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PREFACE

This thesis was written during the spring and summer terms, 
1977, at The University of Arizona, under the direction of Dr® Richard 
Eatono It is the culmination of two years work in the South Asia area 
of the Oriental Studies department at the same institution® The 
present study grew out of a paper written for a graduate seminar in 
February 1977o The seminar dealt with popular religious movements in 
Indian history and their social and political implications® Discus
sions of the papers given by the participants were very stimulating, 
and many of the ideas and suggestions brought out in the seminar have 
found their way into this thesis®

The only aspect which demands clarification here is the system 
of transliteration® I am not altogether satisfied with any of the 
systems in current use, nor with the one I have chosen® Due to prac
tical considerations, I could not use diacritical marks® There is also 
the problem of whether to use the Hindi or Sanskrit form of a work® I 
have let context determine that point, often opting for the Sanskrit 
form when it is more familiar to readers® Proper names appear in their 
most common spellings, whether or not they are phonetically correct® 
Other words have been written according to their Sanskrit or Hindi 
pronunciations, as far as is possible;without the use of diacritics® 
Thus, I have used as vowels (both long and short) _a, i_, a, ai, ri, _o9 .



u, and au0 The consonants are mostly self explanatory; I have used c_ 
and ch for and T f  , sh for both "ST and W  , ' t and rh for X  and TT , 
11 for all nasals (except m) and the same symbols for dental and retro
flex consonants<,
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ABSTRACT

Kabir (fifteenth century) was a prominent figure in the middle 
period of Indian religion,. As a low class weaver, he is particularly 
well known for his criticism of Hindu and Islamic practices but is 
revered by both Hindus and Muslims= Many sects count him among their 
predecessors, but most important is the Kabir Panth which claims to 
represent the direct line of Kabir*s teachings„

The two problems of this thesis are, to what extent did Kabir . 
fall within and without the traditions of his time and to what extent 
did the Kabir Panth rationalize or expand his teachings? The formation 
of the Kabir Panth based on the teachings of Kabir may serve as a 
representative example of sect formation in the Hindu religion̂ , The 
ideas of Weber, Turner, and Ramanujan can be used to shed light on this 
process of religious change which involves a progression from structure 
to anti-structure to counter-structure, which is a reformation of the 
original structure, utilizing many of the same categorieso

In this thesis, Kabir is discussed against the background of 
the Sant tradition, as well as in terms of his life and original con
tributions to Indian religion* Also, the Kabir Panth is discussed, in 
both of its major branches, in terras of its continuity and transfor
mation of Kabir* s teachings and its relation to mainstream Hinduism,,



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Kabir, who lived in the fifteenth century, is one of the most 
well-known and respected names in Indian tradition„ The Kabir Panth, 
the sect which follows his teachings, is still active todayo The word 
panth means path ,or way and denotes a sect within Hinduism0 There are 
two main branches of the Kabir Panth, one in North India with its cen
ter in Benares, the other in Madhya Pradesh with its center in 
Chattisgarh division* But Kabir*s fame has spread far outside the 
sectarian traditions of the Kabir Panth* He is revered by both Hindus 
and Muslims alike* Sects such as the Sikhs, Dadu Panthis, and 
Radhaswamis have a special regard for his teachings* In modern times, 
he has been called the champion of Hindu-Muslim unity and social re
form* He represents to many Indians a symbol of freedom and non
conformity* Kabir has been hailed as a mystic par excellence* He has 
even been called the "father of Hindi literature*" Kabir*s sayings, 
so popular among the masses, have a particular rhythm and forcefulness 
which makes them easy to remember, and they are often quoted as pro
verbs* His influence has also extended to the intelligentsia, includ
ing such notables as Mahatma Gandhi and Rabindranath Tagore* At the 
same time, Kabir is a somewhat enigmatic figure, one who puzzled his 
contemporaries as well as his later biographers*

1



Problem
The study of Kabir and his sect, the Kabir Panth, can be facil

itated by placing it in a framework which lends understanding to the
1processes of religious changeo Victor Turner discusses two themes 

which are present in all societies, structure and anti-structure or 
communitaso Structure is self explanatory, and includes kinship, hier
archy, social roles, and other concepts in which anthropologists revelo 
Communitas is essentially chaos, a lack of structure, with a universal 
and humanitarian emphasis« The spontaneity of communitas, as Turner 
points out, can seldom be maintained for long; ’’communitas itself soon 
develops a structure in which free relationships between individuals 
become converted into norm-governed relationships between social per
sonae o” This passage from communitas to a new structure can be seen 
as a dialectic with the new structure, following A0 Ko Ramanujan being 
called ’’counter-structureo” The formation of a counter-structure is

Ifdirectly connected with what Max Weber first called the ’’routinization 
of charisma” in which the teachings of a founder or a prophet are in
stitutionalized by his followers through sacred literature, ritual, and 
religious hierarchy=

lo The Ritual Process; Structure and Anti-Structure (Chicagos 
Aldine Publishing Co o, 1969)o ’

20 Turner, Ritual Process, p0 132o
3o Speaking of Siva (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1973)o
40 Theory of Social and Economic Organization, transe A= Mo 

Henderson and Talcott Parsons (Glencoe, Illinois: The Free Press,
1947)o '



■ 3
The problem of this thesis is two-fold and relates specifically

to the structure —  anti-structure —  counter-structure dialectic,.
First of all, there is the problem of Kabir himself«, To what extent
did he fall within and without the mainstream of traditional Hindu
theology and practice? And, to what extent can he be grouped with 
other anti-Brahminical religious movements? In this thesis, I will

- I - - ■attempt to answer these questions by way of discussing Kabir"s unique 
religious outlook and how he both continued and broke With traditiono 
The second part of the problem concerns the Kabir Pantho To what ex
tent did the Kabir Panth remain consistent with Kabir9 s teachings and 
to what extent did it re-assimilate with the larger culture? The 
Panth, in both its sections, became reabsorbed as a Hindu sect, thus 
demonstrating the flexibility and expansiveness of Hinduism,, At the 
same time, it has retained a distinctive flavor and has even exerted 
its influence on the overall climate of Hinduism0 In this thesis, I 
will discuss the extent to which the Kabir Panthis rationalized Kabir* s 
teachings and formed a new counter-structure within Indian society0 
The methodology of this thesis involves the application of Turner's and 
Ramanujan's theory of structure, anti-structure, and counter-structure 
to Kabir and the Kabir Panth in the context of North Indian religion0

Context
One of the most distinctive characteristics of Hinduism as a 

world religion is its ability to absorb conflicting ideas and practices <, 
Hinduism spans a vast range of theologies, including monotheism, poly
theism, and pantheismo Its religious practices include ritual



manipulation of natural forces, spontaneous devotion and the complex 
psycho-physical system of yoga0 The body of Puranic or Hindu mytho- 
logical literature, for example, can be seen as an attempt to synthe
size various regional mythologies and to "hinduize" them0 How has 
Hinduism managed to accommodate such diverse phenomena? Historically, 
one way has been through the caste systemo Various invading ethnic 
groups have been absorbed as castes* The Rajputs, many of whom are 
descended from the Huns, are a prime example * Also, caste has pro
vided a background for differing religious beliefs and practices in 
accord with one's dharma or specific duty in the world* Another way 
in which Hinduism has managed to maintain its plural but unified nature 
is through sectarianism* Except for the very early schisms of Buddhism 
and Jainism, which occurred when Hinduism was in its formative stage,
there have not been any dissenting groups who have remained disasso-

5eiated from Hinduism* Sects may form according to the diety wor
shipped, the particular theology followed, or along caste or regional 
lines* They can also be associated with a religious elite or with lay 
groups* They often become reform movements* Although sects have never 
constituted more than a small number within Hinduism as a whole, they 
are an important phenomenon and have helped to shape its history* In 
the course of time, sects not only change the religious climate of 
Hinduism but are themselves changed by the prevailing attitudes of

5° Sikhism could be cited as one exception, but more and more 
its tenets and practices have come to resemble mainstream Hinduism*
In certain circumstances, Sikhs are considered to be sectarian Hindus*



Hinduismo Ho Ro Nevill, in the Benares District Gazetteer, makes this
interesting statement which can be applied to all-India Hindu!smo

Generally speaking, the Hinduism of Benares is of the strait- 
est and most orthodox description, but the creed appears in 
many phases, strikingly illustrating its expansive characterc 
Many protestant sects which have pitched their camp without 
the walls have found that after a few generations the bound
aries have been extended, and that they are practically within 
the pales as time goes on, the special tenets lose their 
distinctive force, and the dissident body is gradually re- 
absorbed0°

7According to Louis Renou, a noted scholar of Hinduism, the 
period of most intense sectarian activity in India took place between 
the thirteenth and the middle of the sixteenth centuries* The impetus 
for these movements can be partially ascribed to the intrusion of Islam 
on the subcontinent* Most of the sects were based on the treachings of 
a saintly founder and in different degrees had an element of bhakti or 
devotion* Among the famous figures were Ramananda, Caitanya, Dadu, 
Nanak, and the central figure of this thesis, Kabir* The formation of 
the Kabir Panth based on the teachings of Kabir may serve as a repre
sentative example of sect formation in the Hindu religion*

Sources
In a study of the connections between Kabir’s teachings and the 

Kabir Panth, one must rely on Source material which is rather uneven in 
emphasis* Much has been written on the personality of Kabir himself, 
but little has been written on the Kabir Panthi movement, its origins.

6* (Allahabad: n*p*, 1909), p* 91=
7* Hinduism (New York: George Braziller, 1962), p* 49*
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organization, and relationship to the whole of Indian society0 
Kabirian studies in general are still in their infancyc

The two major modern scholars of Kabir are Po No Tiwari, edi-
g

tor of the critical Hindi edition of the Kabir Granthavali and
9Charlotte Vaudeville, author of the book Kabir, which is the first 

volume of an English edition of the Kabir Granthavali0 Vaudeville has 
included a definitive discussion of sources pertaining to Kabir, many 
of which are in Hindi = Therefore, what follows is a brief summary of 
important works, focusing on those available to this writer0

. There are three main traditions of Kabir’s writings, the Bijak, 
the Kabir Granthavali, and the verses attributed to him in the Guru 
Grantho The most important in relation to the Kabir Panth is the 
Bijak, which is their sacred text= It was compiled in Eastern India, 
probably in Benares0 Its date of compilation is unknown, but it is 
traditionally ascribed to one Bhagvandas, a direct disciple of Kabir0 
The two most famous editions include commentaries and are known as the

10 rPuran-das edition (1872) and the Raja of Rewa edition (186?) Q The 
former is the standard text of the Benares branch of Kabir Panthis, 
while the latter is used by the Chattisgarh brancho Both have been 
printed many times with additions, interpolations, lives of Kabir, and 
additional commentarieso The Raja of Rewa commentary is based on the

. 8o (Allahabad: Hindi Parishad, 1961)o
9° Volo. 1 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1924) =

10o The dates given refer to the earliest extant manuscriptso 
Other more ancient manuscripts may exist, but if they do, they have 
not been shown to anyone outside the Kabir Panth0



saguna upanasa or interpretation of the qualified guru, while the 
Puran-das text is based on the njrguna upasana or the interpretation of 
the non-qualified guruo . It is difficult to say how much of the Bijak 
can be genuinely attributed to Kabiro Textual problems concerning the 
Bijak are outside the scope of this paperc Most versions of the Bijak 
are similar to each other, differing mainly in the arrangement of cer
tain verseso Numerous editions exist, and two are available in English,

11 12 one by Prem Chand, the other by Ahmad Shaho And I also had
13access to a Hindi edition entitled Kabir Sahib ka Bijak*

The second major tradition of Kabir”s verses is found in the 
Guru Granth of the Sikhsc The Sikhs consider Kabir, along with other 
saints, to be a predecessor of their religion* The Guru Granth was 
compiled in the Panjab in 1603° An English translation of these verses

14is found in The Sikh Religion by M* A o' Macauliffeo Vaudeville in
cludes her own translations in the appendix to Kabir*

The third major tradition is the Rajasthani or Badu Panthi 
tradition* The Badu Panthis are followers of Badu Bayal, a cotton 
cleaner who lived in the second half of the sixteenth century* Badu 
was greatly influenced by Kabir”s thought* His followers compiled the 
sayings of five saints of which Kabir was one* Many editions of this 
work have been found, but the most recent is a critical edition by

11* A Translation of Kabir”a Complete Bijak into English
(Calcutta: Baptist Mission Press, 1911)* ”

12* Bijak of Kabir (Harimpur: n*p*, 1917)o
13p  (Prayag: Belvedere Press, 1926)*
14* Vol* 6 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1909)°



Parasnath Tiwari under the title Kabir Granthavali« Vaudeville has
n cpublished a translation of the sakhis contained in it in Kabir„

16Selections have also been translated by Charles White»
The Bijak is characterized by a complex cosmology which must

have been added by the Kabir Panthis though many of its verses are in
Kabir* s spirit and are probably genuine0 The Guru Granth and the Kabir
Granthavali are not without interpolations, but they share more verses
in common than they do with the Bijako Other collections of Kabir*s

17poems include One Hundred Poems of Kabir by Rabindranath Tagore and
Kabir (translations from the original Hindi into English) by So Ho 

l8Jambvaia;

15° At this point it will be useful to give brief definitions 
of the poetic forms usbd in Kabir* s works:

bani -- a short pithy utterance; a general term for a teaching from 
a guruo

doha —  a distich in which each verse is composed of two rhyming 
lines of equal lengtho Commonly each line has two parts containing 
thirteen matras (metrical units) and eleven matras respectively□

ramalni —  a satirical or didactic composition written in a speci
fic meter called caupaio They may be of various lengthso

pada =- a short, rhymed poem composed in a loose lyrical meter 
which is often set to a musical melody or rag0

shabda —  the "word" of the guru0 In the Bijak, padas are referred 
to as shabdaso

sakhi —  the name given to Kabir * s dohas in most collectionso 
shlpka =■" the name given to Kabir* s dohas in the Guru Granth0 Be

sides these forms, the Bijak contains some rather long compositions
with a particular rhythm which are named after popular folk songs such 
as Kahra, Basant, Cancari, Bell, and Hindola0

160 Bhakti as a Religious Structure in the Context of Medieval 
Hinduism in the Hindi Speaking Region of North India, Ph0p0 Thesis 
(Chicago: Hniversity of Chicago Press, 1965)0

17o Introduction by Evelyn Underhill (London: n0p0, 1914)0
l8o (Bombay: hopo, nod0)0
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Western scholars and missionaries became interested in the per

sonality of Kabir through the well-defined, sectarian activities of the 
Kabir Pantho They were struck by its similarities to Christianity such 
as its monotheistic outlook, its criticism of idolatry, and its empha
sis on moralityo One of the first British scholars to take an interest 
in Kabir was Ho H<, Wilson, whose Religious Sects of the Hindus was first 
published in l86l0̂ ^ His major source was Nabhaji’s Bhakta Mala (Gar
land of Devotees), a compendium of life stories of saints written by a 
devout Vaishnava about 1600= Wilson, who was also well acquainted with 
Kabir Panthi traditions, rejected the theory that Kabir was a Muslim 
and a Sufi and accepted him as a HindUo He also included a rough sum
mary of the contents of the Bijak as well as a selection of a hundred
of its sakhisc, Wilson was followed by Go Mo Westcott who published the

20much quoted work, Kabir and the Kabir Panth in 1907o Westcott con
sidered Kabir to be a Sufi who was later hinduized by the masseso He 
also admitted the possibility of Christian influences on Kabir, noting 
the similarity of the doctrine of shabda to the Word (logos) of Sto 
John0 Westcott himself may have been influenced by the opinion of 
George Grierson, another missionary-scholar, who tried to establish a
link between early Christianity and Indian bhakti in an article en=

21titled "Modern Hinduism and Its Debt to the Nestorianso" Nieol

19o (Calcutta: nopo, 1958)o
20o (Calcutta: Susil Gupta, 1953; first published 1907)=
21.o Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 1907, Po 311 o



' 10
Macnicol in Indian Theism^ and Fo Eo Keay in Kabir and His Followers^^
also dealt with the "problem” of Christian influences* R« Go Bhandaikar
was one of the first Indians to write in English on Kabir in his clas-

2ksic study, Vaishnavism, Shaivism, and Minor Religious Systems*
Bhandarkar wrote from the viewpoint of bhaktl0 Other early studies of
Kabir include Jc Eo Carpenter8 s Theism in Medieval India,^ Ksitimohan

26Sen8s Medieval Mysticism in India, and Jo No Farquhar8s comments in
27Outline of the Religious Literature of India«

In the study of Kabir, and the North Indian Sant (Saint) tradi
tion in general, Po Dc Barthwal broke ground in 1936 by publishing The

28Nirguna School of Hindi Poetryo This classic work was the first to 
establish a close link between the Sants and the medieval sect of Naths0 
Barthwal saw the Sant tradition as a coherent body of teachings and 
went a long way towards explaining its peculiar tenets0 His successor. 
Ho Po Dvivedi, has written several important books in Hindi, including 
Kabir aur Kabir Pantho^

22o Indian Theism from the Vedic to the Muhammadan Period 
(Delhis Munshiram Manoharlal, 1968; first published 1913)o

23° (London: Oxford University Press, 1931)o
24o (Varanasi: Indological Book House, 1965; first published

1913)o
25o (London: Constable and Coo, 1926)o
260 (New Delhi: Oriental Books Reprint Corp0, 1974; first

published 1930)=
27o (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1920)0
280 (Banaras: nop0)o
29o (Prayag: Hindi Sahitya Sammelan, 1965)0
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Literature concerning the Kabir Panth is not nearly as rich as 

that about Kabir himself 0 The most comprehensive description of the 
Kabir Panth in both its branches is Keay’s Kabir and His Followerso 
An earlier report is found in R0 Burn's article, "Kabir, Kabirpanthis 
Ro No Russell* s Castes and Tribes of the. Central Provinces^ provides 
some information on the Panth in that area* In addition, the District 
Gazetteers and the Census of India (1872-1931) provide valuable infor
mation and demographic datae Nothing has been written in the way of 
modern ethnography or phenomenology of religion concerning the Kabir 
Panthis, nor has any study been made attempting to link Kabir and his 
religious environment with the sectarian development of the Kabir Panth 
and other sects after his death0 The Kabir Panth has often been dis
missed as "untrue" to the original teachings of Kabir (which themselves
are in dispute) and as having reverted to the "usual Hindu type" by 
deifying Kabir» This is precisely the concern of this thesis=

Organization
Having taken into account the limitations due to uneven infor

mation in the sources and lack of first-hand field data, I will show
the relationship between Kabir and the Kabir Pantho The following 
chapter (2) is a brief discussion of the Sant tradition of whom Kabir 
is the most famous member => The purpose of the chapter is to show the 
pool of tradition from which Kabir and the other Sants drew and to

30o In Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, Vole 7? Edo James 
Hastings (New York: ChaSo Scribner’s Son's, 1920), ppe 632-6340

31o (Calcutta: nop0, 1916)o
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place it in the context of North Indian religion by way of showing its 
antecedents and major elements, bhakti, Tantra, and Sufismo The 
chapter deals with Kabir largely insofar as he represented the Sants0

Chapter 3 concerns Kabir himself; his environment, biography, 
and teachingSo The various aspects of his doctrine are discussed, 
pointing out his unique contributions and synthesiso As far as pos
sible, Kabir”s teachings will be illustrated by excerpts from his 
poetry0

Chapter 4 presents a discussion of the Kabir Panthe The 
shrines at Maghar, the earliest evidence of Kabir1s following are first 
discussedo This is followed by the organization of the Panth, concen
trating on the two main sections, Benares and Chattisgarho Finally, 
the religion of the Panth is discussed, showing the similarities and 
divergences from Kabir1s thought, and the sect1s relationship to 
Hinduism*

Chapter 3 is the final chapter and ties together the entire 
thesis* In it the writer makes general conclusions on the material 
presented and relates it to the theory discussed in the introduction* 
Finally, implications and ideas for further research are suggested*



CHAPTER 2

THE SANT TRADITION AND ITS ANTECEDENTS

In India there have long been safety valves for people dis
satisfied with the orthodox Brahminical culto In ancient India, there 
were the shramanas, groups of ascetics who lived apart from the main
stream of Vedic religion. They were distinguished from the prevailing 
religion in that they rejected the authority of the Vedas, the superi
ority of the Brahmins, caste hierarchy, and ritualism which at that 
time included animal sacrifice. From these shramana groups grew the 
traditions of Buddhism and Jainism which made a definite split from the 
religion that developed into classical Hinduism. In turn, they in
fluenced the development of classical Hinduism itself with such doc
trines as ahjmsa or nonviolence and various techniques for the attain
ment of moksha or liberation from the cycle of rebirtho The shramana 
tradition, however, also gave birth to ascetic groups which remained 
within the pale of Hinduism but who renounced family and caste, devot
ing themselves entirely to the quest for enlightenment® These sadhus, 
as they are called, are ubiquitous characters in India, having 
developed into numerous sects and orders which extolled the ideal of 
renunciation. Many of them, however, became conservative and, unlike 
early Buddhism and Jainism, required high caste standing for admission. 
By the tenth century, bhakti or religious devotion, which was "prot- 
estant” in outlook, became a formidable religious force and was

13



14
integrated into the path of many sadhus0 Bhakti was also viewed as an 
"easy path" which did not require asceticisnu Many non-Brahminical 
bhakti sects included householders of all casteso

During the medieval period (twelfth-seventeenth centuries), a 
loose fellowship of non-sectarian mystics formed what is now referred 
to as the Sant tradition, the Nirguna Sampradaya, or the Nirguna Pantho 
These terms do not designate a well-defined organization, but rather a 
trend of various teachings which were similar in ideological content<, 
They may be seen as a late flowering of a tradition which began in the 
Vedic period or earlier= The word sant itself is the present parti
ciple of the Sanskrit root as, "to be," and is cognate with the English 
word sainto As a general term, Sant was not used before the seven
teenth centuryo In Maharashtra, it refers to teachers of the Vitthal 
Sampradaya, founded by Jnandev and Namdev0 In North India, it refers 
to a select group of mystics whose teachings later developed into 
sects with similar doctriheso The Maharashtrian and North Indian 
Sants share many features in common^ Both groups are generally classi
fied as "Vaishnava" since they tended to use names such as Ram,
Govinda, and Hari for the Supreme Beingo

Sants were commonly laymen and householders rather than monks 
or ascetics<> Frequently, they were from Shudra or even Untouchable 
casteso They were often uneducated, some even illiterate, and always 
taught in the vernacularso Ramananda is often given credit as the

lo Nirguna refers to the "God beyond qualities" that they 
worshippedo Most of the Sants were nirgunis rather than sagunis, al
though saguna worship inevitably crept into their sects* In the Sikh 
Guru Grahth, the Sants are called Bhagats (bhaktas) or "devotees*"
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founder of the North Indian Sant tradition, but Kabir is surely its
most famous spokesman= Kabir was preceded by Namdev (1270-1350) who
was the link between the North Indian and Maharashtrian Sant traditions
and who was a cotton printer by occupation,, He was also preceded by
Sena, a barber, Sadhan, a butcher, and Rai-das, a Camar (leather
worker)o Two other Sants who are often mentioned as belonging to the
same tradition are Pipa and Dhanna„ Dadu, the founder of the Dadu .
Panthis and Nanak, founder of the Sikhs, both lived somewhat later than

2Kabir and belong to the Sant traditiono
Very briefly, the major tenets of the Sant movement ares (1) 

monotheism, a belief in only one transcendent and immanent God who is 
the ultimate reality; (2)a tendency toward "ultraism," a description 
of God as being beyond any name or description; (3) the unity of God, 
the human soul, and matter, similar to that found in Upanishadic 
thought; (4) a rejection of the avatar theory;''* (5) a rejection of 
polytheism, idolatry, and external ritual; (6) love as the basis of 
mystical religion; (?) the importance of the guru or spiritual pre
ceptor ; and (8) the unimportance of caste in spiritual attainment0 
The Sants had a strong interest in establishing an alternative to 
Brahminical Hinduism and orthodox Islam, both of which they saw as 
riddled with hypocrisyo They had predecessors in the Nath and Niranjsn

20 Two contemporary movements which are the direct heirs of 
the Sant tradition are the Radhasvami Satsang or Sant Mat (Maharaj 
Charan Singh, Light on Sant Mat /Beas: Radha Soami Satsang, 19587) 
and the Sai Baba movement (Charles White, "The Sai Baba Movements 
Approaches to the Study of Indian Saints," Journal of Asian Studies, 
VoleXXXI, No. 4 / A u g u s t ,  19727, pp. 868-878)“  "

3. An avatar is a form of the Deity which descends to earth as a human being from time to time. There are said to be ten avatars 
of Vishnu, including Rama and Krishna.
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sects which were prevelant in Bengal and Orissa® Other sects, such as
the Ananta-kalis and the Bindu-dharis of Orissa had already dismissed

kthe institution of caste® Some of the more liberal Sufis had also
anticipated some of the ideas of the Sants®

In the formation of the Nirguna Panth, various ideas were
adopted from other schools, but it was not a consciously undertaken
eclecticism as in the case of Akbar's Din-i-Ilahi® Still, "the Nirguna
school presents a consistent philosophy, and a perfect system can be

5worked out from their teachings®" The three elements which are found 
in the Sant tradition are Vaishnava Bhakti, tantric yoga, and, to a 
lesser extent, Sufism® A brief discussion of each one follows;

Bhakti
Kabir and the other Sants took selected aspects of the bhakti 

tradition and gave them a different flavor than did the later and more 
traditional movements of Tulsi-das and Caitanya® The ideology of 
bhakti goes back as far as the Katha and Svetashvatara Upanishads®
The Bhagavad Gita, the Bhagavata Purana, and other texts also advocate 
the way of bhakti®. Bhakti is contrasted with jnana, "knowledge," which 
results from rigpurous self discipline, and is often called "the easy 
path®" The first bhakti cults probably originated in South India®
Some of them were scholarly in nature, such as the four schools of 
Vaishnavism founded by Ramanuja, Madhva, Nimbarkar, and Vallabhacarya®

4® Sen, Medieval Mysticism, p® 98=
5® Barthwal, Nirguna School, p® iii®
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The Vaishnava Alvar saints of the South did much to further the cause 
of bhakti on the popular level= By the time of Kabir, there existed 
in North India a cult of Krishna and his consort Radha as well as a 
cult of Rama of the Ramayana epicc These mainly emphasized the saguna 
or ’’qualitative" aspects of the diety„

The popularizing of Vaishnava bhakti in the North is tradi
tionally ascribed to Ramanandao The Agastya Samhita gives his date of

. '6birth as A0D0 1299= Very little is known about him, but most sources 
state that he was a Brahmin, that he had an advaita guru then later 
became the disciple of Raghavananda, a guru in the vishishtadvaita 
(qualified non-dualism) sect of Ramanuja* Raghavananda himself has 

-• been described as a great bhakta (in the Bhakta Mala) who was also a 
practitioner of hatha yoga and had magical powers e Ramananda broke 
away from his guru and started his own math on the bank of Ganges in 
Benares* He was the first bhakta to teach in Hindi rather than San
skrit and to admit disciples of low caste* Because of his liberal 
reputation, a number of later Sants, including Kabir, are counted among 
M s  disciples* Whether this is true or not, Kabir must have come into 
contact with Ramanandis at their math in Benares and learned much of 

. what he knew of bhakti from them*
In discussions of North Indian Santism, scholars generally 

stress its Vaishnava elements, presumably because the Sants used Vaish
nava names for God* But some elements of Shaiva bhakti are too

6* Vaudeville, Kabir, p* 111* The Agastya Samhita also states 
that he was born in Prayag (Allahabad), but other sources place his 
birth in South India*



strikingly similar to dismisso A monistic trend in Shaiva bhakti de
veloped from the seventh century onwards<, Its main centers were in 
Kashmir in the North and Karnataka in the Southo The Virashaiva or 
Lingayat movement developed in Karnataka in the twelfth century and 
was founded by BasAvannao In his criticism of established religion, 
idol worship, and social restrictions; and in his fervent monotheism
and intense search for truth, Basavahna stands very close to the North 

7Indian Sants0 Another famous adherent of Shaiva bhakti was Balia of 
Kashmir, a yogini who lived in the fourteenth century» She was a mem
ber of the untouchable caste of Bhangiso Her poetry is infused with 
yogic and Sufi terminology, but it is primarily nirguna bhakti with a 
Shaivite emphasise A historical link between Virashaivism, Kashmiri 
Shaivism, arid the Sant tradition has yet to be established, but espe
cially in light of the recent proof of connections between Nathism, 
which is basically Shaivite, and Santism; such a link does not seem 
far-fetchedo

Tantric Yoga, Naths, and Buddhists
The word tantra means "chain" or "treatise" and refers to a set 

of practices and esoteric doctrines which grew up in both Hinduism and 
Buddhism in the medieval periods Hindu and Buddhist Tantra differ basi
cally in that Hindu Tantra has a theistic basis, while Buddhist Tantra 
does note The Tantras teach a method of transcending both dualism and 
monism, and therefore have been compared with Vendanta non-dualism0 
Tantrism is outside the pale of "orthodox" Hinduism due to its

7o See Ramanujan, Speaking of Sivao
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acceptance of members of all castes and either sex and because of its 
unorthodox practices,, Nevertheless$ Hinduism is indebted to Tantrism 
for much of its symbolism,, The goal of Tantrism is the perfection of 
wisdom within the human body and the attainment of a state known as 
sahajac The term literally means natural, easy, or spontaneous as it 
is seen to be the ’’natural” state of being which is clouded by igno
rance 0 It is the state of perfect equanimity or samata0 The position 
of Tantrism is related to the Vedas is that the latter are ineffective 
in the current age of decadence„

By the time of Kabir, tantrie notions had pervaded the whole of 
North Indiao Tantric Buddhism was present in Eastern India until a 
very late date, particularly in the form of the Sahajiya cults of 
Bengal which flourished from about A<,De 1000„ A popular cult centered 
around the eighty-four siddhas or masters of sahaja, who are still re
vered in the Tibetan tradition,, Buddhist Sahajiya writings were in the 
vernacular, in the form of Doha-koshas and Garya-padas, poetic forms
similar to those of Kabiro The Sahajiyas used enigmatic figures of

8speech called sandhya bhasha or "twilight language” as did Kabirc A 
later Sahajiya cult, based on similar teachings, was a Vaishnava sect 
which worshipped Radha and Krishna,, Both of these cults rejected tra
ditional learning and ritualo

The Nath cult represented a particular phase of the tantric 
movement in North India= It was basically a sect of Shaivite sadhus 
and emphasized the psychophysical process of yoga,, It was founded by

80 See Vaudeville, Kabir, ppe 120-144„



20
Gorakhnath, who was originally a Buddhist9 but who switched his alli
ance to tantric Hinduism in the line of the so-called Nath acaryas 
(preceptors)o The first Nath was Adi-Nath, identified as Shiva, the 
guru of Matsyendranath, who in turn was the guru of Gorakhnath, who 
lived sometime in the eleventh or twelfth centuryo Gorakhnath became 
the head of the Nath-panthis, also called Kanphata Yogis on account of 
their split ears0 Today, they have their headquarters at Gorakhpur, 
north of Benares*

On the popular level, there was much confusion between the 
Buddhist Siddhas and the Hindu Naths» Not all of their followers were 
ascetics; some were householders called Jogis or Jugis0 Most of them 
were low caste artisans such as weavers, potters, and cotton carders0
In his writings, Kabir refers to himself as a Julaha (Muslim weaver)

9and as a Kori (Hindu weaver)= According to Hazari Prasad Dvivedi,
Kabir belonged to a Jogi caste of weavers converted to Islam«, They 
had been followers of the Nath-panthis, and after their conversion to 
Islam retained their earlier habits and ways of thinking=" This argu
ment is supported by the fact that Kabir never refers to himself as a 
Muslimo When he calls himself neither a Hindu nor a Muslim, he may be 
referring to a caste outside the four varnaso In pada 128 of the Kabir 
Granthavali, he seems to say that Jogis, Hindus, and Muslims are sepa
rate groupso

9o Discussed in Prabhakar Machwe,: Kabir (New Delhi? n0po,
1968), p= 11=



Jogis call upon Gorakh; Hindus chant the name of Ram0 
Muslims say One Khuda, but the lord of Kabir pervades every 
being o-10

A good case has been made for the opinion that Kabir"s caste, the
Julaha, belonged to such a half-Buddhist, half-Hindu yogic sect before

11its conversion to Islamo
It is certain that Kabir was influenced by Gorakhnathis„ He

and the other Sants accepted the system of the cakras or psychic cen-
12ters of the body and mystical human anatomy = The terms surati and 

nirati are used in the same way in both traditions, surati being the 
mystical "sound current" and nirati being a state beyond thato The 
concept of ajapajapa (reciting the. name of God internally with every

■ y zbreath) was borrowed from Gorakhnath by the Sants, In the Nath sect
it is said, "the word (shabda) is all? it is the lock and it is the key

]_4word knows the word and the word ends in word," This is very similar
to Kabir1s notion of shabda. Some would argue that the system of Kabir

15is essentially the same as that of Nathism, But the fact remains 
that Kabir was just as critical of the Naths as he was of the Brahmins, 
ridiculing their occultism and show of austere practices. In this

10, Machwe, Kabir, p, 11,
11, Barthwal, Nirguna School? and Vaudeville, Kabir,
12, Barthwal, Nirguna School, p, 13^°
13= Barthwal, Nirguna School, p, 142=
14, Machwe, Kabir, p, 168=
15, Shashibhushan Dasgupta, Obscure Religious Cults (Calcutta? 

Firma K, L, Mukhopadhyay, 1962), p, 247=
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respect, he was closer to the Sufis who voiced the same criticism of 
the Naths and of yogis in general0 .

Sufism and Islamic Influence 
Sufism is generally defined as Islamic mysticism* It was in

troduced into India in the form of the Chishti order by Kwajah Mu®in-
16ud^Din Chishti some time before the invasions of Muhammad Ghuric The 

Sufis are often given credit for spreading Islam throughout the country 
because of their tolerance and sympathy with the common people* Indeed, 
they did, unlike the Brahmins, teach in the vernacular and took over 
much religious terminology already familiar to the people* On the re
ligious level, their interactions seem to have been greater with the 
Jogis or Ydgis than with the Brahmin orthodoxy* Like the Jogis, they 
had little concern with caste prejudice and emphasized the internal 
realization of truth* Some inter-conversion took place between the two 
groups* Previous public veneration of Jogis as immortals and magicians 
paved the way for similar veneration of Pirs or Sufi saints* The Hindu- 
Muslim cult of Pirs and their tombs was well established by the time of 
Kabir* Each Pir had his own specialty* For example, Guga Pir protected 
against snakebite, while Kwajah Khidr or Zinda Pir was a godling of 
rain* Synchronistic deities arose such as Ghazi Miyan or Satya Pir who 
was represented either as a Muslim faqir (ascetic) or as Satya Narayan 
(Vishnu)* The popular cult of Panchon Pir (the Five Pirs) is prevalent 
in Eastern U*P= today and probably was in the time of Kabir*

16* Aziz Ahmad, Studies in Islamic Culture in the Indian En
vironment (Oxford; Clarendon Press, 1964) pp* 119ff*
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Great numbers of Sufis resided in the city of Jaunpur which was

later to become the capital of the Muslim Kingdom of 0udho Tradition
asserts that Kabir was in contact with a certain Shaykh Taqqi, a noted
Sufi of the time0 There were two Shaykh Taqqis, one of Manikpur Kara
(Fatehpur District), a member of the Chishti order who died in 1543;
the other of Jhusi (near Jaunpur) who belonged to the Suhrawardi order
and died in 1429= His tomb at Jhusi is still a place of pilgrimageo
Kabir may have been referring to one of these two in the following
verse from the Bijak (Ramaini 48):

1= Through Manikpur Kabir passed: there he heard the fame
of Shaikh Taqqio 

20 At the place which is called Jaunpur, and at Jhusi I heard 
the names of many pirso 

3= There are written twenty-one Pirs: they all were giving
Khutba in honor of the Prophet*

40 When I heard the talk I could not restrain myself: seeing
these graves ye are gone astray*

5* The works of the friend of God and of His Prophet: fol
lowed by you in Practice only are become unlawful*

6= sakhi: 0 Shaikh Akardi and Shaikh Sarkardi, listen to my
words* See the beginning and the end from age to age 
with open eyes*-*-?

Clearly, Kabir was not impressed by what he saw* In general, he was
critical of the Sufis and of the worship of them by the common people*

A Sufi who may have had some influence on the Sant tradition
if not on Kabir in particular was the "Shaykh Farid,’* also called
Shaykh Ibrahim, mentioned in the Guru Granth* He was a descendent of
the famous Shaykh Farid-ud-Din Ganjshakar of Pakpattan who died in
1265* Some of the sakhis attributed to him in the Guru Granth are
similar to Kabir*s*

17o Shah, Bijak, p* 76*
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The statement that Kabir himself was a Sufi is not infrequently

met, although the Kabir Panthis and Hindus in general reject such a
l8viewo Khushwant Singh, representing the traditional Sikh view, and 

Westcott"*"̂  both state that Kabir was a Sufi who absorbed Hindu ideas* 
The fact that he had a Muslim name, grew up in a Muslim family, and 
used some Muslim terminology would seem to support this view* Cer
tainly, he came into contact with Sufis, but it appears that Sufism had

20little impact on his teachings or on Sant belief in general* Among 
the lower classes in the fifteenth century, it was difficult to dis
tinguish between the Hindus and Muslims* Most Muslims were low caste 
converts from Hinduism and in most areas kept the same social position* 
As has been shown, it is extremely likely that Kabir*s family and caste 
(Julaha) had only recently converted to Islam and had previously been 
associated with the Nath cult* Being low caste and uneducated, they • 
were still in the process of acculturation to Islam* That would ex
plain why Kabir was acquainted only with very basic, non-intellectual 
Islamic concepts*

Despite these arguments, there are certain similarities be
tween Sufism and the Sant movement* They include: (1) a monotheistic
ideology; (2) opposition to polytheism and idolotry; (3) use of the 
vernacular for teaching; (4) de-emphasis of bodily austerity (as dis
tinct from the physical emphasis of yoga); and (5) preference for the 
life of a householder*

l8* A History, of the Sikhs, Vol* 1 (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 19^3)o

19* Westcott, Kabir, p* 20*
20* Ahmad, Studies, p* 145*



25
Vaudeville sums up the importance of the Sants by stating that 

they are:
o o o the first voices of that large, ignorant, depressed, and 
despised mass of men who had no access to Brahminical * knowl
edge', who were mostly not admitted into Hindu temples, and 
for whom theological arguments and sectarian differences re
mained meaninglesso Their spirit of independence, probably 
inherited from a Buddhistic and Tantrie background, was un
doubtedly reinforced by the social upheaval created by the 
Muslim conquest and also by the support of the most liberal of 
Indian Sufiso^

21o Vaudeville, Kabir, p0 110o



CHAPTER 3

KABIRs HIS LIFE, TIMES, AND PROPHECY

In the preceding chapter, I have attempted to show that no 
prophet or religious leader emerges from a cultural vacuum0 In this 
sense, every prophet continues a tradition, although he may reinter
pret it, emphasize selected aspects of it, or assimilate foreign Ideas 
into ito . According to Max Weber’s definition of prophecy, a re
ligious leader must make a definite break with tradition,,"*" Kabir is 
such a figure, a fact which has vexed scholars in their attempt to 
classify him= Kabir* s originality lies partly in the fact that his 
theology was based on personal experience rather than book knowledge 
or adherence to, established tradition* Weber states that the priest 
'lays claim to authority by virtue of his service in a sacred tradition,
while the prophet*s claim is based on personal revelation and cha- 

2risma0" For this reason, a prophet almost never emerges from the 
priestly class which is self-perpetuating and conservative by nature* 
In the Indian context, Gautama Buddha and Mahavira were Kshatriyas, 
Nanak was a Khatri, Gandhi was a Vaishya, and Kabir himself was a 
Julaha, the farthest from Brahminical authority*

In this chapter, I will discuss Kabir* s life and times in 
legend and history, and the various aspects of his teachings*

1* The Sociology of Religion, trans* Ephraim Fischoff (Boston; 
Beacon Press, 1956)» pp* 47-34*

2= Weber, Sociology, p* 46*
26



Environment
The period preceding and during Kabir's life was one of dis

order and instabilityo The Delhi Sultanate was in decline after the 
reign of Muhammad bin Tughluq (r* 1325-1351)» who was succeeded by 
Firoz Shah Tughluq (r0 1351-1388) <> The invasion of Timur and the sack 
of Delhi in 1398, which is the traditional date of Kabir9 s birth, 
brought about the end of the Delhi Sultanateo This period saw the rise 
of independent Muslim kingdoms, especially in the East, in Oudh, Bihar, 
Bengal, and parts of the Deccan« Among these, the Sharqi dynasty ruled 
in Kabir’s area from 1391 to 1479° Meanwhile, in Delhi, the Sayyids 
gained power in l4l4, followed by the Lodis in 14500 In 1479 the 
Sharqi dynasty was defeated by Bahlol Lodi, bringing the area back 
under the rule of Delhi= Bahlol was succeeded by Sikandar Lodi 
(rc 1488-1512), who may have been Kabir9 s contemporary,. According to 
some historians, Sikandar Lodi was hostile to Hinduism, destroying 
temples and imposing jizya, a special tax on non-Muslims=

It is known that, at least at the upper levels, Hinduism and
Islam were separate and largely antipathetic toward each other= Bena
res, the city where Kabir lived and taught, was and is today the
stronghold of Hindu orthodoxy= By this time, Hinduism had managed to
claim most of the population, Buddhism having declined several cen
turies be fore0 The caste system was at an all-time high in terms of
rigidity, as the Hindus attempted to maintain their purity in the face

3of the Muslim invaderso The Brahmins were particularly jealous of

3o For a discussion of this phenomenon in Bengal see Ronald 
Bo Inden, Marriage and Rank in Bengali Cultures A History of Caste
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their superior position* Hindu society was characterized by a complex 
structure based on the varna system and rigid sex-role distinctions*
At that time, there were three main groups of Muslims; Sayyids, Pathans 
and Julahas* Sayyids and Pathans claimed a foreign and, thus, more 
prestigous ancestry; while the Julahas were clearly indigenous*
Julahas today are found all over North India and are particularly 
numerous in the districts of Basti, Gorakhpur, Benares, and Jaunpur*
The Persian word julaha means simply "weaver," the name being taken '

. 4from the Hindu weaver castes (kori) who converted to Islam* This
classification includes other low castes who converted to Islam such 
as the Dhunias or cotton carders* Notably, most of the castes who con
verted to Islam were Shudras but not Untouchables* Most of the Un
touchables, such as Camars, Dhedhs, and Bhangis, remained at least 
nominally Hindu* Of course many other Shudras also remained Hindu* 
Kabir’s particular group of Julahas must have been among those who 
converted en masse to Islam between the twelfth and fourteenth cen
turies* These groups of Neo-Muslims were still in the process of 
acculturation to Islam* Thus, in fifteenth century Benares, there was 
an element of low caste artisan and servant groups, nominally either 
Hindu or Muslim, but belonging to neither the Hindu nor the Muslim 
elite* It was from this group that Kabir emerged and to which he ul
timately appealed*

and Clan in Middle Period Bengal (Berkeley; University of California 
Press, 1976)o

k 0 In some localities, julaha refers to the occupation of 
weaving and may include Hindus and Muslims* In some contexts, julaha 
and kori appear to be interchangeable terms*



Biography
The facts of Kabir8 s life are hazy and enveloped in legends and 

fantastic stories= While these legends might not be literally true, 
they do cast some light on his teachings and reflect the tendency for 
followers of a prophet to deify him and emphasize his magical qualitieso 
However, it is not my intention to recount all of these stories here, 
as such a mythic analysis in itself could provide material for an 
entire study0

Most modern accounts of Kabir"s life are based on the late 
Kabir Panthi works, the Kabir Kasauti (l88g) and the Kabir Caritra 
(1905) which got most of its material from the Kabir-i-Manshur, written 
in Urdu by Paramanand-das of Ferozepur (188?)^  It is in these works 
that most of the legends are included,,

The earliest references to Kabir are not too helpful, as they 
say little about the facts of Kabir"s life, but instead emphasize his 
devotion, his originality, and his iconoclasnu One of the earliest 
Hindu sources is the Shri.Kabir Sahibji ki Parcai by Anant-das, written 
in the late sixteenth century,, Anant-das states that Kabir was a 
Julaha, a disciple of Ramanand, that he achieved enlightenment at the 
age of twenty, and that he died at the age of one hundreds In the Guru 
Granth, compiled in 1603, Kabir is referred to by the Sants Ravi-das 
(Rai-das), Dhanna, and the third Sikh Guru Amar-das as a great bhakta

5o It is not known why this work was written in Urdu, the 
language of the Muslims, by a Hindu follower of Kabir„ However, at 
that time many literate people, both Hindus and Muslims, wrote in the 
Urdu scripto
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who attained liberation in spite of his being a low-born Muslim weaver0
The Bhakta Mala of Nabhaji9 written about 1600, says only this:

Kabir refused to acknowledge caste distinction or to recog
nize the authority of the six schools of philosophy, nor did 
he set any store by the four divisions of life (ashramas) 
prescribed by the Brahmans= He held that religion without 
bhakti was no religion at all, and that ascetics, fasting, 
and almsgiving had no value if unaccompanied by worship 
(bhajan)= By means of Ramainis, Shabdas, and Sakhis, he 
imparted religious instruction to Hindus and Mohammadans 
alikeo He had no preference for either religion, but gave 
teaching that was appreciated by followers of both* He spoke 
out his mind fearlessly, and never made it his object merely 
to please his hearers0°

In another section of the Bhakta Mala, he is listed as one of the
twelve disciples of Ramananda0 Priya-das, writing a commentary to the
Bhakta Mala in 1712, is the first hagiographer to tell the story of
Kabir8s strategy to become a disciple of Ramananda, as well as the
stories concerning his encounters with Sikandar Lodi and his death at
Maghar0 The tJ story of the famous double funeral appears in still later
commentaries of the Bhakta Mala, Up until the time of Priya-das, the

7fact that Kabir was born a Muslim was not questioned:, Later works, 
however, particularly biographies by Kabir Panthis, represent Kabir as 
the son of a Brahmin widow who was adopted by the childless Muslim 
couple, Niru and N i m a o

In the Muslim tradition, Kabir is revered as a Pir and is often 
called Kabir Shaho He is referred to as a Julaha and as a muwahhid 
or monotheist o They all word their descriptions of him in such a 
way as to suggest that his teachings were controversial. 0 The

60 Quoted in Westcott, Kabir, p0 30o 
7o Vaudeville, Kabir, p= 32=
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Ain-i-Akbari compired by Abul Fazl mentions a Kabir shrine at Puri,
that Kabir was revered by both Hindus and Muslims, and that he rejected
the effete doctrines of his timeo The Dabistan-i-Mazahib, written in
the mid-seventeenth century and ascribed to Mushin Fani, calls Kabir a

8vairagi or Vaishnava ascetico The first Muslim work to call Kabir a 
Sufi and disciple of Shaykh Taqqi was the Khazinat-ul-Asafiya or Gar
land of Saints (l868) by Ghulam Sarvarc

The traditional Hindu and Kabir Panthi dates for Kabir*s life 
are 1398 to 1518, which would make him 120 at the time of his deathc 
Most scholars place his dates as 1440 to 15l80̂  Vaudeville^ pro
visionally accepts the dates 1398 and 1448= The major problem in 
assigning Kabir1s dates has been an attempt to make him the contempo
rary of Ramananda (born c0 1299)9 Sikandar Lodi (r0 1488-1512), and 
Guru Nanak (1469-1539)o The exact time when Kabir lived is as elusive 
as the facts concerning his life-©

We can be certain of very little concerning Kabir's life© 
nAhmad Shah states that only two facts can be stated with absolute con

fidence; that he lived for some time at Kashi (Benares) and that he 
died at Maghar, a small village in the Area© I would add that it is 
certain he was a weaver (Julaha)= Most scholars believe that he was 
born in Kashi but some state that he was born in Maghar, subsequently

80 Vaudeville, Kabir, p„ 35«
9o Westcott, Kabir; Farquhar, Outline; Keay, Kabir0 
10o Vaudeville, Kabir, p= 39=
11o Shah, Bijak, p0 1
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12moved to Benares, and returned to Maghar to dieD In any case, he 

Showed religious proclivities at an early age0 Living in Benares, he 
must have come into contact with many religious teachers® In his for
mative years, he must have met pilgrims from all over India® He was 
uneducated, probably even illiterate, but became acquainted with the 
teachings of bhakti, the Upanishads, yoga, and other aspects of the 
Hindu tradition through his association with sadhus® Despite Kabir 
Panthi traditions, Kabir was probably married and had children® The 
Kabir Panthis claim that his wife and two children were really his 
disciples and that all three he had raised miraculously from the dead® 
Kabir most likely supported his family by weaving, but it was secondary 
to his religious life® In one of his poems he says:

. Kabir has renounced all spinning and weaving® The name of 
Hari is imprinted all over the body®15

Kabir"s death at Maghar is mentioned in the Bijak in.the following
verse (Shabda 103):

1® 0 people, you are simple of understanding®
As water mingles with water, so will Kabir mingle with 
the dust®

2® If Maithal is your true abode, then may your death well 
be at Maghar®

3= Dying at Maghar one will not see death®
Dying elsewhere he brings shame on Rama®

4® "'One who dies at Maghar becomes an ass o'" Truly you have 
lost your trust in Rama®

5® What is Kashi, what is the waste land of Maghar, if only 
Rama dwells in my heart®

12® Barthwal, Nirguna School, p® 251® 
13° Machwe, Kabir, p® 13®
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Go If Kabir leaves his shell in Kashi, what honor will that 

bring to Rama?^
A similar verse is found in the Guru Granthe Kabir chose to die in 
Maghar in order to demonstrate that faith in Rama and internal purity 
are important, not dying in a so-called holy place such as Benareso

After his death, the story goes that his disciples argued over 
whether the body would be disposed of by Hindu or Muslim riteso How
ever, when they went to retrieve it, they found only a sheet with a 
heap of flowers under ito Raja Sir Singha, a Hindu, took half the 
sheet and flowers to Benares where they were cremated,. The ashes were 
buried at what is now called the Kabir Caura„ The other half was taken 
by Nawab Bijli Khan, a Muslim, and buried at Maghar, where the tomb is 
still maintained by Julahas= A similar story is told about Guru Nanako

15Vaudeville states that Kabir”s legendary life has been sub
stantially "hinduized" to conform to the ideal of Vaishnava sanctity 
and that this hinduization of Kabir”s life accounts for most of the 
interpolations found in the present compilations of his versesp Most 
of the legends seem to be an attempt to classify a figure who did not 
conform to any particular sect or lineage, did not name a guru, and re
jected many of the religious beliefs of his time, both Hindu and Mus
lims But what was Kabir*s belief system, if it can be called that?
What was his concept of God and his particular sadhana or method of 
discipline?

l4p Shah, Bijak, p0 l44p 
15= Vaudeville, Kabir, p0 4?=
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The Teachings of Kabir 

Kabir was first and foremost a mystico His mysticism was so 
subjective that he did not develop it into a system to the same degree 
that Nanak did* His poems have an obscurity that defy classification.. 
The language he used was a combination of the various dialects spoken 
at his timeo This language is sometimes called sadhukkari? ’’the jargon 
of sadhuso” Besides the purely linguistic problem, Kabir6 s poetry pre
sents an added difficulty in his use of paradoxical language0 Kabir 
was particularly fond of ultabamsis or ’’inverted verses” similar to the
sandhya bhasha of the Sahajiyas and Nath Panthiso These poems utilize
a sort of ’’code” which is best explained through illustration0

l o  Who will act as Kotwal in such a city? The flesh is 
spread abroad and the vulture set on guard0

20 The mouse is a boat and the cat is boatman0 The frog .
sleeps and the snake sits on guardo

3° The bullock calves and the cow remains barren; the 
bull-calf is milked three times an eveningo

4C Each day the lion stands to fight the jackalc g
They are few who interpret the words of Kabiro
Kabir8 s contempt for the written word and scriptual authority 

makes it unlikely that he ever composed anything in writing,. His 
utterances come through the memories of his discipleso As stated be
fore, his teachings are based largely on experience« Evidently, he

l6<> Shah, Bijak, p0 l 4 l o  Shah glosses the code words in this 
Shabda (95) as follows: city-body, fiesh-desires, vulture-orgatt of
senses, mouse-human birth, cat-Maya, frog-Jiva, snake-Kal, bullock- 
Brahma, calves-Vedas and other scriptures, cow-Gayatri or ceremonial 
law, bull-calf, the instructions of the scriptures on Raj, Sat, and Tam, 
lion^sound wisdom, jackal-foul understanding. Shah’s interpretations 
may be influenced by Kabir Panthi commentaries =, Verses similar to this 
abound in all three traditions of Kabir’s writings0 The use of animals 
as symbols is commono
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was not content to keep his experience to himself but wanted to guide
others to that same experienceo Evelyn Underhill, the famous scholar
of mysticism, writes?

The poetry of mysticism might be defined on one hand as a 
temperamental reaction of the vision of Reality; on the other 
as a form.of prophecy= As it is the special vocation of the 
mystical consciousness to mediate between two orders, going 
out in loving adoration towards God and coming home to tell 
the secrets of Eternity to other men; so the artistic self- 
expression of this consciousness has also a double charactero 
I t  is love-poetry, but love-poetry which is written with a 
missionary intention0̂ -7

Theology
Although Kabir's theology is not particularly well-defined, one 

finds much in it that is not unfamiliar= Kabir makes many utterances 
which echo the advaita or non-dualism of Shankara (eighth century), 
which has influenced all medieval and modern Hindu religious figureso 
For example, the following Shabda (43) from 5the Bijak states the one
ness of Godo

lo Pandit, your thoughts are all untrue; there is here no 
universe and no creatoro

20 Nor subtle, nor gross, nor rain, nor fire; nor Sun, nor 
Moon, nor Earth, nor Water,; Nor the form of light nor 
Kal are there; there is neither word nor body0

3o There is neither action nor virtue 8 no mantras and no 
worship at a l i o  Rites and ceremonies have no worth at 
a l i o  He is One, there is no seconded

In the Kabir Granthavali, Kabir states;
The teacher and God are one® Everything else in the world 
is just their form® Having destroyed your pride and

17o In Tagore, One Hundred, pc 19o 
l80 Shah, Bijak, pc 115o



worshipped Hario Then you will be able to see 
himo19

Kabir® s conception of the diety has been described as nirguna* 
He does not want to put any labels on God0 In the following sakhi 
from the Kabir Granthavali, he says;

If I say he is heavy, I am afraid, 
if I say he is light, 1 lie;

What can I know of Ram, 20
when my eyes have never seen him?

He rejected all of the myths connected with the gods in the Hindu pan-
theono Yet Kabir®s originality lies in his combination of a nirguna
outlook with bhaktio He used many names for God, both Hindu and Muslim, 
but refused to name any qualities of God0

In Kabir1s ideology, the source of all suffering is the separa
tion of the human soul from Gbd0 Numerous verses of Kabir®s describe 
the suffering of the devotee in attempting to reunite with Gode This 
Kabir calls viraha or "longing in separationo" Kabir often uses the 
image of the virtuous young wife waiting for her long-absent husband 
to return home0 A verse from the Kabir Granthavali illustrates this 
idea0

My eyes have become mad,
Rushing towards you every moment=

But you neither meet me nor do I feel happiness.
I have such sorrow.21

Kabir®s explanation of the separation between soul and God is
the activity of Maya, whom he also calls Kal. In dozens of verses, he

19o White, Bhakti, p. 335°
20o Vaudeville, Kabir, p0 197°
21o White, Bhakti, p. 3^3°
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describes Maya as an evil force, a woman ’’without a husband” who tricks 
the world and obscures the true reality0 In the Bijak, Shabda 44, he
says:

lo Consider, 0 Pandit, and ponder on this: is this (maya)
male or female?

2o In the house of a Brahman she becomes a Brahmini, in the 
house of a Yogi as a cheli:
Reciting the Kalima she became a Turk womans In the Kali 
Yug she remains aloneo .

3o She has no husband, she celebrates no bridal, yet she is 
the mother of sons:
She let no dark-haired man escape her: still she is
always virgin0

40 She lives in the house of parents, nor ever goes to her 
father-in-law’s house: she never sleeps with herhusband

Kabir’s concept of maya takes on an ethical flavor which is absent from
the abstract theory of Shankara= To Kabir, Maya is a trickster, a
force which must be fought againsto His personification of Maya as a
female is a classical Hindu device but may also reflect Kabir's cynical

23attitude towards women and sensual pleasure«,
As with the other Sants, the true name (satnam) of God takes 

on great importance<> Sincerely taking the name of God is enough to 
overcome even the force of karma or retributive action,. Quoting from 
the Kabir Granthavali once again:

22o Shah, Bijak, p„ ll6o
23o Ang (section) 30 of the Kabir Granthavali (Vaudeville, 

Kabir, ppo 295-299) contains 25 sakhis which are devoted to the theme 
of sensual desire; they are heavily puritanical and bitter as regards 
family relationships=



One Koti of Karma was thrown away in an instant 
If you invoked his name but for a minute„

You have been cultivating virtue for several ages*-.
Still without the name of Ram you are nowherec

One of Kabir*s most prominent contributions was the concept of shabda,
the divine Word which conveys the knowledge of the unknown, the satnam
of God which leads the devotee to salvationo Kabir rejected the Hindu
idea of avatars or incarnations and substituted the doctrine of shabda
as the mediating link which accommodates the divine to human compre-
hensiono

Sadhana
Kabir has often been proclaimed as an adherent of bhakti o How

ever, Kabir1s bhakti was not the easy way of the popular cult, but a 
hard struggle against almost insurmountable oddso In reading his 
verses, one gets the impression that Kabir was a tortured sour des
perately searching for a single glimpse of God0 In Kabir* s ideology, 
God, of course, is located only within oneself, making the search even 
more frustrating,, This anguish is a necessary prerequisite to en- 
lightenmento In the Kabir Granthavali:

You cannot obtain your beloved through pleasure0 
Whoever got him, got him weepingo 

If God could be obtained laughing and playing
Then there would be no one bereft of his beloved*

Kabir, by his own testimony, realized God within himself, and 
tried to explain the essentially incommunicable nature Of the divine0 
He has become a jirvanmrita, "he who, alive, is as dead," in other

24* White, Bhakti, p* 356=
23o White, Bhakti, p* 34?«
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words, a perfect yogi who has achieved liberation within the human 

26body0 Kabir, following tantric yoga, sees this as a means of attain
ing immortality.. In the following sakhi from the Kabir Granthavali, 
he says:

Death after death the world dies, 
but no one knows how bo die:

The servant Kabir has died such a death, „  
that he will never have to die again*

It is difficult to sort out from, his writings exactly what 
techniques Kabir used and recommended to attain the goal0 He was not 
dogmatic in matters of technique, demanding from his disciples only 
"purity of heart" and a willingness to surrender completely to God0 
Interestingly, Kabir accepted the guru ideal, but lamented the diffi
culty of finding a true guru and himself never even named one0 His 
use of the word is often ambiguous, referring to Ram as the satguruo 
In addition, Kabir praises the Sants, saying their company is essential., 
These two verses from the Bijak illustrate this view:

If you would become a sadhu (sant), frequent the 
company of a sadhu that is perfect*

If you press unripe mustard seed, you get no oil 
or cake*

Good company brings forth happiness: from ill
associates spring troubles*

26* Unlike the orthodox (ba-shar) Sufis, who believed that per
fect union with God was possible only after death, the Nath yogis be
lieved that the way to "immortality" and union with God (sahaj) was 
possible only in a living body* Kabir also stressed this "liberation 
within one lifetime ideal*" This view places him religiously much 
closer to Buddhism and Hinduism than to Islam, as does his view of 
rebirth or transmigration of souls*

27* Vaudeville, Kabir, p* 257o
28* Shah, Bijak, p* 211=
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Kabir says, let us go where there is companionship 

after our own heart <,̂ 9
Kabir11 s sadhana includes a form of "reciting" the satnam which

is called ajapajapa or silent japa0 This is recitation which becomes
so internalized that it is no longer voiced or even thought0 The two
syllables ra and ma (forming Rama) are emphasized by Kabir= The total
concentration on them is also called sumiran or nam-sumiran and has
affinities with the Vaishnava practice of kirtan and the Sufi practice
of dhikr0 Reference is also made in Kabir's poetry to the meditation
techniques of surati and nirati, the external and internal "hearing"
of the Shabda0 The goal of these techniques is a state of perfect
equanimity or sahaja, also known as samatao Kabir describes it as
follows in the Kabir Granthavali;

Water turned into ice,
then the ice itself melted;

All that has become Himself
What is there left now to say?

Surati was reabsorbed into nirati, 
japa into ajapa.

The visible into the Invisible __ 
and the self into the Selfc

Several admonitions stand out in Kabir's sayings« One is to 
avoid harming all living things, in Kabir's context meaning strict 
vegetarianism, a practice which he shared with orthodox Vaishnavaso 
Another admonition is to avoid the trap of sensual desireo Indeed, 
the two main criticisms Kabir had of the Shaktas or worshipers of the 
Goddess were their practices of meat eating and ritual sex* Kabir

29c Shah, Bijak, pc 204o
30o Vaudeville, Kabir, p= 2010
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also warned about the immanence of death and the need to liberate
oneself before death= He followed tantric ideology in considering a
human birth to be very special and not to be wasted0 In the Kabir
Granthavali he says:

A human birth is hard to get 
and it comes but once:

The ripe fruit fallen to the ground 
will never return to the branch:

Having obtained a human birth, 
if you miss your chance.

You'll fall back into the whirlpool of Existence 
to receive blow after blow»51

Different banis of Kabir* s emphasize different aspects of his 
sadhana; at times he appears to be inconsistento On one hand, he 
stresses the need for self-reliance, the loneliness of the path, and 
the shortage of genuine guruso On the other hand, he extolls the 
benefits of satsang, the grace of the guru, and the grace of Eam0 In 
Kabir's thought, there is a tension between yoga in which one strives 
to become a **self-made god” and bhakti in which one surrenders in com
plete devotion to God0 In another sense, the aim of both yoga and 
bhakti is the same, to unite the jiva with brahman through the mystical 
Experience, paraca0 Kabir combined the heart of yogic techniques with 
the faith of bhakti to form an original synthesise

Social Ideology
Properly speaking, Kabir had no social ideology* He was not 

concerned with the world as such, which he saw as enveloped in maya*
His goal was liberation from the world? he had no interest in anything

31° Vaudeville, Kabir, p* 229o
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unrelated to that goalo Kabir was not a social reformer, his goal
being to transcend society rather than reform it® However, Kabir came
into contact with many others who aspired to the same goal but who
observed practices which Kabir considered extraneous, even harmful to
spiritual progresso In the Kabir Granthavali, he says this;

Kabir"s house is on top,
where the path is slippery:

Even an ant cannot hold its footing, 
but people go loaded with bullocks!

From there none ever come back, 
to whom could I run and ask 

Yet on that path they set off-
loaded with heavy burdens!

Kabir did not hesitate to criticize anything which he considered evil, 
hypocritical, or fodlisho He was most strongly opposed to the insti
tution of casteo Being in one of the lowest status groups himself, it
was natural that Kabir would be outspoken against the privileged 
classeso He himself admitted disciples of any caste, Muslim or Hindu
and poked fun at the smugness of the Brahminso He was no less critical
of the Muslimso A well-known verse in the Kabir Granthavali shows 
Kabir* s rather cynical attitude towards any type of authority:

The one reads the Veda, the other does the qutbao
this one is a Maulana, that one is a Pande0

They bear different names,
But they are pots from the same clay!

Says Kabir, both have gone astray
And neither has found God 0 o o 

The one kills a goat, the other slays a cow!,,
In quibbles they have wasted their life!

32 o Vaudeville, Kabir, p0 208o
33= Charlotte Vaudeville, 1'Kabir and Interior Religion," 

History of Religions, Vol0HE, No0 2 (Winter, 1964), p0 192o Kabir 
extended this dual criticism by ridiculing both the temple (Hindu) and 
the Mosque (Muslim) as centers of worshipo



Kabir also saw much that displeased him in the realm of the sadhus9
considering their asceticism ostentatious* He says in the Kabir
Granthavali* .

You have turned sadhu: what of that?
you have put on four rows of beads*

Outwardly you have donned a pinkish robe, 
but inside you are full of filth!^

He criticized the practice of yoga, the counting of beads, the making
of pilgrimage, or anything else that was "for show o'1 Not only the
religious virtuosi but the common people as well came under his attack*
Kabir showed great disdain for such popular practices as ancestor and
stone worship*

People are such idiots that they go on worshiping 
stones*

Why don*'t they worship the grinding stone that 
grinds the flour for them to eat?35

He encompassed most of the religious practices of his time in the
statement, "Litanies, penance, pilgrimages, and vows are all empty
beliefs*"^

A point worth stressing in relation to Kabir*s ideology is that 
he identifies with neither the "great tradition" nor the "little tra
dition," neither the urban literati nor the local folk traditions, re
jecting both of them equally* In this respect, he is like the early 

57Virashaivas* Though he mixed with all types of Sadhus, Sufis, and

34* Vaudeville, Kabir, p* 280*
35= Machwe, Kabir, p* 28*
36* Vaudeville, Kabir, p* 286*
37= Ramanujan, Speaking of Siva, pp= 30-35= .
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Sants, he did not echo any one tradition,, A popular couplet attributed
to him says:

sab se hiliye sab se miliye sab ke lijiye nam 
hanji hanji sab se kahiye basiye apne ganv0
Mix with a l l ,  meet with all, take the Name from a l i o  

Say, "yes, yes" to everyone —  but dwell in your own abode!
What Kabir exhibits through his teachings is a prime example 

of anti-structure or communitaso The selections quoted in this sec
tion are enough to show that Kabir placed no trust in the security of 
any type of structure or authority= He Is, as Vaudeville points out, 
the mythological "fire-bird" to which he refers who remains suspended 
without supporto

The fire-bird has made his nest in the air, 
he dwells forever in between0 

From earth and sky he remains aloof:_□ 
his confidence needs no support!

380 Vaudeville, Kabir, p0 119«



CHAPTER 4

THE KABIR PANTH .

As Weber noted, the teachings of a prophet are always subjected
to the interpretation and rationalization of his followers0 Kabir
clearly fits Weber's type of the exemplary prophet, who breaks with
tradition, and: through his charismatic qualities, gains a following,,
Kabir was a comtemplative mystic and hence, his teachings have a
quality which is rarified, subjective, and at least somewhat divorced
from societyo His followers attempted to reintegrate his teachings
with society, through a process of rationalization, involving the rou-
tinization or institutionalization of charisma, which ultimately re- .
suited in introducing concepts and practices alien to the original
teachingso One of Weber's main concerns is what happens to prophecy
after it has been receivedo It is appropriate to quote at length from
Weber on this pointo He writes:

A decline or petrification of prophecy is practically unavoid
able = The prophet himself is normally a righteous lay preacher 
of soveriegn independence whose aim is to supplant traditional 
ritualistic religious grace of the ecclesiastical type by or
ganizing life on the basis of ultimate ethical principleso 
The laity's acceptance of the prophet, however, is generally 
based on the fact that he possesses a certain charismao This 
usually means that he is a magician* * * * It usually means 
that he has the power to raise the dead, and possibly that he 
himself may rise from the dead. In short, he is able to 
accomplish what other magicians are unable to accomplish. It 
does not matter that the prophet attempts to deny such im
puted powers, for after his death this development proceeds 
without and beyond him. If he is to continue to live on in

45
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some manner among large numbers of the laity, he must himself 
become the object of a cult, which means he must become the 
incarnation of a gocL If this does not happen,, the needs of
the laity will at least insure that the firm of the prophet*s
teaching which is most appropriate for them will survive by a 
process of selectionol

Kabir probably did not wish to form a sect, particularly not 
one which deified him* Although he was in favor of satsang or the 
companionship of saints, he was against any type of formal organiza-
tiono But the nature of Indian religion is such that a cult inevitably
arises around a charismatic figure» There is a very small group of 
Muslims who regard themselves as followers of Kabiro They live in 
Maghar and will be discussed belowo But most of the followers of Kabir 
are members of the Kabir Panth which is essentially a "reformed Hindu 
secto" That Kabir* s teachings appealed mainly to Hindus, in spite of 
his official ties to Islam, is evidence of the more flexible and ab- 
sorbtive quality of Hinduism as opposed to the stricter, more exclu
sively dogmatic quality of Islamo The Kabir Panth has two main 
branches, both of which will be discussed in this chapterc A discus
sion of the major doctrinal and ritual features of the Panth will 
followo

The Shrines at Maghar

Muslim
As mentioned in the section on Kabir*s life, Kabir died in 

Maghar, rather than in Benares where he spent most of his lifeo Maghar 
is a small village in Basti district, UoPo, about sixteen miles from

lo Weber, Sociology, pp» 78-79=
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the town of Gorakhpurc It has a large Muslim population, most of whom
are julahas0 From 1300 to 1567, it was the capital of the garnet 

2RajputSo After Kabir”s death, a shrine was built there0 A rather 
unreliable date for the shrine was given by the Archeological Survey 
of India as 1450,^ although if 15lS is accepted as the date of Kabir* s 
death, it would have been built shortly after thato This shrine was

4restored or replaced by Nawab Fidai Khan, a Mughal officer, in 15o7o 
It has been maintained by Julahas up to the present day0 Its mainten
ance was provided for by a revenue-free grant of a village in the 
pargana (sub-district) and a daily allowance of four annas was paid 
from the Gorakhpur treasuryo The grant apparently dates from the days 
of Safdar Jang (r0 1739-1759)v the second Nawab of Oudh, who visited 
the shrine and provided for its upkeep« It is the custom for each 
holder, a member of the Julaha caste who has the title of Ghani Karan 
Kabir to nominate a successoro These Muslims regard Kabir as their 
Pir and deny the legend about the flowers<, They say that he was buried 
there according to Muslim rites0 According to their story. Raja Sir 
Singha was away at the time of Kabir’s death; when he returned, he 
demanded that Kabir be cremated but was successfully resisted,. There
are two other small shrines administered in the same compound0 One is

2o Ho R0 Nevill, Basti District Gazetteer (Allahabad; n*po, 
1907), po 226=

3o Machwe, Kabir, pQ 10o
40 Nevill, Basti, p0 227o
5° Keay, Kabir, p0 96=



said to be the tomb of Kamal, regarded by the Muslims as Kabir* s real
son, the other, the tomb of Bijli Khan, the Pathan ruler who figures
in the legends concerning Kabir1s death» In connection with the Muslim

6shrine, a mela•or fair is held on the last day of Aghan or November0 

Hindu ■
In the early days, there was only one shrine which both Hindus 

and Muslims visited, but later a Hindu shrine was built„ It is admin
istered by a pujari, a sadhu of the Kabir Panthi sect connected with 
Kabir Caura in Benares« It is believed to be situated on the spot, now 
covered by a red cloth, where Kabir sat waiting for death* It is 
stated in the Basti Gazetteer that the first Hindu Mahant (religious

nsuperior) arrived at Maghar about 1764* His successors have been
appointed by the establishment in Benares* A puja is done in the

8shrine every morning and evening* According to Westcott, about fifty 
Kabir Panthi sadhus live in neighboring villages where the Panth owns 
land under rice cultivation*

The Organization of the Panth 
The two main sections of the Kabir Panth are the Benares branch 

and the Ghattisgarh branch founded by the disciples Surat Gopal and 
Dharm-das respectively* The former is sometimes called the Bap (father) 
section and the latter the Maf (mother) section* A third and

6* Westcott, Kabir, p* 67o 
7= Nevill, Basti, p* 225=
8* Westcott, Kabir, p= 67
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relatively minor section is located at Dhanauti, in the Saran district
of Biharc Doctrinally* the branches are almost identical, differing
mainly in minor details= However, they have separate organizations
and largely ignore one another0

Very little is known about the early history of the Panth or
how there came to be two major branches0 Tradition places Surat Gopal
and Dharm-das as contemporaries of Kabir, but calculations based on

9Kabir Panthi documents make it improbable= Both of these disciples
were reportedly buried at Jagannath Puri in Orissa, a famous Vaishnava 
pilgrimage site where a Kabir shrine still standsHowever, no 
author mentions whether the two were personally acquainted, although 
they are sometimes pictured iconographically with Kabir0 In any event, 
it is extremely unlikely that Kabir himself began the sect, although 
he informally admitted discipleso The formation of the Kabir Panth can 
tentatively be placed about fifty to one hundred years after Kabir*s 
deatho

Benares Section
The Benares section is one of the two main divisions of the 

Pantho It is also known as the Kabir Caura section, after its major 
center and as the Surat Gopal section, after its founder= It is charac
terized by its emphasis on asceticism, which is understandable in view 
of its location in Benares, the sadhu center of India0

9o Keay, Kabir, pp= 90-1000 
10o Westcott, Kabir, p« 92; Keay, Kabir, p0 99°
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At Benares, the establishment consists of two courtyards, the

Niru Tila, the traditional site of the house of Kabir’s parents, Niru
and Nima and the Kabir Caura proper<> A shrine inside the latter is
built over the spot where Kabir taught and has a pair of wooden sandals
on it to represent his feeto The gaddi or state pillow of the guru is
located in that courtyardo Over the gaddi hangs a picture of Kabir,
accompanied by Surat Gopal and Dharm-das, and his son Kamalo Westcott
states that female bairagis, called mai log, are housed across the 

11 12way, but Keay states that this section of the Panth does not admit 
female asceticso The quarters for male sadhus are located near the 
main courtyardo The Benares District Gazetteer reports that about 400

13sadhus reside here and in various parts of the city0 In the area are
seven tombs, four of former gurus, one of a lay disciple, and the
other two of Niru and Nima0

Two miles away from the Kabir Caura is the Lahar Talao, a small
lake where, according to tradition, Kabir was found floating as an
infant by Niru and Nimao A small shrine is located there which is
maintained by a pujari appointed by the Kabir Caura®

The organizer and first guru of this section of the Panth was
Surat Gopal Das, who is believed to have been a direct disciple of

14Kabir but may have lived somewhat latero Westcott gives his date of

11o Westcott, Kabir, p0 69®
12o Keay, Kabir, pc 107®
13o Ho Ro Nevill, Benares District Gazetteer (Allahabad;

nop=, 1909), Po 92o
l4o Westcott, Kabir, pc 92®
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installation as 1559= Neither he nor any of the other early gurus was 
buried at Benares„ According to tradition, there has been an unbroken
chain of gurus, numbering in the twenties= Their names are listed in

15 ' - 'Keayc Little is known about the personalities of the individual
gurus or how they might have, initiated practices of the Pantho

The Niru Tila was probably acquired about the time of Sukh-das,
the eighth guru, in the middle of the seventeenth century and the
Kabir Oaura later» Raja Balwant Singh (d0 1770) and his son. Get Singh
were patrons of the Panth, giving it a fixed monthly allowance, and may

3.6have helped in the acquisition of the Kabir Oaurao Get Singh once
17held a mela at which 35,000 Kabir Panthis assembled,.

The office of guru is not hereditary, as the sadhus of the
Panth are celibate0 The guru is elected by the community of sadhus 
and is responsible for the arrangements of the matho Other officers 
are the divan who looks after business matters, the kotwal who main
tains discipline, and the pujari who conducts worship= Most of the 
chief officers at the Kabir Caura are Brahminse This is particularly 
interesting in view of the anti-Brahminical views of Kabir and repre
sents a tendency towards ’’hinduization" of the sec to Men of all
castes, except a few of the very lowest, are accepted as sadhus, but

18those of low paste eat separatelyo

15= Keay, Kabir, p0 92= 
l60 Keay, Kabir, p0 9^=
17= Ho Ho Wilson, Religious, p= 55= 
l8o Keay, Kabir, p0 9̂ =



52
Daily services are conducted at the Kabir Caura, morning and 

evening by the pujario These services include arti or waving of flames 
. before the sandals of Kabir= An annual mela is held in Benares in 
January,, Those who wish to become bairagis at this time fast for 
twelve dayso At the end of this time they eat a little gur (raw sugar) 
and rice cooked in milk,. After the celebration of Jot Prasad (see 
below), they are admitted to the order as bairagise

The Kabir Caura is connected with monasteries (maths) in many 
parts of India, mostly in the North« These centers are largely sup
ported by householder Kabir Panthis, about whom, unfortunately, little 

19is known? The householders are served by traveling mahants who are 
connected with branch establishments? They receive authority to teach 
and initiate members from the head guru in Benares0

Chattisgarh Section
The second important section of the Kabir Panth is located at 

Chattisgarh, a division of the state of Madhya Pradesh? Chattisgarh 
currently contains the districts of Raipur, Bilaspur, and Durgo This 
' section is also called the Dharm-das section? The headquarters have 
moved around quite a bit, from Kodarmal, to Kawardha, and finally to 
Dhamakera in Raipur district?

Historically, there is no evidence that Dharm-das was a con
temporary of Kabir, but tradition states that he was? He was a wealthy 
merchant of Bhandogarh, formerly the capital of the Baghel kings, which

19? See Appendix B for a short account of the Kabir Panthis 
in a village in Saharanpur district, U?P?



20was taken by Akbar in 1597= He was a Kasaudhan Baniya by caste0 
Numerous legends connect Dharm-das with Kabir, most stating that the 
two met at Muttra and later at Benareso According to tradition, Kabir 
exhorted Dharm-das to stop worshiping idols= Eventually, Dharm-das 
and his wife Amin became his disciples0 Many poems are attributed to 
Dharm-das, and he figures strongly in later Kabir Panthi literature of 
the Chattisgarh section* Dharm-das was instrumental in the deification 
of Kabir, as is shown in this poem attributed to him*

0 Master look on me*
1 look to Thee, Thou lookest not on me:

Thy heart is hardened*
On others some have set their hopes: 

my hope is set on Thee alone*
Spread for my mind a bed of bliss in the heavens:

that rising I may give thee thanks*
Dharm Das prays with clasped hands: ^

0 Lord, Kabir loose me from bondage*
The followers of this branch believe that after his death,

22Kabir appeared to Dharm-das and commanded him to form a sect* Kabir
foretold that the descendants of Dharm-das would hold office for forty-
two generations and that each guru would live with his wife until she 
bore a son, after which she would become an ascetic* Each guru would 
hold office for twenty-five years and twenty days then pass the office

20* It is located in the former Eewa state, which is now in 
Madhya Pradesh* It will be recalled that the Bijak used in the Dharm- 
das section is called the "Baja of Eewa" edition*

21* Ahmad Shah and E* W* Ormerod, Hindi Beligjous Poetry 
(Cawnpore: n*p*, 1925), p<> 52*

22= P* N* Tiwari, Kabir, trans* J= P* Uniyal (New Delhi: 
National Book Trust, 196?), p* 35°
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23to his son and depart from the worldo This form of succession en

sures that all gurus are descendants of Dharm-das, thus routinizing his 
charisma0

Dharm-das’ approximate date of installation has been calculated
by Keay as being l6l9, assuming the traditional twenty-five year tenure
of each guru and accounting for a few who are known to have died 

24earlier0 However? the Kabir Panthis claim that Dharm-das lived an 
extraordinarily long life in order to account for the discrepancy,. He 
was succeeded by his second son Guramani Nam? since his first, son re
fused to accept Kabir as his guru0 Either Dharm-das or his son moved 
to Chattisgarh and established the Panth there= As is the case with
the Benares section, little is known of the history of the Chattisgarh

25section except for the names of the gurus which are listed in Keay0 
Keay remarks that the fifth guru, Pramodh Nam? may have been an excep
tional man, since the title Bala Pir (Exalted Saint) has been appended 
to his name and that some of the literature may date from his period 
of office (c. 1719-1744)«

A schism took place in 1894 at the death of Praghat Nam, the 
eleventh guruo The gaddi was claimed by Ugra Nam, born of a woman of 
low caste, and Dhiraj Nam, whose parentage was legitimate0 The case 
was taken to the High Court in Bombay which ruled in favor of Dhiraj 
Nam, who had his gaddi at Kawardha0 Ugra Nam, however, remained the

23o Keay, Kabir, pc 99=
24o Keay, Kabir, p„ 99=
25= Keay, Kabir,,p0 99°
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people’s favorite and founded a new math at Damakhera0 Dhiraj Nam was
unpopular and died soon afterwardso His descendant still occupies a
gaddi near Kawardha but has few followerss On the other hand, the
"illegitimate" Damakhera line seems to have usurped most of the power
and influence and to have become the "official" line0 The guru at
Damakhera lives in comparative opulence, possessing an elephant and a 

26motor car0 A large mela is held at Damakhera in the month of Magh 
(February)■when the guru sits on his gaddi and receives homage0

Several other lines of gurus claim descent from the Dharm-das 
line. One is the Hatkeshar gurus who reside in a small village in 
Madhya Pradesho They trace their descent from Curanmani Nam, the son 
of Dharm-das and have about 1,000 followers near Nagpur who also 
acknowledge the authority of the Damakhera guruse Other branches are 
located at Mandla, Chindwara, Kodarmal and other towns where gurus of 
the official line have resided*

The Kabir Panthis connected with the Ohattisgarh branch belong 
mainly to the Panka caste, a group of Dravidian weavers connected with 
the Gandas, another weaving caste* The Pankas must have converted 
sometime during the eighteenth century* They form about ten per cent 
of the population of Madhya Pradesh and correspond to the Koris and 
Julahas of North India* The Pankas have achieved a certain degree of 
social mobility, being slightly higher in status than the Gandas* This 
may be due to their abstinence from meat and liquor * Still, the 
Brahmins refer to the Kabir Panth as the "weaver’s religion*" The

26* Keay, Kabir, p* 103=
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Kabir Panth in Chattisgarh also has members from low castes such as
Telis (oil pressers) and Dhobis (washermen) as well as a very few from
the higher castes*

In Chattisgarh, the Kabir Panth is often compared with another
sect, the Satnamis* The Satnami sect is mainly composed of Camars, low
caste leather workers* It has about the same number of members as the
Kabir Panth, about .500,000* The sect was founded by Ghasi-das in the

27eighteenth century* Much of its doctrine was taken from the Kabir 
Panthis* Unlike the Kabir Panth, however, it has become a militant 
political group engaged in strikes against high caste landlords* Re
ligiously, the Satnamis and the Kabir Panth in Chattisgarh can both be 
considered low-caste Hindu reform sects*

Dhanauti Section
This third section of the Panth has its headquarters in the 

Saran district of Bihar* Very little is known about it, but it is 
worth mentioning, since its founder was Bhagavan-das, the reputed first 
compiler of the Bijak* The Dhanauti section is apparently quite simi
lar to the Benares section but has its own line of gurus* Each guru

28is nominated by the previous guru before his death* Several monas
teries in Bihar are connected with the main center in Dhanauti, but

29nothing has been definitely noted about lay followers*

27* Lawrence A* Babb, "The Satnamis--Political Involvement of a 
Religious Movement," in The Untouchables, in Contemporary India, ed* 
James Michael Mahar (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1972)=

28* Keay, Kabir, p* 107=
29* Stephen Fuchs Rebellious Prophets (New York: Asia Pub

lishing House, 1965), p* 45* Fuchs says that some Oraons, a tribal group



Comparisons
A few differences in character between the two branches can be 

summarized here0 The Dharm-das section maintains its own organization 
and is not recognized by the Benares section.. The Kabir Caura, with 
its more ascetic orientation, disapproves of the Chattisgarhi gurus 
being married men„ Likewise, in its literature, the Dharm-das section 
largely ignores the Benares section,. However, the Chattisgarh gurus 
and laymen do visit the Kabir Caura and the shrines at Magharo While 
the Benares section is largely confined to UoP0 and the Chattisgarh 
section to MoP©, there are some areas where the two coexist© For 
example, in Rajasthan, where the number of Kabir Panthis is very small, 
those connected with the Kabir Caura are known as Mul (original), 
while those connected with the Chattisgarh gurus are known as Bacan 
Bansh (stem of the world)© In that area, the former belong to higher 
castes, while the latter belong to lower castes©

As a sect, the Kabir Panth seems to be more conspicuous in 
Chattisgarh than it is in North India (Benares)© This is due to the 
fact that in Chattisgarh, the Kabir Panth is one of the two significant 
sectarian movements, the other being the Satnamis© In Benares it is 
only one of many sects© Another reason is that in Chattisgarh the 
Kabir Panthis primarily belong to a single caste, the Pankas© The 
Benares Kabir Panthis have a larger number of sadhus, and their lay 
members come from a wider range of castes© Chattisgarh also has more

in Bihar, have joined the Kabir Panth and that some of them have even 
begun to function as religious preceptors© It is not clear, however, 
with which section of the Panth they are affiliated©



members of the Panth than the Benares section and has produced more 
literatureo The figures regarding the numbers of Kabir Panthis in both 
groups are extremely unreliable and are listed in Appendix Ac No fig
ures later than 1921 are available as that is the last year in which 
the British government attempted to classify all Hindus by sect in the 
censuso

In terms of belief and ritual, the two sections are almost 
identical, suggesting a common origin and contact during the early 
yearSo The features described below apply to botho

Religion of the Panth

Literature
A written sacred tradition is extremely important in the pro

cess of rationalization of a teacher’s doctrineo Scripture.is a means 
by which religion becomes institutionalized and a religious virtuous! 
emergeSo The ecstatic utterances, largely of an experimental nature, 
of an illiterate weaver have been solidified and acclaimed as revealed 
trutho In the Kabir Panth, the gurus and mahants are given a special 
position vis-a-vis the laity due to their differentiated ritual roles 
and their presumed knowledge of Kabir Panthi literature0 Some of them 
Eire also familiar with the Rama Carita Manasa of Tulsi-das and the 
Bhagavad Gita, the two most popular Vaishnava texts in North Indiao 
The most important scripture of the Panth is of course the Bijako It 
is a collection of the utterances of Kabir along with other interpola
tions,, There are various editions, the text of Puran-das (1872) being
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recognized by the Benares section and that of the Raja of Rev/a (1868) 
being recognized by the Chattisgarh section,, Kabir Panthis do not 
recognize the Kabir Granthavali or the verses in the Guru Granth as 
canonicalo The Bijak contains only about 400 of the 5,000 sakhis of 
oral tradition which are quoted in North India0 . The earliest possible 
date of its compilation can be placed at fifty years after Kabir* s 
death (c<> 1570), bur no ancient manuscripts are available0 The Bijak 
has eight sections mostly consisting of songs in various meters„ in
cluding obvious interpolations such as the cauntisi or religious sig
nificance of the thirty-four consonants0 Although much of the Bijak 
is concerned with criticism of the Brahmins, the organization of Kabir 
Panthi literature is largely imitative of the Brahminical Sanskritic 
tradition,, In fact, the Bijak is known as the Svasam Veda or Sukhshma
Veda ("our own Veda" and "immaterial Veda" respectively)„ It is dis-

- »
tinguished from the four Vedas of the Hindus which are called

30Purushama (Human) Veda0
if, within the context of the Kabir Panth, the Bijak can be 

called the counterpart of shruti (revealed literature), then there is 
also a body of literature which would be considered smriti (remembered 
literature)o This would include the prose commentaries on the Bijak, 
such as those by Puran-das and the Raja of Rewa, a work called the 
Panch Granthi, various devotional manuals, and works such as the Kabir 
Caritra and the Kabir-i-Manshuro The legends contained in these works 
have been noted briefly in the section on Kabir*s biography0 Most

30o Keay, Kabir, pe 142«
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Kabir Panthi literature has been printed under the auspices of the 
Chattisgarh section, much of it in the form of dialogues between Kabir 
and Dharm-daso These include the Sukh Nidan or Treasure of Happiness 
(Co 1729) and the Amar Mul dr Root of Immortality (ce l800)0 Another 
popular form is that of a conversation between Kabir and a previous 
religious figure, the idea being to show the superiority of Kabir*s 
teachings to other teachingso These works have such titles as Muhammad
Bodh, which is an imaginary conversation with Muhammad and Kabir-Gorakh1 -
Gusti which is a conversation with Gorakhnatho This is a common device
in Indian literatureo Keay lists over thirty works by Kabir Panthis

31and mentions that there are many more0 The great majority of these 
works are in Hindi0 The Kabir-i-Makshur (1887) was originally written 
in Urdu and later translated into Hindio Works have been written in 
Gujarati, Bengali, Telugu, and even Sanskrit0 The majority of Kabir 
Panthi literature is written from the point of view of Kabir* s divinity 
and serves to legitimize the cult which has formed around his teachings0

Ideology
The belief system of the Kabir Panthis has been codified and 

formalized to an extent far beyond the original utterances of Kabir«
This is not the place to go into all the intricacies of their theology, 
but there are two areas worth discussing brieflyThese two are cos
mology and soteriology which deal with problems concerning the struct 
ture of the world and man* s place in it and the method by which one 
attains salvation0

31o Keay, Kabir, pp= 127-132o
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As might be expected, Kabir is elevated to the rank of creator

of the universe in whom all is contained,, The essential being with
whom Kabir is identified is called Sat Purusha, who is completely pure 

32and benevolento To make a long story short, a being called Niranjan
or Kal was descended from him0 Because of his evil deeds, he was ex
pelled from Satya Loka, the realm of Sat Purusha= Niranjan married a 
woman named Maya, who gave birth to Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva and their 
wiveSo At the same time, Niranjan created the four Vedas= Brahma 
created the present world, and the people of that world worshipped the 
three gods0 Maya created the goddess Kali, who was also worshipped,, 
Niranjan claimed to be Sat Purusha himself, so Sat Purusha sent Kabir, 
an aspect of himself, to teach men the truth= Kabir, also called 
Jnani, has appeared in each of the four ages0 The world is destroyed 
and recreated at the end of each age, as in the Hindu model0 Thus, the 
Kabir Panthis see the world as essentially and eternally evil, or at 
least enveloped in ignorance <, They see all other religions as re
ligions of Niranjan who has been mistaken for Sat Purusha« The secret 
of Sat Purusha*s existence has been hidden even from Brahma, Vishnu,
and Shiva, who are all subject to karma0 Only Kabir is entirely free 

33from karmao
In Kabir Panthi ideology, the whole point is to end transmi

gration of the soul and escape the world of Niranjan® The jiva (soul)

32o The Kabir Panthis use this term in preference to Rama®
In some sense, Sat Purusha has become impersonalized, while Kabir as 
satguru has become the personalized aspect of the deity<,

33° Keay, Kabir, p® 174®
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is really a portion of Sat Purusha which is deceived into thinking it 
is distincto Kabir is cast in the role of saviour<, Only through his 
teachings can one attain salvation0 The Kabir Panthis believe in ten 
stages on the path to the soul's enlightenment, the lowest being the 
keeping of the ceremonial rules and the highest being absorbtion into 
Satya Loka0 A guru can take disciples only as far as he himself has 
reachedo According to the Kabir Panth, the means of salvation are:
(1) living a moral life and abstaining from meat and intoxicants; (2) 
honoring the guru and all sadhus; (3) receiving initiation; (4) per-

■zjh

forming prescribed rites; and (5) studying the Svasam Veda0 These 
basic ideas are elaborated in Kabir Panthi writings and summarized in 
the fifty articles of the Kabir Panthi faith, which are printed in both 
the Kabir-i-Manshur and the Kabir Caritrao They emphasize the worship 
of Kabir, the equality of all people, and an ethical approach to re
ligion,, Anyone familiar* with Hindu thought will immediately recognize 
the cosmology and soteriology of the Kabir Panth as being variations 
on a theme and clearly within the Hindu tradition0

Ritual
It is not surprising that the followers of Kabir, who himself 

scorned all ritual, would devise their own distinctive rites and cere
monies, for ritual is one aspect of religion which binds a religious 
community together as a distinctive group0 Also, the influence of 
Hinduism must have played a strong role in. the adoption of ritualo In 
order to obtain followers, the Kabir Panth had to assume some form of

34o Keay Kabir, p0.l42o



outward, symbolismo Sect marks and distinctive dress are worn by the 
sadhus and mahants of the Pantho Each of the three sections has 
slightly different sect marks for its ascetics* The mahants wear a 
high peaked cap and a sleeveless white robe, while ordinary sadhus 
wear saffron robes* Householders wear a kanthi or necklace of tulsi 
beads*

Kabir Panthis carry out pilgrimages just like any other sect*
G* S* Ghurye, who wrote on various sects of sadhus, states that Kabir 
Panthi ascetics "do not consider it incumbent upon them to attend the 
Kumbha assemblage’\/The periodic assemblage of all Hindus on the banks 
of the Ganges7*^

The most important ceremony for the laity is that of initiation 
in which the_initiate receives from his guru the kanthi, a mantra 
(syllable for use in meditation), and the parvana or "passport," a 
symbolic betel leaf* He or she then takes a vow to follow the rules 
of the Panth* An elaborate ritual known as the cauka service is done 
periodically, usually on Sundays and full moon days* The full service, 
preceded by an all-day fast is held at least twice a year, in the 
months of Phagun (March) and Bhadon (August)* The thirteenth of Bhadon 
is Kabir*s birthday* Cauka means "square," the ceremony taking its 
name from the four foot square within a larger rectangle in which it 
takes place* The major part of the ceremony involves waving a ghee- 
lamp and some camphor in front of the cauka, a practice which is called

35o G* S* Ghurye, Indian Sadhus (Bombay: Popular Book Depot,
1953), Po 215*
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artio During the Cauka ceremony, a mahant reads from the Bijak or 
other scripture and also leads religious hymns=

A rite known as Jot Prasad or Jyoti Prasad usually follows 
both the initiation ceremony and the Cauka0 It is a communal meal in 
which the devotees eat wafers of dough and caranamrita, water in which 
the sandals of Kabir have been washed0 This sacrament is believed to 
be a special gift from Kabir which, if taken in the right spirit, leads 
to salvationo, One might be tempted to construe Christian influence 
here, although this type of rite is not without Hindu precedento

Kabir Panthis are supposed to worship God every morning and 
eveningo Usually .this is done by breaking a coconut and reciting some 
prayers= They give a special significance to the coconut, saying that 
it represents the human head* However, they are not permitted to eat 
any part of the coconut from which, the tuft has been removed, saying 
that it may have been broken off by others as an offering to some god 
or s p i r i t T h e y  also break coconuts at funeral ceremonies, saying,
MI am breaking the skull of Yama"(the god of death)0 Kabir Panthis 
can either bury or cremate their dead: the bodies of Bairagis are
buriedo Kabir Panthi laymen often form groups to sing devotional 
songso These are called satsangs and are often inter-caste= Appendix 
B contains a description of one of these meetings^

Social Practices
Evidence seems to indicate that Kabir Panthis also take part 

in most of the major festivals of the Hinduso In the village of

360 Keay, Kabir, p0 155=
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Rankhandi, Saharanpur district, U<,PKabir Panthis do not perform
shradda or ancestor worship, but at least some of them perform birth
and death purification ceremonies (see Appendix B)o In a study of

37Chattisgarhi folk Hinduism, Lawrence Babb writes that the "Painkas 
(Pankas) are nominally Kabir Panthis, but the Kabir Panthis of Sitapur 
(in Raipur district) participate fully in the religious life of the 
village, and a portrait of Sant Kabir in their family shrine is vir= 
tually the only mark of their sectarian identifidatiohe” Keay^ states 
that the Pankas of Chattisgarh hire a Brahmin only at the time of mar
riage , to fix the date of the wedding©

The extent to which the Kabir Panth has altered the social 
practices of its converts remains largely unstudied0 In North India, 
it appears that members usually retain a strong caste identity and 
even intermarry with non-Kabir Panthis of the same caste© In such 
cases the wife conforms to the husband* s beliefs© Sometimes Kabir

39Panthis of a particular caste will form a separate endogamous group© 
This appears to be the case with the Julaha Kabir Panthis of North 
India (see Appendix B)© The Pankas of Chattisgarh normally do not 
intermarry with non-Kabir Panthi, Pankas who are called Saktaha and 
who eat meat and drink liquor©

In matters of commensal!ty, Kabir Panthis are more liberal than 
most Hindus, but have not completely done away with caste consciousness©

37o The Divine Hierarchy: Popular Hinduism in Central India
(New York; Columbia University Press, 1975)» p© 17o

38© Keay, Kabir, p© 111©
39= Keay, Kabir, p© 110©



Keay states that formerly all Kabir Panthis took food together at the
feast following the cauka ceremony, although now there is some sepa- 

4oration by casteQ
The extent to which the Kabir Panthis have rejected Hindu 

practices, and the extent to which they consider themselves and are 
considered by other Hindus to be a separate group is an area of scanty 
knowledge and varies according to locality, caste, and the degree of 
contact with major Kabir Panthi centers^

40o Keay,.Kabir, p„ 110o



CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION

This final chapter is an attempt to tie together the informa
tion given in previous chapters 9 to show how Kabir and the formation 
of the Kabir Panth demonstrate the social and religious processes which 
exist in most cultures, and to discuss how this process exists particu
larly in the Indian milieuo. Also, this chapter will include some 
brief comparisons of the Kabir Panth with other Indian sects and make 
suggestions for future researcho

Summary
The Sant tradition formed the background against which many 

modern and medieval sects arose o The three major elements which con
tributed to its development were bhaktj, Tantrism, and Sufism; each 
played a role in the synthesis which is known as the Sant tradition0 
All three traditions had an emphasis on "interior religion*" Two 
other points stand but* One is that although classical Hinduism -- 
with its structure, hierarchies, sacerdotalism, and conservatism —  

held sway through most of Indian history, there have always been move
ments which attempted to counteract it* These movements generally 
emphasized a personal relationship with God, without mediation; a 
lack of concern for orthodox ritual purity; and the unimportance of 
caste (and sometimes sex) for spiritual attainment* The Sant tradition

67
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can be viewed as a relatively late manifestation of these movements, 
some of which, were mainly bhaktic, others of which were mainly tantrie0 
A second major point was the strong influence which Tantrism had on 
Kabir and on the Sant tradition in general, a point which needed to be 
stressed, as the Sant tradition is usually defined as simply a bhakti 
culto The few scholars who have studied the relationships between 
Tantra and Santism have made a very good case for establishing strong 
tantric elements in Sant philosophy® As more studies are done, I 
believe that the deep and abiding influence of Tantrism on the whole 
of Hinduism will be recognized® In their lack of emphasis on structure, 
the spirit of Bhakti and Tantra is very similar, although the particu
lar doctrines and sadhana are different® It was their unstructured 
character which had its largest appeal for the Sants®

Kabir was a prophet who was outside the mainstream of Hindu 
religion but who had absorbed many of its elements along with the ele
ments of such "protestant" movements as Bhakti, Tantra, and the 
'*foreign" religion of Sufism® The fact that Kabir was a low caste 
weaver and that he was extremely cynical about both Hindu and Muslim 
elites is particularly striking® Although Kabir did not present his 
teaching in any systematic way (as did Tulsi-das in the Bamacari- 
tamanasa, for example), his main message seems to be that one should 
strip oneself entirely of all "cultural baggage" and surrender com
pletely to God®

The Kabir Panth is perhaps the most important part of the en
tire study, yet it was the most difficult to place in the overall per
spective ® Due to lack of source material, it is difficult to establish



an unbroken link between Kabir, who was totally without formal affili
ations , and the Kabir Panth, a well organized secto Perhaps there are 
sources which remain unlocated which deal with Kabir1s earliest 
disciples and how they formed the Kabir Panth0 The major character
istics of the Kabir Panth are devotion to Kabir, who is seen as the 
Supreme Being; observation of various ethical and ritual rules; and at 
least a theoretical tolerance for people of all castes and religions0 
The two major sections of the Panth, although similar in doctrine and 
ritual, have distinct characteristics in terms of their social aspects 
and general emphasise Whereas the Benares section is largely ascetic, 
the Chattisgarh section is largely householder* The Benares section 
has a large percentage of Brahmins in its leadership, while the Chat
tisgarh section has a larger percentage of low castes in its leader
ship* On the popular level, the Benares section appeals to a wide 
variety of castes, while the Chattisgarh section appeals mainly to a 
single weaving caste* A fairly large literature has been produced by 
the Kabir Panthis, much of it divergent from the original teachings of 
Kabir* The Kabir Panthis have devised a complex cosmological scheme 
which extends and mythologizes Kabir's concepts of God and Maya* They 
have also developed an elaborate system of soteriology which involves 
ten steps to salvation* Although a separate group, the Kabir Panthis 
do not differ substantially from other Hindus*

Structure, Anti-structure, and Counter-structure 
This thesis involves two problems* The first concerns Kabir

*vis-a-vis the religious establishment of his time* The second concerns
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the Kabir Panth vis-a-vis Kabir0 To what extent did Kabir react 
against and to what extent did the Kabir Panthis, in turn, routinize 
Kabir's charisma in the formation of their sect? And finally, how does 
this relate to the general process of religious change?

The religious establishment at the time of Kabir included the 
"great and little traditions" of both Hinduism and Islamo What these 
traditions all shared in common was structure, ioBo, an attempt to 
categorize the universe and hence, to manipulate it= At the same time 
there existed various protest movements including Bhakti, Tantra, and 
Sufism which claimed to have done away with meaningless religious cate- 
gorieso Kabir rejected the stability of the establishment and of the 
"anti-establishment" of his time, regarding all as hypocritical and 
laden with structure0 He himself preferred a direct experience of
God with no mediation^ What Kabir essentially represents is what

2 Y Turner calls anti-structure or communitaSo It is a rejection of
structure or institutionalization^

After Kabir? s death, a religious community formed which dedi
cated itself to his teachings,. Although preaching the ideals of spon
taneity, equality, and the direct experience of God, the Kabir Panthis
found themselves developing ritual, theology, and hierarchies, the very

‘ 3things which Kabir criticized in the movements of his time,, Ramanujan

lo Kabir1s rejection of even the "anti-structure" of his time 
reflects the truism that one generation’s protest becomes the next 
generation's establishmento

2o Turner, Ritual.Processo
3-> Ramanujan, Speaking of Siva, p„ 35=
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is referring to the same process when he writes9 "Bhakti communities, 
while proclaiming anti-structure, necessarily develop their own struc
tures for behavior and belief 0 0 0  frequently composed from the very 
structure they deny or rejecW This statement is particularly appro
priate in the case of the Kabir Panthiso They have formed a new 
counter-structureo Whereas Kabir was opposed to written teachings, 
they have devised a literatureo Whereas Kabir criticized ritual, they 
have derived their own ritual= Whereas Kabir opposed caste or any type 
of social hierarchy, the Kabir Panthis have not only accepted some of 
Hindu social organization, but have introduced their own hierarchies0 
Whereas Kabir opposed all mythologization of God, the Kabir Panthis 
have devised a complex mythology with Kabir as its central figureo

These ideas can be referred to in Table 10 It is adapted from
ifRamanujan*s chart, with the substitution of Kabir for "bhakti,11 and 

expanded to include counter-structure with language added as a cate
gory 0 As Table 1 demonstrates, Kabir can be seen as the chronological 
mediating link between structure and counter-structure„ In the process 
of religious change, a further development has taken placeo In the 
course of time, the counter-structure has come more and more to re
semble the structureo Hinduism has managed to reabsorb, at least to a 
great extent, the Kabir Pantho Ramanujan had the Virashaivas in mind 
when he wrote the following, but the statement applies to Kabir and 
the Kabir Panth as wello

The * great* and * little* traditions flow one into the other 
as in an osmosiso They together constitute the * public

4o Ramanujan, Speaking Of Siva, p0



Table 10 Comparison of components between established religion and counter-structure 0

Structure 
Established Religion

Great Tradition Little Tradition

Anti-Structure
Protests
Personal Religion

Counter-Structure 
1 Kabir Panth

Text Vedas, etc0 i Local Puranas* 
i etco
i

Kabir i Bijak
I

Performance Vedic Ritual | Local Sacrifice
i .

Cauka ceremony, Jot 
1 Prasad, etc0

Social Organic 
zation

r r ■ " ' r 
Caste Hierarchy! Sects and Cults

i
i

i Modified Caste 
1 Hierarchy, Guruship

Mythology Pan-Indian 1 Local Deities
Deities 1 i

1 Kabir as Supreme 
f' Deity

Sacred Language
i

Sanskrit i Regional 
1 i

i Hindi
i

ro
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religion* of Hinduism, its * establishment* or * structure6 
o o o o Bhakti as an anti-structure begins by denying and 
defying such an establishment; but in the course of time, the 
heretics are canonized; temples are erected to them, Sanskrit 
hagoigraphies are composed about them® Not only are local 
legend and ritual but an elaborate theology assimilating 
various * great tradition* elements may grow around them6̂

This process is illustrated by the legends purporting to make Kabir the 
son of a Brahmin widow instead of the lowly weaver he almost surely 
was; by the stories of his miraculous powers; and by his ultimate deifi
cation by the Kabir Panthi sect* Yet the Kabir Panthis are not the 
only ones responsible for such a processo The Hindus, too, have 
accepted Kabir as one of their own and have turned him into a respect
able Vaishnava bhakta.

Comparative Remarks
As Turner points out, all societies possess the characteristics

of structure and anti-structure0 The two concepts are fluid and one
can easily lead to the other» This process is not limited to religion,
of course, but extends to all areas of culture<, Turner himself states:

There is a dialectic here, for the immediacy of communitas 
gives way to the mediacy of structure, while, in rites de 
passage, men are released from structure into communitas only 
to return to structure revitalized by their experience of 
communitaso What is certain is that no society can function 
adequately without this dialectico Exaggeration of struc
ture may well lead to pathological manifestations of communi
tas = e'e o Exaggeration of communitas, in certain religious 
or political movements of the leveling type, may be speedily 
followed by despotism, over-bureaucratization, or other 
modes of structural rigidification0

5o Ramanujan, Speaking of Siva, p0 36» 
60 Turner, Ritual Process, p„ 129o



At any given moment, both structure and anti-structure exist in a 
society, showing the synchronic application of Turner's theory* But 
as Turner and Ramanujan both demonstrate, the theory can also be 
applied in a diachronic sense, resembling Hegel's dialectic* Between 
structure and anti-structure there is constant flux* And, as Ramanu
jan has pointed out, the new structures which emerge can be conven
iently called counter-structures*

In the Indian milieu, this type of process occurs conspicuously 
in the area of religion* Numerous sects have been formed which react 
against the prevailing climate of Hinduism* Yet due to the expansive 
and flexible nature of Hinduism, many of these sects become conserva
tive and institutionalized, and ultimately much like the Hinduism they 
proposed to reject* . In" Table 2, I have listed several sects which I 
believe to represent the structure-anti-structure-counter-structure 
dialectic in the same way that Kabir and the Kabir Panth do* This
process is not evident only in sectarianism, but exists even within

7mainstream Hinduism such as the status reversal festival of Holi* 
However, sectarianism is appropriate to represent this phenomenon in 
graphic form* This listing is presented merely by way of suggestion, 
as neither these sects nor their founders has been discussed in detail 
in the text*

Sikhism was founded by Guru Nanak, who was a junior contem
porary of Kabir* The sect has grown in numbers and is easily identi
fiable due to the distinctive symbols worn by its followers* The

7* Turner, Ritual Process, p* l8$*



75
Table 20 Examples of sect development in India0

Structure Anti-structure Counter-structure
E stablishment: 

Public Religion
Protest: 

Personal Religion 1 Sectarianism

Great Tradition 
(Brahminical 
Hinduism)

Kabir
Nanak

i Kabir Panth
ii Sikhs

Little Tradition 
(Local Cults)

Basavanna 
Devara Dasimayya 
Mahadeviyakka 
Allama Prabhu

i
i Lingayats 
i (Virashaivas)

Dadu i Dadu Panth
Ghasi-das i, Satnamis
Caitanya i Bengali 

, Vaishnavism
Alvars ii organized bhakti 

, cults
J_ _ .....



Lingayats were founded by four South Indian mystics who lived in the 
tenth through twelfth centuries and who were strongly anti-structureo 
They subsequently became a caste composed of Shaivite priests and 
landowners whose religious services were sought out by other casteso 
The Dadu Panthis were founded by Dadu, a sixteenth century nirguna 
bhakta, are prevalent in Rajasthan, and resemble the Kabir Panthis in 
many ways0 Ghasi-das in the eighteenth century founded the Satnamis, 
a Gamar sect found mainly in Chattisgarh, notable for their political 
activityo Caitanya (1486-1533) was the famous bhakta of Krishna, an 
avatar of Vishnu, who advocated orgiastic dancing and lack of regard 
for "propriety.," His followers gradually took a more figurative view 
of his teachings and became more orthodox,, The Alvars were a group of 
non-sectarian Vaishnavas in South India from the sixth century onwards; 
their influence led to the formation of many bhakti sects and cults0

d
What these sects all share in common is that they are based on the 
teachings of an essentially anti-structure founder but that they have 
devised their own counter-structures and gradually became more accepted, 
in different degrees, by the non-sectarian majority* The phenomenon 
of a sect based on a founder was explored in detail by WeberWeber, 
as stated at the beginning of Chapter 3, of this thesis, saw the in
stitutionalization of the prophet as a natural development in the 
course of religious change * He labeled this process the "routinization 
of charisma*" This process results in the formation of a counter- 
structure*

8* Weber in Sociology and Theory of. Sociology*



Suggestions and Implications
The purpose of this thesis has been to apply a methodological

theory of religious change to a specific religious figure and his sect
in the Indian milieu0 The ideas of Weber, Turner, and Ramanujan have
been helpful in providing a conceptual framework in which to do this0

9The sociologist Vatro Murvar has pointed out the need for 
further studies, across time and space, of religious movements to 
evaluate the universality of Weber’s theories of religion* The study 
of Indian sects lends itself particularly well to this type of inves
tigations into the nature of Indian religion in general, since they are 
self-defined units with their own unique history and phenomena, yet 
have characteristics in common with main-stream Hinduism., Much of the 
history of Hinduism has been molded by sectarian developments as sects 
exert their influence on the mainstream <> To name a single example, the 
singing of bhajans in the vernacular has become a common Hindu activity 
due to the influence of various bhakti sects®

Concerning the development of the Kabir Panth and its organi
zation up to the present day, much research remains to be done® How 
the Kabir Panthi sect, or any sect for that matter developed as it did 
is a difficult question® A closer look at the history and organization 
of the Kabir Panthi sect, its maths and shrines, and its political, 
social, and economic affiliations would shed light on the subject® A 
detailed phenomenological study of the Kabir Panth in both Benares and

9= "Toward a Sociological Study of Religious Movements," 
Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, VoloXEV, No® 3 (Sep- 
tember, 1975), pp„ 229-236®
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Chattisgarh would be useful not only for its own sake but as an example 
of Hindu sect formation and institutionalization,.

This thesis has been an attempt to consolidate information con-’ 
cerning Kabir and the Kabir Panth, placing it within the framework of 
a social science theory, so far as possible with sources available in 
this country* Such a study has implications for Indian studies by in
creasing the understanding of Indian religious and social processes in 
general* It is hoped that this thesis will provide stimulation for 
similar and more in depth studies in a field which is, still in its 
infancy*



APPENDIX A 

CENSUS DATA ON KABIR PANTHIS

Census
Year

United Provinces 
(Uttar Pradesh)

Central Provinces 
(Madhya Pradesh) Other

Total
Reported

1872 la 134,069 00 134,070
l88l 347,994 347,994
1891 318,262 685,672 . 1,003,934
1901 215,771 493,393b Bombay 

9,407 
Central India 
124,600 843,171

1911 49,605 597,199 ** ■ 646,8o4
1921 565,907 0® - 565,907
a0 Only one Kabir Panthi was listed* The report stated that there 

were "thousands in upper India * * * the rest will be found among 
fakirs without distinction of sect (130,548 were listed)
Greatest numbers of Kabir Panthis were in Gorakhpur, Gondah, and 
Fyzabad districts (Census of India, Oudh, Vol* 1, 1872, p= 117)o

bo The decrease from 1891 was probably due to a census error in 1891 
in which many weavers were listed as a matter of course as Kabir 
Panthis*

Sources Census of India, Reports for 1872-19210
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APPENDIX B

KABIR PANTHIS OF RANKHANDI

Unlike the Kabir Panthis of Chattisgarh, those in Uttar Predesh 
are not associated with a specific caste, but are comprised of several 
casteso The UoP=, Kabir Panthis are connected with the Kabir Gaura in 
Benareso However, except for the center in Benares itself, little in
formation is available on their organization o The only information I 
could get on village Kabir Panthis was in unpublished field notes<>
These notes were taken by anthropologists from 195^-1956 on a research
project sponsored by Cornell University under the direction of

1 - 'Dro Morris 0plero Rankhandi is a village in Saharanpur district,
UpPo The dominant caste group is Rajput0

There were about thirty families who belonged to the Kabir
Panth in 195^° According to one informant, the list according to caste 
is:

4 Vaish (merchant)
5 Budhi (artisans)
10 Kumhar (potter)
1 Nai (barber 
1 Julaha (weaver)
6 Rajputs (landowners, "warriors")
1 Dhobi (washerman)

lo All citations in this appendix refer to notes in this col- 
lectiono They may be found in Dr0 Jo Michael Mahan*s office at The 
University of Arizona, Department of Oriental Studies® Citations 
include the initials of the fieldworker(s), the code number, and the 
date of collection®

80
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1 Gaririya (herders)
1 Siani (Muslim caretakers of religious shrines)
1 Brahmin^

According to another informant, the Dhiman Brahmans also had a few
' ' 3families in the Kabir Pantho

In 1956 fifteen Julaha families were listed as Kabir PanthiSo
The Kabir Panthi Julahas are a separate group from the so-called Kori
Julahas and the Camar Julahas (Camars who turned to the weaving pro-

Lfession) who live in different neighborhoods and do not intermarryo
■ 5Apparently, there are also Muslim Julahas in the village as in most 

villages in the plains of North India*
The distinctive characteristics of the Eankhandi Kabir Panthis 

are: (1) they do not (at least theoretically) worship idols or be
lieve in amulets or spirits; (2) they do not eat meat or harm animals^ 
(3) they do not drink liquor; (4) they believe in the equality of 
castes* One of the books they use is the Kabir Sahab ka Mukhia Granth- 
Mul Bijak, published in Sambat 1984 (A*D* 1927) by Lakshmi Venketeshwar 
Kalyan, Bombay* This is a reprint of the Puran-das edition of the

2* V»M*9 79-210, April 23, 1956o
3= M0M0, R*Jo, 79-214, November 20, 1954*
4* PoMoMo, U0B0, 56*0, January 3, 1956*
5= H=SoS*, 56-437, July 20, 1954*
6* A leading Kumhar Kabir Panthi stated that Kabir Panthis do

not worship Johar Divan (a local deity) but that he himself accepted
things offered at the shrine because members of his caste traditionally 
do so (PoMoMo, U0B0, 56-224, February 27, 1956)o

7o They also decided after a meeting that smoking was pap
(sin) since flies, insects, and mice die in the syrup that is put on
tobacco*
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Bijako They follow a "Guru” (mahant) who lives in Saharanpur where 
•there is a Kabir Panthi maths A few members meet every night for
kirtan, a larger group on Tuesdays for satsang, and the whole group on

8puranmashi (full moon) for a katha (reading from scriptures and puja)0
Various members of the group read at these meetings, or a mahant if one
happens to be visitingo No Brahmins are employed for these meetingso

The Kabir Panthis of Rankhandi do not practice caste inters
marriage but are somewhat relaxed in matters of commensality and do
not practice untouchabilitys An active Vaish Kabir Panthi was quoted
as saying that the Kabir Panth does not discriminate against human
beings either on the basis of religion or caste, going on to say.

There are Kabir Panthis in the village belonging to various 
castes except Bhangis and Camars9 (two of the lowest castes)c 
I for one have taken my food at the houses of different mem
bers of the Kabir Panth irrespective of their caste= I may 
even take food in the house of a Harijan untouchable pro
vided he has a sense of cleanliness., On the other hand, I 
may not take food at the house of a Rajput if he has no 
sense of cleanlinesso-*-®

Another Kabir Panthi, a Kumhar, stated that his idea of untouchability
was that one should not touch anyone who ate meat or drank liquor, but
that it was all right to touch anyone who did note This particular
informant also stated that the difference between the Kabir Panth and

80 In 1976 a new temple (mandir) was built for the Kabir 
Panthis of Rankhandi; previously members had met at private homeso 
The money for building materials was provided by the village pancayat 
(.Jo Michael Mahar, personal communication, May 24, 1977) °

9 o  When asked if Bhangis and Camars could belong to the sect, 
another Kabir Panthi (Kumhar) replied, "Yes, but /tYiey/ do not believe 
in Kabiro "  ( M = M o ,  R * J o ,  7 9 - 2 1 4 ,  November 2 0 ,  1 9 5 ? ) < =

l O o  V o M = ,  7 9 - 2 0 8 ,  April 2 2 ,  1 9 5 6 =
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the Arya Samaj (another influential reform sect in the area)'was that

11the Arya Samajists do not practice what they preach0
No cauka ceremony or initiation was described in the field 

notes, but in 1954, a visiting mahant held a satsang in the Kumhar 
basti (neighborhood)o About twenty-eight people, including a few 
women, attended,. The mahant, dressed in saffron robes, sat on a carpoy 
in the middle of the room, while the others sat on the floor„ He was : 
reading from a booko He would read a stanza and then comment on ito 
The three things he emphasized were ahirnsa, love of human beings, and 
mercyo He talked about the permanence of the soul and the imper
manence of the body, saying that the soul does not die with the body, 
but comes back in another body= It may be born into any caste, creed, 
or nationality0 Therefore, there should be no discrimination among 
human beings, since people are all one„

• In discussing ahirnsa, the sadhu said that those who eat meat 
are like the devil„ God exists in all living creatures* If you kill 
an animal and eat it, you are defying God* Since there are other 
things to eat, human beings should not eat meat* For wild animals like 
the lion, there is some excuse for meat eating because they cannot pro
duce anything and their nature is such that they must not eat meat to 
live* But human beings should not kill other creatures*

The sadhu said that those who want salvation should follow 
Kabir’s teachings as true devotees of God* They should love all beings, 
be merciful, and protect the weak* They should obey their parents and

11* P=M=M=, UoBo, 77-14, March 31, 1956*
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teacherso One should always be careful of one's actions as one,is re
sponsible for them (karma)„

While the sadhu was reading and explaining the text, other 
people in the room nodded in agreemento Occasionally, one man would
recite one or two additional stanzas to support what the sadhu had

, 12 reado

Two years later, another Kabir Panthi mahant from Saharanpur 
visited Rankhandi and stayed with the same Kumhar familyo He wore a 
white robe and was about 100"years oldo He was accompanied by a dis
ciple wearing a saffron robe0 During his visit, a satsang was held at 
the house of a Dhiman Brahman0 There the Kabir Panthis sang bhajans, 
read from the scripture, and had a religious discussion with the

13mahanto , _ ,
The Kabir Panthis seem to be well integrated into village life, 

despite their somewhat different religious practices* They participate 
in most of the major festivals, such as Karva Cauth, but they do not 
celebrate payta or kanagats (ancestor worship)* In Rankhandi, the 
Kahir Panth appears to be more concerned with religious activity than 
with social reform* It is not a radical organization* It may happen 
that a family has some Kabir Panthi members while others remain ortho
dox Hindus* According to a male Rajput informant, the Kabir Panth is 
not at all popular with Rajput women in spite of the seven or eight

12* M*M*, R.J*, 79-214, November 20, 1954*
13= V*M*, 79-187, April 22, 1956*
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men who are followers of Kabir0 Their wives follow the religious prac-

14tices of other Rajput women of the villageo
The Kabir Panthis are a well developed sect in this areao A 

study of their particular beliefs and rituals would certainly shed 
light on Indian folk religion and sectarian organization in generalo 
This sketchy description is intended to provide some idea of village 
Kabir Panthis and to show the need for further studies©

14© HoSoSo, 56-437, July 7, 1954©
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Figure C-l. Key locations mentioned in the text.
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