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FREE SPEECH AND THE SARDARJI JOKE
– A Rejoinder –



In his article under the above title, Mr Singhvi of Hindustan Times has raised the issue of ‘Free Speech,’ which he appears to believe is not subject to any limitation. If Sikhs protest against a Sardarji joke in a movie, or the Christians object to Jesus not being shown in good light, it irritates him, since it violates his fundamental right to freedom of speech. If the Board of film Censor refuses to certify such a film, it is an act of ‘eternal shame.’ Likewise, it is agreed that the Minorities Commission, referred to as ‘ludicrous avatar,’ has lost its right to interfere, since it failed to utter ‘one word of condemnation against Narendra Modi when Muslims were being massacred in the streets of Gujarat.’

2. Based on the above ‘arguments’, he tells ‘any Sikh who finds Sardarji jokes offensive not to go to see the film. For, just because some Sikh is offended by a Sardarji joke, it does not follow that the rest of us lose the right to enjoy the jokes.’ With equal bluntness, the Christians are asked ‘to stay at home, avoid seeing the film and cling to their naivete. They have no right to deny me the opportunity to see the film.’

3. The above attitude reflects a gross indifference towards the feelings of minorities, and disregard for their sensitivities almost amounts to contempt. Arrogance could hardly go farther. Our only hope is that this attitude is not shared by saner elements among the majority community. The minorities will certainly not accept his verdict. If Mr Singhvi expects that they will hail his views, the naivete is on his side, rather than that of the minorities.

4. The learned author of the article has obviously missed some vital points. For example, he makes no distinction between humour and ridicule. A healthy joke is one that is enjoyed by all. One laughs with others, not at others. Sikhs enjoy humour and jokes as much as, if not better than, others. But when they are shown as an object of ridicule, they must protest. And in case the kind of attitude shown by Chauvinists of the majority community persists, the protest can assume serious proportions, which should be avoided by all responsible persons.
5. Another distinction that cannot be ignored is the one between an individual and a whole community. It is the latter which the minorities in general and Sikhs in particular, will not tolerate. This demands caution on the part of the press as well as responsible leaders of public opinion.

6. What is offensive and what is not offensive to a minority, has to be decided by members of the minority community themselves. Mr Sanghvi and his ilk can spare themselves the trouble of advising them.

7. Mr Singhvi carries a strange notion of Free Speech. No freedom can be absolute. It has to be exercised within limits of decency. Otherwise, there would be no need for legislation on defamation or libel, which is nothing but irresponsible exercise of freedom of speech. What we should be preaching, is restraint and gentlemanly decent behavior, which promotes goodwill and does not vitiate the already tense atmosphere.

8. The advocates of Free Speech need to be reminded that a protest is a legitimate extension of this right, and that it should not irritate them.

9. Reference to the joke in Sabd appears necessary. Mr Singhvi argues that ‘Aishwarya dissolves into helpless giggles at the very mention of Sardarji.’ That shows that indulgence in such jokes is widespread. Mr Singhvi himself concedes that ‘we have all told Sardarji jokes at some time on the other.’ Is this situation not fraught with unpleasant consequences? Can it be allowed to continue indefinitely?

10. Incidentally, the remark that ‘Aishwarya giggles incessantly, no matter whether you ask her what the time is or tell her a joke.’ Dictionary meaning of ‘giggle’ is to laugh with repeated short catches of breath. Aishwarya was adjudged as the most beautiful woman of the world not merely on basis of her looks, but also other qualities of mind and heart that make the personality of a perfect woman. To say that she giggles when asked what the time is, is certainly not a compliment to the great young lady. And in no case can it be offered as defence of the joke.
11. In the end, let me repeat that Sikhs value the freedom of speech. Let us not damage its cause through unscrupulous use. The freedom certainly does not cover a right to ridicule a whole community.
