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. PREFACE

It is always'a work of time for ideas which have been inwoven

into the national life of a people to undergo complete: expulsion,
and for other ideas to -be introduced in their room.  Religious
ideas are, of all ideas, the most tenacious and powerful; and, when
once a set of values based on experience has taken possession of a
nation, it will never relax its hold on the popular mind, until
after a long conflict with ideas which are more cogent than itself;
and, although, through exhaustion, it is compelled to give place to
them, it will, as it expires, fight every inch of the way, and con-
tinue the contest even when reduced to. absolute weakness as.a
dormant idea ready to germinate whenever conditions are favour-
able. Thus it took several centuries for Buddhism to expire-in
India but certain values established by Buddha never died, though
no great achirya did ever come forward to restate those values in
terms of Buddhistic faith. The great religious leaders of the
middle ages in India preferred to base their teachings on Vedanta
and - caught - the' popular - imagination by emphasmlng the 1mpor-
tance of bhakti as a means of realization.

x N T

' This work has been called the Bhakti Renaissance, in which
the English word has been used in its etymological sense, that _is,
rebirth. We may regard the “renaissances”, the carrying of reli-
gion or art from one society to another, as the equivalent of trans-
mission of force. In fact, however, renaissance is almost always
a new creation. Therefore, though it may appear from the fol-
lowing pages that an unbroken stream of bhakti has flown down
the ages, there have been periods of high and low tide. Of the
earlier periods we do not know the details, but the periods when
the Bhakti-sitras, or the Bhagavata were written must have been
ih' some manner comparable to the ages of Ramanuja, Maddhva,
Vallabha, or Chaltanya and in our age, of Ramakrishna, when a
powerful stream of mysterlous faith was released. As’ these
periodic movements are usually linked with a person, with whom
bhakti may be said to be reborn, this wdr,k‘has been called the
Bhakti Renaissance.

" The first part of the work may serve as an introduction to a
history of.the. bhakti-movement, but for various reasons I have
not discussed the philosophy of the different schools of thought,
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nor the Paficharatra doctrine. In support of my decision I may
quote the well-known saying:

vag-vaikhars $abda-jhari $astra-vyikhyina kausdlam

vaidushyam vidusham tad=vat bhuktaye na tu muktaye.’

It has been pointed out to.me that the statement-on p: -1,

that all the sadhakas or devotees are at the same time jiiana-
yogins, bhakti-yogins, and raja-yogins, requires explanation. Now,
explanation is difficult, for I have written here what I have observ=
ed. In my support, I can cite the writings of Svami Viveka-
nanda. Incidentally, this was one of the reasons for the long
quotation from Svamiji’s work on p. 9. He is usually associat-
ed with jfiane and karma, and few would care to remember
that he had so passionately upheld the most criticized part of the
Bhagavata, So I have inserted a long passage, for I cannot
ekpect all the readers to be familiar with Svamiji’'s works, and in
any case, his forceful language illumines the subject in a manner
whlch mine would have utterly falled to do.

~In- the present work,  the views of the saints have- been pre—
ferred to those of modern scholars,  for the intention was to-trace
the perennial source of inspiration of the Hindus.  Their beliefs
and faiths may have no objective validity in themselves, but have
to be accepted at their face value by an historian who wants to
probe into the rationale .of their activities, and analyze the: impact
on the country of those faiths, beliefs, and the mystique which have
sustained the Hindus through centuries of cruel oppression. That
they were not degraded intellectually and morally through sheer
frustration is an index of the power of the faith that sustained
them. This is the difference between India and China, two of the
oldest world civilizations. Western contact destroyed China’s
faith in herself, and she had to accept Communism, at best a West-
ern concept of life, to find her salvation. India on the other hand
finds solace in her indigenous faith and philosophy.

.Indian philosophy has been presented to the modern world by .
scholars mainly as epistemological or ontological studies with the
help of Western terminology. - Hence the insistence on a history of
philosophy, in which an idea is studied in the process of its deve-
lopment, rather than as an -idea-in-itself. The main import of
Indian thought throughout the ages has been, however, that there
is a world or a reality which may be penetrated by direct experi-
ence and an intuitive state developed which is absolutely indepen-

1 “The various methods of joining words, of speaking in beautiful language, and
of explaining the scriptures are only meant for the disputation of the Tearned
and (makes for) their enjoyment, and (are not conducive to) emancipation.”
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denit of theoretical 'and intellectual cognition.’ - This is"called mystic-
ism, sometimes reverently, sometimes derisively, and sometimes
quite -stupidly the term is applied to. jugglers’ tricks by credulous
people. S e e G

R

-~ However, - there -has :always been:an-attempt ‘to reduce into
verbal form the truth,.or reality which was realized in the highest
mystic state. But it was always recognized: that the thought pro-
ducing such verbal . revelations stemmed: from  a  super-rational
entity -or basis, and the seer was attempting. to-rationally -account
for-the diversified expression-of the absolute reality in the form- of
cosmic order. -~ Thus Gorakshanath saysi— .+ = - : A

Nasti satyd-vichare’ ‘smin’ notpatti§=chanda-pindagoh
‘Tathapi loka-vrittyartham vakshyate :sqt}s‘dmpradﬁyatqh’,"_
(Siddha Siddhanta Paddhati, 1.2)

The result, however, was"that-in- the. earlier periods attempts were
made to codify them in the-form of sitras, possibly for purposes-of
quick grasp and meditation; while in the later periods attempts
were made to explain them (including the sitras) by means of com-
mentaries. SRS

¥

To-day, there is considerable eye-brow-raising "at: the mention
of a commentary, though few sophisticated Indians know that they
are merely following the dictum of Emperor Bhoja (c.A.D. 1000-
1047) who wrote:

durbodham yad—=ativa taddhi jahdti
suspashtam ity—uktibhih,

spashtartheshv=ativistritim vidadhdati
vyarthaih samadasidikaih.

asthane’ nupayogabhi§=cha bahubhir=jalpair
bhramam tanvate,

$rotrinam iti vastu-viplaovakritah
sarve’ pi tikakritah.?

Tt is rash to differ from the great Paramara polymath, but
there are commentaries and commentaries. Actually, there are

2. “All the commentators gloss over the extremely difficult passages by stating
that their meanings are clear, while they elaborately explain the easy passages
with the help of useless compounds; at improper and unsuitable places they
spin out various improbable theories, creating wrong notions with the result

- that the (minds.of) the listeners are completely. confused.”. .. . .. . o -

- ! e Ty e
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certain texts which it is dangerous to read without a commentary,
keepmg in view Sankara’s dictum: :

o« a-sampradaya-vit sarva-sastra-vzd:apl murkhavad:':gva‘
. .upekshaniyah (Gita, XIII, 2.)3

This was another reason for giving. extensive quotations from
Svami Vivekananda, whose speeches and writings are really com-
mentaries on Hindu scriptures. It may be said that Svami Viveka-
nanda’s teachings were sometimes not traditional, for he said many
things which no one did before him; but that is exactly the func-
tion of a great commentator. Those who fail in this task usually
fall into the category justly derided by the Paramara Emperor.

I would like to express my deep sense: of gratitude to Shri
K. M. Munshi ‘who went_ through the present work and gave me
vanous valuable suggestions.

My thanks are also due to 'my esteemed colleague, Prof. San-
karanarayan who went through the manuscript with great care and
gave me valuable suggestlons for 1ts 1mprovement

Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, - = .. A. K, Majumdar.
Chowpatty Road, : L
Bombay-T7.

December 4, 1964.

3. “.... a person who does not belong to a (recogmzed) séct, should be ignored
as a fool even if he knows all the scriptures,”
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DEFINITION
I;

Religion in India is more a direct experience than a code of con-
duct and from an early age different systems or mirgas (paths) have
been prescribed for attaining the goal, variously called liberation,
bliss and heaven. However, the different mirgas were not contradic-
tory and in some respects they supplemented each other; for example
proficiency in J#ina-yoga, Rija-yoga and Bhakti- -yoga, are demanded
from the highest sidhakas (devotees). The effect on the masses was
probably different.. In -the pre-Buddhist age, people were swayed
by the Karma-kinda of the Vedas, while in the post-Buddhist period,
which for our present purpose may be said to have started from the
9th century A.D. (the period of Sankara and Kumarila) jaana and
bhakti caught the imagination of the masses. A permanent effect of
Buddhism was to turn popular attentlon away from the Vedic sacri-
fices, and even Kumarila’s genius could not re-establish their popu-
larity. Sankara and Kumirila, however, destroyed the lingering in-
tellectual attachment to the decaying Buddhism, and within a few
centuries, the unquestioned supremacy of the Vedas came to be ac-
cepted again. It was hardly possible for the generality of people,
however, to reach the intellectual level necessary to understand
Sankara’s non-dualism, and difficulty was created by his. refusal to
impart knowledge of Brahman to non-Brahmins.. These demands
were fulfilled by the bhakti doctrine preached by.Ramanuja, and
thereafter bhakti based on Vedanta became, so to say, the dominating
theme in India’s religious life. Bhakti, however, was not a’ new
doctrine in India nor was Ramanuja its first preacher. The b’eginning
of the medieval bhakti movement was more in the nature of a re:
statement of value, than an innovation. ~

R i {

The beginnings of bhakti may be traced in the hymns of the
Rigveda where (Rg. I. 62.11) “longing prayers are said to touch Indra
who is longing just as a wife with desires gets her husband.” This
idea is amplified in another hymn (Rg. X. 43.1) which says “All
my hymns in unison praise Indra: as wives embrace their husbands
so do my thoughts embrace Indra the divine bestower of gifts. For
the sake of a favour they cling to the liberal God (Indra) as wives do
their lords, (or as a woman) does her handsome lover.” In another
hymn (Rg. VI. 45.26), Indra is addressed as a friend and it is said



CHAPTFR II

GITA AND THE BHAGAVATA
" The two vSCriptures “the’ Sﬁmad-Bhagavad Gitd and the $rimad-
Bhggavata-purdna are the basis of the bhakti philosophy of the
middle ages." The Gita as is well-known is a part of the Mahdbha-
rata, while the Bhagavata is an independent work. Keen contro-

versy has raged around these two Works hence it is necessary to
discuss' their -importance.- :

" Many modern scholars do not believe that the Gitd is a part of
the Mahabharata. at all. It seems that they always proceed on the
assumptmn, which indeed is a basic postulate to their approach to
all problems relating to India, that all Indian traditions are wrong
and later inventions, and that the opposite is the truth. There may
be, and there are good reasons to reject certain. traditions, just as
there are good reasons to reject some contemporary documentary evi-
dence as well as historical writings. There are however certain
traditions which have been hallowed by centuries of fervent devo-
tion and cherished by men of the highest intellect and faith. For
example it can be clearly estabhshed that the Gitd has been accept-
ed by.all Indian sages from Sankara to Vivekananda and Aurobindo
as a part of the Mahabhdrata delivered by Sri-Krishna to Arjuna on
the battle-field of Kurukshetra. Sankara stated that the Gita con-
sisted of only 700 verses, and his ‘“edition” of the Gitd has been
followed since his time. About thirty years ago, the Kashmir recen-
sion' was discovered, which contains about 750 verses. It is clear
therefore, ‘that Sankara and others did not accept a tradition uncriti-
cally

Sankara states that he wrote the commentary on the Gita in
order to dispel the mistaken views propagated by some other com-
mentators. - It is clear therefore that the Gitd had its commentators
before Sankara, but the Bhigavata, which is not mentioned by Rama-.
nuja had no commentator before Madhva. This late recognition
coupled with certain other facts, such as the mention of the Alvars
in one verse, have induced modern scholars to assign it a late date,
about the 8th century A.D., and Southern origin.

This view is 1mp0551ble to reconcile with the statement in the
Bhdgavata that it was composed by Suka, the son of Vyasa, the
author of the Mahabharata.

1. There are two other ‘important sources, namely the Nirayaniya Section (Chap-
ters 322-339 of the Santiparva, critical edition) of the Mahabhdrata and the
Vishnupurdna. But] for our present purpose it is not necessary to con51der
these works.



Cuarrer I
THE FOUNDERS =

It has been stated above that the doctrine of bhakti is ancient,

but we have no information as to how far it was effective as a move:
ment nor as to its hold on the masses as a doctrine. - Anyway, it
can be assumed that with the spread of Buddhism and Jainism, not
only the Vedic religion but also the bhakti cult, such as Paficharitra,
received a severe setback, and they did not recover their lost grounds
till the decline of Buddhism, which introduced the cult of the wor-
ship of a personal deity. = The lingering influence of Buddhism in this
respect was evidenced till recently in the worship of “Dharma” in
many Bengal villages, the sole relic of the ‘three jewels’ of Buddhism

Regarding the effect of the decaymg Buddhlsm V1vekananda
has said:

“Thus, in spite of the preaching of mercy to animals, in spite of
the sublime ethical religion, in spite of the hairsplitting discussions
about the existence or non-existence of a permanent soul, the whole
building of Buddhism tumbled down piecemeal; and the ruin was
simply hideous. I have neither the time nor the inclination to des:
cribe to you the hideousness that came in the wake of Buddhism:
The most hideous ceremonies, the most horrible, the most obscene
books that human hands ever wrote or the human brain ever con-
ceived, the most bestial forms that ever passed under the name of
religion, have all been the creation of degraded Buddhlsrri 1

It was against this debased religion. that Sankaracharya preach-
ed and successfully established the supremacy of the Vedinta, that
is the Upanishads, the Brahma-sitre and the Gitd. Subsequent
teachers severely assailed him for his doctrine of Mdayd, but none
differed from him as to the supremacy of the Prasthana-trayas, that
is the texts mentioned above. The main charge against Sankara
was that he was a disguised Buddhist. But as Sri Aurobindo has
said: “When the reaction to Buddhism arrived, it took up hofc_ the
the old Sankhya notion, but the Vedantic form popularised by
Sankara who replaced the Buddhistic impermanence by the cognate
Vedantic idea of illusion Maya, and the Buddhistic idea of -Non-
Being, indefinable Nirvana, a negative Absolute, by the opposite and
yet cognate Vedantic idea of the indefinable Being, Brahman, an in-

1. Swami Vivekinanda: Sages of India, Complete Works, Birth Centenary edition,
III, pp. 264-65. :

q'}‘\*

Q,.

\\L/‘
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LITERATURE -

It is not possible to deal here with the extensive literature on
bhakti in Sanskrit. The most important bhakti texts are the Gita
and the Narayanpiya section (ch. 322-339) of the Santiparva of the
Mahabhirata, the Bhagavata-purgna, the Bhakti-siitras of Sandilya,
and Na.ada, the Ahirbudhnya-samhitd, the Puranas and the innumer-
able hymns, or stotras of which some of the best were composed by
Sankara himself. It is clear however, that though the learned fol-
lowers of bhakti like the Gosvamins of Vrindavana, successfully
attempted to provide a metaphysical basis for their doctrine, their
writings had other purposes in view than popularizing their cult,
for which the media was to be ‘the regional languages. Indeed
with the exception of the Gitd and the Bhigavata—the Lord’s words
and His biograpy—an ordinary Vaishpava hardly knows the name
of any other Sanskrit text though he is quite familiar-with the
devotional songs of his region. Actually, the bhaktas have a con-
tempt for book learning, and a charming Baiil song of Bengal casti-
gates the learned men comparing them to jewellers who attempt to.
fix the value of a lotus by trying to find out the gold content of‘
its petals.

The non-Sanskritic literature on bhakti is so wvast that we
cannot attempt to describe all of it even briefly. This literature
* is, however, extremely important for the history of the development
of modern Indian languages. Just as Sanskrit begins with the
Vedas, so all modern Indian literature begin with devotional litera-
ture of exceptional literary value. -Many poets expressed :them-
selves in songs which are popular even now. The .earliest litera-
ture of this type comes from the South, the region in which bhakti
is said to have been born.

From about the 6th century, the religious life of ,South India
was influenced by the Vaishnava Alvars and the Saiva Nayanars
or the Niyanmars. With them begins the line of poet-saints which
later became a distinguishing feature of India life.

It is difficult to trace the origin either of the Alvars or the Naya-
nars, but it is apparent that they were antl-Buddhlst and antl-Jam,v
and were attempting to reconcile their preachmgs with the Vedas,
and they held that the praise of their deity (Krshna or vaa) was)
the essence of the Vedas.



. CHAPTER V »
- EFFECT OF BHAKTI ON MODERN INDIAN LANGUAGES

Buddha and Mahavira had preached in the language of the
masses which was one of the main reasons of the success of Bud-
dhism and Jainism. Later on Buddhism and Jainism constructed
elaborate structures of metaphysics in support of doctrines, mainly
in Sanskrit to defend themselves against the Brahmin intellectuals.
The neo-Brahmanical movement, which began with Sankara, first
challenged the non-Vedic philosophy of Buddha and Mahavira, and
then reached the masses through the local languages. This includes
even monism, which as we have seen, was preached by Jhana-
deva and Lalla Ded or Lalleéwari. -

Most of the modern languages of India begin from the 11th
century, which coincides roughly with the beginning of the
medieval bhakti movement, and as we shall see, most of the
vernaculars were inspired either by the epics or some other
religious texts.

Assamese:

The earliest Assamese poet seems to have been Hema Sarasvati
of the 13th century. His famous work, the Prahlida-charitra is
based on the Vishnu-purdna. He was followed by Harihara Bipra
(early 14th century) who wrote the Lava-Kusar-Yuddha and Babru-
bahanar-Yudha based on the Ramdyana and the Mahabharata res-
pectively. Harihara Bipra’s contemporary Kaviratna Saraswati
wrote the Jayadrath-badha describing the well-known episode from
the Mahdbhdrata. But the greatest Assamese poet of the 14th cen-
tury was Kaviraja Madhava Kandali, who wrote an Assamese ver-
sion of the Rimdydna and the marrative poem Devajit, on Krishna
as the supreme divinity. The story of the R@mdyana was retold in
the 15th century in songs in the Gita-R@miyana of Durgavara. But
the greatest period of Assamese literature began with Sax'l-kara-
deva (1449-1568), the great poet-saint. So long the worship of
Sakti predominated in Assam but Sankaradeva largely replaced
it with Vaishpavism. He preached absolute faith in a God of
Love, Vishnu or his incarnation Krishna, and his doctrine was
known as the Eka-farana-dharma or the “religion of seeking refuge
in one”, and, as he based his teachings on the Bhigavata, it is also
known as the Bhdgavata-Dharma. Sankaradeva preached his
doctrine through songs and organized ?}@m-ghars, or communal
prayer-halls in every .Vaishpava village in 'As.sam where , people
gathered in the evenings for praying and singing hymns. .



. .CraprER - VI
MODERN RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS .

The Vaishnava bhakti movement, which started with Ramanuja
may be said to have exhausted its possibilities as a philosophical
system by the time Baladeva Vidyabhashana wrote his commentary
on the Brahma-siitra from the standpoint of the Gaudiya Vaish-
navas that is Chaitanya’s sect. Baladeva’s date is mot known with
certainty, but one of his works is dated 1764, so that it may be
presumed that his commentary, was written about the same time,
that is about 10 to 15 years before the birth of Rammohan Roy.
In a sense Baladeva brings to a close the intellectual age that began
with Sankara, for his was the last commentary on the Brahmasut‘ra
With Rammohan begins a new age.

The established religious orders like those of Ramanu]a, Nim-
barka, Madhva, Vallabha and Chaitanya and others continued,
but they had practically exhausted their vitality and some of them
degenerated to the level of later day Buddhism. Protest was bound
to come and it came in the shape of a rational approach to religion
subduing the bhakti element in it as much as possible. This is
most evident in the religious movement started by Rammohan and
Dayananda. -It should be noted, however, that bhakti movement
had not lost all its momentum, and not only -it claimed a large
following (as indeed it does today) but new sects were started; like
that of the Swami Narayana. : :

Both Rammohan and Dayananda wanted to restore Hinduism
to its former glory by establishing it firmly on a Vedic foundation.
We shall presently examine Rammohan’s position in this regard, but
Dayananda repudiated the entire bhakti movement (as well as San-
kara), and based his doctrine on his own interpretation of the Vedic
Sarhhitds.  An examination of his doctrine, therefore, ‘is beydnd
the scope of the present work.

Swémi Nardyana was born in a Brahmin fam11y in .1781
in Chappaiya, a village about ten miles from Ayodhya, and was
named Ghanadyama. In his ninth year his parents died and about
two years later he left home. For seven years he -wandered till
in 1800 he came to Loj, a small place in Saurashira and became a
disciple of one Swami Ramananda and came to be known as'Saha-
jananda. In 1801 Ramananda nominated Swami Narayana as
his successor even though he was his youngest dlscxple and soon
after Ramananda died.



CuarTER VII ’
BHAKTI IN . POLITICS

- Rammohan not only attempted to reform Hinduism but alsc
laid the basis of political thought and liberal movement in India.
He did not, however, allow his religious thinking to fashion his
political thoughts; for, in religious matters he could appeal to the
Upanishads, while in political matters he would only find a void if
he had to rely on ancient India. The Hindus had practically no record
of their history; they lived in a timeless present, cherishing the
memory of a mythical Rima-rijya and in the joyous anticipation of
a glorious future in the other world. History as a triumph of me-
mory over the corrupting influence of time was never a part of Hindu
outlook, and as a result political thinking failed to develop amongst
them. The Hindu intellect longed for intuitive insight not for em-
pirical facts.

The result of this deficiency was lack of systematic political
thinking, and Rammohan had to look to the West for his politics
and accepted the doctrine of Liberalism as it came to him through
‘the glittering phraseology of the Enlightenment, at its face value,’
without pausing to examine it or understanding the limitations of
the British political institutions, when it involved the question of
their empire. However, he set the pattern for the future Indian
Liberals, namely, that redress could be obtained by petitioning the
British Parliament, a belief to which the Liberals or ‘the Moderates’,
as they come to be called at the beginning of the century, clung to
the end and their resolutions passed at the annual sessions of the
Congress were—possibly unconscious—imitations of Rammohan’s
famous petitions.

Another plank of the Moderates was also inherited from Ram-
mohan: their loyalty to the British Government. In his autobiogra-
phical sketch, Rammohan says that in his younger days he had an
aversion towards the British, but he changed his views later. Though
he does not assign any reason for this change of attitude in his
autobiographical sketch, we get a glimpse of this part of his men-
tal attitude from his petition to the King in Council in which he
begins as follows: “The greater part of Hindustan having been for
several centuries subject to Mohammedan Rule, the civil and reli-
gious rights of its original inhabitants were constantly trampled
upon. . .from the habitual oppression of the conqueror. . .their reli-
gion insulted and their blood wantonly shed. Divine Providence
at last, in its abundant mercy, stirred up the English nation to
break the yoke of these tyrants, and to receive the oppressed Natives
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