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Two urgent tasks*



I. 
 Standard English Translation of Guru Granth Sahib

During the recent years we have observed centenaries (shatabdis) of a number of important events of our history. These include the fourth shatabdi of the installation of Guru Granth Sahib at Amritsar, and the third shatabdi of its completion at Damdama Sahib, besides the fourth shatabdi of the martyrdom of Guru Arjun Dev who compiled it. Guru Granth Sahib is the Guru Eternal of the Sikhs, which lends special significance to these shatabdis. As expected, the Sikhs have displayed very keen interest in the celebrations. They turned out in large number in the processions organized by the SGPC and other religious outfits, and even political parties. A number of seminars have been held, and the series still continues. Fireworks and illuminations on a grand scale added colour to the occasions. Large gatherings were organized in which dignitaries from other communities also adorned the stage and paid rich tributes to the Gurus. 

Common Sikhs were certainly thrilled, and the occasions will be remembered for a long time. Hopefully, some political parties and their leaders were able to extract some mileage out of this exercise. But, if you are looking for any tangible and lasting results, you will meet only disappointment. Such occasions come only once in a hundred years, and demand introspection. These should have been used to consolidate the earlier gains and to launch new programmes to share the divine Word and the message of the Gurus to promote universal brotherhood and peace and prosperity of the entire mankind. Unfortunately, no visible efforts seem to have been made in this direction.

Guru Granth Sahib is, no doubt, the Guru of Sikhs for all times. Its bani, however, addresses the whole world, Sikhs and non-Sikhs alike, and, therefore, it is our responsibility to make it accessible to all through translation in all major Indian and foreign languages. In fact, this is a job that deserves topmost priority. Some Sikh scholars, on their own initiative, have made commendable efforts, and have come out with English translations which are indeed helpful. It must be remembered, however, that these are individual efforts, and often project contrary interpretations, leading to confusion among readers. In the very first verse of the first bani (Japuji) in Guru Granth, (;'u? ;'fu B j'tJh i/ ;'uh by tko), the word ;'fu has been translated as ‘pondering’ by Manmohan Singh, ‘thinking’ by Macauliffe, and ‘meditation’ by Trumpp. On the other hand, Talib translates it as ‘ritual purification’, following a similar earlier interpretation by Bhai Vir Singh and Prof Sahib Singh. The list of verses subjected to varying interpretations is long, and need not be reproduced here. It is obvious, however, that the differences need to be resolved academically.

More and more scholars want to undertake translations of Guru Granth Sahib, not only into English, but other languages also. Very few of them have any knowledge of the Punjabi language or the Gurmukhi script in which the original bani has been recorded. They, therefore, adopt one of the extant English translations, as basis for their exercise, so that the mistakes pass on to the new translations, adding some more in the process.

To this may be added the possibility of motivated distortions, and deliberate misinterpretations by enemies of the Panth, so that the new version presented in translation might deviate considerably from the original text. This is something that needs to be avoided at all costs.

In view of the above, it is absolutely necessary that a Standard English translation, acceptable to all scholars and major Panthic organizations, be prepared for use as a basis for translations into other languages.

We are now looking forward to the third shatabdi of the anointment of Guru Granth Sahib as Guru Eternal, in 2008. It is imperative that the proposed new English translation be completed in time for release during the Shatabdi celebrations. This can be done, if the project is taken in hand without delay.

The Institute of Sikh Studies has prepared plans for this project. All known scholars and major Panthic organizations will be involved in the exercise. Existing translations will be studied carefully. The differences will be discussed in panel(s) or conclave(s) of scholars in order to arrive at a consensus, keeping in view the dictates of grammar, context and the basic tenets preached by the Gurus.
The responsibility for such an exercise squarely devolves on the SGPC and/or DSGMC, being the two major and most representative of the Sikhs. We should hope, therefore, that they will sponsor this project and provide the funds required. In fact Sardar Avtar Singh, President, SGPC, had assured in a meeting with the Editor, that funds would be released to the extent required. Their involvement will also facilitate acceptance of the translation.

Another thing that demands immediate attention of the Panth, is the custody of the original bir of the Adi Granth Sahib, prepared by Guru Arjun Dev ji with Bhai Gurdas as scribe. This sacred bir is an invaluable treasure, and is in the custody of Sodhis of Kartarpur. Its existence makes Sikhism the only religion with its scripture written by the founder of the religion himself. This is a distinction that is envied by other faiths. This bir has to be preserved at all costs and provided a fool-proof security.

Its present custodians have taken good care of it, and the Panth is grateful to them for this service. While we are confident that they will continue to look after it in the future also, it will be imprudent, however, to rely on this hope alone. We lost some most valuable treasures in the Sikh Reference Library in the Golden Temple Complex at Amritsar during the infamous Blue Star Operation in 1984. We had hoped that no government would attack our sacred shrines. But it did happen, and can happen again anywhere including Kartarpur. All risks to the security of the bir must be eliminated. No individual can be entrusted with this responsibility indefinitely. It should be a responsibility of the Panth. We would, therefore, request the SGPC to take the required initiative in this direction. We also hope that the present custodians will oblige, in the interest of the bir, the Panth and eventually their own interest. For, security of the bir is the common concern of us all.

The third shatabdi of the anointment of Guru Granth Sahib falls in the year 2008. Every effort should be made to get the transfer of the Adi Bir effected to the Panth. The celebrations should include a big nagar kirtan procession with Kartarpur as its destination, and a big function should be held there to pay homage to Guru Arjun Dev and the Adi Bir. 

Learning from past experience, the need for topmost security for the Adi Bir can hardly be over emphasised. Simultaneously, it is necessary to make a few exact copies of the bir and to keep them at selected places in different countries.

II. State of School Education in Rural Punjab

About three quarters of the Sikh population live in rural areas of Punjab. Future of any community is in the hands of its youth and children of today. While we celebrate shatabdis, it is necessary to have a look at the state of education available to our children in the villages, which, according to Dr S S Johl , Deputy Chairman, Punjab State Planning Board, is alarming. He says, “The present situation is quite alarming. Majority of the Sikh population in Punjab lives in villages. Educational facilities in villages are worth nothing. There are very few higher secondary schools in the rural areas that have science subjects. Those that have science or commerce subjects have very poor teaching infrastructure. Teachers do not stay in these schools and absenteeism is rampant. As a consequence, students do not opt for science or commerce subjects. They are not, therefore, able to compete for professional higher education. Surprisingly, even the Punjab Agricultural University does not have many students from rural areas or farming families. This agricultural university has almost all the students from urban non-farming families. Further, it is the girls from the urban families that excel and capture top academic positions and win medals. Concern is not that students from these non-farming urban families get this education; the concern is that agricultural/rural youth is being left behind and majority of these youth in the villages are from the Sikh families. If this is the situation in the subjects of agricultural stream, one can well imagine the situation in respect of engineering, medical and other professional subjects.”

The data on School results submitted by PHRO report in 2006 mentioned that the results of 79 senior secondary schools for 10th and 10+2 classes was 0%, of 219 similar schools was less than 10%, of 40 schools 10% for the last 10 years. These results have emerged despite the mass scale copying in these examinations in majority of centres in Punjab schools. 

The findings of two studies conducted in Patiala Block III by the Nishkam Sikh Welfare Council were also shocking. A carefully selected sample of 384 students in Class VI from rural and urban secondary schools revealed that only 2% boys and 4% girls passed in Mathematics and only 12% boys and 14% girls qualified in Punjabi.

In May 2001, the Punjab Elementary Education Board Project Committee, Patiala, working under the aegis of the Nishkam Sikh Welfare Council (Regd), New Delhi, decided to hold a District Scholarship Test for all such children as secured 70% or more marks in the SCERT conducted Class V Annual examination, 2001, to select 20 students on merit basis for award of scholarships of the value of Rs 150/- per month for three years covering Classes VI to VIII. The results were dismal, as students who had secured 70% or more marks in their annual examinations through government schools managed to secure on average mere 4.7% in Punjabi, 2.3% in Hindi, 5% in Mathematics, 8% in Social Science and as low as 2-3% in General Knowledge.

Things could not be worse, and if this state of affairs continues, the day is not far, when Punjab will be reduced to a mere breeding ground for illiterate or semi-literate low-paid labourers to work in factories or farms owned by others. One shudders to think of such a prospect. The IOSS has been sounding the alarm bell earlier also. In order to focus attention on this problem, the Institute is holding a seminar on the theme “School Education in Rural Punjab” on the 1st and 2nd October, 2006 at its headquarters in Chandigarh, to which eminent educationists and the public agencies engaged in education have been invited. It is hoped that their deliberations will yield practical suggestions for improvement. Side by side with long-term plans to provide quality education in rural areas, through better infrastructure, increased and motivated teaching staff, liberal allocation of funds, effective supervision, etc., it is necessary to provide crash courses in rural areas to prepare selected students for competitive exams for admissions to universities and for recruitment to coveted services in the public and private sector.

It is heartening that the Punjab Govt has decided to set up an Education Commission to deal with the problem. All the Vice-Chancellors in the State universities have been nominated as its members. This has raised the expectations of the people, which, we are sure, will not be belied by these eminent personalities. They are all dealing with higher education. It may be advisable to add some members with experience of School Education also, since it is at this level that the rot has taken deep roots.

We trust that the government is serious, that this is not just a pre-election platitude, and that the recommendations of the Commission will be implemented, unlike some earlier reports gathering dust in secretarial shelves.
Below is a list of few specific points that demand serious consideration:

a)
How to stem the rapidly growing decay in rural schools, particularly the govt-run schools.

b)
How to introduce moral education based on the values preached in the Guru Granth Sahib.

c)
The need for new schools to impart quality education in rural areas.

d)
Study of existing models of school education and selection of one or more models to cater to the needs of different strata of rural population.

e)
How to impart technical education to rural youth to enable them to take advantage of the emerging employment opportunities for skilled or semi-skilled workers.

f)
Setting up of special academies or crash courses in existing institutions to prepare selected students for admission to technical institutions or recruitment to public and private services.

g)
Setting up of an Education Fund to provide financial assistance to deserving students for higher education upto any level.

h)
Role of existing institutions in educational programs.
