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The Razor's Edge*



The Sikh way of life is frequently described as gadi rah — (r[ow[fy rkvh okj[ ubkfJnk, Bhai Gurdas, Var 5.13.1). Free translation of this expression, would be “a motorable highway.” On the other hand, this path is also referred to as “sharper than a sword’s edge” and “narrower than hair’s breadth” — (yzfBnj[ fsyh tkbj[ fBeh J/s[ wkofr ikDk, Guru Granth Sahib, p 918). This comparison seems to contradict its earlier comparison to “a motorable highway.” In reality, however, there is no contradiction whatsoever. The former description refers to its openness and accessibility to all. It is not a private footpath for individual trekking, or a “No Thoroughfare” lane, prohibited to public, unlike some other disciplines monopolised by privileged sections of society, or those that prescribe different paths for different people. The gadi rah or the highway of Sikhism welcomes everybody without distinction of caste, colour, or gender. Once they understand the traffic rules, they can travel together, enjoy the journey and reach the destination. There are no pitfalls, or the botheration of congestion.

The comparison to the edge of a sword, however, refers to a discipline which is required for a successful journey. This is the discipline revealed to the Gurus, based on His Law (Hukum). This discipline is built into Sikhism, as an extension of the one governing the universe. Any deviation from it will stop short of the destination. It conveys the inviolability of His Hukm and the firmness with which it has to be observed. The Sikhs of the Guru are expected to understand and recognise this Hukm and follow it for an enduring peace and happiness:

gqDtfs BkBe[ j[ew[ gSkD?, ;[y[ j't? fdB[ oksh .. 

– Guru Granth Sahib, p 156
The internal discipline demands a belief in one Father and all of us being His children, so that the entire humanity becomes a single brotherhood governed on the basis of equality and justice. This belief shows itself in external altruistic deeds and a conduct consistent with this belief.

God, in His mercy, has given to man a wonderful physical form adapted to perform different functions. Biologists have studied the human body, and marvel at the complexity and detail of the functioning of its various organs, although their understanding is still far from complete. Countless organs of the human body are constantly performing functions vital to survival. We know that they are essential, but have only vague ideas about how they perform these functions. Full details may never be understood, but the little knowledge we have acquired, inspires only wonder and ecstasy over the complexity and perfection. No scientist has ever claimed that any physical organ of the human body is superfluous, or that he could improve upon its functioning. That would be tampering with perfection and tantamount to gross arrogance.

The Sikh way of life is nothing but an attempt to live in tune with nature or Hukm. Body is the gift of God. It is sacred and should not be mutilated. Hair, as a part of it, acquires the same sanctity. The Gurus banned shaving or tampering with hair, since it is repugnant to Hukm, and made it a symbol of Sikh identity. One who violates this principle loses the claim to being a true disciple of the Gurus.

Unfortunately, some enthusiasts of the so-called modern civilisation have mounted a campaign against hair, particularly the beard. They want to force their civilisation on everybody. The process is simple: “Take a razor, shave off your beard, and you become civilised.” This view, illogical as it is, cannot be taken seriously and deserves to be ignored. But this is not the view of an isolated crank. The ignorance is widely shared among non-Sikhs, and is likely to spread to some ill-informed Sikhs as well. Some Papers in India claiming to be the National Press are actively engaged in this process of civilisation.

Some time back, an article appeared under the title ‘Do we need facial hair?,’ which ridicules those sporting a beard, which category includes great men like Tagore, Abraham Lincoln, etc. The article drew sharp reaction from Sikh quarters, and among others Dr Birendra Kaur, a university teacher of Biology, wrote a well-researched rejoinder refuting all claims of the author. But this was not entertained by the Paper, apparently for no other reason than that it gave a different view, and did not fit into their plans to mislead innocent readers. Even the good offices of Justice R S Narula (retd), an eminent jurist, did not help in securing acceptance by the Paper. No other Paper also came forward, as it would be against ethics (or lack of it?) of journalism! Eventually, we published the article in the Abstracts of Sikh Studies (January-April 1997). It was widely acclaimed not only by Sikhs, but also by unbiased non-Sikhs.

The above Paper’s refusal to publish this article could be interpreted as their desire to avoid a controversy. But this is not so, since recently another article appeared in the same Paper under the title ‘A hairy tale’ (3rd May, 1997). I have carefully gone through this article, and looked in vain for any substance or argument. There isn’t any. It is just cheap ridicule and nothing else. But the Paper projects it prominently, and does not permit a contrary view to see the light of the day. Why?

There is a reason. It is “The Gospel of the Razor” given by the razor industry and supported by the allied cosmetic industries. The stake is tremendous. Neelam Mathews, the author of the above article states that, “it cost Rs 250/- a week just to trim it (a beard).” Just think how much it costs to shave off a beard “close-enough” with a razor every morning, and another supplementary operation later in the day to take care of the “afternoon shade.” And then consider the population in billions involved, to know the size of the industry! The figure would be in staggering trillions of Dollars.

It is thus not difficult to see why the industry spends billions in promoting the gospel of the razor, and consequently, their products. The like of the authors of the articles and the “National Press” are a part of this sinister campaign as paid agents. This view finds support from the fact that beard is their special target, which, in their view, needs the benevolent touch of a razor. One may ask, if the hairs really make one look ugly, then why are the hair on the head spared?

While industrialisation has played a great role in the progress of mankind, it is not an unmixed blessing. We are acutely aware of the havoc caused by the clandestine drug industry, as is clear from the death penalty prescribed in some countries for this trade. We are also aware of the danger from the tobacco industry, and ceremoniously observe a “No Smoking Day” once a year. Alcohol industry has been identified as a threat, and some governments are trying to enforce prohibition through law. Unfortunately, we have failed to see the threat to mankind, posed by the razor industry with its blade through micro and macro injuries it inflicts on the skin, inviting deadly infections. Recent researches have shown that shaving is one of the possible ways of spreading AIDS.

The prophets of the razor industry have reduced modern civilization to a mere — “Razor Civilisation.” Unfortunately, the masses have been taken in by the unscrupulous advertising and, in ignorance, have become willing victims. Hopefully, mankind would heed the warning before it is too late and say Goodbye to the mighty razor.

It is also a veiled attack on some religious communities which hold hair and beard sacred and essential for identity. We receive numerous letters from our readers drawing our attention to this campaign and asking us to respond. We certainly take notice of any serious writings or attacks on Sikh doctrines. However, it will be sheer waste of time and energy to react to this kind of nonsense that frequently comes up. We should understand the tactics of the hostile forces and see that we do not fall a prey to their malicious propaganda. While we tread the path of Sikhism, strictly adhering to its principles as a walk on the edge of a sword, we should also beware of the threat of the razor’s edge.

