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do not sit around*



In the enthusiasm generated by the Khalsa Tercentenary, a lot of good things have happened. The Sikh community has received an unprecedented exposure, so that Sikhs are no more ‘extra-terrestrial strangers’ on this planet. Press, radio, TV, and other media have focused their attention on Sikh religion and its history.

Publication of books has received special attention. There is hardly any scholar, interested in Sikh studies, who has not contributed something. A large number of seminars organised by universities and other organisations in India and abroad have yielded a rich harvest of literature eulogising the Tenth Master, highlighting the ideals of Khalsa and throwing fresh light on its role in history.

W H McLeod, who is well known for his controversial writings on Sikhism, has not lagged behind. With nothing fresh to offer, he has thought it necessary to print his four earlier works in one volume under the title Sikhs and Sikhism. The four titles, which constitute practically the entire work done by him on Sikh religion since 1965, are:


–
Guru Nanak and Sikh Religion (1968)


–
Early Sikh Tradition (1975)


–
The Evolution of the Sikh Community (1975)


–
Who is a Sikh? (1987)

Readers know that these publications drew a lot of adverse reviews because of the misinformation projected and the motivated bias against the identity of the Sikh religion as an independent religious faith. Normally we would not have taken any notice of this recent compilation, since the previous ones have been profusely reviewed by us earlier in the columns of the Abstracts, besides several special publications on the subject. However, many among our readers may be reading the collection for the first time, and may not be aware of our response. It seems necessary, therefore, to briefly recall the background. All the more so, since McLeod’s writings might often appear complimentary and eulogistic on the surface, and may not reveal the real motive concealed in cleverly worded statements, which may mislead an unwary reader. One may not even suspect that he is striking at the very roots of Sikhism.

Dr McLeod’s visit to and stay in India lasting nearly two decades was sponsored by a Christian missionary organisation of New Zealand. He was very active throughout this period. We are, however, not aware of anything he wrote on Christianity during this period. All the time he was engaged in subtle attacks on the identity of the Sikh religion. This, he must have believed, was the real service to the cause of Christianity.

Among the first to take notice of Dr McLeod’s writings and to see his real design was Sardar Daljeet Singh. He was later joined by stalwarts like Justice Gurdev Singh, Sardar Jagjit Singh and Dr Gobind Singh Mansukhani. The result was the book, Perspectives On The Sikh Tradition, which was the first comprehensive response to McLeod’s veiled attacks. In a careful analysis, Justice Gurdev Singh summed up his (McLeod’s) propositions as follows:

“Encouraged by the slow action of the Sikhs to such tendentious writings about their faith and their Gurus, McLeod came up with his second book, The Evolution of the Sikh Community. In the five essays covering 104 pages, he has attacked most of the Sikh traditions, institutions and beliefs, questioned their validity and striven to create doubt about others. Some of the propositions put forward by him are:


1.
It is misleading to call Guru Nanak the founder of Sikh religion as he did not originate a new school of thought or set of teachings. ‘What Guru Nanak offers us is the clearest and most highly articulate expression of the nirguna sampardaya, the so-called Sant tradition of Northern India, a system which he inherited, reworked according to his own genius and passed on in a form unequalled by any other representative of the tradition. It was the influence of Nath doctrine and practice upon Vaishnava Bhagti which was responsible for the emergence of the Sant synthesis.’


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


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


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


5. 
The Sikh code of discipline, Rehit Maryada, and Sikh symbols were evolved during the eighteenth century as a result of gradual growth, though the tradition declares they were definitely settled by a pronouncement of Guru Gobind Singh and were a part of the Baisakhi day proceedings in 1699 AD.


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


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


8.
The authenticity of the current version of Guru Granth Sahib, which is widely accepted and used by the Sikhs, is open to question since there are three manuscripts (Birs) available which are not entirely identical.”

Justice Gurdev Singh adds that these propositions “not only belittle the Sikh faith and doctrines in the eyes of the English-speaking people and other non-Sikhs, but also tend to shake the faith of the younger generation of the Sikhs in their religion, Guru, Scriptures, institutions and all that they inherit.” In this 455-page publication, all the above propositions were challenged by eminent scholars like Sardar Daljeet Singh, Sardar Jagjit Singh, Dr Noel Q King, Dr Hari Ram Gupta, Dr Ganda Singh, and Dr Harbans Singh. Even Khushwant Singh, known for his by no means orthodox views, had this to write in the Foreword:

“Dr McLeod jettisoned the entire corpus of secondary material and came to the conclusion that since there is very little historical material in the hymns of Guru Nanak and Bhai Gurdas’ Vaars, the life-story of Guru Nanak is based on fiction. He went further and maintained that Guru Nanak only stated religious beliefs current during his time and should not be regarded as the founder of a new faith.

“In his second book, The Evolution of the Sikh Community, Dr McLeod carried his thesis forward and cast doubts on the metamorphosis of the pacifist Nanakprastha Sikhs to the militant fraternity of the Khalsa. He described it as more due to the large scale incursion of the Jats into the Khalsa Panth rather than as something planned out by the Sixth Guru Hargobind, and the last Guru, Guru Gobind Singh...

“It was evident that Dr Hew McLeod was on weak ground and some of his conclusions erroneous.”

Immediately after its registration in 1989, the Institute of Sikh Studies took serious notice of these attacks, and brought out a booklet, Some Recent Publications On Sikhism: An Evaluation, dealing with McLeod’s publications in which eminent scholars like Sardar Daljeet Singh, Dr Gurdarshan Singh and Dr Gobind Singh Mansukhani refuted Dr McLeod's malicious claims. 

Another 333-page book edited by Dr Jasbir Singh Mann and Harbans Singh Saraon was published by the Sikh community of North America, Irvine, Ca, USA, in 1989, mainly to refute the misinformation being propagated by McLeod.
Two more books that exposed the motivated campaign of misrepresentation of Sikhism by McLeod may also be mentioned :


1. 
Fundamental Issues in Sikh Studies; edited by Dr Kharak Singh, Dr G S Mansukhani and Dr Jasbir Singh Mann, published by Institute of Sikh Studies, 1992.


2. 
Recent Researches in Sikhism; edited by Dr Jasbir Singh Mann and Dr Kharak Singh, published by Punjabi University, Patiala, 1992.

These books are based on papers contributed by top scholars on Sikh religion in a series of seven seminars held in 1990-91 in the UK, Canada and the USA, including one at the University of Toronto, where Dr McLeod was holding the Sikh Studies chair at that time.

Dr Trilochan Singh wrote a comprehensive criticism of McLeod’s writings in his well-researched 418-page book, Ernest Trumpp and W H McLeod As Scholars of Sikh History, Religion, and Culture, in 1994, demolishing his entire fabrication. After a detailed analysis of Dr McLeod’s formulations, Dr Trilochan Singh concludes, “Neither the present policy of the Indian Government, nor isolated but virulently hostile coterie of Christians like Dr Hew McLeod in Berkeley and Toronto having some support from like-minded accomplices in our universities, can ever succeed in clouding the truth about Sikh people, their religion and history for long. The dark clouds of false constructions and mischievous lies published to slander the Sikhs and Sikhism cannot succeed in either demoralising or crushing Sikhs and Sikhism.”

On McLeod’s exercise in confusion of Sikhism with nirguna sampardaya and vaishnava bhagti, Dr Trilochan Singh says, “...prejudiced and hostile writers like McLeod and his group can fool some people for some time with their irrelevant, irrational and absurd theories about Sikh history and doctrines, but they cannot fool all the people, for all the time.”

In a brief editorial it is neither possible, nor necessary, to review Dr McLeod’s works or the adverse reaction it attracted. Apart from the books mentioned above, the Abstracts Of Sikh Studies has carried from time to time severe criticism of his writings. Our old readers are too familiar with the author of Sikhs and Sikhism to be taken in. This note has been written to caution the new readers who may not know the background.

All said and done, credit must be given to Dr McLeod to provoke the Sikh scholars to study their religion carefully and bring the reality about Sikhism to the notice of the world community. We must also admire his stubbornness, for, in the new compilation of his earlier works, he has not considered it necessary to answer any part of the criticism from reviewers. All he has done is to pour contents of four quarter size bottles into one full size bottle in the hope that bigger size will be more impressive.

While we have adequately answered the criticism emanating from Dr McLeod and his associates in our publications, we cannot afford to relax, however. We have to heed the advice of Dr Noel Q King, who said:

“This means that if properly understood and fairly presented in context and in full, Sikh Scripture and Tradition has nothing to fear from any true criticism properly used. It has never lacked critical acumen of its own. In fact we can say the first Guru was also the first relentless Sikh critic of all empty word-forms, of all religiosity, empty worship and blind acceptance of tradition. It has a living, native-born and organic tradition of criticism... Sikhism has nothing to fear, she has always welcomed scholars from wherever they come, but obviously this does not mean she should sit around and be overtaken by the outside world and by misunderstanding. She has to make sure the truth is established and be prepared to argue it out. She has to have everyone of her own people and well-wishers well informed. The ignorant are not enemies, but Sikhs must not miss a single chance to tell others the truth about their religion.”`
