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Abstract: Nirgun Bhakti literature occupies an important place in the history of medieval Indian 

literature because it challenged social, religious, and caste-based hierarchies through the idea of 

devotion to a formless and universal divine reality. Poets such as Kabir, Ravidas, Guru Nanak, Dadu 

Dayal, and other Sant poets emphasized that spiritual worth was not determined by caste, occupation, 

birth, wealth, or external religious identity. Their poetry questioned ritualism, religious orthodoxy, 

untouchability, social discrimination, and the artificial distinction between high and low status. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The Nirgun Bhakti tradition emerged as one of the most influential streams of medieval Indian devotional literature. 

Unlike Sagun traditions that generally represented the divine through particular forms and incarnations, Nirgun poets 

emphasized a formless, universal, and transcendent God. This theological position had important social implications 

because it weakened the significance of intermediaries, ritual status, inherited privilege, and caste distinctions in the 

individual's relationship with the divine.  

The poetry of Kabir, Ravidas, Guru Nanak, Dadu Dayal and other Sant poets developed within a society marked by 

social hierarchy, religious divisions, occupational distinctions, and caste-based exclusion. Their compositions used 

accessible vernacular languages and addressed ordinary people rather than restricting religious knowledge to particular 

learned groups. Scholars have consequently examined Nirgun Bhakti as both a devotional tradition and a form of social 

criticism. Research on the caste system and Nirgun Bhakti specifically identifies Kabir, Raidas and Dadu Dayal as 

important figures for understanding the relationship between devotional thought and caste hierarchy.  

 

CONCEPT OF EQUALITY IN NIRGUN BHAKTI LITERATURE 

Equality constitutes one of the central ethical ideas associated with Nirgun Bhakti literature. The Sant poets repeatedly 

questioned the assumption that birth determines spiritual superiority. Kabir's poetry challenges distinctions based on 

caste, religious identity, ritual practice, and social status by emphasizing the unity of human beings and the accessibility 

of the divine to everyone. Ravidas similarly challenged caste-based exclusion through devotional expression and 

imagined a social order in which human beings could live without hierarchical restrictions. Scholarly studies describe 

the Bhakti tradition as an important context for challenging caste distinctions and promoting ideas of spiritual equality.  

The importance of this idea becomes especially visible in the social backgrounds of several Nirgun poets themselves. 

Kabir is traditionally associated with the Julaha/weaver community, while Ravidas is associated with the leather-

working community. Their literary authority therefore challenged the assumption that spiritual knowledge and religious 

expression belonged exclusively to socially privileged groups. Contemporary scholarship on Ravidas also interprets his 

devotional practice as a challenge to caste-based exclusion and as an important foundation for later Dalit consciousness.  
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BROTHERHOOD AND HUMAN UNITY 

The idea of brotherhood in Nirgun Bhakti literature is closely connected with the belief in the essential unity of human 

beings. If the divine is formless and present beyond external distinctions, then differences of caste, community, 

occupation, and religious identity cannot determine the fundamental worth of an individual.  

Kabir's verses frequently criticize both Hindu and Muslim forms of religious exclusiveness and redirect attention 

toward inner realization, ethical conduct, and love. This emphasis provides a literary foundation for fraternity because it 

encourages people to recognize a shared humanity beyond institutional boundaries. The Sant tradition also used the 

language of love, compassion, and devotion to create a common moral vocabulary accessible across social groups. 

Studies of Bhakti and social criticism note that Sant poets promoted ideas of love, unity, castelessness, and non-

hierarchical human relationships.  

 

KABIR AND THE CRITIQUE OF SOCIAL HIERARCHY 

Kabir is arguably the most forceful critical voice within Nirgun Bhakti literature. His poetry questions the authority of 

caste, external religious symbols, ritualism, priestly mediation, and sectarian identity. Rather than accepting social 

categories as naturally legitimate, Kabir repeatedly directs attention toward inner truth and human conduct. His poetry 

is therefore significant not simply because it advocates devotion to a formless God but because it connects spiritual 

realization with criticism of social hypocrisy. Research on Kabir's social thought identifies the complex systems of 

caste, class, occupation, religious identity, wealth, and status present in his social context and examines his literary 

response to these divisions. Kabir's approach to equality is particularly distinctive because it does not merely replace 

one religious hierarchy with another; instead, it questions the legitimacy of hierarchy itself. 

 

RAVIDAS AND THE VISION OF BEGUMPURA 

Ravidas provides another major example of social equality within Nirgun Bhakti literature. His conception of 

Begumpura represents an imagined social space free from suffering, discrimination, and hierarchical restrictions. The 

concept has attracted considerable scholarly attention because it moves beyond an abstract claim of spiritual equality 

toward an imaginative representation of a harmonious social order. Scholarship on Kabir and Ravidas identifies 

Begumpura as a vision of a prosperous and egalitarian society in which caste and status do not determine one's social 

position. Ravidas's poetry therefore contributes to the discussion of social harmony by imagining society not merely as 

a collection of individuals pursuing spiritual salvation but as a community organized around dignity, freedom, equality, 

and mutual respect. 

 

GURU NANAK AND SOCIAL HARMONY 

Guru Nanak's devotional thought similarly emphasizes the unity of humanity and the rejection of artificial social 

divisions. His teachings developed within the broader Sant and Bhakti environment and emphasized devotion, ethical 

living, remembrance of the divine, and service to humanity. The emphasis on a universal divine reality provided an 

important basis for questioning distinctions between communities. Bhakti scholarship frequently includes Guru Nanak 

alongside Kabir and Ravidas when discussing the egalitarian dimensions of devotional traditions. The institutional 

development of collective devotional practices further strengthened the possibility of social interaction among people 

from different backgrounds. Thus, the idea of brotherhood in the Nirgun tradition was expressed not only through 

literary statements but also through shared devotional and ethical practices. 

 

OPPOSITION TO RITUALISM AND RELIGIOUS EXCLUSIVENESS 

Nirgun Bhakti literature frequently distinguishes genuine devotion from external ritualism. The Sant poets questioned 

whether pilgrimage, ritual objects, religious symbols, or inherited religious status could provide genuine spiritual 

knowledge. Their criticism was significant for social equality because ritual systems could become associated with 

social privilege and exclusion. 
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 Kabir's poetry is particularly notable for simultaneously criticizing Hindu and Muslim orthodoxies, thereby refusing to 

locate spiritual truth within a single institutional structure. This approach contributed to a broader conception of 

religious harmony in which different communities could participate in a shared search for truth. Recent scholarship 

similarly describes Nirgun Bhakti as a tradition that brought together diverse religious and cultural influences while 

questioning caste hierarchy and communal division.  

 

LANGUAGE AS AN INSTRUMENT OF SOCIAL INCLUSION 

The use of vernacular language was another important feature of Nirgun Bhakti literature. Instead of relying 

exclusively on elite literary or scholastic languages, Sant poets communicated complex spiritual and ethical ideas 

through accessible forms of speech, including dohas, padas, sakhis, and songs. This linguistic accessibility expanded 

the potential audience of devotional literature and enabled people from different social backgrounds to engage with 

philosophical questions. The literary form itself therefore supported the broader egalitarian orientation of the tradition. 

Kabir's short, direct, and frequently paradoxical compositions transformed everyday language into a vehicle for 

philosophical criticism. Ravidas similarly used poetic expression to articulate experiences of social exclusion and 

visions of equality. 

 

SOCIAL HARMONY AND INTER-COMMUNITY RELATIONS 

Social harmony in Nirgun Bhakti literature should not be understood simply as the absence of conflict. It involves the 

cultivation of values such as mutual respect, compassion, humility, love, and recognition of common humanity. The 

Sant poets questioned divisions between Hindu and Muslim communities and criticized religious identities when they 

became sources of superiority or hostility. Their emphasis on a universal divine principle provided a conceptual basis 

for transcending sectarian boundaries. Consequently, Nirgun Bhakti literature can be examined as an important 

historical resource for understanding ideas of inter-community dialogue and ethical coexistence. However, these 

literary ideals should be distinguished from claims that medieval society itself became fully harmonious as a result of 

Bhakti teachings. 

 

EQUALITY AND THE QUESTION OF SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION 

A critical review of scholarship indicates that the relationship between Bhakti and social transformation is complex. 

Some scholars emphasize the anti-caste and egalitarian dimensions of Sant poetry, while others question whether 

spiritual equality necessarily resulted in structural social equality. Jon Keune's study of Bhakti and caste, for example, 

highlights the longstanding debate over whether welcoming marginalized communities into devotional traditions 

actually transformed caste relations. A related discussion notes Ambedkar's distinction between equality before God 

and equality in social life. This distinction is important for interpreting Nirgun literature responsibly. The poetry can 

clearly be read as articulating powerful critiques of hierarchy and exclusion, but literary ideals should not automatically 

be treated as evidence that caste-based social structures disappeared. 

 

CONTEMPORARY RELEVANCE 

The themes of equality, brotherhood, and social harmony found in Nirgun Bhakti literature remain relevant to 

contemporary discussions of social inclusion. Modern scholarship continues to examine Kabir, Ravidas, and other 

Bhakti figures in relation to caste, exclusion, democratic consciousness, and anti-hierarchical thought.  

Research on radical Bhakti traditions argues that medieval devotional voices contributed to new value systems and 

visions of egalitarian society. Similarly, recent scholarship on the relationship between devotional literature and 

democratic consciousness examines how critiques of caste and religious orthodoxy can be connected with broader 

ethical concepts of equality and fraternity. The continuing popularity of Kabir and Ravidas demonstrates the capacity of 

vernacular devotional literature to remain part of contemporary conversations about dignity, discrimination, social 

justice, and communal coexistence. 
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II. CONCLUSION 

The review demonstrates that equality, brotherhood, and social harmony constitute important dimensions of Nirgun 

Bhakti literature. Through the poetry of Kabir, Ravidas, Guru Nanak, Dadu Dayal, and other Sant poets, devotional 

expression became a medium for questioning caste hierarchy, ritual superiority, religious exclusiveness, and social 

discrimination. The emphasis on a formless and universal divine reality reduced the theological significance of 

inherited social status and created an intellectual space for the affirmation of human dignity. Kabir's criticism of social 

and religious hypocrisy, Ravidas's vision of Begumpura, and the broader Sant emphasis on love and shared humanity 

illustrate different dimensions of this egalitarian imagination.  

At the same time, scholarship cautions against equating spiritual equality with complete structural transformation. The 

historical significance of Nirgun Bhakti therefore lies both in the ideals it articulated and in the continuing debates 

about the relationship between devotional equality and actual social change. Overall, Nirgun Bhakti literature 

represents an important body of Indian intellectual and literary history through which equality, fraternity, dignity, and 

harmonious coexistence were expressed in accessible vernacular forms. 
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