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Panth and the present crisis



The eagerly-awaited tercentenary year of the Khalsa has reached its fag end. Sikhs had looked forward to this historic occasion with great excitement and fond hopes that this year would be the beginning of a saga of peace, prosperity and progress for the community in all parts of the world and would lead to a better understanding of the Sikh faith and greater recognition of the role of its adherents by the world community. The celebrations started on the Vaisakhi day (14th April) of the year 1999 at Anandpur Sahib before an unprecedented gathering estimated at 5-6 million. However, side by side with the official function, a parallel pandal was set up by dissidents supported by former Jathedar of Sri Akal Takht. This was ominous, for the message was that the Panth was divided and that Sikhs could not work together even on a non-controversial issue like the tercentenary celebrations. The rift has since widened, so that nothing worthwhile appears to have been achieved even as the celebrations come to a close.

Sikhs have always looked to Sri Akal Takht for guidance in times of crisis. This time, however, the experience has been different. The recent developments connected with this great institution have been traumatic. As the situation is today, the ‘high priests’ stand divided, and majority of them have questioned some of the edicts issued under the seal of Sri Akal Takht. Three of the five high priests have been ‘excommunicated.’ Even the SGPC President, Bibi Jagir Kaur, is the victim of unceremonious ‘excommunication.’ This has created an atmosphere of uncertainty and fear. The ‘excommunicated’ high priests as well as the SGPC President have refused to accept the edict and are doing their
duties ‘normally.’ To complete the picture we must add the position of Bhai Ranjit Singh who still asserts that he is the real Jathedar and who has planned to hold a Sarbat Khalsa on the coming Vaisakhi to uphold and implement his claim.

The picture could hardly be gloomier. The SGPC President stands debarred. The high priests have lost their feet. The SGPC executive and members are passive spectators to this sordid drama. While on paper, SGPC is supposed to manage the affairs of the Panth and its gurdwaras, in practice the control lies somewhere else. According to press reports, the ball is now in the court of the SAD President Sardar Parkash Singh Badal, who is also the Punjab Chief Minister. In the on going tussle, he has to make the difficult choice between two equally unpleasant alternatives.

Sardar Badal has his own compulsions. He has to please everybody which is sometimes impossible. Caught in a fix, he appears to be delaying the decision. From the postponement of the meeting of the SGPC Executive Committee scheduled for the 16th March 2000, it seems he has implicitly accepted the curbs on the functioning of Bibi Jagir Kaur as President SGPC. The Jathedar Sri Akal Takht has demanded that a Working President be appointed to run the SGPC in place of Bibi Jagir Kaur. This has started a new race for this position, so that Sardar Badal has to face additional pressure from different sides.

Now, a working President can be appointed only by the SGPC President to look after affairs of the SGPC in his/her behalf. It is most unfortunate that a situation has arisen in which the control of the SGPC has moved into hands outside it. The members or the Executive Committee of the SGPC appear to have no say. This makes the SGPC virtually irrelevant, and the purpose for which it was created stands completely defeated.

A number of suggestions have appeared in the press to deal with the present disturbing situation. Orthodox view insists that all edicts issued by the Jathedar, Sri Akal Takht should be enforced rigidly. Others plead that only such decisions can be considered worthy of implementation as emerge from the prescribed maryada and consensus among the high priests. They hold that arbitrary decisions by an individual cannot be considered an edict binding on the Panth. On this plea, Bibi Jagir Kaur, Prof Manjit Singh, Giani Kewal Singh and Giani Bhagwan Singh are carrying on their duties in spite of their ‘excommunication.’ Following the above views logically, while some people have suggested the removal of the present Jathedar of Sri Akal Takht, others favour removal of the other high priests, who, in their opinion, are defying the Akal Takht Sahib. Still others feel that both the parties should resign and that Bibi Jagir Kaur should also step down. Another view is that the present SGPC has failed to perform its functions and should, therefore, be dissolved, and fresh elections held.

The malady, however, is more deep-rooted, and none of the above palliatives offers a lasting solution. Who will decide what is right and what is wrong? Who will implement the decision? What are the procedures for taking a decision? We do not have a clear answer to these questions.

Let us discuss the decision-making authority at the Panthic level. Is it the SGPC? Is it the Jathedar of Sri Akal Takht? Is it the council of high priests? Is it the SAD or its President? Or is it an individual who happens to control major Panthic organisations through political authority? It is difficult to give a categorical answer to any of these questions in the affirmative.

While the authority of Sri Akal Takht is accepted by all without question, there is no such unanimity on the absolute authority of its Jathedar. In fact, there is no evidence of this position having been sanctioned by the Guru or ever having existed in Sikh history. Also the spirit of Sikh thought does not approve of any dictatorial authority to an individual, however highly placed he be. This could be abused by an unscrupulous incumbent as was done by Arur Singh in honouring the man who had ordered Jallianwala Bagh massacre in 1919.

SGPC is the second alternative. This is often called the Parliament of the Sikhs, and is no doubt the most representative body of the Sikhs. This too, however, is not the ideal choice. Sikhs abroad and even the Indian Sikhs outside Punjab, Haryana, Chandigarh and Himachal Pardesh, are not represented on it. Its mode of election does not attract men of real religious calibre among Sikhs. Further, the fact that SGPC elections are fought by political parties, the goal becomes political authority or hegemony of a group, and not management of gurdwaras or serving the Panthic interests. In view of this and also because of the existence of other bodies like the Delhi Sikh Gurdwaras Management Committee, the claims of SGPC as the sole representative of the Sikhs cannot be sustained.

With regard to the Council of High Priests as the central decision-making body of the Panth, nobody is clear who are the members of this council. Is it the jathedars of the five takhts? History does not support this tradition. In fact, until a few years back, there used to be only four takhts. And the two takhts (Patna Sahib and Hazoor Sahib) had no jathedars. They had their high priests who were not under the control of the SGPC and seldom attended the meetings of the council. In fact, according to tradition, high priests of these two takhts are not supposed to leave their headquarters, and the best they can do is to depute their nominees with the approval of their respective managements. While we consider this alternative we should also not forget that there are no qualifications prescribed for the high priests, nor are there any satisfactory procedures for their appointment. Not infrequently, their appointments result from political convenience or compulsions of the party in power.

It will be seen that there is no agency to represent the Sikh Panth and to take decisions in its behalf, which will be acceptable to all. During the Gurus’ times the Sikhs looked to the Guru for guidance, direction and decisions. When the Guruship was vested in Guru Granth Sahib, it was the Panth or a representative body of Sikhs that was expected to take decisions in its behalf. In fact, this was the intention of Guru Gobind Singh when he nominated five piaras to go with Banda Singh Bahadur on his expedition to Punjab. However, in the post-Banda Singh period, when Sikhs had to face repression and exile, this institution could not be formalised. The concept was given some practical shape during the misl period when the heads of various misls met at Sri Akal Takht on Vaisakhi and Diwali to discuss their problems and a common agenda for the Panth. Their decisions used to be called gurmattas and were accepted by all as decisions of the Panth. This practice was discontinued by Maharaja Ranjit Singh for his own reasons and has not since been revived.

This vacuum persists up to this day and is responsible for the prevailing confusion and uncertainty. While there are too many persons/agencies to claim leadership, there is nobody who is accepted by the Panth. The jathedars are engaged in a deadly fight. The SGPC has no control over its affairs, and is in fact itself controlled by forces outside it. Its President appears to be at the mercy of an individual, and powerless. The Sikh intelligentsia are helpless and prefer to keep quiet. The fear of excommunication looms large over anybody who dares to dissent.

For a solution of the present impasse, we have to pay attention to this vacuum. A new agency has to be created to represent the Panth. The SGPC being the biggest and comparatively the most representative body should take an initiative in this direction. With the cooperation of the DSGMC and other major organisations of Sikhs like the Chief Khalsa Diwan, Damdami Taksal, etc., it (SGPC) should convene a meeting of their representatives to discuss all issues. Sikhs abroad should be adequately represented on it. An Apex Body should be created and procedures for its functioning should be laid down. The role of takhts and their jathedars should be clearly defined, as also their qualifications, tenure, mode of recruitment, their functions, privileges, etc., should be specified. This Apex Body should be assisted by Advisory Committees consisting of scholars and other eminent Sikhs for advice on religious and other technical matters. No decision should be made without reference to these Committees. It should not be forgotten that only sound decision taken in the interest of the Panth will attract compliance. On the other hand, decisions taken in haste, based on personal vendetta, and without adequate thought to possible consequences are more likely to be defied. Unfortunately, some of the decisions taken by leaders during the recent past, belong to the latter category, and have caused division in the Panth and immense damage to its prestigious institutions.

It is hoped that the SGPC will take the initiative on the above lines. If the proposed Apex Body of the Panth can be set up, it may be the biggest gain of the tercentenary year, and the trauma suffered by the community will not have gone in vain.
