1

Recent Literature on Sikhism 
– A Perspective Assessment* –



A broad look at the literature published in the English language since 1947 on the Sikh religion and history shows that it could be divided into two categories, since it presents, except for minor modifications, two different points of view. One section states and emphasises four important aspects of Sikh history and religion. First, that Guru Nanak presented an entirely new religious system, very revolutionary in its fundamental doctrines. It had neither much of a relation or continuity with the previous or the contemporary systems, nor was it devised as a response to the environment or any temporary socio-political factors of the day. It is a revealed religion completely whole-life in character, with the clear objective of organising a socio-spiritual society with a new religious methodology and the goal of carrying out the Altruistic Will of God. Its second fundamental is that the Ten Masters implemented only the unified and well-knit system of Guru Nanak, and that there was entirely no deviation from the principles, methods and goals laid down by him. In fact, in his lifetime, he laid the foundations of his society and outlined its goals which clearly determined its later course. The third fundamental is that with the selection of the Five Piaras, giving them Amrit, the creation of Khalsa and the Nash doctrine, the Tenth Master finalised the organisational structure of the Panth which he felt to be mature enough to accept future responsibility. He, therefore, closed the line of succession. Finally, on the one hand, the Sabad (Guru Granth Sahib) was made the Guru and, on the other, Panth was given the responsibility to face the struggle for the maintenance of the moral law or righteousness in society. The fourth point stressed by this view is that the ideological position having been laid down in the Guru Granth Sahib, and the organisational structure and Rahit having been determined by the Ten Masters, the question of any socio-religious evolution at any stage does not arise, and what the Singh Sabha did in the late nineteenth century or the early twentieth century, was a revival of the Sikh tradition of the Guru period, invoking the authority of the Guru Granth Sahib and the injunctions of the Gurus. 

According to this view, Sikhism is a unified and well integrated system logically following from the spiritual experience of the Gurus that God is love and that His Altrustic Will works and guides the universe. Therefore, the only way to understand and interpret the lives of the Gurus and the Sikh history, is to see it as a development of the above thesis embodied in the Guru Granth Sahib, which clearly envisages total acceptance of social responsibility in all fields, including reaction and resistance against injustice and oppression, sanctioning even the minimum use of force for a righteous cause. 

Guru Nanak’s departure from the earlier systems, logically following from his spiritual experience and his original thesis, is almost complete. He rejects the system of monasticism, asceticism, celibacy and ahimsa. Instead, he recommends a householder’s life, with complete acceptance of social responsibility, including equality between man and woman. He rejects the notion of unreality of the world, and calls life real and a game of love. Against Yoga, sanyas or asceticism, he recommends the methodology of Naam or of virtuous and creative deeds. Against the goal of merger in, or union with Brahman, he aims at a continuous carrying out of the Will of God. Against Varanashram dharma, he stresses the equality of man. He emphasises the social responsibility of doing work and sharing, and of confronting injustice and oppression both as an individual and as a member of the society. In short, we may call his religion a whole-life, Miri-Piri, spirituo-empirical or Sant-Sipahi system. 

The opposite view also comprises four major elements. First, that Guru Nanak did not enunciate any new religious doctrine or thought and that his system was either a ‘syncretism’ or a rehash of ‘Nathism and Vaishnavism’ or a ‘continuation of the Bhakti movement started by the Vaishnav saints’ or ‘a part of the Nirgun Sampardaya of the Radical Bhagats’. Its second element is that the system of Guru Nanak and his first four successors was different from the militant growth in the times of the last five Gurus. This growth or the Miri-Piri concept, they suggest, is not indigenous to the system, but was a deviation because of environmental factors or the entry of Jats in the Sikh fold. Militancy, they feel, is alien to the thesis of Guru Nanak, which at best could lead to a defensive pose instead of an open confrontation with the empire, as was started by the later Gurus, especially the Tenth Master. Third, the very historicity of the creation of the Khalsa, the Amrit ceremony and the prescription of Rahit, is questioned, and doubts are cast on the various details of the attending events and injunctions. The fourth suggestion is that the separation of Sikh society from the Hindus, and what are known as the traditional Sikh principles and practices, are a creation of the Singh Sabha Movement, and that the British, in order to serve their political interests, promoted such tendencies, since they wanted to create a wedge between the Sikhs and the Hindus. 

This view has notable faults because it fails to take into account ideological and historical facts. Guru Nanak’s system is a Miri-Piri system, because it is he who calls God “Destroyer of evildoers and of demons” and rejects ahimsa. Further, it is he who emphasises that injustice and oppression are violative of the Order of God and that it is the responsibility of the Master of the flock (and for that matter of the Gurmukh as the instrument of His Will) to give security to the weak against all injustice. Again, it is Guru Nanak, who organised a society or Panth and started the institution of succession to enable them to develop and mature that society. Guru Arjun as ‘Sacha Padshah’ had created, “a state within a state.” He not only took the positive step of confrontation with the Empire by giving help to rebel Khusro, but also left instructions for his son to start Militarisation of the Panth. A similar positive step was taken by Guru Har Rai who offered military assistance to rebel Dara. It is equally significant that the Ninth Master spurned the offer of Aurangzeb that if he gave up political activity and confined only to religious preaching, he would receive royal grants. 

It is an important fact that the last five Gurus kept armies and the Sixth and Tenth Masters employed mercenaries in that regard. Importantly, kirpan is an essential wear of the Sikh signifying his social responsibility to resist injustice and repression and to guard against reversion to monasticism, withdrawal or inviolate pacificism. It is these facts of the lives of the Gurus and Sikh history that persons inclined to re-interpret or mis-interpret Sikh religion are anxious to ignore. For, militancy by the last five Gurus over a period of a century and the prescription of kirpan as a kakkar are too important facts to be ignored by any student of the Sikh religion. It is by their lives, deeds and martyrdoms, that the Gurus have highlighted this aspect of their system. Hence, as in the case of Islam and Judaism, the whole-life or Miri-Piri character of Sikhism is different entirely from the Nirgun Sampardaya, the Bhakti system of Hinduism, or the salvation system of the Quietist mystics of the world. But, despite all that, misrepresentations of the Sikh religion persist. 

Evidently, such views have political implications and support, and could possibly be motivated. Similar views were also expressed against the Sikh society soon after the Annexation of the Punjab. The attack originated quite aggressively from two quarters, namely, the rising Arya Samaj and the Christian Missions that had been located in the Punjab under the British political wings. After the loss of political power, such moves, both from the majority community and the political masters, were quite understandable because of the natural confusion and despondency in the Sikh society at the time. On the socio-religious plank, the Sikh resurgence under the Singh Sabha successfully repulsed these attacks. Thereafter, the Akalis took up confrontation with the British, both on the political and the freedom fronts. In the Kooka rebellion, the Gaddar rebellion and the Freedom Movement, the Sikhs made outstanding contribution, far out of proportion to their numbers. After the First World War until 1947, these attacks from the majority community ceased, and the Sikhs continued to be recognised by all concerned as an independent third party in the Indian fight for Independence. 

After Independence, the political climate changed and the reluctance to form, as elsewhere in the country, a linguistic or Punjabi-speaking state in which the Sikhs would form a majority, became evident. Unfortunately, a political struggle between the Sikhs and the Central majority ensued, and continues still. After 1947, literature has again started appearing expressing that the Sikhs lack a separate ideological or socio-religious identity. 

A significant work, followed by many other publications, appeared in 1968 from Dr W H McLeod, who had for long years been a limb of the old Batala Christian Mission. A summary of the formulation made by McLeod in his books has been given by Justice Gurdev Singh in his edited production, ‘Perspectives on the Sikh Tradition’, in which over half a dozen specialists like King, Ganda Singh, Hari Ram Gupta and others have contributed their articles to controvert the ill-founded views of the Batala Missionary. Before we record McLeod’s views, we give the view of Dr King, Professor of Religion of the California University, Santa Cruz, about this author. He writes: 



“Whatever Dr McLeod intended, many readers will ask his books the wrong questions and get the wrong answers. The books to an uninitiated reader seem to reiterate the notion that a great amount of Sikh belief appears to be based on uncritical religiosity. The reader seeking the well-springs of what Sikhism is, will not be assisted. The only successful opponent to thousands of years of passing conquerors must have something that ‘makes him tick’. Nowhere in these books is there an attempt to tell us what it is.”

Following is the summary of McLeod’s views including some extracts from his publications: 


1. 
“It is misleading to call Guru Nanak, the founder of Sikh religion, as he did not originate a new school of thought or set of teachings. What Guru Nanak offers us is the clearest and most highly articulate expression of the Nirguna Sampradaya, the so-called Sant tradition of Northern India.” 

 

“It was the influence of Nath doctrine and practice upon Vaishnava Bhakti which was responsible for the emergence of the Sant synthesis.”


2. 
“The ten Gurus never preached one set of religious doctrines or system and particularly the third Guru created new institutions on the old Hindu lines, the very thing Guru Nanak had spurned. From the Sixth Guru onwards, the teachings of Guru Nanak were completely given up in favour of a militant pose in response to socio-political situations.” 


3. 
“The arming of the Panth would not have been the result of any decision by Guru Hargobind, but because of Jat influx in the Sikh fold...” “The growth of militancy within the Panth must be traced primarily to the impact of Jat cultural patterns and to economic problems which prompted a militant response.” 


4. 
The traditional account about the founding of the Khalsa on the Baisakhi day of the year of 1699 (AD) cannot be accepted, as there are “compulsive reasons for scepticism” and “the traditions relating to the period of Guru Gobind Singh must be, in some considerable measure, set aside. The slate must be wiped clean and must not be reinscribed until we have ascertained just what did take place during the eighteenth century.”


5. 
“The tradition of the five K’s got evolved during the eighteenth century but came “to be related to the time and intention of Guru Gobind Singh.” 


6.
 Though the Gurus denounced caste system and preached against it, yet they did not seem sincere or serious in removing caste differences.


7.
 The succession of the Granth Sahib as Guru of the Sikhs, ending the line of personal Gurus on the death of Guru Gobind Singh, was not because of an injunction of Guru Gobind Singh himself, but was a subsequent adoption by the Sikhs, who were fighting for their existence, to meet the needs of the Panth for cohesion.


8. 
“If we seek the origins of the Sikh tradition, the place to look is surely the wider area of Hindu tradition and specifically the teachings of the Sants. Nanak did not found “Sikhism”, for this would have meant founding something which already existed.”


9.
“The authenticity of the current version of Guru Granth Sahib which is widely accepted and used by the Sikhs, is open to question, since there are three manuscripts (Birs) available which are not entirely identical.” 


10.
 “The omission of the problem passages together with the addition of compositions by Guru Tegh Bahadur constituted the Damdama version of the Adi-Granth. Later still, portions of the Kartarpur manuscript (the original manuscript written by Bhai Gurdas) were rather ineptly obliterated in order to bring the two versions into line.”


 11.
 “The ten Gurus were all Khatris by caste. In other words, they all belonged to a mercantile caste, claiming (as its name indicates) the elevated rank of Kshatriya and commanding a high status rating in Punjabi society. This is widely regarded a great pity, even within Sikh society, where the numerically preponderant Jats commonly bewail the fact that there was never a single Jat Guru.” 


12.
 “The basic point which needs to be made as far as the authentic Nanak material is concerned, is that the Janamsakhis tradition can provide no more than pointers to possibilities. Each of these possibilities must be subjected to rigorous scrutiny, and only when it is actually established, can it be accepted. Unlike the person in a court of law, Janamsakhis must be held guilty until proved innocent... Given the hagiographic nature of the Janamsakhis and their general lack of reliability as far as the historical Nanak is concerned, material which cannot be positively established should only rarely be given the benefit of doubt.”

Year after year, McLeod has been publishing material propagating the above views. He has virtually reiterated most of them in his latest books “The Sikhs” and “Who is a Sikh” published in 1989. He now occupies the Chair of Sikh Studies created at the University of Toronto with contributions from Sikhs of Canada. Willingly or unwillingly, he has found a few ready supporters and collaborators from Punjab. We give below the statements of scholars who have tried to support one or more of the views expressed by McLeod, or have expressed similar
views. 

Grewal J S (He has been a co-author with McLeod in a University Publication):



“A categorical statement on the response of Guru Nanak to his political milieu may seem inadequate or superficial.” 



“It appears in fact that Guru Nanak has very little directly to say about what today are called social evils. In theory he appears to discard the Varna Ashram Order, he sees no use in caste, but he does not appear to conceive of equality in any social or economic terms.” 



“The conclusion is that Guru Nanak’s and Guru Gobind Singh’s idea about equality related chiefly to the field of religion. Its effect in the political and social field was minimal.” 



“Guru Gobind Singh Sahib had from the very start of his Guruship begun military preparations. His dependence on Jats is obvious from his decision to raise Jats to the level of Khatris and Brahmins.”

Dr Surjit Hans (He is professor of History in the Guru Nanak Dev University, Amritsar. Dr Grewal was his Supervisor for his Ph D Thesis, and McLeod was his Examiner):



“The Adi Granth marked a climax of the devotional idiom, and its very achievement posed an insoluble problem for the later Gurus who found it impossible to bend this idiom to express the imperatives of militancy. A new mythology of the goddess together with hypnotically sound based meters at the cost of visual symbols, had to be imparted, which points to the difficulties of the transformation of Sikhism as well as to the impossibility of bending a ripe and accomplished linguistic idiom to a different purpose.”



“In Guru Nanak’s view of the universe, ‘unreality of the world,’ is contrasted with the ‘reality of God.’ Once the significance of this idea is grasped it is possible to see that he looks upon the contemporary world as ‘disintegrated’ and ‘delegitimized.” 



“Guru Nanak’s intense reaction to the politico-administrative set-up is more symbolic than realistic.” 



“They (the earliest Sikhs) accept the status quo.” “They were neither millenarians nor antinomians to attempt the supremely unpractical ideals of classless society.” “Religion provides the ideology and social cohesion for rebellions and reforms. On the other hand, religion performed the functions of legitimation and reinforcement of the existing social order, especially under the Sikh rule.”



“The first striking thing about the bani of Guru Tegh Bahadur is its extreme simplicity... His simplicity can be seen from the fact that he repeatedly refers to a few mythological stories. It is as if he was driving the point home to the audience by telling them stories when they appeared not to grasp it... Story appeals to comparatively a lower intellectual level. Metaphor, mystical symbolism and metaphysical riddle demand a greater degree of mental development. Guru Tegh Bahadur’s compositions have the simplicity of minimum appeal. It seems as if he was speaking to the few and the newly initiated. This was not the time to address the veteran Sikhs. It is the tone of one speaking of elementary spiritual mysteries to the inexperts. If they are compared with the readers of the Vars of Bhai Gurdas, the impression is confirmed that Guru Tegh Bahadur had very tenuous connection with the congregations around Amritsar and Kartarpur, and his Sikhs belonged to still nondescript classes.” 



“The image of death looms large in the compositions of Guru Tegh Bahadur. His slokas can be taken as a long poem ‘waiting for martyrdom.’ They appear to have been composed in anticipation of martyrdom... The Guru anticipates the calamity which makes him say ‘My strength is gone, I am in chains. There is no help. Says Nanak, the only help is God who rescued the elephant in a moment.’ If the sloka is not taken to be an anticipatory composition, it would mean that God helped the elephant, but failed Guru Tegh Bahadur.” 

Dr Harjot S Oberoi: (He is at present occupying the Chair of Sikh Studies at the University of British Columbia, Vancouver, partly contributed by the Sikhs of Canada):



“If there is any such thing as a key to historical problems, in case of the Sikh tradition, it is to be found in the social constituency. Sikh religion is first and foremost a peasant faith. Sociologists have often spoken of how Islam is an urban religion; Sikhism may be spoken of as a rural religion. When dealing with beliefs, rituals and practices of the Sikhs – be they religious or political, it is always worthwhile to constantly remind ourselves that we are fundamentally dealing with the peasantry.” 



“In 1897 when Kahn Singh Nabha, the erudite Sikh scholar proclaimed through a vernacular tract that ‘Ham Hindu Nahin’ (We are not Hindus), he brought almost four centuries of Sikh tradition to an end. Until then the Sikhs had shown little collective interest in distinguishing themselves from Hindus. Sikh notions of time, space, corporeality, holiness, kinship, societal distinction, purity and pollution, and commensality were hardly different from those of the Hindus. Also, the two shared the same territory, language, rites-de-passage, dietary taboos, festivals, rituals, personal and key theological doctrines.” 



“Hindus and Sikhs in the turn of the century as today were quintessentially the same, and what is referred to as Punjab Crisis, will disappear, as did in the eyes of some, the chasm that emerged in the late 19th Century.”



“The distinction between the domains, political and religious, is an anathema to Sikh fundamentalists. For them, religion and politics are inseparable. In Weberian terminology, Sikh religious leaders still hold an enchanted view of the World... Har Govind decided to break with the older Sikh conventions, where the Guru concerned himself solely with spiritual pursuits. He tied round his waist two swords, one to symbolise Piri or spirituality, and the other Miri or politics. These dramatic innovations dating back to the 17th century, are constantly invoked by Sikh leadership to justify their religion of politics.”

Ravi Ravinder: 



“But when it comes to the Indians belonging to religions which originated within India, such as Buddhists, Jains and Sikhs, many a Hindu regard them as downright unpatriotic or unspiritual or both, if they wish to maintain their distinct identity from the Hindus.”

Basant Kumar Lal:



“Untouchability has been abolished by political legislation. Government steps are persistently being taken to uplift the castes considered backward so far. As such, the very point against which original Sikhism had reacted no longer remains a point of contention. Moreover, the problem of social inequality and the consequent demand for justice no longer remains a province of religious organization. It is the government agencies who have to look into the problem in order to eradicate social inequality and provide social justice. As such, the problem has shifted its locale from the religious to the political.” 

Of the two views outlined above, about the Sikh ideology and the Sikh history, the second one suffers from four significant deficiencies. First, many of these scholars are unable to relate the comprehensive ideology of the Guru Granth Sahib to the lives of the Sikh Gurus, and how they organised and structured the Sikh society and its institutions on the lines of their system. As the Gurus have stated, Sikhism is a revealed religion and, in its principles, it is a radically different system from all other Indian religions. The latter have monasticism, sanyas, withdrawal, celibacy, downgrading of the status of women, and ahimsa as common features. All these elements were rejected by the Sikh Gurus. Further, the methodology and goals of Sikhism are equally different. The basis of this change from dichotomous system to a Miri-Piri system can be understood, only if the ideology of the Guru Granth Sahib is grasped, and its compulsive links are understood with the role and activities of the Gurus in framing and developing the Sikh society. Unfortunately, among many historians, because of the need for specialisation, this overall knowledge of the ideological background appears to be missing. So, often major faults in their inferences arise from their failure to see certain developments in the Sikh society as the result of ideological necessity.

The second fault is also ideological. Marxists, sociologists and anthropologists generally deny the very existence of the spiritual factor as a force governing the course of history. In such studies, environment is the primary factor that is considered to determine the flow of human or social affairs. The force of ideological or moral factors, much less the spiritual factors, is by and large ignored or denied. As methods of study, approach and assumptions differ fundamentally, interpretations and conclusions have naturally to be equally divergent, especially in the case of Marxists or materialists for whom class war or the means of production are the chief influences that determine the course of history. As such, their inferences and interpretations are biased. 

Third is the subjective factor, which Dr Noel King emphasises: “One general conclusion which I draw from a long study of the critics of which the above is a sketch is that it is most important to remember the personality and the circumstances of the critic. In a natural science like Chemistry, it may not be necessary to know anything about the human being who is writing. But in any subject which entails human subjects, the work must be put into a personal context. Accordingly, one feels that every work of critical scholarship should have a government statutory warning that its consumption may be deleterious to soul’s health. If it is to do with religion, it should also have a statement of ingredients including the religious standing of the writer. If he or she is a believer, it is necessary to know this, so that the critical reader can allow for the bias. If he or she is not a believer, we should have some indication of that too, lest the disillusionment or enlightenment of a post-Christian, a post-Jew or a post-whatever, should give the critic rosy coloured spectacles or a jaundiced outlook.” Therefore, in a matter like the study of religion, which is greatly concerned with human emotions and motivations, the fundamental ideological assumptions to which a scholar subscribes, cannot be ignored. Hence, pacificists, and Marxists sometimes, form a very adverse view of a whole-life religion like Islam which accepts the use of force for a righteous cause. In this background, if many of the patchy or odd views on Sikhism are analysed, the influence of the subjective factor becomes obvious in its naivety. For example, Dr Grewal writes that since the ‘Tenth Master had begun military preparations from the very start of his Guruship, his dependence on Jats is obvious from his decision to raise Jats to the level of Khatris and Brahmins.’ He appears to be unable to reckon the role of ideology in giving equality, and naturally suggests a mundane reason of human opportunism that governs ordinary politicians.

Lastly, there is the journalistic factor, which cannot remain uninfluenced by the political climate of the day. Ravi Ravinder and Basant Kumar Lal appear to be examples of this category. 

Therefore, it seems necessary to place before the discerning reader the existing context, so that he is able to make an assessment of various opinions that have been or are being expressed in the literature about Sikhism.

According to our view, the facts of over two hundred years of a glorious period in the history of man reveal how the Light and Grace of God appeared in the Ten Masters, who, with their message, life and blood, testified to the reality of His Greatness and Love, and a future of hope for man. They suffered and sacrificed to create a people with unbounded optimism, who, since then, have always been in the vanguard of the struggle for the liberty of man. Silently and surely, they brought about the spiritual miracle of faith in the equality of man, and uplifted the lowest classes of the country to become the masters and guardians of their own houses. This was a revolutionary change in the class structure, brought about by religion, which no secular revolution in the world, not even the French Revolution, has been able to achieve. The magnitude of the revolution in status and equality can be understood from the fact that the Indian power elite is violently resisting the marginal recommendation of the Mandal Commission with all its intellectual and socio-political might, even about three centuries thereafter. 

All we stress is that the Gurus introduced a whole-life religious system unconnected with the dichotomous, pacificist and hierarchical systems of the country. They developed a society and matured it on the lines of their system. But we find that for the last few decades, there have been appearing writings, some ignorant some deliberate, giving inaccurate and even insiduous description of the Sikh religion and its history. Hence our word of caution. 

