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Task Before the ISC*



It is a great privilege and honour to address this august gathering of distinguished scholars and eminent Sikhs, assembled to discuss issues, which have a vital bearing on the future of the Sikhs as a community. The formation of the International Sikh Confederation (ISC)† is an historic event, and will always figure as a major landmark in the annals of Sikh history. Those who conceived the idea, and have worked hard for its realisation, deserve our praise and congratulations and blessings of the Guru, whose doctrine of Guru Granth – Guru Panth gets a concrete form in the ISC.

Ever since the beginning, the Sikhs have been facing opposition and active hostilities. The martyrdom of Guru Arjun, Guru Tegh Bahadur, Guru Gobind Singh and his sons, besides the sacrifices of thousands of Sikhs in the centuries that followed, in the cause of justice and truthfulness were indeed traumatic. The Sikhs have undergone all kinds of tribulations. But with their perseverance and their faith in the Guru, they were crowned with success and glory in the form of a Sikh empire in the North of India in the 19th century, the first Indian Sovereign state after centuries of slavery.

The glory was, however, short-lived, and in less than half a century, the Sarkar-i-Khalsa fell to the British (East India Company). There may be several other reasons for the debacle, but the fundamental cause was that Maharaja Ranjit Singh had ignored the doctrine of Guru Panth and sought to establish his dynastic rule. This is a lesson, we can ignore only at our own peril.

The twentieth century had again been traumatic for the Sikh Panth. Although the 5-year struggle for liberation of gurdwaras ended in victory in 1925, leading to the formation of SGPC, there were two major setbacks. In 1947, the country was partitioned, and the price of freedom had to be paid largely by the Sikh community. Besides the loss of Nankana Sahib and other sacred shrines, about five million Sikhs were forced to leave their homes and hearths and their fertile lands, and migrate as penniless refugees to the Indian side. Tens of thousands lost their lives in the tragic upheaval. In India, along with the efforts to rehabilitate themselves, the Sikhs had to launch a struggle for getting a Punjabi-speaking State. This became necessary since in the reorganisation of states on linguistic basis in 1956, this right was denied to Punjabi language. Although the right was conceded after a long struggle of ten years, a truncated Punjabi sub-state was carved out in 1966, with no capital, no independent High Court, no control over its river waters, and keeping large areas with Punjabi-speaking population outside Punjab. The struggle against this discrimination still continues. In the meantime, in 1984, Government of India mounted a full-fledged military invasion on Sri Darbar Sahib, Amritsar, with tanks and artillery, demolishing the Akal Takht Sahib, damaging the sanctum sanctorum, killing thousands of innocent pilgrims, including women and children trapped in the parkarma and the numerous buildings in the complex. A virtual army rule was clamped on the state, and thousands of innocent young Sikhs were killed by police forces in fake encounters. The official propaganda and media painted the Sikhs as anti-national, secessionists and terrorists, nationally as well as internationally, causing an incalculable damage to the popular image of the Sikhs as a patriotic, hard working, philanthropic, peace-loving and a liberal community. This left an indelible impact on the Sikh psyche, and is still a serious problem to be dealt with.

While the above background continues to cast its ominous shadows, there are several other problems which demand attention of the Sikh Panth as a whole.

There is no unanimity on the long-term political goals of the Sikhs. While some sections demand a sovereign independent state, others prefer autonomy within the Indian Union. The SAD has favoured the Anandpur Sahib Resolution of 1973, which was subsequently modified in 1978. The Hindu majority, however, considers it secessionist, and is in no mood to concede the demand.

There are challenges to Sikh identity, and concerted efforts are afoot to treat the Sikhs as a sect of the Hindus. The Rashtriya Sikh Sangat wing of the BJP is busily engaged in confusing the Sikhs on this issue. 

Then there is the problem of apostasy, particularly among the Sikh youth. Under the influence of the West and the TV culture, alarmingly large numbers of Sikhs have dropped the most visible and essential requirement and symbolic identity of Sikhism – the unshorn hair.

The Sikhs outside Punjab as well as the Sikh diaspora outside India have their own peculiar problems. Besides, there are millions of tribal Sikhs like Vanjaras, Sikligars, Lobanas, Tharus, etc., known as Nanak Panthis, who are living in utter neglect and abject poverty in several states of India, notably Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, Gujarat, Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, etc. They have received no attention from the Panth, and are vulnerable to the influence of the missionaries of other faiths. 

To this list of problems must be added the recent controversies over Dasam Granth, All India Sikh Gurdwaras Act, Sikh Personal Law, seating arrangements in langar, the authority of the Takht jathedars, research on Sikh history, Sikh philosophy and Gurbani, and the issue of world heritage status for the Golden Temple, Amritsar. 

Little organised effort has been made by the Sikh leadership to carry the message of the Gurus in its pristine form. Clever individuals, taking advantage of this situation, have established their deras where they preach their own cult in the garb of Sikh religion among the credulous and gullible Sikh masses not only in India but also abroad. This leads to rapid erosion of Sikh values, and weakens the Panth. Each dera is a potential Schism and a challenge to the mainstream Sikhism.

The Sikhs want to live a peaceful life with dignity and honour in India, their homeland, and as ambassadors of goodwill abroad. Their enemies have tried to paint them as terrorists, secessionists and anti-national. This mischievous propaganda has to be countered. Sikh identity continues to be challenged. Very little organized effort has been made so far to explain to the world at large the noble mission of love and universal brotherhood and service to mankind without distinction of caste, colour, gender or creed, as preached by the Sikh Gurus. The youth has been subjected to criminal neglect, so that they are drifting away from religion and falling a prey to drugs and other vices on a vast scale. Education, particularly at school level, is in shambles. Controversies, schisms, derawad, etc., continue to rip the Panth apart, and self-seeking politicians continue to mislead and exploit the common Sikh masses.

However, the problems, numerous and complex as they are, need not frighten us. These are normal phenomena with the ever changing values and cross-cultural currents. All faiths have faced and are facing such problems. The Sikhs are no exception. What should indeed frighten us, is a lack of awareness, and preparedness to face them. It is, however, gratifying to note that the Panth has taken up the challenge through the ISC.

It is only this newly created organisation, International Sikh Confederation (ISC), that can pull the community out of the present mess and psycho-spiritual quagmire. We, therefore, call upon all well-wishers of the Panth, particularly the intelligentsia and all Panthic organizations and institutions, to join the Confederation and contribute their mite towards achievement of a better future for the community as well as for humanity as a whole. They have nothing to lose except their isolation and frustration, and everything to gain in terms of prestige and brighter future. United, we pull in the same direction and become an irresistible force assured of glorious future. Divided, we work at cross-purposes, pulling in different directions, leading to no progress and a sure downslide.

There will be opposition from quarters that have never been friendly to the Sikhs or those whose vested interests are likely to be threatened. But that should not deter us. For, in the words of Martin Luther King Jr, ‘In the end we shall not remember the words of our enemies, but the silence of our friends.’ Let us not, therefore, keep silent, but express our support to the ISC, actively and without delay.

It is hoped that the deliberations in the Seminar will lead to resolutions of far-reaching consequences. Some of the things which need to be taken up on a priority basis may be mentioned below:


a)
A Standard English Translation of Guru Granth Sahib: This is necessary, because the available translations by individual scholars give variant interpretations and do not do full justice to the spirit of Gurbani. We have witnessed in recent times, unprecedented interest in the teachings of the Gurus. The Scripture, therefore, has to be translated in all major Indian and world languages. Since very few non-Sikhs know the Punjabi language in Gurmukhi script, the standard English translation, undertaken by a team of scholars, will form the basis for future translations into other languages. It is hoped that the ISC will set-up a panel of competent scholars to produce a standard English version of Gurbani.


b)
Education Fund: Poor state of education, particularly at the school level, is a cause for serious concern, and is exercising the minds of all well-wishers of the Panth. To rectify the situation and to ensure quality education to Sikh children and youth, top educationists among the Sikhs have to put their heads together. An education fund should be raised, so that in future no aspiring Sikh child is deprived of an opportunity to educate himself up to the highest level.


c)
TV Channel: Considering the role of electronic media and the obsession of the youth with TV programmes, it is an urgent necessity to set-up a 24-hour channel to project the true image of Sikhism through attractive programmes with heroes/heroines in proper Sikh form, and to share with the rest of the world the lofty ideals of Sikh religion.


d)
Akal Takht & the SGPC: The authority of these institutions is being undermined by forces within as well as outside. The Akal Takht has to be accepted as a Supreme authority and its status and role clearly defined and jurisdiction of the SGPC extended to all historic shrines in India.


e)
Sikh Personal Law: With the enactment of Sikh Personal Law, the contentious article 25 in the Constitution will automatically become redundant.


f)
Academic Controversies: We are aware of several controversies that divide the Panth. It is necessary to constitute panel(s) of scholars to find solutions at academic level sooner than later, in the interest of the unity and integrity of the Panth.


g)
Research and Publications: An institute for advanced studies exclusively devoted to Gurbani and Sikh history is needed to be set up immediately. Multi-faculty universities invariably tend to dilute this purpose and invariably come under government control. Besides preparing research material, the institute will also produce textbooks for religious instruction in schools and colleges, and popular literature for the masses.


h)
Deras: A number of deras have sprung up and claim devotion of large numbers of Sikhs. These deras often tend to divide the Panth. But, with proper direction, they can be persuaded to propagate the ideals of mainstream Sikhism. For this purpose, it may be necessary to convene a meeting of all heads of deras and channelise their missionary zeal and resources for the betterment of their devotees’ lives.


i)
Sports: This is one of the natural talents among the followers of the Gurus. A comprehensive programme is required to promote sports among the Sikh youth. A beginning may be made with honouring a few outstanding Sikh sportsmen. They can do a lot in pursuing and popularising the Sikh identity.

The above list is only illustrative, and by no means exhaustive. The constitution of ISC provides for Advisory Councils for different subjects, to be manned by the best professionals in respective disciplines. We have no doubt that these councils will rise to the expectations of the people.

The ISC must succeed. For, there is no other way for the Guru’s Panth to achieve its destined glory. It must become the brain bank, a think tank and a conscience keeper of the Panth and, in the course of time, is destined to become the voice of the Sikh Community, which would be recognised by all, nationally as well as internationally. The Panth must take over the responsibilities entrusted by the Tenth Guru under the doctrine of Guru Granth – Guru Panth.
