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Abstract 

            The Bhakti Movement has enriched all Indian languages to a greater measure than 

any other movement – political, social or economic. Wherever it flourished, it helped the 

promotion of human integration while other movements aimed at promoting national and 

social integration. On the emotional front also Bhakti accelerates the progress of the 

sublimation of emotion which helps in the cultural refinement and spiritual advancement of 

man. Meera Bai (1499-1547) is the most celebrated of women poets of Bhakti Movement in 

medieval times. Several works like Narsiji Ki Mahero, Gitagovinda Ka Tika, Ragagovinda, 

Garva-gita and Raga-vibhaga are attributed to her. The entire corpus of her poetry testifies to 

her using her poetic talent to sing her devotion for Krishna, the archetypal presence in her 

life. She lays bare her innermost feelings with charming lucidity in her Padas which are 

embodiments of her real self which found joy in a union with Krishna. In her poetry, human 

love and divine love come so close to each other that they are not distinguishable, for both 

partake of divinity as well as humanity. The present paper is designed to explore Meera Bai’s 

humanistic vision in her poetry. Her spirituality has become the source of her artistic 

expression.    
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Introduction 

            Bhakti is a blend of love and devotion. It is commonly admitted that the doctrine of 

bhakti (love of God) occupies a central place in Hinduism and also that there have been till 

the present day, great Bhakti Movements which have transformed not only the religious but 

also the social thought and life of the people of India. Bhakti is a word denoting love and 

devotion. It is a populist literary form that is usually composed by poet-saints of all castes 

and both genders in their native tongues. All artistic expressions pertaining to it position the 

devotee and God in a particular relationship.  

            The word bhakti is derived from the Sanskrit root bhaj by adding the suffix Ktin (ti).  

Bhaj can be used in any of the following meaning: to partake of, to engage in, to declare for, 

to serve and honour, to love and adore. The suffix Ktin is usually added to a verb to form an 
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action or agent noun. Thus bhakti (bhaj+ti) means participation as well as recourse, 

experience as well as practice, reverence as well as love and adoration. According to the rules 

of Panini, “bhakti indicates a bhava or condition”(18). In one of his sutra, Panini uses the 

word in the sense of excessive fondness or devotion and illustrates its meaning by relating it 

with different objects and personalities. 

            Bhakti is a general and relative term which can be used in a wide range of contexts, 

secular as well as religious. It can assume particularity only when it is used in connection 

with its objects. Hence the use of phrases like guru bhakti, desa bhakti, swami bhakti etc., is 

quite common. Even in the religious context, it means devotion to God only in a general 

sense, with no implication of any particularised image or conceptualisation of God. This is 

indicated only when a prefix is added to the term bhakti as is the case in specifications such 

as Shiva bhakti, Vishnu bhakti, Krishna bhakti, etc. Thus, bhakti as a feeling of religious 

devotion constitutes a part of every religion. The nature of its manifestation in a particular 

religious tradition, however, is conditioned by the nature of the cognition of God found 

therein, and by the beliefs and practices connected therewith. 

            The Bhakti Movement in India challenged the dominance of Vedic sacrificial religion, 

caste boundaries, gender inequity and the use of Sanskrit as the exclusive language of 

religion. Bhakti integrates aspects of personal religious experience, social protest and a 

variety of ritual modes around a notion of intimacy with one’s deity that colours all aspects of 

human existence. The movement began in South India around the 5th century and in the next 

thousand years spread northward throughout the subcontinent, taking on individual and 

distinctive forms as it moved from one area to another. Despite these regional differences 

there are thematic similarities that remain true throughout. The different rituals and the 

varying methods of worship were forgotten and this love of God was accepted without 

question. Unlike earlier movements, the bhakti poets belong to all classes of society – from 

the highest to the lowest and include men as well as women. It gave women a place of 

honour. This stress on equality and the implicitly subversion of the caste system, makes 

bhakti one of the most radical, subversive movements in Indian history.  

            This Movement acted as a unifying force in the time of cultural crisis. It was a 

devotional movement emphasising the intense emotional attachment of a devotee towards his 

personal God. The movement has strongly influenced the Indian religious life for the past 

thousand years. By drawing personal worth not from one’s conventional social status, but 

solely from the depth of one’s devotion, it provided a spiritual path that was open to 



JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC RESEARCH FOR MULTIDISCIPLINARY 
Impact Factor 3.114, ISSN: 2320-5083, Volume 5, Issue 1, February 2017 

 

153 
www.jiarm.com 

everyone. It was undoubtedly the most wide spread, far ranging and multi-faceted movement 

that appeared in India. The Movement influenced almost the whole country at different times, 

and had a definite impact not only on religious doctrines, rituals, values and popular beliefs 

but on art and culture as well. In the cultural field, the growth of regional languages, 

devotional music, poetry, painting etc. became closely related to the Bhakti Movement. Using 

the regional language, Braj, Avadhi or whatever, as the vehicle, poet - saint composers were 

able to reach out to people in social strata otherwise impervious to the influence of art and 

music. 

 The movement had two distinct facets to it; one laying emphasis on the worship of 

Vishnu and his avataras – Rama and Krishna and the other on devotion for the Nirguna 

Brahman alone. The former one represented Vishnu worship and saguna bhakti. The other 

was an expression of an equally powerful movement to popularise the belief in an impersonal 

God and the path of Nirguna bhakti. The bhakti of the medieval bhaktas like Chaitanya, 

Tulsidas, Surdas and Mira was a constituent of the former and that of Kabir, Nanak etc. of the 

latter. Chaitanya, Tulsidas and Mira were all vaishnavas and saguna bhakts. Whereas Kabir, 

Nanak, Dadu were non-Vaishnavas and Nirguna bhaktas. The two groups propagated 

different ideologies, although bhakti was common to both. They can be treated as an 

integrated whole – only if bhakti is understood in its generic meaning of religious devotion. 

            The Movement has enriched all Indian languages to a greater measure than any other 

movement – political, social or economic. Wherever it flourished, it helped the promotion of 

human integration while other movements aimed at promoting national and social integration. 

On the emotional front also Bhakti accelerates the progress of the sublimation of emotion 

which helps in the cultural refinement and spiritual advancement of a man. The movement 

appealed to the common man. The leaders of the movement addressed themselves to the man 

in the street than to the priest or the scholar in royal courts. 

            Mira Bai was the North Indian Krishna devotee and bhakti poet whose songs/padas 

constitute the best part of bhakti poetry in India. She was born on July 1504. From her 

childhood days she was passionately devoted to Krishna. It is said that during her childhood, 

she was given an idol of Krishna by a mendicant. She became deeply attached to it and 

probably her religious fervour grew stronger. Although her parents arranged her marriage 

with the scion of another Rajput ruler, yet she considered Krishna to be her true husband. 

With the death of her husband, Bhoj Raj – the eldest son of Rana Sanga in 1523 she became 

free of her marital obligations. As a widow, she devoted all her time and energy to the 
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worship of Krishna, accepting him as her divine lover and husband. In this way, she acted as 

a rebel, not hesitating to break the conventions and often ignored the rigid codes of behaviour 

set for the women by the society. This incurred the wrath of the family, especially of the new 

king. She says: 

None dare come in my way 

I go enchanted 

Kicking aside the glories of my ancestors. 

(Manohar Bandopadhyay, 48) 

 The above lines deeply depict the tenderness of a woman’s heart and also its vigorous 

defiance of social norms. Apparently, Rana wanted to put a stop to all this. After extended 

conflict with her in-laws, they reportedly attempted to poison her. 

Why must I not hate your palace Rana? 

You, sent me the cup of poison to kill 

Lo, I drank it as the offering to my lord. (45) 

Her true devotion towards Lord Krishna saved her and she was allowed to leave the palace. 

She reportedly spent her later years visiting places associated with Krishna and partaking in 

the good company of other devotees, until finally she went to Dwarka. She was absorbed into 

the image of Krishna there. 

 Mira Bai’s poetry is most marked by her expressions of longing for Krishna and she 

often speaks of herself as his wife or his waiting lover, seeking physical and mystical union 

with him. “Mira’s lord is Girdhar/Companion of all her lives” (Usha S. Nilsson, 33). The 

major theme of her poetry is the reverberation of ideas and feelings that a lover experiences 

in eternal union with the beloved. She did not bemoan her sufferings nor did she shed tears of 

‘separation’ but expressed her dilemma in vigorous terms. 

 Mira Bai’s bhakti is mainly of madhurya bhava i.e. the bhava which expresses the love 

between the beloved and the lover. In this she regards herself as a wife, beloved and friend of 

Lord Krishna. Her feelings achieve the same height, intensity and absorption that the gopis 

has for Krishna. “I have only Girdhar Gopal / and no one else at all”(28). Her poetry is 

strictly a form of self-expression completely dedicated to Krishna. She did not use her poetry 

to criticize religious rituals like Kabir, nor did she present a highly idealized portrait of her 

deity like Tulsidas. Mira Bai’s poetry finds expression in two categories. 

1. The songs of entreaty and salutation 
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2. The songs of love and related experiences. 

There are some five hundred songs which Mira composed, none of which were anthologised 

in her life time. These were in the possession of the hymn singers in the temples and were 

transmitted to succeeding generations mostly by word of mouth. All her poems are primarily 

lyrics and set to different ragas meant to be sung on different occasions and at various times 

of a day. 

 As a poet she is at her lyrical best when singing of her love for Krishna. These poems 

form the core of her compositions. Her love is sung in its multiple facets: attraction, hope, 

longing, disappointment, jealousy, anger and the joy of union. These poems are not in any 

sequence of time, but only capture the mood of the moment. Her love poetry represents the 

constant craving of the soul to be merged with the infinite God, thus, achieving eternal peace. 

One of the eminent critics K.B. Jindal quotes: 

 She easily realised that the love of Krsna and the Gopis are typical of the longing of the 

human spirit or soul for union with the divine. She needed no allegory to understand the 

homely truth; she just put herself in the place of Radha and all her verses are direct 

apostrophes to Krsna. (90) 

            Her life became a legend for the public. The stories of her ordeals and suffering, her 

intense devotion to Krishna, were carried all over Northern India by the ascetics and devotees 

whom she used to welcome in her temple. Her songs spread far and wide and became an 

integral part of the life of the people. Her poetry, devoted to Lord Krishna as her lover and 

husband and also the way of life she adopted brought in social criticism. She was perhaps the 

most vigorous woman of medieval times who challenged the customs and values of her Age. 

            Her poetry, her personality and her life became a shining example of devotion and her 

total surrender at the feet of Girdhar gave her immense popularity and everlasting appeal. 

Mira Bai’s devotional fervour not only led to the production of poetry of a highly emotive, 

lyrical and sensual nature, it also challenged many of the existing social values and traditions. 

By freely associating with sadhus and sants and expressing her ecstatic devotion to Krishna, 

Mira violated the existing social norms for which she was upbraided by her family. The 

intensity of Mira’s devotion which was expressed in her poetry is perhaps the best example of 

women’s writing in the Bhakti Movement. The Krishna Bhakti School forms the mainframe 

of the Bhakti Movement in Indian Literature. Almost all the Krishna bhakti poets are inspired 

by the bhakti cult of the Bhagvata. They are the true devotees of God and possess all those 

qualities which befit a bhakta of the highest order. Their devotional love is the result of the 
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emotions of their inner soul and it springs from the core of their heart. Besides, these bhaktas 

are all poets of excellent merits and their imaginative skill has also played a significant role in 

the shaping of their devotional cult. According to Dr. Ram Dhan Sharma: 

 The composition of these poets are not in the form of epic, but their songs stand by 

themselves and present wonder mainly as a subjective expression rather than as an objective 

expression of the inner feelings of a devoted heart. They refer to several incidents and 

describe many an interesting episodes in the scared life of Krsna in the midst of the sweet 

hamlets of Vrindavana. It is for this reason that scant is bestowed upon the description of 

facts which serves only as a background of portraying the image of inner feelings. This 

accounts as well for the uniformity of style and singularity of the subject-matter in all their 

works. (89) 

            The emotional feelings of the Krishna Bhakti poets are pre-eminently based on 

popular human relationships; besides they are quite natural, spontaneous and psychological 

and hence can be pursued by any mortal of an ordinary intellect. They generally depict the 

accomplished love which presents strikingly the depth of affection both in union as well as in 

intermittent separation. In the bhakti tradition the image of the Divine as beloved has a 

central place. This is best exemplified in the relationship of the sixteenth century Rajput Saint 

Mira Bai towards Lord Krishna. Her intense spiritual yearning and love for Krishna come 

alive in her poetry. She was independent not only in life but also in her poetic output. She had 

faith in the 'Saguna' God and in a platonic manner chose to see her imaginary love, Lord 

Krishna as a lover. Her poetry expresses the tenderness of a woman's heart and it also 

manifests a defiance of social norms, literally trampling them underfoot. 

            Mira Bai’s transcendental humanism seems to be the result of her spiritualism that 

comes out in the forms of artistic expression as her padas. The humanistic vision which she 

acquires in her life is not a product of simple human intellectuality but a result of her supreme 

and sublime devotion towards Lord Krishna. Through her love and devotion she transcends 

all the socio-cultural and earthly limitations and creates a path of spirituality for human 

beings where they may become one with that supreme reality of which they are ultimately a 

part of. Through her poetry she expresses the rudiments of the all creation where life springs 

from one single source i.e. God. In her poetry, she reduces all the material and worldly 

identities of human being into a spiritual one where he/she may be one with God. In one of 

the poems Mira Bai expresses this: 
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Nothing is mine except Krishna 

O my parents, I have searched the world 

And found nothing worthy of love. 

Hence I am a stranger amidst my kinfolk 

And an exile from their company, 

Since I seek the companionship of holy men; 

There alone do I feel happy. 

Mira is absorbed in the contemplation of Krishna, 

She is with God and all is well! 

            Mira Bai’s humanistic vision propagates ‘equality’ of all human beings before God. 

She sacrifices all her social and familial relationship for the sake of her love of Krishna. That 

is why, her poetry may be seen as a rare blend of human and divine feelings where her 

spirituality becomes art. 
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