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From Al Manar, June-July 1956

UNIVERSAL CONCEPTION OF
HUMAN RIGHTS

Prof. Ch. Mubammad Ali, M.A.

(A lecture delivered by Prof. Ch. Muhammad Ali, M.A., at the Symposium of the First Session
of the Philosophical Congress, held atr Lahore under the auspices of Punjab University)

The problem of human rights is bound up with the
relative status of the individual and authority, particu-
larly the authority of the State. Since the time of the
ancient Greeks, there has been an age-long battle be-
tween those who prize individual freedom and those
who value authority. It will take too long to give even a
brief survey of the different theories that have been ad-
vanced from time to time with a view to defining the
degree of control that the State or the group can legiti-
mately exercise over the individual. It is difficult to di-
chotomize these theories mutually exclusive classes, but
on the whole we may say that there are two main points
of view basic to the great mass of recent writings which
deal with this problem.

On the one hand, there are thinkers like Plato and
Nietzsche and a host of their followers, who support the
view that inequality is the natural state of man, and so-
ciety is the supreme regimented hierarchy of the indi-
viduals. Consequently, each member of the State must
take his proper place in the social structure. "The Phi-
losopher King' and the 'Superman’ have the natural
right to dictate, and the subjects have no right to ques-
tion the decisions of their superiors. They must rest
content with playing a secondary role in the tightly or-
ganized system. Hegel, Marx and others carried this
view-point to its logical conclusion and held that cer-
tain groups or States were by nature superior to others
and had the absolute right to rule. This, of course, is
the distinct characteristic of all totalitarian systems.

Opposed to this entire trend is the democratic tra-
dition, the main exponents of which are men like
Locke, Rousseau and their followers. They emphasize
individual freedom and private enterprise.

Both these standpoints are two extremes. To my
mind, the most acceptable is the Islamic point of view
which avoids both the extremes and tries to affect a syn-
thesis of the two but without their defects.

Islam recognizes that society is a realm of ends; ends
being the individuals. Unlike Hegelian idealism, it does

L =

not hold that society or State is an end in itself, and
that the individual exists for the sake of society. In-
stead, it believes that the individual is an end in himself
and the State is the means to this end. The State can
and should exercise only that degree of control over the
individual which is the minimum necessary for pur-
poses of national security, international peace and the
dispensation of public justice. Beyond that the State
has no right to trespass over the freedom of the individ-
ual. The State exists for the individual and not the in-
dividual for the State. Therefore, Islam tolerates no
regimentation of thought. The Holy Quran declares in
the most unambiguous terms.
GRdEIE1Y
"There is no compulsion in religion.” (2: 257)
il s sesililicd el s

"Tell them, this is the truth from your Lord; who-
soever wishes, he may believe; and whosoever wishes,
may disbelieve. “ (18: 30)

"You are not placed over them as a task master.” (88:
23)

And apart from the freedom of thought it also guar-
antees the freedom of expression. The Holy Quran says:
G B Ele s

"Our duty is merely to convey the Truth.” (36: 18)

It is hardly necessary to comment on this charter of
human freedom. It guarantees complete freedom of
thought and expression to the individual. It leaves no
room for a professional priestly class or an official
church. Each individual is responsible for his actions,
and he alone is the sole judge in matters of conscience
and belief. No one, not even the head of the State, has
the right to force the humblest of citizens into or out of
what he believes to be true or false. The individual is
free to choose and to declare his belief. True, there has
emerged at different occasions, a class of people who

32
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have arrogated to themselves the right to judge for oth-
ers, and have paraded as the custodians of public morals
and the keepers of social conscience. But such people
have never had the sanction of the Islamic Law at their
back. The incalculable harm this class has done to the
cause of Islam and individual freedom is a matter of
history. The current misconceptions about Islam, par-
ticularly in the West, are mainly due to these people.
It is even said that Islam was spread by force and that
Islamic Law allows apostates to be put to death. Noth-
ing could be farther from the truth. Islam is the relig-
ion of freedom, freedom of thought, freedom of expres-
sion and freedom of belief and conscience. It recog-
nizes no external authority, not even the authority of
the State in matters of religion and conscience. The
only authority it recognizes is the authority of reason
which implies the absence of fear and coercion, and sig-
nifies the fullest expression of the human self and is to
be distinguished from the narrower Kantian sense.

The Holy Quran clearly says:

"So that he may perish whosoever perishes on the basis
of evidence, and he may live whosoever lives on the basis of
evidence." (8: 43)

It might, however, be asked that as Islam is a relig-
ion, it cannot with consistency afford to demolish au-
thority, particularly divine authority. Divine authority
is, in fact, the end-all and be-all of all religions. The
revealed word is a categorical imperative and is abso-
lutely binding as being true, regardless of the qualms of
conscience or rational doubt it may occasion in the
mind of the believers. It is pointed out that religion
means faith, and that faith is something which does not
admit of rational measurement and judgment, that reli-
gious experience is a direct and immediate experience
which is accepted by its recipient, and through him by
his followers as an unchallengeable truth, and that all
along religion is an argumentum and verecundiam except
that the authority it invokes is very remote and has
come to have a halo of mystery and tradition which in-
vests the experience and its origin with a kind of reality.
[t is also pointed out that religious values are not de-
monstrable and inductive values.

This, however, is based on misconception. It is un-
fortunate that the Islamic view regarding truth and its
acceptance as such is not yet generally accessible. It
may, however, be noted that religious experience, in
order to be accepted as true, must needs satisfy the

known and established canons of scientific induction.
It must be considered at par with ordinary human ex-
perience and should admit of being stated in empirical
terms. The fact that it is highly subjective does not
make it any the less susceptible to scientific treatment.
Experience as long as it is experience cannot get out of
the quagmire of subjectivity. In fact, experience always
presupposes a subject. Berkley and Hume's subjectiv-
ism is not wholly an extremist point of view. Even
Kantian distinction between phenomena and noumena
rests on the same foundation. Descartes' Cogito ergo
sum shows that the major premise of the system he tried
to raise, consists of the Cogito or the subject. Even
Russell with all his talk about truth as a neutral stuff
cannot help calling it a subjective-objective monism.
Hence religious experience does not suffer in truth by
being subjective. But if it is to be accepted as being
true, it should be capable of being judged by the general
mass of mankind to whom it addresses itself. Truth
values cannot be proved or disproved by & priori meth-
ods alone. All generalizations involving such values
must fulfill the basic conditions of scientific induction.
It is on the basis of this demonstrable, verifiable, and
inductive proof that the claims of a prophet or, for that
matter, of any true experience, should be based and ac-
cepted as being valid by the rational consciousness of
man. Religious experience may be different from ordi-
nary experience, but by virtue of this difference it does
not cease to be an experience. The belief in a transcen-
dental reality and the revealed word is not based on any
magical and compulsive regard for the unknown or the
mysterious. Instead, it is based on the firm bedrock of
reason, experience, self-consistency and induction, and
is finally demonstrable and verifiable. Even to the man
who cannot immediately enter into this experience, the
testimony of those, who can so enter, is not against the
fundamentals of reason and should not be confused
with authority. Testimony is not authority. It is sec-
ond hand observation. It is based on a scrupulous re-
gard for truth and does not exclude the possibility and
right of direct experience. It is employed by all sciences
and is accepted as reliable as direct observation. There-
fore, faith or belief in the revealed word is not un-
inductive. We believe in it as we believe in the observa-
tion and testimony of any reliable scientific observer.

In a testimony of this kind, or for that matter in all sci-
entific induction, the appeal is to facts. Once we are
sure of the ground of our generalization, and it is found
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to be guaranteed by facts, we can go ahead with confi-
dence from the known to the unknown, from some to
all.

This predictive risk, this faith in the inductive
method, this scrupulous regard for truth is what consti-
tutes the quintessence of modern scientific generaliza-
tion. No blind faith or mere dictation, but faith
founded on facts.

Truth, in order to be true, must be found to be so
and must be amenable to standard scientific tests and
scrutiny. Influences that are likely to prejudice or oth-
erwise vitiate our judgment are denounced by Islam.
Shirk, or regard for the false gods of custom, habit,
wealth, power, etc., is the greatest sin in Islam. Hypoc-
risy or Munafigat or dishonesty of thought, committed
through conscious choice, is the next worse. And the
most cardinal value is to deny all gods except God, the
custodian of Truth, Justice and Fairplay, and to accept
His Prophet as His humble servant, and a Messenger
without conferring any supernatural status on him.

RAEFRIE e,

“I am but a man like unto you: ( but it is only that)
God has revealed to me......” (18: 111)

It is in this context that the Holy Quran again and
again exhorts us to think and ponder, judge and meas-
ure the message and the Messenger, and to subject them
to the closest and the most critical scrutiny, even
though the facts on which the message is based are defi-
nite, clear and incontrovertible. Says the Holy Quran:

RSHEPIE]
“That they may think.” (7: 177)
POV S U
“Do they not reflect; their companion is not of the in-
sane?” (7:185)
SR Ladlly P 25 S
“Are the blind and the seeing alike? Do you not then
ponder?” (6:51)
R EEPTA ENT ]
“‘Surely there are signs in this for a people who re-
flect.” (13: 4) .
, ,; ;’é} %v‘ d*“‘-’ U uf
“Thus do we enumerate and explain in signs for a peo-

ple who reflect.” (10: 25)
G358 g3l i YAy

“Surely there are signs (in nature) for a people who

reflect.” (16:12) .
,Kw,oﬂajwvuﬂw‘dﬁé Sy
“Thus does Allah make plain to you His signs that you
may think.” (2: 220)
3835 3458 31 ST 33
“Certainly, we have explained to you the signs only if
you understand.” (3: 11 9)

“So that you may undersmnd

I d

. 315”‘3&-"
“Have you then, no mte/lzgence’” (2: 45)
sy
Are you not, t/oerefore, Sully reminded? (6: 81)
ARI313Re T s 3B a3 B YHG
“Why not a party from each comes forward to acquire
an understanding of the faith?” (9: 123)

P

oGl
“Will they not then meditate on the Quran?” (4: 83)
MH’”Q..J

2

(2: 74)

“That they may ponder over its verses.” (38 -30).

Thus it sets up reason and rational methods as the
sole criterion of truth. It does not allow the use of force
to stifle thought, for force may silence but cannot con-
vince. As a matter of fact, it cannot even silence. That
is why the Holy Prophet Muhammad (on whom be
peace) said that honest difference of opinion is a bless-
ing. A society or a State, which does not tolerate differ-
ence of opinion or denies even the right to beg to differ,
cannot with consistency attach value to truth, honest
thinking and freedom of judgment. Coercion breeds
distrust and hypocrisy. It also betrays a serious lack of
proof and argument. That is why the Holy Quran de-
clares:

AN

"There is no coercion in Islam.” (2: 257)

It, therefore, leaves no room for the regimentation
of thought and purpose brought about under duress. It
is in this context that the place of the moral reformer is
to be considered. He raises his voice against the estab-
lished order through constitutional means. He is al-
lowed perfect liberty to Judge the current values that
obtain in a particular society, He is further allowed to
express his judgments and opinions publicly. In other
words, not only is he allowed to think but to think
aloud. In this sense he is a true revolutionary. And the

34



A1 Manar USA, VoL 1 No 2, APRIL—]UNE 2013

fr.‘rugt'd/.:l_f‘/f}p/@fI/JJ?-G’-U%"-X‘/U‘J'

revolution he tries to bring about is the bloodless and
the peaceful revolution in the realm of ideas and values.
But he is not an anarchist; nor is he a frustrated maniac.
His methods are not self-contradictory; he does not
preach freedom and practice force and coercion to im-
pose his views on others. Reason and proof are the only
weapons in his armory.

He appeals directly to the consciousness of the indi-
vidual. His duty is merely to convey his message.

SAAINELe G

“And our duty is only to convey the message of
Truth.” (36: 18)

It is for each individual separately to believe or not
to believe, accept or not to accept. It is none of his
business to force people to believe as he does and com-
pel them to conform to his views. The Holy Quran
emphatically declares:

BHOPERE RO ”‘“»iijudéiﬁ | i

“Tell (them), this is the Truth from your God. If you
like, accepr it, if you like, reject it.” (18-30)

And if people do not accept his message he is not
held responsible for what they choose to do. For simi-
lar reasons, Islam does not allow the individual the right
to physical revolt against the society whose member he
happens to be. This is to emphasize the need and role
of freedom in matters of belief and conscience, and to
insulate the social structure against disruption and anar-
chy. It, however, grants to the individual the right to
disagree and express that disagreement publicly. But he
has no right to revolt and use force to prove the bonafi-
des of his case, or to counter the force of social opi-nion
by rising in armed rebellion. It distinguishes between
reform and revolt, change and destruction. It believes
in change and reform through peaceful, just and fair
methods.

If society does not give to the individual the right to
reform and disagree, that is, if it does not give him the
right and chance to think and act honestly, and forces
him to forsake his views under threat of pain, then Is-
lam recognizes the individual's right to leave that soci-
ety and migrate to some other place, where he can hold
views consistent with the verdict of his reason and con-
science and can suit his actions to his beliefs. But it
does not allow him to retaliate in kind. Thus, except
for defense, Islam banishes the use of swords, and en-
courages the freedom of thought and expression. That
is why the Holy Prophet (on whom be peace) encour-

aged the spirit of inquiry and scientific outlook placing
a premium on the Socratic maxim, that knowledge is
virtue, and advised the Muslims to acquire knowledge
even if they had to go to China. Islam thus demolishes
all barriers to free thought. Kant very nearly summed
up the Islamic position when he pointed to "the starry
heavens above and the moral law within.” Thus to my
mind, what may be called the quintessence of Islam, is
the twin principia of the Divine Law and the right of
the individual to judge and accept or reject that law in
the light of the verdict of his own reason and con-
science. The false gods or what Bacon calls the idols of
the tribe, market and theatre are once and for all de-
throned and removed from their pedestals and leveled
to the ground. Be it a State or a superman, the prole-
tariat or a majority party, power or wealth, Church or
custom, none has the authority though it may some-
times conspire to have the power, to dictate and sup-
press freedom.

On the other hand, while Islam safeguards the free-
dom of the individual, it also recognizes the negative
possibilities of what Plato would call the mob rule. In
the words of Russell, “A society, where each is the slave
of all, is only a little better than one, where each is the
slave of a despot.” Individual freedom in democracy is
only skin deep. It is more apparent than real. The so-
called freedom of individual enterprise results in rank
social and economic injustice. The capitalist class holds
the reins of power, wealth and propaganda. True, it
allows opposition to government policies and freedom
of belief and propaganda, which is not allowed under
totalitarian systems, and is, therefore, to be preferred to
them to that extent. But even under democracy opin-
ion is too highly organized to allow any scope for free
and independent thinking. The independent member
of the house is a solitary and an amusing figure, which
has no authority and a doubtful future unless he gives
up his independence and decides to merge with some
party. In fact, communism is the direct result of the
economic and social injustices that have been commit-
ted in the name of democracy. The choice, therefore,
has to be made between Marxism and Democracy, po-
lice rule and mob rule, regimentation and license.
These may be catch-phrases but they do bring out the
inherent defects of either side. Islam tries to avoid these
extremes and tries to follow the middle course. Like
Plato it does not foist a superior intellectual aristocracy
denying the workers and women even the right to think
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for themselves. Nor does it impose an absolute auto-
crat, whose will is law and who is responsible to none
except himself as is done by Nietzsche and others. It
does not set up a "classless class" of a ruling hierarchy
which considers the freedom of the individual a dan-
gerous tendency and a bourgeois illusion, and thinks of
religion as the opium of the masses denying even the
right to think otherwise.

In Islam the Caliph or the head of the State is a
Constitutional Head with a Divine Law and Constitu-
tion that is, the Holy Quran. He is duly elected and is
not above this Law and Constitution, which he is
bound to obey most scrupulously in all its details and
which he himself has accepted on the basis of reason.
He cannot cancel or modify any part of the law. He is,
however, not bound to submit to the dictation of mere
numbers or a blind majority. Within the Law, he can
exercise his discretion to save a Socrates or a Christ
from the fury of the mob. But he does not and has no
right to violate or flout the Divine Law and Constitu-
tion. It is his duty to see that the vested interests do
not make it difficult for the humblest of citizens to
think freely. It is clearly laid down that he must in-
variably seek advice. The Holy Quran says:

AIIG 8835LE5
"Seek counsel from them in the affairs.” (3: 160)
Again, it says:
BI85 48405

“They take decisions after mutual consultation.” (42:
39)

Thus it is necessary that no taboo is placed on of-
fering free advice. Conditions should be created which
are conducive to the free exercise of the right to vote.
The Holy Quran makes it a condition precedent to the
right to vote, that the vote must go to the deserving
person. It says:

RERNBOIR R pgel it

“Surely, Allah commands you to make over trusts to
the deserving of it.” (4: 59)

In the Islamic State none is too humble and un-
worthy to offer advice and none is too great and per-
fect to receive it. The only condition is that advice
must be positive and constructive, honest, just and fair
and must not militate against the legitimate rights of
other individuals.

The Holy Quran says:
el adiiy

"And when you speak, be just.” (6: 153)

As a further precaution against injustice, the judici-
ary is guaranteed complete independence. Even the
Head of the State can be summoned to a judicial court
as an ordinary citizen. No considerations of fear or
favor should weigh with the court, and it must not al-
low its impartiality to be corrupted at any cost. It fur-
ther refuses to accept any distinctions between man
and man. Even the Holy Prophet (on whom be
peace), who to the Muslims is the best and the greatest
of human beings, is to be taken as a human being.

The Holy Quran says: )

"(0 Prophet of God), tell them, I am a man like unto
you except that I am the recipient of divine inspira-
tion.” (18: 111)

It is not possible to discuss here the detailed rules
laid down by Islam to ensure justice and equity and
abolish all economic, social, cultural and intellectual
exploitation of man and woman alike. While it tries to
draw the line between freedom and license, it clearly
defines the rights and duties of the State and the indi-
vidual. It prescribes effective safeguards at the individ-
ual, national and international levels against all kinds
of aggression, and tries to stop the vested interests from
making inroads against the rights of the individual. It
raises the individual from a mere means to the exalted
position of an end, from a biological specimen to a hu-
man being, the best of God's creation and offers limit-
less possibilities for the realization of the best in him.

It is to be hoped that after having suffered tremen-
dous losses in men and material, human dignity and
moral worth, man may yet save himself and rediscover
Islam. I cannot help quoting here the concluding pas-
sage of Bertrand Russell's book 'Religion and Science’,
in which he says:

"Those to whom intellectual freedom is personally
important may be a minority in the community. But
among them are the men of most importance to the
future If they are prevented from doing their
work and having their due effect, the human race will
stagnate, and a new Dark Age will succeed, as the ear-
lier Dark Age succeeded the brilliant period of antig-
uity. New truth is often uncomfortable, especially to
the holders of power; nevertheless, amid the long re-
cord of cruelty and bigotry, it is the most important
achievement of our intelligent but wayward species.
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BULLEH SHAH
(1680-1758)
LEADING LIGHT OF PUNJAB

By Safir Rammah

> Bulleh Shah (1680-1758) and
Mir Mir (1723-1810)
shared the same time and space -
eighteenth century Northern
India - and were amongst the
major poets of their respective
languages. They had both lived
~ during the time just before the
proliferation of the printing
"0 press, state-sponsored educa-

tional institutions and standard-

ized textbooks. Today, it is hard to find an educated
Pakistani with any level of interest in literature who

Tagqt

doesn't have some appreciation of Mir Tagi Mir's po-
etry. It is equally hard to find someone in that privi-
leged group who knows much about Bulleh Shah.

The literary fortunes of Mir Taqi Mir and Bulleh
Shah symbolize the far-reaching consequences of the
British Government's educational policies in Punjab
where Urdu was chosen to become, and in Pakistan's
Punjab of today still continues to be, the medium of
instructions in government schools.

Mir Taqi Mir's poetry, riding the wave of mass lit-
eracy, not only became a household name among the
Urdu speaking populace but also crossed the linguistic
boundaries over to the Punjab. In this province too
school and college students for the last 150 years have
been learning to appreciate the exquisite compositions
of his ghazals. Bulleh Shah's poetry, on the other hand,
was almost forgotten. It was never introduced in the
classrooms and hence missed the opportunity to reach
and touch the minds and souls of generations of Pun-
jab's educated elite.

Most of what we know about Bulleh Shah's life has
come to us through unreliable anecdotes and folklore.
The limited authentic historical record, based on spo-
radic references to events of his life in his poetry and in
the writings of his contemporaries, is barely enough for

a brief sketch of his life.

He belonged to a Syed fam-
ily and was born in 1680 in a small village, Uch Gi-
lania, in Bahawalpur. His father's name was Sain
Mohammad Darvesh and his own real name was Ab-
dullah. When he was six years old, his family moved to
Kasur where he got his formal education from Maulvi
Ghulam Murtaza, who was the Imam of the main
mosque in Kasur.

For a while after completing his education, Bulleh
Shah taught at the same mosque. He then became a
murid of Inayat Shah Qadri, a famous saint of Qadirya
school of Sufis in Lahore, who belonged to the Arain
caste. Bulleh Shah had to face the resentment and
taunts of his family and other Syed friends for accepting
the spiritual guidance of a non-Syed. The poetic re-
sponse from Bulleh Shah rejected his critics' false con-
cept of inherent superiority and nobility of any caste
and set the pattern of his lifelong challenge to accepted
norms:

U1 AL e ar i U 12
VAU LT oSz
st o fEGT o
VIS L UL e Uy

Those who call me Syed

Are destined to hell made for them.

Those who call me Arain

Have the swings of heaven laid for them.
The low-caste and the high-caste,

Are created by God who is all-powerful;
He casts away the fair ones,

And clasps to His heart the meritless ones.

In 1729 when Shah Inayat died, Bulleh Shah suc-
ceeded him as the head of his monastery at Lahore.
Bulleh Shah died in 1758. He never married.

Even with the recent upsurge in Bulleh Shah schol-
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arship, credible critical works highlighting some of the
most important aspects of his poetry are lacking. The
initial research was focused on collecting, editing and
authentication of the earlier written records and folk
memory of his poetry. Critical appreciation of his po-
etry has not yet gone beyond expositions of its religious
aspects.

Bulleh Shah's poetry can be divided into three
broadly distinct periods reflecting the progression of his
thoughts throughout his life.

In the first period, the love and devotion of his
murshid is the main theme. A minor turbulence in this
relationship would cause a great anguish for him and
the poetry of this early period reflects the whole vista of
emotions from unbearable pain and dejection to the
extremes of delight and exuberance:

FELI WG T s
b bl gl 3 e g
L,:«;%TLU:‘J“V?U/;JL/’?/
VL et piesst
FE LS T s

Your love has made me dance ro a fast beat!

Your love has taken abode within my heart!

This cup of poison I drank all by myself.

Come, come, O physician, or else I breathe my last!
Your love has made me dance to a fast beat!

In the second phase, poetic expressions of Bulleh
Shah's mystic experience are prominent:

LUt Ut U U i Ut U
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You alone exist; I do not, O Beloved!
You alone exist, I do not!

Like the shadow of a house in ruins,
I revolve in my own mind.

If I speak, you speak with me:

If I am silent, you are in my mind.

If I sleep, you sleep with me:

If T walk, you are along my path.

Oh Bulleh, the spouse has come to my house:

My life is a sacrifice unto Him.

You alone exist; I do not, O Beloved!

Most of Bulleh Shah's critics tend to focus on the
first two phases of his poetry. Generally, the writings on
Bulleh Shah are little more than explanations of the
mystic content of his poetry in the context of different
Sufi schools of thought. Some of his more enlightened,
progressive and humanist compositions are said to be
written under the influence of Bhagti ideas. His poetry
is considered to be mainly concerned with the eternal
life. This ignores the fact that the most significant part
of Bulleh Shah's poetry is his fierce denunciation of all
forms of oppression, especially the oppression of free-
dom of thought and other obstacles towards peaceful
human coexistence.

It is this third phase of Bulleh Shah's poetry, appar-
ently written after reaching the heights of his spiritual
quest and gaining a unique wisdom and insight into
human affairs, that has made him one of the most
popular Punjabi poets.

He advocated the pre-eminence of truth, love, and
compassion over religious scholarship, external formali-
ties and blind faith. His outright rejection of any formal
authority of religious institutions in regulating the af-
fairs of society, in particular the role of the mullahs and
religious scholars, became the subject of many of his
famous poems. He sharply criticized the rigid beliefs
and intolerance of mullahs and preachers that in his
opinion were the main source of communal hatred.

agf1ud,;féwauw
@;L/! _?,Td'}lgz_,)/ruw

The mullah and the torch-bearer
Hail from the same stock;

They give light to others,
And themselves are in the dark.

He believed that human beings equally deserve the
right to live a life of peace and dignity regardless of their
color, creed or status:

bty S
U sttt
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There is only one thread of all cotton.

The warp, the woof, the quill of the weaver's shuttle,

The shuttle, the texture of cloths, the cotton shoes and
hanks of yarn,

All are known by their respective names,

And they all belong ro their respective places

But there is only one thread of yarn.

Bulleh Shah never cared to mince words in his bold
and courageous challenge to the forces of darkness of
his time. He was a liberal and progressive thinker in the
most modern sense. His outspoken and blunt style
struck a chord with all segments of Punjabis who have

kept his memory alive without the help of state institu-
tions.

He was the leading light of a rich Sufi tradition of
Punjabi poetry that for many centuries had spread the
message of religious tolerance, communal harmony,
liberalism, humanism and love. Set to the tunes of folk
and classical music, compositions of Bulleh Shah and
other Punjabi Sufi poets are remarkable pieces of liter-
ary art that synthesize highly complex ideas, emotions
and experiences in the homely and deceptively simple
idioms and metaphors of rural Punjab. The intention is
not just to charm but also engage and enlighten the
hearts and minds of the audience. By all critical ac-
counts, the classical Punjabi Sufi poetry reached its pin-
nacle in Bulleh Shah.

Loved by Punjabis of all faiths and creeds, Bulleh
Shah could have easily claimed the title of a national
poet of all Punjabis if such a title was ever considered to
be politically correct.

(Reprinted From The Dawn, September 22, 2002)
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