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Misrepresentation of Sikhism in Western Encyclopaedias*



1. Introductiontc "1. Introduction"
1.1 The purpose of this paper is to draw the attention of the Sikh public in general, and scholars in particular, to the treatment of Sikhism in encyclopaedias and books on comparative religion, published in the West, since the beginning of the present century. There is a wide diversity in the amount of space devoted to the Sikh religion, varying from whole chapters to complete absence in some texts. Treatment of Sikhism as an independent religious system is rare. Frequently Sikhs are described as a sect of Hindus, and Sikhism mentioned, in a passing reference, as an impact of Islam on Hinduism. As compared with other major religions of the world, like Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Hinduism, etc., the space provided for Sikhism, should be considered insignificant.

1.2 Factual errors are common. For example, many publications show Guru Nanak as a disciple of Kabir. Guru Nanak’s mention of some Hindu gods and goddesses has been given as his acceptance of these deities, although he has repeatedly asserted that they are not worthy of religious devotion. One author has made the frivolous suggestion that Guru Hargobind (the Sixth Guru) was an employee of Emperor Jehangir. In some texts, worship of the Hindu goddess Durga has been attributed to Guru Gobind Singh, although there is overwhelming evidence that he was an uncompromising monotheist, and that he recognized no other deity except the Akal Purakh, the Timeless Lord.

1.3 Other features are misinterpretation of Guru Nanak’s system as a syncretism of elements borrowed from Islam and Hinduism, and the alleged ‘pacifism’ of Guru Nanak and the ‘militancy’ of Guru Gobind Singh, questioning the unity of thought of the Ten Masters. Such views are obviously based on a very superficial study of Sikhism.

1.4 The authors of entries on Sikhism were invariably non-Sikhs. It is hard to believe that no Sikh scholars were available for this purpose. The publishers could at least show the entries to some followers of the Sikh faith, who could point out the obvious mistakes. Guru Nanak is the only Prophet whose original writings are available. In his numerous compositions, he has explained his religious philosophy and worldview unambiguously, leaving little scope for misinterpretation. Handicap of the Western non-Sikh scholars appears to have been that they did not have the time or patience to study the original literature, a large part of which had not yet been translated into English or some other Western language. In a few cases, their views also appear to be visibly influenced by their own chauvinism and bias in favour of their own faith, which makes it difficult for them to see merit in another faith.

1.5 Misrepresentations started appearing as early as the beginning of the present century in the encyclopaedias. These were by and large ingored, and it was hoped that in subsequent publications the entries would be entrusted to more knowledgeable scholars. The hope has unfortunately not materialised, and errors continue to be repeated even in recent publications of the eighties. Sikhs are no more confined to a few districts in the Punjab. A Sikh with a beard and turban is now a common sight almost anywhere in the world. People are curious to know about their faith and culture. The information available in the encyclopaedias is highly misleading, and affects their image. An exercise has, therefore, been undertaken to examine the version of Sikhism in major publications. It is proposed to take up the matter with the Publishers with a view to helping them present a correct picture of the Sikh religion, its founder and its followers. This paper is a part of that exercise, covering relevant extracts from selected texts, with suitable comments. This might, as it should, stimulate interest of scholars in this almost completely neglected area, for the benefit of Sikhs in particular, and the world community in general.

II. Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics Vol. IX & XItc "II. Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics Vol. IX & XI"
Ed James Hastings: T & T Clark, 38 George St, New York: Charles Scribers Sons, 153-157, Fifth Av.

2.1 This is the oldest among the encyclopaedias examined, and was published as early as 1917. There are two entries, one on ‘Nanak’ by J W Youngson (Pp 181 to 184 of Vol IX), and the other on ‘Sikhs’ by H A Rose (Pp 507 to 511 of Vol XI). The authors draw heavily on Ernest Trumpp who is known more for his hostility towards Sikhism than his contribution as a scholar. Another source, M A Macauliffe is also mentioned, but is used selectively only where it endorses the biased opinion of Trumpp. For example, while following Trumpp, the Janamsakhis as a source of historical information about the life of Guru Nanak are summarily rejected as ‘rubbish.’ The following remarks of Macauliffe are also quoted as implicit support of the conclusion: “We must premise that several of the details of this and of all the current Janamsakhis appear to us to be simply settings for the verses and sayings of Guru Nanak. His followers and admirers found dainty word pictures in his compositions. They considered under what circumstances they could have been produced, and thus devised the framework of a biography in which to exhibit them to the populace.”

2.2 Referring to the compositions of the Bhagats included in the Adi Granth, the note records:

“It shows to what extent Nanak was indebted to his predecessors in the Indian field of thought within those limits of time, and how much their influence tended to bring about the remarkable reformation that took place. The reformation had begun before his day. Nanak was fourteen years older than Luther, and died eight years before him, and, when that great reformer took his stand for truth at the Diet of Worms, Nanak was in his humble way seeking to guide the Indian people to the recognition of a personal God. The Indian Reformation was salvation from atheism, and we may see in Nanak the highest and the best it reached.”

2.3 The implication of the above is that Guru Nanak merely carried forward a reformation that had been set in motion by earlier Bhagats, and that its scope was limited to salvation from atheism as compared with the much broader and higher Reformation of Luther. Unfortunately, the author has failed to see, much less understand, the full content of Guru Nanak’s message and the revolution brought about by the religion revealed through him, as discussed in this paper.

2.4 But, it does not appear to be the intention of the author to give accurate information about Guru Nanak and the Sikh religion. He appears to be more keen to prove the superiority of his own faith. He writes:



“He (Nanak) fearlessly attacked idolatry, and, if he did not rise to a high degree of spiritual enlightenment, we can only say that Christian truth had not been conveyed to him.”

And again,



“Although it is the fashion among the Sikhs to regard all their Gurus as true Guru (sat gur), yet, when pressed, they tell us that the true guru is God, and the true guru of the Granth Sahib is not Nanak, but is the supreme, the gur dev, the incarnation of God, the sinless one, and it cannot fail to strike the least observant reader of the Granth that the only religion that can satisfy the aspirations of the Sikhs, and disclose the identity of the sat gur, and that claims to do so, is the Christian. Whether Nanak was acquainted with the Christian truth is a debated question, but, whether he was or not, we must allow that being in some degree conversant with the Mohammadan faith, he may have known something of the revelation of God in His Word, the true teacher, God-incarnate, the Lord Jesus Christ.”

2.5 Such remarks about the Prophet of the stature of Guru Nanak, based on ignorance as they are, and the arrogance of the above claims, are certainly not in good academic taste, and are in fact un-Christian. The suggestion that Guru Nanak did not realise the Christian truth, whatever that means, is meaningless. The logic behind the conclusion as to who is true guru, is also difficult to accept.

2.6 There are a couple of other errors in the section relating to Sikhs, contributed by Young. On p 508, Gurditta is described as having entered the Udasi order. Gurditta was a householder. In fact he was a soldier, married twice and had children. Also his death was a sequel to a hunting accident. These two facts hardly conform to the cult of the Udasi sect.

2.7 On the same page, the author records of Guru Tegh Bahadur saying that “he was unworthy of wearing his father’s sword; he proclaimed his ambition to be styled Degh Bahadur, or ‘Lord of the Vessel’, the degh which symbolises the world.” One would like to see any reliable historical evidence in its support. For, ‘Tegh Bahadur’ was the title or name given to him much earlier by his great father Guru Har Gobind, when he displayed extraordinary skill in wielding the sword in an encounter with the Mughal forces.

2.8 Describing the Amrit ceremony, it is stated that “a Sikh who is regular in observing of Sikh rules of conduct, stirs with a dagger some sugar in water in an iron basin, while chanting verses from the Granth.” As a matter of fact, five Sikhs are required to perform the ceremony. No single Sikh can prepare or administer Amrit to himself or anyone else.

III. Modern Religious Movements in Indiatc "III. Modern Religious Movements in India"
J N Farquhar: The Macmillan Company, New York, 1918, Pp 338-343.

3.1 This commentary is important for the purpose of this paper, since it is among earliest ones recorded in the beginning of this century, and it causes some basic mis-statements about Sikhs and their faith; its mistakes have persisted in most of the subsequent publications also. The very first paragraph is as follows:

“Nanak (1469-1538), the founder of the Sikh Sect, was a disciple of the famous teacher Kabir. Except in two matters, his system is practically identical with that of many Vaishnava sects. It is theism, and the main teaching of the founder is highly spiritual in character. Yet the whole Hindu pantheon is retained. The doctrine of transmigration and Karma and the Indian social system remain unaltered.” Let us examine the above statement briefly in the following paragraph:

Was Guru Nanak a Disciple of Kabir?tc "Was Guru Nanak a Disciple of Kabir?"
3.2 The answer is an emphatic No. And no disrespect is meant to the great Saint who is held in highest esteem by all Sikhs. Here we are trying to ascertain a historical fact. As it is, Kabir and Guru Nanak were not contemporaries. There is no historical evidence, to suggest that they ever met each other, much less had they a teacher-disciple relationship. Kabir was a resident of Benaras, while Guru Nanak lived at Talwandi (now Nanakana Sahib) and Sultanpur Lodhi in the Punjab, until he set out on his divine mission around 1500 AD. Guru Nanak did visit Benaras during his sojourn to the East. Kabir had died earlier. None of the reliable Janamsakhis mention a meeting between the Guru and Kabir. During the time of Guru Arjun Dev, approximately 60 years after the death of Guru Nanak, Bhai Gurdas wrote a Var giving a brief biographical account of Guru Nanak. Later Bhai Mani Singh wrote a biography of the Guru on the behest of Sikhs who felt concerned over the interpolations in Janamsakhis by interested parties. Neither of these two writings bear any mention of any meeting between Kabir and Guru Nanak. In the Guru’s own writings, we do not find any reference to a dialogue with Kabir, nor has Kabir or any of his successors ever made such a claim.

3.3 Fundamental difference between Kabir’s system and that of Guru Nanak is their attitude towards women and pacifism (ahimsa). Religions like Islam, Judaism and Sikhism accept total social responsibility, and reject celibacy and ahimsa. Kabir, however, was a misogynist, and accepted ahimsa. This is exactly contrary to the fundamentals of Guru Nanak, who recommends a householder's life and equality of men and women. He also accepts total social participation and responsibility, and clearly rejects ahimsa. True, they are both monotheists, but their over-all worldviews are clearly contrasting. Evidently, a person rejecting ahimsa could “never be a disciple of Kabir.”

3.4 The question that remains to be answered is that in spite of overwhelming evidence to the contrary, how did this view as to Guru Nanak being a disciple of Kabir gain currency? Fortunately, apart from the warnings of Bhai Gurdas and Bhai Mani Singh against falsification of the life history of Guru Nanak, the question has been examined in detail by M A Macauliffe.1  According to him, “There were three great schisms of the Sikh religion which led to the falsification of old, or of the composition of new Janamsakhis. The schismatics were known as the Udasis, the Minas and the Handalis. The first schism of the Sikhs began immediately after the demise of Guru Nanak. Some of his followers adopted Sri Chand, his elder son, as his successor, and repudiated the nomination of Guru Angad.” “The second schismatic body of the Sikhs were the Minas. Ram Dass, the fourth Guru, had three sons, Prithi Chand, Mahadev and Arjun. Prithi Chand proved unfilial and disobedient, Mahadev became a religious enthusiast, while Arjun, the youngest, followed in the steps of his father. To Arjun, therefore, he bequeathed the Guruship. Prithi Chand is stigmatised as Mina or deceitful, a name given to a robber tribe of Rajputana. Prithi Chand, however, warned his followers against association with the Sikhs of Guru Arjun.” “ The Handalis, the third schismatic sect of the Sikhs, were the followers of Handal, a Jat of Majha, who had been converted to the Sikh religion by Guru Amar Das, the third Sikh Guru. Bidhi Chand, a descendant of Handal, was a Sikh priest at Jandiala, in the Amritsar district. He took unto himself a Mohammadan woman, to whom he was attached rather by ties of love than of law, and upon this he was abondoned by his followers.”

3.5 “He then devised a religion of his own, and compiled a Granth and a Janamsakhi. In both he sought to exalt to the rank of a chief apostle his father, Handal, and degrade Guru Nanak, the legitimate Sikh Guru. For this purpose creative fancy was largely employed.”

The motive behind this is clear, viz., degrading Guru Nanak. The suggestion that Guru Nanak was a disciple of Kabir, is a part of the same conspiracy.

3.6 Kabir is, and will continue to be, held in a very high esteem in the Sikh world. The Gurus respected Kabir’s teachings, and common areas in their preachings are by no means inconsiderable. That is why Guru Arjun incorporated selected compositions of Kabir in the Adi Granth. Here it is necessary to add that not all his works form a part of the Holy Book. Only such compositions as conform to the system of Guru Nanak’s thought, have been included.

3.7 With regard to the Hindu Pantheon, which, in the author’s view, is retained by Guru Nanak, it must be understood that the deities of Hindu mythology are mentioned in the Guru’s compositions only to say that they are not worthy of religious devotion.

Was Guru Nanak’s System Identical with Vaishnavism?tc "Was Guru Nanak’s System Identical with Vaishnavism?"
3.8 Very often Guru Nanak’s system is confused not only with the Sargun system of Vaishnavas but also with that of Kabir and other Bhagats. Under the superficial identity, however, there is a divergence of a far reaching consequence, which is frequently missed. The subject has been examined in detail by Daljeet Singh. In the limited space available here the best thing will be to quote his conclusion:

“Our discussion reveals that the so-called devotional systems may be divided into three clear-cut categories. To the first category belong Vaisnavism and Nathism where devotion is purely formal and confined mainly to image worship or Yogic, meditational and ascetic practices. The value of ritualism is recognized. In the social field, the caste system forms the sanctified spiritual basis of man’s social and moral ethics and duties; or the world is renounced and a monastic life of asceticism and celibacy is taken up... The second devotional system is of men like Plotinus, Sufis, Christian mystics and Sants like Kabir, Ravidas and Namdev. The history of this devotional system in India and outside shows that saints of this group, while they accept the principle of human equality, resort primarily to a system of faith and meditation for spiritual attainments. They, as stated by Niharranjan Ray, work just as individuals, purely for their own salvation or personal, religious and spiritual aims and aspirations. Their love or devotion is directed towards God with the goal of union with Him as an end in itself. Here in the words of Ray, ‘there is absolute surrender as much to the personal God as to the established social order.’ In this category man’s love of God does not move in the field of social concern, responsibility or involvement. The methodology adopted is of meditation and interiority. In the third group, to use the inimitable words of Bergson, man’s love of God is transformed into ‘God’s love for all men.’ Here the sole religious path, both for the seeker and the superman, is through deeds prompted by the love of man and God’s attributive Will. Just as Vaisnavism falls into the first category, Sikhism belongs to the third category.”

3.9 In Vaishnavism, like other earlier Indian traditions, the world is considered a misery or suffering, a mithya, and, for liberation, sanyasa, asceticism, celibacy and yogic practices enjoy high spiritual value. The religious or spiritual aims and aspirations are personal, with little or no concern for society or the established social order. “In Sikhism or according to Guru Nanak, the world is real. In fact, it is the abode of the True Lord, and birth as a human being is a great privilege, since it gives one the great opportunity of not only knowing the truth but also the more glorious privilege of living it; of not only understanding the Creative Will but also of carrying it out. For, God works not through miracles, but through man whose resources and capacity are enormous. Therefore, in Sikhism the ideal is not only to know the truth but to live truth. Realisation of truth is not an end in itself, but only means to the highest end of creative living, the latter alone being the correct test and index of the former. In fact such an effort is not optional but obligatory, it being the sole measure of spirituality.”2,3  

3.10 The cults of Vaishnavism and Bhakti are much older than Sikhism. Guru Nanak came on the scene much later. A look at the history would indicate that while the Sants and the Vaishnavites carefully avoided involvement in the socio-political field, Guru Nanak, his successors and followers were repeatedly involved in defence of righteousness and confrontation with the forces of oppression and injustice. The fifth and the ninth Gurus made supreme sacrifices for this cause. The last Guru (Gobind Singh) sacrificed his all, including his four sons, and inspired the entire community of his followers to leap into the struggle which lasted for several decades, and effectively ended the regular tide of invasions from the North-West that had plagued India for over a thousand years. This contrast in the historical record is not merely incidental. “It represents the compulsive consequences of the ideologies and objectives of the different religious systems.”4 
3.11 This should be enough to show that Guru Nanak’s system was not identical with that of Vaishnava sect or Kabir.

Indian Social Systemtc "Indian Social System"
3.12 The author says that the Indian social system remains unaltered in Guru Nanak’s system. As every one knows the Indian social system was, and still is based on caste system. There are four main castes and hundreds of subcastes in the social hierarchy. The lowest ones are Sudras who are untouchable. Even their shadow is enough to cause pollution, and they have no other rights except to perform menial jobs that the higher castes will not look at. Women also were given a lower status. Guru Nanak’s crusade against the caste system is well known. There are numerous verses in which he decries discrimination between man and man on the basis of caste. Examples are:

“I consider all men high and I acknowledge none as low.

One God hath fashioned all the vessels,

One light pervades the Whole creation.”5  

“Appreciate the light, do not ask for caste.

There is no caste hereafter.”6  
‘’Vain chatter is the boast of caste,

Vain chatter is the boast of fame.”7  
“Caste can gain nothing,

Truth within will be tested.”8  
“Of no avail is the caste by birth...

 A man’s caste or faith is determined

by the works he performs.”9  
“(It is said) The dharma of Jogis is to acquire gnosis. 

The dharma of Brahmins is what is ordained in the Vedas. 

The dharma of Kshatriyas is the dharma of the brave, 

And the dharma of Sudras is to serve others. 

But a universal dharma should be one for all. 

Nanak is a slave to one who understands this secret, 

For he is the image of the God impeccable.”10  
“There are the lowly among the low castes, 

And there are the lowliest among them. 

Nanak stands by their side.

Why should he look to the higher castes?

Where the lowly are cared for,

It is there that the grace of the Lord is showered.”11  
3.13 The other major area of inequality in the Indian society was the status of women. Even in higher castes under certain circumstances, women were treated like Sudras. Woman was considered deceitful, a temptress, and a hindrance to spiritual progress. Guru Nanak’s was the first great voice raised in favour of equality of sexes. Towards the end of a long stanza written to plead the cause of equality for women, he demands:

“How can you call her inferior, who gives birth to Kings?”12  

3.14 Guru Nanak attacked social vices like suttee (burning of widows), female infanticide and slavery. He opened the door of religious, social and material development to all human beings irrespective of caste, creed, gender or social status. He practised every word of what he preached. He chose for his companion a low caste Muslim, Mardana. During his travels he preferred to stay with low caste people over the high castes. At Kartarpur, where he settled eventually, he started a community kitchen where everybody ate together. Everybody worked and was required to do all kinds of duties. His successors continued and even intensified the reforms. Guru Amar Das never granted audience to anybody who was reluctant to eat from the common kitchen. He assigned responsible positions to women in the missionary set-up organised by him. Guru Gobind Singh completely abolished the caste system among his devotees by making them drink Amrit from a common bowl at the Amrit (baptism) ceremony. He declared that everybody joining the order was his son.

3.15 It should be abundantly clear from the above that in Guru Nanak’s system the Indian social order received his attention and he materially altered it. In fact what the Guru and his successors achieved amounts to a complete revolution. The point has been more completely elaborated by Jagjit Singh in his book ‘The Sikh Revolution.’13  

tc ""
Other Commentstc "Other Comments"
3.16 Comments are necessary also on a few other points in the author’s note. Some of these are:

a. On pages 335-336 he writes:

‘’This volume is called the Adi Granth or ‘Original Book.’ The Tenth Guru added a great deal of fresh material; and the result is the Granth Sahib, or Noble Book of the Sikhs.” The correct position is that Guru Gobind Singh did not add any of his compositions to the Adi Granth. The hymns of his father, Guru Tegh Bahadur, were, however, incorporated in the volume compiled by the Fifth Guru. His own compositions, were collected much later. The Guruship was conferred only on the Adi Granth, which alone embodies the Canon.

b. At the bottom of p 336 is the following remark:

“The Khalsa became strong to resist the Mughals, but their organisation cut them off from their fellow-countrymen, and made them practically a new caste.” The Khalsa can never become a caste, since it is a voluntary order open to everybody. The caste, on the other hand, is determined by birth. The Khalsa was highly respected by the common man because of the sacrifices made by them for the cause of the dharma, righteousness and the poor people. In fact Khalsa provided an ideal, and ordinary people, particularly among the Sikhs, aspired to become its members.

IV. Hindu World: An Encyclopaedic Survey of Hinduismtc "IV. Hindu World\: An Encyclopaedic Survey of Hinduism"
Vol Il, pp 396-399,

by Benjamin Walker: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,

Ruskin House, Museum Street, London, 1968.

4.1 The more important among the points in the section relating to Sikhs in this publication which need comments, are briefly reproduced below:

4.2 Sikhs have been described as a sect of reformist Hindus founded by Nanak... who was greatly influenced by the reformer Kabir... who owes much to Kabir. (Pages 396 and 398). On p 121, it is stated:

‘Early in life he (Guru Nanak) came under the influence of the great religious reformer Kabir to whom he was indebted for some of his later doctrines.’

The question of Sikhism as an independent religious system has been discussed in detail earlier, and needs no repetition. The mere fact that the Guru was born of Hindu parents and that majority of his initial followers were of Hindu origin, does not make his religious system a part of Hinduism. Similarly, the position of Guru Nanak, vis-a-vis, Kabir has been explained in an earlier section. The existence of some common areas in the religious beliefs of the two, does not make one indebted to or a disciple of the other.

4.3 Guru Tegh Bahadur: The author records on p 396:

“It is said that during his imprisonment he (Guru Tegh Bahadur) was charged with looking in the direction of the Emperor’s harem, to which the Guru replied, ‘Emperor, I was not gazing at your queen’s apartments. I was looking in the direction of the Europeans who are coming from beyond the western Seas to tear down your purdah and destroy your empire.”

The story is ridiculous and highly improbable, since it assumes (a) that the prison was located in the vicinity of Aurangzeb’s harem, (b) that his prisoners awaiting death sentence were free to move out and gaze at the Queen’s apartments, and (c) that Guru Tegh Bahadur who gave his life for human rights and religious freedom of his own people, could think of replacing the Mughals with Europeans as rulers. The story was obviously planted by an interested party, of the East India Company to justify and perpetuate its foreign rule over India. A parallel is found in the story invented during the Mughal rule that when Babur met Guru Nanak, the latter blessed him with the Indian Empire for seven generations. Needless to say that this and such stories are baseless.

4.4 Guru Gobind Singh: The book acknowledges that “Guru Gobind Singh knew Sanskrit, Persian and Arabic, wrote inspiring poetry of great literary excellence in Punjabi, and was also the author of what is known as the Dasam Granth.”(p 396)

It may be added, however, that his works written in Punjabi, available to us, are limited. Bulk of his compositions are in Braj Bhasha, and their literary excellence is also unquestionable. Apart from this the author has made some remarks about the Guru, which are damaging and without basis. For example,

“He is said to have introduced into Sikhism the worship of the terrible goddess, Durga.”

“There is no doubt that the violent philosophy he preached was far removed from the gentle philosophy of pacifism of Guru Nanak. Gandhi referred to him as ‘a misguided patriot.’” Bhai Vir Singh, the great Sikh scholar, published a book ‘Devi Pujan Partal’14  in Punjabi, in which he has examined the alleged worship of the goddess Durga by Guru Gobind Singh. He has concluded that the story is a pure fabrication. The Guru was at Paonta Sahib during the period when the Havan to please the goddess is alleged to have been performed. In all his known authentic works, the Guru praises only One Supreme Lord, the Akal Purakh. He accepts no other deity including gods, goddesses or even the avtaars. The same injunction was issued to the Khalsa at the time of Amrit, and has been handed down by tradition to the present day. He taught his disciples not to depend upon gods or goddesses, but be self-reliant. They must wage the fight against evil forces themselves taking the sword in hand and lay down their lives in the battlefield, if necessary. If still the story of the worship of the goddess has persisted, it is because it has been planted in a most subtle manner by Brahmins, the challenge to whose authority started with Guru Nanak, and reached a climax, when Guru Gobind Singh opened the doors of the Khalsa Order to one and all who believed in One Akal Purakh and were prepared to fight for the cause of dharma (righteousness).

4.5 The alleged discrepancy between the philosophies of Guru Gobind Singh and Guru Nanak results from a superficial look and a lack of understanding in depth. In fact it does not exist. Guru Nanak never preached a philosophy of pacifism. Realising that the root cause of people’s misery was their spiritual degeneration, he emphasised the need for their spiritual uplift. But he did not neglect the worldly aspect of life. He exhorted the people to uphold their honour and self respect and fight the tyrant. He says: 



“Should one’s honour be violated, while living,



All one eats is undeserved.”15  

Again,



“To what avail are worship without honour,



Discipline without truth,



And the sacred thread devoid of moral restraint?”16  

He founded a society that would face aggression like heroes. His challenge was:



“If you want to play the game of love,



Come to my path, holding your head on your palm.”17 
Again, he calls God ‘Destroyer of the evil’, ‘Annihilator of the devilish,’ and “1f God wills, He brandishes the sword to cut the head of the enemy.” 18  

4.6 When Babur invaded India, and his troops plundered cities and temples and murdered countless innocent men, women and children, Guru Nanak could not remain quiet and content with his rosary. His famous composition ‘Babur Vani, 19  expresses his deep anguish over the atrocities committed by the ‘Horde of Sin’, as he calls the army of Babur. He not only condemned the aggre​ssor, he also took to task the local rulers for their unpreparedness and failure to protect their subjects. “If a powerful lion attacks a herd of cattle, the master is squarely responsible.” he said. He shared the intensity of his feelings with God thus: “O Lord, did you not experience any pain over the suffering of such magnitude?” 

In the light of the above views who would say that Guru Nanak preached a philosophy of pacifism?

4.7 The fifth Guru, Guru Arjun Dev, affirms Guru Nanak’s philosophy. In the same vein, this apostle of peace says:

“First accept death, forget the desire to live,

and then with humility come to me.”  20  

Guru Gobind Singh’s philosophy was no different. He declares, ‘When all other means fail, it is justified to take the sword in hand in the cause of righteousness.”21  Thus, when Guru Gobind Singh launched the Khalsa Order, he simply carried out something that was envisaged in Guru Nanak’s plans. In the words of Dr Gokal Chand Narang ‘the steel required for the sword of Guru Gobind Singh was provided by Guru Nanak.’ 22  The complete unity, consistency and continuity of the message of all the Ten Gurus, including Guru Nanak Dev and Guru Gobind Singh, are expressed in the Guru Granth Sahib: 

“Ika bani Ik Gur Iko sabad veechar.” 23  

(Trans: The Revelation is one, the Guru is one, the interpretation or contemplation of the Word is also the same.)

4.8 Reference to Guru Gobind Singh as a ‘misguided patriot’ could only result from a lack of study of the Guru’s life and philosophy and from ignorance of political, social and religious conditions of his times. In Bachittar Natak the Guru has stated the purpose of his birth very clearly. It was to propagate dharma, protection of the saints and to end oppression and tyranny, both political and religious. He had come to guide humanity out of superstition, political subjugation and misery. His was a divine mission. Who could misguide him? He had studied the history of previous centuries during which all non-violent means had been tried without success. He realised what should be obvious to any impartial student of Indian history, that adherence to ahimsa in all situations, had done incalculable harm to the society, and was responsible for its misery. He reached the most carefully considered conclusion that “for a righteous cause, when all other means fail, it is justified to take to arms.” 24  That is what he did. He inspired the people to fight for their honour and freedom. He organised them and trained them. He taught them to make sacrifices for a noble cause and to overcome the fear of death with his personal example. The humble people, who had been treated worse than animals, saw in him their saviour, and responded to his call. Under his guidance and inspiration, the people shed the fear of the mighty Mughal Empire and, after a prolonged struggle, succeeded in bringing about its downfall, and establishing their own government. It was due to Guru Gobind Singh that freedom dawned in the country after centuries of slavery. How could Guru Gobind Singh be called an innovator, when five out of the Ten Gurus maintained an army and wielded the sword, and when the Fifth of them had created a ‘state within a state’, and, apart from organising the wherewithal for militarisation, had left instructions for his young son, Guru Hargobind, to raise an army. The subsequent Gurus including Guru Gobind Singh only continued the tradition.

4.9 For Mahatma Gandhi, ahimsa (non-violence) was a creed and a cure for all ills. Let us take one incident out of Indian history, reported by the official reporter of Mahmud Ghaznavi who invaded India several times during the eleventh century. He records that when Mahmud’s troops were plundering the famous Hindu Temple of Somnath and breaking the images of the deities, people from the neighbouring 300 villages collected and sat chanting mantras. Not one of them resisted or raised a little finger to stop the soldiers from desecrating the Temple. Probably they had received the traditional pacifist ‘guidance’ from some Mahatma. Anybody who would fight or ask others to fight, would be dubbed as ‘misguided’. Ahimsa or pacifism has its votaries, but the Sikh Gurus are not among them. It is both self-righteous and narrow for Toynbee to measure Prophet Mohammad by the pacifist standards of his own religion and criticise him severely. It is equally myopic for pacifist Gandhi to see Guru Gobind Singh through the lens of his own prejudices, especially, when it is well known that he gave up pacifism, when it suited his interests. In Sikhism, the ideal is a ‘Saint-Soldier’ (Sant-Sipahi) or Gurmukh, and not a pacifist recluse who is considered escapist.

4.10 Ranjit Singh : It has been stated that when Maharaja Ranjit Singh died, four of his wives and seven slave women were burnt with him in accordance with the Hindu practice of suttee. While this may be a historical fact, it needs to be pointed out that the practice was strongly condemned by the Gurus. The Sikh religion does not approve of it. The Maharaja had died. He cannot be held responsible for the act of suttee. The fact is that it was his Hindu wives who did the suttee according to their own beliefs.

4.11 Guru Granth Sahib: The remarks regarding the Guru Granth Sahib include the following:

“The Granth does not quite escape polytheism, as it practically assumes the Hindu pantheon, and it accepts the doctrine of Karma and transmigration.” 

“In the course of time the Granth suffered many doctrinal modifications and has yielded much to Hinduism. The teachings of Guru Gobind Singh were again of a different character, being militant, in accordance with the needs of the age in which he lived.”

The above observations show complete ignorance of Guru Granth Sahib and Sikh history. No doubt, the Sikhs accept the doctrine of Karma and transmigration. However, Sikhs believe strictly in One God, and Guru Granth Sahib clearly rejects polytheism. The Guru Granth starts with the Mul Mantra beginning with Ik Onkar, which means that there is only One God who is immanent. According to the Sikh Gurus, God is a Being to be approached and loved, as a fond and faithful wife loves her spouse. Guru Nanak calls Him Nirankar, that is, without form. Bhai Gurdas spoke of Him as formless, without equal, wonderful, and not perceptible by the senses. At the same time, all the Gurus believed that He is immanent in His creation. In fact, the Guru emphasises that “God is One, brother, He is One Alone.” 25 
4.12 There has not been even the slightest change, doctrinal or otherwise, in the text of the Guru Granth Sahib. In fact, any attempt to make a change would be regarded as heresy. The authenticity of the present Bir of the Granth Sahib, was earlier established by Bhai Jodh Singh, 26  and has recently been confirmed by Daljeet Singh. 27  The bani of Guru Gobind Singh was never incorporated in the Adi Granth, which alone is the Scripture and the Guru or the Sole Guide. So the question of modifications on this account does not arise. With regard to militancy of Guru Gobind Singh, it has been shown earlier, that this was no innovation of the Guru. Four earlier Gurus had maintained an army, and Guru Nanak had himself rejected ahimsa as a creed.

Other Remarkstc "Other Remarks"
4.13 Some of the other remarks in this entry that deserve attention, are reproduced below:

“Critics have frequently pointed out that while Sikhism ostensibly dropped many features of Hinduism, it has itself adopted similar features in a disguised form.”

“Nanak is regarded as an incarnation of God. It is believed that Nanak performed miracles. The other Gurus are regarded as incarnations of Nanak, assuming his divinity upon their formal installation.”

“Sikhism set its face against ceremonial and meaningless repetition of the name of God, although Sikhs now lay great emphasis on the Name.”

4.14 Sikhs do not believe in the theory of Avtaarhood (Incarnation). Guru Nanak declared in the Mul Mantra that God is Ajuni, i.e., He never takes birth. The so-called avtaars (prophets) are His creation. “Cursed be the tongue that says ‘God incarnates,’” 28 records the Guru Granth Sahib. Guru Nanak never claimed that he was God incarnate, nor did any of his successors do so. They considered themselves His servants. Guru Gobind Singh warns:

“He who calls me God, shall fall into the fire pit of hell. I am the servant of the Supreme Lord, come to see the wonderful Drama of this world.” 29  

After having baptised the Five Piaras, he, in all humility, requested them to baptise him too. No knowledgeable Sikh has ever claimed that the Gurus were incarnations of God. They are given profound reverence for the Lord’s Word delivered through them.

4.15 Neither Guru Nanak, nor any other Guru ever claimed any miracles, and there is no mention of these in the Adi Granth. Bhai Gurdas has quoted Guru Nanak as saying, “Apart from the Word of the Lord and the holy congregation, there is no other miracle.” 30  The stories invented by some ignorant or interested people should not be confused with the spirit of Sikhism or the Gurus’ teachings.

4.16 The doctrine of Naam in Sikhism is not mere repetition of a name. In fact, the Guru Granth clearly says “Everyone repeats God’s name. But such repetition is not the way to God.” 31  “With guile in the heart he practices guile, but mutters God’s name. He is pounding husk, and is in darkness and pain.” 32  “One mutters God’s name, but practices evil daily. In this way heart is not purified.” 33  Naam is realisation of the immanence of God in everything, and expresses itself as love and service of humanity, following the examples of the Gurus themselves. For, the Guru Granth says that it is by ”one’s deeds that man is assessed in His Court,” and ‘’by our deeds alone we are near or away from God.”

V. Asian Religionstc "V. Asian Religions"
Geoffery Parrinder; Sheldon Press, London (1977)
5.1 The author has made the following observations:

“Nanak did not intend at first to found a sect, but disciples were attracted by his teaching. The word Sikh means ’disciple.’ He declared ‘There is no Hindu and no Muslim.’ This bold utterance and his songs, attracted considerable attention. He passed his life partly in teaching and partly in retirement.”

“As a poet Nanak differs from Kabir, but as a social and religious reformer, he did much to bring Hindus and Muslims together. He strongly opposed formalism in worship, and inculcated devotion to one God.”

“Persecution under the Mughals caused the Sikhs to take up arms, and henceforth they have regarded themselves as a military brotherhood, more akin to missionary Islam, usually distasteful to Hindus. Distinctive features were adopted for Sikhs which have remained as their badge: the hair must not be cut, a steel comb, a bangle must be worn, together with shorts and a sword.”

5.2 There is one factual error in the above statements. A ’steel’ comb is mentioned in the five distinctive features for Sikhs. While a comb is one of the five K’s, it need not be of steel. More often and almost always the comb worn by Sikhs is wooden. It is believed that the combs adopted by the Five Piaras, when they were initiated by Guru Gobind Singh, were wooden. There could, however, be no objection against a steel comb either.

The other Mistaken Suggestiontc "The other Mistaken Suggestion"
5.3 “Persecution under the Mughals caused the Sikhs to take up arms.” There is no doubt that the Sikhs resisted persecution. But it was not merely a reaction to circumstance. It was in accordance with the doctrines laid down by the founder of the Sikh faith, Guru Nanak, who had enjoined upon his followers to resist oppression and injustice not only on themselves but even on others who were weak and poor. Guru protested strongly against tyranny of the invaders and oppression of the local rulers. The Guru preached a whole-life philosophy that involved defence of self and society, and full development of the individual and the society, socially, spiritually and economically. His successor, Guru Angad did not neglect any of these aspects. He took concrete steps to develop the physical fitness and fighting qualities of his disciples. There is a gurdwara at Khadur Sahib, called ‘Mal Akhara’ (literally Wrestlers’ Ring) at the spot where he used personally to supervise wrestling and other physical fitness activities of his disciples. Diet in the langar (the common kitchen) received personal attention of the Guru’s wife, Mata Khivi ji. This was continued during the Third and the Fourth Gurus. The Fifth Guru, Arjun Dev ji gave special military training to his son, Har Gobind, who became the Sixth Guru after the martyrdom of Guru Arjun Dev while in Mughal captivity. Guru Hargobind formally donned two swords, one the insignia of miri (empirical life), and the other of piri (spiritual life). Following instructions of his father, he organised a regular army, and actually fought and won several battles with the local Mughal Chiefs or Rulers. The two swords meant that the miri aspect which had always been there, became more visible than it had been earlier, because of the increased numerical strength and better organisation of the Sikhs. The two swords also demonstrated that the piri aspect was equally important, and that it was not neglected or discarded, as some critics would have us believe. In Sikhism, the strength for physical resistance to evil or oppression and injustice, derives from spiritual development. So emphasis on spiritual aspect continued undiminished. There was no doctrinal change involved in wearing two swords by Guru Hargobind. It is very important to understand that in Sikhism the insignia for piri (spirituality) is also a sword, and not a rosary, showing the basic combination of the spiritual with the empirical in Guru Nanak’s system.

5.4 Another statement that needs to be contradicted is that “He (Guru Nanak) passed his life partly in teaching and partly in retirement.” This indirectly suggests that the Guru became a recluse and gave up interest in life and the world. This is absolutely incorrect. He never retired, but actively carried on his mission upto the last day of his life. He made sure that the mission continued even after his death, by appointing a worthy successor like Guru Angad Dev, who was selected after a very rigorous test.

5.5 It is incorrect that Guru Nanak at first did not intend to found a society, or that he passed his time partly in retirement, or that it became a military brotherhood because of Mughal persecution. Guru Nanak’s system is based on a whole-life philosophy, involving full development of the individual and society, in their spiritual, social and economic aspects. Since his religion accepts combination of the spiritual and empirical aspects of life, or the miri-piri doctrine, he organised a fraternal society, recommending total participation and responsibility in all walks of life and making reaction against injustice an essential duty of the religious man. It was in this context that militarisation of the society took place, since Sikhism permits the use of force as a last resort for a righteous cause. The Indian society suffered from two major maladies, viz., caste discrimination in the social field and injustice and oppression in the political field. The Sikh society created institutions and succeeded to a large extent in solving both of these problems.

He founded a classless community of his followers, in which everybody like himself, worked, and ate together from a common kitchen, in a ‘pangat,’ regardless of caste or origin. His concept of equality between man and woman was revolutionary. Most Indian traditions regarded her as a ‘temptress,’ a ‘nagini,’ ‘a gateway to hell,’ ‘polluted’ and ‘unworthy of spiritual pursuits.’ Elaborating the crucial role of woman in society and in life, Guru Nanak asked, “How can you call one, who gives birth to kings, inferior?” Guru Nanak’s concept of perfect equality, arises from the immanence of God in all creatures, and His Love. His love and concern for the common man expressed itself in protests against exploitation of the poor and the weak. He condemned the brutalities and barbarities perpetrated by the invaders, whom he described as ‘horde of sin.’ He took to task the local rulers for their unpreparedness to face the invading armies, and called them ‘man-eating beasts,’ and their officials as ‘hounds’ for their exploitation of the poor, innocent and helpless subjects. He attacked the hypocrisy of the religious leaders, who had become a party to the plunder and the exploitation. He criticised the yogis and the ascetics, for their parasitism and escapism. He raised a strong voice against oppression and injustice, and exhorted the people to resist these. In fact, he founded a society to resist evil in society and to fight injustice. Thus was laid the foundation of the doctrine of miri-piri, which became a fundamental element in the Sikh philosophy.

tc ""
VI. Dictionary of Comparative Religion tc "VI. Dictionary of Comparative Religion "
Ed S G F Brandon; Charles Scribner’s Sons, New York. 1970 (Ninian Smart)
6.1 An extract from the entry on Sikhism is reproduced below:
“Sikhism: The Sikhs (literally ‘Disciples’), though belonging originally to a movement designed to see unity between best in Islam and best in Hinduism have evolved a distinctive religion and culture of their own... The tendencies towards unified devotionalism were crystallised in the life and teachings of Nanak, first of the ten Gurus or leader of Sikh community. He preached unity of God... centrality of devotion (Bhakti), summed up in the repetition of divine name, equality of men of different castes, evils of image worship, importance of brotherly love and need of a guru as a guide. None of these elements was precisely original to Nanak.” (p 576)

6.2 The above interpretation of Sikhism as a blend or amalgam of selected features drawn from Hinduism and Islam, denying any originality to Guru Nanak, has been repeatedly advanced by some Western scholars. This notion of syncretism is obviously based on a superficial study of Sikhism or the doctrines of Guru Nanak. No religion has survived on borrowed ideas in history. Din-i-Ilahi of Akbar is a well known example. Sikhism is a revealed religion based on the mystic experience of its founder, Guru Nanak, of the Reality or God. He saw God as ‘All Love, the rest He is ineffable.’ 34  He saw God as ‘Creator who is immanent in His creation, loves it and looks after it.’ He saw God as ‘Ocean of Virtues.’ He saw God as ‘Self-existent and as One who never takes birth.’ The roots of Guru Nanak’s religious life lie in his unique experience of Love of God. Guru Nanak’s bhakti is not mere repetition of a name. His bhakti is an intense love of God and His creation which expresses itself in the service of mankind, and carrying out His altruistic Will. In fact, the goal in Sikhism is to recognise and carry out the altruistic Will of God. Most religions are a search for Truth. Guru Nanak went a step further. He said: ‘Truth is higher than everything; Higher still is True Living.’ 35  Virtuous deeds based on morality and ethics form the crux of Guru Nanak’s system. ‘It is one’s deeds that determine one’s closeness to God.’ 36  He believed the world to be real, as God’s creation, and decried its rejection as mithya. He rejected monasticism and ascetic ways of life, and insisted upon a householder’s life, accepting all domestic and social responsibilities, as a part of the practice of religion. He said: “He alone recognises the way to God, who earns an honest living and shares it with others in need.”37  His notion of equality crossed all previous boundaries, and assumed dimensions which can never be surpassed. He not only condemned the thousands of years old caste system, but took practical steps to abolish it. His companion during his famous world trips was a low caste Muslim, Mardana. At Kartarpur, he continued his mission, created a society in which everybody worked and ate together from a common kitchen (langar).

6.3 Evidently, Guru Nanak gave a completely new system of religious thought based upon his own mystic experience. Its concept of the Ultimate Reality, nature of the Reality, its goals, the methods prescribed to achieve the goal, its worldview and approach to life, its emphasis on moral and ethical deeds, its activism, its acceptance of social responsibility, all point towards its uniqueness and independent status as a religion. It is failure to grasp these elements that has led to suggestions of syncretism in the interpretation of Sikhism. There are scores of hymns in the Guru Granth Sahib, in which Guru Nanak criticises the old traditions. How could he borrow anything from those traditions? Of course, whatever was true in the old religions, and synchronized with his own spiritual experience, was included in the Guru’s system, since, as the Third Nanak says, “Truth never becomes obsolete.”38 

6.4 Common areas are bound to exist amongst all religions; particularly monotheistic religions. Sikhism is no exception. A few common features with Hinduism or Islam, do not justify a syncretic interpretation. In fact, there are more common features between Judaism and Christianity, than between any other two religions. Hence the suggestion is irrelevant, and indicates the Christian missionary’s zeal, rather than a factual reality.

VII. The Encyclopaedia Americana International Edition Vol 24 tc "VII. The Encyclopaedia Americana International Edition Vol 24 "


American Corporation, International Headquarters 575 Lexington Avenue, New York. Copyright Philipines. 1977
7.1 The entry includes the following observations:

“Sikhs, seks, are followers of the Sikh religion, particularly of Guru Gobind Singh, and, by extension, a communal group of East Punjab, India... The religion combines elements of Islam and Hinduism.”

“When Nanak began teaching in 1499, there was almost complete lawlessness under the weak Lodi dynasty and the government was taking active measures to repress Hinduism. Nanak’s doctrines in large part were a response to these chaotic conditions. The core of his belief was Hindu but he was undoubte​dly greatly influenced by Islam.” (P 808)

7.2 The above views do not show any serious study or knowledge of Sikhism and are apparently based on the ‘syncretic’ interpretation of Sikhism, which has been adopted by some Western writers without carefully studying the origin and the doctrines of Sikhism or the teachings of its founder, Guru Nanak. This view has been repudiated and correct position explained in an earlier section. The conclusion may, however, be repeated that Sikhism is a revealed religion based on the mystic experience of Guru Nanak with the Ultimate Reality or God who is the Creator of the universe. God is ineffable, but He is All Love. He is immanent in His creation, loves it and looks after it. A Sikh must express his love for God through service of mankind. He should, therefore, stay in the world and discharge all his domestic and social responsibilies. He should not reject the world as mithya (unreal). He should not take to monasticism or asceticism, which, in the Guru’s opinion, are tantamount to parasitism and escapism. The goal of a Sikh is to carry out the altruistic Will of God, which inevitably involves resistance to oppression and injustice. The Guru’s doctrines have an eternal relevance, and it is wrong to call them a response to one particular situation that prevailed under Lodi rule during the times of Guru Nanak. In fact, Guru Nanak’s system is a whole-life or miri-piri system that, in its essentials, is opposed to the earlier Indian systems that are dichotomous, suggesting withdrawal from empirical life and its responsibilities. 

VIII. Conclusiontc "VIII. Conclusion"
8.1 It should be clear from the preceding examples that many encylopaedias published in the West, contain serious errors of fact as well as understanding of Sikh religion. The list given in this paper is by no means exhaustive. It is only a sample. However, it should not be difficult to imagine the damage done to the cause of Sikhism and the image of its followers, by such wrong views being propagated in the numerous encyclopaedias and other such publications in circulation. It is necessary, therefore, as indicated in the beginning of this paper to examine all the entries on Sikhism, contradict misrepresentations and take up the matter with the publishers, and editors concerned, to ensure necessary corrections in future editions. The present alarming situation demands strict vigilance on the part of scholars in particular, and followers of Sikhism in general. A periodical giving abstracts of all new publications on Sikh religion, history and culture, and highlighting controversial views, would be justified. (Since then the Institute of Sikh Studies, Chandigarh has started a half-yearly periodical called, Abstracts of Sikh Studies).
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