor. He has
then to disregard the social conventions about sexual
purity, defy taboos about food and drink, and look upon all
women as manifestations of Sakti. The rituals of Panca-
makara, performed in proper ways under the spiritual
guidance of the guru, elevates the aspirant to the divya or
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divine standard, and ‘in this stage he is free to get himself
initiated in the Kaulacara. The Kaula worshipper of
Sakti is above all moral judgements, free from all worldly
attachments. The logic of Tantra is in itself very simple.
What appears to be complicated is the technical and eso-
teric aspects of the rituals.

In its social sphere the Tantra is free from all sorts of
caste and patriarchal prejudices. All women are regarded
as manifestations of Prakriti or Sakti, and hence they are
objects of respect and devotion. The Tantras do not make
any distinction between a so-called virtuous and a so-called
fallen woman. The patriarchal concepts of female chastity
has nothing to do with the Tantras. This attitude direct-
ly goes against the injunctions laid down by the Smritis.
According to the Tantras, whoever offends any woman in-
curs the wrath of the great goddess. Every aspirant has
to realise the latent female principle within himself, and
only by becoming a female he is entitled to worship the
supreme being (bama bhutva yajet param). A woman is
entitled to function in the role of the preceptor and she
has no sexual obligation to anyone. The same spirit holds
good also in the case of the Sudras. The fourfold caste
system is not recognised by the Tantras. The Sudras have
every right to become the guru, and men of the higher
castes, if they are initiated to the Tantric doctrines, must
have to give up their caste prejudices in this respect.

It is therefore obvious that such a revolutionary sys-
tem is bound to be discouraged by the Orthodox upholders
of Brahmanical traditions. Very naturally Tantricism had
its solid base among the lower section of the peoples who
did not follow the injunction of the Smritis and whose
women worked freely with men in fields, markets, mines
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and industries, as they do even today. Seclusion of women
was essentially the affair of the higher caste peoples who
were guided by the patriarchal smarta tradition. In the
Tantras supreme importance is attached to such characters
as the Candali, Dombi, Rajaki, Sabari, etc. These are all
female names representing some of the lowest castes carry-
ing on despised occupations. According to the Natha
tradition the queen Mainamati was initiated by a Hadi, a
member of a despised caste. Saraha of the Sahajiya tradi-
tion says in his Dchakosa that the Brahmanas as a caste
can not be recognised to be the highest of men, because
their only task is to deceive the people. Such examples
can be multiplied.

The intrusion of Islam brought an important change
in the religious outlook of India. Tt was responsible for
the establishment of closer relations among the conflicting
religious communities of India. The higher Hindus
required the active assistance of the lower to face the des-
tructive inroads of Islam, and in this context the concep-
tion of Sakti as ‘power’ or ‘energy’ acquired a new signift-
cance.  Belief in the efficacy of mantra and mandala and
other elements of esoteric practices was firmly established,
while the conception of ultimate reality as a duality of
male and female principles—Upava and Prajna in Buddh-
ism, Siva and Sakti in Saivism and Krishna and Radha in
Vaisnavism—became a common basis of philosophical un-
derstanding.

The Mantrayana group of Mahayana Buddhism be-
came the introductory stage from which other offshoots
like Vajrayana, Kalacakrayana, Sahajayana, etc., arose in
later times. The Sahajiva Buddhists adopted human
nature itself as the best appliance for realising the truth,
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and hence they called their path the easiest and the most
natural (sahaja)® The followers of this new line were
men of the street who had nothing to do with the previous
Buddhist mode of monastic lite. They revived the old
Tantric ideal that the body is the abode of truth and also
the medium of realising the truth. A section of the
Vaisnavas of Bengal also developed a typical Sahajiya cult
of their own® A section of the followers of Kashmir
Saivism developed a peculiar form of Tantricism known
as Saktyadvayavada according to which Sakti is not dift-
erent from Siva and as such the material world is the
parinama or consequence of Sakti. The South Indian
Virasaivism or Lingayatism which was a reform movement
also rcsorted to some of the primitive aspects of Tantri-
cism. According to the Kaulajnananirnaya, a work of the
cleventh century, the Kaula class of Tantras was introduced
by Matsyendranatha, who was probably the founder of the
Yogini-Kaula of Kamarupa. Bagchi points out that the
Yogini Kaula of Matsyendranatha had somcthing in com-
mon with the Buddhist Tantras of the Sabajiya class.®
This syncretism probably led to the growth of the Natha
sect of the succeeding centuries which was composed
essentially of men belonging to the lower sections of
socicty. The aspirants of all these groups believed in the
use of psychic energy in bringing about the union of the
two principles, the male and the female, within the body.

The immediate effect of the advent of Islam on the
Hindu society was the dcterioration of what is known as
the Brahmanical Culture. In fact, the Brahmanas with-
drew themselves altogether within their shells, adopting
the ‘habit of tortoise’ (kurmavritti). Now that the grip of
the Brahmanas on the people was somewhat relaxed, the
protestant and esoteric cults and sects came to the fore-
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front. Most of the available Tantric texts belong to the
late medieval period, and hence it appears that from about
the fourteenth century onwards Tantric ideas gained great-
er dimensions. Siva and Sakti formed the basis of the
later Yogic schools, the Natha cult, the Siddhas and other
kindred sects. Their religious discipline was that of
Hathayoga which was an article of faith with them. Their
objective was to attain jivanmukti or immortality in life.
Through the process of Ulta-sadhana, that is, by making
the semen flow upwards instead of downwards and that of
Kaya-sadhana, that is, by the disciplining of physical body,
they believed that the imperfect body could be transformed
into perfect and then divine, which was the only way to
overcome decay and death. The right and left nerve
channels were designated as the sun and the moon, the
former standing for fire or heat and the latter for somarasa,
the nectar essence. The sun was identified with Sakti or
the female and the moon with Siva or the male. The latter
being the agent of creation, it was supposed to hold in its
bosom the nectar which the former was always after to
consume.

These Tantric cults offered a sharp criticism and
rejection of all external formalities in regard to reli-
gious practices and spiritual quests, revived the mystical,
obscure and esoteric, but protestant and heterodox, ele-
ments of the existing religious systems and upheld a new
philosophy of life which consisted of the recognition of the
guru as essential for any spiritual exercise and quest, of
the human body as the seat and habitat of all religious and
spiritual experience, and of the experience of the ultimate
reality as onc of inexpressible happiness and absolute non-
duality. The belief in the physical body as the abode of
all truth induced the followers of the Tantric schools to
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explore the mysteries of the organism of the human body.
Thus they assumed that, of the innumerable nerves of the
body, three were the most important, two by the two sides
of the spinal cord and one in the middle. With these two
side nerves are identified the Buddhist principles of Prajna
and Upaya. In the Sakta Tantras the nerve in the right is
known as pingala and that of the left as ida. These two
represent the principle of duality, and the middle one,
variously known as susumna, avadhutika or sahaja, repre-
sents absolute unity. The Sakti which resides in man, and
the development of which is one of the aims of Tantricism,
is called Kundalini which resides in the muladhgra, the
lower extremity of the spinal cord, where it remains latent
and sleeps quietly. When roused up by successful mani-
pulation, this kundalini ascends the next higher stage, viz.,
svadhisthana which is situated near the root of the genera-
tive organ. Thence it moves on to the centres, manipura
(the naval region), anahata (hcart region), visudha (junc-
tion of the spinal cord and the medulla oblangata) and
ajna (between the eyebrows) and finally to sehasrara (the
highest cerebral region) where the Sakti meets its source.

The conception, although fantastic, has a tinge of rea-
lity so far as the Tantric attitude towards life is concerned.
The Tantras, like other Indian schools of thought, also hold
that liberation or moksa should be the aim of human, life.
But while the other schools think liberation in terms of the
‘liberation of soul’ which is not possible for a man to attain
so long as he lives, the Tantras speak of jivanmukti or
liberation within the span of life, and as such lay supreme
emphasis on the material human body. The enjoyment of
supreme bliss within the physical body is believed to lead
an individual towards immortality and liberation. The bliss
produced by sexual union is momentary, but it can be per-
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petuated if the ejaculation of the semen can be given an
upward motion.

No wonder, therefore, that the Tantras which conceive
liberation only in terms of the discipline of the body
(kaya-sadhana) must be concerned more with the material
measures that could ensure the development and the pre-
servation of the body itself. This explains why the Tan-
tras contain the potentialities of later Indian science, par-
ticularly the sciences of physiology and alchemy. The
Tantric cult, observed P. C. Ray, is “a curious mixture of
alchemical process on the one hand, and grotesque and
obscene and somectimes revolting rites on the other.”” The
question of the ‘grotesque and obscene rites” we have dis-
cussed above. As Needham points out: “Naturally victo-
rian scholars spoke of Tantrism with bated breath, but we
may well question whether these ideas, which after all we
cannot judge by the canons of a civilization which has
had two thousand ycars of Pauline anti-sexuality, were not
quite reasonably associated with the magical-scientific view
of the world. T would remind the reader only of the great,
though sometimes unsuspected, part which sexual symbo-
lism has played in the language of the alchemists.” The
conception of material immortality was of ‘incalculable
importance to science’ because it ‘stimulated the develop-
ment of the technique of alchemy’,* and it is this concep-
tion that led the followers of the Tantra to explore the
mysteries of parada or mercury, for it was believed that
mercurial preparations alone could make the body impe-
rishable. The importance attached to the techniques of
respiration (pranayama), physical exercise (asana), alchemy
and medicine (rasayana), etc., serves the same purpose of
attaining the state of material immortality. Because of this
proto-materialism we can argue that the Tantric specula-
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tions lie at the basis of the development of Indian science.®

The role of Tantricism has changed from time to time
in accordance with the changing social demands, but it
always maintained an uncompromising revolt against all
formalities and orthodoxy in society and religion. Through-
out the ages Tantricism stood for the oppressed class,
symbolising all the liberating potentialities in the class-
divided, patriarchal and authoritarian social structure.
Chronic insistence upon this structurc by the writers of the
Smritis and its violent enforcement by the ruling class in
public life indirectly contributed to the survival and deve-
lopment of another set of values quite opposite in charac-
ter which was upheld by Tantricism. We do not know
whether the followers of Tantricism were really persecuted
for their radicalism, but therc is evidence to show that
attempts were made from diflerent corners to blacken their
ideals.
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SRI-CHAITANYA AND THE GAUDIYA
VAISHNAVA MOVEMENT

Dg. KaLyan Kumar Das Gurra

(University of Calcutta)

Sri-CHarTaNYa, the great Vaishnava saint and reformer,
appcared in an age of distrust and frustration, when reli-
gion lost its spiritual values and was reduced to a mere
form. Buddhism had practically lost its hold, Jainism was
confined to the Gujarat-Kathiawad sector, while orthodox
Brahmanism, despite its pan-Indian supremacy, was no
more a homogeneous scct.  Brahmanical religion with its
major sects (Vaishnavas, Saivas, etc.) and sub-sects came
ander the evil influence of debased Tantrism. This is the
general picture of the religious life in India during the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

Navadvipa (district of Nadia, West Bengal), the birth-
place of Sri-Chaitanya, was no cxception to what has been
said above. Of its uncultivated plebeian masses, the majo-
rity were conventional worshippers of deities like Mangal-
chandi (goddess of welfare) and Manasa (goddess of ser-
pents) of semi-tribal origin, while others were indulging
in abominable Tantric practices of Sakta and decadent
Buddhist orders. The elites of the society were by and
large following Vedic and Smriti regulations and worship-
ping cult-images of the Brahmanical divinities like Vishnu
and Siva; and teachers and scholars of the cultivated
stratum used to find pleasures in dialectic exploits in
the line of highly scholastic system of New Logic called
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Navya Nyaya, turning many of the colleges of traditional
learning (tols) at Navadvipa into noted centres of this
Navya Nyaya. Politically, Navadvipa was under the Mus-
lim rulers, most of whose attitude towards the Hindus was
in general hostile and evidence is not wanting that the
followers of Sri-Chaitanya were persecuted by the officers
of even a relatively liberal Muslim ruler like Husain Shah
(1493-1519).!  The common people of Navadvipa, Hindus
and Muslims alike, were economically exploited by the rul-
ing class as well as by the members of the upper sections
of the society. Socially, the caste system was eating into
the vitals of the Hindu society and the downtroddens of
the Muslim society were at par with their Hindu counter-
parts from the socio-economic standpoint. In short, the
people of Navadvipa were leading a life that was socially
moribund, economically bleak, intellectually dry, and reli-
giously inanc. In this age of crisis of confidence Sri-
Chaitanya appearcd like a saviour to restore confidence in
Man. THimself an embodiment of universal love, the great
religious leader preached the gospels of love, playing the
role of an avatara, the other name of historical necessity.

I

Sri-Chaitanya, the simpler form of Sri-Krishna Chai-
tanya, born at Navadvipa in a full-moon night of 23 Phal-
guna of Saka 1407 (=February 23, 1486), was known as
Visvambhar (nicknamed Nemai) in his pre-ascetic life. He
came of a Brahmin family, belonging to the first order of
the Hindu society. He received his educatiin in a local
tol, acquiring proficiency in different branches of Sans-
krit learning within a short time. The death of his father
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put the burden of the household on his shoulders and
young Visvambhar set up a tol, like most learned Brahmins
of his time, to make both ends meet. At the age of twen-
ty-two he went to Gaya where his meeting with Isvarapuri,
a well-known ascetic of the time, transformed him into a
completely different man: the secularly-minded sparkling
scholar was turned into a god-intoxicated devotee, behav-
ing at times like a lunatic.

On his return to Navadvipa he closed his tol passing
away most of his time in continuous chanting of the name
of the god Krishna. To his relatives he was a cause of
anxiety, to well-wishers a problem, but pious men of the
town recognized in him a great man, an avatara, a Messiah.
Devotees soon gathered round him, and with his two most
notable disciples, Advaita and Nityananda, Visvambhar
adopted an unritualistic mode of musical worship, known
as samkirtana, in the daily devotional mectings, at first pri-
vate, lately public. This method of congregational excite-
ment by means of enthusiastic chorus singing to the accomi-
paniment of peculiar drums and cymbals, along with danc-
ing, proved fruitful in utilizing group emotion and soon
became a distinctive feature of the faith. The influential
section of people of Navadvipa, however, began to look
upon this uproarious movement as a public nuisance. They
sought the aid of the Muhammadan Kazi (Magistrate) of
the town, but the latter was eventually convinced of its
spiritual nature. Towards the end of Magh in Saka 1431
(=January, A.D. 1510) Visvambhar renounced the family
life and was initiated under the name of Sri-Krishna Chai-
tanya, usually abbreviated to Chaitanya, by a certain
Kesava-Bharati at nearby Katwa, on the other side of the
Ganges. Within a month after his initiation he departed
for Puri (Orissa) accompanied by some of his disciples in-
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cluding Nitvananda. He stayed for some time at Puri and
thereafter went out on pilgrimage tours more than once,
wandering for about six years from shrine to shrine in
Northern, Southern and Western India, visiting sacred
places like Varanasi, Gaya, Vrindavana and Srirangam.
His Bengal disciples organized annual pilgrimages (altoge-
ther twenty) to Puri to pay homage to him. On conclu-
sion of the first meeting of ardent fellowship and daily
adoration, they went back to Navadvipa, carrying the mes-
sage of the guru (Master) to organize propagation of the
new faith in and beyond the frontiers of Navadvipa. About
Saka 1437 (=A.D. 1515) Chaitanva settled permanently at
Puri, passing most of his time in spiritual trances. The
end came to the saint when he was forty-eight.

III

The transition from Visvambhara to Sri-Chaitanya was
a transition from logic and rationality to simple faith and
emotion.  Sri-Chaitanya was essentially an emotionally
oriented religious leader, caring little for expounding any
definite theological system. Except perhaps eight Sans-
krit verses known as Sikshastaka dwelling on his simple
and passionate faith, he wrote nothing, a fact frankly ad-
mitted by Anandin in his commentary on Prabodhananda’s
Chaitanya-Chandramrita. The theology that is attributed
to him by his biographer, Krishnadasa Kaviraja, is of a
later origin. Rupa and Sanatana, two erudite disciples of
Chaitanya, systematised the doctrines and practices of the
faith and defined its creed, probably on the basis of the
ideas of devotion of their guru. How much of the teach-
ings set forth in their works is Chaitanya’s and how much
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their own will perhaps be never definitely known ; but it
is probable that most of them, written within a few years
of his death, were directly inspired by his personal exam-
ple and teachings. Another scholar disciple, Gopala Bha-
tta, appears to have codified, probably in collaboration with
Sanatana, the Vaishnava social and religious practices in a
voluminous work which is regarded as the most authorita-
tive ritualistic text of the cult. With these three scholars
are associated three more: Jiva, Raghunatha Dasa and
Raghunatha Bhatta, and all these six, styled ‘Gosvamins’
(Vaishnava teachers of esteem), stayed at Vrindavana and
hence are known as ‘Six Gosvamins of Vrindavana’. To
this band of scholar devotees belongs the credit of work-
ing out and defining the whole system of tenets peculiar
to Bengal Vaishnavism, in other words, Chaitanyaism.

Exigency of space forbids us to enter into details of
the theology and philosophy of Chaitanyaism as enuncia-
ted in the works of the above-noted Gosvamins and of later
writers” Though Sri-Chaitanya was not the originator of
Vaishnavism in Bengal, undeniably he reoriented the sys-
tem to a significant extent and gave it a distinctive charac-
ter of its own. And though the two fundamental elements
of his faith, bhakti (passionate inward devotion) and the
Krishna cult, were not his innovations. since other mediae-
val saints, such as, Ramanuja (¢c. 1017-1137), Vallabha
(1481-1533) and Madhva (c. 13th century) also centred
their teachings round them, the differences between Chai-
tanyaism and Vaishnavism of such schools are not far to
seek.’ Vaishnavism of the Chaitanya school is based on,
or rather, steeped in unflinching and intensely emotional
Bhakti, which rejects all tarkas (discursive reasoning) and
pramanas (sources of knowledge): visvase milay Krishna
tarke bahudur—Krishna is obtained through belief, never

5
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through reasoning. In other words, in the Chaitanyite
belief salvation comes through bhakti alone—affectionate
devotion in thought and action to the Supreme, and herein
lies the quintessence of Chaitanyite bhakti, a type which
in practice or concept was never attempted before him.
The other clement, the Krishna cult, was also recast in the
Chaitanya school in a special manner. In spite of some
differences in the treatment of the Krishna theme in the
works of the Vrindavana Gosvamins and the authors of
Navadvipa, Chaitanyaism is essentially based on the
Radha-Krishna cult instead of the cult of godhead of
Krishna and thus it involves a sense-duality between the
worshipper and the worshipped.*  Chaitanyaism was sym-
bolically expressed in the figure of human love, a deep
attachment that a young man feels for a maiden and vice
versa. The founder of the faith, we are told, always iden-
tified himself with Radha, the most beloved of Krishna, and
passed most of his time (particularly at Puri) in trances—
sometimes in rapturous joy of union with Lord Krishna, but
often in excruciating pangs of scparation from Him. A
true Vaishnava of the Chaitanya school longs for Krishna
in the same way as Radha did for her lord ; he is ‘passion-
ately devoted to Krishna and believes in the efficacy of
simple nam-gan, chanting of the name of his lord.

v

Sri-Chaitanva was a religious teacher, intent upon
preaching messages of his spiritual realisation. Yet as the
most distinguished member of his society, he made an
impact on it through his messages. The religious teacher
became a religious and social reformer as well. As the
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teacher of this socio-religious movement he had to clear
away many rampant evils of the contemporary society.
This he did by his unending love for mankind, the basis
of all religious systems of the world. He approached peo-
ple through their heart. Noted below are some salient
features of Chaitanya’s Vaishnavism, supposedly expressed
by the Master himself.

First, he averred that the way to salvation is obtained
only through sincere and passionate love for God, the other
name of Krishna. And as a means to achieve it he devised
a simple mode of worship called samkirtana consisting
merely of the chanting of the name of Krishna. Second, in
his words, “God is wholly independent ; his grace does not
follow the lines of the Vedas. God’s grace does not care
for caste or familv”." Third, still more explicitly and em-
phatically he denied any consideration of caste and family
in the worship of Krishna! Fourth, he preached the
maxim of the Brihan-Naradiya Purana: “Even a Chandala
is to be honoured if the former has attained the knowledge
of God.” And hence he urged his followers “to give Krish-
nabhakti down to the Chandalas and others”. Once he re-
portedly described a Vaishnava as one who abandons var-
nasramadharma (social prescription based on caste-system)
and takes shelter in Krishna.’

He practised what he had said. He opened the por-
tals of brotherhood to all men irrespective of caste and
creed and social position. He also invited the Muslims to
join his order. Thus he simplified religion and concretised
the concept of universal love and brotherhood.

Certainly this was a bold and radical step from the so-
cial point of view. Such simplification of religion had a
two-fold effect on the contemporary society. First, it
struck at the root of the vested priestly interests and eman-
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cipated the common man from ecclesiastical tyranny.
Second, it dealt a blow to the age-old caste system, the
limits of which were then too stifling to be overcome. The
debased Tantrism also received a set-back ; and above all,
frustration and fatalism gave way to self-confidence and
human values.

Sri-Chaitanya’s ideology was perhaps more effectively
followed and implemented by his close associate Nityanan-
da, who though a Brahmana, was free from caste bias. He
mixed freely with the fallen and lowly without caring for
the consequence. While Nityananda admitted the low-
castec Hindus including the members of the mercantile
community who had fallen socially on evil days after the
decadence of Buddhism, his son Virachandra went a step
further by enrolling a large number of Sahajiyas, a sect of
Buddhist bhikshus and bhikshunis (male and female men-
dicants), nicknamed as nedas and nedis, as members of the
Chaitanya order’ To what extent the reaction to caste-
ism went may be illustrated by a story, according to which
a certain Kalidasa, a Kayastha by caste, used to eat the
refuse food from the plates of the lowliest Doms and Hadis,
and we are told that he did it with the full approval of his
guru, Sri-Chaitanya. Kalidasa defended his action by say-
ing that when the taking of meal touched by others is taken
as a ground for condemning a man in society, it was
necessary to take the extreme step as he did in order to
convince the people of the follv of such a view. Haridasa,
a distinguished Muslim disciple of Chaitanya, once repor-
tedly told his Master: “You have given me an exalted rank
so that though a Mohammedan I have received presents
at the Sraddha ceremony from high-caste Hindus, as though
I were a Brahmana.”
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Sri-Chaitanya is well-known for his strikingly modem
outlook in respect of his humanism and socio-religious ca-
tholicity. Yet at times a student of his cult gets confused
and embarrassed by some of his actions and observations
which are inconsistent with the ideas and ideals he
preached. To cite a few illustrations. When in Puri Hari-
dasa, his Muslim disciple, was not allowed entry in the
local Jagannatha temple. Chaitanya did not make any
protest, nor did he try for his admission to the temple. He
accepted the arrangement of putting Haridasa at a sepa-
rate quarter and sending sacred prasada (food dedicated
to the deities) to him. Similarly, when Sanatana, another
disciple, refrained from using the road by the temple gate
for contaminating the servitors (sevaits), the Master app-
roved of his action. On one occasion Chaitanya reportedly
averred : “It is the nature of a bhakta to observe rank. The
maintenance of dignity (maryada) is the ornament of a
sadhu (ascetic, good man). People ridicule when rank is
broken and both the worlds are lost. My mind is pleased
when propricty of conduct is maintained. If you do not
act thus, who will?” Was Sri-Chaitanya then a believer
in the prescriptions of a caste-ridden society? Was his
socio-religious reform movement a partial one?

The situation may be explained by either of these two
presumptions. The biographers of Sri-Chaitanya projected
their own ideas about caste and other things in their works ;
in other words, they attributed their ideas to Chaitanya
and may have fabricated legends reflecting them. It is
equally possible that the great leader of the reform move-
ment did not dare to shake the foundations of the Hindu
society and was content with effecting social reforms with-
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in the framework of traditional Hinduism. Like Ramanuja,
Chaitanya also tried to democratize Vaishnavism without
violating or infringing the age-old sacred institutions of
Hinduism.

As a matter of fact Sri-Chaitanya being primarily a
religious leader, was not interested in social rules and regu-
lations and in changing them. Breaking of caste barriers
was not his aim. He tried to preach the messages of his
spiritual realisation. = He felt that it was the nature of
bhakti to create its own fellowship by a higher law than
that of caste. He wanted that caste restrictions should
not interfere with his community of worship, and so long
as they did not do that, Chaitanya agreed to leave them un-
disturbed. Chaitanya wanted that his movement should
touch upon the lives of his countrymen at large, and lest
his insistence on anti-casteism should damage the interest
of his movement, he accepted certain things and action
apparently inconsistent with his ideas and ideals.

Yet the fact is undeniable that his bhakti-based mes-
sages broke down the caste conventions, bringing numer-
ous low-caste Hindus, and a number of Muslims under one
roof. This was a significant social change. His samkir-
tana mode of worship, simplest of its kind, released the
society from priestly domination, and gave men a new
sense of freedom. The continuation of this anti-ecclesias-
tical note in later days, when Chaitanyaism lost its pris-
tine glory, will be apparent from Narottama’s (seventeenth
century) declaration that the sraddha ceremony (rites per-
formed in honour of the deceased) is unnecessary in out-
ward observance and pilgrimages to shrines are futile and
useless.” The declaration of Sri-Chaitanya that spiritual
vower is not confined to the Brahmanas alone, since it may
be found in a Sudra as well, struck a strikingly modem
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note of social democracy. The members af the Chaitanya
school faithfully followed their Master by recognizing
many non-Brahmana gurus with Brahmana disciples. Not
any caste criterion, but real bhakti alone, thus has been the
determining factor in making one a guru in the sect.

VI

The influence of Chaitanya and his movement on the
creative life of Bengal has a contextual significance. Scho-
lars and talented writers of the Chaitanya school made the
Bengali language as the medium of literature of thought,
thus placing it beside Sanskrit. Bengali literature hence-
forth became animated, marked by a new style and dic-
tion. Verses and lyrical poems styled padavali (series or
bunches of padas), suffused with multi-chrome emotional
experiences, bear the stamp of the talents of their authors
and not a few of them may deservedly claim to be gems of
world literature. The biographical sector of Bengali litera-
ture is practically the creation of the Vaishnava writers.
The Gaudiya Vaishnava literature has been a perennial
source of inspiration of several Bengali authors, including
the greatest of them, Rabindranath Tagore. Equally un-
deniable is the contribution of Chaitanya’s Vaishnavism to
our education. The discovery of a large number of manus-
cripts from humble homes shows the urge of the illiterate
devotees to make themselves so literate as to possess and
enjoy something of the literature of their sect. It is inter-
esting to note that low-caste men of the sect like Shyama-
nanda and Govinda Karmakar succeeded in earning repu-
tation as authors. Kirtanas and Kathakatas (the acts of
edifying story-telling in public by a raconteur) of the sect
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also substantially helped in the spread of education. Men-
tion may be made in this connection of several Vaishnava
women who were more educated than their sisters belong-
ing to other faiths. Adam’s ‘Report on Vernacular Educa-
tion” on this issue is revealing, It states that “the only
exception to the universal illiteracy among females was
found among the mendicant Vaishnavas who could read
and write and instructed their daughters”® Adam’s find-
ing is in conformity with the tradition: Jahnavi, wife of
Nityananda, and Hemalata, daughter of Srinivas (another
associate of Sri-Chaitanya), were csteemed for their learn-
ing and sanctily. At one time learned women ascetics took
an active part in the spread of cducation among the sisters
of their faith.  Another illustration of this educative influ-
ence of Gaudiya Vaishnavism may be found in Harisabha,
a typical Vaishnava product ; a sort of an academic rendez-
vous, these larisabhas have played the role of modern
mass education centres. The contribution of Bengal Vai-
shnavism to art and architecture also needs a noted men-
tion. The four oldest temples in Vrindavana, marked for
their beauty and clegance, were built under the supervision
of Chaitanya’s disciples, Rupa and Sanatana. Some of the
finely carved temples of Bengal, as for instance the Madana-
mohana and Jorbangla at Vishnupur, are commendable ar-
chitectural examples of the Vaishnava inspiration of the
Chaitanya school.

VII

In retrospect, the Gaudiya Vaishnava movement, inau-
gurated by Sri-Chaitanya, has made significant contribu-
tions to the revitalisation of the Bengali society: by simpli-
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fying religion, liberating it from ecclesiasticism, and by
dealing a blow to casteism through what may be described
as the religion of heart, Chaitanya’s Vaishnavism salvaged
the contemporary Bengali Society and gave it a new lease
of life, and by lifting the Bengali language from the hum-
blest vernacular level to a position nearly, comparable with
that of Sanskrit, providing inspiration to art and architec-
ture and above all, by spreading education among common
people in several ways, members of the sect founded by
Sri-Chaitanya have directly and indirectly contributed a
great deal towards the resurgence of the life of the people
which had become socially moribund, economically bleak,
intellectually arid and religiously inane.
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KABIR PANTH AND ITS SOCIAL CONTENTS

Dr. R. L. KHANDELWAL

(Kurukshetra University)

IN THE socio-religio-cultural sky of mediaeval India Kabir
shines as a bright star with sharp and clear rays. He is a
poet, a mystic, a yogi, a reformist, a critic, a saint and a
lover of mankind—all blended into one. With all these
facets representing diverse qualities and characteristics of
his creative genius, his personality appears to be at once
fresh and vigorous, remarkably original, and as a result,
perhaps, unique. As a perspicuous social reformer and a cri-
tic, and also as a poet with subtle sensibilities, Kabir was
concerned with human life, and with everything around
him. He spoke simultaneously in the languages of the
head, heart and soul. He was deeply moved by the suff-
erings of the people around him and the social injustices
to which the lower strata of Hindu society were subjected
in the countless years past.

Kabir lived in an age which witnessed the conflict of
two dominant cultures, Hindu and Muslim, which were
at loggerheads with each other on several social and reli-
gious matters. Pained at the ignorance, blind faith and
the meaningless habits and customs of most people of his
time he strived, with a missionary zeal, to bring sense and
reason to the fanatic and the ignorant. In levelling criti-
cism he spared neither the Hindu nor the Muslim, but his
tirade was directed more against the gross inequalities and
social injustices prevalent in the contemporary Hindu
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society.

It is a well-known fact that Islam had a deep impact
on the poetry of Kabir. But as a mystic and religious re-
former he was no less indebted to Ramananda, his spiritual
preceptor. Thus his critical spirit could easily discern the
kernel of truth contained in the two great religions. Kabir’s
imagination and perspicacity enabled him to draw reason
from natural laws. Criticising the Brahmin for his pride
in high birth he says: “If you are really boastful of having
been born of Brahmin parents why did you not choose any
different path of birth?” Emphasising this point further he
again savs: “Everybody is born of a perennial light ; who
is a Brahmin and who is a low-caste? This is all absurd
since all those who are born have a common blood and
limbs.” This clearly indicates that Kabir was a great belie-
ver in the equality of mankind regardless of their status
or birth, and all incquality that existed in the world around
was due to gross ignorance.

Kabir was one of the highest exponents of truth and
non-violence. Truth and God were synonymous to him. He
stood for only one God—the God above all “isms’, rituals and
formalities that individually or jointly continue to mislead
people from the real path of truth and sharply divide man
from man. To that end he adopted a sccular approach.
Himsclf a weaver, he cared his bread by pure labour, up-
held the qualities of humility, honest labour, uprightness and
picty. Ile stood for the common and the down-trodden.
He was staunchly hostile to the unhealthy considerations
of high and low by virtue of birth, family, religion, caste,
creed and sex. He valued equality, fraternity and free-
dom of speech and individual and social justice. His cure
of all social evils was love and mutual understanding and
his appproach throughout his life was humane.
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A close study of the social contents in the ideas as
expressed by Kabir in his poetry necessitates an examina-
tion of his views on different aspects of the social evils of
the contemporary Hindu society. And hence we have to
consider different forces and influences that went into
the making of the subtle and versatile personality of
Kabir.  Of these the foremost was his birth and parent-
age. Born in 1398 A.D.;! Kabir grew up into his own
consciousness in an age when Islam had not only taken
deep roots in India, but was also posing a serious threat to
the very existence of Hinduism as a religion. The dark
clouds of ignorance, frustration and hatred loomed large
over the Indian sky and it was Kabir who was destined
to be a torch-bearer to both the Hindus and the Muslims.
It is no wonder, therefore, that Kabir is regarded as, “the
central personality in the religious life of medieval India”.*
With his clear insight Kabir discerned the strength of
Muslim society and religion and hence tried to impress
upon the Hindus about the futility of maintaining the age-
old but irrational caste system. At the same time Kabir
was a critic of Islam, and he denounced Muslim rituals
as he did the Hindu ones.  Addressing the Muslims he
declared without fear or favour that:

“Adam, who was first, did not know

Whence came mother Eve.

Then there was not Turk nor Hindu ;

No blood of the mother, no seed of the father.

Then there were no cows, no butchers ;

Who, pray, cried ‘In the name of God’?

Then there was no race, no caste :

Who made Hell and Paradise?™

Thus we find that there is much force in Wilson’s as-
sertion: “Kabir’s activity lay in the direction of a compro-
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mise between the Hindu and the Muhammedan creeds,
the religious practices of both of which he criticised with
equal severity.”

The parentage of Kabir had also a deep impact on
his secular approach to religious ethics and morals. His
birth is shrouded in mystery and in later life he used to
speak of himself as a Sudra. According to legends, how-
ever, he was brought up by a Muhammedan weaver and
his wife. Both among the Ilindus and the Muslims the
weavers are held as a low caste. True to the traditions
and spirit of the age Kabir also picked up the profession
of his parents. In one of the most intricate, though sim-
ple, verses he says:

“No one knew the mystery of that weaver

Who came into the world and spread the warp

The earth and the sky are the two beams,

The sun and moon are two filled shuttles,

Taking a thousand thrcads he spreads them

lengthways :

To-day he weaveth still, but hard to reach is

the far off end.™

But of all the external influences which moulded the
extraordinary and dynamic personality of Kabir, foremost
was his association with the great saint Ramananda who
was also his spiritual preceptor. Kabir has amply brought
out the importance of the role of the spiritual preceptor
in the life of his disciple in the verses of his Bijak. The
following verse, among others, clearly indicates that
Kabir held the guru in greater veneration than God. He
says:

“Before me Hari stands, the Guru Stands—

Whom shall I bow to with these folded hands?
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My heart into my Guru doth incline,

Who showed the way to God, Oh Guru mine.”

“Like God, my Guru doth betore me stand ;

The gainings of this world with hate I brand.

I love him, and with love him I do meet,

I lay my constant head before his feet.”

Himself a religious reformer, and a man of cosmopo-
litan views Ramananda left behind a band of devoted
saints who were drawn from every sect and caste. The
magic touch of his feet is said to have turned Xabir from
an ordinary pedestrian into a great saint. “Kabir received
a new impetus from Ramananda and struck firmly at the
root of caste-distinctions, idolatry, pilgrimages, vows, fasts,
and all the external paraphernalia of religious life.™
Ramananda had a large following who belonged to all
castes and creeds. Many of his disciples were drawn from
the Sudra Caste and some came from peasant families.
Ravidas, a cobbler; Kabir, a weaver; Sena, a barber;
Pipa, a Rajput; and Dhanna, a Jat peasant, were among
his famous disciples. Throughout his life “Ramananda
preached that there is only one God who is the origin of
all, all the distinctions of caste and creed vanished from
him, and he saw humanity as one large family and all
men as brothers. One man is higher than another, not
through his birth but only through his love and sympathy,
So he started preaching to all without any reserve, and
his fundamental teaching was the gospel of love and de-
votion.”

It was these teachings of universal brotherhood,
equality and compassion for all created beings that revo-
lutionised the whole thinking of Kabir. But he was
mor2 rational in his approach to reform society and reli-
gion. Realising the great truth that the basis of all in-
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equality and injustice obtaining in Hindu society are the
sacred, scriptures, i.e., the Vedas and the Sastras, he deci-
ded to dislodge the great reverence in which they were
held among the masses. The following few verses re-
veal his distrust in Hindu scriptures:

“Think Hari, and chant his name for aye,

Control your mind. This all the Sastras say.

Why are you cramming all the books for nought—

This jumbled trash with saws of wisdom frought.”

“Who takes the name of God that name alone

Doth find all Sastric mysteries unknown ;

Who doth not take the name doth go to Hell,

Let him the Vedas mutter €’er so well.™
And again :

“Too vain is all your Veda philosophy,

Too vain is all that in the scriptures be,

The Gita too, doth help not in this side;

The helper is the Master, none beside.”™

Having thus attempted to dislodge thc reverence in
which the Vedas and the Sastras were held by the then
Hindu society Kabir proceeds on to attack the caste sys-
tem which was the root cause of the many social evils
among the Hindus. With his characteristic reasoning
which is entirely his own, he lashes out vehemently at
the vanity and hypocrisy of the Brahmin. In one of his
verses he asks: “How are vou Brahmin and whv am I a
Sudra? I I have blood in my veins, do vou have milk
in vours?™

In one of his more famous and oft-quoted passages he
further elaborates his point by declaring:

“It is needless to ask of a Saint the caste to

which he belongs ;
The barber has sought God, the washerman and
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the carpenter,

Even Raidas was a seeker after God.

The Rishi Swapacha was a tanner by caste.

Hindus and Muslims alike have achieved that

End, where remains no mark of distinction.”

Numerous verses of Kabir may be quoted in support
of his hatred for the caste system. However, a complete
discourse is to be found in the Amar Mool, a famous Kabir-
Panthi book. In this volume are contained the discours-
es Kabir had with his disciple Dharamdas. In Chapter VII
which is entirely devoted to the caste system, Kabir tells
Dharamdas:

“The Sudra whose duty it is to render service has

discovered the Bhakti of the Sat Guru. He serves

the Brahmin and has cast from his heart all desires

of the flesh, anger and avarice. He serves also the

Kshatriyas and the Vaisyas and is well spoken of in

Brahma Loka. Other castes neglect their duties, but

the Sudra prostrates himself at the feet of the Sat

Guru and so finds his way to Satya Loka.”™

The teachings of Kabir have been aptly summarised
by the Rev. G. H. Scott in the following works: “Vain are
the distinctions of caste. All shades of colour are but broken
arcs of light, all varieties in human nature are but frag-
ments of true humanity. The right to approach God is
not the monopoly of Brahmins but is freely granted to all
who are characterised by sincerity of heart. He who re-
flects on Brahma is rightly called a Brahmin. The dis-
tinctions observed by Hindus are merely productive of
that pride which God abhors. The rules regarding im-
purity deal merely with externals and cleanse not the
thoughts of the heart.™

After the death of Kabir, his son Kamal was request-
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ed to lead the sect and become its preceptor but he dec-
lined. The followers soon split up into two divisions
or Panth. The headquarters of the major branch were at
Kabir Chaura in Varanasi and the minor branch was foun-
ded at Chhattisgarh in Madhya Pradesh by Dharamdas,
a close disciple of Kabir. Later on numerous small colo-
nies were established in Gujarat, Malwa, Uttar Pradesh,
Rajasthan, etc. The Kabir Panth never developed into a
strong religious creed like the Sikh religion. As an au-
thority observes: “The Kabir Panth exists as a protest
against the religious exclusiveness of the twice-born
castes. As a natural result few but Sudras whose cause it
champions have associated themselves with the move-
ment. The Panth contends for a truth which forms part
of the Gospel of Creation, viz., that all men have spiritual
powers which should find their natural expression in com--
munion with God, now in this lite.™

However, it must be added that the Kabir Panth did
not succeed much in eradicating castes even from the limi-
ted followers it has atlracted through thc ages. They
have descended from the high ideals of Kabir and con-
fined themselves only to following his religious teachings
alone. Professor H. H. Wilson rightly concludes: “His
followers, the Kabir Panthis, neither worship the gods of
the pantheon, nor observe the rites and ceremonials of the
Hindus but are in close touch with the Vaishnava sects,
specially the Ramavats, and generally worship Rama as
the supreme deity. While very numerous, the mendi-
cants of this creed, however, never actually solicit alms,
and indeed, the quack-life spirit of the sect, their abhor-
rence of all violence, their regard for truth and the inob-
trusiveness of their opinions render them very inoffensive
members of the State.”™
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Nevertheless, the message of Kabir for the caste-rid-
den Hindu society is as fresh to-day as it was during his
life-time. Like a vast tree with its wide branches and
thick foliage, a veritable witness to the potency of the na-
ture and quality of the seed, the net-work of the Kabir
Panth suggests the vital force Kabir carried in him. The
contribution of Kabir to Indian religion, culture, literature,
society and social thought is great, indeed. His ideas are
progressive, even by the modern standard. His message
is fresh and relevant to the situations of the day. His
message paved the way for Hindu-Muslim unity. It is
fresh and relevant to the present situation in India as well.
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SANKARADEVA AND THE VAISHNAVA
MOVEMENT IN ASSAM

Dr. Maueswar NEeoc
(Gauhati University)

THE NEO-VAISHNAVA movement of Sankaradeva was so
forceful and widespread that even today the impact of the
saint’s life and activities is abidingly felt in the corporate
life of the people of Assam. The movement brought
about a new, deep and comprehensive outlook on lite,
promoted a healthy social behaviour, organised a new
social build-up, fertilised the production of a new bhakti-
based literature in the language of the people and
developed a taste for fine arts like music and painting.
All this went a very long way to deepen Indian culture in
the soil of Assam, which for sometime experienced Tibeto-
Burman wave.

Sankaradeva (1449-1568), the leader of this Vaishnava
Renaissance in Assam, is traditionally believed to have
been born in 1371 Saka and died in 1490 Saka. This would
roughly give us one hundred and twenty years, the full
span attributed to the mahapurusha, although in another
opinion he was born in 1385 Saka. Born to the family of
the Sakta Kayastha overlord of the Bara-Bhuyans at Bar-
dowa, Sankara enjoyed a gay and wild childhood, his pa-
rents having died and left him in his infancy. In his
twelfth year he was placed under the care of a local pandit,
Mahendra Kandali. After a thorough education in gram-
mar and Sanskrit lore, he came back home a proud and
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finished scholar, when he was caught in the silken tie of
matrimony and had to confine himself to the coarsc duties
of a Bhuyan chief in spite of all his inclination on the
side of a studious career. There were constant skirmishes
with the neighbouring Kachari tribe to worry him, and at
the head of it came soon the death of his young wife, who
left a girl child behind her. This bereavement seems to
have made a deep influence upon Sankara’smind with its
natural poetical proclivity, for he became now determined to
go on pilgrimage to Puri, Vrindavana and other holy places.
This he did when he was thirty-two years old (1481 A.C.),
and left the administration in the hands of his two old
uncles. His stay at Puri seems to have been long, and it
was possibly in this religious centre that he received his
illumination, for no earthly guru of his is known, and he
later said to one of his followers that after he had visited
the temple at Puri and bowed his head to Jagannatha en-
shrined there, it was his resolve not to bow it down to any
other god, meaning that Jagannatha alone could be his
guru and worshipful. Sankaradeva composed lyrics in the
artificial Brajabuli idiom during his sojourn in Northern
India, although some of his works like the Harischandra-
upakhyana are said to have been, written as early as his
school-days. After twelve years of travelling Sankara re-
turned home a saint, carrying an abiding impression of
the renascent Vaishnavism, which with its lyric grace was
‘pulsating in the heart of India in the widest commonalty
spread’. He had now discovered his mission of life. and
was well intent on forsaking the world. But the affec-
tionate anxiety of his grandmother and all others around
him made him marry for a second time ; and he had also
to resume administration under their pressure.

In the meantime he received from Puri a copy of the
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Bhagavatapurana, furnished with the ‘Bhagavata-bhavar-
tha-dipika’ commentary of Sridhara-svami, and set to ren-
dering parts of this Vishnuite purana into Assamese with
the definite intention of propounding and propagating the
cult of bhakti, of the exquisite beauty of which he was firmly
convinced. After he had made some sections of his Kir-
tana-ghosa among other books, he received his first prose-
lytes. He adopted the attractive method of holding kir-
tana or mass prayer and dramatic performances, and this
soon attracted many people to his religion. He made a tem-
ple (kirtana-griha, namghar) near his official headquarters
at Bardowa, and this institution became the nucleus of the
Vaishnava organisation, which later spread throughout the
three Assamese States of Asama (Ahom kingdom), Kama-
rupa and Koch Behar in the form of regional establish-
ments, called sattra, and numerous village temples, known
as namghar.

Sankara soon renounced his bhuyvanship, and with his
following, both mundane and divine, retreated across the
Brahmaputra to regions occupied so long by other lesser
Bhuyans. But finding themselves too near the growing
Koch power under Visvasimha (c. 1496-c. 1533), they
migrated further to the east, and stationed themselves at
Dhuwahat or Belaguri in the Majuli island on the Brah-
maputra, now a part of the Ahom kingdom.

At Dhuwahat a Sakta youth, Madhava (1489-1596),
also a scion of Kayastha Bhuyans, a busy tradesman too,
came to have a religious disputation with Sankara as he
found that the Vaishnava was interdicting people from
the worship of, and bloody sacrifices to, the Devi, and all
that in Kamarupa, the spiritual domain of the Mother
Goddess. The hot debate, which went on vigorously for
quite a few hours ended in the immediate conversion ot
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Madhava. And Madhava very readily gave up his trade,
and dissolved a maturing proposal for marriage to choose
a life of celibacy and ardent devotion and service to the
guru. He became Sankaradeva’s dearest and closest dis-
ciple, supporting the guru in his proselytising and literary
activities, and the greatest apostle of the new faith, giving
poise and strength to the organisation of the Vaishnava
order in Assam.

But soon followed a period of unrest for the Vaishna-
vas due to the hostility of the brahmana priesthood, which
found, to much chagrin, that its authority was being chal-
lenged by the new-fangled creed, which placed the brah-
mana and the pariah alike on the same religious footing
and opened the portals of sacred knowledge to the com-
mon man by rendering religious texts into the local lan-
guage, and minimised the importance of ritualism by ex-
tolling the kirtana form of worship and discarding the wor-
ship of many gods in favour of a rigid monotheism. San-
kara’s followers were openly molested. He, therefore,
arranged to meet the scholarly section of the hostile
camp, and in the discussions that ensued the latter was
completely routed. The opposition then vilely poisoned
the ears of the Ahom monarch, Suhummung (1497-1539),
against the religious rebel, who was immediately hauled
up for trial: but the saint acquitted himself well in the
presence of the king, and was let off with honour. All the
same, there was no cessation of hostility ; and although
Sankara’s cousin, Ramaraya, seems to have some admi-
nistrative responsibility under the '‘Ahoms, the Bhuyans,
always suspects as a possible source of mischief, soon
eammed royal disfavour, and there was an order for the
arrest of some of them including Sankaradeva. Madhava
persuaded the Master to go underground for a time; and
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he himself and Sankara’s son-in-law, Hari Bhuyan, were
apprehended, and taken to the capital at Gadgao for trial.
Hari was beheaded ; and Madhava, though an ascetic, was
kept under detention for about nine months and then
released.

This incident filled Sankara’s mind with disgust, but
also provided the determination to leave the Ahom king-
dom. The king of the western state of Koch Behar,
Naranarayana (c. 1533-1587), and his brother and com-
mander-in-chief of the Koch army, Sukladhvaja (the author
of the Saravati commentary on the Gitagovinda), already
well-known for their learning and wisdom, were now lead-
ing an attack on the northern parts of the Ahom kingdom.
Some of the Bhuyans, related to Sankaradeva and his
group, had already joined the Koch camp. Sankara and
his following seized this opportunity, and rowed down
the Brahmaputra to safety within the Koch state. They
made their settlement at Barpeta, where the creed began
to thrive and the Order began to swell. The rich mer-
chant, Bhavananda (later, Narayana Thakur), a Musalman
tailor, Chandsai (Chand-khan), some brahmanas like Da-
modaradeva, and some officers of state were among those
who joined him. The Vaishnava could also count upon
the help of Sukladhvaja, who married the daughter of
Ramaraya and also accepted the saint’s faith. For the
last eighteen or twenty years of his life now remaining,
his sattra at Patbausi (Barpeta) became the centre of dis-
semination of the new light that bhakti brought. He, now
a centenarian, made a second pilgrimage, covering only
six months, to Puri. All the time he was also busy in
writing books, which were to be the gospel of the new
faith. The prestige and influence that he now comman-
-ded in the Koch kingdom made others jealous of him ; and
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insistent complaints against him and his religious activities
were lodged with the king.  After some persecution of the
Vaishnavas Sankaradeva presented himself at Naranara-
yana’s court, and soon found himself pitted in a battle of
arguments with brahmana adversaries of the capital.
At the end he emerged triumphant; and the saint and
the monarch, so much struck by the profundity of his
scholarship and the sublimity of his faith, became friends,
and remained friends for the rest of their lives. The Vai-
shnavas now felt completely secured, and filled the land
with their holy music. Sankaradeva visited the Koch ca-
pital several times after this; and it was here that he
passcd away in 1568. His soul and his message of Love
have gone decp into the collective consciousness of the
people. His name is ever on his followers’ lips, and his
music in the heart of the soil.

Sankaradeva nominated Madhavadeva as his success-
or to hold charge of the order. The latter set up his
sattra at Sundaridiya (Barpeta), where he made his chief
work, Namaghosha, among other compositions. From time
to time he visited different places round about his sattra,
and erected a temple primarily for the purpose of drama-
tic performances, but this soon grew into a sattra, the Bar-
peta-sattra. The hostile people were busy all the time,
bringing allegations of broadcasting a corrupt religion
against Madhavadeva in the court of Raghudevanarayana
(1581-1603), the son of Sukladhvaja, who quarrelled with
his uncle Naranarayana after his father’s death, and dec-
lared himself independent as the king of Kamarupa (the-
eastern half of the Koch state built by Visvasimha, Nara-
narayana and Sukladhvaja). A contingent of sepoys raid-
ed the Barpeta-sattra, seized the petty belongings of the
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cloistered Vaishnavas, and carried Madhava and some of
the monks there in boats to the capital at Vijapur. But
before the saint could be summoned for trial in the open
court, the hostile pandits withdrew their charges ; Madha-
va was honourably acquitted, and the effects of the monks
were returned to them. Soon after, however, the whimsical
king sent Madhavadeva a writ, asking him to leave Bar-
peta as early as possible and settle at Hajo with its Haya-
griva-Madhava temple. But here the saint Madhava attrac-
ted more people than the god Madhava ; and seeing herein
the possibility of fresh troubles, he hastily decided to leave
Raghudeva’s kingdom, and accordingly crossed the border
over to Koch Behar, where Naranarayana’s son, Laksmi-
narayana (1587-1627) was now ruling. There too he did
not find a quiet life as many people found it difficult to
accept Sankaradeva’s creed, and particularly because an
officer, a qaji, could not take kindly to him on account of
the Vaishnavas’ refusal to interdine with people outside of
their fraternity. Madhava was confronted with harsh
controversies at the royal court ; but the profundity of his
learning came to good account in this impasse, and Laks-
minarayana declared the new faith, with two sattras in the
capital, the state religion. The saint-like Master died in
Koch Behar in 1596.

Sankaradeva delegated to his brahmana follower,
Damodaradeva, the power of administering ordination, as
this was considered expedient particularly in the case of
brahman neophytes. Immediately after the death of the
guru, however, there was a Tift in the lute’, and Damodara
seceded from the main Order, and formed a schism. It
was represented t.: Pariksitanarayana of Kamarupa (1603-
1616) that this brahmana was bringing pollution on the
country by acceptin s a sudra’s faith and by crying against
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the worship of all gods and goddesses. The king ordered
excommunication of the saint, who made his way to the
Koch Behar capital and built himself the Vaikunthapur-
satira there. It is remarkable that the first three great
Vaishnava acharyas (preceptors) of Assam died in Koch
Behar, which, by the Jogic of political history, is now out-
side this State.

Another brahmana dissenter like Damodaradeva was
Harideva, who claims only a few sattras of his following,
confined to the present district of Kamrup. Sankaradeva’s
family priest and friend, Ramarama, remained by his side
all through his life, and the family springing from Rama-
rama rcemained loyal to the Order, and supplied Patbausi
and Barpeta-sattras with Superiors.

Madhavadeva sent out holy men as apostles of the
Dhakti faith, the chief among them being Gopaladeva of
Bhavanipur, Padma Ata, and Gopaladeva better known
as Vamsigopala. The nomination of Vamsigopala, a brah-
man, was approved by Damodaradeva also. These three
apostles and their deputies established sattras mostly in
Assam, that is, the Ahom kingdom; and some of their
sattras are very rich, and claim each a large and wide-
spread laity. Madhava’s sister’s son, Ramacharana, and
Mathuradasa were left in charge of the temples built by
the saint at Sundaridiya and Barpeta. The three sons of
Sankaradeva died prematurely, and his grandsons, Puru-
shottama and Chaturbhuja, and the latter’s wife, Kanaka-
lata, appointed their deputies, who organised sattras in
various places; and these sattras, almost a church by
themselves, look up for inspiration to Bardowa, the birth-
place of the saint. Damodaradeva appointed three no-
minees, who stayed in sattras in Kamarupa, while Vana-
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malideva, 'a brahman monk staying at his Vaikunthapur-
sattra, migrated to the east, and established a powerful
sattra (Dakhinpat) under the patronage of the ruling Ahom
king. Some sattras were brought into being by persons
connected with Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva ; and some
of those set up by the divines mentioned above branched
off each into several petty establishments.

Thus the three Assamese States of eastern India,
namely, Asama, Kamarupa and Koch Behar, were covered
by the end of the seventeenth century and the beginning
of the eighteenth with a network of these Vaishnava esta-
blishments, and almost the whole Hindu population was
now divided among them. Some of the adherents of the
Vaishnava Order have made serious departures from the
original tenets of the faith, or have relapsed into hetero-
genous doctrines discarded by the gurus. Others again
have carried the puritanic zeal of the new faith very far
indeed. The followers of Gopaladeva formed into a
school, characterised by catholicity and a democratic out-
look and freedom from the tyranny of creeds. It parti-
cularly thrived and acquired large followings in the north-
eastern parts of Assam with their predominantly Tibeto-
Burman population, and reclaimed large numbers of peo-
ple from animistic practices. The followers of the Mowa-
mara or Mayamara mahanta within Gopaladeva’s Order
rose in revolt as one man against royal oppression (1769),
and succeeded in subverting Ahom power for a time.
The history of Assam Vaishnavism is one of many conflicts
and persecutions. The course of political history of this
eastern part of India also has been changing considerably
from time to time. But the Renaissance, which had its
beginnings in the activities of Sankaradeva, has wrought
itself into fulfilment in many ways, and marked out a de-
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finite place for Assam in the cultural map of India.

An attempt is often made in some quarters to describe
Sankara as a social revolutionary, who set aside all caste
barriers and preached a faith, unconnected with the Sru-
tis and Smritis. Lakshminath Bezbaroa sought to discre-
dit such an extreme view of the matter, when he said:
“Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva were no visionaries or
revolutionaries. Their aim was to purify Hinduism from
within.” It will help us to understand the matter if we
examine the charges brought against Sankara by interest-
ed parties on different occasions. It was variously
alleged :

(a) that Sankaradeva preached ekasarana doctrines,
and interdicted people from worshipping Durga, Siva
and all deities other than Vishnu ;

(b) that he preached against blood sacrifices ;

(c) that being a Sudra (non-Brahman, Sankara stu-
died the Bhagavata-purana and rendered it into vers-
es in the language of the common people ;

(d) that, a Sudra, he had become a religious precep-
tor, rendered nama-mantra to others, and also taught
them the secret of counting of beads on a rosary ;

(e) that he became the guru to brahmanas also, re-
ceived salutations (namaskara, sewa, olag) from brah-
manas, both men and women, and gave to them reli-
gious precepts (upadesa or guru-vakya) ;

(f) that Brahmanas, Kaivartas and Sudras alike be-
came his disciples; and that Kaivartas, Kolatas
(Kalitas), Koches and Brahmanas sat together during
congregations to repast on milk, flattened rice (chira),
bananas, etc. ;
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(g) that as a result of the propagation of his faith,
people were turning their back on rituals (karma-
dharma); and

(h) that due to his teachings a son would not dine
in his father’s house only because the son became a
convert to the new faith, and his father not.

These were the main charges which could reasonably
be levelled against the saint. But there were other alle-
gations, against which Sankara is represented by these
early biographers as pleading not guilty, or which could
legitimately be described as mere exaggerations.

Sankaradeva’s form of Vaishnavism is officially named
ekasarana nama-dharma, having a strict monotheism as
the central doctrine and the recitation or remembering of
the names of the One Deity as the principal form of wor-
ship.

In many places of his works like the Bhagavata, XI,
Sankara refers to the ekasarana conclusion of the Bhaga-
vadgita. In his Bhagavata, XI, Krishna thus says to Ud-
dhava: “He who doth not worship other gods, doth
not forsake from his lips my names, whether in prosperity
or in adversity, and even doth hold within his heart my
image, is a saintly person.” And again: “Do thou keep
away from the cult of other deities.” “O friend, do thou
not worship other gods lest devotion to me be vitiated.”

When it was reported to King Pariksitanarayana of
Kamarupa that Sankaradeva’s follower Damodaradeva in-
terdicted the worship of Durga and other deities too, the
monarch sent some constables (dhopdhara) to ask the holy
man to worship the goddess with sacrifices or, if he failed
to comply, to bring him down under arrest. The men
came and announced the royal order. Damodara was too
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bold to tell them: “Place my neck above and that of the
bali (the sacrificial animal) below, and cut them both as-
under if you have the strength in your body. I may go
and face the king, but will not worship (the goddess). I
acknowledge no ten-armed (goddess), but only Hari.” His
sermons also contained this interdiction against the wor-
ship of other gods than Vishnu. Another brahmana
Vaishnava, Vanamalideva, was confronted with the appear-
ance of a Siva icon raised from the bottom of an old
tank, when he saluted the deity as if it were only Vishnu
whom he saw, saying: namo namo leksmi-pati bhagavanta
deva. This strict injunction against the worship of other
gods created bitterness amongst the votaries of various
deities.

Sankaradeva and other Vaishnava leaders of Assam
were rigidly opposed to all blood sacrifices. A veritable
stronghold of Sakti worship, the country seems to have
in those days presented a picture of constant sacrifices to
the various forms of the Devi.

King Laksminarayana of Koch Behar once arranged
the worship of Durga and bought a number of goats for
sacrifice. Then an idea struck him, and he sent some
persons to Damodaradeva, who happened to be in the
capital, to ask him if he approved of the sacrifices. Da-
modara deeply pondered over the matter and sent the
reply that, being bhaktas, Sankara (Siva) and Parvati
would not accept such sacrifices. The good king there-
upon sent back the goats to the owners and sent the re-
covered cost of the goats to Damodara, who thus tactfully
saved the situation without commiting himself to an ap-
proval of Devi-worship.

It was Ramananda of Northern India (1299-1410), who
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adopted the medium of the language of the common peo-
ple for his teaching and gave it the dignity of a classical
tongue. Sankaradeva also adopted the effective method
of propagating the gospels of his faith through Assamese.
The Bhagavata-purana formed the mainstay of his cult.
This work he studied thoroughly and rendered portions
of it into simple Assamese verses, songs and dramas, sO
that the teaching might appeal to the commonalty. This
was more than the existing priesthood could tolerate, and
some of this class in their private discussions said: “Being
a Sudra, he has rendered the Bhdgavata to the payara
metre. Verily this act is immensely wrong. What we
say, (the people) should do: such is the reasoning of sas-
tras.” The objection that a Sudra should not read this
great Purana was met with by Sankara on the authority of
the work itself.

Sankaradeva was brought to book in the Koch court
of Behar for accepting brahmanas among others as disci~
ples, and this was his reply to the charge, addressed to
Naranarayana: “Thou hast invited me to explain why, a
Sudra, I render nama (the secret formula composite of
names of Vishnu) (to people). Hath not Kapila’s mother
thus said in the BhagavataP—'A Chandala, whose tongue
giveth out the names of God, is superior to a brahmana,
versed in the four Vedas. That (Chandala) hath (as it
were) undergone all penances, performed all sacrifices,
abided by all rules of custom and visited all sacred places.”
Listen, O king, to another point of reason I adduce from
the sastras: it is only brahmanas who can render lessons in
the Veda, diksha and mantra. But caste is not to be con-
sidered in the case of an acharya (preceptor) who giveth
only nama-upadesa ; he can be acharya to people of all the
four castes, and that can be counted as no wrong.”

7
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A Sudra gury received the same sort of salutations
from a brahmana disciple as could be expected of a Sudra
follower. Persons belonging to different castes became
heads of sattras, and their following also presented a
motley variety.

In his Namaghosha, Madhavadeva refers to the accep-
tance of namadharma by people of Garo, Bhota (Bhutiya),
Yavana (Muslim), Miri, Asama (Ahom) and Kachari origin,
who were till the time of Sankara outside the pale of Hin-
duism. An old work called Amulya-ratna names together
these bhaktas of Assam—Govinda, a Garo ; Paramananda,
a Miri ; Narahari, an Ahom ; Jayananda, a Bhutiya ; Chand-
sai, a Muslim, and Bhattadeva, a brahmana. Chandsai
(Chandkhan?) was converted by Sankaradeva himself into
the faith, and he was so much respected within the Order
that he is counted among the great devotees, identified
with the beads of an Assam Vaishnava’s rosary. Jayahari,
originally a Yavana or Muslim, is said to have been accep-
ted by Madhavadeva as a disciple in a dream, and to have
been attending the sattra services regularly ever since. But
it is sometimes asserted that Jayahari came to Mathuradasa
at Barpeta, who declined to accept him, and that he
placed a purse at the threshold of the kirtana-ghar, called
Madhavadeva his guru, and on return home bumt his old
house, built a new one and also gave up his usual food.
Sankaradeva converted a Garo, who was newly named as
Govinda. According to another account, Govinda Garo
and the Bhutiya, later named Jayananda, were accepted
as proselytes by Madhava. Among the other disciples of
Sankaradeva, Madhava of Jainti village, Srirama Ata and
Bhobora Das (Damodara?) are believed to have been of
the Hira, Kaivarta and Baniya castes respectively. The
chief among the Koch converts of Sankaradeva was Chila-
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raya. A Naga (Nocte) chief, Lakha (later re-christened as
Narottama), and his subjects were initiated to Vaishnavism
by Sriramadeva of the Bareghar-sattra.

The gravest allegation of public indecency levelled
against Sankaradeva was that among his followers Kaivar-
tas, Kalitas, Koches, brahmanas and others assembled and
dined together. The commodities of food mentioned are
milk, bananas and, what is more, flattened rice. This is
possibly a reference to the daily nam-prasangas in San-
kara’s sattra after which food offered to God (prasada) was
distributed. It is related how on one occasion Chandsai,
the convert from Islam, was asked by Sankara to make
the distribution. When this was done, a few in the ass-
embly had some misgivings, which were dispelled by
Chandsai himself through a song of a gnomic character.

Lakshminath Bezbaroa says that it was not the inten-
tion of Sankara’s sect to do away with the traditional
Vedic rites for the initiate. Madhavadeva held an ideal
in this respect to all people by performing the sraddha cere-
mony of his mother. But this was during the transitional
stage of his life, when he was passing from an avirakta to
a virakta bhakta. After this, however, Madhava never per-
formed the ceremony ; and this rule was also never per-
formed in his monastery manned by celibate monks only.
When a monk died, brahmanical rituals, attendant upon
cremation, were not observed.

The great Sankaradeva movement thus brought about
a new and comprehensive outlook on life and a distinctly
healthy tone to social behaviour. It accelerated the pace
of a renaissance of literature and fine arts like music and
painting. The dignity of the individual endeavour of man
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as a distinct religious being and not as ‘the thrall of theo-
logical despotism’ was declared. Assam rediscovered her-
self as an integral part of the holy land of Bharatavarsa,
and gloried in that discovery. The holy books in Sanskrit,
the litterae humaniores of India, could no longer be sealed
to the common man’s view by a rigid oligarchy. The use
of the local language in expositions of theology and phi-
losophy was in itself a challenge to the erstwhile guar-
dians of secret doctrines, who understood the significance
of the challenge and ‘protested very much. The new
humanism eyed askance at the numerous bloody sacrifices,
including the immolation of man, and the nice sacerdota-
lism that was the order of the day in the Hindu society.
The use of Assamese, an Indo-Aryan tongue, which formed
but an island in a Tibeto-Burman ocean, as the medium
for the propagation of the neo-Vaishnava faith led to its em-
ergence as the language of all the people. The ancient
kingdom of Kamarupa was now undergoing a great change,
and it was having almost a regeneration, political and so-
cial, which timed well with the cultural resurgence initiat-
ed by Sankaradeva; and the first possibilities of a unified

and modern Assam were now in evidence.



GURU NANAK AND SIKHISM

Dr. Ganpa SincH
(Panjabi University, Patiala)

Guru Nanak and Sikhism are most modern both in terms
of time and concept. The Guru was born in 1469 at Tal-
wandi Rai Bhoe, now Nankana Sahib in Pakistan, and had
his early education with the Brahmin and Muslim teach-
ers. In his early youth he occasionally mixed with Mus-
lim saints and Hindu Sadhus of different orders. For
some time he was in the service of the Punjab Govern-
ment under Daulat Khan Lodhi at Sultanpur. There he
not only used to discuss with professional Muslim priests
and government officials but also obtained first-hand know-
ledge of the socio-political and religio-social lives of the
ruling junta and of the common people. In the field of
religion, which is supposed to guide people in the con-
duct of their lives, he noticed to his surprise the lack of
harmony between the scriptural teachings and priestly
preachings. The practices of the people were at variance
with their professed creeds. They were Hindus and
Muslims only in names. “There is neither any one a
Hindu nor a Muslim”—Na ko Hindu hai na Musalman—
he said on his emergence from his three-day seclusion on
the bank of the rivulet Bein near Sultanpur. He was not
satisfied with the irreconcilable beliefs and practices of
the followers of the two religions nearer home. He wished
to see the practical lives of the people of different religions
in other parts of the world as well. He, therefore, under-
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took extensive tours, visited not only the religious centres
of the orthodox Hindus, the Yogis, the Vaishnavites, the
Buddhists, the Jains, etc., but also of the Shiahs, the Sun-
nis and other sects of Islam in their original homes in
Arabia, Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan and Central Asian coun-
tries. Tradition avers that he also visited north-eastern
part of Africa in the West and Tibet and south of China
in the north. He found that the practice of religion all
over the world was confined mostly to the performance of
certain rituals and pilgrimages, forgetful of man’s duty and
responsibility towards his fellow beings, the sons of the
common father God, whose Unity and Uniqueness they
all proclaimed as the fundamental of their creeds.
During his travels and on his return home, and settle-
ment at Kartarpur (now in Pakistan), on the left bank of
the Ravi opposite to Dera Baba Nanak in the Gurdaspur
district, he laid the greatest stress on moulding lives in
accordance with the teachings of their religions, keeping
in view that, as creation of the One and the same God,
all human beings were brothers and equals. The differ-
ences of colours and creeds were due only to geographical
and historical factors. According to him, as he told the
Yogis :
Religion does not consist in mere words.
He who looks on all men as equal is religious.
Religion does not consist in wandering to tombs
or places of cremation or sitting in
different postures of contemplation.
Religion does not consist in wandering from
country to country or in bathing at sacred places.
Abide pure amid the impurities of the world,
thus shalt thou find the way of religion.
(Suhi, 1, 4-1-8)
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The purity of life, according to Guru Nanak, was in
truthful living reflected through honest behaviour. “Truth
is higher than every thing,” he said, but “Higher Still is
Truthful living—Sach-hu orai Sabh ko, uppar sach achar”
(Sri Rag 1, Asht. XIV-6). In fact truthful living, according
to him, was the only religion of man. “Religion there is
but one—the religion of Truth—if anyone were to realize
and practice it—Eko dharma drirhe sach koi (Basant 1,
Asht. iii-4). And the religion of Truth is nothing but truth-
ful living—a life of realization and remembrance of God,
who is One, the only One, Eternal Supreme Being, the
Creator and Lord of the Universe.”

Guru Nanak has defined at some length the qualities
of God so that men may imbibe their Spirit in their lives,
as, according to him, “one becomes like the one he adores
—TJaisa Seve taise hoe (Gauri I, Asht. (Guareri) VII-4). He
wished his followers to realize the omnipresence of the
Almighty God and to become truthful, fecarless, friendly
and benevolent, and to recognizc no distinction between
man and man on the basis of caste, creed or colour.

The entire concept and structure of religion of Guru
Nanak is based on this cardinal principle which is placed
in the beginning of the Sikh holy book, the Guru Granth
Sahib as its opening line:

Ik Onkar, Sat-nam, Karta-purkh, Nirbhau, Nirvair,
Akal-murat, Ajuni, Saibhang, Gur-prasad. Adi
Sach, Jugad Saech, Hai Bhi Sach, Nanak, Hosi bhi
Sach.

There is but one God, who is All-Truth, the Creator,
devoid of fear and enmity, Immortal, Unborn, Self-
existent; the True One 'was in the Beginning; the
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True One was in the Primal Age; and the True One
is now also; O Nanak, the True One also shall be.
(Japji—Mulmantra)
And,
He is of no caste, Unborn, Self-existent, without fear
or doubt.
He hath no form or colour or outline . . . .
(Rag Sorath)

To Guru Nanak, He is neither exclusively the Allah of
the Muhammadan nor Vishnu or Rama of the Hindu, but
God of the universe, of all mankind and of all religions.
These words denote nothing more than the names of God,
the same One God, in different languages. He is not sta-
tioned in any particular place, temple or heaven, but per-
vades the entire universe. He is unparalleled and un-
equalled. His power is not so limited as to his being driv-
en to the necessity of being incarnated for the proper fulfil-
ment and completion of a certain mission. He is all-
powerful and can successfully accomplish anything, any-
where and at any time without assuming human form. He
is unfathomable and is manifest in Nature—balhari qud-
rat vassia, tera ant na fai lakhia.

The remembrance of God—Nam Simran—is also en-
joined by Guru Nanak with the purpose of the realization
of his omnipresence. It is not the mere utterance or repe-
tition of a particular word—though that too helps concen-
trate one’s mind on his various attributes—but it is to
make one feel and see His presence in every thing, every-
where and at all times, in man, animal and nature. It is
to remind one that He is the Creator, the father, of the
entire mankind and the Giver of all gifts in life, including
the gift of life itself. Forgetful of God’s omnipotence and
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omnipresence, man in his ego and self-conceit behaves like
a tyrant and rides roughshod over the rights of other fel-
low beings.

He pervades the universe and His command reigns.
(Rag Sorath)
By Thy power were made the heavens and the
nether regions.
By Thy power all creation . . .
Thou art the Omnipotent Creator.
All things are subject to Thy Command ;
Thou art altogether unrivalled.
(Asa di Var)

Guru Nanak held out no alluring promises of eternal
bliss and happiness on the mere adoption of certain sacer-
dotal rites or a lip-belief in the prophetic character of a
particular individual, but enjoined upon his followers to
live the life of purity, not as ascetics living upon public
charity, but as ideal worldly men living upon the fruit of
their honest labour.

They who cat the fruit of their labour and share it
with others, O Nanak, recognize the right path.
(Sarang ki Var)

External purification without cleansing of the heart of
its defilements is nothing more than hypocrisy. Guru
Nanak set no value on ablutions and pilgrimages as
such. These, according to him, only add to the vanity
and impurities of heart rather than washing them away.

What religious act can he perform who hath greed
in his heart ?
He only uttereth falsehood and eateth poison.
(Sorath, Ashtpadi)
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When mind is impure, the body is impure . . . .
Impurity of the heart is greed.
Impurity of the tongue is falsehood. . . .
Those are not really pure, who sit with their bodies
washed.
They alone are pure in whose heart God dwells.
(Asa di Var)

O man, remain at home; go nowhere, my friend ;

By searching abroad thou shalt suffer much affliction ;

The water of life is in thy hcart at home.

Forsake vice and pursue virtue ; thy vice thou shalt
regret.

Inside thee is the great filth of covetousness and
falsehood ; why washest thou thine outside? . . .

Abandon covetousness and slander, forswear
falsehood and thou shalt obtain the true fruit

(Rag Sorath)

The practice of truth is the acceptable ablution.
When there is truth in the heart, then man becometh
true and obtaineth the True One.
(Wadhans Chhant)

Guru Nanak believed in the unity and uniqueness of
God. Ilc would not accept the multiplicity or intermedia-
tion of any gods and goddesses and he rejected the wor-
ship of idols, tombs and places of cremation.

My brethren, you worship gods and goddesses ;
What can you ask them ? And what can they
give you ?

(Sorath, Ashtpadi)

He who worshippeth stones, visiteth places of
pilgrimage, dwelleth in forests and renounceth
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the world, wandereth and wavereth.
(Danasari, Ashtpadi)

He believed in no taboos and prohibitions attached to
eating, drinking and clothing as were observed by certain
classes of people, both Hindus and Muslims. He consi-
dered the drawing of lines for cooking squares and the
defilement of food on its being touched by men of the so-
called low castes and classes, as superstitious. In his
words “eating and drinking is pure, it is given by God for
sustenance.” However,

The enjoyment of that food is evil, my friend, which
gives pain to the body and evil thoughts to the
mind.

The wearing of that dress is evil, my friend, which
gives pain to the body and evil thoughts to the
mind.

(Sri Rag)

He maintained that the salvation is not obtained by
renouncing the world, residing in forests and there torturing
and annihilating the body by austerities and penances.
Nanak described the body as “the palace, the temple, and
the house of God, where He has put His etcrnal light” (Rag
Malar), and so he asked the mankind to “So nourish the
body that you may serve the Lord” (Rag Suhi). Accord-
ing to him, the Lord could be served the best in the ser-
vice of humanity, and humanity in turn, was served the
best by the cultivation of virtue and renunciation of evil.
He says:

Man’s life is as acts constrain him.
As a man soweth so shall he reap ;
As he eameth so shall he eat.
(Rag Suhi)
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Truth is higher than everything; but higher still is
truthful living.
(Sri Rag)
The conquest of the mind is the conquest of the
world,

(Japji)

The words man speaketh, shall be taken into
account. ’

Man’s movements shall be taken into account ;
what he heareth and seeth shall be taken into
account.

Every breath that he draweth shall be taken into
account.

Make thy mind the farmer, this body the earth,
good deeds the seed, and irrigate it with the rain
of God’s Name.

God will germinate in thy heart and thus
shalt thou gain imperishable merit.

(Sri Rag)

Guru Nanak clearly saw the inequity of the caste sys-

tem and the state of torpor in which it had enveloped the
whole Indian society. He set his face against it resolutely
and resorted to no half-way measures. There was no
question of reform ; the system was to go lock, stock and
barrel. He declared that caste was incorrigible evil and
must be abolished.

Nonsense are castes, and nonsense the names
attached to them.
All creatures are under one shelter, that of God.
(Sri Rag)
He would recognize no special privileges for the high
castes, nor would he hold the low ones in compulsory
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subjection. To him all were equal. There could be no
distinction of high and low amongst the children of the
One Father God. Guru Nanak declared the fatherhood
of God and the universal brotherhood of man and pro-
claimed absolute justice in the divine realm in the light of
merit based on individual action. He said: Sa zat sa pat
hai, jehe karm kamae (Prabhati), that is, the caste and
status are determined by the work one does, and not by
the accident of birth.
Recognize divine light in everyone. Do not enquire
about caste.
There is no caste in the next world.
(Rag Asa)
What power has caste ? It is one’s action that is
to be judged.
(Rag Majh)
The whole world is made of the same clay, as a potter
makes vessels of different shapes.
(Rag Bhairo)
Nanak, no body is without some worth.
(Rag Ramkali)
Untouchability and contemptuous treatment of the de-
pressed Sudra classes are inseparable adjuncts of the
caste system, and Guru Nanak unrelentingly attacked them
with all the force at his command. He condemned the
haughty and scornful attitude of the high castes and iden-
tified himself with the lowest of the low.
There are lowest men among the low castes ;
Nanak, I am with them, what have I got to do with
the great?
God’s eye of mercy falls on those who take care of
the lowly.
(Sri Rag)
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He denounced the very idea of impurity attached to
God’s creation’and refused to admit of any distinction be-
tween the high-caste Hindus and the so-called untouch-
ables. According to the Brahmans, foul is the ablution of
the Chandala, and vain are his religious ceremonies and
decorations. But to Nanak, a low-born, but God-abiding
and truthful Chandala living upon the fruit of his honest
labour, is a thousand times better than the hypocrite high-
born who enjoy carrion and human blood.

It is true that some work in this direction had been
done by some Bhaktas and reformers in the middle ages,
‘but the snake of untouchability still remained unscotched’,
because the privilege of equality was not extended to men
as such, but to those individuals who had washed off their
untouchability with the love of God. Kabir, Ravidas,
Namdev and Sadhna had no doubt become Bhaktas, but
the other weavers, shoemakers, calico-printers and butch-
ers were still held as untouchables. It was reserved for
Guru Nanak and his successors to effect an improvement
on this idea. They declared the whole humanity to be
one, and that man was to be honoured not because he be-
longed to this or that caste or creed, but because he was
a man, an emanation from God, and because He had given
the samc senses and the same soul to all men.

Guru Nanak also raised the social status of woman.
For centuries of Brahmanical domination, she had been
condemned to a low position in society and was indentified
with the depressed Sudra. Guru Nanak felt for her suffer-
ing lot and stood up in her defence. He said :

It is by woman that we are conceived and from I_xer
that we are born. It is with her that we are bet-
rothed and married.
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It is woman we befriend, and it is she who keeps the
race going.
When one woman dies, another is sought for, and it
is with her that we get established in society.
Why call her evil from whom are born kings and
great men?
(Asa di Var, 19)
The observations of Guru Nanak were not confined to
religious matters only. As an active member of socicty he
was no less vocal about the socio-political life of his people.
To him politics was as much a part of their social life as
anything else that regulated and governed it. He con-
demned the tyranny and injustice of the ruling classes as
well as the cowardice and cringing servility of the subjects
who were giving up their traditions, dress, language and,
above all, self-respect, and were taking to the ways of the
foreign rulers to please them. He was very unhappy with
this state of affairs and has said in more than one hymn :

Theyv who have no honour while alive,
shall have an evil reputation after their death.
(Sarang ki Var, xiv-1)
They alone are counted as good and praiseworthy
who have self-respect and honour to their credit.
(Asa di Var, 1II)

Guru Nanak was a man of the masses, a prophet of
the people. He would not sit idle feelinglessly while the
people around him groaned helplessly under the tyrann-
ous oppressions of the rulers. He stood up for them
manfully and said in unambiguous terms :

Kings are butchers, cruelty their knife. Dharma, or

the sense of duty and responsibility, has taken
wings and vanished.
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Falsehood prevails like the darkness of the darkest
night. The moon of truth is not to be seen any-
where.

(Var, Majh, 16-17)

“It is the fools and idiots who rule over the people
without the good of the people at heart”, said the Guru.
And, in his words, “the kings should be the dispensers of
equity and justice.”

He was an eye-witness to the massacre of the town
of Saidpur (now Eminabad, in Pakistan) at the hands ot
the Mughals during the third invasion of Babur in 1521
and he felt deeply shocked at the helplessness of his coun-
trymen reduced to abject slavery by the invading soldiers.
Referring to this event the Guru said:

With the bridal procession of Sin, Babur issued forth
from Kabul and by force demanded the hand of
the bride, oh Lalo!

Modesty and religion have disappeared and false-
hood marcheth in the van.

People sing the paean of murder and smear them-
selves with saffron of blood.

(Tilang, 3-5)

What pained him most were the pitiable sufferings of
the womenfolk carried away and dishonoured by the ruth-
less soldiers of the Mughal army. He shed tears of blood,
saying:

Those who wore beautiful tresses and had the part-
ings of their hair with vermilion have their locks
now shorn with scissors, and dust is thrown upon
their heads.

Broken are their strings of pearls. Wealth and beauty
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have now become their bane. Dishonoured, and
with ropes round their necks, they are carried
away by soldiers.

When Babur’s rule was proclaimed, no one could eat
his food.

(Asa, Asht. 1, 3-5)

If a powerful person were to attack another powerful
person, there shall be no anger in my mind, but
if a ferocious lion falls upon a herd of cattle, the
master of the herd should show his manliness.

(Asa, ghar vi, 39)

He laid the responsibility for the misery of the people
on the ruling Lodhis who could not manfully defend their
subjects and allowed the precious gem of the country to
fall into the hands of the foreigners. To quote his own
words :

The dogs (the Lodhis) have thrown away the priceless
gem of inheritance ; when they are dead and gone,
no one will remember them with regard.

(Asa, ghar vi, 39)

This was evidently said after the battle of Panipat in
1526 when the Lodhi Sultan Ibrahim lost the Indian em-
pire to Babur.

Guru Nanak’s protest against tyranny was simultane-
ously a demand for liberty, for freedom from foreign yoke.
Attack on any type of slavery is born of a yearning for the
upliftment of the down-trodden people, and he laid the
greatest stress on it.

In this way the teachings of Guru Nanak touch all as-
pects of human life and deserve a close study by all seek-
ers of truth in life and of goodwill and peace in the world.

8
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Guru Nanak, as we have seen, was not a visionary
idealist or a speculative theorist, nor does his religion
boast of any complicated philosophy couched in a lan-
guage beyond the understanding of ordinary men. He
knew that men in the world do not always live by philo-
sophy. They live by sheer force of habits formed in their
day to day lives. If people were to live by philosophies,
this world of ours would be a world of saints and sages.
There would then be no untruth, no hypocrisy, no slander
and covctousness, no ego, no differences of high and low,
no distinctions of superior and inferior people, no colour
prejudices, no quarrels and no wars. The whole world
would then be one family, living and working for peace
and goodwill among its members. From days immemo-
rial, the ancient land of Bharata has been the home of
great philosophers. But, has it cver been without any
evil, misunderstanding and war? The Brahmins of India
have given to the world the greatest philosophies of man-
kind. Yet it is their descendants and successors who are
mostly responsible for creating and perpetuating the dis-
tinctions of castes and classes and for suppressing innu-
merable groups of human beings as untouchables and un-
approachables whose slightest touch and shadow polluted
the upper-class people. This evil has, through the centu-
ries, been so strongly entrenched in the minds of people
that it persists up to the present day, and, at times, sincere
devotees of God are refused admission into the temples
dedicated to Him. This is all due to prejudices of caste
distinctions which have come to be confirmed as uneradi-
cable habits. The same may as well be said of other
practices in social or religious life. It was, therefore,
that Guru Nanak laid special emphasis on the practical
side of religion which, according to him, is not a philo-
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sophy but a way of life to be lived in the world as an
integral part of its great family.

To introduce and inculcate a new way of life into the
people, they must first be convinced of the error in their
old ways. This should be done in a manner which should
appeal to their reason and inner self. The use of force
for the spread of religion is most undesirable and is harm-
ful to religion itsclf. It either demoralises its victims or
creates in them a spirit of resistance and hatred.

Guru Nanak was a great psychologist. He under-
stood the nature of the pcople he had to contend with for
the propagation of his views. His aim was to mould the
minds of those whom he wished to reform. He, therefore,
always had a smile on his face, and used the receptive
method of humour. And he was always successful in his
mission, even under the most trying circumstances and
in the strangest of lands far away from his country and
his people. He was endowed with an extraordinary pre-
sence of mind. The {fearless expression of his views
touched the inner chords of his listeners and carried con-
viction not only with the most religious fanatic but also
with professional cheats and diabolical murderers whom
he was able to transform into pious devotees.

The unprecedented success that attended his mission
of spiritual emancipation and social uplift of people was
mostlv due to his correct diagnosis of the ills of the suffer-
ing humanity and the proper remedies that he prescribed
for and administered to them. He could at once see that
estrangement and strife between different peoples and
communities in the world was due to the lack of correct
understanding of their common spiritual heritage and
close relationship with one another. If people were to
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realize, he felt, that God as the Creator, was the common
father of all human beings and they were all members of
the universal brotherhood, much of the misunderstanding
and strife responsible for the miseries of the world would
disappear. And, as long as people persisted in following
their old ideas and worshipping different gods and god-
desses, creation of mutual goodwill and understanding
was impossible. Therefore, he laid the greatest stress on
the unity and uniqueness of God which is the basic princi-
ple of Guru Nanak’s creed.

During his travels he had established Sangats or
mixed congregations to propagate his message. To these
Sangats was attached, as an essential part, Guru ka langar
or free community kitchen wherc the entire gathering sat
in Pangats or mixed rows, regardless of caste, creed, coun-
try or colour, and had their meals together. This served
as a leveller for all distinctions of the Brahmanical high
and low—the Brahmin and the Sudra—and of the Mus-
lim Mamin and Kafir. No ritual was observed at these con-
gregations beyond a thanks-giving prayer to the Bestower
of all gifts and the singing of Iiis praises to put the con-
gregations in tune with the Infinite. Constant remem-
brance of God, honest and conscientious work and shar-
ing the fruit of one’s labour with one’s fellow-beings—
Nam japna (simran), Kirt karna and Wand chhakna—were
the cardinal principles that were to guide the lives of the
followers of Guru Nanak and were inculcated at these
congregational centres popularly known as dharmsal.

Kartarpur, where the Guru finally settled down with
his wife and children, virtually developed into a dharm-
sal. People from all sides flocked to him for instruction
in the new faith and were surprised to find the Guru lead-
ing the life of a householder and following the profession of
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an agriculturist. This, not un-naturally, upset the profes-
sional ascetic practitioners in religion. It, however, had
a great appeal to the common people who had to live in
the world, with duties and responsibilities towards their
kith and kin, towards their neighbours, and towards their
fellow countrymen and others. As a practical way of life,
the precept and example of Guru Nanak greatly helped
mould the lives of his visitors and disciples, known as the
Sikhs, into the new pattern of Guru Nanak’s discipline,
Sikhi or Sikhism, which literally means ‘learning (and prac-
tising) the Master’s precepts—Sikhi sikhia Gur vichar
(M. 1, Var Asa, 5).

Guru Nanak felt that the emancipation of people
from the age-old prejudices and traditions, creating differ-
ences and hatred between men and men, could not be
effected in one generation. He had, no doubt, set the
people athinking and created an awakening. But there was
the fear of people dozing back into the old slumber.
Therefore, it needed sustained effort to keep his move-
ment alive and to make it an integral part of the life of
the people.

Some time before his death in 1539, therefore, he
selected a devoted disciple of his, Lehna by name, to suc-
ceed him and formally bestowed the Guruship upon him
in preference to his sons. One of them Sri Chand had
renounced the world and had become an ascetic Sadhu,
while the other Lakhmi Das was too worldly to come up
to the required standard. Lehna, on the other hand, had
so identified himself with the teachings of Guru Nanak as
to be indistinguishable from the Master, and the Guru
considered him to be his own very self, the spirit of his
spirit and the limb of his limb, and called him ‘Angad’
(of his own limb). The new Guru Angad literally merged
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his personality into that of Guru Nanak and composed
all his hymns under the nom de plume of Nanak. This
practice was also followed by the subsequent Gurus, Amar
Das to Tegh Bahadur.

Guru Angad strengthened the institutions ot Sangat
and Pangat set up by the first Guru, and his successor Gura
Amar Das stood for the emancipation of women and op-
posed the practices of Parda and Sati. The fourth Guru
Ram Das gave to the Sikhs a rallying centre at Amritsar
where, in 1574, he laid the foundation of the present city
of the Golden Temple. It was reserved for the fifth Guru
Arjan (1581-1606) to collect the writings of his predeces-
sors and to compile the holy scripture of the Sikhs, includ-
ing therein his own compositions. The Guru Granth
Sahib, as this book is called, includes not only the hymns
of the Sikh Gurus but also of a number of Ilindu, Mus-
lim and so-called untouchable saints and sages of India.
It may as such be called the Bible of the People. The
most remarkable thing about it is that it is written in the
spoken language of the people to whom the Masters deli-
vered their message of devotion to God and service to
humanity.

This steady growth of Sikhism and its increasing po-
pularity among the Hindus as well as the Muslims who
joined the Sikh faith in large numbers, created a heart-
burning jealousy among the Nagshbandi enthusiasts who
used their religious influence with Emperor Jehangir and
had Guru Arjan arrested and executed under a political
pretence. He was the first martvr at the altar of Sikh-
ism.

Guru Arjan's son and successor Guru Hargobind
(1606-45) felt that a stage had arrived in the develop-
ment of Sikhism when its followers should be prepared to
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defend themselves against the tyranny of the ruling
junta. He, therefore, combined the spiritual and tem-
poral resources—Piri and Miri—to combat the forces of
evil and encouraged the use of arms in defence of dharma.

This was the first step towards the transformation of
Sikhism into a militant church. Shri Samarth Ramdas, the
great Maratha saint, was surprised to see Guru Hargo-
bind, the successor of Guru Nanak, riding a horse, with
swords dangling by his sides. “I had heard that you oc-
cupied the seat of Guru Nanak. .. Nanak was a tyagi
sadhu . .. What sort of a sadhu are you?” he asked. Guru
Hargobind replied : “Internally a hermit, and externally
a prince. Arms mean protection to the poor and destruc-
tion to the tyrant. Baba Nanak had not renounced the
world but had renounced maya, i.c., self and ego.”

These words of Guru Hargobind found a ready res-
ponse in the heart of Samarth Ramdas who spontaneous-
ly said: “Yeh hamare man bhavti hai—this appealeth to
my mind” (Pothi Panjah Sakhian, No. 39

Guru Hargobind was succeeded by Guru Har Rai
whose assistance to the fugitive philosopher-prince Dara
Shikoh excited the wrath of Emperor Aurangzeb. The
eighth Guru Har Krishan was followed by Guru Tegh
Bahadur who was ordered by the Emperor to be executed
in 1675 for his proselytizing activities and espousing the
cause of the Kashmiri Hindus and associating with Sufi
saints like Hafiz Adam and others for whom he harboured
in his mind the deepest of hatred.

Guru Gobind Singh (1666-1708), the well-known sol-
dier-saint of India, was the tenth and the last Guru of
the Sikhs. He believed that, like the saviours of old, he
had come into the world with a particular mission. He
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could see that although the teachings of his predecessors
and their unique examples of martyrdom at the altar
of their faith had elevated the spirits of the Sikhs, the old
social prejudices and shackles of the caste system had not
yet been completely broken. And this had hindered the in-
tegration of the Sikhs into a homogeneous classless people
inspired by a common national ideal. In fact, the idea
of nationalism had not yet emerged in this country and
Guru Gobind Singh felt that a change in the psychology
of the people was necessary for its birth. This he achiev-
ed by introducing into the Sikhs a new form of baptism,
Khande da Amrit, and enjoining upon the baptized Sikhs
to be called the Khalsa, Wahiguru ji ka Khalsa, the Lord’s
own, wearing at all time in future the same five distinc-
tive symbols beginning with the letter K: Kesh (uncut
hair), Kangha (a comb), Kachha (a pair of shorts), Kara
(an iron bracelet) and Kripan (a sword). Not only this.
As soon as the first ceremony was over, he himself, to the
surprise of all present, knelt down before the Initiated
Five as a candidate, begging them that he might as well
be baptized in the same form and manner. The initiation
of a Guru by his disciples was a thing unknown in the
history of religions. But Guru Gobind Singh wished to
level down the distinction between the Guru and the
Shishyas (Sikhs), the Master and the disciples, offering to
adopt the same forms and symbols and to submit to the
same discipline as had been laid down for the Khalsa. He
was of the Khalsa, he said, and the Khalsa was the very
breath of his life, nay, his very self. Well has this strange
phenomenon been acclaimed by a contemporary poet Bhai
Gurdas 1II, saying:
Waih pargateo mard agammra waryam ikela
Wah! Wah Gobind Singh, ape Gur chela.
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And lo! there appeared an unsurpassable man,
a unique hero;

Wonderful, wonderful is Guru Gobind Singh,
a venerable preceptor as well as a humble
disciple.

The emergence of the new order of the Khalsa which
recognized only the unity of God and rejected the multi-
plicity of gods and goddesses and abolished the distinc-
tion of castes and classes, created a stir among the idolat-
rous Hill Rajputs of Brahmanical persuasion. They not
only attempted to eject the Guru from his ancestoral resi-
dence at Anandpur at the foot of the Shivalik Hills, but
also occasionally excited the Mughal officials against him
and sought their help to oust him.

Writing to Emperor Aurangzeb in response to his in-
vitation to sec him in the Deccan, the Guru tells him in
his well-known letter, the Zafar Nama, that the cause of
the Hill Rajput Rajahs’ opposition to him was that “they
are idol-worshippers and I am an idol-breaker—kih o
but-prast and wa man but-shikan.” And the cuuse of his
reluctance to proceed to the Deccan was that the Em-
peror’s “bakhshis and diwans (who generally carried his
messages) are all liars” as they had in the past gone back
upon their oaths on the holy Quran.

The Guru, however, later set out for the Deccan to
see the Emperor and was near Baghaur in Rajasthan on
his way when the news came to him that the Emperor
had died at Ahmadnagar in February 1707. A few months
later he met the new Emperor Bahadur Shah and helped
him with a detachment of men in the battle of succession
at Jajau in June and accompanied him to the Deccan
where, at Nanded, he died on October 6-7, 1708.
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A day before his death when some of his Sikh com-
panions enquired of the Guru as to who would be his
successor, he replied that in view of some past experience
and future fears about the rise of pretenders and its un-
healthy effect upon the community as a whole, it was not
desirable to appoint any person as the Guru and that he
had transferred his physical self to the Khalsa, who was
his very self, and entrusted their spiritual guidance to
the ‘Word of the Masters as embodied in the Granth
Sahih which would thenceforward be recognized as Guru
Granth Sahib.

This was the last word of the tenth and the last Guru
Gobind Singh in the historical development of Sikhism
which had its birth in the teachings and preachings of
Guru Nanak and had been expounded by his nine suc-
cessors without any change whatever.

The subsequent history of the Sikh people belongs
to their rise to political power for which they had to make
innumerable sacrifices and had to wade through pools of
their blood during the eighteenth centurv. The establish-
ment of their republican confederacies under the Misaldar
Sardars in the seventcen fifties and sixties and of the king-
dom of the Panjab under Maharaja Ranjit Singh in the
nincteenth century were the direct results of the impact
of Sikhism on the people of the country.

The Udasis, the Nirmalas, the Nihangs, also known
as the Akalis, ctc., are missionary orders of the Sikhs. The
first two have rendered invaluable service to the commu-
nity in carrying the message of Sikhism far and wide, in
India and abroad. The Nihangs or the Akalis have kept
alive the spirit of the Khalsa of the eighteenth century.
The Nirankaris and the Namdharis have also contributed
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in their own way to the spread of Sikhism during the
nineteenth century. The seventies of the nineteenth
century also saw the emergence of the Singh Sabha move-
ment at a very critical time in the history of the Sikhs and
Sikhism. At that time they encountered multi-pronged
attacks from different sides and were threatened with ab-
sorption into older religions in the country. The leaders
of the movement, however, were successful in meeting
the challenges and enthusing the community with reviv-
alism through a network of Singh Sabha spread by the
Khalsa Diwans of Amritsar and Lahore and the Chief
Khalsa Diwan, Amritsar, and its Sikh Educational Com-
mittee.



SUFI MOVEMENT

Dgr: ABbus SuBHAN

(Maulana Azad College, Calcutta)

By SurisM is meant the mode of religious life in Islam,
in which stress is laid more on the cultivation of the inner
self than on the performance of the prescribed rituals. In
other words, it is a term signifying mysticism in Islam.
Opinions vary among scholars as to the derivation and
connotation of the word ‘Suff. According to Professor
A. . Arberry, the eminent modem Islamicist, the nick-
name Sufi, which is undoubtedly derived from the Arabic
word Suf, meaning ‘wool’, appears to have been applied
in the first place to one Abu Hashim Uthman b. Sharik of
Kufa, who died about the year 776 ; by the middle of the
ninth century, the term came to be used as a regular ap-
pellation of those who practised austere asceticism. It
was not until the tenth century that the word acquired a
theosophical connotation. Starting from Basra and Kufa,
the mystical movement spread to all parts of the Islamic
world.

Before reaching India, the Sufi movement had already
touched a high watermark of perfection in the twelfth
century with the institution of the first mystic Order by
Syedna, Hadrat Shaikh Abdul Qadir Jilani al-Baghdadi,
universally recognised as the greatest saint of Islam, who
is invariably invoked by the titles of “Muhyi al-Din” (“Re-
viver of Religion”) “Gauth al-Azam” (“the greatest suc-
courer”) and “Piran-i-Pir” (“Saint of all Saints™), etc. He dec-
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lared ex-cathedra in Baghdad: “My foot is on the shoul-
der of every Saint.” This celebrated dictum of the holy
saint has been accepted by the saints of all the Orders.
The determining factor in the widespread influence of
Qadiri Order was its insistence on strict adherence to the
religious laws and the practices of orthodoxy. In fact,
the entire Muslim world holds the founder of the Order
in highest reverence. Though the Order was introduced
much later in India, it has always enjoyed and still en-
joys, widest popularity. In fact, all the mystical orders
of Islam owe their allegiance to the Qadiri Order.

The Chishti and the Suhrawardi were the earliest
Sufi Orders to flourish in India. The Sultanate period of
mediaeval India is marked by the dominance of these
two Orders, while the Moghul era is noted for the pre-
eminence gained by the Nagshbandi and the Qadiri
Saints. The Chishti Order of Sufism was introduced in
India by Khwaja Mainuddin Sijzi (d. 1236) who arrived
in India shortly before the conquest of Muhammad Ghuri,
after receiving spiritual blessings from Hadrat Ghauth al-
Azam. The saint after some wanderings in the land fin-
ally settled at Ajmer, where his mausolcum is a great
centre of pilgrimage for the people of the subcontinent.

The Khwaja’s disciple and spiritual successor Qutub-
uddin Bhaktiyar Kaki (d. 1236) chose Delhi as the centre
of his mission. The saint commanded great respect from
all and sundry and was held in high esteem by Sultan
Iltutmish.  Another centre, noted for its austere ascetic
discipline, was established at Ajodhan by Khwaja Kaki’s
disciple Khwaja Farid-ud-Din Masud, hagiographically
known as Ganj-i-Shakar (1175-1265), whose tomb is situa-
ted at Pakpatan.

But the most eminent of the Delhi Chistis was Baba
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Farid’s disciple Hadrat Nizam ul-Din Auliya (d. 1323).
who exercised such a great spiritual influence over the
people that some of the Tughlaq Sultans even saw in the
saint a great political danger. The Shaikh saw the reigns
of seven successive Sultans of Delhi, all of whom, except
Qutubuddin Mubarak, held him in great respect. It was
on account of the endeavours of the Mahbub-i-Ilahi (the
beloved of God), with which title the Shaikh was popu-
larly known, that the Sufi movement struck its roots
deep in the hearts of the common people. His shrine in
Delhi still serves as a cementing force among the many
thousands who throng round it throughout the year.
Among the saint’s successors, Nasiruddin Chirag ot
Dclhi (d. 1367) enjoyed popularity. The reign of Sultan
Muhammad Tughlaq (1325-51), who was not well-dis-
posed to the saints based in Delhi; marks the decentrali-
zation of the Chishti branch of the Sufi movement. The
result was that the Sufis gradually dispersed into provine-
es. Thus Shaikh Sirajuddin Uthmani (d. 1357), known as
Akhi Siraj, carried the message to Bengal. The Shaikh’s
spiritual successor in Bengal was Shaikh Alauddin Alaul
Haq (d. 1398), whose son, Shaikh Nur Qutb-i-Alam pro-
pagated, through his mystical teachings, the Islamic mes-
sage of love, equality and brotherhood among the people.
In the Deccan, the torchbearers of the Chisti Order were
Shaikh Burhanuddin Gharib (d. 1340) and Khwaja Mu-
hammad Gesudraz (d. 1422), who was the author of sever-
al interesting works on Sufism. Among the Chisti saints
who shone under the great Mughals, the pride of place
goes to Shaikh Salim Chisti, for whom Emperor Akbar had
great regard. The Chisti saints imparted instruction to
their disciples in practical mysticism, which aimed at the
complete transformation of the life of the disciple’s spiritual
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being. The lives of these saints are marked by simplicity
and purity. They attached greatest importance to the
upliftment of the society as a whole. In their zeal to
serve the people, they even incurred the wrath of the
kings and nobles of the day. Memoirs of the Chishti
saints are full of illustrations when the saints shunned
the favours shown by the rulers. Shaikh Nizamuddin
Auliya, who witnessed the reigns of as many as seven
Delhi Kings, represented a dynamic spiritual force in me-
diaeval India. His disciples carried his message of love
to all parts of the country. ‘Reforms of the People’ was
the sheet-anchor of the Shaikh’s teachings and as such it
has grecat relevance to the concept of social justice and
benevolence of Islam. Love of humanity was the corner-
stone of his ethical messages which he inculcated among
his followers. In their mystical experiments, the saints
did not lose touch with the realities of life.

The Chishti mystics believed in the spiritual value of
music, and the musical assemblies (Mahfel-i-Sama) were
the common features of their Khanquahs. Though the
observance of such musical festivals carried some restric-
tions, this exclusive Chishti feature became gradually an
institution by itself. Talented professional singers, irres-
pective of caste or creed, were patronized by the saints.
Music as a spiritual stimulant thus acquired a strong so-
cial significance which continues to the present day. The
musical assemblies at the Khanquahs of Chishti Sufis
played a congenial role in the popularization of verna-
culars, in which many verses were composed.

While the Chishti Sufis lived a life of ascetic poverty,
the Suhrawardy saints generally maintained their Khan-
quahs in wealth and affluence. Unlike the Chishtis, they
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established good relations with the Delhi kings of the day,
mainly with a view to exercising a moral impact on them.
Hadrat Bahauddin Zakariyya, a disciple of Shaikh Shiha-
buddin Suhrawardy, set up his hospice in Multan and ex-
erted a tremendous influence on the people by means of
his spiritual powers. Sadruddin Ariff (d. 1285), Zaka-
riyya’s son and successor, led a puritanic life and unlike
his father, kept himself aloof from the kings and nobles.
In 1443, a Multani Suhrawardi, Shaikh Yusuf, was even
elected king of Multan and northern Sind, but his reign
was short lived. The Suhrawardi Order broke up in
Northern India in the wake of Timur’s invasion. The sub-
sequent Suhrawardis lived mainly in Gujarat where they
enjoyed great respect and prestige in the Courts of Guja-
rati Rulers.

The Sufi Order of the Nagshbandis spearhead-
ed Islamic reaction against Akbar’s heresy. Their most
outstanding contributions lay in the intellectual sphere. It
was introduced in India by Khwaja Bagibillah (d. 16083),
seventh in line of succession to Khwaja Bahauddin Nag-
shband, the founder of the Order. The Nagshbandi mis-
sion reached its climax in the life and work of Khwaja
Baqibillah’s most distinguished disciple, Shaikh Ahmad
Sarhindi. The latter used the pen as a powerful medium
for his preachings. His epistles, written to individuals
for the propagation of Islam and its mystical ideas, were
directed towards the rehabilitation of the said religion in
India. He was much respected for his learning by Abul
Fazl and Faizi and had powerful disciples at the impe-
rial court. Jahangir, who once imprisoned the Shaikh,
later bestowed gifts on him and made a respectable men-
tion of his name in his Tuzuk. Shaikh Ahmad was op-
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posed to heterodox Sufism as it was susceptible to panthei-
stic notions, having resemblance to the Hindu traditions.
The only way to realize the mysteries of Divine cxistence,
asserted the Shaikh, is to follow the Shariat without which
a believer is very likely to be led astray. It was on ac-
count of the Shaikh’s efforts to harmonize the doctrines ot
mysticism with the teachings of orthodox Islam that
Shaikh Ahmad Sarhindi was called the ‘Mujaddid’, the re-
novator of Islam.

Another outstanding figure in Naqshbandi Sufism
was the poet Mazhar Jan-i-Janan, who exercised profound
influence on contemporary mystic thought. His hospice
at Delhi was a great centre of mystic activity and hun-
dreds of devotees daily received instructions from him in
the intricate liturgical practices of the Nagshbandi Order.
In short, Mirza Jan-i-Janan was a mystic with a cosmopo-
litan outlook and wide sympathies.

The Qadiriyya Order of Sufism has always had a pre-
eminent position in the subcontinent, ever since it was in-
troduced here. Its founder, as stated above, is the most
universally revered of all the saints of Islam. The Qadiri
Order has been the main force behind the spread of Islam
in Western Africa and Central Asia. The first represen-
tatives of the order in India were Shah Nimatullah and
Makhdum Muhammad Jilani, who lived towards the mid-
dle of the fifteenth century. During the sixteenth cen-
tury, Shaikh Daud was the leading Qadri Saint who was
greatly loved by the people, irrespective of caste and re-
ligion. Shaikh Abdul Hag Muhaddith Dehlawi, one of
India’s leading Muslim theologians, came into the fold of
this order by accepting the discipleship of Shaikh Musa
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Gilani, the eminent contemporary Qadiri saint.

The Qadiri Order found a great devotee in Prince
Dara Shikuh who came under the direct spiritual influ-
ence of the celebrated saint Miyan Mir. At this point of
time, the spiritual life of Muslim India had reached a cri-
tical stage. Esoteric heterodoxy, as represented by Akbar’s
eclecticism, and conformist orthodoxy, as represented by
the Nagshbandi mission, brought about a tension which
had its reflection in the imperial household, as every-
where else in the Muslim society of India.  The specula-
tive syncretism of Prince Dara Shikuh, and the theocratic
particularism of Prince Aurangzib were an illustration of
the polarization” of tension in the royal dynasty. After
having acquired the esoteric knowledge of the Qadiri
Order, Dara Shikuh wrote two well-known hagiographical
works, the Sefinatul Aulia and the Sakinatul Aulia. Gra-
dually, the prince switched over to the syncretic interpre-
tation of Hindu scriptures with the purpose of establish-
ing an identification of the Hindu mysticism with the
Islamic. He had the Yoga Vasistha and the Bhagvad Gita
translated into Persian, and himself prepared a Persian
rendering of fifty-two Upanishads under the title Sirr-i-
Akbar. Through his syncretic mysticism, Prince Dara
Shikuh aimed at creating harmony and concord between
Islam and Hinduism and removing the barriers imposed
by the dissimilarity of the religions. It should also be
noted that the missionary work of the Sufis contributed
to the development of Indian vernaculars. The hospices
of the saints was a meeting ground of the various sorts of
people, including the nobles and the lords. The inter-
mingling of the multitude, which included converted
Muslims and unconverted or semi-converted Hindus, at
the Khanquahs of the Sufi Shaikhs gave an indirect im-
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petus to the growth of native tongues in the context of
Perso-Arabic linguistic impact. The mystics were mostly
Persian-speaking, yet they insisted on using the indigen-
ous language as their medium for propagating their mes-
sage of love and brotherhood. The teachings could only
be imparted in the language understood by thc masses.
Hindawi, which was the other name for Urdu in its embry-
onic stage, was the lingua franca of India during the me-
diaeval era. The Sufis found this common vernacular to
be the most suitable vehicle to convey their message to
the people. Hagiological documents attribute pre-Urdu
expressions to saints like Shaikh Ganj-i-Shakor who flour-
ished in the thirteenth century. Saints flourishing in the
fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth centuries too have
been recorded as having composed phrases in Hindawi
much earlier than Urdu actually took a definite literary
shape. But there is no denying the fact that the Sufi men-
dicants were the first to make literarv use of Urdu whe-
ther in the Northern, Southern or Western India -centres
where the language developed simultaneously later on.
The first prose work in Urdu is the Miraj ul-Ashigin (1421)
written by Khwaja Muhammad Gesudaraz. In Gujarat,
Shamsul Ushshaq Meranji (d. 1496) wrote Khub Tarang
in an Urdu mixed with Gujarati dialects and thus set up
a model medium for Sufi narrative verse. The early poe-
tical utterances of the Sufis contain borrowings from
Hindu mystical traditions and literary motifs. Thus, the
contributions of the Sufis to the growth of vernaculars, par-
ticularly Urdu, eloquently testify to the social significance
of their movement.

In the field of Persian epistolography, the Sufi tradi-
tion held the upper hand. The Shaikhs wrote to their
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followers long expository epistles which are noted more
for their contents than their style. The letters of Ahmad
ibn Yahya Maneri and Shaikh Ahmad Sarhindi constitute
important parts of Indian Sufistic literature. The Sufi
Shaikhs also wrote political letters to Muslim lords and
amirs, offering advice on contemporary political issues. The
Nagshbandi saint, Ahmad Sirhindi, wrote to Shaikh
Farid, on Jahangir’s accession to throne, to try to put the
new Emperor on the path of orthodoxy, and guard him
against the heretical heritage of Akbar. Shaikh Abdul Haq
Dehlawi and Shah Waliullah are also noted for their epi-
stles containing political admonitions, apart from theologi-
cal and ethical matters. It needs no saying that the poli-
tical themes of the writings of the Sufis did not amount to
their involvement in the political tussle of their respective
age. In whatever they wrote their objectives always were
reformist in nature, in accordance with the requirements
of the Sharia.

The Sufi Khanquahs were not an institution of asce-
ticism. The life lived in the Sufi hospices had an essen-
tial social basis established on the principle of contact
—close contact between the Shaikh and his followers, on
the onc hand and humanitarian mutual contact among
guests, new-comers and the surrounding populace, on the
other. The life of a Khanquah was centred on the perso-
nality of the Shaikh and every activity therein emanated
from his instructions. Visitors to the convent included
not only Muslims but also Yogis and Hindus, who came
to seek both blessings and knowledge. The centres of
Sufi movement were, therefore, not isolated oases in the
desert of worldly life. They were dynamic centres of
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propagation of universal Islamic message of humanity and
love.

Among the missionaries of Islam in India, the asce-
tic Sufi proved closer to the masses of the people than the
learned theologian who usually lacked spiritual sensitive-
ness. Wherever he went, the Sufi proved himself to be a
pivot of the circle of his disciples, radiating the effulgence
of spirituality and humanity which invariably generated
deep respect and admiration for him. The exoteric con-
version often followed the esoteric. As missionaries and
spiritual leaders of Islam, the Sufis were the first among
the Muslim intelligentsia to come in contact with the
Hindu masses, and thus had the occasion to know, some-
what intimately, of the characteristics of Hindu mysticism,
particularly the Yoga. Indigenous hagiological writings
record numerous instances of personal contacts between
the Yogis and leading saints of the mediaeval period, such
as Hadrat Farid Ganj-i-Shakar and Hadrat Nizamuddin
Auliva. Illustrations from Hindu religions and mystical
traditions to expound the tenets of Islamic mysticism are
commonly found in the memoirs of Sufi saints of India.
For example, Hadrat Nizamuddin Auliya, in order to
prove the superiority of Divine love to worldly attach-
ments, cites the case of a Brahmin who had lost his all,
but was happy that his sacred thread was still with him.

After al-Beruni, the first translation of a work on
Hindu mysticism by a Muslim is that of Amritkund by
Rukunuddin Samargandi, first into Arabic, then into Per-
sian, with the help of a Brahmin called Bhujan, from
whom he learnt Sanskrit and whom he claims to have con-
verted during his visit to Lakhnauti in the early thirteenth
century.

In the fourteenth century, wandering in forests,



134 SOCIAL CONTENTS OF INDIAN RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS

which is a distinctive feature of Hindu and Buddhistic
asceticism, appear to have been favoured by some hete-
redox Indian Sufis, such as Sharafuddin Abu Ali Qalandar.
Nasiruddin Chirag of Delhi and Khwaja Gesudaraz were
also formerly wandering darwishes. Sharafuddin Yaliya
maner, who founded the Firdausiyya Order in India,
made Rajgir, ancient centre of Buddhistic monasticism, a
location for his religious exercises.

By the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, Sufism pe-
netrated to the core of Hindu Society which produced
many converts to Islam. It was in this contact that the
Bhakti movement rose as a Hindu counter-challenge to
the growing influence of Sufi humanism. The Shattari
order of Sufi, whose influence was mainly confined to
Guijarat region, absorbed much Hindu influence into liturgy
and spiritual exercises. It seems to have borrowed ele-
ments directly from Yoga and other forms of Hindu mys-
ticism. The renowned exponent of this Sufi Order, Shaikh
Muhammad Ghauth Gawaliari, held Hindu mystics in high
esteem and his work Bahr al-Hayat is the first treatise
written by a Muslim in India on the practices of the
Yogis.

Mirza Mazhar Jan-i-Janan (1699-1780) regarded the
Vedas as divinely inspired. Shaikh Muhibbullah Allah-
badi, a leading exponent of the Qadiriyya order, expressed
the view that the prophet of Islam was a blessing for the
Muslims and the non-Muslims alike ; hence the fruits of
spiritualism should not be made a taboo for the Hindus.
A late seventeenth century Chishti saint, Shah Kalimullah
(d. 1719), declared himself to be in favour of mystical
training being given to a Hindu, even before his conver-
sion, to attract him to Islam.
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The Sufi movement came into closest touch with the
Hindu gnostic sciences and traditions towards the later
part of the Moghul era when Prince Dara Shikuh spear-
headed the heterodox elements with his intellectual ex-
periments with Hindu mystical doctrines.
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THE RELIGIOUS REFORM MOVEMENT
IN MEDIEVAL RAJASTHAN

Dr. G. N. SHARMA
(Rajasthan University)

THE PERIOD just before the eleventh century A.D. witnessed
the sowing of the seed of the religious movement and
reform in medieval Rajasthan. The geographical features
were very much congenial for the steady progress in think-
ing and introspection.!  That the vastness of deserts in
the west created a stir in the sensitive minds is apparent in
the fact that a large number of the saints of Rajasthan like
Pabuji, Tejaji, Mallinath, and others belonged to the desert
region. Similary, the sylvan solitude of the Aravalli range
gave shelter to many saints who lived in its caves and
the recessess of its forests. Thesc caves and seats of saints
still bear the names of Gopi Chand Bharatri and Guru
Gorakh Nath. The caves of Trikuta, Mewat and Titadi
have been associated with Gopi Chand Bharatri.  The
hill-tops of Jargah and Arbuda are still known as the
seats of Guru Gorakh Nath. The question whether these
saints ever resided in these caves may be doubted, but
there is little scope to disbelieve the fact that they were
the favourite resorts of those who were given to penances
and meditation.

The hilly region of Rajasthan played a significant part
in the religious history of the land. For saving them-
selves from the onslaughts of the Muslims several rich
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families of Gujarat and other neighbouring parts took
shelter in the isolated places where they quietly followed
their religious persuasion. The temples which they built
at Nagda, Abu, Arthuna, Lodrava, Dhulev, etc., bear
witness to this event.?

Next to these physical features and their influence on
the history of religious movement mention may be made
of the growing spirit of toleration and catholicity of the
Rajputs towards the aborigins. At the early stage of the
Rajput settlement about the sixth-seventh century, the rela-
tions between the Bhils and the new conquerors were not
cordial® But with the passage of time they reconciled
themselves with the situation. As there was not much
difference in habits and manners between the con-
querors and the conquered, eventually the aborigins
left some impress on the life and culture of the
new conquerors and the masses. In course of time
they rose from their low social position and be-
came the defenders of the land. This change in the
social order led to the emergence of some persons who
were revered by the people as saints. The Rajput rulers,
finding them useful for military services, recognised their
proprietory rights through a singular custom. The corona-
tion ceremony of a Rajput chief in any state, where there
was a Bhil or a Mina population, was not considerdd com-
plete unless the Tika—or mark of kingship—was impressed
upon the forehead of the new chief by the bleeding thumb
of the head of the family to which that hereditary privilege
belonged.! They were granted rent-free lands’ and their
age-old institution of Panchayat was respected.® The spirit
of mutual goodwill of the two classes is best illustrated by
the peculiarities of Rajasthani language, whose base is
Bhili dialect, but whose form and structure are regional.
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This due proportion of the different elements found its
expression in the ballads, the Pawadas, the Rasa, etc., of
the Bhakti literature of medieval Rajasthan.’

Along with these peculiarities, we should not lose
sight of the fact that the differences among the Hindu
sects like the Vaishnavas, Saivas, Saktas, etc., in Rajasthan
were not as marked as they were in South India. Indeed,
sectarian rivalries and jealousies were practically absent
in Rajasthan. While the epigraphic records® attest to the
prevalence of Vedic beliefs and practices, the evidence fur-
nished by the old temples and monasteries at Osia, Arthuna,
Ahar, etc., testify to the existence of the Hindu and Jaina
communities side by side. The Nath Inscription® informs us
that both the Saiva and Jain thinkers were patronised by
the Guhilot rulers of Mewar. The Chauhans of Ajmer
showed tolerance to every sect and fostered religious
harmony and rapprochement.”

These factors of socio-religious and politico-ethnic
importance constitute a vital force in creating a favourable
atmosphere for the growth of religious and social equi-
librium.

The religious reform movement of Rajasthan made
its first appearance in the form of saviour of pastoral and
agricultural class, in particular, and craftsman of low origin
in general. The attempts of the foreign invaders to lift
cows and destory habitations of the North Western
Rajasthan, during the eleventh and the twelfth centuries,
had important effects on the religious awakening. To
allay the unrest and stave off disturbance many a daring
warrior like Gogaji, Tejaji, Pabuji, Deoji, and others,
whose time ranges from the eleventh to the fourteenth
century, sacrificed their lives for the defence of their patri-
mony and animal life and thus obtained an esteemed place
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in the society. In the eyes of the people of this region
they were deemed as saviours of their land. Very soon
several folklore and mystic beliefs were woven around
them and in course of time they were transformed into
folk-gods.”

“Although these folk-gods do not fall strictly within
the class of reformers on account of their being bound by
crude beliefs in magic, miracles and spirits, they may be
classed as the tribal religious heads. But a great import-
ance of such beliefs recorded in the relevant literature was
that the pastoral and agricultural class along with other
low classes had a proud satisfaction that there was some
supernatural world and a world of powers, spirits and
miracles which shape their destiny. Thev had a full faith
that through their own local gods they could gain some
material or social advantage. By brooding over the life
and accomplishments of the local gods they could under-
stand the deep significance of religion that the gods were
immortal and for men death was inevitable and had to
be accepted. The devotees of these pastoral gods could
also understand the value of kindness, righteousness,
sincerity, justice, respect for law, etc., by singing the songs
ascribed to the virtues of their dead heroes. The great
worth of these ‘desert-born geniuses for religion” was that
“without leading the simple minds of country-men towards
the controversies of theology, they impressed on their
followers the worth of unity, contemplation and virtues of
life—the main themes of religion.”*

From the fourteenth century onwards a new form of
Bhakti cult emerged, and that was an impact of Islam on
Hinduism and vice versa. In the north-eastern and cen-
tral part of Rajasthan, in and around Ajmer, Nagor,
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Mandal and Chitor, where some Sufi saints lived and where
Hindu pilgrim places existed, circumstances became favour-
able for the meeting ground of the Muslims and Hindus.
Impressed by the simplicity of the Muslim creed and its
insistence upon the oneness of God, the Rajasthan reformers
began to emphasise on love of God and meditation—the
true aspects of religion. They denounced caste-bound
society and ritual-ridden dogmas. In the Aksharbavani,
the Chitvilas, the Apan-ra-Duha and the Viprabodha an
attempt towards synthesis is clearly visible. The
Muslims too did not fail to adopt several rites in their
ceremonies along with the moral principles after the Hindu
ideas.”

A modest beginning in the direction of reconciling
orthodexy with mysticism within Hinduism was made by
Dhanna who was a Jat by caste and is said to have been
born in 1415 A.D. By his personal experience he made
his followers believe that God could be realised through
internal search and meditation.”

To the latter half of the fiftcenth and the early part
of the sixteenth century belonged Jabhaji, who was a
Paramara Rajput. Ie was an advocate of both ‘old’ and
‘new’ concepts of thinking. By insisting twenty-nine rigid
principles for his followers he emphasised the importance
of moral behaviour. They were non-injury to living beings,
abstaining from theft, robbery, etc. His insistence on
burying of dead, shaving of the head-knot, growing of
beard served the need of the age. The idea of remarriage
of widows shows his inclination towards reforms of social
evils. In his case the attempt for reform is both radical
and symbolic. Though he remained within the fold of
Hinduism and continued to profess the worship of Vishnu
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and performance of Homa, he tried to bring Hindu faith
abreast of medieval progress through new approaches.”

Along with the trends of synthesis of ideas the simple
faith in the ideals of Vaishnavism produced a ferment which
was focussed by Mira Bai, the celebrated Rajput princess.
She was born in the village Kukri (near Merta) about
1498-1499 A.D. In due course of time she was married
to Bhoj Raja, the son of the valiant Rana Sanga. But the
discharge of marital obligations was short-lived.  Soon
after her marriage Bhoj died. Then followed calamities
after calamities leading to the deaths of her grand-father,
father and father-in-law. The expulsion of Vikram Deva,
her uncle from Merta, was another shocking event which
Mira faced. All these and her harsh life of a widow were
conducive to fill Mira with a spirit of detachment
(vairagya). Her devotion to Gopal from a tender age
together with reverence towards Sadhus got intensified.
The torture and hardship to which she was put by the
environment of the royal family made her dauntless in her
devotion to Lord Krishna. In her love for Him she could
accept no compromise.”

Mira left behind her a wealth of poetry which gives
the main line of thinking. In her eyes earthly objccts
and worldly honours and joys of life were transient. She
believed in Lord Krishna as an incarnation of God. Her
religion was the religion of Bhakti which had no scope
for formality or adherence to caste and, creed. The essen-
tial part of devotion recommended by her was singing and
dancing. Mira’s cult was a presiding force. It attracted
the attention of princes and peasants to tread on the path
of spiritual devotion pure and simple. Her personal
experience was taken as a cult and as a result several
chiefs, chieftains and house-wives of all ranks and file be-
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came the admirers and devotees of Mira.”

We find this echo of free-thinking in Dadu (1550-1605
A.D.) of Naraina. His poetic utterances, collected in the
Dadu-Dayal-ki-Bani, breathe an atmosphere of free-think-
ing without any prejudice of caste and creed. His precepts
are held in great veneration by his disciples. They
reveal his belief in unity of God, in Guru, mercy, affection
and righteousness. He insisted upon the unity of God
and regarded Hindus and Muslims as two brothers. With
regard to rituals, rites and formalities of worship he held
the same view as Kabir.  According to him one cannot
obtain Bliss by abandoning the world and repeating the
name of Rama and Allah day and night. These and other
views he expressed in a mixture of dialects like Braja
Bhasha, Rajasthani, Punjabi, Rekhta and corrupt Persian
which could be understood by both Hindus and Muslims.*

In spite of all these efforts a large majority of princes
and people of Rajasthan continued, up to the end of the
seventeenth century, to profess some form of traditional
religions—Saivism, Saktism, Vaishnavism, Jainism, etc.
Traditional religions remained a distinguishing feature of
the states. In the beginning of the eighteenth century on
account of political, social and intellectual changes a group
of people were not prepared to retain their loyalty to the
religious traditions of the past. The Maratha invasions
had degenerated the condition of the rulers of the state.
The conflict between the nobility and the princes of the
state weakened the political solidarity. The life in Mathas
and monasteries was not free from abuses. The Abu
Gazal” rightly pictures the nature of criticism against pre-
vailing evils in Jainism which emanated from all quarters.
The Nath Sadhus, the hereditary gaddi-holders of Eklinga
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temple, were removed from their position due to their
depraved condition and were replaced by the Dandin
Sadhus by the Maharana of Udaipur. To a rapidly grow-
ing number of persons certainly—among the masses as
among the awakened classes of industrial and intellectual
centres—traditional religion was losing its ground. Thus
in order to fulfil the need of the age a new tendency among
the religious teachers arose to ignore some elements of
the traditional creed and adopt new approach towards life
and thought.”

To represent this feeling Charandas of Mewat (1703-
1780), who belonged to a Dhusar Baniya family, empha-
sised the unity of God, the recitation of His name and the
greatness of Guru. He denounced idolatory like Kabir.
Both men and women were accepted as his disciples.
Laldas, another teacher of Mewat, who belonged to the
Meos tribe, preached the same idea. He allowed married
life and emphasised on singing and dancing as the me-
diums of Bhakti. Another teacher, Mavaji, an enlightened
Brahmana of Vagad, denounced caste restrictions. It is
said that he had four wives, of whom the first and third
were of his own community, the second was a Rajput and
the fourth a widow of Patel caste. He believed in social
and religious equality and admitted to his discipleship all
Hindu castes and sexes without prejudices. In one of his
works entitled Nyaya he has discussed problems dealing
with God, heaven and righteous acts, which embodied a
new message for the individual and for society.”

Another important teacher was in the personality of
Ram Charan (1718-1798). He belonged to the Bijavargi
Visya order. He tried to bring about a change in the
outlook of the people who were enlightened. He, there-
fore, chose industrial centres like Bhilwara and Shahpura
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regions for his preaching. He accented on the austere
habits, moral and religious disciplines, both for monastic
and the lay members. Though he adopted religious
services after Muslim fashion he preached to his followers
to worship Rama and abstain from intoxication, tobacco
and non-vegetarian diet. In his work he underlined the
importance of Guru and good action. Both men and
women were allowed to take part daily in the service,
though the two sexes were not permitted to do so at the
same time.”

The Movement and its differences with current Hinduism

As the medieval Religious Reform Movement was not
a protest movement against Hinduism, the teachers and
the followers of the new movement remained Hindu. Mira
and Dadu, as for example, never denounced the traditional
beliefs in Hindu gods. Similarly, Ram Charan, the
founder of Ramsnehi cult centred round Rama. The
Law of Karma and Rebirth, the Guruship, the spirit of
toleration and purity of life are also the common features
found in both the schools. But the introduction of devo-
tion through Bhakti is the novel feature of the new move-
ment in clear contrast to rituals, ceremonies and formulae of
Hinduism. The next important point of difference bet-
ween the two was that whereas Canonical texts of current
Hinduism were all written in Sanskrit, those of the new
movement were composed and sung in the spoken language
of the people. Moreover, the saints of this movement deni-
ed the authority of the Brahmanic ceremonies, sacrificial
worships and caste system. What distinguished it as a
whole from Hinduism was its evolutionary attitude to-
wards religion and God. Briefly speaking, the new move-
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ment involved a curious shift of emphasis from ‘blind faith’
to ‘moral action and purity of life’.

Some general obsercations

The religious reforms, as sketched above, fulfilled a
basic need of the society. The founders of various orga-
nisations tried to devise a scheme of moral and spiritual
discipline with all its simplicity and directions necessary
to meet the new situation.  Moreover, by opening the path
of devotion to the depressed communitics, the movement
strengthened Hindu society by retaining them within the
fold of Iinduism.

The message transmitted to the masses by these saints,
through popular language, made a wide appeal and the
theological doctrines of great significance were known to
ordinary persons who were devoid of the study of scrip-
tures. Moreover, the teachings of the saints made clear
that both ITinduism and TIslam could come close to each
other if the externals are overlooked and the essence of both
religions is accepted. They at least succeeded in bridging
the gulf between the Hindus and the Muslims. The
doctrine of lovd, belief in one God and reverence to the
Guru, were the cardinal principles respected nearly by all
religious reformers.  The movement reduced the import-
ance of dogma, consequently making it an object of sharp
criticism.  The followers of the religious movement evinced
a special regard for good life, humanitarianism, social up-
lift, organized kirtan, and hatred against alcoholism. To
the realization of such an ideal the medieval religious
movement certainly contributed to the development of
comprehensive organizations of Ramdwaras, Dadudwaras
and Akharas. They are more or less centres of social and

10
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religious comradeship. Most of these organizations were
far more active in social work and missionary enterprise,
Taking a total view of these sects it may be said that they
were fairly rational and were successful in providing a
spiritual basis for rapproachement.

But in assessing the value of these sects we must not
lose sight of their limitations. The successors of these
saints  who became  gaddi-holders  eventually largely
defeated the aims and objectives of the founders of these
paths by indulging themselves in vices as well as by
reintroducing rites and rituals in one form or the other
against which these saints once raised their voice. The
general pattern of our socicty remained the same.  Con-
servatism, orthodoxy, superstitions remained dcep-rooted.
The study of the Vedas remained the monopoly of the
higher caste. The realin of knowledge was, as it were,
still a forbidden land for the Sudras. Old ways of think-
ing and acting continued to be rcared with varying
strength and vitality. In the very fundamentals, it seemed,
there was something which was lacking,.

Iowever, in spite of these short-comings the Bhakti
movement sounded the innermost depths of the common
consciousness. Tt was a revival of popular literature,
which popularised the lofty poetry of Kabir, the refined
melodies of Mira, and stirring messages of Dadu. A
small scet called Mirabais, comprising of widows of various
castes, still inspire the village communities by their simple
habits and by maintaining themselves simply on public
charity.  The organization of annual fairs held in the
honour of Gogaji, Tejaji and Jambhaji all over Rajasthan
and at some specific places share in popularizing the idea
of Dharma and Bhakti. Most of these organizations are
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quite active in social and missionary enterprise. The Dadu
Panthis and Bishnois as well as Ramsnehis are very enthu-
siastic in upholding the cause of popular education, public
health and recreation. Thus the services of these saints
occupy a respectful place in the social and cultural history
of our countrv. The names of Mira, Dadu and Ram Charan
and their collective moral and religious teachings, divorced
from several dogmas, provide a spiritual and ethical setting
for contemporary material progress.
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SOCIAL IMPLICATIONS OF RELIGIOUS
MOVEMENTS IN MEDIEVAL MAHARASHTRA

Dr. N. II. KULKARNEE

(National Archives of India, New Delli)

Tuk RELIGIOUS movements in medieval Maharashtra com-
menced in the thirteenth century when the Yadavas of
Devagiri were the ruling power in Maharashtra, and Islam
had not yet made its incursions into the Deccan.  The
Yadavas patronised the traditional Vedic religion, but that
religion was no longer a living force and could not sustain
and nourish the spiritual urges of the Maharashtrian
society.  Religious power had been monopolised by a
few Brahmin pundits who alone understood the Sanskrit
language in which the ancient religious texts were avail-
able. As the illiterate masses and most of the upper
classes too were ignorant of Sanskrit, their superstitions
beliefs came to be exploited in the name of religion. Tradi-
tional religion had come to mean cither theological obscu-
rantism or rampant ritualism. Pedantic commentaries
and abstruse metaphysics in which the learned Brahmins
indulged brought little consolation to the common man.
The excess to which ritualism had been carried may be
inferred from the Vratkhand, a compilation by Hemadri,
a minister of the Yadavas. He prescribed no fewer than
2000 rites and ceremonies to be performed in the course
of 360 days! Hemadri’s Chaturvarga Chintamani became
not an authority for religious enlightenment but an excuse
for feeding the Brahmins in propitiation of particular
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deities for almost every day of the vear. This tragic lack
of wisdom amidst apparently great learning has been aptly
compared by Dnandev, with the plumage of a peacock
which has cyes all over but lacks in essential vision. The
common man in Maharashtra could onlv turn to his primi-
tive village gods for spiritual solace and material rewards
as well, if possible. The rise of the various religious move-
ments in medieval Maharashtra is to be traced to this
decline in the true spirit of the Vedic religion then prevail-
ing in the country. They arosc not to reform society, but to
answer the call of the common man for the science of
sclf-knowledge, spiritual enlightenment and religious in-
struction. The significance of these movements was pri-
marily religious, and only secondarily social.

In point of time the Nath Sampradaya of which
Gorakshanath is generally believed to have been the real
founder comes first.  Gahininath and Nivrittinath, the
latter an clder brother of Dnandev, were its chief propa-
gators in Maharashtra.  But this all-India sect failed to
strike deep roots in Maharashtra, possibly on account of
its excessive emphasis on Yogic sadhana. The pioneer of
what is popularly called the Pandharpur movement (also
alternatively known as the cult of Vitthala, the Warkari
Sampradaya or Bhagwat Dharma) was Dnandev who was
born in the last quarter of the thirteenth century. In
spiritual parlance Dnandev’s guru was Nivrittinath, and as
such he might be regarded as a Nathpanthi. But Dnan-
dev’s famous Marathi commentary on the Gita, the
Bhavartha-Deepika, popularly called the Dnaneshwari, be-
came the Bible of the Warkaris.  The Warkaris regard
Dnandev as their spiritual fountainhead.  The sect itself
is distinguished by its stress on devotion to and love for
God as the means of self-realization. Though nearly fifty
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different saints may be counted among its followers, the
most prominent amongst them were Namdev who was
Dnandev’s contemporary but outlived him by many years,
Eknath who lived in the fifteenth century, and Tukaram,
a contemporary of Shivaji in the seventcenth century.
Ramndas, another contemporary of Shivaji, has been gene-
rally hailed as his guru. 1le founded his own scct. From
the point of view of social significance, the cult of Vitthala
and the sect of Ramdas, also known as the Samartha Sam-
pradaya, overshadow other religious sects and movements
in medieval Maharashtra, such as the Mahanubhavas whose
founder Chakradhar started his movement carlier than
Dnaneshwar, the cult of Dattatreva founded by Narasinha
Saraswati in the fourleenth century or the Chaitanya sect
of Raghav Chaitanya who flomished around the sixteenth
century.  Since the influcnce of these other sects was
marginal, we shall later touch upon them. briefly.

11

The late Justice M. G. Ranade was practically the
first historian of the Marathas who linked up the religious
movements in medieval Maharashtra with the rise of the
political power of the Marathas under the leadership of
Shivaji in the latter half of the seventeenth century. At
the end of his chapter entitled “The Saints and Prophets
of Maharashtra” Ranade sums up the social significance of
the religious movements in Maharashtra in so eloquent a
fashion that I quote it here in full. “The religious move-
ment, which, commencing with Dhvandev who lived in
the fifteenth century (sic), can be traced to the end of the
last century as a steady growth in spiritual virtues. It
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gave us a literature of considerable value in the vernacular
language of the country. It modified the strictness of the
old spirit of caste exclusivencss. It raised the Shudra
classes to a position of spiritual power and social import-
ance, almost equal to that of the Brahmans. It gave
sanctity to the family relations, and raised the status of
woman. It made the nation morc humane, at the same
time more prone to hold together by mutual toleration.
It suggested and partly carried out a plan of reconciliation
with the Mahomedans. It subordinated the importance
of rites and ceremonies, and of pilgrimages and fasts, and
of learning and contemplation, to the higher excellence ot
worship by means of love and faith. It checked the ex-
cesses of polytheism. It tended in all these ways to raise
the nation generally to a higher level of capacity both of
thought and action, and prepared it in a way no other
nation in India was prepared, to take the lead in re-estab-
lishing a united native power in the place of foreign
domination. These appear to us to be the principal fea-
tures of the religion of Maharashtra, which Saint Ramdas
had in view when he advised Shivaji’s son to follow in his
father’s footsteps, and propagate this faith, at once tolerant
and catholic, deeply spiritual and yet not iconoclastic.”
With his perceptive imagination Ranade found a
curious parallel between the Protestant Reformation in
Europe and the religious movement in medieval Maha-
rashtra. Protest against the spiritual authority of the
clergy, against self-mortification, penances and fasts,
liberation from the thraldom of scholastic learning, em-
phasis on the vernacular as against the classical language
for religious instruction, these were some of the common
features of the two movements. Ranade, however, found
a contrast in the stress on Bhakti in the Maharashtrian
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movement. Unlike the Protestant Reformation the reli-
gious movement in Maharashtra upheld devotional love
as superior to all other methods of attaining supreme know-
ledge. The comparison drawn by Ranade is, however,
applicable only to the Warkari movement.  Ranade also
ignored the fact that the Brahmins in Maharashtra never
enjoyed the same temporal power as the catholic clergy
did in Europe.  Nor were they as well organized as the
Roman Catholic Church.  Since the Catholic Church
cnjoyed the ownership of vast tracts of land in Europe,
the Protestant Reformation implied significant changes in
cconomic relations in rural areas. Maharashtra never had
big zamindars, be it institutional zamindari like that of
maths and temples or of individuals.  Conscquently the
rcligious movements in Maharashtra did not have the same
cconomic implications.  Customarily the Warkaris were
required to abandon their normal occupations, and visit
Pandharpur in months between Ashadha and Kartik at a
time when agricultural operations were in full swing. This
practice might have affected the agricultural production
adversely.  Unless this is to be regarded as an economic
implication of some consequence, the religious movement
in Maharashtra docs not appear to have any other.
Ranade’s conclusions were basced not upon an analysis
of the writings of the saint-poets themsclves, but, as ad-
mitted by himself, upon the Santavijaya by Mahipati, an
eighteenth-century poet. This work which purports to be
a collection of biographical sketches is, in the main, a com-
pilation of accounts of the miracles, alleged to have been
performed by various Saints. It was indeed a feat of his-
torical imagination on the part of Ranade to have reached
such profound conclusions on the basis of so unreliable a
source. Ranade did not also care to differentiate between



154  SOCIAL CONTENTS OF INDIAN RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS

the teachings and wavs of life, recommended by the
various saint-poets of Maharashtra. He bundled up the
different sects together and regarded the whole as a unified
icligious movement.  His approach to the subject was
synthetic, but not analytical. Himself a decply religious
man, he went so far as to claim that the political move-
ment in Maharashtra in the seventeenth century was itselt
a culmination of the religious devclopments of the earlier
period.

111

Ranade opened the floodgates of controversy.  1is
interpretation of the religious movement was in itself a
nationalist interpretation in its own way. Ranade had
sought to emphasise that the rise of the Maratha power
was nol accidental, but assisted by several antecedent
factors, among which he gave overriding importance to
the religious movement. Ife was thereby reacting to
Grant Dufl’'s view that the rise of the Marathas was a
fortuitous development like the forest fires in the Western
Ghats.  Rajwade, an ultra-nationalist historian, fiercely
challenged Ranade.  1e separated Sant Ramdas from the
rest, and asserted that it was Ramndas alone who proved
a source ol inspiration to Shivaji. In his opinion, all the
other saints, particularly those belonging to the Warkari
movement, with their other worldy outlook and pre-occu-
pation with personal salvation, could have hardly created
the environment for Shivaji's ultimate success.  According
to him, it was Ramdas who converted the Warkaris into
dharkaris, or the pious pilgrims into fighters for freedom.
The Sahishnu (tolerant) psychology was transformed into
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the Jayishnu (etching for victory) onc by Ramdas.  The
god of the virile Ramdasi cult was not the static Vithoba
of Pandharpur, but the dynamic Hanuman of Ramdas,
Ramdas’s magnum opus, the Dashbodha, was according to
Rajwade a philosophy of history, treating the subject in
a spiritual manner. It was Rajwade who first discoverd
the Wakenisi Tippan dated 25 January, 1682 (in the week
in which Ramdas died) which has a number of entries relat-
ing to Ramdas’s life, and a few other papers.  Though
Rajwade was one of the pioneer archivists and historians
of Maharashtra, he, unfortunately, used these papers in
the most unhistorical fashion to prove that Ramdas, as
rashtraguru, guided Shivaji in his political career. Other
writers, notably Shankar Shrikrishna Dco, B. V. Bhat, J. S.
Karandikar and even an admirer of the Warkari movement
like L. R. Pangarkar, {ollowed Rajwade’s lead. But Raj-
wade did not go unchallenged in his own lifetime. C. G.
Bhate cogently disproved the claims made on behalf of
Ramdas by Rajwade.  The Luglish biographers of Ram-
das, the Rev. Deming and the Rev. Abbot, considered that
Ramdas's work and influence were primarily spiritual and
only secondarily political.  Professor N. R. Pathak has
spent abmost a lifetime in demolishing convincingly the
Rajwade school of thought in respect of Ramdas.  The
latest to rally round his flag is Dr. A. G. Pawar who has
once again flogged practically a dead horse.

It is not, perhaps, really necessary once again to ex-
plode many of the myths about Ramdas for which Rajwade
is largely responsible or to prick the bubbles of hyperbolic
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