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Freedom of Research*



Need for research is universally recognized for advancement of any discipline. It is as necessary in humanities and social sciences as in physical or natural sciences. Religion is no exception, and accurate interpretation and propagation of its message demands carefully planned research for the benefit of recipients. All major religions have elaborate establishments engaged in research on respective religious themes. Sikhs have also made efforts in this direction, which are commendable, although by no means adequate. Departments have been set up in universities to carry out research in Sikh history, theology as well as interpretation of the revealed bani of the Gurus. The universities in the Punjab are expected to lay special emphasis on Sikh studies. Even outside Punjab, Sikh Chairs have been established in universities as far as Calcutta in West Bengal and Madurai in Tamil Nadu, to promote a better understanding of Sikhhism. The Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee which is the apex body of the Sikh community for the management of its sacred shrines and religious affairs, has been active, although to a limited extent, in promoting research in Sikhism. Besides maintaining a Sikh Reference Library at Amritsar for the benefit of scholars, and setting up a regular Sikh History Research Board, it has been encouraging scholarship through numerous liberal grants and awards to outstanding scholars and by publishing their works. The Guru Nanak Foundation at Delhi and the Guru Gobind Singh Foundation at Chandigarh were also set up with similar objectives. 

In research effort, the Sikh public has not lagged behind. To supplement the institutional efforts mentioned above, a large number of committed Sikhs have organised societies to promote the cause of Sikh studies, in India as well as abroad. The Institute of Sikh Studies, Chandigarh, is an example of voluntary effort in India. Sikhs abroad made valuable contribution, and in their enthusiasm succeeded in creating full-fledged Sikh Chairs at three universities, viz., Toronto, Vancouver and Ann Arbor. Their intentions are highly commendable. It is a different matter that their efforts misfired and that the seats of learning and research created by them were highjacked and fell into wrong hands (elements hostile to Sikhism). 

The above facts are mentioned to show that Sikhs place a high value on academic research on their religion and history, as a community as well as individually. No Sikh has ever opposed genuine research. Even non-Sikh scholars from abroad were not only encouraged to undertake research, but were also honoured for their contribution towards a better understanding of Sikhism. A notable example is Max Arthur Macauliffe who was profusely honoured for his scholarly work, and is considered a benefactor for his interpretation of the Sikh faith to the Western world. Even men like Trumpp who indulged in gross misinterpretation of Gurbani, and lost no opportunity of maligning the Gurus and distorting Sikh history, were tolerated. It is obvious that scholars enjoyed full freedom of research all through Sikh history. It was only recently that objections were raised against some so-called researchers for their opportunist adventurism, throwing to the wind all canons of academic ethics. The objections were decried by their supporters largely on grounds of freedom of research and application of Western Methodology of research. Before passing any judgement on the validity of objections to, or the defence of this kind of research, it seems necessary to have a close look at the Western Methodology as well as the concept of freedom of research. 

tc ""
Western Research Methodologytc "Western Research Methodology"
Much has been made of the terms ‘modern research’ and ‘Western research methodology’ by a group of self-proclaimed ‘friends of Sikhism’ who seem to have an exclusive right to use these magic instruments. They have used these terms to overawe and confuse the common man in an attempt to distort Sikh doctrines and history and to undermine the Sikh faith. It must be clearly understood that there is nothing like ‘Western methodology’ which is distinct from ‘Eastern methodology.’ There can be, and there is only one research methodology followed universally. Factually also most of the universities and research institutes in the East have adopted the patterns current in the West. As such any claim of exclusivity for the so-called Western methodology is only imaginary.

Having said this, let us briefly list the steps involved in the process of honest research. Obviously research is undertaken, when there is a problem that demands solution; when there is confusion or a question that needs answer; or when there is a phenomenon that cannot be explained. If there is no problem, there is no justification for any research, and no funding agency will sanction money for it. In fact, a detailed statement of the problem and the expected benefits from the possible solution have to be clearly listed, besides the procedure to be followed, before a research project is approved, and funds placed at the disposal of the researcher or the executing agency. The next step is to collect and examine all the available information on the subject and to develop a hypothesis which could represent a possible solution to the problem. The researcher then proceeds to test the hypothesis, for which he has to select suitable materials and methods. The data/information collected from an experiment or a survey is tabulated, analysed and carefully studied in an objective manner. If the data support the hypothesis, it is accepted, otherwise, it is modified or even rejected. In no case are the data concocted or twisted to support or correspond to some pre-conceived conclusions. 

Honesty and objectivity are the basic requirements of genuine research. In all research, particularly in social sciences, review of literature should be comprehensive and impartial. A biased selection of material favouring a particular view only, is unethical and amounts to cheating. Planting of evidence is an unpardonable crime. Suppression of evidence is immoral. Conclusions should be based on sound logic, and should not follow the whims of the researcher or his pre-conceived ideas. 

Special Requirements of Social Sciences and Religious Research tc "Special Requirements of Social Sciences and Religious Research "
a. Approach to Religion: In this connection, we would like to quote the views of the erudite Sikh scholar, Sirdar Kapur Singh: 



“There is one dogma and one scientific truth, without accepting and understanding which Sikhism cannot be properly appreciated. There are two approaches to understand and approach a religion, one valid and legitimate, and the other invalid and arbitrary. The valid approach is that of auto-interpretation, i.e., interpretation according to the basic postulates and doctrines of that religion itself, and the arbitrary and presumptuous is that of hetero-interpretation that seeks to judge according to postulates alien to it. The latter is the domain of polemics and confrontation, and not of understanding and approbation. Hetero-interpretation is, in the poetic imagery of Gitanjli, as if ‘a jewel has come to the garden to test excellence of rose flower by rubbing it against its touchstone.’ In Sikhism, auto-interpretation of religion alone is approved. The Sikh Scripture lays down that ‘a sympathetic approval towards a religion is alone fruitful and satisfying, while an attitude of acrimony and fault-finding is frustrative.’ The Sikh formularies sternly declare ‘a fault-finding approach towards other religions as anathema.’ The fundamental of Sikhism and its epiphany is that all the historical manifestations of Sikh Gurus constitute one historical personality in continuous movement through ten corporealities, and God of Sikhism is a God of revelation, who, on His own initiative, presses towards revealing Himself. This dogma is the starting point of Sikhism, and is fundamental to its understanding and practice.” 

b. Other Requirements: Among the other requirements, it is necessary to see the list given by Edmund Husseri (“General Introduction to Phenomenology,” Alan and Urwin, New York) reproduced below: 


1. 
Researcher should look for holistic reality rather than the detached reality. 


2. 
Researcher should look for the essence of cultures rooted in a particularistic view of its reality.


3. 
False propositions of one culture applied to other cultures produce distorted knowledge.


4. 
Researcher should seek total immersion in the culture before rushing to study it. 


5. 
Researcher cannot stay separate from the object of study. The distance distorts the view. 


6. 
Researcher should ‘cleanse the doors of his/her perception,’ through introspection of any pre-existing paradigms. 


7. 
Researcher should use retrospection to see if the interpretation is not intentionally made convergent to provide a ‘good fit’ with the existing paradigm of knowledge. 


8. 
A good researcher of subjective faith of others does not use ‘freedom of expression’ as a crutch. 


9. 
Researcher’s personality is very important. 


10. 
Researcher should understand and use ethno-methodology. 


11. 
Lack of humility in the face of ignorance and arrogance is not accepted in ethno-methodology of research.

c. Researcher’s Personality: Out of the eleven points mentioned above, Point No 9 deserves special notice. Dr Noel Q King stresses the importance of the personality of the researcher as follows:



“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 circumstance of the critic. In a Natural Science like Chemistry it may not be necessary to know anything about the human being who is writing. In any subject which entails human subjects, the work must be put into a personal context. Accordingly, one feels every work of critical scholarship should have a government statutory warning that its consumption may be deleterious to the 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 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.” 

Sardar Daljeet Singh elaborates this point further: 



“It is not our object to deride anyone, but we wish only to show that cultural or personal prejudices die hard, and these consciously or unconsciously colour one’s vision. It cannot, thus, be denied that in the study of religion objectivity of vision can, at best, be only limited. It is, therefore, essential to know of the background, beliefs and predilections of the author in order to enable the reader to assess and appreciate the value of his views and the slant of his vision. In scientific studies the data and facts are mechanical, quantitative and spaced that are generally measurable by fixed and accepted yardsticks. Even in that field we have come to a stage where the observer’s relative position in space and time affects his measurement and inferences. In the matter of religion the difficulties of unbiased assessment are far too great, because here the field of study is primarily the emotional, the moral and the spiritual life of an individual or his society. An illustration would be relevant. Two ideas are intimately connected with the martyrdom of Christ, namely, that of the act of redemption and of the resurrection of Christ. Howsoever one may view these ideas, it would, indeed, be impossible to understand and interpret the moral base and development of Christianity without accepting their validity, the deep faith and response they inspired and the abiding influence they exercised on the early Christian society. In the same way, it is fundamental to the Sikh religion, as stated by Guru Nanak and the other Gurus in their hymns, that God had revealed Himself to them and that their hymns embody the commands of God. Therefore, in spiritual matters the genuineness of an idea is indicated by the spiritual and moral faith it evokes in the hearts of the people concerned. We do not urge that a sociologist or an anthropologist is debarred from evaluating religious matters and developments. But, the man of faith has also the right to know the writer’s brief, i.e., whether he is an atheist, a materialist, an evolutionist, a Marxist or a sociologist. We shall specify our point still further. Dr H McLeod, while evaluating the originality of the religious thesis of Guru Nanak, writes that it is misleading to suggest that he originated a school of thought or a set of teachings. As against it Dr Muhammad lqbal, the Muslim philosopher and scholar, finds in the entire panorama of Indian religious history only two tall persons, namely, Lord Buddha and Guru Nanak. These contrasted assessments might be explained by the fact that whereas McLeod has for many years been a part of a local Christian missionary organization in the Punjab, for Muhammad lqbal, Guru Nanak is the only man of God in India, who, like prophet Muhammad, combined the spiritual life and the empirical life of man and started a religion of the ‘deed,’ proclaiming and preaching the Oneness of God and the brotherhood of man. Another student of cultural history, H S Oberoi, views Islam and Sikhism in altogether a different light: ‘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.’” 

Institutional Recognition tc "Institutional Recognition "
The restrictions or requirements listed above are not merely wishful thinking or pious sermons by holy men. Most civilised governments have adopted these as statutory requirements. We cite only two examples to make our point:

a) In the United States through the so-called ‘objective research,’ psychologists like Jensen, Ruston and Eysench ‘objectively’ proved that the I Q of Black children was 15 points lower than that of their White counterparts. They were not interested in the hurt that their research was going to cause. They became arrogant. The ethics of research of Blacks was ignored. The hue and cry raised by the Black community in North America, put an end to this unethical and non-humanistic ‘research’ indulged in by the linear, myopic, left-brain, covertly racist and mystified researchers. This was achieved through one of the extremely rare amendments of the US Constitution, prohibiting such research.

b) The Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) in Canada, has laid down detailed Ethics Guidelines for research with Human Subjects. There are as many as 61 articles. Full text cannot be given for limitation of space. Relevant and the more important extracts are, however, reproduced below: 

“While recognizing the vital importance of research to human progress, the Council affirms that the welfare and integrity of the individual or particular collective must prevail over the advancement of knowledge and the researcher’s use of human subjects for that purpose.” 

Institutional Ethics Review Committeetc "Institutional Ethics Review Committee"
“1. Research projects involving human subjects must be approved by the ethics review committee of the institution employing the principal investigator before being submitted to the Council, or shortly thereafter.”

Rights Of The Individualtc "Rights Of The Individual"
“8. Certain individual or collective ‘rights’ must be maintained. These include..........the right of cultural groups to accurate and respectful description of their heritage and customs and to discreet use of information on their lives and aspirations.” 

“14. Participants should be informed of the degree of confidentiality that will be maintained in the study.” 

“16. Written consent should set out:

a)
Purpose of the research;

b)
benefits envisaged;

 
..................

f)
risks involved;”

tc ""
Risk And Benefittc "Risk And Benefit"
“22. Greater consideration must be given to the risks to physical, psychological, humane, proprietary and cultural values than to potential contribution of the research to knowledge.”

tc ""
Research In The Humanitiestc "Research In The Humanities"
“43. Research ethics are involved wherever an investigator intervenes in the lives of others. Historical and/or biographical investigation may pose problems of confidentiality or invasion of privacy if living persons are likely to be affected by the publication of private materials.” 

“44. Researchers should be careful, in purchasing and taking out of the country original manuscripts, that they are not depriving another country of what may be a national treasure.” 

“47. Legal requirements of the country of origin must be observed.” 

Research on other Cultures, Countries and Ethnic Groups tc "Research on other Cultures, Countries and Ethnic Groups "
“56. Research on cultures, countries and ethnic groups different from one’s own requires a different ethic.” 

“57. Researchers must satisfy the review committee concerning safeguards in the methodology.” 

“61. When researchers outside their own culture are operating from a position of advantage, they have particular responsibility to subjects as regards publication. Margaret Mead sums these up: ‘There is first of all the responsibility to individuals who, if identified, must not thereby be exposed to legal sanctions, to ridicule or to danger. Second there is the responsibility to the group as a whole. Where customs are portrayed... ... these must be represented in such a way that full justice is done to the cultural framework within which a given practice, however apparently abhorrent, occurs. Finally there is the responsibility of the anthropologist for the way in which his findings are interpreted and articulated into the on-going understanding of human behaviour in the human sciences of his day.’ ” 

tc ""
No Freedom is Absolutetc "No Freedom is Absolute"
It is common knowledge that no freedom is absolute. Freedom ends where rights of others are infringed. If that were not so, there would be no need for any statute or laws to run society. Freedom of research is no exception. It has to be exercised within ethical, moral, institutional and legal constraints, which, far from being a hindrance, are helpful and give a positive character and direction to research effort. If somebody is not aware of these limitations, he is apparently not adequately equipped for research, and if he deliberately ignores these requirements, he is inviting trouble, as has been demonstrated by the example of Pashaura Singh.

To recapitulate, Pashaura Singh started his work on “The Text and Meaning of the Adi Granth” in 1987 with Dr H McLeod as his Supervisor at the Toronto University, with intentions which were suspect from the very beginning. A letter was manipulated and published the same year in the name of Dr C H Loehlin, who had died earlier, and had apparently nothing to do with it. The letter appeared a second time in 1990, again by a ghost contributor, suggesting need for textual analysis of the Guru Granth Sahib to establish its authenticity. Simultaneously in 1987 a manuscript called MS 1245 was planted in the Guru Nanak Dev University, Amritsar. Nobody knows its origin or history even today. From its contents it can be said with certainty that it is from a schismatic source, and that it was scribed not earlier than the Ninth Guru period. Without any verification, Pashaura Singh adopted it as ‘first draft’ of the Adi Granth of Guru Arjun Dev. This was a preposterous suggestion, since the date of demise of the fifth Guru (Guru Arjun Dev) is recorded on the manuscript along with the first four Gurus by the same scribe in the same ink shade. On the basis of this bogus manuscript, Pashaura Singh proceeded with textual analysis of Guru Granth Sahib. As is well known, the Adi Granth was compiled by Guru Arjun Dev himself. He authenticated it with his signature, which has been confirmed by scholars of the eminence of Bhai Jodh Singh and Sardar Daljeet Singh. No further proof or analysis was required to establish its authenticity. But he went ahead, since his intention was not to solve any problem. Obviously no problem existed. His intention was to create a problem, to confuse the people and to strike at the Sikh faith. As if that was not enough, he came out with conclusions, completely baseless, illogical, outrageous and blasphemous. For example, he asserted that Guru Arjun Dev had changed the bani of Guru Nanak linguistically as well as theologically to suit the changing milieu. He also claimed that the Guru had included the bani of bhagats to placate groups like cobblers and Jats, and to attract following. His clear implication is that the bani is not revealed, and that it can be changed. 

The above formulations are clearly blasphemous. So his thesis attracted anger and loud protests. As expected, adverse reviews followed from scholars as well as lay Sikhs. With his Sikh background and having worked as a Sikh granthi for several years, Pashaura Singh should have known better. Guru Granth Sahib is revealed bani, and is the living and eternal Guru of the Sikhs. Nobody should take liberties with the Living Guru and treat it as an ordinary book. Sikhs all over the world took it as a ‘Planned Attack on the Authenticity of Sri Guru Granth Sahib.’ A voluminous publication appeared under this title reviewing his work and highlighting, inter alia, all the points mentioned above and squarely accusing him of blasphemy. 

Pashaura Singh did not offer any explanation for the academic, ethical and moral lapses in his work. Presumably, he had none to offer. Instead, he and his few supporters chose to raise the slogan of “freedom of research” to cloud the real issues, and to mislead well-meaning but unwary Sikhs who had no time to study the issues involved. The slogan has a sure appeal, and in fact nobody can object to it. Sikhs, by and large, are more liberally disposed, and are more likely to lend their support and sympathy to such pleas. But the truth soon came out, when the SGPC and Sri Akal Takht took cognizance of the matter. It became quite clear that the real issues were blasphemy and unacademic and unethical conduct, and not freedom of research. Pashaura Singh was found guilty. In fact he confessed his offence at the Akal Takht Sahib before the Five Singh Sahiban, who, in their benevolence, awarded him a tankhah (religious punishment or penance) and accepted his apology.

Thus ended the saga with a clear warning to enemies of the Panth, that any attacks on the authenticity and integrity of Guru Granth Sahib, be it textual analysis, form criticism or redaction criticism, will not be tolerated by Sikhs. Guru Granth Sahib is the Living and Eternal Guru of Sikhs, and has to be approached with deepest reverence. 

To sum up, it seems necessary to reiterate that no Sikh is against research on his religion. Sikhs as a community are known for their liberalism and love of freedom. Sikhs individually as well as collectively have always encouraged Sikh studies, and are keen to continue this policy. Their institutions, notably the SGPC, provide substantial incentives to scholars engaged in research on Sikhism. Sikhs have jealously guarded and fought for freedom in every sphere of life including freedom of religious research. This tradition needs to be maintained. At the same time, it is necessary to watch that this freedom is not abused to mount subtle attacks on our Gurus and our sacred institutions. It has to be ensured that moral discipline, ethical code and institutional requirements are strictly observed. 
