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ABSTRACT

Literature is believed to be an artistic expression of the thoughts and ideas, passions and emotions
and experiences and actions of the human life. It is very closely related with the day-to-day happenings of the
life and times of its creator. And that is why it has been there as a source of pleasure for all of us for thousands
of years and it will remain the same for many future generations to come. But along with giving pleasure
which is experienced by the writers and readers at psychological level, literature also has social, political,
religious and spiritual functions. The literature can be considered as a true reflection of personal, familial,
social, political, religious and spiritual conditions in which the writer lives and his reactions to those
conditions. It is with this belief that the present paper attempts to study Marathi saint poetry with special
reference to the poetry of Saint Tukaram and bring out the relationship between the society and Tukaram's
poetry. It is seen that Tukaram observed various evil customs of his time and reacted against them through
his poetry. Therefore, his poetry can be considered as his protest against the prevalent socio-religious
customs.

INTRODUCTION:

It has been a well-established fact that literature is not created in a vacuum. It is a product of
various socio-political forces of its own time as well as of the past. It is influenced by the cultural
traditions of the writer's own country and also those of other countries with which the writer might be
familiar. Similarly, the society may also get influenced by its literature. It means the relationship between
the literature and the society is reciprocal. Therefore the study of literature in isolation can become
lopsided. Such a study will provide misinterpretation of a work of art and mislead the readers in reaching
to its correct understanding. It is with this belief that the present paper attempts to study Marathi saint
poetry with special reference to the poetry of Saint Tukaram and bring out the relationship between the
society and Tukaram's poetry. It is seen that Tukaram observed various evil customs of his time and
reacted against them through his poetry. Therefore, his poetry can be considered as his protest against the
prevalent socio-religious customs.

EARLY 17" CENTURY MAHARASHTRA:

Tukaram, a saint poet of the 17th century India, has a unique place not only in Marathi literature
but in world literature. He is the outcome of the peculiar economical, social, cultural, political and
religious conditions of his times. Politically India was under the rule of Muslim Invaders who had
appointed local people as the office bearers and collecting different types of taxes. These Kings and their
officers were not at all concerned with the welfare of the common people. The poor farmers were being
exploited by charging high taxes. The conditions of these people were dependent upon their profession of
farming, which itself was dependent upon rain. Soon these people were forced to borrow money from the
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local money-lenders to pay the taxes. These money-lenders used to exploit them by charging high
interest rates. Religion of the time was under the influence of various rites and rituals. At social level, the
four-varna system was at its peak. Even during the times of Tukaram only two varnas - Brahmins and
Shudras - were in existence. Brahmins considered themselves to be superior to all other castes. Thus the
common man was politically, socially and economically exploited. They had no any other alternative but
to follow these traditions blindly.

TUKARAM'S AIM BEHIND WRITING HIS POETRY:

During such a tense social and political conditions Tukaram was born and brought up. He
observed these conditions very closely and minutely. He lived initial years of his life as a trader and
farmer and got the first hand experiences of the suppressive circumstances in which the society was
forced to live. The religious, economic, and social exploitation of the common people made him very
sad. Even in his personal life, Tukaram was made to suffer a lot of hardships which had emotionally
broken him and virtually destroyed everything in his life. The long and devastating famine of 1630s
accompanied by the prevalent evil customs of the times made Tukaram realize that he has to do
something to uplift his people. These oppressive conditions made him express his disapproval of them.
Such an exploitation, exclusion, oppression, segregation and injustice to his people led Tukaram to its
natural consequence, i.e. 'protest’.

PROTEST: ITSNATURE:

As per the dictionary, 'protest' means 'a statement of dissent' or 'disapproval'. When a person or a
group of persons is physically, mentally, economically, politically or socially oppressed, the concerned
person or the group expresses a note of dissent or disapproval and raises his voice of protest against it.
Protest is born when a man decides to get rid of his exploitation and acts accordingly. It means that to
express his protest one has to disapprove his circumstances and act accordingly to correct or reform those
circumstances. In this connection, Narendra Mohan writes:

“The foundation of protest is laid when man becomes conscious of his rights and for their
attainment puts himselfbody and soul into the struggle...” - Narendra Mohan in 'Protest and Literature'

There are various means of expressing protest, chiefly violent and non-violent. Violent protest
includes civil disobedience, fasting, dharana, procession in silence or shouting slogans and being
surrendered to be imprisoned. Violent protest includes stone-pelting, firing, bombing, and destroying
public property. The history of mankind is itself a proof of many violent and non-violent protests. The
time of Tukaram was also not exception to these protests.

The writer is the most sensitive member of his society, so naturally he speaks about the oppressive
circumstances in the lives of the people in his writing and tries to correct the prevalent injustice. The
writers of all nations and of all times have rendered a great service to mankind by writing about, and
making the people aware of their respective oppressions. Tukaram, like all these sensitive writers,
became aware of the oppressive social conditions and revolted against them.

PROTESTAGAINST SOCIALAND RELIGIOUS SUPERSTITIONS:

His active participation in many of the social and religious situations of his times has made
Tukaram aware that the common people were under deep influence of the rites and rituals. In fact, the
Hinduism had itself turned into rites and rituals. Tukaram wanted the people to be aware of the social and
religious realities of their lives and revolt against them. But it was very difficult for him to wage an open
war against the powerful establishment of his times. That is why he turned to poetry and decided to use it
as a kind of weapon against the establishment and also the long-established religious rites and rituals. He
uses words as his weapons. In this connection, he writes:

1T T € Tl vl | WeqrdlE AE T w0 ||
oreq [ 3= Sflard oflaw | ¥s] qIg & Sl ||
So he started his protest against the evil religious practices by referring to them and exposing the
realities underlying them. And it is seen from his poems that while using words as weapons, he does not
spare anybody. He goes on criticizing both rich and poor and high and low.
Here we have to take into consideration that Tukaram started writing his poetry with the aim of
correcting the vicious social customs prevalent in his society. As a true social reformer he wanted to
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reform his society. In one of his poems he has clearly mentioned his aim of writing his poems. He says:

feara¥l grd | 1ot giferent ar w1@d 11111
Teg [dle Sca¥ | el Yorardr 9w ||
el sersrct | gt ]arardt 112 11
ga1 = gl | T&1 Srm grel it 113 11 ... 2931

It means Tukaram's aim was not to entertain his readers but to awaken them from a long sleep and
make them aware of the abject conditions of their lives.

Protest Against Superstitions - Tukaram strongly believed that the life of common people was
made miserable by the observance of various superstitions. The common people used to believe in many
false things like miracles, fasting, and sacrifices. These blind beliefs of common people were exploited
by some evil minded people in the society. That is why Tukaram has written about these blind beliefs and
has exposed them in his poems.

While speaking about the falseness of the blind beliefs about 'being possessed' Tukaram writes:

37t defar aR g1 It | a3r wIar grdl Fic e/ 111
q@rT JuifT grafad! g | O ardl grd’ fergardt
vald®! =l glad gdla | d° dle aaed godrd]
&rr @@l dad srad! | a¥dl a1 qed! el giv

ST®T %9 Grofl SPURT S/rET | 9ad sIElerar digl @

In one of his poems, he has rightly asked if these possessed people claim that the God is under
their control, then how is it that their own children die a premature death. It means Tukaram wanted the
common people to think logically and keep themselves away from all those false Godmen.

The same has been expressed by him in following words:
Fq€ &1 Y7 gidl | a¥l &1 svol @l gdl ||
Sirol g7 fagre | w@rft gegrar g ||

Tukaram's very nature was that of a social reformer. All the time, he thought of his people and
went on instructing them to walk on the right path. In other words, the social reformer in Tukaram always
gets an upper hand to that of a poet. That is what Suhasini Irlekar points out when she writes:

* GBI @ Aqlacial doad iq9d 18], a¥ dTye Wldd SHsSYYl URABIdl YiiaT de gHrerd
SQERVIE] & YIEd)... qBIRTATRT JHTarofiqT srfddd Rierar=ar (Sa1ordt dede, @-arg=ar yeius srar=r
godidicar siffraer o arereah ) 918arar [3&1vft STe®vIRT Yg@ SiTciiaeary aRerdyvl gae g1 eridl.

Tukaram's poetry exemplifies his deep sense of disapproval and hatred for the false religious
customs of his times. He does not hesitate to whip the followers of these customs by using very harsh
words in his poems.

Actually, it seems that Tukaram strongly believed in the fact that he has to be harsh in his
approach if he wants to make his people follow the right path. It is his first and foremost duty as a human
being to help his fellow-beings to understand the real nature of the evil customs. In his times there were
many people who used to take disadvantage of illiterate and simple-minded common people. Tukaram
exposes these Godmen in following words:

" @9 siiel 9ig | & Bl word | /]
Sl Argfar g | sl sl Hdl 9rg /]
qrgf dvrardl ser | g favarar wiswr ||
gar =’ fadl | @l aardl |adr | 1§ 3247
He says that these tricksters should be punished for their crimes. He says:
“rorerd! gt dw) a3 sel ity
1 Bl Yo7 el Sgar aadll
s1eq 314 T | Sl arer S | |
gaT1 v ds /| grd ghvifr wist s/l -

Here Tukaram has made it very clear that these tricksters have very little or no wisdom, but they
try to show that they knew everything. According to Tukaram such villains should be punished severely.

Along with religion, Tukaram also protests against the hierarchical four-varna social structure of
his times. The society of his time was divided on the basis of castes. Brahmins considered themselves far
more superior and exploited the lower classes. Tukaram has expressed his deep sense of dissent against
this system. He declared that all human beings were equal as they were the children of one God. He
propagates the Vaishnav religion which treats all humans as equal. In this religion no distinction is made

Please cite this Article as : Shivaji D. Sargar, MARATHI SAINT POETRY: ITS SOCIAL CONTEXT : Indian Streams Research
Journal (JUNE ; 2012)




Indian Streams QResearch Journal

MARATHI SAINT POETRY: ITS SOCIAL CONTEXT Vol.1 Issue V,/June; 2012

on the basis of caste or creed. All were equal. In one of his poems, Tukaram writes:
TrERGTH A8 qurfal | Gt gAToT e wird [ 111
oA 37aT T Hod YR | IR a¥bR gbs & 89 |1
g~ qyar oflar argrae | @ waade 10 7S 11211
wd d & oy T 7 gle | dwr quifaef arst ardti) 311
7ETgdl oe wrad 9w | 7l d aRd 91d At 114 11
aq T\ F1R9T avdl | ddt @ gedl FAB 115 1]
T PTGYTd ysdl garrHl | d o gledl Yeey [16/1
del fAasar gR @l g7 | dar qufqef gl arft 117 11
yafgalae d f7 4 avor | R 9rd SftaT amra 11811
TAHd STl Jdld IROT | WEol arerd @l w0 (19 |1
g 3827
It means whoever treads on the path of Vaishnav religion is the child of one God and so equal to all others.
Tukaram believes that the superiority of a human being is determined by his virtues and not by his
caste or creed. He considers virtues to be the most important aspect for a human being to climb the ladder
of success in his life. That is what he emphasizes in the following poem:
w@Iq (A5 gav | gl gy sifaardt 111 11
Irdiges Aol srd gATT | YU HIROT 37 AT |/
pI@gc fUaad |- e X7 | JIE9 7T aer <d 112 11
g1 wvl &% wrdl wd 9l | qqdia giel wiead 11311
Conclusion: In this way, Tukaram uses his poems as a means to express his protest against the established
religious and social structure. To him his poetry was not the means of earning his livelihood but it was an
instrument of creating a strong and healthy society wherein all will be equal and everywhere there will be
happiness and prosperity.
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