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2.0 OBJECTIVES

After a detailed study of this Unit, you will have

a basic ideas of the Bhakti and Sufi movements in the pre medieval and
medieval periods

a concept of the Mad Lover as an obsession with God that establishes a
close relationship between God and the worshipper.

some idea of the linguistic plurality and the spiritual oneness in the Bhakti
and Sufi movements that stressed the union of the individual with God (the
union of the finite soul with the Infinite Over soul)

Words in bold are explained in the Glossary

2.1 INTRODUCTION

Let us refresh your memory. In the previous Unit (Unit 2) on Sujit Mukherjee’s
‘Propositions’, you learnt about the need to develop a new methodology to write
Indian literary history that takes into account  the multiple Indian languages,
their literary traditions and their mutual influence on one another. In this process,
you learnt that there is the running undercurrent of one single Indian literary
tradition among all these different Indian languages and literatures.

In this unit you will see how Sisir Kumar Das illustrates the presence of a single
literary tradition by comparing the two distinct Movements - the Bhakti and the
Sufi movements of the pre medieval and medieval periods and discovers the
many similarities in their approach to God. He discusses the common tradition
of ecstatic devotion to God within their literary and historical contexts amidst
the  profusion of linguistic and cultural diversity.

2.2 ABOUT THE AUTHOR: SISIR KUMAR DAS

It is difficult to pack in this limited space, all details about Sisir Kumar Das who
was a distinguished poet, playwright, essayist, translator and an academic scholar.
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He was one of the pioneers in introducing
Comparative Literature as an academic discipline.
Instead of keeping individual literatures in
watertight compartments, he introduced the
comparative approach to the study of literature. He
declared that  “It is like that old saying: What does
he know of English who only English knows. The
literature departments have erected walls between
literatures. New thoughts would start blowing only
when these walls are shattered down.”

He was versatile in Bangla and English and his
Bengali translations of Greek plays show his depth of understanding of the Greek
theatre. His publications in Bangla include four volumes of poetry, six books for
children, thirty-three plays and a collection of thirteen essays. In addition, he
edited translations of Greek and German plays, poems of Chinese, Greek, Hebrew
and English poets, and also prose works ranging from Aristotle’s Poetics to a
biography on Emperor Akbar.  He has around twenty publications in English. He
held the distinguished post of Tagore Professor at Delhi University from 1980 to
2001 and also remained the president of the Comparative Literature Association
of India (CLAI) from 1999 until his untimely death in 2003.

2.3 THE TEXT – EXCERPTS FROM SISIR KUMAR
DAS’  ‘THE MAD LOVER’

The dominating note of Indian religious poetry in the medieval period is that of
an ecstasy, a longing of the devotee for union with God and merge his identity
with Godhead.  In no other period of Indian history one finds so many saints and
poets in different parts of the country, speaking different languages, practicing
divergent rituals, belonging to different religious orders and yet behaving almost
in an identical manner in their approach to God. The image… of a mad lover is
the most conspicuous and the most recurrent imagery in the medieval religious
poetry.

(The) Bhakti movement (in India) was a movement of the common people …
who revolted against the established religions and challenged the social
conventions… The movement also voiced the joy of the liberated spirit. There
was an abundance of emotion, emphasis on music, dance and poetry as a mode
of worship, a discovery of the power and the beauty of the language of the people.
The God of the Bhakti movement is no longer a transcendent and immanent
reality beyond all comprehension and sense. It is a God close to the heart of the
common man. At times the deity appears as a child and at times as a friend, and
more often as a lover longing to meet his beloved.

The Islamic mysticism…or Sufism emerged almost at the same time in the Middle
East… Rabia, the mystic of Basra (d. 801), who is generally considered to be the
most important saint in the Sufi movement  was also one of the first to enunciate
the doctrine of divine love… similar to the nature of love as found in the Indian
Bhakti poetry.

From the eleventh century onwards, sufi saints started exerting their influence
on the masses in India, particularly in Sindh and Punjab. The Sufi poets flourished

Sisir Kumar Das(1936-2003)
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between the thirteenth and the fourteenth century which coincided with the
formative stages of the Bhakti movement in North India and also in certain parts
of the South.

Sufism also started as a protest against the ruling class and against the rigidity of
law. Sufism though rooted in the Quran, derived much of its inspiration from
various sources - some of which were anti quaranic… Sufism distinguished by
features such as the conception of God as love, its approach to God through
love, its dependence on God’s mercy, and its idea of tawhid and dhikr often
appeared as anti quaranic in certain aspects. When Sufism came to India with its
features of fana, dhikr and sama (singing and dancing), the doctrines of tawakkal
ala Allah(total dependence on God’s mercy), its emphasis on the role of murshid
(guide) and its mashuq-ashiq (beloved-lover), the common Indian found them
… almost identical with his own.

Sufi thoughts were easily absorbed in (Indian) literary traditions…(Thus) Sufism
when viewed in the wider perspective of Indian traditions  should be considered
as yet another tradition rather than what came from Persia…contributing a new
dimension to the Bhakti movement….Sufi poetic tradition intermingled with
Indian religious poetry and resulted in the creation of a new symbol (imagery of
the mad lover) in Indian poetry and Indian religious life.

(Yet another similarity) is the ritual of dancing…creating an atmosphere of rapture
and delight… the frenzy aroused by the chanting of the names of god, singing
songs about divine love and by dancing, made the Sufi and the Indian saint
equally conspicuous in the eyes of the people. {Sisir Kumar gives examples of
women poet-saints, Meera from Rajasthan, Andal from Tamilnadu and
Mahadeviyakka  from Karnataka expressing their unrestrained love for God}.

The epithet ‘mad’ is not necessarily a pejorative one in the Indian religious
context. In the sixteenth century we find this madness personified in Chaitanya.
His contemporary Malayalam poet Ezhuttachchan was often called kallukudiyan
(the drunken man) and the Sindhi poet Sachal was surnamed Sarman (the
intoxicated one) Even Kabir… could not escape the frenzy of divine love. He
sings:

I am not skilled in book knowledge

Nor do I understand controversy

I have grown mad, reciting and hearing God’s praises

O father, I am mad, the whole world is sane

I am mad

I have not grown mad of my own will

God hath made me mad.

 Activity 1

Why is ‘madness’ not associated with negativity in the context that Sisir
Kumar Das refers to above?

It is sufficient for us at this point to remember that the devotional frenzy that
dominated the Bhakti movement found its most congenial medium in the
framework of love poetry.
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The longing for the beloved as expressed in Mahadevi became the central theme
in Vaishnav poetry in Bengali and Hindi, particularly in Maithili and reached its
dizzy height in the character of Radha… In the song of the Alvars, of the
Virasaivas, of Meera and Kabir, there is a personal and direct dialogue between
God and the devotee. (Divine poetry) retained the flavor of a secular love poem
and a familiar domestic situation…

The same process can be seen working in Sufi poetic traditions also. Sufi poetry
attained a new dimension both in terms of poetic intensity and spiritual fervor
when poets started exploiting secular legends involving characters deeply in
love…The story of Mahmood, the king of Ghazni, and his slave Ayaz, though
loathed by many…because of its homosexual overtones, became a model for
religious love poems, eulogizing the total surrender and dedication of the lover
to the beloved.  Jalaluddin Rumi…also made the tale of Laila and Majnu a part
of Sufi poetry.  The emotional state of a Sufi in his religious quest finds a new
symbolism in the ardent love of Majnun for Laila….The Sufis also took up
several legends …and transformed them into spiritual allegories.  Maulan
Daud…wrote Chandayan…in the Awadhi speech using the romantic tale of Lor
and Chanda…it soon became a part of the prestigious literature of the Indian
Sufis…  Malik Mohammed Jaysi wrote Padmavat…in Awadhi, allegorizing the
legend of Padmini and the siege of Chittor…

The emergence of Urdu as a fine instrument of literary expression was to a great
extent accelerated by the Sufi poets… Urdu of all Indian languages is the richest
mine of expression of spiritual love in the Sufi tradition…The poets of Punjab
and Sindh drew their symbolism from the legends and romances of Heer and
Ranjha, Sassi and Pannu, and Sohni and Mahiwal…The Heers and Sohnis in
Punjabi and Sindh poetry can be said to be manifestations of Radha in a Sufi
dress…In these legends one finds an authentic instance of interaction between
the poetic tradition of the Sufis and that of the Bhakti movement.  Bulleh Shah,
often described as the Rumi of the Punjab…exploited diverse traditions of
religions and poetry: his response to both Hindu and Islamic thought betrays his
catholic temper…The soul’s longing for the Ultimate, the basic doctrine of Sufism
as well as the Bhakti movement finds a new form and a new image…Bulleh
Shah created a new character of Heer, whose longing for God, the beloved, merged
in the chorus of the devotees of Siva or Krishna…

The idea of the separation of the soul from God, developed into a love symbolism
where the soul assumed the image of a mad lover. The union is the goal and the
joy of the union is ineffable. But poetry lies in the process of the union than in
the union itself… both in Sufi poetry as well as in the Bhakti poetry, it is the
theme of longing and waiting for God, the theme of one’s journey towards the
beloved which dominates. Poetry is born out of the mad pursuits… In knowing
Him…the mad lover as he approaches his beloved fills with a joy the like of
which he has never experienced.

Activity 2

What was the new symbol that the Bhakti and Sufi traditions brought into
the poetic discourse?
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2.3.1 Textual Analysis

The essay makes three points.

a) The recurring image of the mad lover in the Bhakti poetry of the medieval
period and in the Sufi poetry of the same time.

b) The similarity between the Bhakti and the Sufi movements in the context of
ecstatic religious experience through the liberal use of secular legends,
traditions, song and dance

c) The ecstasy of a lover towards his beloved is the same as the ecstasy of the
poet-worshipper towards God

All the three points reflect  a heightened experience of rapturous delight and
intense bliss that is almost trance like, as the poet-worshipper seeks his/her
union with God. This state of euphoria is akin to being in a state of frenzied
elation that cannot be rationally explained and it propels the lover to an ecstatic
state which marks the summit (the height of joyous experience) of life, beyond
which life cannot rise. Poetry is the spontaneous expression of intense feeling
and emotion.  If prose is the flow of reason, poetry is the flow of emotion. This
kind of elation, almost mystic in its exaltation can best be summed up as a state
of frenzy or madness.

Sisir Kumar Das illustrates the mad frenzy of total devotion and absorption in
God through some of the well known Bhakti poets of the medieval period. As
stated above, the characteristics of poetry are intensity of emotion and beauty.
Usually it is an expression of intensely felt emotions of the poet. Bhakti poetry is
lyrical poetry which expresses personal emotions or feelings, typically spoken
in the first person. But here, we have two protagonists - the poet i.e., the singer
or the addresser and God, the addressee. The poet is presented as a mad lover, an
imagery that we come across frequently in medieval religious poetry. As for the
addressee, i.e., God, He is no longer presented as an abstract  god (existing only
in the mind, non figurative ) that the sages experienced in a state of trance and
who therefore is neither visible nor comprehensible to the ordinary man, but as a
God who is close to the heart of even the common man. God appears to the
worshipper as a figurative God, sometimes as a child, sometimes as a friend, but
more often as a lover desiring to meet his beloved.

The Bhakti movement was a movement of the common people who revolted
against the shackles of social conventions and the authoritarianism of the
Brahminical priests and scholars who ruled over the temples and thrust old,
fossilized rituals and customs on the simple, naïve and ordinary men and women.
The song of the Bhakti poets became the song of a liberated spirit which expressed
joyous emotions through song and dance. The Saiva saints of Tamilnadu
(worshippers of Shiva), Chaitanya and Meera are good examples of poets who
used dancing as a means to express their ecstasy. Meera, charmed by her lover
Krishna, defied all social conventions as she sang and danced in frenzied joy

Sanvare ke  rang raci

saj singara  bandh pag ghungaru lok laj taj naci

I have coloured myself in the colour of the dark hued one

Adorning myself and putting ghungharoos on my feet,

I gave up all the wordly rules and danced…
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So did Chaitanya, whose trances and ecstasy earned him the sobriquet,
madamatta hathi (raving like an elephant intoxicated with wine) and was spoken
of as unmatter pray prabhukare gannrtya (the master sings and dances like a
mad man). Tagore addresses him as mad Nimai (one who is filled with inner
light). Similarly, the Malayalam poet Ezhuttachachan is often called kallukudiyan(
a drunken man). We have referred to Kabir’s song (see 2.3) to describe the frenzy
of his divine love. Many women poet-saints like Andal and Mahadeviakka from
South India expressed their unrestrained love uninhibitedly, choosing male deities
like Krishna and Shiva as their husbands. They all subscribe to the descriptive
identity of a mad lover. It is wrong to impute the term ‘mad lover’ as a negative
and uncomplimentary term as it only describes a spiritual and emotional state
that transcends rational understanding and analysis. There is a thin line that divides
irrationality from non-rationality or trans-rationality.

Trans-rationality refers to an experience that is un-interpreted by rational or logical
sense making while irrationality is being illogical or unreasonable.  In short,
while irrationality is that which does not lend itself to reason, trans-rationality is
that which cannot be understood by reason.  This is a fine and significant
distinction.  The mad lover’s frenzy is a complete absorption in his or her object
of love. It is a total identification between the lover and the beloved that cannot
be affirmed by logic or reason. All the medieval religious poets in this sense
were mad lovers.

Sufism - often cited as Islamic mysticism - arose at the same time in the Middle
East and travelled to India. Just as the Bhakti movement revolted against the
established Brahminical authority and the imposition of strict social conventions,
Sufism with its emphasis on asceticism revolted against the reduced spirituality
of the Quran to a rigid legal process because of lslamic priests and military
expansion. Sufism developed as a protest against the ruling military and priesthood
with its proscriptive injunctions without recognizing the Quran’s conception
of God as  the embodiment of love and mercy. The great Sufi poet, Rumi sings
about the twin attributes of God as love (mohabbat) and ardent love (Ishq). Ishq
became the key word in Sufi symbolism.

Sufism was similar to the Bhakti movement in making song and dance central to
its praise of the Lord. Like the Bhakti poets, the Sufis conceptualized God as a
personification of love and compassion, surrendered themselves totally to God’s
mercy (tawakkul ala Allah) and built their devotion on the idea of mashuq-ashik
(beloved-lover). The attributes of God, the belief in God’s mercy and the approach
to Him through the concept of a lover and his beloved had an unmistakable
parallel in Bhakti poetry. Thus it was easy to absorb Sufi thought into Indian
literary traditions. The mystic madness we see in Indian women poet-saints is
also seen in the Sufi woman poet, Rabia who refused to accept any one as her
lover except God. This is just like Meera’s absorption in Krishna and Andal
regarding herself as Krishna’s bride. Sufism thus became yet another Indian
literary tradition. As a student of literature, it is essential to look at the way Sufi
tradition was woven into Indian religious poetry. The fusion of the Sufi tradition
and the Bhakti movement created a new symbol in Indian poetry and religious
life.

Apart from the introduction of dancing, we find another similarity between the
two traditions - the Sufi and the Bhakti - in their use of secular love and secular
legends to provide a new dimension to poetic intensity and spiritual fervor. Even
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the much reviled homosexual love story of Mahmood Ghazni and his slave Ayaz
was adopted by the Sufi poets to express the spiritual communion or fellowship
between the poet-worshipper and God. So did Rumi use the legend of Laila and
Majnun as a part of his spiritual poetry. Sufi poets also took tales and legends
prevalent among the Indian common people and turned them into spiritual
allegories.

Activity 3

Why was it easy for the Indian poetic tradition to assimilate Sufi elements?

Related to this concept of the mad lover is the notion of ecstatic love that makes
secular love no different from divine love. The aspiration of the earthly lover for
a total union with his beloved is much the same as the spiritual aspiration of the
poet –worshipper to unite with his/her lord. The theme of union is the common
link between secular love and spiritual love. The experience of oneness – of two
separate individuals embracing a single identity reveals the intense desire of a
human being to become one with the Lord. This is the same as Heer’s sense of
total identity with Ranjha.

Sisir Kumar Das quotes a couplet from Heer Ranjha about two identities becoming
one, in which Heer says:

Ranjha Ranha kardi ni mai ape Ranjha hoi

Sadhi ni mainu Dhido Ranjha Hir na akho koi.

In translation it reads:

Repeating ‘Ranjha, Ranjha ‘ myself, I have become Ranjha

Call me Dhido ranjha, none should call me Hir any more.

There are other examples like the Bengali poet Ramprasad addressing Kali
“Mother, I shall devour you” and the Virasaiva poet, Basavanna  who sings:

Feet will dance

Eyes will see

Tongue will sing

And not find content

What else, what else

Shall I do?

The heart is not content,

What else shall I do?

Listen my lord.

It’s not enough

I have it in me

To cleave thy belly

And enter thee

O lord of the meeting rivers.
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In a similar fashion, the Sufi poet Rumi sings of the separation of the human soul
from God, where the soul assumes the status of a mad lover. He compares this
separation with that of the reed flute that is cut from the reed bed and how it
longs to get back to its original source

Harken to this reed forlorn

Breathing ever since ‘twas torn

From its rushy bed, a strain

Of impassioned love and pain

The secret of my song , though near

None can see and none can hear

Oh, for a friend to know the sign

And mingle all his soul with mine.

‘Tis the flame of love that fired me,

‘Tis the wine of love that inspired me

Wouldst thou learn how lovers bleed

Harken, harken to the Reed.

These lines are from Rumi’s poem ‘The Song of the Reed’ and is the first poem
of Rumi’s Mathnavi (Masnavi-l Ma’navi) which are known as the “Spiritual
couplets” or “Rhyming Couplets of Profound Spiritual Meaning”. You have earlier
noted how Sufism used music and dance in its spiritual quest. The religious
dance of the Sufis was known as Sama and the reed flute was an instrumental
accompaniment to the Sama dance.  Rumi symbolically presents the reed flute
as the devotee of God. It becomes an instrument of music when it is cut (‘torn’)
from the reed bed and it represents the human soul which in its music remembers
its union with the Divine and a longing for a reunion after its separation. So the
poet asks the reader/listener to hearken - to be attentive to the reed flute that has
been fashioned from the reed plant and which, through its music, tells the audience
about the impassioned love and longing of the human soul to reunite with God.
Like the reed that is cut from its reed bed, the poet has been separated from God
and he longs to return to Him. Away from God, even as he experiences the flame
of human love in the midst of the pain of separation from heaven, he has gained
knowledge of the purpose of his existence. In short, his poems are meant to
guide his readers towards the way to discover God. He says, God (the flame of
love) has created him, and his work has been inspired by love among human
beings (the wine of love). He asks the audience to understand how lovers ‘bleed’
to rejoin God. Here the word ‘bleed’ is used to indicate the pain of death, the
separation from the world of love of his beloved but in death he attains eternal
life by reunion with God.  This quest for religious knowledge, this mystical
journey towards the knowledge of God is through hearkening to the music of the
reed flute that sings of human longing to return to the heavenly source from
where the soul came into the world.

Sisir Kumar Das shows how Sufi poets and Indian religious poets were one in
their intensity of love for God. The separation from Krishna made Meera leave
her royal home and seek an everlasting union with the Lord and the same emotion
made Chaitanya roll in ecstasy in Vrindavan. The essay ‘The Mad Lover’
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encapsulates the religious fervor and ecstasy of the poets of the medieval period
irrespective of the religion they subscribed to. The editorial note to  the collection
of essays and poems in the text Cultural Diversity, Linguistic Plurality and
Literary Traditions concludes by saying  “Sisir Kumar Das explores the basic
ideas of the Bhakti and Sufi movements through the metaphor of the mad lover
found in poetry from different parts of India in the medieval and pre medieval
periods.”

Activity 4

From your reading of the excerpt and the textual analysis, what do you
think is the most significant similarity between the Sufi and Bhakti
movements?

2.4 LET US SUM UP

A study of the text of ‘The Mad Lover’ tells us about the

concept of the mad lover  as the ecstatic experience of the poet–worshipper
in his/her search for a re-union with God

application of this concept of mad lover commonly  both to the Bhakti poets
and the Sufi poets of the medieval period

intensity of love between a lover and a beloved can well be extended to the
impassioned love between human beings and God.

secular love that is experienced by lovers in Indian legends like Heer Ranjha,
Sohni Mahiwal, Lalia–Majnu as well as in stories with Sufi elements
involving characters who are used to express the intensity of divine love

transformation of the pain of separation of the human soul from God into
symbolic love poetry where the human soul assumes the image of a mad
lover.

2.5 AIDS TO ACTIVITIES

Activity 1 : The word ‘mad’ does not hold any negative connotations in this context
as it describes the intensity of devotion.

Activity 2 : The new symbol that the two movements brought in was that of
the mad lover.

Activity 3 : It was easy to assimilate Sufi elements into Bhakti as their attitudes,
certain customs like song and dance and their concept and manner
of addressing God was very similar.

Activity 4 : The greatest similarity between Bhakti and Sufi poetry is in their
approach to God.

2.6 GLOSSARY

Abstract : incapable of being perceived by the senses, especially
by touch

Allegory : The representation of abstract ideas or principles by
characters,
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Alvars : Tamil Bhakti poet saints, whose name means immersed
in

Asceticism : The doctrine that through the renunciation of worldly
pleasures, attributing symbolic meanings or
significance to objects, events or relationships

Cleave : split open, divide, slice

Ccommunion : affinity, sharing thoughts and feelings

dhikr : remembering Allah

Ecstasy : intense joy or delight, a state of exalted joy

Euphoria : feeling of great joy or elation

fana, dhikr and sama: fana means annihilation of the self, Sama means
“listening”, while dhikr means “remembrance”. These
rituals often feature figures or events in narrative,
dramatic, or pictorial form

Forlorn : disconsolate, miserable, helpless

Fossilzed : extinct, antiquated

Godhead : the Almighty God

Hearken : listen

Homosexual : having a sexual orientation to persons of the same sex

Immanent : indwelling, inherent, of qualities that are spread
throughout

Impassioned : filled with passion includes singing, playing
instruments, dancing, recitation

Ineffable : indescribable, inexpressible

Mysticism : belief in or experience of a reality surpassing normal
human

Pejorative : disparaging, uncomplimentary, belittling

Personification : representation, embodiment

Pre medieval and : period from the 5th C to the 14th C
medieval

Protagonist : the principal character in a work of fiction or play

Proscriptive : prohibitive commands or orders or directives
injunctions

Secular : Worldly, non-spiritual

Sobriquet : a nickname, an affectionate or humorous name

Sufism : the beliefs and practices of an ascetic, retiring, and
mystical sect in Islam

Symbolism : The practice of representing things by means of
symbols or of poetry and prayers, wearing symbolic
attire, and other rituals

tawhid : oneness of God
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Trance : dream like state, hypnotic state

Transcendent : beyond and outside the range of human experience
and   understanding or experience

Vaishnav : Hindu sect worshipping Vishnu

Virasaivas : Ardent devotees/worshippers of Lord Shiva

2.7 UNIT END QUESTIONS

1) What are the main points made by the writer in “The Mad Lover”?

2) How does Sisir Kumar Das illustrate the concept of the mad lover through
the Indian Bhakti poets?

3) What is the common link established between Bhakti poets and Sufi poets?
Give examples.

4) Elaborate on the use of secular legends and stories by the medieval religious
poets belonging to the Bhakti and Sufi movements
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