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TAmpering with Perfection*



One of the premier Foundations set up by the Sikh community to promote the message of the Gurus, has recently launched a quarterly journal. The editorial of the maiden issue is an ‘Open Letter’ giving a broad outline of the policies to be pursued and the objectives to be achieved through the journal. Ordinarily, open letters are liable to be ignored, being of little consequence. But when an open letter is an editorial launching a new quarterly supposed to be the mouthpiece of an established body of Sikhs associated with the name of the Tenth Lord, it is entitled to serious consideration. The letter is addressed to the Sikh community, and calls for evolving ‘a new liberal, forward-looking Sikh ideology and new democratic Sikh praxis,’ ‘in tune with contemporary realities on national and global levels.’ The author sees in the Singh Sabha Movement an attempt of this kind, when he says, “Though Sikh reformation, articulated by the Singh Sabha ideology that arose towards the end of the last century, successfully responded to the challenges of the times...” He regrets, however, that “the resultant Sikh praxis down to the present period has proceeded mostly along the historical dimension. In this praxis,  Sikhism came to be bracketed with a particular script, a particular language, a particular culture, a particular ethnicity and, then, with a particular region.” He grants, “No doubt this particularising tendency was essential and inevitable to some extent for giving concreteness to the Sikh identity, without which this identity would have remained just an empty abstraction.” But he pleads: “For a living religion, with universalistic concerns as its prophetic mission, the identity has to be of the nature of concrete universality and not a concrete particularity. The Sikh identity by its very nature is a self-expanding and not self-limiting category. This point will have to be kept in view while striving to evolve a new ideology which should restore the balance between the universal and the historical aspects of Sikhism. In the new ideology the universal humanistic concerns of Sikhism will have to be demarcated from the existential concerns of the Sikh community, particularly in Punjab.” 

The editorial also refers to the ‘historical’ and the ‘universal’ aspects of Sikhism, and says: “The prophetic message and the institutional infrastructure that emerged during the Guru period reveal a balanced development of the two aspects of the Sikh faith. But after the Guru period, the Sikh praxis could not retain this balance, and the historical dimension took precedence over the universal dimension. The universal humanistic concerns of Sikhism became subordinate to the existential concerns of the Sikh Community.” 

In sum, it is being suggested that the ideology the Gurus gave to the Sikhs, and which not only sustained the community for 239 years of the Guru period, but raised the spiritual, moral as well as physical levels of the society to heights never reached before, proved inadequate, and collapsed soon after the Gurus left the scene. As a result, the community relegated the universal concerns to the background under the stress of existential concerns. Changed circumstances demanded a new ideology, which was eventually offered by the Singh Sabha Movement towards the end of the nineteenth century. He calls the movement a ‘reformation’ attributing new values and a new ideology to it. In the course of time, he feels, this ideology has also become obsolete. Hence the call for a new ideology in the open letter to the Sikh community. 

The above view has far reaching implications. Adoption of a new ideology means rejection of the ideology preached by the Gurus. It is necessary, therefore, to carefully look at the major elements of the Guru’s ideology which is sought to be supplanted and also examine the other arguments advanced in favour of a new ideology. 

Ideology of Guru Nanak tc "Ideology of Guru Nanak "
The Guru taught that the universe is the creation of One Loving God who is immanent as well as transcendent. He is the Lone Ultimate Reality. He is the Ocean of Virtues. He is self-existent, beyond time, without fear and without enmity. He looks after His creation benevolently. In fact, He is All Love, and the rest He is ineffable. He created this earth to enable man to practise virtue and to do righteous deeds. He controls and directs the universe through His Will which is Altruistic. The goal of man’s life as well as the way to peace and happiness is to attune oneself with His Altruistic Will. The cardinal elements of the Guru’s system are truthful living and love of mankind expressed through service and sacrifice. In the terminology of the Guru, the ideal man or the superman is called sachiara (the abode of truth). From the fatherhood of One Loving God, flowed the Guru’s brotherhood of mankind. He preached equality not only between man and man but also between man and woman. On the same principle, he struck at the caste system, which had held millions of poor downtrodden people in shackles of slavery for thousands of years. He rejected the age-old traditions of asceticism and monasticism, which had not only encouraged but sanctified parasitism, in favour of a householder’s life. He laid emphasis on social responsibility and corporate living. He decried ritualism, and raised his voice against injustice, oppression and exploitation, and in this struggle he identified himself with the poor and the lowly. He hit at the monopoly of the privileged sections over spiritual and higher pursuits, and in fact universalised religion. The Guru Granth Sahib is replete with hymns of the Guru and his successors laying repeated stress on these virtues. 

The Guru was not content with mere articulation of his system. He considered it necessary to demonstrate it. And this he did himself and through the institution of succession, and proved that his system was not only practicable but most effective in dealing with all situations, social, political and spiritual. 

The institutions like the dharamsal, sangat, pangat, etc., did not appear as independent aspects of Sikhism. These were introduced to give an integrated expression to the need for social living and values of equality. Guru Nanak himself rejected ahimsa, when it became a barrier to action against oppression; and militancy was promoted by the subsequent Gurus as a positive step against injustice and in defence of the poor, the weak, and the virtuous. 

The present note is not intended to be an exhaustive treatise on Sikh ideology. It should suffice, we believe, to make a mention of a few of its salient features. Enough literature has been published on the subject. Here the intention is to draw the attention of the readers to the spirit of the Sikh ideology and to ask the prophets of ‘a new ideology’, which part of the ideology of Guru Nanak needs to be changed, and what they offer as its substitute. What the Guru said is universal and eternal truth, and as the Guru says, “Truth never gets obsolete, and Naam or the love of the Lord can never be soiled.”

Sikh History tc "Sikh History "
As quoted earlier, it has been alleged that after the Guru period the Sikh praxis could not retain the balance between the prophetic message and the infrastructure, and that the historical dimension took precedence over the universal dimension. This statement is a little extraordinary, since even a casual look will show that Sikh history is the product of the Sikh ideology during the Gurus’ life time as well as the later period. After Guru Gobind Singh the Sikhs suffered the worst persecution in the history of mankind, and made unparalleled sacrifices. It would be a distortion to say that their sufferings and sacrifices were the result of existential concerns only in disregard of the human concerns. If they had discarded the basic values of the Sikh ideology, there would have been no problem of existence for individuals. It was the ideology the state was out to liquidate, not individuals. Guru Tegh Bahadur had spurned an offer of state grants from Aurangzeb, like the one awarded to Ram Rai, provided the Guru eschewed politics and confined his activities to prayer and spiritual preaching. The Guru opted for martyrdom, as is common knowledge. Following the Guru’s example, the Sikhs continued their prolonged struggle against the oppressive Imperial rule, upholding the ideology learnt from the Gurus which had become part of their lives. Is it being suggested through the demand for a new ideology that for the last 200 years the Sikhs have been misled into eulogising the martyrdoms and extreme sufferings of Singhs and Singhanis and the 700 executed with Banda at Delhi for they did so only for their existential interest and not for the faith?

The Singh Sabha Movement tc "The Singh Sabha Movement "
This movement of the late nineteenth century has been described by the author as a reformist movement. The question whether it was so or only a revival has been discussed by Dr Gurdarshan Singh Dhillon in a scholarly manner in his essay “Singh Sabha Movement - A Revival”. He is a historian and an authority on this period of Sikh history. He has examined the issue in its four aspects, as is essential in any such study. These are 1) Original Ideology of Sikhism. 2) Level of achievement in practice made by the original movement. 3) Fall, if any, in the state of things in the life of the community. 4) Comparison of changes brought about, if any, with the earlier tradition. 


1. 
Original Ideology: Salient features of this ideology have been pointed out above, and therefore, need not be repeated. Dr Dhillon has, however, stressed the facts that Guru Nanak rejected pantheism and idolatry, the philosophy of life-negation leading to monasticism, asceticism, caste distinction, downgrading of women, ritualism, ideas of pollution, etc., which were the dominant features of earlier Indian traditions. In its place, he preached love of God and mankind, equality to all including women, emphasis on virtuous deeds, service of mankind, social responsibility, etc.


2. 
Level Of Achievement: As a result of mass appeal of the Gurus’ message and the institutions established, the Sikh society had already become a force to reckon with, and as Hari Ram put it, it had become a “state within a state.” Emperor Jahangir was forced to take notice of it, and the clash led to the martyrdom of Guru Arjun Dev, the Fifth Master. Guru Gobind Singh consolidated the gains and created the Khalsa, an organisation committed to establishment of justice. At the pinnacle of its glory, the Khalsa established its rule in the North India, which brought peace and prosperity to the people after centuries of sufferings at the hands of foreign invaders. For the first time in history was the border of India sealed against the invasions from the North-West, which had marauded the country wave after wave for thousands of years. This is what Gardiner says about the Sikh Rule. 


3. 
The Fall: Unfortunately, this saga of peace, prosperity and glory lasted only a few decades. The Sikh Empire fell to the British, which gave impetus to forces of deterioration. Dr Dhillon points out: “The Sikh society consisted of two distinct segments; those from the old stock who had struggled successfully through persecutions and the revolutionary fire of the 18th century; and the second, those large numbers of Hindu converts to Sikhism who had, for the sake of convenience, swelled the Sikh ranks during the Sikh rule. Ibbetson made it clear that the Akali section fully adhered to the injunctions of the Guru... Obviously all the Hindu converts could not shed some of their old customs and prejudices in a generation or two, almost three fourths of the Sikhs belonged to this stock... It was this large section that carried a backlog of Hindu prejudices which the Singh Sabha was out to eliminate.” Added to this state of affairs were the new challenges from the Arya Samaj, the Ahmediyas, and the Christian missions that had established their bases in the Punjab, and intensified their proselytising campaigns. These challenges led to the Singh Sabha Movement. 


4. 
Changes Made by The Singh Sabha: The Movement made absolutely no change in the basic doctrines or the ideology of Sikhism. In fact, their slogan was “Back to Guru Granth Sahib.” The Singh Sabha leaders aimed at “restoring the pristine purity of Sikhism” without propounding any new philosophy of their own or introducing any new practice, not sanctioned by the earlier ideology or tradition. Any Sikh committed to the injunctions of the Ten Gurus could become a member of the Singh Sabha. 

The literature produced during the Movement bears ample testimony to this view that the call of the Singh Sabha Movement was a return to the original ideology preached by the Gurus. Notable publications in this connection are: a) ‘Ham Hindu Nahin’ by Bhai Kahn Singh, b) ‘Sikh Hindu Nahin’ by Naurang Singh, c) ‘Sacha Dharmi’ by Jodh Singh, d) ‘Nakli Sikh Parbodh’ by Giani Ditt Singh, and e) ‘Durga Parbodh’ by Giani Ditt Singh. These and several other publications of the times clearly show that the Movement aimed at checking ‘outside influences and undesirable elements’ which had crept into Sikhism, and thus to restore it to its former purity. It is this appeal to the injunctions of the Gurus that brought about the success of the Movement. It is naive to suggest that the Movement was a reformation, implying that a couple of persons of such humble beginnings as Giani Ditt Singh and Gurmukh Singh, supplanted the ideology of the Gurus imparted to the people with so much sacrifice and input of two and a half centuries of time. 

We may end this section with Dr Dhillon’s conclusion: “Our discussion of the four related aspects of the Singh Sabha Movement shows that while it played an important and significant regenerative role during a lean period of Sikh history, it was wholly a revivalist movement working strictly within the parameters of the Sikh religion and its tradition. In fact, the very reason that it invoked the authority of the Gurus and the Guru Granth Sahib, and placed before the public examples of Sikh society and Sikh heroes who had suffered and sacrificed for the principles of the Sikh religion, account for the success of the Singh Sabha leaders in safely and creditably steering the Sikh community towards its goals.” 

The open letter does not give any new ideology. However, stress has been laid on ‘reorienting’ the Sikh praxis. It has been suggested that Sri Akal Takht, being the symbol of the temporal aspect of the divine sovereignty on earth, should keep itself above the day-to-day party politics of the Sikhs: “Its domain is the domain of universal concerns of Sikhism wherein it should provide guidance, acting as a catalyst for promoting deliberations in Sikh society.” The suggestion is apparently too vague. Guru Hargobind intended a clearly positive role for this seat in the temporal affairs of the community. He sat on this throne as sacha patshah and fought several battles with the Mughal forces in the discharge of its responsibilities. 

With regard to the call for ‘new praxis,’ one should like to know which praxis the Sikhs should follow: Those prescribed by the Gurus, or some new ones required for ‘integration of the community, into the national mainstream’ coming from those who staged blood and destruction at the Golden Temple, demolition of Babri Masjid, and brutal massacre of thousands of Sikhs all over India in 1984? The community is beholden to the Guru for this great institution of Akal Takht. Its role cannot be confined to merely promoting deliberations. It has to play a more effective role for the benefit of the community and mankind as a whole. 

The editorial also touches upon the need for Sikhs having their own political organisation(s), and corporate self-expression of the community in the national mainstream. Everyone knows that Sikhs made a conscious decision to integrate with the rest of the country, when they threw in their lot with India at the time of partition in 1947. But, in the process, Sikh identity has to be respected and safeguarded. If integration has to be at the cost of loss of identity, Sikhs will not touch it with the longest of long poles. 

In conclusion, we must say that the Gurus gave us an ideology that was demonstrated over a period of 239 years by the Ten Masters. It has been tested over centuries of history in varying political and social situations. It has always led the community to glory. The ideology worked during the Mughal rule, during the persecutions of the eighteenth century, and also during our lean period of history in the late nineteenth century. It is as valid today as ever. In fact, it is perfect and unalterable. Let us study our rich heritage and share it with the rest of the world.

Any change in the Gurus’ ideology would tantamount to tampering with perfection, and would be counterproductive, like painting the lily.
