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Linguistic Diversity and Richness in the Bani of Bhagat Ravidas Ji:
In the Special Context of Guru Granth Sahib

Dr. Harisimran Singh, Dr. Pritam Singh, Assistant Professor, Department of Punjabi,
University of Jammu.
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The representation of Punjabi Bhakti literature is primarily done by the Nirgun tradition.
This is why, in Guru Granth Sahib, along with the compositions of the Guru Sahibs,
GurSikhs, and Bhatt Sahibs, the works of Nirgunvadi Bhakti poets (Bhagat Jaidev Ji,
Bhagat Namdev Ji, Bhagat Trilochan Ji, Bhagat Parmanand Ji, Bhagat Sadhna Ji,
Bhagat Beni Ji, Bhagat Ramanand Ji, Bhagat Dhanna Ji, Bhagat Pipa Ji, Bhagat Sain
Ji, Bhagat Kabir Ji, Bhagat Ravidas Ji, Baba Sheikh Farid Ji, Bhagat Bhikhan Ji,
Bhagat Surdas Ji) have also been included. The Bani of the Bhagats recorded in Guru
Granth Sahib maintains ideological and thematic harmony with the Gurmat principles.
The views of the Bhagat Sahibs on subjects such as the existence and sovereignty of
one omnipotent God, praise and worship of the True Guru, the glory of Naam-simran
and devotional worship, sharp criticism of pilgrimages, bathing rituals, religious
ceremonies, and social unethical practices, social equality, and unity not only align
with Gurbani but also share complete identity at the level of perfection. Although
thinkers, historians, and critics in the Punjabi literary corridor have mostly considered
the pre-Guru Nanak Bhagat poets in a secondary role, “The Bhakti thought in them
can be called an initial model for Gurmat poetry and a rich literary heritage as well.”[*]

[*]: Tarn Singh, Literary History of Sri Guru Granth Sahib, p. 153

In the thought-literature of the medieval Indian Bhakti movement, Ravidas-Bani holds
a very special position. The primary reason for this is its humanistic ideology and
excellent literary quality. In fact, the poetic thoughts of Bhagat Ravidas Ji, which
emerged spontaneously with simplicity, contain ease, restraint, satire, and relish. This
is why, after the Bani of the six Guru Sahibs in Guru Granth Sahib, Ravidas-Bani
occupies the third place in terms of volume. When considering Ravidas-Bani in the
context of contemporary religious philosophies, it naturally becomes evident that the
mysticism in Ravidas-Bani bears no similarity to traditional and accepted mysticism
because Bhagat Ravidas Ji did not derive his life experience from any supernatural
phenomenon; rather, this experience was that of the common people of the time.
Under this mysticism lay awareness of the life problems of the common people,
rebellion against social hatred, inferiority complex, and mistreatment, consciousness
towards self-respect, and denunciation of the caste system, lineage-caste distinctions,
and high-low divisions. In the post-modern era, literature that continually provides
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freshness and universality is accepted as influential and broad-minded. On this
criterion, Ravidas-Bani fully stands the test.

The Bani of Bhagat Ravidas Ji is an excellent example of linguistic mixture. It contains
vocabulary from Arabic-Persian, Urdu, Sanskrit, Punjabi, Marathi, Rajasthani,
Bhojpuri, Awadhi, and Khari Boli, in both tatsam (direct borrowings) and tadbhav
(adapted) forms. Although the linguistic face of Ravidas-Bani is mixed, its core is
purely Sadh Bhasha (simple folk language). The details regarding the linguistic
diversity and richness of Bhagat Ravidas Ji’'s Bani are as follows.

Arabic-Persian: The use of Arabic-Persian vocabulary in the Bani of Bhagat Ravidas
Ji is surprising because he neither received formal education in Arabic-Persian from
any scholar nor travelled to regions or countries where Arabic-Persian was spoken.
However, it draws attention to the fact that in Bhagat Ravidas Ji’'s time, Islam and the
Semitic tradition had already established a strong foothold on the Indian subcontinent.
Since a large section of the common people in his era was converting to Islam due to
fear of state power and the propagation by Sufi saints, Arabic-Persian vocabulary had
naturally become part of social discourse as a result of Islamic cultural propagation.
Bhagat Ravidas Ji gave priority to the folk language of the common people to
propagate his ideas. Consequently, he used contemporary prevalent Arabic-Persian
vocabulary parallel to other linguistic vocabularies. For example:

Begampura is the name of that city.

There is no sorrow or pain there.

No worry, no tax, no wealth.

No fear, no sin, no terror of death. ||1]|

Now | have found an excellent homeland.
There is always peace there, my brother. ||1]||Pause||
Eternal, everlasting, always the Sovereign.
Neither two nor half—only One.

Ever prosperous, ever renowned.

There the carefree dwell in abundance. ||2||
They walk as they please.

No secret palace obstructs them.

Says Ravidas, the emancipated cobbler:
Whoever lives in that city is my friend. ||3||2||[*2]
[*2]: Adi Granth, p. 345
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In the above lines, there is an abundance of Arabic-Persian vocabulary, e.g., sahar
(city), taswees (worry), khiraj (tax), patshahi (sovereignty), abadan (prosperous),
mashhoor (renowned), mamoor (abundant), mahram (secret), ham sahri (fellow
citizen). Similarly, many Arabic words are used in tadbhav form, e.g., “You are slain,
white and pure; | am poor like a worm.”[*3] Here, the Arabic word maqtool has been
adapted as makhtool.

[*3]: Ibid., p. 486

Marathi: Whatever Bhagat Ravidas Ji uttered in ecstasy took poetic form. He clothed
the wondrous poetry born from ecstasy in words to make seekers of the divine realise
true experiences. To propagate ideas of attaining the supreme state through divine
experiences gained via words, Bhagat Ravidas Ji meaningfully used various linguistic
units, including Marathi. In reality, Ravidas-Bani is tinged with Marathi influence. For
example:

The company of saints is life for me.

The True Guru knows the Saint as God of gods. ||1]|

The company of saints brings the relish of saintly discourse.

Grant me the love of saints, O God of gods. ||1||Pause||

The conduct of saints, the path from saints, the recognition of saints.

Here, tujhi (yours), majhai (mine/to me) are Marathi words. Besides, reflections of
Marathi phonetic sounds like chi and cho are also visible. In fact, Ravidas-Bani creates
a musical environment, due to which phonetic sounds and word-music become
evident spontaneously.

Sanskrit: While examining Ravidas-Bani, another point emerges clearly: why did the
creators of the Bhakti movement use folk language to express their emotions? The
simple answer is that in the religious and social environment of that time, Brahmin
caste dominance prevailed. Lower castes were neither allowed entry into religious
places nor permitted to acquire scriptural and religious knowledge from any gurukul.
Moreover, there was a complete prohibition on writing, reading, or even hearing
Sanskrit, the language of the gods. In opposition to this prohibition, contemporary
Bhakti thinkers began propagating their spiritual impulses, emotions, and experiences
in folk language. As a result, Bhagat Ravidas Ji used the language of the religious
leaders themselves as a medium to expose their hypocrisy. Consequently, subtle use
of Sanskrit tatsam and tadbhav vocabulary is found in Ravidas-Bani. Due to the refined
use of Sanskrit vocabulary, it naturally became part of the folk language and was
incorporated into the intellect and consciousness of the common people. An example
of Sanskrit vocabulary used by Bhagat Ravidas Ji is:

My caste is infamous among the townsfolk—the cobbler.
In my heart, | cherish the virtues of Ram Govind. ||1]||Pause||
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Even saints do not drink the water of the Ganges mixed with wine.
Wine is impure; no other water mixes with the Ganges without losing purity. ||1]|[*4]
[*4]: Ibid., p. 1293

Additionally, Sanskrit tatsam words like parmanand, mrig, niswasar, sativachan,
devadhi dev, tras, bhring, and tadbhav words like sampat (wealth), aan baan
(splendour), baruni (wine), jamm kankar (Yama'’s servant), anal (fire) etc. are included.

Punjabi: The poets of the Bhakti movement did not compose Bani confined within the
limits of one language; rather, they used a language prevalent and understood among
the people of specific regions. This is a major reason why Ravidas-Bani spreads
linguistic fragrance like a bouquet. The scent of Punjabi language continuously
emanates from this bouquet. Regarding the use of Punjabi in Ravidas-Bani, Shri
Ramanand Shastri and Virender Pandey write: “The use of Punjabi words is very
limited, but Punjabi flavour is definitely present in many places in the compositions.
One important reason for this can be considered the special affection of Sant
Ravidas’s disciples and copyists of manuscripts towards Punjabi.”[*5] Although the
use of Punjabi vocabulary in Ravidas-Bani is limited, beautiful examples of pure
Punjabi language are still visible. An excellent example of Punjabi language in Bhagat
Ravidas Ji’s Bani is:

[*5]: Shri Ramanand Shastri and Virender Pandey, Sant Raidas and His Poetry, p. 91
How can one who slanders a saint be saved?
Know that he will surely fall into hell. ||1||Pause||
Even if he performs household rituals,

Offers his wife adorned completely,

Hears all the Smritis,

Yet slanders—has no virtue. ||2||

Even if he prepares great feasts,

Donates land, gains glory in pavilions,

Ruins himself, quarrels with others,

Slanders and suffers many births. ||3]|

Why slander in this world?

The slanderer’s shame is manifest.

Examining the slanderer, considering the saint,

Says Ravidas: the sinful goes to hell. [*6]
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[*6]: Adi Granth, p. 875

Rajasthani: Bhagat Ravidas Ji was not enslaved to any single language, nor did he
allow the presentation of his spiritual ideas to be imprisoned in one linguistic mould. In
reality, instead of prioritising any specific language, Bhagat Ravidas Ji accepted
diverse linguistic mixtures. This is why a flood of diverse linguistic words is visible in
Ravidas-Bani. Historically, evidence shows that Bhagat Ravidas Ji travelled to regions
like Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, Maharashtra, Rajasthan, etc., visiting adorned Hindu
religious sites and propagating his ideology in the language of the common people.
According to Dr. Jasbir Singh Sabar: “Bhagat Ravidas Ji travelled extensively in
Rajasthan, and Sikh service also spread considerably there, due to which Rajasthani
became part of his folk language.”[*7] Words like nigun, doogar, ghana, manan, janan
etc. are Rajasthani words in Ravidas-Bani. For example:

[*7]: Dr. Jasbir Singh Sabar, Multidimensional Study of Ravidas Bani, p. 202
Inaccessible, difficult, steep mountain—my ox is Nirgun.

One plea to Ram: protect my capital, O Lord. ||1]]

Who is the merchant of Ram? My caravan is loaded and goes. ||1||Pause||

| am the merchant of Ram; | conduct easy trade.

| have loaded the wealth of Ram’s Name; the world loads poison. ||2|[[*8]
[*8]: Adi Granth, pp. 345-346

Awadhi/Khari Boli/Braj Bhasha: Regarding the linguistic diversity of Ravidas-Bani,
Ramanand Shastri and Virender Pandey opine: “Eastern Awadhi is predominant in his
poetry. Apart from Awadhi words, the use of Awadhi case markers is also found to
some extent. Braj Bhasha and Khari Boli inflections and Urdu-Persian words are used
here and there. Local words adopted during travels are also visible occasionally.”[*9]
Consequently, the use of Awadhi, Braj, and Khari Boli vocabulary is found in Ravidas-
Bani. Awadhi vocabulary examples: samjhas, keeni, bikanao, darpo, e.g., “Mind,
speech, actions—greedy for relish. It perishes and goes somewhere.” ||2]|[*10]
Similarly, subtle use of Khari Boli vocabulary is found, e.g., tera jan, toon daana, paar
gaya. Signs of Braj Bhasha are also found in Ravidas-Bani. For example:

[*9]: Cited in Dr. Jasbir Singh Sabar, Multidimensional Study of Ravidas Bani, p. 204
[*10]: Adi Granth, p. 487

Milk is separated from the calf’s udder.

Flower from bee, water from fish—ruined. ||1]|

O Mother, where shall | offer worship to Govind?

| find no incomparable flower. ||Pause||[*11]
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[*1]: Ibid., p. 525

Bhojpuri: Despite being a resident of Banaras, Bhagat Ravidas Ji did not give linguistic
and creative priority to the primary language of his region, i.e., Bhojpuri. Dr. Jasbir
Singh Sabar reinforces this by writing: “Despite living in Banaras, Ravidas Ji, instead
of adopting the provincial dialect for expression, used diverse dialects from different
regions as medium, which is called folk language.”[*12] This does not mean Ravidas-
Bani is devoid of Bhojpuri or that Bhojpuri was not used at all. Traces of Bhojpuri
vocabulary are also found in Ravidas-Bani, e.g., paibo, chhutibo, karanta, hanta. For
example:

[*12]: Dr. Jasbir Singh Sabar, Multidimensional Study of Ravidas Bani, p. 204

In Satyug, truth; in Treta, sacrifice; in Dwapar, ritual worship.

In all three ages, these three prevailed; in Kaliyug, only Naam is the support. ||1]||
How to reach the other shore?

No one explains to me.

From where coming and going ends. ||1||Pause||[*13]

[*13]: Adi Granth, p. 346

Summarising the above discussion, it can be said that Bhagat Ravidas Ji was a
revered saint-poet of the medieval Indian Bhakti movement. Through his profound life
experiences, he left a rich heritage of spiritual ideas that continues to inspire and guide
human society generation after generation. His ideas—coloured with the existence of
the formless omnipotent God, reaching the Divine through love and devotion, freedom
from rigid structures of caste, religion, and race, the importance of devotional worship,
and deep messages of social equality—resonate with the fundamental principles of
the Bhakti movement. To propagate these principles, Bhagat Ravidas Ji used
contemporary prevalent diverse Indian and foreign linguistic vocabularies in a mixed
form. This very linguistic mixture is a symbol of the excellence of Bhagat Ravidas Ji’'s
art of expression.
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