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Chapter – 1 

WOMAN IN INDIAN ETHOS 

 History and literature are complementary to each other. History 

is a record of facts of past based on sources. The historian in search 

for the fact is likely to miss the life of the common human being, the 

impulse and emotion which governed and dominated the feelings of 

the people living at a particular time. To have a vivid picture of the 

past, one has to study the literature along with history. Thus, the 

study of history is incomplete without the study of literature.  

Literature is a social product and as such it inevitably reflects the life 

of the era out of which it springs. Literature reflects the spirit of an 

age as Chaucer's Prologue to the Canterbury Tales is regarded as the 

mirror of the Fourteenth century England. It is in the literature of a 

nation that we find the history of its life and the motives of its deeds. 

In this connection W.H. Hudson rightly says, "We care for literature on 

account of its deep and lasting significance. A great book grows 

directly out of life; in reading it, we are brought into large, close and 

fresh relation with life and in that fact lays final explanation of its 

power. Literature is the vital record of what men have seen in life, 

what they have experienced of it, what they have thought and felt 

about different aspects of it which have the most immediate and 

enduring interest for all of us. It is thus fundamentally an expression 

of life through the medium of language."1 Language is the main vehicle 

                                                 
1  W.H. Hudson, An Introduction to the Study of Literature, George G. Harrap & Company, 

London, 1910, p. 10. 
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of literature. Literature is absolutely language based and language 

being a cultural phenomenon; it is all but wholly contained by its local 

and the socio-historical forces that are in operation through ages in 

the particular locale.2 Literature expresses the immediate hopes and 

aspirations of society, of down trodden and the destitute. It has also 

the power to shape and mould the spirit of an age according to its new 

ideals. The writings of Rousseau kindled the flame of the French 

Revolution which in its turn stirred the minds of the people with the 

ideals of Liberty, Equality and Fraternity.  

 On the other side to understand the literature of a period the 

knowledge of history is required. For example if a person wants to 

study Shakespeare’s drama 'King Lear', he/she has to understand the 

Renaissance. So the study of literature is essential for the better 

understanding of history and vice-versa. This is as true of devotional 

literature as of literatures any other form. Devotional literature 

contains 'the religious writings that are neither doctrinal nor 

theological, but designed for individuals to read for their personal 

edification and spiritual formation.'3 Devotional writers do not 

particularly write on material matters yet they are the product of the 

society, they give valuable information about the life of their age. For 

example the writings of Guru Nanak Dev enshrine the spirit of the 

Fifteenth century India as the writings of Martin Luthar reflects the 

                                                 
2  Satinder Singh, ed., Comparative Indian Literature, Punjabi Adhiyan School, Guru Nanak Dev 

University, Amritsar, 1990, p. 43. 

3  George Thomas Kurian, The Encyclopedia of Christian Literature, Vol. 1, 

www.wikipeida.org.  
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spirit of Europe during the same period. Viewed thus, literature 

becomes a source of history. The scope of history is too vast, not only 

confined to past politics; it touches almost every domain of human 

life. Study of the literature of a period may also help to explore some 

important facts which still remain unexplored due to the absence of 

historical sources. It is in accordance with these views of literature 

that the study of the Bhakti period devotional literature (Guru Granth 

Sahib and Contemporaneous Braj literature) has been undertaken to 

analyse the condition of woman during the period under study. Guru 

Granth Sahib and Braj literature belong to the two different categories 

of Bhakti i.e. 'Nirguna' and 'Saguna'. This work is an attempt to 

compare these two categories of Bhakti to have a comprehensive idea 

about the condition of woman during the period under study. But 

before taking this task it will be useful to trace the general condition 

of woman in Ancient Indian ethos through available sources. 

 In the pre-Aryan India a mother dominated (matriarchal) social 

system was prevalent. E.B. Havell writes that the pre-Aryan social 

structure was different from the Aryan, "In being matriarchal instead 

of patriarchal. Their mothers and children formed the nucleus of the 

settled society. They could never realize the Fatherhood of God; the 

Earth Mother embodied all their ideals of the Divine India were their 

mother, not their father."4 This is also evident from the Sankhya 

Shastra which is a pre-Aryan work. Its antiquity is obvious when one 

                                                 
4  E.B. Havell, The History of the Aryan Rule in India, K.M.N. Publishers, New Delhi, 1972, pp. 

11-13. 



 4 

finds that it is mentioned even in Rigveda5. In the basic postulates of 

Sankhya, Prakriti is at the forefront and though the Purusha is also 

there, all the strings of creation and desolation are in the hands of 

Prakriti.6 Paul Thomas, an Indian scholar invokes archaeological 

evidence in support of the conjecture that the pre-Aryan civilization 

was woman centered. Many figures of goddesses discovered in the 

archaeological finds of Harappa and Mohan-jo-daro suggests that the 

popular deities of the Pantheon were predominantly feminine and that 

the society was matriarchal.7 He writes, "The importance of mother-

worship in religion, the abundance of female figurines with rich 

ornaments, the comparatively lesser importance given to males, would 

all indicate that society in Ancient Indus Valley was more favourable 

to women than to men; it was possibly a matriarchate of the type of 

Ancient Egypt."8 The status of woman was very high in all walks of life 

at that time. As no socio-religious role or power was assigned to 

Purusha, apart from cohabiting with the female-Prakriti for 

procreation.9 

 The earliest known literary compositions of the Indo-Aryans are 

the hymns of the Rigveda. There are many indications in Vedic 

literature which goes to prove that Vedic Aryans were patriarchal10, 

                                                 
5  Jodh Singh, "Gender Discrimination and Sikh Ethos," Abstracts of Sikh Studies, Vol. II, 

Institute of Sikh Studies, Chandigarh, April-June 2000, p. 28. 

6  Ibid., p. 29. 

7  Paul Thomas, Indian Women through the Ages, Asia Publishing House, Bombay, p. 6. 

8  Ibid., p. 7. 

9  Jodh Singh, "Gender Discrimination and Sikh Ethos", p. 29. 

10  R.P. Sharma, Woman in Hindu Literature, Gyan Publishing House, Delhi, 1995, p. 60. 
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and a man had almost absolute power over his wife and children.11 

Why Vedic Aryans were patriarchal? To quote R.P. Sharma's words, 

“Scarcity of food and the daily cycle of hardships may have turned the 

early Aryans into professional hunters and food gatherers... They 

could not afford to be non-violent and vegetarian. Besides, their 

surroundings may have compelled them to keep their women and 

children inside the caves. They had to be protected from wild beasts 

and the hazards of nature. They could not be allowed to accompany 

men on hunting expeditions. Circumstances like these may have 

made it expedient for adult males to assume the role of Providers and 

Protectors of their women and children. It was no linguistic accident 

that the Vedic word for 'husband' and 'brother' came to mean, 'the 

protector' (Bharta/Bhrata) and that for 'wife' and 'sister', the Protected 

(Bharya/Bhagini).”12 Thus Rigvedic gods were full-blooded martial 

male deities who helped them in their campaigns, confunded their 

enemies, protected their fields and cattle and were generally 

worshipped for enhancing their welfare.13 In spite of male dominance, 

woman as wife and mother was esteemed. Indeed, it may be argued 

that Vedic religion had an appreciation of both femininity and 

complementarily between husband and wife, albeit within a 

patriarchal structure.14 

                                                 
11  Paul Thomas, Indian Women through the Ages, p. 50. 

12  R.P. Sharma, Woman in Hindu Literature, pp. 14-15. 

13  Paul Thomas, Indian Women through the Ages, p. 40. 

14  Katherine K. Young, "Hinduism", ed., Arvind Sharma, Women in World Religions, Sri 

Satguru Publications, Delhi, 1995, p. 61. 
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 Ordinarily girls were less welcomed than boys as one finds a 

very frequent longing for a male child in the Rigveda : "May we 

possess a family of males."15 It is surprising, however, that no desire 

for the birth of a daughter is ever expressed in the entire range of the 

Rigveda.16 The Atharvaveda leaves no doubt that son was preferred to 

daughters.17 But it must be added that it did not lead to female 

infanticide during this period.18 Once the temporary feeling of 

disappointment was over, the family took keen interest in the 

daughter as it did in the son. The young girl was called by the name 

Duhitri indicating her principal duty in the Vedic family; namely, 

milking the cow.19 Her name is also interpreted as the potential 

nourishes of a child.20 Thus milking the cow and preparing clarified 

butter and curds seem to have been her chief concern. She had to 

perform other duties as well like working for the spinsters, weaving 

cloth and embroidering garments. They brought water in jars from 

wells and watched the standing crops in fields.21 

 Girls were educated like boys. It appears that in Vedic period 

women were on an equal footing with men in the matter of receiving 

the knowledge of the sacred literature.22 They had free access to 

                                                 
15  Clarisse Bader, Women in Ancient India, The Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series Office, Varanasi, 

1964, p. 23. 

16  B.S. Upadhyaya, Women in Rgveda, S Chand and Co., New Delhi, 1933, p. 4. 

17  S. Vats Shakuntala Mudgal, Women and Society in Ancient India, Om Publications, 

Faridabad, 1999, p. 35. 

18  Ibid. 

19  Clarisse Bader, Women in Ancient India, p. 24. 

20  B.S. Upadhyaya, Women in Rgveda, p. 5. 

21  Ibid. 

22  M.A. Indra, The Status of Women in Ancient India, Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, Delhi, 

1955, p. 134. 
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educational opportunities and discrimination in education on the 

basis of sex was unknown. Upanayanam was common to boys and 

girls. There were women who continued studies throughout their life 

time, they were known as 'Brahmavadinis'.23 Name of twenty three 

Brahmavadinis are found in Rigveda. Some famous are Gargi, 

Romasa, Ghosha, Lopamudra, Apala, Atreyi, Indrani, Vak and 

Godha.24 

 Child-marriage was unknown during this period.25 A maiden 

according to the Atharvaveda after completing her Brahmacharya 

only, is entitled to marry a husband.26 Educated brides of this age had 

an effective voice in the selection of their partners in life. 

 The Rigveda does not give detailed account of the forms of 

marriage prevalent at that time, but there are indications in the 

hymns, of Swayamvara, marriage by capture and contract marriage.27 

In some marriages love played an important role; there is a mention in 

the Rigveda of festival like the Samana to which young women went 

well adorned with ornaments and bright garments and possibly met 

eligible young men; many marriage negotiations might have started 

from here.28 Religious and sacramental conception of marriage was 

present.29 The purpose of marriage was to procreate children and 

                                                 
23  V. Janapathy, Indian Woman through the Aages, Gyan Publishing House, New Delhi, 2002, p. 

50. 

24  Ibid. 

25  S. Vats Shakuntala Mudgal, Women and Society in Ancient India, p. 159. 

26  M.A. Indra, The Status of Women in Ancient India, p. 134. 

27  Paul Thomas, Indian Women through the Ages, pp. 51-52. 

28  Ibid. 

29  Ibid., p. 50. 
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perpetuate the race.30 Monogamy seems to be the general rule. 

Polygamy was limited to the aristocratic families only.31 Polyandry too 

seems to have existed in Rigvedic times. The twin Asvins (Gods of 

Medicine in India) had a common wife in Surya; Rodasi is mentioned 

as a lady attended by numerous husbands in the form of the Maruts 

(storm gods).32  

 Seclusion of women was absolutely unknown.33 In social and 

religious gatherings they occupied a prominent position. No religious 

and social work was considered to be completed without the active 

support of one's wife. A.S. Altekar observes that her presence and co-

operation was absolutely necessary in religious rites and ceremonies. 

To quote him, "The wife used to pound the sacrificial rice, give bath to 

the animal that was to be immolated... Women's participation in Vedic 

sacrifices was thus a real and not a formal one; they enjoyed the same 

religious privileges as their husbands."34 

 If a wife had the misfortune to be widowed, she had to ascend 

her husband's funeral pyre. The Sati custom was not in vogue at all.35 

The remarriage of a widow to the younger brother of her husband was 

a very common practice.36 This is evident from a Rigveda hymn read 

along with one in Atharvaveda, according to which immediately after 

                                                 
30  B.S. Upadhyaya, Women in Rgveda, p. 93. 

31  M.A. Indra, The Status of Women in Ancient India, pp. 56-57. 

32  Paul Thomas, Indian Women through the Ages, p. 52. 

33  B.S. Upadhyaya, Women in Rgveda, p. 48. 

34  A.S. Altekar, The Position of Women in Hindu Civilization from Pre-Historic Times to the 

Present Day, Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, Delhi, 1959, pp. 197-98. 

35  Ibid., p. 339. 

36  Paul Thomas, Indian Women through the Ages, p. 49. 
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the death of husband, the wife, lying by his side on the funeral 

ground, was raised by his brother and led back home to become his 

wife.37 Even when she was not actually married to the brother, the 

latter was expected to raise issues to her in Niyoga.38 

 Niyoga is the custom of the young widow allying herself with the 

younger brother of her husband for the sake of progeny (son). In the 

absence of brother-in-law, she can get offspring’s by cohabiting with a 

Sapinda or a Sagotra relation. The practice of Niyoga known as 

Levirate was prevalent even among Ancient Greeks and Romans. 

 Mother was an object of great honour at that time. In the Vedic 

hymns mother is called Matri.39 Whenever she is spoken of along with 

father her name begins the compound i.e. matara-pitara.40 

 Illegitimacy is as old as the Rigveda which is indicated in some 

hymns. Considerable stigma was attached to illegitimate children and 

one comes across references in the Rigveda of the exposure of 

infants.41 A famous hymn in the Rigveda seems to indicate that 

marriage between a brother and a sister was not regarded with favour, 

though not altogether unknown.42 There are clear references in Vedic 

literature to a state of promiscuity in Ancient Indian society. Even the 

Vedic gods such as Pusan and Prajapat are known to have had 

                                                 
37  Ibid., pp. 49-50. 

38  M.A. Indra, The Status of Women in Ancient India, p. 112. 

39  Clarisse Bader, Women in Ancient India, p. 52. 

40  B.S. Upadhyaya, Women in Rgveda, pp. 150-51. 

41  Ibid., p. 198. 

42  S. Vats Shakuntala Mudgal, Women and Society in Ancient India, p. 40. 
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incestuous relationships with sisters, mothers and daughters.43 The 

main disability from which woman suffered in this age was proprietary 

one. She could not hold or inherit property.44 

 There are some denunciated hymns in Vedic literature which 

held women not only in disrespect but even in positive hatred45:-  

"With women there can be no lasting friendship; hearts of 

hyenas are the hearts of women."46 

or 

"Women have a fickle mind, women can be easily won 

over by one who is handsome and can sing and dance 

well."47 

 Thus it can be said that the position of woman seems to have 

deteriorated considerably by the Rigvedic times when compared with 

earlier age.48  

 Coming to the later-Vedic period in Indian literature, one get a 

clear picture of Indo-Aryan social life and condition of woman from the 

Brahmanas, the Upanishads and the Grihya Sutras. The changes 

which took place during this period in the position of women were 

gradual. The desire for a male issue was as strong as before. At that 

period this belief was established that sons alone were competent to 

                                                 
43  Romila Thapar, "Looking Back in History", ed., Devaki Jain, Indian Women, Ministry of 

Information and Broadcasting, New Delhi, 1975, p. 7. 

44  A.S. Altekar, The Position of Women in Hindu Civilization, p. 339. 

45  M.A. Indra, The Status of Women in Ancient India, p. 9. 

46  B.S. Upadhyaya, Women in Rgveda, p. 159. 

47  A.S. Altekar, The Position of Women in Hindu Civilization, p. 339. 

48  Paul Thomas, Indian Women through the Ages, p. 54. 



 11 

redeem their parents from hell and daughters were incapable of 

performing this spiritual function.49 A passage in the Aitareya 

Brahmana says that while the son is the hope of the family, the 

daughter is a source of trouble to it.50 Elaborate ceremonies began to 

develop during that period for ensuring the birth of sons.51 Though 

sons were generally preferred, the desirability of having learned 

daughter was not entirely lost sight off, yet the Brihadaranyaka 

Upanishad mentions a ritual by which a person prays for the birth of 

a daughter who should be a Pandita or learned lady.52 

 In the higher section of society the girls used to go through a 

course of education. There was, however, a gradual decline in female 

education as the period advanced.53 Child marriage had not come into 

vogue by the Grihya Sutra period. Further, some Sutras make 

provisions for the girl being in her menstrual period at the time of 

marriage. The marriageable age for the bride continued to be about 

sixteen.54 Marriage ceremony was made more elaborate by adding new 

rites and rituals i.e. introducing the fire as a witness in the marriage 

ceremony and other rituals the Pani-grahana and Saptapadi – seven 

steps or rounds together.55 

 In the Grihya Sutras, first time, a definite classification of 

different forms of marriage was given. Asvalayana classified them into 

                                                 
49  Ibid. 

50  S. Vats Shakuntala Mudgal, Women and Society in Ancient India, p. 48. 

51  Paul Thomas, Indian Women through the Ages, p. 57. 

52  S. Vats Shakuntala Mudgal, Women and Society in Ancient India, p. 5. 

53  A.S. Altekar, The Position of Women in Hindu Civilization, p. 340. 

54  Ibid., p. 341. 

55  Paul Thomas, Indian Women through the Ages, pp. 66-68. 
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eight and this classification has been followed by other Sutra writers 

as well as the authors of the epics and law codes. These eight forms of 

marriage were Brahma; Daiva; Prajapatya; Arsha; Gandharva; Asura; 

Paisacha and Rakshasa.56 

 In the Brahma form the father carefully selected the son-in-law 

and married his daughter to him according to proper religious rites. In 

Daiva form a daughter was offered in marriage to an officiating priest 

by the sacrifices. In Prajapatya form the bride was given away by a 

guardian instead of father. In Arsha form the father of the bride was 

permitted to accept a pair of cattle, a cow and a bull from his son -in-

law for facilitating the performance of sacrifices. Gandharva was a love 

marriage. Asura was bride purchase. Paisacha was drugging and 

raping of bride. Rakshasa was marriage by capture.57 

 The birth of a son became necessity at that time. For this, it 

became obligatory for a man to marry again and raise sons if first wife 

failed to give birth to a son. Thus the practice of polygamy seems to 

have planted itself more firmly. 

 Sati custom was altogether rare and widow had the option of 

remarriage. Grihya sutras, which describe in detail the important 

ceremonies of domestic life including the cremation ceremony, are 

silent about it.58 

 Their proprietary rights continued to be unrecognized, the only 

exception being in favour of marriage gifts of moveable property 

                                                 
56  Ibid., p. 62. 

57  A.S. Altekar, The Position of Women in Hindu Civilization, pp. 37 to 47. 

58  S. Vats Shakuntala Mudgal, Women and Society in Ancient India, p. 175. 
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(Istridhan).59 In the Satapatha Brahmana it is mentioned that a 

disobedient wife is enjoined to be taught obedience by physical force. 

The Maitrayani Samhita places woman on par with dice and drink, 

and describe her as one of the major evils in society.60 

 Thereafter the decline in the status of women started when the 

grip of priest class (Brahmans) became more and more strong on 

society with the writings of many Smritis and Purans.61 Many of the 

religious ceremonies earlier performed by woman then were shifted to 

the priests (Brahmans).62 The sentiments of 'Suchi' and 'Asuchi' came 

into existence. A woman was began to be considered generally 'Asuchi' 

(impure) and particularly so during their menstrual periods, 

pregnancy and child birth. She was not eligible to perform religious 

acts like Homas during this period.63 

 Among the Smritis, Manu Smriti is the most important. Manu is 

emphatically in favour of marrying girls at a tender age. He states that 

a man aged thirty years shall marry a maiden of twelve or a man of 

twenty-four a girl of eight years of age.64 Yajnavalkya was of the 

opinion that the parents of a girl who did not give her away in 

marriage before puberty "will be visited by the sin of the destruction of 

the foetus at every time of her menses."65 

                                                 
59  A.S. Altekar, The Position of Women in Hindu Civilization, p. 340. 

60  Paul Thomas, Indian Women through the Ages, p. 58. 

61  Maheep Singh, "The Status of Woman in Hindu and Sikh Societies", Studies in Sikhism and 

Comparative Religion, Vol. IX, Guru Nanak Foundation Delhi, April 1990, p. 134. 

62  V. Janapathy, Indian Woman through the Ages, p. 55. 

63  Ibid. 

64  Manu Smriti IX cited from M.A. Indra, The Status of Women in Ancient India, p. 94. 

65  Paul Thomas, Indian Women through the Ages, pp. 224-25. 
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 By this time marriage was also made compulsory for a woman 

without whom she could not hope to go to heaven. For a girl, it 

became equivalent to the Upanayanam for boys, and the age of eight 

was considered ideal for both, marriage (for the girl) and Upanayanam 

(for the boys). Because of early marriage in that period the girl 

students almost seemed to have disappeared.66 One does not come 

across such a word as Brahmavadinis anywhere in the codes of Manu 

and Yajnavalkya. The woman was considered incompetent to study 

Vedic lore. This in competency of woman reduced her to an inferior 

status of Shudra, who was also debarred from performing any 

sacrificial act. This is the reason why in numerous metrical texts of 

the Smritis and Epics Istri and Shudra are generally classed together in 

one category.67 

 After marriage, the husband's family often looked on her as a 

dangerous figure, a temptress, until she bore her first child, preferably 

a son, after which she was safe.68 

 The practice of polygamy was treated as a privilege reserved for 

the twice born classes in the time of Manu. And in this regard 

Brahman was considered as the most fortunate who could keep as 

many as four wives. Likewise a Kshatriya could marry three wives. 

Similarly a Vaishya was entitled to two wives. A Shudra was allowed 

one wife only.69 

                                                 
66  M.A. Indra, The Status of Women in Ancient India, p. 142. 

67  Romila Thapar, "Looking Back in History", p. 9. 

68  Katherine K. Young, "Hinduism", p. 81. 

69  Manu Smriti III-12, cited from M.A. Indra, The Status of Women in Ancient India, p. 6. 
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 The subjugation of woman started in the Smriti period. Manu 

and Yajanavalkya prescribed a subordinate social role to woman. 

Manu stated, "In childhood a female must be subject to her father, in 

youth to her husband; when her lord is dead to her son; a woman 

must never be independent."70 The same idea has been developed by 

Yajanavalkya. He advised men, never to entrust three things to the 

control of others i.e., riches, books and women, for he added, they are 

spoiled and defiled by them.71 

 Manu is of the view that the main duty of wife is to serve her 

husband because with the service of the husband she can get 

salvation. He says, "There is no sacrifice, pious practice, or fast which 

concerns women in particular; she must cherish and respect her 

husband and then will she be honoured in heaven."72 

 Manu and Yajnavalkya discouraged the act of self immolation 

(Sati) by equating it with suicide. The legislator commands the wife 

whom death had deprived of her support not to contract new ties. 

Manu's objection to widow remarriage was that a gift could be given 

away only once.73He submitted widow to an ascetic life, whereby 

through prayer and penitence she might rejoin her husband whom 

she had lost.74 He approved divorce under certain condition, "A barren 

wife may be superseded in the 8th year, she whose children all dies in 

                                                 
70  Manu Samriti, cited from R.C. Majumdar, Ancient India, Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, New 

Delhi, 1960, p. 474. 

71  M.A. Indra, The Status of Women in Ancient India, p. 205. 

72  Clarisse Bader, Women in Ancient India, p. 17. 

73  M.A. Indra, The Status of Women in Ancient India, p. 97. 

74  Clarisse Bader, Women in Ancient India, p. 65. 
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the 4th year, she who bears only daughter in the 11th year, but she 

who is quarrel- some without delay.75 

 He raised the status of mother above the father. He said, "A 

mother is more to be revered than a thousand fathers."76 Thus it may 

be said that Manu has assigned to woman a dependent though not a 

dishonourable status in society.77 

 The position of woman was improved in the sphere of 

proprietary rights in this period as Manu advocated that the widow 

should be recognised as an heir to her husband's property.78 

 The great epics, Ramayana and Mahabharata, which are also a 

source representing the socio-religious life of India, the North India 

particularly. In these epics detailed account about the position of 

women in society is available. The birth of a female child, no doubt, 

was less welcomed than that of the male, but it did not lead to female 

infanticide. Some parents who desired daughter but were not so 

blessed sometimes adopted daughters.79 Sita, Kunti, Sakuntala and 

Parmadvara all were adopted daughters.80 A maiden was not only an 

object of affection at home but also considered an auspicious creature 

whose presence was required on ceremonious occasions. They were 

                                                 
75  Ibid., p. 60. 

76  Ibid., p. 63. 

77  Harbans Kaur Sagoo, "Position of Women in Indian Society as Reflected in Guru Nanak's 

Hymns", Studies in Sikhism and Comparative Religion, Vol. XVII, Guru Nanak Foundation, 

Delhi, 1997, p. 25. 

78  A.S. Altekar, The Position of Women in Hindu Civilization, p. 353. 

79  Shakambari Jayal, The Status of Women in the Epics, Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, Delhi, 

1966, p. 288. 

80  Ibid., p. 34.  
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presented at the coronation of Rama. Moreover, the brotherless 

daughter was known as 'Putrikadharmini' which meant that her son 

was to inherit his maternal grandfather's property and perform his 

funeral rites. 

 Education in the wider sense was denied to a girl.81Child-

marriage was prevalent. Mahabharta says, "A person of thirty years of 

age should marry a girl of ten years of age – or a person of one and 

twenty years of age should marry a girl of seven years of age.”82 One of 

the main reasons for child-marriage, advocated by later law-givers, 

was that the fertile period of a woman should not be wasted. Sita 

appears to have been married at the tender age of six.83 In the case of 

marriage, a girl to some extent had freedom to select her life partner 

as the Swayamvara form of marriage was very popular.84 The 

husband was not only a friend, but an ideal, preceptor and God of the 

wife. She has to worship him with single-minded devotion. It was the 

belief that through the services rendered to the husband a Pativrata 

attained the highest heaven.85 

 The practice of polygamy had been very widely prevalent in the 

epic period. The motive behind this practice at that time was not 

religious. A man, if only he had a desire, could marry another wife 

without being subject to any social opprobrium. Two wives had been 

                                                 
81  V. Janapathy, Indian Woman through the Ages, p. 76. 

82  Mahabharta, Anushasan Parva, Ch. 44, cited from Paul Thomas, Indian Women through the 

Ages, p. 164. 

83  M.A. Indra, The Status of Women in Ancient India, p. 51. 

84  Paul Thomas, Indian Women through the Ages, p. 141. 

85  Mahabharta III,  cited from Shakambari Jayal, The Status of Women in the Epics, p. 41. 
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married to Pandu; Kunti and Madri.86 Arjuna married Draupadi, 

Subhadra, Ulupi and Uttara. 

 Polyandry, a custom by which a woman is taken as a common 

wife by a number of men, rarely prevailed. The only classical instance 

is given by the Mahabharta in which the five Pandava brothers had a 

common wife-Draupadi. This marriage took place only to save the 

mother Kunti from untruth because she had commanded her sons by 

saying, "Enjoy all of you, that which you have obtained."87  

 Intercaste marriage had also taken place as Bhim an Aryan 

prince married a Rakshasi, the non Aryan and a son was born from 

this marriage.88 

 The earliest reference to the practice of Purdah was found in the 

the Mahabharta. It was prevalent among the women of royal families. 

When Draupadi was dragged to Hastinapura from Indraprastha by 

Dussasana, it was lamented, 'as being a high born lady, she was not 

seen by the sun and the wind'.89 

 At that period, prostitution had also been allowed to creep into 

society which is proved from the description of royal families and 

processions to war. The camp-followers in the army of Duryodhana 

included 'merchants', spies and prostitutes.90 
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 Sati custom was prevalent during that period. The Mahabharta 

gave two instances of Sati. Madri immolated herself on the funeral 

pyre of her husband Pandu.91 The four wives of Vasudeva namely 

Devaki, Bhadra, Rohini and Madira burnt themselves with the body of 

their husband.92 The attitude of Mahabharta towards Sati was, more 

or less, neutral. There was no condemnation and no undue praise 

showed to Sati. If any widow loved her husband so well that she 

thought it was impossible to live after him, she could follow her 

husband, but it was neither compulsory nor even generally 

recommended. However it appears that it was confined to certain royal 

clans at that time.93 

 Widow-remarriage and divorce were becoming unpopular among 

the Indo-Aryans, but the need for sons remained paramount. Hence 

Niyoga began to be widely practised as a legitimate method of 

procuring sons for dead men.94 

 The epics prescribed a conduct of veneration and respect 

towards mother. She was considered the creator, nourisher, educator 

and the greatest preceptor of her child and thus of her race and 

society. Of the two parents, the mother's role was greater and more 

significant. Mother is placed higher than the preceptor, father and 

even higher than the whole earth. There was no preceptor like her. 

She was infact the highest preceptor.95 In Mahabharta a parallel 
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between mother and earth has been often drawn because of the fact 

that the earth suffers without protest when ploughed, it instead 

provides life-giving corn to nourish people. So does the mother who 

nourishes and sustain children while she herself may be undergoing 

unspeakable sufferings.96 

 The religious rights of woman were curtailed. Impurity imposed 

upon the woman, lack of education, admission of non-Aryan woman 

into Aryan families, may all have been responsible for her exclusion 

from the Vedic sacrificial religion. 

 In epic literature a large number of derogatory couplets are 

founded regarding woman. The Mahabharta is more outspoken in 

condemning woman ruthlessly and holding her sex in utter disrespect 

and infamy. It is stated that there is nothing that is more sinful than 

woman. Verily women are the roots of all evils.97 Even the Ramayana 

does not entertain very high regard to the women. They are said to be 

creature of illusion, devoid of religion, fickle, crooked and frightful as 

Krtya power, which brings destruction.98 

 The Buddhist canonical literature provided the information 

regarding the views of Buddha towards woman. The Jataka books, the 

Milindapanha and the Vinayapitaka, particularly the portions of it 

known as the Bhikkhuni – Khandhaka (that is the tenth and last 

Khandhaka of the Cullavagga) and the Bhikkhuni – Vibhanga. 
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  Buddha initially objected to instituting an order of nuns but 

was finally persuaded by his disciple Ananda.99 It was on the initiative 

taken by women themselves that Buddha had to concede religious 

liberty to them. It is narrated in the text of Cullavagga, which is 

second book of Vinaya-Pitaka, that Gautama's foster-mother 

Mahaprajapati, begged to be admitted into the Sangha but he refused, 

then she approached Ananda to intercede on her behalf. She had 

came on foot all the way from Kapilavastu to Vashali, where Buddha 

was staying at that time and Ananda seeing her swollen feet, weary 

and distressed, pleaded on her behalf. Buddha turned down Ananda's 

proposal to find an order of nuns.100 Then Ananda asked the master,  

"Are women, Lord, capable when they have gone forth 

from the household life and entered discipline proclaimed 

by the Blessed one? Are they capable of realising the fruit 

of conversion, or of the second path, or of the third path 

or of Arhantship?"101 Buddha replied, "They are capable, 

Ananda."102. 

  Buddha's acceptance of capability of woman and Gautami's 

service prepared a ground for the admission of women into Sangha. 

But Buddha's permission to woman was conditional. It placed nuns 

under a more rigorous discipline than monks. He demanded from 
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them strict observing of Atthagurudhamma (the Eight Chief Rules).103 

Some of the restrictions placed upon the nuns were no doubt 

reasonable ones; thus it was laid down that they should avoid the 

company of men with doubtful character; that only monks of 

unquestioned purity and integrity should be allowed to preach nuns; 

that they should always live together in groups of two and three etc. 

Some other rules, however, betray a lack of confidence in the 

character and judgement of woman. First rule among these lays down 

that a nun, though 100 years old, must stand in reverence before a 

monk, though he may have been just initiated in the Sangha.104 

 Further an Almswoman's (Bhikshuni) position is shown to be 

different from an Almsman's (Bhikshu), not only in degree but also in 

kind.105 It is said in Milindapanha that an Almswoman cannot create a 

schism in the order but only an Almsman.106 The Almswoman neither 

preach to the Almsmen nor to the other Almswomen but only to the 

laity. It is said that a woman can neither be a Buddha nor a universal 

Monarch. It makes a thorough denial of the potency of women to rise 

to the pinnacle in any of the realms.107 Buddha is of the view that the 

entry of women into Sangha will soon harm it. He says, "If, Ananda, 

Women had not received permission to enter the order, the pure 
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religion would have lasted long, the good law would have stood fast a 

thousand years. But since they have received that permission it will 

now stand only for five hundred years..."108 

 After Buddha's permission for admission of women into his 

Sangha, their status elevated tremendously.109 The birth of a female 

child was not attended with great sorrow and encumbrance, as it was 

done before. In the Jatakas two persons named Brahmadatta110 and 

Kasiraja111 and a Brahman woman112 all are recorded to have put up a 

prayer for either a son or a daughter. Gautama himself admonishes 

the King Pasenadi of Kosala for his sorrow that the queen Mallika had 

given birth to a daughter. Buddha upholding the honour of 

womanhood uttered the following weighty remarks, "A woman – child, 

O Lord of men, may prove even a better offspring than a male."113 

 Contrary to all previous legal tenets of Dharma Shastras, the 

Buddhist canons hold that the adoption of a daughter is quite valid. 

This is a remarkable innovation. For the first time in the Indian 

devotional literature the female children were given such a creditable 

position.114 The Buddhist period does not lack the instances of the 

adoption of daughters. Samavati was adopted by the householder 
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Mitta.115 Buddha did not subscribe to the prevailing Brahmanic view 

that a son was indispensable for man's salvation.116 

 There are no records of female infanticide in Buddhist literature 

because of the influence of the doctrine of non-violence (Ahinsa). 

Female education was given great importance among the ladies in 

commercial and aristocratic families. Some educated ladies figured 

amongst the Buddha's chief disciples. These were Queen Khema, 

Dharampala, Gutta and Anopama.117 Some of them like Sanghamitra, 

the daughter of Ashoka, even went to foreign countries to spread the 

gospel of Buddha. 

 The custom of child-marriage did not appear to have been 

prevalent, for there was little mention of it in the canonical literature. 

The cause for abstaining from marrying daughters at a tender age was 

given by the merchant Goshaka, the father of Samavati, in an answer 

to a king who asked for the hand of the formers daughter. Replying in 

the negative, even to the monarch, he says, "We householders do not 

give young girls for fear that they are maltreated and ill used."118 No 

age was prescribed as the correct marriageable age, but girls probably 

got married between the age of sixteen and twenty. Visakha for 

example, was married when she was sixteen.119 
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 Buddha did not consider marriage as an inviolable sacrament. A 

woman was not felt bound to marry to save her self-respect and that 

of her family, but, on the contrary, she found that she could 

honourably remain unmarried.120 He maintained that celibacy was 

superior to sex life. He treated marriage as the greatest impediment to 

all nobler and sublime pursuits. His definite view was that a married 

life was full of hindrances and defiled by passions.121 Buddha himself, 

a year after his marriage, renounced the world and lived a strictly 

celibate life. 

 From a reading of Pali classics, it is clear that monogamy 

prevailed at that time. The practice of polygamy was prevalent only 

among aristocracy. King Pasenadi had five wives : Mallika, Vasabha, 

Ubbiri, Soma and Sakutla. King Udena has Samavati as his chief 

consort and two other Vasuladatta and Magandiya as his junior 

wives. Bimbisara is also mentioned to have two wives, one Khema and 

the other Chellana,122 

 There is only one reference to the practice of polyandry in the 

Jatakas. Princess Kanha is said to have had five husbands at the 

same time.123 

 Buddhism also checked the spread of Purdah which is prevailed 

in some royal households. There is a legend which purports to say 

that Yasodhara, the wife of Buddha; appeared unveiled in public and 
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when criticised by some elders proudly told them that a woman's 

modesty was not to be preserved by the veil but by her own will 

power.124 

 Viewed in the light of canonical literature it becomes clear that 

widow burning (Sati) was not practised. It appears from the scriptural 

data that widows went unabashed in the Buddhist ages. If they chose 

to stay at home, no severe austerities were imposed upon them 

against their will. Moreover, they had the right to inherit property.125 

But widow remarriage was not very popular.126 

 As a mother she was honoured and revered. Her importance 

was insisted upon again and again. It is stated in Jataka, "A mother 

like a sire should be reverend with honour crowned."127 

 Buddha never hinted that woman had not the same chance as 

man or was in any way unfitted by her nature to attain 'Nirvana'. The 

way of salvation was open to woman. He was of the view that the 

unending bliss of Nirvana was not monopoly of any particular class 

and sex. Any human being could aspire to it and could endeavour for 

its attainment. The sex distinction evaporated on the path of 

spirituality.128 

 Jain texts were mostly written by monks who believed in the 

superiority of the celibate life to that of the married life. They 

considered woman, as the temptress who perpetuated miserable 
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life.129  She is called 'Nari' (Na-ari) because there was no worse enemy 

for man than she; she is Mahila because she charms by her wiles and 

graces; she is called Padma because she accelerates a man's passion; 

she is called Mahitiya because she creates dissention; she is Rama 

because she delights in coquetry; she is called Angana because she 

loves the Anga or body of men; she is Josiya because by her tricks she 

keeps men under subjection; she is Vanita because she caters to the 

taste of men with her various blandishments.130 

 From the time of Parasvanath up till now, women have been 

admitted to the religious order of nuns. There is however some 

difference of opinion between the Digambaras and Swetambaras about 

their title to liberation. Digambaras hold the view that there is no 

Nirvana for women. The crucial point in the development of faith 

reached when woman also sought permission to enter into it. Uttara, 

the sister of Shivabhuti was the first to raise the question. The 

solution was very difficult. How could the teacher allow women to go 

naked? It was impossible conception, Shivabhuti, therefore, refused 

her admission and declared, "No woman attain Moksha without 

rebirth as a man."131 On the other side Swetambaras maintain that a 

woman can attain salvation. This sect is of the view that there is no 

harm to the soul by the wearing of white garments. 
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 In Jain literature there is much information preserved which 

throws light on the general condition of woman in society at that time. 

In this literature four types of marriage were approved namely 

marriages arranged by parents; Swayamvara; Gandharva and Asura. 

It does not appear to have approved the Rakshasa and Paisacha forms 

of marriage recognised by the Grihya Sutras.132 Monogamy was the 

general rule, but Kings and nobles were polygons and had harmes of 

considerable size.133 

 Some sort of Purdah was observed by the ladies of the royal 

clans. Trisala, mother of Mahavira, is said to have listened to the 

interpretation of her dreams, foretelling the birth of her illustrious 

son, by sitting behind a curtain.134 

 At that time Sati does not appear to have been prevalent in 

India at large extent, but later Jain texts mention it.135 The Jain law is 

more liberal with regard to the status of widow than the Hindu law. 

The great divergence between the Hindu and the Jain law lies in the 

point that according to the Mitakshara, it is the son who is the direct 

heir to his deceased father in preference to his widowed mother.136 In 

the Jain law, it is the widow who has a claim to property over the son. 

According to the Vardhaman Niti, "If a lady is good, she shall become 

the owner of all the property of her husband, whether there is a son or 
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not, she shall have full powers like her husband."137 Arhan Niti makes 

the point still more clear by declaring that on the death of husband, 

his wife succeeds his estate, and in the absence of his wife, his son.138 

Mother was held in great esteem. 'Trisala', mother of Mahavira, was 

given the highest place in Jain literature.  

 Yogic literature like Buddhism and Jainism, also stressed the 

need of renouncing worldly life and woman for the attainment of 

salvation. Yogis used derogatory words for woman in their writings. 

Yogi Gorakh Nath called woman Baghani, a she-wolf who robbed man 

of his youthful vigour.139 They take vow to remain celibates forever. 

But reports from various areas show that marriage is common among 

Yogis. Married Yogis were called Bindi-nagi, Samjogi and Grhasta.140 

Among Yogis marriage was usually at an early age, widow remarriage 

was allowed, polygamy was practiced and divorce was permissible.141 

 It is to be noted that some women received initiation into Yogic 

orders. These were either married women, or those who entered the 

sect after the death of their husband.142 Some of them were also in -

charge of temples.143 

 Then came the period of the Rajputs, who ruled India after the 

death of Harsha Vardhana till Muslims invaded and occupied the 

country. During this period women suffered from several handicaps 
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although their honour was dear to Rajputs. The birth of a girl child 

was not received with favour among Rajputs. Tod writes that Rajputs 

were often heard to exclaim, "Accursed the day when a woman child 

was born to me."144 They were denied the right to study Vedas but 

were free to receive secular education and military training. Female-

infanticide was there.145 This practice among the Rajputs was of great 

antiquity and arose from combined motives of pride and poverty.146 

The practice of 'Jauhar' was very common among the Rajputs. This is 

the practice in which the womenfolk immolated themselves 'ex-masse' 

on a burning fire. Rani Padmini, wife of Raja Ratan Singh, the Rana of 

Mewar and his other wives performed 'Jauhar' after his defeat from 

Ala-ud-din Khalji. Another example was, the 'Jauhar' of Rani Karmeti 

and other ladies of Chittor at the time of its siege by Bahadur Shah in 

1535. 

 Thus, on the whole, in Indian society of pre-Turkish period, the 

position of women was swiftly changing. The rights of freedom and 

honour enjoyed by them in the Ancient period gradually dwindled in 

the social sphere.147 

 The Turks brought their own heritage which they derived from 

the Arabs and the Abbasids. Their coming to India did not bring any 

good change in the position of women. Female infanticide was widely 
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prevalent inspite of the Prophet's saying that the birth of a daughter 

did not bring her father any shame; bringing her up and educating 

her was rather a means of salvation for him. He said, "If a man of 

whom only daughters are born, bring them up properly, the same 

daughters will become a covering for him against hell.148 

 In respect of the partition of ancestral property or the property 

of the father among his children, a daughter is as much as an heir as 

a son under Muslim law and the son does not exclude a daughter from 

a share in the father's property and she had also the right to sell it. 

She retained this right even after her marriage. According to the 

Muslim law the Muslim lady was further safeguarded after her 

marriage, through Mehar, whereas a Hindu woman had no right to the 

property of her husband's parents.149 Mehar is the amount of money 

sanctioned to the woman at the time of marriage. Mehar is of two 

types. In the first type, the woman is entitled to the Mehar only after 

she has been divorced or after her husband's death. In the second 

type the money has to be given to the woman right at the time of 

marriage either in cash or in kind.150     

 Female education was limited only to the women of upper class. 

The field of fine arts specially attracted their attention and the art of 
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music and dance was fairly popular. Some ladies of the royal dynasty 

or the aristocratic class wielded much influence in politics. Sultan 

Rezia is a notable example of it. She was first lady Sultan among 

Muslims, who ruled the vast empire of her father with remarkable 

energy and ability. 

 To the Muslims marriage was not a sacrament as understood by 

the Hindus and Roman Catholics, but a secular institution mainly 

based on the theory of contract.151 Divorce among the Muslims was, 

therefore, easier than the Hindus. Divorce is of two types among the 

Muslim i.e. Talak and Khula.152 Talak is a kind of divorce which 

depends on the will of the husband without any legal proceeding. In 

this type a man has to repeat the word Talak three times and send his 

wife away.153 Talak can be effective after the period of Iddat. Iddat is 

the period of three months after Talak during this period the husband 

should not cohabit with his wife.154 Khula is special forms of divorce 

among Muslims by which the wife can get separated from her husband 

and break the matrimonial bonds. A Muslim woman cannot divorce 

herself, but she may obtain a divorce in a court of law under certain 

conditions. According to the Muslim Marriage Act, for instances a 

Muslim woman can claim divorce in case her husband take another 
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wife, on the ground that there is inequality of treatment either 

psychologically or economically.155   

 The system of polygamy was very common. It lowered the 

position of woman as Muslim law allowed a man to keep four wives at 

a time. Apart from four wives he is allowed to keep concubines and 

slave-girls if he could afford them.156    

 According to Muslim law the main duty of wife is to stay at home 

and perform household duties. She has to obey all the orders of her 

husband. She is not free for public appearance. In the earlier days of 

Islam, woman was free to visit the Mosque and pray. This practice was 

later condemned as good men found it difficult to concentrate their 

mind on prayers in the presence of women; by the Third century of the 

Muslim era, the practice of letting women attend the Mosque generally 

felt into disuse, though among certain sections of Muslims it has 

continued to the present day.157 

 The Prophet of Islam instructed the Muslims to respect their 

wives and mothers. Dealing with wives the Prophet said, “The best 

blessing among the blessings of the world to a man, is a virtuous 

wife”.158 He said that one's God and Prophet, is his mother. He has 

said, “Paradies lies at the feet of the mother”.159           
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 The Sultans of Delhi had large harems and a considerable part 

of their time was spent in the company of their wives and concubines. 

But their harems were not as elaborated as they developed in the 

times of the Mughals. Mughals, who inherited the traditions of 

Chengiz Khan and Timur, had great harems. In these harems their 

mothers, wives, sisters and other ladies resided. The mother of the 

Emperor was the most respected and next to her was the chief queen 

(Maharani). European travelers particularly Bernier and Mauncci have 

supplied plenty of information about the Mughal ladies way of life in 

the harems.160 

 Mughals allowed their females sufficient political rights and 

thus enabled them to take active part in politics. A notable example of 

it was Nur Jahan. She was a powerful lady of masterful personality 

who retained political power in her hands for as many as eleven years. 

But Mughals did not seem to have conceded to her the right of 

sovereignty.161  

 During Mughal period female infanticide was continued in some 

sections of both the Hindus and Muslims.162 According to Bernier, 

Mughal princesses usually remained unmarried as their parents 

considered son-in-law a possible danger to succession. Shahjahan's 

two daughters, Jahanara and Roshanara grew into spinsters, which 
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led to a good deal of talk in the town. Jahanara was a partisan of 

Dera, Shahjahan's eldest son, while Roshanara was a staunch ally of 

Aurangzeb, the youngest one. While Aurangzeb was the Viceroy of the 

Deccan, it was Roshanara who kept him informed of all that was a 

happening in the imperial capital. It would appear that there was an 

agreement between the two that when Aurangzeb would ascend the 

throne Roshanara was to be married as a reward for her services: an 

agreement, by the way, respected by Aurangzeb in the breach rather 

than in the keeping.163  

 Child marriage found detailed references in European travel 

accounts during the period under study. Both Hindu and Muslim had 

fallen prey to this social evil. Tavernier, Manucci and Thevenot, as they 

have noted, say that the normal age for marriage of Hindu girls was 

between four to ten years.164 Manucci has provided information about 

it through instances that in Sind and Ajmer, a few women have 

children even at the age of nine or ten years. 165  

 Manucci admitted the prevalence of the custom of dowry among 

the Hindus, offered to the bride-groom side. He further indicates that 

the Muslim society, particularly its richer and higher sections, could 

not remain altogether unaffected by the Hindu system of dowry.166  
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 Manucci and Thevenot recorded that polygamy was a practice 

prevalent both among the Hindus and the Muslims especially those 

belonging to the richer sections of the society.167 Thevenot mentioned 

that the result of polygamy was the bitter relationship existing 

between the co-wives in the household of a polygamist168 De Laet 

referred that an average Hindu remained Monogamous except in the 

case if a wife proved to be barren, he had the liberty to marry again 

with the consent of the Brahmans.169             

 Considerable discussion has been going on whether the Purdah 

was prevalent in Ancient India or not. Some hold that it was quite 

unknown in the pre-Muslim days. Others maintain that royal Hindu 

ladies used to wear veils even before the advent of Turkish rule in 

India. To conclude, it can be said that in pre-Turkish times Purdah 

was confined to a small section of Hindu society but with the advent of 

Turkish rule it gained powerful impetus owing to the culture of the 

conquerors.170 At the time of Akbar it was observed with greater 

rigidity. Badauni writes, "If a woman was found running the danes 

and bazars of the town and while doing so did not veil herself. She 

was to go to the other side and become a prostitute."171 European 

travelers referred to the prevalence of Purdah in Mughal Indian 
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society. Manucci accepted the Purdah as a part of Muslim culture. 

Thevenot linked it with religion and recorded, “If these Indian women 

be idolaters they go bare faced and if Mohammedans, they are 

veiled.”172 Johan Marshall observed that the rigour of Purdah was so 

strict that even male doctors were not allowed to see the ladies of 

princely and noble families. He mentioned, “A curious method was 

adopted for diagnosing the disease without seeing the patient's face or 

felling her pulse. A handkerchief was rubbed all over the body of the 

patient and then put into a jar of water. By its smell the doctor judged 

the cause of illness and prescribed the medicine.”173 De Laet 

mentioned that unlike Muslim women Hindu ladies did not cover 

themselves from head to toe. It was enough to have a sheet of cloth or 

Dupatta to cover their heads. It was everywhere a common sight to see 

water-carrier women walking along the streets without any Purdah.174 

The main disadvantage of the Purdah was that women were denied 

knowledge of the outside world and the pleasure of a mixed society. 

 The plight of a widow was very miserable in medieval India. She 

had to commit Sati. If she did not do so, then she was condemned to a 

life of humiliation. She was asked to shave her head, put on a simple 

rough cloth, sleep on a coarse cloth spread on the ground and lead an 

extremely simple life. Her appearance on festive occasions or in 

religious ceremonies was considered to be inauspicious. It was feared 
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that the sight of such a woman would forestall success in important 

matters. Foreign travelers specifically Alberuni, Ibn Battuta, Mannuci 

and Bernier have described this custom in detail. Alberuni in the 

Eleventh century was familiar with this practice; it was regarded as a 

meritorious act. The widow who refused to become Sati was ill treated 

as long as she lived.175 Ibn Battuta noticed an example of Sati near 

Pakpattan and several others elsewhere in India.176 Bernier referred to 

the sad plight of Hindu widows. He concluded that the main reason 

behind the cruel and dreadful practice was the element of compulsion 

sought to be legitimized by Brahmans.177 Bernier says, “Many person 

whom I then consulted on the subject would have persuaded me that 

an excess of affection was the root-cause why these women burn 

themselves with their deceased husbands; but I soon found that this 

abominable practice is the effect of early and deeply rooted prejudices. 

Every girl is taught by her mother that it is virtuous and laudable in a 

wife to mingle her ashes with those of her husband and no woman of 

honour will refuse compliance with the established custom. Besides 

there was also the question of prestige of the family, if a widow 

expressed her unwillingness for it, the people began to doubt her 

fidelity and affection towards her departed husband.”178 Hence, 
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though many Muslim rulers especially Akbar tried to abolish Sati 

among the Hindus, the institution, however for all practical purposes, 

flourished without much hindrance.179 

 Prostitutes or the public women are also described in 

considerable details in the accounts of Bernier, Manucci and Thevenot. 

These public women and dancing girls were invited on special 

occasions like feasts, festivals and marriages etc. They also provided 

suitable recreation to inmates of the harem, maintained by the 

Emperor and the Nobles.180 Dancing and singing was the sole 

occupation of the women belonging to a caste called Kanchani.181 

 The foreign travelers, thus, have given extensive information 

about the role and position of Indian woman during Mughal period. 

They have also furnished detailed information about the life of royal 

ladies in the harem. But the travelers are strangely silent about the 

domestic and social position of Muslim wives. Meera Nanda concludes 

that their silence constitutes an implied comment on the unenviable 

lot of Muslim wives who probably were the victims of the polygamous 

lust of their husbands. 182           

 Thus, a large number of factors-cultural, social, economic, 

religious and historical are responsible for lowering the position of 

Indian woman from Ancient to medieval period. 
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 It was in such a scenario that the Bhakti movement began. 

Bhakti is understood as monotheism based on a loving devotion to a 

personal God.183 It is divided into 'Nirguna' and 'Saguna' and more 

recently between Vaishnava Bhakti and Sant tradition. The ‘Nirguna’ 

and ‘Saguna’ model was first popularized by Hindi scholars such as 

Ramachandra Shukla, P.D. Barthwal and Parashuram Chaturvedi.184 

Ramachandra Shukla was the first important scholar who propounded 

the notion of 'Bhakti Kal' and divided the Bhakts (devotees) into two 

distinct theological categories-Kabir, Raidas, Dadu among other, 

placed in the Nirguna category and Ramanujacharya, Vallabhacharya 

and Surdas the Saguna category. Shukla's view of the Medieval Bhakti 

movement as consisting of two distinct theological categories has 

since been accepted by most of the Hindu scholars irrespective of their 

differences with him on other issues.185 P.D. Barthwal in his work 'The 

Nirguna School of Hindi Poety' produced one of the earliest general 

works in English on the Saints and their utterance (Banis). His work 

is particularly important for information on many obscure Saints of 

the later medieval period.186 Barthwal's work was later superseded by 

Parashuram Chaturvedi's encyclopedic study,'Uttari Bharat Ki Sant 

Parampara' which gives an account of most medieval and modern 
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Saints.187 The last four decades have witnessed a surge of Western 

scholarly interest in medieval Sants.188 Most Western scholars have 

depended heavily on the Nirguna-Saguna model popularized by the 

Hindi scholars.189 Karine Schomer and W.H. Mcleod, edited, 'The 

Sants: Studies in Devotional Tradition of India' is the most influential 

and comprehensive study of Medieval Saints by Western scholars.  

 Saguna Bhakts worship the incarnations of God like Vishnu, 

Rama and Krishna, but Nirguna Bhakts (devotees) believe in one 

formless God and have no faith in idol worship or incarnate gods. 

Ramanujacharya, Ramananda, Vallabhacharya and Ashtachhap 

writers are the prominent Saguna Bhakts (devotees) whereas Namdev, 

Kabir and Guru Nanak are included among Nirguna Bhakts. These 

Bhakts wrote devotional poetry in praise of God in the vernacular 

language instead of Sanskrit. Though they did not write purposely on 

material matters yet their writings by employing similes and 

metaphors throw valuable light on life around them. Woman has 

received a considerable attention in their writings. 'Guru Granth 

Sahib' has been taken as the best available primary source for the 

understanding of Nirguna exposition and for Saguna Bhakti 

contemporaneous 'Braj literature' is useful. Braj literature contains 

the literary works of Braj Bhasha which was the richest form of Hindi 

in the medieval age. In this work the focus of Braj literature is 
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primarily limited to the works of Ashtachhap writers as they are the 

contemporary to the Sikh Gurus. Furthermore their works are the 

best writings of Braj Bhasha as after them this language had lost its 

prestige and Khadiboli Hindi (Modern standard Hindi) began to 

supplant it.190 On the basis of Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature 

this work will compare the two famous categories of Bhakti to explore 

the feminine dimension pertaining to them. Their devotional writings 

have consisted specifically poetry. 

 Their devotional poetry is marked by intensity and spiritual 

insight. Metaphor is the most important factor in their poetry. The 

metaphors create imagery. Every poetic image is to some degree 

metaphorical.191 If there is no image, there will be no poetry because 

imagination contains reality.192 Every poetic image serves mainly two 

purposes. It gives shape to poet's experiences along with depicting the 

world around him/ her. B. Ifor Evans defines imagery, “As a form of 

mysticism which has its roots in the objective world around the poet 

because he receives his immediate experiences in his struggle that he 

does in order to exist and make this world better for all to live in.”193  

 The composers of Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature have 

used a wider range of imagery in their writings. The abstract spiritual 

ideas and subtle thoughts are saved from becoming obscure and misty 
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only through the use of poetic imagery.194 Both ideologies (Guru 

Granth Sahib and Braj literature) have used imagery to make the 

masses understand their higher spiritual experiences. 

 S.S. Kholi has divided the imagery of Guru Granth Sahib into 

two groups: imagery from Nature and imagery from daily indoor life. 

The first group includes the images from the life of countryside, the 

weather and its changes, the seasons, the sky, the sunrise and dawn, 

the clouds, rain and wind, sunshine and shadow, the garden, flowers, 

trees, growth and decay, pruning and grafting and weeding, the sea 

and ships, the river and its banks the weeds and grasses, pools and 

water, animal, birds and insects, sports and games.195 The second 

group of imagery includes the images from the daily indoor life i.e. 

eating, drinking, cooking, the work of the kitchen, washing and wiping 

dust, dirt, rust and stains, the body and its movements, sleep and 

dreams, clothes and materials, patching and mending, common 

handicrafts, the feel of substances, smooth or soft or sticky, fire, 

candles and lamps, sickness and medicines, parents and children, 

birth, death and marriage.196 Kholi's classification of imagery of Guru 

Granth Sahib is drawn from Spurgeon's division of the images of 

Shakespeare into two groups i.e. images from Nature and images from 

daily indoor life. 
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 J.S. Grewal in his work 'Imagery in the Adi Granth' divides the 

imagery, used in Guru Granth Sahib, in three sections. The first 

section deals with imagery from Nature. It includes images of sea, 

river, pools, tress, flowers, bushes, animals, birds, insects, seasons, 

weathers, sky, sun, moon, battlefields, kinesthetic images, day and 

night, light and darkness, games, etc. The second section concerns 

the images of indoor life. It includes images from occupation, houses, 

homes, kitchen, forts, nectar and poison, fire, human relations, 

ornaments, human body, diseases, learning, birth and death. The 

third section of miscellaneous imagery includes images from 

mythology, history, religion, heaven and hell and all other images from 

the world of music, colour, path, metals, machines, dirt and dust.197  

 This division can be applied to the imagery in Braj literature 

also. Braj writers have also used images from Nature, from indoor and 

outdoor life to explain their spiritual ideals. The writers of both 

ideologies have almost the same type of spiritual, social, political and 

intellectual experiences.198 Therefore, in their poetical compositions 

they repeated the same thoughts and applied the same images. A few 

examples of the similar imageries used in both ideologies will not be 

out of order rather it will help to understand these ideologies properly. 

Both ideologies have used the imagery of the clouds and lightning. It 

is stated, “the Lord does not come home, I feel miserable and sigh; the 

flash of lightning frightens me”:- 
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fgo[ xfo BjhA nkt? wohn? jkt/ dkwfB uwfe vokJ/]199 

fufl vaf/k;kjh nkfefu Mjikofr eksdksa pefd&pefdA
200
 

 In both ideologies the imagery of the weather and its changes 

has been used to depict month by month the sufferings of the lonely 

woman (Jivatma) for union with Husband (God). The entire Baramaha 

of Guru Nanak, Guru Arjan Dev and Nanddas is an example of it. In 

the month of Chet, the lovely spring has come, and the bumble bees 

hum with joy. The forest is blossoming in front of my door: I wish my 

Lord would return to home:- 

u/s[ p;zs[ Gbk Gto ;[jktV/] 

pB c{b/ wzM pkfo w? fgo[ xfo pkj[V?]201 

pSr pyks ftfu dar] ckj ckj ik¡ ifj dgkSaA 

fuiV vlar clar] eSu egk e; ear tg¡AA
202

 

 Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature have also used domestic 

imagery. In both ideologies the imagery of mother-child love has been 

used for depicting the love of God and devotee. It is stated that just as 

a mother takes care of her child, attentively watch over her/ him and 

thinks about her/ his needs similarly God looks after a devotee:- 

fiT[ iBBh ;[s[ ifD gkbsh oky? Bdfo wMkfo] 

nzsfo pkjfo w[fy d/ frok;[ fyB[ fyB[ g'ukfo] 

fsT[ ;fsr[o[ r[of;y okysk jfo gqhfs fgnkfo]203 
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Parmanddas has used the similar imagery:- 

D;ksa u tkb ,sls ds ljuA 

izfrikyS ikS[ks ekrk T;ksa pju dey Hkolkxj rjuAA
204

  

 The imagery of wife-husband is also used to depict the love of 

God and devotee. Human soul (Jivatma) is represented as the wife 

who is forever seeking union with her Husband (God):- 

Gosk g/fy fpr;? fiT[ Bkoh] 

fsT[ jfo iB[ iht? Bkw[ fuskoh]205 

 Surdas have used the similar imagery. He stated that if anybody 

(male-female) worship the Lord Krishna with Bharta Bhava (husband) 

will get salvation without doubt:- 

tks dksm Hkjrk&Hkko gn; /kfj gfj&in /;koSA 

ukfj iq:"k dksm gksb] Jqfr&_pk&xfr lks ikoSAA
206
 

 In Guru Granth Sahib the imagery of female activity of churning 

milk and obtaining butter is symbolically used for meditating on the 

Divine Name and obtaining Amrita, the Divine elixir.207 Ashtachhap 

writers have also used the imagery of milk and milk products to the 

level of spirituality. They compared Goras208 to the Rasa of senses i.e. 

pleasure achieved or enjoyed by senses.209 It is explained by 
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Ashtachhap writers in 'Dan Lila' where the Lord Krishna demanded 

from the Gopis to give him Dan in form of 'Goras' which indirectly is a 

demand to sacrifice pleasure of senses.210  

 Both ideologies seem to be well-versed in Yoga and its diction. 

They have also used imagery from Yogic practices to explain their 

spiritual ideas. It is stated that Yogis should give up the Yogic 

practices. They are advised to meditate on Divine Name:- 

r[o ek ;pd[ thukfo i'rh]211 

tksx tkx ti&ri ugha] ;k dfy;qx ekjSA
212
 

 Analogy and comparison have been also used to express ideas. 

It is stated that as the bubble in the water well up and disappears 

again, so is the world created from the God and it again mingled in 

God:- 

i?;/ ib s/ p[dp[dk T[gi? fpB;? Bhs] 

ir ouBk s?;/ ouh ej[ BkBe ;[fB whs]213 

T;kSa ikuh esa gksr cqncqnk iqfu rk ekfg lekbA 

R;kSagh lc tx izxVr rqe rSa] iqfu re ekfga fcykbA
214
 

 The lives of animals and birds are also used in order to form 

imagery. One is familiar with the animals and birds in day to day life. 

As these images have the quality of familiarity in them, they are very 

useful in making to understand quite easily the most complicated and 
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confusing spiritual experiences of the Saints.215 Both ideologies have 

used the imagery of fish in water to express Bhakti towards God:- 

w'fj wS[bh s[w Bho s[M fpB[ feT[ ;o?]216 

ekugq ^lwj^ dkf< Mkjh gSa] ckfj e/; rSa ehuAA
217
 

 Both ideologies have used the imagery of black bee. It is stated 

in Guru Granth Sahib that the plant of the lotus is in full bloom and 

the black bee enticed and fascinated by its love, encircles it. It 

becomes beyond the control of the human soul to bear the pangs of 

separation of the Super soul, (God):- 

u/s[ p;zs[ Gbk Gto ;[jktV/] 

pB c{b/ wzM pkfo w? fgo[ xfo pkj[V/]218 

 Ashtachhap writers have also used the imagery of black bee to 

explain the Gopi pangs of separation from Lord Krishna in Bharmargit. 

Krishna sends Udho to Braj after he has gone to Mathura. Udho has 

taken the massage of Krishna to Gopis. The Gopis in their distress and 

disorientation directed their laments to a passing black bee by 

confusing both Udho and black bee as messengers. Because of this 

these poems are known as Bhramargit. Name given after the name of 

black bee (Bhramar):-     

rkfg Hk¡oj lks dgr lcS izfr mÙkj ckrsaA 

rdZ fcrdZu tqÙkk izse jl :ih ?kkrsaAA
219
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 To conclude, the reason for the common imagery used in both 

ideologies (Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature) is that they have 

the similar social, economic, political and religious environment. Their 

imagery has wider coverage. It touched each and every aspect of life. 

This imagery is far away from hard and fast rules of the poetry rather 

it is based on reality. Both ideologies have used common imageries 

which are mentioned above. This similarity will help to understand 

their views and thoughts which will be discussed in the next chapter.                  
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Chapter – 2 

THOUGHT CONTENT OF GURU GRANTH SAHIB AND 
BRAJ LITERATURE 

 Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature belong to the two 

different categories of Bhakti movement i.e. Nirguna and Saguna. 

However, the contrast between them is not as neat as this taxonomy 

would imply. Spatial contiguity of the followers of these different 

categories created scope for both encounters and negotiations-a 

process that was further intensified by new strategies of religious 

propaganda carried out by the peripatetic groups of Saints, Vaishnava 

and Yogis. In this new complex scenario, Nirguna and Saguna 

differences frequently lost their determinative potential and were 

superseded by conflict over the use of shared symbols and other 

religious-cultural forms.1 They are allied with each other on the basis 

of certain shared emphases: Recognition of the both states, Nirguna 

and Saguna of the Lord; believe in the fact that Jiva (creature) and 

World are the creation of the God; about the influence of Maya on the 

Individual's; the necessity of devotion, the repetition of the Divine 

Name, importance of Guru, condemnation of caste pride; stress on 

discountenancing Yogic practices and importance of Satsang. For their 

better understanding, it is essential to analyse their thought content. 

 Guru Granth Sahib is the name given to the 'Holy' scripture of 

the Sikhs. Guru Granth Sahib is the treasure of Bhakti literature, 
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poetry and spiritual elevation for mankind. It is a unique and 

multiracial Scripture. The essence of its ideology is to integrate 

humanity, irrespective of caste, colour or creed. Dharmpal Maini, a 

scholar trained at Banaras Hindu University, argues that the Adi 

Granth, “is a firm milestone of Indian spiritual literature”, and cannot 

be considered a “sectarian document.”2  

 Primarily its name was 'Pothi Sahib'.3 Guru Arjan used to say 

that know the Pothi in the place of the Ultimate One.4 During the 

period of Guru Har Rai it was called as Granth Sahib which means 

'The Holy Book'.5 Granth Sahib named as 'Guru Granth Sahib' when 

Guru Gobind Singh conferred permanent guruship to it in 1708.6 This 

tradition of elevating the 'Granth Sahib' to the 'Guru Granth Sahib' is 

authenticated by the two major sources of the first half of the 

Eighteenth century, Sainapat's 'Sri Guru Sobha' and Koer Singh's 

'Gurbilas Patishahi 10' and by two sources of the second half of the 

Eighteenth century Kesar Singh Chhibar's 'Bansavali Nama Dasan 

Patishahian ka' and Sarupdas Bhall's 'Mahima Parkash'.7 Bansavali 

Nama states that after the compilation of Dasam Granth in order to 

distinguish it from Dasam Granth it was named Adi Granth.8 Adi 
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means that which is in the beginning or the first. Thus Adi Granth 

means the First Text. Dasam Granth was the composition of Guru 

Gobind Singh and his court poets.9  

 The tradition recognizes three main version of Guru Granth 

Sahib. These are 'Bhai Gurdas Vali Bir' or 'Kartarpuri Bir', 'Bhai Banno 

Vali Bir' and 'Damdami Bir'.10 The Rahitnama of Chaupa Singh a 

prominent member of the Sikh court at Anandpur, is the earliest 

document to refer to the history of the Guru Granth Sahib. He traces 

the creation of the Guru Granth Sahib to the decision of Guru Arjan 

and attributes a key role in the compilation of the original Text to Bhai 

Gurdas.11 It was completed in 1604 and formally installed at the 

Harmandir Sahib.12 According to Sikh tradition, this Pothi came to 

Kartarpur along with Guru Hargobind when he left Amritsar and 

moved to Kartarpur due to the hostile relations with the Mughals.13 

This was usurpered by Dhir Mall, son of Baba Gurdita (who was the 

elder son of the Sixth Guru and heir apparent to the Gurugaddi after 

him) after the death of Baba Gurdita so as to assert his claim to the 

pontificate.14  This Pothi is currently in the custody of Karamjit Sodhi, 

a descendent of Dhirmal, at Kartarpur15 in Jalandhar district of 

Punjab. 

                                                 
9  S.S. Kohli, A Critical Study of Adi Granth, p. 1. 

10  Piar Singh, Gatha Sri Adi Granth and the Controversy, Anant Education and Rural 

Development Fundation, Michigan, 1996, p. 33 

11  Gurinder Singh Mann, The Making of Sikh Scripture, p.19.  

12  Gobind Singh Mansukhani, "A Study of the Sikh Scripture", p. 20.  

13  Gurinder Singh Mann, The Making of Sikh Scripture, p. 60. 

14  Piar Singh, Gatha Sri Adi Granth and the Controversy, p. 10. 

15  Gurinder Singh Mann, The Making of Sikh Scripture, p. 59. 
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 Second recension is 'Bhai Banno Vali Bir'. Sarupdas Bhall 

narrates that soon after the original Bir was completed, Bhai Banno 

obtained Guru Arjan's permission to take it to his village with the 

intent to prepare a copy for him. He prepared a copy of the Holy 

Scripture. The newly completed manuscript, along with the original 

was presented to Guru Arjan, who gladly confirmed its authenticity by 

putting his attestation on the manuscript.16 Bhalla calls it the Khara 

recension (Khare Ki Misal) naming it after Bhai Banno's village Khara 

Mangat. 17 Sri Gurbilas Patishahi 6 narrates a different story about the 

compilation of Bhai Banno's Bir. It states that Guru Arjan asked Bhai 

Banno to take the original Granth to Lahore for binding. During this 

trip to Lahore, Bhai Banno arranged to have a copy made without the 

prior permission of the Guru. Guru Arjan did not approve of this 

recension and called it Khari Bir (salted edition).18 This recension has 

seven extra hymns which are not included in original Granth. Four of 

them appear within the main body of the Text. These are attributed to 

Guru Arjan in Raga Ramkali; to Bhakt Kabir in Sorath; to Mirbai in 

Raga Maru and to Surdas in Raga Sarang. The remaining three appear 

in the final section in which two sets of Shlokas and the Ratanmala 

are attributed to Guru Nanak and the Haqiqat Rah Muqam Rajeh 

Shivnabh Ki and Siahi Ki Bidhi are without attribution.19 

                                                 
16  d/y gq;B ;fsr[o GJ/ ;jh ;jh fby dhB. Sarupdas Bhalla Mahima Prakash, Bhag Duja, 

Khand 1, ed., Dr. Uttam Singh Bhatia,  Punjab Language Department, Patiala, 1971, p. 361.   

17  Gurinder Singh Mann, The Making of Sikh Scripture, p.70. 

18  Sri Gurbilas Patishahi 6, ed., Giani Inder Singh Gill, Vazir Hind Press, Amritsar, 1977, pp. 

89-90. 

19  Piar Singh, Gatha Sri Adi Granth and the Controversy, pp. 33-34.  
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 This recension remained at Khara Mangat with Bhai Banno's 

descendants before partition. The partition of Punjab led to the 

family's departure from their village; the manuscript was housed 

temporarily at Amritsar and at Barauta (district Meerut), before 

arriving at its present location at Kanpur.20                        

 The third and the final version of the Guru Granth Sahib was 

prepared by Bhai Mani Singh under the direction of Guru Gobind 

Singh. This version contains the hymns of Ninth Guru (Guru Tegh 

Bahadur).21 Kesar Singh Chibbar reports that Guru Gobind Singh did 

not included his compositions in Guru Granth Sahib by considering 

them his "light-hearted activity" (Khed) and Guru Granth in his view 

was the "real Scripture".22 This recension is known as Damdami Bir 

for its compilation at a place called Damdama Sahib which, at 

present, is identified by some scholars, with a place at Anandpur 

Sahib and by others with Talwandi Sabo.23 G.B. Singh in his work 'Sri 

Guru Granth Sahib Dian Prachin Biran' holds the view that Damdami 

Bir took its final shape at a place called Damdama Sahib in Anandpur 

and not at Talwandi Sabo.24 Pashaura Singh in his work' The Text and 

                                                 
20  Gurinder Singh Mann, The Making of Sikh Scripture, p.79. 

21  Ibid., p.122. 

22  ;zws[ ;skoK ;? gutzi/, f;yK fpBsh ;kfjp nr/ ;h ehsh.  
rohp fBtki` “i' puB j't? sK d'jK rqzEK dh fibd fJZe ujhn? eo bhsh.” 
;kfjp puB ehsk L “nkfd r[o{ j? rqzE.” 
J/j n;kvh j? y/v, i[dk wB wzE. 
Keshar Singh Chibbar, Bansavali Nama Dasan Patishahian Ka, ed., Piara Singh Padam, 

Singh Brothers, Amritsar, 1997, p. 161.  
23  Piar Singh, Gatha Sri Adi Granth and the Controversy, p. 34.  

24  Gurinder Singh Mann, The Making of Sikh Scripture, p. 28. 
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Meaning of the Adi Granth' also agrees with G.B. Singh's view.25 Giani 

Gian Singh's account holds the view that it is compiled at Damdama 

(Talwandi Sabo) a place near Bathinda.26  

 Upto 1864 the manuscripts of Guru Granth Sahib remained 

handwritten. In 1864-65 Lal Harsukh Rai, the proprietor of the 

Kohinur Printing Press, Lahore, printed the Damdami Bir.27 By the 

end of the Nineteenth century the major work of publication had 

moved to Amritsar. The first edition of Guru Granth Sahib at Amritsar 

was published at Vazir Hind Press in 1902. The publication effort of 

the Sikh community eventually became centered there and a 

publishing house called Chatar Singh Jiwan Singh becomes the major 

producer of the Guru Granth Sahib.28 Shrimoni Gurudwara Parbadak 

committee published Guru Granth Sahib's one volume edition firstly 

in 1952.29 All the printed copies of the Guru Granth Sahib are based 

on Damdami Bir.30 In the present work the printed version of the 

Damdami Bir is used which is published by Chatar Singh Jiwan Singh 

publishing house at Amritsar. 

 In the 1990s the Text of the Guru Granth Sahib also become 

available in a digital format produced by a variety of individuals and 

                                                 
25  Ibid., p. 31.  

26  Piar Singh, Gatha Sri Adi Granth and the Controversy, p. 11, also see Ratan Singh Jaggi, 

Itihas Sri Guru Granth Sahib pp. 28-29.  

27  Gurinder Singh Mann, The Making of Sikh Scripture, p. 125. 

28  Ibid.  

29  Ratan Singh Jaggi, Itihas Sri Guur Granth Sahib, p. 30.  

30  Gurinder Singh Mann, The Making of Sikh Scripture, p. 31, also see Ratan Singh Jaggi, Itihas 

Sri Guur Granth Sahib, p. 29. 
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organizations for example IK Oankar Bani System (1994) developed by 

Balwant Singh Uppal; Scripture and the Heritage of the Sikhs (1995), 

a CD-Rom by Preet Mohan Singh Kapoor and Bhupinder Singh; 

Gurbani CD (1995), a CD-Rom developed by Kulbir Singh Thind; 

Gurbani Researcher (1998), a CD-Rom developed by Joginder Singh 

Ahluwalia; Encyclopedia of Sikhism (1998), a CD-Rom developed by 

Raghbir Singh Banis.31 In 2012 an application Sikh World is developed 

from where the whole Guru Granth Sahib can be downloaded with 

commentary and English translation. For this purpose site 

www.IK13.com is also useful. 

 The influence of Singh Sabha Movement is responsible for the 

commentary on the Guru Granth Sahib. First complete commentary 

on Guru Granth Sahib in Punjabi was prepared by Giani Badan Singh 

under the influence of Maharaja of Faridkot. This work was completed 

in 1833 but published later in 1918. This Tika (commentary) was 

known as Faridkot Vala Tika. The commentaries of Giani Narain Singh 

Mujangwale and Giani Bishan Singh Lakhuwal are also important.32 In 

1877 Earnest Trumpp tried to translate the Guru Granth Sahib in 

English with the title 'The Adi Granth' or 'the Holy Scripture of the 

Sikhs'. This translation is incomplete and has many discrepancies. 

The other English translations include Gopal Singh's, 'Sri Guru 

Granth Sahib', 4 Vols; Monmohan Singh's, 'Sri Guru Granth Sahib', 8 

                                                 
31  Ibid., p. 128. 

32  Ibid., p. 142, also see Ratan Singh Jaggi, Itihas Sri Guru Granth Sahib, pp. 212-13.  
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Vols; and Gurbachan Singh Talib's, 'Sri Guru Granth Sahib, 4 Vols. 

An interesting translation of Guru Granth Sahib has been completed 

by Nikky Gurinder Kaur Singh, under the title 'The Name of My 

Beloved'. Jarnail Singh of Toronto has published a French translation: 

Sri Gourou Granth Sahib in 4 Volumes.33 Now this scholar is 

translating the Text into German language. Guru Granth Sahib is also 

translated into Hindi by Dr. Manmohan Singh and by Shri Lakshm 

Chela Ram.34 Recently a person from Bathinda has translated text 

into Urdu. Sri Guru Granth Sahib World University, Fatehgarh Sahib 

is going to publish this translation. Here one thing should be kept in 

mind that these translations cannot substitute for the original Text 

because the translation of the sacred Texts is a very difficult task.                 

 Guru Granth Sahib consists of the Bani of first five Gurus 

(Guru Nanak, Guru Angad, Guru Amardas, Guru Ramdas & Guru 

Arjan Dev) Ninth Guru (Guru Tegh Bahadur) and a large number of 

Hindu Bhakts (devotees), Muslim Sufis, (Jaidev, Sheikh Farid, Sain, 

Kabir, Ravidas, Namdev, Sadhna, Beni, Trilochan, Sundar, Surdas and 

Parmananddas) and Bhatts. It contains 1430 pages and divided into 

31 ragas. The order of the Bani of Guru Granth Sahib is as follow: 

                                                 
33  Ibid. 

34  Ratan Singh Jaggi, Itihas Sri Guru Granth Sahib, p. 217. 



 58 

 

Sr. No. Order of Bani Pages 

1.  Japji – The Morning Prayer 1-8 

2.  Rahiras – The evening prayer 8-12 

3.  Kirtan Sohila – The bed time Prayer 12-14 

4. The Ragas are in the following order : 

i Sri Raga 14-93 

ii Majh 94-150 

iii Gauri 151-346 

iv Asa 347-488 

v Gujari 489-526 

vi Devgandhari 527-536 

vii Bihagra 537-556 

viii Vadhans 557-594 

ix Sorath 595-659 

x Dhansari 660-695 

xi Jaitsari 696-710 

xii Todi 711-718 

xiii Bairari 719-720 

xiv Tilang 721-727 

xv Suhi 728-794 

xvi Bilwal 795-858 

xvii Gaund 859-875 

xviii Ramkali 876-974 

xix Nat Narain 975-983 

xx Mali Gaura 984-988 
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xxi Maru 989-1106 

Xxii Tukhari 1107-1117 

Xxiii Kedara 1118-1124 

Xxiv Bhairo 1125-1167 

Xxv Basant 1168-1196 

Xxvi Sarang 1197-1253 

Xxvii Malar 1254-1293 

xxviii Kanara 1294-1318 

Xxix Kalyan 1319-1326 

Xxx Prabhati 1327-1351 

Xxxi Jaijavant 1352-1353 

5 Shlokas and Swayyas are given in the following order : 

I Shlokas Sahaskrit 1353-1360 

Ii Gatha 1360-1361 

Iii Phunhay 1361-1362 

Iv Chaubolay 1363-1364 

V Shlokas of Kabir 1364-1377 

Vi Shlokas of Farid 1377-1384 

Vii Swayyas of Guru Arjan 1385-1389 

Viii Swayyas of Bhatts 1389-1409 

Ix Shlokas of Gurus 1410-1426 

X Shlokas of Ninth Guru 1426-1429 

Xi Mundavani 1429 

6 Rag Mala 1429-1430 

 Braj literature contains the literary works of Braj Bhasha. Braj 

Bhasha was the richest form of Hindi in the medieval age. The word 
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Braj goes back to Rigvedic Period. In Rigveda, the word 'Braj' is used 

in the sense of a 'pasture', 'hoard of cows', 'place for the cows to 

rest'.35 In a number of Purans, however, it has been used in the sense 

of a particular territory or region. But in Mahabharta it occurs with 

the same implication as in Rigveda.36 It was only after the Thirteenth 

century that the word Braj came to be applied to a particular region. 

Braj region spreads around the river Yamuna, at some places it 

crosses the river Ganga and extends from Punjab to the Western 

borders of Bengal.37 It was located in the vicinity of Delhi and Agra 

and included the places like Itawa, Aligarh, Mathura and Brindaban 

etc. The centre of Braj region was Mathura.38 In the modern set up, 

the Braj Pradesh include within its fold some parts of Haryana, some 

parts of Rajasthan, Gwalior area of Madhya Pradesh, whole of Western 

Uttar Pradesh, and the plains of Kumayun and Garhwal.39 

 Braj Bhasha acquired a literary character during the 15th and 

16th century when it received on the one hand, religious patronage 

through Vallabhacharya and on the other hand, a place of honour in 

the courts of local chieftains as well as Muslim Kings.40 Braj Bhasha 

acquired prestige as the language of the devotional poetry centred on 

Shri Krishna.41 The main reason for the connection between Krishna-

                                                 
35  Encyclopedia of Indian Literature, Vol. I, Sahitya Academy, New Delhi, 1987, p. 578. 

36  Bindu Mattoo, New Horizons (A Socio-Economic Study of the 16th Century India), p. x. 

37  Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 97. 

38  Deen Dayalu Gupta, Ashtachhap Aur Vallabh Sampradaya, Vol. I, Hindi Sahitya Samalan, 

Prayag, 1970, p. 10. 

39  Encyclopedia of Indian Literature, Vol. I, p. 578. 

40  Savitri Sinha and R.D. Mishra, "Development of Hindi Languages", ed., Nagendra, Indian 

Literature, Delhi, 1968, p. 590. 

41  Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 99. 
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Bhakti and Braj Bhasha revolves around the assumption made by the 

Sixteenth-century devotees of Shri Krishna in North India that Shri 

Krishna, as a native of Braj, spoke Braj Bhasha. The Krishna-Bhakts 

naturally felt that the most appropriate language to praise Shri 

Krishna would be his own language i.e. Braj Bhasha.42 

 During medieval Period, Vallabhacharya (1478-1530) was the 

first to appreciate the importance of Braj Bhasha. He patronised Braj 

culture, language, literature, music and painting.43 But the 

propagation of this language was brought about chiefly by Surdas and 

other Ashtachhap writers. In Braj literature Surdas, Parmananddas, 

Kumbhandas, Krishnadas, Nanddas, Chaturbhujdas, Govindswami 

and Chhitswami are known as Ashtachhap or the eight seals (stamps) 

because the poems they wrote are regarded as standard works of Braj 

Bhasha.44 Among them the first four were the followers of Acharya 

Vallabhacharya and the later four were the disciples of Goswami 

Vitthalnath, the son of Vallabhacharya,45 who grouped them under the 

name of 'Ashtachhap in 1545 A.D.46 These writers were the faithful 

devotees of Lord Krishna. All of them were initiated into Pushtimarg by 

Vallabhacharya and his son Vitthalnath. Pushtimarg is founded by 

Vallabhacharya. It is the path in which the only support of the devotee 

is the grace or Pushti of Lord Krishna. Pushtimarg is based on 

                                                 
42  Ibid., pp. 97-98. 

43  Encyclopedia of Indian Literature, Vol. I, pp. 578-79. 

44  F.E. Keay, A History of Hindi Literature, Award Publishing House, New Delhi, 1980, p. 72. 

45  Ibid., p. 30. 

46  Encyclopedia of Indian Literature, Vol. I, p. 579. 
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Vallabhacharya's doctrine of 'Suddhadvait'. According to this doctrine, 

'Brahm' is the embodiment of 'Sat' (eternity), 'Chit' (consciousness), 

and 'Anand' (Bliss). Pushtimarg considers Sri Krishna the perfect 

incarnation of the divine being and its followers strive to merge them 

in God's 'Anandlila' through love and self-surrender.47 Ashtachhap 

writers have also explained Pustimarg in their writings. Nanddas in his 

work 'Bhasha Dasham Sakand' says that 'Pushti' is the grace of God 

on devotees without counting their shortcomings : 

  t|fi Hkxr HkT;ks cgq nks"kuA rkdh jPNk dfg;S ^iks"ku*A
48 

 A Brief account of the Ashtachhap writers under study is in the 

following order.  

1) Surdas 

 Surdas was born in the year 1478 A.D. at Sihi village, very near 

in the south of Delhi not far from the Braj region.49 It is mentioned in 

'Chaurasi Vaishnavan Ki Varta' that the poet was born blind in the 

home of a Saraswata Brahman.50 The story of Surdas' life in the Varta 

starts from Gaughata when he first met Vallabhacharya. But to tell 

the story of his early life and education no authentic source is 

available and whatever material other than the Varta is extant can at 

best be taken as intelligent guess work.51 When Vallabhacharya halted 

                                                 
47  Ibid., Vol. IV, p. 3473, also see Deen Dayalu Gupta, Ashtachhap Aur Vallabh Sampradaya, 

Vol. II, pp. 394-95. 

48  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 190. 

49  Deen Dayalu Gupta, Ashtachhap Aur Vallabh Sampradaya, Vol. I, p. 198. 

50  Ibid., p. 201. 

51  K.D. Sharma, "Life and Works of Suradasa", ed., Nagendra, Surdas :His Mind and Art, Bahri 

Publishers, Delhi, 1978, p. 9. 



 63 

at Gaughata he initiated Surdas into his Sampradaya Pushtimarg.52 

Soon after his initiation Vallabhacharya installed him as chief singer 

at Shri Nathji temple in Govardhan. He stayed in a nearby hamlet 

known as Parasoli and breathed his last probably in the year 1583.53 

 It is indicated in the Varta that Akbar heard of the fame of 

Surdas and his musical composition and expressed a keen desire to 

meet him. When the meeting finally took place, the poet was required 

to compose a poem for Akbar. Surdas responded with a poem whose 

refrain declared that he had no room in his heart for anyone but 

Krishna.54 Then Akbar offered him a few villages and a handsome 

amount of money but the poet declined the offer and requested the 

Emperor not to try to meet him again.55 

 Surdas is believed to have written three works: Sursagar, 

Sursarawali and Sahitya Lahri.56 In the present work only Sursagar is 

used which is considered the first work in Braj Bhasha.57 There is not 

any mention of any Braj Bhasha writer in the history of the Hindi 

literature before Surdas.58 The main trust of Sursagar is the depiction 

of the divine sports of Shri Krishna as given in the tenth chapter of the 

                                                 
52  Ibid., p. 11. 

53  O.P. Ralhan, Surdas the Blind Saint, Anmol Publishers, New Delhi, 2004, p. 26. 

54  John Stratton Hawley, Surdas : Poet, Singer, Saint, Oxford University Press, Delhi, 1984, 

p.10, also see Ashtachhap Ke Kavi Surdas, ed., Dr. Hargulal, Parkashan Vibhag, Govt. of 

India, New Delhi, 2007, p. 6. 

55  The Varta of Surdasa, tr., Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 122. 

56  K.D. Sharma, "Life and Works of Suradasa", p. 14. 

57  Suman Sharma, Madhya Kaleen Bhakti Andholan Ka Samajik Vivchan, Vishwavidyalaya 

Parkashan, Varansi, 1974, p. 148. 

58  Deen Dayalu Gupta, Ashtachhap Aur Vallabh Sampradaya, Vol. 1, p. 26. 
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Bhagvata Purana.59 In this work Nagari Parcharni Sabha's60 published 

edition of Sursagar is used. This edition is based on a number of 

manuscripts discovered by Sabha. It is not within the scope of the 

present work to offer a full justification for manuscripts.  

2. Parmananddas 

 Parmananddas was born in 1493 A.D. in the family of a 

Kanaujiya Brahmans living in the city of Kanauj.61 The day he was 

born, a prosperous merchant gave a large financial present to his 

father. This moved his father to say that his son had brought great joy 

to him, and therefore, he should be named Parmananddas, and thus 

this name was bestowed upon the child.62 

 Parmananddas passed a very happy childhood in Kanauj. By 

the time he grew up, he had composed and sung a great number of 

Padas. People began to call him Swami and a number of them became 

his companions. At about this time Parmananddas' father suffered a 

great misfortune and lost all of his wealth. So he went towards South 

in search of a new fortune. Meanwhile Parmananddas continued to 

compose Padas. He settled in Prayag in 1519.63 

 Parmananddas was initiated into Sampradaya in 1521 A.D. by 

Vallabhacharya who brought to him the significance of the tenth 

                                                 
59  K.D. Sharma, "Life and Works of Suradasa", p. 15. 

60  Nagari Parcharni Sabha is an institution established in Benares for the advancement of 

literature written in Indian languages especially in Hindi. This institute is discovering the 

oldest manuscripts of Braj Bhasha writers. 

61  The Varta of Parmananddas, tr., Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 140. 

62  Bindu Mattoo, New Horizons (A Socio-Economic Study of 16th Century India), p. 15.  

63  Krishandev Jhari, Ashtachhap Aur Parmananddas, Sharda Parkashan, Delhi, 1976, p. 70. 
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chapter of the Bhagvata Purana. When Vallabhacharya set out for 

Braj, Parmananddas also accompanied him.64 He breathed his last in 

1584 A.D.65 Parmanandsagar is his authentic work. Govardhan Nath 

Shukla has edited this work which is based on the manuscripts 

available from Vidhya Vibhag Kankroli, Nathdwara and from Shri 

Dwarakadas Parikh.66 

3. Kumbhandas 

 He was born in 1468 A.D. at Jamunavati.67 He never felt 

attracted to the life of the family man although he was eventually 

married to girl. He was initiated by Vallabhacharya into the 

Sampradaya in 1500 A.D.68 Since Kumbhandas had a beautiful voice 

and could compose excellent Kirtans, Vallabhacharya assigned him 

the permanent duty of singing Kirtans before Shri Govardhan Nathji. 

All the Kirtans composed by Kumbhandas are on the subject of the 

divine love of Krishna and Radha.69 

 Once, after hearing Kumbhandas' Pada, Akbar sent some of his 

men to bring him to royal palace. When Akbar's men told him that he 

was wanted at the imperial court, he was terribly unhappy but he had 

no choice except to obey. However, he refused to ride the royal 

carriage and walked all the way to Fatehpur Sikri. On reaching the 

                                                 
64  Deen Dayalu Gupta, Ashtachhap Aur Vallabh Sampradya, Vol. I, p. 222. 

65  Bindu Mattoo, New Horizons (A Socio- Economic Study of the 16th Century India), p. 16. 

66  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, ed.,Govardhan Nath Shukla, Bharat Parkashan Mandir, 

Aligarh, 1958, p. 12. 

67  Deen Dayalu Gupta, Ashtachhap Aur Vallabh Sampradya, Vol. I, p. 231. 

68  Varta of Kumbhandas, tr., Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 164. 

69  Bindu Mattoo, New Horizons (A Socio- Economic Study of the 16th Century India), p. 17. 
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royal palace he was shown much respect but Kumbhandas was not 

pleased with this. He was very unhappy when Akbar expressed a 

desire to hear a Pada from him. He thought that his Padas were 

meant only for the Lord, and he could not commit the blasphemy of 

singing the same in the presence of a mlechchha. Hence, he composed 

a Pada and sang it before Akbar. This Pada says that a Bhakta has no 

business coming to Sikri. It has ruined his shoes and he forgot Hari's 

Name. He was made to pay homage to the one (Akbar) whose very face 

brings sorrow. Without Lord Krishna everything is only a sham: 

 HkDru dkS dgk lhdjh dkeA 

vkor tkr iUgS;ka VwVh fclfj x;kS gfj ukeAA 

tkdkS eq[k ns[kS nq[k ykxS] rkdks djuh iM+h izukeA 

^dqHkunkl* yky fxj/kj fcuq] ;g lc >wBks /kkeA
70 

 It is stated in the Varta that Raja Man Singh of Amer also met 

him.71 He breathed his last in 1583 A.D. Kumbhandas does not write 

any particular Granth. There is only mention of his Padas in Vallabh 

Sampradaya. These Padas are found in Nathdwara and Kankroli. 

Vidhya Vibhag Kankroli72 has published his Padas. Government of 

India's publication bureau at New Delhi has also published his Padas 

in 2008.73 

                                                 
70  Kumbhandas, Kavya Sangrah, ed., Prabhu Dayal Meetal, Ashtachhap Parichay, Aggarwal 

Press, Mathura, 1949, p. 102. 

71  Varta of Kumbhandas, tr., Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 179, also see Dr 

Hargulal, Ashtachhap Ke Kavi Kumbhandas, p. 3. 

72  Vidhaya Vibhag Kankroli is in Rajasthan. This institute has taken great initiative to discover 

and publish the manuscripts of Ashtachhap writers. For this purpose it has founded an 

'Ashtachhap Samiti'. 

73  Parkashan Vibhag Govt. of India has also decided to publish the works of Ashtachhap writers 

by recognizing their importance. From 2001 to 2009 it has published works of all Ashtachhap 

writers. 
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4. Krishandas 

 He was born in the village of Chilotra74 in Gujarat in 1496 A.D. 

Krishandas' father governed the village as its headman. On his birth 

the Brahmans predicted that the birth signs of the new born child 

showed clearly that the child would be a Bhakta of Shri Krishna and 

said that the child should be named Krishandas, and hence this name 

was bestowed upon the child.75 When he was around twelve years old, 

a grain merchant came to Chilotra and set up a shop on the outskirts 

of the village. Krishandas' father allied himself with a thief who 

intended to rob the merchant. The thief robbed the merchant one 

night. Krishandas knew about this deal and advised the merchant to 

take a formal complaint before the King. He promised him that he 

himself would testify on his behalf. The King was greatly impressed 

when he heard about the boy who had the courage to expose the 

crime committed by his own father, and decided that he would ask the 

boy to stay at his court. He told krishandas that he was impressed by 

his honesty, and that he wanted him to stay at his court so that he 

might benefit from his presence in the times to come. To this request, 

Krishandas replied humbly that honesty always displeased everyone, 

as it had displeased his father; hence he had decided to become a 

homeless ascetic. The King continued to try to persuade Krishandas to 

remain at his court, but he did not accept his offer and after obtaining 

his father's permission, he left Chilotra and set out to travel to Braj.76          

                                                 
74  Varta of Krishandass, tr., Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 208. 

75  Ibid. 

76  Ibid., pp.208-211. 
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 He received his initation from Vallabhacharya in 1512 A.D.77 

Vitthalnath, son of Vallabhacharya, assigned Krishandas the office of 

the Adhikari and made him responsible for the management of the 

temple.78 Krishnadas composed beautiful Kirtans describing the 

Krishna Lilas. He died in 1579 A.D.79 while examining a well which 

was being constructed at the request of Vaishnavas. He has written 

only Padas which are published by Vidhya Vibhag Kankroli in 1962 

and by Government of India's publication bureau at New Delhi in 

2001. 

5. Nanddas 

 He was born in a Brahman family in 1533 A.D. at Rampur 

village situated in the east of Mathura.80 Dosau Bawan Vaishnavan Ki 

Varta states that he was the cousin brother of Tulsidas.81 It is said 

that his failure in worldly love turned him towards Krishna Bhakti. He 

was initiated by Vitthalnath into Sampradaya.82 

 After his initiation into Sampradaya he stayed at Govardhan in 

the company of Surdas. He spent the rest of his life in writing several 

works in the praise of Lord and participating in the Kirtans of Shri 

Nathji. He breathed his last in 1583 A.D.83 

                                                 
77  Ibid., p. 212. 

78  Bindu Mattoo, New Horizons (A Socio-Economic Study of 16th Century India), p. 19. 

79  Varta of Krishnadas, tr. Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 221. 

80  Sarla Choudhary, Ashtachhap Kavi Nanddas, Parkashan Vibhag, Govt. of India, New Delhi, 

2006, p. 3. 

81  Krishandev Jhari, Ashtachhap Aur Nanddas, Sharda Parkashan, Delhi, 1976, p. 73. 

82  Encyclopedia of Indian Literature, Vol. VI, 1994, p. 2874. 

83  Bindu Mattoo, New Horizons (A Socio-Economic Study of the 16th Century India), p. 25.  
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 Fourteen works of Nanddas are Ras Panchadhyay, Siddanth 

Panchadhya, Man Manjri, Anekarth Manjri, Roopmanjri, Rasmanjri, 

Virahmanjri, Bhramargit, Govardhan Lila, Shyam Sagai, Rukmini 

Mangal, Sudhama Charit, Bhasha Dasham Sakand and Padavali.84 All 

these works are edited by Nagari Parcharni Sabha under the title of 

Nanddas Granthawali. 

6. Chaturbhujdas 

 He was born in the year 1530 A.D. at Jamunavati village in Braj 

territory.85 He was the youngest son of Kumbhandas.86 He was 

initiated by Goswami Vitthalnath into Sampradaya. He led the life of a 

normal family man, though he was never involved much in it. After 

the death of his wife, he got married to a widow on the request of 

Goswami Vitthalnath.87  

 Single minded devotion to Shri Nathji was the distinguishing 

feature of his life. He spent his entire life at his birth place Jamunavati 

and daily visited the temple of Shri Nathji. In 1585 A.D., when 

Vitthalnath breathed his last, Chaturbhujdas was in his village. On 

hearing this news, he went to Govardhan with a heavy heart, and after 

having the Darshana of Shri Nathji, he, too, left for his heavenly 

abode.88 Chaturbhujdas did not write any particular 'Granth' but only 

                                                 
84  Savitri Awasti, Nanddas Jeevan Aur Kavya, Shodh Parbandh Parkashan, Delhi, 1968. 

85  Prabhu Dayal Meetal, Ashtachhap Parichay, p. 273. 

86  Encyclopedia of Indian Literature, Vol. I, p. 245. 

87  Bindu Mattoo, New Horizons (A Socio-Economic Study of the 16th Century India), p. 20. 

88  Ibid. 
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compiled miscellaneous Padas which are edited by Vidhaya Vibhag 

Kankroli and Government of India's publication bureau at New Delhi. 

7. Govindswami  

 He was born in 1505 A.D. at Antari village located in the present 

Bhartpur.89 He was a Brahman. No account of his family and 

parentage is available, but it is certain that he was married, and also, 

that he had a daughter by that marriage. It appears that he got fed up 

of his family life and the world around him and renounced the worldly 

pleasures to seek spiritual enlightenment. He left his home for Braj, 

and settled there in the Mahaban village. He was a master musician 

and a lover of classical Music.90  

 In 1535 A.D. he came to Gokul and became a disciple of 

Vitthalnath.91 After his initiation, he went to Govardhan, and settled 

there permanently. It is reputed that Tansen, the famous singer of 

Akbar's Court, was highly impressed by him and frequently visited 

him.92 

 It is mentioned in Ashtachhap Ki Varta that one morning 

Govindswami was setting on the Yashodha Ghat of Gokul and was 

practising the Bhairav Raga. The passersby were so enthralled by the 

Raga that they stood there and listened to the Divine music in wrapt 

                                                 
89  Dr. Hargulal, Ashtachhap Kavi Govindswami, Parkashan Vibhag, Govt. of India, New Delhi, 

2002, p. 2. 

90  Bindu Mattoo, New Horizons (A Socio-Economic Study of the 16th Century India), p. 21. 

91  Deen Dayalu Gupta, Ashtachhap Aur Vallabh Sampradaya, Vol. I, p. 268.   

92  Dr. Hargulal, Ashtachhap Kavi Govindswami, p. 2. 
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attention. Akbar, too, happened to be there in the guise of an ordinary 

Muslim. He was so impressed by the music that he could not check 

himself, and happened to say Wah! Wah! Govindswami looked at him 

and was terribly unhappy. With sorrow in his eyes he commented that 

his Raga had lost its sacredness as a mlechchha had heard it, and 

therefore it was no longer fit to be presented to his Lord. He never 

used Bhairav Raga for Shri Nathji's Kirtan again.93 He died in 1585 

A.D.94 He compiled only Padas on various subjects which are edited 

by Vidhya Vibhag Kankroli and by publication bureau of Indian 

Government.  

8. Chhitswami 

 He was born in Mathura in 1515 A.D.95 His profession was a 

Purohit of various families. He was also acted as the Purohit of the 

famous Birbal of Akbar's Court.96 He was initiated into Sampradaya 

by Vitthalnath.97 An incident in Chhitswami's life shows that he was a 

great follower of Goswami Vitthalnath. On account of his being the 

family Purohit of Birbal, he received from him an annuity which was 

used to look after his family. Once when he had gone to Birbal's house 

to receive this grant, Birbal happened to pass some unpleasant 

remark about Goswami. This made Chhitswami very angry and he 

                                                 
93  Bindu Mattoo, New Horizons (A Socio-Economic Study of 16th Century India), p. 22. 

94  Ibid. 

95  Ibid. 

96  Basant Yamdgan, Ashtachhap Ke Kavi Chhitswami, ParkashanVibhag, Govt. of India, New 

Delhi, 2003, p. 2. 

97  Ibid., p. 3. 
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walked away in a huff, telling him that he did not want that annuity 

ever. When Goswami heard about this incident, he asked Chiitswami 

to go to Lahore to one of his followers to receive some financial help. 

Chhitswami flatly refused this offer by saying that he had not become 

a Vaishnava in order to receive alms. Finally Goswami sent a 

messenger to Lahore and an annual grant was arranged for 

Chhitswami's family.98         

 After his initiation, he settled permanently in Poonchhri near 

Govardhan. He spent his time in meditation and Kirtan of Shri Nath Ji. 

He breathed his last in 1585 A.D.99 He compiled only Padas which are 

edited by Vidhya Vibhag Kankroli and by publication bureau of Indian 

Government.100 

 The high point of literature in Braj Bhasha inspired by Krishna-

Bhakti was written by these Ashtachhap writers. Among them Surdas’ 

writings are most important. He was perhaps the first writer of Braj 

Bhasha. Parmananddas’ and Nanddas’ writings are placed after him. 

In remaining other five, Kumbhandas’, Krishandas’ and 

Chaturbhujdas’ writings are of middle category. Govindswami and 

Chhitswami's writings are placed in the end according to ranking.101 

Due to their effect Braj Bhasha had become the leading literary 

                                                 
98  Bindu Mattoo, New Horizons (A Socio-Economic Study of 16th Century India), pp. 22-23. 

99  Ibid., p. 4. 

100  Basant Yamdgam, Ashtachhap Ke Kavi Chhitswami, Parkashan Vibhag, Govt. of India, New 

Delhi, 2003. 

101  Prabhu Dayal Meetal, Ashtachhap Parichay, p. 348. 
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language of North India during Sixteenth and Seventeenth century. 

After Ashtachhap writers this language had lost its prestige. During 

the second half of the Nineteenth century, Khadiboli Hindi, modern 

standard Hindi, began to supplant this language.102 

Interaction between Two Ideologies (Guru Granth Sahib and Braj 

literature) 

 Ashtachhap writers had made Braj Bhasha so effective during 

Sixteenth and Seventeenth century that even the writers of other 

languages had also used it. This language is used in Guru Granth 

Sahib. Fifth Sikh Guru, Guru Arjan Dev, has used this language in 

Sukhmani Sahib,103 Phunhay104, and Chaubolay105. Sholkas of Guru 

Tegh Bahadur are also written in Braj Bhasha.106 Ragamala, at the 

end of Guru Granth Sahib, is also in this language.107  Some of the 

bards whose Swayyas are in Guru Granth Sahib belong to Braj 

Mandal.108 On the other side Ashtachhap writers had also used 

Punjabi language in their works.109 

 The organisation of sacred literature in Ragas was a part of the 

medieval Indian religious milieu. It seems to have been well 

entrenched by the late Sixteenth century.110 The writers of Guru 

                                                 
102  Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 100. 

103  Ratan Singh Jaggi, Itihas Sri Guru Granth Sahib, p. 74. 

104  Ibid., p. 172. 

105  Ibid. 

106  Ibid., p. 185. 

107  Ibid., p. 186. 

108  Ibid., p. 177. 

109  Dr. Hargulal, Ashtachhap Ke Kavi Surdas, p. 25. 

110  Gurinder Singh Mann, The Making of Sikh Scripture, p. 89. 
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Granth Sahib and Braj literature have composed their couplets 

(Padas) in Ragas. Todi, Sarang, Kanara, Gauri, Gujari, Bilwal, Kedera, 

Malar, Dhanasari, Basant, Nat, Bihagra, Sorath, Jaitsari, Suhi, 

Ramkali, Maru, Bhairo, Jaijavant or Devgandhari are the some 

common Ragas111 which are used in both ideologies (Guru Granth 

Sahib and Braj Literature). In this connection the observations of 

Gurinder Singh Mann are worth mentioning, after physically examing 

the Kartarpur Pothi, he concludes that this Pothi is clearly structured 

in two distinct parts. The opening section begins with Raga Sri and 

ends with Raga Tilang; the second begins with Raga Suhi and ends 

with Raga Prabhati. This division has great significance. The 

Kartarpur Pothi begins with Raga Sri, a favourite Raga of the 

Vaishnavas, and its first section ends with Raga Tilang, a favourite 

Raga of the Sufis. Then in the second section of the Text this sequence 

is exactly reversed. It commences with Raga Suhi, a favourite among 

Sufis and ends with Raga Prabahti, which was especially associated 

with Vaishnavas. The placement of these Ragas in key points in the 

Sikh Text seems to indicate Guru Arjan's engagement with the two 

major religious groups i.e. Vaishnavas and Sufis.112 

 Gurinder Singh Mann refers to the end of the Kartarpur Pothi's 

table of contents, which divides up the thirty Raga sections in order of 

appearance in the Text as follows: 

                                                 
111  Dr. Hargulal, Ashtachhap Ke Kavi Krishandas, Parkashan Vibhag, Govt. of India, 2001, p. 52, 

also see Dr. Hargulal, Ashtachhap Ke Kavi Surdas, p. 28. 

112  Gurinder Singh Mann, The Making of Sikh Scripture, p. 93. 
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 Sri, Majh, Gauri 

 Asa, Gujri, Devgandhari 

 Bihagra, Vadhans, Sorath 

 Dhansari, Jaitsri, Todi, Bairari, Tilang 

 Suhi, Bilwal, Gond, Ramkali 

 Nat Narain, Mali Gaura, Maru, Tukhari, Kedara 

 Bhairo, Basant, Sarang, Malar, Kanara 

 Kalyan, Prabhati113 

 The only possibliy could be that this division may have been 

related to the eight Pahirs that make up the day, with each set of 

Ragas intended for one Pahir. This same principle forms the basis for 

the eight Artis (prayers) performed throughout the day in Vaishnava 

temples.114 Ashtachhap writers have mentioned about the eight daily 

sevas115 connected with the Lord Krishna. These are Mangla: The 

image is washed, dressed and is taken off the couch, where it is 

supposed to have slept during the night and this is done about half an 

hour after sunrise; Sringar: the image having been anointed and 

perfumed with oil, camphor and sandal and this is done about an 

hour and a half after the preceding ceremony; Gwala: the image is 

now visited, preparatory to his going out to attend the cattle along 

                                                 
113  Ibid. 

114  Pritam Singh, “Keertana and the Sikhs”, Journal of Sikh Studies, Department of Guru Nanak 

Studies, Guru Nanak Dev University, Amritsar, 1976, p. 182. 

115  There is great difference between Seva of Vallabharcharya's Sampradaya and the ordinary 

worship called Puja. According to Vallabharcharya that Seva is unselfish love for and service 

of the Divine being, while Puja is worship done for the doer's benefit. Richard Barz, The 

Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 51.   
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with cowherd and this ceremony is held about fourty eight minutes 

after the Sringar; Rajbhog: held at mid way when Lord Krishna is 

supposed to come in from the pastures; Uthapan the calling up; the 

summoning of the God from his Siesta and this takes place between 

two or three hours before sunset; Bhog: the afternoon meal and it 

takes place about half an hour after preceding ceremony; Sandhya: 

refers to the evening sringar of the image and last is Shayan: the 

image about eight or nine in the evening is placed upon the bed for 

sleep and food is left near to bed incase he should become hungry 

during the night.116 All these activities are performed because the 

followers of Pustimarg considered tha the Svarupa of Lord Krishna is 

alive and real so it must be made comfortable. They do not call the 

Svarupa as Murits.117              

 Thus, it must be argued that inspite of the fact that Guru 

Granth Sahib and Braj literature belong to the two different schools of 

Bhakti, there are some similarities between them. These similarities 

are responsible for the citation of couplets of Surdas and 

Parmananddas in Guru Granth Sahib as in Sikh Scripture only those 

compositions are included whose perspective resembled with its 

thought.118 Surdas' single verse appears in Raga Sarang. This verse is: 

                                                 
116  Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya , pp. 48-49, also see Bindu Mattoo, New 

Horizons (A Socio-Economic Study of 16th Century India),  pp. 36-37. 

117  Ibid., p. 48 

118  Gurcharan Singh, "Bharti Sahit Vich Bhakti Ate Sufi Kavya Dhara Te Punjabi", ed., Satinder 

Singh, Comparative Indian Literature, p. 246.  
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Skfv wB jfo fpw[yB e' ;zr[]119 

One can find the single verse even in Surdas's works Sursagar: 

rtkS eu] gfj&fceq[kfu dkS laxA
120

 

 Giani Narain Singh, the commentator of Guru Granth 

Sahib, mentioned that this single verse is followed by a blank 

space, which is in turn followed by a hymn under the heading 

Sarang Mahala 5 Surdas. The hymn closes with the signature of 

Surdas in its last line. Taken in context, the appearance of Guru 

Arjan's name alongside that of Surdas indicates that this hymn 

is composed by Guru Arjan and is in direct response to Surdas' 

verse that precedes it.121 The hymn of Guru Arjan is:  

;kozr wjbk g ;{odk;] 

>  ;fsr[o gq;kfd] 

jfo e/ ;zr p;/ jfo b'e] 

sB[ wB[ nofg ;op;[ ;G[ nofgU nBd ;ji X[fB M'e]ojkT[] 

do;B[ g/fy GJ/ fBofpyJh gkJ/ j? ;rb/ E'e] 

nkB p;s[ f;T[ eki[ B eS{n? ;z[do pdB nb'e] 

f;nkw ;z[do sfi nkB i[ ukjs fiT[ e[;Nh sfB i'e] 

;{odk; wB[ gqfG jfE bhB' dhB' fJj[ gob'e]122   

      Parmananddas' couplet is also in Raga Sarang and 

included in Guru Granth Sahib. This Couplet is a follows:- 

                                                 
119  Guru Granth Sahib, Raga Sarang, p. 1253. 

120  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 1/332, Vol. I, pp. 91-92. 

121  Dr. Dharmpal Singal, ed., Bhagtan Di Bani, National Book Trust India, New Delhi, 1994, pp. 

277-278, also see Gurinder Singh Mann, The Making of Sikh Scripture, p.116.  

122  Guru Granth Sahib, Sarang Mahala 5, 1253. 



 78 

s? Bo fenk g[okB[ ;[fB ehBk] 

nBgktBh Grfs Bjh T[gih G{y? dkB[ Bk dhBk]ojkT[] 

ekw[ Bk fp;foU eq'X B fp;foU b'G B S{fNU d/tk] 

go fBzdk w[y s/ Bjh S{Nh fBcb GJh ;G ;/tk] 

pkN gkfo xo[ w{f; fpokB' g/N[ Go? ngqkXh] 

fifj gob'e ikfJ ngehofs ;'Jh nfpfdnk ;kXh] 

fjz;k sT[ wB s/ Bjh S{Nh ihn dfJnk Bjh gkbh] 

gowkBzd ;kX;zrfs fwfb eEk g[Bhs B ukbh]123 

 This couplet is also recorded in Parmananddas' work 

Parmanandsagar: 

rSa uj dk iqjku lqfu dhukA 

vuik;uh Hkxfr ufga mith] Hkw[ks nku u nhukA 

dke u fclj;kS Øks/k u fclj;kS] yksHk u NwV;kS nsokAA 

eksg efyurk eus ufga NwVh] foQy HkbZ lc lsokAA 

ckV ikfj ?kj ewafl fcjkuks] isV Hkjs vijk/khA 

tsfg ij yksd tk; vidhjfr lksbZ vfo/kk lk/khAA 

fgalk rkS eurs ufga NwVh] tho n;k ufga ikyhA 

ijekuan lk/kq laxfr fefy dFkk iquhr u pkyhA
124 

 To find both couplets in Sursagar and Parmanandsagar 

authenticates that the Surdas and Parmanandas whose couplets are 

cited in Guru Granth Sahib are the reputed writers of Braj Bhasha. 

 Use of Braj Bhasha in Guru Granth Sahib and Punjabi by Braj 

writers, use of similar Ragas by both ideologies and citation of 

                                                 
123  Ibid. 

124  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 909, p. 320. 
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couplets of Surdas and Parmananddas in Guru Granth Sahib have 

proved that beyond theological differences there is interaction between 

these ideologies. Hawley, an eminent authority on the Bhakti 

movement, draws our attention to an alignment between Namdev (a 

Nirguna Saint) and Surdas (a prominent Saguna Vaishnava).125 David 

N. Lorenzen belives that the Nirguna Saints and the Saguna Vaishnava 

devotees shared common historical roots.126 In this connection Deen 

Dayalu Gupta rightly announced that from these similarities it may be 

argued that Ashtachhap writers not only knew about the Saint writers 

of their period but to some extent were also influenced by them.127 On 

the other side, in Guru Granth Sahib occasionally, Guru Nanak 

makes use of the Krishan-Gopi lore for expressing his own ideas128 : 

  rktfB r'ghnk rktfB ekB]129 

For more understanding of their connection, there is a need to explore 

their thought content: 

 God: In Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature both states, 

Nirguna and Saguna of the Ultimate Reality have been recognised : 

fBor[B[ nkfg ;or[B[ Gh T[jh] 

ebk Xkfo fifB ;rbh w'jh]130 

                                                 
125  John Stratton Hawley, "The Nirgun/Sagun Distinction in early Anthologies of Hindi 

Devotion," ed., David N. Lornezen, Bhakti Religion in North India: Community Identity and 

Political Action, Delhi, 1996, p.165. 

126  David N. Lorenzen, "Introduction :The Historical Vicissitudes of  Bhakti Religion," in Bhakti 

Religion in North India: Community Identity and Political Action, Delhi, 1996,p 21. 

127  Deen Dayalu Gupta, Ashtachhap Aur Vallabh Sampradaya, Vol. I, p. 18.   

128  J.S. Grewal, "A Gender Perspective on Guru Nanak", ed., Kiran Pawar, Women in Indian 

History : Social, Economic, Political and Cultural Perspectives, p. 155. 

129  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Mahala 1, p. 465. 

130  Ibid., Gauri Sukhmani Mahala 5, p. 287. 
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 Guru Arjan Dev makes this very clear by saying that the Lord is 

formless and also formed ; the One Lord is without attributes, yet with 

attributes: 

  fBozeko nkeko nkfg fBor[B ;or[B J/e]131 

   or 

  ;or[B fBor[B fBozeko ;z[B ;wkXh nkfg]132 

 Braj writers also accept that the Ultimate Reality is both, 

Nirguna and Saguna :  

tkdh ek;k y[kS u dksbZA fuxqZu&lxqu /kj ciq lksbZAA
133 

 or 

rqe fcu dkSu nhu [ky rkjS] fujxqu lxqu :i /kfj vk,A
134 

 Nanddas in his work Bhasha Dasham Sakand accepts these two 

states of Ultimate Reality :  

,slS vLrqfr cgqa fof/k dhuhA fuxqZu lxqu :i jax HkhuhA
135 

 The Concept of Nirguna Brahma is so elusive and abstract that 

our mind cannot comprehend it. Thus imagery is used in Guru 

Granth Sahib for comprehending the Ultimate Reality. Where imagery 

is used to realize the Ultimate Reality, the Nirguna becomes Saguna : 

nftrs' fBowkfJb[ T[gi/ fBor[D s/ ;or[D[ Ehnk]136 

 Surdas in his work Sursagar mentioned that God has become 

Saguna by transcending His Nirguna state for the sake of His Bhakts: 

                                                 
131  Ibid., Gauri Bavan Akhari Mahala 5, p. 250. 

132  Ibid., Gauri Sukhmani Mahala 5, p. 290. 

133  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/621, Vol. I, p. 210. 

134  Ibid., Pad 10/1004, Vol. 1, p. 311. 

135  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 236. 

136  Guru Granth Sahib, Ramkali Mahala 1, Siddha Goshta, p. 940. 
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fujxqu rSa lxqu Hk,] laru fgrdkjhAA
137 

 Although imagery is used in Guru Granth Sahib for 

comprehending the Ultimate Reality yet one finds it resorting from 

image to image without admitting being able to capture either God's 

intensity or Its infinity.The Nirguna still remains Nirguna despite 

having many qualities. God has thousand eyes, forms, feet and 

fragrances, yet without eyes, forms, feet and fragrances It is : 

;j; st B?B BB B?B jfj s'fj eT[ 

;j; w{ofs BBk J/e s['jh] 

;j; gd fpwb BB J/e gd rzX fpB[ 

;j; st rzX fJt ubs w'jh]138 

 Thus it becomes clear that the Saguna of Guru Granth Sahib is 

not to be taken as anthropomorphic or as resembling the concept of 

Avtar, in which the transcendent Lord comes down upon earth in the 

form of human being.139 The Nirguna perception of Krishna, Rama and 

Hari is that of a non –incarnate, formless, absolute Supreme Being. 

Guru Nank states that the Master who created air, water and fire also 

created Brahma, Vishnu and Mahesh. He alone is the giver of gifts; all 

others are beggar. There are 33 crores of gods who beg from the 

master whose stores suffer no diminution: 

gtD[ gkDh nrfB fsfB ehnk pqjwk fp;B[ wj/; neko] 

;op/ ikfue s{z gqG[ dksk dkfs eo/ ng[B? phuko] 
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e'fN s/sh; ikufj gqG BkfJe d/d/ s'fN Bkjh Gzvko.140
  

 On the other hand Braj writers believed that the Lord lives in 

heaven, he has come to the world in human form, as Avtar, to end the 

miseries of the people : 

^ijekuUn* izHkq cSdq.B tkds] czt yhuks vorkjAA
141 

 or 

/kU; d`"u vorkj czã fy;kSA
142 

 or 

csn&mifu"kn tklq dkSa] fujxqufg crkoSA 

lksb lxqu àS uan dh nk¡ojh c¡/kkoSA
143 

 Krishandas states that Lord has come in the form of Avtar to 

end the miseries of Jiva : 

  tho m)kju dkju dfy esa iq#"kksÙke yhyk&vorkjAA
144 

 Nanddas also agrees with this view: 

  rc Jh d`".k vorjfg vkbA fl) djSa Hkxru ds HkkbAA
145 

 Kumbhandas has explained the Ancient theory that Brahma has 

created the world, Vishnu is the sustainer and Mahesh is the destroyer 

of the world and established the unity of three of them with Lord 

Krishna:- 

czg~k :Ik mrifr djkS] :nz :i lagkjA 

fo".kq :i jPNk djkS] lks eSa gkSa uandqekjAA
146
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 In Japji there is also mention of Brahma, Vishnu and Mahesh. 

Here they are shown born from One Divine Mohter:- 

J/ek wkJh i[rfs ftnkJh fsfB u/b/ gotkD[] 

fJe[ ;z;koh fJe[ Gzvkoh fJe[ bkJ/ dhpkD[]147 

 Further it is stated that Lord is the Creator, Preserver and 

Destroyer of the world. Earlier there was only One Lord, there was no 

Brahama, Vishnu and Mahesh:- 

pqjwk fp;B[ wj/;[ B e'Jh] 

nto[ B dh;? J/e' ;'Jh]148
 

 Even there was no Gopi, no Krishna, no cows and cowherds:- 

r'gh ekB[ B rT{ r['nkbk]149
   

 Further it is stated that God created and destroyed the world 

Itself. Even God link each and every person to their tasks:- 

nkfg T[gkJ/ nkfg ygkJ/] 

nkg/ f;fo f;fo XzX? bkJ/]150  

 Guru Granth Sahib believes that God created the Avtars by Its 

will. God is above the Avtars like Rama or Krishna. The creator of the 

Universe does not become great by killing Ravan. He who is all 

pervasive, who created all living beings, and who runs Universe does 

not become great by subduing the serpent Kali, or by killing Kansa. 

The One who is manifest everywhere canont be concealed: - 

nzX[b? djf;fo wz{v[ eNkfJnk rktD[ wkfo fenk tvk GfJnk] 

                                                 
147  Guru Granth Sahib, Japji, p. 7. 

148  Ibid., Maru Mahala 1, p. 1035. 

149  Ibid. 

150  Ibid., Maru Mahala 1, p. 1020. 
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fenk T[gwk s/oh nkyh ikfJ] 

s{z ;op/ g{fo ofjnk fbt bkfJ]ojkT[] 

ihn T[gkfJ i[rfs jfE ehBh ekbh BfE fenk tvk GfJnk] 

fe;[ s{z g[oy[ i'o{ eT[D ejhn? ;op fBozsfo oft ofjnk]151 

 Ashtachhap writers considered Lord Krishna as the Avtar of 

Parbrahman. They were the worshippers of Ananda Lila (Rasa) of Shri 

Krishna.152 Surdas' Gopis are saying to Udho that they were the 

worshippers of Anand-Lila of Lord Krishna. They do not want Mukti 

without him.153 Parmananddas apart from Lord Krishna also 

considered Nanda, Yashoda, Gopi, Gowal and Gokal as the 

embodiments of Ananda-Svarupa and the Sur, Mun and Sant who 

worshipped them always remained in the state of Ananda.154 Nanddas 

called Shri Krishna as Rasak and Raskaran and considered Lord the 

base of the whole Rasa in the world.155 Krishandas with Lord Krishna 

also counted Radhika as the embodiment of Rasa and called her 

Raskani.156 Kumbhandas also called Lord Krishna Rasak and 

Govindswami and Chhitswami is the worshippers of the Rasak Jodi 

(couple) of Radha and Krishna.157 Chaturbujdas had made it clear 

that the Lord Krishna beomes happy only with Rasa and Radha has 

                                                 
151  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Mahala 1, p. 350. 

152  Mayarani Tondon, Ashtachhap Kavya Ka Sanskritk Mulayakan, Hindi Sahitya Bhandar 

Parkashan, Lacknow, 1960, p. 563.    

153  Ibid. 

154  Ibid., p. 564. 

155  Ibid. 

156  Ibid. 

157  Ibid., 565. 



 85 

achived him through this Rasa. Ashtachhap writers have given great 

importance to Rasa (Ananda) in their works because Vallabhacharya 

(the spiritual guide of the Ashtachhap writers) considered that Brahma 

(God) consist of 'Sat', 'Chhit' and 'Ananda'. Sat is simple existence, 

being neither conscious nor able to feel. Chhit is awareness, 

understanding and consciousness. By Ananda, a word which refers to 

feelings of happinss, of delight, of joy, is meant the ability to take 

pleasure. This quality is most important, according to Vallabhacharya, 

'without Ananda the Divine play that is called Lila would be 

impossible'.158 Thus, ultimately Braj writers emphasize on the worship 

of Saguna Brahma : 

fujxqu dgkS dgk dfg;r gS] rqe fujxqu vfr HkkjhA 

lsor lqyHk L;ke lqanj dkSa] eqfä ygh ge pkjhAA
159
 

or 

fuxqZu Hk, vrhr ds lxqu ldy tx ekfgaAA
160 

 On the other side, Guru Granth Sahib emphasizes on the 

worship of Nirguna God: 

BkT[ s/ok fBozeko[ j? BkfJ bfJn? Bofe B ikJhn?]161 

s{ ;dk ;bkwfs fBozeko]162 

 Guru Granth Sahib states that God has no form, no feature, no 

colour. It is independent of these three qualities : 

                                                 
158  Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 65. 

159  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/4518, Vol. II, p. 472. 

160  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 157, also see Chhitswami, Pad-Sangrah, p. 52. 

161  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Mahala 1, p. 465. 

162  Ibid., Japji, p. 4. 
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o{g[ B o/y B ozr[ feS[] 

fsqj[ r[D s/ gqG fGzB]163 

 The Bhramargit poems of Surdas and Nanddas clearly negate 

the Nirguna philosophy by saying that it is not possible to worship the 

God, who has no form and feature : 

tkdSa :i u js[k cju ciq] lax u l[kk lgkbZA 

rk fujxqu lkSa usg fujarj] D;ksa fuogS jh ekbZAA
164 

 Naddas in his Bhramargit emphasized that the Lord has all 

qualities i.e. form, feature :  

  tks muds xqu ukfga vkSj xqu Hk;s dgk¡ rsAA 

  cht fcuk r: tesa eksfga rqe dgkS dgk¡ rsAA
165 

 Jiva (creature) : Guru Granth Sahib holds the view that Jiva is 

the creation of the God : 

j[ewh j'tfB nkeko]166 

By the order of the True Lord the Jiva comes into existence : 

j[ewh j'tfB ihn j[efw fwb? TfvnkJh]167
 

 Ashtachhap writers believed that Jivas are not created but are 

manifested by Brahma out of himself. In Jiva God's 'Sat' and 'Chhit' 

guna remained. So, Jivas are part or fragments of Brahma. They are 

to Brahma as sparks are to fire :  

                                                 
163  Ibid., Gauri Sukhmani Mahala 5, p. 283. 

164  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/4548, Vol. II, p. 478. 

165  Naddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 155. 

166  Guru Granth Sahib, Japji, p. 1. 

167  Ibid. 
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rqers ge lc mitr ,slSa] vfxfu rS fcLQqfyax xu tSlSaAA
168 

 or 

lks gkSa ,d vusd Hkk¡fr dfj lksfHkr ukuk Hks"kAA
169 

 Similarly Guru Granth Sahib accepts that God creates Jivas out 

of Itself. The human soul is a sort of miniature of God. As it comes out 

of God it carries the qualities of God : 

fJe;[ s/ j'fJU nzBsk BkBe J/e;[ wkfj ;wkJ/ ihT[]170 

 or 

i' pqjwzv/ ;'Jh fgzv/ i' y'i? ;' gkt?]171 

 So, both ideologies believe that the Lord and the jivas are non-

different :  

tho czã varj ugha efu dapu tSlsA
172 

  or 

rqegha thou rqegha th;A rqegha lc dksm voj u ih;AA
173 

 Vallabhacharya divided Jivas into three categories. These are 

Pushti Jiva, Maryada Jiva and Pravaha Jiva. Pushti Jivas are well-

nourished, complete and have the Anugraha (grace) of Shri Krishna. 

Maryada Jivas are within the limits of the actions and live in 

expectations of the rewards that the Veda promises in heaven. 

Pravaha Jivas are those who crave riches and sensual pleasures on 

earth. These Jivas are demonic and have little potential for Uddhaar; 

                                                 
168  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 197. 

169  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 2/381, Vol. I, p. 105. 

170  Guru Granth Sahib, Majh Mahala 3, p. 131. 

171  Ibid., Dhansari, Bhagat Pipa Ji, p. 695. 

172  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 894, p. 315. 

173  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 220. 
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there are two kinds of demonic Jivas: those that are knowingly evil 

and those that are unknowingly evil.174 According to Vallabhacharya's 

thought Pushti Jivas are the best Jivas. He said that Pushti Jivas are 

manifested from the body (Kaya) of Shri Krishna, while the Maryada 

Jivas are manifested by the speech of Shri Krishna, and the Pravaha 

Jivas are produced from the mind of Shri Krishna.175 There is a great 

deal of significance in the origin of the Pushti Jivas as they originated 

from the body of Shri Krishna which is made of the Ananda portion of 

his being. Vallabhacharya considered that all Bhakts (devotees) are 

Pushti Jivas and that the Bhaktimarga is the Pushtimarg. The 

followers of Pushtimarg are satisfied only with direct experience of the 

Divine body of Shri Krishna. Vallabhacharya is of the view that Gopi 

(female) is the Guru of the Pushtimarg who enjoyed physical love-play 

with Lord Krishna during his life in Braj on earth and who enjoy 

eternally the love of Shri Krishna in the endless Lila in Goloka.176 

 Ashtachhap writers in their works do not have divided Jivas in 

these three categories. Even Surdas, who deals in detail about the 

creation of Jivas, does not have mentioned these categories of Jivas.177 

Parmananddas and Nanddas have mentioned about the creation of 

the Jivas. Krishandas, Kumbhandas and Govindswami do not have 

mentioned about the creation of Jivas.178 Chaturbujdas and 

                                                 
174  Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, pp. 71-72.   

175  Ibid., p. 72.  

176  Ibid., p. 73. 

177  Deen Dayalu Gupta, Ashtachhap Aur Vallabh Sampradya, pp. 427 to 31. 

178  Ibid., p. 434. 
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Chhitswami have not mentioned particularly about Jivas but while 

explaining their views about God both of them accepted that Lord 

Krishna and Jivas are non-different.179 

 As far as Guru Granth Sahib is considered no such division of 

Jivas can be seen in it. Guru Granth Sahib only considered that 

creatures are of two types i.e. Gurmukh and Manmukh. Gurmukh is 

that Jiva who attain the company of the Lord:- 

thnj[ j'nk w/o/ pkp[bk r[ow[y/ jfo gkfJnk]180
              

Manmukh is an ego-centered person who craves only for the riches of 

the world:- 

wBw[fy ;hrko[ B ikDBh ik;fB iBw[ ;G[ jkfo]181
 

 Gurmukh may be compared with Pushti Jiva of Vallabhacharya’s 

thought and Manmukh with that of Pravaha Jiva. Furthermore as 

Vallabhacharya considered Gopi as the prime precepator of 

Pushtimarg, same in Guru Granth Sahib Suhagan is guide on spiritual 

path.182      

 World : Both ideologies believe that God is the creator of the 

world. Guru Granth Sahib states that whenever God wishes It creates 

the world and expand it, whenever It wishes, It again becomes one : 

fs;[ Gkt? sk eo/ fp;Eko[] 

fs;[ Gkt? sk J/ezeko[]183 

                                                 
179  Ibid.  

180  Guru Granth Sahib, Sri Raga Mahala 4, p. 78. 

181  Ibid., Ramkali Mahala 3, p. 950. 

182  Ibid., Dhansari Mahala 1, p.689. 

183  Ibid., Gauri Sukhmani Mahala 5, p. 294. 
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Same view is expressed by Surdas and Nanddas : 

dksfV czãaM Nufga eSa uklS] Nugh eSa mitkoSA
184 

 or 

rqe ijesJj lc ds ukFkA fcLo leLr frgkjs gkFkAA 

fNud eSa djkS] HkjkS] lagjkSAA ÅuZukfHk ykSa fQfj fcLrjkSAA
185 

It is only the God who has created the world : 

J/e' eosk fifB ir[ ehnk]186 

 or 

ehsk g;kT[ J/e' etkT[] 

fs; s/ j'J/ by dohnkT[]187 

Only God has the power for the creation of world : 

fru dhUãkS lc tx fcLrkjA tkdkS ukgha ikjkokjAA
188 

 or 

vkfn var dksÅ ufga tkur] gjrk djrk lc lalkjAA
189 

 Ashtachhap writers differentiated Jagat and Sansar. They 

believed that jagat is the creation of the God and it consists of God's 

'Sat' guna. As it is created from the God it again mingled in God. To 

explain this view Surdas takes the example of the bubble in the water. 

He mentioned that as the bubble in the water well up and disappears 

again, so is the world created from the God and it again mingled in 

God:-    

                                                 
184  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/1100, Vol. I, p. 340. 

185  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 197. 

186  Guru Granth Sahib, Basant Mahala 1 Ashtapadai, p. 1188. 

187  Ibid., JapJi, p. 3 

188  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 4/403, Vol. I, p. 118. 

189  Ibid., Pad 10/1115, Vol. 1, p. 347. 
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T;kSa ikuh eSa gksr cqncqnk] iqfu rk ekfga lekbA 

  R;kSagh lc tx izxVr rqe rSa] iqfu re ekfga fcykbAA
190 

Similar view is expressed by Guru Tegh Bahadur. He also takes the 

example of the bubble in the water to exaplian the creation of world 

from God. He states that as the bubble in the water well up and 

disappears again, so is the Universe created; says Nanak, listen, O my 

friend:- 

i?;/ ib s/ p[dp[dk T[gi? fpB;? Bhs] 

ir ouBk s?;/ ouh ej[ BkBe ;[fB whs]191
     

 Sansar is created by the ignorance of the Jiva. It is created by 

the Avidya Shakti of Maya, so it is false. Ashtachhap writers compared 

it with poison : 

  fo"k lkxj lalkj fo"ke lax rs ekfgs m)fj;sA
192 

   or 

  ljukfxr vk;kS nks"k feVk;kS lc rft ;g lalkj gksA
193 

 Above cited couplets negate the theory that the world is created 

out of Prakriti and Purusha but according to them, God is the only 

eternal entity who has created Purusha and Prakriti : 

f;t ;efs nkfg T[gkfJ e? eosk nkg/ j[ew[ toskJ/]194 

                                                 
190  Ibid., Pad 10/4620, Vol. II, p. 574. 

191  Guru Granth Sahib, Shloka Mahala 9, p. 1427. 

192  Govindswami, Pad-Sangrah, ed., Dr. Hargulal, Parkashan Vibhag, Govt, of India, New Delhi, 

2002, Pad 3, p. 37. 

193  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 1122, p. 465. 

194  Guru Granth Sahib, Ramkali Mahala 3, p. 920. 
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 Braj writers have also accepted the power of God over the power 

of Prakriti and Purusha.195 

 Maya : The word Maya is used in Indian philosophy from 

Ancient times. Bhai Kahan Singh Nabha in his Mahan Kosh 

(encyclopedia) according to Gurbani states, "Maya is the Shakti 

(Power) of God which is responsible for the creation of the world."196  

Guru Granth Sahib holds that Maya is not a separate ultimate reality. 

It has been created by God. Human beings are serving the maid 

(Maya) and do not see the Lord:- 

u/oh eh ;/tk eofj mke[o[ Bjh dh;?]197 

 Ashtachhap writers called it Vidya Maya. It is that Shakti or 

power of Brahma which creates and destroys this world with the Iccha 

of Brahma.198 Among Ashtachhap wirters Nanddas is the only one who 

has dealt with Vidya Maya in detail.199 This Maya is under the control 

of Brahma : 

ek;k eksgu yky dh] ftu eksgs lc larAA
200 

 or 

izHkq rqo ek;k vxe vxkspj] yfga u ldr dksm ikjA
201 

 Guru Granth Sahib also believes that this Shakti (Maya) is 

responsible for the creation of the world. God fashioned the world by 

creating human Maya in various colours and kinds:-  

                                                 
195  Deen Dayalu Gupta, Ashtachhap Aur Vallabh Sampradaya, Vol. II, p. 444. 
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197  Ibid., Gauri Mahala 1, p. 229. 

198  Mayarani Tondon, Ashtachhap Kavya Ka Sanskritik Mulayakan, p. 572. 

199  Ibid. 

200  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 52. 

201  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/4778, Vol. II, p. 530. 
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ozrh ozrh Gksh efo efo fiB;h wkfJnk fifB T[gkJh]202 

 Guru Granth Sahib accepts that the illusion of Maya takes an 

individual away from God : 

J/j wkfJnk fis[ jfo ft;o? w'j[ T[gi? GkT[ d{ik bkfJnk]203 

 Ashtachhap writers called this Avidya Maya. Surdas is the one 

among the Ashtachhap writers who mentioned the Avidya Maya in 

detail.204 It brings out the misery of the Jiva. Because of its influence, 

the individual forgets self nature as a part of Brahma and lives in a 

painful world of sufferings without uttering the name of Brahma : 

dfBu tks xk¡fB ijh ek;k dh] rksjh tkfr u HkVdSaA 

uk gfj&Hkfä] u lk/kq&lekxe] jãkS ohpgha yVdSA
205 

 This Maya leads an individual towards transmigration. 

wkfJnk Bkw[ roG i'fB ek fsj si do;B gktT[]206 

 Its influence on the individual can be vanished only with the 

help of God : 

bfg ek;k lc yksxfu ywV;kSA ftfga gfj d`ik djh lks NwV;kSA
207 

 So Ashtachhap writers have divided Maya into two distinct 

categories i.e. Vidya Maya and Avidya Maya. Vidya Maya is 

responsible for the creation of the world and it is true. Avidya Maya is 

that Shakti (Power) which is responsible for the creation of ignorance 

                                                 
202  Guru Granth Sahib, Japji, p. 6. 

203  Ibid., Ramkali Mahala 3, p. 921. 
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among individuals about the Lord and this Maya is false. Because of 

its influence individuals are immersed in Kama, Karodha, Lobha, 

Moha and Ahankara. Although Guru Granth Sahib does not divided 

Maya into these two parts directly yet through the hymns like Nanak 

Sachay Kee Saachee Kar208 and through Ha-umai Maa-i-aa Mohnee 

Doojai lagai Jaa-ay209 one can find references about Vidya Maya and 

Avidya Maya.210    

Yoga:- Guru Granth Sahib have used metaphors from the ideas and 

practices of the Yogis with its own orientation.211 Guru Nanak tells the 

Yogis in detail what Yog is not and what it should be.212 Yog does not 

consist in donning the cloak, holding the staff, or smearing the body 

with ashes:- 

i'r[ B fyzEk i'r[ B vzv? i'r[ B G;w uVkJhn?]213 

 It does not consist in wearing the earrings, shaving the head, or 

blowing the horn (Singi):- 

i'r[ B wz[dh wz{fv w[vkfJn? i'r[ B f;zCh tkJhn?]214  

 The real Yog is to live 'detached-in-attachment':- 

nziB wkfj fBozifB ojhn? i'r i[rfs fJt gkJhn?]215 

                                                 
208  Guru Granth Sahib, Japji, p. 7. 
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 Yog does not consist in mere talk; only he can be called a real 

Yogi who regards all human beings as equal:- 

rbh i'r[ B j'Jh] 

J/e fdq;fN eo ;w;fo ikD? i'rh ejhn? ;'Jh]216 

 Yog does not consist in living outside (habitations) in Marhis 

and Masans; it does not consist in deep meditation. Yog does not 

consist in wandering in different countries in all the ten directions; it 

does not consist in bathing at sacred places. Yog is attained by 

remaining 'detached-in-attachment':- 

i'r[ B pkjfo wVh w;kDh i'r[ B skVh bkJhn?] 

i'r[ B d/f; fd;zsfo Gftn? i'r[ B shofE BkJhn?]  

nziB wkfj fBozifB ojhn? i'r[ i[rfs fJt gkJhn?]217 

 Similarly in Ashtachhap writings Gopis are giving a very 

different interpretation of Yog to Udho.218 They are saying to Udho that 

the Yoga which he is teaching to them they are the followers of that:    

Å/kkS dfj jgha ge tksxA
219 

 Their hairs have grown as 'Sali' (sacred thread) and they are 

badly burned by fire of separation from the Lord:- 

lhl lsyhdsl eqnzk] dkuchjh chjA 

fcjg HkLe p<+kb cSBha] lgt daFkk phjA
220 

                                                 
216  Ibid. 

217  Ibid. 
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 Their heart is like horn (Singi) and their eyes are the Khhapar's 

to beg the Darshan's of the Lord: 

g~n; flaxh Vsj eqjyh] uSu [kIij gkFkA 

pkgrha gfj njl fHkPNk] nsfga nhukukFkA
221 

 The literature under study even objected to the way of life of the 

Yogis. It is stated that some people wander as Yogis having put on 

ochre coloured clothes, but within them there is much worldly thirst 

and desire for clothing and food : 

fJfe Grtk t/;[ efo fcofj i'rh ;zfBnk;k] 

nzdfo fsq;Bk pj[s[ SkdB G'iB eh nk;k] 

fpoEk iBw[ rtkfJ B frojh B T[dk;k]222 

 Similarly, Braj writers do not have sympathy for Yogic practices. 

A Yogi puts on external marks, matted hair, pierced ears and ashes on 

his body. But the followers of Shri Krishna have actually suffered the 

burning of Viraha and show internal as well as external evidence of it 

in his/her devotion : 

Å/kkS tksx, tksx ge ukghaA 

tksxh Hkzer tkfg yfx Hkwys] lks rkS gS vi ekghaA
223 

 Krishandas, one of the Ashtachhap writers, emphasized that 

instead of Yogic activities a devotee should rely on the Bhakti and 

Seva of the Lord : 
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  lsok&jhfr fn[kkbdsa fuHkZ; dfj MkjsA 

  tksx tkx ti&ri ugha] ;k dfy;qx ekjSAA
224 

 In Guru Granth Sahib Yogis are advised to give up the Yogic 

practices and are advised to meditate on Guru Sabad:- 

r[o ek ;pd[ thukfo i'rh.225 

 Parmananddas is saying that those who smear ashes on their 

body and called them Udasi (Yogi) have only place in Kashi. Braj 

people are the followers of Saguna Svarupa of Lord Krishna:- 

HkLe yxk; xjsa fyax ck¡/kh ful fnu fQjks mnklhA 

ijekuUn nkl dks Bkdqj lqUnj ?kks"k fuoklhA
226 

 Among Ashtachhap writers only Surdas expressed his views 

about Yogis and Yogic practices in detail. In Guru Granth Sahib, Guru 

Nanak is the one who deals in detail about Yogic practices. Guru 

Nanak's composition is known as Siddha-Goshat (dialogue with the 

Siddhas). It is included in Raga Ramkali. 

Renunciation (Sananyas):- 

 Both ideologies have no faith in renunciation. It is stated that 

the fire is not quenched by wandering in all the ten directions; the 

inner dirt is not removed by roaming in various garbs. Guru Nanak 

Dev is saying one should live 'detached-in attachment':-  

nziB wkfj fBozifB ojhn? i'r i[rfs fJt gkJhn?]227 
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 Guru Amardas holds the Similary view that one should live in 

world without attachments : 

nziB wkfj fBoziB[ iksk fiB eT[ Bdfo s[wkoh ihT[]228 

 Braj writers also emphasized that one ought not to retreat from 

the world, but instead  live gratefully within it as an active participant, 

as a householder. Parmananddas says that one should live in one's 

house just like a passerby (Bataoo):- 

Nk¡fM+ vgkj nsg lq[k vkSj u pkgs dkÅA 

^ijekuan* clr gSa ?kj es tSls jgr cVkÅAA
229 

 Guru Granth Sahib further states that those who with true 

heart have achieved the true Sabad they have become Udasi while 

living within their homes:- 

;uk ;pd[ ;u[ wfB xo jh wkfj T[dk;k]230 

 Similary Parmananddas said that in Krishna's Viraha the Gopi 

of the Gokul have made forest (Ban) in her house:- 

 d`"u fcjg xksdqy dh xksih ?kj gh esa cu dhukSAA
231 

 Guru : Almighty God, whose qualities have been mentioned 

earlier in this chapter can only be realised by the grace of the True 

Guru : 

r[o e? ;pfd wB[ ihfsnk rfs w[efs xo? wfj gkfJ]232 

                                                 
228  Ibid., Maru Mahala 3, p. 1016. 

229  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 529, p. 180. 

230  Guru Granth Sahib, Majh Mahala 1, p. 140. 

231  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 529, p. 180 

232  Guru Granth Sahib, Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 26. 
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 Ashtachhap writers have also recognised the necessity of Guru 

for the spiritual advancement of the human beings : 

lrxq# dkS mins'k ân; /kfj] ftu Hkze ldy fuokj;kSA 

gafj Hkft fcy¡c Nk¡fM+ lwjt lB] Å¡ps Vsfj iqdkj;ksA
233 

 God Itself is described as Guru. Guru Granth Sahib states that 

God is Adi Guru and Jugad Guru i.e. God is the Divine Teacher in the 

beginning and primal age : 

nkfd r[oJ/ Bwj] i[rkfd r[oJ/ Bwj]234 

 or 

ngozgo gkopqjw gow/;o[ BkBe r[o[ fwfbnk ;'Jh ihT[]235 

 In Braj literature similarly, one finds that Guru is mentioned in 

the same breath and on the same plane as God : 

gfj&xq# ,d :i u`i tkfuA ;keSa dNq lansg u vkfuA 

xq# izlUu] gfj izlUu gksbA  

xq# dSa nqf[kr nqf[kr gfj tksbAA
236 

 The knowledge of the Lord can not be obtained without the 

words of Guru : 

fpB[ r[o dhfynk e?;/ frnkB[]237 

 Without the true-Guru, the Naam is not obtained : 

fpB[ ;fsr[o BkT[ B gkJhn? fpB[ Bkt? fenk ;[nkT[]238 

                                                 
233  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 1/336, Vol. I, p. 93. 

234  Guru Granth Sahib, Gauri Sukhmani Mahala 5, p. 262. 

235  Ibid., Sorath Mahala 1, p. 599. 

236  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 6/416, Vol. I, p. 130. 

237  Guru Granth Sahib, Bhairo Mahala 5, p. 1140. 

238  Ibid., Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 58. 
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 Guru is described as the guide who helps individual to get rid 

off from worldly affairs : 

xq# fcuq ,slh dkSu djsA 

ekyk&fryd euksgj ckuk] yS flj N= /kjSAA 

Hkolkxj rSa cwM+r jk[ks] nhid gkFk /kjsA 

lwj L;ke xq# ,slks lejFk] fNu eSa yS m/kQSA
239 

 Guru Granth Sahib emphasized on the importance of 'Sabad 

Guru' which is its uniqueness. Guru Nanak clearly states to the 

Siddha's in Siddha Goshat that his Guru is 'Sabad Guru' : 

  ;pd[ r[o{ ;[ofs X[fB u/bk]240 

   or 

  ;pd[ r[o ghok rfjo rzGhok 

  fpB[ ;pd? ir[ pT[okBz]241 

 On the other side, Ashtachhap writers were the faithful devotees 

of Vallabhacharya and Vitthalnath. Chittswami, one of the 

Ashtachhap writers, states that he is the follower of Goswami 

Vitthalnath : 

  ge rkS Jh foëyukFk miklhA 

  lnk lsokSa Jh foëy uanu] dgk djkSa tk; dklhAA
242 

 Govindswami declares that he repeated the name of 

Vallabhacharya day and night : 

  oYyHk JhoYyHk Jh oYyHk xqu xkaÅA
243 

                                                 
239  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 6/417, Vol. I, p. 133. 

240  Guru Granth Sahib, Sorath Mahala 1, p. 635. 

241  Ibid., Ramkali Mahala 1, p. 943. 

242  Chittswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 48, p. 62. 

243  Govindswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 19, p. 118. 
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 Chaturbhujdas states that he is the follower of Vitthalnath who 

has come to Kaliyuga in form of Avtar of Lord Krishna only to end the 

miseries of the Bhakts (devotees):- 

Jh foVwByukFk xksdqy&HkwiA 

HkDr& fgr dfytqx d`ik dfj /kjs izxV Lo:iAA
244  

 About this difference it may be said that in no Sampradaya of 

Bhakti movement 'Sabad' is considered as Guru except in Guru 

Granth Sahib.245 

Naam Simran (The repetition of the Divine Name): Both ideologies 

have given importance to the repetition of the Divine Name. They are 

of the view that salvation can be achieved only through Naam Simran. 

Even the lowest reach the highest domain with the repetition of God's 

Name. The one who has got the the True Name into his heart, can 

neither die nor be looted. They are purged of every sin and they attain 

eternal peace. Guru Granth Sahib lays great stress on the significance 

of the Naam Simran. The disciple is instructed to remember the Naam 

at all times : 

T{ms p?ms ;d fs;fj fXnkJh]246 

  or 

nkm gjo f;wjo[ gqG Bkw[]247 

                                                 
244  Chaturbhujdas, Pad-Sangrah, ed., Dr. Hargulal, Parkash Vibhag, Govt. of Inida, New Delhi, 

2009, Pad 138, p. 69. 

245  Satinder Singh, ed., Comparative Indian Literature, p. 305. 

246  Guru Granth Sahib, Gauri Sukhmani Mahala 5, p. 270. 

247  Ibid., p. 184. 
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 In Braj literature too, great importance is given on reciting the 

Naam of Lord : 

tks tu fgjn uke /kjSA 

v"V flf) uo fuf/k dks ciqjh yVdr ykfj fQjSAA
248 

     or 

tks Hko lkxj rfjcks pkgs /kkjs izHkqdj ekFksA 

fxfj/kj ^xksfoan* ds izHkq dkS xkos xqu xqu xkFksAA
249 

 The first and the foremost duty of a disciple is the remembrance 

of the Naam, which is only the holy Karma : 

;op Xow wfj ;q/;N Xow[] 

jfo e' Bkw[ ig fBowb eow[]250 

 By repeating the Naam of the Lord, all the sins are washed 

away, all the wishes are fulfilled and the state of final beatitude is 

obtained : 

Gohn? wfs gkgk e? ;zfr] 

Uj X'g? Bkt? e? ozfr]251 

    or 

uke lqfejr Hk;s ikou ldy [ky dfy ds ft;kA
252

 

With Naam the fear of death melts away : 

BkBe r[ow[fy Bkw[ igs rfs gkfj]253 

                                                 
248  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 889, p. 316. 

249  Govindswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 192, p. 118. 

250  Guru Granth Sahib, Gauri Sukhmani Mahala 5, p. 266. 

251  Ibid., Japji, p. 4. 

252  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 1122, , p. 465. 

253  Guru Granth Sahib, Gauri Sukhmani Mahala 5, p. 265. 
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 Braj writers agreed with above cited view that without Naam 

Simran, one can not get rid off from transmigration : 

 tks izHkq dks uke ysr Hko ty rfja tkr gsA
254 

or 

 fcuq gfj lqfeju eqfä u gksbA dksfV mikb djkS tkS dksbAA
255 

As world is like a fire so there is great necessity of Naam : 

 ;hsb[ Eht? BkBek igzdV' jfo Bkw[]256 

or 

 gfj fcuq lq[k ufga bgk¡ u mgk¡A gfj gfj gfj lqfejkS tg¡ rgk¡A
257 

 The real comfort lies in the repetition of the Name of God. With 

every breath God's Name should be repeated : 

 ik e' Bkw[ b?s s{ ;[yh] 

 ;kf; ;kf; fXnktj[ mke[o eT[ wB sB ihno/ ;[yh]258 

or 

 lkS ckrfu dh ,dS ckrA lwj lqfefj gfj gfj fnu jkrA
259 

Mukti (Nirvana) : The word 'Mukti' or 'Nirvana' has been used for God 

Itself : 

fsB T{gfo ikJhn? e[opkD[. BkBe fifB ifgnk fBopkD[]260 

 The ultimate aim of life is the attainment of the lotus feet of the 

Lord. The state of bliss and joy at the feet of the Lord is inexpressible : 

                                                 
254  Nanddas, Nanddas Grathawali, p. 284. 

255  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 1/348, Vol. 1, p. 96. 

256  Guru Granth Sahib, Var Jatsari Mahala 5¸p. 709. 

257  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 1/348, Vol. I, p. 97. 

258  Guru Granth Sahib, Sorath Mahala 5, p. 617. 

259  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 1/348, Vol. I, p. 97. 

260  Guru Granth Sahib, Gauri Mahala 5, p. 200. 
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uoB ewb eh wT[i e' efj e?;/ T[BwkB] 

efjp/ eT[ ;'Gk Bjh d/yk jh gotkB[]261 

 Guru Granth Sahib states that the Bhakta of God has no other 

desire except the attainment of the Beloved : 

XB[ Bjh pkSfj ;[or B nkSfj] 

nfs fgqn gqhfs ;kX oi okufj]262 

 Mukti, for Braj writers also means the Darshan, Seva and 

participation in Divine Lila of Shri Krishna : 

lsok enu xksiky dh eqdfr gwrs ehBhA
263 

 A Bhakta of God has only desire for God's love. That's why 

he/she does not even think of Mukti : 

oki[ B ukjT[ w[efs B ukjT[ wfB gqhfs uoB ewbko/]264
 

 Braj writers have no desire of going to heaven. They considered 

Gokul better than Vaikuntha : 

tks lq[k xksdqy esa ygS lks lq[k cSdqWB ukfgaAA
265 

Caste : Guru Granth Sahib believes that there is no clan or caste 

while dwelling in the womb. Everything is created from the seed of 

Brahma : 

roG tk; wfj e[b[ Bjh iksh] pqjw fpzd[ s/ ;G T[sgksh]266 

                                                 
261  Ibid., Shlok Kabir, p. 1370. 

262  Ibid., Gauri Mahala 5, p. 251. 

263  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 853, p. 299. 

264  Guru Granth Sahib, Devgandhari Mahala 5, p. 534. 

265  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 1043, p. 430, also see Chhitswami, Pad-Sangrah, ed., Basant 

Yamdgam, Ashtachhap Ke Kavi Chhitsawami, p. 14. 

266  Guru Granth Sahib, Gauri Kabir, p. 324. 
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 Ashtachaap writers expressed the view that caste and name are 

not important. Upon all the creatures there is one shadow of God : 

tkfr] xksr] dqy] uke] xur ukfga] jad gksb dSa jkukSaA
267 

There is no caste in the next world : 

ikDj[ i'fs B g{Sj[ iksh nkr? ikfs B j/]268 

God does not have care for the caste and creed of his worshipper : 

tkfr ik¡fr dksm iwNr ukgha] Jhifr dSa njckjA
269 

The caste and name both are raillery; 

  ceV iksh ceV[ BkT[] ;GBk ihnk fJek SkT[]270 

 Guru Nanak called him the lowest of the low and poorest of the 

poor. He is with these lowest and the poor. Further he is questioning 

why should he compare and copy the great and rich:- 

Bhuk nzdfo Bhu ikfs Bhuh j{ nfs Bhu[] 

BkBe[ fsB e? ;zfr ;kfE tfvnk f;T[ ehnk oh;]271 

 Despite the fact that Braj writers condemn caste pride, it is 

intriguing that they have completely dissociated themselves from 

Muslims and called them 'mlechchha'.272  

 On the other side, the writers of Guru Granth Sahib apart from 

theoretical also took practical steps to root out caste system from 

society. Khushwant Singh rightly observes, "The Bhaktas had paid 

only lip service to the ideal of casteless society; Nanak took practical 

                                                 
267  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 1/11, Vol. I, p. 3. 

268  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Mahala 1, p. 349. 

269  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 1/231, Vol. I, p. 63. 

270  Guru Granth Sahib, Var Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 83. 

271  Ibid., Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 15. 

272  See Bindu Mattoo, New Horizons (A Socio-Economic Study of 16th Century India), p. 22. 



 106 

steps to break the vicious hold of caste by starting free community 

kitchens – Guru-ka-langar- in all centres and persuading his followers 

irrespective of their castes, to eat together".273 

 Satsang : Guru Granth Sahib and Braj litearture has laid great 

emphasis on Satsang. It is stated that Satsang is essential for a happy 

life and for achieving Mukti : 

  ;kX;zrfs j'fj fBowb[ pj[fV i'fB B nkT[]274 

 Nanddas, one of the Ashtachhap writers, in his work Bhramargit 

expressed the same view : 

  iqfu dgS lc rsa lk/kq lax mÙke gS HkkbZA
275 

 Their similarity on the importance of satsang can be observed 

from the couplet of Parmananddas which is included both in Guru 

Granth Sahib and Parmanandsagar : 

  gowkBzd ;kX;zrfs fwfb eEk g[Bhs B ukbh]276 

 In Parmanandsagar 

  ijekuan lk/kq laxfr fefy dFkk iquhr u pkyhA
277

 

 Woman : Both ideologies have made woman the central 

character of their Holy composition and explained the spiritual path 

through her voice which will be discussed in the next chapter. 

                                                 
273  Khuswant Singh, A History of the Sikhs, Vol. 1, Oxford University Press, New Delhi, IInd 

Edition, 2004, p. 40. 

274  Guru Granth Sahib, Sarang Mahala 5, p. 1220. 

275  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 165. 

276  Guru Granth Sahib, Raga Sarang, p. 1253. 

277  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 909, p. 320. 
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Chapter – 3 

PERCEPTION OF WOMAN : THE  
SPIRITUAL CONTEXT 

 Dictionary meaning of word 'perception' is, the way to think 

about something. In this chapter this term is used, to explain how 

Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature have perceived woman in their 

writings. Both idealogies relate feminine imagery and symbols to the 

Divine Reality. The feminine imagery and symbols thus appear to 

bring woman within the orbit of emancipatory venture. As explained 

by Eliade quoted by Nikky Guninder Kaur Singh, “Symbols have an 

existential value; symbols always point to a reality or situation 

concerning human existence; symbols preserve contact with the deep 

sources of life; symbols express the spiritual as life experience.”1 

 The composers of Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature have 

made woman the central character of their poetic composition. While 

talking of the matters of spirituality, the imagery of mother-child love 

(Vatsalya Bhava) and that of wife-husband (Madhura Bhava) have 

been used in Braj literature.2 Similarly in Guru Granth Sahib too, for 

comprehending the Nirguna God imagery of mother-child love and 

wife-husband has been widely employed. The metaphor that the 

Gurus found suitable for the expression of their intense, sacred and 

selfless love for the Divine is the sincere authentic love of a woman for 

                                                 
1  Nikky Guninder Kaur Singh, The Feminine Principle in the Sikh Vision of the Transcendent, 

Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1993, p. 106. 

2  Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 89. 
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the beloved, and that of a mother for her son; something that was 

considered spiritual in essence and not the negative quality of worldly 

attachment. Both these metaphors were appropriately used to express 

the true love of devotee for the Lord and of the Lord for the devotee.3       

 Guru Granth Sahib has used the imagery of mother-child love 

for depicting the love of devotee for God and of God for devotee. It is 

stated that as a mother loves and cares her child, same way, the 

devotee should have attachment to the Lord : 

  i?;h gqhfs pkfoe no[ wksk] 

  n?;k jfo ;/sh wB[ oksk]4 

 As the mother is rejuvenated upon seeing her son, so is the 

Lord's humble servant imbued with It, through and through:-  

  g{s g/fy fiT[ ihts wksk] 

  Ufs g'fs iB[ jfo f;T[ oksk]5 

 In the above cited hymn Guru Arjan has used the imagery of 

mother-son love, instead of mother-daughter, to explain the relation 

between God and devotee. The verse is taken from daily life of the 

people. As during medieval period less importance is given to girls as 

compared to boys in the society, so Guru Arjan has used the imagery 

of mother-son love only to clarify his spiritual ideas to common 

people.    

                                                 
3  Prabhjot Kaur, Women Liberation : The Sikh Vision, GS Distributions, Ludhiana, 2012, p. 

239. 

4  Guru Granth Sahib, Bhairo Namdev, p. 1164. 

5  Ibid., Gauri Mahala 5, p. 198. 
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 Ashtachhap writers also believed that to achieve the Lord 

Krishna one should worship him through the image of Mata Yashoda. 

Because Mata Yashoda has received that 'Anand' through her 

motherly devotion which is not even received by Devatas : 

  tlksnk vfr gjf"kfr xqu xkoSA 

  --- --- --- ---  ] 
  flo fcjafp tkdkSa ufg ikcr] rkdkS ykM+ yM+kcSAA

6
 

 It is the good fortune of Mata Yashoda that she considered Lord 

Krishna as her son:-    

  tlqefr Hkkx lqgkfxuh gfj dkSa lqr tkuSA
7
 

 Surdas stated that Mata Yashoda has worshipped Lord Krishna 

through Vatsalya Bhava and by doing so she has achieved Mukti by 

setting at home:-   

  cM+s Hkkx izxVs tlqnk dSa ?kj cSBs gha uo fuf/k vkbZAA
8
 

 As at the sight of the child, mother becomes joyful, similarly the 

God's devotee finds life by contemplating the God : 

  wksk pkfoe d/fy nBzd] 

  fsT[ jfo iB ihtfj ifg r'fpzd]9
 

 Parmananddas, one of the Ashtachhap writers, clearly states 

that his Lord is his child and he feels happy by worshipping his Lord 

Krishna through the image of Mata Yashoda : 

                                                 
6  Chhitswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 108, p. 93. 

7  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/690, Vol. I, p. 232, also see Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 

46, p. 15. 

8  Ibid., Pad 250, Parishisht, Vol. II, p. 643, also see Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 43, p. 

15. 

9  Guru Granth Sahib, Basant Mahala 5, p. 1180. 
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  rw esjkS Bkdqj rw esjkS ckyd rksfga foLoaHkj jk[ksSA 

  ^ijekuUn Lokeh* fpr pksj;kS fpjthokS ;ksa Hkk[kSAA
10

 

 Thus, they have metaphorically used the powerful symbiotic 

bond of mother-child relationship for the devotee and the Ultimate-

Reality. It is stated that the mother loves to see her son eat. The Fish 

loves to bathe in the water. The True Guru loves to put food in the 

mouth of Gursikh:- 

  wksk gqhfs eo/ g{s[ ykfJ] 

  whB/ gqhfs GJh ib BkfJ] 

  ;fsr[o gqhfs r[of;y w[fy gkfJ]11
 

 Ashtachhap writers too, used this symbiotic bond through the 

relationship of Mata Yashoda and the Lord Krishna. Parmananddas in 

the voice of Mata Yashoda states that she becomes joyful with the 

sight of Bal Gopala (Lord Krishna). When she sees him playing in the 

home then she fills with Ananda. She takes Lord Krishna in her lap 

and plays with him by considering Lord as her son:-  

  cky fcuksn xksiky ds ns[kr eksfg HkkoSA 

  izse iqfyd vkuUn Hkjh tlqefr xqu xkoSAA 

  cfy lesr /ku lk¡ejks vk¡xu esa /kkoSA 

  cnu pwfe xksn fy;ks lqr tkfu f[kykoSAA
12

 

 Further, the mother image offers that just as a mother take care 

of her child, attentively watch over her/him and think about her/his 

                                                 
10  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 61, p. 21. 

11  Guru Granth Sahib, Gauri Mahala 4, p. 164. 

12  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 80, p. 28. 
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needs, the same way God looks after Its devotee. As the mother rears 

the child after bearing her/him and keeps an eye on her/him and 

feeds her/him everywhere, similarly the Holy Preceptor preserves Its 

disciple: 

  fiT[ iBBh ;[s[ ifD gkbsh oky? Bdfo wMkfo] 

  nzsfo pkjfo w[fy d/ frok;[ fyB[ fyB[ g'ukfo] 

  fsT[ ;fsr[o[ r[of;y okysk jfo gqhfs fgnkfo]13
 

 Ashtachhap writers also believed that as a mother takes care of 

her child and protects her/him, God also does the same for His 

devotee : 

  D;ksa u tkb ,sls ds ljuA 

  izfrikyS ikS[ks ekrk T;ksa pju dey Hkolkxj rjuAA
14

 

Like mother, God never counts the shortcomings of the devotee. As 

the child becomes annoyed with mother and mother makes the child 

joyful. Similarly for Sur (Surdas) Lord (Krishna) is like a mother who 

always forgives his mistakes:-   

  tkS ckyd tuuh lkSa fc:HkS] ekrk rkdkSa ysb eukbA 

  ,slsfga eksfga djkS d:uke;] lwj L;ke T;kSa lqr&fgr ekbA
15
 

 The son commits many mistakes but his mother does not hold 

them against him in her mind. Same way, God never counts the short 

comings of the devotee:-   

                                                 
13  Guru Granth Sahib, Gauri Mahala 4, p. 168. 

14  Parmananddas, Pad-Sangrah, ed., Dr. Hargulal, Ashtachhap Ke Kavi Parmananddas, p. 12. 

15  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/1595, Vol. 1, p. 474. 
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  ;[s[ ngokX eos j? i/s/] 

  iBBh uhfs Bk okyf; s/s/] 

  okwJhnk jT[ pkfoe[ s/ok] 

  ekj/ B yzvf; ntrB[ w/ok]16
 

 Except Kumbhandas all the Ashtachhap writers have used 

Vatsalya-Bhakti (mother-child relationship) to express their ideas. But 

Surdas and Parmananddas are incomparable in the use of this 

Bhava.17 They kept themselves mostly in the place of Yashoda instead 

of Nanda because of mother's devotion to her child.18 

 In this connection Nikky Singh’s observation is useful to quote, 

"Mother, the Infinite Matrix, and the Transcendent Reality are linked 

together by common attributes."19 Feminists in the West have 

supported this view. For example Sallie McFauge says : 

“There is simply no other imagery available to us that 

have this power for expressing the interdependence and 

interrelatedness of all life with its ground. All of us, female 

and male, have the womb as our first home; all of us are 

born from the bodies of our mothers. What better imagery 

could there be for expressing the most basic reality of 

existence that we live and move and have our being in 

God?”20 

                                                 
16  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Kabir Ji, p. 478. 

17  Prabhu Dayal Meetal, Ashtachhap Parichay, p. 335. 

18  Mayarani Tondon, Ashtachhap Kavya Ka Sanskritik Mulayankan, p. 515. 

19  Nikky Singh, The Feminine Principle in the Sikh Vision of the Transcendent, p. 10. 

20  Sallie Mcfauge, Modles of God, quoted in Nikky Singh, The Feminine Principle in the Sikh 

Vision of the Transcendent, p. 59. 
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 Thus, Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature have idealized the 

love of a mother for her child and held it up as an example for a 

devotee to God.  

 Turning to wife-husband imagery (Madhura Bhava), one can see 

that human soul (Jivatma) is represented as the wife who is forever 

seeking union with her Husband (God). One can attain union with 

God by following the wife's example of loving devotion : 

  Gosk g/fy fpr;? fiT[ Bkoh] 

  fsT[ jfo iB[ iht? Bkw[ fuskoh]21
 

 Thus Suhagan of Guru Granth Sahib is the guide on spiritual 

path : 

  XB ;'jkrfD Bkfo fifB fgo[ ikfDnk ihT[]22 

 One is advised to go and ask the Suhagan how does she obtains 

her Husband Lord:-   

  ikfJ g[Sj[ ;[jkrDh tkj? feBh pksh ;j[ gkJhn?]23
 

 In Braj literature too, Gopi is accepted as the Guru of the 

Pushtimarg.24 All the Ashtachhap writers have expressed their Bhakti 

through the image of Gopi but Surdas is best in it.25 Nanddas' and 

Kumbhandas' writings are also important from this view.26 Surdas by 

making Gopika as the guide of spiritual life announced that if 

                                                 
21  Guru Granth Sahib, Gauri Mahala 5, p. 198. 

22  Ibid., Dhansari Mahala 1, p. 689. 

23  Ibid., Tilang Mahala 1, p. 722. 

24  Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 90. 

25  Prabhu Dayal Meetal, Ashtachhap Parichay, p. 336. 

26  Ibid., p. 334. 
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anybody, male/female, worship the Lord Krishna with Bharta 

(husband) Bhava will get salvation without doubt : 

  xksih&in&jt efgek] fcf/k Hk`xq lkSa dghA 

  -------------------------------------------------------------A 

  tks dksm Hkjrk&Hkko ân; /kfj gfj&in /;koSA 

  ukfj iq:"k dksm gksb] Jqfr&_pk&xfr lks ikoSAA 

  frudh injt dksm tks] c`ankcu Hkw ek¡gA 

  ijlS lksm xksfidk xfr ikoS la'k; ukfgaAA
27

 

 Nanddas in his work 'Siddanth Panchadhya' says that Gopis 

have followed a new way which was based on loving devotion towards 

the Lord. The Gopika's way is followed even by the Devatas like 

Sukhdev, Narad, Udho and Shivji. Because of this he called Gopi as the 

prime preceptor of Bhakti-Marga : 

  xksfiu viuks izse&iaFk U;kjksb fn[kjk;ksAA 

  -------------------------------------------------------------A 

  ftu xksfiu dkSa izse fujf[k 'kqd Hk;s vuqjkxhAA 

  -------------------------------------------------------------A 

  m)kS cqf) fc'kq)uq lkS iqfu lks jt baNSAA 

  ladj uhdSa tkur lkjn ukjn xkurA 

  rkrsa lcS txr&xq# xksfiu xq# dfj ekurAA
28

 

 Same view is expressed by Parmananddas. He stated that Gopi 

is the symbol of love. She has achieved Gopala (Lord Krishna) by 

sacrificing her mind, heart and wealth for the sake of Lord:-    

                                                 
27  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/1793, Vol. I, pp. 523-24. 

28  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 33. 
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  xksih izse dh /otkA 

  ftu xksiky fd;ks cl vius mj /kfj L;ke HkqtkAA 

  lqdeqfu O;kl izlalk dhuh Å/kkS lar ljkghAA
29

 

 All human beings are considered Gopis and the Lord Krishna as 

the only male.30 Surdas says that all human beings are Gopis and the 

Lord Krishna is the only husband : 

  xksfifu ije dar gfj tkU;kS] y[;kS u czgzk&izHkkmAA
31

 

 Due to Suhagan's and Gopi's capacity to receive God, the writers 

of Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature have identified themselves 

with wife imagery and expressed the ardor of their heart through her 

voice. Guru Nanak called the Lord only Husband : 

  ;j[ w/ok J/e[ d{ik Bjh e'Jh]32 

 Guru Nanak says, “Our Husband-Lord is dear. We are the 

servants, the hand-maidens of the Lord; our Husband Lord is only 

True”:- 

  BkBe[ ej? ;j/bhj' ;j[ yok fgnkok] 

  jw ;j e/ohnk dk;hnk ;kuk y;w[ jwkok]33
 

 Guru Amardas called himself the wife of the Lord : 

  w? ekwfD w/ok ezs[ eosko[]34 

 Sant Kabir expressed the similar view. He stated, “The Lord is 

my Husband and I am the Lord's Bride”:- 
                                                 
29  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 825, p. 289. 

30  Hazari Prasad Dwivedi, Granthawali, Vol. VI, Rajkamal Parkashan, New Delhi, 1981, p. 135. 

31  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/1626, Vol. I, p. 483. 

32  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Mahala 1, p. 357. 

33  Ibid., Suhi Mahala 1, p. 729. 

34  Ibid., Bhairo Mahala 3, p. 1128. 
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  jfo w/o' fgo[ jT[ jfo eh pj[ohnk]35 

 Surdas called Lord Krishna his Husband, without whom nobody 

could remove his sorrows : 

  esjs rks rqe ifr] rqegha xfr] rqe leku dks ikoS? 

  lwjnkl izHkq rqEgjh d`ik fcuq] dks eks nq[k fcljkoSaAA
36
 

 In another couplet he prayed in the voice of Gopi to receive the 

Lord as husband : 

  ^lwj* L;ke lqUnj ifr ikoS] ;gS gekjh vklAA
37
 

 Krishandas also considered Lord Krishna as husband : 

  ^d`".knkl* izHkq jfldjkb ifr fxfj/kj uoj¡x fi; lqlusfg jhAA
38
 

 Equating with Guru Granth Sahib, Braj writers have also used 

word 'Kant' and 'Khasam' for the Lord. Kumbhandas called Girdhar 

(Krishna) as his Kant : 

  bgS leS fefy fxfj/kj uo dar fgaAA
39
 

 Parmananddas said that Lord Krishna is his Kant:- 

  enu xksiky euksgj ewjfr feY;ks Hkkorks darAA
40 

Krishandas and Parmananddas used word Khasam for God in their 

works through the voice of Gopi.41 

 These writers also think of themselves as being Gopi of Braj 

because of the Gopi's capacity to achieve the Lord by her loving 

                                                 
35  Ibid., Asa Kabir Ji, p. 483. 

36  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 1/42, Vol. I, p. 13, also see Pad 10/1053, Vol. I, p. 328. 

37  Ibid., Pad 10/1383, Vol. I, p. 418. 

38  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 228, p. 82. 

39  Kumbhandas, Pad-Sangrah, ed., Dr. Hargulal, Ashtachhap Ke Kavi Kumbhandas, p. 23. 

40  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 381, p. 129. 

41  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 171, p. 62, also see Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 702, 

p. 244. 
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devotion. In this connection Parmananddas is praying to the God that 

he should always be a Dasi to the Gopi : 

  uandqekj lnk oj ekaxks xksfiu dh nklh eksfg dhtSAA
42
 

Similarly, Nanddas in his work Roopmanjari guides the heroine 

(Roopmanjri) on spiritual path in the form of Indumati, by becoming 

female not male. 

  Being Gopis they are able to enjoy the Madhura Bhava in their 

Sakhi form which they assume at night.43 Surdas is known as 

Champaklata, Parmananddas as Chandrabhaga, Kumbhandas as 

Vishakha, Krishandas as Lalita, Chhitswami as Paga, Govindswami as 

Bhama, Chaturbhujdas as Vimla and Nanddas as Chandrarekha.44 

 Sikh Gurus too, have used word 'Mahala' to represent 

themselves as wives of God in their writings which are included in 

Guru Granth Sahib. Word 'Mahala' is associated with Sanskrit word 

Mahila (woman) and indicated that the title manifests the Gurus 

understanding of their relationship with God in terms of wife and 

husband.45 They considered themselves as the wives of God and thus 

used word Mahala 1, Mahala 2, Mahala 3, and so on. Mahala word is 

standing for the Guru and 1 Means Guru Nanak Dev, Mahala 2 

Means Guru Angad Dev and so on. However some scholars associate 

this word with Arabic word 'Mahala' means 'palace' which refers to the 

                                                 
42  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 576, p. 200. 

43  Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 90. 

44  Deen Dayalu Gupta, Ashtachhap Aur Vallabh Sampradaya, Vol. II, p. 509. 

45  Gurinder Singh Mann, The Making of The Sikh Scripture, p. 137. 
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Guru as the place where God resides and hence Mahala 1, Mahala 2 

and so on.46  

 Metaphor of Suhagan and Duhagan woman are also used there. 

Suhagan is metaphorically used to represent Gurmukh whereas 

Duhagan symbolically resembles with Manmukh. Thus Suhagan-

Gurmukh is a woman who is the beloved of the Lord, whether in the 

body of a man or woman : 

  r[ow[fy ;dk ;'jkrDh fgo[ okfynk T[oXkfo] 

  fwmk p'bfj fBft ubfj ;/i? ot? Gsko[]47 

 Suhagan wins the favour of her Spouse and enjoys union 

forever: 

  XzB ;[jkrfB i' ghn Gkt?] 

  efj epho fcfo iBfw B nkt?]48 

 On the other hand, Duhagan is deprived of the union due to her 

ignorance of the Lord : 

  d'jkrDh wjb[ B gkfJBh B ikDfB fgo ek ;[nkT[] 

  fcek p'bfj Bk fBtfj d{ik GkT[ ;[nkT[]49 

 Duhagan is infact an ego-centered person (Manmukh) who being 

in illusion, remains away from God : 

  wBw[fy ezs[ B gSkDJh fsB feT[ o?fD ftjkfJ] 

  rofp nNhnk fsq;Bk ibfj d[y[ gktfj d{i/ GkfJ]50 

                                                 
46  Ibid. 

47  Guru Granth Sahib, Sri Raga Mahala 3, p. 31. 

48  Ibid., Asa Kabir Ji, p. 483. 

49  Ibid., Asa Mahala 3, p. 426. 

50  Ibid., Sri Raga Mahala 3, p. 38. 
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 Duhagan/Manmukh craves only for the riches of the world and 

not for the company of her Lord :  

  wBw[fy ;hrko[ B ikDBh ik;fB iBw[ ;G[ jkfo]51 

 So, the life of Duhagan is pointless due to her inclination 

towards worldly pleasures : 

  ;{j? t/f; d'jkrDh go fgo[ oktD ikfJ] 

  fgo[ S'fvnk xfo nkgD? w'jh d{i? GkfJ]52 

 Duhagan/Manmukh always remain away from God because of 

her unapproved qualities : 

  nT[r[Dtzsh r[D[ e' Bjh pjfD B fwb? jd{fo] 

  wBw[fy ;pd[ B ikDJh ntrfD ;' gqG[ d{fo]53 

 Duhagan is immersed in Maya due to her avariance, greed and 

pride. These are not the ways of meeting the Shauh (Husbad) : 

  bp b'G njzeko eh wksh wkfJnk wkfj ;wkDh] 

  fJBh pksh ;j[ gkJhn? Bkjh GJh ekwfD fJnkDh]54  

 Duhagan has great attachment to Maya but she does not care 

for Lord. So, she always remain away from Lord : 

  pkpk wkfJnk Gow G[bkfJ] 

  Gofw G[bh v'jkrDh Bk fgo nzfe ;wkfJ]55 

 In Ashtachhap writings also, there is description of Suhagan 

and Duhagan. Surdas says that Suhagan has received the God :  

                                                 
51  Ibid., Ramkali Mahala 3, p. 950. 

52  Ibid., Suhi Mahala 3, p. 785. 

53  Ibid., Sri Raga Mahala 3, p. 37. 

54  Ibid., Tilang Mahala 1, p. 722. 

55  Ibid., Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 60. 
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  HkbZ tkb oS L;ke lqgkfxfu] cM+Hkkfxafu dgokoSaA
56
 

 Suhagan (Bhakta) of the Lord received him by forgiving the 

worldly things and pleasures: 

  esjks dg;ks rq eku lqgkfxu vfr lqanj lqdqekjA
57
 

 Parmananddas writes that Duhagan does not feel happy on the 

sight of the beloved and is totally immersed in worldly pleasure : 

  dey eq[k ns[kr r`ifr u gks;A 

  ;g lq[k dgk nqgkxfu tkus jgh fulk Hkj lks;AA
58
 

The final stage of spiritual path, the state of eternal bliss in union 

with God, the mingling of light with light, is also defined through the 

image of Gurmukh/Suhagan, who attains the company of her 

husband: 

  nekb w{ofs to[ gkfJnk nfpBk;h B ed/ wo? B ikfJnk] 

  thnkj[ j'nk w/o/ pkp[bk r[ow[y/ jfo gkfJnk]59 

 Ashtachhap writers also explained that if a devotee of Lord 

Krishna approaches him with Gopi Bhava then that devotee enjoy the 

union with Lord Krishna : 

  d`".knkl Lokeh cl dhUgs izse&iqat dh pksihAA
60
 

  cgq uk;d àS fcylr vkiqA tkdkS flo ikor ugha tkiqA 

  rkdkS cztukjh ifr tkuSA dksm vknjSa] dksm viekuSaAA
61
 

                                                 
56  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/3023, Vol. II, p. 131. 

57  Govindswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 50, p. 53. 

58  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 726, p. 253. 

59  Guru Granth Sahib, Sri Raga Mahala 4, p. 78. 

60  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 302, p. 111. 

61  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/3093, Vol. II, p. 145. 
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 Returning to the metaphor of Duhagan in Guru Granth Sahib, it 

is seen that Duhagan and Maya both are associated due to their 

ignorance of Ultimate Reality : 

  wkfJnk w'j[ XoeNh Bkfo] 

  Gz{vh ekwfD ekwfDnkfo]62 

 Woman is also compared with wealth. The fool loves gold and 

woman:- 

  efBe ekwBh j/s[ rtkok]63 

 There is pleasure of gold and silver, pleasure of woman, the 

pleasure of the fragrance of sandalwood:-   

  o;[ ;[fJBk o;[ o[gk ekwfD o;[ gowb eh tk;[]64
 

 Because of this comparison some Western scholars pointed out 

that in Guru Granth Sahib, woman is often associated with Maya, 

"indicating its apprehension of the female as a barrier to the 

attainment of emancipation."65 

 It must be kept in mind that these are philosophical concepts 

which needed to be discussed in their context. Apart from wife there is 

also mention of mother, father, son and daughter in Guru Granth 

Sahib, as the objects which induce to forget God : 

  pzXB wks fgsk ;z;kfo] 

  pzXB ;[s ezfBnk no[ Bkfo]66 
                                                 
62  Guru Granth Sahib, Bilwal Mahala 1, p. 796. 

63  Ibid., Asa Mahala 1, p. 416. 

64  Ibid., Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 15. 

65  Doris R. Jakobsh, Relocating Gender in Sikh History : Transformation, Meaning and Identity, 

Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 2003, p. 25. 

66  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Mahala 1, p. 416. 
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 So, the definition of Maya is equally applicable to both man and 

woman as J.S. Grewal informed, “The husband is also a part of Maya 

and the woman is a dupe as well as a part of Maya”.67 

 Furthermore some scholars objected that there are negative 

approaches towards woman in Guru Granth Sahib. Among these 

scholars one is Jakobsh who has represented Guru Ramdas as a high 

critic of woman on the basis of his one hymn68 :  

  wBw[yk d? f;fo i'ok nwo[ j? fBs d/tfj Gbk] 

  i'ok dk nkfynk g[oy ewktd/ ;/ ngfts nw/X ybk] 

  ekfw ftnkg/ e[;[X Bo ;/ i'ok g[fS ubk] 

  ;fsr[o e? nkfyn? i' ub? ;' ;fs g[oy[ Gb Gbk] 

  i'ok g[oy ;fG nkfg T[gkfJnB[ jfo y/b ;fG fybk]69 

 The view taken by Jakobsh is partial and therefore, 

misleading.70 Guru Ramdas talks of the Manmukh in contrast with 

those who act in accordance with the Guru's instruction; the sinful 

and ignorant men are those who listen to their women out of lust as a 

moral weakness, and ignore the Guru's instruction.71 Even in the end 

of the hymn it is clarified that both woman and man are the creation 

of God.  

                                                 
67  J.S. Grewal, The Sikhs : Ideology, Institutions and Identity, Oxford University Press, New 

Delhi, 2009, p. 209. 

68  Doris R. Jakobsh, Relocating Gender in Sikh History, p. 34. 

69  Guru Granth Sahib, Gauri Mahal 4, p. 304. 

70  J.S. Grewal, The Sikhs : Ideology, Institutions and Identity, p. 209. 

71  Ibid., pp. 210-211. 



 123 

 In Ashtachhap writings, particularly in Surdas, woman is 

compared with Avidya (ignorance) which according to him is a form of 

Maya responsible for the sufferings of man : 

  rgk¡ vfo|k ukfj iz/kkuA
72
 

 Woman is also compared with wealth. Both of them are 

considered as waves of elusive passion. In the end these passions will 

slip from man's hands. Man is advised to take refuge in the Name of 

Lord before he leaves the world and lost to the flames : 

  varj xgr dud&dkfefu dkSa] gkFk jgSxksS ifpckSA 

  rft vfHkeku] jke dfg ckSjs] ur:d Tokyk rfpckSAA
73
 

 Here it must be kept in mind that these references are 

contextual and needed to be understood in their context. 

 Another objection about the use of wife imagery in Guru Granth 

Sahib is that it allowed the masculine identity to God. Doris R. 

Jakobsh pointed out that the Ultimate Reality in Sikh scripture is 

most often conceived in masculine terms, as Akal-Purakh, Karta-

Purakh74 : 

  >  ;fs Bkw[ eosk g[oy[75 

 Further in the Sikh Scripture, it is stated that there is one 

Husband (Lord) and all other beings Its brides:-  

                                                 
72  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 4/406,Vol. 1, p. 121. 

73  Ibid.,  Pad 1/59, Vol. I, p. 17. 

74  Doris R. Jakobsh, Relocating Gender in Sikh History, p. 17. 

75  Guru Granth Sahib, p.1. 
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  fJ;[ ir wfj g[oy[ J/e[ j? j'o ;rbh Bkfo ;pkJh]76 

   or 

  mke[o[ J/e ;pkJh Bkfo]77 

 There are so many brides of the One Husband (Lord):- 

  e/sh Bkfo to[ J/e[ ;wkfb]78 

 Here it must be cleared that in Guru Granth Sahib both 

feminine and masculine imagery is used to comprehend the Ultimate 

Reality. God is addressed as mother, father, sister, brother and friend 

– thus as both male and female : 

  sz{ w/ok fgsk sz{j? w/ok wksk] 

  sz{ w/ok pzXg[ sz{ w/ok Gqksk]79 

 “God is our Mother and Father; we are God's children”:- 

  s[w wks fgsk jw pkfoe s/o/]80 

 Even in Guru Granth Sahib at one place, God's beauty is 

presented in terms, supposedly appealing to the woman – Her 

beautiful eyes and sparkling teeth, sharp nose and long luxurious 

hair, Her lustrous body cast in gold, Her necklace like Krishan's, Her 

pleasing gait, Her sweet voice, Her alluring youth, Her rhythmic 

movement and Her majesty. It is like the following water of Ganges : 

  s/o/ pze/ b'fJD dzs oh;kbk] 

  ;'jD/ Be fiB bzwV/ tkbk] 

                                                 
76  Ibid., Vadhans Mahala 3, pp. 591-92. 

77  Ibid., Ramkali Mahala 1, p. 933. 

78  Ibid., p. 932. 

79  Ibid., Majh Mahala 5, p. 103. 

80  Ibid., Gauri Sukhmani Mahala 5, p. 268. 
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  ezuB ekfJnk ;[fJB/ eh Ykbk] 

  ;'tzB Ykbk feq;B wkbk igj[ s[;h ;j/bhj'] 

  iw d[nkfo B j'j[ yVhnk f;y ;[Dj[ wj/bhj'] 

  jz; jz;k pr prk bj? wB eh ikbk]81   

 Guru Granth Sahib affirmed quite sincerely that It is God and 

God alone who has assumed the form of both man and woman for 

self-manifestation and self-realization : 

  nkg/ g[oy[ nkg/ jh Bkoh] 

  nkg/ gk;k nkg/ ;koh]82 

 But, "the commentators, interpreters and translators of Sikh 

Scripture", as Nikky Singh points out, "have primarily elaborated the 

masculine principle; the feminine so powerful and eloquent – has been 

overlooked."83 They have invariably referred to the One as "He" and 

kept the male image at the centre of their discussions.84 Because of 

this tendency some Western scholars believe that Sikh scripture like 

other scriptures allow masculine identity to God. It must be kept in 

mind that although imagery is used to comprehend the Ultimate 

Reality yet Guru Granth Sahib does not consider God to be male or 

female. God in Guru Granth Sahib is Nirguna whose gender cannot be 

determined. God is Ajuni (unborn). It belongs to neither sex. In other 

words the Ultimate Reality is beyond gender : 

                                                 
81  Ibid., Vadhans Mahala 1, p. 567. 

82  Ibid., Maru Mahala 1, p. 1020. 

83  Nikky Singh, The Feminine Principle in the Sikh Vision of the Transcendent, 15. 

84  Ibid., p. 52. 
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  ;[zB wzvb fJe[ i'rh p?;/] 

  Bkfo B g[oy[ ejj[ e'T{ e?;/]85  

 While addressing to Qazi's, in one of his hymn Kabir said, “Holy 

Scripture says that Allah is True and Allah is neither male nor 

female”:- 

  ;ku[ es/p pykB? nbj[ Bkfo g[oy[ Bjh e'Jh]86 

 As, God is beyond gender, so to avoid misconceptions, 'It' is a 

better word to be used for God instead of 'He' as informed by Nikky 

Singh.87 In this work also, word It is used for God of Guru Granth 

Sahib to represent Its Nirguana state. Guru Granth Sahib considered 

God Ajuni.88 It has no form, feature and colour.89   

 As far as Braj literature is concerned these writers also called 

God mother, father, Guru, brother and friend : 

  rqe ekrk rqe firk txr xq#] rqefga lgksnj ca/kq gsjkA
90
 

 God is the mother, father, brother and sustainer of the world. 

God forgives the mistakes of individual's:-   

  rqe ekrk rqegha tx /kkrk] rqe Hkzkrk vijk/k NekbAA
91
 

 Even the beauty of the Lord Krishna is explained in the terms 

specifically applied to the woman. Surdas writes that the Lord has 

                                                 
85  Guru Granth Sahib, Dhansari Mahala 1, p. 685. 

86  Ibid., Asa Kabir Ji, p. 483. 

87  Nikky Singh, The Feminine Priciple in the Sikh Vision of The Transcendent, p.3. 

88  Guru Granth Sahib, p.1. 

89  Ibid., Gauri Sukhmani Mahala 5, p. 283. 

90  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/4837, Vol. II, p. 554. 

91  Ibid., Pad 10/595, Vol. I, p. 473. 
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taken the form of woman and worn Sari and applied make-up of 

flowers : 

 rc gfj Hks"k /kj;kS tqorh dkSA lqanj ije Hkko rkS th dkSAA 

 lkjh dapqfd dslfj VhsdkSaA dfj flaxkj lc Qwyfu gh dkSAA
92
 

 In another couplet, he explained that the Lord has applied Kajal 

to eyes, filled vermillion with a string of pearls in the parting of hair 

and a bindi on the forehead. He worn Dandni Sari and by seeing Him 

in the disguise of a woman, Radha and Gopis are laughing: 

  czt tqorh fefy ukxfj] jk/kk eS eksgu yS vkbZA 

  ykspu vkWft] Hkky csanh nS] iqfu iqfu ikb ijkbZAA 

  csuh xw¡fFk] ek¡x flj ikjh] c/kw c/kw dfg xkbZA 

  I;kjh g¡lfr nsf[k eksgueq[k] tqorh cus cukbZAA
93
 

 These writers worship the Lord in Yogul Rupa (both as male and 

female).94 They have made no difference between Krishna and Radha. 

They have asserted that Radha and Krishna are one and the same : 

  L;ke L;kek L;kek L;keA 

  --------------------------------------A 

     ^d`".knkl* izHkq fxfj/kj L;kek] L;kek L;ke jfldrk /kkeAA
95
 

They have the same nature and qualities (Svarupa and Guna) : 

  ,d gh os"k ,d :i xq.k fxfj/kj ';ke jkf/kdk xksjhA
96
 

 The two components of the Divine pair are said to be as 

inseparable as wave and water, as mirror and shadow : 
                                                 
92  Ibid., Pad 10/3511, Vol. II, p. 246. 

93  Ibid., Pad 10/3497, Vol. II, p. 241. 

94  Deen Dayalu Gupta, Ashtachhap Aur Vallab Sampradaya, Vol. II, p. 599. 

95  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 98,  p. 34. 

96  Kumbhandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 27, p. 63. 
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  rqe oS ,d u nksb fi;kjhA ty rSa rj¡x gksb ufga U;kjhAA  

  I;kjh eSa rqe rqe eSa I;kjhA tSlSa njiu Nkg¡ fugkjhAA
97
 

They are a single soul housed in two bodies : 

  rqe rSa fiz;k uSadq ufg U;kjhA ,d izku )S nsg rqEgkjhA
98
 

 Lord Krishna and Radha are the one and the same. They have 

one soul housed in two bodies without any doubt:-   

  ,d izku )S nsg gSa] f)fc/kk ufga ;keSA
99
 

 According to them, Parm Purush Krishna is the Shaktiman and 

Prakriti100 Radha is the Shakti (power) of Lord by means of which Shri 

Krishna Parabrahman manifests the world for playing of his Lila.101 

So, both of them cannot be separated : 

  izd`fr iq#"k ,dfg dfj tkugq] ckrfu Hksn djk;kSAA 

  ty Fky tgk¡ jgkSa rqe fcuq ufga] csn mifu"kn xk;kSA 

  )S&ru tho&,d ge nksÅ] lq[k&dkju mitk;kSA
102
 

 They considered that Lord Krishna is Parabrahman and he has 

the capacity to take form of both male and female : 

  lwj cus nksm ukfj iq#"k rqe] nqgq¡ dh vdFk dgkuhAA
103
 

 Lord Krishna himself is the male, and he himself is the female:- 

  vkiqfg iq#"k vkiqgha ukjhA vkiqfga ckuizLFk czgkpkjhAA
104
 

                                                 
97  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/3446, Vol. II, p. 221. 

98  Ibid. 

99  Ibid., Pad 10/1719, Vol. I, p. 506. 

100  Prakriti and Purush are the ancient male and female principles of Spirit and Matter. 

101  Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, pp. 90-91, also see Gajanan Sharma, Bhakti 

Kaleen Kavya Mein Nari, Rachna Parkashan, Allahabad, 1972, p. 215. 

102  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2305, Vol. I, p. 661. 

103  Ibid., Pad 10/3377, Vol. II, p. 201. 

104  Ibid., Pad 10/4711, Vol. II, p. 512. 
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 But it is very surprising that all the temples of Vallabh 

Sampradya, to whom Ashtachhap writers belong, are only of Lord 

Krishna's instead of Yogul Rupa.105 

 The use of female imagery to express Bhakti towards God is also 

extended to include females in the animal world. Guru Arjan in a 

hymn called himself fish and God water : 

  w'fj wS[bh s[w Bho s[M fpB[ feT[ ;o?]106 

 Guru Nanak seeks to identify himself with the females of several 

species to express his yearning for union. He wishes to be a doe 

(Harni) living in the jungles, or a Koel (Kokil) singing in the mango 

grove, or a fish (Machuli) dwelling in the waters, or a she-serpent 

(Nagin) within the earth, in each case enjoying the proximity of the 

Lord :107 

  joDh j'tk pfB p;k ezd w{b u[fD ykT[] 

  r[o go;kdh w/ok ;j[ fwb? tkfo tkfo jT[ ikT[ ihT[] 

  HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH] 

  HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH] 

  e'feb j'tk nzfp p;k ;jfi ;pd phuko] 

  ;jfi ;[GkfJ w/o[ ;j[ fwb? do;fB o{fg ngko[] 

  wSbh j'tk ifb p;k ihnk izs ;fG ;kfo] 

  T[otkfo gkfo w/ok ;j[ t;? jT[ fwbT[rh pkj g;kfo] 

                                                 
105  Deen Dayalu Gupta, Ashtachhap Aur Vallabh Sampradaya, Vol. II, p. 599. 

106  Guru Granth Sahib, Bilwal Mahala 5, p. 847. 

107  Nikky Singh, The Feminine Principle in the Sikh Vision of the Transcendent, p. 93. 
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  BkrfB j'tk Xo t;k ;pd[ t;? GT[ ikfJ] 

  BkBe ;dk ;'jkrDh fiB i'sh i'fs ;wkfJ]108 

 Among Ashtachhap writers Surdas, who has composed a large 

number of couplets, expressed his Bhakti towards the Lord Krishna 

through the medium of cows of Braj.109 He says that it is the good 

fortune of cows that they have achieved the Lord : 

  ns[kkS /kU; Hkkx xkbfu ds] izhfr djr ouckjhAA
110
 

 In Bhramargit Gopis are informing Udho to tell Krishna that the 

cows of Braj are suffering extreme misery in his Viyoga. The water 

(tears) continuously comes from their eyes and they are repeating the 

name of the Lord Krishna. They are in the habit of going and smelling 

the places where Krishna has grazed them. In Viraha they become like 

fish without water : 

  Å/kkS bruh dfg;kS tkbA 

  vfr d`l xkr HkbZ ;s rqe fcuq ije nq[kkjh xkbAA 

  ty lewg cj"kfra nksm v¡f[k;k¡] gw¡fdr yhUgs uk¡mA 

  tgk¡ tgk¡ xks nksgu dhUgksa] lw¡f/kr lksbZ Bk¡mAA 

  ijfr iNkj [kkb fNu gh fNu] vfr vkrqj àSa nhuA 

  ekugq ^lwj* dkf<+ Mkjh gSa] ckfj e/; rSa ehuAA
111
 

 It may be said that the use of feminine imagery and female voice 

by both idealogies, is an indicative of the high regard that they have 

                                                 
108  Guru Granth Sahib, Gauri Mahala 1, p. 157. 

109  Vallabhdas Tiwari, Hindi Kavya Ma Nari, Jawahar Pustakalaya Parkashan, Mathura, 1973, p. 

346. 

110  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/1231, Vol. I, p. 383. 

111  Ibid., Pad 10/4687, Vol. II, p. 506.  
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for woman. But some Western scholars pointed out that the use of 

feminine imagery and female voice in Guru Granth Sahib is certainly 

not a unique thing as many North Indian Saints have also used it.112 

 About this it must be said that the use of feminine imagery and 

voice is not only confined to North Indian Saints but also used by the 

Prophets of the Old Testament, Christian Saints and Sufi Shaikhs.113 

Michael Drayton, an English poet of medieval Europe, published the 

poem 'The Muses Elizium' in 1630. In this poem nuptial celebration is 

associated with mystical union.114 In the New Testament, the Church 

has also been designated as the Bride of the Christ.115 The Sufis 

adapted the same model of the lover and beloved.116 The beloved is 

male and the lover is female. In India one of the earliest examples of it 

is Amir Khusro's devotional poetry addressed to his preceptor, Sheikh 

Nizamuddin Auliya in the form of love songs of a female.117 However, 

the major works in Sufi poetry such as Mulla Daud's 'Chandayan', 

Malik Muhammad Jaisi's 'Padmavat', Manjhan's, 'Madhumali' and Shah 

Qasim's 'Hans Jawahir' revert to the Arabic-Persian model of the male 

seeker and the female object.118 But the vocabulary and the sense of 

this idea used by others differ in many respects from the form and 

                                                 
112  Doris R. Jakobsh, Relocating Gender in Sikh History, p. 26. 

113  Nikky Singh, The Feminine Principle in the Sikh Vision of the Transcendent, p. 90. 

114  Sayed Naqi Husain Jafri, Essays on Literature, History and Society, Primus Books, New 

Delhi, 2010, pp.142-148. 

115  Nikky Singh, The Feminine Principle in the Sikh Vision of the Transcendent, p. 90.    

116  Sayed Naqi Husain Jafri, Essays on Literature, History and Society, p. 44. 

117  G.S. Talib, Indian Poetry : Sacred and Secular, p. 20. 

118  Sayed Naqi Husain Jafri, Essays on Literature, History and Society, p. 44. 
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essence of Guru Granth Sahib. It becomes clear by taking an example 

from Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature. Although Braj writers 

explained the spiritual path through the image of Gopi at 

philosophical level but practically woman is not directly related to 

God. She is secondarily related through the medium of her husband. 

Husband is considered as God for her and his service is advised to 

wife by Ashtachhap writers : 

  vo rqe Hkou tkgq] ifr iwtgq ijesLoj dh ukbZAA
119
 

 Wife is advised by Surdas to do the service to husband by giving 

up her all pleasures:-  

  diV rft ifr djkS iwtk] dgk rqe ft; xqukSA
120
 

 Contrary to this, the wife image of Guru Granth Sahib devotes a 

very direct encounter between her and the Transcendent Groom. A 

passage from Nikky Singh's work is useful to reproduce here, "In 

many cultures, women do not stand in a direct relation to the 

Ultimate Reality and are connected to It secondarily, through the 

male. Western feminist scholars have voiced their regret over the 

structure of patriarchal law in the Old Testament, where only the male 

heads of family are addressed directly. On Indian soil also, we find 

patriarchy as the dominant motif : Pandits and Priests-the mediators 

between Brahman and the people in case of Hinduism – are invariably 

male. Ulema-the religious lawyers and theologian-play an analogous 

                                                 
119  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/1632, Vol. I, p. 484. 

120  Ibid., Pad 10/1633, Vol. I, p. 485. 
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role in the Islamic world. Guru Nanak's bridal symbol suggests a 

freedom from patriarchal mediums; without anyone standing in 

between, the bride directly and passionately seeks to embrace the 

wholly other, her Transcendent Groom."121 

 To conclude this part it is said that Guru Granth Sahib and 

Braj literature have widely used the mother imagery, wife imagery and 

imagery of female species from the animal world to explain the 

spiritual thought. Guru Granth Sahib states that a devotee should 

have same attachment to the Lord just as a mother have for her child. 

Because of mother's devotion to her child Ashtachhap writers have 

mostly kept themselves in place of Yashoda instead of Nanda. 

Further, the mother image offers that just as a mother has care for 

her child, similarly God looks after Its devotee. 

 Wife imagery of the both ideologies states that one can attain 

union with God by following the wife's example of loving devotion. 

Thus, Suhagan of Guru Granth Sahib and Gopi of Braj literature are 

the Gurus (preceptors) on spiritual path. Due to Suhagan and Gopi's 

capacity to achieve God, the writers of both ideologies have identified 

themselves with wife imagery and expressed the ardor of their hearts 

through her voice. They called themselves the wives of the Lord.  

 The writers of Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature even 

include the imagery of female species from the animal world. Guru 

Nanak seeks to identify himself with the females of several species to 

                                                 
121  Nikky Singh, The Feminine Principle in the Sikh Vision of the Transcendent, p. 99. 
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express his yearning for union. He wishes, he is a doe (Harini) living in 

the jungles or a Koel (Kokil) singing in the water or a she-serpent 

(Nagin) within the earth in each case enjoying the proximity of the 

Lord.  

 Among Ashtachhap writers Surdas also expressed his Bhakti 

towards Lord Krishna through the medium of cows of Braj. In 

Bhramargit Gopis are informing to Udho to tell Krishna that cows of 

Braj are suffering extreme misery in his Viyoga. They are in the habit 

of going and smelling the places where Krishna has grazed them. The 

water (tears) continuously coming from their eyes they are repeating 

the Name of the Lord Krishna.                              

 On the basis of the hymns above cited it is authenticated that 

the spiritual path of living is defined through feminine imagery and 

female voice in Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature. But it is 

interesting to note that all the writers of both idealogies are male then 

why have they used female imagery? It is discussed in the next part of 

this chapter. 

QUEST FOR FEMININE QUALITIES 

 Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature have laid great emphasis 

on the Bhakti of Lord. 'Navdha' Bhakti (devotion of nine types) is 

considered main source of worship. These nine types of Bhakti are 

Srawan (listening); Kirtan (singing in praise of God); Simran 

(remembring); Pad-Sevan (worship of feet); Archana (offerings); 

Vandana (prayer); Dasya Bhava (humility); Sakhya Bhava (friendship) 
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and Atam-Nivedan (sacrifice of self). Navdha Bhakti is mentioned in 

Guru Granth Sahib122 and Braj literature.123 

Srawan : It is the first type of Navdha Bhakti. Its method is to hear or 

listen to the greatness of the Lord : 

  ;qtDh ;[BDk r[o BkT[]124 

 In Ashtachhap writings too, importance is given to listen to 

accounts of the life of Lord Krishna- as for example the accounts of 

Shri Krishna's life in Braj that are given in the Tenth Book of the 

Bhagavata Purana and in the Padas in Braj Bhasha composed by 

Surdas:125 

  tks ;g dFkk lquS fpr ykbA  

  lks Hko rfj cSdqaBfg tkbAA
126
 

Kirtan : It is also counted as a type of 'Navdha' Bhakti. Guru Nanak 

called himself a singer (Dhadhi) who has been employed by God to 

sing Its praises:-   

  jT[ YkYh t/eko[ eko? bkfJnk]127 

 Guru Amardas specifically urged his followers to perform Kirtan 

of the hymns of the Gurus:- 

                                                 
122  Grfs Bt? goekok] Guru Granth Sahib, Sri Raga Mahala 5, p. 71, also see Daleep Singh 

Deep, Bhakti Lehar and Gurmat, ed., Satinder Singh, Comparative Indian Literature, p. 302. 

123  izse^lfgr uo/kk fcLrkjSA Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 9/448, Vol. I, p. 153, also see Deen Dayalu 

Gupta, Ashtachhap Aur Vallabh Sampradaya, Vol. II, p. 557. 
124  Guru Granth Sahib, Gujri Mahala 5, p 517.  

125  Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 83.  

126  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/620, Vol. I, p. 209. 

127  Guru Granth Sahib, Majh Mahala 1, p. 150. 
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  nBfdB[ ehosB[ ;dk eofj r[o e? ;pfd ngkok]128 

 During the time of Guru Arjan its importance grew apparently. 

The effect of Kirtan goes beyond life-related issues-it results in 

eliminating the fear of death and helps to attain liberation:- 

jfo fdB[ o?fB ehosB[ rkJhn?] 

pj[fV B i'Bh gkJhn?]129
    

 Ashtachhap writers have also explained the importance of Kirtan 

in Bhakti. Kirtan to them is the singing aloud the names and the 

virtues and the events in the Lilas of Shri Krishna. Kirtan is intendend 

to fill the hearts of the Bhakts with the emotional experience of the 

various Lilas which were performaned by Shri Krishna. Kumbhandas 

stated, “My only wish is to sing the praise of Girdhar (Lord Krishna)”:-  

  ekbZ gksa fxjf/kj xq.k xkmaA 

  esjks rks ;g ozr gS fujarj vkSj u :fp ÅitkÅ¡AA
130
 

 The most famous Kirtans in the Vallabhacharya Sampradaya 

are those sung, together with musical accompaniment that is often 

excellent, before the Divine Svarupa at the periods of Darshana in the 

temples belonging to the Sampradaya.131     

Simran : Great importance is given on the repetition (Simran) of Name 

of God. It is believed that with Simran all the sins are washed away 

and happiness is obtained:  

                                                 
128  Ibid., Vadhans Mahala 3, p. 593. 

129  Ibid., Sorath Mahala 5, p. 623. 

130  Kumbhandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 64, p. 77. 

131  Richard Barz., The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 83.  
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  f;woT[ f;wfo f;wfo ;[y[ gktT[]132 

   or 

  gfj gfj gfj] lfejks lc dksbZA 

  gfj gfj lqfejr lc lq[k gksbZAA
133
 

 It is stated that as the stained clothes become clean by washing 

with soap, same way, the mind which is stained and polluted by sin, 

cleans only by the Naam Simran:- 

  w{s gbhsh egV[ j'fJ] 

  d/ ;kp{D[ bJhn? Uj[ X'fJ] 

  Gohn? wfs gkgk e? ;zfr] 

  Uj[ X'g? Bkt? e? ozfr]134 

 Krishandas stated that with Naam Simran all the the Jivas of 

Kaliyuga become pure:-  

  uke lqfejr Hk;s ikou ldy [ky dfy ds ft;kAA
135
 

Pad Sevan : Pad-Sevan has great importance in the field of Bhakti. 

Pad Sevan means, “the act of honouring or worshipping the feet”.136 In 

Vallabhacharya Sampradaya it referes to the reverent service which 

Bhakta (devotee) performs before the Svarupa of Shri Krishna. With it 

all the wishes of devotee are fulfilled as Krishandas has informed: 

  vuU; gksb pjukjfoan Hktq ldy iwju dkeAA
137
 

                                                 
132  Guru Granth Sahib, Gauri Sukhmani Mahala 5, p. 262. 

133  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 2/348, Vol. I, p. 96. 

134  Guru Granth Sahib, Japji, p. 4. 

135  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 1122, p. 465.  

136  Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 84. 

137  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 1090, p. 450. 
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 Its importance is also explained by Guru Granth Sahib. Guru 

Arjan Dev stated, “I wash your feet, I massage and clean them; I give 

this mind to you”:-  

  gkt wb'tk wfb wfb X'tk fJj[ wB s? e[ d/;k]138 

Archana and Vandana : Archana in Vallabhacharya Sampradaya 

means the act of worship of the Svarupa. Worship in the Sampradaya, 

as explained in second chapter139, differes from the type of worship 

done in an ordinary Hindu temple.140 Vandana, the respectful paying 

of homage to the deity, is usually done with Archana.141 With Archana 

(Puja) and Vandan a devotee of God can get the state of blissfulness : 

  in&lsou&vjpu mj /kjSA
142
 

 Archana and Vandana are also mentioned in Guru Granth 

Sahib. Guru Arjan stated, “O Divine Lord, I worship and adore you ; I 

bow down before you”:-  

  g{ik nouk pzdB d/tk ihT[]143 

Dasya Bhava : It is the devotional emotion expressed in the manner of 

a servant's attitude towards his Master. This is the prayer of your 

slave; please enlighten my heart:- 

  dk; s/o/ eh p/Bsh fod efo gork;[]144 

                                                 
138  Guru Granth Sahib, Sorath Mahala 5, p. 612. 

139  See II  chapter for the worship of Vallabhacharya Sampradaya, pp. 27-28. 

140  Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 84.  

141  Ibid. 

142  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 9/448, Vol. I, p. 153. 

143  Guru Granth Sahib, Gauri Mahala 5, p. 217. 

144  Ibid., Bilwal Mahala 5, p. 818. 
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 In this type, the devotee emphasizes the glory and power of the 

Lord with deep humility : 

  cke ckgq jk[;ks fxfjuk;d nklfu dks lq[k nhuksaA
145
 

Sakhya Bhava : In this form the devotee worship the Lord as a friend. 

Guru Nanak stated that he has no other friend like the Lord:-   

  jfo ;k whs[ Bkjh w? e'Jh]146 

 Ashtachhap writers also used this form. They considered Shri 

Krishna as their friend who took the cows out to graze and he played 

games with other cowherds. Nanddas in his work 'Sudhama Charit' 

informed that anybody who worships the Lord Krishna with Sakhya 

Bhava like Sudhama will achieve the final fruit:  

ije pfjr lqnkek fur lqfuA gzn;&dey esa jk[kkS xqfu xqfuAA 

^uannkl* dh d`fr laiwjuA Hkfä eqfä ikoS lksb rwjuAA
147
 

Atam-Nivedan : It means ‘self-dedication’. In this Bhava the devotee 

sacrifices everything and completely depends on God's grace : 

  sB[ wB[ r[o gfj t/funk wB[ dhnk f;o[ Bkfb]148 

 Further complete surrender to God is stressed in Guru Granth 

Sahib. It is stated that one should give up selfhood and so obtain 

Husband Lord; other clever tricks are of no use:- 

  nkg[ rtkJhn? sk ;j[ gkJhn? nT[o[ e?;h us[okJh]149 

                                                 
145  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 923, p. 364. 

146  Guru Granth Sahib, Maru Mahala 1, p. 1027. 

147  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 188. 

148  Guru Granth Sahib, Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 20. 

149  Ibid., Tilang Mahala 1, p. 722. 
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 Chaturbhujdas, one of the Ashtachhap writers, also explained 

its importance : 

  ru eu /ku okjfr gSa lc tlksefr uanjkbZA
150 

 By self-dedication Vallabhacharya's devotees give themselves up 

utterly to Shri Krishna and no longer take any thought of their own 

welfare, for they have placed themselves completely in Shri Krishna's 

protection. 151  

 Apart from these nine types, there are two other forms of Bhakti 

i.e. Vatsalya Bhava and Madhura Bhava which are related to the two 

dominant female feelings of mother and wife. It has seen in the earlier 

part of the chapter that in Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature 

these two types are largely used despite of the fact that all the writers 

are male. Some Scholars arised objections about the use of these two 

female imageries for comprehending Lord. Jakobsh concludes that 

'addressing the Divine through the feminine voice allowed for the 

maintenance of masculine identity of God'.152 Here it should be 

pointed out that female imagery and voice have used neither to permit 

masculine identity to God, nor to place woman secondarily, but to 

showcase the qualities of woman. To achieve the Ultimate Reality, one 

should have the qualities of love, devotion, sacrifice, fear of God, 

patience, forgiveness, truthfulness and humility. As woman has these 

qualities in abundance, more than a man, so both ideologies (Guru 

                                                 
150  Chaturbhujdas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 36, p. 46. 

151  Richard Barz, The Bhakti Sect of Vallabhacarya, p. 84. 

152  Doris R. Jakobsh, Relocating Gender in Sikh History, p. 27. 



 141 

Granth Sahib and Braj Literature) considered these feminine qualities 

very helpful in the quest and the attainment of the Lord. 

 Guru Granth Sahib glorifies these feminine qualities and 

enjoins upon all humanity to cultivate them for comprehending Lord : 

  ekwfD r[Dtzsh jfo gkJ/]153 

  i/ r[D j'tfB sk fgo[ ot? BkBe ntr[D wz[X]154 

 It is stated that she charms her Beloved with her virtues and so 

obtains her Lord:-  

  r[D ekwD ekwfD eo? sT[ fgnko/ eT[ gkt?]155 

 Woman is the one who has the qualities to recognize and 

achieve the God. She has the capacity to chart out the way that makes 

the Ultimate Reality accessible to human experience. Everybody asks 

her if she has ever seen the God : 

  epj{z ;kfjp[ d/fynk G?D]156 

 One is advised to go and ask the Suhagan by what qualities she 

pleases her Lord : 

  ikfJ g[Sj[ ;'jkrDh s[;h okftnk feBh r[Dh]157 

 Further it is asked that by what qualities, words or rich jewels 

of speech and dress she has received the Lord: 

  etD[ ;[ nyo[ etD[ r[D[ etD[ ;[ wDhnk wzs[] 

  etD[ ;[ t/;' jT[ eoh fis tf; nkt? ezs[]158 
                                                 
153  Guru Granth Sahib, Majh Mahala 3, p. 123. 

154  Ibid., Maru Mahala 1, p. 1088. 

155  Ibid., Tilang Mahala 1, p. 725. 

156  Ibid., Malar Mahala 1, p. 1257. 

157  Ibid., Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 17. 

158  Ibid., Shloka Farid, p. 1384. 
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 To the above question she responds by saying that three 

qualities are very essential to please the Lord; these are humility, 

forgiveness and sweet speech: 

  fBtD[ ;[ nyo[ ytD[ r[D fijpk wDhnk wzs[] 

  J/ sq? G?D/ t/; eo sK tf; nkth ezs[]159 

 Similarly, among Ashtachhap writers, Krishandas is asking to 

Gopi that with which qualities she has received Lord Krishna:  

  ;k gh xqu rsa lquq gks I;kjh\ rw eksgu xksiky fga HkkbZA
160
 

 Gopi answered that with feminine qualities, she has achieved 

the Lord : 

  fuiqu ukxjh xqufu vkxjh] ihrkacj xfg yhukSA
161
 

 They have emphasized on feminine qualities because of the fact 

that man is often conceived as complicated and subtle whereas 

woman as plain and transparent: 

  l[kh Hkko lgt gks; ltuh iq:"k Hkko gks; HkaxA
162
 

 Krishandas has also laid importance to this idea by declaring 

that in the whole world nobody has the capacity and quality like Braj 

woman to comprehend God: 

  czt&cfurk rsjh lerk dksa f=Hkqcu esa ugha dks gSAA
163
 

                                                 
159  Ibid. 

160  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 50, p. 18. 

161  Chhitswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 74, p. 73. 

162  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 837, p. 294. 

163  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 364, p. 133. 
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 Both ideologies believe that without feminine qualities True Lord 

cannot be achieved. Guru Nanak in feminine voice is saying that he is 

totally without virtue; he has no virtue at all. How can he meet his 

Husband Lord:-  

  ;fG ntrD w? r[D[ Bjh e'Jh] 

  feT[ efo ezs fwbktk j'Jh]164 

 In this regard Prabhjot Kaur rightly says, “Guru Nanak's 

message, that only and only by becoming a woman, i.e., by cultivating 

the spiritual qualities of a woman, one can have any spiritual 

experience; is not only revolutionary but totally out of sync with the 

religious temperament of those times.”165 

 Parmananddas also declared that if wife (Jivatma) does not have 

qualities then everything is useless : 

  fcuq xqu vHkju lc gh QhdsA
166
 

Love: That woman (human being) whose mind is always absorbed in 

love of the Lord easily achieves God: 

  Bkoh nzdfo ;'jDh w;sfe wDh fgnko[] 

  ;'Gk ;[ofs ;[jktDh ;ku? gq/fw ngko]167 

 That wife is called Suhagan who has love for the Lord. Love is 

the true wealth of her life and she experiences a kind of bliss in the 

company of her True Lord : 

                                                 
164  Guru Granth Sahib, Suhi Mahala 1, p. 750. 

165  Prabhjot Kaur, Women Liberation : The Sikh Vision, p. 55. 

166  Prabhu Dayal Meetal, Ashtachhap Parichay, p. 344. 

167  Guru Granth Sahib, Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 54. 
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  BkBe XzB[ ;[jkrDh fiB ;j Bkfb fgnko]168 

 Ashtachhap writers emphasized that to comprehend the Lord 

Krishna quality of love is foremost. God is received with love not with 

artificial and outward things : 

  izhre izhr gha rSa iS;sA  

  tnfi :i xqu 'khy lq?kjrk bu ckru u fj>S;sAA
169
 

 Chhitswami also says that he received the Lord with the quality 

of love : 

  izhre izhfr rSa cl dhukSaA 

  mj varj rs ';ke euksgj] uSdgq tku u nhukSaAA
170
 

 Similar view is expressed by Parmananddas : 

  xksfoan izhfr ds cl dhukSaA
171
 

 Surdas and Nanddas choose the love of Gopi to express their 

ideas and thought in Bhramargit. In Bhramargit172 the conversion 

between the Gopi and Udho is used to reveal the supremacy of 'Prem 

Bhakti' over 'Gyan Bhakti'. Udho has been made the mouthpiece of 

'Gyan Bhakti'. He tries to dissuade Gopi from the path of 'Prem' by an 

appeal to her intellect. Contrary to this, Gopi is generally not inclined 

to enter into a logical discourse or intellectual inquiry. She said to 

Udho that her only concern is to love Lord Krishna: 

                                                 
168  Ibid., p. 19. 

169  Govindswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 17, p. 42. 

170  Chhitswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 142, p. 108. 

171  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 364, p. 124. 

172  In Bhramargit Krishan sends Udho to Braj after he has gone to Mathura. Udho has taken the 

message of Krishan to Gopi's. The Gopi's in their distress and disorientation directed their 

laments to a passing bee by confusing both Udho and bee as messangers. Because of this these 

poems are called Bhramargit. 
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  Å/kkS izhfr ubZ fur ehBhA
173
 

 In Bhramargit Nanddas' Gopi is more logical than Surdas'.174 

She answered to the each question of Udho with logic. She answered 

to Udho that as there is no comparison between diamond and glass, 

similarly 'Prem Bhakti' is more important than Gyan and Yoga : 

  X;ku tksx lc deZ rsa ijs izse gh lk¡pA 

  gkSa ;k iVrj nsr gkSa ghjk vkxs dk¡pAA
175
 

 Finally Gopi score a victory over Gyan and Yoga on behalf of her 

'Prem Bhakti':  

  nsf[k izse xksfiu dkS Kku xjc x;kS nwfjAA
176
 

 It is also explained in Guru Granth Sahib that God is not 

pleased by Hatha Yoga, not by various religious robes but only by 

loving devotional worship:- 

  jfm B gshi? Bk pj[ G/y?] 

  HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH] 

  gq/w Grfs gqfG wB[ gshnkfJnk]177 

 So, Gopi has followed her different path (of Prem) from Gyan and 

Yoga : 

  Kku fcuk ufga eqdfr bg tq iafMr xu xk;ksAA 

  xksfiu viuks izse&iaFk U;kjksb fn[kjk;ksAA
178
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175  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 164. 

176  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/4792, Vol. II, p. 514. 

177  Guru Granth Sahib, Dhansari Mahala 1, p. 686. 

178  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 33. 
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 Guru Granth Sahib also explained that with Prem (love) God can 

be easily achieved by the devotee. It is said that a woman (devotee) 

who loves her Beloved, she is always good:- 

  BkBe nfjfB; ;dk Gbh fgo e? j/fs fgnko]179   

 Finally it is stated that with Lord's love, true wealth (Naam) is 

obtained:- 

  ik e? gq/fw gdkoE[ gkJhn? sT[ uoDh fus[ bkJhn?]180 

 About the quality of love Prabhjot Kaur remarks, “The only 

metaphor Guru Nanak found suitable for the expression of his intense 

love for the Divine was the love of a wedded woman for her beloved 

husband.”181   

 Woman is so absorbed in love of Lord that she has left the 

ordinary world and its cares altogether: 

  ne[b fBoziB f;T[ wB[ wkfBnk fp;oh bki b'[ekBh]182 

 In love Gopi abandoned her home, mundane occupations and 

care of her family reputation: 

 fcljh yksd&ykt x`g&dkjt ca/kq firk v# ekbZA
183
 

 vjh eSa yksdokn dkS ekjx Nk¡M+;kS ekrfirk dh ykt jhAA
184
 

Devotion and Viraha: With love, quality of devotion is also necessary. 

Both ideologies believe that the gap between the Divine Reality and the 
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individual is bridged by following the woman's example of loving 

devotion.  Without the pain of separation love cannot grow: 

  fcjg nq[k tg¡ ukfga uSdgw¡] rg¡ u mitS izseA
185
 

 In order to be sure of the sincerity of love for Shri Krishna the 

devotee, like the Gopi, must suffer period of Viraha: 

  d`".kfcjg ufga fcjg&izse vPNyu dgkoSA
186
 

 Viraha deepens her love and she suffers extreme misery in 

Krishna's Viyoga. Gopi is saying that where should she go to search 

her Lord (Krishna). She does not know where he has gone. She is 

searching her Lord by abandoning her home and wondering from 

palce to place in search of her lover. She is searching him in forest 

(Ban), mountains (Dongar) and asking from every (Darum) and Bal but 

nobody has told her about him: 

  dsfga ekjx eSa tkm¡ l[kh jh] ekjx eksfga fclj;kSA 

  uk tkukSa fdr àS x, eksgu] tkr u tkfu ij;kSAA 

  viukSa fi; <w¡<+fr fQjkSa] eksfga fefycs dkSa pkcA 

  dk¡Vks ykX;kS izse dkS] fi;] ;g ik;kS nkoAA 

  cu Mksaxj <w¡<r fQjh] ?kj ekjx rft xkm¡A 

  cwHkkSa nz~e izfr csfy dksm] dgS u fi; dkS ukm¡AA
187
 

 In Guru Granth Sahib also, true wife is shown ready to offer her 

everything to someone who tells about her Husband (Lord):  

  e'Jh nkfD fwbkt? w/ok gqhsw[ fgnkok 
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  jT[ fs;[ gfj nkg[ t/ukJh]188 

 In Viraha all things appear useless. Wife is ready to break her 

bangles and arms. She is even ready to burn her arms if they do not 

embrace the Lover: 

  u{Vk GzB[ gbzx f;T[ wz[X/ ;D[ pkjh ;D[ pkjk] 

  J/s/ t/; eo/dhJ/ w[zX/ ;j[ oks' ntokjk] 

  Bk wBhnko[ B u{Vhnk Bk ;" tzrVhnkjk] 

  i' ;j ezfm B brhnk ibB[ f; pkjVhnkjk]189 

 Gopis of Braj literature have lost their sense in Viraha and are 

not even able to make difference between conscious and unconscious 

things: 

  àS xbZ fcjg fcdy rc cwHkr nze csyh&cuA 

  dks tM+ dks pSrU; dNq u tkur fcjgh tuAA
190
 

All natural changes appeared dangerous to her in separation: 

  fgo[ xfo BjhA nkt? wohn? jkt/ dkwfB uwfe vokJ/] 

  ;/i[ fJe/bh yoh d[j/bh woD[ GfJnk d[y[ gJ/]191 

Same view is expressed by Kumbhandas : 

fufl vaf/k;kjh nkfefu Mjikofr eksdksa pefd&pefdA 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------A 

fcuq gfj&lehiq Hkou Hk;kudq vdsysa] vka[kfu ykxS 

pksafd&pksafd ijksa gefd&gefdA
192
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 The entire Baramaha in Guru Granth Sahib depicts month by 

month the sufferings of the lonely woman, which is metaphorically 

used for the yearning of individual soul, for union with God against 

the backdrop of the changing seasons.193 

 Among Ashtachhap writers, Nanddas in his work Viraha Manjari 

also wrote Baramaha which mentioned month to month sufferings of 

Gopi with the change of season: 

  )knlekl fcjg dh dFkkA fcjfgu dkSa nq[knk;d tFkkAA
194
 

 Ultimately that devotion and Viraha is responsible for her union 

with the Lord: 

  iS xksfiu ds izse vxz vius eq[k gkjsAA 

  rc cksys fi; uo fdlksj ge _uh frgkjsAA
195
 

 Guru Granth Sahib also mentioned that because of the devotion 

of wife, Lord decides to come to her: 

  w/ok jfo gqG[ ;/i? nkfJnk wB[ ;[fy ;wkDk okw] 

  r[fo s[m? jfo gqG[ gkfJnk ozr obhnk wkDk okw]196 

 This quality has great importance on spiritual path because 

without pangs of separation love cannot grow. In this regard G.S. 

Talib stated that woman's yearing for union and agony of her 

separation immediately enters into the soul and stir powerful 

vibrations there.197  

                                                 
193  See Guru Granth Sahib, Baramaha Majh Mahala 5, pp. 133-36. 
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Sacrifice: Such a wife who is totally absorbed in devotion to Lord is 

ready to sacrifice everything in lieu of Lord. She sacrifices her body, 

mind and everything : 

  ik fgo[ ikD? nkgDk sB wB[ nr? Xo/fJ]198 

 Wife (devotee) is advised to act according to Lord's will and 

surrender her body and mind to the Lord:- 

  ;j[ ej? i' ehi? sB[ wB' dhi? n?;k gowb[ bkJhn?]199 

 Gopi of Ashtachhap writers also sacrifice her everything body, 

mind and wealth for the sake of her love to Shri Krishna: 

  ykt ldqp ru eu tkscu ljclq gfj ru nhtsAA
200
 

  NhrLokeh fxfj/kju yky ij] ru&eu ckjr vax u laHkkyAA
201
 

 She is ready to offer everything to that person who tells her 

about her Husband. She is ready to cut off her head to make a seat for 

that person and to serve him even without head: 

  s? ;kfjp eh pks fi nky? ej[ BkBe fenk dhi?] 

  ;h;[ tY/ efo p?;D[ dhi? ftD[ f;o ;/t eohi?]202 

 So, she is ready to sacrifice everything i.e. her home, family, 

property, her body and mind for the sake of Lord : 

 ^d`".knkl* Lokeh dkSa I;kjh ljclq nsr usadq ugh HkVdhAA
203
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 Woman of Guru Granth is ready to surrender her mind, whole 

body, all her land and even her head to that beloved friend, who 

brings news of God:-  

  jT[ wB[ nogh ;G[ sB[ nogh nogh ;fG d/;k] 

  jT[ f;o[ nogh fs;[ whs fgnko/ i' gqG d/fJ ;d/;k]204
 

 About this quality of woman Prof. Puran Singh states, “Her 

spirit of self sacrifice is real and man is more or less dramatic and 

unreal”.205  

Removal of Ego: They considered removal of ego as an essential trait 

that is required for the union with Almighty God: 

  jT[w? y'fJ eo/ ;hrko[] 

  sT[ ekwfD ;/i? ot? Gsko[]206 

 Among Ashtachhap writers Govindswami and Nanddas have 

explained the necessity of this quality on the spiritual path. 

Govindswami's Gopi is saying that after seeing Nandlal her ego has 

gone : 

  eku NwV x;ks jh fuj[kr eksgu onuA
207
 

 Wife of Guru Granth Sahib forgets her identity and fixes her 

mind on God-Husband after removal of ego : 

  jT[w? S'fv GJh p?okrfB sp ;kuh ;[ofs ;wkBh]208 

 Nanddas' Gopi also forget her identity after the removal of ego: 
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  dsoy rue; HkbZ dNq u tkufr ge dks gSAA
209
 

 After removal of ego wife has achieved union with Lord: 

  jT[w? ikJh sk ezs ;wkJh]210 

 Suhagan knows the worth of her Husband Lord. She renounces 

ego and enjoys peace and pleasure:-  

  ;j eh ;ko ;[jkrfB ikB?] 

  sfi nfGwkB[ ;[y obhnk wkB?]211 

 Gopi after removing her ego has achieved Shri Krishna: 

  eku R;toks jh uanyky lksaA
212
 

Fear of God : Guru Granth Sahib states that along with quality of 

love, fear of God is also essential on the spiritual path: 

  ejs[ BkBe G? Gkt ek eo/ ;hrko[] 

  ;d jh ;/i? ot? Gsko[]213 

 Woman should adorn herself with fear (Bhai) and devotion 

(Bhava) to become a Suhagan of God: 

  G? ehnk d/fj ;bkJhnk B?Dh Gkt ek efo ;hrko'] 

  sk ;'jkrfD ikDhn? bkrh ik ;j[ Xo/ fgnko']214 

 There is not any mention of this quality among Ashtachhap 

writings. 
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Patience: Feminine quality of patience is also necessary in the 

pursuit of Ultimate Reality: 

  ;hb ;zifw fgqn nkfrnk wkB?] 

  fs;[ Bkoh eT[ d[y[ B iwkB?]215 

 That wife, who has this quality, is loved by God-Husband and is 

called Suhagan: 

  ;jfi ;hrko ekwfD efo nkt?] 

  sk ;'jkrfD ik ezs? Gkt?]216 

  In Ashtachhap writings, Gopi and Radha who are in eager 

desire to see Lord Krishna, advised by the writers to keep patience 

because without this quality, it is not possible to receive the love of 

Lord: 

  nsf[k e/kqj eqldkfu yky dh] dkgs u /khjt jk[kfgA
217
 

Truthfulness: Quality of truth is also emphasized. If the wife has the 

quality of truth then God-Husband never goes away from her. 

  ;s[ ;zs'y[ ;dk ;u[ gb? ;u[ p'b? fgo GkJ/] 

  BkBe ftS[fV Bk d[y[ gkJ/ r[owfs nzfe ;wkJ/]218 

 Guru Granth Sahib emphasized that Lord can be achived only 

with feminine qualities of truthfulness and patience.219 

Humility: Wife (devotee) must be humble and modest before the God-

Husband : 
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  j'fJ fBwkDh ;/t ewktfj sk gqhsw j'tfj wfB fgnkoh]220 

 In Braj literature Gopi is also depicted having the quality of 

humility: 

  gk gk djksa vkSj ik¡b ykxksa lqufg churh esjhA
221
 

 Anybody who remains humble like wife achieves the ultimate 

goal of life : 

  j'd? skfD fBskDhnk ojfj fBwkBDhnkj] 

  BkBe iBw[ ;ekoEk i/ fsB e? ;zr fwbkj]222 

 The second line is very important in which Guru Nanak seems 

to pray to God that he may be given the spiritual touch of woman 

whose soul has become God's beloved. 

 Women leaders of the liberation movment, fighting for equality 

with men at all levels, too, at times, appear to corroborate the idea of 

humility on the part of women. Simone De Beauvoir, an 

internationally known French existential philosopher and one of the 

pioneers of feminist thought in her famous work 'The Second Sex', 

speaks of this ideal in her chapter on 'The Independent Woman', 

“Such couples allow undemanding generosity a condition for perfect 

equlity. It may even be then the man acts as a devoted servant, but for 

the most part is the woman who has to bear the cost of domestic 

harmony.”223 Here Simone endoreses what Guru Sahib said hundreds 
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of years ago.224 Woman protagonist in Sri Guru Granth Sahib, a free 

being, creates conditions for perfect equality with her qualities of 

undemanding generosity, humility, love and contentment.225         

Sweetness of Tongue: It is connected with humility. A devotee, who 

like wife remains humble and speaks sweet, achieves the Lord: 

  fwmk p'bfj fBft ubfj ;/i? ot? Gsko[]226 

 Gurus advocate the qualities of swetness and humility. These 

qualities make life worth living at home front and make woman even 

superior to man as she has these qualities in abundance, more than a 

man. 227  

Forgiveness: This is essentially considered as feminine quality 

especially of mother. Mother always has the capacity to forgive the 

mistakes of her child. This quality is equally important in the pursuit 

of the Lord: 

  fywk ;hrko[ ekwfD sfB gfjo? okt? bkb fgnkoh]228 

 Ashtachhap writers have hardly paid attention to this quality. 

Obedient: Whatever God does should be welcomed and God's 

command should be obeyed: 

  i/ XB y;w? ub? oikJh] 

  dfo xfo ;'Gk wfjb p[bkJh]229 
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 Wife never objected the doings of God-Husband. She obeyed 

God's command without objection : 

  i' feS[ eo/ ;' Gbk efo wkBhn? fjewfs j[ew[ u[ekJhn?]230 

     Gopi of Ashtachhap writers is ready to obey the will of the Lord 

Krishna: 

  tks dNq djfr lq[k&fcykl ysfr jlfg ekfuA
231
 

 Gopi is saying to Shri Krishna that she is prepared to live 

according to his command and ready to eat what he will provide to her 

without any objection: 

  T;kSa r;kSa jk[kkSa r;kSa jgqa tks nsgq lkS [kkamA
232
 

 Such an obedient Suhagan (Gurmukh) enjoys the company of 

Lord : 

  nkfrnkekoh ;dk ;'jkrfD nkg w/bh eoskfo] 

  BkBe fgo[ gkfJnk jfo ;kuk ;dk ;'jkrfD Bkfo]233 

 One thing that deserves special mention here is that while 

femninie qualities are recommended for a woman (devotee) the 

masculine qualities like chivalry and cleverness have not been 

overlooked. A woman is not expected to be a spineless creature 

without having an independent personality of her own. Boldness and 

chivalry are essential attributes of an ideal woman of Guru Granth 

Sahib.234 Mai Bhago is an example of it. Even Mata Sundari not only 
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took keen interest in Sikh polity, but also successfully guided the 

destiny of the Panth in a crucial time. 

 Above mentioned hymns authenticate that both ideologies 

(Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature) have considered the feminine 

qualities very helpful in the attainment of God. Guru Granth Sahib 

considered these feminine qualities as very helpful in the quest and 

attainment of Lord.235 Even Social Scientist today have started 

realizing that feminine qualities like patience, humility, love and self-

sacrifice can pave the way for a better social climate. Word famous 

Psychologist Dr. H.B. Danesh in his work, 'Violence-Free Family' 

states, “But the scales are already shifting-force is losing weight and 

mental alertness, intutition and spiritual qualities of love and service, 

in which woman is strong, are gaining ascendancy. Hence, the new 

age will be less masculine and more permeated with feminine ideals-or 

to speak more exactly, will be an age in which masculine and feminine 

elements of civilization will be more properly balanced.”236 Thus Guru 

Granth Sahib and Braj literature glorifies the feminine qualities and 

enjoins upon all humanity to cultivate these qualities, which in words 

of Dr. Danesh, will banish violence from the family and society. So, 

Suhagan of Guru Granth Sahib and Gopi of Braj literature is one’s 
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guide on the path of spirituality. These ideologies have raised the 

status of woman by making her the symbol of Divine love.  

 Here it must be kept in mind that though the content of both 

ideologies is common but the effect is not quite the same. There is a 

dichotomy in Ashtachhap writer's behaviour about the salvation of 

woman. On one side they define the spiritual path through the voice of 

Gopi and declare that for salvation there is no difference between man 

and woman: 

HktS ftfga Hkko tks] feySa gfj rkfg R;kSa] Hksn Hksnk ugha iq#"k&ukjhA
237
 

  or 

izhfr cl L;ke gS jko ds jad dksm] iq:"k ds ukfj ugha Hksn dkjhA
238
 

 On the other side, they agreed about the dependent position of 

woman and her obligation to serve her husband loyally and faithfully 

without question. Her salvation lies in the service of her husband : 

  diV rft ifr djkS iwtk] dgk rqe ft; xqukSAA 

  dar ekugq Hko rjkSxh] vkSj ufga mikbA
239
 

 She is advised by them to worship and serve her husband who 

is considered as only source for her salvation. 

  rft Hkjrkj vkSj tkS Hkft;S lks dqyhu ufga gksbA
240
 

   or 
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  ;gS eSa iqfu dgr rqe lkSa] txr eSa ;g lkjA 

  lwj ifr] lsck fcuk D;kSa] rjksxh lalkjAA
241
 

 Contrary to it Guru Granth's message maintained that woman 

and members of lower castes are not in any way barred from attaining 

salvation.242 Its goal of emancipation is equally open to woman as 

much as to a man.243 As on the platter lie arranged three delicacies 

truth, contentment and contemplation... She/he who eats them, 

she/he who savours them obtains liberation244 : 

  Ekb ftfu fszfB t;s{ gJhU ;s[ ;zs'y[ ftuko'] 

  nzfwqs Bkw[ mke[o ek gkfJU fi; ek ;G;[ nXko'] 

  i/ e' ykt? i/ e' G{zu? fs; ek j'fJ T[Xko']245 

 At spiritual level woman has been bestowed with a special 

status when Gurbani calls her the best of the best : 

  ;G gotko? wkfj ;o;/N]246 

 Bhai Gurdas, the great Sikh scholar says, "of all the Vedas 

knowledge and all other virtues, it is the woman who can best guide 

man to the gates of salvation."247  

 Further Ashtachhap writers classified woman into different 

categories. This classification can be, specifically seen in the works of 
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Surdas248, Nanddas249 and Krishandas.250 Nanddas in his writing Ras 

Manjari classified woman into Swakiya, Parakiya and Samayana 

according to religious ethos. Each of these three further divided into 

Mugadha, Madhya and Parora. These are further divided into many 

categories.251 On the other side Guru Nanak and his successors have 

not done this type of classification of woman anywhere in their 

writings.252 

 Another difference also interesting to note is that Ashtachhap 

writers, specifically Surdas, repeated some common prejudices against 

woman. He compared woman to Kali Nagini : 

  Hkkfefu vkSj Hkqtafxfu dkjh] buds fc"kfga MjS;sAA
253
 

In another couplet he calls woman worst than Nagin254 : 

 lqdnso dãkS] lqukS gks jkoA ukjh&ukfxfu ,d lqHkkoAA 

 ukfxfu ds dkVSa fc"k gksbA ukjh fprou uj jgS HkksbAA
255
 

 On the other side, the deprecation of woman is totally alien to 

Guru Granth Sahib. It is said that Guru Arjan rejected the 

composition of Chhaju as being too derogatory to woman.256 In this 

connection Theodra Foster Carroll rightly says, "Nanak consistently 
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praised women, denounced their oppression, strongly rejected 

suggestions made by his followers that women were evil or unworthy 

and refused to make additions to the Adi Granth that would have 

reviled women."257 

 In Ashtachhap writings, one may note some signs of eroticism. 

At some places their descriptions become erotic especially of Nanddas 

in his Roop Manjari258 : 

 rkeSa lst lqisly ,slhA vky cky jfr&csyh tSlhAA 

 dNq Ny dNq cy dNq euqgkjhA yS cSBs rg¡ ykyfcgkjhAA 

 eu pg jX;ks pgS ru HkX;ksA dkfefu ds bd dkSrqd yX;kSAA 

 --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------A 

 izFke lekxe yT;fr fr;kA vpy iou fljkfor fn;kAA 

 nhi u cq>fg fcg¡fl cj ckykA yifV xbZ fi; mjfl jlkykAA 

 --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------A 

 lc fufl ds tkxs vuqjkxsA japd lks; x; Mj ykxsAA 

 --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------A 

 tkxh dq¡ofj vius ?kj vkbZA vius xkSus dq¡oj dUgkbZAA
259
 

 Contrary to this Guru Granth Sahib does not have any 

description of this type. It refutes and rejects this view by declaring 

that uncontrolled passions are gateway to sorrow and disease. And 

                                                 
257  Theodra Foster Carroll, Women, Religion and Development in the Third World, New York, 

1983, p. 33. 

258  Krishandev Jhari, Ashtachhap Aur Nanddas, pp. 103-104. 

259  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, pp. 124-25. 
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the end product of servility to senses is invariably sickness and 

trouble : 

  o; G'rD gks;kjhnk d[y ;[y ;zxkok]260 

 Noticing these differences, one must agree with J.S. Grewal that 

Guru Nanak created a larger space for woman, perhaps in the whole 

range of Indian literature springing from devotional theism.261 

 Spiritual philosophy of both ideologies about woman is equally 

relevant in social sphere which will be discussed in the next chapter. 

                                                 
260  Guru Granth Sahib, Maru Mahala 1, p. 1008. 

261  J.S. Grewal, "A Gender Perspective on Guru Nanak", ed., Kiran Pawar, Women in Indian 

History, p. 157. 
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Chapter – 4 

DEPICTION OF WOMAN : THE  
SOCIAL CONTEXT 

 Woman in the medieval Indian society was regarded as inferior 

to man; her position, at any rate, was subordinate to his. The practice 

of polygamy, child marriage and Sati was prevalent at that time.1 

Women were secluded for fear of dishonour. Their spiritual, 

intellectual and physical development was obstructed and social 

status curtailed. 2  The social laws and customs which came to be 

evolved in the changed set-up, stamped women with the stigma of 

mental deficiency and created in them a profound sense of inferiority 

complex. 3  Thus due to the growing sense of insecurity and social 

upheavals which followed the Muslim expeditions and loot, plunder 

and massacre, the Hindu women in Northern India lost their high 

social status.4           

 Turning from spiritual to the social context, one finds the 

depiction of woman as girl, wife, widow and mother in both ideologies. 

Ashtachhap writers have provided a vivid picture of woman in her 

social milieu. They authenticate the presence of child marriage, dowry, 

Purdah, Sati and miserable condition of a widow in the society during 

                                                 
1  J.S. Grewal, “A Gender Perspective on Guru Nanak ” ed., Kran Pawar, Women in Indian 

History, p. 141. 

2  B.N. Luniya, Life and Culture In Medieval India,quoted in  Harbans Kaur Sagoo's, Guru 

Nanak and the Indian Society, Deep and Deep Publications, New Delhi, 1992, p. 131.    

3  K.M. Ashraf, Life and Conditions of People of Hindustan, Munshiram Manoharlal, New 

Delhi, 1970, p. 167. 

4  Harbans Kaur Sagoo, “Position of Women in Indian Society as Reflected in Guru Nanak's 

Hymns”, p. 25. 
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the period under study. But they neither opposed these social vices 

nor raised a voice against them. Thus, it may be argued that regarding 

social condition of woman, Ashtachhap writers merely echoed the 

traditional views and could not protest against social inequalities 

towards woman due to the social pressure of their society. 

 On the other side, in Guru Granth Sahib these social evils are 

strongly opposed for the upliftment of woman. The composers of Guru 

Granth Sahib have taken revolutionary steps to eradicate these social 

vices. Guru Nanak is the first to have championed the cause of 

womanhood in the Indian society. He has, particularly pointed to the 

orgy of dishonouring of womenfolk by Babar's soldiers near Saidpur, 

later on called Eminabad.5 He wrote in Raga Asa that the beautiful 

women whose foreheads were beautifully arranged with hair plaits 

and painted with the sacred vermillion mark, had their tresses clipped 

with the sword of Babar and dust was thrown on their shaven heads 

and dishonoured necks : 

  fiB f;fo ;'jfB gNhnk wKrh gkfJ ;zX{o[] 

  ;/ f;o eksh w[zBhnfB rb ftfu nkt? X{fV]6 

 This portrayal of suffering is universal and it includes the 

plightful condition of all women whether belonging to Hindu, Muslim, 

Bhatti and Thakur denomination :  

                                                 
5  Jasdeep Kaur, "The Role and Position of Woman in Sikh Religion", Studies in Sikhism and 

Comparative Religion, Vol. XII, Guru Nanak Foundation, New Delhi, 1993, p. 39. 

6  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Mahala 1, p. 417. 
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  fJe fjzdtkDh nto s[oekDh GfNnkDh me[okDh]7 

 Women's state of suffering is defined in three ways : suffering 

due to dishonour; suffering by physical death and suffering due to 

emotional stress : 

  fJeBk g/oD f;o y[o gkN/ fJeBk tk;[ w;kDh] 

  fiB e/ pze/ xoh B nkfJnk fsB feT[ o?fD ftjkDh]8 

 Seeing such a pitiable condition, Guru Nanak felt need to give 

woman a proper place in the society. Thereafter the status of woman 

in the society remained his deep concern. In this connection Upinder 

Jit Kaur rightly remarks : 

“Guru Nanak, the founder of Sikh faith, raised his voice 

for justice to women and provided the Scriptural basis for 

equality which was not to be found in the Scriptures of 

other Indian born religions. It is noted that he pleaded, 

the cause of women and strove for their liberation in the 

Fifteenth century, whereas the women's emancipation 

movement in Europe started much later, in the 

Eighteenth and the Nineteenth century.” 9 

 During medieval period the birth of a male child was welcomed 

and that of a daughter was looked down upon as misfortune. Both the 

Hindus and the Muslims accorded a preferential treatment to the male 

members of the society. A female member was considered to be 

inferior in all respects-a son was always preferred to a daughter. An 

                                                 
7  Ibid., p. 418. 

8  Ibid. 

9  Upinder Jit Kaur, Sikh Religion and Economic Development, p. 308. 
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earnest desire for a male offspring was quite intense even among the 

Mughal Emperors as Babar was anxious to have a male child. 

Gulbadan Begum refers to this in her work Humayun-Nama.10 Mughal 

Emperor Akbar has resolved that if Almighty God should bestow a son 

on him, he would go on foot from Agra to Muin-ud-din Chishti's 

mausoleum, a distance of about 140 kos.11 While noticing this kind of 

preferential longing for a boy in contemporary society Guru Granth 

Sahib refers to the pleasure on the birth of a male child where it is 

said that the strained relationship between husband and wife can 

become better with the birth of a son : 

  r'oh ;/sh s[N? Gsko[] 

  g[sh rzY[ gt? ;z;kfo]12 

 Noticing preference given to boy and a special treatment to him 

in the society, Guru Granth Sahib authenticates that people at that 

time considered a son to be the binding link between the parents:- 

  wkfJ pkg e' p/Nk Bhek ;;[o? us[o[ itkJh]13 

 Here it must be kept in mind that these references of Guru 

Granth Sahib only occur to authenticate the preference given to boy in 

the contemporary society not to support this view. 

 Ashtachhap writers also mentioned about the joy and pleasure 

at the birth of a male child : 

  vkt xksdqy esa ctr c/kkbZA 

                                                 
10  Gulbadan Begum, Humayun-Nama, tr., A.S. Beveridge, Delhi, 1972, p. 9. 

11  Jahangir, Tuzuk-i-Jahangir, Vol. 1, tr., H. Beveridge, Delhi, 1978, pp. 1-2. 

12  Guru Granth Sahib, Majh Mahala 1, p. 143. 

13  Ibid., Sorath Mahala 1, p. 596. 
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  uan egj ds iq= Hk;ks gS vkuUn eaxy xkbZAA
14
 

 Ashtachhap writers referred to a special tradition among Braj 

people where they celebrated the birth of a boy by sprinkling a 

mixture of milk and turmeric and dancing at the same time:  

  iwr tk;kS jkuh tlksnk] nsr gSa eqfnr vlhl jhAA 

  vk¡xu dhap eph nf/k gjnh] ukapr vius Vksy jhA
15
 

 In Ashtachhap writings, there is also mention of celebration on 

the birth of a girl. Dr. Hargulal has informed that in the contemporary 

society the birth of a girl was equally a source of happiness like boy.16 

People were also in habit of going to congratulate the parents of a girl 

after her birth : 

  dqaojh tue frgkjs lqfudsa gkSa mfB/kk;ksa osxA
17
 

 On the birth of Radha, who in general represents a female child, 

there was great pleasure in her house. Dhadhi and Dhadhian had 

come to sing songs of joy and Radha's mother gave them 'Dan' 

  dqaojh ijxVh xku xkor <kM+h <kfM+u vk,A 

  dhjfrtw dh dhjfr lqfu ge cgq tkpd ifgjk,AA
18
 

 Those mothers who gave birth to capable daughters were 

praised by the society at that time : 

 rkdSa bd deuh; lqdU;kA ftfg vl tuh tufu lks /kU;kAA
19
 

                                                 
14  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 3, p. 2. 

15  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 838, p. 327. 

16  Dr. Hargulal, Madhya Yugeen Krishan Kavya Mein Samajik Jeevan Ki Abhivayakti, Bharti 

Sahitya Mandir, Delhi, 1967, p. 202. 

17  Chaturbhujdas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 10, p. 51. 

18  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 161, p. 53. 

19  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 105. 
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 Nanddas mentioned that those mothers who gave birth to 

capable girls were praised by people during the period under study.  

 Hkkx cMs dhjfr jkuh ds ,slh dU;k tkbZAA
20
 

 But in general the birth of female child was considered 

inauspicious so the deplorable custom of female infanticide was 

practised in most parts of Northern India during Mughal period. It was 

chiefly practised among Rajputs. It was also practised among the 

upper classes of both the Hindus and Muslims.21 Different methods 

were adopted to put an end to the life of an infant girl. Warish Shah, a 

medieval Qissakar, describes stifling, poisoning and drowning as some 

of the methods of infanticide.22 

 Guru Granth Sahib strongly opposed this evil. According to 

Guru Granth Sahib it is sinful to slaughter a Brahman or a cow or a 

daughter as it has curse for millions of evils : 

  pqjwD e?bh xks[ eztek nDukoh ek XkB[] 

  fcNe fcNek e'V[ pdhnk ;dk ;dk nfGwkB[]23 

 In this regard the observations of Prabhjot Kaur are worth 

mentioning, “Sikh Gurus stood for a healthy balanced society with 

equal rights for all members, girls as well as boys; a society where 

every human could live a life of dignity, free from all kinds of fear; 

                                                 
20  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 896, p. 355. 

21  Bhagat Singh, "Condition of Women in the Early Nineteenth Century", p. 357. 

22  S.K. Bajaj, "Status of Women in the Pre-Modern Punjab", Proceedings of Punjab History 

Conference, 18th Session, 1983, p. 138. 

23  Guru Granth Sahib, Shloka Mahala 3, p. 1413. 
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where no one was denied as basic right as to be born. Something 

needed to be done to put the unhealthy trends in the reverse gear”.24   

 It is surprising to see that in Ashtachhap writings there are not 

any mention of this evil. 

 There is also reference to the kind of life which an unmarried 

girl is expected to lead in her parental house. In both ideologies word 

Iani Bali 25  is used for girl child. After the age of twelve some 

restrictions were put upon girls. They were not allowed to move out of 

their houses. They were advised by their parents to stay at home 

under their protection : 

  ckj ckj tuuh leq>kofrA 

  dkgs dkSa tg¡&rg¡ Mksyfr] gedkSa vfrfga ytkofrAA
26

 

 Girls had less freedom as compared to boys at that time. 

Chaturbhujdas' Gopis were saying to Krishna that nobody asked him 

if he went late to home but if they were late their mothers became 

angry with them:-   

  rsjkS dksÅ dgkS djsxkS! gesa ?kj [khtsxh ekbZAA
27
 

 Radha's mother was advising her that as she was now grown-

up, so she should not wander here and there : 

 vc jk/kk rw HkbZ l;kuhA 

                                                 
24  Prabhjot Kaur, Women Liberation: The Sikh Vision, p. 92. 

25  Ibid.,Tilang Mahala 1, p. 722, also see Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 160, p. 59, 

Kumbhandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 122, p. 100. 

26  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2250, Vol. 1, p. 649. 

27  Chaturbhujdas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 30, p. 44. 
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 esjh lh[k ekfu fgjn; /kfj] tg¡ rg¡ Mksyfr cqf) v;kuhAA
28
 

 The relation between the father and the daughter is of great 

affection as Guru Granth Sahib records : 

  pkb ezfBnk e" pkg fgnkok GkJh e" nfs GkJh]29
 

 If a girl was abused by her mother, she would complained 

against her mother to her father : 

  Hkyh ckr ckck vkou nSA 

  dkUg yxkb nsfr eksfga xkjh] ,sls cM+s Hk, dc rSa oSAA
30
 

 It is also mentioned in Braj literature that unmarried girls pray 

to God and subject themselves to some severe practices in order to get 

good husbands : 

  czt&cfurk jfc dkSa dj tksjSaA 

  ---------------------------------------------A 

  xkSjh&ifr iwtfra] ri lk/kfra] djr jfgra fur useA 

  -----------------------------------------------------------------------------AA 

  gedkSa nsgq d`"u ifr bZ'oj vkSj ugha eu vkuA
31
 

   or 

  iwjo iqU; dkSu ozr dhUgkS\ cj ik;kS tq xksikyAA
32
 

 On the other side, Guru Granth Sahib emphasized only on the 

service of the Guru for achieving good husband : 

                                                 
28  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2334, Vol. 1, p. 667. 

29  Guru Granth Sahib, Sorath Mahala 1, p. 596. 

30  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2335, Vol. 1, p. 667. 

31  Ibid., Pad 10/1400, Vol. 1, p. 422. 

32  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 57, p. 21. 
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  i/ b'Vfj to[ ekwDh ;fsr[o[ ;/tfj s/fj]33 

 Child marriage had become a common feature of the social life 

at that time. The girls were married at an early age. Surdas saying 

that a girl of twelve was considered to be of marriageable age, bears a 

testimony to this : 

  lwj eq[k iV nsfr dkgSa u] cj"k )knl HkkfjAA
34
 

 Kumbhandas in his work writes about the engagement of Radha 

and Krishna immediately after the birth of Radha. 35  From this it 

becomes clear that there was child marriage in the contemporary 

society.36 

 In Guru Granth Sahib there is also a reference to the child 

marriage. Word Iani Bali and Ianariey37 are used for a child bride. 

Guru Granth Sahib does not favour the idea of child marriage but it 

only explained the tradition of early marriage in the contemporary 

society. Further it seems to show sympathy for such girls who are 

married long before they could understand the meaning, rights and 

duties of a married woman: 

  fJnkDh pkbh fenk eo/ ik XB ezs B Gkt?]38 

 Emperor Akbar seems to have disliked child marriage and he 

tried to check this practice as for as possible. Abul Fazl writes: 

                                                 
33  Guru Granth Sahib, Ramkali Mahala 1, p. 935. 

34  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2333, Vol. 1, p. 667. 

35  Kumbhandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 10, p. 35 

36  Dr. Hargulal, Ashtachhap Ke Kavi Kumbhandas, p. 35. 

37  Guru Granth Sahib, Tilang Mahala 1, p. 722. 

38  Ibid. 
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He abhors marriages which take place between man and 

woman before the age of puberty. They bring forth no fruit 

and His majesty thinks them even hurtful; for afterwards, 

when such a couple ripens into manhood, they dislike 

have connection and their home is desolate.39 

 Akbar fixed the age of marriage for boys and girls. Girls were not 

to marry before the age of fourteen. It is also obvious from Ain-i-

Akbari, “Boys were not to marry before the age of sixteen, nor girls 

before fourteen, because the offspring of early marriage is weakly”.40 

 Some parents married their daughters only at the adult age. 

Guru Granth Sahib authenticates the presence of adult marriage. 

There are references of adult girls in Guru Granth Sahib who were still 

unmarried : 

  Go i'pfB w? ws g/JhnV? xfo gkj[Dh pfb okw ihT[]41 

 It seems that there were no intercaste marriages in the society. 

From the references available in Ashtachhap writings it appears that 

the marriage generally took place between boys and girls of the same 

caste : 

  vc xksdqy dkS tSckS Nk¡M+kS] vitl gw u v?kkfrA 

  rw c`"kHkkuq cM+s dks csVh] mudSa tkfr u ik¡frAA
42
 

                                                 
39  Abul Fazl, Ain-i-Akbari, Vol. 1, tr., Blochmann, Munshiram Manoharlal, New Delhi, rpt. 

1977, p. 287. 

40   Ibid., p. 204. 

41  Guru Granth Sahib, Suhi Mahala 1, p. 763. 

42  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/1708, Vol. I, p. 666. 
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 Even in Bani of Guru Granth Sahib there is not any reference to 

the inter-caste marriage.43  

Abul Fazl also supports this view. He says : 

“In the present Kali Yuga no one chooses a wife out of his 

own caste, nay, each of these four being subdivided into 

various branches, each subdivision asks in marriage only 

the daughters of their own equals.” 44 

 Marriage of a daughter was a thing of great consideration by the 

parents. They were mainly worried to find out a suitable match for 

their daughters. In Nanddas' work 'Shyam Sagai' when Yashoda came 

with the offer of Radha and Krishna's marriage, Kirti (Radha's mother) 

did not become agree immediately but answered after some thought : 

  jkuh mÙkj n;kS] lq gkSa ufga djkSa lxkbZA 

  lw/kh jk/ks dq¡ofj] L;ke gS vfr pjckbZAA
45
 

 Guru Granth Sahib considered marriage a spiritual nuptial 

rather than only a physical relation. It is stated that they are not said 

to be husband and wife whose bodies merely come together, rather 

they alone are called husband and wife, who have one soul in two 

bodies : 

  XB fgo[ J/fj B nkyhnfB pjfB fJem/ j'fJ] 

  J/e i'fs d[fJ w{osh XB fgo[ ejhn? ;'fJ]46 

                                                 
43  Harbans Kaur Sagoo, Guru Nanak and the Indian Society, p. 135. 

44  Abul Fazl, Ain-i-Akbari, Vol. III, tr., H.S. Jarrett and revised by J.N. Sarkar, Delhi, rpt., 1978, 

p. 339. 

45  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 170. 

46  Guru Granth Sahib, Suhi Mahala 3, p. 788. 
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 It is a spiritual bond of souls as God Itself unites wife and 

husband : 

  XB fgo w/b[ GfJnk gqfG nkfg fwbkfJnk okw]47  

 Married life, Grihasta, is celebrated in Guru Granth Sahib to 

restore to woman her due place and status equal to a man in life. 

Celibacy which by implication negates this equality is denied. It is said 

that a person can attain liberation even living with progeny and wife : 

  ;fsr[o eh n?;h tfvnkJh] 

  g[sq ebsq ftu/ rfs gkJh]48 

 One can achieve salvation even by living a joyful life   

comprising of playfulness, enjoyment, of dressing and eating :- 

  BkBe ;fsr[fo G/fNn? g{oh j't? i[rfs] 

  j;zfdnk y/bzfdnk g?Bzfdnk yktzfdnk ftu/ j't? w[efs]49 

 Husband and wife are complementary to each other, so a man 

should not leave woman who is his other half : 

  ;[zBfs ehJ/ s[oe[ i/ j'fJrk nT[os ek fenk eohn?] 

  noX ;ohoh Bkfo B S'v? sk s/ fjzd{ jh ojhn?]50 

 Ashtachhap writers also realized the importance of married life 

(Grihasta) and woman in family life. They go to an extent of saying 

that, without woman in home husband and children can not survive. 

So, she is an essential part of home: 

                                                 
47  Ibid., Asa Mahala 3, p. 439. 

48  Ibid., Dhansari Mahala 1, p. 661. 

49  Ibid., Gujari Mahala 1, p. 522. 

50  Ibid., Asa Kabir Ji, p. 477. 



 175 

  ?kj eSa tqorh /keZfg QcSA 

  rk fcuq lqr ifr nq%f[kr lcSA
51
 

 Here it must be kept in mind that among them Surdas, 

Parmanaddas, Nanddas, Krishandas and Govindswami did not follow 

the path of Grihasta.52 They remained unmarried for whole life. 

 Ashtachhap writings witnessed the presence of dowry in 

contemporary society. Surdas informed about the practice of offering 

of dowry by the parents of daughter at the time of her marriage : 

  vkSj cgqr nk;t nhUgs mu] dfj fookg C;kSgkjA
53
 

 Nanddas in his work 'Bhasha Dasham Sakand' informed that on 

the marriage of Devaki and Vasudev (parents of Krishna), father of 

Devaki offered a handsome of dowry: 

  Hk;kS fcckg ije jax HkhukSaA 

  nsod cgqr nkbtkS nhukSaAA
54
 

 The marriage of a girl sometimes became a serious affair due to 

rigorous observance to this system. Even the suitability was 

sometimes disregarded by the parents at the cost of a heavy dowry. 

The nature of dowry varied according to the economic standard and 

the social status of the families concerned.55 Sometimes for the sake 

of dowry a young man would marry older woman than himself. In 

Guru Granth Sahib dowry was condemned as mere show of one's ego 

                                                 
51  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/1798, Vol. I, p. 527. 

52  Deen Dayalu Gupta, Ashtachhap Aur Vallabh Sampradaya, Vol. II, p. 542. 

53  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/4808, Vol. II, p. 542. 

54  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 193. 

55  K.P. Sahu, Some Aspects of North Indian Social Life (1000-1526 A.D.), Manohar Publications, 

Calcutta, 1973, p. 195. 



 176 

and riches. It is stated that material dowry is false, egoist and a vain 

show, whereas the real dowry is the blessing of Lord's Name: 

  jfo jfo Grsh eki[ ;[j/bk r[fo ;fsr[fo dkB[ fdtkfJnk] 

  yzfv toGzfv jfo ;'Gk j'Jh fJj[ dkB[ B ob? obkfJnk] 

  j'fo wBw[y dki[ fi ofy fdykbfj ;[ e{V[ njzeko[ eu[ gki']56 

 Further it is stated that real dowry was not the material 

possessions but the inculcation of virtues, which was the permanent 

asset of a human being :  

  jfo gqG[ w/o/ pkp[bk jfo d/tj[ dkB[ w? dki'] 

  jfo egV' jfo ;'Gk d/tj[ fis[ ;to? w/ok eki']57 

 After marriage, the girl lived in the joint family of her husband, 

where mother-in-law exercised control over her and her commands 

were to be carried out. If the bride failed to come up to her 

expectations, her life became miserable : 

  ;k;[ p[oh xfo tk;[ B d/t? fgo f;T[ fwbD B d/fJ p[oh]58 

 She had to live under the strict supervision of mother-in-law : 

  |kSl c<+;kS ?kj lkl fjlS gS py u ldr ,d pkyAA
59
 

 Apart from mother-in-law other members of family i.e. father-in-

law and brother-in-law, sometimes also exercised control over her: 

  ;;[ ftokfJfD BkBe ihT[ ;;[ok tkdh i/m' gT[ gT[ b{j?]60 

                                                 
56  Guru Granth Sahib, Sri Raga Mahala 4, pp. 78-79. 

57  Ibid. 

58  Ibid., Asa Mahala 1, p. 355. 

59  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 727, p. 253. 

60  Guru Granth Sahib, Ramkali Mahala 5, p. 963. 
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 Ashtachhap writers also approved the existence of strained 

relations between wife, mother-in-law and sister-in-law : 

  lklq uun ?kj rzkl fn[kkoSA
61
 

  or 

  tkus lkl uun cSfju lc] cu esa vktq us HkVdkSAA
62
 

 Infact she has to please each and every member of her 

husband's family by rendering every possible domestic service: 

  lcls jgs v/khu Vgy og lcdh djrhA 

  lkl&llqj vkSj Hklqj&uun nsoj ls MjrhAA 

  lcdk iks"ku djS lcu dh lst fcNkosA
63
 

 To make her free from these inequalities, Sikh Scripture 

honoured the womenfolk as the symbol of domestic harmony and 

happiness, social cohesion and unity. She is considered the noblest in 

all the family. She is the counselor of her husband's younger and 

elder brother. Blessed is the house, where in-she has appeared: 

  fJS g{o/ ezs ;[nkwh] 

  ;rb ;zs'yh d/o i/mkBh] 

  ;G gotko? wkfj ;o;/N] 

  wsh d/th d/to i/;N] 

  XzB[ ;[ frqj[ fis[ gqrNh nkfJ]64 

                                                 
61  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2538, Vol. II, p. 37, also see Pad 10/3501, Vol. II, p. 243. 

62  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 374, p. 127. 

63  Ibid., cited by Suman Sharma, Madhya Kaleen Bhakti Adholan Ka Samajik Vivchan, p. 215. 

64  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Mahala 5, p. 371. 



 178 

 Sometimes, such an able wife became successful to overcome 

the control of her husband's family then she did not care of mother-

in-law and sister-in-law: 

 lklq uun gkjh nS xkjhA lqufr ugha dksm dgfr dgk jhAA
65
 

 rth lh[k lc lkl llqj dh ykt tusÅ tkjsAA
66
 

 Guru Granth Sahib also states that when wife moved away from 

the dominating influence of her mother-in-law then she had large 

power in the management of the household:  

  ;k;[ fdtkBh pktoh f;o s/ ;ze Nbh]67 

 At that stage a wife had no fear of brother-in-laws and not even 

of mother-in-law : 

  d/to i/m w[J/ d[fy ;;{ ek vo[ fe;[]68 

 Husband also exercised a good deal of control over wife. 

Sometimes she had to bear the anger of her husband :  

  ijekuan R;ksa gB eaM;ks T;ksa ?kj [kle xqlS;kAA
69
 

 She had to remain under her husband's supervision. 

Chaturbhujdas seems to support this view by concluding that it was 

unsafe to allow her to remain out of house after night fall : 

  prqHkqZt izHkqfxfj/kju vokjh ou D;ksa jgS vdsyh vcykAA
70
 

                                                 
65  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2834, Vol. II, p. 94. 

66  Ibid., 10/4184, Vol. II, p. 385. 

67  Guru Granth Sahib, Ramkali Mahala 1, p. 931. 

68  Ibid., Sorath Mahala 1, p. 642. 

69  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 702, p. 244. 

70  Chaturbhujdas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 14, p. 59. 
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 Other Ashtachhap writers especially Nanddas and Kumbhandas 

had used word 'Abla' (weak) for the wife : 

  rqe vcyk vKku gekjs pfjr u tkuksAA
71
 

   or 

  vcyk cqf/k lqfu Mfj xbZ cyh MjSa tx ekfgaAA
72
 

 Wife had to take the permission of husband for going outside. 

This is made clear when Krishna questioned Gopi's about their coming 

out of homes when their husband’s were still back there. 

  rqe dqy&c/kw Hkougha uhdh] jSfu dgk¡ lc vkbZA 

  viuSa viuSa ?kj ifr&tu lkS] dSlsa fudlu ikbZAA
73
 

 Guru Granth Sahib negates the traditional view that wife should 

live in the custody of husband. Its a remarkable step as no one 

condemn this view from Manu's time. Husband and wife both are 

according to Guru Granth Sahib, complementary to each other. So, 

husband should not exercise control over wife. Guru Granth Sahib 

believes that male and female both are created by Almighty God, so, 

there is no difference between them: 

  Bkoh g[oy[ g[oy[ ;G Bkoh ;G[ J/e' g[oy[ w[oko/]74 

  g[oy wfj Bkfo Bkfo wfj g[oyk p{Mj[ pqjw frnkBh]75 

 Surdas also expressed the similar view : 

  ijd`r ,d uke gS nksÅ] fd/kkSa iw#"k fd/kkSa ukfjAA
76
 

                                                 
71  Kumbhandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 26, p. 62. 

72  Nanddas, Nanddas Grathawali, p. 158. 

73  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/1799, Vol. I, p. 533. 

74  Guru Granth Sahib, Nat Mahala 4, p. 983. 

75  Ibid., Ramkali Mahala 1, p. 879. 

76  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/3389, Vol. II, p. 203. 
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 Married women were advised to cover their head. Muslim women 

observed the Purdah with greater rigidity than the Hindu women. 

Purdah is a Persian word which literally means 'a curtain'. This 

Purdah was something to screen off the women from the view of the 

males.77 Referring to the Purdah among Muslims, De Laet says "the 

Mohammadan women do not came out into public unless they are 

poor or immodest; they veil their heads and draw the hair forward in a 

knot from the back."78  

 All the Ashtachhap writers throw light on the practice of Purdah 

in the contemporary society. A milder and less elaborate from of 

Purdah, commonly known as Ghoonghat appears to have been 

observed by Hindu women : 

  nS ?kwa?kV&iV vksV cckdh Vs<h ckag /kjkoSAA
79
 

 Further it is stated that after seeing Lord Krishna gopi has cast 

off veil:- 

  ?kwa?kV esa u lekr] u;u njlu&enekrsA
80
 

 At some places these writers seem to support this custom. This 

becomes clear from the following couplet of Parmananddas: 

  eS;k eksfg ,slh nwyfgu HkkoSA 

  ------------------------------------------AA 

  ------------------------------------------A 

                                                 
77  Dr. Bhagat Singh, "Social Milieu of Guru Amar Das", The Punjab past and Present, Vol. 13, 

October 1979, p. 453. 

78  De Laet, Description of India and Fragment of Indian History, p. 81. 

79  Chaturbujdas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 7, p. 36. 

80  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 61, p. 23. 
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  dj vapy iV vksV ckck dksa BkM+h C;kj nqjkcSAA
81
 

 This custom does not permit woman to mix freely with other 

members of family. Guru Granth Sahib openly condemned Purdah. It 

is compared to suppression and emphasis is given to cast it off: 

  bki wozsh wfo rJh x{xN[ y'fb ubh]82 

 In Guru Granth Sahib Purdah word occurred. It is stated that in 

the end false Purdah will not help : 

  fusq r[gs[ ip b/yk wkrfj sp eT[D gVQdk s/ok Yke?]83 

 Ashtachhap writers specifically Surdas, to some extent also 

condemned this custom and supported the view to cast off veil: 

 ukp dN;kS rc ?kw¡?kV Nksj;kSA 

 yksd&ykt lc QVfd iNksj;kSAA
84
 

  or 

 ?kw¡?kV vksV rth lfjrk T;kSa] L;ke fla/kq dSa lUeq[k vk,AA
85
 

 Further Guru Granth Sahib declared that there is no merit of 

wearing Ghoonghat or Purdah. False pride has been attached to the 

Purdah by the people : 

  x{zxN[ ekY/ eh fJj? pvkJh] 

  fdB d; gKu pj{ Gb/ nkJh]86 

                                                 
81  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 312, p. 104. 

82  Guru Granth Sahib, Ramkali Mahala 1, p. 931. 

83  Ibid., Sorath Mahala 5, p. 616. 

84  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2279, Vol. I, p. 655. 

85  Ibid., Pad 10/3008, Vol. II, p. 128. 

86  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Kabir, p. 484. 
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 The Purdah which is worn only for public show is in vain. Real 

Purdah means to fix your mind on one Lord. Body may wander from 

place to place : 

  xz{xN[ s/o' sT[ gfo ;ku?] 

  jfo r[B rkfJ e{dfj no[ Bku?]87 

 Guru Amardas expressed his strong disapproval of the Purdah 

when he exhorted the Rani of Haripur against it when she came to the 

Sangat with a veil on. Mahima Prakash relates a story that not caring 

of the Guru's proclamation against Purdah, the queen of ruler of 

Haripur visited him in Purdah. Spontaneously the words fell from the 

Guru's mouth; why has this mad woman came here? And actually 

when the woman went out, she became mad.88 This shows Guru's 

strong dislike for the Purdah system.89 

 Here it should be noted that the vast masses of women did not 

wear any veil of a specific kind. There are references of such women in 

Guru Granth Sahib where a woman, carrying a pitcher full of water is 

depicted without any veil.90 Similarly we get numerous instances of 

such women in Braj literature who went out of their houses.91 

 During medieval Period, the practice of polygamy was prevalent 

in the society. Abul Fazl informs us that Akbar had seraglio of 5000 

                                                 
87  Ibid. 

88  Sarup Das Bhalla, Mahima Prakash, cited in G.S. Chhabra, Advanced History of the Punjab, 

Vol. I, New Academic Publishing Company, Jalandhar, 1960, p. 141. 

89  Bhagat Singh, "Social Milieu of Guru Amar Das", p. 453. 

90  See, Guru Granth Sahib, p. 325, 333, 347, 393 and 1331. 

91  See, Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 672, p. 74. 
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women supervised by a separate female staff.92 A large harem was a 

privilege of aristocracy, the prerogative of chieftains and fashion of the 

age.93 It was common among the Hindus and Muslims. Ashtachhap 

writers authenticate the presence of practice of polygamy in society. 

One can see the mention of word 'Sot' in their writings : 

  ;g dfg eq[k] eu lkspbZ] HkbZ lkSr gekjhAA
94
 

  or 

  lwjt&izHkq dh cM+h lqgkfxfu] mith lkSfr ctkbAA
95
 

 They informed that in a home where there were two wives, there 

was always dispute: 

  tkdSa x`g )S ukfj gSa rkfg dyg fur gksbA
96
  

 Guru Granth Sahib also informed about the presence of this 

custom in society at that time. In Sikh Scripture word 'Sokan' is used 

for other woman apart from wife: 

  whmh nkfrnk fgo eh bkrh] 

  ;T[efB xo eh ezfs fsnkrh]97 

 It is mentioned that with the coming of the second wife, the 

importance of the earlier one was lessened in the family. Many a times 

old wife was given in marriage to other person: 

                                                 
92  Kirpal Singh, Sri Guru Granth Sahib : Historical-Socio Economic Perspective, Publication 

Bureau, Punjabi University, Patiala, 2012, p. 79. 

93  Ibid. 

94  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2819, Vol. II, p. 91. 

95  Ibid., Pad 10/1851, Vol. I, p. 551. 

96  Ibid., Pad 10/4828, Vol. II, p. 551. 

97  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Mahala 5, p. 394. 
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  ej[ epho ip bj[oh nkJh pvh ek ;[jkr[ NfoT[] 

  bj[oh ;zfr GJh np w/o? i/mh nT[o[ XfoT[]98 

 Guru Granth Sahib not only authenticates the presence of this 

custom but also condemned it. It is stated that if a man has physical 

relation with a large number of women, he has to born again and 

again. He can not get rid off from transmigration : 

  i/ by fJ;sohnk G'r eofj Bt yzv oki[ ewkfj] 

  fpB[ ;sr[o ;[y[ B gktJh fcfo fcfo i'Bh gkfj]99 

 Bhai Gurdas states that a man should marry only one woman 

in his whole life.100 

 Nanddas also emphasized to maintain relation only with one's 

wife : 

  fur gh fr; ds jl cl jgSA 

  vcj lqanjh liu u pgSA
101 

 Both ideologies throw light on the existence of adultery in 

society during medieval period. There were women who had relation 

with other men apart from their husbands : 

  fgo[ S'fvnk xfo nkgDk go g[oy? Bkb fgnko[]102 

 Ashtachhap writers also mentioned about those women who had 

relation with other men : 

                                                 
98  Ibid., Asa Kabir, p. 483. 

99  Ibid., Sri Raga Mahala 3, p. 26. 

100  Tripat Kaur, Adi Granth Vich Istari Da Sankalap, p. 161. 

101  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 141. 

102  Guru Granth Sahib, Sri Raga Mahal 3, p. 89. 
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  tSlSa ukfj HktS ij iq#"kfga] rkdSa jax <jhA
103
 

  or 

  bfg Ny Nrfu fNikoS tksbZA ijfd; lqjrxksiuk lksbZAA
104
 

 Surdas says that if a woman has relation with another man she 

can not get salvation : 

  rft HkrkZ jfg tkjfga yhuA ,slh ukfj u gksb dqyhuAA
105
 

 Men had also relation with other women part from their wives : 

  /ku tkscu en ,saMkS&,saM+kS] rkdr ukfj ijkbZA
106
 

  Guru Granth Sahib condemns those men who indulge in 

adultery and have relation with other women: 

  ekwtzs ekwh pj[ Bkoh go frqj i'j B u{e/] 

  fdB gqfs eo? eo? gS[skg? ;'r b'G wfj ;{e?]107 

 The man who has the habit to watch on other's wife will be 

punished at the time of his death: 

  b? ckj/ oksh s[ofj gqG[ ikD? gqkDh] 

  sefj Bkfo gokJhnk b[fe nzdfo mkDh]108 

 Derogatory words like 'sinner' and 'blind' have been used for the 

man who has relation with other woman instead of his wife: 

  xo eh Bkfo fsnkr? nzXk] 

  go Bkoh f;T[ xkb? XzXk] 

                                                 
103  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2933, Vol. II, p. 114. 

104  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 130. 

105  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/1798, Vol. I, p. 527. 

106  Ibid., Pad 1/328, Vol. 1, p. 90. 

107  Guru Granth Sahib, Dhansari Mahala 5, p. 672. 

108  Ibid., Gauri Mahala 5, p. 315. 



 186 

  gkgh ek xo[ nrB/ wkfj] 

  ibs oj? fwNt? ep Bkfj]109 

 Both ideologies emphasized on the sanctity of married 

relationship by declaring that anyone from husband and wife who has 

relation with other may suffer from physical diseases : 

  y;w[ ft;kfo ehJ/ o; G'r] 

  sK sfB T[fm yb'J/ o'r]110 

  r`"uk dfj fd;kS pkgS tksxA Hkksx u gksb] gksb ru jksxA
111
 

 Either of them who played false to the other was an object of the 

disgust of the society : 

  f/kd lks ukfj iq#"k tks R;kxs] f/kd~ lks ifr tks R;kxS tksbA
112
 

         On one side Ashtachhap writers demand fidelity both from 

husband and wife for the smooth running of relationship but on the 

other side they announced that a wife should not leave her husband if 

he has guilty of having relation with other woman : 

  fcj/k v# fcu Hkkxgw¡ dkS] ifrr tkS ifr gksbA 

  tÅ ewj[k gksb jksxh] rtS ukgh tksbA
113
 

 But Guru Granth Sahib suggests that fidelity is essential not 

only for a wife but for the husband too.114 

                                                 
109  Ibid., Bhairo Namdev Ji, pp. 1164-65. 

110  Ibid., Malar Mahala 1, p. 1256. 

111  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 4/406, Vol. 1, p. 122. 

112  Ibid., 10/1015, Vol. I, p. 485. 

113  Ibid., Pad 10/1614,Vol. I, p. 485. 

114  Guru Granth Sahib, Ramkali Mahala 1, p. 933. 



 187 

 A woman was considered to have become impure and 

untouchable for certain number of days after delivery. It was known 

as Sutak. The word Sutak has been derived from Parsut which means 

impure.115  The foreign travellers have noticed this strange custom. 

Manucci says, 

“When she is in child-bed, she has a little liberty and 

during her periods she has to retire to a separate room 

kept for this special purpose. There no one approaches 

her. Her food is left at a distance, no one approaches 

her."116 

 Alberuni also mentioned about this custom. According to him 

the days of impurity differed caste-wise, for the Brahman, these days 

were eight, for Kashatriya twelve, for Vaishya fifteen and for Sudra the 

days of impurity were thirty.117  

 This custom was also prevalent in Japan and China. Japanese 

literature dating back to the Kojiki mentions the segregation of women 

into parturition huts.118 Even up till the early Twentieth century, the 

Chinese regarded the sight of a pregnant woman as offensive and her 

visit to temples as most irreverent.119 Jews and Christians too believe 

in performing cleanliness rituals after childbirth. Christians draw on 

the imagery and symbolism of the purification of the Virgin. The 

                                                 
115  Prabhjot Kaur, Women Liberation : The Sikh Vision, p. 98. 

116  N. Manucci, Storia Do Mogor, p. 147. 
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Jewish Law book states the law of impurity and ceremonial 

purification of women after giving birth which is double the number of 

days in case of the birth of a female child, there by meaning, that the 

birth of a female child caused double the pollution.120    

 It is stated in Guru Granth Sahib that if one believes in the 

impurity of Sutak, then such impurity occurs everywhere. Inside the 

cow dung and wood are found worms. Not even one grain of corn is 

without life in it. Water itself is a living substance, imparting life to all 

vegetation. How may Sutak impurity be believed when even in the 

kitchen it is occurring? Impurity is not washed away by purificatory 

rituals, it is removed by true knowledge alone :  

  i/ efo ;{se[ wzBhn? ;G s? ;{se[ j'fJ] 

  r'j/ ns/ beVh nzdfo ehVk j'fJ] 

  i/s/ dkD/ nzB e/ ihnk pkM[ B e'fJ] 

  gfjbk gkDh ihT[ j? fis[ jfonk ;G[ e'fJ] 

  ;{se[ feT[ efo oyhn? ;{se[ gt? o;'fJ] 

  BkBe ;{se[ J/t Bk T[so? frnkB T[sko/ X'fJ]121 

 The impurity of Sutak is condemned as mere superstition. It is 

said if birth causes impurity, then it can be found in water and on 

earth where the creation is going on incessantly. Impurity is attached 

to birth and also to death. All mankind by the superstition of impurity 

is ruined : 

                                                 
120  Prabhjot Kaur, Women  Liberation: The Sikh Vision, p. 99. 

121  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Mahala 1, p. 472. 
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  ifb j? ;{se[ Efb j? ;{se[ ;{se Ugfs j'Jh] 

  iBw/ ;{se[ w{J/ c[fB ;{se[ ;{se goi fpr'Jh]122 

 Guru Granth Sahib do not approve of any superstition 

regarding who is polluted and who is not. For them, the only pollution 

is the impurity of mind which leads to the un-cleanliness of character 

that ultimately contaminates the whole society, leading to all the ills, 

the likes of which the Gurus had to work against throughout their 

lives, to make life worth living for the common people. Ashtachhap 

writers are silent about this custom. 

 Another superstition directed against women is the prevalence 

of taboos regarding menstruation, a natural biological phenomenon. 

In most of the cultural groups, a menstruating woman is considered 

unclean and inauspicious. Pliny in his Natural History says, “The 

menstruating woman spoils harvests, devastates garden, kills seeds, 

makes fruit fall and kills bees; if she touches wine, it urns into 

vinegar; milk sours…”123  

 Guru Granth Sahib strongly condemned this custom by 

declaring that impurity lies in the heart and mind of a person and not 

in the stained garment : 

  i/ os[ br? egV? ikwk j'fJ gbhs[] 

  i' os[ ghtfj wkD;k fsB feT[ fBowb[ uhs[]124 

                                                 
122  Ibid., Gauri Kabir, p. 331. 

123  Quoted in Prabhjot Kaur, Women Liberation : The Sikh Vision, p. 101. 

124  Guru Granth Sahib, Majh Mahala 1, p. 140. 
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 The condition of that woman was very miserable at that time 

that had lost her husband. She had to burn herself with the dead 

body of her husband. This practice was known as Sati. Foreign 

travellers specifically Ibn Battuta, Alberuni and Manucci have 

described this custom in detail. But it is very surprising that it is only 

Surdas among Ashtachhap writers who has thrown light on this 

custom. All other writers are silent about it. Surdas may be seemed to 

support this view by announcing that a woman who had become Sati, 

would get rid off from transmigration and never born again : 

  tSlSa lqHkV [ksr pf<+ /kkoSA tSlSa lrh cgqj ufga vkoSAA
125
 

 The act of burning was performed both with the dead body of 

the husband or without it. To burn along with dead body was one of 

the types of Sati called Sahmarna or Sahgaman. The second type of 

Sati was known Anumarna or Anugaman according to which on the 

receipt of information about the death of her husband in distant land, 

the wife would burn herself along with some symbols of her 

husband.126Abul Fazl divides Sati into a number of categories as : 

those who are forced to become Sati; those who burned themselves on 

account of their devotion; those who considered it necessary on 

account of family traditions and customs; and those who were dragged 

into fire against their will by the relatives.127 Storia Do Mogor informed 

                                                 
125  Surdas, Sursagar, pad 10/2834, Vol. II, p. 95, also see Pad 10/3800, Vol. II, p. 325. 

126  Bhagat Singh, "Social Milieu of Guru Amar Das", p. 454. 
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that a procession was formed to take the woman to the place of 

cremation. The Brahmans and other relatives joined the procession 

and showered their profuse greetings on the widow with regard to the 

glorious fortune that she attained.128  

 Guru Granth Sahib strongly condemned the custom of Sati. It 

stood for the right of the widows to live as human beings in their own 

right after the death of their husbands. Guru Amardas says that they 

are not to be called Satis or the truly faithful ones who burn 

themselves on the funeral pyre of their husbands. Those alone are 

true Satis who become lifeless with the very shock of separation from 

their husbands. Those are also known as Satis who spend life in noble 

conduct and look after their husbands well : 

  ;shnk J/fj B nkyhnfB i' wVhnk bfr ibzfB] 

  BkBe ;shnk ikDhnfB fi fpoj/ u'N wozfB] 

  Gh ;' ;shnk ikDhnfB ;hb ;zs'fy ojzfB] 

  ;/tfB ;kJh nkgDk fBs T[fm ;zwkfbB]129 

 C.H. Payne rightly says, "Guru Amar Das is chiefly remembered 

for his vigorous crusade against the practice of Sati."130 G.B. Scott 

acclaims Guru Amardas as 'first reformer who condemned the 

prevailing Hindi practice of Sati.'131  

                                                 
128  N. Manucci, Storia Do Mogor, Vol. III, p. 60. 

129  Guru Granth Sahib, Suhi Mahala 3, p. 787. 
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 Guru Granth Sahib throws light on the fact that all women did 

not become Sati willingly. They were compelled by their family and 

relatives to do so : 

  vrwr Skfv o/ wB pT[ok] 

  np sT[ io/ wo/ f;fX gkJhJ/ bhB' jkfE ;zXT[ok]132 

 In Guru Granth Sahib the word 'Sati' has been used in different 

connotations, it implies truthful, immortal, disciplined, virtuous, 

generous and pure etc. 

  fpB[ ;s ;sh j'fJ e?;/ Bkfo]133 

 Guru Arjan has also criticised this custom. He says that she 

who burn herself in the fire under the pressure of her mind does not 

attain union with her husband and wanders through many births. On 

the other side, a woman who obeys the will of God with contentment 

and good conduct, suffers no pain from the Yama : 

  ib? B gkJhn? okw ;B/jh] 

  feofs ;zi'fr ;sh T[fm j'Jh] 

  d/yk d/yh wB jfm ifb ikJhn?] 

  fgqn ;zr[ B gkt? pj[ i'fB GtkJhn?] 

  ;hb ;zifw fgqn nkfrnk wkB?] 

  fs;[ Bkoh eT[ d[y[ B iwkB?]134 

 Thus, Guru Granth's message gives a new meaning to the word 

of Sati and tries to improve the condition of widow in the 
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contemporary society. In this connection, it is worth mentioning that 

some of the Mughal Emperors, particularly Akbar also tried to ban 

this practice. He is said to have issued an order that a woman should 

not be forced to become a Sati.135 

 But it is very surprising that apart from Surdas no other 

Asthachhap writer informed about the prevalence of this cruel custom 

nor raised a voice against it. Surdas' reference about this is very short. 

 Society looked down upon that widow who did not perform Sati. 

She was advised to lead her remaining life in a particular manner. She 

was asked neither to sing nor to listen to music; nor to desire to be 

honoured by anyone. She should not play jokes with anyone, should 

not eat anything with warm effect; should not take cold water, nor 

apply oil to her hair or body; should not take part in any game; should 

not sleep on a cot; should bathe in cold water and not seek after hot 

water; should not take sweet dishes; should not put on ornaments on 

feet or toe; should live a life of truth or Dharma by thought, word and 

deed; should try to have control over her senses by undertaking 

austere fasts and should live in obedience of her son. She was advised 

to wear rough and coarse clothes: 

  ;[Go egV G'r BkBe fgoh ftj{Dh sshnk]136 

  jfo eh Bkfo ;[ ;op ;[jkrfD oKv B w?b? t/;/]137 
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 Thus Guru Granth Sahib authenticates the bad condition of 

widow in society : 

  BkBe pkbsfD okv/gk fpB[ fgo[ XB e[wbkDh]138 

 A widow had to spend all her life as a neglected creature as 

widow remarriage was not allowed.139 

 Guru Granth Sahib favoured the idea of widow-remarriage in 

order to prevent a widow from becoming a victim to temptation.140 

Although there is no direct reference to widow remarriage but one of 

the hymn state that a wife can get satisfaction only from her husband 

and from none else, it can be said that Guru Granth Sahib favoured 

the idea of widow remarriage so that a widowed woman could lead a 

normal and socially respectable life : 

  fiT[ sB[ fpXtk go eT[ d/Jh] 

  ekfw dkfw fus[ go tf; ;/Jh] 

  fpB[ fgo fsqgfs B epjz{ j'Jh]141 

 The profession of prostitution has been in vague in India since 

the time immortal. A hymn of Guru Granth Sahib has confirmed the 

existence of prostitution in Ancient times : 

  p/;[nk ots nikwb[ T[XfoU w[fy p'b? BkokfJD[ Bojo/]142 
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 During the Muslim rule the evil appears to have spread far and 

wide. 143  Guru Arjan Dev informed that people had no scruple in 

visiting prostitutes : 

  fusts gkg B nkbe[ nkt?] 

  p/;[nk Gis feS[ Bj ;owkt?]144
 

 The father of a prostitute’s child cannot be recognized due to 

this practice:  

  fiT[ p/;[nk g{s pkg[ e' ejhn? fsT[ c'eN eko ftekok j/]145 

 Among Ashtachhap writers Nanddas also mentioned about this 

practice : 

  xfudk&xt&xh/k jVr] xkSre dh ukfj jVrAA
146
 

 Those who were in the habit of visiting the prostitutes did not 

care to realise the feelings of their wedded companions. Guru Nanak 

has portrayed in the following hymn the feeling of a young lady whose 

husband visits a prostitute: 

  u{Vk GzB[ gbzx f;T[ w[zX/ ;D[ pkjh ;D[ pkjk] 

  J/s/ t/; eo/dhJ/ w[zX/ ;j[ oks' ntokjk]147 

 Another hymn also refers to this practice where it is stated that 

thieves, illicit lovers, prostitutes and touts keep company together, as 

do irreligious men, who eat out of the same bowl. They do not know 

the praise of True Lord and evil abides within them : 

                                                 
143  Kirpal Singh, Sri Guru Granth Sahib : Historical-Socio Economic Perspective, p. 80. 

144  Guru Granth Sahib, Bhairo Mahala 5, p. 1143. 

145  Ibid., Maru Mahala 1, p. 1029. 

146  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 279, also see p. 66 & 91. 

147  Guru Granth Sahib, Vadhans Mahala 1, pp. 557-58. 
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  u'ok ikok ozvhnk e[NDhnk dhpkD[] 

  t/dhBk eh d';sh t/dhBk ek ykD[] 

  f;csh ;ko B ikDBh ;dk t;? ;?skB[]148 

 Guru Granth Sahib not only authenticates the presence of this 

evil in society but also condemned this practice. It is stated that these 

women were good in talking but their actions were always bad. They 

were looked beautiful but their hearts were uncleaned : 

  rbh n;h uzrhnK nukoh p[ohnkj] 

  wBj[ e[;[Xk ekbhnk pkjfo fuNthnkj]149 

 Guru Granth Sahib declared that not only women were 

prostitutes but the men's who were morally degenerated were also like 

prostitute: 

  fiBk r[o[ r'fgnk nkgDk s/ Bo p[fonkoh] 

  jfo ihT[ fsB ek do;B[ Bk eoj[ gkfg;N jfsnkoh] 

  Ufj xfo xfo fcofj e[;[X wfB ihT[ XoeN Bkoh]150 

 So, Guru Granth Sahib equally applied word prostitute to both 

woman and man. Apart from the evil of prostitution there was trade of 

women on the frontier area. G.S. Chhabra informed, "On the frontiers 

of Punjab, there was an open trade in women where they were 

measured and sold under different standards." 151  In Guru Granth 

                                                 
148  Ibid., Suhi Mahala 1, p. 790. 

149  Ibid., Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 85. 

150  Ibid., Sorath Mahala 3, p. 651. 

151  G.S. Chhabra, Advanced History of the Punjab, p. 16. 
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Sahib there are references to the practice of offering women in charity 

at pligrimage places : 

  n;[ dkB ri dkB f;jik Bkoh G{fw  

  dkB n?;' dkB[ fBs fBsfj ehi?]152 

 Guru Granth Sahib does not appreciate this practice. It is 

stated as a useless practice. One is advised to purify oneself and 

worship the Name of Lord to achieve liberation instead of performing 

these types of rituals : 

  nksw iT[ fBowkfJb[ ehi? nkg pokpfo  

  ezuB[ dhi? okw Bkw ;fo sT{ B g{i?]153 

 Whatever might have been the position of woman as a girl and 

wife but as a mother great importance is given to her in both 

ideologies. Mother exists as a person upon whom depends creation 

and nutrition in Guru Granth Sahib. Conception and birth are from 

mother. A hymn of Guru Granth Sahib refers to the indispensability of 

woman as a mother. It refers, infact, to her indispensability for 

procreation. The hymn states that it is from woman, the condemned 

one that we are conceived and it is from her that we are born. It is the 

woman who keeps our race going. It is the woman who is sought when 

one loses one's previous wife. It is she with whom we establish our 

social ties. Then why denounce her from whom even Kings, great men 

                                                 
152  Guru Granth Sahib, Ramkali Namdev, p. 973. 

153  Ibid. 
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and commoners are born? From woman is born another woman, 

without woman there is none : 

  Gzfv izwhn? Gzfv fBzwhn? Gzfv wzrD[ thnkj[] 

  Gzvj[ j't? d';sh Gzvj[ ub? okj[] 

  Gzv[[ w[nk Gzv[ Gkbhn? Gzfv j't? pzXkB[] 

  ;' feT[ wzdk nkyhn? fis[ izwfj okikB] 

  Gzvj[ jh Gzv[ T[gi?, Gzv? pkM[ B e'fJ]154 

 Further it is stated that only God (who is according to Sikh 

Scripture is Nirguna) is free from woman : 

  BkBe Gzvj[ pkjok J/e' ;uk ;'fJ]155 

 On the other side, Ashtachhap writers as they believed in 

Saguna form of God, declared that even God is not free from woman. 

In their writings they have praised mother Devaki as she has given 

birth to the Lord: 

  rc nsofd vkLokflr djhA rqe lh dks gS Hkkxfu HkjhAA 

  tkdh dw[k fo"kS HkxokuA tks lkPNkr iqjku iqekuAA
156
 

 Guru Granth Sahib stated that in the warmth (of mother's 

womb) we are inseminated : 

  nrfB fpzp ib Ghsfo fBgi/]157 

 In this connection Nikky Singh rightly says, "In the Sikh world 

view the mother is thus crucial to the origin of life. She is the matrix 

out of which everything that is originates and evolves."158  

                                                 
154  Ibid., Asa di Var Mahala 1, p. 473. 

155  Ibid. 

156  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 198. 

157  Guru Granth Sahib, Gauri Mahala 1, p. 156. 

158  Nikky Singh, The Feminine Principle in the Sikh Vision of the Transcendent, p. 56. 
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 Further Guru Granth Sahib explained that the nutrition of child 

depends upon the mother. Child's first attraction is to the mother's 

breast milk. Second, to the recognition of the mother and the father : 

  gfjb? fgnkfo brk ED d[fX] 

  d{i/ wkfJ pkg eh ;[fX]159 

 At the first stage of its existence, child takes to the (mother's) 

milk : 

  gfjb? gjo? o?fD e? tDikfonk fwsqk pkbe p[fX nu/s[] 

  yho[ ghn? y/bkJhn? tDikfonk fwsqk wks fgsk ;[s j/s[]160 

 These verses of Guru Granth Sahib indicate the physical and 

psychological reliance of the child upon mother. From the mother's 

milk child fulfill its physical need as well as breast milk is its primal 

psychological experience, which then leads on to recognition of the 

mother and the father.  

 Ashtachhap writers also explained the physical dependence of 

child upon mother by explaining feeding activity: 

  eq[k pqacu Lruiku ns yky ys cSBkjfr xksnAA
161
 

 Guru Granth Sahib explained that if a person is great it’s credit 

goes to his/her mother who has given birth to him/her: 

  e[b[ T[Xko/ nkgDk XzB[ iD/dh wkfJnk]162 

                                                 
159  Guru Granth Sahib, Majh Mahala 1, p. 137. 

160  Ibid., Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 75. 

161  Govindswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 79, p. 64. 

162  Guru Granth Sahib, Majh Mahala 2, pp. 138-139. 
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 A person is asked to take advise of her/his mother in difficult 

times because it is believed that mother has the capacity to solve all 

the problems of a child : 

  i' w? p/dB ;k fe;[ nkyk wkJh] 

  jfo fpB[ ihT[ B oj? e?;/ oky? wkJh]163 

 In Guru Granth Sahib mother has been given equal place at par 

with Guru: 

  r[od/t wksk r[od/t fgsk r[od/t ;tkwh gow/;[ok]164 

 Guru Granth Sahib by recognizing importance of mother 

compares Mati (wisdom) to her : 

  wksk wfs fgsk ;zs'y[]165 

   or 

  wfs wksk ;zs'y[ fgsk ;fo ;[ji ;wk:T[]166 

 So, a person should recognise Mati (wisdom) as mother and 

should work according to it.  

 In Ashtachhap writings mother is depicted as a very loving 

person. This is exemplified through the Yashoda who showers all love, 

care and consideration on her child, Krishna: 

  tuuh nsf[k Nfc] cfy tkfrA 

  tSlSa fu/kuh /kufga ik,sa] gj"k fnu v# jkfrAA
167
 

                                                 
163  Ibid., Maru Mahala 1, p. 990. 

164  Ibid., Gauri Mahala 5, p. 262. 

165  Ibid., Gauri Mahala 1, p. 151. 

166  Ibid., Swayya Mahala 4, p. 1397. 

167  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/689, Vol. I, p. 232. 
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 Being mother, Yashoda is ready to give her everything to 

anybody who make her child learn how to walk : 

 loZlq rkfg nsmaxh tks esjs ukUgjs xksfoan ikS ikS pyu fl[kkoSAA
168
 

 She makes efforts so that her child may learn how to walk and 

how to dance by clapping her hands: 

  fl[kofr pyu tlksnk eS;kA 

  vjcjkb dj ikfu xgkor] Mxexkb /kjuh /kjs iS;kAA
169
 

  vk¡xu L;ke upkogha] tlqefr u¡njkuhA 

  rkjh nS&nS xkogha e/kqjh e`nq ckuhAA
170
 

 Yashoda is so much absorbed in love of her son that she says to 

other ladies to allow her son to take what he want, in return she will 

pay double price : 

 ekbZ ySu nsgq tks esjs yky fg HkkoSA 

 nf/k eka[ku pkSxquksa nsmaxh ;k lqr ds ys[ksa tkdh ftrkS vkoSA
171
 

 To conclude, it may be said that both ideologies depicted woman 

playing different roles as a girl, wife and mother. Braj literature only 

authenticates the presence of social evils i.e. Purdah, Sati, child-

marriage etc. in society whereas in Guru Granth Sahib these social 

evils are strongly opposed for the upliftment of woman. In Braj 

literature woman's position is subordinate to her husband. But in 

                                                 
168  Chaturbhujdas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 5, p. 35. 

169  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/733, Vol. I, p. 244. 

170  Ibid., Pad 10/752, Vol. I, p. 248. 

171  Chaturbhujdas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 5, p. 35. 
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Guru Granth Sahib she exists as an independent person. The Sikh 

Scriptural message is not the subjugation of the female to the male.172  

 Literature under study is full of numerous references to the 

dress, ornaments, make-up and activities of a woman which is the 

subject matter of the next chapter. 

 

                                                 
172  Nikky Guninder Kaur Singh, Sikhism An Introduction, I.B. Tauris, New York, London, 2011, 

p. 110. 
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Chapter – 5 

DEPICTION OF FEMALE DRESS, MAKE-UP,  
ORNAMENTS AND ACTIVITIES 

 Regarding female dress, her make-up, ornaments and activities 

numerous references are found in Guru Granth Sahib and Braj 

literature under study. In Guru Granth Sahib female dress, her act of 

applying make-up, wearing ornaments and her activities have been 

described with spiritual significance. Whereas in Braj literature this 

account only brings into focus her social status in the society. 

 In Guru Granth Sahib female dress has a symbolic meaning. 

Female devotee asks her friend that what type of dress she should 

wear to receive the Lord : 

  etD[ ;[ t/;' jT[ eoh fis[ tf; nkt/ ezs[]1 

 Her friend answered her to wear such a dress with which the 

True Lord becomes accessible: 

  fiBh t/;h ;j[ fwb? ;/Jh t/; eo/T[]2 

 Without Hari the beautiful dress does not attract the devotee-

wife : 

  jfo fpB[ Bhd G[y ej[ e?;h ekgV[ sfB B ;[yktJ/]3 

 Woman is advised to wear the symbolic dress of love; her 

clothes are decorated with God's love:- 

                                                 
1  Guru Granth Sahib, Shloka Farid,  p. 1384. 

2  Ibid., p. 1383. 

3  Ibid., Tukhari Mahala 1, p. 1108. 
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  ;ku[ XVh XB wkvhn? ekgV[ gq/w ;hrko[]4 

 Those who are busy in dressing themselves in silken robes but 

do not appropriate Harnam, cannot attain peace : 

  gkN gNzpo gfjfo jYktT[] 

  fpB[ jfo Bkw ejk ;[y[ gktT[]5 

 So, the red robe which is only worn for the sake of outward 

lovely appearance is useless: 

  rDs rDktfD nkJhnk ;{jk t/;[ fteko[]6 

 Such type of dress is considered false. It is stated in Guru 

Granth Sahib that false is the body, false are the clothes; false is 

incomparable beauty:- 

  e{V[ ekfJnk e{V[ egV e{V[ o{g ngko[]7 

 During the period under study ladies were very conscious about 

their dress. But Guru Granth Sahib declares that one should not give 

much attention towards worldly robes. Only those are liked by God 

who do not care for outward dressing : 

  ;{jthJ/ ;{jk t/;[ Sfv s{ sk fgo brh fgnko[] 

  ;{j/ t/f; fgo[ feB? B gkfJU wBw[fy d[fM w[Jh rktkfo]8 

 Without the God beautiful dress is considered useless. Guru 

Granth Sahib states that without the Name, all food and clothes are 

worthless; cursed is such spirituality, and cursed are such 

miraculous powers:-  
                                                 
4  Ibid., Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 54. 

5  Ibid., Gauri Mahala 1, p. 225. 

6  Ibid., Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 54. 

7  Ibid., Asa Mahala 1, p. 468. 

8  Ibid., Suhi Mahala 3, p. 787. 
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  fpB[ Bkt? g?BD[ ykD[ ;G[ pkfd j? fXr[ f;Xh fXr[ eowkfs]9 

 So, with the advise of Guru female-devotee freed herself from 

attractive worldly dresses : 

  ;fsr[fo fwfbn? ;{jk t/;[ rfJnk jT[w? ftuj[ wkfo]10 

 With the advice of the Guru she abandoned the red robe and in 

turn worn the robe of humility and forgiveness: 

  jfo^jfo ;hrko[ pBktj[ jfo iB jfo ekgV[ gfjoj[ fyw ek]11 

 Guru Granth Sahib mentioned that the true wife (devotee) of 

God-Husband discards all her red dresses and wears the ornaments of 

mercy and forgiveness around her neck:-  

  ;{jk t/;[ ;G[ T[skfo Xo/ rfb gfjo? fywk ;hrko[]12
 

 It is stated that one should only wear clothes which do not 

distress the mind and body, all other wear ruins bliss: 

  pkpk j'o[ g?BD[ y[;h y[nko] 

  fis[ g?X/ sB[ ghVhn? wB wfj ubfj fteko]13 

 Further it is said that one should not wear clothes as fine as air: 

  tkT{ ;zd/ egV/ gfjofj rofp rtko] 

  BkBe Bkfb B ubBh ifb pfb j'J/ Sko[]14 

 From the writings of Ashtachhap writer's detailed information 

can be gathered about the dress of a woman in the contemporary 

                                                 
9  Ibid., Sorath Mahala 3, p. 650. 

10  Ibid., Suhi Mahala 3, p. 787. 

11  Ibid., Sorath Mahala 3, p. 650. 

12  Ibid., Suhi Mahala 3, p. 786. 

13  Ibid., Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 16. 

14  Ibid., Gauri Mahala 1, p. 318. 



 206 

society. Sari was the most common wear used by the ladies. Apart 

from Saris they made use of Langha, Choli, Angiya, Salwar, Chunni or 

Dupatta. 

 During that period women mainly used Sari to cover their 

bodies. From Ashtachhap writers it becomes clear that many kinds of 

Saris were used at that time. Kausambi Sari was in trend during that 

period. This becomes clear from the fact that all the Ashtachhap 

writers mentioned about it : 

uo/ku uoou uofid pkrd uoy dlwaHkh lkjhA
15  

 Kumbhandas in one of his hymn imagined that Radha has worn 

Kausambi Sari (named after the plant of Kausam which also known as 

Ceylon oak) on her beautiful body:- 

igsjs lqHkx vax dlwaHkh lkjhA
16
 

Thigni Sari, Dandhi Sari, Tansukh Sari, Chunri Sari, Jhoomk Sari and 

Patori Sari are different types of Saris. Surdas and Parmananddas 

mentioned about Thigni Sari which was an embroidered one : 

  ;s rks yky f<axu dh vks<+s gS dkgq dh lkjhA
17
 

Surdas mentioned that ladies were used to wear Thigni Sari of red 

colour along with Odhni (Chuni) of yellow colour at that time:-    

  yky f<xfu dh lkjh rkdkSa] ihr m<+fu;k¡ dhUghA
18
 

 Cotton Sari was commonly used by all women. It was known as  

Tansukh Sari at that time :  

                                                 
15  Chaturbhujdas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 74, p. 82 

16  Kumbhandas, Pad-Sangrah, pad 6, p. 51. 

17  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 666, p. 232. 

18  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/1312, Vol. I, p. 403. 
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rulq[k lkjh ru lqdqekjA
19 

Krishandas imagined that Radha has worn Tansukh Sari on her lovely 

body. This description indicated that Tansukh Sari, which is of cotton, 

is commonly used by ladies at that time 

  ru rulq[k lkjh ruq ifgjsa jktfr jk/kk xksjhA
20
 

 Jhoomak Sari was studded with golden and silver small balls 

and bells. Almost all the Ashtachhap writers mentioned about it:  

  yg¡xk yky >waed dh lkjhA
21
 

Govindswami mentioned that ladies at that time used to wear 

Jhoomak Sari which is studded with balls and bells (Ghungru): -  

  xkor jkx eykj Hkkfeuh] ifgjs >waed lkjhA
22
 

 A Sari which was woven in golden thread was known as Dandhi 

Sari. It was also used during the period under study: 

  i¡pj¡x cju ikV dh Mk¡M+h] vfrgha lkSat cukbZAA
23
 

 Chunri Sari was also used. Savitri Chandra Sobha informed that 

it was of Rajasthani style i.e. prepared in many colours, first tying and 

then dying in different colours.24 

  xksjs cnu pwujh lkjh] vydSa eq[k cxjkbZA
25
 

 Woman also used Patola silk Sari. This was known as Patori 

Sari: 

                                                 
19  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/3228, Vol. II, p. 171. 

20  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 979, p. 393. 

21  Ibid., Pad-Sangrah, Pad 50, p. 19. 

22  Govindswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 159, p. 106. 

23  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/3455, Vol. II, p. 227. 

24  Savitri Chandra Sobha, Samaj Aur Sanskriti, cited from Bindu Mattoo, New Horizons (Socio-

Economic Study of 16th Century India), p. 119. 

25  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2065, Vol. 1, p. 599. 
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  iqfu iV&ihr iVksju iksaNrA
26
 

 Langha was also worn by ladies of that period. All the 

Ashtachhap writers specifically Surdas, Nanddas, Kumbhandas, 

Parmananddas, Chhitswami and Krishandas mentioned about it. 

ixfu tsgfj yky yg¡xkA
27
 

 Nanddas mentioned that yellow Langha along with yellow Choli 

used by the ladies to make themselves beautiful at that time:- 

  yg¡xk ihr] dapqdh ihr lksgsS ru xksjSA
28
 

 Krishandas has mentioned about yellow Langha along with red 

Chunri:- 

  ihr yg¡xk yky pwufj L;ke dapqfd ck¡ghA
29
 

 Choli is basically the cloth worn with Langha on the middle part. 

It is mentioned along with Langha:  

  uhy yg¡xk tky pksyh dfl] dslfj vax laqjxukSA
30
 

 Angiya was also worn at that time. Abul Fazl informed that 

Angiya was a jacket without a skirt.31 Ashtachhap writers also 

mentioned about it : 

vViVs Hkw"ku jxexh v¡fx;k vydkofy fcFkqjhA
32
 

Chaturbhujdas mentioned about Angiya along with red Langha  

rsjh lkS/ks luh vafx;k mjtfu ij v# dfV ygaxk ykyA
33
 

                                                 
26  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 336. 

27  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/1661 Vol. 1, p. 491. 

28  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 325. 

29  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 1043, p. 429. 

30  Surdas, Sursagar,  Pad 10/3450, Vol. II, p. 224. 

31  Abul Fazl, Ain-i-Akbari, , Vol. III, p. 342.  

32  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 787, p. 304. 

33  Chaturbhujdas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 51, p. 74. 
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 Salwar was also worn at that time. It was the garment worn on 

the lower part of the body also known as Pajama34 : 

 lwFku yky Qksanuk Qfc jg;kS ;g Nfo Åij ru eu okjrAA
35
 

   or 

 lwFku t¡?ku ck¡f/k ukjkc¡nA
36
 

 Duppata was also known as Chunri, Chuni, Cheer and Odhani. It 

was basically used with Langha to cover the head : 

  u;kS ihrkacj] ubZ pwujh] ubZ&ubZ cw¡nfu Hkhtfr xksjhA
37
 

 Krishandas mentioned that ladies worn Odhani (Chunri) of five 

colours (Panchrang):-  

  ipjax flj vks<uh cukbZA
38
 

Nanddas imagined that Radha is looking very beautiful by 

wearing Cheer of multi colour:-  

  rSlksbZ phj&ygfj;k ifgjSa lksfHkr jk/kk&I;kjhA
39
 

 At that time women were fond of wearing dark colour Saris like 

red, green and blue etc. : 

  xkor p<+h gSa fgaMksjs lwgh lkjh lksgSA
40
 

  ygSaxk yky xqyky jaxA
41
 

  uhy lkjh ifgjS ruA
42
 

                                                 
34  Abul Fazl, Ain-i-Akbari, Vol. III, p. 342. 

35  Govindswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 16, p. 42. 

36  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/1672, Vol. I, p. 493. 

37  Ibid., Pad 10/1303, p. 400. 

38  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 50, p. 19. 

39  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 322. 

40  Ibid., p. 324. 

41  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 919, p. 329. 

42  Chhitswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 178, p. 125. 
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 Next to dress was make-up which mostly occupied the attention 

of the ladies. In Guru Granth Sahib word Sigar is used for it : 

  e[nko ezfBnk i?;/ eos ;hrkok]43 

 All the Ashtachhap writers authenticate that ladies spent much 

of their time in doing Sigar (make-up): 

 dfj flaxkj papy e`xuSuh ifgfj dlwaHkh pksyhAA
44
 

Chaturbhujdas mentioned that after wearing beautiful dresse ladies of 

that time spent much time in doing Sigar:- 

 lkft flaxkj ifgfj iVHkw"ku u[k&fl[k vax&vax vfHkjkfefuA
45
 

 All women have interest in adoring themselves at that time. 

Guru Granth Sahib mentioned that all women decorate themselves:- 

  ;rbhnk eofj ;hrko[]46 

 There is also mention of sixteen embellishments of woman in a 

hymn of Guru Granth Sahib. Fifth Guru mentioned in the feminine 

voice, “I have embellished myself with the sixteen decorations and 

applied the mascara to my eyes”:- 

  ;'bj ehJ/ ;hrko fe nziB[ gkfink]47 

 All the sixteen items of Sigar found mention in Ashtachhap 

writings too : 

ldy flaxkj lkft e`xuSauhA
48 

                                                 
43  Guru Granth Sahib, Suhi Kabir, p. 792. 

44  Krishanddas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 405, p. 149. 

45  Chaturbhujdas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 40, p. 47. 

46  Guru Granth Sahib, Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 54. 

47  Ibid., Phunhay Mahala 5, p. 1361. 

48  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 50, p. 18. 
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  lksjgq flaxkj fd;sa dj esa ekyk lks fy;saA
49
 

 Surdas mentioned about the sixteen items of Sigar along with 

Sari:-  

  ifgfj lkjh lqj¡x] i¡pj¡x] "kV&nl flaxkjA
50
 

 Abul Fazl mentioned these sixteen items as 1) bathing 2) 

anointing with oil 3) braiding the hair 4) decking the crown of her 

head with jewels 5) anointing with sandal-wood unguent 6) the 

wearing of dresses 7) sectarian marks of caste, and often decked with 

pearls and golden ornaments 8) tinting with lamp-black like collyrium, 

9) wearing of ear-rings 10) adoring with nose-rings 11) wearing 

ornaments around the neck 12) decking with garlands of flowers or 

pearls 13) staining the hands 14) wearing a belt hung with small bells 

15) decorating the feet with gold ornaments 16) Eating pan.51 He 

seems to mix Sigar items with the ornaments. Ubtan, Manjan, Missi, 

Snan, Subasan, Keshvinyas,  Maang Bharna, Anjan, Mahawar, Bindi, 

To Put Til, Mehandi, Gandh (scents), Aabushan, Phulmala and Pan 

Rachna52 were the sixteen items used for Sigar by the woman in 

medieval times. 

Ubtan : Before taking bath ladies rubbed unguents on their body : 

  dslfj dkS mcVukS cukÅ¡] jfp&jfp eSy NqM+kÅ¡A
53
 

                                                 
49  Ibid.,Pad-Sangrah, Pad 557, p. 208. 

50  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/1447, Vol. I, p. 437. 

51  Abul Fazl, Ain-i-Akbari, Vol. III, pp. 342-343. 

52  Bindu Mattoo, New Horizons (A Socio-Economic Study of the 16th Century India), p. 126. 

53  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/803, Vol. I, p. 263. 



 212 

Snan : After applying Ubtan to the body they were used to take bath. 

Before it they made water fragmented by using Chandan and Kesar 

etc. : 

m"u lhry vUgok; [kksjty pUnu vax yxkÅaxhAA
54
 

Nanddas mentioned that ladies used to take bath with the water 

which was fragmented by fragrance of eight types:-   

v"kV xa/k mluksnd lksa vluku djk;sAA
55
 

Keshvinyas : They parted their hair and twisted it behind their head. 

They often made rolls of hair on one side and made it in tresses. 

Flowers and ornaments were used to decorate their hair. They made 

Beni (plait) of the hair : 

  csuh yVds ihB ij gafl nksfj f?kfj fefy tk;A
56
 

Surdas has mentioned about Beni along with Sheeshphul:- 

  csuh xw¡fFk] ek¡x eksfrfu dh lhlQwy flj /kkjfrAA
57
 

Maang Bharna : After Keshvinyas vermillion (Sindur) was applied 

between the parting of the hair by the married ladies : 

  eq[k eafMr jksjh jax] lsnqj ek¡x NqghA
58
 

 Guru Nanak states in Babur Bani that women adorned their 

hair into lovely plaits and painted the parting of their hair with 

vermillion : 

                                                 
54  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 608, p. 212. 

55  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 178. 

56  Kumbhandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 25, p. 59. 

57  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2116, Vol. I, p. 614. 

58  Ibid., Pad 10/642, Vol. 1, p. 217. 
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  fiB f;fo ;'jfB gNhnk wKrh gkfJ ;zX{o[]59 

Guru Nanak mentioned that ladies have woven their hair into lovely 

braids and saturated their partings with vermillion:- 

  wkfm r[zdkJh gNhnk Gohn? wkr ;zX{o/]60 

 There was also trend of using a string of pearls in the parting of 

the hair : 

  dapu Fkkj lkft fy, dj esa] eksfrfu ekax laokjhA
61
 

 So, different methods were used to beautify Maang : 

  Uj wKr ;tko? fpy? eT[ Uj f;wo? jfo Bkw[]62 

Anjan : Anjan (collyrium) was used to beautify the eyes : 

  nsf[k vatu uSu x;ks eueFk ykftAA
63
 

 Guru Granth Sahib advised to apply the collyrium of fear of God 

to darken the eyes : 

  G? ehnk d/fj ;bkJhnk B?Dh Gkt ek efo ;hrko']64 

 The Anjan that she uses to darken and beautify her eyes is to be 

interpreted as Gyan (knowledge) :  

  frnkB nziB[ r[o dhnk nfrnkB nzX/o fpBk;[]65 

 As the Anjan of knowledge is gently put on, the pitch-heavy 

darkness of ignorance disappears : 

  fswo nfrnkB[ rtkfJnk r[o frnkB[ nziB[ r[o gkfJnk okw]66 

                                                 
59  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Mahala 1, p. 417. 

60  Ibid., Vadhans Mahala 1, p. 558. 

61  Chhitswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 28, p. 55. 

62  Guru Granth Sahib, Shloka Kabir, p. 1373. 

63  Chaturbhujdas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 47, p. 49. 

64  Guru Granth Sahib, Tilang Mahala 1, p. 722. 

65  Ibid., Gauri Mahala 5, p. 293. 

66  Ibid., Vadhans Mahala 4, p. 573. 
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 It was also known as Kajal : 

  dktj js[k cuh uSaufu esa izhre dkS fpr pksjsaAA
67
 

 Guru Granth Sahib states that one should make the patience 

the parting of her hair and apply the collyrium of enlightenment which 

is imbued with the colour of the sword of Lord Krishna:  

  Xhoi[ XVh pzXkt? ekwfD ;qhozr[ ;[owk d/Jh]68 

Mahawar : There was also fashion of applying Mahawar to the feet. It 

imparted red colour to the feet. On the birth of Krishna, Mahawar was 

applied to the Yashoda's feet: 

  ukbfu cksygq uo jaxh ¼gks½] Y;km egkoj csxA
69
 

Bindi : To beautify one's forehead Bindi was applied : 

  flj lhear tM+ko dh csanh fn, fyykjA
70
 

 Surdas mentioned about Bindi along with Beni and Anjan : 

  csuh ek¡x] Hkky csanh Nfo] uSufu vatu jaxA
71
 

 Sometimes Kajal was used by ladies to make Bindi or Tilak on 

their forehead: 

  dkty fryd fn;kS uhdh fof/k jfp jfp ek¡x l¡okjhA
72
 

 Sindur is also used for this purpose : 

  xksjSa Hkky fcnq lsanqj ijAA
73
 

                                                 
67  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 1040, p. 427. 

68  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Mahala 1, p. 359. 

69  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/658, Vol. I, p. 224. 

70  Kumbhandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 25, p. 58. 

71  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2771, Vol. II, p. 82. 

72  Kumbhandas, Pad-Sangrah, cited in P.D. Meetal, Ashtachhap Parichay, p. 108. 

73  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2116, Vol. I, p. 614. 
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To Put Til : To make them beautiful, women were also in habit of 

making Til on their chin during that period : 

  uklk fry&izlwu cslfj Nfo] eksfrfu ek¡x Hkjh gSAA
74
 

Mehandi : Mehandi was also used to dye their hands and feet : 

  vpy lqgkx HkkX; dh ygjsa gLr gSa eSgsnh nkxsAA
75
 

Gandh : Sweet-scented pastes were rubbed on body and scented 

clothes were put on after bath : 

  pksok] panu fNjdfr HkkfefuA
76
 

   or 

  pksok panu vxj dqadqek >kjr fQjr ldy vax vaxAA
77
 

 Guru Granth Sahib also mentioned that women used 

Sandalwood to make their bodies fragrant : 

  uzdB[ w'fb nDkfJnk ez[r{ wKr ;zX{o[]78
 

 If she apply scents to her body but do not appropriate God's 

Name then she cannot attain peace : 

  u'nk uzdB[ nzfe uVktT[] 

  HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH] 

  fpB[ jfo Bkw ejk ;[y[ gktT[]79 

 She is advised to gather the knowledge of Chandan like God in 

her conscious mind and live in the temple of inner consciousness: 

                                                 
74  Ibid., Pad 10/1672, p. 493. 

75  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 919, p. 329. 

76  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 342. 

77  Kumbhandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 92, p. 88. 

78  Guru Granth Sahib, Sri. Raga Mahala 1, p. 19. 

79  Ibid., Gauri Mahala 1, p. 225. 
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  uzdB[ uhfs t;kfJnk wzdo[ d;tk d[nko[]80 

Phulmala : Ladies also used Phulmala to make themselves attractive : 

  /kksjs dM+s dj gkFku lksgs] lksgs xy Qwyu gkjA
81  

 Govindswami mentioned that bracelets (Kara) were looking 

beautiful in hands and string of flowers (Phulmala) in the neck:- 

  Qwyfu ds Qksank jfp xwaFks Qwyfu gh dh eky cukbZA
82
 

Pan Rachna : To redden the lips and imparting sweet smell ladies 

used betal leaf (Pan) : 

  v/kj dktj u;u j¡xexs jph diksyu ihdA
83
 

 In Guru Granth Sahib her embellishments are assigned 

spiritual value. Her cosmetic does not only enhance her physical 

appearance, but also contribute to her intellectual strength. The true 

wife bedecked herself with the Gyan (knowledge) of the Lord : 

  frnkB ngko ;hrko[ j? ;'Gktzsh Bkfo]84 

 First of all Suhagan should please God-husband and then she 

should apply the make-up : 

  ekwfD sT[ ;hrko[ efo ik gfjbK ezs[ wBkfJ]85 

 If a woman adorn herself with all the sixteen items of Sigar but 

she does not adore the master of the world all her make-up is useless: 

  y'V ;hrko eo? nfs fgnkoh] 

                                                 
80  Ibid., Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 54. 

81  Govindswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 10, p. 39. 

82  Chaturbhujdas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 61, p. 77. 

83  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 606, p. 212. 

84  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Mahala 3, p. 426. 

85  Ibid., Suhi Mahala 3, p. 788. 
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  fpB[ irdh; Gi/ fBs y[nkoh]86 

 Without the spouse who bedecks herself, all her beauty is vain. 

All her decoration is like the 'empty' wind and she never enjoys the 

company of the spouse : 

  fpB[ fgo ekwfD eo/ ;hrko[] 

  d[jukoDh ejhn? fBs j'fJ y[nko[]87 

 With this false make-up she cannot be accepted in the home of 

the Lord : 

  fpB[ fgo XB ;hrkohn? i'pB pkfd y[nko[] 

  B wkD/ ;[fy ;/iVh fpB[ fgo pfkd ;hrko[]88 

 Those who are busy in doing worldly make-up and do not have 

concern with the Lord, all their make-up is in vain: 

  w[zX/ fgo fpB[ ehnk ;hrko[]89 

Duhagan (Manmukh) of Guru Granth Sahib decorates herself, 

but Lord- Husband is not pleased:- 

  ;hrko[ eo/ fgo y;w B Gkt?]90 

 So, one is advised to apply such make-up which is liked by the 

Lord. Such a wife is embellished by the Lord Itself : 

  i/jk eokJ/ s/jk eoh ;hrko]91 

 God adorns her with Its grace : 

                                                 
86  Ibid., Gauri Mahala 1, p. 225. 

87  Ibid., Malar Mahala 3, p. 1277. 

88  Ibid., Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 58. 

89  Ibid., p. 18. 

90  Ibid., Maru Mahala 3, p. 1047. 

91  Ibid., Bhairo Mahala 3, p. 1128. 
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  s[X[ GktfB ;'jkrDh ngDh feogk b?fj ;tkfo]92 

 She should adorn herself with the Sabad of True Guru and 

dedicate her body and mind to the Lord : 

  r[o ;pdh ;hrkohnk sB[ wB[ fgo e? gkf;]93 

 Guru Amardas also advised to wife (devotee) to do the 

decoration of the Guru's Sabad:-  

  r[o ;pdh ;hrko[ pDkt?]94 

 She should deck herself in the Sehaj of the Lord and apply the 

make-up of Guru Sabad : 

  fgo e/ ;fji oj? ozr oksh ;pfd f;zrko[ pDktfDnk]95 

 Only that woman is liked by the Lord who applied the make-up 

of Sehaj: 

  ;jfi ;hrko ekwfD efo nkt?] 

  sk ;'jkrfD ik ezs? Gkt?]96 

 One is advised to give up worldly make-up and instead of it 

Sigar of fear is advised to do : 

  ejs[ BkBe[ G? Gkt ek eo/ ;hrko[]97 

 True wife (Gurmukh) is advised to make the True Word of the 

Sabad her red dress, and let the fear of God and the love of God, be 

her ornaments and decorations:-  

  ;pfd ;u? ozr[ bkb[ efo G? GkfJ ;hrko[ pDkfJ]98 

                                                 
92  Ibid., Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 54. 

93  Ibid. 

94  Ibid., Asa Mahala 3, p. 363. 

95  Ibid., Majh Mahala 3, p. 129. 

96  Ibid., Suhi Mahala 1, p. 750. 

97  Ibid., Asa Mahala 1, p. 357. 

98  Ibid., Suhi Mahala 3, p. 786. 
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 Stress is also given to deck oneself with inner qualities in Guru 

Granth Sahib. As, when ego passes away from body then the Sigar is 

liked by God : 

  jT[w? y'fJ eo/ ;hrko[] 

  sT[ ekwfD ;/i? ot? Gsko[]99 

So, one is advised to deck herself according to the will of God : 

  fgo e? GkD? ;dk ub? sk pfBnk ;hrko[]100 

One is advised to do the make-up of God's Name : 

  jfo jfo ;hrko[ pBktj[ jfo iB jfo ekgV[ gfjoj[ fyw ek]101 

 This type of make-up is liked by the Lord; such lover is dear to 

the Lord:- 

  n?;k ;hrko[ w/o/ gqG Gkt? jfo bkr? fgnkok fgqw ek]102 

Ornaments: In Guru Granth Sahib, her ornaments or jewelry is 

related to her mental state. A wife should make good deeds her 

ornaments and her mind the thread. She should be able to string the 

diamond of Naam which is beyond all price. 

  eoDh ekwD i/ Ehn? i/ wB[ Xkrk j'fJ] 

  wkDe[ w[fb B gkJhn? bhi? fufs go'fJ]103 

 Guru Granth Sahib is of the view that a wife who wears all 

ornaments and applies make-up on her body but do not recite Naam 

                                                 
99  Ibid., Asa Mahala 1, p. 357. 

100  Ibid., Sorath Mahala 3, p. 651. 

101  Ibid., p. 650. 

102  Ibid. 

103  Ibid., Vadhans Mahala 1, p. 557. 
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then all these things are useless. These are responsible for 

transmigration : 

  efBe^efBe gfjo/ pj[ ezrBk ekgo[ GKfs pBkt?r'] 

  Bkw fpBk ;fG che fcekB/ iBfw wo? fcfo nkt?r']104 

 During medieval period ladies used different types of ornaments 

from head to toe to beautify themselves. Ashtachhap writers throw 

light that these ornaments were made of different metals. Ornaments 

made of diamond were in use at that time: 

  vkHkw"ku ghjk ds ifgjSa yky&ikV rs iksgsA
105
 

 Gold ornaments were expensive: 

  lksus dfV Hkw"ku ifgjk,] gkFk lqgkjh ykbZAA
106 

 Ornaments of pearls and flowers were also in trend 

  Hkw"ku lcS eksrh ek¡x flfFky vcSA
107
 

 Nanddas in his work Granthawali also mentioned about 

ornaments and dress of flowers:-  

  Qwyu ds vkHkw"ku] Qwyu ds clu fcjktrAA
108
 

 Guru Granth Sahib states that false is gold, false is silver and 

false are those who wear them : 

  e{V[ ;[fJBk e{V[ o[gk e{V[ g?BDjko]109 

Ornaments For Head : In their hair ladies used the Sheeshpul, 

Chandrawali and Champkali : 

                                                 
104  Ibid., Kanara Mahala 4, p. 1308. 

105  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 321. 

106  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 887, p. 350. 

107  Ibid., Pad 714, p. 275. 

108  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 328. 

109  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Mahala 1, p. 468. 
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  lhl&Qwy lhear fdlksjh vkiqu nhuksA
110
 

  e`x&en vkM+ lqnsl djh pUnzkofy uhdhA
111
 

 Married ladies along with vermillion (Sindur) used a Tika in the 

parting of the hair : 

  xksjSa Hkky fcnq lsanqj ij] Vhdk /kj;kS tjkmAA
112
 

For Forehead : Latkan is the ornament for the forehead. It was worn 

on the centre of forehead after tying it with hair. It was studded with 

diamonds and round in shape from lower edge: 

  yVdu pyr tqorh&lq[knkuhA
113
 

 On the other side, Guru Granth Sahib maintains that such a 

woman is beautiful who bedecks her forehead with the jewel of love : 

  Bkoh nzdfo ;'jDh w;sfe wDh fgnko[]114 

Ears : Karnaphul, Khubhi, Khuthila, Jhumka, Tatank and Kundal were 

the ornaments for ear. Karanphul was a tassel-like ornament made 

with silver chains and little balls : 

  djuQwy dj fy,sa l¡okjfrA
115
 

 Khubhi was worn in the lobe of the ear and named after the 

plant of this name because of its shape resembling to this plant : 

 dgk dgks vax vax dh 'kksHkk [kqHkh u ijlr pk# diksyA
116
 

                                                 
110  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 333. 

111  Ibid. 

112  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2116, Vol. 1, p. 614. 

113  Chaturbhujdas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 20, p. 41. 

114  Guru Granth Sahib, Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 54. 

115  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2807, Vol. II, p. 89. 

116  Kumbhandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 137, p. 105. 
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 Khuthila was a small ornament like a nail tapering in shape. It 

was worn with Khubhi : 

  [kqfVyk [kaHkh ghjk tMs gksA
117
 

 Jhumka was another ornament worn in the ear : 

  eqäeky ds >wed lksgSaA
118
 

 Kumbhandas has mentioned about the Jumkas of pearls:- 

  dapu efu ds [kaHk cuk, eksfru >wed yksjsaA
119
 

 Another ornament, a kind of earing worn in the lower part of the 

ear is known as Kundal : 

 oke diksy dqaMy dh lksHkk eangkl thrs dksV enu Hk;AA
120
 

 Tatank or Taryona is an ornament resembling the leaf of the tar 

tree : 

  Qwyu ds rjkSauk] dqaMy ylSa Qwyu dsA
121
 

Ornaments of Nose : For the nose the woman used Besari, Nath and 

Bulak : 

ukfld uFk tuq eue; iklhA
122
 

 Krishandas has mentioned about the Besari of pearls:- 

uSau deyny udoslfj eqdrkQyA
123
 

 Bulak was hung from a small hole in one of the nostrils : 

  dfV fdafdfu ix uwiqj cktS ukd cqykd gyS jsA
124
 

                                                 
117  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 804, p. 312. 

118  Ibid., Pad 1035, p. 425. 

119  Kumbhandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 7, p. 51. 

120  Govindswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 4, p. 37. 

121  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 328. 

122  Ibid., Nanddas Granthawali, p. 108. 

123  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 466, p. 173. 

124  Surdas, Sursagar, 1/11, Parishisht, Vol. II, p. 587. 
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For Neck: For neck different kinds of necklaces were used. These 

were Kanthsiri, Motsiri, Muktamal, Hamel and Tauki. 

 Kanthsiri was commonly used by ladies at that time : 

daBljh vkSj eqDrljh fop taxkyh iksrhA
125
 

 Chhitswami has also mentioned that ladies at that time used 

Kanthsiri to beautify their neck:-   

daB daBfljh lksgSA
126
 

 Motsiri and Muktamal were also used for neck : 

  ckj ckj dgSa dq¡ofj jkf/kdk] eksfrlfj dgk¡ x¡okbZAA
127
 

 Guru Nanak in Babur-Bani also mentioned about Motsiri. About 

the invasion of Babur and atrocities of his soldiers on women it is 

stated that their strings of pearls were broken and ropes were put 

around their necks:- 

fsBQ rfb f;bek gkJhnk s[NfBQ w's;ohnk]128 
 Kumbhandas mentioned about another ornament know as 

Muktamal used by the ladies   

  eqDrkeky daB mj Åij iaxfr gS cx xu dhA
129
 

 Hamel was a fairly heavy silver ornament and was generally 

used by village women : 

  gqesy gkj Qwyu dsA
130
 

                                                 
125  Govindswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 127, p. 88. 

126  Chhitswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 120, p. 98. 

127  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2587, Vol. II, p. 46. 

128  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Mahala 1, p. 417. 

129  Kumbhandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 31, p. 65. 

130  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 328. 



 224 

 Tauki also known as Hansuli was shaped as a solid collar of 

gold or silver : 

  lwFku cuh vukj jax dh gqalyh xzfFkr eu /khjkA
131
 

 Padak is another ornament of the neck: 

 ef.k dkSLrqHk gn; ind fojktr daBcuh xteksfru dh yjA
132
 

 String of pearls was also used by woman to beautify her neck: 

  L;ke&gzn; cj eksfrfu ekykA
133
 

 Har of flowers were also used: 

  Qwyu ds mj&gkjA
134
 

  Guru Granth Sahib mentions string of pearls as: 

  fJes[ skr? ofb fwb? rfb w'shnB ek jko[]135 

 Guru Granth Sahib has advised to wear the necklace of 

qualities : 

  fwfb gqhsw ;[y[ gkfJnk ;rb r[Dk rfb jko[]136 

 A woman (devotee) should wear the garland of Naam around her 

neck: 

  jfo jfo jko[ ezfm b/ gfjo? dkw'do dzs[ bJh]137 

For Arms and Wrists: Bajuband, Kangan, Churi (bangle), Chura and 

Tad were the ornaments for arms and wrists: 

  cy; dadu cktqcan ghjk&tfVrA
138
 

                                                 
131  Govindswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 5, p. 38. 

132  Ibid., Pad 117, p. 80. 

133  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/1243, Vol. 1, p. 386. 

134  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 328. 

135  Guru Granth Sahib, Sri Raga Mahala 1, p. 58. 

136  Ibid., Ramkali Mahala 1, p. 937. 

137  Ibid., Asa Mahala 1, p. 359. 

138  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 48, p. 18.  
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  lksgfr gkFkfu pkfj&pkfj pqfj;k¡A
139
 

  uwiqj pwjk jru [kfprA
140
 

 For arms Kangan is also used : 

  :ud&Hkqud dj dadu cktS] ckg¡ Mqykofr <hyhA
141
 

 At that time bangles of glass were commonly used: 

 yhyh czt cfurk vfr lqanj yhyh pwM+h dj.k esa lkjhA
142
  

 There is a mention of bangles in Guru Granth Sahib. One is 

advised to wear true bangles and should break the false one because 

inspite of her adornment, Shauh is enjoying others : 

  u{Vk GzB[ gbzx f;T[ w[zX/ ;D[ pkjh ;D[ pkjk] 

  J/s/ t/; eo/dhJ/ wz[X/ ;j[ oks' ntokjk]143 

 She should wear the bracelet (Kangan) of the doership of 

Absolute One God : 

  eo efo eosk ezrB gfjo? fJB fpfX fus[ Xo/Jh]144 

Ornaments of Fingers: For fingers various types of rings were used : 

  v¡xqfjfu eqanjh igq¡ph ikfuAA
145
 

  rc dj dkf<+ v¡xwBh nhUgha] ftfga ft; miT;kS /khjA
146
 

 Guru Granth Sahib states that she should wear the ring of 

Madhusudhan (Lord Krishna).  

                                                 
139  Ibid., Pad 90, p. 31. 

140  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 333. 

141  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/917, Vol. 1, p. 291. 

142  Govindswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 11, p. 40. 

143  Guru Granth Sahib, Vadhans Mahala 1, pp. 557-58. 

144  Ibid., Asa Mahala 1, p. 359. 

145  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/1798, Vol. I, p. 530. 

146  Ibid., Pad 9/530, p. 179. 
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  wX[;{dB eo w[zdoh gfjo? gow/;o[ gN[ b/Jh]147 

Ornament for the Waist : Around the waist, they wore Kshudra-

Ghantika, Kardhani and Kinkini, which consisted of gold bells, strung 

together on gold wire and twisted around the waist : 

  rkaVd efu tfVr] fdafduh dfV rfVrA
148
 

  Nqnz?kafVdk dfV y¡gxk j¡x ru rulq[k dh lkjhA
149
 

  rud dfV ij dud&dj/kfu] Nhu Nfc&pedkfrA
150
 

For Feet : Bichuwa (toe rings), Paizeb, Nupur, Jehar and Ghungru 

were the ornaments for feet. Bichuwas were an ornament for the 

instep shaped like a half bell : 

  ix tkod fcNqvk cktus gksA
151
 

 Nupur was the ornament of the toe with small bells: 

  m?kVfr l) laxhr Lokfeuh furZfr ix uwiqj ctkbA
152
 

 Payal or Paizeb was the ornament of the ankle made with chain 

and pendants of silver set with a fringe of small spherical bells which 

produced an agreeable jingling sound when the wearer moved out : 

  pefd pyh panzkoyh ik;y ik; ctk;A
153
 

 Ghungru was another ornament consisting of small golden bells, 

usually six on each ankle : 

  ?kw¡?kfj fnlfu nsf[k Hk; c<+hA
154
 

                                                 
147  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Mahala 1, p. 359. 

148  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 54, p. 20. 

149  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2116, Vol. I, p. 615. 

150  Ibid., Pad 10/184, Vol. 1, p. 263. 

151  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 804, p. 311. 

152  Chaturbhujdas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 24, p. 63.  

153  Kumbhandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 25, p. 59. 

154  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 116. 
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   or 

  pyr xfr dfV dqfur fdafdu ?kw¡?kq: HkudkjA
155
 

 Jehar was also an ornament for the ankle consisting of three 

gold rings : 

  tsgj rsgj ik;u lksa vuoV dqanu ghjk ofyrkA
156
 

Jehar was another ornament which was used for feet at that time: 

  tsgj] rsgj ik¡; fcNqou Nfo mitk;yA
157
 

 Guru Granth Sahib states that she should convert her mind 

into a pearl of Divinity and Make an ornament of spiritualism out of it 

by threading it with a creative spirit of dynamism: 

  wB[ w'sh i/ rjDk j't? gT[D[ j't? ;{s Xkoh]158 

 Because worldly make-up and ornaments are considered 

useless : 

  jko v'o ezeB xD/ efo Ekeh ;hrko[]159 

 Woman played a major role in the daily life of the society during 

the period under study. Both ideologies have provided valuable 

information about her day to day activities. Early in the morning she 

used to churn milk which becomes clear from following couplets : 

  izkr lesa nf/k eFkr XokfyuhA
160
 

 Parmananddas also mentioned that ladies used to churn milk 

early in the morning during the period under study:  

                                                 
155  Surdas, Sursagar, pad 10/1674, Vol. I, p. 494. 

156  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagr, Pad 919, p. 329. 

157  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 333. 

158  Guru Granth Sahib, Asa Mahala 1, p. 357. 

159  Ibid., Ramkali Mahala 1, p. 937. 

160  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 285. 
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  nf/k eFkfr Xoky xjchyh jhA
161
 

 In Guru Granth Sahib this female activity of churning milk and 

obtaining butter is symbolically used for meditating on the Holy Name 

and obtaining Amrita, the Divine elixir :  

  GKvk X'fJ p?f; X{g[ d/tj[ sT[ d[X? eT[ iktj[] 

  d{X[ eow c[fB ;[ofs ;wkfJD[ j'fJ fBok; iwktj[] 

  igj[ s J/e' Bkwk] ntfo fBokcb ekwk] 

  HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH] 

  o;Bk Bkw[ igj[ sp wEhn? fJB fpfE nzfwqs gktj[]162 

 Nikky Singh has given a nice description of this hymn. 

According  to her, First of all the vessel has to be cleaned and all dirt 

should be removed, giving a domestic image for the cleansing of the 

heart from the five lower passions i.e. 'Kama', 'Krodha', Lobha, 'Moha' 

and 'Ahankara'. Then, the vessel is to be touched with fragrance 

which is the consequence of one's virtuous deeds. The milk is then 

received into the pot. 

 In the second line, an analogy has been drawn between milk 

and action. Here the culture requires to make yoghurt from milk 

before it can be churned, has been rendered as Surati, which can be 

translated as awareness or consciousness. It is the culture which the 

woman, in a state of utter desire less ness (Nirasa), puts in the milk, 

thus bringing about its perfect jelled state of yoghurt. In a way, the 

                                                 
161  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 136, p. 45. 

162  Guru Granth Sahib, Suhi Mahala 1, p. 728. 
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yoghurt is not different from the milk, but the minuscule 

"epistemological" ingredient of culture transforms the milk into 

yoghurt, which is essential for the butter to be churned. 

 Finally, the yoghurt in the pot is churned, and this churning is 

related to the tongue (Rasna) reciting the Name of One (Eko Nama). 

What comes up is butter. The metaphorical churning up of the butter-

the envisioning of the transcendent – is the most important deed, for 

all others are worthless, literally fruitless (Niraphal). The fact that the 

most important action is illustrated through a feminine occupation 

(the churning of butter every morning) through her product (butter), 

through her faculty (Surati), indeed through herself. This brings into 

relief the significance attached to the feminine principle in the Sikh 

envisioning of the Transcendent.163 

 Ashtachhap writers have also used milk and milk products to 

the level of spirituality. They compared 'Goras'164 to the Rasa of senses 

i.e. pleasure achieved or enjoyed by senses.165 It is the prime duty of 

the devotee to sacrifice the pleasure of senses to achieve God. It is 

explained by Ashtachhap writers in 'Dan Lila' where the Lord Krishna 

demanded from the Gopis to give him Dan in form of 'Goras' which 

indirectly is a demand to sacrifice pleasure of senses: 

  gekjks nku nsgks xqtjsVhA 

  cgqr fnuu pksjh nf/k csP;ks vkt vpkud HksVhA
166
 

                                                 
163  Nikky Singh, The Feminine Principle in The Sikh Vision of the Transcendent, pp. 75-76. 

164  'Goras' Means milk and milk products i.e. curd and butter etc. 

165  Dr. Hargulal, Ashtachhap Ke Kavi Kumbhandas, p. 24. 

166  Ibid., Pad 23, p. 57. 
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 Women also went to fetch water from wells and rivers for 

drinking and other purposes: 

  vkor gh tequk Hkfj ikuhA
167
 

 Furhter it is mentioned by Nanddas that the Panihari of Gokul is 

going to bring water:- 

  xksdqy dh ifugkjh] ifu;k Hkju pyhA
168
 

 In Guru Granth Sahib there is also mention of Panihari i.e. 

women water carriers: 

  e{nNk J/e[ gzu gfBjkoh]169 

 It is also mentioned that the young girl in the city takes a 

pitcher, and fills it with water, she laughs, plays, and talks with her 

friends, but she keeps her attention focused on the pitcher of water: 

  nkBhb/ ez[G[ GokJhb/ T{de oki e[nkfo g[ozdohJ/] 

  j;s fpB'd phuko eosh j? uhs[ ;[ rkrfo okyhnb/]170 

 In this couplet the pitcher of water is metaphorically used for 

reciting God's Name. A true devotee of God can achieve salvation even 

by living a joyful life comprising of playfulness and enjoyment but by 

fixing his/her mind to God's Name. 

 After bringing water ladies used to prepare food for the whole 

family: 

  dksm T;kSukj djfr] dksm cSBh] dksm Bk<+h gh /kkeA
171
 

                                                 
167  Nanddas, Nanddas Granthawali, p. 305. 

168  Ibid., p. 304. 

169  Guru Granth Sahib, Gauri Kabir, p. 325. 

170  Ibid., Ramkali Namdev , p. 972. 

171  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/1611, Vol. 1, p. 480. 
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 It was expected that wife should be expert in cooking skill 

during that period : 

  e;k eksfga ,slh cgqfj;k HkkoSA 

  dfj dfj ikd jlksbZ vkNh eksdksa ijksfl ftekoSA
172
 

 Guru Granth Sahib informed that she prepares and offers to her 

family all sorts of sweet delicacies and dishes of all flavours: 

  fiT[ g[oy? xfo Grsh Bkfo j? nfs b'u? Grsh GkfJ] 

  pj[ o; ;kbD/ ;tkodh yN o; whm/ gkfJ]173
  

 After cooking food, she served it to all family members : 

  ukuk fcf/k tsaou dfj ijL;kS] iq#"k ftaokor R;kX;kSA
174 

 So, she had to remain busy in her work for the whole day. After 

cooking she had to mud-plaster the floor and sweeps the house. 

 In leisure she would spin for making garments. Embroidery was 

also included in her working sphere. This activity is imbued with 

spiritual significance in Guru Granth Sahib. If a woman makes 

embroidery of the Holy Name and wears such a frock; than she is the 

true bride; she should look after her home, taste not evil, then she 

could have her Lord's love : 

  efY e;hdk gfjofj u'bh sK s[w ikDj[ Bkoh] 

  i/ xo[ okyfj p[ok Bk ukyfj j'tfj ezs fgnkoh]175 

                                                 
172  Chaturbhujdas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 7, 36. 

173  Guru Granth Sahib, Shloka Mahala 3, p. 1413. 

174  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/999, Vol. I, p. 481. 

175  Guru Granth Sahib, Basant Mahala 1, p. 1171. 



 232 

 In this hymn the female activity of making embroidery is 

symbolically used for reciting the Holy Name whereas the word home 

is used for keeping oneself away from the five lower passions i.e. 

'Kama', 'Krodha', 'Lobha', 'Moha' and 'Ahankara'.  

 As mother, she takes care of her children while they are in 

cradle: 

  ejs Bkwd/T[ ;[Bj[ fsb'uB pkbe[ gkbB gT[Yhnb/]176 

 While she does work inside or outside the house, she holds her 

child in her thoughts: 

  nzsfo pkjfo eki fpo{Xh uhs[ ;[ pkfoe okyhnb/]177 

 Ashtachhap writers also supposed her main activity as mother 

to take care of her child : 

  yS yS xksn f[kykofga tlqefr egrkjhAA
178
 

 To provide food to her child and gave swings to him/her is also 

included in her duties: 

  dgr tlksnk lf[k;u vkxs ijksfl /kjh gS FkkjhA 

  Hkkstu vk; djks nksÅ HkS;k ckyd lfgr eqjkjhAA
179
 

  iyuk >wyr fxfj/kjykyA 

  tuuh tlksnk cSBh >wykofr] fujf[kr onu jlkyAA
180
 

 Here it must be mentioned that woman at that time played an 

important role in the economic life of the society. They sold goods of 

daily use, carrying them on their heads from one place to another 

                                                 
176  Ibid., Ramkali Namdev, p. 972. 

177  Ibid. 

178  Krishandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 872, p. 348. 

179  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 104, p. 36. 

180  Kumbhandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 57, p. 74. 
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place. Their functions were often specialized and were confined to a 

particular locality. Ashtachhap writers mentioned that women used to 

go to sell 'Goras' i.e. milk and milk products like curd and butter : 

 ns[kh tkb vktq xksdqy eSa ?kj&?kj csapfr fQjfr ngh jhA
181
 

 She used to go to sell milk and milk products in Gokul and 

Mathura:- 

 xksjl cspu ys pyh xksdqy eFkqjk chpA
182
 

 Guru Granth Sahib depicted a milkmaid carrying the pitcher of 

milk on her head: 

  wz[X Bt/bVhnk r'fJfb nkJh okw]183 

 She used to sell milk and milk products from morning to 

evening: 

  izkrgha yS tkfr xksjl] csafp vkofr jkfrA
184
 

 Word 'seller' has been used for these types of women: 

  lwj dgk ;s gedkS tkuSa] Nk¡Nfg csapu gkjhA
185
 

 In Guru Granth Sahib one also finds reference to women who 

sold milk and milk products. Word Gujari has been used for them: 

  r{ioh ikfs rtkfo ik ;j[ gkJ/ nkgDk]186 

 Ashtachhap writers also used this word for women who sold 

milk and its products at that time : 

  xqtfj;k ckojh dsbZ csj xbZ nku ekjA
187
 

                                                 
181  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/647, Vol. I, p. 220. 

182  Kumbhandas, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 25, p. 58. 

183  Guru Granth Sahib, Bilwal Mahala 1, p. 843. 

184  Surdas, Sursagar, Pad 10/2122, Vol. I, p. 616. 

185  Ibid., Pad 10/2136, p. 619. 

186  Guru Granth Sahib, Gujari Mahala 3, p. 516. 

187  Govindswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 56, p. 55. 
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 They also went out of their houses for selling fruits. The word 

'Kacchan' has been used for such woman : 

  czt esa dkfNu cspu vkbZA 

  vku mrkjh uan x`g vk¡xu <;ksM+h Qyu lqgkbZAA
188
 

 She sold mangoes and ber: 

  dksm ekb vk¡e cspu vkbZA
189
 

  dksm ekbZ csj cspu vkbZA
190
 

 Even she sold all types of fruits : 

  id~d [ktwj tac cnjh Qy ysgks dkNu Vsjh }kjA
191
 

 To conclude, it can be said that both ideologies provide valuable 

information about the dress, make-up, ornaments and activities of 

woman during the period under study. Some information about her 

role in economic life of the society is also provided. Braj literature 

provides this information to highlight the social status of woman in 

the contemporary society. On the other side, in Guru Granth Sahib 

female dress, her make-up, ornament and activities all are depicted 

with spiritual significance. To quote Nikky Singh, "Female activities 

and accoutrements are assigned a high value, even a Transcendent 

value. The bride's necklaces, ribbons, jewels, clothes, cosmetics and 

her acts of dressing, applying make-up and overseeing the 

arrangements for the wedding all are imbued with spiritual 

significance."192 

                                                 
188  Parmananddas, Parmanandsagar, Pad 672, p. 234. 

189  Ibid., Pad 673, p. 234. 

190  Ibid., Pad 674, p. 234. 

191  Govindswami, Pad-Sangrah, Pad 80, p. 65. 

192  Nikky Singh, The Feminine Principle in the Sikh Vision of the Transcendent, p. 95. 
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CONCLUSION 

 This study is an attempt to highlight the portrayal of woman in 

the devotional literature of the Bhakti period. Most of the existing 

studies on woman for this period are largely based on the official 

sources. So, the present study is based on the devotional literature of 

the Bhakti as now a days literature is considered as one of the 

important sources of history as the scope of history is vast which is 

not only confined to past politics but also touches almost every 

domain of human life. This is as true of devotional literature as of 

literatures any other form. Devotional literature contains 'the religious 

writings that are neither doctrinal nor theological, but designed for 

individuals to read for their personal edification and spiritual 

formation'. Devotional writers do not particularly write on material 

matters yet as they are the product of the society, they give valuable 

information about the life of their age. It is in accordance with these 

views of literature that the study of Bhakti period devotional literature 

has been undertaken to analyse the condition of woman during 

medieval times. Undoubtedly the attempt for the present research 

work can not be substituted for the studies based on official sources 

but might provide help in giving direction to arrive at a more 

comprehensive idea of the condition of woman in different regions of 

India during the period under study. 

 Devotional literature of the Bhakti period contains the writings 

specifically poetry of Nirguna and Saguna devotees (Bhakts). Nirguna 



 236 

devotees (Bhakts) believe in one formless God and have no faith in 

Avtarvad whereas Saguna devotees (Bhakts) worship the incarnations 

of God like Vishnu, Rama and Krishna and they considered Lord 

Krishna as of Avtar of God on earth. These Bhakts (devotees) wrote 

devotional poetry in praise of God in the vernacular languages instead 

of Sanskrit. Though they did not write purposely on material matters 

yet their writings by employing allegory throw valuable light on life 

around them.  

 For the understanding of the Nirguna exposition Guru Granth 

Sahib has been undertaken as the greatest unaltered and undiluted 

Text pertaining to medieval India. And for Saguna understanding 

contemporaneous Braj literature is used. Braj literature contains the 

literary works of Braj Bhasha. Braj Bhasha was the richest form of 

Hindi in the medieval age.  

 On the basis of Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature this work 

compares the two famous categories of Bhakti (Nirguna and Saguna) to 

explore the feminine dimension pertaining to them. For this purpose, 

this study passes through two phases, spiritual and social. Spiritual 

phase is further divided into two parts. In first part an attempt is 

being made to explore how Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature 

relate the feminine imagery on the Divine level and second part makes 

it clear that why feminine imagery is used? Social phase clarify, 

whether their spiritual dimension is equally relevant in social sphere 

or not, whether both ideologies advocated for the equality of woman in 
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society too? In this phase woman is depicted as girl, wife and mother. 

Apart from it this phase provides detailed information about female 

dress, make-up, ornaments and her day to day activities during the 

period under study.        

 This work is divided into five chapters. I chapter is named as, 

‘Woman in Indian Ethos’. It traces the general condition of Indian 

woman from pre-historic time to medieval period. In the pre-Aryan 

India Matriarchal (mother dominated) social system was prevalent. 

This is evident from Sankhya Shastra which is considered a pre-Aryan 

work. The status of woman was very high in all walks of life at that 

time.   

 Vedic Aryans were Patriarchal (father-dominated) as becomes 

clear from Rigveda. Girls were less welcomed than boys but it did not 

lead to female infanticide during that period. Mention of 

Brahmavadinis indicated that discrimination in education on the basis 

of sex was unknown. Child marriage and seclusion of women was 

absolutely unknown. Despite of male dominance, the position of 

woman as wife and mother was held in esteem. Indeed, it may be 

argued that Vedic religion had an appreciation of both femininity and 

complementarily between husband and wife, albeit within a 

patriarchal structure.  

 Coming to the later-Vedic period in Indian literature, the desire 

for a male child becomes very strong as becomes evident from the 

Brahmanas, the Upnishads and the Grihya Sutras. At that time this 
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belief was established that sons alone were competent to redeem their 

parents from hell. Thus, it becomes obligatory for a man to marry 

again and raise son to himself if first wife failed to give birth to a son. 

This led to the practice of polygamy. There was a gradual decline in 

female education. Child marriage had not come into form by the 

Grihya Sutra period. In the Grihya Sutras, first time, a definite 

classification of different forms of marriage was given. There were 

eight types of marriage. These were Brahma, Daiva, Prajapatya, Arsha, 

Gandharva, Asura, Paisacha and Rakshsa. Sati custom was rare and 

widow had the option of remarriage. But the proprietary rights of 

woman continued to be unrecognized. 

 The decline in the status of woman started with the writing of 

Manu Smriti. He favoured the idea of marrying girls at a tender age. 

Girls were considered incompetent to receive education and study 

Vedas. This in competency of woman reduced her to an inferior status 

of Shudra. Smritis prescribed a subordinate social role to woman. 

Manu is of the view that it is the main duty of a wife to serve her 

husband because with the service of the husband she can get 

salvation. Manu discouraged the custom of Sati by equating it with 

suicide. The position of woman was improved in the sphere of 

proprietary rights in this period as Manu advocated that the widow 

should be recognized as an heir to her husband's property. 

 During epic period there was no female infanticide in the society 

as informed by Ramayana and Mahabharata. Even there was evidence 
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of the adoption of girls by the parents who were not blessed with 

daughters. Sita, Kunti and Sakuntala all were adopted girls. Education 

was provided to girls and child marriage was prevalent. The practice of 

polygamy had been very widely prevalent and the practice of 

polyandry was also there in the epic period. The earliest reference to 

the practice of Purdah was found in the Mahabharta. It was prevalent 

among the royal ladies. Prostitution had also prevalent in the society. 

The Mahabharta also gave two instances of Sati. Madri immolated 

herself on the funeral pyre of her husband Pandu. The four wives of 

Vasudeva namely Devaki, Bhadra, Rohini and Madira burnt 

themselves with the body of their husband. 

 The Buddhist canonical literature, the Jataka books, the 

Milindapanha and the Vinayapitaka, particularly the portions of it 

known as the Bhikkuni Khandhak (that is the tenth and last 

Khandhaka of the Cullavagga) and the Bhikkhuni-Vibhanga, provided 

the information regarding the views of Buddha towards woman. 

Although Buddha allowed the admission of women into Sangha but 

his permission to woman was conditional. Women had to follow 

rigorous discipline than monks. Buddhist canons hold that the 

adoption of daughter is quite valid. There are no records of female 

infanticide in Buddhist literature due to the doctrine of non-violence. 

There is little mention of child marriage in the canonical literature. 

Monogamy prevailed at that time and the practice of polygamy was 

only limited to aristocracy.  
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 Jain Texts were mostly written by monks who believed in the 

superiority of the celibate life to that of married life. Digambara sect 

believed that woman could not attain Moksha without rebirth as man 

as she could not be allowed to go naked. On the other side, 

Swetamberas believed that a woman could attain salvation. This sect 

is of the view that there is no harm to soul by wearing of white 

garments.  

 Yogic literature also stressed the need of renouncing woman for 

the attainment of salvation. They considered woman as the temptress 

who perpetuated miserable life. They used derogatory words for 

woman in their writings. They called woman ‘Baghni’, and she-wolf, 

who robbed man of his youthful vigour. 

 During Rajput period woman suffered from several handicaps 

although their honour was dear to them. Female infanticide and the 

practice of ‘Jauhar’ were widely prevalent among the Rajputs.  

 The coming of the Turks to India did not bring any good change 

in the position of woman. Female education was limited to the women 

of upper class. The custom of polygamy was also there as Muslim law 

allowed a man to keep four views at a time. The practice of Purdah 

was widely prevalent as Muslim woman was not free for public 

appearance. 

 During Mughal period, who ruled India after Delhi Sultanate, 

female infanticide was continued in some sections of both Hindus and 

Muslims. Child marriage was also there. European travelers 

specifically Tavernier, Manucci and Thevenot had provided 
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information about this social evil. Manucci admitted the prevalence of 

the custom of dowry among Hindus and Muslims particularly in its 

richer and higher sections. Manucci, Thevenot and De Laet recorded 

that polygamy was also prevalent in the Muslim society. The practice 

of Purdah was also there. Badauni writers that in the time of Akbar 

Purdah was observed strictly. Foreign travel Johan Marshall observed 

that the rigour of Purdah was so strict that even male doctors were not 

allowed to see the ladies of princely and noble families. The plight of a 

widow was very miserable in medieval India. She had to commit Sati. 

Foreign travelers Alberuni, Ibn Battuta, and Bernier had described this 

custom in detail. Alberuni recorded that if a widow refused to become 

Sati, she was ill treated as long as she lived. Ibn Battuta noticed an 

example of Sati near Pakpattan and several others elsewhere in India. 

Bernier referred to the sad plight of Hindu widows.           

 Therefore, it was in such a scenario that the Bhakti movement 

started. It is divided into ‘Nirguna’ and ‘Saguna’ and more recently 

between Vasihnava Bhakti and Sant Tradition. The 'Nirguna' and 

'Saguna' model was first popularized by Hindi scholars such as 

Ramachandra Shukla, P.D. Barthwal and Parashuram Chaturvedi. The 

last four decades have witnessed a surge of Western scholarly interest 

in medieval Saints. Ramanujacharya, Ramananda, Vallabhacharya 

and Surdas are the prominent Saguna Bhakts (devotees) whereas 

Namdev, Kabir and Guru Nanak are included among Nirguna Bhakts. 
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These writers wrote devotional poetry in praise of God in the 

vernacular languages instead of Sanskrit. Though they did not write 

purposely on material matters yet their writings by employing similes 

and metaphors throw valuable light on life around them. For the 

understanding of Nirguna exposition Guru Granth Sahib has been 

undertaken and for Saguna understanding contemporaneous Braj 

literature is used.  

 Guru Granth Sahib is the name given to the Holy Scripture of 

the Sikhs. It is the treasure of Bhakti literature poetry and spiritual 

elevation of mankind. The essence of its ideology is to integrate 

humanity, irrespective of caste, colour or creed. It was dictated by 

Guru Arjan to Bhai Gurdas. It consists the Bani of first five Gurus, 

Hindu Bhakts (devotees), Muslim Sufis and Bhatts. It had different 

names during different times i.e. Pothi Sahib, Granth Sahib, Adi Granth 

and Guru Granth Sahib. In this work the last name Guru Granth 

Sahib has been used in the title as well as throughout the work.  

 The tradition recognizes three main version of Guru Granth 

Sahib. These are 'Kartarpuri Bir', 'Bhai Banno Vali Bir' and 'Damdami 

Bir'. By the end of Nineteenth century Guru Granth Sahib has been 

published by various organizations. All the printed copies of the Guru 

Granth Sahib are based on Damdami Bir. In the 1990s the Text of the 

Guru Granth Sahib also becomes available in a digital format 

published by a variety of individuals and organizations. In 2012 an 



 243 

application Sikh World is developed from where the whole Guru 

Granth Sahib can be downloaded with commentary and English 

translation. 

 Braj literature contains the literary works of Braj Bhasha. Braj 

Bhasha was the richest form of Hindi in the medieval age. It was the 

language of Braj region. The Braj region located in the vicinity of Delhi 

and Agra and included the places like Itawa, Aligarh, Mathura and 

Brindaban. Braj language acquired a literary character during the 

Fifteenth and Sixteenth century when it received religious patronage 

through Surdas and other Ashtachhap writers. In Braj literature 

Surdas, Parmanddas, Kumbhandas, Krishandas, Nanddas, 

Chaturbhujdas, Govindswami and Chhitswami are known as 

Ashtachhap. In this work the focus of Braj literature is primarily 

limited to the works of Ashtachhap writers as they are the 

contemporary to the Sikhs Gurus. Secondly the writings of 

Ashtachhap writers are the best works of Braj Bhasha. After these 

writers this language had lost its prestige and Khadiboli Hindi (Modern 

standard Hindi) began to supplant it.     

 On the basis of Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature this work 

will compare the two famous categories of Bhakti to explore the 

feminine dimension pertaining to them. Their devotional poetry is 

marked by intensity and spiritual insight. Metaphor is the most 

important factor in their poetry. The metaphors create imagery. If 

there is no image, there will be no poetry because imagination 
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contains reality. Every poetic image serves mainly two purposes. It 

gives shape to poet's experiences along with depicting the world 

around him/ her. 

 Thus, the composers of Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature 

have used a wider range of imagery in their writings. The abstract 

spiritual ideas and subtle thoughts are saved from becoming obscure 

and misty only through the use of poetic imagery. Both ideologies 

(Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature) have used imagery to make 

the masses understand their higher spiritual experiences.              

 Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature have used images from 

nature, from indoor and outdoor life to explain their spiritual ideals. 

The writers of both ideologies have almost the same type of spiritual, 

social, political and intellectual experiences. Therefore, in their 

poetical compositions they repeated the same thoughts and applied 

the same imagery. Imagery of the clouds and lighting, of the weather 

and its changes, of mother-child love, of wife-husband love, of Yogic 

activities, of domestic activities and imagery of lives of animals and 

birds are some examples of common imagery used by both ideologies 

This similarity of imageries is helpful to understand their views and 

thoughts. 

 II Chapter ‘Thought Content of Guru Granth Sahib and Braj 

Literature’ throws light on the fact that though Guru Granth Sahib 

and Braj literature belong to the two different thoughts of Bhakti cult 

i.e. Nirguna and Saguna. But they are allied with each other on the 
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basis of certain shared emphases: recognition of the both states-

Nirguna and Saguna of the Lord; believe in the fact that Jiva (creature) 

and world are the creation of God; about the influence of Maya on the 

individual's; the necessity of devotion; the repetition of Naam; 

importance of Guru and Satsang; condemnation of caste pride and 

stress on discountenancing Yogic practices.  

 Furthermore, the writers of both ideologies (Guru Granth Sahib 

and Braj literature) composed their couplets (Bani) in Ragas. The end 

of Kartarpur Pothi has table of contents which divides up the thirty 

Ragas into eight sections. This division has great importance. The only 

possibility could be that this division may have been related to eight 

Pahirs that make up the day, with each set of Ragas intended for one 

Pahir. This same principle forms the basis for the eight Artis (Prayers) 

performed throughout the day in Vaishnava temples. Braj writers 

have mentioned about these eight Artis performed in the temples of 

their Sampradaya. Further the Kartarpur Pothi begins with Raga Sri, a 

favorite Raga of the Vaishnavas, and its first section ends with Raga 

Tilang, a favorite of the Sufis. This placement of these Ragas in key 

points in the Sikh Text seems to indicate Guru Arjan's engagement 

with the two major religious groups i.e. Vaishnavas and Sufis.         

    Due to the effectiveness of Braj language during Sixteenth and 

Seventeenth century Guru Arjan Dev has used this language in 

Sukhmani Sahib, Phunhay and Chaubolay. Sholkas of Guru Tegh 

Bahadur are also in this language. On the other side, Ashtachhap 
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writers have also used Punjabi language in their works. Because of 

above similarities the couplets of two Ashtachhap wirters i.e. Surdas 

and Parmananddas are included in Guru Granth Sahib. The above 

mentioned description is the reason to take Guru Granth Sahib and 

contemporary Braj literature (Ashtachhap writers) for comparative 

study without ignoring their theological differences.   

 Both ideologies have faith in the existence of God. Guru Sahib 

emphasized on the worship of Nirguna Brahma and do not have faith 

in Avtarvad. On the other side, Ashtachhap writers believed in the 

Saguna form of God and considered Lord Krishna as the Avtar of God 

on earth. Guru Granth Sahib believes that God created the Avtars by 

Its will. God is above the Avtars like Rama and Krishna. The Nirguna 

perception of Krishna, Rama and Hari is that of a non-incarnate 

formless and absolute Supreme Being.   

 Guru Granth Sahib holds the view that Jiva is the creation of 

the God. By the order of the True Lord the Jiva comes into existence. 

Ashtachhap writers believed that Jivas are not created but are 

manifested by Brahma out of himself. In Jiva, Brahmas ‘Sat’ (truth) 

and ‘Chhit’ (consciousness) guna (quality) remained. So, Jivas are part 

or fragments of Brahma. Vallabhacharya, the preceptor of Ashtachhap  

writer's divides Jivas into three categories i.e. Pushti Jiva, Maryada 

Jiva and Pravaha Jiva. Pusti Jivas are well-nourished, complete and 

have the Anugraha (grace) of Lord Krishna. Maryada Jivas are within 

the limits of the actions and live in expectations of the rewards that 
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the Veda promises in Heaven. Pravaha Jivas are those who crave 

riches and sensual pleasure on earth. Pushti Jivas are considered the 

best Jivas. Vallabhacharya considered that all Bhakts (devotees) are 

Pushti Jivas and that the Bhaktimarga is the Pushtimarg. The 

followers of the Pushtimarg are satisfied only with direct experience of 

the Divine body of Shri Krishna. Therefore Braj writers considered Gopi 

(female) as the Guru of Pustimarg who enjoyed physical love-play with 

Lord Krishna during his life in Braj on earth and who enjoy eternally 

the love of Shri Krishna in the endless Lila in Goloka. 

 As far as Guru Granth Sahib is considered no such division of 

Jivas can be seen. Guru Granth Sahib considered that creatures are 

of two types i.e. Gurmukh and Manmukh. Gurmukh is that Jiva who 

attain the company of the Lord. Manmukh is an ego-centered person 

who craves only for the riches of the world. Gurmukh resembles with 

Suhagan of Guru's thought. As Gopi of Braj literature, who is a Pushti 

Jiva, is the prime precepator of Bhakti, similarly Suhagan of Guru 

Granth Sahib, who resembles with Gurmukh is considered guide on 

spiritual path. 

 Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature believed that God is the 

creator of the world. Ashtachhap writers have explained the Ancient 

theory that Brahma has created the world, Vishnu is the sustainer and 

Mahesh is the destroyer of the world but they have established the 

unity of three of them with Lord Krishna. On the other side, Guru 

Granth Sahib states that Lord is the Creator, Preserver and Destroyer 
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of the world. Earlier there was only One Lord there was no Brahma, 

Vishnu and Mahesh. In Japji it is mentioned that these three are born 

from One Divine Mother. Ashtachhap writers differentiated Jagat and 

Sansar. They believed that Jagat is the creation of the God and it 

consists of God's 'Sat' guna. Sansar is created by the ignorance of the 

Jiva. It is created by the Avidya Shakti of Maya, so it is false. There is 

no such classification of Jagat and Sansar in Guru Granth Sahib. 

Both ideologies have explained the creation of the world through the 

example of the bubble in the water. It is stated that as the bubble in 

the water well up and disappears again, so is the world created from 

the God and it again mingled in God.           

 Guru Granth Sahib is of the view that Maya is not a separate 

ultimate reality. It has been created by the God. But the illusion of 

Maya takes an individual away from God. Ashtachhap writers divided 

Maya into Vidya and Avidya Maya. Vidya Maya is that Shakti or 

power of Brahma which creates and destroys this world with the Iccha 

of Brahma. This is under the control of Brahma. Avidya Maya brings 

out the misery of the Jiva. Because of its influence the individual 

forgets self nature as a part of Brahma.  Guru Granth Sahib does not 

divided Maya into these two parts directly yet through the hymns like 

Nanak Sachay Kee Saachee Kar and through Ha-umai-Maa-i-aa 

Mohnee Doojai Lagai Jaa-ay, one can find references about Vidya 

Maya and Avidya Maya.  
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  About Yogic practices both ideologies believed that instead of 

these practices a devotee should rely on the Bhakti and Service of the 

Lord. Guru Granth Sahib has used metaphors from the ideas and 

practices of the Yogis with its own orientation. Guru Nanak tells the 

Yogis in detail what Yog is not and what it should be. Yog does not 

consist in donning the cloak, holding the staff, or smearing the body 

with ashes. It does not consist in wearing the earrings, shaving the 

head, or blowing the horn (Singi). The real Yog is to live 'detached-in-

attachment'. Similarly in Ashtachhap writings Gopis are giving a very 

different interpretation of Yog to Udho. They are saying to Udho that 

the Yoga which he is teaching to them they are the followers of that. 

Their hairs have grown as 'Sali' (sacred thread) and their body burned 

by fire of separation from the Lord. Their heart is like horn (Singi) in 

the Viyoga of the Lord. 

 The literature under study even objected to the way of life of the 

Yogis. Guru Granth Sahib stated that some people wander as Yogis 

having put on ochre colored clothes, but within them there is much 

worldly thirst and desire for clothing and food. Similarly, Braj writers 

do not have sympathy for Yogic practices. It is stated that a Yogi puts 

on external marks, matted hair, pierced ears and ashes on his body. 

But the followers of Shri Krishna have actually suffered the burning of 

Viraha and show internal as well as external evidence of it in his/her 

devotion. 
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 Both ideologies have no faith in Sananyas (renunciation). Guru 

Nanak Dev stated that one should live 'detached-in-attachment'. Braj 

writers also emphasized that one ought not to retreat from the world, 

but instead live gratefully within it as an active participant, as a 

householder. Parmananddas says that one should live in one's house 

just like a passer by. Guru Granth Sahib further states that those 

who have achieved the true Sabad they have become Udasi while 

living within their homes. Similarly Ashtachhap writer's say that in 

Krishna's Viraha the Gopi of the Gokul become Udasi by making forest 

(Ban) in her house. 

 Although both ideologies have emphasized on the necessity of 

Guru yet the Guru in Guru Granth Sahib is ‘Sabad Guru’ which is its 

unique quality. Contrary to this Ashtachhap writers are the faithful 

devotees of Vallabhacharya and his son Vitthalnath. About this 

difference it may be concluded that in no Sampradaya of Bhakti 

‘Sabad’ is considered as Guru except Guru Granth Sahib.  

 For Guru Granth Sahib Mukti is the attainment of the lotus feet 

of the Lord. The state of bliss and joy at the feet of the Lord is 

inexpressible. On the other side, Ashtachhap writers have no desire 

for attaining Mukti and going to heaven. They considered Gokul better 

than Vaikuntha. 

 Both ideologies do not have faith in caste pride. But in spite of 

this it should kept in mind that Ashtachhap writers have completely 

dissociate themselves from Muslim and called them ‘mlechchha’. On 
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the other hand, the writers of Guru Granth Sahib apart from 

theoretical also took practical steps by starting ‘Pangat’ to root out 

caste from society. 

 Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature have laid great emphasis 

on Satsang and company of the Saints. It is stated that Satsang is 

essential for a happy life and for spiritual enlightenment. 

 III Chapter entitled, ‘Perception of Woman : The Spiritual 

Context’ analyses the perception of woman in Guru Granth Sahib 

and Braj literature. This Chapter is divided into two parts. In first part 

different feminine imageries are mentioned which both ideologies have 

used to comprehend God. In second part it is made clear that why 

these ideologies have used feminine imageries for God.  

 This analysis of perception passes through the three phases i.e. 

mother imagery, wife imagery and female species from the animal 

world. First phase deals with the idea that both ideologies used the 

imagery of mother-child love for depicting the love of devotee for God 

and of God for devotee. It is stated in Guru Granth Sahib that as a 

mother loves and cares her child, same way, the devotee should have 

attachment to the Lord. Guru Arjan Dev says that as the mother is 

rejuvenated upon seeing her son, so is the Lord's humble servant 

imbubed with Lord, through and through. Here Guru Arjan has used 

the imagery of mother son love, instead of mother-daughter, to explain 

the relation between God and devotee. The imagery is taken from daily 

life of the people. As during medieval period less importance is given 
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to girls as compared to boys in the society so Guru Arjan only to 

clarify his spiritual ideas to common people has used the imagery of 

mother-son love.  

 Because of mother's devotion to her child Ashtachhap writers 

have mostly kept themselves in place of Yashoda instead of Nanda. 

They believed that to achieve the Lord Krishna one should worship 

him through the image of Mata Yashoda. Mata Yashoda has received 

that 'Anand' through her motherly devotion which is not even received 

by Devatas. Except Kumbhandas all the Ashtacchap writers have used 

imagery of mother-child love to express their Bhakti. Surdas and 

Parmananddas are excellent in the use of this Bhava to express their 

Bhakti.  

 Further, the mother image offers that as a mother has care for 

her child, similarly, God looks after Its devotee. Guru Granth Sahib 

states that as the mother loves to see her son eat, same way, the true 

Guru loves to put food in the mouth of Gursikh (devotee). Ashtachhap 

writers also believed that as a mother takes care of her child and 

protects her/ him, Lord Krishna also does the same for His devotee. 

As a child becomes annoyed with mother and mother makes the child 

joyful. Similarly Lord is like a mother to devotees who always forgives 

their mistakes. Guru Granth Sahib states that like mother, God never 

counts the short-comings of the devotee. Thus, both ideologies have 

idealized the love of a mother for her child and held it up as an 

example for a devotee to God.  



 253 

 Turning to wife imagery it is stated in both ideologies that one 

can attain union with God by following the wife's example of loving 

devotion. The human soul (Jivatma) is represented as the wife who is 

forever seeking union with her husband (Lord). Thus Suhagan of Guru 

Granth Sahib and Gopi of Braj literature are the guides on spiritual 

path. All the Ashtachhap writers have expressed their Bhakti through 

the image of Gopi but Surdas is best in it. Nanddas and Kumbhandas' 

writings are also important from this view. Due to Suhagan and Gopi's 

capacity to receive God, the writers of Guru Granth Sahib and Braj 

literature have identified themselves with wife imagery and expressed 

the ardor of their hearts through her voice. They called themselves the 

wives of the Lord.  

 The metaphor of wife is further extended to the Suhagan and 

Duhagan in Guru Granth Sahib. Suhagan is metaphorically used to 

represent Gurmukh whereas Duhagan symbolically resembles with 

Manmukh. Among Ashtachhp writers Surdas, Parmananddas and 

Govindswami has also used the metaphor of Suhagan and Duhagan. 

 Thus Suhagan/ Gurmukh is a woman who is beloved of the 

Lord, whether in the body of a man or woman. Suhagan wins the 

favour of her Spouse and enjoys union forever. On the other hand, 

Duhagan is deprived of union due to her ignorance of the Lord. 

Duhagan/ Manmukh craves only for the riches of the world and not for 

the company of her Lord.  

 Duhagan and Maya both are associated in Guru Granth Sahib 

due to their ignorance of Ultimate Reality. Because of this comparison 
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some Western scholars pointed out that in Sikh Scripture woman is 

often associated with Maya, 'indicating its apprehension of female as a 

barrier to the attainment of emancipation'.  

 Here, it must be kept in mind that these are philosophical 

concepts which needed to be discussed in their context. Apart from 

wife there is also mention of mother, father, son and daughter as 

objects of Maya in Guru Granth Sahib. Thus the definition of Maya is 

equally applicable to both man and woman. In Ashtachhap writings 

too, specially in Surdas', wife is compared with Avidya Maya and 

wealth. But these references are also contextual and needed to be 

understood in their context. 

 Another objection about the use of wife imagery in Guru Granth 

Sahib is that it allowed the masculine identity to God. Doris R. 

Jakobsh pointed out that the Ultimate Reality in Sikh Scripture is 

most often conceived in masculine terms, as Akal-Purakh and Karta-

Purakh. Here it must be cleared that in Guru Granth Sahib both 

feminine and masculine imagery is used for comprehending the 

Ultimate reality. God is addressed as mother, father, sister, brother 

and friend-thus as both male and female. Even in some hymns God's 

beauty is explained in terms supposedly appealing to the woman. 

Further it is stated that only God has the power to assume the form of 

both man and woman for self-manifestation. But the commentators, 

interpreters and translators of Sikh Scripture have primarily 

elaborated the masculine principle and overlooked the feminine. They 

have used word ‘He’ for God in their translations which becomes 
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misleading for those who can not read the language of the Text. God of 

Guru Granth Sahib is beyond gender, so to avoid misconceptions ‘It’ 

is a better word to use for God instead of ‘He’ as informed by Nikky 

Singh. In this work word ‘It’ is used for God of Guru Granth Sahib to 

represent Its Nirguna state. 

 As far as Braj literature is concerned these writers worship the 

Lord in Yogual Rupa (both male and female). They have made no 

difference between Krishna and Radha. They have asserted that 

Radha and Krishna are one and the same. According to them Parm 

Purush Krishna is the Shaktiman and Prakriti Radha is the Shakti 

(Power) of the Lord. But it is very surprising that all the temples of 

Vallabha Sampradya, to whom Ashtachhap writers belong, are only of 

Lord Krishna's instead of Yogual Rupa.  

 Third phase of the use of female imagery to express Bhakti 

towards God is extended to include females in the animal world. Guru 

Nanak seeks to identify himself with the females of several species to 

express his yearning for union. He wishes, he is a doe (Harini) living in 

the jungles or a Koel (Kokil) singing in the water or a she-serpent 

(Nagin) within the earth in each case enjoying the proximity of the 

Lord. Guru Arjan called himself a fish in a hymn to express his Bhakti 

towards God.  

 Among Ashtachhap writers only Surdas expressed his Bhakti 

towards Lord Krishna through the medium of the cows of Braj. In 

Bhramargit, gopis are informing to Udho to tell Krishna that the cows 

of Braj are suffering extreme misery in his Viyoga. They are in the 
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habit of going and smelling the places where Krishna has grazed them. 

The water (tears) continuously coming from their eyes and they are 

repeating the name of the Lord Krishna.  

 To conclude this part, it may be argued that the use of feminine 

imagery and female voice by these ideologies is an indicative of the 

high regard that they have for woman. But some Western scholars 

pointed out that the use of feminine imagery and female voice in Guru 

Grant Sahib is certainly not a unique thing as many North Indian 

Saints have also used it. The use of feminine imagery and voice is not 

only confined to North Indian Saints but also used by the prophets of 

the Old and New Testament, Christian Saints and Sufi Sheikhs. But 

the vocabulary and the sense of this idea used by others differ in 

many respects from the form and essence of Guru Granth Sahib. It 

becomes clear by taking an example from Guru Granth Sahib and 

Braj literature. Although Ashtachhap writers explained the spiritual 

path through the image of Gopi at philosophical level but practically 

woman is not directly related to God. She is secondarily related 

through the medium of male. Contrary to this, the woman of Guru 

Granth Sahib devotes a very direct encounter between her and 

Ultimate Reality. 

 IInd part of this chapter is ‘Quest for Feminine Qualities’. In 

this part it is made clear that why these ideologies have used feminine 

imageries for God when all the writers of both ideologies are male. It 

has seen in the earlier part that both ideologies have largely used the 
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Vatsalya Bhava (mother imagery) and Madhura Bhava (wife imagery) 

to comprehend God despite of the fact that all the writers are male. 

Some scholar's raised objection about the use of these female 

imageries. Doris R. Jakobsh concludes that addressing the Divine 

through the feminine voice allowed for the maintence of masculine 

identity to God. Here it should be pointed out that female imagery and 

voice have used neither to permit masculine identity to God and nor to 

place woman secondarily but to showcase the qualities of woman. To 

achieve the Ultimate Reality, one should have the qualities of love, 

devotion, sacrifice, fear of God, patience, forgiveness, truthfulness and 

humility. As woman has these qualities in abundance, more than a 

man, so both ideologies (Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature) 

considered these feminine qualities very helpful in the quest and 

attainment of the Lord. 

 Guru Granth Sahib glorifies these feminine qualities and 

enjoins upon all humanity to cultivate them for comprehending Lord. 

One is advised to go and ask Suhagan that through which qualities 

she has achieved the Lord. Similarly, Ashtachhap writers have asked 

Gopi that with which qualities she has received Lord Krishna. Braj 

writers have emphasized on feminine qualities by conceiving man as 

complicated and subtle and woman as plain and transparent.  

 Guru Granth Sahib recorded that woman is the one who has 

the qualities to recognize and achieve the God. She has the capacity to 

chart out the way that makes the Ultimate Reality accessible to 
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human experience. Krishandas, one of the Ashtachhap writers, has 

laid importance to this idea by declaring that in the whole world 

nobody has the capacity and quality like Braj woman to comprehend 

Lord.  

 Both ideologies emphasized that to receive Ultimate Reality 

quality of love is the foremost. They believe that the gap between 

Divine Reality and the individual is bridged by following the woman's 

example of loving devotion. That wife is called Suhagan who has love 

for the Lord. Love is the true wealth of her life and she experiences a 

kind of bliss in the company of her True Lord. Surdas and Nanddas 

choose the love of Gopi to express their ideas and thought in 

Bhramargit. Through Bhramargit they have explained the superiority 

of Prem (love) over Gyan and Yoga. Udho has been made the 

mouthpiece of Gyan Bhakti. He tries to dissuade Gopi from the path of 

'Prem' by an appeal to her intellect. Contrary to this, Gopi is generally 

not inclined to enter into a logical discourse or intellectual inquiry. 

She said to Udho that her only concern is to love Lord Krishna.  

 With love, quality of devotion is also necessary. Woman's 

yearning for union and agony of her separation (Viraha) immediately 

enters into the soul and stir powerful vibration there. The entire 

Baramaha of Guru Nanak, Guru Arjan Dev and Nanddas, one of the 

Ashtacchap writers, is an example of it where the Viraha of a lonely 

woman is used for depicting the yearning of individual soul for union 
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with God. This quality has great importance on spiritual path because 

without pangs of separation love cannot grow.   

 Removal of ego is considered as an essential trait which is 

required for the union with Almighty God. Wife of Guru Granth Sahib 

forgets her identity and fixes her mind on God-Husband after removal 

of ego. Among Ashtachhap writers Govidswami and Nanddas have 

explained the necessity of this quality on the spiritual path.  

 Guru Granth Sahib states that along with quality of love, fear of 

God is also essential on spiritual path. Woman should adorn herself 

with fear (Bhai) of God to become Suhagan. Ashtachhap writers do not 

have mentioned this quality in their writings. 

 Feminine quality of patience is also necessary in the pursuit of 

Ultimate Reality. Both ideologies concluded that a wife (devotee) who 

has patience is loved by God-husband. Quality of truthfulness is also 

emphasized in Guru Granth Sahib. It is stated that if the wife has the 

quality of truth then God-Husband never goes away from her.  

 Sacrifice is also a necessary trait. Wife of Guru Granth Sahib 

and Gopi of Braj literature is ready to sacrifice her everything in lieu of 

Lord. She sacrifices her body, mind, wealth and everything for the 

sake of Lord.  

 Furthermore, Guru Granth Sahib informed that anybody who 

remains humble like wife achieves the Ultimate goal of life. 

Ashtachhap writers have also explained the importance of this quality 

on spiritual path. Women leaders of the liberation movement fighting 
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for equality with men at all levels, too, at times, appear to corroborate 

the idea of humility on the part of women. Simone De Beauvoir, one of 

the pioneers of feminist thought in her famous work 'The Second Sex', 

also speaks of this ideal and appear to corroborate this quality on the 

part of woman.   

 Humility brings quality of obedience. Wife (devotee) of Guru 

Granth Sahib never objects the doings of God-Husband. She obeys 

God's command without objection. Gopi of Ashtachhap writers is ready 

to obey the will of the Lord Krishna without any objection. 

 Apart from these qualities Guru Granth Sahib considered 

quality of forgiveness as an essential trait for the attainment of God. 

Ashtachhap writers do not have paid attention to this quality. 

 Even Social Scientist today has started realizing that feminine 

qualities like love, humility, patience and self-sacrifice can pave way 

for a better social climate. World famous Psychologist Dr. H.B. Danesh 

in his work 'Violence-Free Family' states that the feminine qualities of 

love and service are gaining ascendancy which will banish violence 

from the family and the society.  

 To conclude this chapter it can be said that both ideologies have 

considered above mentioned feminine qualities as very helpful in the 

attainment of God. One thing that deserves special mention here is 

that while feminine qualities are recommended for a woman (devotee) 

the masculine qualities like chivalry and cleverness have not been 

overlooked. A woman is not expected to be a spineless creature 
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without having an independent personality of her own. Boldness and 

chivalry are essential attributes of an ideal woman of Guru Granth 

Sahib. Mai Bhago is an example of it. Even Mata Sundari not only took 

keen interest in Sikh polity, but also successfully guided the destiny of 

the Panth in a crucial time. 

 Here it must be kept in mind that though the content of both 

ideologies is common but the effect is not quite the same. There is a 

dichotomy in behaviour of Ashtchhap writers about the salvation of 

woman. On one side, they define the spiritual path through her voice 

whereas on the other side they accept that her salvation lies in the 

service of her husband. Contrary to it, Guru Granth's message 

maintained that woman and members of lower caste are not in any 

way barred from attaining salvation. It's goal of emancipation is 

equally open to a man as much as to a woman. Even at spiritual level 

woman has been bestowed with a special status when Gurbani calls 

her the best of the best. 

 Further Ashtachhap writers classified woman into different 

categories. This classification can be specifically seen in the works of 

Nanddas, Surdas and Krishandas. Nanddas in his work Ras Manjari 

classified woman into Swakiya, Parakiya and Samayana according to 

religions ethos. Each of these three is further divided into Mugadha 

Madhya and Parora. These are further divided into many categories. 

Guru Nanak and his successors have not classified woman anywhere 

in their writings.  
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 Third difference is also interesting to note that Ashtachhap 

writers, specifically Surdas repeats some common prejudices against 

woman. He compared woman to Kali Nagini and at another place she 

is called even worst than Nagin. These references of Surdas are 

contextual which needed to be discussed in their context. Some 

scholars objected that there are negative approaches towards woman 

in Guru Granth Sahib also. One of these scholars is Doris R. Jakobsh 

who represented Guru Ramdas as a high critic of woman on the bases 

of his one hymn. The view taken by Jakobsh is partial and therefore 

misleading. Guru Ramdas talks of the Manmukh in contrast to 

Gurmukh. The sinful and ignorant men are those who listen to their 

women out of lust as a moral weakness and ignore the Guru's 

instructions. Even in the end of the hymn it is clarified that both 

woman and man are the creation of the God. Thus the deprecation of 

woman is totally alien to Guru Granth Sahib. It is said that Guru 

Arjan rejectes the composition of Chhaju to include in Guru Granth 

Sahib as being too derogatory to woman. 

 In Ashtachhap writings especially in Naddas one may note some 

signs of eroticism. Contrary, Guru Granth Sahib does not have any 

description of this types it refutes and rejects this view by declaring 

that uncontrolled passions are gateway to sorrow and disease. 

 Noticing these differences one must agree with J.S. Grewal that 

Guru Nanak created a larger space for woman, perhaps in the whole 

range of Indian literature springing from devotional theism. 
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 IV Chapter is ‘Depiction of Woman: The Social Context’. One 

finds the depiction of woman as a girl, wife, widow and mother in both 

ideologies. Braj literature has provided a vivid picture of woman in her 

social milieu. It authenticates the presence of child marriage, dowry, 

Purdah, Sati and miserable condition of widow in society during 

medieval period. But it neither opposed these social vices nor raised a 

voice against them. Thus, it may be argued that regarding social 

condition of woman, Ashtachhap writers merely echoed the traditional 

views and could not protest against social inequalities towards woman 

due to the social pressure of their society.  

 Contrary to it, in Guru Granth Sahib these social evils are 

strongly opposed for the upliftment of woman. Guru Nanak is the first 

among the Saints of India who has championed the cause of 

womanhood in Indian society. He has pointed to the orgy of 

dishonouring of womenfolk by Babar's soldiers near Saidpur later on 

called Eminabad. He wrote about the suffering of Indian woman in 

Raga Asa. This portrayal of suffering is universal and it includes the 

plightful condition of all women whether belonging to Hindu, Muslim, 

Bhatti and Thakur denomination. Women's state of suffering is defined 

in three ways: suffering due to dishonour; suffering by physical death 

and suffering due to emotional stress. Seeing such a pitiable 

condition, Guru Nanak felt need to give woman a proper place in the 

society. Thereafter the status of woman in the society remained his 

deep concern. His successors have taken revolutionary steps to 
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eradicate social vices. They strongly opposed the evil custom of female 

infanticide, Purdah, dowry, Sati and Sutak. They do not favour the 

idea of child marriage. They favoured the idea of widow remarriage to 

improve the condition of widows in the contemporary society. 

 During medieval period the birth of a son was welcomed and 

that of a daughter was looked down upon as misfortune. Even Mughal 

Emperors like Babur and Akbar were anxious to have male child. 

Noticing this preference given to boy in contemporary society Guru 

Granth Sahib refers to the pleasure on the birth of a son and special 

treatment given to him in the society. This reference of Guru Granth 

Sahib only occurs to authenticate the preference given to boy in the 

contemporary society not to support this idea. Ashtachhap writers 

also mentioned about the joy and pleasure at the birth of a male child. 

They have referred to a special tradition among Braj people where they 

celebrated the birth of a boy by sprinkling a mixture of milk and 

turmeric and dancing at the same time. They have also mentioned 

about the celebration on the birth of a girl child. Dr. Hargulal, an 

eminent scholar of Braj literature, has informed that in the 

contemporary society the birth of a girl was equally a source of 

happiness like boy. 

 Female infanticide was prevalent in the society. Guru Granth 

Sahib strongly opposed this evil by announcing that it is sinful to 

slaughter a Brahman or a cow or a daughter as it has curse for 

millions of evils. But Ashtachhap writers are silent about it. 
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 Braj literature also referred to the kind of life which an 

unmarried girl is expected to lead in her parental house. 

Chaturbhujdas has mentioned that girls had less freedom as 

compared to boys at that time. Surdas referred that after the age of 

twelve some restrictions were put upon girls. They were not allowed to 

move out of their houses. They were advised by their parents to stay 

at home under their protection. 

 Child marriage had become a common feature of the social life 

at that time. Surdas saying that a girl of twelve was considered to be 

of marriageable age bears a testimony to this. Guru Granth Sahib too, 

refers to the child marriage. Word Iani Bali and Ianariey are used for a 

child bride. Guru Granth Sahib does not favour the idea of child 

marriage. It has shown sympathy for such girls who are married even 

before they could understand the meaning, rights and duties of a 

married woman. 

 Ashtachhap writers specifically Surdas and Nanddas referred to 

the presence of dowry in society. They only mentioned about it. But in 

Guru Granth Sahib dowry is condemned as mere show of one's ego 

and riches. It is stated that material dowry is false, egoist and vain 

show, whereas the real dowry is the blessing of Lord's Name. 

 After marriage, the girl lived in the family of in-laws where 

mother-in-law exercised control over her and her commands were to 

be carried out. Guru Granth Sahib states that if the bride failed to 

come up to her expectations, her life became miserable. 
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Parmananddas also referred that she had to live under the strict 

supervision of mother-in-law. Even she has to please each and every 

member of her husband's family by rendering every possible domestic 

service. To make her free from these inequalities, Sikh Scripture 

honoured the womenfolk as the symbol of domestic harmony and 

happiness, social cohesion and unity. She is considered the noblest in 

all the family. 

 The practice of Purdah was prevalent in the contemporary 

society. Ashtachhap writers highlight that a milder and less elaborate 

form of Purdah, commonly, known as Ghoonght have been observed by 

Hindu woman. Guru Granth Sahib openly condemned Purdah. It is 

compared to suppression and emphasis is given to cast it off. Among 

Ashtachhap writers only Surdas, to some extent, condemned this 

custom. 

 Polygamy was also there. Guru Granth Sahib condemned this 

evil by saying that if a man has physical relation with a large number 

of women; then he has to born again and again. He can not get rid off 

from transmigration. Among Ashtachhap writers only Nanddas 

emphasized to maintain relation only with one's wife. 

 Both ideologies throw light on the existence of adultery in 

society during the period under study. There were men and women in 

the society who had relations with others apart from their partners. 

Derogatory words like ‘sinner’ and ‘blind’ have been used for man who 

has relation with other woman instead of his wife in Guru Granth 
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Sahib. Both ideologies emphasized on the sanctity of married 

relationship by declaring that anyone from husband and wife who has 

relation with other may suffer from physical diseases. 

 On one side, Ashtachhap writers demand fidelity both from 

husband and wife for the smooth running of relationship but on the 

other side they announced that a wife should not leave her husband if 

he has guilty of having relation with other woman. Guru Granth Sahib 

suggests that fidelity is essential not only for a wife but for the 

husband too. 

 A woman was considered to have become impure and 

untouchable for certain number of days after delivery and even during 

the menstrual period. It was known as Sutak. The foreign travelers 

like Manucci and Alberuni have noticed this strange custom. This 

custom was even prevalent in China and Japan. This custom is 

strongly condemned in Guru Granth Sahib. The impurity of Sutak is 

condemned as mere superstition. It is stated that impurity lies in the 

heart and mind of a person and not in the stained garment. 

Ashtachhap writers do not have mentioned about this custom in their 

writings. 

 The condition of widow was very miserable. She had to become 

Sati. Guru Amardas and Guru Arjan Dev strongly condemned this 

evil. In Guru Granth Sahib word ‘Sati’ has been used in different 

connotations, it implies truthful, immortal, disciplined, virtuous, 

generous and pure etc. Among Ashtachhap writers only Surdas, 
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mentioned about this evil. He seemed to support this custom by 

announcing that woman who had become Sati, would get rid off from 

transmigration and she never born again. Although there is no direct 

reference to widow remarriage but one of the hymn states that a wife 

can get satisfaction only from her husband and from none else, it can 

be said that Guru Granth Sahib favoured the idea of widow 

remarriage so that a widowed could lead a normal and socially 

respectable life. Guru Granth Sahib favoured the idea of widow-

remarriage in order to prevent a widow from becoming a victim of 

temptation.  

 Both ideologies have emphasized to follow the path of Grihasta 

(married life) to restore to woman her due place and status equal to a 

man in life. Guru Granth Sahib declares that a person can attain 

liberation even living with progeny and wife. Ashtachhap writers also 

realized the importance of wife in family. But all of them did not follow 

the path of Grihasta. Surdas, Parmananddas, Nanddas, Krishandas 

and Govindswami remained unmarried for the whole life. 

 During the Muslim rule the evil of prostitution appears to have 

spread far and wide. Guru Arjan Dev informed that people had no 

scruple in visiting prostitutes. Among Ashtachhap writers Nanddas 

also mentioned about this practice. It is stated that these women were 

good in talking but their hearts were unclean. Guru Granth Sahib not 

only authenticates the presence of this evil in society but also 

condemned this practice. It is also stated that not only women were 
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prostitutes but the men's who were morally degenerated also like 

prostitute. So, Guru Granth Sahib equally applied word prositiute to 

both woman and man.  

 Apart from the evil of prostitution there was trade of women on 

the frontier areas. Guru Granth Sahib referred to the practice of 

offering woman in charity at pilgrimage places. It does not appreciate 

this practice. It is stated as a useless practice. One is advised to purify 

oneself and worship the Name of Lord to achieve liberation instead of 

performing these types of rituals. 

 Great importance is given to woman as mother in both 

ideologies. In Guru Granth Sahib mother exists as a person upon who 

depends creation and nutrition. A hymn of Guru Nanak refers to the 

indispensability of woman as a mother. The hymn states that it is 

from woman, the condemned one that we are conceived and it is from 

her that we are born. It is the woman who keeps our race going. It is 

the woman who is sought when one loses one's previous wife. It is she 

with whom we establish our social ties. Then why denounce her from 

whom even Kings, great men and commoners are born? From woman 

is born another woman, without woman there is none. Only God (Who 

is according to Sikh Scripture is Nirguna) is free woman. On the other 

side, Ashtachhap writers, as they believed in Saguna form of God, 

declared that even God is not free from woman. They have praised 

mother Devaki for giving birth to Lord Krishna. 

 To conclude this chapter it may be said that in Braj literature a 

woman's position is subordinate to her husband as she is advised not 
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to leave him and to do service to him. Whereas Guru Granth Sahib 

negates the tradition ridden view that wife should live in the custody 

of husband. It is a remarkable step as no one condemned this view 

from Manu's time. Thus Sikh Scriptural message is not the 

subjugation of female to the male. Guru Granth Sahib states that man 

and woman are complementary to each other and there is no 

difference between them. 

 V chapter named as ‘Depiction of Female Dress, Make-up, 

Ornaments and Activities.’ In Guru Granth Sahib, female dress, her 

act of applying make-up, wearing ornaments and her activities have 

been described with spiritual significance. Whereas in Braj literature 

this account only brings into focus the social status of woman during 

the period under study. Ashtachhap writers have provided detailed 

information about female dress. Sari was the most common wear used 

by the ladies. Ashtachhap writers have informed about different kinds 

of Saris used by ladies at that time Kausambi Sari was in trend during 

that period. Thigni Sari, Dandhi Sari, Tansukh Sari, Chunri Sari, 

Jhoomk Sari and Patori Sari were also used by ladeis. Cotton Sari was 

commonly used by all women. Langha-Choli, Salwar-Suit was also 

worn by ladies of that period. Duppata also known as Chunri, Chunni, 

Cheer and Odhani was used to cover the head.  

 In Guru Granth Sahib female dress has a symbolic meaning. 

Woman is advised to wear the robe of love, humility and forgiveness. It 

is stated that those who are busy in dressing themselves in silken 
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robes but do not appropriate God's Name, cannot attain peace. The 

red robe which is only worn for the sake of lovely appearance is 

useless. It is stated that one should only wear clothes which do not 

distress the mind and body. Further, one should not wear clothes as 

fine as air.  

 Next to dress was make-up which mostly occupied the attention 

of the ladies. All the sixteen items of Sigar found mention in both 

ideologies. Ashtachhap writers have provided information about the 

use of Ubtan, Snan, Keshvinyas, Maang Bharna, Anjan, Mahawar, 

Bindi, Mehandi, Gandh, Phulmala, to put Til and to redden the lips by 

ladies to beautify themselves.   

 Woman embellishment is assigned spiritual significance in Guru 

Granth Sahib. Her cosmetic does not only enhance her physical 

appearance but also contribute to her intellectual strength. She 

should adorn herself with the Sabad and Gyan of the True Lord. The 

Anjan that she uses to darken and beautify her eyes is to be 

interpreted as Gyan. It is stated that if a woman adorn herself with all 

the sixteen items of Sigar but she does not adore the master of the 

world all her make-up is useless. One is advised to give up worldly 

make-up and instead of it Sigar of fear is advised to do. Only that 

woman (devotee) is liked by the Lord who applied the make-up of 

Sehaj.  

 Ashtachhap writers have furnished information that different 

types of ornaments were used by ladies from head to toe at that time. 
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These ornaments were made of diamond, gold, pearls and flowers. 

Sheesphul for head, Latkan for forhead, Khumbhi, Karnaphul, 

Khuthila, Tatank, Kundal and Jhumka for ears, Besari, Nath and Bulak 

for nose, Kanthsiri, Motsiri, Muktamal, Hamel and Tauki for neck, 

Bajuband, Kangan, Churi and Chura for arms, rings for fingers, 

Kshudra-ghantika, Kardhani and Kinkini for waist, Bichuwa and Nupur 

for toes and Paizeb and Jehar for the ankle were used. 

 Guru Granth Sahib takes jewellery in different connotations. 

Female ornaments are related to her mental state. A woman should 

make good deeds her ornaments and her mind the thread. She should 

be able to string the diamond of Naam which is beyond all prices. She 

should wear the garland of Naam around her neck and Kangan of the 

doership of Absolute One God. It is stated that a wife who wears all 

ornaments and apply make-up on her body but do not recite Naam 

then all these things are useless. These are responsible for 

transmigration. 

 Woman played a major role in the daily life of the society during 

the period under study. Both ideologies have provided valuable 

information about her day to day activities. Early in the morning she 

churned milk. In Guru Granth Sahib this daily female activity of 

churning milk and obtaining butter is used as a symbol for meditating 

on the Holy Name and obtaining Amrita, the Divine elixir. The 

metaphorical churning up of the butter, the envisioning of the 

transcendent is the most important action (meditating on Divine 
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Name) illustrated through a feminine occupation (the churning of milk 

every morning) in Guru Granth Sahib which is a symbol of the 

significance attached to the feminine principle in the Sikh Scripture.  

 Ashtachhap writers have also used milk and milk products to 

spiritual level. They compared ‘Goras’ (milk and milk products) to the 

Rasa of senses. It is the prime duty of the devotee to sacrifice the 

pleasure of senses to achieve Lord. It is explained by Ashtachhap 

writers in ‘Dan Lila’ where the Lord Krishna demanded from the Gopis 

to give him Dan in form of ‘Goras’ which is indirectly a demand to 

sacrifice the pleasure of senses. 

 Woman went to fetch water for drinking and other purposes. 

Word Panihari is used for woman water carriers in both ideologies. 

Woman had to prepare and serve food to the whole family. After then 

she had to sweep and clean her house. Embroidery is also included in 

her working sphere. This activity is also imbued with spiritual 

importance in Guru Granth Sahib. If a woman makes embroidery of 

the Holy Name and worn such a frock; then she is the true bride. In 

this hymn the female activity of making embroidery is symbolically 

used for reciting the Holy Name. The word home is used for keeping 

oneself away from the five lower passions i.e. Kama, Krodha, Lobha, 

Moha and Ahankara. 

 It must be kept in mind that women at that time played an 

important role in the economic life of the society. They sold goods of 

daily use carrying them on their heads from place to place. Both 
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ideologies have mentioned about the women who used to go to sell 

milk and milk products to nearest places. Word Gujari has been used 

in both ideologies for those women who sold milk and milk products 

at that time. They also went out of their houses for selling fruits and 

other goods of daily use. 

 To conclude this chapter, it can be said that both ideologies 

provide valuable information about the dress, make-up, ornaments 

and activities of woman during the period under study. Some 

information about her role in economic life of the society is also 

provided. Braj literature provides this information only to highlight the 

social status of woman in contemporary society. On the other side, in 

Guru Granth Sahib female dress, her make-up, ornaments and 

activities all are depicted with spiritual significance.    

 After analyzing both ideologies from feminine point of view, it 

can be concluded that Guru Granth Sahib creates a larger space for 

woman as compared to contemporary Braj literature. But the Sikh 

community has yet to fully appreciate the feminine views pertaining to 

Sikh Scripture to mitigate the gap between theory and practice. 

According to the theory of Sikhism there is gender equality but it is 

not reflected in the practices and customs prevalent in the Sikh 

community due to the dominance of Punjabi culture. The hold of 

Punjabi culture on the Sikh religion has resulted in Sikh practices 

and customs being more reflective of Punjabi norms than of Sikh 

spiritual values. 
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 This type of study which is based on devotional literature has its 

own merits. Although it does not directly provide information about 

materials matters yet by employing allegory it provides valuable 

information about life around it. The official sources contain only one 

version of the reality. Therefore, it is of paramount importance to 

know the other side also before arriving at a definite conclusion. It has 

been found that religious literature, after examining it with its 

limitations reinforce historical evidences further.   
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ABSTRACT 

WOMAN IN GURU GRANTH SAHIB AND CONTEMPORANEOUS BRAJ 

LITERATURE: A COMPARATIVE STUDY 
 

 This study is an attempt to highlight the portrayal of woman in the devotional 

literature of the Bhakti period. The attempt for the present research work cannot be 

substituted for the studies based on official sources but might provide help in giving direction 

to arrive at a more comprehensive idea of the condition of woman in different regions of 

India during the period under study. Devotional literature of the Bhakti period contains the 

writings specifically poetry of Nirguna and Saguna devotees (Bhakts). Nirguna devotees 

(Bhakts) believe in one formless God and have no faith in Avtarvad whereas Saguna devotees 

(Bhakts) worship the incarnations of God like Vishnu, Rama and Krishna and they considered 

Lord Krishna as of Avtar of God on earth. These Bhakts (devotees) wrote devotional poetry 

in praise of God in the vernacular languages instead of Sanskrit. Though they did not write 

purposely on material matters yet their writings by employing allegory throw valuable light 

on life around them.  

For the understanding of the Nirguna exposition Guru Granth Sahib has been 

undertaken as the greatest unaltered and undiluted Text pertaining to medieval India. And for 

Saguna understanding contemporaneous Braj literature is useful. Braj literature contains the 

literary works of Braj Bhasha. Braj Bhasha was the richest form of Hindi in the medieval 

age. On the basis of Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature this work compares the two 

famous categories of Bhakti (Nirguna and Saguna) to explore the feminine dimension 

pertaining to them. For this purpose, this study passes through two phases, spiritual and 

social. Spiritual phase is further divided into two parts. In first part, an attempt has been made 

to explore how Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature relate the feminine imagery on the 

Divine level and second part makes it clear that why feminine imagery is used? Social phase 

clarify, whether their spiritual dimension is equally relevant in social sphere or not, whether 

both ideologies advocated for the equality of woman in society too. 
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PREFACE 

 In this work an attempt has been made to study the manner in 

which woman is portrayed in the devotional literature of the Bhakti 

period. Most of the existing studies on woman for this period are 

largely based on official sources. These sources contain only one 

version of the story but it is of paramount importance to know the 

other side also before arriving at a definite conclusion. So, the present 

study is based on the devotional literature of the Bhakti period. As 

now a days literature is considered as an important source of history.

 Devotional literature of Bhakti period contains the writings 

specifically poetry of the Nirguna and Saguna Bhakts (devotees). 

Nirguna Bhakts believe in one formless God whereas Saguna Bhakts 

worship the incarnations of God like Vishnu, Rama and Krishna. 

These Bhakts wrote devotional poetry in the praise of God in 

vernacular languages instead of Sanskrit. Though they did not write 

purposely on material matter yet through the similes and metaphors, 

in their writings, they throw valuable light on the life around them. 

 For the understanding of Nirguna exposition, Guru Granth 

Sahib has been undertaken as the greatest unaltered and undiluted 

Text pertaining to medieval India. And for Saguna understanding 

contemporary Braj literature is used. Guru Granth Sahib believes in 

the worship of Nirguna God and does not have faith in Avtarvad 

whereas Braj writers considered Shri Krishna as the Avtar of God on 
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earth. Braj literature contains the literary works of Braj Bhasha which 

was the richest form of Hindi in the medieval age. In this work the 

focus of Braj literature is primarily limited to the works of Ashtachhap 

writers as they are contemporary to the Sikh Gurus. Furthermore 

their works are the best writings of Braj Bhasha as after them this 

language had lost its prestige and Khadiboli Hindi (Modern standard 

Hindi) began to supplant it. 

 On the basis of Guru Granth Sahib and Braj literature this work 

compares the two famous categories of Bhakti (Nirguna and Saguna) to 

explore the feminine dimension pertaining to them. To achieve this 

objective this study has passed through two phases:- spiritual and 

social. In first phase an attempt has been made to explore how Guru 

Granth Sahib and Braj literature relate the feminine imagery on the 

Divine level. Secondly it is made clear that why feminine imagery is 

used to comprehend God when all the writers of both ideologies (Guru 

Granth Sahib and Braj literature) are male? Social phase deals with 

the condition of woman in society. In this phase an attempt has been 

made to highlight that whether their spiritual dimension is equally 

relevant in social sphere or not, whether these ideologies have 

advocated for the equality of women in society too? Another objective 

of this study is to clarify some misconceptions among scholars about 

feminine conception of Guru Granth Sahib. 
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 This type of study which is based on devotional literature has its 

own merits. Undoubtedly the attempt for the present research work 

can not be substituted for the studies based on official sources but it 

has been found that religious literature, after examining it with its 

limitations reinforce historical evidences further. 

 Comparison is the main tool of research as far as methodology 

is concerned. This comparison passes through the theoretical and 

practical analysis of both ideologies (Guru Granth Sahib and Braj 

literature). An attempt has been made to consult the available primary 

and secondary sources for the completion of this work. Foreign 

traveler accounts have also been consulted to substantiate some 

views. Large number of research articles and unpublished thesis have 

also been examined. Due care has been taken to acknowledge these 

works in the foot-notes wherever consulted. 
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