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Controversies galore*



Controversies are a part of life. In any organisation or community, issues spring up which attract conflicting views, and demand clear-cut decisions for its smooth functioning and progress. While a satisfactory solution reinforces the integrity and solidarity of a community/group, delayed or wrong decision can tear a community apart and pose a serious threat to its very existence.

The Sikh community has a long list of controversies which have defied solutions, and blocked progress of the Panth. Some of these are old, and Sikhs have been living with them. Dasam Granth is an example. Among others, mention may be made of the need for an All India Sikh Gurdwaras Act and Sikh Personal Law, which received more serious attention towards the end of the last century. During the last few years, however, there has been a sudden spurt in the controversies, which can tear the Panth apart and, therefore, need immediate attention. It started with the langar issue. Some people questioned the use of chairs in seating arrangements. Although a clear decision existed in the SGPC records on the issue, the then Jathedar Sri Akal Takht Sahib, issued a new verdict banning chairs. As expected, it was resented by some sections, and caused an avoidable cleavage among sangats, particularly in the Sikh diaspora.

Other controversies followed in quick succession. The proposed draft of the All India Sikh Gurdwaras Act occupied the centre stage for some time. In its wake, the Sahjdhari issue came up prominently with arguments in favour of or opposing their voting rights. Definition of a Sikh and Sahjdhari also became a subject of debate. Some enthusiasts ventured to challenge the very idea of having any gurdwara legislation at all, although for almost half a century, Sikhs have been demanding this act unanimously. Failure of the SGPC to introduce a uniform maryada at all the Takhts came in for severe criticism. As we all know, the maryada at Takht Hazur Sahib and even at Patna Sahib, substantially deviates from the one at the Takhts in the Punjab.

Proposed reforms in the Nanakshahi calendar sparked a major controversy. Although the General House of the SGPC adopted the proposed reforms unanimously, subsequent mishandling of the issue led to a mess and a lot of avoidable unpleasantness. Although there are indications of some kind of agreement on the issue, yet it is feared that with some thoughtless amendments, the spirit of this reform may not survive.

Among the numerous other issues that divide the Panth, mention may be made of the need for a Sikh Personal Law, long-term goals of the Sikhs, the mushrooming deras, etc. The latest addition to the list is the question of sewa at Sri Harmandir Sahib by women. An apparently well meaning lady has travelled all the way from UK to press the right of the fair sex to participate in the Palki procession, washing of the sacred floors of, and kirtan at Sri Harmandir Sahib. A number of local Sikhs as well as organisations have entered the fray. The inalienable right of gender equality guaranteed by Guru Nanak has been invoked.

While the number of controversies is mounting with the disastrous consequences of ripping the Panth apart, no serious effort is visible to find a solution in any quarters. In fact, the real problem is that we do not have an apex body authorised to make a decision at the level of the Panth. As a result the unsolved controversies continue to accumulate, with the Panth exposed to all kinds of dangers, and the problems like apostasy among Sikh youth, attacks from Nurmahalias, Bhaniarawalas and their ilk, erosion of Sikh values at deras often sponsored and patronised by agencies known for their hostility towards the Panth, disturbing inroads of missionaries of other faiths into the Sikh following and the reported conversion of innocent Sikhs, etc., have received little or no attention. Exploitation of helpless masses, looking to the Providence for help, continues unabated.

The existence of problems or controversies are not peculiar to Sikhs alone. All religions and communities face problems from time to time. But, they solve them through designated agencies and prescribed procedures. What is peculiar to Sikhs, however, is that there is no agency acceptable to the community as a whole, to deal with Panthic issues or problems. Masses almost instinctively look to the SGPC and the SAD for handling a problematic situation. Both have apparently failed to deliver the goods. Representative character of the former has been challenged, because its members are elected from a limited geographical area, leaving out large sections of Sikhs in India as well as abroad. Besides, the manner of its election does not atttract candidates of desirable religious calibre. They are invariably sponsored by political parties indifferent to the cause of Sikh religion or the sanctity of shrines. The SAD has already dropped its claim to represent the Sikh Panth, by opening its doors to non-Sikhs and colluding with communal forces opposed to Sikh identity. Moreover, the Akalis who constituted the erstwhile SAD, are a divided lot and have split into half a dozen Akali Dals, condemning one another, day in and day out.

Sri Akal Takht has played a crucial role in Sikh history in situations of crises. The bosses of the SGPC who virtually control this great and unique institution gifted by Guru Hargobind to the Panth, have considerably undermined its authority by using it as a tool to serve their own vested interests. When it suits them, they identify the Jathedar with the Takht. If and when, however, they find a Jathedar inconvenient, they do not hesitate to show him the door most unceremoniously. Some of the Jathedars themselves are involved in controversies and are facing serious allegations. The recent demonstration of the Khalsa Panchayat in front of the SGPC office does no credit to anybody including the management as well as the Jathedars.

Without elaborating further, it is clear that the Panthic affairs are in a mess. While the situation continues to worsen, there is no matching attempt to improve it. It is high time for intellectuals and responsible sections among Sikhs to assert themselves. We have been pleading that the Panth must have an apex body to deal with all problems that affect the Panth as a whole, religious, academic, social and political. Besides the SGPC and the DSGMC, this body should have representatives from all parts of India as well abroad in proportion to their population. Prominent Sikh organisations like the Singh Sabha, Chief Khalsa Diwan, Damdami Taksal, etc., could also be given representation. The general body should constitute advisory committees on religious affairs, political affairs, economic affairs, educational affairs, etc., and a working committee of eminent scholars and social workers with visible achievements and record of selfless service to their credit. This body should take up only such matters as concern the Panth as a whole, and all decisions should be taken on the advice of the technical advisory committees. These decisions should be acceptable to and binding on all Sikhs, individuals as well as organisations. The implementation should be ensured through Sri Akal Takht Sahib and the existing Sikh organisations concerned.

Such an apex body is the need of the Panth, which is long overdue. We had suggested earlier that initiative in this direction should come from the SGPC, since it is the biggest and the most representative among the existing organisations. And in one of its saner moments, it even decided to constitute an Advisory Council more or less on the above line. But second thoughts seem to have prevailed, and the proposal shelved presumably for fear that it might dilute their (SGPC's) own authority.

We appeal to the SGPC again to take necessary steps to create the proposed apex body, since there is no other way to deal with the rapidly growing chain of unsolved controversies, which continue to block the march of the Panth toward its destined glory. Failing that, the intelligentsia among the Sikhs should accept the challenge. The Institute of Sikh Studies could provide the required rallying point.

We shall be glad to know the response of readers to the proposal.

