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Present Educational Challenges*

Ever since 1908, when the first All India Sikh Educational Conference was held at Gujranwala, upto this day, the achievements of this movement have been so solid, that any institution could take genuine pride in them. The colleges or seats of higher learning established through the series of Conferences count in dozens, and the schools in hundreds. Beyond doubt, the credit for spread of education in the Sikh Panth, rightly goes to this institution. The role played by this organisation during the twentieth century has assured the Sikhs a prominent place among the progressive communities in India and abroad. This is an organisation tested over time, and based on its 88-year history, the Panth has pitched high hopes on it. 

The Sikh community is poised on a historic turn, seeking direction in political, social, economic and educational fields. Education demands priority, since it also exercises a profound influence over every other field. 

The educational needs of the present day are different. Ordinary schools and colleges that played a commendable role during the twentieth century, are no longer adequate. Problems of employment and livelihood have an overriding claim. Employment opportunities have not kept pace with the growth of population. Self-reliance is an index of the progress of a community. Sikhs, therefore, need to pay serious attention to this problem. Today, agriculture, industry as well as services demand technical education and specialised training. Realising this, the Educational Committee has rightly directed its emphasis on profession-oriented education. The main objective of this Conference has been given as establishment of a technical institute or a polytechnic. The shift in thinking is indeed welcome, and the problem deserves serious consideration of this Conference. At the same time, it is necessary to have a close look at the over-all educational situation of the Sikh society, in view of the changing environment, and the need to chart new lines in education policy. Side by side with opening of new institutions, the existing institutions need to be closely examined. The working of the hundreds of schools and colleges opened by Sikhs at a cost of billions of Rupees, must be properly assessed. Apart from worldly education, the object of these institutions was to propagate Sikh religion and to turn out graduates committed to Sikh values and the Khalsa discipline, who would devote themselves to the service of humanity, and share the lofty message of the Gurus with others. How far has this object been achieved? No elaborate surveyor research project is necessary to answer this question. It is enough to walk through a Khalsa college to find that a student in full Sikh form is an exception rather than the rule. The teachers have shown little concern. Many of them have themselves dropped the Sikh symbols. There is no religious instruction and hardly any effort to enforce the prescribed Sikh form. Apostasy has reached such limits that in the matrimonial columns in newspapers, young men unashamedly advertise themselves as ‘clean- shaven’ Sikhs, which is a contradiction in terms. Unfortunately, girls have also not lagged behind. Some of them do not feel shy of advertising their preference for the ‘clean-shaven’ breed. 

Who is responsible for this degradation? Our children alone are not to blame. We cannot absolve ourselves of the responsibility. In our homes, we have failed to provide the desired Sikh environment. The teachers have not discharged their responsibility. Managements recruited undesirable staff. As a result, the students were not imparted any knowledge of Sikh religion, culture and history. No wonder, therefore, that instead of taking pride in the Sikh traditional form, they developed an inferiority complex and became apostate. Thus, these institutions which were created to produce ideal Sikhs, became centres of apostasy. This dismal state of affairs cannot be overlooked. 

There is certainly a need for new institutions without which we cannot march with time. Side by side, however, it is necessary to reclaim the old ones also. It is necessary to stem the tide of apostasy in these schools and colleges. The situation calls for a full-fledged movement against apostasy at the Panthic level. A couple of organisations have raised their voice. This Conference should call upon all other organisations to join the movement. Special camps should be organised in all schools and colleges to promote the Sikh discipline, the Sikh form and the Sikh way of life. All institutions must make adequate arrangements for religious instruction. Sikh discipline should be the rule for the entire Sikh staff and students, and not the exception. This aspect demands attention at the highest Panthic level. 

Financial aspect of educational institutions deserves attention too. It is not so difficult to raise a building for a school/college. It is more difficult to run it effectively, for which required funds are often not forthcoming. As a result, many institutions limp for some time, and slowly pass into Government control, or lose their identity for securing grants from the Government. Recruitment of staff and admission of students become subject to Government regulations, so that the original aims of the institutions are thrown aside. Claims to give preference to poor students from rural areas, and reservation of seats for special groups of a deserving community in technical institutions are forgotten. Admission is determined by performance in qualifying examinations, as it should be. In this situation, it is clear that emphasis should be on raising the standard of instructions in the existing schools, so that students from Khalsa schools or rural areas can compete with their counter-parts from urban areas or more privileged classes for admission. Khalsa schools should have more competent teachers. Required teaching material should be made available, and special coaching classes should be arranged for promising candidates. Besides, summer schools should be organised during holidays to prepare young students for competitions for higher admissions and services. 

With opening of new institutions, it is not necessary that admission will go to rural or Sikh children. It is necessary, therefore, that quality of education be improved, to enable them to claim selection on merit. It is hoped that this august gathering of the Panth will keep this in mind. 

Our community shares another weakness — lack of reading habit. The number of copies printed ordinarily does not exceed 1,000 even in case of best books. Out of this small number, almost half have to be distributed free. Readers are few and far between, so that efforts by best authors fail. This situation should be a cause for concern. Reading habit can be inculcated only in shcools and colleges. Therefore, I wish to request the teachers in our educational institutions to pay attention to this weakness. They should acquaint the children with suitable literature, and competitions for reading of library books should be held. 

The sphere of education is not confirmed to colleges or universities. It covers the whole life of man and the entire society. Thus, even older people, who have missed formal education, also deserve attention. Sikhism and illiteracy do not go together. There is a need for a literacy campaign with a target of achieving 100% literacy upto 1999 (300th birth anniversary of the Khalsa). The Government is also running such a campaign. It would be useful to co-operate in this programme. 

From the point of view of this Conference as well as the whole Panth, propagation of Sikhism is an essential part of education. Sikhism is a future religion of the world. It is the religion of 1k Onkar, Who created the universe, Who is immanent in it, and Who is happy to look after His creation. This religion looks at man as his own spirit, and helps him to recognize his own origin. Through the worship of the ‘fearless’ and ‘without hate’, it preaches these divine virtues, which enable man to view the entire human race as one. It stresses hard honest work and charity, which alone can show the way to God. It rejects distinctions based on caste or colour, and offers liberation from superstition and empty rituals. It binds the entire humanity into one brotherhood on the basis of ‘Fatherhood of One God.’ All are partners and none is an alien. This is a religion with the firm belief that ‘all are born equal.’ It recognises no distinctions and stands for perfect justice. ‘What is other’s is like cow’s meat to a Hindu and pig’s meat to a Muslim.’ There is no exploitation or oppression. Rather, it enjoins upon its followers to ‘sacrifice every limb of his body in defence of the poor and the weak.’ The Khalsa is the ‘Army of the Timeless,’ created out of His Will, and is prepared for every sacrifice to promote His Will. 

Mankind is waiting for this message over the entire globe. A responsibility devolves on us to share this heritage with others. This demands research into our religion, study of Gurbani and our history, publication of literature, training of preachers, use of modern media of communication, and above all, committed persons with a feeling for the Panth. In order to undertake any such comprehensive programme, it is necessary to create an International Institute of Sikhism. An initiative has been taken by the Institute of Sikh Studies, Chandigarh, which deserves help of the Panth. 

Research on the Eternal Guru, Guru Granth Sahib, should be the major component of higher education. Gurbani needs to be translated into all major languages of the world. Some devoted Sikhs have undertaken computerisation of Gurbani. This is commendable. But the possibility of errors cannot be ruled out in individual efforts. It is necessary, therefore, that some responsible central organisation of Sikhs take up this responsibility of providing a standard, error-free text of Guru Granth Sahib on computer, immediately. With delay, situation will get out of control. 

Today, the concept of education is very vast. It includes extension work to educate the public at large. Research is essential for extension. It also loses its purpose without extension. This aspect has been ignored so far. That is why success of earlier efforts at preaching has been extremely limited. This again underlines the need for a research institute. 

For an effective extension service, the following facilities would be required: 


1. 
A daily newspaper in Punjabi as well as English should be started, which should be committed to serve as a voice of Sikhs. 


2. 
For comprehensive use of electronic media, a TV channel should be set up, and films dealing with Sikh religion, history and science should be prepared. 


3. 
Writers should be encouraged to prepare popular extension literature, and their writings published. 


4. 
An effective organisation should be created to cater to the missionary and extension needs over the entire world. 

In the end, it is necessary to mention some important issues, although these are not directly related to education. One is the question of access to, and care of Nankana Sahib and other Sikh shrines in Pakistan. For this, the Panth has been praying in the congregational Ardas every morning and evening since 1947. It is a pity that so far no leader or organisation has taken any concrete step in this direction. Freedom for pilgrimage can only be secured through diplomatic channels. It is necessary, therefore, to put pressure on the Governments of India and Pakistan to workout an arrangement for temporary entry permits to intending pilgrims at the border without any cumbersome formalities.

The Institute of Sikh Studies, Chandigarh, has already approached the Punjab Government, the Government of India and the SGPC in this connection. This Conference as well as all other organisations of the Panth should raise their voice in support of this demand. 

The second issue is that of Nanakshahi Samvat and dates of gurpurbs . The Nanakshahi Samvat is linked with Bikrami Samvat, which does not follow the accurate length of the solar year. As a result, Vaisakhi and other Sankrants are shifting slowly, and in a few centuries, Vaisakhi will move to May instead of the middle of April at present. After a few thousand years, it can pass into winter, and references to seasons in the Gurbani (Baramah) will appear odd. Dates for gurpurbs are not fixed, and move backward and forward with tithis of the moon. Thus, under the influence of Brahminvaad, we are giving more importance to moon worship than commemoration of the Gurus. Also, there is some confusion over the actual dates of a few gurpurbs. The Institute of Sikh Studies has taken an initiative to correct the situation. Scholars representing the Panth have come out with concrete recommendations after prolonged deliberations. Intellectuals gathered in this assembly should extend whole-hearted support to the reforms. 

There are several problems before the Panth. The problems mentioned above, however, need immediate attention. In the field of education, it is necessary to save the existing institutions as a first priority. 

Apostasy needs to be contained through special camps for youth, besides other educational programmes. New institutions for technical education should be sought from the Government. In order to avail of these, quality of instruction in schools should be improved. Necessary facilities, summer schools and special classes should be arranged to enable rural children to compete successfully for admission to higher technical institutions. We are anxious to see Sikh educational institutions at the top, with teachers of high professional competence and integrity. Students graduating from these institutions should bring credit to the institutions. Above all, these institutions, named after Guru Nanak Dev and Guru Gobind Singh, should become the fountainhead for spread of the message of the Gurus. 

I hope that the All India Sikh Educational Conference, in keeping with its traditions, will accelerate the cause of education through valuable suggestions from intellectuals participating in this Conference. 

I am deeply grateful to the organisers of this Conference for giving this humble servant of the Panth an opportunity to offer a few suggestions.
