what’s in a surnametc "what’s in a surname"
Words are usually added after the name of a person to indicate something more about that person. It is bad enough when such a word indicates the stature of a person, or his complexion, or a handicap, or so on, but it is pathetic when high or low status in life on the basis of birth is indicated through it. This practice makes some people feel superior for no reason at all, thereby making others feel inferior for no reason again. Those who claim their dynasty/clan to be superior to others, suffer from the malady of ahankar or vanity, which is one of the five major vices listed in Gurbani. And, those who can claim no such distinction, may suffering from an inferiority complex. Both these states of mind are deleterious to the mental and spiritual health of the individual, and, therefore, of the society as a whole.

The main aim of the Gurus was the creation of a just society. They repeatedly claimed equality for all, irrespective of caste, complexion, clan or sex. There are innumerable hymns in Guru Granth Sahib that decry the caste system. Some are listed below :


Saith Nanak : All before Him are alike,


None high or low.


Friend ! We are neither high caste nor low caste;

Nor still of the middling state.

Seeking shelter with the Lord;

The Lord’s people alone are we.


Of One Father are we all children;

Thou my Preceptor.



Nanak, Himself has He raised creation;

Himself keeps it apart. Speak ill of none;

As One Sole Lord is Master of all.


Since from One Light is the whole world created —

Who is noble, who inferior ?

The Gurus not only penned down these values, but practically demonstrated their ideology. Guru Nanak could have simply enjoyed the privileges of the caste to which he was born. Instead, he spent his life spreading the message of equality and brotherhood of man, associating with people from all walks of life; Guru Amar Das would grant no audience unless the visitor had first partaken of langar, irrespective of social status; Guru Ram Das had the foundation stone of the Darbar Sahib laid by a Muslim; Guru Arjun Dev compiled hymns of various bhagats and pirs in the Granth Sahib; Guru Tegh Bahadur offered martyrdom for the Hindus, to stress the right of freedom of worship for all; Guru Gobind Singh’s battles were never against any particular religion or for territorial gains, but against the oppression to which the common man was being subjected. Even Muslims fought on Guru Gobind Singh’s side against the Mughal forces. He created the Khalsa, Akal Purakh ki fauj, from amongst all, to fight injustice, oppression and tyranny. And, through his doctrine of Kul Nash, he spiritually outlawed any distinction based on dynasty. He proclaimed : “Recognise all humankind as one.” He equated himself with his people, when he asked the panj piaras to initiate him. To such an extent was equality stressed.

How can the higher castes claim that their superiority is sanctioned by religion or ordained by God ? One may ask :


Do they possess any supernatural power ?


Is their blood more red ?


Are they less susceptible to diseases or infections ?


Are they less prone to accidents ?


Are they protected exceptionally from natural calamities ?

The answer to all these questions is a big ‘No’. On what basis then do they claim hierarchical supremacy for themselves, and condemn others ? If God really wanted to favour them over others, He could have provided them with extra eyes, or extra arms, or extra senses, and so on. God has created every human being with the same flesh and blood, with similar abilities, capabilities and vulnerabilities. How then can anybody claim superiority in the name of God ? Kabir addressed the Brahmin, the leader of the caste system, thus :

In lodgement in the womb

Exists neither family pride nor caste :

All beings from the Divine essence have been created.

Say thou Pundit ! when did the Brahmins originate ?

Do not make waste of thy human incarnation,

By boasting of thy Brahmin origin.

If thou dost claim to be a Brahmin by thy birth, from a Brahmin woman,

Why was thy birth not from a different source ?

How are you Brahmins and we Sudras ?

How were we made of mere blood, and you milk ?

Saith Kabir : Among us is he alone known as Brahmin,

Who the Supreme Being contemplates.

—Guru Granth Sahib, p. 324.

Although the practices of untouchability and professional restrictions of the caste system were eliminated amongst the Sikhs as early as Guru Nanak’s time by institutions such as langar, sangat, etc., yet now-a-days we take pride in belonging to some caste or the other — probably due to the heroic deeds of some follower of the Gurus from that caste. In fact, it needs to be remembered that none of our heroes claimed any clan/ caste, but belonged to the Guru alone; though now they are being claimed by different groups. We should give it a thought why we feel agitated when Brahmins address our martyrs like Bhai Mati Das and Bhai Sati Das as Bhai Mati Das Chhibbar and Bhai Sati Das Chhibbar.

The Gurus talked of the entire human race as one, but today there are innumerable kinds of Sikhs alone — Mazhbi Sikhs, Rangretta Sikhs, Khatri Sikhs, Ramgarhia Sikhs, Jat Sikhs, Ahluwalia Sikhs, scheduled caste Sikhs, clean-shaven Sikhs, moderate Sikhs, fundamentalist Sikhs, and so on. What would a Brahmin who converts to Sikhism be called – a Brahmin Sikh or a Sharma Khalsa ? Is it not essential that he give up his surname to belong to Sikhism ? How then can we justify our right to carry surnames while claiming to be Sikhs ? What would be the status of foreign converts to Sikhism ? Would the White Sikhs be superior to us ? We all are children of One Father; nobody can claim superiority.

The status that Sikhs have enjoyed, is because of the Singh or Kaur part of their names, and not because of the surname they carry. Most of these sub-castes were earlier considered inferior. But, sad to say, now-a-days, many people prefer to omit Singh/Kaur from their names instead of the surname. Could
we be more thankless ? Or is it ignorance about our great
heritage ?

Do we have no duty towards the great Guru and so many of our fellow Sikhs who martyred for the cause of equality and freedom, so that we may not be doomed to hell on earth ? The Guru sacrificed his all so that we may live an honourable life. Why do we not adopt the name given to us by our great Guru in its true perspective ? With great affection, our Guru called every man Singh and every woman Kaur. The Guru’s intention was not to use Singh or Kaur as a middle name as is done these days. Singh/Kaur denotes a set of values – especially castelessness, where all are equal from birth. Singh/Kaur followed by a surname is a contradiction in terms.

What is so great about belonging to a particular clan anyway ? According to Butler : “A degenerate nobleman, or one that is proud of his birth, is like a turnip. There is nothing good of him, but that which is underground.” On one side, we talk of universal brotherhood, and on the other, we take pride in being born as so and so. Even if we do belong to some privileged class of people, what is our contribution towards that ? It is only because of mere chance. We could easily have been born in some other group of people considered underprivileged. Would we then have considered it our fault ? According to Guru Nanak :

Those forgetting the Lord are truly low caste.

Saith Nanak : Those without Naam are indeed low-born.

—Guru Granth Sahib, p. 10

The Guru says that the only thing separating man and God is man’s ego, which he must strive to get rid of. But adding surnames to the names feeds ego. According to the present-day social values, it is only through male offspring that one’s lineage continues. And so desperate are people for their surnames to become immortal that they go to any extreme just to beget a son. Do we ever care to think whatever happened to Guru Gobind Singh’s lineage ? Even at the untimely death of his sons, he said pointing to his followers :

For these sons, I have sacrificed four sons,

What if four have died, thousands are alive.

Life is but a journey, and whosoever comes must go. It is a game of a few years only, after which nobody will even know whether one existed or not. It will matter to none. Why not do something worthwhile, while the opportunity of life lasts ? Moreover, what good is the immortality achieved through caste, when according to the Guru, deeds alone count in God’s Court ?

Lo, the man quits, carried on the shoulders of four of his kind,

And, hereafter, only the deeds he did in the world,

Are of any avail to him before God.

—Guru Granth Sahib, p. 1383.

The magic lies in the soul — Guru Gobind Singh explained it so well, when he asked his followers one day : “Who was king during the time of Kabir ?” Nobody knew. So, it is by the greatness of the soul alone that man becomes immortal. The popularity from riches, power and caste is short-lived. Bhai Taru Singh, Bhai Gurdas, Bhai Mani Singh, Baba Deep Singh, Maharaja Ranjit Singh, Giani Ditt Singh, Bhai Vir Singh, Bhai Jodh Singh, Prof Puran Singh, Prof Sahib Singh, Bhagat Puran Singh, and so many others did not need a surname to earn recognition.

Let us not take pride in the surname we get by birth, and feel like the fly that sat on a chariot wheel and thought what a dust she raised. Or like the cock that thinks that the sun rises after hearing him crow.

Some might feel that names without a surname have practical problems. Well, if in day-to-day life, the use of only surnames (which are only few in number) is posing no problem, then how can the use of names (of which there are innumerable) cause any confusion ? However, whenever specific identification needs to be established, the names of father and mother are available. And, use of parents’ name would be far more helpful than the name of the whole clan. Parents’ initials could be incorporated into the names, e.g., Sumit CE Kaur, Jaikar JB Singh.

All roses have the same fragrance, no matter their colour, size or shape. Let us all emit the same fragrance — our Guru’s teachings. Let us adopt the universalism of Sikhism, and spread its message by being examples ourselves. Let every Sikh consider it his/her duty to project to the world, the unparalleled philosophy and ideology of the Gurus. Let us belong to our Guru, to the Khalsa brotherhood — a group of people known for a set of values.

Unless we give up surnames, we are not offering equality to the converts to Sikhism. May be this is the reason why so many are not converting to the Sikh faith now as once did.

Let us reflect Sikhism in our actions; in our thoughts; in our attitudes; in our looks; and in our names. We can start immediately by giving up surnames.
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