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Summary

This thesis examines Sikh groups in Britain and the implications these have for criteria 
related to the issue of Sikh identity. Five groups have been selected. They are: the Guru 
Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jama; the Namdharis; the Ravidasls; the Valmikis; and the Sikh 
Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, which is also frequently associated with the 
Healthy, Happy, Holy Organization (3HO).

The thesis begins with a historical analysis of Sikhism, to discover what it meant to be a 
Sikh in the days of the founder of the faith, Guru Nanak, and during the time of the 
successive Gurus. Political and social issues related to the development of Sikhism and 
emerging Sikh identity are examined also at the outset.

Each group has its own unique contribution to make towards highlighting certain 
indicators and inhibitors of a Sikh identity. Thus, an important part of the present thesis is 
to examine the beliefs and practices of each group in order to assess its contribution 
towards a Sikh identity. Each group has unique leaders and founders; it is interesting, 
therefore, to see what implications the leaders' backgrounds and teachings have on the 
ethos of the group studied. The present thesis has aimed to highlight the implications of 
five groups ~ who have in the present and/or in the past have Sikh connections ~ on 
issues related to Sikh identity. This has been undertaken by continuous reference to four 
fundamental questions.

A thematic approach was adopted for concluding the thesis. Each of the themes arose as 
significant factors developed throughout the research. The themes illustrate areas that are 
responsible for the promotion, as well as the hindering, of a uniform Sikh identity among 
the groups. The five themes that emerged were: (1) The concept of Guru in Sikhism; (2) 
Leaders and founders; (3) The role of the Rehat Maryada in relation to Sikh identity; (4) 
Caste and the Panth; (5) The issue of Sikh identity in relation to Punjabi ethnicity.

The present research has shown that there are no overall dominant criteria with which to 
assess the Sikh identity of the Sikh community as a whole. Thus, contrary, to prevalent 
views about the Sikhs, there are many different "types" of Sikhs present today. I have 
suggested a federal identity of the Sikh community as a whole. This implies a unity of 
Sikhs worldwide but independence in the interpretation of Sikhism for the different 
groups. A federal identity might mean one or two core beliefs   such as the acceptance of 
the Sikh Gurus' teachings and belief in the Sikh Absolute -- but, further than that, it is up 
to the individual group to express its unique beliefs and practices.



Abstract

This thesis examines Sikh groups in Britain and the implications they have for criteria related to the issue 
of Sikh identity. Five groups in Britain were selected for study. The five groups are: the Guru Nanak 
Nishkam Sewak Jatha; the Namdharis; the RavidasTs; the Valmikis; and the Sikh Dharma of the Western 
Hemisphere, which is also frequently associated with the Healthy, Happy, Holy Organization (3HO). 
Although the last of the five groups is largely based in America, there is a minute representation of 
members in the UK.

In addressing a rationale for the research, four areas of inquiry were identified. (1) What indicators 
for Sikh identity are suggested by an analysis of the historical development of Sikhism from the period of 
Guru Nanak to the present day? (2) Where applicable, what particular ethos is created by the founders 
and/or leaders of each of the groups, and how does this ethos inform issues related to corporate Sikh 
identity? (3) What indicators for Sikh identity are suggested by an analysis of a selection of groups that are 
regarded in the present as Sikh, or who have been regarded so in the past? (4) How far is the Rehat 
Maryada helpful and appropriate in defining a Sikh? These four questions are answered by examining the 
origins, development, beliefs and practices of each of the five groups.

The research was also motivated by the need to assess the moves within Sikhism to establish 
specific criteria for defining uniformly who exactly is a Sikh, and the viability of such uniform identity. To 
this end the research began with an analysis of the history and development of the Sikh faith, identifying 
criteria that have been established over the last five centuries to discover how the Sikh faith and its 
followers have been defined. This was used as a basis for an analysis of the five different Sikh groups.

The first group to be examined in chapter 3 was the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. This 
group places immense stress on Sants unique to the group   a factor that immediately highlighted diversity 
and not conformity in terms of Sikh identity.

Although followers of the Sikh faith are required to believe in ten human Gurus only, the 
Namdharis continue the line of human Gurus to the present day. In chapter 4, I highlight that, although the 
belief in human Gurus has caused the Namdharis to be regarded as heretics by Sikhs generally, they are, 
indeed, stringent observers of the Khalsa. Thus, they present a paradox relating to the issue of Sikh identity 
in terms of belief and religious observance. Again, diversity not conformity characterizes the group.

Low-caste conversions to the Sikh faith also present interesting perspectives related to the issue of 
Sikh identity. In chapter 5,1 have undertaken a study of the Ravidasis, who were formerly referred to as the 
chamars, originating from the leather-working caste of Untouchables. This is followed in chapter 6, by 
another former Untouchable caste referred to as the chuhras. These originated from the sweeper caste and 
are today known as the Valmikis. My research has revealed that low-caste converts were not treated equally 
by higher-caste Sikhs. This resulted in the former being forced to establish distinct identities from Sikhs. 
Clearly, caste status informs acceptance or non-acceptance as a Sikh.

In chapter 7, I undertook a study of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, which has 
followers from a western background. This is a group that lacks Punjabi ethnicity, unlike the majority of 
Sikhs who have a Punjabi background. I found that ethnicity is responsible for tensions between western 
Sikhs and Punjabi Sikhs despite the western Sikhs' overt emphasis on the Khalsa form.

In conclusion, I address the issue of Sikh identity with reference to five themes in chapter 8. Each 
theme contributes to criteria that have arisen throughout the study. The research concludes that there is no 
authoritative yardstick with which to assess the issue of Sikh identity. Thus, a uniform, corporate identity of 
the Sikh community as a whole, is not possible. Indeed, it serves to alienate a substantial proportion of 
Sikhs from the overall fold of the Sikh faith. What I have suggested is a federal identity. This would mean 
one or two core beliefs but, further than that, it is up to the individual group to express its unique beliefs 
and practices.
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The individual who has overcome his or her ego.
The language in which the Sikh scriptures are written.
Celebration of births, deaths and martyrdoms of the
Sikh Gurus
A spiritual teacher/guide. Also used for the ten Sikh
Gurus
The Holy Book that is the Eternal Guru of the Sikhs.
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his successors.
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Illusion.
A low-caste convert into the Sikh faith.
A Sikh who cuts his or her hair.
Liberation of the soul from transmigration.

Grace of God.
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Recital of the Name of God.
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One of the Epics of Hinduism, used by the Valmikis.
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in the gurdwaras.
This committee is responsible for the religious affairs
of the Sikh community, as well as control of the
gurdwaras in Punjab and Haryana,
Organization in which Americans convert to the Sikh
faith.
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The fourth class of the Hindu caste system.
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followers.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction



1:1 Background

My interest in the area of Sikh identity arose as a result of studying for an 

undergraduate degree at Gwent College of Higher Education1 in 1992 -- this was my 

first academic contact with my long-practised faith. Being born into a jaf Sikh 

family, I was brought up with traditional Punjabi values, regularly visiting the 

gurdwara,3 where I attended Punjabi classes along with my sisters each Sunday. My 

family observe the gurpurbs4 that we celebrate in the gurdwara. Although we eat 

meat my mother never cooks halal meat, this is meat slaughtered according to Islamic 

rites: I was told that Sikhs are commanded not to eat halal meat simply to distinguish 

us from Muslims. My family are not amritdhan, that is to say, they have not been 

formally initiated into the Sikh faith, and my father remains a mona 5 In wedding 

receptions of relatives and family friends alcohol is openly consumed by males, 

including my father and uncles. We do not visit the gurdwara every day of the week, 

neither is there any emphasis in my home on reciting the prescribed bams - japjl, 

rehras and lartan sohila6   each morning, evening and before going to bed. In aU 

respects we were, and are, encouraged to regard ourselves as Sikhs.

It was as an undergraduate that I first came across any mention of the Sikh 

Rehat Maryada^ which appeared to be a definitive statement ofKhalsa* Sikh identity

'Now known as University of Wales College, Newport (UWCN).
2The farming zdt (caste).
3The Sikh place of worship.
4Birth anniversaries of the Sikh Gurus.
5This term applies to Sikh males who, having cut their hair, do not wear a turban. They are, also,
mostly clean-shaven.
6The japji is found at the very beginning of the Guru Granth Sahib and is recited by devout Sikhs each
morning. The rehras and klrtan sohila are selections of hymns from the Guru Granth Sahib that are
recited in the evening and late-evening respectively.
7The prescribed norm of behaviour, in the form of rules and regulations, which is to be followed by all
amritdhan Sikhs. The whole of the Sikh Rehat Maryada is enclosed in appendix 6.
8The Khalsa was created by Guru Gobind Singh in 1699 and gave Sikhs a visible outward appearance.
I shall deal with the creation of the Khalsa in detail in Chapter 2.



in the Panih? The Rehat Maryada suggests that a true Sikh is a person who lives by 

the tenets of Sikhism, including observance of the Khalsa with its prominent display 

of five external symbols, known as the Five Ks. The Rehat Maryada imparts a very 

firm definition of who a Sikh is, and I discovered that certain of my practices   and 

those of my family - did not measure up to its ideals. This left me with many 

questions, such as, if a true Sikh is an amrtidharl, an initiated Sikh, who has taken 

amrit sanskar, 10 and who obeys rules such as a ban on alcohol and cutting the hair, 

then am I a Sikh? Is my father, who drinks alcohol and cuts his hair a Sikh? Who 

really is a Sikh? Thus, an initial inquiry has revealed that, although the original 

intention of the Rehat Maryada was to impart a corporate identity on all Sikhs, it is, in 

actual fact, responsible for excluding many Sikhs from its definition. Hence, for the 

majority of Sikhs, the Rehat Maryada's depiction of what it views as a true Sikh 

appears, at this stage, to be an inadequate yardstick for what it really means to be 

Sikh. I began to feel an intriguing need to investigate the whole idea of Sikh identity. 

And one essential issue was immediately apparent   the fact that the majority of the 

Sikh Panth, like my family, is not amritdhan. Does this mean therefore, that the 

majority of the Panth cannot in actual fact be considered as true Sikhs?

Many people have a misconceived perception that all Sikhs are the same. 

Pictorial representations of Sikhs nearly always depict a Sikh male with a turban and 

beard. However, not all Sikh males keep the hair and beard uncut. It is not prohibited 

for women to wear the turban, though the majority of Punjabi Sikh women do not. 11 

My research, therefore, will attempt to address the issues concerning the Sikh identity

9The Sikh community collectively.
10The rite of initiation whereby the initiate drinks water that has been made holy by reciting verses
from the Sikh scripture, and to which sugar crystals have been added: it is thus that amrit, holy water,
is prepared.
HThis is in contrast to gora Sikh women. Gora literally means white and is used of western converts
who belong to the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere. I propose to look at this group in chapter
7.



of those who do and do not fit into the definition of a Sikh as stated in the Rehat 

Maryadd. An initial analysis thus far, has already highlighted different "types" of 

Sikhs. These include:

  mondlsahajdhan- clean-shaven.
  kesdhdn - one who keeps the kes,n the hair and beard, unshorn but is not 

necessarily initiated.
  amritdhari 13 - initiated Sikh.
  patit - one who, having had taken amrit, has lapsed.
  gord - a western, non-Punjabi, Sikh convert.

1:2 Aims

This research will seek to answer four questions:

1. What indicators for Sikh identity are suggested by an analysis of the historical 
development of Sikhism from the period of Guru Nanak to the present day?

2. Where applicable, what particular ethos is created by the founders and/or leaders 
of each of the groups, and how does this ethos inform issues related to corporate 
Sikh identity?

3. What indicators for Sikh identity are suggested by an analysis of a selection of 
groups that are regarded in the present as Sikh, or who have been regarded so in 
the past?

4. How far is the Rehat Maryadd helpful and appropriate in defining a Sikh?

In the light of the fourth of these aims, a Khdlsd Sikh is the ideal of the Rehat 

Maryadd's definition of a Sikh. And in this context, too, I shall seek to investigate 

how far this definition accepts, or differentiates between, members of the Panth - 

namely, amritdhari and sahajdhdri Sikhs. An important remit will also be to assess 

whether the Rehat Maryadd is, indeed, a sensible yardstick for depicting the 

"Sikhness" of the groups selected for study. The very fact that there are groups 

present in Sikhism today that differ from the general Panth necessitates scrutiny of 

the very boundaries constituting Khdlsd adherence.

12 Some authors occasionally use the spelling kesh, I shall however be retaining the traditional spelling
and dropping the h.
13Kesdhdri and amritdhari Sikhs are superficially identical in outward appearance.



Thus, there will be a considerable interplay between aims 3 and 4 above, and 

there will be a need to define provisionally who a Sikh is, as far as the Rehat Maryada 

definition is concerned, and to relate such a definition to the groups being studied. 

This should inform conclusions on the overall issue of Sikh identity. In identifying 

specific Sikh groups for study, however, criteria for selection will depend partly on 

groups that are fairly stable in that they have some credibility in terms of a historical 

basis and developed beliefs. In order to fulfil the four fundamental aims, I include at 

this point a number of more proximate questions that will inform the progress of the 

research and its ultimate conclusions, These are:

  By what historical and traditional criteria should Sikh identity be characterized?

  How far do the historical claims of a group identify it with the status of Sikh 
identity, and what are the reasons why this identification might be rejected or 
accepted?

  Were members of a group Sikh historically, but have no present connection with 
Sikhism?

  With regard to the beliefs and practices of each group, is it
(a) to be regarded as being Sikh, or
(b) more orientated to being defined as Hindu, or
(c) neither Sikh nor Hindu, but a faith in its own right?

  Is a group "Sikh" according to the Rehat Maryada definition or is it rejected on 
the basis of the Rehat Maryada, but regards itself as Sikh nevertheless?

  Does the Rehat Maryada definition exclude a group as essentially non-Sikh or 
does the group itself not desire to be within the boundaries of Sikhism?

  Are the beliefs and practices of a group in accordance with teachings of the Sikh 
Gurus and the Rehat Maryada, or do they suggest other influences, such as 
Hinduization of Sikh practices?

  Does the Panth as a whole regard the beliefs and practices of the selected groups 
as being Sikh or non-Sikh?



  Why do individuals identify with a particular group, and does group identity 
inform a Sikh identity?

  Does a group have a particular caste following? If so, what relevance does this 
have for the issue of Sikh identity?

  To what extent does ethnicity inform Sikh identity?

In examining selected groups, certain categories for both beliefs and practices will be

investigated. These can be broadly summarized as follows: 14

14The tables will be more specific at the end of Chapter 2.



SELECTED GROUPS

BELIEFS
Monotheism

Absolute is nirguna

Saguna essence of God is present in 
creation
Panentheistic concept of the divine

Self contains the essence of God, it is not 
God Itself
Predestination
Total reliance on God

Human birth as highest
Emphasis on the Nadar of God
Ultimate aim is mukti
Becoming ajivanmukt is the ideal
Detachment from worldly lures

Emphasis on loss of ego and desire
Advocation ofbhakti
Interiorized religion
Rejection of image worship
Rejection of avatars

Rejection of yogic practices

Worthlessness of rituals

Nam simran

Performance ofldrtan

Reciting ofsabad
Company of the satsahgat is essential

PRACTICES
Use of the Guru Granth Sahib in 
worship
The Guru Granth Sahib as the basis for 
religious belief
Lavan taken around Guru Granth Sahib

Singing ofldrtan form the Guru Granth 
Sahib
Recitation ofardas during worship

Performance of akhand paths
Parchar of the teachings of the Sikh 
Gurus
Serving of guru-ka-langar
Distribution ofprasdd
Place of worship called zgurdwara
Importance of the Sikh Gurus
Prominence of the Khanda and/or Ik- 
Onkar symbol
Performance ofamrit ceremony
Emphasis on the Five Ks
Emphasis on being kesdhari
Traditional Punjabi dress for females
Requirement for males and females to 
cover their heads
Celebration of the gurpurbs

Celebration ofbaisakhi as birth of the 
Khalsa
Celebration ofdiwdli as the release of 
Guru Hargobind from prison
Celebration of hold mohalla

Nisan sahib changed on baisakhi
Saffron nisan sahib with Khanda

Endogamous marriages 15

In accordance with the 
Rehat Maryada!

1
In accordance with the
teachings of the Sikh

Gurus?

HINDU 
IDENTITY?

DISTINCT 
IDENTITY?

15Endogamous marriages are so common among Sikhs that they might be listed as Sikh practices, 
though the Gurus and the Rehat Maryada do not require it.



1:3 Content

To commence this research I propose to examine the question of Sikh identity from a 

historical perspective. This will be undertaken in some detail in the first chapter and 

will target the first of my four aims. I then propose to examine five groups, the Guru 

Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, the Namdharis, the RavidasTs, the Valmikis, and the 

Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, which is often equated with the Healthy, 

Happy, Holy Organization (3HO). Having examined these particular groups, I 

propose, then, to select the major criteria that have emerged in relation to Sikh 

identity and to examine such criteria from a thematic perspective in the final chapter: 

this should provide a conclusion to the research. Examination of each group will need 

to be flexible, allowing for areas that may be of more relevance to one group than 

another. Thus, although mere will be some common criteria for assessing each group, 

there will inevitably be points of departure that reflect the difference in orientation of 

each group. Complexities that serve to inhibit Sikh identity during the historical 

development of a movement will also need to be examined. A glossary has been 

provided for major Punjabi terms used throughout the thesis. 

1:4 Rationale for selection of groups

The rationale for selecting the five groups is various. Although a wide range of groups 

might be selected, because of time limits, it would be impossible to study all of them 

to the degree of detail necessary. One reason for selecting the particular groups is to 

some extent pragmatic in the fact that they are accessible. Not only are the selected 

groups - with the exception of the gora Sikhs who are negligible in the UK -- found 

in Britain but, they are receptive to being studied. They are also stable and, therefore, 

are likely to continue and grow rather than disappear before my research is completed. 

As far as the particular order of analysis of the groups is concerned this is,



again, informed by pragmatism with the objective of minimizing repetition in each 

section. Analysis of the groups will begin with the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak 

Jatha. On initial analysis the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha appears to be Sikh 

orientated and appears to be a perfect example of Sikhs following the Rehat Maryada 

scrupulously. This group, I anticipate, will serve the purpose of providing a general 

background to the major teachings of the Sikhs. In Chapter 4, I plan to study the 

Namdhari Sikhs who, again, initially appear to be stringent Khalsa Sikhs because of 

their outward form   the exception being the horizontally tied white turban. I am 

interested in discovering to what extent the definition of a Sikh becomes distorted 

with the Namdhari Sikhs' continuation of human Gurus. Importantly, the group has 

been honoured by the Shromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee (SGPC),16 which 

defines the Namdharis as Sikhs due to their massive contribution towards India's 

Independence.

The Ravidasis will be examined thirdly because of their apparent Sikh alliance 

due to their utilization of the Guru Granth Sahib. While it would seem obvious that a 

group which houses the Guru Granth Sahib is surely Sikh orientated, this criterion for 

Sikh identity needs analysis in relation to this group. How far emphasis is placed on 

the hymns of Ravidas in preference to those of the Sikh Gurus will be an important 

aspect of scrutiny. The Ravidasis are also a caste-based group, 17 and much of the 

material covering the caste system in this section is also relevant to the Valmikis, who 

are also caste-based. 18 Therefore, the Valmiki section will follow that of the 

Ravidasis' to ensure minimal repetition when discussing issues related to caste. My 

particular interest in the role of caste in Sikhism arose during undertaking a study of

16Thts is regarded as the authority on matters pertaining to the Sikh community and is, indeed, 
responsible for the publication of the Sikh Rehat Maryada.
17lTie majority of the RavidasI followers are from the chamar zat, the caste of leather-workers. 
18The caste of sweepers, formerly known as chuhras.



the sensitive issue of caste in the Panth for my BA dissertation in 1995. Because of 

time limits however, a detailed study of lower-caste groups in Sikhism could not have 

been undertaken at that period.

The Valmlkis are a particularly interesting group to study, which is why I have 

selected this group for the purpose of the research. Initial visits to Valmiki centres 

have indicated a stronger sense of a Sikh connection in the Coventry temple than any 

other Valmiki centre, and this is a point I should like to investigate. Many Valmiki 

predecessors were chuhrds who had initiated into Sikhism, and it remains to be seen 

to what extent the Valmikis retain their ties with the Panth. It would seem at this 

inchoate stage of the research that both the Valmiki and Ravidasis emerged from the 

Panth in order to raise their social position -- whether or not they are within the Panth 

today is to be assessed in order to exhibit their contribution towards a Sikh identity. 

Particular reasons for eschewing Sikh identity, if any, will also need analysis here. 

Therefore, the groups being studied need to provide a broad range of perspectives on 

Sikh identity.

Last, I propose to examine the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere 

because of its non-Punjabi background. The inclusion of a study of gord Sikhs is 

particularly pertinent to issues of Sikh identity. The gord Sikhs, being non-Punjabi, 

provide a different tangent to Sikh identity, which has been predominantly linked to 

the Punjabi ethnicity of the majority of the Panth. I have on many occasions heard 

Punjabi Sikhs saying that gora Sikhs are not proper Sikhs because of their non- 

Punjabi background. However, initial observations reveal that the gord Sikhs show 

explicit adherence to the Khdlsd form: even women wear turbans. Therefore, I aim to 

inquire whether Sikhs can be non-Punjabi, or whether Sikhism is specifically and 

exclusively Punjabi orientated. As previously mentioned, with the exception of this



one group, those I have chosen are represented in appreciable numbers in the UK, and 

they hold distinctive positions with regard to Sikhism. The four preceding groups are 

all of Punjabi origin, and the gora Sikhs, with their obvious difference to Punjabis, 

should hopefully shed some light on the concept of Sikh identity.

The criteria of allegiance to the ten Gurus and to the Rehat Maryada provide 

both the initial yardstick for study and the final one for critical analysis and 

assessment in this research. The final analysis also, of necessity, should face the 

issues of caste and Punjabi identity. Caste discriminations were continuously spoken 

against by the Sikh Gurus. Nevertheless, caste has survived in the Panth. Indeed, it is 

the very survival of caste, and overt discrimination against the lower castes, that 

seems to have led to the distinct development of some groups. A question that will 

need to be answered in this study, then, is to what extent are low-caste Sikhs accepted 

as equals by the Panth, and if they are not, what effect has this had on those groups? 

Furthermore, initial scrutiny has indicated that both the followers of the Guru Nanak 

Nishkam Sewak Jatha and the Namdharis are predominantly of the ramgarhm zdt 19 

The issue of zat, therefore, is critical to this study.

Assessing the contribution of particular founders and leaders within the groups 

will enable me to determine in what ways the group is different from the general 

Panth. The social behaviour of the Punjabi groups is linked to their common 

ethnicity, and this Punjabi ethnicity often takes precedence over what religious praxis 

dictates. The reluctance to accept gora Sikhs by the majority Punjabi Panth, stems 

from this Punjabi basis, and is a theme that will need examination in some detail. 

From experience as a Punjabi Sikh, I shall investigate whether Punjabi customs and 

traditions dictate what is right and wrong at the everyday level. Mainly, this takes

19The carpenter/artisan caste.
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form as izzat "family honour". What a Punjabi Sikh does, and avoids is, therefore, 

mainly based on his/her Punjabi ethnicity. The particular balance between such 

ethnicity and Sikh identity itself is an interesting one, and will absorb some space in 

the progress of this research.

Two groups that have not been researched in the present thesis are the 

Nirankari Sikhs20 and the Nihangs 21 The Nirankari Sikh community is not 

represented in significant numbers in Britain. Furthermore, in many respects issues 

raised by Nirankari Sikhs, such as a living Guru, are already proposed to be examined 

in relation to the Namdhari Sikh tradition of living human Gurus. A significant reason 

for excluding the Nihangs from the present research is that they do not offer easy 

access to women.

Another group that I have not researched in the present thesis are the 

Radhasaomis. Although two of its leaders have been kesdharis, the group is not 

accepted by the majority of the Panth, which views it as being more akin to Hinduism 

than Sikhism. As McLeod has indicated, the Radhasoami connection to the Panth is 

"regarded as slim at the very most". 22 A study of the Nanak Panthis has also been 

omitted from the present research. This is due primarily to the fact that, as far as I am 

aware, there is an absence of such a community in Britain.

It is envisaged that the study of the groups I have not examined will offer

20Although the line of ten human Sikh Gurus and the installation of the Guru Granth Sahib are not 
disputed by the Nirankari Sikhs, they nevertheless have a tradition of living Gurus. The group is 
regarded as a reform movement, teaching Sikh values to lapsed Sikhs. It stresses meditation on the 
divine Name of God. The Nirankaris believe that Baba Dayal, who was vital in reviving the lapsed 
Panth, is the human successor of the Sikh Gurus. See McLeod, W. H. (1984) Textual Sources far the 
Study of Sikhism, Manchester: Manchester University Press, pp. 121-6. It is well to remember that 
there are two main strands of Nirankaris: the Sant Nirankaris and the Sikh Nirankaris. The former are 
not classified as Sikhs.
21In the eighteenth century the Nihangs were referred to as the Akalis. The Nihangs are ardent 
protectors of the Khalsa and visibly display the militant nature of the Panth. They are distinguishable 
by their blue clothes and heavy display of steel weapons. See McLeod, ibid., pp. 132-3. The 
Akalis/Nihangs are well known in Sikh history for their efforts towards gurdwara reform. This I intend 
to look at in detail in the following chapter. 
22McLeod, W. H. (1997) Sikhism, Harmondsworth: Penguin, p. 193.



scope for future research. I intend to open up the issues of diversity in the Panth, other 

researchers will be able to examine the diversity further.

1:5 Methodology

The basis of the research will be a thorough understanding of the present position in 

the field related to each group and to general issues of Sikh identity. As far as the 

historical beginnings of Sikhism are concerned the work of Bhai Gurdas is invaluable 

for the question of identity in the very early Kartarpur community.23 Chaupa Singh's 

Rahitndmd,24 as well as Oberoi's work25 shed interesting light on the issue of identity 

in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Kahn Singh Nabha's Ham Hindu Nahin,26 

will also be utilized for its importance in the Singh Sabha27 period which began in the 

late nineteenth century. This will be followed by initial visits to chosen communities 

in order to create preliminary contact. Permission from the leaders of each group will 

be negotiated carefully. Subsequent visits will be made to interview the group in order 

to expand on main areas of beliefs, practices, and history. This will also involve 

attending gurdwara services, including specific days such as gurpurbs in order to 

interview individuals of different ages and gender, and to collect literature appropriate 

to each group. The practice to be adopted will be the writing up of material on a 

previously visited group, whilst visits are being made to a new group. Furthermore, I 

shall attempt to be as informed as possible about each group before making initial 

visits to them; this will allow for questions to cover any obscurities or interesting 

areas about each new group.

^Singh, J. (1998) Varan Bhai Gurdas, Volumes One and Two, New Delhi: Vision and Venture. 
24McLeod, W. H. (1987) The Chaupa Singh Rahit-Nama, Dunedin: University of Otago Press. 
25Oberoi, H. (1997) The Construction of Religious Boundaries, Delhi: Oxford University Press. 
26Nabha, K. S., translator Singh, Jarnail (1984) Sikhs ...We are not Hindus, Ontario: The Sikh Social 
and Educational Society.
27The Singh Sabha was an organization formed by educated Sikhs who aimed to stop Sikh participation 
in rituals and worship that went against the teachings of the Sikh Gurus.



I find that the use of questionnaires in English, or indeed Punjabi, can prove 

difficult when bearing in mind on the one hand, some respondents' lack of being able 

to communicate in English or, on the other, unwillingness to respond to such formal 

approaches. Thus, primarily, interviews will be conducted without any formal agenda, 

in Punjabi or Hindi, using English only if relevant. My ability, as a Punjabi, to be able 

to speak fluent Punjabi, as well as Hindi, should prove invaluable in this area. 

Moreover, without a structured questionnaire informants are able to answer freely, 

often remarking on areas that would not have been considered by myself. The use of 

photographs to clarify points made in the text will also be an important means of 

presenting evidence. Photographs help the reader to visualize the interior decor of 

religious centres, as well as to acquire something of the atmosphere of each group. 

Photographs are invaluable when illustrating beliefs concerning the place of worship, 

especially to depict whether the centre is typically Sikh or non-Sikh orientated.

It is proposed to establish the confidence of each group by assuring them that 

my purpose is to bring the group to the wider attention of the public and not to 

devalue or criticize it in any way. This should lead to a friendly, very informal 

relationship with my informants. To date, initial contacts have resulted in many of the 

older members referring to me as befi, an Indian term meaning "daughter". Indeed, 

two of the communities   the Valmlkis and the Namdharis   have rewarded my 

efforts with a saropa, a mark of honour in the form of a gift offered in front of the 

whole congregation. I have managed to create an informal relationship with the 

informants of the groups, this, as Anwar states, enables "a quality of 'free flow' to 

much of the information obtained".28 Creating this informal relationship, I suggest, is 

the most appropriate and essential facet of the methodology for this kind of research.

28Anwar, M. (1979) The Myth of Return: Pakistanis in Britain, London: Heinemann, p. 226.



Initially, informants on the whole, have been eager and have shown interest in my 

research. Importantly, so far, informants have introduced me to influential individuals 

of the group. This includes having received personal blessings from Satguru Jagjlt 

Singh, the present Namdhari Guru, and Bhal Mohinder Singh, the present Sant of the 

Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. Additionally, I have found this type of 

relationship enables me to gain the confidence of male informants and other males 

who work in close contact with them. This is important since the major 

communicators are males. Subsequent visits will be made to each community until all 

information required is collected. These subsequent visits should enable a closer, 

trusting relationship with the communities.

1:6 Constraints

Experience so far has highlighted a number of sensitive and ethical issues that need to 

be addressed constantly, particularly during the initial phase of the research. Such 

problems necessitate adaptable rather than rigid methodology. The following issues 

are pertinent here.

Since some groups are caste orientated, and Sikhs generally deny the existence 

of caste, this is a highly sensitive issue. A particular area of sensitivity   especially 

with regard to the Ravidasis and Valmikis   is my own high-caste jat birth. This is 

especially pertinent since the lower castes often complain of discrimination at the 

hands of the land-owning jats. This sensitivity can be initially overcome by my not 

using my family surname. Rather, I can use "Opinderjit Kaur"   without my family 

surname of "Randhawa". In this way, informants cannot tell what zat I belong to. 

Once the trust of the communities is obtained, I find that my being a jat becomes 

irrelevant.



Another problem I occasionally encounter lies in the need to isolate a 

particular target group for interview, such as women or children. Females sometimes 

feel inhibited if their husbands or other males are present: similarly youngsters are, 

occasionally, inhibited by their elders. Additionally, my being female has the potential 

to create tension or inhibition when interviewing groups of males. Nevertheless, it is 

hoped that repeated visits will help informants to relax and talk freely about matters 

which they wish to voice and which I wish to raise. It is anticipated that members of 

each group may want to scrutinize my findings and comments in order to examine 

whether I have written anything that offends the group or its leaders in any way. This 

is an aspect that will need sensitive handling in order not to inhibit any critical 

analysis I might wish to present.

Being a female Punjabi woman occasionally presents a degree of difficulty. I 

find that with the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha especially, informants do not 

take the approach of a woman seriously. This can be overcome to an extent since the 

research will not be confined to examination of one centre of each group: it is 

intended to visit several. On the other hand, being female has enabled closer 

relationships to be established. This is mainly due to the fact that, during 

congregational worship, the females talk freely, and this helps the male members to 

feel relaxed in my presence too. As a result, after a number of initial visits I have been 

invited back to the homes of informants for dinner or a cup of tea.

I believe that the advantages of my being a Punjabi Sikh and carrying out 

research among Punjabis (with the exception of the non-Punjabi gord Sikhs), far 

outweighs the disadvantages and constraints. Informants are able to interact with me 

with a relaxed attitude. I do not have to involve interpreters, and those I interview do 

not have to feel inhibited by their lack of English-speaking ability. By contrast,



interviews with gora Sikhs have been rather formal. The gora. Sikhs, I feel, are rather 

reserved, probably because they are being questioned by a Punjabi Sikh - the 

majority of whom, as already stated, refuse to accept the gora Sikhs as proper Sikhs. 

1:7 Literature Review

There is no overall source that examines various groups in Sikhism with the purpose 

of analysing the issue of identity. On the other hand, there are a number of sources 

that look at the issue of Sikh identity generally - this is primarily with regard to the 

amritdhans and sahajdharis. One of the most important works which looks at the 

problem of defining a Sikh is McLeod's Who is a Sikh?: The Problem of Sikh 

Identity 29 This work has provided a valuable insight into the problems that are 

apparent with the uniform definition of a Sikh provided by the Rehat Maryddd. 

McLeod clearly highlights that the Rehat Maryada is to be followed stringently by 

those who take initiation into the Khdlsa. But where does this leave the sahajdharis   

those Sikhs who, although they may follow the teachings of the Sikh Gurus, do not 

see the need to adopt the Khdlsa. form? This research will inevitably examine the 

problems of one authoritative definition of who is a Sikh. To this end, differences that 

occur between the different groups present within Sikhism will need investigation. 

The uniform definition of a Sikh by the Rehat Maryada needs careful examination in 

this context.

The translation of Kahn Singh Nabha's famous Ham Hindu Nahin, as 

mentioned above, into English has provided useful insights into the distinctiveness of 

the Sikhs from Hindus. 30 The work takes the form of a dialogue between a Hindu and 

a Sikh, the former being adamant in labelling the Sikhs as a sect within Hinduism.

29McLeod, W. H. (1992 rp of 1989 edn) Who is a Sikh?: The Problem of Sikh Identity, Oxford:
Clarendon Press.
30Nabha, Sikhs ...We are not Hindus
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This book was one of the basic books of the Singh Sabha Movement, a movement 

that aimed to discourage Sikhs from practising anti-Sikh rituals. It is of benefit to my 

work in that it highlights many practices that are still adopted by Sikhs   such as 

fasting and superstition. Essentially the Rehat Maryada defines such praxis as not 

admissable to a true Sikh.

Cole and Sambhi in The Sikhs, have presented the essential postulates of Sikh 

practice and religion. 31 This book is invaluable for checking the central doctrines and 

praxis of the Sikhs. Kalsi's The Evolution of a Sikh Community in Britain, has 

researched different Sikh communities in the Leeds and Bradford area. 32 His study 

has taken a different approach to that which this research will entail, in that his 

primary concern is the caste structure among these communities. Although the issue 

of zat is inescapable, my study will incorporate the different angle of analyzing the 

indicators and inhibitors for identity claimed by the communities themselves.

Oberoi in The Construction of Religious Boundaries, provides a detailed 

explanation of the importance of producing the Sikh Rehat Maryada 33 His work also 

examines the circumstances that led to the development of the Singh Sabhas, the 

Chief Khdlsa Dlwdn and the Tat Khdlsa, resulting in the establishment of the 

Shromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee. These organizations have each 

contributed to the issue of who a Sikh is, and many of the leaders of these 

organizations were, indeed, responsible for providing the definition of a Khdlsa Sikh 

as stated in the Rehat Maryada. Succintly, therefore, this work forms a good 

background to the need to define a Sikh, and will enable me to put into perspective 

how far the uniform Khdlsa definition is adequate in encompassing all Sikhs. Indeed,

"Cole, W. O. and Sambhi, P. S. (1995, 2nd fully revised edn, first published 1978), The Sikhs, 
Brighton: Sussex Academic Press.
32Kalsi, S. S. (1992) The Evolution of a Sikh Community in Britain, Leeds: University of Leeds. 
33Oberoi, The Construction of Religious Boundaries,



the aim of the Singh Sabha was to end diversity in the Sikh faith. It has to be 

investigated however, whether the uniform definition of who is a Sikh is itself 

responsible for different types of Sikhs in the Panth.

Nesbitt has written several articles that deal with the identity of the Ravidasi 

and Valmlki communities.34 Her studies however, are based in the Coventry area of 

the West Midlands. My research will examine centres of each of these groups 

throughout Britain, and will assess to what extent some centres are more Sikh- 

orientated than others.

Pashaura Singh and Barrier in Sikh Identity: Continuity and Change, have 

provided useful insights into the issue of Sikh identity. 35 The importance of the Singh 

Sabha's role in the creation of the Rehat Maryadd has been written of in detail. 

Again, however, my work will develop the issue of identity on a. different tangent 

with regard to the many groups present within Sikhism. Jaswinder Singh's Kuka 

Movement: Freedom Struggle in Punjab, contains important documents about the 

Namdharis, also referred to as Kukas. 36 The documents provide first hand evidence of 

the attitudes of the British authorities in India towards the Kukas. A further benefit of 

the book is that it contains letters that were written by Guru Ram Singh, the Namdhari 

Guru, himself.

Information on the gora Sikhs via interviews in Britain will be difficult since 

the number of gora Sikhs in Britain is extremely small. Therefore, I shall have to rely 

largely on literature and sources published by the Sikh Dharma of the Western

34Nesbitt, E. (1990) "Religion and Identity: The Valmiki community in Coventry" in New Community,
16 (1990): 261-74; "Pitfalls in Religious Taxonomy: Hindus and Sikhs, Valmikis and Ravidasis" in
Religion Today, 6 (1994): 9-12; "Valmikis in Coventry" in Ballard, R. (1994) Desk Pardesh: The
South Asian Presence in Britain, London: Hurst and Company.
35Singh, Pashaura and Barrier, N. G. (eds) (1999) Sikh Identity: Continuity and Change, New Delhi:
Manohar.
36Singh, Jaswinder (1985) Kuka Movement: Freedom Struggle in Punjab, Documents, 1880 -1903
AD, New Delhi: Atlantic Publishers and Distributors.



Hemisphere and the 3HO themselves. In this respect, S. S. Shanti Kaur Khalsa's The 

History of Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere will be resorted to due to its 

concise information regarding the history, and certain practices, of the Sikh Dharma 

of the Western Hemisphere. 37 A great deal of other information on the gorq Sikhs will 

be obtained via e-mail to prominent gora Sikhs of the Sikh Dharma of the Western 

Hemisphere, largely based in America.

The central primary text in this research is the Gum Granth Sahib. For this I 

shall mainly resort to Manmohan Singh's translation. 38 The reason for reliance on 

Manmohan Singh's translation is that each word of the Guru Granth Sahib is cited in 

gurmukhi^, Punjabi40 and English. Therefore, one can refer to the Punjabi, and the 

gurmufchi, if need be. It is also the approved ShromanI Gurdwara Parbandhak 

Committee (SGPC) translation. I shall occasionally refer to Gopal Singh's translation 

of the Guru Granth Sahib*1 if I feel that his translation of a particular hymn is better 

than Manmohan Singh's. The Rehat Maryadd, again, is central to the research, since 

it is the Rehat Maryadd itself that cites the definition of who a Sikh is. While working 

from the Punjabi version of the Rehat Maryadd it would seem pragmatic, as far as this 

research is concerned, to cite from the English translation. 42

Last, primary literature unique to each group will provide first-hand 

information regarding the respective beliefs and practices, as well as enabling insights 

into each community as a whole. Furthermore, the gurdwdrd constitutions of 

particular groups will be invaluable when assessing their religious orientation.

"Khalsa, S. S, Shanti Kaur (1995) The History of Sikk Dharma of the Western Hemisphere,
Espanola, New Mexico; Sikh Dharma Publications.
38Smgh, Manmohan (1996 rp of 1962 edn) Sri Guru Granth Sahib, Amritsar: Shiromani Gurdwara
Parbandhak Committee. _
39This is the language in which the Adi Granth was originally composed: it is a language no longer
spoken by Sikhs and has therefore become "old Punjabi".

The everyday language spoken by Sikhs and the majority of Hindus and Muslims originating from 
the Punjab region.
41 Singh, Gopal (1993 rp of 1968 edn) Sri Guru Granth Sahib, Delhi: World Book Centre. 
42RehatMaryada (1978) Amritsar: Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee (in English).
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CHAPTER TWO

Who is a Sikh? 
Historical Perspectives
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2:1 Being a Sikh in Guru Nanak's day

The issue of Sikh identity dates back to the time of the Gurus and has not, as I intend 

to demonstrate, been resolved five hundred years later. At the outset it needs to be 

emphasized that the first definition of a Sikh by legislation came as the consequence 

of the Gurdwaras Act in 1925 and was modified later in 1971. It needs to be 

examined therefore, what a Sikh was prior to the Gurdwaras Act and, indeed, prior to 

the formation of the Khalsa by Guru Gobind Singh hi 1699.1 begin with an analysis 

of identity at the time of the foundation of Sikhism, that is, with the early Sikh 

community under the guidance of the first Sikh Guru.

The early followers of Guru Nanak were known as the Nanak Panthls. To be a 

follower of Guru Nanak in the earliest times meant making bhakti (loving devotion to 

the Divine) the centre of one's life through meditation on the Ndm, the Name or 

essence of God, and concentrating on gurbam. This was, essentially, an internalized, 

meditative focus. The Nanak Panth, therefore, had no need to be concerned with a 

sharp distinction, externally, from the other faiths of the time. There was no urgent 

need during this period for Sikhs to identify themselves as being distinct from Hindus, 

and they shared the same festivals, as well as the same philosophical beliefs such as 

karma and samsara. Oberoi reiterates this lack of a need for an independent identity 

for Sikhs in the early period of Sikhism; up to the time of the fourth Guru, the main 

emphasis on bhakti, rather than any outward recognition was characteristic. 1 He 

remarks that seventeenth century Sikhs existed in a universe that was "free of fixed 

identities",2 that is, there was no great concern to differentiate between the Punjabi 

Hindus, Muslims or Sikhs.

Oberoi, H. (1994) The Construction of Religious Boundaries, Delhi: Oxford University Press, pp.
50-1. 
2Ibid,p.56.
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However, Oberoi's views, I believe, should not be pressed as far as to accept too 

blurred an identity for early Sikhs. Clearly, identity during this period was not an 

issue, but there were sufficient differences from Hinduism and Islam to differentiate 

these early Sikhs in some ways. The emphasis was on living a life of simplicity and 

purity, one in which the individual was not entangled in the never-ending saga of 

rituals and brahmanism. Guru Nanak offered his followers serenity through 

meditation on the Name of God, nam simran, and through singing praises, lartan, to 

the Divine. A "Sikh" in this period was a "disciple" of the Guru: as the term Sikh 

itself illustrates. Interestingly, Shackle has highlighted that there is only one example 

of "sikkha" used in the bam of Guru Nanak. 3 The term alludes to one "having 

instruction, guided by teaching".4 This suggests that Guru Nanak's emphasis was not 

to create a distinct movement, but rather to guide others towards liberation. The 

emphasis was on following the teachings of Guru Nanak, not following him as the 

leader of a new movement.

Nevertheless, I suggest that the early community must have felt some degree 

of separation, due to the different nature of the teachings of Guru Nanak from those of 

Hindu and Muslim ascetics and the different emphases in praxis. Pashaura Singh is 

also of the opinion that "the process of Sikh self-definition began in Guru Nanak's 

lifetime during the period when he settled at Kartarpur."5 Indeed, the famous couplet 

by Guru Nanak:

There is no Hindu, 
There is no Musalman

3 Shackle, C. (1995 2nd edn of 1981) A Guru Nanak Glossary, New Delhi: Heritage Publishers, p. 47.
'ibid
5Singh Pashaura (1999) "Early Markers of Sikh Identity: A Focus on the Works of First Five Gurus" in
Singh Pashaura and Barrier, N. G. Sikh Identity: Continuity and Change, Manohar: New Delhi, p. 76.
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is in itself indicative of the already recognized separateness of the followers of Guru 

Nanak from the two dominant traditions of the time. 6 Furthermore, McLeod has stated 

that the need for an identity amongst the early community became greater in the light 

of offspring born into the Sikh faith. 7 He writes that: "The janam-sakhls reveal 

something of this struggle for identity, and of the tensions which it involved."8 The 

"tensions" mentioned here, involved probably the degrees to which followers should 

detach from their Hindu religious background. This continued link with Hinduism 

was inevitable since the majority of followers had been born as Hindus and, more 

significantly, Guru Nanak himself was a Hindu. There was probably a need to 

differentiate the Nanak Panih to an extent from the wider Hindu society. 

Nevertheless, I suggest that, at this period, it is highly likely that followers remained 

Hindus: their following of Guru Nanak did not necessarily mean they became non- 

Hindus, but they were certainly becoming different Hindus in respect of much belief 

and some practice.

In differentiating his followers from brahmanic Hinduism, Guru Nanak 

continuously stressed the irrelevance of rituals that dominated popular Hindu 

devotion. He also denounced the prejudice of the Hindu caste system, himself 

refusing to wear the sacred thread that would demonstrate his spiritual rebirth as a 

member of the dvija classes. 9 There was much to distinguish his followers from 

Muslims too, and this included the elevation of the position of women. But Guru 

Nanak retained in his teachings the concepts of karma and samsara, which stand in

^Nanak's emphasis was on bhakti, but this was not the saguna bhakti of popular Hinduism that was to a
tangible manifestation of the Divine; rather it was nirguna bhakti towards a formless God. It is highly
likely that Nanak belonged to the Sant tradition, thereby rejecting a great deal of Hindu practices such
as the superiority of brahmins and their dependence on performing rituals.
7McLeod, W. H. (19&G) Early Sikh Tradition: A Study of the Janam-sakhls, Oxford: Clarendon Press,
p. 260.
*lbid
9The dvija classes were the top three classes of the Hindu class system and were the only classes
allowed to undergo the sacred thread ceremony that indicated the spiritual rebirth of the individual.
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opposition to the Muslim belief in the day of judgement: it must be said that such 

Hindu concepts were accepted in Sikhism rather than Muslim ones. The acceptance of 

such concepts further obfuscates the Sikh break from Hinduism in the early Sikh 

community. I believe, however, that there was no real break from Hinduism at this 

point, rather it was the ritual aspect which found no place in Guru Nanak's message. 

It is this simplicity, together with the lack of insistence on intermediaries such as the 

brahmins, which would have attracted his first followers.

Although scholars believe that the early Panth was not concerned with an 

outward recognition of a Sikh, the fact that Guru Nanak is always portrayed as being 

turbaned, and in the Islamic mystic's Sufi-style dress, are factors that might indicate 

otherwise. Furthermore, the successors of Guru Nanak are also portrayed with 

turbans. 10 But it is common for traditions to be anachronistic, and it may be that the 

uncut hair and the wearing of the turban that were introduced by the last Guru, were 

projected back to the days of Guru Nanak. It cannot be said conclusively, despite 

representations of all ten Sikh Gurus as kesdharis, whether Guru Nanak and his eight 

successors were, in fact, kesdharis. Importantly, then, one cannot ascertain whether a 

distinct outward identity had ever been established by Guru Nanak. It is well to note 

however, that Guru Nanak probably had many Sufi associates and was, therefore, 

probably influenced by their dress. The turban was an important feature of Sufi dress, 

since it indicated respect. 11

From his teachings one would be inclined to believe that Guru Nanak would 

have been against any symbols or markers of external devotion. Therefore, it is likely 

that the early Panth concentrated on the interaalization of religion, rather than an 

outward identity. This, in itself, is indicative of some degree of differentiation. While

10This would have been prior to the recognized form of a Sikh as instituted by Guru Gobind at the 
Khalsa ceremony, a point that will be taken up below. 
nThis will be examined in section 2:4.
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McLeod alludes to the idea that: "For as long as Nanak lived in Kartarpur the question 

of identity required no attention, nor did it seriously concern the growing community 

during the period immediately following his death," 12 a certain sense of belonging 

must have existed for the followers to be able to identify themselves with Guru 

Nanak. Again, I suggest this was probably due to the insistence on internal religion, as 

opposed to the externalised rituals, as in the case of Hinduism and Islam. It is very 

unlikely that the Kartarpur community would have had any external identification of 

their adherence to Guru Nanak's teachings.

For a clearer picture of the nature of the Kartarpur community, one must 

consult the works of Bha! Gurdas, which are the earliest extant sources available as 

witness to the development of the early Sikh community. For this purpose, I utilize 

Dr. Jodh Singh's Varan Bhai Gurdas™ Bhai Gurdas' works are very important with 

regard to what was expected of a Sikh during the early evolution of the Panth. In the 

context of investigating whether there was a prescribed norm of behaviour for Sikhs 

prior to the creation of the Khalsa, Bhai Gurdas provides no reference to the 

importance of the kes or, in fact, to any other distinguishable feature, for the early 

community. He is, nevertheless, aware that the followers of the Sikh Gurus are not to 

be regarded as either Hindu or Muslim. According to Bhai Gurdas the people of these 

faiths are "selfish, jealous, proud, bigoted and violent." 14 The qualities of a true Sikh 

are clearly indicated by him: "They having loving devotion in their heart remain 

jubilant. Such people are the emperors full of delight. Becoming egoless they serve 

the sangat, congregation, by bringing water, grinding corn etc. for it. In humility and 

joy they lead altogether distinct life (sic)." 15 This kind of emphasis on interiorized

12McLeod, Earfy Sikh Tradition, p. 245.
13Singh, J. (1998) Vdray Bhai Gurdas, vols 1 and 2, New Delhi: Vision and Venture.
l4 F<zr ;, Pauri 21, translator Jodh Singh, p. 51.
li Var3,Pauri, ibid, p. 107.
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religion and faith as being the hallmark of a Sikh is repeatedly stressed in the works of 

Bha! Gurdas. A true Sikh is one who keeps the company of Sants and meditates on 

the Name of God: "He with full care keeps his consciousness attuned to the Word and 

listens to nothing except the words of Guru. He beholds the true Guru and without 

the company of the saints feels himself bhnd and deaf."16 Participation in exteriorized 

religion, in the form of irrelevant rituals, is the seal of the manmukh, 17 who stands 

antagonistic to the teachings of the Sikh Gurus. One must become a gurmukh™ and 

hold the Name of God as being the one saving act: "The life led in the light of omens, 

the nine planets . . . incantations, magic divination by lines and by the voice is all 

futile . . . The gurmukhs who reject all superstitions enjoy happiness with their Lord 

and get across the world-ocean."19 Further indication that the gurmukh is essentially a 

spiritual being is emphasized in the importance of rising in the early hours of the 

morning (amritvela) and meditating on the Name of God.20 Overtly and repeatedly, a 

true Sikh, according to the Vars of Bhai Gurdas is one who centres his/her life on the 

Guru and the sabad: "Adopting the teachings of the Guru, the individual is called a 

Sikh of the Guru."21 The importance attached to initiation for the followers of the 

Gurus is mentioned by Bhai Gurdas. To become a Sikh   a disciple ~ one must take 

initiation: "Getting initiated by the Guru the disciple has become a Sikh."22 It is well 

to remember here that initiation in the Vars of Bhai Gurdas refers to charanamrit23 

and not to khande-dl-pdhul. 24 Therefore, the form of initiation in the early Sikh

l6 Var 4, Pauri 1 7, ibid., p. 136.
17 The ignorant and selfish individual; literally "one who is self-orientated."
18 The spiritually awake individual, whose orientation is towards God, rather than the self.
l9 Var 5, Pauri 8, Varan Bhai Gurdas, translator Jodh Singh, p. 148.
20 Var 6, Pauri 3, ibid., p. 164.
2l Var 11, Pauri 3, ibid, p. 273.
nVar 3, Pauri 1, ibid., p. 110.
23This is the practice of pouring water over the feet of the Guru, which is then drunk by the initiate.
This form of initiation existed until the formation of the Khalsa in 1699.
24This is initiation into the Khalsa whereby water, with dissolved sugar crystals is drunk by the initiate
in the presence of ihepanjpyare - five Sikhs who symbolize the original five members of the Khalsa.
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community has no requirements to uphold any outward symbols of faith. The 

emphasis is placed throughout on spiritual elevation.

Interestingly, occasional references are made to the turban by Bhai Gurdas. 

Important, however, is the fact that the turban in his references has no apparent 

connection to unshorn hair. More likely, the turban was worn by Hindus and 

Muslims, as well as followers of the Gurus, as a mark of proper behaviour:

Having taken bath on the well, a person forgot his turban and returned home bare 
headed. Seeing his improper conduct (of being bare headed) the silly women 
started weeping and wailing (seeing turbanless master of the house they 
conjectured the death of some one in the family). . . (Then the fact was disclosed 
by him that he just forgot to wear turban).25

This leads me to conclude that, from the evidence of Bhal Gurdas1 Vars the issue of 

kes has to be left open with regard to the early Sikh community. Indeed, as already 

stated, his is the earliest extant evidence we have of the nature of the Kartarpur 

community, and this illustrates very well that the nature of a true Sikh is highlighted 

through spirituality. The true Sikh, in the early community therefore, was one who 

arose early and meditated on the Name of God. By this, both the heart and mind were 

purified in order to await humbly the Grace of God, which alone can liberate the soul 

from transmigration. There was absolutely no insistence, as shown from the Vars of 

Bhal Gurdas, on outward ritual or external symbolism. The emphasis was purely on 

an inward identification with the teachings of Guru Nanak. Accordingly, therefore, a 

true Sikh in the period of Guru Nanak was a gurmukh.

At death, it is the gurmukh who will become united with God; this is the goal 

of the Sikh faith. The manmukh who has not meditated on God's ndm, will continue 

to transmigrate in the cycle of samsara. All such aspects are at the heart of Sikh 

metaphysics, and it is a heart that insists on an inward religion as emphasized by Guru

25 Far 32, Pauri 19, Varan Bhal Gurdas, translator Jodh Singh, p. 267.
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Nanak and his successors. Cole remarks: "Nanak did not want to destroy men's faith 

and certainly he did not regard Hinduism and Islam as false, but he knew that true 

religion was something inward, not an outward show."26

Therefore, a Sikh in Guru Nanak's day was one whose mind had been 

cleansed of all evil as a result of nam simran and nam japna (meditation on God's 

Name), kirat karnd (performing good deeds) and vand chaknd (sharing one's income 

with the less fortunate). The Nanak Panth, therefore, placed no emphasis on a distinct 

external identity for its followers. The definition of a Sikh was a wide one in the 

Kartarpur community. It was with the successors of Guru Nanak that the distinct 

identity of the community was gradually developed. The most significant distinction 

came during the guruship of the fifth Sikh Guru. It is to the successors of Guru Nanak 

that I now turn in order to throw light on the distinctive development of the Nanak 

Panth.

2:2 Changes that occurred with the following eight Gurus

The first moves towards a distinct Sikh identity were taken by Guru Amardas. By the 

period of his guruship there were many Sikhs by convention, that is, they were born 

into the Sikh faith as a result of their parents having adopted Sikhism. There was thus 

a need for a degree of institutionalization since the Sikh faith was no longer in its 

initial stage. Since first generation Sikhs had willingly experienced the beauty of Guru 

Nanak's teachings, they knew, to a certain extent, what was expected of them as his 

followers. It was with the increasing number of second generation Sikhs that a clearer 

identity - as being distinct from Hindus and Muslims ~ was needed. Such 

institutionalization of the Sikh faith was vital in order for it to be able to adapt and

26Cole, W, O. (1973) A Sikh Family in Britain, London: Religious Education Press, p. 34.

29



survive in changing situations. Indeed, Guru Nanak himself ensured the continuation 

of his ideas by appointing a human Guru before his death.

But the establishment of more institutionalized practices by the Gurus often 

led to a contradiction of the teachings of Guru Nanak. One such example is the 

construction of the baoll "well" at Goindwal   to become later a place of pilgrimage - 

- by Guru Amardas.27 This however, was in significant contrast to Guru Nanak's 

teaching that pilgrimage was unnecessary. Yet, and importantly, one should not 

overlook the fact that in his compositions, Guru Amardas spoke about the inferiority 

of pilgrimage compared to the superiority of one who concentrates on the Word of 

God, gurbanr.

By no means this dirt of ego is washed off, even though one may have ablutions 
at hundreds of places of pilgrimage. (AG 39)28

It is only by meditation on the Name of God, Guru Amardas taught, that the 

individual is spiritually cleansed;

Continence, truthfulness and self-restraint are all contained in God's Name. 
Without the Name man becomes not spotless. (AG 33)29

Therefore, it is likely that the baoll was constructed to deter Sikhs from visiting Hindu 

places of worship -- an overt illustration of Guru Amardas' intention of providing 

Sikhs with a distinct identity from Hindus.

Guru Amardas also established the manjl system. 30 It is clear that the 

establishment of manjis helped to promote the Sikh faith. Their origin can be traced

27The baoll constructed at Goindwal suggests overtones of Hindu pilgrim centres. Significantly, it was 
to be reached by eighty-four steps -- indicative of the popular Hindu view that an individual is reborn 
8400,000 times (84 lakhs) before mukti is gained. In contradiction to the suggestion that the baoll was a 
means of pilgrimage in the Sikh faith, is the view that it was constructed for thirsty Sikhs who visited 
the centre of Goindwal. Nevertheless Guru Amardas had established a tirath (pilgrimage centre) for 
Sikhs at Goindwal. It was constructed for the very reason of giving Sikhs a pilgrimage centre of their 
own to offset their going to predominantly Hindu sites such as Hardwar and the Ganges. 
28Singh, Manmohan (1996 rp of 1962 edn) Sri Guru Granth Sahib, Amritsar: Shiromani Gurdwara 
Parbandhak Committee (SGPC), p. 132. 
29Ibid,p. 112.
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back to Guru Nanak who left a sahgat wherever he went, each sahgat being left in the 

charge of a Sikh who was appointed by Guru Nanak himself. 31 Since Guru Amardas 

could not, single-handedly, see to the needs of the Sikh community, the leaders of the 

manjls were given the privilege of being able to initiate members through 

charanamrit. 32 In order to check the progress of the manjls, Guru Amardas made it 

compulsory for their leaders to gather once a year on baisakhl at Goindwal,33 this 

would also enable the leaders to exchange ideas and comments with each other - thus 

enabling effective development of a distinct Sikh identity. It was decided that a great 

annual mela, fair, would be held at Goindwal each baisakhl. Eventually Guru 

Amardas required Sikhs to meet twice a year at Goindwal, on baisakhl and dlwall. 

The motive behind meeting on these two festivals was to promote the idea of Sikh 

distinctiveness from Hindus. Sikhs were required to meet on the Hindu festive days, 

but for non-Hindu reasons. Clearly, the need for establishing a distinct Sikh identity 

is seen here. Further moves towards a Sikh identity were promoted by Guru Amardas 

in his composition of the Goindval Pothis. 34 Guru Amardas probably recognized the 

fact that, since many Sikhs had Hindu ancestors, popular Hinduism was not totally 

absent from the Panth. If measures were not taken to promote explicitly the nature of

™Manji literally means an Indian bedstead which, when used by the Guru, symbolized authority. The
precise reason for having named the system as manjl is not quite clear; it is suggested that in India
when a holy man or guru is addressing an audience he sits on a higher level, usually a manjl, than the
audience, who usually sit on the floor. Hence the term manjl may be used in this sense as designating
authority over the sahgat of a particular locality. It came to refer to the system whereby the whole of
the Sikh community was assigned under twenty-two leaders, chosen by Guru Amardas, each having a
district of his own. The community was growing and it was, therefore, impossible for the Guru to
attend to all followers sufficiently.
31See Singh, Teja (1984 rp of 1922 edn) The Gurdwara Reform Movement and the Sikh Awakening,
Amritsar: SGPC, p. 103.
32Singh, Fauja (1979) Guru Amur Das: Life and Teachings, New Delhi: Sterling Publishers Pvt. Ltd,
p. 124. Fauja Singh makes it clear that initiates would drink amrit that had been prepared by water
poured over the feet of the manjl leader himself. He goes on to remark that the initiation of followers
by the manjl leaders "answered an urgent Sikh need of the time and immensely helped in the spread of
Sikhism" (ibid).
33Cole, W. O. and Sambhi, P. S. (1998 2nd fully revised edn, first published 1978) The Sikhs, Brighton:
Sussex Academic Press, p. 22.
34Collections of the hymns of the earlier Gurus, to which the hymns of the third Guru were added. See
Mann, G. S. (1996) The Goindval Pothis, Harvard: Harvard University Press.
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the teachings of Guru Nanak as distinct from the established truth of the Hindu 

Vedas then the Vedas would gain unnecessary reverence among the Panth. What is 

definite is that the Sikhs were no longer to consult the Hindu scriptures. 36

A significant assertion of a distinct Sikh identity is illustrated by the 

institutions made by the fifth Guru. By establishing Harmandir Sahib31 as the central 

place for Sikhs, and installing the Adi Granth3* within it, Guru Arjan provided both a 

spiritual centre and a sacred scripture for the Sikhs. In having a scripture of their own, 

the Sikhs no longer needed to utilize either the Vedas or other Hindu scriptures, or the 

Quran - an assertion per se of the moves towards establishing Sikh distinction from 

Hindus and Muslims. Prior to its existence there was no scripture in which the beliefs 

of those who followed the Sikh faith were written down. Thus, by providing a 

scripture and a religious centre for followers, Guru Arjan was, in effect, firmly 

establishing a new community. His teachings illustrate well his attitude towards 

Hindu and Muslim customs:

I practise not fasting, nor observe I the month of Ramzan . . .
I go not on pilgrimage to Mecca, nor worship I at the holies. (AG 1136)39

Therefore, Guru Arjan was firm in asserting that Sikhs are not Hindu or Muslim, but a 

distinct, separate, faith in their own right. Thus, from this period onwards a marked 

development of exclusive Sikh identity was beginning to take form. It was after the 

martyrdom of Guru Arjan by the Mughals that the Panth's development experienced a

35"The Vedas and Semitic texts know not the Lord's mystery" (AG 1021). Sri Guru Granth Sahib,
translator Manmohan Singh, p. 3351.
36Singh, Pashaura "Early Markers of Sikh Identity" p. 79.
37This is the present day Golden Temple, a title given to Harmandir Sahib after Maharaja Ranjit Singh
had the building covered in gold leaf. _
38Prior to its installation as Guru, the Guru Granth Sahib was referred to as the Adi Granth - literally
the "first compilation" of the works of the first five Sikh Gurus.
39Sri Guru Granth Sahib, translator Manmohan Singh, p. 3738.
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turning-point. It was from this period onwards that the Panth took on a specifically 

militant nature, and stressed its distinction from the Mushm persecutors.40

I have highlighted above, a number of features that clearly illustrate that the 

Panth was perceived as being distinct from both Hindus and Muslims early on its 

development. But it was the Khalsa of Guru Gobind Singh that sealed the distinct 

Sikh identity.

2:3 The period of Guru Gobind Singh

The major contribution of Guru Gobind Singh to Sikhism was the formation of the 

Khalsa at the baisakhi festival in 1699, which made it compulsory for Sikhs to wear 

five outward symbols, the Five Ks, at all times. Those wishing to become devout 

followers of the ten Gurus were now initiated by the ceremony of khande-dl-pahul, 

whereby initiates were to drink holy water that had been stirred by the khanda, rather 

than initiation via charanamrit, by which Gobind Singh had previously been initiated. 

The event was critically important for Sikhism since the formation of the Khalsa 

endeavoured to provide Sikhs with a final distinct identity from both Hindus and 

Muslims, as much by outward appearance as inward philosophy. However, as I 

demonstrated above in section 2:2, the move towards distinctiveness for Sikhs, occurs 

much earlier than the first Khdlsa ceremony.

The insistence on the irrelevance of avatars, and of caste, and on 

independence from brahmanic rituals - all criticized by Guru Gobind Singh   was 

designed to distinguish Sikhs from Hindus. The institution of a ban on eating halal

'"'The first moves towards militancy were heralded by Guru Hargobind who was commanded by his 
father, Guru Arjan, to sit on the throne fully armed. Guru Hargobind introduced the concept of mlri- 
plri   the temporal and spiritual authority of the Guru.
41The term Khalsa had been derived from the Arabic word "khalisah" referring to "Pure": see 
Vaisakhi, pamphlet published by the Sikh Missionary Society, London, p. 1. Additionally, Guru 
Gobind Singh had already abolished the masand system instituted by Guru Ramdas, due to the 
masands misusing their delegated authority. Since they had the right to bestow charanamrit, many of 
the masands had started to set up their own rival sects.
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meat was intended to distinguish them clearly from Muslims.42 Whether the turban 

was actually instituted by Guru Gobind Singh as part of the rahit^on baisakhl 1699, 

cannot be determined. It is not possible to ascertain precise historical events that led 

to the turban being a visible feature of the kesdhari Sikh. Although the turban is not 

one of the Five Ks, pictorial representations of all ten Sikh Gurus, and of the panj 

pyares44 show them adorned with the turban. Indeed, today the turban is a 

distinguishable feature of all kesdhari Sikh males.45 Four major prohibitions, to be 

avoided by all Sikhs were laid down by Guru Gobind Singh. Sikhs were:

(1) to abstain from cutting any hair,
(2) not to smoke or take any intoxicants,
(3) refrain from eating haldl meat, and
(4) never to indulge in adultery, thus displaying high morality and virtuosity at 

all times.46

A major question arising from the issue of Sikh identity is what incentive led 

to Guru Gobind Singh formulating the Khalsd with its outward symbolism? Why was 

there a particular need for such specific Sikh identity at this time? One thing for sure 

is that this historical event led to a greater awareness of the presence of Sikhs by other 

religious communities of the time. There is some evidence to suggest that Guru 

Gobind Singh did not instigate all the rules and regulations of the Khdlsa at that 

baisakhl festival in 1699, but that they were added at different times later and

42Further measures to define Sikhs clearly as separate from Muslims are contained in the much later 
Rehat Marydda, where it explicitly states that Sikh women should not practise purdah, the custom by 
which Muslim women completely veil themselves. This will be dealt with in section 2:7 below. 
*3TheKhalsa code of discipline.
44According to tradition, Guru Gobind asked for five men who would be willing to accept death and 
would be ready to be decapitated. One by one five men stood up and were in turn taken into a tent. The 
congregation assumed that the panj pyare had been killed, but to their astonishment the five appeared 
all dressed in the Five Ks. They were initiated by Guru Gobind by the ceremony known as kitande-di- 
pahul, whereby a mixture of water and sugar crystals was stirred by a khanda and drunk by the five 
men, symbolizing their spiritual transformation from sparrows into hawks. Whether the whole of this 
event is historically true or whether it has been telescoped cannot be ascertained. But, this is the view 
held generally by the Panth.
45There is no objection to females wearing a turban. However, its prominence is displayed among Sikh 
males. As previously mentioned, an exception are the gora Sikh women. 
"VaisaUti, (pamphlet) p. 8.
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telescoped into one event.47 This view is strengthened by McLeod who is of the 

opinion that, although an actual code of discipline may safely be attributed to baisdkhi 

1699, other aspects of the Khdlsd are to be regarded as consequences of later events.48 

It is understandable as to how, with time, certain features may have been added to the 

original rahit of Guru Gobind Singh. This is because the rahit was not written down 

immediately until the appearance of formal rules and regulations in the form of the 

rahitndmds.49 Therefore, tradition may not be accurate   as stated in the words of 

McLeod, "it would be strange for tradition to get it all right". 50 Whether all, or only a 

few, of the Five Ks were instituted is not a matter that need detain this research 

further. The important issue bearing relevance to the present research is that, 

according to Sikh tradition, the Khalsa was created on baisdkhi day in 1699. Sikhs 

would have gathered on this day due to Guru Amardas' command that all Sikhs 

should assemble on baisdkhi every year. The events of this day in 1699 led to an 

outward identity for Sikhs   one that constitutes the Khdlsd form to the present day.

It is interesting to note that during a Sikh and Punjab Studies Conference in 

May 1999 'at Coventry University, Professor Grewal mentioned that the Khdlsd 

armies of the eighteenth century included sahajdhdris. l Therefore, even though the 

creation of the Khdlsd had taken place, there appears to have been no notion that only 

amritdhdns were Sikhs. The presence of sahajdhdris in the Khdlsd army, as Grewal 

alluded, indicates that sahajdhdris, kesdhdris and amritdhdns were all Sikhs. 

Professor Grewal's opinion gains support when it is considered that the earlier Singh 

Sabhas regarded amritdhdns and sahajdhdris as Sikhs. Grewal also considers that

47See Cole and Sambhi, The Sikhs, p. 36.
48 McLeod, W. H. (1976) The Evolution of the Sikh Community, Oxford: Clarendon Press, p. 18.
49These were the first written records of the rahit. However, their authenticity is doubted, I intend to
look at the rahitnama issue in detail in section 2:5.
50 McLeod, W. H. (1997) Sikhism, Harmondsworth: Penguin, p. 53.
51The term sahajdharl refers to non-Khdlsa Sikhs, that is, Sikhs who have not undergone the amrit
initiation, and are therefore under no obligation to wear the Five Ks.
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Guru Gobind Singh's use of the term Khalsa applied to sahajdharis and amritdharis. 

The latter had taken khande-di-pdhul and thereby became Singhs, whereas the former 

were non-Singhs. So the term Khalsa was used generally to refer to all followers of 

Guru Gobind Singh, whether amritdhari or not. Grewal's opinions are strengthened 

by Bhat Harbans Lal; who writes: "In the Sikh heritage, Sahajdharis were defined and 

treated as Sikhs in all meanings and senses because they accepted the ten Gurus as 

their mentors and continued the same relationship with Sri Guru Granth Sahib"52 He 

goes on to assert that:."The Khalsa congregation included all Sikhs, Amrtidhari and 

Sahajdhari. There were many prominent Sahajdhari Sikhs."53 I gain the impression 

that Guru Gobind Singh did not regard only Khalsa Sikhs as proper Sikhs   though 

this certainly obscures the issue of the importance of outward identity. What could be 

suggested is that the Guru recognized that not all his followers could retain strict 

adherence to the rahit and that many lived up to the ideals of Guru Nanak who had 

spoken against an outward show of faith. At this point, the reasons behind Guru 

Gobind Singh's institution of the Khalsa need to be examined.

It is clear that Guru Gobind Singh felt the urgent need to lay down the 

precepts of the Sikh faith in the form of outward symbolism that would create among 

his followers a sense of separate identity   primarily from the followers of Islam. The 

urgent need to distinguish Khalsa Sikhs from Muslims lay in the fact that Sikhs were 

being persecuted for being followers of the Gurus. Therefore, Guru Gobind Singh 

probably wished for the distinction to be between Sikhs and Muslims.54 The issue 

regarding Hindus is not very clear since many Hindu families included Sikh converts

52Lal, B. H. "Sahajdhari Sikhs: Their Origin and Current Status within the Panth" in Sikh Identity, p.
111.
*Ibid,p. 113.
54The Punjab, being the gateway to India, was continuously invaded by foreigners who were not always
accommodating to the faith of the region they invaded. There are many accounts in Sikh history that
illustrate for those who did not convert to Islam, the penalty was death.
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too. Many people kept the outward symbols of the Sikh faith without being formally 

initiated: such was the case of the uninitiated kesdharis — the case of the majority of 

Sikhs today. The rules by which a Sikh should behave, many of which were probably 

dictated in 1699, became the rahit, that is, it was the correct way of living for those 

who followed the teachings of the ten Gurus. The precepts laid down became the 

basis of the rahitnamas and, later, the Rehat Maryada.

According to Gopal Singh, one of the motives behind the formation of the 

Khalsa had been the martyrdom of the tenth Guru's father, Guru Tegh Bahadur who 

was publicly beheaded under the reign of the Muslim Emperor, Aurangzeb. 55 Gopal 

Singh tells us that: "Guru Tegh Bahadur, had been beheaded in a public square of 

Delhi, but no one had come forward, except two low-caste Sikhs in disguise and 

under cover of darkness, to claim his body."56 The very fact that the Sikhs had come 

in disguise when it was dark meant that they were not courageous enough to admit to 

the Muslim rulers that they were Sikhs, for fear of persecution or of being forced to 

embrace Islam. Importantly, their having come in disguise suggests that, prior to the 

creation of the Khalsa, Sikhs were, indeed, visibly recognizable, otherwise why 

would the two low-caste Sikhs feel the need for the disguise? For the next twenty- 

four years Guru Gobind Singh probably trained his followers in bravery and courage, 

and instilled in them the power to confront the Mughal authorities.

On keeping the outward identity of the Khalsa (especially the uncut hair 

covered by the turban),57 Sikhs were to be recognized at once as strong, martial

55Singh, Gopal (1990 rp of 1979 edn) A History of the Sikh People, Delhi: World Book Centre, p. 
284.

57The most important outward symbol that enabled Sikh identity to express itself was the turban, which 
became the hallmark of a Sikh. Thus, even out of a crowd of people, one could clearly distinguish a 
Sikh and a non-Sikh.
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followers of the Sikh faith. 58 It is important to note here that institutionalization does 

not indicate that Guru Nanak's message was contradicted, but merely that it enabled 

the message to adapt to changing conditions in order for Guru Nanak's message to 

survive. The followers of the succeeding Gurus became known as the Panth 

collectively, and Guru Nanak's name was dropped to indicate the followers were 

adherents to the teachings of all the Gurus. 59 This might suggest that later innovations 

by Nanak's successors are to be regarded on a par with Nanak's beliefs and practices.

The need for establishing a rahit by Guru Gobind Singh was also partly the 

outcome of the increasing number of Sikhs in the Punjab, which made it impossible 

for the Guru to attend all areas. The establishment of masands had already proved 

unsuccessful, since the Guru had felt the need to abolish them. It was necessary, 

therefore, to establish a set pattern of practices by which all Sikhs should behave. 60 

Above all, prescribed rules by the tenth Guru ensured the survival of the Panth. The 

Khdlsd established by Guru Gobind Singh thus went as far as possible in clearly 

defining, in the seventeenth century, who exactly a Sikh was.

Continuous persecution from other faiths raised the issue of Sikh identity and 

the question of who was a Sikh. Guru Gobind Singh thus felt the urgency to label the 

Sikh community clearly as distinct from other faiths, and prepared the Sikhs to die for 

the survival of their faith. By giving the Sikhs a set of rules and regulations by which 

to live, Guru Gobind Singh established a firm Sikh identity in the seventeenth 

century. This completed a process that had begun much earlier in the development of 

Sikhism.

58This outward, militant transformation of the Panth, as remarked earlier, could be said to have begun
under the sixth Guru, Hargobind, the final and full transformation being attributed to Guru Gobind
Singh.
59 McLeod, W. H. (1992 rp of 1989) Who is a Sikh? Oxford: Clarendon Press, p. 7.
*° Singh, T. The Gurdwara Reform Movement and the Sikh Awakening, p. 61.
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2:4 The kes and Sikh identity

Of major distinction, then, between Sikh and non-Sikh, especially outside India, is the 

Sikh's most prominent display of the turban,61 which is inseparably bound with the 

kes.62 Thus, the issue of kes is particularly pertinent to the debate about Sikh identity 

in the sense that an individual may no longer be regarded as a Sikh if he/she cuts 

his/her hair. This is because such individuals do not conform to the status of a 

Khalsa Sikh as defined by the Rehat Maryada, even though they will consider 

themselves Sikh -- as will the majority of their associates. Thus the question of Sikh 

identity appears a paradox.

Even with changing attitudes in the modern world, Khalsa Sikhism has 

retained its insistence on uncut hair, and one must ask why such importance is 

attached to the kes. One answer to this question may be that religion has always 

associated uncut, long hair as a symbol of the individual's devotion to God.63 As such, 

Kirpal Singh suggests: "the uncut hair (kesh) holds the highest sanctity in Sikhism". 64 

It is often argued by Khalsa Sikhs that God, on purpose, intended humankind to have 

long hair, otherwise why is it that, of all the parts of the human body, it is the hair that 

grows continually? Mansukhani argues that: "The shaving or removal of hair is 

regarded as a challenge to the Creator and His Divine Will. The ban on hair-cutting

61 As indicated in 2:3 above, it is not possible to establish whether the turban was part of the rahit of
Guru Gobind Singh, or whether it was appended to it.
62Although a Sikh is supposed to display all of the Five Ks at all times, a study of the kara, kangha,
Ttirpan and kaccha is not otherwise relevant to the present study on the issue of Sikh identity.
63For example, the most famous biblical story of Samson in the Jewish and Christian tradition is
concerned with how his hair was the source of his energy and divine strength. Jesus too, in the majority
of his pictures is always portrayed as having long hair. Apart from these two "western" characters,
many Hindu Gods are represented with their long, maybe uncut, hair. This portrayal of hair in both
eastern and western ideology must inevitably have some significance relating to an individual's mental
and spiritual state of mind.
64 Singh, Kirpal (1985) The Sikh Symbols, London: Sikh Missionary Society, U.K., p. 5.
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for the khalsa was demanded in order that God's design of man should be left as He 

intended. Hair is a protection for the head. Who are we to alter God's great design."65 

Traditionally, the ascetics and sadhus (holy men) of India have kept uncut 

hair. Therefore, prestige was attributed to the kes prior to the creation of the Khalsa. 

Importance attached to the kes appears to have been the topic of a conversation 

between Guru Nanak and a Muslim religious leader.66 The idea of prestige associated 

with the Indian turban is also found in one of Guru Arjan's hymns:

Make good deeds thy body and faith thy bride.
Revel thou in the True Lord's love and entertainments.
Make pure that is impure. Deem thou the Lord's presence thy counsel.
Let the complete body be the turban on thy head.
A Muslim is he who is kind-hearted. (AG 1084). 67

Important to note is that the turban, here, has no connection whatsoever to a Sikh 

identity. The last line of the verse clearly indicates that the composition belongs to 

Sufis, not Sikhs. The Sufis wore turbans along with Hindus, too, as a sign of respect. 

Its use is rather like a woman covering her head before leaving the house and in the 

presence of elders and, importantly, is therefore not exclusive to Sikhs. Today, 

however, many Sikhs are easily recognized due to the style of tying their turbans that, 

as repeatedly stated, became a necessity for all amritdhari Sikhs, in order to 

distinguish them from other communities. Cole and Sambhi take the point of 

distinction further by expressing the view that in distinguishing Sikhs from others, the 

possibility of unfair persecution of non-Sikhs was taken into consideration:

65 Mansukhani, G. S. (1989) A Book of Sikh Studies, Delhi: National Book Shop, p. 93.
66According to a debate described in the Janamsakhis (the "birth testimonies" of Guru Nanak) between
Guru Nanak and a Muslim pir (religious leader) by the name of Bahauddin, Guru Nanak is recorded as
having told Bahauddin that by shaving their hair, the Hindus and Muslims have degraded themselves.
He goes on to assert that ordaining humans with kes, is God's divine Will, Hukam, and each individual
should therefore obey the Hukam: see Singh Kirpal, The Sikh Symbols, p. 12.
61 Sri Guru Granth Sahib, translator Manmohan Singh, p. 3570.
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When the Gurus encouraged the wearing of the turban they did it partly to 
prevent non-Sikhs being picked upon and treated as Sikhs in time of local 
persecution, and they did it also to prevent the less courageous of their followers 
deserting and merging with the crowd when the going became hard. 68

Initiation, too, became an outward symbol of identity and unity of all Sikhs. 

Since Guru Nanak preached the fatherhood of God and the one family of all 

humankind, Guru Gobind Singh brought Guru Nanak's ideal concept of equality to its 

highest potential by firstly making the panj pydre drink from the same bowl. The 

irrelevance of caste distinctions was strengthened due to the fact that the five men 

were from different zats and also from different regions of India, illustrating the unity 

of the Sikh faith.69 But Guru Gobind Singh's institution of the kes suggests that the 

ideal amritdhari in Sikhism, is also one who has uncut hair.

The act of initiation in Sikhism is not merely physical for, above all, it is 

regarded as a spiritual rebirth. Just as the Hindu twice-born, dvija, classes were 

spiritually reborn at the upanayana, sacred thread, ceremony so, too, initiated Sikhs 

could be regarded as being "twice-born". 70 Violation of the rules of the Khalsd results 

in the person becoming a patit and therefore returning to the inferior non-spiritual 

state in which he or she was prior to taking initiation into the Khalsd.

On becoming initiated the Sikh's next step is to bring himself or herself nearer 

to God by ndm simran:

68 Cole and Sambhi, The Sikhs, p. 116. 
69The panj pyare were:

(1) Bhai Day! Singh, a khatri from Lahore, Punjab.
(2) Bhai Dharam Singh, ajat from Rohtas,
(3) Bhai Mohkam Singh, a dhobi (washerman) from Dwarka, Gujrat.
(4) Bhai Sahib Singh, a nai (barber) from Bidar, Karnataka
(5) Bhai Himmat Singh, ajhir (water carrier) from Jagannath Puri, Orissa . 

(Vaisakhi, [pamphlet] p. 4).
70The spiritual aspect of initiation is commented on by Randhir Singh in his Punjabi work entitled 
Amrit-ki-Hai, translated into English by Trilochan Singh: "Baptism in Sikhism is not mere ritual. It is a 
spiritual rebirth. Those who go in for baptism without inner preparations and discipline remain 
deprived of its spiritual impact in their body and mind." Singb, Trilochan (1981) The Meaning of Sikh 
Baptism, Ludhiana, Punjab: Bhai Sahib Randhir Singh Trust, p. 16.
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Thy Name, O Lord, is the Formless One; 
Dwelling on it, one falls not into Hell. (AG 465).71

But this raises a crucial point. Since it is nam simran which brings the individual 

closer to God, it could be contended that a Sikh should primarily be regarded as one 

who has total faith in Satguru and the teachings of the ten Gurus: initiation is only the 

means to this. And the institution of the means by Guru Gobind Singh arose, 

essentially, out of a need for a more military character to Sikhism.72 But once that 

need is removed, is such initiation a prerequisite to true inner spirituality?73 Thus, the 

period of Guru Gobind Singh's successorship gave rise to the necessity of forming the 

Khalsa; it was certainly this that created a heightened consciousness of identity 

among the Sikhs, and a more marked military outlook. This was necessary at the time, 

but the pure spirituality of Guru Nanak's teachings underpins this and is the bottom 

line of Sikh identity. The reasons as to why the Khalsa identity was stressed in the 

late nineteenth century, and why becoming amritdhdri was viewed as the mark of the 

true Sikh, are taken up in the following section.

2:5 The nineteenth century and the subsequent rise of the Singh 
Sabha

The problem of defining a Sikh as belonging to a sect of Hinduism is one that Sikhs 

have faced throughout the development of their faith. Even after the death of Guru 

Gobind Singh, the Sikhs were regarded in a sense as Hindus. Yet the main term of 

identity that Sikhs used to describe themselves in the early phase of development was

7ISingh, Gopal (1993 rp of 1968 edn) Sri Guru Granth Sahib, Delhi: World Book Centre, p. 459. 
72The militant character of Guru Gobind's teachings is portrayed in the way that he equated the sword 
with God. Harbans Singh draws attention to the autobiography of Guru Gobind Singh -- the Bachitra 
Natak - in which he uses the term "Sword" to refer to God: "I bow with love and devotion to the Holy 
Sword, Assist me that I may be able to complete this work." Singh, Harbans (1994) The Heritage of 
the Sikhs, New Delhi: Manohar, p. 81.
73Since the teachings of Guru Gobind Singh remain separate in the Dasam Granth, the nature of Sikh 
doctrine as contained in the Guru Granth Sahib remains concentrated on the importance of bhakti 
through nam simran. Although the teachings of Guru Tegh Bahadur were added to the original Adi 
Granth, the compositions of Guru Gobind Singh remain in a separate volume. And it is in the Dasam 
Granth that the importance of the Khalsa is highlighted, not in the Guru Granth Sahib.
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Hum Hindu Nahin, that is, We Are Not Hindus. Following this they moved to what 

Barrier depicts as a "more positive phase that emphasized the innate value of Sikhism 

and its contribution to Indian and world civilization."74

Interestingly, in the Punjab census of 1855 Sikhs were still counted as 

members of the Hindu faith. 75 It was not until 1868 that Sikhs were listed as separate 

from Hindus: there was however, no clear-cut definition of a Sikh as yet.76 The British 

enumerators felt the need for firm boundaries as to who was a Sikh in order for them 

to enumerate Sikhs in the 1891 Punjab census; this must have had its effect on the 

minds of the Singh Sabha leaders   those dedicated to preventing Sikhs being re- 

absorbed into Hinduism. Thus, it was in 1891 that the first, clear, definition of a Sikh 

was used by the British as one who was a Khdlsa Sikh.77 The number of Khdlsa Sikhs 

must have visibly increased for them to have bearing on the British definition of a 

Sikh   an important consideration when bearing in mind that the Lahore Singh Sabha, 

which placed emphasis on the Khdlsa form, had by now been established. Thus, the 

sahajdharis were most likely to have been enumerated as Hindus: significantly a total 

of 1,344,862 Sikhs had described themselves as being Hindus.78 The 

sahajdhdrilamritdhari relationship to the Panth continues to be the centre of debate to 

the present day.

It is true that the origins of the Sikh faith, when traced back to the teachings of 

Guru Nanak, were Hindu, since he himself was brought up according to Hindu

74Barrier, N. G. in Juergensmeyer, M. and Barrier, N. G. (1979) Sikh Studies, California: Berkeley
Religious Studies Series, p. 41.
75See McLeod Who is a Sikh? p. 86. The non-distinctiveness of the Sikhs had also been voiced by
Wilson, who, in 1862, depicted the Sikhs as a sect within Hinduism and the Sikh faith as a reform
movement that arose in denial of caste distinctions- (Wilson, H. H. [1978 rp of 1862 edn] Religions of
the Hindus, Delhi: Cosmo Publications, p. 121ff). Wilson made the assumption that there are no major
distinctions between a Sikh and a Hindu. But his book was written before the census of 1868 in which,
for the first time, Sikhs were counted as separate from Hindus, and before the attack of the Arya Samaj
- a Hindu party that refused to acknowledge the Sikhs as distinct from Hindus.
76McLeod, Who is a Sikh? p. 86.
"ibid.
78See Oberoi, The Construction of Religious Boundaries, p. II.
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tradition. However, in the same way that Jesus was a Jew and his teachings 

developed into a separate religion so, too, is the case with Sikhism. Interestingly, and 

importantly, I must point out that the constitution of India, to this day, legislates Sikhs 

as a sect within Hinduism.

The confusion about whether Sikhs are Hindus can be understood if one bears 

in mind the fact that Sikhs share many social and religious ideas with the Hindus, 

such as belief in caste,79 karma and transmigration. However, it must be emphasized 

that Sikhism has expressed its own stance and, therefore, has modified these beliefs in 

its own way.80 The threat of Sikhs absorbing into Hinduism was recognized by the 

late nineteenth century Singh Sabha   an extremely important movement with regard 

to influencing Sikhs to establish a distinct identity of their own. 

2:5:1 The Singh Sabha

The main concern of the Singh Sabha was to prevent the absorption of the Sikh faith 

into the larger fold of Hinduism. Furthermore, the movement aspired to discourage 

diversity within the Panth. By the nineteenth century, the Hindu pantheon of gods and 

goddesses was increasingly appearing in Sikh practice. 81 Members of the Panth 

openly participated in practices against which the Sikh Gurus had voiced their 

criticism. Thus Sikhs participated in what Oberoi, using Weber's term, describes as 

the "enchanted universe". 82 The day-to-day lives of a vast majority of Sikhs consisted 

in anti-Sikh rituals such as the worshipping of saints - from both Hindu and Muslim

79Although the Gurus spoke out against caste prejudice and instituted such customs as the lahgar (free- 
kitchen) in the gurdwaras and common surnames to symbolize equality among all, zat is still retained 
in Sikhism, particularly in matrimonial matters.
80For example, the concept of karma has been adjusted in Sikhism to teach that one's 2at does not 
dictate the duties that should be performed; everyone has the chance to work towards his or her 
liberation, but ultimate release is dependent only on God's Grace, Nadar.
81 See Singh, Khushwant, (1987 rp of 1966 edn) A History of the Sikhs: Vol 2, Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, p. 136. 
82Oberoi, The Construction of Religious Boundaries, p. 141.
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backgrounds -- superstitions, black magic and the worshipping of ancestors. 83 Thus, in 

the nineteenth century, the Sikhs were not just a people of the "Book", brahmins were 

being consulted, and rituals were undertaken to prevent illnesses and to grant boons. 

But these accepted and popular customs of the Sikhs in the nineteenth century were in 

contradistinction to their gurbani. The diversity in practices was perhaps best 

illustrated via the marriage ceremonies among Sikhs -- indeed, before the intervention 

of the Singh Sabha there was no uniform Sikh wedding ritual. 84 The writings of 

travellers to India in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries provide further useful 

insights into such praxis common amongst Sikhs. One example, here, is from the 

writings of Jacquemont: "The Sikhs have also retained a large number of Hindu 

superstitions. . . . Their priests are always of high caste Hindu descent and they have 

such contempt for the lower castes ,, ,"85 Furthermore, in spite of the event which had 

taken place on baisakhi 1699, there were still many Sikhs who had not yet taken amrit 

and had not, therefore, initiated into the Khalsa*6 Thus, diversity in the Panth with 

regard to practice and belief was prevalent and had been pertinent to all stages of 

early development   this is what the Singh Sabha leaders aimed to end. Nevertheless, 

Pashaura Singh is of the opinion that, although it was inescapable that popular Sikh 

religion was heavily influenced by Hindu culture, this was not the case overall; the 

Gurus had, indeed, promoted the distinctiveness of the Panth, and this was practised 

by the "elite of the Panth."87 Even so, the whole Panth did not live strictly according

*3Ibid, chapter 3, pp. 139-203.
84The majority of Sikhs were married by the vedl tradition whereby circuits were taken around the fire,
as in the Hindu manner. In October 1909, the Anand Marriage Act was legalized. From then on, Sikhs
were to be married by taking fourpheras around the Guru Granth Sahib. The Namdharis, however, did
not adopt this practice, they continue to takepheras around the fire.
85Jacquemont cited in Garrett, H. L. O. (1985 rp of 1934 edn) ThePanjab A Hundred Years Ago, New
Delhi: Rima Publishing House, pp. 9-10.
*6Ibid, pp. 24-5.
"Singh, Pashaura "Early Markers of Sikh Identity" p. 83.
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to Sikh practices alone - indeed, if they had, then there would have been less effort 

on behalf of the Singh Sabha to define Sikhs clearly as distinct from other faiths.

The first Singh Sabha was established at Amritsar in 1873. 88 What must be 

noted here is that the early Singh Sabhas were primarily geared towards laying down 

correct observances ofgurbdnT - there was not much emphasis on Sikhs adopting the 

Khdlsd form. The prescribing of Khdlsd ideals was accentuated by the later Singh 

Sabhas.89 Thus, diversity of identity obtained widely, whereby both amritdharis and 

sahajdharis were members of the Khdlsd^

The Singh Sabha aimed at publishing literature that would unite all Sikhs in 

belief and practice, and end Sikh participation in the "enchanted universe". 91 The 

printing press had been introduced by the American Ludhiana Mission in 1834, and 

cannot be overestimated in the efforts of the Singh Sabha: it allowed ideas to be 

effectively communicated between the Punjabis. 92

Although many rahitndmas and tankhdhndmds93 were in existence, their 

authority was not particularly marked in the nineteenth century; none was seen as 

having utmost jurisdiction for the Sikh community. It is well to remember that the 

Sikh Rehat Maryadd was not officially approved by the SGPC until 1945, and it was 

not passed until 1950. Thus, the extant formal rahitndmas of various authors were 

utilized by the Singh Sabha in the late nineteenth century. Nevertheless, the educated 

leaders of the Singh Sabha could not accept all rahitndmd material because of

88Oberoi, The Construction of Religious Boundaries, p. 258.
89Much literature has been published on the history and purpose of the Singh Sabhas. There is no need
to reiterate the material here. For detailed information on the Singh Sabhas see Oberoi, The
Construction of Religious Boundaries, and Barrier, N. G. (1998) "The Singh Sabhas and the
Evolution of Modem Sikhism, 1875-1925" in Baird, R. D. (3rd revised edn) Religion in Modern India,
Manohar: Delhi, pp. 192-223.
'"This issue has been looked at in section 2:3 above.
91 See Oberoi, The Construction of Religious Boundaries, chapter 3.
^See Barrier, N. G. (1998) "The Singh Sabhas and the Evolution of Modern Sikhism, 1875-1925" in
Baird, Religion in Modern India, p. 196.
93These are works that state prohibitions for Khalsa Sikhs and action to be taken against those Khalsa
Sikhs who break the rahit.
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discrepancies and substance that was no longer relevant in the nineteenth century. 94 

Therefore, much of the content of the rahitnamas was sifted for what the Singh Sabha 

leaders saw as reliable material, in order for the Sikh community to be defined as 

being distinct from Hindus and Muslims.

Indeed, much of what became the definitive Sikh Rehat Maryada is derived 

from the rahitnamas, which are the first records of the rahit as instituted by Guru 

Gobind Singh on baisakhl 1699 when he created the Khalsa.95 The earliest extant 

rahitnama is that, allegedly, by Chaupa Singh Chhibbar96 -- known as the Chaupa 

Singh Rahitnama. Sikh tradition claims that Guru Gobind Singh had instructed 

Chaupa Singh, a close companion of the Guru, to write down the Khalsd code of 

discipline as instructed to Sikhs on baisakhi 1699.97 The authenticity of the Chaupa 

Singh Rahitnama^ however, is doubtful. It contains material that would not have 

been acceptable to Chaupa Singh himself. He was the tutor of the tenth Guru and had 

looked after him as a child. Neither he, nor the Guru himself, would have accepted 

much of the material." It follows that the opinion of many Sikhs and scholars today 

ascertains that much of the original Chaupa Singh Rahitnama has been distorted by 

ignorant Sikhs. 100

94See McLeod, W. H. (1987) The Chaupa Singh Rahit-Nama, Dunedin: University of Otago Press, 
p. 11.

The aim of the Sikh Rehat Maryada is to provide a code for Khaba Sikhs, therefore, it does not see 
the need to cater for sakajdhari, uninitiated Sikhs.
%Chaupa Singh was bom as Chaupa Rai into a brahmin family, therefore, he must have taken initiation 
and become a Khaba Sikh in order for his name to have changed to Chaupa Singh. See McLeod, The 
Chaupa Singh Rahit-Nama, p, 13
^This seems a valid opinion since the Khalsa community would have been growing and dispersing to 
the extent that it would have been impossible for the Guru to attend to all Khalsa Sikhs. Therefore, a 
written statement would have been vital in order for the Guru's chosen associates to be able to 

administer khande-di-pahul on his behalf.
98 Dating between 1740 and 1765 (see McLeod, The Chaupa Singh Rahit-Nama, p. 10). 
"This includes reverence and superiority of the brahmins, as well as the tenth Guru's involvement in 
the devi cult See McLeod, ibid. Furthermore, the extant Chaupa Singh Rahitnama contains no 
reference to the Five Ks and, additionally, the language used is not that of the period of the tenth Guru 

(ibid., p. 15).
100McLeod, ibid, p. 12. The Chaupa Singh Rahitnama can be attributed to Chhibbar brahmins who 
were not very happy with the Khalsd Panth development in the eighteenth century (ibid., p. 49),
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The rahit was a continuing process, although, much of it had been dictated by 

the tenth Guru in 1699. According to McLeod, "pre-1699 sources indicate that a 

rudimentary Rahit was evolving prior to the founding of the Khalsa." 101 But much of 

it evolved in the post-Khalsa period during the eighteenth century. Thus, although the 

extant Chaupa Singh Rahitnama is often regarded as unauthentic, its importance lies 

in the fact that it is closer to the period of Guru Gobind Singh than any other 

rahitnamd. Nevertheless, certain features of the extant Chaupa Singh Rahitnama 

would not have been accepted by the Singh Sabha, which aimed to end Sikh 

participation in the "enchanted universe". For example, the Chaupa Singh Rahitnama 

includes the reference that:

(iii) Sikh marriages should be performed by Brahmans. 102

Such factors suggested that the Sikhs were not distinct from Hindus. Therefore, the 

Singh Sabha solemnized iheAnand Karaj Act in 1909. 103

The establishment of a branch of iheArya Samaj at Lahore, Punjab, in 1877 104 

posed a particular threat to the survival of Sikhism. 105 The assumption that Sikhs are 

to be regarded as Hindus was outrightly rejected by the Singh Sabha; indeed, the 

famous book by Nabha entitled We Are Not Hindus, is one of its basic books. Grewal 

has remarked that Nabha's work was the most authoritative statement of Sikh identity 

in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. 106

101 Ibid, p. 9. 
102 Ibid, p. 36.JVfW. , y, ~"J,

103The elevation of brahmins, against which the Gurus taught, was further stressed by references in the
Chaupa Singh Rahitnama that "(iv) Brahman Sikhs should receive double the deference and attention
normally bestowed on a Sikh" (ibid). Thus the Singh Sabha endeavoured to produce a set of rules and
regulations for Sikhs to follow.
10*See Oberoi, The Construction of Religious Boundaries, p. 279.
I05Shackle points out that the Singh Sabha spoke against the Arya Samaj's attempt to define Sikhs as
simply belonging to the Hindu faith; he states that propaganda stimulated by the Singh Sabha aimed at
a stricter following of the Khalsa. See Shackle, C. "Sikhism" in Hardy, F. (1990) The Religions of
Asia, London: Routledge, p. 192.
106Grewal, J. S. (1999) "Nabha's Ham Hindu Nahin: A Declaration of Sikh Ethnicity" in Singh, P. and
Barrier, N. G Sikh Identity, p, 232.
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But links between Punjabis, both Sikh and Hindu, would have been inevitable 

since they shared the same family and same zats, including shared customs and 

festivals. 107 Above all, the Sikh Gurus themselves were originally Punjabi Hindus 

too. However, the Sikh break from Hinduism was evident in the Gurus' rejection of 

zat prejudice, of brahmanic rituals, and of the polytheism that was a popular feature 

of devotional Hinduism. Indeed, Khushwant Singh states that it was, ironically, the 

teachings of the Arya Samaj itself that helped to promote an awareness of a distinct 

identity among Sikhs, he writes: "The more the [Arya] Samajists claimed Sikhism to 

be a branch of Hinduism, the more the Sikhs insisted that they were a distinct and 

separate community." 108

The Arya Samaj, led by Swami Dayanand, preached the supremacy of the 

Vedas and, in so doing, the idolatrous and polytheistic nature of popular Hinduism 

was rejected. 109 The stringent followers of the Arya Samaj viewed Dayanand as a rsi, 

before whom Guru Nanak and the Gurus could never be placed in importance. 110 The 

first Sikh followers of the Arya Samaj initially accepted it as being similar to the true 

Sikhism as taught by the Gurus. Nevertheless, Dayanand's open criticism of the Sikh 

faith could not be tolerated by those who followed the teachings of the Sikh Gurus. 

The Arya Samaj lost the majority of its Sikh followers, who became ardent supporters 

of the Singh Sabha movement. 111 The effect of the Arya Samaj in the Punjab was, in 

fact, to raise among Sikhs the necessity of a clear identity of their own. The criticism

107See Jones, K. W. "Ham Hindu Nahin: Arya-Sikh Relations, 1877-1905" in Journal of Asian
Studies, 32 (1973). 457.
108Singh, Khushwant, A History of the Sikhs: Vot2, p. 147.
'^"Moreover, Dayanand condemned the authority of brahmins. Thus in these non-Hindu aspects the
Arya Samaj had appealed to the educated Punjabis and, initially at least, to a number of Sikhs.
However on his arrival in the Punjab, Dayanand openly criticized the Sikh religion, as well as its Gurus
as being mere mortals who had begun their own sect within the overall boundary of Hinduism.
110Khushwant Singh comments: "Aryas specifically rejected any claim to infallibility for Guru Nanak,
since it would have placed Sikhism and its founder above their own movement and their own prophet,
Swami Dayanand." (Singh, Khushwant, A History of the Sikhs: Vol 2, p. 460).
111 Ibid., p. 462.
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of the Arya Samaj had created an increased awareness among Sikhs that they were not 

a minority sect within Hinduism. So what and who were they to be identified as?

The influence of Christian missionaries in the Punjab also prompted the Singh 

Sabha to take swift action. Sikhs had been greatly shocked when, in 1853, Maharaja 

Duleep Singh became a Christian. 112 It was the egalitarian message that attracted large 

numbers of lower-caste Sikhs into Christianity, and they constituted the highest 

percentage of Sikhs converting into the Christian faith. Although Sikhism had claimed 

to be casteless, these low-caste Sikhs did not achieve the position of equality that the 

Gurus had preached. Significantly, the decision of four educated Sikhs to convert to 

Christianity came as a great blow to the Singh Sabha, which recognised the dire need 

to do something about Sikh conversions to Christianity.

It was the goal of the Singh Sabha to create a consciousness of identity among 

Sikhs, an identity that created a Khalsd view and one that clearly emphasized to Sikhs 

that they are in no way to be regarded as belonging to Hinduism. The Singh Sabha, 

according to Harbans Singh, is undoubtedly responsible for the purification of the 

Sikh faith. 113 This becomes clear when bearing in mind the following aims of the 

Singh Sabha, as illustrated by Gopal Singh:

(a) to propagate the Guru's Mission in its pristine purity;
(b) to do away with the Brahmanic rituals which had creeped (sic) into the Sikh 
society;
(c) to publish books;
(d) to hold discussions and debates of scholars of doctrine...
(e) to inculcate pride in the Sikh youth in their tradition and history, and
(f) to propagate the cause of the Panjabi language by opening schools and 
publishing books, journals and newspapers. 114

The efforts of the Singh Sabha in this respect have been succinctly summarized by 

Oberoi:

112Oberoi, The Construction of Religious Boundaries, p. 222. Maharaja Duleep Singh was the son of 
Maharaja Ranjit Singh who is also known as the "Lion of the Punjab".
113 See Singh, Harbans, The Heritage of the Sikhs, p. 254.
114 Singh, Gopal, A History of the Sikh People, p. 610.
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A separatist 'Sikh history' was matched by a vigorous drive to establish distinct 
Sikh rituals and observations for life cycle ceremonies. This was furthered by the 
substitution of non-Sikh festivals by Sikh celebrations. Central to this concern 
with the rites of passage was the desire to rid Sikhism of all Brahmanical- 
Hinduized accretions. 115

But diversity was present among the Singh Sabhas themselves. The earlier Sabhas of 

Amritsar differed from the later Sabhas of Lahore. Attempts at enforcing Khalsa 

ideals became noticeable among the Khalsa Panth.

After the annexation of the Punjab, Lord Dalhousie, the Governor-General, is 

reported to have been impressed with the fighting qualities of Sikhs, thus encouraging 

Sikh enrolment into the British Army of the Raj. 116 Furthermore, the barracks of the 

Raj were moved to the Punjab. Attentively, the British Army promoted enrolment of 

amritdhan Sikhs, due to the aura of courage and bravery associated with the Five Ks. 

Significantly, "a Sikh recruit was asked to undergo the initiation rite, and it was 

mandatory for him to maintain the external symbols of the faith." 117 Thus, the British 

were, in effect, promoting Sikh identity as constituting the amritdharis. The Sikh 

community was indispensable to the Raj, which even enlisted the help ofgranthis to 

administer amrit to new officers and to ensure no breach of the Khalsa symbols took 

place. 118 The British seemed truly to believe that the prowess of the Sikh was 

inseparable from his outward Khalsa appearance. Relationships between the Tat 

Khalsa and the Sikh soldiers increased impressively due to their shared ideals of the 

mark of a true Sikh. 119

At around 1902-1903, a number of the Sabhas had affiliated into a central 

organization known as the Chief Khalsa DTwdn. Generally, the Chief KhaLsa Dlwan, 

like the earlier Sabhas, tended to regard both Khdha Sikhs and sahajdharis as

115Oberoi, H. S. "A Historiographical and Bibliographical Reconstruction of the Singh Sabha in 
Nineteenth Century Panjab" in Journal of Sikh Studies, 10(1983): 120-1. 
116Oberoi, The Construction of Religious Boundaries, p. 361.

mlbid
n9Ibid, p. 362, and for further details pp. 361-77.
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Sikhs. 120 The later Singh Sabhas were responsible for the establishment of the Tat 

Khalsa, translated as "Pure Sikhs", which insisted on die identity of a Sikh as being a 

Khalsa Sikh. 121

Importantly, the Singh Sabha was not alone in attempting to revitalize the 

lapsed Panth. There were a number of movements that arose in the nineteenth century 

as the need towards adherence to Sikh teachings and principles became more 

necessary. Indeed, the rise of these movements suggests that a separate Sikh identity 

was not clear-cut, and that the continuation of the Panth was viewed as being in 

danger. Two such movements were the Namdharis122 and the Nirankaris. 123 Both 

these groups, together with the Lahore Singh Sabha, attempted to force the Khalsa 

Sikh identity on the Panth.

The year 1898 CE further heightened Sikh separatism - this time legally. The 

issue concerned a gentleman, Sardar Dyal Singh Majithia, who had converted to 

Sikhism before his death. After his death his wealth was left in a trust. His wife 

claimed that since he had died a Sikh, the Hindu law of inheritance no longer applied. 

The Punjab Court found itself in a dilemma in determining whether Sikhs were to be 

regarded as Hindus or as a separate faith. 124 The court's final decision that Sardar 

Majithia was in fact a Hindu must have engendered considerable disappointment 

among the Tat Khalsa leaders. On the other hand, it is probable that at this point in 

history many Sikh converts were adamant that they wished to be labelled as within the 

boundaries of Hinduism. It is true to say that, even to the present day, there are Sikhs 

who do not wish to create too much fuss over the issue of total separation from their

mlbid., p. 214.
121 Ibid., pp. 305-06.' It is the influences of the Singh Sabhas, which formulated as the Tat Khalsa, that
are echoed in the pages of the Sikh Rehal Maryada, issued by the SGPC at Amritsar in 1945.
1 2This group will be examined in chapter 4.
123Details regarding the Nirankaris can be found above in section 1:4.
124 See Jones, K. W. "Ham Hindu Nahin", p. 467.
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Hindu background: this is bound to cause problems when discussing the overall 

question of Sikh identity.

The endeavour towards removing idol worship from Sikh holy places resulted 

in title fruitful removal of idols from the precincts of the Golden Temple in 1905. 125 

The Tat Khalsa firmly endorsed the Guru Granth Sahib as the basis of all religious 

practices; there were to be no brahmins consulted in religious rites. All Sikhs, no 

matter from what zat, were now to perform their own life-cycle rites in a specifically 

Sikh manner. Ultimately, religious diversity was not acceptable by the Tat Khalsa. n(>

Many Sikhs went their separate ways in not obeying all or some of the 

regulations stated by the Tat Khalsa — eventually to be stated in the Sikh Rehat 

Maryada. Thus diversity within the Panth was far from completely obliterated. If a 

Sikh lives as required by the Khalsa code, then there is no doubt concerning who a 

Sikh is, that is, no question of being called a Hindu. But the problem of Sikh identity 

continued into the twentieth century with the need for the Gurdwaras Act, which 

enabled Sikhs to gain control of their own gurdwdras, and the need to be able to 

define their religion and, ultimately, themselves. Prior to the Act the definition of a 

Sikh was a wide one. It is the Gurdwaras Act of 1925 that, for the first time, defined a 

Sikh. 

2:6 Tbe Akali straggle and the Gurdwaras Act of 1925

Large-scale persecution of Sikhs and their granthis in the eighteenth century resulted 

in the management of individual gurdwaras coming under the control of those who 

were not necessarily strict adherents of the Sikh faith. 127 The mahants had become

I25See Oberoi, "A Historiographical and Bibliographical Reconstruction of the Singh Sabha in
Nineteenth Century Panjab", p. 126.
126See Oberoi, The Construction of Religions Boundaries, p. 426.
127The masands, as mentioned already, had been abrogated by Guru Gobind Singh; in their place arose
the mahants, heads of religious establishments.
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corrupt due to the large sums of money being offered by worshippers at the 

gurdwaras. Anti-Sikh practices were incorporated by the mahants into everyday 

worship. 128

The gurdwara holds great importance for a Sikh, since it is here that he/she 

can hear the sacred words of gurbam, and it is here that the importance of the Sikh 

congregation, sangat, can be realized. The gurdwara is a centre for Sikh identity 

where youngsters are made aware of their faith. Moreover, Sikh history recalls 

martyrs for the gurdwaras. 129 Therefore, misuse of the gurdwaras by mahants could 

not be tolerated by those who followed the teachings of the ten Gurus. There was a 

danger of Sikhism being rapidly absorbed into Hinduism, and of the Sikhs losing their 

tenuous separate identity. The struggle to dismantle the authority of the mahants was 

led by the AkaUs, the immortal Sikh Soldiers (sometimes also referred to as 

Nihangs) no The Akali movement was totally opposed to violence, all its protests and 

campaigns were carried out with a non-violent attitude. 131

The Akali struggle, which lasted from 1920-1925, arose for two major 

reasons: first, to eradicate the misuse of authority by the mahants and, secondly, to

128It is likely that they consumed alcohol while on holy premises and at many gurdwaras the young 
female attendants were often the victims of harassment. (See Singh, Mohinder [1978] The Akali 
Movanent, Defer MacmtHan, p. 23.) In short, the mahants and their chelas (followers) lived a life of 
luxury and immorality. Successorship in the hands of the mahants encouraged belief that a particular 
gurdwara was by right their very own possession Sikhs were openly insulted in their places of 
worship; for example one particular mahant is believed to have threatened the people by proposing to 
mix tobacco into the sacred food. (See Singh, Teja, The Gurdwara Reform Movement and the Sikh 
Awakening, p. 103).
129A famous legendary example is that of Baba Deep Singh who, on his way towards saving Amritsar 
from the Muslims, received a severe bkw to his head. Legend has it that this did not stop him from 
proceeding towards Amritsar, carrying his head in one hand and his sword in the other. 
130The Nihangs have been previously highlighted in section 1:4. Previous attempts to restore the Sikh 
faith to its purity, as taught by the Sikh Gurus, had been led by movements such as the Namdharis, 
Nirankaris and the Singh Sabha, and it has been suggested that the Akali struggle for reform in the 
gurdwaras had arisen from these provincial movements. (See Singh, Mohinder, The Akatt Movement, 
p. 5).

The Babbar Akali movement is a group of militant Sikhs, who broke away from the Akalis. They are 
seen as nationalists, who are often confused with the peaceful Akalis due to the similarity in costume of 
both groups. The Babbar Akalis are a later development and should be regarded as being separate from 
the peaceful struggle of the Akalis.
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revolt against the British government which was giving its support to the mahanis and 

denying Sikhs the right to manage their own gurdwaras. The British government had 

appointed its own managers, often mahants, to control the main gurdwaras 132 The 

mahants were destroying the nature and identity of the Sikh faith by allowing 

immoral and anti-Sikh practices to take place in the gurdwaras, and the government 

was, in effect, refusing Sikhs control over their religious matters. Therefore, double 

opposition from the British and the corrupt mahants necessitated the Sikhs uniting as 

one in their struggle for reform and control of their gurdwaras.

The Akalis recognized the need for a central authority that would manage the 

running of major gurdwaras. This was later to be fulfilled by the Shromam Gurdwara 

Parbandbak Committee, which elected its nine members of committee on September 

1921 inviting correspondence from prospective delegates. Delegates were required to 

satisfy the following conditions:

(1) He .must have received Amrit ar baptism,
(2) must be a regular reader of the scriptures,
(3) must possess the five Ks,
(4) must be an early riser, and
(5) must be giving 1/1 Oth of his income regularly for tinepanthic cause. 133

Controlling the gurdwaras and removing all anti-Sikh rituals from Sikh worship were 

the main goals of the SGPC.

The Akalis' peaceful stance when struggling for gurdwara reform is 

highlighted in what is known as the Nankana Tragedy. 134 The incident to which it

132The Akalis were fighting a two-way struggle: against the mahants, and against the British
government that was interfering in the religious affairs of the Sikhs with the aim of gaining supreme
authority over Sifch gurdwaras. in the gardwaras themselves there were Hindu and Sikh rituals taking
place side-by-side and, as Teja Singh aptly comments, "any reasonable man will admit that it is
impossible to perform both Hindu and Sikh rituals in the same temple" (Singh, Teja, The Gurdwara
Reform Movement and the Sikh Awakening, p. 199).
^Ibid., p. 113. The author uses sexist language and thus, in his writings, suggests that prospective
candidature only applied to males.
134Immoral practices were taking place at the gurdwara in Nankana where devotees were being
hatrassed by tae mahout, Naratn Das. Narain Das, retained his authority in the gttnhvara due to die
government backing he received. He refused to give in to the SOPC, arranged for a gathering of
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refers, took place at Nankana, the birthplace of Guru Nanak, and marks a significant 

turning point in the Akali Movement. The Akali struggle for gurdwara reform against 

die British government was also the issue of the Keys Affair. Although the 

management of the Amritsar Golden Temple, the Akal Takhtns and adjoining 

gi&dwaras had come under the control of the SGPC in October 1920, the keys to the 

Golden Temple were retained by the government. 136 This could not be tolerated by the 

Akalis who demanded that the keys be given to Sikhs themselves, Eventually the 

government handed the keys over to the SGPC, After the Akalis had taken control of 

another gurdwara, referred to as Guru-ka-bagh, they had won their second victory

mahants, and stimulated mahant propaganda against the SGPC. Narain Das used the excuse of self- 
defence and labelled the peaceful Akalis as extremists who intended to attack the gurdwara. He secretly 
began to gather weapons to tise against the pacifist Akans. A meeting was arranged between the Akalis 
and Narain Das for 4 March 1921, on which day a jatha (group) of Akalis, who eagerly wanted to pay 
their respects at the gurdwara at Nankani, marched on ahead and arrived at Nankana on 19 February 
1921. Narain Das was under the impression that all the Akalis had reached Nankana and that this was, 
therefore, the perfect opportunity to destroy the oppositioa The jatha was so engrossed in singing 
refigious hymns that they were unaware the gates behind them had been shut, and that they had been 
trapped by Narain Das and his armed men. The jatha was fired upon and not one of its members 
survived fee insane attack. The Akdis peacefully became nwtrtyrs. Naraia Das was arrested, further 
proceeding towards Nankana, by the Akalis, was initially impeded by the commissioner; but he could 
not stop the Akalis, who eventually took control of the gurdwara. The result was that other mahants 
surrendered to the Akalis and accepted the authority of the SGPC to whom the keys of the gurdwaras 
were given. This attack at NankanS awakened in Sikhs an awareness of the urgency to gain control of 
their places of worship (see Singh, Mofunder, The Alkali Movement, p. 35). The government's 
involvement at Nankana cannot be overestimated: it wanted to retain its control over the gurdwaras, 
but rather than coming into direct confrontation with the Sikhs, used the mahants as a means. Overall 
expulsion of the mahants was not possible until the government withdrew its support from them; 
indeed, Mohinder Singh states that the mahants were being legally backed by the government to stay in 
the gurdwaras (ibid., p. 26). 
B5The highest worldy authority in Sikhism.
136The president of the SGPC had asked Sardar Sunder Singh Ramgharia, the government-appointed 
manager, to hand over the keys of the gurdwara to him. There was a great disturbance among the 
Akalis when they discovered that the deputy commissioner had sent his men to Rarrxgharia's house to 
collect the keys. Protests were carried out by the Akalis that subsequently resulted in a whole group of 
Akalis being arrested. The government's actions in taking the keys were the cause of much agitation. 
The government knew fully that once total authority was given to the Akalis, the SGPC would have 
total dominance among the Sikhs in the Punjab. Sikhs were encouraged not to come to any compromise 
with the government over the Keys Affair until all Akalis held in prison were released. Negotiations 
on the part of the British proved futile, they had finally to give in to the Akalis and release all arrested 
members unconditionally. The Akalis had defeated the government on this issue and effectively gained 
total control over the Golden Temple. Mahatma Gandhi expressed his joy on this occasion and sent the 
following telegram to the president of the SGPC: "First battle for India's freedom won. 
Congratolattofjs." (See S-ingh, Mohmder, The AtcaU Movement, p. 47). The British suffered a 
considerable loss of prestige over the Keys Affair since it was a British officer himself who travelled to 
the president of the SGPC to hand over the keys.
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over the government and were on their way to a complete reformation of the Sikh 

gur&vards and, thus, towards their task of giving the Sikhs an identity of their own. 

2:6:1 The Shroman! Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee

The authority of the SGPC to control the major gurdwaras was finally realized. The 

peaceful struggle of the Akalis for gurdwara reform ended on 6 August 1925, with 

the Sikh Gurdwaras and Shrines Act being enforced on 1 November 1925. The major 

aims of the SGPC were:

(i) to bring the Sikh religious places under panthic control and management,
(ii) to do away with the permanent position of the Mahants, thus ending their
irresponsibility,
(iii) to utilise the property and income of the Gurdwards for the purposes for
which they were founded, and
(iv) to practise the Sikh religion according to the teachings of the Sikh Gurus as
preserved in iheAdi Granth. 137

The Sikh Gurdwards Act of 1925 defined a Sikh as follows:

'Sikh' means a person who professes the Sikh religion or, in the case of a 
deceased person, who professed the Sikh religion or was known to be a Sikh 
during his lifetime. 138

If any question arises as to whether any living person is or is not a Sikh, he shall 
be deemed respectively to be or not to be a Sifch according as he makes or 
refuses to make in such manner as the State Government may prescribe the 
following declaration:

/ solemnly affirm that I am a Sikh* that I believe in the Guru Granth Sahib, thai I 
believe in the Ten Gurus, and that I have no other religion. 139

So for twenty years -- that is, until the definition of a Sikh as stated in the Rehai 

Maryada in 1945, the definition of a Sikh was a broad one, with no pronounced 

emphasis on outward forms. Rather, it stressed a Sikh as being one who accepted the 

Guru Granth Sahib and believed m the ten Gurus. Khaha observation, therefore, was 

not prompted until 1945. A significant reason for this more overt Khaha orientation

s*,.p. 18.
138It seems peculiar to draw reference to the "Sikhness" of a deceased person. However, there must 
have been an apparent reason. One suggestion is that, since by 1925 the majority of Sikhs were so by 
convention, it was necessary to determine whose ancestors were Sikhs and whose non-Sikh. 
139 Amntsta Rehat Maryeula, (1978) Amritsar. SGPC, p. 25.
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may be attributed to the fact that Sikhs were continually being refeired to as a sect of 

Hindus, necessitating the outward form, as instituted by Guru Gobind Singh, being 

enforced on Sikh followers. This seems to suggest that the issue of Sikh identity was, 

indeed, becoming more critical towards the mid-twentieth century, and caused the 

Shromam Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee to impose a stronger awareness of the 

Khalsa signs.

It must be said mat the Gurdwaras Act came into existence as the result of the 

AkahV awareness of the external threats to Sikhism, especially from the corrupt 

practices of the mahanis. A forceful assertion of Sikh identity was needed because it 

was felt mat Sikhism was gradually being absorbed into Hinduism. Therefore, in 

addition to defining who a Sikh was, it was also necessary to define the beliefs of a 

Sikh, which were becoming continually obscured with the practices of two religions 

being performed at the same time in the same shrine. Sikhism and its followers 

needed to be defined for the survival of the Sikh faith among future generations. 

Accordingly, Sikh associations such as the Akalis and the Tat. Khalsa, along with 

prominent scholars, decided to formulate a set of rules and regulations according to 

which all followers of the Sikh faith should behave and live. These rules were 

collectively gathered and approved by the SGPC on 3 February 1945 and formed the 

Rehat Mary&da, a guide to how a KMlsa Sikh should behave aad live. 140 The Rehai 

Maryada, therefore, as previously indicated, reflects a strong influence of me ideals of 

the TM Khalsa, as well as the Akali movement. The ensuing section aims to assess the 

role of the Rehat Motyoda m the lives of Sikhs,

IlwSee Cole and Sambhi, The Sikhs, p. 200.
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2:7 The case for corporate identity: tke .&?/»«/ Maryadd

The £e/*o* Maryada is authoritative in defining who a Sikh is. It is in the Rehat 

Maryada that fee definition of a Sikh, first stated in the Gurdwdras Act 1925, 

becomes more developed. It is important to reiterate here is that the precedent for the 

majority <o£ the rahit was set out by Guru Gobind Singh when he initiated the panj 

pydt-e at the first Khalsa ceremony. By making the panj pyare drink from the same 

vessel, Guru Gobind Singh emphasized the idea of equality among the Sikh followers 

and this suggests a certain levelling and conformity in the issue of identity. I now 

want to ton to the important question of how far the Tat Khdlsd ideal succeeded in 

creating uniformity of the Panth. The standard set by the Rehat Maryada came to 

impose, ia aspiration, corporate identity on me Sikhs. This identity today, states that it 

is the umritdharl who is a true Sikh, Therefore, the amritdharis -- who are required to 

follow stringently the Rehat Maryada - have come to constitute the Khalsa elite in 

the Panth. The way forward for each individual, according to the Khaha, therefore, is 

to follow the Rehat Maryada as strictly as possible.

The prominence of the Rehat Maryada lies in the fact that it is consulted 

whenever there is uncertainty concerning how a religious ceremony should be 

correctly performed. Additionally, fee correct performance of ceremonies, as 

corroborated in the Rehat Matyddd, is also followed by m&-Khalsa Sikhs. 

Sahajdhari Sikhs undergo ikeanand karaj ceremony when getting married, and will 

follow the lifbcyele rites as sanctioned in the pages of the Rehat Maryada. In this 

respect therefore, the Rehat Maryada crosses the boundaries of being important and 

exclusive to the amritdhdrls only. It is regarded as a guide by non-Khalsa Sikhs also 

and, therefore, is certainly relevant for them   though to what degree, is pertinent to 

my iavestigatioa here. A cenfral area of consideration with regard to the utilization of
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^ Rehat Maryada \yy wsfoKhalsa Sikhs, therefore, is to what extent the Khalsa 

constitutes correct behaviour m their view or, conversely, how far is there a degreeof 

laxity in observance of the Rehat Maryada by the majority of Sikhs.

Influenced by Punjabi culture, Sikhs maintain certain superstitious trends in 

everyday demeanour. For example, although the Rehat Maryada denounces 

superstition (pp. 6 and 12), it is considered inauspicious to sneeze prior to an 

important event. Additionally, certain days of the week are not suitable for washing 

the hair. The mother pours oil in the doorway to welcome her son and his newly-wed 

bride. The same groom will undergo the anand karaj ceremony as prescribed in the 

Rehat Maryada, and will then, first at his bride's home, and then-at his parent's home, 

be blessed by the auspicious oil-pouring ritual. It would -appear that these 

superstitioas are influenced by continued Sikh participation in the "enchanted 

universe" noted above ~ the very non-Sikh behaviour which the Tat Khalsa had 

aimed to put an-ead to in order to promote a distinct Sikh identity.

These are merely some examples amongst many where both adherence to, and 

neglect of, the Rehat Maryada takes place side-by-side, by the majority of Sikhs, and 

ittusfrates feat Punjabi customs obtain alongside, yet without backing from, the Rehat 

Maryada. Therefore, it is true to say for the moment that, being a Sikh - uninitiated 

or amritdhan ~ may not suggest bemg totally focused on the entire aspirations of fee 

Tat Khalsa leaders. Therefore, Khalsa stringency, as established in the epoch of the 

Tat Khalsa, cannot be the sole criterion in terms of investigating who is a Sikh on an 

all-eaeompassfflg level. Other themes must be considered such as the Punjabi culture 

and ethnicity that form the backbone of everyday Sikh social behaviour.

The SGPC is responsible for managing gitrdwaras in Punjab and Haryana, it 

has also had a degree of influence over Sikh religious places in the diaspora. The
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SGPC is"tiie "statutory committee setup by the Punjab government."141 In the Rehat 

Maryada, the SGPC defect a Sikh as follows:

(a). He.should worship only one God, .and should not indulge in any form of idol 
worship.
(b) Live a life based on the teachings of the ten Gurus, the Holy Guru Granth 
Sahib, and other scriptures and teachings of the Gurus.
(c) Sikhs should believe in the Oneness of the ten Gurus, That is, that a single 
soul or entity existed in the ten Gurus.
(d) A Sikh should have no belief in caste, black magic, superstitious practices;
such as the seeking of auspicious moments, eclipses, the practices of feeding
Brahmins in the belief that the food will reach one's ancestors, ancestor's (sic)
worship, fasting at different phases of the moon, the wearing of sacred threads
and similiar rituals. . . .
.(i) Sikhs-should not cut .their jchildzenis hair... Roys-are.to he^iven the-name
Singh and girls the name of Kaur.
(j) Sikhs should not partake of alcohol, tobacco, drugs or other intoxicants....
(q) A Sikh should live his whole life according to the tenets of his faith....
(t) Any clothing may be worn by a Sikh, provided it includes a turban (for
males) and a Knicker (Kachh) a similar garment. 142

It must be noted that the above definition of a Sikh applies to the amritdhan who is, 

thus, a KMJsa member. But does one who does not obey all of the requirements still 

qualify as a Sikh? This is where fee problems arise. Individuals may cut their hair, 

but still regard themselves as Sikhs: when judged by the yardstick of the Rehat 

Marya4a however, they are not Sikh. And if this is the case, what are they? It is 

understandable that the Khal&a, with its outward recognition, was seen as a necessary 

institution made by Guru Gobiad Singh in the face of late seventeenth-century 

situations of the Punjab. Additionally, as seen above, the Khalsa way of life was 

former promoted by the Tat Khalsa in order to prevent the absorption of Sikhs into 

Hinduism. Today, however, the Khalsa regulation should not, I believe, be too 

binding on Sikh identity to the extent that it alienates a large portion of the Panth.

The prominent feature of the Rehat MaryMa is that it promotes specifically 

Sikh-orientated practices for followers of the Sikh Gurus. It is important, therefore,

141 MeLeed, Sikkism, ?. 3O5.
U2Amritsar Rehat Maryada, pp. 12-13. Here, again, one witnesses the use of sexist language in the
Rehat Maryada which appears to be defining male Sikhs, rather than incorporating both males and
females.
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because it aims to establish a distinct Sikh identity, dealing with spiritual as well as 

practical matters. It supports egalitarian principles in its denouncing of the caste 

system (pp. 7 and 11) and stresses the irrelevancy of ritual and superstitious practices 

(p. 12). The Rehat Maryada is also a spiritual guide, it states: "A Sikh should live his 

whole life according to the tenets of his faith" {p. 13). It is essential that amritdhari 

Sikhs do not cut the hair, must at all times wear the Five Ks and, amongst other 

regulations, rise before dawn. An amritdhari who has defied the rules of the Rehat 

Maryada becomes a patit and, therefore, no longer a true Sikh. This, then, would 

apply to any amritdhari Sikh who cuts his or her hair. The patit must retake amrit if 

he or she is to become an initiated member of the community again. A sahajdhan 

Sikh basically refers to a &&&-Khalsa Sikh, one who has not been initiated. Here, the 

Rehat Maryada does depict the sahajdhari as a Sikh, but as one who has not yet taken 

formal initiation into the Khalsa, though he or she follows the teachings of the Sikh 

Gurus.

The position of fee SGPC towards kesdharis is not very clear. A hesdhan Sikh 

is one who, although keeping the kes, has not takes &mrit and is, therefore, under no 

obligation to obey fee rules of fee Rehat Maryada but follows so many of fee 

teachings of the Sikh Gurus. It appears that fee Rehat Maryada views tbeir position 

as neither here nor there. A kesdkart, if not amritdhari, is not eligible for elections of 

the SGPC members, neither is the kesdhan to be co-opted as a member of fee 

SGPC. 143 These roles cm only be undertakes by as amritdkan Sikh. Furthermore, a 

definition of a kesdhan is not cited in fee Sikh Rehat McuyMa. One could deduce, 

therefore, feat displaying the Khal&a symbols without having taken initiation are to no 

avail is fee view of fee SGPC. It follows on feat it is, indeed, only fee amritdhari who

143 rt • j „ I/*Iota., p. 26.
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is a proper Sikh. The category or, rather, the lack of definition of what a kesdhari is 

according to fee SGPC, demonstrates very well the inability to define who a Sikh is - 

- bearing m mind feat fee majority of the Pantk fall into this category.

The aspiration of fee writers of fee Rehat Maryada, nevertheless, is that one-day 

fee sahqjdkari will be initiated and become an amritdhari, therefore a true Sikh. The 

Delhi Stkh Cktrdwaras Act of 1971 defines a sahctjdkan as a person:

(j) Who professes Sikh religion, believes in one God, follows the teachings of
Guru Granth Sahib and the Ten Gurus only;
(ii) Who performs all ceremonies according to Sikh rites;
(iii) Who does not smoke, use tobacco, kutha (Halal Meat) in any forms;
(iv) Who does not take alcoholic in any forms drinks (sic);
(v) Who is born in not Sikh family (sic), but not a Patit, 144

Clearly, this is not suggesting that a sahajdhari is not a Sikh. Similarly, and 

interestingly, Bhai Harbans Lal ateibutes fee term sahajdkari to all Sikhs. He remarks 

feat fee meaning of fee term sahajdhari depicts one "Who has achieved the state of 

Safeaj, which is a state of trampility, bliss." 145

But initiation is important: it is believed to help one on fee path to salvation, 

feus fee fete of those who are neither initiated nor keep fee kes indicates no possible 

chance ofmukti. The argument from fee Kkalm point of view is feat being a Sikh is to 

love all feat fee Gurus have instituted   including fee Khalsa. In fee view of 

amritdkaris, had it not been for the Five Ks, for fee outward distinct Sikh identity, 

SikMsffi would probably have been absorbed into Hinduism a long time ago. The Tat 

Khalsa, as already stated, aimed at promoting this Sikh distinction by emphasizing fee 

Five Ks and fee seed to become amritdhari. But a central question pertainmg from 

fee Smgfo Sabha period through to the present day is, who has authority in defining a 

Sikh? According to fee precepts of Khalsa Sikhism, being gurmukh without being an 

amritdkan is not enough to qualify an individual for a possible union with God. OH

id,p. 28. 
145Lal, B. H. "Sahajdhari Sikhs: Their Origin and Current Status within the Panth" p. 110.
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fee other haad, m popular opinion, kesdkan Sikhs are seen to occupy a halfway 

position between fee amritdfmns and sahajdkaris. Most would regard them as Sikhs. 

Thus there is a marked similarity between the amritdhan and the kesdhari, both 

prominently displaying fee characteristic feature of a Sikh, the turban. However, the 

kesdkan is m sharp contrast to fee mona, who is a shaven Sikh.

The turban itself is an object of great prestige in fee eyes of a Sikh. The 

purpose of fee turban, as pointed out by Cole and SambW, is symbolic rather than 

functional. 146 It is inevitable feat in Sikhism fee turban and kangha are inseparably 

bound wife ifiitiatioa and, therefore, fee fes. 147 The Sikh's right to wearing a terbafi 

has widely been recognized outside India. Since wearing the turban is essential to an 

nmritdhari Sikh, efforts of legislation in Britain to prevent it being worn whilst riding 

a motorbike, and fee compulsory use of a crash-helmet, were strongly opposed by 

members of fee Sikh community. ! 48

Nevertheless, there is clearly a case for a broader definition of a Sikh if one is 

to look at fee evidence of fee earliest stage of SikMsm. In fee period of fee Nanak 

Ponik, as has been suggested above, there was no emphasis oa a distinct external 

identity for followers of Guru Nanak. As McLeod states: "What is certain is feat 

many who claim to be Sikhs wiU continue to cut their hair, leaving us wife fee

I46Cole and Sambhi, The Sikhs, p. 117.
147The display of different colours of turbans is purely each individual's personal preference: the 
colours do not really have significance   apart from a yellow turban symbolizing the Khalsa, which is 
worn at the annual festival of baisakhl. Additionally, a red or pink turban is worn by the Sikh 
bridegroom,
148 With the considerable help and support of the MP of Haling and Southall, Mr Sydney Bidwell, the 
Sikhs won their battle with the government, and were able to wear the turban instead of the crash 
helmet. The Road Traffic Act of 1972 was thus amended in 1976 to allow the Sikhs a Religious 
Exemption from the Act. The Motor-Cycle Crash-Helmets (Religious Exemption) Act 1976 thus read 
as f&Rows: 1. fa section 32 of the Road Traffic Act 1972 there shall be inserted after subsection <2) 
the following new subsection:- "(2A) A requirement imposed by regulations under this section 
(whenever made) shall not apply to any follower of the Sikh religion while he is wearing a turban." 2. 
This Act may be cited as the Motor-Cycle Crash-Helmets (Religious Exemption) Act 1976. 
Bidwell, S. (1987) The Turban Victory, London: The Sikh Missionary Society UK, p. 67.
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problem of how to frame a definition which accommodates both the strict khalsa and 

those who is practice set aside fee Rat/tit. " 149

2:8 The situation in Britain m the twentieth century

I have briefly indicated above fee difficulty in classifying all followers of the Sikh 

faith under one overall definition. The problem of Sikh identity is highlighted by 

McLeod: "Sikh identity cannot be described wife the ease or clarity which so 

commonly we assume. Paradoxically it is the increasingly clear definition of Sikh 

identity which produces aa mcreasiagly acute problem of identity." 150 The "acute" 

problem of identity pointed out by McLeod is concerned wife two important factors   

immigFatioB from the Punjab151 aad its concomitant problems associated wife 

employment where it is not always possible for Sikhs to retain their outward identity 

and, also, the changed attitudes of Sikhs overseas. These two basic factors suggest a 

seed for fee redefinmg of fee boundaries of Sikh identity. For fee earlier migrants 

maintaining fee Khalsa form of religion was not a primary issue; they had come to 

Eritain to make money aad had hoped to return to India. la some respects, therefore, 

fee Khalm orientation of fee Rehat Mary&da has been challenged by migrants. 

Nevertheless, feek spj-ntual reverence towards gurtxM did not necessarily encounter 

any changes.

One of the major reasons for the earfaer Sikh settlers m Britain having to cut 

their kes - and feus depart from Khalsa appearance -- was the need to find 

employment. The issue of employment was the mam reason for leaving the Punjab: 

religion in this respect, especially outward identity, had to take a backseat for a while, 

or at least until fee immigrant had established himself and sent for his family to join

149 MeLe©d, Wk&tzaSikk? p. 113, 
mlbid., p. 4.
151The Punjab, which is situated in Northern India, is the homeland of the Sikhs, it is here that the 
foundations of the Sikh faith originated and developed. "Punjab" is translated as the "land of the five 
rivers", the rivers of Ravi, Jhelum, Chanab, Sutlej and Beas.
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him in Britain. New arrivals from India were influenced by earlier migrants to have 

thek kes cut as Cole and Sambhi point out: "Some migrant Sikhs made fee error of 

cutting their hair and abandoning the turban when they arrived from India, beiag 

assured by Sikhs already there that they would not find employment otherwise." 152 

Cole and Sambhi suggest it -was an "error" and, indeed, many Sikhs felt it spiritually 

so. But it was because of the Sikh's outward identity that he was a victim of 

discrimination. Indeed, earh'er immigrants were rarely able to take action against 

prospective employers m defence of their kes, turban, or any other issues, primarily 

because of fee lack of ability to communicate efficiently with non-Asians. On the 

whole, neverfeeless, earh'er migrants felt a need to conform to western society.

As time west on they saw Britain as a permanent residence, and subsequently 

called the remainder of the family to come to Britain. 153 The atmosphere of the 

Punjabi village was being created among the Sikh communities in Britaia. BaUard 

aptly states that: "As a result, and almost unbeknown to themselves, sojoumers were 

gradually being fraasformed iato settlers." 154 Bat when the family as a unit migrated, 

those who had been ia Britain longer were sometimes encouraged by newly-arrived 

migrants to readopt Khalsa practices, 155 thus recreating an awareness of their Sikfe 

identity, externally, as well as spiritually. For others, the opposite influence occurred 

and migrants were encouraged to abandon external signs of their faith and culture, 

although retaining the spiritual.

Racism encountered by the early immigrants constantly made them aware of 

their separate identity. 156 Employers had no understanding of eastern religions and

Sambhi, The Sikhs, p. 194. 
153Ballard, Roger (1989) "Differentiation and Disjunction Amongst the Sikhs in Britain", in Barrier, 
N. G. and Bteenbery, V. A. The Sikh Diaspora, Delhi: Chanakya Publications, pp. 208-9. 
154 Ibid, p. 209.

156 Although, they were British, as commonwealth citizens.
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were therefore ignorant of the needs of Sikhs: they could not understand the religious 

significance of uncut hair or the need to maintain fee wearing of the turban. But this 

raises a crucial and controversial issue as to whether the Sikhs who had to cut their 

hair is order to find employment could be regarded as Sikhs or not. It is clear from 

within the Sikh community itself that most migrants would have uneq-uivocably 

stressed their Sikh status as expressed Memalfy: that is, they would have continued to 

follow fee teachings of fee ten Gurus in regard to spiritual aspects of fee religion, 

despite aba&doniag external symbols. There was an intention among these Sikhs that 

ose day they would either return to the Punjab, and therefore resume their outward 

identity or, on securing their future prospects, would again begin to grow their hak. 

In any case early Sikh immigrants accepted uncut hair as indicative of their sSength 

and fflasculiaJty, a point noted by Helweg. 157 Thus, they would not have bees 

prepared to cut it for anything less than a very exigent purpose ~ ia most cases, 

employment. It was probably as the consequence of families reuniting once fee myth 

of return had been abandoned, that the newly arrived women orientated feek family 

members towards traditional Sikh values once again. Importantly, I suggest here, 

spiritual conformity to the principks of the Sikh faith was not compromised. Thus, 

the question arises, is the standard set by the Rekat Marya4a fair to those who 

remained spiritually faithful to Sikh principles and, to British-born Sikhs who 

inherited a lessened emphasis on outward symbols?

Today, many Sikhs bom outside mdia, in countries like Britain, no longer see 

fee importance of keeping the hair unshorn. These individuals may, nevertheless, be 

well versed in Sikh philosophy and may be devout followers of the Sikh religion: is it 

fair to say, then, that they are not Sikhs because of their outward appearance? On the

157 Helweg, A. W. (1979) Sikhs in England, Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 3.
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other hand the majority of Punjabi Sikhs are bora into their faith and have not 

accepted Sikhism through personal choice (unlike, for example, the majority of the 

gora Sikhs). 158 Being Sikhs by convention renders it difficult for many young Punjabi 

SMs to establish exactly why they are following the teachings of the ten Gurus in an 

internalized sense. Some parents do not keep outward symbols and do not familiarize 

their children with their faith - and this is a particular problem outside the Punjab - 

but they still regard themselves as Sikh. So, many British-bom Sikh children are told 

that they are Sikhs without knowing what it really entails. Furthermore, being brought 

up in a country anywhere in the world will inevitably have an impact on the 

individual: whereas tifae first migrants to Britain saw it as an opportunity for future 

prospects only, British-bom Sikhs are obviously in a firmer position to regard Britain 

as their native country. Dharam expresses the concern that those Sikhs - especially 

the younger generation   who do not keep the outward form of the Khalsa, wiU 

eventually break away completely from Sikhism. 159

Here I come to the essence of the rather particular and urgent problem: should 

the definition of a Sikh be less Kkalse orientated so that it can take into consideration 

the influences of western society on the younger generation in particular, or, should it 

retain its Khalsa orientation in order to preserve the essence of what a Sikh really is 

outwardly and inwardly in the face of possible dilution of Sikh culture and meani&g? 

Sikhs themselves clearly recognize the problems associated with maintaining the 

Khalsa appearance, as BaUard states:

wara the gyanis continuously and repeatedly stress that, young, Si 
must remain orthodox if their religion, community, and culture is to be 
preserved. While some British-born Sikhs have indeed become religious 
enthusiasts, most, to the disappointment of the gyanis, have remained skeptical 
about taking aboard all the practices routinely advocated. But this does not mean

158 This greap wffl be examined in detad in chapter 7.
159 Dharam, S. S. (1986) Internal and External Threats to Sikhism, USA: Gurmat Publishers, pp. v-vi.
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that most young people have ceased to take an interest in Silchism. Rather there 
are now considerable inter-generational differences between parents and their 
children over just what they expect from their religion and traditions. 160

It follows on therefore, that British-born Sikhs are interpreting their faith differently 

from their parents and/or grandparents. This does not mean that the younger 

generation, as a whole, does not necessarily have pride in its heritage.

The diaspora illustrates well the internal issues relating to the Panth as a 

whole. For example, the issuing of a hukamnamam from the Akal Takht for langar to 

be eaten whilst sitting on the floor was taken seriously by many gurdwaras in the 

diaspora. It must be taken into account that, unlike gurdwaras in India, gurdwaras in 

the diaspora are often accustomed to having tables and chairs in the dining areas. 

Nevertheless, gurdwaras in the diaspora were affected by the kukamnama. resulting 

in many .removing tables and chairs from the langar areas. Another internal pressure 

on the Sikh diaspora is the concern whether to conduct services from English 

translations of the Guru Granth Sahib for the benefit of British-bom Sikhs who are 

not fluent m Punjabi. This also has its impUcatioas for the gora Sikhs. It is well to 

remember that, although the total diaspora is around two million out of the total 

sixteen million followers of SikMsaa, the diaspora raises issues relating to Sikh 

identity that affects the Panth as a whole.

Surprisingly, a gurdwara m South Wales no longer requires elected members 

to observe the external signs ef Sikh identity. 162 Qa the other hand many

Iou Bollard, "Differentiation and Disjunction Amongst the Sikhs in Britain" p. 227. 
161 A letter of instruction issued on April 20th 1998.
Jfi2The electiun of members for a gurdward rommrltee is usually decided by its constitution. The 
constitution of the Sikh gurdwara, Pearl Street, Cardiff, for example, though not defining a Sikh, 
accents that a Sikh, is one who believes in. the teachings of the ten Guriis and who meditates on God's 
Name. It does not appear to stress the fact that a Sikh must be one who has been initiated and therefore 
is amritdhari, or should keep the kes (Constitution, Sikh Gurdwara, Pearl Street, Cardiff, [1983], p. 
4.) While members whose conduct is seen to be harmful to the Sikh community will be asked to leave, 
outward criteria such as the kes are not required for those eligible for election. This is a good example 
of a practising Sikh commtmity that docs not place great emphasis on the external symbols of Sikhtsrr, 
but, rather, stresses the inward faith and inculcation of Sikh values.
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ifl highly Sikh populated areas, such as that of the Guru. Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, 

4& insist on members of the committee ~ and especially granthis   being members of 

the Khalsa and observing every rule, thus strengthening Sikh identity in the diaspora. 

Indeed, this group, as will be examined, places utmost importance on the KMlsa and 

envisages all its members, especially the younger generation, adopting the Khalsa 

form. In sharp contrast however, are the Ravidasi and Valmfld communities who 

place no pronounced significance on the KMlsa; these implications are studied in 

detail in the relevant chapters below.

At present, no other definition of a Sikh than that contained in the Rehat 

Meayiada is seen as authoritative. But using this alone as a criterion for assessing the 

"Sikhness" of particular groups, is not adequate enough. In the analysis of Sikh 

groups in Britain that have sprung from Sikh influence, and which now follows in the 

succeeding chapters, I intend to use broader criteria and discussion, since this wiU 

enable me to assess the importance of the Rehat Maryada in issues of Sikh identity. 

These criteria will be:

» To analyse how far each group conforms to Khalm ideals laid down in the Rehat 
Maryddd.

* To examine the extent to which a group places supremacy on belief in the Guru 
Granth Sahib and the ten Gurus, and to examine the extent to which other 
scriptures   and indeed other gurus and leaders   are attributed importance.

» To assess the extent to which beliefs and practices inform the identity of the group 
as Sikh, as more orientated to being defined as Hindu, or as neither Sikh nor 
Hindu, but having a separate and distinct identity.

» To relate the data found into standardized tables for the beliefs and practices in 
Sikhism in the case of each movement. This will enable me to assess whether the 
characteristics of each movement are essentially in h'ne with Sikh belief and 
practice, as accepted by the Sikh Rehat Maryddd, or not. Beliefs and practices 
specific only to the group studied will also be tabulated.
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To examine the particular position on zal within each group, and to investigate the 
extent to which groups have a specific caste following. Retaining caste distinctions 
is- against the teachings of the Gurus and a rejection of the ideals of KMlsa 
initiation.

It has been indicated in this research so far that there are many varieties of Sikhs in 

the Panth. I intend to examine this variety by looking at five different groups in order 

to assess their contributions to Sikh identity. I begin by looking at the Guru Nanak 

Nishkam Sewak Mha in the following chapter. The criteria I establish for assessing 

Sikh identity with regard to the beliefs and practices of each group studied, and that 

are briefly outlined in chapter one, will be in the form of two separate tables as below. 

Categories chosen are informed by essential beliefs from the Guru Granth Sahib and 

common and traditional practices that would be considered correct behaviour in 

accordance with the SikhJ?e/^tf Maryada,
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Belief found in 
Sikh religion

Monotheism

Absolute is nirguna

Saguna essence of God is present in creation

Panentheistic concept of the divine

Self contains the essence of God, it is not God Itself

Predestination

Total reliance on God

Human birth as highest

Emphasis on the Nadar of God

Ultimate aim is mukti

Becoming zfnamnakt is the ideal

Detachment from worldly lures

Emphasis on loss of ego and desire

Advocation ofbhakti

Interiorized religion

Rejection af image warship

Rejection of avatars

Rejection of yogic practices

Worthlessness of rituals

Nam simran

Pfitfotmance af fcfrtoa

Reciting of sabad

Company of the satsangat is essential

Present among 
the group being 

studied

Absent among 
the group being 

studied

Table L Conformity of beliefs found among the group studied and the 
general Panth.
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Sikh Practice

Use of the Gurii Granth Sahib in 
worship

The Guru Granth Sahib as the 
basis for religious belief

Lavan taken around Guru Granth 
Sahib

Singing of ktrtan from the Guru 
Granth Sahib

Recitation ofardds during 
worship

Performance of akhand paths

Parchdr of the teachings of the 
Sikh Gurus

Serving of guru-ka^langar

Distribution ofprasdd

Place of worship called a 
gurdwdrd

Importance of the Sikh Gurus

Prominence offheKhanda and/or 
Ik-Onkdr symbol

Performance of amrit ceremony

Emphasis on the Five Ks

Emphasis on being kesdhdri

Traditional Punjabi dress for 
females

Rccfnncincnt fbmtafcs and 
females to cover their heads
Celebration of the giaywrbs

Celebration ofbaisdkkl as birth of 
the Khalsa

Celebration of drwall as the 
release of Guru Hargobind from 

prison
Celebration of hold mohalld

Nisdn sahib changed on baisdkhi

Saflron nisan sahib with Khandd

RtKtagamoiK marriages

Present among 
the group being 

studied

Absent among the 
group being studied

Tabk 2, C«aformity &f practices fo«B4 among tbe group stadkd and the 
general Panth.
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CHAPTER THREE

Guru Nanak Nishkam 
Sewak Jatha
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3:1 A brief outline of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha

The Gum Nanak Nishkam Scwak Jatha 1 is a^gioup that'placcs noticeable emphasis on 

a specific Sar.t following, unique to the group. The Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak 

Jatha is also interesting because of its mainly ramgarhfa Sikh following. This 

immediately raises the need for inquiry as to whether the Guru Nanak Nishkam 

Sewak Jatha lives up to the ideal of an egalitarian society as emphasized by the Sikh 

Gurus. The group itself came into existence as a consequence of the efforts of its 

founder, Sant Puran Singh, who had migrated to East Africa from India. Thus, a 

significant proportion of followers - the majority of whom, as stated, are ramgarhld - 

- also have an East African connection.2 The ethnic origin of all followers is Punjabi. 

The Guru Nanak Nishkani Sewak Jatha is a reform group dedicated to the religious 

revival of the diaspora Sikh community by performing mass arnrit ceremonies. It is 

the degree of its acceptance of Sants that will be of particular interest is studying the 

beliefs and practices of this group, and the light this characteristic sheds on issues of 

Sikh identity. The followers of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha adhere to the 

teachings of the ten Sikh Gurus, as well as the teachings and commands of their 

spiritual leader, Sant Puran Singh. Moreover, they show fall respect for the tenets of 

the GurS Granth Sahib. The main aim of the organization is for the sangat, the 

congregation, to follow the teachings of Guru Nanak and for all to become amrit 

safya, that is, to become fully initiated members of the Khalsa. From the outset, then, 

this particular movement might be expected to be thoroughly Sikh in terms of belief 

and practice. Yet, and importantly, it is well to remember that the Guru Nanak

xThe title Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha is translated as follows: Guru Nanak - refers to the 
founder of the Sikh religion, and therefore indicates his supreme position within the group; Nishkam -- 
is the key to the group, it means "selflessness"; Sewak — is one who serves God; Jarhd   a group of 

people.
The majority of Sikhs who initially migrated to East Africa from India were of the ramgarhla zat, this 
was due to the Grafting ability of the ramgarhia sought by the pioneers of the African railways.
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Nishkam Sewak Jatha has its own gurdwaras. This is an overt indication of the 

group's segregation from the general Panth, The latter, although usually having caste 

orientated gurdwaras in fee UK also, does not necessarily have particular living 

spiritual leaders affiliated to its gifrd\varas. 

3:2 Saat Puran Singfe

The term Sant, as noted by Joy Barrow, has two meanings in the Sikh tradition.^ First, 

it refers to the Sant tradition of India, which was divided into the Vaisnava Sants and 

the Northern Sants. Guru Nanak probably belonged to the latter with their insistence 

on the ineffable, nirgima, nature of the Absolute; whereas the former recognized 

depictabk forms of the Absolute. The second usage of the term Sant, as indicated by 

Barrow, refers to a spiritual guide.4 Inevitably, therefore, the wide number of Sants 

found in Sikhisra today   a number of whom are unique to a particular group of Sikhs 

- -are deemed to be spiritually enlightened beings. Such is the case of Sant Puran 

Singh5 and his successors among the followers of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Scwak 

Jatha. I must point out, however, that Sants are not to be confused with the Sikh 

Gurus.

Sant Puran Singh was born in India ca. 1898 and migrated to Karicho in Kenya 

ca. 1917 is order to seek new opportunities   like other Indians who had migrated to 

Africa around this period. Since Sant Puran Singh belonged to the ramgarhla caste of 

Sikhs, he followed his traditional zat occupation as a carpenter, having his own 

workshop in Karicho, known as the "Karicho Wagon Works", where he made wheels

3Barrow, I "Religious Authority and Influence in the Diaspora: Sant Jaswant Singh and Sikhs in West 
London" in Singh, P. and Barrier, N. G. (1999) Sikh Identity: Continuity and Change, Delhi: 
Manohar, p. 335. 
*Jbtd
'According to followers, he is said to have been a humble person, always recognizing the needs of 
others, thus Sant Puran Singh is commonly called Sant Baba Puran Singh Ji. The term Babajl is used 
synonomously with Sant of a spiritually enlightened individual. His followers truly believe him to 
have possessed supernatural powers. Such a view is expressed by an informant at the London 
gurdwara who had worked with Puran Singh ever since the latter's arrival in Britain.
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for carriages. 6 Followers of the Guru Naiiak Nishkain Sewak Jatha believe that one 

day Sant Puran Singh had a divine inspiration and was called by God to bring people 

who had wandered away from religion back into the Sikh faith. Followers of the Sant 

would gather in his workshop in Karicho to learn more about the Sikh religion, the 

importance of the ten Gurus, and the holy scripture, the Guru Granth Sahib. Sant 

Puran Singh stressed the importance of taking initiation, which in turn entailed 

vegetarianism and complete abstinence from alcohol and tobacco.7 Sant Puran Singh 

was responsible for the mass initiation of Sikhs and non-Sikhs into Sikhism. Thus, it 

was in Karicho that the first Jatha of Sant Puran Singh was established. The ideal of 

bhakti, as I shall illustrate below, is a prominent feature of Sant Puran Singh's 

teachings. He also preached about selfless sendee   nishkamata: individuals should 

perform sewa, service, without hope of a reward and with a complete loss of ego. The 

attraction of Sant Puran Singh's message, according to his followers, is that it is seen 

as a totally true, honest and spiritually uplifting ideal. It follows that the founder is, 

indeed, regarded a Sant in the truest sense by his followers.

la 1956, a visiting Sant from India, Baba Man! Singh, made the Sikh public in 

the United Kingdom aware of Sant Puran Singh by calling him a rnahapurakh, "a 

great man", with a divine mission in the diaspora.8 The term mahapiirakh thus 

labelled Sant Puraa Singh as a spiritual giant in the eyes of his followers, and in the 

view of Baba Man! Singh he was a great soul, mahatma.

In 1968 Sant Puran Singh first visited Britain. He brought along with him five 

Sikhs who had taken amrit from him in Kenya: their task was to establish the Jatha in

6Information from the Leeds gurdwara.
Vegetarianism in Sikhism remains a disputed area   the Sikh Rehat Maryada neither encourages nor
discourages ils practice.
8As a member of the Hounslow sangat remarked.
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Britain. 9 An informant at Birmingham estimated that at this time there were about 

five pa-cent kesdharls in the UK. The first amrit parchur n was carried out by Sant 

Purau Siugh, at the Shepherd's Bush Gurdwara" in 1971, and again in 1972. It was 

not until 1975 mat Sant Puran Singh migrated to the UK permanently. 12 The majority 

of Sant Puran Singh's followers were, and remain today, of East African origin and, 

as previously cited, mainly from the ramgarhia zat of Sikhs. At this preliminary stage 

the importance of Sant Puran Singh within the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha 

should not be underestimated. I now need to ascertain the extent to which his position 

is retained and emphasized, or taken over, by his successors. 

3:3 The suceessors of Saat Puraa Siagfe

Sant Puran Singh's death took place in Ilford, Essex on 5 June 1983. A total of around 

twelve to fifteen thousand people were reported to have attended his funeral. 13 The 

successor of Sant Puran Singh was Bhai 14 Noraag Singh who had been chosen by the 

former to carry on the divine mission. It is believed by the Guru Naaak Nishkarn 

Sewak Jatha that the one same spirit and spiritual power obtained by Sant Puran 

Singh had been passed through to his successors. It is a belief that certainly has 

overtones of the jot, divine light, that was passed from Guru Nanak to succeeding 

Gurus and the Guru Granth Sahib. There seems to be evidence here, therefore, that, 

successorship in the Guru Nanak Nishkarn Sewak Jatha is being compared to theyo/

9 Information from the Hounslow gurdward.
10Initiation ceremony into the Khalsa, by taking amrit.
13 This was one of the first gurdwdrds in Britain, and was for the benefit of the whole Sikh community,
it is not to be regarded as a. gurdward exclusively of the Jatha.
12 I was informed that his original intention had been to migrate from Kenya to Delhi; however, on
realizing that East African migrants in the UK were in more need of religious guidance, he settled in
London. On his arrival he stayed with his daughter in Clapham, then in 1976, moved in with his son in
llford, where he stayed until his death.
13Figures obtained from the Leeds gurdward. Sant Puran Singh's funeral was covered on television.
His ashes were taken to northern Punjab, to a place known as Bhagor Sahib. It was Sant Puran Singli's
wishes that his ashes be scattered into the river there. At the site there is Guru Gobind Singh's
gfffdwara, and I was told that since the ashes of many great men had been scattered at this river sor too,
was the desire of Sant Puran Singh for his own ashes.
14This term is used to indicate respect.
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of Guru Nauak. 15 Successors were tested before taking on their role, to assess their 

abilities to lead flic Guru Nanak Nishkam Scwak Jatha. 16 1 was told that having faith 

in God and being a spiritually uplifted individual were the main characteristics looked 

for in successors. 17 The succeeding bdbdjl is not elected, rather he is selected; no 

meetings are held to discuss who will be chosen out of a panel of prospective 

applicants. 18 I should emphasize that no initiation rites whatsoever take place when a 

new leader takes over the total responsibility of the Jatha. This is primarily due to the 

fact that the spiritual nature and the light of wisdom, jot, has already been passed on 

to him by the previous leader. It is well to remember that no "initiation" rites as such 

took place when one Sikh Guru vested guruship in the next. 19 

3:3:1 Bhal Norang Siagfa

Discourse with followers of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha revealed a belief 

that Norang Singh was seen as being on a spiritually high plane, and was thus 

prepared by Sant Puran Singh for succession20 - a point that indicates that Bhai 

Norang Singh had the qualities of a Sant. Prior to having met Sant Puran Singh,

"There is some suggestion that Sant Puran Singh and his successors are attributed a divine status.
However, on this point, it must be noted that all human beings are regarded as divine in a sense, due to
the immanent nature of the Supreme God residing in the heart of each individual. The fact to
emphasize here is that this divine aspect is regarded as being of a higher nature among the Nishkam
Sewak Jatha Sants; thus it follows that they are regarded as being on a higher spiritual level than their
followers. This concept I propose to examine in detail in section 3:6. This exaltation is further
heightened by the fact that Sant Puran Singh, Bhai Norang Singh and the present Babdji, are believed
to possess supernatural powers, which include the ability to relieve followers from certain ailments.
16This does not mean, of course, that they had to sit some form of formal examination, rather, Sant
Purati Sifigh, while lit their presence, was able to detect their devotion atid ability of "guiding" diaspora
Sikhs.
I7The power of authority from one leader to the next is reflected in the similar selection of the Dalai
Lama.
lsDuring the leader's lifetime, it already becomes apparent to him and to followers as to whom the next
leader will be.
19To mark the guruship of the next Guru, the preceding Guru would hand over the five coins, a coconut
and fee book of hymns. See Cole, W. O. and Sambhi, P. S. (1998 2nd fully revised edn, first published
1978) The Sikhs, Brighton: Sussex Academic Press, pp. 16-8. It is interesting to note That this practice
of already choosing his successors by Sant Puran Singh differs from the successorship of the Sikh
Gurus; Sant Puran Singh chose the next two successors during his lifetime. Although Guru Nanak
chose Lehna to become Guru Angad, it was Guru Angad who chose Guru Amardas.
"I was loid thai Biiai Norang Singh was appointed to the role of leadership while Sam Puran Suigh
was still alive. The latter would often leave decisions to Norang Singh in order for the members of the
Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha to become accustomed to his later role.

79



Norang Singh was living in Malaca, Singapore, where he was a member of the sahgat 

of a holy man, known by the name of Sant Baba Sohan Singh.21 A member of the 

Leeds sangat commented that Sant Baba Sohan Singh instructed Norang Singh that 

he should now go to England. There, he would meet a mahapurakh whom he was to 

regard as God himself.

On coming to England, Norang Singh eventually met Sant Puran Singh to 

whom he offered his abundant sewa. Norang Singh commenced his sewa to the public 

at large, and began the development of the Birmingham gurdwara in 1983. He also 

acquired permission to restore some damaged architecture at the Golden Temple, 

Amritsar.22 Norang Singh died on 3 July 1995. The ashes of Norang Singh were also 

scattered in the river at Bhagor Sahib, ten days after his cremation at the Birmingham 

crematorium. 23

3:3:2 BMI Mohiader Siagfa: the present spiritual leader

Bhal Mohinder Siagh, who was born in March 1939, took over the role of leadership 

in 1995; thus he was 56 years of age when he became the successor of Bhal Norang 

Sisgh. BMi Mohinder Singh as remarked earlier, was originally appointed by Sant 

Puran Singh himself to become the successor after Norang Singh and, along with Mr. 

Harbans Sagoo,24 had taken amrit in 1973 from Sant Puran Singh in Africa. Since 

Sant Puran Singh has not left any indication as to the successor of Bhal Mohinder

Information from the Leeds gurdwara.21

22 Since all gurdwards in the Punjab come under the supreme control of the Shromani Gurdwara 
Parbandhak Committee (SGPC), Norang Singh asked written permission from the SGPC to undertake 
the project of renovating the Golden Temple, and also to change the chola "canopy" over the Guru 
Granth Sahib. On 3 February 19.95, Bhal Norang Singh obtained permission from the SGPC to 
undertake his sewa of refurbishing the Golden Temple. Other projects that had been carried out by 
Norang Singh were the building of the gurdwara at Guray, the birthplace of Sant Puran Singh, and a 
gurdwara at Anandpur, as well as constructing a bridge in Phagwara The fact that many projects have 
been undertaken in Phagwara is due to the fact that, when locating the geographical position of a site 
such as Guray, it is best to indicate that it is either in or near Phagwara so that individuals can locate 
the site's whereabouts. Apart from this, there is no other reason for Phagwara to be so popular, it is 

merely used, as a geographical indicator.
^Bhal Norang Singh was cremated in the same crematorium as Sant Puran Singh had been. 
24 Mr. Sagoo is in charge of the Leeds gurdwara of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha.
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Singh, it remains to be seen how his successor will be chosen. Bhal Mohinder Singh's 

bhakti is attested by the organization, which recognizes him as an individual of high 

spiritual standing, a Sant indeed. Prior to becoming babdjl, Mohinder Singh was 

employed as a civil engineer by the Zambian Government. Despite his responsible 

and successful vocation, on being "called" by Sant Puran Singh to come to England, 

Mohinder Singh resigned his highly paid executive job in Africa to come to the 

gurchvara on Soho Road, where he has since been working as an unpaid volunteer.

The importance of Mohinder Singh among the followers of the Guru Nanak 

Nishkam Sewak Jatha cannot pass unnoticed. A tremendous amount of respect -- at 

times veneration   is given to him by the sangai. He is the present leader of the group 

worldwide. He is consulted in virtually every aspect of social, as well as religious, 

life. Members will bow down to him, in the same way that one pays respect to a great 

sadhit or mahatma, and ask for his blessing. He is consulted for his advice on 

purchasing property, on taking up a prospective job, he is also requested for his 

blessings to sick members of the family: thus he fulfils a number of altruistic roles. 

His decision is seen as final. Followers of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha 

believe that an individual cannot come as far as the habaji has without the capacity 

for spiritually fulfilling the needs, and answering the questions of, the sangat. There 

are good grounds here for asserting that the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha is 

comparing the roles of their Sants with the ten Gums. And, if this is the case, then the 

Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha has created a fundamental diversity from general 

Sikh belief -- enough, I would claim, to suggest deviation from Khalsa norms and 

from fundamental Sikh belief.

81



3:4 Development of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha

The present number of Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha followers worldwide is 

assessed by the group itself as approximately one million.25 Significantly, since most 

of these followers are East African in origin, Bhachu has termed them "twice- 

migrants". 26 Like other Indians in the UK, the "myth of return" has also disappeared 

from the psyche of these followers, that is to say they do not see themselves as 

returning permanently to India. Britain is now their home and they are here to stay; 

this has resulted in ethnic minorities of the diaspora often reasserting Indian values in 

their lifestyle. The majority of East .African Sikhs tend to be from the ramgarhia sat 

who are more Khalsa orientated in their approach to religion than other Sikh zats, 

especially the_/#£?. Since theya/s are the majority group in the Pcmth, the rarngarhms 

aim to establish themselves as superior on religious grounds. The fact that Sant Puran 

Singh initiated the origins of the group in East .Africa, has given East African 

followers a special kind of bonding with him, and \vith the Guru Nanak Nishkam 

Sewak Jatha. According to Bhachu, the majority of East African Sikh migrants to 

Britain are on the whole more religiously inclined than other ~ats coming directly 

from India; their experiences are, therefore, made use of on their second migration 

from East Africa to Britain.27

25 This figure was obtained from the Birmingham gurdwara, which is seen as the centre for the UK 
followers; since no statistics were shown to me, I am unable to verify the figure. 
"Bhachu, P. "The East African Sikh Diaspora" in Barrier, N. G. and Dusenberry, V. A. (1989) The 
Sikh Diaspora, Delhi: Chankaya Publications, pp. 235-60. Twice-migrant indicates the stages in 
migration: first from India to Africa, then from Africa to Britain.
27Bhachu's findings are somewhat astonishing since it would be expected that if twice-migrated, then 
the followers of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha should be "twice-diluted". But her findings are 
based on extensive research and therefore contain validity. A suggested reason for the Khalsa 
orientation of the twice migrants in comparison to direct migrants from India is that the East African 
ramgarhias had already experienced living in & foreign country where their values were to be kept 
separate from the values of African society. Therefore, since the ramgarhlas had already experienced a 
threat to Sikh values in Africa, these would now be strengthened due to a longer experience of 
migration than those groups whose first experience of migration was in coming to Britain. In the case 
of the latter, they may not have realized fully what the impact of migration to a diaspora country was 
going to be, therefore they were not as prepared as East African migrants, which the majority of Guru
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The message of Sant Puran Singh, as remarked earlier, was that of 

mshkdmata: to perform service without any feeling of wanting a reward. It is this kind 

of service that has promoted the growth of the group. Centres of the Guru Nanak 

Nishkam Sewak Jatha are presently found in:

  Handsworth, Birmingham,
  Beeston, Leeds,
  Hounslow, London,
  Guray, Punjab,
  Anandpur Sahib, Punjab,
  Karicho, Kenya.

This is an indication that many were attracted to the teachings of Sant Puran Singh.

The very first centre, as highlighted in 3:2 above, was at Karicho, Kenya, where 

Sant Puran Singh lived and where the first Jatha had formed. The first Jatha in the 

UK was at Leeds, where Sant Puran Singh frequently stayed; however, the first 

gurdward of the organization was that at Birmingham, followed by one at London, 

and then one at Leeds. Interestingly, I was told that originally Sant Puran Singh had 

no intentions of establishing gurdwdrds exclusive to the Jatha, he wanted to perform 

sewd and amrit chaknd28 in the gurdwdrds already existing in the UK. However, the 

existing gurdwdras failed to co-operate with him, hence premises were sought. 

Informants commented that the reason for this lack of co-operation by the gurdwdrds 

was due to the fact that its leaders were inclined to regard the Jatha as a political 

movement and, further, they were not prepared to hand over the panning of the 

gurdwdrd to Sant Puran Singh. But why did Puran Singh want to run the gurdivdrds? 

Did he feel that centres in Britain were not being ran efficiently and he should take 

over? Naturally, this would provoke resentment from gurchvdrd committees, after all 

his proposals were suggestive that he was better than the already existing presidents

Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha followers are. 
28Enabling followers to take amrit.
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of gurdwaras. With regard to the establishment of Jathas and the group's separate 

gurdwaj-as in the UK, an informant at Hounslow reflected on a famous saying of Sant 

Puran Smgh's:

The seeds have been sown in I .eeds,
the development of the seeds has taken place in London,
the fruits have been borne in Birmingham,

The implications of this saying are that the first group of followers - that is, the 

"seeds" - was established in Leeds. This was followed by the second Jatha in 

London, whereby the "seeds" having been sown, the Jatha was now developing. The 

first centre was set up in Birmingham ~ it was here that the "fruits" had developed 

from the seeds, substantial enough to donate funds to set up the centre as the 

headquarters of the group- 

The Birmingham gurdwara of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha was 

established in 1978, as a result of the efforts of Norang Siftgh, whilst working under 

the authority of Sant Puran Singh. It was also the support of the sahgat that enabled 

the gurdwara on Soho Road to be converted from a Polish club, into the splendour it 

has today.29 The day-to-day running of the gurdwara at 18-20 Soho Road, 

Birmingham, is in the hands of the chairman, who is currently Mohinder Singh. The 

committee consists of the chairman and four trustees. Utmost authority lies with 

Mohinder Singh, who is consulted on all matters requiring a decision, and every 

aspect with which the gurfhvara is concerned ~ again an overt emphasis on the Sards 

of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. There are countless individuals who help 

in managing the gurdwara, such as distributing langar, washing, cleaning, cooking, 

and so on. All members of the committee, and all who help out in the gurdwara, are 

unpaid volunteers.

29Thss gun&vara has become central since the departure of Sant Puran Singh, both Norang Singh and 
Mohinder Singh basing themselves here. The sangat aims to attend the Birmingham gurdwara for all 
major events taking place.
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The London gurdwara was established in 1980, with its first akhand path 

taking place in 1981. The London gurdwara currently runs classes in GCSE Punjabi, 

for which eighteen qualified teachers are used, some of whom are retired secondary 

school teachers. The gurdwara boasts a ninety-five percent pass rate. In addition, 

music classes are held every Friday, along with tabla classes. Kirtan is also taught to 

the youngsters, who are allocated one hour every Sunday to sing in the dfwan "main 

service". 30 Clearly, and importantly, these activities arc designed to maintain Sikh 

culture and identity in the safigat.

The gurdwara at Leeds was established in 1986. In addition to the regular 

sendees offered by all gurdwaras, it also functions as a social centre. Particular 

emphasis is- placed on the awareness of its Sikh identity by the younger generation - 

it is debatable as to what extent this promotes specific group identity also. Since the 

younger generation is more susceptible to western influence, the centre feels young 

people are in need of more attention. The gurd\vara offers a wide range of clubs and 

classes, including a discussion class in which the youngsters can address topics 

related to their own problems. 31

Funds for the gurdwaras of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, both in the 

UK and abroad, have been raised by voluntary contributions from followers. 

Government funding has never been a part of the group. It was remarked that 

appealing for funds is prohibited, therefore, all costs are covered by volunteering 

contributors.

30The involvement of the children is further encouraged by giving them tasks involved with the sewa of 
the gurdwara, such as cleaning and polishing the lahgar hall, washing the rumalas, that is, the cloths 
placed over and around the Guru Granth Sahib. A ladies" satsaftg programme is also held, which they 
may perform in the homes of followers, or in the gurdwara.
31The atmosphere is informal and the participation of the youngsters is encouraged. The gurdwara has 
affiliated with the Leeds College of Music, to provide lessons on the harmonium and the tabla, and 
gives learners opportunities to perform Tartan at the gurdwara.
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3:4:1 The role of the gurdwaras

The main thrust of Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha gurdwaras, as stressed by 

Birmingham informants, is that they provide stability for the community and act as 

centres where the Jatha can come together and strengthen communal bonds. 32 

Pertinent here, however, is the nature of the "communal" bonds being referred to - a 

corporate Sikh community, or followers of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha? 

Important here is that, although on the surface the gurdwaras promote Sikhism, 

underlying prominence of the Sants is an inescapable aura of these gurdwaras. The 

gi4rd\varas keep records of all members so that they can be informed on all issues. 

This again provides stronger links by involving all members, and encouraging a sense 

of belonging very specifically to the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. Membership 

is open to all followers over the age of eighteen, and is dependent on the individual's 

belief in the Gurus, and adherence to their teachings: in addition the members must at 

least be kesdhari, preferably amritdhan. The particular rubric of the group reads as 

follows:

A nori political, nor, profit making religious charity funded by voluntary 
donations dedicated to selfless service of humanity and propagation of religious 
belief and spirituality. All members are unpaid volunteers. 33

In addition the gurdwaras of the organization provide free accommodation and, 

importantly, they are open to all -- whether followers of the Sants or not. 

Responsibilities of the gurdwdrd however, are only given to followers of the Guru 

Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha.

32The Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha has also been involved in hosting a conference at 
Birmingham in which the Department of Social Responsibility discussed the disaster of Lockerbie. 
Issues such as what would have been done if the same were to happen in other areas of the UK, 
including their own local areas, were examined. It was decided that in such an event, the gurdwaras 
would be used as mini hospitals. 
33 Stated in the Constitution, as at Leeds gurdwara; also printed as a letter heading.
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Marriages are also carried out in the group's gurdwaras. Thus they serve to 

strengthen the bonds between followers and enable them to gather together socially 

too. The gurdwara, like gurdwaras of the general Panth, is also seen as the place 

where one learns about prospective spouses for children. It is at the gurdwara that 

attendants become aware of who is looking for particular qualities in a spouse - 

ranging from desired height to a desired career, hi this way, to an extent, the 

gurthvaras can also be regarded as marriage bureaux. Marriages of followers continue 

to be arranged endogomously - thus maintaining caste identity. 

3:5 Purpose of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha

High on the agenda of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, as cited above, is for 

followers to take arnrit and become initiated members of the Khalsa,34 with total 

abstinence from meat and alcohol, thereby becoming known as amrit sakya,35 that is, 

initiated members of the Khalsa. One informant stressed that followers are not to give

'"'The stance of the group with regard to the outward forms of the Khalsa, more importantly concerning 
the kes, has involved its participation in the rights for Sikhs in Britain to be able to wear the turban. 
Hie organization was actively involved in the Mandia case that took place in the early 1980s. The case 
caused much anxiety within the Sikh community when the son of a Birmingham solicitor, Mr. Mandia, 
was told he could not wear his turban at the private Catholic school where he studied. The case went to 
the appeal court where the ruling was in favour of the headmaster, Mr Dowell Lee. Mr. Mandia, a Sikh 
of East African origin and also a member of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, had fought his 
son's case; the result was regarded a very serious issue indeed, as it was seen as a threat to the whole 
Sikh community. Consequently, Sant Puran Singh organized a march through London in 1983 
commencing from Hyde Park mid ending at Downing Street where a petition against the ruling was 
shown. A total of forty thousand Sikhs attended the march, resulting in the case being re-opened at the 
House of Lords. This time the ruling was in favour of the Sikh community: moreover. Lord. Denning 
had called the Sikhs a nation ~ a significant turning-point in the history of diaspora Sikhs, since other 
religious groups such as the Muslims are not covered by discrimination acts, due to their not being 
formally recognized as a nation. The Sikhs however, are now covered under the Racial Acts against 
discrimination, and this covers nations rather than religions. The march and its subsequent result 
enabled the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha to gain wider recognition among the Sikh community. 
An informant remarked that the march and its outcome were certainly one of the milestones of Sant 
Puran Singh's life. Another salient phase of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha's involvement in 
such issues was demonstrated by Sant Puran Singh's involvement in the Turban Versus Crash Helmet 
Act. Sant Puran Singh had organized a march in 1982, again through the streets of central London. 
Many simitar marches were organized by the whole of the Sikh community, with die result mat those 
Sikhs who wore turbans were to be exempt from wearing the crash helmet whilst riding on a 
motorcycle.
35This term is synonymous with amritdhari. It is used widely among the followers of the Guru Nanak 
Nishkam Sewak Jatha to indicate clearly that one has fulfilled the aim of the group, that is, has 
undergone the amrit ceremony. Amrit chakna indicates one who will take amrit or is about to take it; 
whereas, amrit sakya refers to one who has taken amrit, and therefore is amritdhari.
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Sant Puran Singh supremacy over the ten Gurus but, rather, are to respect Sant Puran 

Singh and bis emphasis on returning to the essence of the Sikh religion: the teachings 

of the Gurus should be in the centre of one's heart and the community and all at the 

gurdward should be served with nishkamata, selflessness. This suggests that, in 

aspiration at least, the group's beliefs are in line with Sikh thought. Sant Puran 

Singh's sole purpose was to return Sikhism back to its essence - an effort that is 

reminiscent of movements such as the Singh Sabha.

The Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha professes to function wholly for the 

benefit of the people, asking no payment for services offered such as the performance 

of akhand paths and other ceremonies   in this respect the ideal of nishkamata is, 

indeed, upheld. The gurdivard, like all gurdwdrds, is seen as a model for sewa, where 

all can help out in the kitchen, clean, and contribute practically to ensure its smooth 

panning for the benefit of the sangat.

3:6 Ideals of religious philosophy in the Guru Nanak Nishkam 
Sewak Jatha

I propose to examine below whether the main ideals of the Guru Nanak Nishkam 

Sewak Jatha are pertinent to a corporate Sikh identity, or whether they are more akin 

to an individual identity within the general fold of Sikhism. This section, thus, 

attempts to consider what implications the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha has 

towards the standard ofKhdlsd adherence as ordained by the Sikh Rehat Mar^yada. 

3:6:1 The relationship between God and the individual

A personal relationship with the Divine forms the basis of Sikh philosophy; indeed, it 

is this personal relationship that enables the devotee to love God and meditate on His 

Name. 36 The personal approach to God in Sikh teachings is often depicted as the

36Although the masculine "His" is often used when speaking of God, it must be remembered that 
Wdheguru is nirguna, is beyond attributes and gender. Nevertheless, as is common to many faiths,
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bride's love for her groom; the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha also depicts a 

devotee, male or female, as the "bride" of God. 37 Thus, it follows that God is beyond 

gender in giirbam since the whole of humanity is symbolized as the bride. In this 

respect, adherence to Sikh teachings is, indeed, exemplified by the Guru Nanak 

Nishkam Sewak Jatha. Just as the husband bestows his love on his wife so, too, God - 

- depicted as the groom in giirbam - bestows His sovereign love to His honest and 

true devotees. The aspect of separation experienced by the bride towards her groom is 

that of \iraha, a characteristic feature of Sant tradition. This indicates the ineffable 

nature of the Absolute, So, it is because of the pain of \iraha, separation, from her 

beloved, that the bride seeks to unite with him. It is an analogy in line with Sikh 

thought as portrayed in the teachings of the Sikh Gurus. This is illustrated in the Guru 

Granth Sahib:

Seeing this play, my mind became happy, My Groom, the Lord, has come to
wed me.
Sing, sing, O ladies, the songs of wisdom and reflection.
Into my home, has come my Spouse, the Life of the world. (AG 351)38

Giirbam states that the ultimate goal is union with God, and this can only be 

achieved through the devotee offering total love to God. Total love cannot be 

obtained if the devotee approaches religion with a questioning attitude. Bhakti to God 

must be offered without an egoistic motive; the individual must offer bhakti for the

Sikhs often speak in masculine terms about what is essentially an "It".
37With regard to the gender of God, Nikky-Guninder Kaur Singh has suggested that the symbol oflk- 
Onkar highlights tile fact that God in Sikh thought, is beyond gender. She writes: "fide Oan Kar (One 
Being Is) is the core representation of the Sikh faith: the numeral 1 (Ikk or One) celebrates the 
existence of That which is beyond gender, space, time, and causality, and refers directly to the Ultimate 
Reality, to Being Itself. Yet this One is sensuously addressed and cherished in the Sikh holy writ as 
mother and father, sister and brother -- thus as both male and female" (Singh, Nikky-Guninder Kaur 
[1993] The Feminine Principle in the Sikh Vision of the Transcendent, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, p. 3). Furthermore, Nikky-Guninder Kaur Singh points out that Guru Gobind Singh 
emphasized the goddess Durga in his compositions {ibid., p. 121). However, she goes on to highlight 
that Durga is never worshiped by Guru Gobind Singh, Durga is used as an inspiration for the Sikh 
community only (see ibid., pp. 125-6). Thus, the Gurus do not acknowledge the Hindu goddess' 
capability of liberating the bhakta, the only one who is capable of this is Waheguru. 
38Singh, Manmohan (1996 rp of 1962 edn) Sri Guru Granth Sahib, Amritsar: Shiromani Gurdwara 
Parbandhak Committee, p. 1171.
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peace of his or her inner self. It must be remembered, as mentioned earlier, that 

Sikhism regards each individual as divine, since God's essence is contained in each 

individual's heart. God is essentially nirguna, beyond the comprehension of the 

human mind. However, God has become saguna through creation in order that 

humankind may form a relationship with It. This saguna aspect holds importance for 

both the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha and Sikhism generally, since humanity 

cannot form a loving relationship with a totally transcendent Absolute. Although 

becoming saguna through creation, and being immanent within each human heart, 

God does not take on any form. Thus there are no avatars or minis, images, of God 

in Sikh thought generally or in the teachings of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak 

Jatha. 39 Although there arc no avatars in the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha   

which itself professes to a Sikh affiliation   it is well to remember comments made 

earlier about devotees seeking the blessing and "healing powers" of Mohinder Singh. 

The proper conduct in Sikhism is for a Sikh to concentrate on the teachings of the 

Gurus, as contained in gurbam, not to seek miracles from holy men. In fact, the Guru 

Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha followers adhere more closely to the latter practice. 

3:6:2 BhaM

Bhakti in the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, as pointed out several times above, 

entails nishkarnata, selflessness and motiveless service of others, and unconditional 

love for God   this is true also of general Sikh belief. Nishkamata is the basic 

philosophy of the group, as its name indicates. The message ofsarbat da bhala, "the 

well-being of all", is also accentuated. Begging and stealing are strongly disapproved

39l must emphasize that there is no scope for monism in Sikh thought, so that rather than using the 
analogy of the drop absorbing into the ocean, as in monistic teachings, the analogy of the fish is used in 
Sikhism. That is, although the fish needs water to survive, it never becomes absorbed in the water, the 
fish always retains its difference from the water. In this sense the fish and the water form a unity, but in 
a dualistic sense. In the same way, an individual will not gain miikti without realizing his or her 
inseparability yet difference from God.
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of, but the practice ofvand chakna, to share with those less fortunate, is emphasized 

by the group. All these are characteristic of the main tenets of Sikhism, which are also 

adhered to by the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. The practice of nam japna is 

seen as vital by the group if one is to hold any hope of achieving mukti. The group's 

emphasis on nam japna is a clear indicator of a Sikh alliance, which obeys the 

teachings of the Gurus and their insistence on the benefits of nam japna:

Nanak never forgets the Name and his mind is reconciled to the True One 
(AG 419)40

Nam japna in itself is of greater value than pilgrimages and performing worthless 

rituals, as stressed by Guru Nanak:

Pilgrimages, Austerities, Mercy, Charity,
Bring but honour small and paltry.
One must Hear, Believe, Love the Name, (AG 5)41

In terms of bhakti therefore, the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha follows gurbanl 

in its insistence on sewa and nam japna.. Nevertheless, I found that the emphasis on 

seeking the blessings of the Sants often took primacy to the benefits ofndm japna - if 

nam japna brings one closer to God, what does the blessing ofaSant confer? 

3:6:3 Karma or predestination?

Sikhism teaches that the prerequisite of mukti is unconditional bhaM to Wahegtinl, 

who in his compassionate nature will offer his grace. Nadar. to his devotee and thus 

enable the soul's release from samsara. Guru Nanak taught that the most essential 

entity needed for the liberation of the soul is the Nadar of God:

O'Nanak! the Merciful Master, with his kind look, makes them happy. (AG S)42 

In line with Sikh teachings, the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha believes that an 

individual's efforts will take him or her so far on the path to irnikti, but that ultimate

mSri Guru Granih Sahib, translator Manmohan Singh, p. 1390.
41 Singh, Gopal (1993 rp of 1968 edn) Sri Guru Granth Sahib, Delhi: World Book Centre, p. 6.
42 Sri Guru Granth Sahih translator Manmohan Singh, p 27
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release is dependent on the pre-eminent Nadar of Wahegiiru: even desiring mukti 

entails a selfish need. Thus the ideal of nishkamata is given pre-eminence by the 

Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, since it involves performing sewa without any 

expectations in return: the group emphasizes that there is no place for egoism in the 

blissful union with Wahegiiru. This idea of egoless service fits in with gurbam, which 

condemns hmtmai, selfishness and ego. Guru Arjan highlights the binding effects of 

haumai:

I am inebriated with ego, arn imbued with other relishes and love evil friends 
My Beloved see-est me wandering in lacs of lanes. (AG 1 3 03)44

3:6:4 Definition of a Sikh

According to the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, a gurmnkh is one who meditates 

on God's Name in the form of namjapnd. Additionally, the Guru Nanak Nishkam 

Sewak Jatha states that a true Sikh is an amritdhari: the Khdlsa identity of the Guru 

Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha is clearly accentuated here. Thus   and importantly, in 

terms of Khdlsa observation   members of this group are, indeed, observers of the 

Sikh Rehat Mary-add. The Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha defines a gurmukh. as an 

individual who behaves and lives according to the message and advice given in the 

Guru Granih Sahib. This is reminiscent of gurbam, which reiterates that the gurmukh 

is one whose life is totally orientated towards God and the teachings of the Gurus as 

contained in the Guru Granth Sahib: it is the gurmukh who will attain bliss with the 

Absolute:

The Guru-ward is emancipated, and falls not into entanglements. He ponders 
over the Divine word, and is delivered through God's Name. (AG 152)45

The Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha does not regard monas, those who cut their

43By effort is not meant egoistic action that produces fruitive kanna, but, rather, an effort to cleanse the 
soul from ego and desire. Therefore the devotee, rather than desiring mukti, is to perform nishkam 
sewa, that is, worship without any desire for the fruits.
44 Sri Guru Granth Sahib, translator Manmohan Singh, p. 4302.
45 Ibid, p. 511.
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hair, as being Sikh. However, it does hold a sympathetic view towards them and 

hopes they will become amritdhan, and therefore true Sikhs. Here, again, the group 

adheres to the Rehat Maryada with its aspirations towards sahajdharis. The fact that 

the overall majority of followers of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha are 

amritdhan is an indication per se of the efforts towards Khalsa ideals by the group. It 

would be true to say, therefore, that when the Khalsa identity is considered, the Guru 

Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha followers are ultra-stringent. The Guru Nanak Nishkam 

Sewak Jatha considers itself to be more Sikh than the general Panth in its adherence 

to the Five Ks. But in attempting to be thoroughly Khalsa orientated, ironically, they 

are regarded as separate and different -- a characteristic that they themselves court, as 

much as it is placed on them from many of those outside their fold. 

3:6:5 Husias Gsirus

Akin to general Sikhism, members of the Guna Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha attach 

great respect to the ten Sikh Gurils, and to the Gum Granth Sahib. It has been 

emphatically claimed by many followers that, apart from the Guru Granth Sahib, they 

do not regard any other as belonging to the line of Gurus. Belief in all the teachings 

of the Guras as portrayed in the Guru Granth Sahib is essential for all followers. In 

accordance with Sikh belief, Sant Puran Singh is to be seen as a spiritually 

enlightened being, but is not to be regarded a successor to the Sikh Guras in any way - 

- therefore, their Sikh identity appears solid. Respect to the same level as that 

attributed to great sadhus and makatmas of the Indian tradition is permissible, 

nevertheless, to Sant Puran Singh and his successors, I was told that, although Sant 

Puran Singh and his successors are shown a tremendous amount of respect and 

prestige, they are not to be confused with the Gurus: rather, they are given the title of 

Sant or babaji, indicating a respected person. Practically, however, although the term
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Guru itself is not applied to the leaders, I am tempted to suggest that sufficient 

emphasis on the leaders is evident to suggest a difference from Sikh teachings.

This is certainly evident in practice. During my visits to the centres, especially 

the Birmingham gurdwara, I observed that there is a room in which pictures 

exclusively of Sant Puran Singh and Bhal Norang Singh are given great significance. 

The followers bow down to the photographic representations of the leaders, though it 

must be admitted that this could be dismissed by the followers as mere respect for a 

holy person, and not suggesting that the leaders are regarded as being Gurus. Yet such 

is the power of the present leader that, as remarked earlier, followers would come to 

him with problems relating to illnesses or social matters. And the fact that they truly 

believed such problems could be solved with the intervention of the babaji suggests a 

level of supremacy that at times inhibits the attempts at Sikh conformity of the group. 

But I must point out that there are no photographs of Sant Puran Singh or his 

successors in the prayer halls at any of the UK GUPJ Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha 

gurehvaras. However, the practices concerning the celebration of baisakhi and the 

death anniversary of Sant Puran Singh, which will be looked at in 3:7 below, will seek 

to develop this point about the status of Sant Puran Singh and his successors. 

3:6:6 Miracles

Miracles associated with Sant Puran Singh and his successors are received and 

interpreted in different ways by the followers of the Gum Nanak Nishkam Sewak 

Jatha. But all adherents, nevertheless, accept the validity of such miracles. It was 

remarked by a number of informants that evidence of miracles has promoted the 

spiritual/mystical aspect of Sant Puran Singh -- a belief, I suggest, that is responsible 

for present numbers in the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, and which justifies 

some brief mention of them here. The same informants were also quick to point out,
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nevertheless, that the encouragement of miracles in Sikhism is taboo. Furthermore, 

although the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha is discouraged from any hagiography 

concerning Sant Puran Singh and his successors, accounts exist proclaiming that 

illnesses such as cancer in devout followers have been cured by Puran Singh. 

However, it was repeatedly emphasized by other informants that the Guru Nanak 

Nishkani Sewak Jatha is forbidden to make mention of miracles. Prominence is given 

to Sant Puran Singh's emphasis on bam for curing illnesses, rather than on miracles 

themselves: miracles do not produce pure faith, only a mere "miracle-based" faith. It 

was remarked that, the very feet that large numbers of Sikhs had taken amrii and 

adhere to gurbam, is, in itself, a miracle of the revival of Sikhism in the diaspora.46

Other miracles stress the divine intuition of Sant Puran Singh, and his 

successors. An informant at Hounslow assured me that he himself had tested Sant 

Puran Singh on rncctiag him47 and was subsequently satisfied that Sant Puran Singh

**Yet a miracle expressing some degree of divinity, with regard to Sant Puran Singh, was recounted by 
another informant who worked very closely with him. A brief account of the miracle as dictated by the 
informant is the following: "In 1976 during a sampat akhand path [lasting eleven days in the Guru 
Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha] in Southall, Sant Puran Singh had delivered a message which had been 
given to him during a vision six weeks earlier. At this occasion, a gora (western male) and gorf 
(western female) had attended. After the service Sant Puran Singh asked the female what she had seen. 
In reply she answered 'I saw whatever you showed'. The woman was reported to have told Sant Puran 
Singh that she looked up at the sky and saw the devatas dressed in white clothes, hands held together 
asking Sant Puran Singh what orders he had for them. At this, Sant Puran Singh told the woman to 
remain quiet and speak 110 further." (Account by a member of the Hounslow saftgaf). Furthermore, it 
was related to me that adherents believed on this day a bright light illuminated the London area of 
Southall, suggesting something very special had taken place. The result of the alleged event was that a 
large number of individuals had taken amrii. But miracles do not always involve the presiding Sant. I 
was told that a sampat akhand path is performed when a particular problem arises, either with regard to 
an individual, or to society at large. The sampat akhand path is believed to be so powerful that it eases 
the problem in question; it yields very fruitful results. It is begun with a particular sabad relating to the 
problem, such as illness, chaos, or any awkward problem, then other gnrb-3m is read, with intervals in 
which the particular sabad is repeatedly recited. A complete reading of the Guru Granth Sahib is 
undertaken; this may be done over any number of days, but is usually eleven days. Basically the 
sampat path is similar to the sehaj path, that is, a complete reading of the Guru Granth Sahib with 
breaks taken between the readings. I was told that the literal meaning of sampat is "to place/enclose a 
particular object in a box": therefore sampat is performed to enclose a problem or illness, thus 

eradicating it.
47Before meeting Sant Puran Singh, the informant had originally performed sewa to the Natiaksar 
Sants. This group is viewed also as a movement within the Sikh Panth, and is headed also by Sants. 
The founding Sant was Nand Singh, who was succeeded by the famous Ishar Singh. A particularly 
unique practice among the Nanaksar followers is of meditating in caves or purpose-built alcoves, 
known as bhores. Contrary to the Gurus' teachings, the movement places an emphasis on austerity and
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was a highly spiritually enlightened person. He explicitly told me that Sant Puran 

Singh and both his successors have cured many followers of illnesses that doctors 

could not. Thus, it is sufficient to remark that a somewhat miraculous and 

supernatural nature is attributed to Sant Puran Singh and his successors by the 

followers of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. This is a clear area of deviation 

from their adherence to Khalsa practices.

Although a number of differences occur, the majority of philosophical beliefs of the 

Guru Naask Nishkam Sewak Jatha are obtained from the Guru Granth Sahib. I am 

now in a position to set the beliefs of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha 

alongside the criteria listed for general Sikh belief that was drawn up in Table 1 in 

section 2:8 above.

asceticism. Another interesting practice among the Nanaksars is their treatment of the Guru Granth 
Sahib that, as McLeod points out, indicates that the scripture, is, indeed, regarded as a living person. It 
is covered with extra rumalas (covers) in the winter (McLeod, W. H. [1997] Sikhism, Harmonds worth: 
Penguin, p. 198). The informant told me he never found true happiness among the Nanaksar Sants, and 
on meeting Sant Puran Singh was told by Mm that what he was looking for would not be found among 
the Nanaksars, for it had not reached them yet. This is a good indication of the degree to which the 
Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha views itself as distinct from other groups - despite its allegiance to 

the main tenets of Sikh belief.
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Belief found in 
Sikh religion

Monotheism

Absolute is nirguna

Saguna essence of God is present in creation

Panentheistic concept of the divine

Self contains the essence of God, it is not God Itself

Predestination

Total relipnce on God

Human birth as highest

Emphasis on the Nadar of God

Ultimate aim is mukti

Becoming ajivanmukt is the ideal

Detachment from worldly lures

Emphasis on loss of ego and desire

Advocation of bhakti

Interiorized religion

Rejection of image worship

Rejection of avatars

Rejection of yogic practices

Worthlessness of rituals

Nam simran

Performance ?£!drian

Reciting dfsabad

Company of the satsangat is essential

Present among the 
Guru Nanak 

Nishkam Sewak Jatha

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

44

#

#

#

#

-H

#

#

I

Absent among the 
Guru Nanak 

Nishkam Sewak 
Jatha

Table 3. Conformity of beliefs found among the Gvsrfi Nanak Nishkam Sewak 
Jatha and the general Panth.
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The majority of the beliefs of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewalc Jatha are clearly those 

found in the Guru Granth Sahib. Therefore, as far as philosophical teachings are 

concerned, the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha is in line with gurbam. Thus, in 

matters of religious belief, they exhibit valid indicators for a Sikh identity. However, 

there are aspects of their beliefs that are clearly outside general Sikhism. These are 

listed in the following table.

Concept found among 
Guru Nanak Nishkam 

Sewak Jatha belief
Emphasis on Sants unique to 
the group
Sants of the group can help 
towards mukti
Miracles associated with the 
group's Sants
True Sikh is an amritdhfiri

Totally absent front general 
Sikh belief

#

#

#

Expressed differently in Sikh 
belief

Being gurrmJch is essential

Table 4= Differences in belief between the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sovak Jatha 
and the general Panth.

The level of importance attached to Sant Puran Singh and his successors is the most

important here, for it differs from the teachings of the Sikh Gurus and what might be

acceptable to the Rehat Maryada. It remains now to examine the practices of the

group,

3:7 Central Praxis

During my visits, informants at centres of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha

pointed out that practices that take place are not, in essence, established to

differentiate them from the rest of the Panth. Rather, I was told that the Guru Nanak

Nishkani Sewak Jatha aims to do things properly rather than differently. I believe this

is a very important point that, ironically, is responsible for the distinction between the
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Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha and the general Panth. This emphasis on 

properness among the group appears to be fragmenting Sikh identity rather than 

cementing it. Owing to its stress on doing things properly, the Guru Nanak Nishkam 

Sewak Jatha has developed many features that are distinct from other groups and, 

indeed, from overall Sikh practice.48

The origin of the distinct practices is believed to have come from Sant Puran 

Singh. Each of the three giird\varas of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha in 

Britain have the same constitution. The constitution states that the commencement of 

akhand paths and bhogs should take place at 5am, and the same pattern is followed in 

each centre. Slight differences may sometimes occur as to what time members are 

expected to rise in the morning; this depends on individual circumstances, such as age 

and health.

3:7:1 Form of worship

The practice of akhand paths, continuous forty-eight hour readings of the Guru 

Granth Sahib, is very important for the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, as it is for 

the Panth as a whole. However, the form of akhand paths carried out by the group 

differs from the general Panth in that they are stressed to a greater degree by the 

former. Akhand paths held by the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha commence at 

Sam and end with the bhog at Sam the second day.49 Secondly, throughout the service, 

there will be present continuously three amritdhari males: the pathi (reader) for the 

akhaird path, the reader of the Japjl Sahib, and the gianf0 who will distribute the 

karah prasdd 51 All will wear white clothes, and there is to be no participation by

48One such example is the performance of five akhand paths continuously, which will be looked at
below.
49Sant Puran Singh's belief on this matter was that those who love God will attend the scrrice at any
time.
50Giam is used to refer to an individual who is learned in the Guru Granth Sahib.
ilKarah prasad is the sweetmeal distributed during the service to symbolize equality between all those
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those who eat meat. Noticeably, there is no marked emphasis on the white colour in 

general Sikhism. In return for the service, whether performed at the gurdwara or in 

the home of a follower, ih&pathi will accept no money, clothes or other gifts, he will 

also provide and pay for his own transport. The practice of performing five akhand 

paths continuously on marked occasions, such as gurpurbs and anniversaries, is also a 

distinctive feature of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, which is nowhere 

supported by the Rehat Maryada. Again the emphasis on being proper Sikhs is 

steering the group away from conformity.

The main purpose of the institution of the Sikh Rehat Maiyada was to end 

diversity in the Panth, whereby all Sikhs would have one uniform praxis. 52 I contend 

that the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha is responsible for accentuating diversity' 

within the Panth. But the insistence on five akhand paths, I reiterate, does not have 

any place in the general Panth and, significantly, not even among amritdharis of the 

general Panth. Moreover, it has no mention in the Sikh Rehat Maryada. This suggests 

that being a follower of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, and being a member 

of the overall general Panth, are not always coterminous   a factor entrenched 

somewhat by the additional point that the Sikh Panth does not accept Puran Singh and 

his successors in the same sense as followers of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak 

Jatha. Other Sikhs tend to regard practices, such as fws akhand paths, as being totally 

irrelevant and somewhat ostentatious, criticizing the group as attempting to create an 

ethos of being the most Khalsa orientated within the Sikh Panth. The attitude of other 

Sikhs is sufficiently represented by an informant at the Singh Sabha Hounslow, who 

was particularly concerned to voice his opinion by posing the question of the 

relevance of five akhand paths. He labelled it as a mere attempt on behalf of the Guru

present at the gurdwara; it is a characteristic feature of all gurdwaras. 
This has been looked at in detail in chapter 2:5 above.
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Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha to place itself above everyone else. For many Sikhs, 

then, Khalsa iiltra-stringency might mean a rigid Sikh identity, but it is not admired. 

Significantly, a Sikh identity does not necessarily equate with practices of the kind 

aimed at by the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. Hence, in this respect, I reiterate 

that the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha has sought for itself some distinction from 

the overall Panth, and is thus accentuating diversity. 

3:7:2 Involvement of the younger generation

The centres of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha promote the involvement of the 

younger generation in order to make them aware of their Sikh orientation. Many 

functions are held by the group, with the particular aim of active involvement of the 

youngsters. The London gurdwara has held special camps for the last two years, in 

which the youngsters are encouraged to learn about Sikhism. Inevitably this also 

features seminars on Sant Puran Singh, Norang Singh and Mohinder Singh. Social, as 

well as religious events take place, with the present leader attending every day of the 

programme. As well as expanding on Sikh teachings, the group clarifies what the 

Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha is by showing films on its development and its 

involvement in the gold sewa at Amritsar. There is some evidence to suggest that, by 

making the youngsters aware of the contributions of Sant Puran Singh and his 

successors, the camps are in actual fact promoting a separate, splintered identity to the 

youngsters as being followers of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha.

The gurd\vara and sevsa play a prominent role in the younger generation's 

decision to take amrit. Here, the group differs to some extent from general attitudes in 

Sikhism due to its continuous efforts to encourage the youngsters to become 

amritdhari. But this is not forced on them. The aim is for a sense of belonging to 

develop, and for amrit to be taken as a result of the individual's own will. It is an aim



that brings this group inside the boundaries ofKhalsa Sikhism, which also stresses 

that the survival of the Panth is possible through its members taking amrit. 

3:7:3 The position of women

It was remarked by informants at the Birmingham, Leeds and Hounslow gurdwaras 

that women are allowed to conduct sendees, if they wish to do so. However, women 

in fa&gurdwara commented that they would rather do certain traditional jobs assigned 

to them   prepare food for the langar and see to the decorative side of the gurdwara. 

This, they feel, is \vhere they are most needed and where men would not be able to 

cope: therefore, conducting the services is left to male members of the gurdwara and 

the issue of female giams has never really arisen. Noticeably, the majority ofgianTs in 

the general Panth are also male, in this respect therefore, there is no marked 

-difference between the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha and the overall Panth.

Although on the one hand, it was remarked that women are given a very 

special position within the group, women cannot take part in the service during an 

akhand path. Here, the Guru Nsnak Nishkam Sewak Jatha differs from the majority' 

of the Panth. It is nowhere stated in the Sikh Rehat Maryada or, indeed, in gurbani 

that certain religious practices are prohibited to females. Guru Nanak himself openly 

criticized Hinduism for discriminating against women when it came to religious 

performance, and for refusing to allow women to read Hindu scriptures; Guru Nanak 

encouraged females to read the scriptures:

From a woman, a woman is born Without a woman, there can be none 
Nanak, only the one True Lord, is without a woman. 
The mouth which ever praises the Lord, is fortunate, rosy and beautiful. 
Nanak, those faces shall be bright in the court of that True Lord. (AG 473)53

Thus, although claiming to be true Sikhs, the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha 

seems, also, to be exhibiting signs of discrimination against women in religious

53 Sri Guru Granth Sahib, translator Manmohan Singh, pp. 1562-3.
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practice - something that gurbam strongly disapproves of. On inquiring why the 

Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha refused female participation in akhand paths, the 

question was evaded by male informants. 54 They remarked that women have other 

duties such as preparation of the langar and cleaning of the gurdwara, which do not 

leave time for participating in the akhand path; this I did not find a satisfactory 

answer! Nevertheless, another informant supported my suspicions of male domination 

when he explicitly remarked that women are not allowed to read from the Gum 

Granth Sahib, or perform any se\vd to the Holy Book. Interestingly, on my visits 

informants were predominantly males. I managed to talk to a few women, who 

commented that they were needed more in the kitchen than in the diwan hall on busy 

occasions such as akhand paths. The reasons for female exclusion from the Guru 

Granth Sahib sewa on these occasions were not expanded on any further, except that 

the order was given by Sant Puran Singh that only amntdhan males could take part in 

the actual perforraaBce of an akhand path. Additionally, the karah prasad for the 

akhand path is only to be prepared by the male amritdhari giani - despite its 

fundamental principle being associated with equality of both caste and gender. The 

karah prasad during an akhand path in Sikhism generally can be prepared by an 

amritdhari male or female and is not restricted to amritdhari males only. The Rehat 

Maryada confirms this as the norm:

Anyone who has prepared it [karah prasad] in the prescribed manner, can bring 
it to a Gurdwara for distribution. 55

Nevertheless, from personal experience as a Sikh woman, ritual pollution attached to 

menstruating females is an aspect of Hinduism that Sikhism, on the whole, has not 

totally rejected. Importantly, there is no statement as such in Sikhism, unlike the

54This could be due to taboos regarding female pollution that the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha
has retained from Hinduism. This concept is looked at below.
''RehatMaryada (1978) Amritsar: Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandliak Committee, p. 11.
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Hindu Laws of Manu with regard to menstruating women. I cannot determine whether 

the concept among Sikhs is widespread, but it does exist. A few examples include 

menstruating women not taking part in cooking lahgar and not preparing karah 

prssad. The Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha has gone a step further, however, in a 

total refusal of women   whether menstruating or not - from preparing karah prasad. 

Thus the attitude of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha towards women 

clearly differentiates (and from a feminist principle might be said to exclude) them 

from the general Panth. Such attitudes certainly obscure their adherence to gurbani 

where the social and religious uplifting of women is repeatedly present. In this 

respect, therefore, the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha is not egalitarian   it denies 

fail equal rights to females. Moreover, since its majority membership is from the 

ramgarhia sat a certain distinctiveness of character is clear. Nevertheless, the position 

of women is the Panth, as a whole, is a perplexing and ambivalent one. Nikky- 

Gusinder Kaur Singh writes:

As far hack as T cars remember, the characterization of girls and women in my 
society was a source of constant ambivalence and thus always fascinated me. 
The Sikh household into which I was born was part of a Punjabi society that 
brought together diverse traditions in which the status of women was as dubious 
as it was critical. I saw them exalted, and I saw them downgraded. 56

But I must reiterate that the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha is explicitly biased in 

its refusal of female participation in akhand paths and its disallowing them to prepare 

karah prasad in the gurdward. It is not therefore, adhering to Sikh principles with 

regard to its position on women.

The education of girls is nevertheless, greatly encouraged by the Guru Nanak 

Nishkam Sewak Jatha -- the group claims that the majority of young women 

belonging to the group are graduates. 57 Very few girls of the Guru Nanak Nishkam

56 Singh, The Feminine Principle, p. 1.
57 As an informant at the Hounslow gurdward. remarked.
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Sewak Jatha end their education at GCSE level; rather they go on to higher and 

further education, resulting in the members of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha 

being financially stable; the same also applies to males. Therefore, with regard to 

education, no discrimination is applied between males and females. Since the stage of 

grsti, that of the householder, is an important aspect of Sikh life, the role of the 

mother is seen as a very important one indeed. Thus, while women are more curtailed 

in some areas of religious practice, they are encouraged in education. 

3:7:4 Importance of atnrit initiation

Being amritdhari is the ideal aimed at by both the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha 

and the Rehat Maryada: therefore, in this matter the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak 

Jatha is firmly in line with Khalsa Sikhism. An inner transformation of mind and 

heart are essential qualities of an amritdhari. The group's adherence to Khalsa 

practices is exemplified by its emphasis on the Khalsa form, which is seen as the 

disciplined way of life as dictated by the code of conduct. It is important that both 

husband and wife are amrttdhari, for the uninitiated partner is regarded as polluting to 

the amritdhafi partner. This, however, is clearly differentiating between amritdhari 

Sikhs and all others. The reading of the Guru Granth Sahib is reserved only for 

amritdharis in the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha gurd\varas. In general 

gunhvaras whether or not the granthi must be amritdhari cannot be determined with 

total certainty. The more Khalsa orientated gurdwaras insist that the granthi is 

amritdhari, whilst the less Khalsa orientated require that he or she be at least 

kesdhari. In the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha the non-initiated can only 

contribute to the sewa of the gurd\vara by cleaning, cooking and serving the sahgat.
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It must be noted that the Rehat Maryada does not require amritdhans to be 

vegetarians; amrtidhan Sikhs are not prohibited from eating meat, 58 as long as it is 

not haled. The Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, however, insists on members - the 

majority of whom are amritdhans - being pure vegetarians, a practice that has no 

authority in the teachings of the Gurus, or in the Rehat Maryada. Nevertheless, the 

Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha does not stand alone in expecting amritdhans to 

be vegetarians - many gurdwaras other than those of the Guru Nanak Nishkam 

Sewak Jatha also insist that the initiated must abstain from meat-eating. 59 The issue 

of vegetarianism in Sikhism continues to be a matter over which there are differing 

opinions among Sikhs themselves.

It is important to note that since the gurdwara is open to people of all faiths 

and backgrounds, the langar is always vegetarian. Therefore, the food prepared in the 

langar is universally acceptable. With regard to the individual's personal choice, 

although vegetarianism is not a requirement of Sikhism, many Sikhs in actual fact 

retain Hindu notions of meat eating as polluting. 60 In this respect, therefore, a large 

number of amritdhans prefer not to eat meat. So, since the gurdwara is strictly 

vegetarian, members of the Guru Nanak Nishkarn Sewak Jatha extend the principle of 

not eating meat into their everyday lives. In their opinion, abstaining from meat eating 

involves the concept of ritual purity, since the handling of meat is also a source of 

ritual pollution. 61

58Although there is no prohibition on the eating of beef, Sikhs generally will not eat it out of respect for
the cow, a tradition that has been carried on from their Hindu background.
"Examples include Nanaksar gurdwaras, the Namdharis and die ramgarhla gurdwam on Foleshill
Road, Coventry.
60From personal experience, many other Sikhs, although not vegetarian will abstain from meat eating
on one particular day of the week -- in Britain this is usually on a Sunday.
61 Information from the Hounslow gurdwara.
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3:7:5 Gurdwara organization

Unlike general gurdwaras, no elections take place for committee members of the 

Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha; the five original members of the committee, as 

mentioned earlier, were chosen by Sant Piiran Singh, the criteria for which was that 

individuals be amritdharl and abstain totally from meat and alcohol. Thejathedar of 

the whole organization, who acts similarly to a chairman, is Giani Mulak Singh and, 

with the other four members, each has an equal position. The gurdwaras of the group 

are run according to the established traditions of Sant Puran Singh, rather than on the 

agreed arrangement by committee members as in gurdwaras of the Panth. This has 

overt implications for the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha is continually endorsing 

the power of Sant Puran Singh   gurthvaras are still running as to how he wished. 

Moreover, this has overtones of declaring Sant Puran Singh as the "leader" of Guru 

Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha gurdwaras even after his death. It also has a sense of 

proclaiming him as a supreme person who has religious centres devoted to him. This 

suggests a more overt deviance from a corporate Sikh affiliation. 

3:7:6 The ideal QinishMmata in practice

Gurdwaras of the general Panth make charges for individuals who use their services, 

such as the undertaking of the akhand path by glares, and a member of the gurd\vara 

conducting the wedding ceremony. The Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, as 

mentioned earliex, does not charge for sendees   thus highlighting its adherence to 

se\va more so than the general Panth. It is entirely up to individuals if they wish to 

pay for events such as marriages, death ceremonies, naming ceremonies, or an akhand 

path and, if so, the amount payable is to be decided by the individual and not by the 

gurd\vara. Thus the group requires nothing in return for services performed. In 

addition, all the centres of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha around the world
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have facilities for followers and visitors to stay at the gurdwaras' purpose-built 

accommodation. The accommodation is free and everyone is welcome to stay as long 

as is required for peace of mind. In this respect the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha 

is truly carrying forward the message ofgurbam to perform deeds unselfishly. 

3:7:7 Significance given to the colour white

Although there is no marked emphasis on any particular colour in general Sikh 

practice, older members of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha tend to wear a 

white turban, signifying wisdom.62 Utmost importance is attached to ritual purity; 

those participating in services, especially akhand paths, will wash their body and hair 

before taking any part in the service. Leaving the building and travelling by bus, or 

any action that causes pollution to the self and one's clothes, will necessitate taking 

another bath. Thus, wearing white clothes, which symbolize purity and cleanliness, 

maintains the sanctity of the building. Although, in Sikhism generally, a bath on rising 

early in the morning is essential for all amritdharis, there is no need for repeated 

baths during the day and no insistence on wearing white clothes; neither is there any 

such requirement in the Rehat Maryada. It is well to note that in general the Sikh 

widow generally tends to wear white also.

3:7:8 The celebration &f haisakki st the Birmingham guedwara 

In line with Sikh practice in general, baisakhf3 is celebrated with great enthusiasm by 

the followers of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, who refer to it as baisakhi 

gurpurb. Highly notable is the vast number ofkesdharis present -- an indication of the 

Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha followers' adherence to the very institutions 

created on baisakhi in 1699. The service begins ten days earlier, with the first of five

62It shows that a person is ageing and, therefore, lias become wiser with regard to spiritual knowledge 
and adherence to the Sikh faith.
63Baisakhi is celebrating the day in 1699 CE on which the outward form of Sikhism, the Khalsa, was 
created by Guru Gobind Singh. It takes place on April 14 every year. Prior to the tricentenary of the 
Khalsa in the year 2000, baisakhi was celebrated on April 13.
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akhandpaths commencing at 5am,64 the final bhog taking place at 5am on the day of 

baisakht. On the actual day of baisakhi, the custom of changing the niton sahib is 

observed, as it is by all Sikhs. At the Birmingham gurdwara the nisan sahib is 

changed at 7am, slightly earlier than giirdwaras that do not belong to the Guru Nanak 

Nishkam Sewak Jatha.

Of major significance in the events taking place on baisakhi is the large 

number of followers taking amrit, both in general giirdwaras and gurdwaras of the 

Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. Since the purpose of the group is for its followers 

to become amritdhari, the day of baisakhi is one on which mass initiations are 

conducted.65 Regarding the actual event of taking amrit, the ceremony begins with 

Mohinder Singh - the present babaji - washing the feet of the panj pydre 66 The 

significance of this action is to highlight the babaji"s humility. This act is a 

prestigious event, since it shows that an action such as washing the feet of others is 

not regarded as being low. 67 It was interesting to note that a significant number of 

youngsters were also about to take amrit — a great achievement in the eyes of the 

Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha and, indeed, something aspired to by the general 

Panth.6* The photograph below illustrates Mohinder Singh washing the feet of the 

panj ' pyare, (he is pointed out by the X on the photograph):

64The practice of five continuous akhand paths, as highlighted earlier, is one that belongs exclusively to
the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha.
65All those who wish to take amrit arc asked to record their names. This is in order for the group to
keep the initiated posted on all issues, and to give them a sense of belonging to the Guru Nanak
Nishkam Sewak Jatha. I was told that continuous contact with followers prevents them from drifting
away. There are age restrictions for those undertaking amrit.
66Those in charge were not too happy with my filming this aspect. I was told not to show the film or
any photographs to oulside organisations. The reason Jbr this attitude was not particularly understood,
although at a later date, I was assured by an informant at the Leeds gurdwara that nothing suspicious is
taking place.
67 1 was not allowed to film the actual amrit ceremony of followers, since those not taking amrit were
asked to leave the room.
^Very young children are not permitted to take amrit due to a lack of understanding of the
responsibility that they are undertaking.
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The photograph below shows the lining up ofthspaiypyares, and two guards also in 

the same uniform:
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The very fact that mass initiations take place on haisakhi in the Guru Nanak Nishkam 

Sewak Jatha is a clear indicator of the level of adherence to the Khalsa by the group. 

In this matter, their Khalsa orientation and conformity cannot be questioned - this, 

needless to repeat, is the ideal sought by the Rehat Maryada. 

3:7:9 Gurpurbs

In line with Sikhism as a whole, the gurpurbs of the Sikh Gurus are celebrated 

enthusiastically by the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. Significant services are 

held on baisakhi, the martyrdom of Guru Arjan, the gurgaddi of the Adi Granth^ 

Guru Nanak's birthday, the martyrdom of Guru Tegh Bahadur, and Guru Gobind 

Singh's birthday. These are central to overall Sikh practice. The festivals of hold 

rnohalla and dfwali are also celebrated.

Although the birthdays of Sant Puran Singh or his successors are not 

celebrated, emphasis is placed on celebrations that commemorate the deaths of Sant 

Puran Singh and Bhal Norang Singh. Interestingly, the term gurpurb is not applied to 

the -death anniversaries of the two leaders, since they are not regarded as Gurus, but 

Sants. In general Sikhism the term gurpitrb is only applied to anniversaries of the ten 

Gurus and the gurgaddi of the Adi Granth. Hence, in clearly pointing out that the 

death anniversaries of Sant Puran Singh and Norang Singh are not gurpurbs, 

informants intended that the group should not be seen to be outside Khalsa Sikhism. 

But the death anniversary of Sant Puran Singh is celebrated through five akkand 

paths, held by each of the giirdwaras at Birmingham, Leeds and Hounslow. One 

akhand path is held throughout the gurd\varas on the death anniversary of Norang 

Singh. Again, an informant at Birmingham was quick to point out that the death

69This is to mark the occasion of Guru Gobind Singh proclaiming the Adi Granth as the eternal Guru of 
the Sikhs, and its installation at Hazur Sahib.
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anniversaries of the leaders of the group do not take precedence over the gurpurbs; 

the main aim is allegiance to giirbam. On this matter, the Rehat Maryada states that:

No ceremony, other than a Sikh Ceremony, is to be performed in a Gurdwara70 

The distinctiveness of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak JatM in celebrating the death 

anniversaries of Sant Puran Singh and Bhal Norang Singh, and the emphasis and 

reverence they attach to the Sants, are areas of deviance from adherence to the Rehat 

Maryada. Furthermore, the fact that the two deceased leaders belong exclusively to 

the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha and not to the overall Panth, again promotes 

what must be claimed as the distinctive nature of the group.

hi summary, many practices of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha are indeed, 

representative of indicators towards the clear corporate Sikh identity of the group. 

Hence, as far as the practices of die Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha are concerned, 

they are in accordance with requirements stated in the authoritative Rehat Maryada. 

This conformity is tabulated below.

70Amritsar Rehat Maryada, p. 6.
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Sikh Practice

Use of the Guru Granth Sahib in 
worship

The Guru Granth Sahib as the 
basis for religious belief

Lavan taken around Gurii Granth 
Sahib

Singing of Krtan from the Gurii 
Granth Sahib

Recitation of ardas during 
worship

Performance of akhand paths

Parchar of the teachings of the 
Sikh Gurus

Serving of gurii-ka-langar

Distribution ofprasdd

Place of worship called a
purdwara

Importance of the Sikh Gurus

Prominence of the Khaiidd and/or 
Ik-Onkar symbol

Performance of amrit ceremony

Emphasis on the Five Ks

Emphasis on being kesdhari

Traditional Punjabi dress for 
females

Pjxjsiii'cnjcat for males and 
females to cover their heads
Celebration of the gwpurbs

Celebration ofbaisdkhi as birth of 
the Khaha

Celebration of dhvali as the 
release of Guru Hargobind from 

prison
Celebration of hoi a mohalld

Nisdn sahib changed on baisdkhl

Saffron nisdn sahib with Khandd

Fndofiamous marriages

Present among 
the Guru Nanak 
Nishkam Sewak 

Jathd

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

%

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

Absent among the 
Guru Nanak 

Nishkam Sewak 
Jathd

Table 5. Conformity of practices found among the Garis Nanak Nishkam Sewak 
Jatha and the general Panth.
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As can be clearly seen, the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha follows each of the 

main practices and, therefore, illustrates its Khdlsa orientation. But it is, rather, what it 

adds to such practices that serves to separate and differentiate it within the Panth, as 

is seen in the following table.

Practice found among the 
Guru Nanak Nishkam 

Sewak Jatha
Five akhand paths 
continuously
No participation of females 
in an akhand path
Karah prasad to be 
prepared by males only
Committee members 
chosen by Sant Puran 
Singh
Importance of the colour 
white
Commemorations for the 
deaths of Sant Puran Singh 
and Bhai Norang Singh

Totally absent 
from 

general Sikh practice
#

#

#

#

Expressed 
differently in the Panth

Committees elected

Older Sikhs and widows 
tend to wear white

Table 6= Practices that distinguish the Guru Naisak Nishkam Sewak Jatha 
from the general Panth.

3:8 The position of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha within 
the Panth

With regard to the Rehat Mary-ado, 's insistence on the outward form of the Khalsa, it 

has to be said that the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha occupies an important 

position within the Panth -- as its overall majority of amritdharis illustrates. The 

stress placed on the importance of amrit is highlighted by the fact that, as indicated 

earlier, within the group only amritdhan giams can prepare the karah prasad during 

an akhand path, and only amritdhan followers arc allowed to prepare langar

71It was remarked by an informant at Birmingham that the gurdwaras of the group in Birmingham, 
Leeds and London are seen as being the most Khalsa orientated when compared to other gurdwaras of
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Further discussions and observations revealed that the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak 

Jama boasts one of the largest majorities of amritdharis, which includes a significant 

number from British-born Sikhs. This is due to the efforts of Sant Puran Singh and his 

successors, whose aim was, and continues to be, the religious reorientation of 

diaspora Sikhs by the correct performance of the Sikh religion   often leading to a 

position of Khalsa ultra-stringency. The emphasis is on the teachings of the ten 

Gurus: the Guru Granth Sahib is the sole scripture used. Nevertheless, the insistence 

on the Sants of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha places doubt on their position 

within the Khalsa, and is too prominent a feature to be overlooked. My claim here is 

that, if leaders other than the ten Sikh Gurus and the Gimi Granth Sahib are followed, 

then this is deviance from Sikh belief and identity in a fundamental issue. 

Furthermore, the group has a mainly ramgarhla following. 72

The very fact that a room, as remarked above, in the Birmingham gunhvara is 

devoted exclusively to Sant Puran Singh further highlights the emphasis on Sants. It is 

not permitted to take photographs of this room, which displays various enlarged 

portraits of Sant Puran Singh, in front of which, members will matah iekh, bow in 

reverence. A few portraits of Bhal Norang Singh are also present, and members will 

matah iekh in front of these too. I must stress that there are no representations of the 

Sikh Gurus in this room, but followers will visit it in order to pay respect to Sant 

Puran Singh, also to Bhal Norang Singh. Members and visitors sit quietly in the room 

to meditate in the spiritual presence of these two Sants. What I want to stress here, is 

that, devotees in this particular room exhibit a stronger Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak

the area.
72In theory the group claims to accept followers from any zdt without any discrimination whatsoever. I 
was toid that if I, as ajat, wanted to become a member of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, there 
would be no obstacles, providing I was ready to take amrit and become a vegetarian. In practice, 
however, it cannot be ignored that the overwhelming majority of followers of the group are ramgartira. 
This may be due to the fact that, since the leaders themselves are ramgarhla, followers also tend to be 
so: thus offspring who claim allegiance to the group will obviously be ramgarhla too.
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Jatha identity, than a corporate Sikh Panthic identity. Additionally, the belief among 

followers that the blessing of the present babaji, like his predecessors, is adequate to 

cure certain illnesses, appears to attach some kind of divine and miraculous element to 

the nature of the spiritual leaders.

An important consideration here is why the sangat seeks the blessing of 

Mohinder Singh. Why does he not, instead, stress that followers should find comfort 

in the Gum Granth Sahib! Surely, it is the Guru Granth Sahib that is the guide for the 

Panth and not Mohinder Singh? This is another area, therefore, that might suggest the 

difference and separation of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha from the general 

Panth. Few, if any, outside the Guru Nanak Nishkain Sewak Jatha would seek the 

advice of Mohiader Singh. Also, the fact that Sant Puran Singh's teachings are of 

such importance amongst his followers, demonstrates a drifting from the Khalsa if the 

Sikh Rehat Maryada is taken as the yardstick; the Rehat Maryada alludes to the fact 

that an arnriidhan Sikh should not follow the teachings of any other than the ten Sikh 

Gurus 73

However, the importance of Sant Puran Singh among the Guru Nanak 

Nishkam Sewak Jatha can be justified if one bears in mind that the tradition ofSants 

and their following has a long history in the Sikh faith. ! should emphasize that the 

importance of keeping the company ofSants is made mention of in the writings of the 

Sikh Gurus: Guru Arjan himself advocated one's association with Sants via the 

sangat, attributing Sants with "superhuman ideals":

On the theological plane, a sant is an exalted and venerable figure in the Sikh 
scriptures. He is to be applauded by ordinary Sikhs. The virtuous life associated 
W'th a sant or a hrahmagyani (one who has a perfect knowledge of God) is 
strenuously defined in Sikh scriptures. A sant is almost a super-human ideal. 
Guru Arjan, the fifth guru, devotes several passages in his famous composition 
sukhmani to praise the virtues of a samtiy person calling him by various new

73 Amritsar Rehat Maryada, p. 21.
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names sadh, sant or hrahmgyani, making him almost a pale reflection of the 
God. 74

The Sikh community today has various Sants who visit the diaspora and are greeted 

most welcomingly by the particular sangat. This prominence of visiting Sants in the 

lives of diaspora Sikhs, has been highlighted by Tatla: "the role of visiting Sants is of 

crucial importance, . . . Sants have shaped the lives of many of their Sikh disciples 

directly, inspiring others to uphold the religious ideals, and have contributed in 

several ways to the community's causes and institutions."75 Thus, the Guru Nanak 

Nishkam Sewak Jatha also has a tradition of receiving, quite frequently, Sants from 

India, in addition to spiritually enlightened sadhus and other holy men. There is no 

particular visiting Sant, although Yogi Bhajan of America has visited a few times, 

along with Sant Baba Labh Siagh.76

In the light of this evidence, the prominence of the Sants in the group is not so 

exceptional. It could be claimed, then, that the acceptance of such religious leaders 

does not place the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha beyond conformity to the 

Panih. After all, the primary role and aim of Sant Puran Singh was to bring back the 

drifted members of diaspora Sikhs, who, through taking amrit, would be able to take 

pride in their Khalsa Sikh identity. However, the supremacy of Sant Puran Singh and 

his successors, among followers, enigrnatizes their claim to belong within the strict 

Khalsa Panth. Importantly, although the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha claims to 

be thoroughly Sikh, at times - as the insistence on Sants peculiar to the group 

suggests - the group differentiates itself from the general sangat.

So although Sant Puran Singh's aspirations appear analogous to those of the 

Panih as a whole, it is his level of supremacy per se, I suggest, that threatens the

74Tatla, D. S. "Nurturing the Faithful: The Role of the Sant among Britain's Sikhs", in Religion, 22
(1992): 351.
15 Ibid., p. 349.
''information from the Leeds gurdwam,
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Khalsa conformity of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. Belief in Sant Puran 

Singh's divine calling has led to his exalted respect and veneration. The idea that Sant 

Puran Singh was appointed by God to carry out his divine mission appears to be very 

similar to that of Guru Nanak's experience. In this respect, I felt that the group is 

giving Sant Puran Singh an extremely superior position by comparing his calling and 

task to that of Guru Nanak's. The comparison between Sant Puran Singh and Guru 

Nanak is farther highlighted by the fact that followers believe the birth of the former, 

like that of Guru Nanak, was non-karmic. That is, Sant Puran Singh had already 

become one with God and, rather than taking rebirth to reap the fruits of his past 

karma, he had reincarnated in order to help others on the path to mukti.

In section 3:3:1 above, I noted that a member of the Leeds sangat had stated 

that Sant Puran Singh was to be regarded as a God himself by his successor, Norang 

Singh. This is a remarkable statement by an adherent of the group, and is extremely 

important since it is indicative that informants at the gurdwaras are placing Sant 

Puran Singh on a level by which their adherence to Khalsa teachings becomes 

considerably compromised. Sikh teachings declare that worship is due to the One 

Supreme God only, who has no avatars, no tangible aspects for worship. Thus, the 

placing of Sant Puran Smgh on such a high level that is suggestive, in any way, of a 

godly status, is something that gitrbani is strictly against, as the Rehat Maryada 

states:

He [a Sikh] should worship only one God, and should not indulge in any form of
77idol worship. 

This, then, is a fundamental area of difference from general Sikh belief.

It is this issue of the status of the Sants of the group that lies at the heart of its 

differentiation from the rest of the Panth, I suggest. Sant Puran Singh must himself

77'Amritsar Rehat Maryada, p. 12.
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have felt the need for such differentiation in some of his actions. The very fact that 

Sant Puran Singh initially wanted to set himself as leader of gurdwaras is a concise 

indication of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha's separateness from the general 

Panth. Indeed, if the teachings and practices of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha 

were those of the general Panth then there would be no need for distinct places of 

worship. I feel that Puran Singh's words:

The seeds have been sown in Leeds,
the development of the seeds has taken place in London,
the fruits have been borne in Birmingham

are themselves indicative of what might be described as a separate Sikh identity. The 

context of Puran Singh's words is suggestive of his followers being separate from the 

general Panth -- otherwise why the need to establish distinct Jathas and gurdwarasl 

ff respect to the ten Gurus and their gurbam is the message of Sikhism, then why did 

followers not attend ordinary gurdwaras — why this overt necessity to establish 

unique sangats! T find it difficult to accept that Sant Puran Singh was promulgating a 

corporate Sikh identity while emphasizing his message and his sangat -- these 

accentuate separation and highlight problems of attempts to establish a uniform Sikh 

identity. This is a separateness, T contend, that has resulted in diversity rather than 

uniformity in the Panth. Nevertheless, the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha cannot 

be excluded from the Panth, due to its overt emphasis on the Khalsa form. Levels of 

reverence towards the Sants unique to the group however, differentiate it from other 

Sikhs. The particular Sants are revered by the group alone in their separate 

gurthvaras.

A point to note here is that the offspring of those who follow the group also 

become known as followers of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. However, 

they only become foil members on taking amrit; this is the minimum qualification
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needed. Thus, again, here is the insistence on a specific identity of followers of the 

Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha who initiate into the group, as well as a corporate 

identity into the Khalsa fold. This insistence on taking ami-it is so great that certain 

roles, as illustrated above, can only be performed by amritdharis. Furthermore, other 

Sikhs of the Panth do not often regard the followers of the Guru Nanak Nishkam 

Sewak Jatha as inie Sikhs because of the latter's overt insistence on the Khalsa. This 

is highly significant for it is indicative that extreme Khalsa adherence does not 

necessarily constitute a sound criterion for uniform Sikh identity. Nevertheless, 

followers of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha truly believe that, due to the 

expanding number of followers every day, the day will come when the group will lead 

the whole of the Sikh Panih™ This desire to lead is a strong indication that the group 

does, indeed, view itself as above the Panth as a whole, even if it stresses, at the same 

time, that it is within it.

Significantly, not all ramgarhias support the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak 

Jatha. Conversations with ramgarhms, who are not followers of the Guru Nanak 

Nishkam Sewak Jatha, disclosed that they view the group as not being true Sikhs due 

to their insistence on their "own" Sants. This is interesting, and suggests that not only 

are there characteristics within the group that differentiate it from Sikhisni in general, 

but that Sikhs outside the group - even of the same -at - regard this group as being 

different from the general Panth.

It is clear that diversity, rather, than coherence in the Panth is enhanced by the 

Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha. The claim of the followers of the Guru Nanak 

Nishkam Sewak Jatha to be true Sikhs has created a rather diverse identity' added to a 

caste-exclusive attitude among them. I argue that a single definition of a Sikh is

78As expressed by an informant at the London gurdwara.
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inadequate when considering groups such as the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, 

who are for the most part thoroughly Khalsa orientated, and yet can be differentiated 

in their practices. Diversity within ihe'Panth is further accentuated by the Namdharis, 

whom I intend to examine in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Namdharis
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4:1 Namdharis and the Panth

The term Namdhari is translated as "one who has the Name of God imbued in the 

heart", and it refers to a Punjabi community that stresses meditation on the Name of 

God, namjapna - a practice that was at the core of the original Nanak community, 

and one that remains essential to Sikhism today. Mother term often used 

interchangeably for the Namdharis is Kukas. 1 This term is derived from the Punjabi 

word "to shriek" (kukna), and refers to the ecstatic singing taking place during 

Namdhari communal worship. Occasionally, the Namdhari community is also 

referred to as the Sant Khalsa, Sants referring to "saints". Both these characteristics 

also stem from ideas that were important to the foundational Nanak community.

Although Namdharis themselves have never doubted their Sikh affiliation, it 

will be important to examine how the Panth, overall, regards them. A major 

distinction between the Namdharis and the general Panth, is that the former continue 

the tradition of living Gurus. Consequently, they deny status of guruship to the Adi 

Granth. It is here that the issue of Sikh identity becomes rather intricate. An important 

paradigm of distinctiveness per se is the fact that Namdharis will refer to themselves 

as "Namdhari Sikhs". This at once suggests secession - as far as they, themselves, are 

concerned -- from other Sikhs. By examining the practices and beliefs of this 

community, I shall endeavour to find out what light they throw on the issue of Sikh 

identity.

'Kfikas is the plural, the singular is Kuka. The number of Namdhari followers is difficult to estimate. 
Namdhari informants suggested figures ranging from around one million in Britain, to two and a half 
million world-wide. The figure for Britain, however, is very exaggerated since the total population of 
Sikhs as a whole in the UK is approximately 500,000.
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A particular feature of this group is that it is not a caste-based organization, 

unlike some other groups looked at in this study. 2 Although its membership consists 

of a substantial majority of members from the ramgarhia zat, there are also followers 

from thcjat and arord3 zats. A small percentage of members from the Scheduled 

Classes also make up its total numbers. 4 Interestingly, inter-caste marriages take 

place, a practice unique to Namdharis.

Namdharis adamantly believe, as remarked above, that the line of human 

Gurus did not end with Guru Gobind Singh's installing the Adi Granth as eternal 

Guru. This labels the Namdharis as heretics by many Sikhs. Whereas the Guru Nanak 

Nishkam Sewak Jatha, as indicated in the previous chapter, attributes the term Sard to 

religious leaders of the group, the Namdharis explicitly equate their leaders as 

successors of the ten human Sikh Gurus. Despite this, preliminary investigation has 

revealed that there are numerous ways in which this particular group is thoroughly 

Khalsa adhering. It is for this reason that the Namdharis are considered as belonging 

within the overall Panth.

Namdharis believe that the tenth Guru did not die in 1708 CE, but went on to 

live a secretive life and, before his death, selected a human successor. This successor 

became the eleventh human Guru according to the Namdharis. The eleventh Guru was 

succeeded by the most important of the Namdhari Gurus, Ram Singh (born 1816 CE). 

There have been three successors since the alleged death of Guru Ram Singh:5 these

2Such as the Valmikis, composed of the ckuhra zat; the Ravidasis, composed of the chamar zdt; and
the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha, composed of the ramgarhia zat.
'This is a zat of merchants, found in both the Hindu and Sikh faiths.
''This information was received from an informant at Wolverhamptoa Exactly what proportion is made
up of the Scheduled Classes is uncertain.
^Namdharis do not concur with British government records of Guru Ram Singh's death while in exile;
according to them.he did not die and will return very soon. This belief will be explored in detail in
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are Guru Hari Singh (1819 -1906), Guru Pratap Singh (1890 - 1959), and the present 

Guru -- the spiritual head of all Namdharis -- Guru Jagjlt Singh (bora 1920). 

Therefore, Guru Ram Singh's successors are not labelled as the 13th, 14th and 15th 

Namdhari Gurus, they are, instead, referred to as the 1st, 2nd and 3rd successors of 

Guru Ram Singh.6 It is this acceptance of the continuation of the line of Gurus that 

lies at the heart of the group, and to which all their practices and beliefs need to be 

related: it is non-conformity balanced with Khalsa stringency and maintenance of 

Sikh tradition.

Namdharis are immediately distinguishable by the horizontal style in which 

they tie their white turban across the forehead. This style is, apparently, reminiscent 

of the manner in which Guru Nanak is portrayed as having tied his turban: thus, the 

aim is towards very traditional practices. It is clear that in certain aspects the 

Namdharis attempt to be wholly traditional, taking their beliefs and practices right 

back to the original Nanak community, and yet, they have tended to be regarded as 

quite a heretic group with regard to one major belief. Nevertheless, it is well to 

remember that, since on initial analysis, the rules of the Khalsa are observed rigidly 

by the Namdharis, the majority, if not all, Kukas are amritdhan and aim to follow all 

rules stringently. Since Namdharis arc pacifists,7 and wish to commit no harm to

section 4:2:4 below.
^Thus the successors of Guru Ram Singh assume the role of "deputy Gurus", looking after the 
Namdhari community until the return of Guru Ram Singh. For this same reason, Guru Ram Singh's 
gadiS "seat" at Bhaini Sahib remains unoccupied
The Namdhari community is most renowned for its role in India's freedom struggle. The;/ fought 

wholeheartedly against the British authorities, which caused their leaders to be seen as threats by the 
British government. The efforts of me Namdharis during the struggle for Independence were 
acknowledged by the first President of Independent India, Jawaharlal Nehru, in the following words: 
"No Indian can deny the importance of efforts put in by Satguru Ram Singh and his followers, 
Namdhari Sikhs, seventy five years ago in achieving the freedom of the country-. Congress merely 
followed the path shown by them and attained independence." Cited in Asian Affairs: U.K. Special,
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living beings, they are staunch vegetarians. As far as scriptures are concerned, since 

the Adi Granth is not accepted as the eternal Guru - resulting from belief in a 

continually living Guru - equal importance is attached to both the Adi Granth and the 

Dasam Granth*

A brief introduction to the Namdharis, then, has already presented a paradox 

when examining the criteria they present with regard to the issue of Sikh identity. On 

the one hand, they display clear indicators of a Sikh affiliation due to their insistence 

on the Khdlsa code of discipline. On the other hand, however, their practice of 

acknowledging a succession of human Gurus, in addition to the ten human Gurus -- 

and, importantly, regarding them as Gurus rather than San is - offends fundamental 

Sikh belief. And yet, the Namdharis' position within the Panth, as remarked earlier, 

has not been totally rejected. Significantly, McLeod has pointed out that: "Faced by 

their devotion, the Tat Khalsa in general and Principal Tcja Singh9 in particular 

concluded that even if they [Namdharis] were astray on one vital point they were at 

least potentially aligned with the Panth." 10 This apparent enigma will need to be 

examined when I look at the practices and beliefs of the Namdhari community. To 

begin with, a brief overview of the history and development of the Namdharis is 

necessary in order to ascertain the general ethos of the group, and how this relates to a 

particular Sikh identity.

50th Anniversary Issue, March 1997, p. 20. Yet, despite such a militaristic past, the Namdharis today
are a pacifist group. How this came about will need to be examined in section 4:2:3 below.
8The Dasam Granth contains, the writings of the tenth Guru, Gobind Singh. His compositions are not
present in the Adi Granth.
HTeja Singh is renowned as a great scholar and was also a member of the Tat Khalsa.
10McLeod, W. H. (1997) Sikhism, Harmondsworth: Penguin, pp. 191-2.
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4:2 History of the Namdhari tradition 

4:2:1 Continuing the line of human successors

Namdhari justification for the succession of human Gurus, after the death of Guru 

Gobind Singh is extremely important to assess the Sikh alliance of the group. 

According to the Namdharis, Guru Gobind Singh did not die at Nander in 1708, as 

understood by Sikhs generally. Instead, he lived his later life as Ajapal Singh until the 

year 1812. Namdharis believe that Guru Gobind Singh, assuming the role of an actor, 

merely disappeared from the scene of his alleged death at Nander. It is an account 

detailed by Macauliffc. 11

Macauliffe's account is interpreted differently by Namdharis and non- 

Namdharis. According to the Namdharis, the account itself justifies, literally, the fact 

that Guru Gobind Singh did not die, but acted out a mere disappearing scene. On the 

other hand, non-Namdhari Sikhs interpret the account as alluding to the physical 

death of the tenth Guru, though his spiritual presence, nonetheless, was always 

retained within the Pcmth. This latter opinion is again strengthened by Macauliffe 

when he goes on to state that the physical death of the Guru took place on the day in 

question in 1708, 12 supporting the Guru's spiritual presence among the Panth, as

nThis view is recorded by Macauliffe in his following account: "While all were mourning the loss of 
the Guru a hermit arrived and said, 'You suppose that the Guru is dead. I saw him this very morning 
riding his b^ horse. When I bowed to him he said, :;Come, O hermit, let me behold thee. Very happy 
am I that I have met thee at the last moment." I then asked him whither he was wending his way. He 
smiled and said he was going to the forest on a hunting excursion. He had his bow in his hand, and his 
arrows were fastened with a strap to his waist' The Sikhs who heard this statement arrived at the 
conclusion that it was'all the Guru's play, that he dwelt in uninterrupted bliss, and that he showed 
himself wherever he was remembered. . . Wherefore for such a Guru who had departed bodily to 
heaven, there ought to be no mourning. The ashes of the bier were collected and a platform built over 
them." (Macauliffc, M. A. (1990 rp of 1909 cdn) The Sikh Religion: Vol 5, Delhi: Low Price 
Publications, p. 245). 
nrbid.,r>. 246.
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1.1opposed to an actual physical bodily existence as postulated by die Nauidharis. 

From this period onwards emerges the distinction in belief between the Namdharis 

and the general Panth, and it is also from this period that Namdharis believe Guru 

Gobind Singh changed his name to Ajapal Singh.

Kukas therefore believe that guruship was not eternally vested in the Adi 

Granthbut, rather, Guru Gobind Singh, before his death in 1812, chose an arora by 

the name of Balak Singh, from the village of Hazro, as his successor. The birth date of 

Guru Balak Singh is uncertain, according to some authors it is cited as 1797, I4\vhcrcas 

others suggest a date of 1799. 15 Overall, however, the most frequent date, accepted 

by Namdharis is 1785. 16 There is unanimity over the date of Guru Balak Singh's 

death, that of 1862, 17 Thus Balak Singh is regarded as the eleventh Gum by members 

of the Namdhari community. But, then, how do the Namdharis legitimize the fait

Nevertheless, justification from the Namdhari point of view in support of Guru Gobind's physical 
existence after his alleged death is presented, contentiously, in their opinion that Guru Gobind Singh 
heiped various individuals to escape from the fort at Poona-Sitara This is a task they believe must 
insinuate the Guru's bodily presence. See Namdhari, Dalip Singh (1977) Gursikhi Vichardhara, 
Ludhiana; Namdhari Vidhiak Jalha, p. 73.
14See Singh, Khushwant (1966) A History of the Sikhs: Vol2, New Jersey; Princeton University Press, 
p. 127.
15See Singh, Harbans (1994) The Heritage of the Sikhs, New Delhi: Manohar, p. 192. 
16 See Singh, Nihal ((1966) Enlighteners, Sri JiwanNager: Namdhari Sahit Prakashan, p. 58. This date 
is also accepted by Namdhari informants.
I7There is not much literature, or records, available that can be consulted with regard to the life 
accounts of Guru Balak Singh, authors do, however, cite the name of Guru Balak Singh's father as 
being Dial Singh of Hazro. See Singh, Gurmit, (1978) Sant Khalsa, Sirsa Usha Institute of Religious 
Studies, p. 27. It can nevertheless be assumed that whilst living as Ajapal Singh, Guru Gobind Singh 
must have met Balak Singh and found in him the qualities that were needed in his successor. McLeod 
draws attention to the fact that, prior to meeting Guru Gobind Singh, Balak Singh had led a pious and 
devoted life, but had always been in search of a guru who could satisfy his spiritual quest (McLeod, 
W. R [1984] Textual Sources for the Study of Sikhism, Manchester: Manchester University Press, p 
128.) If Ajapal Singh had been looking for a successor, and since the four Sahebzadhi had already been 
killed by the Mughal authorities, then it was to Balak Singh that he had turned. (The Sahebzadhi are the 
four sons of Guru Gobind Singh, who were: Ajit Singh, Jujhar Singh, Zorawar Singh and Fateh Singh. 
Ajit and Jujar Singh were killed during the Chamkaur battle of 1704. The two younger sons -- Zorawar 
and Fateh Singh, traditionally aged at 7 and 11 ~ became martyrs when they were bricked up alive at 
the orders of Vazir Khan at Sirhind, having been given the choice of conversion to Islam or death). A 
central question at this point is that if the Sahebzadhi had remained alive, then would guruship have 
been transferred to them?
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accompli that the Adi Granth was installed as die eternal Gum, and is believed so by 

Sikhs at large? The Namdharis answer this critical point by stating that there is no 

glimpse or hint whatsoever, in the Sikh religious writings of Guru Gobind Singh, 

stating that the Adi Granth is to be the eternal Guru. They draw attention to the fact 

that the often repeated saying of

Guru Maniyo Granth 
(Regard the Adi Granth as Guru)

which is recited during the Sikh ardas™ was uot composed or uttered by Gum Gobind 

Singh, but is a mere addition by poets. 19 Thus, they retain die belief that there is no 

original suggestion in die compositions of Guru Gobind Singh that transfers guruship 

to die Adi Granth. Furthermore, die Namdharis believe that die nature of the true 

Guru, as indicated in die Adi Granth, refers to a living being,20 die scripture as true 

Guru, being an alien concept.

The Namdhari acknowledgement of a succession of human Gurus should, 

strictly speaking, make dieir position in the Panth as a whole, rather dubious. The 

ambiguity of their Sikh leaning is partially resolved by die concept of miri-pm in the 

Sikh tradition.21 From die time of die sixtii Guru to die tcntii Guru, diis dual existence 

J Granth (representing spiritual audiority) and die human Guru (representing

18This is recited at the end of general gurd^-ara services. Therefore, the Namdhari ardas differs slightly 
from the Sikh ardas due to the former not reciting the Granth as Guru. Additionally they add the names 
of Balak Singh and the Namdhari Gurus to the list of ten Gurus who are remembered during ardas. 
Jagjit Singh, the present leader's name, is not recited if he is present at the place of worship. 
19Gurmit Singh highlights the point that the words are not found in the writings of Guru Gobind Singh 
but, rather, appear in the Panth Parkash, a book published in 1880, which had been written by Giani 
Gian Singh. See Singh, Gurmit Sant Kkalsa, p. 2. 
^GursilcM WchardJuira, p. 75.
21This concept was introduced by the sixth Guru Hargobind (1595 - 1644), to symbolize the temporal 
and spiritual authority of the Guru. The spiritual authority, that is, the pin concept (derived from the 
Islamic term for a plr, a spiritual leader) was present in the Sikh scriptures, which had been compiled 
by the previous Guru, Arjan, in 1603 - 1604. The temporal authority, that is, the mm (also an Islamic 
term used for a commander or a chieftain) was to be fulfilled by the human Guru and the Pamh 
collectively.
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temporal authority) was an essential feature of the Panth. The justification from the 

Namdhari point of view, therefore, is that if the Adi Grcmth and the human Guru 

complemented each other before 1708,22 then surely this tradition is vital to the 

survival and guidance of the Panth in the present period also? It is a view that is not 

without some justification. It is important here to include the Namdharis' own 

evidence and viewpoints on an issue that differentiates and separates them from Sikhs 

of the Panth, and one that rejects fundamental Sikh belief. I begin with the Namdhari 

belief in the eleventh Guru, Balak Singh. 

4:2:2 Guru Balak Singh

Importantly, in the majority of cases, Namdharis do not refer to Guru Balak Singh as 

the founder of the Namdharis, neither is he referred to as the first Guru of the 

Namdharis. This title is bestowed on Guru Ram Singh, Balak Singh's successor. It is 

a point to which I shall return below. Yet, writing about the virtues of Balak Singh, 

Harbans Singh certainly refers to Guru Balak Singh as the founder.23 He points out 

that: "The founder, Bhai24 Balak Singh (1799-1862) of Ilazro, was a holy man whose 

noble example and sweet persuasive manner won him a number of followers."25

^Sikhs at large believe that after 1708, that is, the date of Guru Gobind's death according to non
Namdhari Sikhs, eternal guruship was vested in the Guru Granth Sahib, as it was now to be referred to.
Because the line of human Gurus was to come to an end, temporal authority was invested in the whole
Panth.
^In the majority of literature regarding the Namdharis, it is found that, although non-Namdharis such
as Harbans Singh refer to Balak Singh as the founder (Singh, H. The Heritage of the Sikhs, p. 192),
the majority of NamdMris will refer to Ram Singh as the founder. The Namdharis view Balak Singh as
an intermediary between the tenth and twelfth Gurus. The implications of this belief will be examined
when I look in greater detail at the life of Ram Singh. A major consideration in regard to this point is
that Ram Singh is regarded by the Namdharis as being an incantation of Guru Gofaind Singh.
24Interestingry, Harbans Singh has referred to Balak Singh as Bhai rather than as Guru, and in the same
book he also refers to Ram Singh as Baba (ibid , p. 192). I think he probably wishes to distinguish the
Namdhari Gurus from the ten Sikh Gurus, who, according to him, are alone worthy of the title of
"Guru".

2iSingh, Harbans, The Heritage of the Sikhs, p. 192.



The essential path of truthful living and nam simran, which had been 

originally stressed by Guru Nanak and continued through his successors, along with 

the rahit of the Khalsa, were also stressed by Balak Singh. 26 Thus, in this respect, he 

carried on the task of the human Guru as guiding the Pantk. But it is at this point that 

a line is drawn between followers of the Namdhari tradition and the majority of Sikhs, 

who believe adamantly and whole-heartedly, that prior to his death in 1708, Guru 

Gobind Singh vested eternal guruship in the Guru Granth Sahib. Nevertheless, 

emphasis on strict adherence towards maintaining the Khalsa form, promulgated by 

Guru Balak Singh, cannot be ignored for its contribution towards proclaiming 

outward Sikh identity after the death of Guru Gobind Singh.

According to Bali and Bali, Guru Balak Singh, like his successor Guru Ram 

Singh, was also watched closely by the British authorities.27 This is an important 

point, for it highlights the fact that Guru Balak Singh must have had a substantial 

number of followers - sizable enough to have been noticed by the British in India. 

Surveillance of him by the government is amply supported by the following letter, 

sent to Head Office by Mr. Green, the then District Superintendent, in which he refers 

to the followers of Balak Singh as Jagiasis (or Habiasis, which could also refer to 

Abhiaslasf^. The letter reads as follows:

I '2th June. Mr Green, Afsstt (tic). District Superintendent nfPnlice, 
Attack,
About. 16 years ago, a Sikh named Balak Singh, caste, Arora, started a new sect 
of Sikhs at Hazru, in the Rawalpindi district. They were named Jagiasis (or

26See Singh, Khushwant, A History of the Sikhs: Vol2, p. 128.
27Bali, Y. and Bali, K_ (1995) Warriors in White, New Delhi: Har-Anand Publications, p. 32.
2S According to McLeod, the term Jagiasi refers to " 'worshipper', fromjagya or yagya, 'sacrifice",
'offering'. In some references the titie used is Abhiasi (abhiasi, 'student', 'one who meditates or
devoutly repeats a sacred mantra', from abhias, 'study, meditation, repetition')" : McLeod W. H. "The
Kukas: A Mfllenarian Sect of the Punjab" in Wood, G. A. and O'Connor, P. S. (eds) (1973) W. P.
Morrelt: A Tribute, Dunedin: University of Otago Press, p. 272, endnote I.
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Habiasis), and made large numbers of converts in the neighbourhood during their 
founder's lifetime.

Amongst his more favourite disciples were three:

(1) Kahn Singh, who now is the head of the sect at Harru;
(2) Lal Singh, now resident at Amritsar.
(3) Ram Singh, for some years past resident of village Rhaini, in I ,udniana, and 
the subject of these notes. On the death of their founder, which occurred some 
months ago, the members of the sect appear to have unanimously elected Ram 
Singh as his successor. Though the sect seems to have failed in the 
neighbourhood of Hazru since Balak Singh's death, it has thriven in the most 
remarkable manner in the district adjoining the home [of) his more energetic
successor. 29

Since the letter states that Kahn Singh is the head of Hazro, it could be assumed that 

on becoming Guru, Ram Singh had elected certain leaders for different districts. It is 

highly likely however, that a sturdy Kuka following probably existed at only two 

places in the Punjab, that is, at Hazro where Guru Balak Singh had lived and, also, to 

where Guru Ram Singh had moved initially; the second place was Bhaini, from where 

Guru Ram Singh originated and to which he had now returned. A fuller account of 

this will be given in the following section.

Hence, Guru Balak Singh chose Guru Ram Singh as his successor, thus later 

becoming the twelfth Guru according to the Namdharis. Attitudes towards zat are 

highlighted by the fact that, although Balak Singh was an arord, Guru Ram Singh was 

from the rq.mgarh.la zat. Nevertheless, Guru Ram Singh's successors all belong to the 

same family and, therefore, have also been ramgarhia. 30

Guru Ram Singh had assumed guruship while Balak Singh was still alive. 

Traditional accounts state that Ram Singh formed the Namdhari community on 12 

April 1857: whereas the date of Balak Singh's death has been widely accepted as

^Singh, N. and Sin^i, K. (1989) Rebels Against the British Rate: Guru Ram Singh and the Kuka
Sikfts, New Delhi: Atlantic Publishers and Distributors, p. 1.
30The present Namdhari Guru is married to a Namdhari of tins jot zat.
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being 1862. Why did Guru Ram Singh assume guruship while Balak Singh was yet 

alive? On this point, Namdharis believe Guru Balak Singh had realised the fulfilment 

of the traditional prophecy in Guru Ram Singh, that Guru Gobind Singh would take 

rebirth as a ramgarhia and would once again become the Guru of the Sikhs. These 

prophecies will be discussed in section 4:2:2. Suffice it to say here, that Guru Balak 

Singh is seen as an intermediary between the tenth and twelfth Gurus - an 

intermediary for the period in which Guru Gobind Singh needed to take rebirth as 

Ram Singh, as Namdhari tradition asserts: "he [Guru Gobind Singh] bestowed 

Guruship on Balak Singh as a trustee saying that he would receive it back when he 

appears as a reincarnate in the name of Ram Singh at Bhaini."31 It is now necessary to 

take a detailed look at the life account of Guru Ram Singh, the founder of the 

Namdhari group of Sikhs. 

4:2:3 Guru Ram Singh

As mentioned earlier, Guru Ram Singh is regarded as the most important of the 

Namdhari Gurus since he is referred to as the founder of the Namdhari Sikhs, and 

believed to be the reincarnation of Guru Gobind Singh. 32 The birth date of Ram Singh 

is traditionally given as 1816. 33 Guru Ram Singh is hailed for his efforts and success 

in redirecting the lapsed Panth towards stringent practice of the Khalsa tradition, as 

well as creating the Namdhari Panth, which became known as the Sant Khalsa, on 12 

April 1857. Additionally, Guru Ram Singh, and the actions and struggles of his 

followers in the fight for Indian Independence, are found in every source that looks at

^Singh, Gurmit, Sant Khalsa, p. ii.
32A popular Nam'dhari representation of Guru Ram Singh can be seen in appendix 2:5.
"There is controversy, however, over the date of his death, the Namdharis believe Guru Ram Singh is
still alive and is to return among his followers -- a point to which I shall return below.
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India's struggle for Independence; it was a struggle clearly carried forward by each of 

his successors. Thus, his military contribution and his endeavours towards Khalsa 

stringency -- and therefore a promotion of Sikh identity among his followers - must 

be acknowledged. 34

Briefly examining the life history of Guru Ram Singh, one learns that he was 

born in 1816, 35 in a village called Bhaini of Ludhiana district in the Punjab: it is a 

place commonly referred to as Bhaini Sahib by Namdharis.36 Ilarbans Singh alludes 

to the belief that it was while he was in the army, that Ram Singh came into contact 

with his predecessor, Balak Singh at Hazro. 37 Ram Singh remained in the army until 

the annexation of the Punjab in 1849. 38 Traditional accounts of the Namdharis recall 

that Ram Singh had become extremely disheartened by the state of affairs in British-

j4The latter is perhaps best illustrated in contemporary Namdhari society by the fact that it is very rare 
to see a non-kesdhari Namdiari. 
"See Bali and Bali, Warriors in White, p. 16.
36It is assumed that, like the births of the Sikh Gurus, Ram Singh's birth was also non-karmic. Indeed, 
as remarked earlier. Guru Gobind Singh is presumed by the Namdharis to have stated that he would 
return as Balak Singh's successor; hence Ram Singh is regarded as an incarnation of Guru Gobind 
Singh himself. The prophecy, that is, the sa/dij mat supports the incarnation of the tenth Guru, is 
highlighted in the following document, which was allegedly taken by a secret agent, by the name of 
Gainda Singh, from the village of Bhaini. The document states: "Guru Gobind Singh Sahai. I Guru 
Gobind Singh will be bom in a carpenter shop, and may be called Ram Singh. My house will be 
between the Jamuna and the Sutlej rivers. I will declare my religion. I will defeat the Feringhee 
[British], and put the crown on my own head, and blow the 'Sunkh' [trumpet of victory]. ... I, the 
carpenter, will sit on the throne. When I have got 1,25,000 of Sikhs with me, I will cut off the heads of 
the Feringhee. I will never be conquered in battle,. . . Day by day Ram Singh's rule will be enlarged. 
God has written mis. It is not lie my brethren" (see Ahluwalia, M. M. (1965) Kukas: The Freedom 
Fighters of the Punjab, New Delhi: Allied Publishers, p. 55). The reference that Guru Gobind will be 
reborn into a carpenter shop clearry portrays Ram Singh's birth into a ramgarhia family His father 
owned a carpenter workshop that saw to the needs of the predominantly farming community of Bhaini, 
which lies between the Jamuna and Sutlej Rivers. The importance of Guru Ram Singh as the awaited- 
for Guru of the Namdharis, who would fight in the struggles for independence, cannot be 
overestimated.
"Singh, Harbans, The Heritage of the Sikhs, p. 192. The belief that Guril Ram Singh mot Guru Balak 
Singh while in the army is also supported by Fauja Singh Bajwa, who goes a step further in stating that 
the meeting took place in 1841 in Hazro, whilst Ram Singh was on his way to Peshawar: Bajwa further 
adds that Ram Singh "immediately fell under his [Balak Singh's] spell" (see Bajwa, F. S. (1965) Kuka 
Movement, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, p. 6).
lgThe Punjab was the last state in India to be taken over by the British Empire alter Maharaja Ranjit 
Singh, had died. For a detailed account of the annexation of the Punjab and the preceding anglo-Sikh 
wars, see Singh, Harbans The Heritage of the Sikhs, chapter XVI.
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ruled Punjab, leading to Ram Singh's revolt against British power in India. In addition 

to the political orientation of his followers, Guru Ram Singh was also responsible for 

their religious revival. J9 Subsequently, a group of freedom fighters, sharing affection 

for the emancipation of Mother India, began to assemble, with Ram Singh as their 

leader.

Militancy and religious revival promoted, hand in hand, the issue of Sikh 

identity. The Sikhs, according to Guru Ram Singh, therefore, could not free India 

until they were saintly in their everyday lives. Indeed, the concept of mm-pM was 

continued by Guru Ram Singh. He, as the twelfth Sikh Guru, guided the Panth both in 

the spiritual and temporal sense - in the same manner as his predecessors from Guru 

Hargobind onwards had done. Importantly, according to Namdharis, Guru Ram Singh 

had not started something new, he was carrying on the Sikh tradition as had been 

begun by his predecessors. In this respect, the role of the Namdhari Gurus, in relation 

to Sikh identity, cannot be overestimated.

Emphasis on the fact that the revolt led by Guru Ram Singh was not to be 

portrayed as a military organization alone needs to be continuously underlined. Ram 

Singh's insistence on truthful living is stressed by Bali and Bali.40 With regard to the

39By this period, the Sikh community had become rather lapsed in its adherence to the teachings of the 
Sikh Gurus, resorting to such practices as the assistance of brahmins for rituals, as well as the 
consumption of alcohol Since Guru Ram Singh was primarily involved in the Punjab, and the majority 
of his followers professed the Sikh faith, the tenet of his religious revival was essentially to follow the 
Khalsa way of life in as rigid a manner as possible. This struggle for spiritual, as well as political 
freedom has been asserted by Bali and Bah, who write: "He [Ram Singh] soon began to understand that 
freedom was something much more than political freedom. It meant social and spiritual freedom too" 
(Bali and Bali, Warriors lit White, p. 16).
"""They write: "Although he taught his followers to sacrifice their lives for their motherland and their 
faith, he did not teach violence and militancc for greed and idle grandeur. It was not just another 
military organisation. It was a sect of good commonfolk, patriots, peaceful peasants and hardworking 
ordinary craftsmen, who sought to live an honest and just Life, clean, tolerant and full of humanity But 
they had to be a special kind of warriors. They were to preserve and not to destroy the great cultural 
values of their own country" (ibid, p. 23). The Namdharis adopted a more peaceful approach to
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bestowal of guruship on Ram Singh, Gurcharan Singh Gian specific that in 1841, at 

Hazro, the gitrgaddi was offered to Ram Singh by Guru Balak Singh.41 Earlier, it was 

stated by Fauja Singh Bajwa that the first meeting between Balak Singh and Ram 

Singh had taken place in 1841. Therefore the gurgaddi was offered to Ram Singh on 

his first encounter with Guru Balak Singh.42

Moving on now to look at the important events which took place on the eve of 

baisakhi, 1857, it can be stated that this was the first time that Guru Ram Singh and 

his followers were to be collectively known as the Kukas -- among themselves, and 

among the Punjabi community at large. 43 Bajwa gives a very detailed account of the 

events that took place on the day of the creation of the Sant Khalsa.44 Here, however, 

I shall mention the main points only.

The creation of the Sant Khalsa by Ram Singh took place in his village of 

Shaini Sahib; hence, Bhaini became the official headquarters of the Kukas and 

remains so to the present day. Values and ideals instituted in the original Khalsa in 

1699, by Guru Gobind Singh, were now reinstated and re-emphasized by Guru Ram 

Singh. Important to note is that by this period the Sikh community had lapsed

Independence after Guru Ram Singh had been exiled to Rangoon. Ram Singh's successor, his younger
brother, Guru Hari Singh, was confined to the village of Bhaini, and strict curfews applied to him. By
this period, the Namdharis were being stringently watched by the government; furthermore, meetings
of more than five Namdharis were banned. Due to these immense restrictions, the approach of the
Namdharis changed to one of non-militancy.
41 Giani, G. S. (1986) Leaflet: Main Travels of Sat Gum Ram Singh Ji, Uttar Pradesh: Namdhari
Darbar.
42NamdMris themselves bdieve that Guru Ram Singh's first encounter with Guru Balak Singh
occurred at Hazro where, immediately, Guru Balak Singh recognized Ram Singh as the reincarnation
of Guru Gofaind Singh. Balak Singh placed five coins and a coconut in front of Ram Singh and thus
passed guruship to him. (Kaur, Beant [1999] The Namdhari Sikhs, Forest Gate, London: Namdhari
Sikhs Historical Museum, pp. 19-20).
""The term "Kuka" itself was to herald the community as the pioneers in the struggle for independence;
their kuk, "cry or call for freedom", was against British power in India (see Bali and Bali, Warriors in
White, p. 8).
'"Bajwa, Kuka Movement, chapter III.
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considerably with regard to their religious adherence to the Khalsa rules. All present 

were required to take amrit, "nectar", and were to live a life in observance of the 

Khalsa as stated in the whit. Noticeably, Kukas believe that, prior to the formation of 

the Sant Khalsa, initiation was not openly available to women. Thus, they believe that 

Guru Ram Singh's encouraging women to take amrit was a radical reform resulting in 

the mass initiation of women into the Panth for the first time. The Kukas were 

renowned for their Khalsa adherence, and were at once recognized by their white 

horizontal turbans and their white homespun clothing. Guru Ram Singh was in effect 

strengthening Sikh identity as constituting amritdharis.

How far, then, did the efforts of Guru Ram Singh have significance for the 

wider Panth! My view here is that it was not as influential as the Tat Khalsa, 

discussed previously in 2:5. The Tat Khalsa' s emphasis on becoming amritdhan, I 

suggest, had a greater affect on the issue of Sikh identity for the Panth as a whole than 

the efforts of Guru Ram Singh. The Tat Khalsa did not introduce radical changes in 

the concept of guruship as the Namdharis had.

Many new rules were instituted at the formation of the Sant Khalsa: all 

followers were to wear the mala, a white rosary with 108 knots. Additionally, since 

the wearing of the kirpan had been banned by the government, Kukas were instead to 

wear axes, which were referred to as lathis** It was also on this day that Ram Singh 

hoisted the triangular white flag of the Kukas: this is displayed outside all Namdhari 

centres to the present day, instead of the saffron nisan sahib found outside gurd\varas 

of the general Panth. Regarding the white flag, S. S. Jeet has stated:

^Ibid, p. 20.
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The first triangular white flag of the Indian Independence Movement - which 
symbolises Truth, Purity, Simplicity, Peace and Unity was hoisted by the 12th 
Guru - Sri Satguru Ram Singh Ji Maharaj on the eve of the Baisakhi Festival - 
1st Baisakh Samat 191446 . when Sri Satguru Ji inaugurated the SANT 
KHALSA (also known as Namdhari Sikh Panth)... 47

The Sant Khalsa, that is, the Saint-Soldiers, which the Kukas had now become, 

regarded themselves as the fulfillers of Guru Gobind's following declaration:

To be a KhaJsa is to be a lion, is to tolerate no oppression, is to be a life long 
warrior in the propagation of virtue. 48

Here, again, the imbalance between maintaining the Khalsa form and heresy, on 

behalf of the Namdharis, is evident. Although, on the one hand, the Sant Khalsa is the 

Saint-Soldier aspiration of the tenth Guru, paradoxically his proclamation of the Adi 

Granth as Guru Granth Sahib is not accepted by the Namdharis. In terms of 

corporate, uniform Sikh identity, therefore, the Namdharis would not be able to 

conform.

A central question here is how far Ram Singh was asserting his supreme 

authority over that of Guru Gobind's by re-enacting the original Khalsa ceremony? 

Although the ideals of the original Khalsa ceremony are strengthened whenever there 

is a gathering of the pan/ pyare and the initiation of followers, Ram Singh had gone a 

step further and had instituted a new group of Sant Khalsa. Although they were to 

follow the rules of the rahit, certain practices would have distinguished them as being 

specifically Kukas. His actions might be justified if one remembers that Guru Ram 

Singh is regarded as a reincarnation of Guru Gobind Singh and was, therefore, 

reinstating in 1857 what he had already done in 1699, in his previous existence.

1914 corresponds to 1857 CE; the Indian calendar (Samat) is 57 years ahead of the Gregorian 
calendar.
47JeeL S. S. (undated) Leaflet: Brief Remarks about Namdhari Sikhs. London: Namdhari Sikh Sangat 
UK. 
48Bali and Bali, Warriors in White, p. 28.
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However, the creation of the Sant Khalsa created a distinction between Kukas and 

other Sikhs -- the Kukas became something of a "sect" or a "cult". Inevitably, the 

question has to be asked whether Guru Ram Singh was reinforcing general Sikh 

identity or had he in actual fact laid the foundation for a separatist Sikh identity? I 

suggest the latter, since the Namdharis are a group within the Panth and do not find 

acceptance of their concept of guruship among the Panth as a whole. Bali and Bah 

allude to the idea that the Kukas "were always to remember that their cult was born in 

the baisakhl season",49 and this endorses the sense of separation between Kukas and 

the Panth. Nevertheless, the importance of the original Khalsa ceremony performed 

by Guru Gobind Singh was never to be underestimated. 50

In his struggle for Independence, Guru Ram Singh introduced the concepts of 

non-cooperation and wadcsi.^ In total, his non-cooperation strategy contained the 

following aims:

(1) Boycott of Government services
(2) Boycott of educational institutions opened by the British.
(3) Boycott of law courts started by the British.
(4) Boycott of foreign-made goods.
(5) To refuse to obey and resist the laws and orders which one's conscience 
abhors. 52

49Ibid, p. 25.
50Singh, Gurmit, Sant Khalsa, p. iii.
nThat is, to boycott all British services and goods. Additionally, the Kukas resisted the so-called
"educational advancement" of India by refusing to learn the English language; they were going to
remain wholeheartedly Indian in even' respect As is expected, the Kiika movement or following had
by now taken on an increasingly political role; the Kukas could not tolerate the pain caused by a
foreign power that treated the people of India as second-class citizens. Guru Ram Singh was the first
Indian freedom fighter to employ this non-cooperation stance. This concept was to be adopted also by
Mahatma Gandhi sixty years later in his struggle for Indian Independence. As a result of the swadesl
ideal, the Kukas refused to wear garments that had been made from material imported from Britain:
instead they wore only homespun clothing. This is visibly carried forward to the present day, where the
more conformist Kukas, in Britain also, will wear only garments made from khaddar, a type of course
cotton from India.
"Singh, N. and Singh, K. Rebels Against the British Rule: Guru Ram Singh and the Kuka Sikhs, p.
xiii.

139



Therefore, by boycotting British goods and services, every Kuka of pre-Independent 

India was effectively playing his or her individual role in the struggle. 53 It must not be 

assumed that because the Kukas had become politically involved in gaining Indian 

independence that religion and social practices had taken a back seat. It is in this 

matter that the following of Guru Ram Singh had become distinct from other freedom 

fighters of the period. This in turn, although strengthening the Khalsa ideal, was 

nevertheless splintering Sikh identity in terms of belief, since the Kukas were so 

obviously the group who denied Guru status to the,lift Granth.

Owing to the lapsing of religion in the Pcmth at large, Guru Ram Singh had 

introduced certain reforms among the Namdhari community, at the foremost of which 

was the paradigm of simplicity. Weddings were to be simplified to a great extent and 

the practice of large dowries among the Kukas was totally abolished. Such was the 

emphasis on simplicity that the practice of mass marriages became popular among the 

Kukas. The practice of mixed ~at marriages that probably had not happened in the 

times of the Sikh Gurus and, thereafter, was now taking place among the Kukas. As 

long as'the couple were followers of the Kuka tradition, their -at did not matter: this 

practice is carried on to the present-day. This factor again endorses a specific identity 

for the Namdharis. In this respect, they were egalitarian to a greater extent than the 

Sikh Gurus themselves who had observed ~at distinctions in matrimonial matters. 

Additionally, places of worship were not to be extolled for their expensive 

architecture or belongings; they were to be primarily centres for attaining peace. An 

attitude towards an inexpensive lifestyle must have been meaningful to the Kukas, the

"See Lal, Shiv ,(1994) Dateline Punjab - Lifeline Sikhs, New Delhi: Election Archives, p. 77.
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majority of whom came fi-om poor backgrounds.  Nam simran was placed on the 

highest level, hence the term "Namdhari". The revolution led by Guru Ram Singh 

thus consisted of two strands: an outward revolution against the British in India, as 

well as an inward revolution that proclaimed the Khalsa according to traditional Sikh 

values. 55

Early British attitudes towards Ram Singh, and the Kukas, are highlighted in 

the following report, sent as early as June 1863 to Head Office by Mr. T. D. Forsyth, 

the Officiating Secretary to the Government, Punjab:

5 But advantage is taken of his movement to circulate paper, whether true or 
false, in his name, which contain matter dangerous to the public welfare. . .there 
is undoubtedly an impression abroad that he is setting himself up as a future 
king, who is to drive the British out of the Punjab. . . .**

From 1863 onwards, Ram Singh was kept under strict surveillance by the British."

34Singh, Khushwant, A History of the Sikhs: Vol 2, p. 129.
55Ram Sinai's political charisma led him to seek allies with Kashmir and Nepal, as well as Russia, to 
help in the freedom struggle (See Ahluwalia, Kukas: The Freedom Fighters of the Punjab, p. 4). The 
main aim for contacts with Kashmir was that the Namdharis could enter the military in Kashmir and 
receive the necessary training for their cause {ibid, p. ]08). Although Nepal had initially provided 
support to the Namdharis, Ahluwalia is of the opinion that the simple-minded Namdharis were used by 
the Nepal ruler for his own cause, and that Nepal had no real interest in the independence struggle of 
India (ibid, p. 115). A detailed account of Namdhari contacts with Kashmir and Nepal can be found in 
chapter IX of Ahluwalia, Kukas: The Freedom Fighters of the Panjab. As regards contact with 
Russia, Ram Singh was aware of the fact that the "Russians were powerful enough to threaten and 
frighten the British" (Ball and Bali, Warriors in White, p. 22). Ram Singh thus portrayed his qualities 
as a gifted individual who was responsible for the political, as well as religious, organization of the 
Kukas.
"Singh, N and Singh, K, Rebels Against the British Rule: Guru Ram Singh and the Kuka Sikhs, pp. 
11-12.,
"That the Kukas were seen as a marked threat is apparent in the following report, written three years 
later, on 11 September 1866, by Colonel R. G. Taylor, the Commissioner and Superintendent of 
Ambala: "You will remember that in June last I reported demi-officially, for His Honour . that Ram 
Singh of Bhainee had with his followers been conducting himself in such a manner that I had thought it 
advisable to reimpose the restriction on his liberty which had been partially relaxed. . 18th March 
1866. 2. The result has been the same throughout, namely, that the opinion of one and all has been that 
the sect is a mischievous one, and that its existence and especially its rapid increase threatens 
disturbance sooner or later. . . 5. I am distinctly of opinion, however that the time is come for taking 
serious notice of proceedings- of this agitator .. and his sect. 6. I am therefore of opinion that the 
following measures should be adopted at once: 1st:- That Ram Singh be arrested and removed far away 
from the scene of his present machinations. This might be done via Lahore and Mooltan to Bombay or 
by Delhi to Calcutta, but the former would be preferable. . . .8. It is my thorough belief that those lads

141



An interesting comment made in the same report reads as follows:

17, Ram Singh may have commenced as a mild religious reformer on the 
fashion of Nanuk, but his stirring Lieutenants are hurrying him into a more 
near imitation of the warlike Gooroo Gohind" 38

These words imply that the government was curious as to the religious affiliation of 

the Kukas. They were probably aware that Ram Singh was an important leader 

amongst the group, but what they probably did not realize fully was that he was in 

actual fact regarded as the incarnation of the tenth Sikh Guru and was proclaimed as 

the twelfth Guru by the Kukas, and not just a "mild religious reformer". To the 

government the Panth must have appeared to be unified rather than being 

characterized by different emerging groups. Thus, to the government, Sikh identity 

consisted of the belief in ten Gurus and the Gurii Granth Sahib as eternal Guru.

Something of a contrast to the peaceful., pacifist nature of the Kukas today is 

illustrated by the events of June 1871, involving a couple of incidences that highlight 

the Kukas as vigorous protectors of the cow. 59 Viewed as a continuing threat by the 

British, Ram Singh was exiled to Rangoon, Burma in March 1872. This did not mean 

however, that his followers had lost all contact with him and that the Kuka following 

had declined. Secretly, Guru Ram Singh managed to pass letters, in the form, of

mean war sooner or later, and I strongly recommend my Government to be beforehand with them. . . 
.12. It is my object to show that we disapprove of this agitation: our doing so will discourage many 
half-gulled, novitiates, while it will, I knOw, be a relief to the minds of our well-wishers to see that we 
have Ihe matter in mind and do not intend to be played tricks with (ibid, pp. 16-20). 
"Ibid
5*The government had allowed Muslim butchers to slaughter cows and set up beef stalls in and around 
the holy city of Amritsar. Measures were undertaken by the Kukas: a group of whom murdered four 
Muslim butchers. A total of sixty-eight Namdhans were blown to pieces by canons over two days, at 
the orders of the Deputy Commissioner of Ludhiana District, Mr. L. Cowan. From then on the 
government showed concern whenever there was a gathering of Kukas: even religious gatherings were 
looked on with suspicion. Thus, Ram Singh and his Kuka followers were seen as more and more of a 
threat to the Raj. which was readily accepting the view that in order to curb resistance in the Punjab 
Ram Singh was to be closely watched (Bali and Bali, Warriors in White, p. 68).
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hukumnamus™ to his followers, who would travel great distances and risk their lives 

to keep contact with their Guru. In September 1880 Ram Singh was moved on to 

Mergui Jail, due to his having retained contacts with the Kukas. While in Mergui, 

reports hint of Ram Singh's alleged violent phases: this, according to the officers, was 

due to his "prolonged retention in confinement; removal to Mergui, and the discovery 

of his attempts to communicate with his friends."61 According to government records, 

it was while in exile in Mergui that Guru Ram Singh died on 29 November 1885. 62 

This belief is, however, totally rejected by the Namdharis. 

4:2:4 Controversy over the death of Guru Ram Singh

Mother report sent by the Civil Surgeon, confirms Ram Singh's cremation as having 

taken place during the morning of 30 November 1885. 63 So why do the Namdharis 

not believe that their Guru had died in Mergui? Namdhari tradition affirms that when 

Guru Hari Singh received his brother's belongings, they were not genuine.64 

Furthermore, Kukas believe that the writing of the report was a mere act and that Ram 

Singh had now been moved on to a different, secret location. Namdharis believe that 

Guru Ram Singh will live until the age of two hundred and fifty. This is perhaps best 

justified in the words spoken by Ram Singh himself while on his way to exile in

^Orders/instructions.
" Bah and Bali, Warriors in White, p. 87.
^Documentation states explicitly that Ram Singh died after serious bouts of diarrhoea, the Civil
Surgeon at Mergui reports that: "The man has been in a decline sometime past, and with the setting in
of the cold weather, he has had another attack of Diarrhoea and he complained of the change very
much ... he succumbed to the present attack and died quiet (sic) exhausted at 4.30 P.M. in my
presence ... I have arranged for the cremation of the body at about 8 O' clock tomorrow morning and
that I shall be present at the burial place early to see to the necessary arrangements being completed tor
the burning according to the Hindu custom" (ibid, p. 223).
"ibid
"ibid, p. 225.

143



1872: he is believed to have said that "this body can sustain for 250 years". 6<; It has 

also been stated that Ram Singh managed to escape from the Mergui Jail in 1885 and, 

in order to defend themselves the report was made up by the authorities. 66

Therefore, it is due to the belief that Guru Ram Singh is yet alive and will 

return to be among his followers that, as mentioned earlier, the successors of Ram 

Singh are not referred to as the 13th, 14th and 15th Gurus, but are, rather, the 1st, 2nd 

and 3rd successors of Ram Singh. 67 I was told that it is in their separation and 

awaiting of Guru Ram Singh, that Kukas frequently sing in great bhairag, in great 

yearning and longing for him. The successor of Guru Ram Singh was his younger 

brother, Hari Singh. 

4:2:5 Guru Hari Singh

Guru Hari Singh was born in September 1819. He took on the role of Guru from 

1885 until his death in 1906. 68 Guru Hari Singh was not permitted to move out of the 

village of Bhaini for the whole of the twenty-one years that he was Guru.69 Nihal 

Singh comments: "He [Hari Singh] carried on his mission peacefully and patiently". 70 

It is a peaceful, pacifist nature that is characteristic of the Namdhari community 

world-wide today. Prior to his death in 1906, Guru Hari Singh chose his youngest son, 

Partap Singh to become his successor.

65Ibid,p. 173.
^Ahluwalia, Kukas: The Freedom Fighters of the Panjab, p. 171.
"information from an informant at Wolverhampton.
68A Namdhari depiction of Guru Hari Singh can be seen in appendix 2:6.
69Singh, Khusbwant A History of the SUchs: Vol 2, p. 134.
70Singh, Nihal, (1966) Enlighteners, Jiwan Nager: Namdhari Sahit Prakashan, p. 75.
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4:2:6 Guru Partap Singh

Partap Singh, who had been bom in 1890, became Guru at the age of sixteen. 71 One 

learns that Partap Singh extended his support, along with the whole of the Kuka 

followers, towards Mahatma Gandhi for India's Independence. 72 It was during the 

period of Partap Singh's guruship that India finally gained Independence from the 

British on 15 August 1947. Partap Singh enjoyed Indian Independence for twelve 

years. At his death in 1959, it was one of his sons: Jagjlt Singh,73 who became his 

successor, and who is the present Spiritual Head of Namdharis world-wide. Thus far, 

the contribution of the Kukas to general Sikh identity in its political history is clear. 

Today the Kukas are hence renowned as the freedom fighters of India. 

4:2:7 Guru Jagjlt Singh

Guru Jagjlt Singh was born on 22 November 1920, thus assuming the role of Guru at 

the age of thirty-nine. Although Jagjlt Singh's headquarters remain situated at Bhaini 

Sahib, his visits to the Namdharis all over the world arc frequent.74 His reception is 

extremely notable on his visits to Britain, and as many as possible of his followers 

will attend a place in order to receive the darsan, "a sight of," and blessing of, the 

Guru.75 The photograph below is of Jagjlt Singh, during his visit to Forest Gate on 30 

November 1997. Attention needs to be given to the actual position of the Guru's 

seating: the chatri, canopy, over his head and the metal surrounding in which he sits,

7IFor a Namdhari representation of Guru Partap Singh, see appendix 2:7.
^Lal, Datdbie Punjab - Lifeline Sikhs, p. 77.
^His other son is BIr Singh.
74See appendix 2:1.
75The Guru's darsan is seen as being of utmost importance in maintaining community adherence in the
diaspora, and equally important for youngsters to create and maintain bonds with the Namdhari
tradition. All the Guru's air travel costs and arrangements while visiting a certain country, as well as
those of his closest devotees who accompany him wherever he goes, are met by the Namdhan sahgat
themselves.
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are both reminiscent of the similar placement of the Gurit Granth Sahib in non- 

Namdhari giirdwaras. In his absence it is to this position at the foot of the 

encasement to which Kukas will bow down:

Jagjlt Singh has been called a "crusader for peace and social justice"," he is a 

member of the World Council of Peace. 7 Tins portrays the Namdhari stance towards 

achieving world peace and harmony, and further illustrates the pacifist nature of 

followers of the Namdhari tradition. 78 The Guru and the Namdharis as a whole, have

' 5Cover page of Asian Affairs, Vol. 2. No. 15. January 1998. 
77 Singh. G. Sant Kkalsa. p. 42.
7SThe tradition of enjovment of classical music, which was stressed among the Namdhans by Guru 
Partap Singh. is fervently emphasised also by Guru ./agjit Singh. Music Festivals have been held in the 
UK in the honour of the present Giirii.



no political role at present.7" By his followers, Guru Jagjlt Suigli is referred to as His 

Holiness Shri Satguru Jag/71 Singh Jl Maharaj. m

4:3 Development of the Namdhari community in Britain

As has been highlighted previously, major development - indeed, the formation of 

the Namdhari community -- took place under the guriiship of Ram Singh. The 

community was officially established on April 12 1857 as the Sant Khalsa. Since 

Guru Ram Singh, and his successors, who belonged to the same family, were from the 

village of Bhaini Sahib, the Namdhari head quarters continue to be situated there. 

Furthermore, Bhaini is of importance since this is where the Sant Khalsa was 

originally initiated and formed. The present spiritual head of the Namdharis, Jagjlt 

Singh, also has his base at Bhaini Sahib. The village has become an important 

pilgrimage site for the Namdharis.

The first Namdhari centre in Britain was established on Terrace Road, Forest 

Gate; this was later moved to Upton Lane, Forest Gate. This is the Head Office of the 

Namdhari sangat in Britain, at present. Funds were raised by voluntary contributions. 

The blessing and advice of Guru Jagjlt Singh was sought for all Namdhari centres. 

Other Namdhari centres in Britain are to be found at Louis Street, Leeds; and

7*The political struggle for India's Independence having been achieved, tie aim of the Namdharis is to 
keep India united, not divided; hence Namdharis oppose the demand for Khalistan. 
MMany miracles are associated with Jagjlt Singh. An often cited one is of his involvement in the 1976 
droughts in Britain. It is believed that it was Jagjlt Singh's presence and prayers while in Britain that 
caused it to rain. Other miracles also recall how his presence in barren lands results in the growing of 
fruits and crops. It is also believed by the Namdharis that ailments can be cured by the Guru's blessing 
on his devout believers. Thus, his highly spiritual nature is, indeed, widely acknowledged among his 
followers. One such follower, Gurudev Sharan, writes thus about the spiritual nature of Jagjlt Singh: 
"Whoever comes in contact with this supreme spiritual personality gets inspired with the Name and 
holy scriptures. Qualities like truth, purity, service, sacrifice, non-attachment, benevolence and 
modesty radiate from his personality. His aim in life is to follow the path of the Dharam (virtue) and 
guide other (sic) along this path" (Gurudev Sharan in Souvenir for the Satguru Partap Singh Music 
Festival, 31st March and 1st April 1996 at Brent Town Hall, London: Namdhari Sikh Heritage Society, 

[no page numbers]).
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Coventry Road, Hay Mills in Birmingham. The Head Office at Forest Gate is also 

referred to as the "Namdhari Sikh Heritage Society".

4:4 Beliefs emphasized in the Namdhari tradition

Before taking a look at the beliefs of the Namdharis, I must emphasize that, apart 

from one major difference, the main philosophical beliefs of the Namdharis 

concerning God, the human condition, karma, Nadar, Hukam, samsara are essentially 

in line With general Sikh belief. Therefore, rather than repeating Sikh philosophy 

generally, I shall examine only those beliefs that are eidier unique, or that are 

interpreted differently, among the Kukas. 81 The major, and substantial, difference 

between Namdharis and non-Namdhari Sikhs is the formers' belief, as reiterated on 

many occasions, in human Gurus. 

4:4:1 The deh-dhari Guru

The deh-dharf2 Guru, refers to the tradition of a living, human Guru, that is, the Guru 

in bodily form - as opposed to general Sikh behef of scripture as Guru. Thus the 

words:

GuruManiyo Granth 
(Regard the Adi Granth as your Guru)

recited during the Sikh ardas, as mentioned in section 4:2:1 above, have no 

significance for the Kukas, and are, therefore, not recited during the Namdhari ardas. 

The rejection of the Adi Granth as Guru by Namdharis, is a clear indication that the 

Namdharis are a Sikh group that is different from all other Sikhs. When present, 

Namdharis will bow in front of the Adi Granth to show respect, but only for gurbani

81For a detailed look at the main philosophies in Sikhism, see: Cole and Sambhi, The Sikhs, chapter 5; 
and McLeod, W. H. (1996 rp of 1968 edn) Guru Nanak and the Sikh Religion, Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, chapter 5. 
82 A Guru in human bodily form.
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contained within it. During worship and the performance of rituals, equal importance 

is given to both the Adi Granlh and the Dasam Granlh. Attributing equal importance 

to these two scriptures is indicative of a definitive difference between Namdhari and 

general Sikh practice. The Adi Granth is the Guru Granth Sahib for the Panth, it is 

the eternal Guru, no other can take its place. However, by denying guruship to the Adi 

Granth, the Namdharis cannot be regarded as supporting corporate Sikh identity 

through uniformity of belief and practice.

In attempting to be as traditional as possible, the Namdharis carry on the ways 

and customs as practised from the inauguration of the Sikh faith. Importantly, in 

doing so, they treat the Adi Granth in the same manner as after its compilation by the 

fifth Sikh Guru. During the period of Guru Arjan's guruship onwards, human Guru 

and Adi Granth guided the community side-by-side. Thus, the need for a human Guru 

to guide the community and see to its needs is a point about which the Namdharis are 

stringent. Indeed, the contribution of Guru Ram Singh and the Kuka Sikhs to Indian 

Independence is undeniable. In his role as Guru, Ram Singh protected the Panth as a 

whole from oppression. Furthermore, the spiritual aspect was never overshadowed by 

the militant   Guru Ram Singh continuously emphasized saintliness by adopting the 

Khalsa form among the Kukas. In this respect, the Khalsa identity of the Kukas is 

presently strengthened by their adherence to the ideals contained in the Sikh Rehat 

Maryada.

Namdharis, therefore, view the role of the human Guru as being of utmost 

importance in the guidance of the community. It is only a human Guru who can 

respond to the present circumstances, and thus adapt to changing circumstances. The
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human Guru is vital for the continual guidance of Namdhari Sikhs. Furthermore, there 

is no hint in gurbani that states that there are to be ten human Gurus only. Namdharis 

take literally the words of the Adi Granth, which state that the rule of the GurQ is to 

remain permanent:

In the Iron age, thou art called the accepted Guru's Nanak, Angad and Amar
Dass,
Imperishable and Immovable is the rule of the reverend Guru, for such is the
command of the Primal Lord. (AG 1390)83

The above words indicate that the rule of the Guru will always remain; for Sikhs 

generally, this implies eternal authority that has been vested in the Guru Granth 

Sahib. The Namdharis however, although carrying on human succession, as is the 

tradition from Guru Nanak onwards, have denied the important institution of the Guru 

Granth Sahib by Guru Gobind Singh prior to his death in 1708. Nevertheless, in 

accordance with AG 1390, and other references similar to it from gurbanJ, the 

Namdharis adamantly affirm that they are not led astray and are thus representatives 

of a Sikh affiliation in every way. Therefore, the present Guru of the Namdharis is 

Guru Jagjlt Singh, and not the Adi Granth. Moreover, since Sikh is translated as 

"disciple", Namdharis argue that surely this must mean that the sisy-aJ 4̂ needs a Guru
oc

to offer guidance and advice to the changing contingencies of society.

Furthermore, Namdharis draw attention to the words of Guru Amardas, who 

highlighted that without the Guru's guidance, the individual cannot gain mukti (AG

83Singh, Manmohan, (1996 rp of 1962 edn) Sri Guru Granth Sahib, Amritsar: Shiromani Gurdwara
Parbandhak Committee, pp. 4590-1.
S47hat is, the disciple. The term chela can also be used for a disciple, however, sisyah is frequently
used by the Kukas.
85This view is accepted by the Namdharis: "Guru is not bound in rime-limit. He was and will be

present in every age as he is badly needed by us, the humanbeings, in every period; for there is no
knowledge without him and no Emancipation without the knowledge. He therefore does incarnate in

every age" - Gursikhi Vlcltardhara, p. 61.
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361). Yet, it must be remembered that these hymns were composed by the earlier 

Gurus, who probably believed that the lineage of human Gurus would always 

continue. But by investing guruship eternally in the Guru Granth Sahib, was Guru 

Gobind Singh actually ignoring the precepts ofbanfj Guru Gobind Singh's institution 

of the Adi Granth to that of the eternal Guru of the Panth was an important measure 

that had to be taken in the early eighteenth century. By this time, many rivals had set 

themselves up as Gurus and this was causing schism in the Panth. Thus, to end rival 

sects, the tenth Guru brought the line of human succession to an end. Temporal 

authority was vested in the Panth itself, with spiritual strength contained within 

gurbani.

In replica of the selection of the ten Sikh Gurus, the Namdhari Guru is not 

elected, but is recognized by his gifts of spirituality and ability to guide others 

towards rmtkti. Since no elections take place, the Guru is not called a leader but, 

rather, the spiritual Head or Guide. The present Guru will nominate his successor 

himself. Like the Sikh Gurus, the Namdhan Gurus have all been males; unlike the 

Sikh Gurus however, the Namdhari Gurus, with the exception of Balak Singh, are of 

the ramgarhia -at. The present Guru's decision .is final on all matters, socially and 

religiously. Thus,, for the Namdharis, the supreme authority is their living Guru and 

not the Shromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee, which has no control over Guru 

Jagjit Singh. The Namdharis have no cabinet of selected persons, but there are the 

Gurus' closest followers who accompany him wherever he goes. Yet, as pointed out 

earlier, the gitrgaddi at Bhaini Sahib remains unoccupied in view of the belief that 

Guru Ram Siagh is to return and guide his followers through the present era.
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The Namdharis believe they are advancing both socially and religiously with 

the tradition of living Gurus. Socially, in that a human Guru can respond to 

contemporary issues and religiously, because the guidance of a human Guru is 

continuously present for the community. It is reiterated that this tradition is not new: 

far from it, they are following the maryada, the tradition, of the successorship of 

Gurus. In the same manner as the Gurus responded to changing circumstances and 

enabled the continuity of the Panlh so, too, is this carried forward to the present day. 

Thus, the Namdhari response to the present era can be called modern. 

4:4:2 Nam simran

Extremely important among the Namdharis is the practice of nam simran. The nam is 

to be captured in each heart; thus giving rise to the very term "Namdhari". Since the 

human condition is one of suffering, it is nam simran, or rather nam japna, that 

enables the individual to tread the path towards mukti, ultimate release being 

dependent on the Nadar, the Grace, of Waheguru — a belief central to Sikh 

philosophy as a whole. The importance attached to nam simran is highlighted by Guru 

Arjan:

Contemplating the Lord's Name and ever uttering the Master's praises in the
,86saint's society, O Nanak, immaculate becomes the mortal. (AG 1357)

A unique practice among the Namdharis is the giving of a gurmantar - a 

secret mantar on which the devotee meditates - by a ritual known as nam lend, "to 

receive the gurmantar"*1 The gurmantar is imparted by the present Guru. Therefore, 

on his visit to Britain, followers who have not already done so, will become part of

*6Sri Guru Granth Sahib, translator Manmohan Singh, pp. 4479-80.
87The devotee is never to utter this gurmantar loudly, nor tell it to anyone, because of its very holy
significance.
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the Namdhari community by receiving a gurmantar. Devout followers, who may 

perform this very important ritual on his behalf, are also selected by the Guru. The 

giving of a secret giirmantar appears to be unique to the Namdharis. Namdharis 

postulate that the practice of giving giirmantar to the devotee is a ritual that was 

practised by the Sikh Gurus also. 88 Since the gurmantar given to the Kuka is to 

remain a secret, nam simran is performed quietly to oneself. This is in sharp contrast 

to the participation in kirtan among the Namdharis that is sung aloud, often 

ecstatically. 

4:4:3 Kirtan

It is the ecstatic singing aloud of kirtan that has earned the Namdharis the name of 

Kuka, which, as indicated earlier, is derived from the word 'kuk\ "to shriek". The 

kirtan is also called hali da cfiwan, meaning loud singing. The participants in hali da 

dnvan lose themselves in the singing in a kind of mystical trance. This feature is 

unique to the Namdharis. To accompany kirtan, only classical Indian instruments are 

used. 89 Emphasis is placed on Tartan because of the Namdhari belief that it is "food 

for the Almighty God and the human soul", 90 Namdharis rigidly adhere to the 

following hymn composed by Guru Amardas in which he advocates singing in the 

praise of God:

Attuned to Thee, Thine devotees ever sing Thy praise
Singing the True Lords (sic) praise through true melody, I am absorbed in the
True One. (AG 1068)91

uGursikhi Vichardhara, p. 70.
89An eminent position is given to classical music among the Namdharis, as will be illustrated below.

avi, Pritam Singh in Souvenir for the Satguru Partly Singh Music Festival, 1996. 
Guru Granttt Sahib, translator Manmohan Singh, pp. 3514-16.
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Although kirtan is a common feature of all gurdwaras, its "trance-like" involvement 

is only found among the Namdharis. Again, then, one cannot escape the fact that in 

attempting to adhere to gurbani literally, the Namdharis tend to deviate from general 

Sikh practice, and incorporate practices that distinguish them from the general Panth. 

4:4:4 Namdhari sakhis (prophecies)

There are a number of sakfiis "prophecies" that are fervently held by the Namdharis. 

These sakhis, as pointed out by Ahluwalia, were found by the Kukas in a tank/pool at 

the village of Haripur, Sirsa District in 1876. 92 A full, detailed list of these sakhis can 

be found in Ahluwalia's work. 93 Perhaps one of the most important sakfiis, is, that, 

already dealt with above, that Guru Gobind Singh will re-incarnate and be reborn into 

a carpenter's family. This reincarnation is acknowledged by the Kukas only, as Guru 

Ram Singh. The sakhi foretells that:

The ! 2th Guru will be the most perfect and the greatest; will be born as a 
carpenter's son; and will begin his devotions at the age of 5. 94

I must point out that, such is the importance of belief in these sakhis that those 

Namdharis who did not believe in the prophecies were to be "cut off from the 

congregation". 95 What is clear, at this point, is that the Namdharis dearly hold these 

prophecies and stringently regard the succession of Gurus as being justified in 

gurbani. This has enormous implications when assessing the criteria presented by the 

Namdharis towards the issue of Sikh identity.

92Ahluwalia, Freedom Struggle in India, p. 182.
93 Ahluwalia, Kukas: The Freedom. Fighters of the Punjab, chapter 16.
q*Ibid, p 185. Additionally, the sakfiis also prophesy a war between Russia and Turkey (ibid, p. 186).
"ibid
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Although the Namdharis have a number of beliefs that differentiate them from the 

Panth, the major concepts of Sikh philosophy are, nevertheless, adhered to. This is 

illustrated in the table below. In this respect, the Namdharis exhibit strong indicators 

of a Sikh identity.
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Belief found in 
Sikh religion

Monotheism

Absolute is nirrima

Saguna essence of God is present in creation

Panentheistic concept of the divine

Self contains the essence of God, it is not God Itself

Predestination

Total reliance on G<xl

Human birth as highest

Emphasis on the Nadar of God

Ultimate aim is mukti

Becoming ajtvanmukt is the ideal

Detachment from worldly lures

Emphasis on loss of ego and desire

Advocation of bhakti

Interiorized religion

Rejection of image worship

Rejection of avatars

Rejection of yogic practices

Worthlessness of rituals

Nam simran

Performance of kirtan

Reciting of sabad

Company of the satsangat is essential

Present among the 
Namdharis

#

it

#

#

#

#

it

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#
&
TT

#

#

#

#

ti

it

#

Absent among 
the 

Namdharis

Table 7, Conformity of beliefs found among the Namdharis and the 
general Panth,
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Paradoxically, certain beliefs found among the Namdharis differentiate them from the 

general Panth. The following differences are significant enough to suggest the 

impossibility of Namdharis being part of a uniform, corporate Sikh identity.

Concept found in 
Namdhari belief

Tradition of human Gurus

Eternal guruship was not vested 
into the Adl Granth
Guru Gobind Singb did not die in 
1708
Importance of the gurmantar

Totally absent from 
general Sikh belief

#

#

#

Expressed differently in 
Sikh belief

Only a few Sikh groups such 
as the Nanaksar share this 
tradition

Table 8. Differences in belief between Namdharis and the general Panth.

4:5 Namdhari praxis: adherence or deviation?

There are a number of practices that take place among the followers of the Namdhari 

tradition that are clearly different from those taking place in general Sikh custom. It 

is to these practices that attention is now drawn. 

4:5:1 The Namdhari Rehat Maryada

The essence of the Kuka way of life is simplicity and calmness. These have been 

highlighted in the Namdhari Rehat Maryada, as instituted by Guru Ram Singh. A 

full, translated version of the Namdhari Rehat Maryada can be found in McLeod's 

Textual Sources for the Study ofSikhism. 96 The very fact that the Namdharis have a

"McLepd, Textual Sources for the Study ofStkhism, pp. 129-30. The major rules and regulations of 
this Rehat Maryada are as follows: "Rise during the last watch of the night and taking a pot of water 
[for cleansing] go out into the 'fields to relieve nature. When you return scour the pot twice, remove the 
clothes which you were wearing while in the fields, clean your teeth, bathe, and recite [the prescribed 
portions of] sacred scripture. . . Commit both Japji and Jap to memory, and also Shabad Harare. You
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Rehat Maryada, distinct from the Sikh Rehat Marywda, has clear impacts on the issue 

of uniformity of Sikh identity.

In accordance with their Rehat Maryada the Namdharis are stringent 

vegetarians. In contrast, the Sikh Rehat Ma^dda does not require vegetarianism; it 

places an injunction on halal meat only. Namdhari respect for all life forms is shown 

in day-to-day living. In addition to the ban on alcohol, followers take care not to 

consume intoxicants. This includes a total abstinence from tea and coffee; in 

replacement of tea, chdta is served in the home and during langar, it is milk boiled 

with Indian spices, but no tea leaf.

The more stringent Namdharis are known as Sodhis and take utmost care in 

everything they do, including what they consume. The present Guru and his closest 

disciples can be included in this group. I must emphasize that the Sodhis do not form 

a sect within the Namdhari tradition but are noted for their extreme religious 

observance. Sodhis will not drink tap water, since it is considered unclean: they will 

usually carry a garbi with them, this is a steel container in which the water is kept. 

Most Namdharis prefer to drink bottled water, for the same reasons. Some, who do 

not have easy access to river or spring water, will also bathe from bottled water. Amrit 

is never prepared with tap water. I was told that kardh prasad will be made with milk

must also \easnRahiras and Arti SohUa'*. In his endnote, McLeod mentions that the Arti Sohilla is 5.3 
of the Kirtan Sohila "by heart". "All should lead a life of restraint and contentment. . Respect the 
daughter or the sister of another man as you would your own. The Guru has toid us how we should 
regard the rights of others. ... He who fails to take initiation from the Guru and who utters the Guru's 
mantra without first receiving it from him shall have his face blackened in this world and the next . 
Even the person who strikes you must be forgivea The Guru is your Protector. Always conceal your 
own good deeds from others. Gather to sing the sacred hymns regularly. Sing passages from the 
scriptures daily. . . . Always wear the approved breeches (kachh). When taking oft' a kachh withdraw 
one leg and put it in the leg hole of another pair before withdrawing the second leg. Never conceal an 
evil deed committed by another person. Do not sell or barter a daughter or a sister. Constantly repeat 
the Guru's name. Never eat meat or drink alcoholic liquor. Continue always in the fear of God."
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if there is no spring water available. In most cases the prasad is usually dry, that is, 

fruits and nuts. Karah prasdd is usually made for hhogs and other special religious 

ceremonies. Food is stringently checked for ingredients, and cakes and so on must be 

retin-free. Since the Kukas are very scrupulous about what they eat, and with whom 

they eat, they usually prepare their own food when in the company of non-Namdhan 

hosts.

4:5:2 Pacifism

Despite the considerably militant past that I have outlined, the Namdhari community 

today is explicitly pacifist. It is a feature of the group that originated soon after the 

exile of Guru Ram Singh to Burma. Namdharis do not wear kirptins, and one reason 

for this may be due to their pacifist outlook. However, another reason, as noted 

above, is due to the ban on Idrpans in Guru Ram Singh's period, during which he 

commanded the Kukas to wear axes, referred to as lathis. These are also worn by a 

number of Namdharis to the present day. The wearing of lathis by the Kukas is 

illustrated in the photograph below, which was taken during the preparation for 

havan, the fire ceremony, prior to the celebrations of hold mohalla, in Birmingham:



The lathi is clearly illustrated by X marked on the photograph above. Shiv Lal points 

out that historians have suggested that the non-wearing of the kirpdn is "symbolic of 

the Namdharis' faith in a non-violent political creed". 97 To what extent this is true is 

debatable, for the lathi, too, seems to suggest overtones of militancy. The carrying of 

the lathi nevertheless, is not a common feature, the majority of Namdharis -- 

including the present Guru   do not carry it. 

4:5:3 Namdhari dress

Another physical characteristic of the Namdharis is the prominence given to the 

colour white. During communal worship especially, it would be very unusual to see a 

Namdhari wearing brightly coloured, or dark clothes. The colour white is symbolic of 

spiritual, as well as physical, purity -- an aspect of utmost importance for Namdharis. 

The turban of the Namdhari is always of the colour white, and is tied horizontally 

across the forehead. On the whole, Kukas, both male and female, child and adult, will 

not wear the sahvdr, that is the loose, flared bottoms worn with a long tunic: this, they 

believe, is a Muslim fashion. So, instead the pujamd is worn. These are the tight 

fitting trousers worn with the long tunic. 98 The wearing of gold jewellery, which has 

become a sign of one's social position, especially among Sikhs generally, is not 

observed by Kukas. Namdharis dress in a simple style: poor and rich dress alike. 

4:5:4 Havan: the fire ceremony

A distinctive ritual among the Namdharis is that of havan, also referred to as jag 

(yajna). This is the fire ceremony performed before all major celebrations, it may also 

be requested by, or performed on behalf of, a follower. It is believed that havan is

97 Lal, Dateline Punjab - Lifeline Sikhs, p. 79
illustration of Namdhari dress, see appendix 2:2,
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performed to cleanse the mind - whether individual or communal - of evil and 

impurity. Nevertheless, it could be claimed that the performance of havan is a major 

contradiction of the teachings of Guru Nanak who rejected outright the performance 

of rituals, in favour of interiorized religion (AG 1169). However, popular religion 

needs some tangibility with which to express devotion, and in this respect, ritual 

found its way into Sikh practice." The Namdharis, therefore, cannot be regarded to 

have deviated from the teachings of the Sikh Gurus in the performance of havan. 

Indeed, Guru Nanak also spoke against pilgrimage, yet the third Guru constructed the 

baolii at Goindwal, which became a pilgrimage centre for Sikhs. These measures were 

seen as necessary for the continuation of the Panlh.

The correct performance of havan, is highlighted in the Namdhari Rehat 

Maryada. m The actual ritual lasts about forty-five minutes, and is performed during 

the early hours of the morning. 101 Kirtan is sung throughout the ceremony by the 

ragis, musicians. Each person who is taking part in the performance of the ritual, 

takes amrit immediately before its commencement. 102 In turn, each of the participants 

takes his place around the jag square. 103 In total there are seven participants, five to 

read the sacred verses, one to add incense to the fire, and a seventh to sprinkle water

"Above all, the taking ofa?wit at tineKMlsa ceremony is an example per se of the presence of ritual in
Sikhism.
lMHavan by the Namdharis should be performed in the following manner: "When a jag (yajna) is to be
performed purify the place where it is to be held (theyag square) by plastering it. Bring earthen vessels
which have not previously been used and wash your feet before entering theyag square. There perform
the havan, or ham (ritual tire ceremony). Use wood from either the patas or the ber tree. Do not [fan
the fire by] blowing it with human breath. During the course of the ritual fire service (five officiants)
should read the following from copies of the scriptures: Chaupai, Japji. Jap. Chandi Charitra snAAka!
Ustat. A sixth officiant should meanwhile pour incense (on the fire) and a seventh should
(intermittently) sprinkle a few drops of water on it" (McLeod, Textual Sources for the Study of
Sikhism, p. 130).
10II have filmed the havan on hola mohalla at the Birmingham centre on 22 March 1998; this can be
viewed for further clarity.
102See appendix 2:4.
103On this particular occasion, participants were males I was told that this is usually the case.
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onto it. The following photograph was taken during the performance of the havan 

ceremony; the five readers are situated starting from the left, then is seated the 

officiant who will add incense even' so often and, finally, on the extreme right is 

seated the officiant who will sprinkle water onto the fire, after each addition of 

incense.

At the beginning of the ritual, the Namdhari tmityada. is stipulated by placing a 

coconut wrapped in cloth into the fire. I was told that this replaced the ancient Hindu 

custom of sacnflcing an animal or human head for yajnu. Due to the pacifist nature of 

the Kukas, a coconut is used because of its visible similarity to a head, interestingly, 

the havan cereroonv of the Namdbaris is verv similar to Hindu fire rituals. Its practice



is also followed by the Zoroastrian religion and may, therefore, reflect a very ancient 

tradition. I should emphasize that havan is exclusively a Namdhari practice. 

According to the Namdharis however, the havan ceremony was undertaken by the 

Sikh Gurus too, thus they retain its performance as necessary in order for the 

traditional maryada to be continued, as stated by the following words:

Havan is also another performance of great importance Before commencing any 
ceremony or inauguration of a concern sacred fire is lit. During the regime of all 
the proceeding Gurus this practice had been carried on at all functions Gum 
Gobind Singh before instituting the Khalsa Panth, performed Havan about a year 
and spent a huge sum more than a lac. 104

This emphasis on tradition ~ doing things as they were in the period of the Sikh 

Gurus   however, leads the Namdharis to be seen as separatist, and not part of the 

uniform Sikh identity as desired by the Sikh Rehat Marydda. The practice of the fire 

ceremony is not, I reiterate, a part of the maryada of the Panth as a whole. Its 

performance places the Namdharis outside general Sikh practice.

After the completion of havan, kardh prasdd is brought into the worship hall 

and all stand while it is carried towards the "stage" on which the Adi Granth is also 

present. 'Amrit is then prepared again, since those who had participated in the havan 

are pure enough to make amrit for those wishing to take it. The amritdhdnx read the 

following compositions, while another person stirs the sugar crystals into the water: 

japjl.jap, chaupai, anand sahib and savaiyas. Kardh prasdd is prepared once again 

for the completion of the amrit ceremony. Hence kardh prasdd is prepared each time 

the amrit is made and each time the havan is performed, it is also prepared for each 

time the bhog of each path takes place.

W4Gursikhi Vichardhara, p. 83.
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4:5:5 Namdhari Weddings

Namdhari weddings illustrate well the problems raised by the issue of attempts at 

Sikh uniformity with regard to praxis. Importantly, as mentioned in chapter 2 of the 

present thesis, the Anand Karaj Act was passed in 1909, which gave Sikhs a marriage 

rite of their own. Prior to this the Sikhs followed the Hindu custom of taking pheras 

around the sacred fire: now, however, the Sikhs were to walk around the Gurii Granth 

Sahib. Thus, the anand karaj rite strengthened Sikh identity as distinct from Hindus 

from the early twentieth century to the present day. The Namdharis however, continue 

to take the pheras around the sacred fire, because of their emphasis on following 

traditions from the inception of the Sikh faith. They believe that since the Gurus had 

married according to the Hindu custom, then so should they. Again, there is an 

attempt to revert to original customs. Nevertheless, as in general Sikh practice, four 

pheras take place, one to each of the la\'dn hymns composed by Guru Ramdas. 105 

Before the actual Namdhari ceremony begins, the couple take amrit. Both the bride 

and groom wear simple white clothes, and the bride wears no jewellery   again a 

unique practice among the Namdharis.

The wedding is a very simple and inexpensive affair. The general Sikh social 

custom of a large reception after the wedding is not practised among the Namdharis. 

No reception at all takes place and, furthermore, no dowry is given. I was told that 

those who do hold a reception or give or take dowry are shunned by the Namdhari 

communiry. In their ideal of inexpensive marriages, the practice of mass weddings is

10:>The lavdn hymn was composed by Guru Ramdas for his own daughter's wedding. It consists of four 
stanzas, thus zphera is taken at the completion of each stanza.
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also common among the Kukas. These usually take place in the presence of Guru 

Jagjlt Singh. Large numbers of Namdhari couples, all dressed in white, walk around 

a huge ceremonial fire, four times.

A unique practice among the Namdharis, as previously indicated, is that of 

mixed-ra/ marriages. However, of major importance, is that the couple are followers 

of the Namdhari tradition. Thus, a Namdhari jat can marry a Namdhari ramgarhia, 

and so on. Whether marriages are actually conducted between higher :ats with 

Scheduled Classes is a sensitive issue. 106 But of major consideration here is the issue 

that inter-caste marriages may actually be consciously performed. What I am 

suggesting here is that they are purposely adopted to convey the fact that the 

Namdharis are stringent followers of Guru Nanak, who openly criticized the caste 

system - another Namdhari attempt to be as traditional as possible. Nevertheless, the 

Sikh Gurus themselves, although denouncing caste prejudices, married within their 

:at; the marriages of their offspring were also arranged with khatns. But it would 

appear that the Namdharis are following the teachings of the Gurus with regard to 

equality more literally than Sikhs in general and more fervently than the Gurus 

themselves: indeed, the present Guru, who is a ramgarhia, is married to a jat. On the 

one hand the Namdharis are following the .teachings of the Gurus that deride caste, 

but on the other they are not conforming to the practice of the Sikh Gurus with regard 

to endogamy.

The Namdhari wedding   which is called the Anand Marriage - was 

instituted by Guru Ram Singh. Sikh weddings of the time involved parents of the

IU*Namdharis are hesitant to openly admit the fact that marriages between the higher zats with the 
Scheduled Classes do not take place.
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bride being overburdened with costs for her dowry - a major reason for female 

infanticide among Indians generally. Thus, in his endeavour to stop female 

infanticide, and to prevent the bride's family having to pawn its goods to the rich 

landlords, Guru Ram Singh introduced simple and inexpensive weddings for the 

Kukas. Guru Ram Singh's rationale in instituting the Anand Marriage has been 

clearly summarized by Ahluwalia. 107 In aiming to conduct the wedding simply, there 

are no other customs such as the milnl, which takes place before the wedding 

ceremony in Sikh weddings generally. Instead, the bride will give the groom a simple 

white mala. Neither is the custom ofsagan adhered to by Kiakas: this is the custom of 

the bride's family giving gifts - often expensive ones such as gold - to the groom. 

The Namdhari groom will not wear \hepujama. Instead he wears the kaccha, which is 

usually covered with the long tunic top. Havan is again performed before the 

commencement of the ceremony in order to cleanse the minds of the couple.

Thus, it is clear that, with regard to the wedding ceremony, the Namdharis 

clearly exhibit criteria that are separatist. Their practices differentiate them from Sikhs 

of the general Panth. Paradoxically, however, the emphasis placed on both bride and 

groom to take amrit prior to the ceremony sheds a strong Khalsa overtone on the non- 

Sikh ritual of Namdhari weddings. Importantly, it must also be remembered that the 

lavan hymn is recited and not any non-Sikh literature, these factors therefore, are 

indicators that promote Sikh conformity. 

4:5:6 Festivals

The main festivals celebrated by Sikhs generally are also celebrated by the 

Namdharis. The most obvious one not celebrated, however, by Namdharis, is the

107Ahluwalia, Kukas: Tfie Freedom Fighters of the Punjab, pp. 49-50.
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gw-gaddt of the JJ/ Cmn/A -- the commemoration of giu-Qship being invested in the 

Adi Granth. In addition to Sikh celebrations in general, the Nanidharis have extra 

festivals or commemorations related to the historical events and persons of their 

particular group. A full list of Namdhari celebrations and commemorations can be 

seen in appendix 2:9.

The festival of hola mohalla, the spring festival celebrated by all Sikhs, is 

given the additional name of trtveni among Namdharis. As the term trivem indicates, 

it is celebrated for three reasons, the actual hola mohalla celebration, as well as the 

birthdays of Guru Balak Singh, and that of Guru Partap Singh. 108 In this respect the 

Namdharis have a number of unique celebrations -- a fine example of their 

distinctiveness from the general Panth. The celebration of trivem was instituted by the 

present Namdhari Guru. Celebrations begin with the havan ceremony, as is common 

to all joyous occasions. The whole day's events are focused on the performance of 

tartan. IW A special lecture is also given to inform the sangat of the reasons behind 

celebrating hold mohalla. 110

Baisakhi for the Namdharis takes on a double celebration. As well as 

celebrating the birth of the Khalsa by Guru Gobind Singh in 1699, Namdharis also

108Although Guru Partap Singh's birthday actually occurs a few days later, it is celebrated on hola 
mohalla.
I09lt is common practice that, for the major festivals, one Namdhari centre is chosen. In 1998. the 
celebrations were held at the Birmingham centre on Sunday 22 March; this meant that the sahgats from 
Leeds and London travelled to Birmingham, mostly by coaches, which were hired by the organizers of 
each sangat After the havan ritual is over, Asa di var is read, this is followed by a total of four bhogs 
taking place, one each for the paths of hola mohalla, Pratap Singh's birthday, Balak Singh's birthday, 
and a fourth bhog takes place for all three paths together. Karah prasad is prepared for each bhog, the 
congregation stand every time the prasad is brought into the hall.
110I should point out that, although hola mohalla has its origin in the Hindu festival ofholi, it has been 
modified for the Sikh Panth. Guru Gobind Singh did not favour the throwing of coloured water, as is 
practised on holi, neither did he support the practice of drinking bhang, an intoxicating liquid, by the 
hoK participants. He therefore gave hull a new meaning, it was now to colour die mind and heart 
brightly towards God. Furthermore, Guru Ram Singh emphasized the performance of nam simran 
during kola mohalla.
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celebrate the birth of the Sant Khalsa by Guru Ram Singh in 1857 - the latter is 

unique to Namdharis. I must reiterate that the celebration of the formation of the Sant 

Khalsa as the "second birth of the Khalsa" is outrightly rejected by Sikhs of the 

general Panth. Thus, importantly here, the Namdharis are differentiating themselves 

from the Panth. Guru Ram Singh re-established the Panth, one hundred and fifty 

eight years after its formation by the tenth Guru, by hoisting the white flag. The major 

festivals are always celebrated on the first Sunday following the date, except if the 

day falls on a Sunday, then being celebrated on the exact day.

As with Sikhs and Hindus in general, the rakhi custom, "brother's day", is also 

observed. 111 Additionally, the festival ofdiwdli and thcgurpurbs of the Sikh Gurus as 

well as the Namdhari Gurus, are also celebrated. A meld is also held to commemorate 

the Namdhari martyrs. Interestingly, the birthdays of the Hindu avatars, Krsna and 

Rama are also celebrated -- a practice that would not have been approved of by the 

Tat Khalsa for Sikhs to celebrate nor, I might add, by the Sikh Gurus. Although many 

Hindu customs have, indeed, sunived in Sikhism, the celebration of Hindu religious 

festivals devoted to Hindu gods undoubtedly isolates the Namdharis from the general 

Panth. Bearing in mind chapter 2 of the present thesis, Sikh participation in the 

"enchanted universe" is responsible for the efforts of the Tat Khalsa in promoting 

distinctive Sikh identity. Adherence to such practices are thoroughly non-Sikh.

mln the Indian tradition overall, a sister ties a rakhi (a brightly coloured band) around her brother's 
wrist, he in turn gives her money and promises to protect her.
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4:5:7 Places of worship

The Namdhari place of worship is not called a gurd\vara, but is referred to, as in the 

case of the Birmingham centre:

NAMDHARI SANGAT BIRMINGHAM

Occasionally, it is also referred to as a dharamsala, a centre for correct living or 

practising of religion. The abstinence from using the term gurchvara is probably due 

to the fact that in Sikhism generally, wherever a copy of the Guru Granth Sahib is 

placed, that place becomes a gurckvara. However, since Namdharis do not regard the 

Adi Granth as Guru, and since the present Guru is not always present at the centre, it 

is thus not given the term giird\vara.

It is well to remember that the term dharamsala was used in the early Sikh 

community to refer to a place where Sikhs would gather to sing praises of God. The 

importance of the dharamsala is further highlighted since it "was one of the features 

which conferred a distinctive identity on the Nanak-panth." 112 Thus, the Namdharis, 

in attempting to preserve the nature and beliefs of the original Nanak community, 

prefer to retain the term dharamsala rather than giird\vara.

Another distinct feature of the place of worship is that, instead of a saffron 

nisan sahib being present outside the building, the Namdhari centre has a white, 

triangular nisan sahib. This is, of course, reminiscent of the wrhite flag hoisted by 

Guru Ram Singh on the formation of the Sant Khalsa in 1857. Today the white nisan 

sahib is unique to the Namdharis. They retain the belief that the nisan sahib, 

originally introduced by Guru Angad, was white, and displayed the emblem of Ik- 

Onkar. Thus the white nisan sahib was totally void of any militant aspect. It was Guru

112 McLeod, Sikhism, p. 8.

!69



Hargobind who changed the colour to saffron, symbolizing the mustard flower that is 

used to represent the shahidi, martyr, readiness of followers. 113 The emblem of Ik-

Onkar - «tff-- remained until it was replaced by the Khandd - % - after the creation

of the Khdlsd by Guru Gobind Singh. Thus, the retaining of the white nisan sahib 

clearly illustrates the Namdharis' adherence to traditional practices. 114 Nevertheless, 

in view of the Sikh Rehat Marydda, a Sikh place of worship must have either a 

saffron or dark-blue nisan sahib115 to distinguish it from other buildings. By 

purposely exhibiting the white nisan sahib, I feel that the Namdharis are accentuating 

their separateness from the overall Panth. If this is the case, then, again, they are 

diversifying from the notion of a uniform Sikh identity.

The interior of the Namdhari place of worship is replete with pictures of the 

Namdhari Gurus and scenes of Namdhari history. This illustrates well the difference 

between Namdharis and non-Namdhari Sikhs. Nevertheless, pictures of the Sikh 

Gurus are also present. The Adi Granth is not housed in the same manner as it is in 

Sikh gurd\vdrds generally, the main focus is, instead, a huge picture of the present 

Guru, Above his picture, attached to the ceiling, is the chatn - a symbol of respect - 

and at his feet is placed a white sheet. It is at this spot, called the singhdsan, that is, at 

the feet of the Guru's picture, that followers perform matdh teknd "bowing" - this is

'"information from an informant at Wolvcrhamptoa
1UI was told that the white nisan sahib is symbolic of the pm concept mentioned above; while the
saffron ntfan sahib symbolizes the mm concept. So. does this mean that in retaining the colour white.
the Namdharis are rejecting Guru Hargobind's concept of temporal authority? It would seem unlikely
for the Namdharis to deny the mtri-piri concept since it was practised by the sixth to the tenth Sikh
Gurus. As was discussed above in the context of the deh-dhari Guru, it seems, in fact, that they carry
the mlri-piri concept farther by having both scripture (pin) and, particularly, by emphasizing the living
Guru (miri). I would think that the white colour is retained because it portrays, more closely, their
pacifist outlook on religion, and because, as mentioned, the original nisan sahib was white in colour:
highlighting the Namdhari adherence to traditional Sikh practice.
^RekatMaryada (1978) Amritsar: Sniromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee, p. 8.
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done 'before bowing to faeAdi Granth, When the present GurG visits Britain, it is at 

the singhasan that he will sit. Thus, the eminent position of the living Guru is stressed 

over and above the Adi Granth - again an overt criterion that inhibits true Sikh 

identity. A gidni is usually present to read from the Adi Granth: respect is always 

shown to it. The Dasam Granth, as previously indicated, is also given equal 

importance among the Namdharis since it, too, is scripture. Furthermore, it could be 

suggested that since Guru Ram Singh is regarded as a reincarnation of the tenth Guru 

-- the composer of the Dasam Granth -- respect is shown for what Guru Ram Singh, 

as Guru Gobind Singh, had composed in an earlier lifetime. I must stress that the 

Namdhari Guru is never worshipped: in the same way as Sikhs in general show 

respect for the Gurus and the Guru Granth Sahib so, too, Namdhari Sikhs show 

respect to, but not worship of, their living Guru. 

4:5:8 Worship

Although in essence, worship is quite similar to that of general gurdwdrds, there are a 

number of differences among Namdharis. One is that the congregation stands every 

time kardh prasad is brought into the hall. Kardh prasad is placed on the side of the 

Adi Granth, as it is in gurd\varas. The singers and rdgis are also an important 

presence on the stage, since there is, as was seen, an emphasis on Jartan among the 

Namdharis, Music is continuous through the service, unless a lecture or speech is 

given. The position of the Adi Granth, the living Guru's picture, and that of the 

musicians and singers, is clearly illustrated in the following photograph, taken at the 

Birmingham centre:
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Another distinct feature of Namdhari worship is their unique pattern of the recital 

Q$ ardas. A full translation of the Namdhari ardds can be found in McLeod's Textual 

Sources for the Study ofSikhism" 0 The major differences between the ardas of Sikhs 

in general and Namdharis are:

  Namdhari ardas, does not contain the words: Gurii Maniyo Granth.
• The names of Guru Balak Singh and the Namdhari Gurus are also added to the 

Namdhari ardas, as well as reference to the Kuka martyrs who were blown up by 
canons.

  The name of die present Guru, Jagjlt Singh is not recited during ardas if he is 
present at the particular place of worship." 7

Since worship begins during the early hours of the morning, langar is served 

twice in the Namdlaari centres ~ in the morning and at mid-day. Frequently, grief is 

shown for die Kukas' separation from Guru Ram Singh, whom, as I have illustrated.

116

117
McLeod, Textual Sources for the Study of SikMsm, pp. 130-J1.

'Although his name is not recued when he is present at the centre, it is ho\\e\er. recited \\hen he is 
absent from the particular centre.



they believe is yet alive. A poem kiiowu as die Kuka Bart Mah is sung.' 1S Paths are 

often held for the much-awaited return of Guru Ram Singh. 

4:5:9 Classical music

Since the performance of classical music occupies a special position among the 

Namdharis, music festivals are held in the presence of the Guru when he attends 

Britain. Classical music was emphasized by Guru Ram Singh and carried forward by 

Guru Hari Singh. Guru Partap Singh also continued this tradition by opening a school 

of music at Bhaini in 1928. The love for classical music is now encouraged by the 

present Guru who, encouraged by his father, Partap Singh, began his musical 

education at the age of four. U9

The Namdhari Guru has funded the musical training of many youngsters who 

have gone on to become renowned musicians of Indian classical music. The emphasis 

on music among the Namdharis is aimed at being as traditional in practice as possible. 

Namdharis acknowledge the fact that the love of music has existed in the Sikh faith 

since the time of Guru Nanak. Furthermore, the hymns of the Adi Granth are 

composed to be sung to classical rhythms. Nadkarni clarifies this point:

Social history records that the Namdharis were involved with music from the 
time of the first guru of the Sikhs, Nanak Dev, who was himself not only 
spiritual personality, but also a blue-blooded musician The Granth Sahib, is 
possibly the only religious work where almost all the hymns, known as shabads, 
are set to Hindustani raga music. They are regarded as inspired hymns and 
deeply respected as Gurbani. 120

118Part of the Kuka Bard Mah reads as follows: "There is no comfort without the Sat Guru; all the 
Singhs are grieved. The Singhs do not enjoy their sleep, and keep awake all night in anxiety. They do 
not find any relish in their food. Grief for the separation of the Guru is eating up their vitals. 
Who will cause the Guru to meet me, so that I may make offerings to him? I am sacrificed to the Guru. 
O Chanda Singh! the Guru went to Burma," (Ahluwalia, Kukas: The Freedom Fighters of the Punjab, 
p. 164). A longer translation of the Kuka Bara Mah can be found in Ahluwalia, ibid, pp. 160-68. 
' 19Kavi, P. S. in Souvenir for Satguru Partap Singh Music Festival 1996, (no page numbers) 
120Nadkami, M. in ibid
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In his efforts to continue the appreciation of classical music among the Namdharis, 

Guru Jagjit Singh has set up music schools in Mandi, Delhi, Jammu, Jalandhar and 

Ludhiana. 121 Among the Namdharis, fdrtan is performed to classical music only; I 

was told that during Idrtan, it is felt that the Guru is present in spirit.

The practices of the Namdharis, as illustrated above, present the perplexities 

associated in issues relating to set criteria for Sikh identity. Their utmost insistence 

placed on the Khalsa form is in line with the Khalsa Sikh identity, and although the 

Namdharis deviate from many accepted Sikh practices, in actual fact they also 

conform to many others. These are, thus, criteria that both inhibit and strengthen the 

Sikh identity of the Namdharis. What is clear is that the efforts towards tradition, in 

terms of religious practice, has caused the separatist identity of the Namdharis. 

Ultimately, they are within the Panth due to stringent adherence of the Khalsa, but 

they are different Sikhs -- those who will never be defined by one uniform definition 

of Sikh identity, as can be seen from the following table.

J Sharan, G. in ibid.
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Sikh Practice

Use of the Guru Granth Sahib in 
worship

The Guru Granth Sahib as the 
basis for religious belief

Lavan taken around Guru Gratilh 
Sdhibm

Singing of Krtan from the Guru 
Granth Sahib

Recitation of ardds during
wOl'sllip

Performance of akhand paths

Parchar of the teachings of the 
Sikh Gurus

Serving Of guru-kH-lungur

Distribution ofprasad

Place of worship called a
gurdtvara

Importance of the Sikh Gurus

Prominence of the Khandd and/or 
Ik-Onkar symbol

Performance of amrit ceremony

Emphasis on the Five Ks

Emphasis on being kesdhdri

Traditional Punjabi dress for 
females

Requirement for males and 
females to cover their heads
Celebration of the gurpurbs

Celebration ofbaisdkhi as birth of 
the Khdlsd

Celebration of djwdli as the 
release of Guru Hargobind from 

prison
Celebration of hold mohalla

Nisan sahib changed on baisdkhl

Saffron nisan sahib with Khandd

Eudogaiuous marriages

Present among 
the Namdharis

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

*

#

#

#

#

Absent among the 
Namdharis

#

#

»

#

#

#

r *

Table 9. Conformity of practices found among the Namdharis and the 
general Panth.

' Namdharis take Idvan, but around havan.
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The position of the Namdharis is rather like that of the Guru Nanak Nishkara Sewak 

Jatha where utira-Khalsa stringency in fact results in separatism from Sikhs of the 

general Panth. Guidelines for correct Sikh practice are contained in the Sikh Rchat 

Maryada, however, the Namdharis do not accept its authority - they have their own 

Rehat Maryada. This fact, per se, illustrates the complexities of one uniform 

definition of Sikh identity. The practice of not acknowledging the Adi Granth as 

eternal Guru, however, is a major consideration for a separate affiliation of the 

Namdharis. The central focus in general gurd\\-dras is the palJa housing the Guru 

Granth Sahib. In Namdhari centres however, the central focus is the singhasan where 

Guru Jagjit Singh will sit on his visits to the particular centre. This accentuates 

deviance from accepted Sikh belief and practice here. The table below highlights 

practices common to the Namdharis that are important enough to suggest non-Sikh 

practices among the Namdharis.
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Practice found among 
the Namdharis

White main sahib

The Adi Grcmth is not Guru

White horizontal turbans

Fire ceremony

Lavan around havan

Inter-caste marriages

tCStatlC tartan (ha(i da dcwdn)

Importance of the sakhls
Namdhari maryada
BaisdkhJ also celebrating birth of 
the SantKhdlsd in 1857
Festival of triveni

Religious centre called dharmsdld
Siiighasan of living GurQ is focal 
place of worship in the dharamsdla

Names of NamdMri Gurus added to 
ardds

Totally absent from 
Sikh practice

#

#

#

#

#
#

#

#
#

Expressed differently in the 
Panth

Saffron in colour with Khandd 
emblem

No specific requirement or colour

Lavan around the Guru Granth 
Sahib

Celebration of the KMha by Guru 
Gobind Singh in 1699

Religious centre called gwdwdrd

Table 10. Practices that distinguish the Namdharis from the general Panth.

4:6 The position of the Namdharis within the Panth

Attempting to reach a conclusion concerning the position of the Namdharis within the 

Panth is, on the one hand, relatively easily done, but on the other is problematic with 

regard to the one major difference - the tradition of living Gurus. Indeed, the 

Namdharis are regarded as heretical and non-Sikh by a significant number of Sikhs of 

the general Panth. This is because the Namdharis call their leaders by the term 

"Guru", instead ofSant or Baba. Their strict adherence to the Khaha tradition, which 

is illustrated by the fact of the majority, if not all, followers being amritdhari, is a 

criterion per se that would not inhibit the Namdharis' conformity to uniform Sikh
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identity. However, their rejection of the Adi Granth as the eternal Gum of the Sikhs, 

is a significant reason per se that inhibits the Sikh identity of the Namdharis.

In accordance with the definition of a Sikh as stated in the Gurdwaras Act 

1971, a Sikh is to declare his or her identity by professing the following words:

I solemnly affirm that I am a Keshdhari (sic) Sikh, that I believe in and follow 
the teachings of Sri Guru Granth Sahib and the Ten Gurus only, and that I have 
no Other religion 123

Bearing in mind the above declaration, the Namdharis are an enigma in terms of their 

Sikh affiliation. Their outward conformity to a corporate Sikh identity is clear -- and 

is sufficient for the group to be included within the Panth. However, they deviate 

radically from what must surely be regarded as one of the basic and foundational 

tenets of Sikh belief, hi some ways this might suggest the pre-eminence of outward 

conformity   the necessity of being amritdhari, kesdharl and observance of the Five 

Ks.

Furthermore, the Namdharis' contribution towards Indian Independence in 

terms of their historical militant involvement on behalf of all Sikhs, bears testimony to 

their Sikh alliance. The Namdharis were among the first to be involved in the 

Independence struggle. Then, too, the Kukas stressed the Khalsa form during the 

period in which the Panth was becoming increasingly lapsed. Thus we have a paradox 

between a non-Khalsa continuation of human Gurus versus their stringent observation 

of the Khalsa. conduct. And, furthermore, many beliefs of the Namdharis are in 

accordance with the Guru Granth Sahib, and it is well to remember that the Guru 

Granth Sahib nowhere mentions that there should be only ten human Gurus. 

However, the Namdhari emphasis on practising traditions that have existed in the

123 Amrtisar Rehat Maryada, p, 27.
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earliest phases of Sikhism differentiates them from other Sikhs. This illustrates well 

the diversity of the Sikh Panth and, furthermore, anomalies associated with a uniform 

definition of Sikh identity. I should point out that the Namdhari tradition and beliefs 

must have had an impact on the Panth for the group to survive to the present day. 

Indeed, the Namdharis have a substantial following in India and the diaspora. 124

In their opinion, the fact that they have a line of human successors, including a 

present Guru, does not exclude the Namdharis from the fold of the Khdlsd. Thus, the 

tradition of the Adi Granth alongside a human Guru has been carried on from the time 

of the compiler of the Adi Granth, Guru Arjan. But there is deviance, too, in that 

many reforms made by the Singh Sabha and Tat Khdlsd leaders are not adhered to by 

the Namdharis. The anand kardj ceremony and the performance of havan among the 

Kukas remain exclusive to their practices. In retaining more distinctive practices, 

including the style of the turban, the Namdharis continuously claim that they are 

continuing the maryddd of the Sikh faith as it was from the inception of Sikhism. In 

this respect they fully justify their claims to a Sikh orientation - but the result is a 

differentiation within the Panth. Thus, I feel the attempt to be wholly traditional, 

taking their beliefs right back to the original Nanak community, tends to overshadow 

the Namdharis as a deviant group, even if their allegiance to the Khdlsd places them 

within the Panth.

Their tradition of a living Guru in preference to the Adi Granth, causes them 

to have their own centres of worship, resulting in less contact with the general Panth.

mlt was remarked by an informant at Wolverhampton that Guru Jagjit Singh has good relations with 
Yogi Bhajan, the leader of a western group of Sikh followers. I propose to highlight in chapter 7 that 
the group, like the Namdharis also places a marked insistence on the Khalsa form.
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Again, this creates separate groups within the Panth and threatens a corporate and 

uniform definition of all Sikhs.

Further issues raised in respect to criteria related to the issue of Sikh identity 

are examined by looking at lower zat conversions to the Sikh faith. I begin, in the 

succeeding chapter, by looking at the Ravidasis, formerly referred to as chamars, in 

order to assess the implications of caste issues and the light they shed on indicators 

that challenge a uniform Sikh identity.
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CHAPTER FIVE

RavidasJs
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5:1 Who are the Ravidasis?

Low-caste conversions to Sikhism shed an interesting light on the issue of whether all 

who have taken initiation are accepted equally as Sikhs. The egalitarian teachings of 

Sikhism have important implications when discussing Sikh identity. For this purpose, 

I have undertaken a scrutiny of the Ravidasi community in the present chapter. As 

highlighted previously, the Ravidasis were formerly known as the chamars - the 

leather-working -at of the Scheduled Classes. 1 They arc a Punjabi community that 

takes its name from allegiance to a historical figure, commonly referred to as 

Ravidas2 who is regarded as Guru and not bhagat, as in the case of the overall Panth, 

At the outset, I should emphasize that there is no evidence to suggest that there was a 

following of Ravidas during his lifetime. The wider recognition of Ravidas as a Guru 

can be attributed to the fruition of the efforts of the founders of the Ad Dharm, who 

were themselves chamars? I must point out that membership of the Ravidas! 

community is exclusively composed of the chamdr :dt. The chamars converted in 

mass numbers to the Sikh faith in the hope of achieving equality. However, these 

chamars became Ravidasis as a result of the continued prejudice of higher zat Sikhs. 

Significantly, the approach taken in the present chapter is radically different from that 

taken to earlier sections. Whereas previous groups studied have overt connections 

with the general Panth, the Ravidasis today have no real concern to be associated with 

the Panth or, indeed, with Sikhism on the whole. Importantly, although originally 

chamars had converted in masses to the Sikh faith, today the Ravidasis exist as a

'The Scheduled classes were at one time referred to as the Untouchables, thai is, members of the lowest 
strata of Indian society, the new term being originally coined by the British during the census of 1931. 
According lo Ihem, this lerm implied no connotations of Ihe concept altached lo unlouchability -- 
primarily that of pollution In addition, the members of the lower classes found the term "Scheduled 
classes" less patroni/ing than the term harijanx (children of God), which was applied by Mahatma 
Gandhi in his move to improve the social conditions of the lower classes.
2It is to him that they trace their origin, an important factor since, as will be seen, it is one that makes 
the Ravidasi community a caste-based institution.
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challenge to traditional Sikh identity. Moreover, the Ravidasls stand as an outstanding 

example of the fact that caste identity is a major criterion of Sikh identity itself. The 

chamdrs' historical connections with Sikhism need to be looked at in order to 

examine implications arising in relation to Sikh identity, and in order to establish the 

special ethos of this group.

Ravidas spoke out in favour of his caste. Hence he is regarded as biradari 

guru, that is, the guru of the chamar zat by his followers. 4 Although the Ravidasls 

will refer to Ravidas as their Guru,5 hence illustrating the extent of devotion to him, 

Sikhs in general will refer to Ravidas as a bhakta6 - a devotee and not a Guru. 

Traditionally, being members of the Scheduled Classes, the chamars are counted 

among the downtrodden and oppressed people of India: their traditional occupation 

involves working with the highly polluted material of leather, hence the term chamar, 

which is translated as "leather worker". Kalsi has traced the term to charam-kara, also 

meaning leather-worker. 7

Ravidas has provided his followers with a set of beliefs, with a philosophy 

regarding the nature of God and the individual, and with the reason for the 

individual's separation from God. Thus, from the perspective of his followers, 

Ravidas is more than a bhakta, he is the teacher, the Guru who guides his disciples, 

sisyafa? to mukti. Living in the fifteenth to sixteenth centuries CE, he was both a 

social reformer and a spiritual teacher, who probably belonged to the Northern Sant

""The Ad Dharm movement, which raised the psyche of the chamars, will be examined below in section
5:4.
4Scc Kalsi, S. S. (1992) The Evolution of a Sikh Community in Britain, Leeds: University of Leeds, p
146.
5Ravidas took a major step in his period of speaking out concerning the atrocities against the low
castes. The efforts towards a more humane treatment of lower classes -- in particular the chamars --
was heightened in the 1920s by the Ad Dharm movement, which I propose to analyze in section 5:4.
5The term bhakta indicates an individual who is highly devoted to a persona] God, and one who seeks
to surrender the self to God in total loving-devotion.
7Kalsi, The Evolution of A Sikh Community, p. 126.
"Although the term sisyah is used more commonly by non-Punjabis, it appeared frequently in responses
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tradition. Highly significant is that Ravidas himself belonged to the chamar zat: 

hence his popularity among chamars. The association between the followers of 

Ravidas and Sikhism is evidenced by the fact that forty-one hymns composed by 

Ravidas are contained in the Adi Grcmth. Thus the Ravidasi community utilize the Adi 

Granth as its base for religious teachings; interestingly, the Ravidasls preferably refer 

to the scripture as Adi Granth, rather than Guru Granth Sahib. I must emphatically 

point out that the scripture is used primarily for the forty-one hymns of Ravidas 

contained within it. The remainder of the scripture does not have any overt 

significance for the Ravidasls. Informants frequently voiced that a project is 

underway in India whereby the hymns of Ravidas found in the Adi Granth and 

elsewhere are in the process of being gathered into one composite volume. Once this 

has been achieved, the Adi Granth will no longer be utilized in Ravidasi places of 

worship. Precise details of the project were unobtainable. Significantly, the 

consonance of thought between Ravidas and the bam of Guru Nanak is probably the 

major factor for the former's bdni being included in the bhagat bam of the Guru 

Granth Sahib, My contention is that both men were associated with the Northern Sant 

tradition of India and this is the factor that underpins the synonymy between the 

thought of both men. The Ravidasis' Sikh, Hindu and yet separatist associations and 

character make them an interesting group in so far as they shed light on issues of Sikh 

identity.

Although Ravidas was born into the chamar caste, he himself in his bdni 

declares that brahmins bowed down to him: 9

He, whose kindreds carted foul carcasses all round the city of Banaras, 
To him now bow the Brahmins of great merit, for, he Ravidasa, their scion,

to conversations with members of the Ravidasi community.
9 A surprising act since a chamar would have been highly polluting to a brahmin.
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became Ihe Slave of God's Slaves. (AG 1293)'°

This was an outstanding achievement, since it must be remembered that Ravidas lived 

in a period of Indian history in which the lower classes were denied access to the 

temples and denied the right to be able to worship God by orthodox means. But while 

homage was paid to Ravidas by some brahmins, he was continually responsible for 

vexing them, mainly due to the fact that he was castigating the religious system that 

recognized the brdhmim as its chief custodians. 11 Ravidas believed in the freedom of 

all humankind and the irrelevance of caste distinctions. His spirituality is continually 

emphasized by his followers:

Guru Ji succeeded in his aims when the Brahmins fell upon his feet after 
watching his miracles. Even kings and queens became his followers. 12

Ravidas's main purpose and vision of things to come can be summarized in the 

following words, which highlight that, contrary to Hindu belief:

God is available to all those who seek Him, 
whatever their caste.

5:2 The life of Ravidas

Before 1 begin a historical investigation into the situation of the chamars, prior to and 

after conversion to Sikhism, it is necessary to gain an insight into details concerning 

the historical Ravidas. 13 Although a point of departure from the topic of Sikh identity,

10Singh Gopal, (1993 rp of 1960 edn) Sri Guru Granth Sahib, New Delhi: World Book Centre, p.
1234.
"The brahmins were seen as vital in performing all necessary rituals and sacrifices to ensure the
prosperity of the devotee concerned. By denying the relevance of rituals or any intermediaries between
God and the devotee, Ravidas was in actual fact saying that the power bestowed on brahmins was
totally unnecessary.
12Bnarti, B. and Mal, M. (undated) Guru Ravidass Ji: His Life and Teachings, Wolverhampton: Dalit
Welfare Association UK, p. 32.
13Although a number of sources may be found which refer to Ravidas, the authenticity of the majority
is doubtful, due to hagiography. The main source for studying the life of Ravidas is the Ra\idas Varii:
this, however, is also susceptible to hagiography. The most reliable account of his bam can be found in
the Guru Granth Sahib: this, as mentioned earlier, contains forty-one hymns composed by Ravidas.
Nevertheless, the Guru Granth Sahib, although referring to the fact that Ravidas was a cobbler (AG
659, 486), does not cite other details about his life -- for this one must look elsewhere. Other early
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details regarding Ravidas will facilitate clarification of the attraction he had for the

chamars -- and the particular outcome of such attraction in the self-identity of this

group.

5:2:1 Birth, early years and connections with Sikhism

According to tradition and popular belief, Ravidas was born in Benares. The Raidas 

JiKT Bam aurJivan Charttra mentions Kashi as his birthplace, 14 this is of course the 

present-day Benares. On this matter, Raju points out that, although Ravidas may have 

been bom around the Benares area, he himself never actually mentions this. Therefore 

his birthplace varies, according to authors. 15

One thing for certain is that Ravidas was born to chamar parents; he, himself, 

makes many references to his chamar zat:

Low is my caste, low my birth:
But Ravidas, the cobbler, seeks Thy Refuge, O Ram, the King of kings!

(AG659). 16

I am of low caste, with little honour, my birth is low:
And still I, the cobbler, have not Served my Lord, the King, who Pervades the

Punjabi Sources include a few references about Ravidas given by Bhai Gurdas (1551-1629 CE), who is 
believed to have composed many vars, verses, at the order of Guru Arjan (Callewaert, W. M. and 
Friedlander, P. G. [1992] The Life and Works of Raidas, Delhi: Manohar, p. 12). The vars of Bhal 
Gurdas have been looked at in chapter 2:1. The Janamsakhi of Miharban refers to Ravidas a few times, 
tOO, as well as the Punjabi Pnthlpremahodh (CF, 1693) which is the earliest known Punjabi 
holography of Ravidas (ibid, p. 13). Early Hindi sources that refer to Ravidas are many: one such text 
is the Raidas Kabir Gosfi of Sain (c. CE 1600?), which takes the form of a debate between Ravidas and 
Kabir concerning the nature of the Supreme God (ibid, p. 16). Additionally, the Vam ot'MMbai refers 
to Ravidas as her alleged guru, and the Vdms of Dadu (1554 - 1603 CE) and his disciples also refer to 
Ravidas, indeed, Dadu holds Ravidas in high esteem (ibid, pp. 11-17). The Pac-vam, which is a 
Rajasthani document, contains the collections of five saints, among whom one is Ravidas. References 
to Ravidas are also contained in a text entitled The Bhaktamala by Nabhadas, dated around the 
seventeenth century CE. The main sources I shall be using for examining the life and ba.nl of Ravidas 
will be the Guru Granth Sahib and the Bhaktamala of Sri Nabhadas with commentary by Priyadasa. 
This is to be found at the Oriental and India Office Collections of the British Library London, and 
contains references to both MIrabai and Ravidas. The other major source is the Raidas Ji Ki Ban! aur 
Jivan Charitra, which is also held at the British Library. Other sources I shall look at include literature 
published by the Ravidasi Associations of the UK, and the Punjabi text entitled Sri Guru Bhagat Mal, 
which contains references to many saints and gurus; this has been borrowed from the Southall'saWw'5 
library. I shall use the work of Callewaert and Friedlander, The Life and Works of Raidas, frequently. 
l4Raiaas Ji KiBanl aurJivan Charitra, (1908) Allahabad: Belvedere Steam Printing Works, p. 1 
15Raju, K_ S. (undated) Ho Banjaro Ram Ko, Chandigarh. Rama Memorial Trust, p. 13. 
16i$W Guru Granth Sahib, translator Gopal Singh, p. 634.
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universe. (AG486). 17 

Noticeably, Ravidas' bam in the Guru Granth Sahib is contained as bhagat bam: the

hymns of the low-caste saints. Thus, traditionally, the hymns of Ravidas in the Adi 

Granth are respected as those of a low-caste individual. Guru Arjan's inclusion of the 

bha%at bam into the Adi Granth is, therefore, highly indicative of the casteless faith 

of Sikhism. The compositions of low-caste saints were included alongside those of the 

Sikh Gurus.

The matter concerning the original collection of hymns of low-caste saints, 

prior to their inclusion into the Adi Granth by the fifth Sikh Guru in 1604-5 CE, is one

ISof dispute among Sikh scholars. According to Darshan Singh "the Compositions of 

the bhaktas, were definitely known to Guru Nanak", 19 thus supporting the point that 

they must, indeed, have been collected by Guru Nanak and written into his pothi 20 

However, this statement is challenged by McLeod who suggests that the bhagat bam 

was among the collection of hymns of Guru Amardas due to their similarity with his 

own ideas.21

Contrary to the Guru Granth Sahib, the Raidds Jl Ki Bam aurJivan Charitra 

states that Ravidas in his previous life was a brahmin 2* The account states that 

Ravidas was initiated by Ramananda, and honoured and served him as his guru. One

"ibid,?. 481.
"Scholars generally believe that the hymns were collected either by Guru Nanak or by the third Sikh
Guru, Amardas (1552 CE - 1574 CE). Traditional belief, however, supports the statement made earlier
that the hymns of Ravidas were being sung by Mardana. I suggest the hymns were more likely to have
been Gurii Nanak's collection since it was he who emphadcally taught of the irrelevance of caste
distinctions. By collecting the hymns of low-caste bhagats, Guru Nanak would have been putting his
theory into practice. In any case, Guru Amardas would have obtained the hymns from a previous
collector, since his dates maJce it impossible for him to have ever met Ravidas.
19Singh, D. A Study ofBhakta Ravidasa, p. 5. Darshan Singh refers to one of the greatest scholars of
Sikhism, Sahib Singh's Adi Baearh Bare, (1970, Amritsar: Singh Brothers, pp. 85-108), as alluding to
this belief. However, on a reading of this source, there appears to be no direct document to which
Sahib Singh points as evidence for his belief; he believes that gurbam itself is evident of Guru Nanak's
knowledge of the bhagat bam.
^Guru Nanak's book of hymns that was subsequently passed on to the succeeding Gurus.
2! McLeod, W. H. (1976), The Evolution of the Sikh Community, Oxford: Clarendon Press, p. 71.
nRaidasJlKiBaifttturJivan Charitra, p. I.
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particular day Ravidas had brought food from a bamyu? who associated with 

chamars, thus, the food that the banfyd sold, was considered to be polluted. 

Ramanada, on finding out that the food was from the bdniyd, became outraged and 

cursed Ravidas that he be reborn as a chamar. Hence, in his next life, Ravidas was 

born to chamar parents.24 What is clear is that there has often been a tendency for the 

higher-class Hindus to link Ravidas with the brahmin class of Hindu society; this, in 

their opinion, is to make him socially acceptable. Their belief is that Ravidas was a 

brahmin in his previous life and was reborn only to help the lower classes. I must 

emphasize that Ravidas in his hymns makes no such references to a brahmanical 

heritage: he is proud of his caste as a chamar and he himself confirms his social 

position (AG 659).

The period of Indian history into which Ravidas was born is very significant in 

the context of the plight of the lower castes, who were, at this time, the victims of 

great oppression at the hands of the higher classes. Only the higher classes had the 

privilege of worshipping God by orthodox means. Ravidas raised his voice against the 

oppression of his caste members and sought equality and the universal brotherhood of 

humankind. 

5:2:2 Enlightenment

The religious charisma of Ravidas caused many of the lower castes to believe in him, 

much to the dismay of the brahmins, who could not accommodate the attitudes 

towards equality emerging in the psyche of the lower castes. The particular disgust of 

the brahmins arose when they witnessed followers of Ravidas accepting him as their

^Zat of business people.
24The account goes on to say that Ravidas as a baby remembered some aspects of his previous life, by 
which he refused to suckle the milk of his now chamar mother (Raidas Jl Ki Bani our Jlvan Charitra, 
p. 2). It was not until Ramananda came, as an order from God (in the text called Bhag^-an) to visit the 
baby, that Ravidas then began to suckle his mother's milk. The text at this point states that Ramananda 
had named the child as Ravidas, and the name Raidas was also applied after some time. (Raidas Jl Kt
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leader through the initiation ceremony of charanamrit* tliis act involved intense 

bhakti on behalf of the disciple. To the brahmins however, it involved the acquisition 

of utmost pollution. According to Darshan Singh, this period of Ravidas's life reflects 

sadhna "spiritual endeavors", during which Ravidas proclaimed the right to be able to 

worship God: it was a time when the brahmins set out to make his life uncomfortable. 

But a second period involved Ravidas having attained spiritual realization and hence 

being renowned as a great saint: it is during this latter period, as previously indicated, 

that brahmins, too, came to pay their respects to Ravidas. 26 Thus, the irrelevance of 

caste was highlighted by the fact that Ravidas the chamar was being venerated by 

higher-caste men due to his knowledge about God; this is the prevalent belief among 

his followers, as illustrated by Bharti and Mal:

People hate my caste because the people of my caste are involved in leather 
work. But elite of high caste people are worshipping me as I am also a low caste 
man and working as a shoe mender, so Oh God! this I believe is the result of 
your company.

There is no reference to any particular guru as the source of Ravidas's enlightenment 

in his bam, although it has been popularly claimed that the guru of Ravidas was 

Ramananda. Therefore, the religious spirit was present within Ravidas from a very 

early age, and it is his popularity among the people around Benares that led to his 

wider recognition.

BaniaurJTvan Charitra, p. 2).
25Mukandpuri, N. S. Mahi, The Teachings of Guru Ravidass, Birmingham: Guru Ravidas Cultural 
Association, p. 19. The ceremony involved disciples pouring water over the feet of Ravidas and then 

drinking the water that had been gathered into a bowl.
Darshan (1981) A Study ofBhataa Ravidasa, Patiala: Punjabi University Patiala, pp. 38-3926
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5:2:3 Dating

There is much uncertainty regarding the dates of Ravidas -- although agreement has 

not yet been established - most suggest dates from 1414 CE to 1540 CE.28 The fact 

that there are a variety of dates for the birth and/or death of Ravidas, and that they are 

frequently being changed, is due to an attempt to associate him with prominent figures 

of the past such as Guru Nanak, Ramananda,29 Kablr, Mirabai, and other great saintly 

individuals. 30

The prevalent view among scholars such as Macauliffc31 is that Ravidas was a 

younger contemporary of Kablr. 32 Significantly, the hymns of Ravidas contain 

references to Kablr (AG 1293):

And whose father too was like this, he, known as Kabir, became renowned in the 
three worlds. 33

Darshan Singli, citing Rabindranath Tagore's One Hundred Poems of Kabir™ draws 

attention to the fact that Ravidas is also referred to in the hymns of Kabir:

The barber has sought God, the washerwoman, and the carpenter. 
Even Raidaso was a sseker (sic) after God,35

^Bharti and Mal, Guru Ravidass Ji, p. 24. 
28Singh, D. A Study ofBhakta Ravidasa, p. 20.
'"Associating historical figures of the past with the fifteenth century North Indian guru, Ramananda, is
a common feature of Indian tradition, in order to elevate the status of the saint in question. Dates may
also often be changed in order to be able to affirm that a particular devotee was the disciple of the
saint. The issue concerning the dates of Ravidas, has been discussed in greater detail by Callewaert
and Friedlander, The Life and Works ofRaidas, pp. 26-8.
30 A few variations on dates concerning Ravidas will illustrate the number of different viewpoints: The
All India Adi-Dharam Mission and the Sadhu Samperdai Society of the Punjab give the birth date of
Ravidas as 1414 CE (Bharti and Mal, Guru Ravidass //, p. 11). McLeod considers Ravidas to have
probably been bom around 1440 CE, and to have died in 1518 CE (McLeod, W. H. [1996 rp of 1968
edn] Guru Nanak and the Sikh Religion, Delhi: Oxford University Press, p. 155). Raju cites the birth
date as being either 1376 CE or 1433 CE, and states that most followers celebrate Ravidas' birth
anniversary either on January 15 or February 15 (Raju, Ho Banjaro Ram Ko, p. 23). The Raidds Ji KI
Bam aur Jlvan Charitra mentions Ravidas as a contemporary of Kablr, whom the author of the text
believes had lived in the fourteenth century (Raidas Ji Ki Banl aur Jivan Charitra, p. 1).
31 Macauliffe, M. A. (1990 edn of 1909) The Sikh Religion: Vol 6, Delhi: Low Price Publications, p.
316.
32 Singh, D. A Study ofBhakta Ravidasa, p. 7
"Sri Guru Granth Sahib, translator Gopal Singh, p. 1234.
34 London: Macmillan, 1962.
"Singh, D. A Study ofBhakta Ravidasa, p. 7.
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This suggests that Kabir knew of Ravidas. A major consideration here, however, is 

that the authenticity of the hymns collected by Tagore is doubtful. 36 Furthermore, 

although according to popular tradition Kabir was a predecessor of Ravidas, there is 

disagreement over the dates of Kabir. 37

As remarked earlier, it is common in Indian tradition to link the great Sants 

with Ramananda, in order to give them social standing in the snwrta™ reaction to the 

bhakfi movement. However, the works of Ravidas have no reference to his being a 

disciple of Ramananda. Moreover, if he were a Sant, Ravidas may not have agreed to 

accept the authority of a mortal guru. 39 Darshan Singh mentions that there is a 

problem in claiming that Ravidas was initiated into the spiritual life by Ramananda, 

since, according to brahmanic laws, a low-caste person cannot be initiated into the 

social order by a brahmin.*0

According to the Miharbdn Janamsakhl, Ravidas, along with other Sants, 

came to visit Guru Nanak. * Historically this may be correct since both men may have 

been contemporaries. This could probably be the source of Guru Nanak's awareness 

of Ravidas's hymns since, prior to their inclusion in the^4<# Granth by Guru Arjan, 

there is a belief that they were often sung by Mardana.42 This claim is farther 

supported by Callewaert and Friedlander who refer to the Miharbdn Janamsdkhl as

J<iTagore's work is based on an earlier collection by a Bengali collector known as Kshitimohan Sen,
who amalgamated various hymns concerning Kabir from oral traditions prevalent among sadhus.
Hence, since oral traditions are no definite source of authenticity, the alleged reference to Ravidas by
Kabrr as an indication of the latter's awareness of Ravidas cannot be accepted with any certainty.
"Sen, Kshitimohan, (1974) Medieval Mystidxm nf India, Delhi Oriental Reprint, pp 87-88
38 Flood clarifies that the smartas were brahmins who "were particularly concerned with dharma in
respect to caste and stage of life, the varnasrama-dharma" (Flood, G. [1996] An Introduction to
Hinduism, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 56).
39Callewaert and Friedlander, The Life and Works ofRaidas, p. 25.
^Singh, Darshan, 'A Study of Dhakta Ravidasa, p. 37. Yet it may have been possible for Ravidas to
have met Ramananda if one accepts the dates of Ravidas as being 1414 CE - 1540 CE, and Ramananda
as having lived until the third quarter of the fifteenth century. On the other hand I must emphasize that
the dates concerning Ravidas have not yet been fully agreed either by scholars or, indeed, by the
followers of Ravidas.
"McLeod, Guru Nanak and the Sikh Religion, p. 56.
42Singh, D. A Study of Bhakta Ravidasa, p. 5. Mardana was the musician friend of Guru Nanak who
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clearly stating this point. 4 '' What this evidence tentatively suggests, then, is that 

Ravidas had some links with the founder of Sikhism from the start and, certainly, a 

measure of commonality of thought. The congruity of thought between the two men, 

I believe, is due to their Sant heritage.

Traditional belief among the Ravidasi community and, indeed, the Hindu 

followers of Mlrabai, proclaim Ravidas as the guru of the famous female bhaktan, 

Mlrabai.44 Mlrabai is believed to have been a princess, born around 1498 CE45 and is 

renowned for her utmost devotion to Krsna, whom she regarded as her husband in 

every sense. Alston, however, is of the opinion that it would be highly unlikely that 

Ravidas was MIrabai's personal guru because of the problem regarding the dates of 

both individuals: as mentioned earlier Mlrabai is believed to have been born around 

1498 CE, whereas Alston believes Ravidas taught in the mid-fifteenth century.46 The 

dates of Mlrabai are also not agreed on. On the other hand, if the dates of Ravidas are 

accepted as 1414 - 1540, then it is possible for the two to have met.

I suggest the dates of Ravidas to be somewhere between 1414 CE - 1540 CE, 

since this would have brought him into contact with Guru Nanak, who thus became 

aware of Ravidas's hymns. It is, indeed, these dates that the majority of followers 

associate with Ravidas, hence believing him to have lived until the ripe old age of one 

hundred and twenty-six years.47 However, it would have been highly unlikely for 

Ravidas as a fifteenth century Untouchable, to have lived to such an age.

For the majority of this study I shall accept the dates of Ravidas as having 

lived in the fifteenth to sixteenth centuries CE. With regard to the death of Ravidas,

accompanied him on all his travels.
43iCallewaert and Friedlander, The Life and Works ofRaidas, p. 13.
^Bharli and Mal, Guru RaviJass Ji, p. 30, and Souvenir on the 572nd Birth Anniversary of Shri
Guru Ravidass Ji, (1986), Birmingham: Shri Guru Ravidass Sabha UK, p. 22.
45 Alston, A. J. (1980) The Devotional Poem* ofMirabai, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, p 1
"Ibid., $.4.
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the RaidasJi Ki Bam aurJivan Charitra states that he died at the age of one hundred 

and twenty years old; taking his bani with him he vanished and became eternal.48 

Thus, to devotees, this accounts for the fact that there is no reliable, original bani of 

Ravidas.

5:2:4 Basic teachings of Ravidas

At this point, I want to give a brief summary of the basic beliefs of Ravidas in order to 

understand why his bam was included in the Adi Granth and, furthermore, to assess 

the acceptance of his teachings in the society in which he lived. A detailed study of 

the life and teachings of Ravidas is of major importance in view of the closeness of 

the teachings of Ravidas to those of Guru Nanak   a similarity, I believe, that is due 

to their shared Sant heritage. Thus, the links between Ravidas and the bam of Guru 

Nanak are present from a very early period. It is for this reason that Ravidas' life and 

teachings need close analysis for it would seem that the congruity of thought between 

both men should qualify the followers of Ravidas as Sikhs. A detailed look at 

Ravidas' bam is intended in section 5:5.

From reading traditional accounts of his life and bam, such as that contained 

in the Adi Granth, the Ehaktamald of Nabhadas. and Raidas Ji KI Bam our Jivan 

Charitra, the conclusion can be drawn that Ravidas attached no value to meaningless 

ritual and the exalted position of brahmins, who were needed to perform what he 

considered to be worthless acts (AG 658). Ravidas promoted a sense of prestige 

among the lower castes, making them aware of their rights in society and encouraging 

them to refuse to be treated as second-class citizens: they too had a right to worship 

God, and sincere and devoted prayers were the main and meaningful acts. 

Furthermore, Ravidas attached no importance to material wealth, he maintained that

^Souvenir on the 572nd Birth Anniversary ofShri Guru Ravidass Ji, p. 28 
48Raidas JiKi Ban! our Jivan Charitra, p. 7.
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spiritual wealth in the form of bhakti and truthful living were more beneficial to the 

individual (AG 694). Ravidas also insisted on good deeds.49 These ideas are similar 

to those of Guru Nanak and it is probably the shared Northern Sant tradition that is 

responsible for the bam of both Ravidas and Guru Nanak being so much in line with 

each other. 50

In addition, the Bhaktamala of Nabhadas highlights that Ravidas strongly 

advocated satsahg, that is, the company of holy people: he believed that the devotee 

could truly accomplish spirituality by associating with saints. 51 Bha/cti performed with 

an egoless mind is the highest ideal; there is no worth in devotion if one's mind is 

clouded by desire. 52 Ravidas practised nirguna bhakti to a nirguna God who was 

saguna via creation, and immanent in each individual soul - here, his teachings 

resemble very much those of Guru Nanak.

The common view among scholars, such as Darshan Singh,53 is that Ravidas 

belonged to the Sant tradition of Northern India and, as I have stated above,. Guru 

Nanak is also believed to have been an heir to this tradition. 54 This view is 

strengthened by the existence of factors such as his rejection of ritual and image 

worship, emphasis on the company of holy people, his teachings on the irrelevance of 

social classes, and the emphasis on the nirguna aspect of the Supreme God   all 

characteristic features of the northern Sant tradition that practised nirguna bhakti.^

49This point is highlighted by Macauliffe who refers to an ancient Indian saying regarding the unique
ability of swans, he writes: "Rav Das is said to have been such a perfect saint of God that his
conversation and poelry were like sum lo dispel the darkness of doubl and infidelity. He performed the
meritorious acts prescribed in the Veds and the Shastars. Orientals believe that if milk mixed with
water be placed before a swan, it can by its peculiar bill separate both, and drink only the milk In rhe
same way Rav Das selected virtue from vice, made choice of good acts and avoided things forbidden"
(Macauliffe, The Sikh Religion: Vol6, p. 320).
J ° The main teachings of Guru Nanak are looked at previously in chapter 2:1.
^Bhaktamala of Sri Nabhadas, with commentarybyPriyddasa, (1953) Bombay, p. 128.
"Ibid
"Singh, D. A Study ofBhakta Ravidasa.
54 See McLeod. Guru Nanak and the Sikh Religion, pp. 151-8.
55 These will be looked at in detail in section 5:5:8.
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From the Guru Granth Sahib it is clear that the Sants are responsible for Ravidas's 

realization of God, he writes in AG 486:

The Saints who are Thy body, Thy life-breath, O Lord,
Them, through the Guru-given Wisdom, have I found, O God of gods. 56

It may also be possible however, that Ravidas may not have had any allegiance to a 

school of thought since there is a lack of evidence in his hymns to suggest he followed 

a particular guru or any particular tradition. It is well to note that the Sant tradition 

was not a uniform movement, but consisted of groups of people from different 

religious backgrounds who favoured a more internalized and less ritualistic approach 

to the divine. Ravidas reflected this kind of thought. McLeod, for example, suggests 

that he belonged to the earlier freer phase of the Sant tradition. 57

The irrelevance of caste distinctions is a pronounced feature of the Sant 

tradition, too, and this is a theme taken up with force in the hymns of Ravidas, who 

taught that one's caste played no role towards liberation (AG 858). Ravidas's 

insistence on meditating on the Ndm of God, rather than performing worship, puja, to 

anyone or anything else (AG 974), provides additional evidence for his Sant 

background; the necessity of Ndm is a characteristic feature of Sant worship. 58 

Inevitably, the common Sant background of both Guru Nanak and Ravidas will 

inform their beliefs and teachings and account for much similarity between them. 

5:2:5 The miracles of Ravidas

Many miracles have come to be associated with Ravidas and since there are many in 

number, with different interpretations, a few are selected and mentioned below. The 

point to bear in mind, before commencing any further, is that hagiography is also 

common to miraculous accounts of Indian religious figures; these, as Callewaert and

*Sri Guru Granth Sahib, translator Gopal Singh, p. 481.
57 See McLeod, Guru Nanak and the Sikh Religion, pp. 151-8.
5g Sehomer, K_ and McLeod, W. H. (1987) TheSants, Delhi: Molilal Banarsidass, p. 31.
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Friedlander bring to attention, increase the status of the saint in question, but when set 

aside do not necessarily detract from authentic accounts of life events. 59

Certainly Ravidas was a social reformer of the fifteenth to sixteenth centuries 

CE, but whether he actually had miraculous powers depends on the extent of belief of 

his followers, who regard him as a "mcssiah".60 Since there arc common elements 

underlying the description of miracles in both Hindi and Punjabi sources, it could be 

suggested that these have become embedded in the traditional accounts of the life of 

Ravidas. Those traditional miracles associated with Ravidas that have become most 

popular among the Ravidasfs are looked at below.

Inevitably, the miracles serve the important purpose of raising the status of 

Ravidas either spiritually or in terms of class. Some do so more specifically; since 

traditionally the chamdrs have been associated with the lowly, highly-polluting strata 

of Hindu society, it seems obvious that the RavidasTs would raise their Guru's status 

to one of great significance among Indian society. 61

In the main, miracles seek to raise the status of Ravidas in two major ways: 

first, by illustrating that, when compared to the devotion of brahmins, it is Ravidas's 

devotion that is portrayed as being the purer. Secondly, the status of Ravidas is raised 

in conjunction with the caste system. 62 Time and time again, the miracles attempt to 

raise the status of Ravidas as being higher than that of the brahmins, who are often 

shown to be wanting in the nature of their spirituality. According to Ravidas, it was

36CaHewaert and Friedlander, The Life and Works ofRaidas, p. 33.
60Bharti and Mal, Guru Ravidass Ji, p. 10. It is unusual for the term "messiah" to be used in an Indian
Conlexl, and probably expresses Ihe writers' wish io be placed wilhin Ihe framework of a western
context.
61Rules and regulations attached to the caste system dictate that if a higher-cla^s member come? into
contact with the lower classes, then the former has been polluted and must undergo ritual purity rites in
order to remove any hindrances to his/her chances of moksa.
62The traditional account among Ravidasls, of Ravidas initiating the Queen of Chittor, and eventually
her husband, serves to illustrate the fact that higher-class individuals had realised the spiritual status of
Ravidas (Bharti and Mal, Guru Ravidass Ji, p. 30). This account is regarded as a miracle by Ravidasis,
since a queen had accepted a low-caste person as her Guru.
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the individual who was truly devoted to God that had an elevated status:

Whether one be a Pandit, or a warrior, or a canopied king of the world - he 
equals not the Devotee of God. (AG 85 8). 63

The brahmanization of the chamar Ravidas, as previously indicated, has often 

been attempted by the higher-class Hindus in order to make him socially acceptable, 

although Ravidas had openly proclaimed his chamar birth:

Low is my caste, low tny birth. (AG 659)64,

Miracles state of how the higher classes described him as having been born into a 

higher class in his previous births. One traditional account attempts to describe how 

four sacred threads, janeau, each relating to the four ages ofSatyug, Doappar, Traita 

andKalyug65 were found under the skin of Ravidas. 66

Thejaneau can only be worn by members of the top three twice-born, dvija, 

classes, and illustrates their spiritual rebirth. Describing Ravidas as having not one but 

four janeaus, increased his prestige and status as being of high-class heritage, thus 

instantly giving him the right to enter temples and worship God by orthodox means. 

Yet I must emphasize that Ravidas does not mention any relation to the higher classes 

in his hymns   as stated above, he openly proclaims himself to be a chamar, thus 

emphasizing the fact that all have the right to worship God, regardless of their class:

May he be a Brahmin, or a Vaisha, a Kshatriya or a Shudra-and, even if he be a 
Chandala of an unclean mind,
He becomes Immaculate and Pure, Contemplating his God; and Saves himself 
and all who belong to him. (AG 858). 67

It appears a paradox as to why there would be an account common to RavidasT

MSri Guru Granth Sahib, translator Gopal Singh, p. 815. 
MIbid,p. 634.
"The four ages, yugus, correspond to the Hindu view thai the world goes through a total of four ages, 
each becoming more degenerated and corrupt than the one before it. The age ofSatyug was one where 
righteousness and dlnarma prevailed; the present age is that of Kalyug, the age of darkness, where the 
virtuosity of righteousness is almost forgotten and where anarchy dominates. In Hindu tradition, at the 
end of the present age, Kalyug, the tenth avatar Visnu, in the form of Kalki, the warrior riding on a 
white horse, will appear and herald in the newyuga of nghteousness. 
66Bharti and Mal, Guru Ravidass Ji, p. 21.



tradition about their Guru being associated with a brahmanical heritage. One would 

have thought that among the followers of Ravidas the irrelevance of caste distinctions 

would be accentuated, rather than an orientation occurring that seems to link Ravidas 

with the highest strata of Hindu society. This anomaly has been commented on by 

Callewaert and Friedlander who succintly state:

These stories magnify his [Ravidas's] greatness by stressing his transcendent 
status, a common element in hagiographies, and they allow even high caste 
devotees to accept Raidas into their own pantheons of saints by denying his 
Chamar origins and identifying him with the Brahmanical tradition. 68

Callewaert and Friedlander may be somewhat overstating Ravidas's acceptance by 

the higher classes at large. The fact that Ravidas was a chamar would never have 

allowed the brahmins, in particular, to associate openly with him. The crossing of 

paths of these two classes at extreme ends of the hierarchical system involved various 

rites by which the higher-class person was to purify himself. These miracles served 

the purpose of promoting the acceptance of Ravidas as a spiritual Guru beyond 

confinement exclusively to the chamars - how far this was actually true in practice is 

a debatable matter. The accounts seem to have been concocted by those higher-class 

Hindus whose uncompromising ideals made them reluctant to accept the chamar 

origin of Ravidas.

5:3 The position of Scheduled Classes in India

The chamars form the largest zat of the Scheduled Classes. The very term 

"Untouchable" is used by higher castes to indicate the group of people from whom a 

distance must be kept at all times due to Indian notions of ritual purity and pollution. 

The concept of ritual purity and pollution is a religious one, and has existed in Indian 

thought probably from the time of the Aryan invasion into India, and inevitably

"Sri Guru Granth Sahib, translator Gopal Singh, p. 815. 
"Callewaert and Friedlander, The Life and Works of Raidas, p. 34
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resulted in the large-scale oppression of the lower castes. The low castes emphatically 

state that they are the ddivdsis, the original, pre-Aryan inhabitants of India.69 The 

Aryans oppressed the ddivasis, and imposed their own religious order on the original 

people. 70 Such discrimination becomes maximised when noted that ritual pollution 

results in the accumulation of bad karma: conversely ritual purity, which in this case 

is accumulated from contact with higher-class members, brings good karma. 

However, the point to emphasize here is that a member of the Scheduled Classes is 

considered so ritually polluted from birth that no amount of bathing or other rituals 

can result in ritual purity.

Changing the form of employment, especially in towns and cities, and 

emigration from India, have failed to remove the stigma of pollution attached to the 

Scheduled Classes. A brahmin will become polluted to such an extent on contact 

with a low-caste person that he will have to undergo bathing71 -- and in some cases 

other rituals - in order to remove the high level of pollution accumulated as the result 

of such contact. It is interesting to note that even among the Scheduled Classes 

themselves there are levels that can be regarded as more polluting than others. During 

conversations with the Ravidasi communities, I found that the Valmflds, belonging to 

the chuhra zat, are regarded as being lower in the scale among Scheduled Classes, 

because of the traditional occupation of the chuhra as a sweeper. Nevertheless, it is 

the traditional occupation of the chamdr as a leather-worker - and so coming into 

contact with dead animals -- that makes him or her a source of pollution to the higher

69For a detailed study of the origin of the mazhabls - the low-caste converts to Sikhism - see Ashok,
S. S. (1979-80) Mazhabi Sikhan Da Itihas, Hounslow: Kartar Singh Nayyar. This term in its literal
sense is used to refer to the cluihra members who converted to Sikhism, it is, however, sometimes used
to refer to both chuhra and chamar converts. In addition to throwing light on the origin of the caste of
the mazhabts, Ashok also highlights the importance of Bhai Jlwan Singh, the Rangreria, in Sikh
history, as well as the role played by the mazhabl martyrs.
'"initial research has indicated that this point is emphasized to a greater extent among the Valmlkis
than it is among the Ravidasis.
"The bath is the most common means of the purifying ritual (See Dumont, L. [1980] Homo
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classes.

The Indian social scale of hierarchy is therefore an important consideration 

when examining this group, together with the chuhras. The brahmins, because of their 

high degree of ritual purity from birth, and because of their traditional occupations 

such as priests, temple attendants and performers of sacrifice, have attained a highly- 

exalted position within Indian society. They are, therefore, traditionally believed to be 

on the path towards liberation, moksa. The chamars are so polluted that they can 

never be inwardly or outwardly clean. The danger of pollution is further controlled by 

endogamy. Marriages within the chamar and chuhra communities are also 

endogamous, it is very rare for a chamar to have, for example, a chuhra spouse. 

Interestingly, according to Dumont, the brahmin and chamar exist to provide stability 

to the caste system: "It is clear that the impurity of the Untouchable is conceptually 

inseparable from the purity of the Brahman (sic). They must have been established 

together, or in any case have mutually reinforced each other, and we must get used to 

thinking of them together."72 Therefore the impurity of the Scheduled Classes has 

been determined in accordance with the utmost purity' of the brahmin: it is an impurity 

that can never be removed according to traditional Hinduism. The significance of 

Ravidas in respect to this matter is that his efforts enabled the consciousness of the 

lower classes to be raised, and caused them to become more aware of the prejudice 

against them. It appears highly unlikely, however, that the prejudice was ever 

abandoned, even temporarily, by the higher classes, who continued suppressing 

members of the Scheduled Classes - justifying it in the name of religion. I must 

emphasize that the full recognition of Ravidas among the Scheduled Classes, 

especially the chamars, gained importance with the rise of the Ad Dharm movement,

Hierarchicus, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, p. 48). 
™Ibid,p.54.
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which I shall examine in section 5:4 below.

The developing faith of Sikhism was particularly attractive to the lower castes 

in the hope that they would achieve equality with other Sikhs, and would, therefore, 

erase the stigma of untouchability associated with their class. This was to be expected 

in view of the teachings of the Sikh Gurus of the irrelevance of caste distinctions. 

Importantly, the Sikh Gurus were opposed to beliefs concerning ritual purity and 

pollution. The institution of the langar in all gurchvaras, portrays the idea of equality 

and highlights the Gurus' disregard for notions of pollution. Members of the 

congregation, and all who visit the gurd\vdrd, eat together - hence rejecting Hindu 

laws of prescribed distances between higher and lower castes. The institution of the 

langar opposes Hindu views that food is considered highly contaminated if it comes 

into contact with a low-caste person. Higher classes can accept kacchd — raw, 

uncooked food   but are required to cook it themselves. However, pakkd - cooked 

food, is not accepted by higher classes, due to its polluting nature. Significantly, 

Sikhism, in theory, discards these concepts and insists that all may participate equally 

in langar. Additionally, the notion behind the distribution of kardh prasdd in the 

gurchvdrd, further strengthens the idea of equality between all castes.

The egalitarian spirit of the Sikh faith went a step further in welcoming the 

lower castes   Guru Arjan purposely designed the Harmandir building to have four 

doors, signifying that it was open to all classes. This was a courageous move, indeed, 

considering that his was a period where lower castes were refused entry into temples. 

The ideal of equality was further accentuated by Guru Gobind Singh in his creation of 

the Khdlsd in 1699. All were eligible for initiation, no matter to what caste they 

belonged. The original pdnj-pyare came from different castes, including the lower 

classes. They shared amrit from a common bowl -- something highly alien to the caste
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system. Eradication of caste names in favour of Singh and Kaur meant that an 

individual's caste could no longer be distinguished by the family surname. Thus, 

initially at least, Sikhism appealed very much to the lower castes who underwent 

initiation via khande-di-pahul and became Sikhs. The attraction of the low castes 

towards Sikhism, has been appropriately remarked on by Grewal, who writes: "The 

Khalsa had a plebian base. If anything, the spirit of equality, brotherhood and 

fraternisation was reinforced by the Khalsa."73 However, it is well to remember here 

that, although there are no rules regarding commensality patterns, marriages within 

the Sikh community remained then, and now, endogamous. The connection with 

Hinduism was maintained due to the fact that marriages were to be arranged within 

one's own zat\ indeed, the Sikh Gurus and their offspring all belonged to, and were all 

married within, the khatri za.t™ Ironically, on converting to Sikhism the low castes 

were not treated as equals by the higher-caste Sikhs in many respects. This occurred 

although the Gurus stressed that one's social position had no effect on chances of 

achieving mukti and, unlike the prevalent Hindu view, Sikhism preached that 

salvation was open to all.

In contrast to the earlier stages of Sikhism, the later developing community 

gradually began to recreate the discrimination against the low castes: whether or not 

this prejudice has ever been abandoned is debatable. Whereas the low castes had 

previously been oppressed by the tyranny of the brahmins, they were now subject to 

harassment mainly from the landowning S&hjats. The extent of prejudice towards 

the lower-caste Sikhs is stated by McLeod: "Outcastes were prohibited from entering 

many gurdwaras and the sacred karah prasad was preserved from their

"Grewal, J. S. (1998) Contesting Interpretations of the Sikh Tradition, New Delhi: Manohar, p. 205 
74A mercantile caste. All except the eighth Guru were married; Guru Harknshan died at the age of eight 

from an aliack of smallpox.
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contamination."^ Regretably, therefore, the low castes retained their low-caste status 

- so Sikhism did not truly give them the equality that they desired. Is this why many 

chamars and chuhras set out to find solace in a revolt movement, as the Ad Dharm 

was viewed in its early stages? Important here is that converting to Sikhism, Islam 

and Christianity did not remove the stigma attached to untouchability.

Although Article 17 of the Constitution of India has outlawed untouchablity, it 

is apparent that it very much exists in practice today. In the Punjab, many chamdrs 

arc employed by the jot landowners to carry out menial jobs on farms. 76 From 

personal experience of caste while in India, I saw that chamars are not allowed to 

wander freely around the courtyard of a.jat 's farm. The food given to the chamdrs is 

handed to them in the fields, and served in crockery that is stored separately from that 

of the landowner's. A particularly disturbing, but not untypical, incident showing jat 

attitudes towards the chamars occurred in March 1956 when a group of chamdrs were 

severely beaten by a group of jots for merely drawing water from the public well at 

Nagaur in the district of Jodhpur. 77

Today, there are some positive aspects to the situation of the low castes: the 

cities have offered them better prospects of employment; education has also enabled 

them to break away from traditional occupations. As the very term "Untouchable" 

implies pollution, it was due to M. K. Gandhi's efforts that the Untouchables were 

renamed as harijans, that is, "Children of God". Gandhi believed the practice of 

untouchablilty had no place in Hinduism. Until the reforms introduced by the Indian 

government, Untouchables were denied access to temples. Gandhi's attitude towards 

untouchability is clearly expressed in his following words:

7iMcLeod, W. H. (1992 rp of 1989) Who is a Sikh? Oxford: Clarendon Press, p. 69.
76The numbers of chamars employed byjats is now decreasing. Instead, workers are increasingly being

employed from Uttar Pradesh.
" Ghurye, G. S. (1994 rp of 1986 edn) Caste and Race in India, Bombay: Popular Prakashan, p. 332.77
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I think we are committing a great sin in treating a whole class of people as 
untouchables and it is owing to the existence of this class that we have still some 
revolting practices among us Tt has been a passion of my life to serve the 
untouchables because I have felt that I could not remain a Hindu if it was true 
that untouchability was a part of Hinduism. 78

The term harijan, however, is resented by the lower castes: they find the term rather 

patronizing since it does not portray the real state of affairs in Indian society. Many of 

the lower castes wish to retain the traditional title of achttt - which in Hindi is 

translated as "Untouchable". But the overall preference among the lower castes is the 

term Dalit, which is translated as "oppressed". It is a designation, many believe, that 

more accurately depicts such a low-caste position within Indian society and is perhaps 

the most appropriate of terms. Massey clearly portrays the plight ofDalits in India, he 

writes:

The Dalit people are those who, on the basis of caste distinctions, have been 
considered "outcastes", because the architects of the system did not see fit to 
include them in the graded four-fold caste structure of Indian society. On the 
basis of this status they have been made to bear extreme forms of disadvantage 
and oppression for centuries, a continuous assault on their humanity which 
virtually reduced them to a state of being "no people". 79

This depiction of being "no people" aptly describes the treatment of the Dalits 

in India by the higher classes, especially the brahmins. A typical example of 

discrimination in the village situation would be that the Dalits are often prohibited 

from drawing water from the well used by higher classes, for fear of the danger of 

ritual .pollution to the latter. Importantly, the British during the Raj, preferred to 

rename the Untouchables the "Scheduled Classes" and it was this term that became 

embodied in the Government of India Act of 1935. 80

It is clear then, that being outside the Hindu class system, the chamars were 

always regarded as Untouchables in Hindu society. They therefore sought to find

78Richards, G (1985) A Source-Book of Modern Hinduism, London: Curzon Press, p. 161.
79Cited in Massey, J. (1997) Down Trodden: The Struggle of India's Dalits for Identity, Solidarity
aad Liberation, Geneva World Council of Churches Publications, pp. 1-2.
80Ghurye, Caste and Race in India, p. 306.
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equality by converting to the apparently egalitarian faith of Sikhism in which gurbani 

strictly condemned caste prejudice. However, the Sikh faith was found wanting in 

translating beliefs concerning equality into practice. The chamars, on becoming 

Sikhs, found that they continued to be discriminated against by higher zat Sikhs; thus, 

their social position was no better than if they had remained Untouchable Hindus. 

Increasing dissatisfaction with their treatment by both higher-caste Sikhs and Hindus 

led to the development of the Ad Dharm movement by a group of educated chamars. 

The Ad Dharm promoted the recognition of Ravidas as Guru and, in consequence, 

masses of chamars abandoned Sikhism and Hinduism for a distinct recognition as 

RavidasTs, taking a member of their own zatas Guru.

Thus, the majority ofchamdrs had originally converted to Sikhism. This may 

be responsible for many Sikh practices surviving among them, as will be illustrated 

below. A significant number, however, became Ravidasls without the medium of 

Sikhism, that is, directly from Hinduism, and this may be responsible for certain non- 

Sikh practices of the community. Increasingly, Ravidasls are now being born as 

followers of Ravidas and not as Hindus or Sikhs. At this point, I need to present the 

medium for this transition in the form of the Ad Dharm movement. It was this 

movement that sought to elevate the position of the chamars — both Sikh and Hindu - 

in Indian society.

5:4 The Ad Dharm movement

At the outset I must make it clear that the presence of many Sikh practices among the 

Ravidasls is a result of historical connections of the chamars with the Sikh faith. As 

previously stated, having become Sikhs, the chamars experienced disappointment 

since in practice the Sikh faith did not uphold the egalitarian teachings of its Gurus. 

Continuous disheartenment and prejudice faced by the chamars eventually led to an
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independent identity - as Ravidasis - as a result of the chamar zats' efforts towards 

enhancing its status. Thus, the chamdrs found their distinctiveness in Ravidas. 

Although the Ad Dharm proclaimed a distinct identity, a number of Sikh practices 

were retained by the chamars, the majority of whom had originally converted to the 

Sikh faith. How far such practices have been modified to a more distinct Ravidasi 

identity on behalf of the chamars, will need to be examined below.

The Ad Dharm movement, which began to flourish in the 1920s, is responsible 

for the social and religious uplifting of the Scheduled Classes - in particular, the 

chamar zat. The term Ad Dharm in translation, means "original religion", and is 

reminiscent of the idea that the Scheduled Classes are the original inhabitants of India. 

The founder of the Ad Dharm movement was Mangoo Ram, an educated chamar who 

worked as a secondary school teacher. 81 Education however, did not offer Mangoo 

Ram the social status of which he was deserving - since he was born a chamar he 

continued to be treated a chamar by Hindu classes. Mangoo Ram had already spent a 

period of his life in the United States from where he accumulated considerable 

influence to be able to begin a movement for the uplifting of the lower castes.

The identity being sought for the followers of the Ad Dharm was that of a 

qaum — a distinct religious community of people. They were no longer going to be 

content with just remaining on the lowest strata of Hindu, and Sikh, society in which 

they were refused equal rights. 82 Since they were already being treated as separate 

from the higher classes and, indeed, as separate from the followers of Hinduism, then 

it was feasible that they should think in terms of forming an identity and religion of 

their own. Importantly, although the Ad Dharmis rejected the caste system, the

81The advantage of leaders of the movement like Mangoo Ram, was that they were at least literate, 
which was quite unusual for chamars in this period of history.
87Page 42 of "The Report of (he Ad Dharm MandaT   explicitly stales: "Eath Ad Dharrm should 
separate himself from Hindus, Sikhs, and members of other religions." (Juergensmeyer, Religion as
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persistence towards establishing their own qaum was, however, based on caste, since 

it was predominantly comprised of members from the chamar caste. The qaumik 

identity of the Scheduled Classes, therefore - in particular the chamars - consisted of 

their self-constituted superiority over the Aryans. This was reinforced by the 

suggested origin of the Scheduled Classes as the original inhabitants of India, their 

status as a separate community, and the accumulation of their own unique traditions. 83 

The Ad Dharm movement was thus regarded as the main medium for the raising of 

the status of the Scheduled Classes. Its first meeting took place at Jullunder, Punjab in 

1925.

The Ad Dharm promoted the idea that the chamars were a religious group in 

their own right, who bad Ravidas as Guru, and his teachings as guidelines for 

religious living. Thus, by following Guru Ravidas they acquired their own identity as 

A d Dharmis,84 not as the despised members of the faiths that refused to give them 

equality. Contradictorily, the Sikh faith, which had pledged to give all its members 

equality no matter what caste they were, did not keep to its promise. It was among 

the chamars, rather than the chuhras that the movement mainly gained acceptance.

The existence of the Arya Samaj, literally "the society of the Aryans" had its 

subsequent effects on the anima of the founders of the Ad Dharm, most of whom had 

been educated in schools established by the Arya Samaj itself. 85 The founder of the 

Arya Samaj, Dayananda Saraswati, aimed at converting the lower castes back into 

Hinduism through the purificatory rite of suddhi, which in rum would give them

Social Vision, p. 307).
83Juergensmeyer, Religion as Social Vision, p. 71.
84My visit to Ihe Wulverhamplon Ravidass Temple has, indeed, endorsed Ihis aspect of identity, my 
informant told me that he was an Ad Dharmi who followed the teachings of Guru Ravidas. Moreover, 
he frequently referred to Hindus and Sikhs as "them", thus highlighting that he was to be regarded as 

not being one of "them" but an Ad Dharmi. 
85Juergensmeyer, Religion as Social Vision, pp. 64-5.
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certain rights and privileges. 86 Dayanatida proclaimed die idea that each individual's 

caste should be determined by education, and not by birth. 87

However, the Ad Dharm leaders opposed the Arya Samaj's promotion of the 

ideal that the lower castes would find solace by returning to Hinduism. The promise 

of equal rights, by the Arya Samaj, however, was never conformed to in practice. The 

intention of the Ad Dharm was not a mere absorption into the boundaries of the Hindu 

faith, for here, they would never be accepted as equals. Therefore, the function of the 

Ad Dharm was to overcome the threat of the Arya Samaj that aimed at abolishing a 

distinct identity for the Scheduled Classes.

Many new traditions and customs were introduced by the Ad Dharmi leaders. 

They placed special emphasis on the colour red:88 traditionally the red colour was 

denied to the adivasls due to its exclusive association with the Aryans. Ad Dharmis 

encouraged the Scheduled Classes to wear bright red turbans and clothing in order to 

assert their new identity of equality. The particular emblem and mantra of the Ad 

Dharm was Soham which is taken from the Upanisads and means "I am That"   thus 

again promoting egalitarianism.

The Ad Dharm movement was as political as much as it was originally 

religious, hi addition to establishing a new religious identity for the lower classes it 

also aimed at establishing the Ad Dharmis as a political nation, having as much say in 

the politics of its country as other groups. The religious as well as the political 

charisma of the Ad Dharmi leaders enabled the Scheduled Classes to respond 

politically to their call. It was as a result of the British government's involvement in 

India that the Ad Dharmi leaders seized the opportunity -- based on the British ideal

''"Jones, K. W. "Ham Hindu Nahin" in Journal of Asian Studies, 32 (1973): 463. The overall aims of 
the Arya Samaj have been highlighted in section 2:6 above. 
87 Richards, A Source-Book of Modern Hinduism, p. 56. 
8SJuergensmeyer, Religion as Social Vision, p. 53.
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of equality among the citizens of India - to voice their opinions and rights, being 

My aware that they had the backing of the government. The first political 

movements among the Scheduled Classes occurred in 1910, resulting in the formation 

and establishment of the All-India Depressed Classes Association and the All-India 

Depressed Classes Federation. Both the Federation and the Association aimed at 

encouraging the Indian National Congress to remove untouchability. 89 Political 

response from the Scheduled Classes also raised the demand amongst them for a 

country, or at least a state of their own which was to be called "Achutistan" -- land of 

the Untouchables - thus portraying the extent of their intention to become a distinct 

nation from both Hindus and Sikhs. The dream of Achutistan however, remained an 

unfulfilled one.

Thus, the Ad Dkarm rejected the caste system arguing that pre-Aryan India 

had no caste discrimination. Ravidas became the posthumous patron of the 

movement; this could be seen as a large-scale revivalism of him and his teachings. 

Interestingly, the report of the Ad Dharm leaders explicitly stated that the founders of 

the religion of the Ad Dharmis were, in addition to Guru Ravidas, other low-caste 

saints such as Valmiki, Kabir and Namdcv. 90 But it was Ravidas' mission against the 

oppression of his class members that was carried forward in the efforts of the Ad 

Dharm to abolish the practice of untouchability. The A d Dharm sought to base itself 

at Benares, the birthplace of Ravidas. It was an indication that this is where the fight 

against oppression would begin, and it was from here that it would work towards the 

abolition of that very oppression. The aims of the Ad Dharm were revolutionary in 

the history of the traditional position of Untouchables in India. The social reforms of 

the Ad'Dharm are aptly portrayed in their following report:

id., p. 23. 
>age 11 of "The Report of the Ad Dharm Mandal, 1926-1931" cited in Juergensmeyer, ibid, p. 299.
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In addition to the political aspect of Ad Dharm Mandal,91 Jullundur, which has 
been very successful, there is even a greater emphasis on social reform. The 
religious and organizational status of the Untouchable has been raised through 
our efforts. For example, we are getting education for Untouchable children. As 
one wise man of the Punjab put it, "Ad Dharm has performed miracles beyond 
imagination." To us, no talk is worthwhile without action. We are not interested 
in simply collecting money the way the other groups are doing. They collect 
money for their own luxuries, for their own names. Our principle is solely 
humanitarian. As someone has said, "It is only the struggle for humanity's 
improvement which is worth the pain of haying been created." And as Guru 
Ravi Das has said, "for the spirit of sympathy, the whole body is created". 92

The census of 1931 was to be a turning point in the mission of the Ad 

Dharmis. It was looked forward to with great enthusiasm since this census would 

determine once and for all the identity of the followers of the Ad Dharm movement. 93 

The census of 1931 was the first since the beginning of the founding of the Ad Dharm 

movement. Prior to this, members of the Scheduled Classes were to be enumerated as 

Hindus, Sikhs or Muslims. Now, however, they had the opportunity to include 

themselves under their own title. There was a great determination on behalf of the 

Hindus and Sikhs for the Ad Dharmis not to be counted as a separate qaum. They 

carried out physical attacks on the Ad Dharmis as part of the pressure placed on them 

not to record themselves as belonging to \heAdDharmi category in the census. 94 But 

\hsAdDharmi leaders had persevered on this issue of identity as a distinct qaum, and 

strengthened their followers against persecution from Hindus and Sikhs. The 

following song of fae Ad Dharm illustrates this very well:

Leave the bickering behind, 
And tie your turban red; 
We do not have to record 
Any qaum other than our own; 
So, Ad Dharml be strong.95

Census figures show that a total of 418,789 Ad Dharmis had been recorded in the

^Mandal is the term used to refer to an organization, that is, the Ad Dharm Mandal.
^Page 5 of 'The Report of the Ad Dharm Mandal, 1926-1931" in Juergensmeyer, Religion as Social
¥ W   **lf\ 4riswn, p. 294. 
93Ibid.,-p. 74. 
94Ibid, pp. 75-76. 
^Ibid., p. 76.



Punjab. 96 This was a great achievement, bearing in mind that their first formal 

meeting had taken place in only 1925. The fact that many Ad Dharmis, the majority 

of whom were chamars, are likely to have been forced to state either Hindu or Sikh as 

their religion, must also be kept in mind. One point was surely determined by the 

1931 census, and that is that the AdDharmis were to be seen as a distinct gaum from 

now on, with Ravidas as their leader. They were neither Hindus nor Sikhs.

But the dissolution of the Ad Dharm movement was gradually beginning 

because of its over-involvement in politics, and insufficient concern over its religious 

aspect. The office of the Ad Dharm at Jullunder was officially closed by Mangoo 

Ram, in June 1946.

Article 17 of the Constitution of India, in January 1950, finally abolished 

untouchability and made its practice illegal. The Scheduled Classes were 

indiscriminately to be allowed access into all temples and were to be given jobs in the 

government, and had the right to become educated. However, according to my 

personal experience of caste while in India, the practice of untouchability, especially 

in the villages, still continues, and is still endorsed by Sikhs. This is a pronounced 

contradiction of gurbaw. However, in the cities the former Scheduled Classes have 

the right to resort to lawsuits if they feel that they have been discriminated against in 

employment. The vigorous pursuit towards equality, which had been fought by the 

Ad Dharmi leaders on behalf of the Scheduled Classes, and for their future 

generations, is summed up in their report, below:

In short, the founding of the Ad Dharm Mandal is for humanitarian purposes and 
to fulfil our duty to humanity. We carry the banner of the downtrodden people, 
and we devote our entire lives to the cause, so that future generations may follow 
in our footsteps and follow the cause, a cause which has long been neglected.

The modem, twentieth-century status of Ravidas as Guru of his followers is,

*lbict,p. 77.
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therefore, inextricably bound to the Ad Dharm leaders and their vigorous pursuit for 

equality - an equality denied to the chamars by the apparently egalitarian Sikh faith. 

The Ad Dharm leaders, in their search for religious acceptance, echoed the reform 

spirit of Ravidas in his own search to demonstrate the inappositeness of prejudice 

based on caste distinctions. Thus, the position of Ravidas among the chamars is 

greatly elevated since he aspired to give the Scheduled Classes a dignified status. 

Noticeably, he is called Guruji by followers. 98

5:5 Analysis of the bam of Ravidas and its comparison with the 
teachings of Guru Nanak

The hymns of Ravidas contained in the Guru Granth Sahib, are regarded as the most 

authentic of his works; indeed, a single and separate composite collection of his 

hymns was never made. In addition to the presence of the hymns of Ravidas in the 

Adi Granth, scattered references to his works are present in the writings of other 

authors, such as the Fathepur Manuscript and the Pac-vam." In addition to the 

hermeneutics of Ravidas's ham found in the Adi Granth, \ shall also be looking at his 

bam not found in the Sikh scripture   mostly in the Pdc-vam — in order to assess 

whether the ideas of Ravidas resemble the thought of Guru Nanak. I shall also assess 

to what extent the compositions of Ravidas, promoted amongst his followers, echo 

Sikh philosophy as a whole. I reiterate that I believe Ravidas, like Guru Nanak, was 

an heir of the Sant tradition of Northern India. This would explain the consonance and 

congruity of thought between the two men.

* Page 5 of "The Report of the Ad Dharm Mandal, 1926-1931" cited in ibid., p. 294.
98Bharti and Mal, Guru Ravidass Ji, p. 9
^Caliewaeri and Frietilander, The Life and Works ufRaidax, p. 37.
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5:5:1 The concept and Name of God

Ravidas's God is essentially the nirguna God of the Sants. This is a God who is never 

born, who is Infinite, Imperishable, Unconquerable and Complete. 100 But such a 

nirguna aspect does not preclude a highly devotional worship - bhakti - as the 

following hymn of Ravidas shows:

O God, I'm truly attached to Thee:
And attaching myself to Thee, I've broken off with all else.
Wheresoever I go, I go to Serve Thee
For, like Thee, there is not another God. (AG 659). 101

This highlights well the monotheistic approach to a formless God in line with Sikh 

theology in general: there is no other God man the One Supreme God. Ravidas taught 

that one should form attachment to God only ~ attaching oneself to the temporary 

lures of the material world may bring physical pleasure, but the individual will 

continue to remain in separation from God. It is thoughts such as these that might 

suggest evidence as to why Ravidas's works were included in the Adi Granth, and 

which highlight the common, shared Sant heritage of Ravidas and Guru Nanak. On 

this point, McLeod aptly suggests that the works of bhagats, such as Kablr, Namdev 

and Ravidas, were included in the Guru Granth Sahib due to their similarity with the 

hymns of the Sikh Gurus. 102 To what extent this is true will be examined in more 

detail below by comparing the hymns of Ravidas contained in the Adi Granth, with 

those of Guru Nanak. Here, however, I wish to take up the devotional use by Ravidas 

of the name Ram for God. Guru Nanak, in contrast, does not have any prominent 

name for God, although he uses Ram occasionally. Instead, he refers to God simply as 

Nam - indicative of the essence, but not form, of God in the world.

Nanak's use of Nam reflects the formlessness of God: whereas the use of more

mlbid, pp. 82-83.
101 Sri Guru Granth Sahib, translator Gopal Singh, p. 634.
102 - - -'McLeod, W. H. (1984) Textual Sources far the Study of SUMsm, Manchester: Manchester
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tangible names could indicate an image of God in the devotee's mind. The God of 

Guru Nanak, and the Sikh Gurus, is essentially nirguna. 103 Moreover, the very fact 

that a God takes human form, according to the Hindu doctrine of avatars, inevitably 

means its involvement in death. McLeod clarifies this claim: "To be incarnated means 

to be involved in death, which is the supreme enemy, the characteristic quality of the 

unstable world and the ultimate antithesis of God's own eternal being This, by 

implication, means that there can be no place for a doctrine of avatars. ." 104

A question arising from Ravidas's hymns is that, if he describes God as Ram, 

does this mean his view differs from Guru Nanak's thought, or is his concept of God 

essentially equal to that of Guru Nanak's? The Name of God undoubtedly holds 

importance in Ravidas's thought:

All epics and Puranas and Shastras are but mere words:
Vyasa, the seer, said the last word, after a great thought, that nothing equals the
Name of God. (AG1106) 105

This hymn is reminiscent of the teachings of Guru Nanak with regard to the Name of 

God:

They, who are bereft of the Lord's Name, fall like the wall of sand.
O, how are we to be Released without the Name? Thiswise one falls into Hell.
(AG 934)106

Apart from referring to God as Ram, an examination of the hymns of Ravidas does 

not suggest any other prominent name for God. The concept of the Name seems to be 

similar to Guru Nanak's teachings on theNdm, that is to say, that it is indicative of the

University Press, p. 5.
103It is emphasized that the concept of God, according to the thought of Guru Nanak, is essentially
nwnolhdsiie; importantly, Guru Nanak rejecls Ihe avatar concept prevalent in Vaisnava b'nakti.
making the monotheistic nature of God one of the most important doctrines of the Sikh faith.
Nevertheless, it must be pointed out that in Hindu thought one may believe in a manifestation, or an
avatar, for example Krsna, and regard it as the major form of the Absolute Brahman. This, also is
suggestive of a monotheistic approach to the Divine. But, even though all divine manifestations in
Hinduism are ultimately one, Guru Nanak's thought had no room for physical conceptualizations or
bodily forms of God (AG 1038).
104McLeod, Guru Nanak and the Sikh Religion, p. 171.
mSri Guru Granth Sahib, translator Gopal Singh, p. 1059.
mIbid, p. 890.
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manifest essence of God in the world, but not of any form of God: God cannot be 

given a name in this latter sense. And meditating on His Name, nam simran, will 

bring one closer to God because it is meditating on his essence, it is bringing God into 

the heart of the self. However, Ravidas himself never actually uses the term nam 

simran, instead he uses the term Ram japan, which indicates meditating on the name 

of Ram. 107 This is essentially equivalent to Guru Nanak's concept of nam simran. 

Indeed, in another hymn, Ravidas openly claims that contemplating God's Name is in 

itself the highest act of worship, and that it replaces popular ritualism; this act will 

lead the individual out of the illusory mayo, and cause him/her to realize that true bliss 

is to be united with God (AG 694). 108

Thus, as I have illustrated, the hymns of Ravidas, with regard to the teachings 

on the concept of the Name of God, resemble very closely the thought of Guru Nanak. 

Clearly Ravidas believed that the contemplation of the Name of God was the highest 

act of bhakti, and does not appear to give any name for God besides that of Ram. 

Referring to God as Ram cannot be taken to mean that the God of Ravidas was in any 

sense the saguna God of Vaisnavitcs. 109 Indeed, there arc many instances in the Gu?-u 

Granth Sahib where Guru Nanak refers to God as Hari, Ram and Allah - this does 

not imply that Guru Nanak believed in the multiplicity of Gods: rather, he believed 

the One God has different attributes but at the same time cannot be given a more 

concrete name. 110 The hymns of'Ravidas found in the Pdc-vdm also include many

107CaUewaert and Friedlander, The Life and Works ofRaidas, p. 98
108The Contemplation ofThy Name is my Worship (of Thee) :
This is also my ablution in the holy waters.
For, without Thy Name, everything is an illusion, O God.
Thy Name is my seat, and the stone at which I rub the saffron; and also the anointing (of Thee) with it.
The Light that burns in it is also of Thy Name : and lo, the three worlds are Illumined (AG 694), (Sri
Guru Granth Sahib, translator Gopal Singh, p, 664).
1GSThis point is further illustrated by Ravidas in the Pac-vani: "Raidas says, I worship Him, who has no
village, no place and no name." (Callewaert and Friedlander, The Life and Works ofRaidas, p. 98)
110Cole and Sambhi, The Sikhs, p. 11.
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references to his use of the term Ram for the Supreme God 111 - as was seen in the 

case of his hymns contained in the Adl Granth. Like the use of the term Ram in the 

Adi Granth this does not mean at all that his hymns in the Pac-vam have a 

pronounced avatar aspect to them. Accepting that Ravidas was an heir to the Sant 

tradition can justify his using the term Ram for the essentially nirguna aspect of the 

Supreme -- using Vaisnava names for the formless saguna and nirguna Absolute was 

a common feature of Sant tradition. 112 Although Ravidas uses the term Ram to refer to 

God, he explicitly claims that ultimately God has no Ndm, thus displaying close 

affinity with the thought of Guru Nanak.

It is interesting to note that Ravidas also uses the term Satguru to refer to the 

Supreme, thus the term cannot be said to have originated in Guru Nanak's writings. 113 

Ravidas' usage of the term Satguru, which can be attributed to his Sant learning, is 

clearly expressed in the following:

the Satguru cries out aloud,
If you wish to perform humble service,
that is what devotion longs for. 114

Thus, as in the hymns of Guru Nanak, Ravidas's concept of God is also that of a 

totally transcendent Absolute that is beyond the conception of the human mind (AG 

858). In the words of Guru Nanak:

Thousands are Thy eyes, yet hast Thou eyes 1 
Thousands are Thy forms, yet hast Thou a form 7 
Thousands are Thy lotus-feet, yet hast Thou feet 1 
Thousands are Thy noses to smell, yet hast Thou a nose, 
O Wonder of wonders? (AO663) 115

The affinity with Guru Nanak's hymns and the nirguna nature of Ravidas's concept 

of God, are clearly declared in his following words:

1 ' 'Callewaert and Friedlander, The Life and Works ofRaidas, p. 107.
112 Schomer and McLeod, TheSants, p. 7.
113The followers of Ravidas believe thai Ihe term was originally coined by Ravidas and "borrowed" by
Guru Nanak. (Information obtained from the Shri Guru Ravidass Cultural Association, Birmingham).
114 Callewaert and Friedlander, The Life and Works nfRaidas, p 146
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Says Ravidas : "O God, Unutterable is Thy Gospel: so what more shall I say? 
Thou art what Thou art, and there is nothing to Compare with Thee" 
(AG 858)116

In the hymns of Ravidas, as in the hymns of Guru Nanak, the Nam, the essential 

essence of God. is depicted through his compassion, his giving of salvation, and his 

forgiveness of sinners who wish to be united with God. Clearly, then, both Ravidas 

and Guru Nanak express the importance of the devotee meditating on the Nam of 

God: this in itself is the greatest act of bhakti. Accentuation of the Norn is a central 

feature of Sant belief In this respect, the hymns of Ravidas resemble those of the Sant 

tradition and, moreover, those of Sikhism generally. 

5:5:2 Bhakti

According to the followers of Ravidas, there are a total of nine types of bhakti: the 

bhakti advocated by Ravidas is that of prema-bhakti - the highest bhakti - which is 

complete and utter love for God. 117 This bhakti exemplifies the extent of devotion 

which Ravidas himself had for the Supreme God. Vaudeville points out that prema- 

bhakti is also referred to as bhava-bhakn by the northern Sants, 11 * thus the teachings 

of Ravidas concerning prema-bhakti may possibly be attributed to his Sant 

background. The devotee's longing for God, in the same way as the bride's longing 

for her beloved, which is referred to as viraha, is also a feature of prema-bha/cti, in 

which the bhaktd yearns for union with God. 119 Ravidasis believe that God can be 

realized by all - regardless of caste -- as long as one prays to God with loving 

devotion. This is, indeed, reminiscent of the bam of the Sikh Gurus. Ravidas taught:

The Lord fathers no one but .him who is in love with Him. (AG 658). 

' ' S5W Guru Granth Sahib, translator Gopal Singh, p. 638.

"'Radio programme on the gurpurb of Ravidas 22 February 1997, Soulhall: Sunrise Radio.
'"Vaudeville, C. in Schomer and McLeod, TheSants, p. 29.
U9Ibid,p. 30.
l20Sri Guru Granth Sahib, translator Gopal Singh, p. 633.
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It is by meditating on the Nam of God, that the bhakta is cleansed of sins and 

steps onto the path leading to ultimate union with God in the state oimukti when there 

is no more rebirth into the world of suffering. Ravidas, in his hymns, highlights the 

importance of bhakti on the Nam:

Ml epics and Puranas and Shastras are but mere words.
Vyasa, the seer, said the last word after a great thought, that nothing equals the
Name of God
They who, by Good Fortune, are Attuned to the Lord, wrapt in the seedless
Trance of Equipoise,
They are Illumined from within : and no more is the fear of births and deaths for
them, (AG658)121

These teachings are very much in line with the bam of the Sikh Gurus who placed

bhakti above all rituals.

5:5:3 Karma and predestination

The concepts of karma and predestination, in the context of liberation, present a 

paradox in Sikh metaphysics, the anomaly being whether God is wholly responsible 

for the individual's life, acts and liberation, or whether the individual through his/her 

own efforts can work towards liberation. I shall begin by examining the evidence 

frora both Guru Nanak and Ravidas that it is essentially the Nadar of God that is 

responsible for the path towards mukti, and shall then examine anomalies to this 

concept. An examination of Guru Nanak's teachings appears to emphasize the 

complete sovereignty of God. This inevitably precipitates his view that the Nadar of 

God plays the vital role in the liberation of the individual. Thus, fundamental in Guru 

Nanak's thought is the idea that ultimate union with-God is the responsibility of God, 

rather than the individual; this is perhaps best illustrated in the following verse:

His Will (forsooth)
Inborn in us, ingrained,
Thou follow
(Thus is Truth attained). (AG I) 122

121[ibid, p. 633.
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However, Ishar Singh is of the opinion that the operation of Nadar is 

dependent on the individual's initial voluntary orientation towards God. 123 That is, the 

individual needs primarily to decide whether he/she wishes to be united with God - 

once this decision has been taken, Nadar is offered to help achieve mukti. But, it is 

debatable whether this would have been the belief of Guru Nanak; God's Grace, 

almost by definition is "pre-venient", always present before human initiative. In the 

Moot Mantar it is clear that the truth about God is revealed by the Nadar of God -- 

without this revelation an individual cannot turn towards God:

By the Grace of the One Supreme Being, The Eternal, the All-pervading 
True He is and True He shall be. (AG I)124

Thus, predominant in Guru Nanak's hymns is his insistence on the utmost supremacy 

of God as being vital in each individual's achievement of mukti. Ultimately this does 

not mean, however, that karma plays no role - an anomaly in relation to the Nadar of 

God that will be discussed below. Does the thought of Ravidas agree with that of 

Guru Nanak in his teachings on how the individual is to attain mukti! One of 

Ravidas' hymns alludes to the idea that the only hope of escaping the law of karma is 

for the individual to have the mercy of God bestowed on him or her. Indeed, Ravidas 

refers to God as the Lord of Bliss. This expresses affinity with Guru Nanak's thought: 

it is through God's mercy/Grace that mukti can be achieved (AG 486). 125 It is clear, 

too, that for Ravidas God can overcome the karma that binds the individual to 

reincarnation, the coming and going:

l2SSingh, Ishar (1988) The Philosophy of Guru Nanak, Delhi: Atlantic Publishers, p. 205.
™Sri Guru Growth Sahib, translator Gopal Singh, p. 1.
125"Wheresoever, are the living beings, Ihey are subject io Karma, And so they are shackled by the
unbreakable fetters of Death, and against it nothing avails.
0 Ravidas, the Slave of the Lord, give up thy Doubt and Sorrow the Gum's Wisdom is the Austerity
of austerities. O Thou Destroyer of the Devotees' fears, 0 Thou Lord of Bliss, Thy Mercy is my only
Hope in the end" (ibid, p. 481).
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Thou Knowest all and I am so Ignorant: Thou art the Destroyer of 'coming-and-
going'.
So all life seeks Thy Refuge and Thou Fulfillest all (AG 858)126

Inseparable from the concept of predestination is the concept ofHukam, which 

is translated as God's "Will". Of major importance in Guru Nanak's teachings is the 

idea that everything in the universe ensues in accordance with the Hukam; since God 

is All-Powertul, he knows what each individual's karmic outcome will he. All is done 

according to the Hukam of God (AG 154). This last point is a Sant characteristic that 

is also present in Ravidas's hymns: he makes the point that it is in accordance with 

the Will that even low-caste individuals can achieve rmikti:

O Love, who is it that can do this but Thou?
Yea, the poor are Embellished only through Thee, O my Lord and Master, over
whose Head waves the Canopy (of His Grace). (AG 1106) 127

Does the emphasis on Nadar and Hukam mean that the human is a mere puppet 

without any personal volition? It is important to note that the bestowal of divine 

Grace does not mean the giving of salvation. What it does mean is that, through the 

bestowal of such Grace, the individual now has the opportunity to seek and gain 

enlightenment through his or her own efforts: this is where the karma of the 

individual plays a role. However, we must bear in mind that salvation ultimately 

comes only through Nadar, nevertheless, the human individual can work towards 

salvation because of the Nadar. The law of karma is operative in the thought of Guru 

Nanak. However, it operates within the overall function of Hukam (AG 1107).

Despite what has been said above, it is plain to see that there is sometimes an 

apparent paradox in Guru Nanak's teachings regarding karma and Nadar. This is 

illustrated in his following hymns: the first exemplifies the individual's role in 

shaping his or her own destiny; the second points out the outstanding necessity of

id,p. 815. 
.
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Nadar and Hukam in deciding whether one will gain mukti: 

As one does, so is one rewarded:
As one sows, so also one reaps. (AG 662). 128

In Thy Will, do we Cross the Sea of Existence, in Thy Will is our Load sunk in 
the mid-stream. (AG762). 129

In light of the apparent enigma found in the teachings of Guru Nanak, it appears that 

Ravidas in his following hymn from the Pac-vani exhibits a tendency towards 

believing that each individual's own efforts are essential on the path towards mukti. 

Desire is to be abandoned, and this will lead to the loss of the ego -- this is most 

probably the "wisdom" to which he referred earlier:

If j'ou stop yearning after the supreme state, 
bliss becomes reality. 130

The fact that "bliss becomes reality" when the ego is lost, seems to suggest a lack of 

God's ultimate role in individual salvation. And Ravidas1 following hymn also shows 

an absence to any reference of God's participation:

Devotion arises when the sense of 'self is lost, 
abiding in contemplation within. 131

Although bhakti is obviously towards God, there is no mention of God actually being 

wholly responsible in accordance with the Hukam for individual mukti. The following 

hymn contained in the Pac-vdni however, provides a slight allusion to God's role in 

mukti:

refrain I have come, I have come, 
my God, into your refuge. 
Know me as your servant, 
be merciful to me. 132

Does the reference to "be merciful" indicate that God's mercy is to be used in the

>id, p. 637.
>id,p. 727.

13°Callewaeri and Friedlander, The Life and Works ofRaidaa, p. 107. 
mlbid,p. 108. 
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same context as God's Grace? Clearly, the fact that one has to search for emphasis on 

the Nadar of God in the Pac-vam contrasts sharply with the words of Ravidas in the 

Guru Granth Sahib where he does refer to the role of Nadar in salvation:

I'll dedicate and make an offering of my body and Mind to Thee: 
And so, by the Guru's Grace, will I Attain Thee, my 
Tmmacu1ateT,ord (AG 525) 133

On the issue of whether the individual's efforts are to any avail, Ravidas, 

again, appears to reflect the thought of Guru Nanak:

Ravidas is Imbued with the Lord's Love,
And so, by the Guru's Grace, he will fall not into Hell, (AG 487) 134

Although utmost authority rests with the Nadar of God, it is arguable whether 

Ravidas would have viewed the efforts of the individual as being worthless. He 

frequently mentioned the fact that the practice of meditating on the Nam of God will 

enable one to be closer to God (AG 694) and this implies individual effort. Yet he 

also repeatedly mentioned that release is dependent only on the Grace of God (AG 

486). Therefore, according to Ravidas, although Nadar is absolutely essential, efforts 

on the part of the devotee, such as meditating on the Nam are also important.

Ravidas mentions that the total of one's accumulated karma is important for 

the individual who does not achieve union with God because of ego, ahamkara, and 

ignorance, avidya. The consequences of bad karma, papa, will have to be reaped in 

the next life:

But, he, who prides on his sons or wife,
From him the God Asks the Account (of his Misdeeds).
The pain of the wrought deeds one has forsure to suffer, ^
And then it is too late to cry: "Save me, O my loved ones". (AG 1196)

Since the law of karma is so deeply entrenched in Indian metaphysics, its 

validity cannot be ignored. And as far as the efforts of an individual are concerned,

"* Sri Gum Granth Sahib, translator Gopal Singfc, p. 516.
134'Ibid, p. 481.
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free will must exist, othenvise there is no reason why the human race should be 

endowed with the sense of discrimination. The fact that humans are unique in God's 

creation suggests the point that humans alone have the ability to distinguish between 

right and wrong, good and evil. God has given each individual free will under his 

sovereign Hukam, the individual has been "chosen" to receive mukti. It is then up to 

him/her either to realize the Hukam and thus tread on the path that leads towards 

salvation, or, otherwise, deny the Hukam and remain trapped within sanisara. 136 

Similar to the teachings of Guru Nanak, Ravidas stressed that it is on God that the 

final decision to emancipate the individual from samsara depends. Supporting the 

importance of Nadar, Ravidas portrays God as the controller that decides the fate of 

his creation (AG 487), The sovereignty of God in each individual's liberation 

supports my contention of a shared Sant heritage of both men. 

5:5:4 Overcoming ignorance

Ravidas explained that the cause of the individual's separation from God is ignorance 

or mdya, which leads one to perceive worldly wealth and pleasures as being 

permanent. The mind of the worldly-wise individual is clouded by avidyd, preventing 

the perception of reality as being an inseparable part of God. Overcoming ignorance 

can be achieved through meditating on the Name of God with loving devotion in order 

to reveal true knowledge about God (AG 486). In the Pac-vani, also, Ravidas views 

the world as a grand illusion that will disappear, once the individual has overcome 

avidya:

1J5/6/rf.,p. 1147.
136It could be contended that if the individual did not have the right of free will then there would be no 
apparent urgency to raise (he inanmukh, one who is allachwl lo worldly pleasures, to the level of 
gurmukh, one who is orientated towards God. An analogy has been drawn between the Hukam and the 
Sun: each individual has free will which may be compared to earth, the comparison being made with 
the fact that, just as the earth revolves around the sun, which is equated to the Hukam, the earth also has
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Everything perishes which can be seen, 
no one believes in what cannot be seen. 
That devotee is free from desire 
who says 'Ram is beyond description'. 137

What did he mean by this? Nanak perceived the world as real, because it has been 

created by God, although in a finite state. Does Ravidas refer to an illusionary, unreal 

world, or is there similarity, in the views of both men, that the world is real but will 

perish due to its finite nature? For Guru Nanak, the value of the world is perceived 

very differently by the manmukh, in contrast to the gurmukh. The latter, in Guru 

Nanak's thought, views the material pleasures and lures of the world as being 

temporary and unbeneficial to the ultimate goal of the soul. The manmukh however, 

is obsessed with accumulating material wealth, as opposed to spiritual wealth, 

believing the world to be a permanent entity and drawing further away from the love 

of God, thus remaining entangled in the cycle of samsara. These are ideas likely to 

be reflected in the above hymn composed by Ravidas   the gurmukh realizes the 

ephemeral state of the world. Ravidas proclaims meditating on the Name as the 

means for overcoming maya:

Raidas says: My tongue, chant ram\
Maya never remains anyone's companion. 38

The aim of human life according to Ravidas, therefore, is to overcome 

ignorance that will lead to the cessation of samsara. Abiding in heaven is not the goal, 

since it will involve rebirth once the effects of accumulated punya have been reaped. 

Likewise, a rebirth into hell does not mean an end to samsara either, as indicated by 

the Pac-vam m BJiakti is extolled by Ravidas in both the Adi Granth and Pac-vdm as 

being essential if one is. to gain mukti. It is the paths of bhakti-marga and karma- 

marga that are advocated by Ravidas in the Pac-vani. Therefore, there is a rejection

a rotation of its own. (Mansukhani, G. S. [1982] Aspects ofSikhism, India: Punjabi Writers, p. 70). 
137Callewaert and Friedlander, The Life and Works of Raidas, pp. 105-6.
"" >/a,p. 134.
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of jnana-marga, the path of knowledge, whereby one subdues the senses and realizes 

the true nature of the self. Indeed, the path of knowledge is thoroughly introspective 

and world denying, and this rejection of it is further evidence that Ravidas eschewed 

the notion of a completely illusionary world, along with the ascetic path of 

renunciation:

There is no devotion in wisdom, yoga and renunciation, 
in what one says or causes to be said, 
in searching for an abode in the sphere of the Void 
or in any form of showing off. 140

The ignorance to be overcome is the ignorance that lures the self-centred individual to 

the world and away from God. Thus, in Nanak's teachings, the haumai can only be 

lost when the individual has overcome ignorance. It is the haumai of an individual 

that is responsible for remaining ignorant to the true nature of the self, and prevents 

liberation:

Yea, (in Ego) do we know not the Essence of Deliverance.
In Ego is (one's involvement with) Maya ; in Ego is one shadowed (by Doubt).
Yea, in Ego is our birth upon birth (AG 466)141

5:5:5 The self

The concept of the self, as taught by Ravidas is summarized in his following verse:

Thou art me: I am Thou: where is the difference?
Do the gold and the golden bracelet differ? Or, the water and the waves?
(AG 93) 142

In the same way as the golden bangle does not differ in its essential composition from 

the piece of gold from which it was taken so, too, the essential nature of the_/Tva, the 

self, is at one with God. This is not suggesting monism but, rather, that the essence of 

God pervades each individual soul. RavidasTs believe that the individual's body is 

composed of three parts - the material body, tan, the mind, man, and the soul,/7w.

m"l realised that heaven and hell are the same - in both there is error, brother!" (ibid, p. 107).
wlbid,p. 113.
wSri Guru Granth Sahib, translator Gopal Singh, p. 460.
I42lbid, p. 84.
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TheyTv« is the most important entity for this is eternal; the tan is the mere physical 

body that houses thejiva. On thejiva 's release from the tan, the tan is a heap of waste 

that thereafter has no relevance or use. 143 The man is responsible for the state and 

condition of the jiva 's rebirth, it is within the man of the flva that ahamkara is 

contained, and this must be removed if theyTva is to gain mukti (AG 793).

The concept of the self in the bam of Ravidas is very similar to the Sikh 

concept of the self. Sikhism teaches that, although the essence of God pervades the 

heart of each human soul, ultimately God is beyond and above all that He has created. 

Therefore, both Ravidas and the Sikh Gurus teach the dual nature between the self 

and God - at mukti the soul will not become God but will exist in a blissful 

relationship with God. This is a mystical, but dual, union. 

5:5:6 Caste

Ravidas's teachings on caste are pertinent since as an Untouchable, he was outside 

Hindu social classes. It might be expected, then, that the relevance he attached to the 

social position of an individual would occur in his hymns. 144 Guru Nanak was also 

concerned with the issue of caste and class -- particularly the over-exalted position of 

the brahmins within Hindu society. These had attained such an elevated status that 

they were demanded in virtually all aspects of religious as well as social life. A 

significant feature of Guru Nanak's hymns was his criticism of their adverse attitudes 

towards the lower zats and the injustices committed against them. Thus, Guru Nanak 

expressed a dislike for discrimination based on the Hindu caste system; in the words 

of McLeod: "Guru Nanak emphatically condemned pride based upon caste status,

143 Raju, Ho Banjaro Ram Ko, p. 172.
144The prevalent Hindu view during the period in which Ravidas lived, was that only those individuals 
who belonged to die twice-born, Jviju, classes could attain salvation, muksa. Ravidas however, went 
against contemporary practices and beliefs and taught that the path towards salvation was available to 
all who devoted themselves to worshipping God, regardless of what one's class or caste was (AG 858) 
Nanak taught the same.
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notions of purity and contamination arising out of caste distinctions, and above all any 

suggestion that caste standing was either necessary or advantageous in the 

individual's approach to God." 145 It was precisely Guru Nanak's denial of the belief 

in ritual purity and pollution that influenced his conception of the lahgar^ The 

custom oflangar is also accepted by the Ravidasis and is a feature of the sabhds. In 

this respect the followers of Ravidas and Guru Nanak have much in common, since 

both leaders taught the total irrelevance of concepts such as ritual pollution associated 

with food. Ravidas came into much confrontation with the higher classes, who were 

unyielding in their beliefs on caste distinctions. 

5:5:7 Reality 

Ravidas' teachings on reality are more pronounced in the Pac-vanl where he states:

refrain Whoever abides in the experience of Ram 
is touched by the philosopher's stone - 
he has no sense of duality. 147

The above hymn of Ravidas is referring to the non-duality of all existence in an 

egoless state; it is highly unlikely he is referring to a unity with the divine in a 

monistic sense. He who experiences the divine loses the ego and therefore ceases to 

differentiate between this and that, rich and poor, good and evil, low caste and high 

caste   thus resulting in an absence of duality. The hymn may also apply to the 

ffiys&eal uaiea between- God aad &e devotee -- perhaps a Nath influence on the 

thought of Ravidas. 148 This mystical union, as opposed to a more overt duality 

existing at mukti, is also a characteristic feature of Guru Nanak's thought,149 and 

forms the core of Sikh philosophy.

145McLeod, Guru Nanak and the Sikh Religion, p. 209
!46The laftgar was essentially put into regular practice by the third Sikh Guru, Amardis. The practice
of commensalily, whereby only members of the same class would eal together to minimise the risk of

pollution, was shown to be irrelevant.
t47C&llewaert and Friedlander. The Life and Works ofRaidas, p. 105
148McLeod, Guru Nanak and the Sikh Religion, p. 153.
I49lbid
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5:5:8 Sant influence

The fact that the hymns of Ravidas and Guru Nanak are so similar in context cannot 

be attributed to mere coincidence. The similarities, I believe, are due to the likelihood 

that both Guru Nanak and Ravidas were influenced by the Sant tradition of Northern 

India. 150 The doctrine of Guru Nanak is not just a rehash of Sant tradition; Guru 

Nanak' s development of his Sant background has been highlighted by McLeod, who 

remarks that: "Nanak raised this inheritance to a level of beauty and coherence 

attained by none of his predecessors. It is in the coherence and the compelling beauty 

of his explanation that Nanak's originality lies."151 Significantly, there is a tendency 

in the hymns of Ravidas to warn his readers against believing that the pleasures of the 

world arc real and take primacy over the worship of God. 152 This warning is, again, a 

characteristic feature of the Sant tradition and stresses the idea that existence without 

God is not really an existence at all.

Common themes in the works of both Guru Nanak and Ravidas are a result of 

what Vaudeville refers to as the Sant sadhana, indicating that, according to the Sants, 

mukti is based on three pillars:

(a) Insistence on the divine Name (nama);
(b) Bhakti to the Satguru, the Divine Guru; and
(c) The importance of the satsangat™

All three pillars play a prominent part in the religious thought of both Guru Nanak

''"'The question concerning whether these two great men actually belonged to the Vaisnava bhakti sect 
is not relevant here Ken Bryant has clearly pointed out a number of differences between Ihe Sant 
poeiry as expressed through Guru Nanak, and Ihe poetry of Ihe Vaisnavites. He makes Ihe comparison 
that whereas Sant poetry is directed towards the Nam, Vaisnavite poetry is expressed to the rupa, the 
physical form of the divine, primarily in the expression of the avatar*, Rama and Krsria In sharp 
contrast to Vaisnava worship of the avatar, worship for the Sants is essentially interiorized, it is the 
"terrain of the human sod, and uWmatery the terrain of the created universe" (Bryant, K. "Sant and 
Vaisnava Poetry: Some Observations on Method" in Juergensmeyer, M. and Barrier, N. G. [1979] Sikh 
Studies^ California: Berkeky Religious Studies Series, p. 67).
151McLeod, W. II. in Foy, W. (1977) Man's Religious Quest, England: Groom-Helm, p. 287. 
152CaJlewaert and Friedlander, The Life and Works o/Raidas, p. 82.

228



and Ravidas, as illustrated in their hymns found in both the Guru Granth Sahib and 

the Pac-vam of Ravidas. Since devotion is to be offered to the Supreme God alone, 

there is no scope for intermediaries. In line with Sikh thought therefore, Ravidas 

insists on devotion to the One God only:

Those who renounce a diamond like Hari,
and pin their hopes on others,
Shall go to death's city -
this is the truth, says Raidas. I54

It should also be noted that the resemblance of ideas in the hymns of Guru 

Nanak and Ravidas, contained in the Guru Granth Sahib is also reflected in the 

language of the hymns known as the Sant Bhasa -- the language of the Sants 155 

Therefore, the usage of common words to describe certain themes would have been 

inevitable. The Sant Bhasa was widely used in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries by 

north Indian poets. 156 The similarities between the hymns of Guru Nanak and 

Ravidas, as a consequence of their common Sant heritage -- especially the utmost 

importance on the sovereignty of God in all aspects of life   are further clarified in 

the following table: 157

153VaudeviIle, C. in TheSants, p. 31.
154CaUewaert and Friedlander, The Life and Works efRoidas, p. 169.
155 -'McLeod, Textual Source* for the Study of Sikhism, p. 5.

157The Adi Granth translations have been taken from Singh, Manmohan (1996 rp of 1964 edn) Sri 
Guru Granth Sahib, Amritsar: Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee.
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SANT CONCEPT

Irrelevancy of caste

NJrguna nature of God

Sahgat

Will ol God 
(Hukam)

Name of God 
(Nam)

Grace of God 
(Nadar)

Rejection of avatars

GURU NANAK

RKcngnixe Istrd's Light within all 
and inquire not the caste (AG 349)

Thousands are thine forms, yet 
Thou hast not even one (AG 663;

In the Society of saints, Lord's elixir 
is obtained (AG 598)
Whatever is His will, that comes to 
pass (AC 154)
I ever beg for God's Name Grant 
me this boon (AG 687)

He manifests Himself unto him, on 
whom is His grace (AG 93 1)
He is -without birth, death, lineage 
and caste (AG 1038;

RAVIDAS

Whether he he a Rrahmnn. a 
cultivator, menial, a warrior, ... a 
pariah . . . he becomes pure by Ike 
Lord's meditation (AG 858;
What Thou art, that Thou art alone 
(AG 858)

How can the saint's slanderer ever 
besavetl?(AGV75)
J have contracted affection with the 
Lord, the Prime-player (AG 487;

Thy Name, O Lord, is my adoration 
(AG 694)

By Guru's grace, like this he shall 
not go to hell (AG 487;

The mortals read, hear and reflect 
upon the innumerable Names oj the 
Lord, but they can see not the 
Embodiment ofgnosis and love 
(AG 973)

Table 11. Important features of the Sant tradition present in the hymns of Guru 
Nanak and Ravidas - as contained in the Guru Granth Sahib.

The fact that the hymns of Ravidas resemble those of Guru Nanak, was probably the 

reason for their inclusion into the Adi Granth. Does this mean, therefore, that those 

hymns not in line with Guru Nanak's thought were not included? This does not 

appear to be the case on the basis of the analysis above. The hymns of Ravidas found 

outside the Adi Granth - predominantly in the Pdc-vanl - resemble very closely his 

hymns found in the Sikh scripture, and show a similarity to Guru Nanak's thought, 

suggesting that both men were heirs to a common tradition. On the subject of 

similarity, dominant themes found in Guru Nanak's thought, such as the concepts of 

Akal Purakh, Satnam and Ik-OnRar were already being used by Ravidas, 1 thus, 

again, alluding to the fact that both men had access to the Sant tradition that stressed 

the monotheistic nature of God and the significance of the •Nam. There is an 

overwhelming parity of belief between Ravidasis and the general Panth. The 

comparison is summarized in the table below.

"Information from Birmingham sabha.
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Belief found in 
Sikh religion

Monotheism

Absolute is nirgwa

Saguna essence of God is present in creation

Panentlieistic concept of the divine

Self contains the essence of God, it is not God Itself

Predestination

Total reliance on God

Human birth as highest

Emphasis on the Nadar of God

Ultimate aim is mukti

Becoming ajivanmulct is the ideal

Detachment from worldly lures

Emphasis on toss of ego and desire

Advocation of bhakti

Inteiiorized religion

Rejection of image worship

Rejection of avatars

Rfiectioo of yogic practices

Worthlessness of rituals

Nam sintran

Perfonnance of tartan

Reciting of sabad

Company of the satsangat is essential

Present among the 
Ravidasts

n
#
n
n
#

n

# .

#

#

#

#

#

tt

#

#

#

#

#

#

#
4f

9

#

Absent among 
the 

Ravidasis

Table 12. Conformity of beliefs found among the Ravidasis and the 
general Panth.
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However, one cannot ignore the overt emphasis the Ravidasls place on a distinct 

identity. Although the beliefs of the Ravidasls seem essentially criteria for a Sikh 

identity, the Ravidasls do not wish to be labelled as adhering to such. The differences 

between the beliefs of the Ravidasls and the general Panth revolve around the central 

tenet of the acceptance of Ravidas as the founder and Guru of the group. They are the 

following:

Concept found in Ravidusl 
belief

Emphasis on the term Ram 
for God
Ravidas can help the devotee 
towards the path of liberation
Belief in Ravidas as pre 
eminent Guru
Rejection ofAdi Granth as 
Guri\
Rejection of the supremacy 
of Guru Nanak and the other 
Sikh Gurus
Ravidas is the Guru

Totally absent from 
general Sikh belief

#

#

#

Expressed differently in 
Sikh belief

No particular name utilized 
to refer to God

Ravidas is a bkagat/Sant, 
not a Guru

Table 13. Differences in belief between the Ravidasls and the general Panth.

With regard to the beliefs of the Ravidasls, there are, then, considerable similarities 

with Khalsa beliefs. On the surface these might be strong indicators for a Sikh 

identity of the Ravidasls. Importantly, the similarities, as noted above, would have 

been a reason why the hymns of Ravidas were included in the Guru Granth Sahib. I 

must emphasize that there is no pronounced disparity in the hymns of Ravidas found 

in the J<fi Granth and elsewhere. It could be claimed, therefore, that with regard to a 

Sikh identity, as far as the beliefs of the Ravidasls are concerned, they are in line with 

general Sikh belief - even if a Sikh identity is rejected. For those chamars that 

converted to Sikhism the later shift to a Ravidasi identity would have been a fairly
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smooth one considering the similarity of basic beliefs. Had they been accepted by 

Sikhs the consequent focus on Ravidas would probably never have occurred. But it is 

the similarity of ideas between Nanak and Ravidas - informed by their common Sant 

background -- that provides the links with present-day Sikh religious philosophy. The 

congruity of foundational philosophy might suggest that there is every reason for 

interactive interdependent belief and praxis between Ravidasis and Sikhs, and an 

easier interface between one and the other. While the nature of the Ravidasi faith is so 

similar to Sikhism that some might wish to view them as Sikhs of a sort, the ethos of 

the Ravidasis is separatist to the extent that there is a self-expressed divorce from the 

Sikh faith. It is caste that has brought this about and that will remain a fundamental 

criterion in assessing the "Sikhness" of any group. From an analysis of the Ravidasis - 

- whose beliefs are so close to Sikhism   it would have to be said that caste issues 

override considerations of belief as a determinant of identity. 

5:6 Development of Ravidas sabhas in the United Kingdom 

The main aims of the sabhas are to promote the teachings of Ravidas among his 

followers. It is difficult to estimate in number the followers of Ravidas in Britain. 159 

The main emigration of the Ravidasis into Britain took place during the 1950s and 

1960s, with the majority of migrants coming from the Jullunder and Hoshiarpur 

districts of the Punjab. 160 Eventually, as the different communities began to settle in 

Britain, they also brought with them the ideas of their country, resulting in other 

Indians maintaining their prejudiced attitude towards lower-caste members. Most 

prejudice however, has always been from thsjat caste members among Sikhs, who

15*A figure of about 300,000 was obtained from informants at the Wolverhampton Ravidasi temple. 
However, this figure seems unlikely ance the whole of the Sikh population in Britain is approximately 

500,000, Ihe majority of whom areyate.
160Leivesley, A. "Ravidasis of the West Midlands" in Sikh Bulletin, 3 (1986): 37. The Ravidasis, like 
other immigrants, came to Britain in the hope of employment and a better financial future. They came 
to Britain because they believed this country could offer them equality and that the prejudices present
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continue to remind the chamars of their status. In areas such as the Midlands and 

Southall there have been many incidences where riots have broken out between jots 

and chamars. 161

The Ravidas Association of Wolverhampton was first established in 1962 due 

to the large number of Ravidasis living there. 162 It was the first RavidasI organization 

in the whole of Britain. 163 The Ravidas temple was built soon after in 1968, also in 

Wolverhampton at 181 Dudley Road. This building was demolished in 1980, and in 

its place a new building was constructed. 164 Significantly, this was a major step for the 

Ravidasis who set out to proclaim their rights to set up their own places of worship. 165 

Worship in the Ravidas temples took its own form and accumulated particularly 

RavidasI characteristics. The Ravidas sabha of Wolverhampton has been described 

as:

a body of those people who are interested in well-being of Ravidassia 
community, Ad-Dharmi community, backward classes So (sic) called 
Untachables (sic), the poorest of the world and who care for as well as bleave 
(sic) in humanity: Since the formation of this sabha in 1963, it has tried it (sic) 
best to unite our people who are dedicated and devoted to the teaching and 
philosophy of Shri Guru Ravidass Ji. Here we like to mention that this Sabha 
has achieved a very high place in our own people and in multicultural society in 
this country and in India with its work and deeds towards the upliftment (sic) of 
our poor masses. 166

in the Indian social structure were not going to be present here.
161Juergensmeyer, Religion as Social Vision, p. 247
'^Information from Ravidass Temple Wolverhampton, 28 May 1997.

I64lbid
1<S5The main achievement of the Wolverhampton sabha, in addition to fee promotion of the teachings of 
Ravidas among the community, has been its extremely large donation towards the Shri Guru Ravidass 
Technical Institute in Phagwara, India I was told that the institute is a large complex that aims at the 
education of the lower classes. Women are encouraged to attend sewing classes, computer classes for 
both girls and boys are conducted, and leather merchants teach about the leather trade. Other donations 
have been made to enable the construction ot water wells for the lower classes in India. In Britain, a 
community centre has been built in Wolverhampton, which is not merely for religious purposes, but for 
social ones such as sports and education, too. Additionally, donations are sent to wherever a Ravidasi 
temple or centre is to be constructed, whether in India, Britain or Paris. A current project being 
undertaken by the whole of the RavidasI community in India and Britain is to construct a hall as a 
memorial to Ravidas in Hardwar, India This is a large-scale project and the new building will be 
given the title of Beghampura Ashram, literally "the abode of heaven, the city without sorrow". 
mBrief History of This Sabha (undated), leaflet printed by the Guru Ravidass Temple, 

Wolverhamptoa
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Prominent among the Ravidasi community was the establishment of the Dalit 

Welfare Association (DWA) in 1984, which was involved in the promotion of 

literature dealing with the lower castes, in particular the Ravidasis: its concern was to 

uplift the Dalit youth mentally. 167 The DWA has now amalgamated into the 

Wolverhampton sabha at 181 Dudley Road and therefore ceases to exist as an 

organization, most of its members being on the committee of the temple. The DWA 

was based at Wolverhampton and has also published literature on the life and 

teachings of Ravidas. Its primary function, to promote the teachings and philosophy 

of Ravidas, was through publishing pamphlets, articles in newspapers, and generally 

educating the chamars about the life and teachings of their Guru. 168 The DWA had 

been involved in the political matters of the Ravidasi community. I was told that the 

formation of the DWA was encouraged by the older members of the community, who 

wanted a political involvement in matters concerning them. To sum up, the DWA 

endeavoured to provide education for the Ravidasi community, as well as to promote 

a sense of equality and to arrange social events for the community to gather together.

The central Ravidasi committee office for the UK - referred to as the Shri 

Guru Ravidass Cultural Association   is situated at the Birmingham temple; the 

Association is seen as authoritative in taking major decisions. 169 It acts as the central 

governing body for all sabhds in the UK and is concerned with the "social, religious, 

educational and cultural interests of the Ravidass Community". 170 The actual premises 

of the temple, referred to as the Shri Guru Ravidass Bhawan, Birmingham (at which

'"information on the DWA has been obtained from the Wolverhampton sabha.
!68The DWA was also anxious to bring an awareness to society about the injustices committed against
the lower castes in India, newspaper articles were written to highlight the total disrespect given lo such
castes. With the help of Bilston College, Wolverhampton, English classes were offered to members of
the Ravidasi community Cassettes, focusing on the teachings of Ravidas were also distribvrted among

the community.
149 The aims and objectives of this sabha, as highlighted in its constitution, can be seen in appendix 3:2.
""Welcome to Shri Guru Ravidass Bhawan Birmingham, pamphlet published by the Shri Guru

Ravidass Cultural Association,
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the Association is also based) were converted from an old church and opened in 1992 

the project costing £1.5m. 171 Funds for the Bhawan were largely collected by the 

voluntary contributions of the RavidasT community.

The associations and sabhas of the RavidasT community in Britain are based in 

Wolvcrhampton, Southall, Birmingham and Coventry. 172 They act as a mouthpiece 

for the community and, further, exist to promote a sense of unity among the chamdrs 

in Britain.

5:7 Practices: Sikh or RavidasT?

The main centre of RavidasT practice is the sabha, which functions as a socio- 

religious gathering place for the RavidasI community. Importantly, the religious 

places of worship are not called gurchvaras. The sabhas play an important role in the 

lives of the diaspora RavidasT community, since it is here that the particular practices 

and traditions of the community are upheld and are used to guide the followers, in 

particular, the younger generation. The practices form a focal point to the present 

chapter, for they are used as criteria with which to assess the identity of the RavidasI 

community. Furthermore, they present an important perspective in relation to overall 

Sikh identity. 

5:7:1 Worship

During worship, in addition to Sikh practices such as the ardas, Hindu practices such 

as that akin to the waving of a lamp during the performance of the arar/173 are 

observed. But rather than arati to one of the Hindu forms of God, the sabha practices 

arati of the Name. During the arati hymn the RavidasT devotee recites:

Nam iero arati 
Thy Name, O God, is my arati

'''Details received from the Birmingham Bhawan. 
'"information obtained from the Wolverhampton sabha.
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On completion of the arati hymn that praises Ravidas, the slogan of

Jo holey so nirbhay Shri Guru Ravidass Ji kijaif 
That person is fearless who recites the praise of Guru Ravidas!

is shouted out aloud, rather like the usual Sikh slogan of

Jo bole so nihal satsriakal!

that is also shouted out aloud at the end of a Sikh service. The pattern of the ardas 

also differs from that of ardas in a Sikh service. The intention of ardas appears to be 

the highlighting of the life and teachings of Ravidas. It is believed that Ravidas 

himself began his bhakti with ardas. 174 After ardas, too, the slogan is repeated:

Jo boley so nirbhay Shri Guru Ra\idass Ji Id Jail

Importantly, the followers are declaring their RavidasT identity. The order of worship 

in a gurd\vara is as follows:

  Kirtan.
• Anand Sahib — composition by Guru Amardas is read to the congregation.
  Ardas.
• A hukamndmd 175 from the Guru Granth Sahib is recited.
  Distribution of karah prasad.

In contrast, worship in a Ravidasi temple follows the order of:

  Kirtan — usually from the hymns of Ravidas.
  Arati.
  Anand Sahib.
  Ardas.
  Hukamnama.
  Distribution of karah prasad. ' 76

The first point to make is that there is no arati in worship taking place in a gurd\vara. 

I was told that the inclusion of arati in Ravidasi places of worship does not 

necessarily mean the actual act of performing arati. On normal worship days, only 

the arati hymn is sung, the beginning of this is as follows:

173

174

m ,,

* Arati is the act of waving divas in front of the guru or deity being worshipped or respected. 
Raju, Ho Banjaro Ram Ko, p. 150. 
'Command for the day".

237



Nam Tsro Aarti Majamt Mtiraray 
Har Ke Nam bin Jhuthey Sagal Pasarey

Thy Name, O God, is mnsARATI and mine ablutions, 
without the name of God all display is vain

On special days, however, such as the days when akhand paths are held to 

commemorate a gurpurb, the arati act is performed with the lamp by Ravidasis; this 

is known as the full arati. 177 The full arati is a feature of Hindu worship; it is not to 

be performed by Sikhs, as stated in the Rehat Matydda. 17* A further feature that 

differentiates worship in the sabha from that in a gurchvara is that during ardas, it is 

the hymns of Ravidas, and other low-caste saints, which are given prominence over 

the hymns of the Sikh Gurus. Occasionally, I was informed, the hymn of a Sikh Guru 

may be used during a service. 

5:7:2 Celebrations

Special significance is attributed towards Ravidas and other saints from the low 

castes: emphasis is on their own caste Guru. Although the festivals of diwali and 

baisakfu are celebrated, I was told that they are not celebrated in the same manner as 

Sikhs. 17? This again illustrates the Ravidasi insistence on being distinct from the Sikh 

faith. 180 And yet, an informant from the Coventry sabha differed: he gave the reason 

for celebrating diwall at Coventry as the commemoration of the release of the sixth 

Sikh Guru, Hargobind from imprisonment - an example of a more Sikh orientation. 

5:7:3 The gurpurb of Ravidas at the Southall sabha

The gurpurb of Ravidas is the most important celebration of the year and is heralded 

with much excitement by the community. At the Southall sabha. the celebration lasts 

for a total of three days, with the forty-eight hour akhand path beginning at 10am on

176.'Information gained from the Wolverhampton sabha.
.

mAinritsar Rehat Maryada, (1978) Amritsar: Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee, p. 
1 'information from the Birmingham sabha.
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Friday 21 February and ending at 10am on Sunday 23 February with the bhog m I 

attended the gurpurb of Ravidas, which took place on 23 February 1997. A Jartan 

procession took place on Saturday 22 February beginning at 10am, and proceeded 

through the streets of Southall, ending at the sabhd. I82

Months of preparation are involved in order to make the gurpurb the highlight 

of the year for the religious community: it is also seen as a social event where the 

whole of the Ravidasi community of the locality gather together. Announcements of 

the gurpurb were made on the popular Asian Sunrise Radio about the program of 

events, along with members of the community ringing in to the studio and 

congratulating all on the birth of their Guru Ravidas. Sunrise Radio, which 

broadcasts from Southall also, gave a few hour-long lectures on the life and teachings 

of Ravidas, accompanied by bhajans sung by rdgis from India and England. 183 In 

addition, relatives, gianis and other religious people were invited from around the 

world. The approximate number of followers present was around fifteen hundred. 

The annual gurpurb functions to strengthen the identity of the Ravidasi community 

since the majority of attendants are present for a common reason - to celebrate the 

birth anniversary of their Guru.

The nisan sahib is changed on the gurpurb of Ravidas rather than on baisakhi, 

the birth of the Khaha that takes place annually on April 14, as in Sikh practice 

generally. The practice of changing the nisan sahib on this day, rather than on 

baisakhi, clearly distinguishes the Ravidasls from general Sikh communities, and thus 

shows their non-observance of the Khdlsa.

' s*0n this point see appendix 3:1, which clearly illustrates the Hindu background of celebrating diwdK 
at the Birmingham sai/w. ^ 
""These are changed every year so thai Ihe bfiog takes plate on a Sunday around the 23 of February. 
182The progression of the procession was transmitted on Sunrise Radio. Competitions were also held to 
actively involve the youngsters, who were competing against each other for the best paintings and 
drawings on the life story of Ravidas.
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The practice of performing full arati takes place on the gurpurb of Ravidas: 

during which a tray ofdtvSs is lit and waved around the picture of Ravidas situated in 

front of the Guru Granth Sahib. Both males and females perform arati. Regarding 

the performance of arati, I must point out that I have witnessed this taking place in a 

number of gurdwaras of the general Partth. During a recent akhand path at a 

relative's home, the gianls asked members of the congregation whether they would 

like to perform arati, and the congregation took part enthusiastically, waving the tray 

of divas in front of the Guru Granth Sahib. The point to be made here, then, is that, 

the mere performance of arati cannot be taken as an indication of the non-Sikh 

orientation of Ravidasi practice. The practice of arati is, however, against Sikh 

teachings: indeed, the practice is condemned as superstitious in the Rehat Maryada:

It is considered superstitious to ring bells, bum incense, light ghee-lamps and 
wave them in a platter before the Guru Granth Sahib. 184

The ringing of bells is also present during Ravidasi worship, and is accompanied by 

the sound of a conch - both are distinctively Hindu practices. Another Hindu practice 

during worship at the sabha on the gurpurb of Ravidas is the casting of flowers 

towards the portrait of Ravidas after the arati hymn has been sung.

Major emphasis is placed on the hymns of Ravidas, especially during his 

gurpurb. At the Southall sabha an attractive leaflet is handed out with the words of 

the arati hymn in Punjabi from which all worshippers can sing. Since the worship is 

conducted from the gurmukhi script and the congregation converses in Punjabi, it 

must be assumed that all members have originally migrated from the Punjab.

1 managed to talk to a few youngsters to ask them about their reasons for being 

at the sabha. The answers were quite mixed. Some of the younger children said they

IWThe gurpurb was also transmitted live via Sunrise Radio on Sunday, between the hours of 1-2 pm. 
lMAtwitsar Rekat Maryada, p. 6.
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were at the celebration because it was their "God's" birthday and would be getting 

lots of nice things to eat. Others, slightly older, replied they were forced to come 

along by parents. The responses were interesting, suggesting that Ravidas is seen as a 

divine being, a "God" by the children. This bears similarities to the divinity often 

attributed to the Sikh Gurus, in particular, Guru Nanak, who is often referred to as 

Guru Nanak Dev Jf; the term Dev being indicative ofDevd, that is, God. 185 

5:7:4 The sangat

The place of the sangat is given special importance among the Ravidasis since 

Ravidas emphasized the significance of associating with holy people, and the 

importance of the Guru in showing the devotee the true path (AG 486). It is in good 

company that individuals learn more about God; sinners, too, can be saved by the 

correct guidance of the Guru. Ravidas' teachings here are reminiscent of the Northern 

Sant tradition. The honour given to Sants is highlighted by Ravidas in the Guru 

Granth Sahib:

The Saints who are Thy body, Thy life-breath, O Lord, 
Them, through the Guru-given Wisdom, have I found, O God of gods. 
O God of gods, Bless me with the Society of the Saints and with the Joy of 
hearing their Word and with their Love. (AG 486). l86

The important position attached to the company of those who know the truth about 

religion is illustrated in the Wolverhampton sabha: the gidnl is present at the sabha 

for members of the congregation to be able to ask him questions regarding religious 

philosophy, and to be able to ask questions concerning other social matters such as 

marriage arrangements and so on. The presence of holy people, such as the gia.nl in 

the sabha, elevates the spiritual value of the building, which is regarded as an 

important religious place. Classes are also held in the sabha on Sundays when

ids-It is important to remember that in Sikh thought one finds the belief fat the whole of humanity is 
divine in a sense, since God is manifest in the hearts of all human beings. Ultimately, however, God is 
above ail thai he has created. Hence the term panentheistic is often used to depict the Sikh faith.
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younger children can learn Punjabi; Hindi is not taught at all in the sabhas - 

illustrating an important linking of the Ravidasis with the Punjabi and not Hindi 

community. In addition, children are taught about the life and teachings of their 

Guru, Ravidas. 187 This promotes an awareness of RavidasI identity among the 

younger generation. The method of meditation in the sabhas takes the form of 

listening to the bam of Ravidas contained in the Guru Granth Sahib, together with 

prayer and worship. The very fact that the barn of Ravidas takes precedence over the 

bam of the Gurus is a clear marker of the non-Sikh identity of the sabhas. I reiterate 

that a hymn of the Sikh Gurus is used only occasionally. 

5:7:5 Marriages

The practice of endogamous marriages takes place within the RavidasI community, as 

in Indian society overall. A chamar will marry only a chamar. Marriages between 

chamars and chuhras are not accepted. Most marriage ceremonies are performed in 

the sabhd, with the reception taking place at a local club or community centre. The 

sabhas also have the right to be able to perform register marriages within the building; 

registering marriages is compulsory since it is through these that the marriage 

certificate can be obtained. I was told by the giani at the Wolverhamptoa sabhd that 

the order of marriage among Ravidasis is analogous to that of the Sikh tradition: the 

couple take four circuits around the Guru Granth Sahib, which is in line with the Sikh 

marriage tradition. With regard to the marriage ceremony, therefore, the Ravidasis 

exhibit a Sikh orientation. This however, should not be pressed too far, because the 

Guru Granth Sahib is used only because it contains the hymns of Ravidas. 

Nevertheless, the recital of the lavan hymn points to the Sikh nature of the wedding 

ceremony amongst Ravidasis.

mSri Guru Granth Sahib, translator Copal Sin^i, p. 481
187See appendix 3:3, which clearly portrays the Ravidasi, rather than Sikh, emphasis of the commuruty.
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5:7:6 Nisan sahib

Present outside the sabha building is the nisan sahib, the characteristic emblem of a 

Sikh place of worship. However, the RavidasI nisan sahib is red instead of the saffron 

yellow it usually is. The red colour is indicative of the Ad Dharm's emphasis on the 

colour red in asserting the Scheduled Classes' equality with the higher classes, I was 

told that on entering India, the Aryans did not allow the natives to wear the colour red 

in order that the latter were kept separate from the invaders. Moreover, the nisan 

sahib, whose sole purpose is to distinguish the building as a place of worship, takes a 

distinctively RavidasI form: instead of the Khandd being present on the nisan sahib, 

the Punjabi inscription of the Hare symbol, which indicates the Name of God, is 

present, surrounded by the first line of the arati hymn: Nam Tero Ararti, . . , 

Informants remarked that the stars or other decorations visible on the nisan sahib 

always add up to forty-one, symbolizing the number of Ravidas's hymns contained in 

the Guru Granth Sahib. While I was told that the building may also sometimes be 

referred to as a gurchvara   and therefore the presence of the nisan sahib points out 

that the building is a gurd\vard - the design of the nisan sahib is deliberately changed 

from that of the Sikh nisan sahib in order for passers-by and members of the 

community to understand that the building is specifically a RavidasI centre. Although 

the constitution of the Southall sabha itself states that the colour of the nisan sahib 

should be orange (section Ib), which is in common with Sikh practice, the nisan sahib 

of the Southall sabha is, as already mentioned, red.

The term "Sikh" is not present either inside or outside the building, nor are the 

terms "Sikh" or "Sikhism" mentioned in the constitution. It is apparent therefore, that 

the constitution aims to further the significance of Ravidas among the community; 

there is no emphasis on the Sikh Gurus or their teachings. There is also no
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requirement for the candidates of the committee to be amritdhari, or kesdhari. 

Members of the congregation are under obligation to cover their heads, and this 

conforms to Sikh practice at all gurdwaras. However, unlike the congregation at the 

gurdivara, there was a very tiny percentage of kesdharis - this was the case among 

both males and females. 188 The giants and rdgis were all fcsdhdris, 1 *9 but the leaders 

of the sabhd were monds. It is important to note that among other Sikhs such as the 

jats and rdmgarhlds one may also see clean-shaven individuals, the tendency however 

is greater among the Ravidasi community, thus portraying their intention not to be 

regarded as Khdlsd Sikhs. Regarding the issue of hair, McLeod writes:

IfaJat cuts his hair, there is a strong likelihood that his claims to be regarded as 
a Sikh will continue to be recognized. If, however, any member of the Khatri/ 
Arora/ Ahhfwalia group should do likewise, he will usually be treated thereafter 
as a Hindu. The same is also true of Harijan Sikhs except that in their case the 
alternative identity could conceivably be Christian. 19°

The slogan of Hare is present all over the sabhd, including the headscarves of 

the male worshippers. In actual fact, if one were to bear in mind the prominence 

given to the Khandd and to the Ik-Onkdr symbol in agurdwdrd, the same prominence 

is instead given to the symbol of Hare in all sabhds. The symbol Hare represents the 

"spirit of the Almighty God". 191 It serves to replace the position of the Sikh Khandd. 

The Hare symbol occurs thus:

Ufa
It has become unique to the RavidasTs. The point I wish to emphasize here is that, the 

significance given to the symbol of Hare, and the complete absence of the Khandd, 

suggests that the Ravidasis do not wish to court a Sikh identity. Although the

""See appendix 3:6.
I89See appendix 3:7.
!90McLeod, Who is a Sikh ? p. 111.
191Information from Wolverhampton sabhd.
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Ravidasls have veneration for the Guru Granth Sahib, this is due to the fact that it 

includes the most authentic collection of their Guru's hymns. Their emphasis, indeed, 

is on a Ravidasi identity. Since the Khanda represents the Khalsa, it is inevitable that 

it would not be given any importance because of the fact that Ravidasls do not adhere 

to the Khalsa. 

5:7:7 Pilgrimage

A pilgrimage site of particular importance to the followers of Ravidas is a memorial 

in the form of a temple at Benares. The temple that stands at the sacred birthplace of 

Ravidas has been erected "to glorify the spiritual heritage and pious memory of Guru 

RaviDassJi". 192

The prevalence of Ravidas in religious practices, as illustrated above, clearly 

illustrates that, because of their non-acceptance as equals in the Panth and with the 

subsequent emergence of the Ad Dharm movement, today the Ravidasls are 

increasingly in favour of an identity as followers of Guru Ravidas. Yet there are 

clearly a number of practices that have been adopted from Sikhism. The table below 

lists those practices that are predominantly present among Sikhs generally and are 

retained by the Ravidasls.
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Sikh Practice
Use of the Guru Granth Sahib in 

worship
The Guru Granth Sahib as the 

basis for religious belief
Ldvan taken around Guru Granth

Sahib
Singing of Krtan from the Guru 

Granth Sahib
Recitation of ardas during 

worship
Pufouiiaitcc of akliand paths

Parchar of the teachings of the 
Sikh Gurus

Serving of gunt-Ad-langar

Distribution otprasad

Place of worship called a 
gurdward

Importance of the Sikh Gurus

Prominence of the Khanda and/or 
Ik-Onkar symbol

Performance ofamnt ceremony

Emphasis on the Five Ks

Emphasis on being kesdhari

Traditional Punjabi dress for 
females

females to cover their heads
Celebration of the gurpurbs

Celebration of baisakhi as birth of 
the Khalsa

Celebration ofdTwdK as die 
release of Guru Hargobind from 

prison
Celebration ofhola mohalld

Nisan sahib changed <M buisaklif

Saffron nisan sahib with Khanda

Endogamous marriages

Present among 
the Ravidasis———— pn    

#

ft

#

#

u

#

#

#

#

#

#

Absent among the 
Ravidasis

#

V

#

#

#

#

#

#

ff

#

#

#

i

Table 14. Conformity of practices found among the Ravidasis and the 
general Pant ft.

liriThis is likely to be absent in future if the Ravidasis have their own collection outside the Adi Granth
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From the above table, it becomes clear that the Ravidasls are increasingly dissociating 

themselves from Sikhism: Nevertheless, a few Sikh customs are retained. As far as the 

majority of these are concerned, I must stress that modifications - more specifically 

Ravidasi ones - are accentuated. On the other hand, the sole scripture used by the 

Ravidasls is the Guru Granth Sahib. However, it was continually stressed during 

research on the community that the Sikh scripture is used solely for the reason that it 

contains forty-one hymns of Ravidas in a language that is comprehensible to the 

Punjabi Ravidasi community. Separation from a Sikh identity is further evidenced 

when it is borne in mind that there is no marked emphasis on the teachings of the Sikh 

Gurus. Moreover, the Ravidasi insistence on promoting a non-Sikh identity has led to 

the incorporation of many practices that find no place in general Sikh praxis. Thus, 

the emphasis, as illustrated in the table below, is on a Ravidasi identity.

Practice found in the 
Ravidasls

Prominence of the Hare symbol

Religious centre called usabha

Worship centred on Uw 
teachings of Ravidas
Ringing of bells and blowing of 
conch during worship
Non-Sikh ardds

Baisakhi celebrated as a harvest 
festival only
Gurpurb of Ravidas is the 
highlight of the year
Nisan sahib changed on the 
gurpurb of Ravidas
Red nisan sahib with Hare 
symbol
No emphasis on the Khalsa 
form

Totally absent 
from general 
Sikh practice

#

#

#

#

#

Expressed differently in the 
Panth

Prominence of the Khanda 
symbol
Religious centre called a 
gurdwara
Worship centred on Ihe 
teachings of the Sildi Gurus

Nisan sahib changed on 
baisakhi
Saffron nisan sahib wilh 
Khanda

Table 15. Practices that distinguish the Ravidasls from the genera! Panth.
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5:3 Distinctiveness of Ravidasis

The constitution of the Southall sabhd presents important points relating to the 

question, or rather the paradox, of the identity of the Ravidasi community. The main 

aim of the sabha with regard to religion is explicitly stated in its constitution:

To worship almighty God in accordance with the teachings and principles of Shri 
Guru Ravi Dass Ji from the Holy Book Shri Guru Granth Sahib.

Although the individual sabhds have their own constitutions, the above aim is true of 

all Ravidasi sabhas. It is plain to see that major emphasis is placed on the teachings of 

Ravidas rather than the Sikh Gurus. There is a reference further in the Southall 

constitution however, that refers to other Gurus -- but does not necessarily indicate the 

Sikh Gurus:

To arrange lectures and discussions on the life and mission of Shri Guru Ravi 
Dass Ji and all other Gurus. 195

Since all the sabhds attach primary importance to Ravidas rather than the Sikh Gurus, 

this indicates the explicitly non-Sikh identity of the community. Most significantly, 

the sabhas promote the Ravidasi identity among the former chamdrs. This preference 

for Ravidas is against the prescribed behaviour of a Sikh as stated in the Rehat 

Maryddd^ which states that a Sikh should not follow the teachings of any other apart 

from those of the ten Sikh Gurus:

[A Sikh should] Live a life based on the teachings of the ten Gurus, the Holy
196Guru Granth Sahib, and other scriptures and teachings of the Gurus. 

In this respect, therefore, the Ravidasis cannot be regarded as Sikhs, when the Rehat 

Maryddd is taken as the yardstick. Indeed, the Khdlsd ideal prescribed by the Rehat 

Maryddd is totally rejected by the Ravidasis.

Although the number of references in the Southall constitution that actually

Amended Constitution of Shri Guru Ravi Dass Sabha, Southall, (1979), p. 2 (a) 
Ibid., p. 4(3c).
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refer to the sabha as a gurd\vara are only two (in section 5c and in section lOc), the 

constitution does, nevertheless, mention the distinctly Sikh term gurdwara. The 

Southall constitution points out, in section 4 a, that celebrating the birth anniversary of 

Guru Ravidas is the highlight of the year: no mention is made of the gurpurbs of Guru 

Nanak or the other Sikh Gurus. It is well to remember that the accentuated importance 

of this gurpurb in all sabhds clearly prevents the Ravidasis from displaying any Sikh 

identity.

I suggest that the identity of the RavidasI community has been realized beyond 

the kind of genera] distinct identity proclaimed by the Ad Dharm movement: it is 

distinctly Ravidas!. The Ad Dharm emphasized the identification of the Scheduled 

Classes as being a qaum, a nation in their own right, having their own Guru and their 

own traditions. In the Punjab the confusion over the identity of the chamars existed 

because many had converted to Sikhism, but the stigma attached to their Hindu 

heritage of untouchability remained. Hence the chamars were caught in the midst of 

Hindus and Sikhs, with neither faith accepting them as a part of its community. The 

Ad Dharm, which placed emphasis on Ravidas and endeavoured to raise the position 

of the Scheduled Classes, thus gave them an identity with which to associate. But 

although the chamars can take jobs other than shoemaking, they continue to be 

regarded as low-caste chamars by the higher castes of other religious groups. It is 

interesting to note, as pointed out by Jackson and Nesbitt, what a RavidasI child 

describes as her identity:

I know what culture I am, Hindu, but it's not as if we're restricted to Hindu
197because we believe in Sikhism as well. It's just one thing really. 

According to Leivesley, the Ravidasis are not Sikhs but are within the Sikh

tv Amritsar Rehat Maryada, p. 12.
197 Jackson, R. and Nesbitt, E. (1993) Hindu Children in Britain, Staffordshire: Trentham Books,
p. 28.
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universe - this is due to their using the Guru Granth Sahib, observing lahgar and 

following a few Sikh customs. 198 As my research has shown, there are considerably 

more points at which they converge with Sikhism - in particular, the underpinning 

philosophy that informs religious belief and practice. The religious thought, as I have 

illustrated above, is probably due to the Sant heritage of both Guru Nanak and 

Ravidas. Leivesley rightly suggests that they are not Hindus either, but have their 

own identity as Ravidasis: thus culturally the Ravidasis are chamars, politically they 

arc Ad Dharmis w My research has alluded to the idea that although the Ravidasis 

utilize the Guru Granth Sahib and retain certain Sikh praxis, the insistence is on 

distindiveness, not on identification with the Panth or, indeed, with any wider qaum. 

And despite the instalment of the Guru Granth Sahib in their religious places of 

worship, and a complementary philosophy, the Sikh identity of the Ravidasis is 

questionable and very limited. As indicated above, it was often remarked by 

informants that if the hymns of Ravidas were ever collected into one composite 

volume, then the usage of the Guru Granth Sahib in communal worship would cease. 

Sewa Singh Kalsi however, is of a different opinion.

Kalsi considers that the Ravidasis are Sikhs but were forced to set up their 

own gurdwaras due to their treatment by higher-caste Sikhs, who maintained notions 

of purity and pollution and thereby did not allow the chamdrs to prepare lahgar in the 

gurdwara 200 Thus, by setting up their own gurdwards, the chamars remained Sikhs 

and were able to practice Sikhism within their own zat community where they were 

not subject to prejudice from higher-caste Sikhs. The question of their identity for 

Kalsi, therefore, is that they are to be regarded as Sikhs since they converted to 

Sikhism. This should, theoretically, be the case. However, their non-acceptance by

Leivesley, "Ravidasias of the West Midlands", pp, 37-8.
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the Panth as a whole caused them to reject the Sikh faith and find religious 

satisfaction through the teachings of their own zdt Guru, and my contention is that 

they have now rejected Sikh identity. Although retaining a number of Sikh orientated 

practices, the Ravidasis assert that these practices have no overt connections to the 

Panth. For example, although the ideal of satsang is emphasized, the Ravidasis point 

out that it is a feature of the Sant tradition and Hinduism generally and is not unique 

to the Sikh faith.

The pollution notion of caste has been retained within the psyche and attitude 

of higher-caste Sikhs -- this is an overt contradiction of what the Gurus taught. The 

formation of the Khdlsa by Guru Gobind Singh involved men of different castes 

drinking from the same bowl, thus abolishing the Hindu notion of ritual pollution; in 

essence this is an attitude that all Sikhs should adopt. I believe, therefore, that it is 

due to the higher-caste Sikhs' non-observance of the teachings surrounding the 

formation of the Khdlsd that the chamdrs have been forced to search for their own 

identity. The emphasis on distinction is so great that the Ravidasis are not promoting 

themselves as separate from other Sikhs, but rather as non-Sikhs. I suggest, then, that 

Kalsi's view is misguided.

Those chamdrs who converted to Sikhism in the past, it might be claimed, 

should be regarded as Sikhs. Such chamdrs, however, were made to feel that they 

were not part of the Sikh community. Therefore, although having historical Sikh 

connections, they have rejected Sikhism and, like all Ravidasis, no longer wish to be 

defined as constituting a Sikh identity. It follows that gradually the chamdrs ceased to 

keep the outward symbols of Sikhism that they had eagerly embraced at conversion.

The attitudes of higher-caste Sikhs towards the former chamdrs, has resulted

i, The Evolution of a Sikh Community, pp. 130, 137.
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in the Ravidasls no longer wishing to be within the framework of a corporate Sikh 

identity. They wish to be isolated from the Panth altogether. Not being accepted by 

higher-class Hindus either, there arose confusion and anxiety among the chamars as 

to their specific identity. With the formation ofthsAdDharm movement, the chamars 

were for the first time confronted with the promotion of their class unity as being 

distinguished into a gaum, they no longer needed to be ridiculed by higher-caste Sikhs 

and Hindus, and therefore saw no obvious reasons for conforming rigidly to either of 

these two faiths. Thus, in my opinion, this has resulted in some Hindu and Sikh praxis 

in the Ravidasi community, but a community that wishes to distinguish itself as 

belonging exclusively to a Ravidasi identity. In some communities the praxis may be 

more Sikh than Hindu, and vice versa in other communities. Either way, it is an 

inheritance of beliefs and practices that have synchronized into distinctiveness and 

separation as followers of Guru Ravidas. Importantly, this is reminiscent of the 

Christian faith that did the same with Jewish traditions, and Guru Nanak who did the 

same with Muslim and Hindu traditions. Significant to note therefore, is that religious 

groups hardly arise out of a vacuum, they need to be informed by some immediate 

past traditions.

The Ravidasi identity is also occasionally referred to as Ad Dharmi. 

Informants were emphatic about referring to Sikhs as "them" - clearly illustrating 

their position with regard to a distinct, non-Sikh identity. Interestingly, the giant at the 

Wolverhampton Ravidass Temple remarked that the identity of the community is 

confusing; he commented that those who revere the Guru Granth Sahib are Sikhs. 

But, regarding the chamars, it is up to each individual whether he or she wishes to be 

referred to as Sikh or as Ad Dharmi. He declared further that the Ravidasi committee 

itself had not yet clarified the issue of identity. Significantly, nevertheless, the
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majority of the followers of Ravidas describe themselves as Ravidasis - not as 

Hindus or Sikhs. Therefore, to be a RavidasI is to follow the teachings of Ravidas - 

even if these appear very similar to those of Guru Nanak.

A good example of the syncretistic Hindu/Sikh inheritance is the practice of 

distributing karah prasad. Similar to worship in gurchvaras of the general Panth, 

karah prasad is distributed at the end of the main service and this is a feature of 

Hindu temple worship, too. In a video about the Ravidasis in Birmingham, one 

speaker voiced that, as a low-caste person, he was refused karah prasad in both India 

and Britain: thus by distributing karah prasad, the Ravidasis exclude no one from the 

sabha m The importance oflangar is not rejected, therefore, in the RavidasI sabhas. 

The tradition is maintained but its distinctive RavidasI nature is characterized at the 

same time. Such differences underline the complex situation of whether the 

community is to be regarded as Hindu or Sikh or, a distinct movement separate from 

both. But while adoption of Hindu and Sikh traditions may, at first glance, suggest 

some identity with these religions   particularly the latter - it is the deeper issues that 

are of relevance here. Ultimately, there is a rejection of the Khalsd. Thus, the presence 

of the Guru Granth Sahib indicates a surface Sikh orientation, the performance of 

arati a Hindu orientation, and the emphasis on Ravidas's hymns a distinct RavidasI 

orientation. Underpinning all, however, is a complete rejection of caste-ridden 

Hinduism and Sikhism, and Khalsd Sikhism in general.

Ravidasis assert their equality with other members of society. My view is that 

the efforts which have gone towards distinguishing their religious places of worship 

as distinctively RavidasI temples, and the lack of references to Sikhism within those 

temples, illustrate fully the idea that the Ravidasis do not wish to be placed merely

Open University Video: "Man's Religious Quest - The Ravidasias Birmingham".
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within the scope of Sikhism, or for that matter Hinduism - they are neither of these 

religions, but are Ravidasis. This claim is emphatically voiced in a notice issued by 

the Shri Guru Ravidass Sabha UK (which can be seen in appendix 3:5) stating that 

followers of Ravidas are to be called Ravidasis - this is their religion. With regard to 

a Hindu identity, I found that it was only a minute percentage of informants who 

regarded the Ravidasis as being a sect of the Hindu religion. The majority referred to 

themselves as Ravidasis. A few followers referred to themselves as being Sikhs. This 

problem of providing clear-cut boundaries for the Ravidasi community, has been 

pointed out by Nesbitt:

The existence of the Valmiki and Ravidasi communities highlights the pitfalls of 
any over-easy definition of individuals or communities as 'Hindu' or 'Sikh'. 
Both these communities are Punjabi, both have separate premises for corporate 
worship in Punjab and in Britain (e.g. Coventry, Southall). In both communities 
some members have Hindu-sounding names such as Anita Devi, Ram Lal, while 
others have Sikh-style names, e.g. Avtar Singh, Kulvinder Kaur.202

Again, Nesbitt points to the dangers of establishing identity from surface issues. (In 

fact, having Hindu names is no more indicative of a Hindu than a westerner with an 

old Hebrew name like Daniel, Gabriel or Adam being a Jew). It is interesting to note 

that, during my visits, and clearly visible in the video on Ravidasis in Birmingham, 203 

one can usually distinguish a Ravidasi who keeps a turban but not the beard from a 

kesdhari Sikh who will keep both the turban and beard. Regarding this matter, one 

informant, although retaining the common Sikh name of Singh, was extremely 

insistent that he was under no circumstances to be regarded a Sikh, he was not one of 

"them" but was a Ravidasi.

Further indications of a separate identity from Sikhs are clear when 

considering that the Ravidasi sabha has both Hindu and Sikh characteristics. These, I

Nesbitt, E. M. "Pitfalls in Religious Taxonomy: Hindus and Sikhs, Valmikis and Ravidasis" in

Religion Today, 6 (1990): 11.
2W Open University Video "The Ravitlasias Birmingham".
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suggest, are simply syncretistic traditions: when taken as a whole, they are absorbed 

into a distinctively RavidasI character. For example, at first it may seem that one has 

entered &gurdw8ra. due to the layout of the sabha, with its carpeted floors, langar hall 

and covered heads. However, on closer contact the sabha is differentiated from a 

gurchvara in many ways, and the atmosphere of being in a gurdn-ara is absent. 

Initially the main point of differentiation is the lack of pictures of the Sikh Gurus, 

which would be very unusual for a Sikh gurchvara. Normally, the walls ofagurdwara 

display a range of pictures of the Gurus, more prominently of Guru Nanak. In the 

Southall sabha however, there is only one portrait of Guru Nanak and one of Guru 

Gobind Singh, which are placed in front of \htpaM housing the Guru Granth Sahib. 

Between both portraits is placed a portrait, of similar size, of Pvavidas. There is also a 

prominent, considerably larger and almost life-sized painting, of Ravidas. Even at the 

Coventry sabha where there appears to be a more Sikh orientation than in others - 

given that a number of portraits of the Sikh Gurus were visible - the underpinning 

ethos is distinctly RavidasI. It appears, therefore, that, apart from the Coventry sabha, 

major significance is visually attached to Ravidas rather than the Sikh Gurus. This 

surely questions whether the sabha could still be regarded as being a gurchvara in any 

sense, with such particular differences.

According to Kalsi, however, the sabha is a gurd\vard since, wherever a copy 

of the Guru Granth Sahib is installed, that place becomes a gurdwara.204 However, I 

believe that the term sabha is the most appropriate to use for RavidasI temples. This is 

the term used by the Ravidasis themselves. Such a claim is supported by the lack of 

emphasis on Sikh identity which is clearly expressed by the lack of Khandas, the 

prominence given to Ravidas over the Sikh Gurus and, moreover, the very- term

204 Kalsi, The Evolution of a Sikh Community, p. 134
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"Sikh" being absent from the majority of sabhas. In addition, the supremacy given to 

the symbol Hare further separates the sabha from practices in a gurdwdra. However, 

one cannot ignore that the gurtivara aspect of the sabha is emphasized through 

participation in lahgar. This, I suggest, is a traditional feature of Sikhism that has 

been retained by the Ravidasis, but I strongly believe that it is not an indication of 

their desire to be labelled as Sikhs: rather, it serves to strengthen the concept of 

equality among the congregation. Lannoy has remarked that the term sabha is 

indicative of "a rather loose association found among high castes". 205 From this one 

might deduce that the purpose in labelling the Ravidasi centres as sabhas is the 

chamars' assertion of their equality with the higher castes -- and, more importantly, of 

their distinct identity from Sikhs.

It is clear to me that the emphasis within the sabha is on the people being 

followers of Ravidas; emphasis on being followers of the Sikh Gurus holds no 

importance. The prominent position and esteem with which Ravidas is held by his 

followers was repeatedly emphasized by an informant who vigorously expressed his 

regret over the usage of the term bhagat, rather than Guru, by a recent author when 

referring to Ravidas. The same regret was expressed by another member of the 

Ravidasi community, who pointed out that, although followers will refer to Ravidas

7C\(\
as Guru, Sikhs insist on calling him a bhagat.

Being a follower of Ravidas, therefore, entails utmost belief in his teachings, 

rather than on the teachings of the Sikh Gurus. In their total insistence on Ravidas, the 

community of his followers places no importance on taking ami-it or on the Five Ks. 

Amrit is seen by the Ravidasis, as in Sikhism generally, as initiation into the Sikh 

Panth, and is therefore not practiced; no amrit ceremonies take place in the sabhas.

2(K Lannoy, R. (1971) The Speaking Tree, New York. Oxford University Press, p. 165. 
206 Information from a Ravidasi informant at Birmingham.
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This total abstinence from the amrit ceremony and its outward symbolism clearly 

places the Ravidasls outside the boundary of Khalsa Sikhism. Significantly, the 

Ravidasls constitute a critique of Sikhism. It is, indeed, groups such as the RavidasTs 

that challenge the corporate identity in Sikhism. After all, the RavidasTs were 

prepared to accept Khalsa Sikhism that said nothing about its hidden caste prejudice. 

Ravidasls as a group expose the Sikhs as not following their Gurus' teachings on the 

issue of equality -- and, thereby, Sikhs undermine their own criteria for uniform 

identity.

According to personal experience of caste within Sikhism, the attitude of 

higher-caste Sikhs towards the Ravidasls is demonstrated by the fact that many Sikhs 

will not refer to the sabhd as the RavidasT temple, but will insist on referring to it as 

the chamdr gurdwdra. While attributing the status of a Sikh place of worship to 

Ravidasi temples, the important point here is the caste discrimination against the 

worshippers. The majority of higher-caste Sikhs would not eat in a chamar house or 

in the sabha - thus disobeying the Sikh teachings associated with the lahgar. A 

member of the Ravidasi community, in Birmingham, expressed the fact that the 

Ravidasls arc not made to feel welcome in the Sikh gurdwaras or Hindu temples.207 

While many Sikhs will resent the fact that the RavidasTs do not wish to be perceived 

as being Sikh, they will not give the RavidasTs equality with themselves. In terms of 

Sikh identity, then, it is clear that low-caste status is a criterion that bars a group from 

being acceptable within the Panth: there is no space for the overruling of caste 

distinctions in Sikhism generally.

I believe, therefore, that although the RavidasTs retain some Sikh practices, 

and a good many religious beliefs consonant with Sikhism, their identity as Sikhs is to

207 Open University Video "Ravidasias in Birmingham"
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be rejected, in particular as a result of their total abstinence from the Khalsa tradition, 

and the utmost importance given to their Guru, Ravidas. Thus, in the case of the 

Ravidasis, it is more of a definite distinction from, rather than within, the Panth. They 

themselves do'not wish to be seen as affiliating to a Sikh identity. This is very 

different to the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha and the Namdharis who, although 

differing from general Sikhs in certain respects are, nevertheless, Sikhs, and who, 

moreover, consider themselves Sikh. The chuhra conversion to the Sikh faith also has 

important implications for Sikh identity. Dissatisfaction with the egalitarian teachings 

of Sikhism caused masses of chuhrds, like the chamars, to seek a distinct identity. 

The chukrds adopted Valmflei, the alleged author of the Ramayana, as their Guru. The 

implications that this presents to the issue of Sikh identity are scrutinized in the 

succeeding chapter.
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CHAPTER SIX

ValmTkis



6:1 Why the term "Valmlkis"?

The Valmlkis, like the Ravidasis, are a good example of the outcome of lower zat 

conversions into the Panth. The Valmlki community, which is Punjabi, is composed 

exclusively of the chuhra 1 -at, a caste belonging to the Scheduled Classes. It is 

therefore a caste-based organization that takes Valmflci, the alleged author of the 

Ramayana, as its Guru. Valmlkis adamantly affirm that their Guru was also of the 

chuhra zat. Thus, as a starting point, the character of Valmlki needs to be looked at in 

order to determine the extent to which his beliefs and teachings have influenced the 

nature of his community of followers. It is important to note that Valmfki's religious 

background was Hindu. Indeed, his alleged composition, the Ramayana, is an 

important text for popular Hinduism to the present day. The anomalies this presents to 

a Sikh identity among the former chuhras will, therefore, be interesting to scrutinize.

On initiation, members from the lower zdts are supposed to be treated equally 

with all zats present within the Panth - after all the principle of egalitarianism 

(emphatically voiced in gurbam) was a major attraction for the lower zats. Thus, 

masses of chuhras initiated into the Sikh faith in order to raise their social position. 

However, the prejudice of higher zat Sikhs refused to accept the chuhra Sikhs as 

equals. Subsequently, although having been initiated into the Panth historically, today 

the majority of chuhras have moved away from a Sikh orientation into a specifically 

Valmfld recognition. Nevertheless, the contribution that the mazhabl Sikhs make 

towards the issue of Sikh identity is an important reason for including the Valmlkis in 

the present research.

The study of this group becomes pertinent when bearing in mind the practices 

of the Coventry Valmlki temple that houses both the Guru Granth Sahib and the

'The traditional occupation of this zat is that of sweepers.
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Ramayana alongside each other. Contrastingly, all other Valmiki centres in Britain do 

not house a copy of the Guru Granth Sahib in their religious places of worship. Thus 

the identity of the Valmlkis, as a whole, is to be investigated in what follows in order 

to establish the context in which one would define them -- Sikh, Hindu or neither. 

Interestingly, although being responsible for their exclusion in the first place, many 

higher zat Sikhs do not like the idea of the Valmlkis moving away from a Sikh 

affiliation and asserting equal standing within the Indian social structure. Such Sikhs 

prefer to see the chuhrds as the lowest strata of the Panth and continue to refer to the 

Valmiki temples as the chuhra gurd\vards - thus constantly voicing their prejudice 

towards the lower zdts,

The historical connection of the chuhrds with the developing Panth arises 

significantly from the event in history when the severed head of Guru Tegh Bahadur 

was carried by a member of the chuhra zat, BhaT2 Jaita (also known as Bhal Rangrcta) 

and taken to the young Gobind Das. It was as a witness to Rangreta's courage in 

taking the Guru's head from the Mughal invaders, that the child Gobind spoke the 

famous words:

Rangreti Guru fd beti 
The Rangretias are the children of God.

It was following this event that large numbers of chuhras took amrit and entered the 

Panth in the hope of achieving equality with the other Sikh zdts - a hope enhanced by 

the feet that the teachings of ail the Gurus stressed the irrelevancy of caste. 

Unfortunately, the stigma attached to untouchability remained in the Panth: moreover, 

the distinctiveness of the lower zdts from the upper was significantly retained due to 

the fact that the lower zat converts were named mazhabls. This term, although 

translated as "the religious ones", nevertheless indicated that such persons were of a
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lower zd*/

The chuhras' non-acceptance into the Panth by higher-caste Sikhs, eventually 

led to the formers' efforts to raise themselves socially. Thus, Valmiki was heralded as 

Guru by the chuhras, in the same manner in which Ravidas was acknowledged by the 

chamar converts to Sikhism. At times it is difficult to ascertain whether the person of 

Vahniki is a legend or an actual historical figure. Obviously according to Valmiki 

tradition - as well as popular Indian belief, since Valmlki allegedly composed the 

Ramayana - he is believed to have existed. But there remains some uncertainty 

concerning references to Vahniki as author of the epic in various sources. 

Nevertheless, in firmly believing that Valmlki, the Great Sage, single-handedly 

composed the original epic of Rama, the Vahniki community adamantly reveres the 

author as its zat leader, and accepts that the Great Sage was of the chuhra :at.

The followers of Vahniki zealously regard him as maharsi,4 as their Guru, 

their spiritual leader. He is often referred to as Jagat Guru Valrmk Maharaj, that is, 

"Vahniki the Guru of the World". What we have here, then, is a traditional Hindu 

sage revered by the community of his chuhra followers in their efforts to assert 

equality within the Indian social structure. This is a structure in which they are 

traditionally placed at the very bottom, being subject to widespread oppression in 

India. While the social position of the chuhras has changed very much with their 

migration to diaspora countries such as Britain - particularly with regard to economic 

advancement - the stigma of untouchability is still present in the attitudes of higher 

zai Indians, both Sikh and Hindu. My major emphasis will be on those chuhras who 

originate from the Punjab, northern India, since it is among the Punjabi chuhras that

2Bhai is used as a mark of respect and is translated as "brother".
3Like the Ravidasis, the Valmikis are also outside the caste system and were referred to as

Untouchables.
4A Great Sage, holy man.
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conversion to Sikhism had been quite marked.

The present chapter will thus seek to explore some of the complex issues of 

identity associated with the former chuhras who converted to the Sikh faith, and who 

today are referred to as Valmlkis. The first point of departure, however, must be an 

analysis of the figure known as Valmiki -- an historical person according to his 

community of followers, but a legend when considering actual historical evidence. 

The particular ethos that Valmiki has given to the group needs to be investigated. It is 

often the case that the term "Valmiki" is used interchangeably with the term 

"Balmlki", this is due to pronunciation differences by which Punjabi speakers 

substitute the letter v for the letter b 5 In this section I shall be using the term 

"Valmiki".

6:2 Who was Valmiki?

6:2:1 Sources for studying Valmiki

At the outset it needs to be recognized that very little factual evidence can be cited 

with regard to the life of Valmiki. Importantly, it is also difficult to ascertain whether 

he was, indeed, the author of the Ramdyana. But the Valmiki community' firmly assert 

that Valmiki was an actual historical person, endowed with divine qualities.6

The main source for gathering details about Valmiki is the Ramdyana itself, 

traditionally believed to have been composed by Valmlki. 7 For the purposes of this

i~The dialects of Punjabi also mean that some Punjabis will use the b, whereas other Punjabis will use 

thev.
6It is due to the exalted and, at times god-like, position of Vakulki held by las followers that 

hagiography is a common feature of the traditional tales or stories surrounding him. This is common to 
the legends of all great individuals and blurs any evidence that can point towards an interpretation of 

beliefs about Valmiki.
'Scholars generally agree on the date of composition of the epic to be between 400 BCE and 200 CE. 
See Coward, H. (1988) Sacred Wont and Sacred Text, New York: Orbis Books, p. 108; Sankalia, H 

D. (1982) The.Ramayana in Historical Perspective, New Delhi: Macmillan India, p. 7. Shastri is of 

the opinion that the date of composition of the Ramayana cannot be cited with any certainty (Shastri, 

H. P [1985 edn] The Ramayana of Valmiki: Vol 1, London. Shanti Sadan, p. xv). The Ramayana 
belongs to the smrti class of Hindu literature, and refers to literature that is "remembered". Thus smrti 
literature is often portrayed in the form of a story, like that of the Ramayana (Coward, Sacred Word
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study I shall use Shastri's three-volume English translation of the Ramayunu* 

Valmflds believe that their Guru is also the author of the Yoga Vasistha, sometimes 

referred to as the Maharanmyana. The work itself, however, cites no author,9 

therefore scholarly debate is widely differing with regard to its compiler. The 

literature is highly metaphysical in nature, and focuses on a dialogue between the sage 

Vasistha 10 and Rama; it is used by various Valmiki sabhas to provide guidelines for 

their metaphysical beliefs. As Shastri comments, the Yoga Vasistha is spiritually 

important because it "deals with the inner development of Shri Rama as opposed to 

his outer deeds and . . . remains one of the most authoritative and respected 

philosophical treatises of Vcdanta". 11 The contents of the Yoga Vasistha will be 

looked at comprehensively when the beliefs of the Valmiki community are examined. 

It is important for its contribution to the spiritual identity of Vahnfld adherents. 

Furthermore, it will help to determine whether the Valmlkis, on the basis of then- 

religious beliefs and the background of their founder, are more akin to a Hindu

and Sacred Text, p. 108). Since Valmiki is commonly referred to as adikavi, the first poet, his epic the 
Ramayana is referred to as adikmya, the first poem. The Ramayana is composed of a total of seven 
books, Kattdas, these are: Book 1 - Bala-Kamia (the birth and childhood of Rama); Book 2 - Ayodhya- 
Kanda (in Ayodhya and the beginning of the fourteen-year exile of Rama, Sita and Laksamana); Book 
3 - Aranya-Kanda (the forest, and Sita's abduction by Ravana); Book 4 - Kishkiruiha-Kavda (in the 
country of Kishkindha where Rama and Laksamana seek the help of the monkey tribe to rescue Sita); 
Book 5 - Sundufa-Karidu ("Ihe Auspicious Book", the monkey tribe enter Lanka), Book 6 - YuddM- 
Kanda (the war between Rama and Ravana; Rama, Sita and Laksamana return to Ayodhya after 
fourteen years, Rama is made King); Book 7 - Uttara-Kanda (the aftermath: Rama's abandonment of 
Sita, Valmlki's hermitage, and the birth of Lava and Kusha). Gathering information from the 
Ramayana in its present form however, presents complexities with regard to the original nature of the 
work. Although Valmiki is believed to have composed the original Ramayana single-handedly, the first 
and final books of the Ramayana in its interpolated present form are now accepted as being of a later 
date thai the main text. See Fowler, Jeaneane (1997) Hinduism: Beliefs and Practices, Brighton: 
Sussex Academic Press, p. 18, and Whaling, F. (1980) The Rise of the Religious Significance of 
Rama, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, p. 15. Doubt arises over factual life-details of Valmiki when it is 
borne in mind that the majority of details about Valmiki are found in these two augmented books 
Because of their later composition and ambiguous authorship, these details of the life of Valmiki 
cannot realty be regarded as authentic. Nevertheless, since it is in these two books that Valmiki features 

predominantly, their contents must be looked at. 
8 Shastri, The Ramayana of Valmiki: Vols 1-3
'Shastri, in his foreword to World within the Mind (1997 6th imp.) London. Shanti Sadan, states that 
Valmlki is the author of the Yoga Vasistha. Shastri's work translates and summarizes extracts taken 

from the original Sanskrit Yoga Vasistha of Valmiki.
10 Vasistha is a renowned Sage; he was advisor to King Dasaratha and his sons, and the family priest. 

"Shastri, World Within the Mind, p. xviii.
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character rather than a Sikh affiliation, or whether they are, indeed, to be regarded as 

distinct from both faiths.

The Adhyatma Ramayana is also a useful source when examining details 

about Valmiki, 12 as is the famous Hindi version of the Ramayana by Tulsidas, known 

as the Ramacaritamanas.^ Accounts found in the Valmiki Ramayana are utilized by 

Valmikis due to the fact that the early life accounts of Valmiki differ considerably in 

both the Adhyatma Ramayana and Ramacaritamanas from that of the original 

Ramayana composed by Valmiki. But it is important to look at the accounts given in 

all three sources, since on examination two contradicting narratives exist as to who 

Valmiki was. These discrepancies have been remarked on by Rao: "One type 

describes Valmiki as a sage-poet born of a high-caste brahman family and endowed 

with supreme wisdom and the divine sensibilities that made him the creator of poetry, 

while the other type describes him as a sinner transformed into a saint." 14 Since 

Tulsidas' account falls into the latter type, and since it is his account that is used more 

widely on a popular devotional level, the majority of non-Valmlkis accept the 

"robbcr-transformed-into-saint" tradition. 15

u This work was not composed by the Sage Valmiki, but is nevertheless, based on the main themes in 

Valmiki's Rama)'ana. Whaling states that no author can be attributed to the Adhyatma Ramayana (see 

Whaling, The Rise of the Religious Significance of Rama , p. 111). It differs from the original in 

many aspects: the most significant departures are details regarding the earlier life of Valmiki, and the 

text's emphasis on promoting the divine nature of Rama to a greater degree than that found in the 

original by Valmlki. The divine nature of Rama is not fully articulated in Valmiki's Ramayana: 
although Valmiki is aware that his main .character is an avatar of Visnu, he concentrates on Ihe human 

nature of Rama, ft is moreso in the Adhyatma Ramayana that Rama becomes a deity to whom worship 

is offered (see Tapasyananda, S. (1985) Adhyatma Ramayana, Madras: Sri Ramakrishna Math, pp. iv 

- v). Importantly, Whaling stresses the fact that the Adhyatma Ramayana is not merely an epic, but a 

scripture (Whaling, The Rise of the Religious Significance of Rama, p. 140). 
"Translated as ''Lake of the Acts of Rama". This source again differs from Valmiki's Ramayana with 

regard to the details of the sage's earlier life, and with its further aim of developing the divine nature of 

the hero of the epic. It is due to Tulsidas' Hindi version of the original by Valmiki that Rama is 

populady woisliipped as a personal deity. Therefore, it is the Ramucaritamanas Qiat is used widely by 

those who offer bhakti to Rama. Members of the Valmiki community do not use Tulsidas' version since 

their focus of attention is ValmTki himself, and not Rama; worship for them is accentuated around 

Maharsi Valmiki, and thus only his original epic is used.
'^aoi V. C. "Valmiki" in Eliade, M. (1987) The Encyclopedia of Religion: Vol IS, New York: 

Macmillan Publishing Company, p. 184, 
15This is a view that has never been accepted by the Valmiki community who are dismayed that the
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If the Ramdyana as a Hindu text is the major source of the life of Valmiki, 

noticeably the Sikh scripture, the Guru Granth Sahib contains no hymns composed by 

the sage. 16 Indeed, the prominence given to the Ram&yana immediately raises 

questions concerning any Sikh orientation of the community. An indirect reference to 

Valmiki, however, is cited in the Guru Granth Sahib via a verse by Ravidas, in which 

he refers to the caste of Valmiki. 17

While pertinent also to the wider context of Valmiki belief and practice, the 

Valmiki community itself publishes informative material. From this literature, the two 

most important are first, a series of monthly newsletters in the form of "journals", 

which are given the title The Service and which are distributed among the Valmiki 

community in Britain. The Service contains various articles that are of interest to the 

community both religiously and socially, and is published in Birmingham, West 

Midlands. Second, another publication, Vdlnuk JagriS, which is updated every few 

years and is distributed for the benefit of the Vahniki community, takes on a more 

religious nature, and aims at educating the community about Maharsi Valmiki, 

including the correct way of religious practice for followers. 18 These two publications 

are important for establishing details about the life of Valmiki that are accepted by his 

followers.

majority of Indians have accepted a misleading view of their Guru, which is nowhere supported in the

original adikavya.
16Ail obvious reason for this is thai the Ramayana epic lakes the form of a naiialive rather than a

metaphysical, spiritual approach like the hymns of the Guru Granth Sahib. Furthermore, the epic

involves, although very slightly, the recognition of the hero as an avatar - this again is in contrast to

Sikh belief that has no scope for avatars.
I7"Why lookest thou not at Balmik? From what a low caste, what a high rank obtained he? Sublime is

the Lord's,devotional service" (AG 1124). Singh, Manmohan (1996 rp of 1962 edn) Sri Guru (Jrantk
Sahib, Amritsar. Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee, p. 3701.
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6:2:2 Dates of Valmiki

The dates of Valmlki - if he was an historical person - cannot be cited with any 

certainty. The Valmik Jagriti states that Valmlki was born in 3,000 BCE, 19 this is also 

supported by The Service 20 Ilis dating revolves only around the issue of whether he 

was a contemporary of Rama or not, and the Valmlki community themselves firmly 

hold that their Guru was a contemporary of Rama. 21

The Bala Kanda, the first book - though probably a later addition - clearly 

states that the Rdmayana was narrated to Valmiki by the divine sage Narada:

Having heard the story of the life of the sagacious Rama from the lips of Narada, 
which, when recounted, confers perfect righteousness on the hearer, the holy 
Sage [Valmlki] wished to know more concerning this sacred theme. 22

This does not necessarily mean that Valmlki had never met Rama. But the chapter 

further highlights the fact that the whole of the saga of Rama was experienced by 

Valmlki, through the grace of Brahma. 23

The Yuddha Kanda. the sixth book, and traditionally believed to be the final book 

of the original epic composed by Valmlki, makes no mention of the instruction of 

Narada for the compilation of the Rdmayana. So why does the first book, the Raid 

Kanda, explicitly state this? The need for Book One to be interpolated may have 

arisen from the fact that Valmlki was from a low-caste background. Therefore, in 

order for his work to be accepted by higher-class Hindus, the additions were made in 

order to stress that knowledge about Rama -- if accepted as a historical person -- had

'"The publication is distributed on behalf of the Shri Guru Valmik Sabha, Southall.
19 Soba, P. L. in Valmik Jagriti (1998 issue) Southall: Shri Guru Valmik Sabha, p. 24.
7(1 The Service, Vol. 1, Issue 1, October 1982, Handsworth: Design and Print Services, p. 9.
21 The Rdmayana itself   more specifically in its first and seventh books -- provides evidence that
Valmlki met with Rama (Uttara Randa, chapter 96), that he looked after Sita (ibid, chapter 49), and
that it was Valmlki who brought up Lava and Kusha: teaching them to sing the whole saga of Rama
(ibid, chapters 93-4). However, il must be remembered lhal Books One and Seven are probably later
additions   thus presenting problems with regard to the dates of Valmiki.
22Tke Ramayana of Valmiki, Bala Kanda, chapter 3, translator Shastri
*Ibid. Yet, although VaLmlki's initial knowledge of .Rama was cited by Narada, the Ramayaita itself
suggests that Valmiki and Rama had met during the latter period of Valmiki's life. For instance,
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been granted to Valmiki by Narada, thus, making Valmfld socially acceptable. Books 

Two to Six have no mention of a divine vision.

The date of Valmlki's other work, the Yoga Vasistha is also difficult to ascertain. 

Valmflds themselves believe that the Yoga Vasistha was originally part of the Valmiki 

Ramayana: this makes sense when one realizes that the work takes the form of a 

metaphysical discourse between Rama and the sage Vasistha -- the family Guru. The 

ValmikJagrifi expresses this prevalent belief among Valmikis:

Bhagwan Valmik Ji composed the Ramayana, and the Yoga Vasistha as one 
book. At some stage in the by-gone years these were separated, one being called 
The Ramayana and the other Yoga-Vasistha. 24

6:2:3 The life details of Valmiki

While there are contradicting theories about who Valmiki was, and his acceptance as 

a historical reality, most scholars today are of the opinion that Valmiki was most 

definitely an historical person.25 But even among the Valmikis themselves, there are 

differing views and beliefs with regard to the genealogy of their Gunl

Qne of the most significant traditions among his followers is that Valmiki was 

of a low-caste Hindu background. This appears to be an obvious stance since the 

Valmlkis would be proud of a Guru of their ownza/ who is seen, primarily among his 

followers, to elevate their position amongst the hierarchical caste system, in which the 

Dalits are at the very bottom. Valmlki's low-caste background was apparent to 

Ravidas also who, in one of his passages from the Guru Granth Sahib, stated:

Why lookest thou not at Balmik?
\26From what a low caste, what a high rank obtained he? (AG 1124) 

Many Valmlkis resent the fact that, in order to make him socially acceptable, higher-

Valmlki presents Sita before Rama, and proclaims her virtue (ibid., Uttara Kanda, chapter 96).
24 Valmik Jagriti, p. 4.
25See Goldman, R P. (1984) TheRtunayaaa of Valmiki, New Jersey: Prmceton University Press,
p. 29.
Jo Sri Guru fJranth Sahih, translator Manmohan Smgh, p 3701
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class Hindus will tend to insist on Valmlki's brdhminical ancestry.

Altekar draws attention to a work entitled Sri Valmiki Prakasa, in which the 

authors, Amichand Sharma and Sadhu Bodharama, state that Valmiki was once of the 

candala low caste.27 So, although the Valmiki Ramayana nowhere states that he was 

of a low caste, Valmlkis themselves believe otherwise. It would seem strange that, if 

Valmiki were not of a low caste, he should be revered as Guru by his chuhra 

followers.

Contrary to the alleged low-caste birth, one fact that clearly emerges from the 

traditions, is that both Rama and his brothers regarded the sage Valmiki as being from 

the twice-born classes. Nowhere is it cited in the Valmiki Ramayana that Valmiki is 

of a low-caste origin. However, since the Uttara Kanda is regarded as a later addition 

to the original poem, and since it is here that Valmiki plays a main role, many suggest 

that reference to Valmiki's high caste has been deliberately added in order to make 

him socially acceptable among the higher-class Hindus as the author of the great epic. 

Evidence for the insistence on Valmflti's high caste is echoed in the words of the 

Ramayana, for Rama repeatedly draws attention to Valmiki's brdhminical status:

O Fortunate and virtuous Brahmin, may it be so! I fully concur in thine 
irreproachable words. .O Brahmin, though wholly convinced of her
innocence, . 2S

My contention here is that it would be highly irrational of the Valmlkis to 

have regarded their spiritual leader as a brahmin: it simply would not make sense. The 

brahmins are traditionally the rigid upholders of the caste system and go to great 

lengths to avoid contact with low castes. Why then would the chuhras acknowledge a 

brahmin as their Guru? Their present identity as a caste group makes such a belief an 

important one.

^Altekar, G. S. (1987) Studies on yalmild's Ramayana, Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research 

Institute, p. 3.
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Later adaptations of Valmiki's Ramayana, namely the Adhyatma Ramayana 

and Tulsidas' Ramacaritamanas, present a very different picture of who Valmiki was, 

in contrast to the original Ramayana. It is from these interpretations of the original 

work that Valmiki is popularly regarded as having been a robber who later 

transformed into a sage. Although stating that Valrmki was born a brahmin, the author 

of the Adhyatma Ramayana puts forward the idea that Valmiki had begun associating 

with robbers and, furthermore, that he had children from a low-caste woman.29 This 

account is also found in the Ramacaritamanas™ For the purpose of my work, I shall 

concentrate on what the Valmiki Ramayana has to say about the life of Valmlki, since 

it is only this version that is used by the Valmiki community, and to this version only 

that popular tradition asserts Valmiki as the author. 

6:2:4 Miracles attached to Valmlki

In contrast to the lives of other religious leaders no miracles are attached to the life of 

Valmiki, If such exist they are not of common knowledge to my informants. 

However, one popular legend common to the Valmlkis, and which has the character 

of a miracle, is the account that surrounds the belief that a pot of amrit "holy water, 

nectar" was buried at what is now the site of the Golden Temple, Amritsar. This 

event is not, however, recorded in the original Ramayana, neither is there any 

historical evidence for this. Nevertheless, the Valmlkis firmly believe that, during a 

horse fight, Rama was accidently .killed by his sons Lava and Kusha. Because of the 

children's despair on seeing their father dead, Valmiki prepared amrit that was given

aThe Ramayana of Valmiki, Uttara Kanda, chapter 97, translator Shastri. 
^Tapasyananda, Adhyatma Ramayana, p. 87.
30Both works proceed to describe how Valinlki liad met seven sages who told him to ask his family 
whether they would be ready to reap the results of the sin he had incurred as the result of the lootings: 
the family answered in the negative. Thus, Valmiki, wishing to repent for his sins, returned to the 
sages who advised him to repeat mdrd-mdrd-mdrd (ibid, p. 88) -- this is, of course, the name of Rama 
recited backwards. Both accounts state that many years had passed whilst Valmiki remained in the 
same place, chanting mdrd-mdrd-mdrd, and during the course of time an anthill, vdlmlka, had 
encompassed the whole, of Valmiki's body (ibid). Hence the term "Valmiki" -- born out of an anthill --
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to Rama and others who had died; at once the dead became alive. The traditional 

account, as narrated by informants at the Birmingham Valmik Mandir, describes how 

Valmlki had buried the rest of the amrit under the ground and prophesied that the 

amrlt would bear fruits in theKalyug.

This traditional miracle of the Valmlkis tells how, after thousands of years, in 

the Kafyug, a pond had formed at the position where Valmlki had buried the amrit. 

This location corresponds to that of Harmandir Sahib. According to Punjabi folklore, 

including Valmlki tradition, a princess named Rajm was forced to marry * pingla - a 

disabled leper. The traditional account narrates how one day the pingla put his hand 

into the pond, and his hand was cured. He eventually managed to dip his whole body 

into the pond, the effect of which was that he was totally cured. Rajm and her husband 

were able to live happily as a result of Valmfld's curative amrit 31

The Vakmki tradition recounts that, not long after the pingla had been cured, 

Guru Ramdas had come across the amrit and laid the foundations of the holy city of 

Amritsar, on which Harmandir Sahib was later constructed by his son, Guru Arjan. In 

view of this legend the city of Amritsar is important among the Valmlkis. The 

Valmlkis express immense concern that Sikhs and Hindus do not acknowledge the 

amrit of Valmfld as the reason for Guru Ramdas's founding of the Holy City' of the 

Sikhs. They believe that this historical incident is deliberately overlooked by higher 

zat Sikhs and Hindus, who do not wish to elevate the significance of the low-caste 

Guru, and his followers. 32 This attitude, as will be seen in what follows, typifies

refers to the spiritual rebirth of the now sage.
3 'For a detailed depiction of this miraculous story, see the Punjabi classic film "Dftkh Bkanjan Tera
Nam".
32Information from the Birmingham mandir. This account of Valmlki as responsible for the burying of

the amrit in the first place is familiar only among the Valrmkis Oi this matter, I asked a number of

Sikhs whether they knew of this account: the answers were all emphatically negative. It was remarked

by the same informants that there was a recent uprising among the Valmlkis who were angered over

the sequence of events filmed by Ramanand Sagar in his mega-hit serial of the Ramayana. The

community was angered that Sagar had not shown, neither in India nor Britain, the scenes relating to
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Valmiki connection with, yet rejection of, Sikhism.

In promoting the miraculous nature of Valmiki's character, a member of the 

Coventry temple pointed out that Maharsi Valmlki had spiritual powers, given the 

name divya sakfi. These enabled Valmlki to see into the future, hence Valmlki 

tradition accepts that Valmiki had composed the Ramayana many centuries before 

Rama had been born. 33 

6:2:5 Main teachings

At this point I need to mention, briefly, the central teachings of Valmiki, leaving the 

teachings to be examined in greater detail when the beliefs of the Valmiki community 

as a whole are examined in section 6:4. Important to note, is that the majority of the 

teachings of the Valmiki community originate from the Yoga Vasistha, which is 

believed to have been composed by Valmflci; this work, as indicated above, is also 

referred to as the Maharamayana.

The main themes of the Ramayana extol family love and duty (as in the case 

of the parents' love for Rama and his three brothers and vice versa, the love between 

Rama and Sita, and Sita's obedience to her husband). Rama does not question 

Dasaratha's command for exile: thus total obedience to one's parents and elders is 

taught among the Valmlki community'.

It seems peculiar that there is no evidence, as in the hymns of Ravidas, of any 

endeavour on the part of Valmiki to denounce the prejudice of the caste system. On 

the contrary, there are many instances in the Ramayana where it could be said that

the burying of the amrit by Valmiki. Ramanand later justified himself by claiming that, although the 
scenes had been shot, transmission had stopped the series beforehand; he claimed, furthermore, that his 
portrayal of Rama's saga had been based on Tulsidas' version, and nol (Mi ihe original. Tlus account 
serves to illustrate the importance of Valmiki among his followers, but it is also important because of 
its overt connection with Sikh history
"Another account among the Valmikis is related to an incident in the Mahabharata. A mahayag "great 
sacrifice" was being performed by the Pandavas. Nobody, including Lord Krsma, could blow the couch, 
so Valmiki was called. It was he alone who possessed the ability to blow the conch that enabled the 
mahayag to be successfully completed

272



Valmlki actually upholds caste distinctions. For example, the account in the Uttara 

Kanda illustrates the story of how a brahmin's son had died due to a sudra practising 

austerities. 34 The only way to bring the son back to life was for Rama to cut off the 

head of the sudra — an act for which the gods praised Rama:

"Well done! Well done!" overwhelming Rama with praise, and a rain of celestial 
flowers of divine fragrance fell on all sides, scattered by Vayu. 
Ry thy grace, this Shudra will not he able to attain heaven!"35

In Valmiki's Ramdyana, the divinity of Rama is not overtly emphasized. 

Valmlki has depicted Rama as being very much human. This is a distinct indication 

why Rama is not worshipped among Valmlkis and there are no images of him in the 

ValmTki mandirs. Furthermore, the role of the relationship of guru-sisyah. teacher 

and disciple, also seems to be important for Valmlki. Continuously in the Ramayana, 

Valrmki applauds the necessity of Gurus such as Vasistha in decision-making. 

Valmiki himself becomes the Guru of Lava and Ktisha.

In line with Indian belief in general, Valmlki believes that the loss of the ego 

is essential for one's happiness. In the Yoga Vasistha, the Sage Vasistha teaches the 

following to Rama:

The purity of the soul appears vividly in the bright and placid countenance of a 
man after his egoism and its accompanying faults are melted down in the 
mortified mind 3

The above appears very similar to the nature of a jivanmukt. It could be assumed 

therefore, that the goal of becoming a jivanmukt is aimed at in the teachings of 

Valmfld. Vaimlki teaches that the cessation of the desires of the heart and mind are 

the pre-requisites for ending the suffering cycle ofsamsara:

"TheRamayana of Valmiki, Uttara Kanda, chapters 73-76, translator Shastri.

"ibid, p. 584.
^Shastri, World Within the Mind, p. 91
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RAMA SAID.

"Sir! How can we put a stop to Ihe wheel of delusion37 winch by its rapid 
rotation is constantly grinding every part of our body?"

VASISHTHA SAID:

"Know, Rama, that the revolving world is that great wheel, and the human heart 
is its nave or axis, which by its continuous rotation, produces all this delusion 
within its circumference. If, by means of your manly exertion, you can put an 
end to this movement of your heart, you will stop the rotation of the circle of 
delusion at once.38

Thus, Valmlkis accept the Indian concepts of reincarnation, and delusion of the self 

through ego activity and its response to Hie world. Additionally they acknowledge, 

too, the overall Indian philosophical notion for the need to overcome desire. It is this 

that is the "movement of your heart".

The importance of the Guru and the satsang, the gathering of the holy, are 

emphasized for one seeking liberation. However, the sisyah also has to contribute if 

true knowledge about the self is to be gained. This is implied in the following passage 

from the Yoga Vasistha:

RAMA SAID:

"O Lord, if Atman knows Itself and is not influenced by any external agency, 
then what is the use of a guru, Sat-Scmgs, or the Yoga? "

VASISHTHA EXPLAINED:

"O Rama-ji, the guru and the scriptures show the way and give the method. 
They point out to the pupil. 'Thy real Self is Atman', but they cannot transmit 
their God-realisation to him. The pupil himself has to do the rest. The gtirit can 
neither think nor practise for the pupil. . . In the same way, the guru and the 
scriptures give the spiritual Truth to the pupil, but the pupil himself has to apply 
reflection and meditation and realise what they have taught him.

From the above details, concerning the life of Valmlki, one cannot ignore that as a 

Hindu, the Hindu nature of Valmlki's teachings must have important implications for

7Shastri adds a footnote here to highlight that this is a reference to samsara (ibid., p. 29).
3SIbid
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the ethos of his group of followers. This presents anomalies when assessing the 

position of the Valmlkis amongst the Panth™ It needs to be analysed, therefore, why 

the chuhras, the majority of whom embraced Sikhism, eventually adopted a Hindu 

sage as their sat Guru. Interestingly, Valmlki remains the only Guru/leader of the 

group to the present day.

6:3 The social and religious positions of the chuhras in India

Since the traditional occupation of the chuhras in India, as sweepers and cleaners, 

involves contact with faeces and refuse, they are regarded as being highly polluted, 

and polluting to, the higher classes of both Hinduism and Sikhism. Another term often 

used to refer to the chuhras is bhangi; this is the term of which Dumont 

predominantly makes use.41 Like the chamars, the chuhras arc frequently referred to 

as achut, meaning Untouchable, thus the chuhras were originally counted amongst the 

so-called Untouchable class - a term not now legally acceptable though still widely 

used.42

Like other Dalits, colonies of chuhras are often found on the outskirts of a 

village. It is not particularly clear whether the chuhrd and chamar have a hierarchical 

scale amongst themselves.43 In the light of Durnont's work, neither of these two 

castes are polluting to each other.44 On the other hand, Juergensmeyer regards the 

chuhras as the "lowest of the Untouchable castes".45 This view is also supported by

,p. 110.
""The beliefs, and the anomalies these present, will be looked at in detail in section 6:4. 
41 Dumoiil, L. (1980) Homo Hierarchical Chicago: The University of Chicago, pp. 135-6, 360. 
42Much of the material covered on caste with regard to the chamars in chapter 5:3. is also relevant to 
the chuhra.1. Therefore, there is no need to reiterate the material here I shall, therefore, mention points 

that are only significant to the chuhras.
43My research lias indicated, as highlighted in 5:3, tlial the chuhras are often seen as being "lower1 loan 

the chamars.
^Dumont. Homo Hierarchicus. p 135
45Juergcr,srficycr, M. (1982) Religion as Social VtOen, California: University of California Press, p. 

169.
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Zinkin: she states "all over India Chamars will have notliiiig to do with Sweepers".4

Whereas education was once denied to chuhrds, Valmikis in Britain and India 

alike encourage the education of their children, many of whom have now prospered in 

academic fields.47 Community leaders encourage the whole community towards 

achieving high standards of education, which are vital for the Valmikis to assert their 

equal standing among all other communities, both Indian and non^Indian. Education 

is no longer denied to the Valrmkis, both in India or abroad, they therefore make good 

use of a system that was once outrightly refused them.

A moving account of a few days in the life of a chuhra boy, is poignantly 

narrated by Mulk Raj Anand in his book entitled Untouchable 491 Anand's account is 

based in the early part of the twentieth century, and illustrates the position of the 

chukras before the Constitution of India outlawed the practice of untouchability. 

However, I must reiterate, that prejudice against the lower castes continues, 

particularly in the villages of India. In the foreword to the book, E. M. Forster 

highlights the harshness by which the chukras in India were treated. The passage 

reads:

The sweeper is worse off than a slave, for the slave may change his master and 
his duties and may even become free, but the sweeper is bound forever, born into 
a state from which he cannot escape and where he is excluder! from social 
intercourse and the consolations of his religion. Unclean himself, he pollutes 

others when he touches them.49

Anand's main character is Baklia, a bhangi, who resentfully has to announce his 

arrival by shouting "posh, poshr so that any high castes avoid toueiiing him. 50 This 

practice has only ceased recently and it will remain in some of the traditional villages.

^Zinkin, T. (1962) Caste Today, London: Oxford University Press, p. S.
47The need to educate the community as a whole was particularly voiced during my visits to Valmlki
temples and homes. Concern was expressed over the denial of education to the elder generation of
Valmikis who had been brought up in India Thus many of the elder generation of Valmikis remain

illiterate to mis day.
4SAnand, M. R. (1940) Untouchable, Harmondsworth: Penguin.
49Ibid,p. vi.
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My father pointed out that when he was at school in the Punjab, the chuhrd pupils had 

to warn the brahmin pupils of their arrival. Ghurye also asserts that traditionally a 

sweeper is to carry a broom and shout out on his arrival so that others may be warned 

of his "polluting presence". 51 It is disturbing to read of how, when Bakha and his 

sister, Sohini, enter a temple, they are cursed for having defiled the other attendants. 52 

It is not surprising, therefore, that when treated in the manner illustrated by Anand 

above, the chuhras - today referred to as Valmikis - spoke out against the oppression 

they faced for centuries. Not all chuhras, however, are followers of Valrmki. Large 

numbers of chuhras also converted to Christianity. A number of chuhras that 

converted to Sikhism, remain mazhabis. Nevertheless, a substantial proportion of the 

chuhras, especially in Britain, are Valmikis.

The Valmikis are a modern community; they were not to be found as a 

community a hundred years ago. Their origin as a community can be traced back to 

the early 1920s, when a movement, probably influenced by \hsAd Dharm, emerged. 

Before I examine what implications the early half of this century had for the 

Valmikis, it must be mentioned that efforts to improve both their religious and social 

conditions were undertaken by the chuhras prior to this. One such step towards 

achieving equality was the attraction of the apparently castclcss faith of Sikhism. 53 

McLeod is of the opinion that major influx into the Panth by the mazhabis took place 

during the early decades of the twentieth century. 54 It is true to say that the chuhras 

had already enjoyed a marked recognition in Sikhism since the time of Guru Gobind 

Singh since, as noted earlier, it was a rangretia, a chuhra, who had bravely brought

*fbid,pp. 50-1.
51Ghuiye, G. S. (1994 rp of 1986) Caste and Race in India, Bombay: Popular Prakashan, p. 12.

52Anand, Untouchable, p. 61.
"This has been examined in chapter 5:3, and also applies to the chuhras.
54 McLeod, W H. (1976) The Evolution of the Sikh Community, Oxford Clarendon Press, p. 103



the ninth Guru's severed head back to the child Guru." Their special role ui Sikh 

history however, has never been fully acknowledged by Sikhs generally.

On their conversion to Sikhism, the chuhra initiates were probably known 

collectively as'Rangretia Sikhs. It is not very clear from which period in Sikh history 

the term mazhabi originated. It appears that since it was a Rangretia who had brought 

the Guru's severed head to the young Guru, Sikhs from the lower zats were probably 

referred to as Rangretias initially. Eventually the term began to be used synonymously 

with mazhabi. According to Hew McLeod, the term mazhabi was not in regular usage 

in the late eighteenth to the early nineteenth centuries. Therefore, initially the term 

Rangretia was probably the more usual term to refer to the low-caste converts into 

Sikhism. 56 The very fact that such a term was coined to separate the higher castes 

from the lower, illustrates, vety clearly, that in practice the Panth was, and still is, 

ignoring the teachings ofgurbani.

Thus, from the vety beginning there appears to have been distinction between 

the higher zat Sikhs and those who were from the low castes. Like the term harijan, 

many Valmikis resent the title of mazhabi: they argue that if they are so-called Sikhs 

then why do they have a distinctive term to mark them out as the "religious ones". 

Does this mean that the higher-caste Sikhs are not religious? Even though Sikh 

teachings have no scope for caste discrimination, prejudice towards the ma-habls did, 

and continues to, take place. 57 For example, during the early twentieth century they 

were not allowed to prepare the langar, and many higher-caste Sikhs would refuse to 

sit next to chuhras during the communal meal -- a blatant contradiction ofgurbant. 

Although Guru Nanak and succeeding Sikh Gurus continually emphasized the

"A traditional illustration of the Rangretia giving the severed head of the Qurfl to Gobind Rai can be

seen in appendix 4:4.
54 Information via e-mail from Dr. McLeod.
"The Sikh Gurus' attitudes towards the caste system have been looked at in chapter 5:3.
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irrelevance of caste distinctions among tlie Panih, it is with Guru Gobiiid Das58 that 

the presence of the so-called Untouchables became more noticeable among the Panth. 

Guru Nanak taught that caste had no bearing on the individual's quest for liberation, 

he stressed:

Recognise Lord's light within all and inquire not the caste, as there is no caste in 
the next world. (AG349)59

Ultimately, the chuhras, on becoming mazhabi Sikhs, were no better off than if they 

had remained trapped in the Hindu caste system. I would say they were in a deeper 

conflict within themselves by turning to Sikhism. Unjust as it was, Hindu law books 

openly sanctioned discrimination against the chuhras. Sikh teachings however, 

repeatedly condemned their mistreatment and taught they were equal, whereas in 

practice Sikhs were openly disobeying the Guru Granth Sahib, by perpetuating 

stringent caste discrimination. This must have been a bitter disappointment to the 

chuhras^ as with the chamars.

Another move by chuhras wishing to improve their social stance was by 

converting to Christianity. 60 Mass conversions took place between 1880 and the 

1940s. 61 The attraction of the Christian faith for the lower classes was that it taught 

equality for all in the eyes of God, and promoted the education of the lower castes. 62 

In the long run, the Arya Samaj did not succeed in re-converting the lower castes, 

since a large number of chuhras continue to be Christians today.

It is as a result of the efforts of the chuhras as a whole that the Valmiki

'"Before he became the tenth Guru, Gobind Singh was known as Gobind Das.
59Sri Guru Granth Sahib, translator Manmohan Singh, p. 1164. Guru Nanak further emphasized that

all are equal in the eyes of God: "Hie four castes of warriors, priests, fanners aiul menials are equal

partners in divine instruction." (AG 747), ibid., p. 2437.
""Noticeably, of a!! the Indian Christians, the majority percentage is made up by converts from the

chuhra zat.
fi1 Juergensmeyer, Religion as Social Vision, p. 185.
62The Arya Samaj was in part a response to the Christian missionaries in India, By then, Christianity
had managed to convert many individuals from the lower classes, Dayananda's main objective was to
"reclainr'the converts by preaching that the Arya Samaj had no place for caste distinctions, and
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community as it is today, came into being. As mentioned previously, the Punjabi 

movement of the chuhras was probably influenced by the A d Dharm. This view is 

supported by Juergensmeyer, who has remarked that the Valmiki movement could be 

"regarded as a direct replacement for the Ad Dharm". 63 Many chuhras had initially 

become members of the Ad Dharm, though for a short period only.64 Since the 

members of the Ad Dharm were predominantly chamars, who had taken Ravidas as 

their Adi Guru, the chuhras eventually formed their own Valmiki Sabha, taking 

Valmiki, the author of the Ramayana, as their own religious founder. The acceptance 

of Valmiki by the chuhras was taken on the grounds that he had been acknowledged 

by the higher classes and, more importantly, as previously highlighted, the chuhras 

believe him to have been of their zdt. This, as Juergensmeyer highlights, "served as an 

appropriate symbol of lower-caste cultural integrity as well as a link with the high 

tradition."65

Juergensmeyer also points out that the first reference to the Vahnlki Sabha was 

made as early as 1910. 66 Furthermore, around this time, thc-4rya Samaj encouraged 

the development of the Valmiki community due to its Hindu appearance and social 

customs. It was also the Arya Samaj that encouraged the promotion of rsi Valmiki.67 

The Arya Samaj promoted the awareness of the Vahnlki community so that more and 

more chuhras would remain in the so-called Hindu fold of Vahnlki rather than 

convert to Islam or Christianity in the hope of equality'. 68 Although the early Vahnlki 

Sabha retained contacts with the Ad Dharm, a distinction between the two low-caste

Christian converts were brought back to Hinduism by the shuddi, purification rite.
"Juergensmeyer, Religion as Social Vision, p. 169.
ulbld

. 170.

"ibid, p. 171., . .
68It was not long however, before the Vahiuki Sabha began distancing itself from the Arya Samaj, 
probably as a result of a realization concerning attempts of the Arya Samaj leaders to control the affairs 
of the Sabha. Also, the Arya Samaj is translated as the "Society of the Aryans"; surely the adivasis
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movements always remained. The most obvious distinction was that die Valmlki 

Sabha promoted Maharsi Valnifld as its Adl Guru, whereas the Ad Dhann promoted 

Guru Ravidas as its Adi Guru: botli movements were similar, however, in their 

determination to strive for religious and social improvement.

After India gained independence, the working conditions for Valmflcis - many 

of whom continue in their traditional occupation -- have generally improved. This, as 

noted by Juergensmeyer, is probably a result of the joint efforts of the Sweeper's 

Union70 and the Valmlki Sabha. Increasingly, the chuhras, along with the chamars, 

are moving out of agriculture - an aspect of Punjabi life dominated by the jot Sikhs. 

In their place, new immigrants are becoming the employees of the jots, most being 

members of the peasant castes from Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, and are referred to as 

bhaiyas?1

In summing up the efforts towards social and religious betterment by the 

chuhras, it is apparent that they, including non-Valmlkis - that is, those who have 

converted to Christianity and Sikhism - are no longer going to tolerate the atrocities 

committed against them by both higher-caste Hindus and Sikhs. Today the followers 

of Valmiki resent being called chuhra; they are Valmikis, who are to be treated in the 

same way as the other inhabitants of India, In their veneration of Maharsi Valmlki as 

their Guru, the Valmflds have shown clearly that they are no longer going to be 

pushed into the sides of Sikhism and Hinduism where they were never integrated as 

equals. Today they have their own religious system and their own temples in which 

no other than a Valmiki himself/herself can dictate what should and should not be

were unable to fit into this context?
s9Juergensmeyer, Religion as Social Vision, p. 171. ,,,,,,..
'"This was formed noi long alter the Valmiki Sabha, also by chuhras. Whereas the Valmiki Sal?ha was
primarily concerned with religious improvement, the Sweepers' Union was concerned with the social

uplifting of the Valmikis, Religion as Social Vision, pp. 173-9.
7(Ballard, K "Migration in a wider context: Jullundur and Mirpur compared" tn New Community,
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done. This is a great achievement when one bears in mind that there was a time when 

entry to temples was denied to the chuhras.

Since the Valmiki community is a religious organization in its own right, an 

examination of the beliefs of the Valmiki community is pertinent at this point. 

6:4 Philosophy: Ratnayana or Gurii Granth Sahib1! 

The majority of the beliefs held by the Valmiki community originate from the Yoga 

Vasistha, and not the Gurii Granth Sahib 12 At present, the Valmlkis arc in the 

process of making the Yoga Vasistha openly available to the community by 

translating it into Punjabi. 73 When widely used the Yoga Vasistha will probably take 

on more significance than readings from the Ramayana itself. This matter is 

expressed to the Valmiki community via the Valmik Jagrifi™

In Coventry, like the other Valmiki centres, it is the Yoga Vasistha that is the 

basis for the majority, if not all, philosophical teachings, 75 The Yoga Vasistha is 

composed of a total of thirty-two thousand verses.76 Since the whole of the Yoga 

Vasistha is difficult to acquire, I shall be using Atreya's translation of the main 

verses. 77 In addition, I shall also be using the Yoga Yasishta Sara,1* an English 

translation of selected verses 79

11(1983): 123-4.
72The Coventry temple is an exception to this, its implications are examined in section 6:6.
73Valuukis envisage that this translation will Ihen be used in all iheir plates of worship, rather lhan by

the Bedford and Oxford communities only, as is the case at present.
74"T,et us unite to create a Yoga Vasistha in simple Punjabi This will be read in all Valmiki Religious
places and homes and will be a guide to every one who reads it. Until we all read from one holy book,

we cannot unite." (p. 27)
73On the whole, there is no marked insistence among Valmlkis to follow the teachings of the Sikh
Gurus that are laid down in the Guru Granth Sahih. Importantly, at Coventry the Gurii Granth Sahib is
read from once a month. For the rest of the time it is the Punjabi translation of the Valmiki Ramayana
that is recited.
^Valmik Jagrte, p. 2.
77 Atreya, B. L. (1993) The Vision and the Way of Vasistha, Madras. Indian Heritage Trust.

78This title is translated as "The Essence of Yoga Vasistha".
79Yoga Vaxishtu Sara, (1994) Tiruvannamaiai, South India: Sri Ramanasramam.
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The Yoga Vasistha is very specific concerning who can read its philosophy. 

The text is intended for those who aspire to achieve liberation. It is not for one who is 

totally ignorant, neither for one who already has gained knowledge about the true 

Self. Therefore, it is for those who wish to gain knowledge about reality. 80 The Yoga 

Vasistha conveys the belief that the Sage Vasistha, whose dialogue with Rama is the 

basis of the text, was divinely appointed by the God Brahma to help liberate the 

people of India.

At this point it is necessary to examine the main concepts of the Yoga Vasistha 

in order to investigate what implications these have for the Valmlki followers, and, 

moreover, to assess whether the Valmfld community, with regard to its beliefs, is 

identifiable within a Sikh boundary of definition. 

6:4:1 Reality

The over-riding emphasis of the Yoga Vasistha is its exposition of the theory of 

advaita — non-duality/rnonism. Immediately I must stress that, overall, there are no 

monistic teachings to be found within the metaphysics of Sikhism. 81 Atrcya has stated 

that the great philosopher of advaita, Sankara himself, as well as the authors of many
S"?

passages of the Upanisads, were influenced by the Yoga Vasisiha. The Yoga 

Vasistha teaches that the world is in actual fact an illusion, mdyd, it only exists via the 

imagination of the ignorant being -- ignorant in the sense that he/she is unaware that 

only Brahman, the Absolute exists. Therefore, in reality, there is no such entity as an 

individual soul or self, everything is Brahman in which no dualities exist. For the

*°The Yoga Vasistha expresses this point explicitly in its following words:
"He is entitled to (study) this scripture, who has die firm belief, "I am bound; let me be liberated", who
is not much ignorant, and not wise eiuier." (The Vision and the Way of Vasi^fha, 29, translator

Atreya).
"'Monism is a-feature of one of the Hindu schools of thought, that of advaita vedanta which, in its
present form, is traced back to Sankara, whose dates are traditionally around 788-820 CE. (Flood, G.
[1996] An Introduction to Hinduism, Cambridge. Cambridge University Press, p. 92). Sankara's

teachings are derived from the great Hindu texts, the Upanisads.
^Atreya, B L. (1966) The Yogav^fha and its Philosophy, Moradabad Darshana Printers, p 3.
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wise person, who has realized die truth, die world is seen as mere amusement." Hie 

wise ones have realized the monistic nature of reality; to them the world is as a dream:

Firmly convinced of non-duality and enjoying perfect mental peace, yogis go 
about their work seeing the world as if it were a dream. 84

It is only the knowledge of Brahman-atman - the soul within is Brahman, there is no 

individuality, everything is Brahman - which is true realization of reality: this is what 

the wise person, the jlvanmukt, has realized. Any other knowledge is merely 

illusionary. The Yoga Vasistha states the following with regard to what real 

knowledge is:

(The Wise) understand Self-knowledge (alone) as knowledge. On the contrary, 
those other knowings are (only) false knowledge on account of non-perception of 
the real truth (or the essence).

The Yoga Vasistha's perception of reality as monistic is, as remarked earlier, 

in sharp contrast to the dualism of Sikh teachings. 86 While Sikhism teaches that the 

essence of God dwells within the heart of each human being -- and in this sense each 

human is divine ~ it is important to note that the essence is not the Absolute Itself. 

This is essentially nirguna, beyond the three gunas, qualities that characterize a being. 

The theory of advaita, which forms the core of the Yoga Vasistha, is therefore much 

more in line with Hindu monistic traditions -- it has no scope within Sikh 

metaphysics.

83 "The entire world is perceived with amusement as jugglery by a person endowed with reflection, free 
from fever and possessed of a cool mind, having abandoned all this cage of mental agony like the 
worn-out skin (abandoned) by a snake." (The Vision and the Way of Vasiffka, i33, translator Atreya).

84 Yoga Vasishta Sara, 10, p. 9.
85 The Ushm and the WayofVasntha, 139, translator Atreya.
86Although, according to Sikh philosophy, the individual is inseparable from God, a distinction 
between me soul and God always remains. So, although the individual soul, according to the Guru 
Granth Sahib is totally dependent on God -- the realization of which is a prerequisite on the path 
towards mukti - there is no concept that the individual soul actually becomes the Absolute: in this 
sense a duality will remain at mukii between the soul arid Hie Absolute, Wutwguru. So, whereas the 
analogy of a drop of water being absorbed into the vast ocean and thus losing all individuality is true of 
the teachings of the Yoga Vasistha. it is best to use the analogy of a fish for which water is vital for 
survival when considering Sikh teachings: although the fish (each individual soul) is totally dependent 
on the water (the Absolute) for its survival, it does not become the water.

284



Whereas the Yoga Vasitfha views knowledge as overcoming the grand illusion, 

that is, maya, where the created world is a mere product of the mind, the Guru Granth 

Sahib asserts that the world is real, it has been created by God. However, the Guru 

Granth Sahib accepts maya in the sense that it is the false attachments to the world 

that result in a separation from God. Reality, according to the Guru Granth Sahib is 

different from the conception of it in the Yoga Vasistha, for the former teaches that 

true realization consists of acknowledging one's love for God, dualistically. An 

existence without God will lead to further entrapment in samsdra. The need to 

overcome attachment to maya is repeatedly stressed by Guru Nanak. 87

The philosophy of the Yoga Vasistha teaches that each mind produces a 

different perception of the world, thus in this sense one cannot paint a generalized 

picture of what the illusion depicts to the ignorant. This point is summarized in the 

following verse:

The illusion of the world is produced in every mind differently and severally. 88 

The fact that the world is like a dream, or a void, is emphasized over and over again:

That visible object is indeed not absolute till it is our object of experience. We 
(as experiencing individuals) and this (visible) world are just clear void. As that 
(void or dream-world) is, so ts the entire (world).89

The world in which we live, nevertheless, is "real" in the sense that we operate within 

it. But it is not actually created as it is according to Sikh philosophy. It is the 

enlightened atman that is no longer affected by the grand-illusion. Maya, according 

to the Yoga Vasistha, therefore, is, perceived as "real" by those who are on the lower 

level, that of avidya. Those on the higher level of truth have realized it is only nirguna 

Brahman that exists. The thought of the Yoga Vasistha therefore, is quite opposite to

"7"The false mammon-worshipper likes not the truth. Bound to duality, he comes and goes" (AG 109). 

(Sri Guru Granth Sahib, translator Manmohan Singh, p. 362). 
*" The Vision and the Way ofVas^(ha, 329, translator Atreya. 
89 Ibid, 318.
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the Guru Granth Sahib, which teaches that, although a gurmukh lives without 

attachment to worldly desires or pleasures, the world in which one lives is not an 

illusion.90 The belief of the Valmikis, with regard to reality, therefore, is a concept 

that does not fit in with the Sikh perception of corporeality. 

6:4:2 The self

Since reality, according to the Yoga Vasistha, is monistic, the Self (atman) is 

Brahman. As long as the "visible object" that is illusion exists, the liberation of the 

Self into its true being that is Brahman, cannot occur. Therefore, the aim is to 

overcome the illusory lures of the mind and realize the true Self:

The world, you, I and the like of false nature are called "the visible object." As 
long as it arises (or exists), so long there is no liberation. 91

So how does one manage to overcome maya and realize the true nature of the Self? 

How is knowledge obtained? This is possible only when the ego and attachment to 

worldly pleasures are subjugated. This vviU occur via the path ofjnana yoga whereby 

true realization of the Self as Brahman is perceived.

Clearly, the orientation of the Yoga Vasistha, which forms the basis for 

Valmiki belief, is not in line with Sikh teachings - in this case Valmiki beliefs are 

more akin to Hindu philosophy. Sikhism stresses liberation through bhakti yoga. The 

Yoga Vasistha on the other hand, promotes jnana yoga, which is the only way to 

overcome duality. When reality is perceived as being non-dual, as it is in the Yoga 

Vasistha, then knowledge consists of the realization of Brahman as the Only 

Absolute, the Only Existence. Thus, in this context there is no scope for any feelings 

of individuality.

^Nevertheless, maya causes bondage in both the Guru Granth Sahib and the Yoga Vasistha, however 
the perception of what is maya differs radically in both scriptures. There is no such emphasis in 
Sikhism lo transcend the world - it is the life of a householder, die grihusl, which 1S repeatedly 

stressed ingurbani. 
9l The Vision and the Way ofVa-^ha, 1598, translator Atreya
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6:4:3 Attachment and ego

It is ignorance that causes the Self to be trapped in the continuous cycle ofsamsara. 

In line with Sikhism, the Yoga Vasistha also teaches that it is only those who have 

shunned ignorance who will achieve mukti:

Rama! Men of lofty intellect have crossed over, in a moment, the ocean of 
worldly existence which is difficult to be crossed, merely by the raft which is the 
application of knowledge 92

When one becomes attached to worldly life, he/she becomes attached to the desires 

associated with it. The Yoga Vasistha teaches that, in the case of the ignorant being, 

an attachment is formed to this illusion which would be inimical to the path of 

liberation. One who has deserted the ego becomes tranquil in all situations, since 

he/she is no longer affected by them, as asserted in the Yoga Vasistha:

He is declared as tranquil for whom there is no thought of "I" in the worthless 
(body and the like) even in endless calamities and during long periods of 
universal destruction. 4

Like the Guru Granth Sahib's concept of the gurmukh, the Yoga Vasistha teaches that 

once the ego has been overcome, desire for worldly pleasures, including attachment, 

will also be conquered. Then and only then will an individual be on his/her way 

towards liberation. 95 Thus, only the gurmukh has the possibility of mukti.

The concept of aharnkara is reminiscent of the concept of haumai, found in 

the teachings of the Sikh Gurus. The haumai is the ego, the producer of separateness; 

it causes the individual to believe that he/she is not dependent on Satgnrii for survival. 

The effect ofahamkara, according to the Yoga Vasistha, is that it causes an illusion 

on the part of the ignorant being, who perceives Brahman as the "other" instead of the

., 132. 
33 Ibid, 124. 
94 Ibid, 208.
95 "When the mind has become tranquil and has given up the desire for enjoyment and when the burning 
of attachment of the entire group of senses (to worldly objects) has been accomplished, the pure words 
of the preceptor rest in the'mind (of the disciple) as drops of water coloured by saffron (settle) on a
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true Self. Thus the effect of both ahamkdra and haumai is that the individual forms 

attachments to worldly things that result in entrapment in samsara. Therefore, both 

the Guru Granth Sahib and Yoga Vasistha are similar in their insistence on 

eradication of the ahamkara'haumai. On this matter, Guru Angad stresses that:

The nature of ego is this, thai man goes about his business in pride. The trammel 
of ego is this that man, again and again, enters into existences. (AG 466)96

The Voga Vasistha mentions steps that are to be taken for one aspiring to 

achieve liberation. One way is by associating with the satsahgat, that is, keeping the 

company of good, wise people, who will influence the aspirant. 97 Since the satsahgat 

is composed of those with tranquil mind and heart, this reflects the real nature of 

one's true Self, therefore enabling one to be in harmony with reality. 98 Thus, it 

appears that the satsahgat is of more value than the practice of austerities and rituals. 

This teaching of the Yoga Vasistha is very much in line with Sikh theology that 

accentuates keeping the company ofSants, good people; this was stressed by the Sikh 

Gurus:

In the society of saints, Lord's elixir is obtained, and meeting the Guru, the ear of 
death departs. (AG598)99

The Yoga Vasistha, in line with Sikhism generally, highlights the worthlessness of 

rituals and their subservience to the association with good people (verses 216-27). 

This rejection of rituals raises an interesting point. If Valmiki is the author of both the 

Ramayana and Yoga Vasistha, then why would he devalue external rituals such as 

pilgrimages, austerities and religious sacrifices in the Yoga Vasistha on the one hand,

pure white cloth" (ibid, 198-9).
96Sri Guru Granth Sahib, translator Manmohan Singh, p. 1539.
^"Contentment, company of the good (or the virtuous), reflection (or investigation of the Trulh) and
tranquillity - only these are the means of men in crossing over the ocean of worldly existence." (The
Viiton and the Way of Vasitfha, 201, translator Atreya).
98 /2>Ki,203.
"Sri Guru GranOi Sahib, translator Manmohan Singh, p. 1967
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aud yet uphold them oil the other hand in the narrative of die Ramayana?™

To solve this apparent confusion, one must return again to advaita philosophy. 

Basically, ignorant beings are on the lower level of understanding. They perceive 

Brahman as saguna, thereby forming a personal relationship with It in the form of 

deities, particularly Isvara. Isi-ara, according to the Yoga Vasistha, is mere illusion, a 

product of the mind -- which is responsible for producing perceptions. This level is 

necessary, nevertheless, to allow the consciousness to evolve, in order to be able to 

reach the higher level where it is only nirguna Brahman that is reality. 101 It isjnana 

yoga whereby realization that transcends ordinary consciousness to the higher level 

becomes possible. This is, therefore, opposed to bhakti yoga that is practised by those 

on the lower level - the level of ignorance. So the Yoga Vasistha is best understood 

by those who have managed to rise above the lower level and discard the Ramayana 

as now insufficient on the path towards reality. 102 Here, it is likely, then, that Valmlki 

philosophy follows Hindu advaita belief in accepting a higher and lower level of 

approaches to the divine.

To clarify the two levels, Subramuniyaswami succintly highlights four stages 

on the path to liberation in Saiva Hinduism - the four stages, which are evolutionary, 

incorporate both the lower and higher levels of reality. 103 As stated above, the lower 

level needs to be transcended before the aspirant can progress to the higher level. The 

path of enlightenment, according to Subramuniyaswami, is divided into the four 

stages of:

'°°The Ramayana is pervaded with accounts of sages performing severe austerities, and accounts of
King Dasaratha and his sons performing sacrifices -- in particular the asvamedha, the horse sacrifice.
101 "Devolion to God Visnu is'invenied for the sake of Ihe progress (or employment) in Ihts auspicious
state of (Self-knowledge), of foolish persons running away from scriptural injunction, effort and
reflection (or investigation)." (The Vkion and the Way of Vasistha, 1667, translator Atreya).
102The Valmlki community nevertheless utilize both the Ramayana and the Yoga Vasistha, and
collectively refer to both scriptures as Ihe Maharamayana.
101 Subramuniyaswami, S. S. (1993) Dancing with Siva: Hinduism's Contemporary Catechism, India

and USA: Himalayan Academy, pp. 107-115.
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(1) charya - which is virtue and selfless service;
(2) foiya - which is worship, in the form of bhaktiyoga;
(3) the stage of yoga - which is meditation;
(4) jnana - which is tlthe wisdom state of the realized soul."104

Subramuniyaswami stresses the point that "the four^os [stages] are not alternative 

ways, but progressive, cumulative phases of one path." 105 The atman may pass 

through many countless births before the final state is realized.

These four stages basically correspond to the approaches to God in the 

Ramayana and the Yoga Vasistha. The first and second stages are concerned with 

bhakti yoga that must, in the third and fourth stages, be transcended by jnana yoga. 

The Yoga Vasistha teaches that knowledge about the Self is also to be obtained 

through meditation - this is the third stage in the Hindu context as described by 

Subramuniyaswami above. Meditation, according to the Yoga Vasistha is geared 

towards the inner Self that is the Absolute. 106 The Yoga Vasistha further recommends 

that when practising meditation, the mantra OM should be used. This is to be 

accompanied by pranaydma   breathing techniques   used by Hindus, Buddhists and 

Jains for the evolution of the consciousness of the self. 107 Together, these practices 

will enable one to obtain knowledge of the true Self. Since it is the true essence within 

that is being meditated on, there is no scope for image worship or for invocations 

through mantars. This echoes the Sikh Gurus' teachings on interiorized religion: in 

which there is no need for external aids. Thus the mantar of Waheguru or Satguru is 

sufficient for Sikhs (AG 686). 108 '

104 /£/<*, p. 107. 
105 Ibid
106 The l/isioa and the Way of Vasistha, 1691, translator Atrcya.
107 rLy j- OfWlT flO

108I murf point out that the mantars of Waheguri or Satguru are not used by the Valrmkis on the whole, 
with the exception of some mazhabi Sikhs. Valmikis tend to use the Hindu mantar of OM
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6:4:4 God

The Yoga Vasistha expounds the theory of nirguna Brahman that is within, and 

therefore physically indescribable. It teaches:

The worship of God consisting of artificial worship (of idols and the like) is 
declared for those who have intellects which are not perfected and who indeed 
have undeveloped and delicate minds. On account of his being of the nature of 
perception (or sensation) situated within the reach of everybody, nothing 
whatever such as invocation or Mantra-s (or sacred formulae), is employed for 
him.

Atreya, above, has misleadingly translated the term "him" for the Absolute. Since 

Brahman is nirguna, It has no gender or form and is thus expressed as Tat, meaning 

"That" - hence the Upanisadic utterance of Tat Tvam Asi - "That Thou Art". 

Another important discrepancy that I need to underline here is that the concept of 

avatars, in this case of Rama, does not fit in with the Yoga Vasistha concept of 

nirguna Brahman. However, it is well to remember that the concept of Rama as an 

avatar is not prominent in the Valrmki Rdmayana, for here the main character is very 

much a human being. It is the later adaptations of Valmlki's narrative, that is, the 

Adhyatma Ramayana and the Ramacaritamanas of Tulsidas that extol the concept of 

Rama as an avatar of Visnu. This, then, would partially remove the difficulty of 

compromising a concept of nirguna Brahman. But the tenor of the Ramayana as a 

whole suits a Vedic conception of a plurality of deities and not a monistic Absolute.

According to the Yoga Vasistha theory of nirguna Brahman, however, there is 

no scope for a personal God. It has to be said, however, that humanity at large cannot

lw The Vision and the Way of Vastyha, 1682-3, translator Atreya
I10The Valmikis, therefore, have no specific orientation towards Rama; if pictures of him are present 
then these will be in reiation to liis involvement wiilt Maharsi Vaimiki only. In accordance with ihe 
teachings of Vaimiki, the community does not offer bhakti to Rama. Therefore, the concept of avatars 
is not acceptable given the nirguna concept of the divine; this again is in line with Sikh thought In the 
Yoga Vasistha itself; there is no mention, in the dialogue between Rama and the Sage Vasistha, of the 
importance of Rama as an avatar. Therefore, the Yoga Vasistha views such worship to saguna forms 
of the Absolute as being secondary to meditation on one's inner Self, which is Brahman. This, as I 
have said, is similar to Sikh teachings that emphasize interiorized religion: since the essence of the 
divine is within, no outward ritualism or devotion to images is needed.
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cope with this idea of a totally transcendent Absolute, it needs some tangible aspect 

on which to focus. It thus follows that the concept of God in the Yoga Vasistha is 

quite different to the practices or beliefs concerning God that preside among the 

majority of Valmikis. This is no less obvious in Sikhism where Tat - the 

indescribable Absolute - is referred to as "God" by the general community.

Valmlki is commonly referred to as Bhagwdn Valmlk Jl by his followers. 

Furthermore, even though outward devotion is seen as secondary, and the nirgund 

concept of God underpins the religion, Valmikis offer bhakti to Valmlki, who is 

Bhag\van for them. Here, there is a good deal to suggest, tentatively, a divinisation of 

Valmlki by his followers - almost a monotheistic devotion. On the other hand, it was 

also stressed that the Supreme God for the Valmikis is the nirgun brahm, Brahman. 

This term, brahm, used by the Valmikis, is Hindu in character. Thus in practice, there 

is a contradiction in the philosophy and actual practices of the Valmikis. Soba, in the 

Valmlk Jagrifi, writes that Valmiki is called Bhag\vdn Valmlk due to his being 

described by Pandit Bakshi Ram as being Brahm Gidni, that is, one who has 

knowledge of Brahm. m Soba further clarifies that the phrase Wohi Ek Brahm, "That 

One God"   which is recited by Valmikis   praises the formless God, but the same 

incantation then goes on to praise Valmik Bhagwan KT Jai, "Victory to God 

Valmlki". 112 This illustrates the contradiction between theory and practice superbly. 

However, although Valmiki is referred to as Bhagivan, he is not to be regarded as an 

avatar, that is, saguna Brahman, in the same way as Rama or Krsna According to the 

Yoga Vasistha all humans are ultimately Brahman, in the same way as Valmiki is. 

However, since Valmiki has realized Brahman, this puts him in a special position as 

having ultimate knowledge that can be passed on to others. Thus he is Bhag\vdn to his

111 Valmik JagrU, pp. 17-18.
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followers and will enable them, too, to realize the truth about the real Self. This 

elevation of Valmiki to the status of Bhagwan is strictly against gurbam, and 

compromises any attempts to suggest a Sikh leaning of the Valmlkis.

Nevertheless, the concept of God in both Valmiki and Sikh theology has clear 

similarities. The basic creed of Sikhism, the Japjl refers to the Ultimate as Akal Mural 

and Ajuni: immortal and beyond births and deaths. In gurbant, the nirguna Brahman 

became saguna in order that It may be loved by humanity. Ultimately, however, God 

remains nirguna, totally formless and unconceptualized. Thus the nirguna Brahman 

of both the Yoga Vasistha and the Guru Granth Sahib is totally beyond the 

apprehension of the human mind. With regard to the nirguna nature of God, Guru 

Nanak states the following:

Without seeing God, one can say not aught regarding Him. How can one 
describe and narrate Him, . . . (AG 1256)"3

The Yoga Vasistha, like the Guru Granth Sahib also teaches that Brahman has no 

form:

Know that as the worship of the Deity, in which the Self-god is worshipped by 
flowers in the form of tranquillity and awareness. The worship of a form is not 
worship. 1 ' 4

Thus, the Yoga Vasistha, like the Guru Granth Sahib, strongly discourages any kind 

of worship in which the Absolute is given a form. In the Yoga Vasistha Brahman is 

one's inner Self It has to be realized inwardly; only then is Brahman, one's real Self, 

experienced. 115

The saguna forms of God such as Siva, Visnu, Adifya, the Sun, and Brahma 

are depicted by the Yoga Vasistha as being a mere product of the consciousness of the

113Sri Gum Granth Sahib, translator Manmohan Singh, p. 4143.
114 The Vision and the Way of Vasi^ha, 1688, translator Atreya.
u? "This One is indeed not far away, nor near. He is not unattainable; nor is he in an inaccessible place.
He is of the nature of the light of one's own Bliss. He is obtained only from one's own body" (ibid., p.

1678).
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ignorant self, and consciousness of an object, as opposed to Pure Consciousness that 

has no subject-object differentiation:

This Siva, wearing the moon, is mere Consciousness. Visnu, the Lord of Garuda, 
is mere Consciousness. The Sun is only mere Consciousness. Brahma, the lotus- 
born, is mere Consciousness n6

Worshipping any other than the Ultimate Reality, which is the Self, will not bring 

liberation. The egoistic consciousness, often depicted as theyiva, must be overcome to 

transcend false perceptions of saguna Brahman. It is only by one's own efforts in 

inquiring about the true nature of the Self that ultimate bliss is to be obtained. Thus 

the Yoga Vasistha. advocates liberation through one's own efforts rather than reliance 

on any outside agent such as a personal God. It is gian, also referred to asjnana, 

"knowledge" about nirguna Brahman, and not bhakti that will bring about mukti. This 

is summarized in the following verses of the Yoga Vasistha:

The Principle of Consciousness residing in the cave of the heart is the principal 
and eternal form of the Self. The one with the conch, disc and the mace in the 
hand s (i. e, the fo rm of Vismi) is the secondary form l "

In knowing one's own Self, the principal means is investigation arising from 
human effort. The secondary means is divine favour and the like. Be one 
devoted to the principal means. 118

Like the advaita of Sankara true knowledge is that Brahman, the Absolute, is Pure 

Consciousness:

This Consciousness here without any object to be known is that eternal Supreme 
  Spirit (or Brahman). This Consciousness here, associated with the object to be 

known is called this knowing (or grasping of objects).

The verse indicates that whereas Brahman is Pure Consciousness, as is the true Self it 

is the ego-consciousness that sees the objects of the world.

Bhakti to a personal God is foolish since, according to the Yoga Vasistha, the

116 Ibid, 1677.
117 Ibid, 1713. 
n*Ibid, 1715. 
119 Ibid, 469.
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aim is to become one with the Only Reality which is the Self. Bhakti, offered in the 

hope of receiving divine Grace therefore is useless for one aspiring for the truth:

This Madhava (or Visnu), even if worshipped for a long time and possesed [sic] 
of great love (for the devotees), cannot give Knowledge to one without 
investigation Whatever is obtained by anybody anywhere, that is acquired by 
the employment of one's own power; not from another anywhere. 120

Thus, it is only by gian that the true Self is realized. There is no sense here of divine 

Grace - the Sikh Nadar -- of the necessity for God to grant liberation, or even that 

one is on the path to it. Self effort is essential in the Yoga Vasistha, Moreover the 

superiority of one's own efforts over bhakti is alien to Sikh theology. And yet, it has 

to be said that in practice, the Valmiki community, as we shall see below, do offer 

bhakti to the Supreme God. So although the philosophy of Yoga Vasistha states that 

bhakti has no scope in monistic terms of reality, in practice the community has overt 

signs of a monotheistic approach to divinity. 

6:4:5 Karma

Unlike the hints of a concept of predestination found in Sikh teachings, 121 the Yoga 

Vasistha is emphatic about the idea that the past karma of each being is responsible 

for the individual's present condition. The Yoga Vasistha, because of the monistic 

nature of its perception of reality, leaves no scope for the belief that all happens in 

accordance with the Hukarn, the sovereign Will, of God - the underlying principle of 

Sikh philosophy.

Vastly different from Sikh metaphysics, therefore, the Yoga Vasistha teaches 

that it is only by one's own actions, one's own efforts, that liberation can be realized. 

The following verse from the Yoga Vasistha summarizes the need for human effort:

Ul)Ibid, 1672-3. , . , .. .
121 The concepts of karma and predestination in Sikh teachings have been discussed in detari above, m

chapter 5.5.3.
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One's friend is oneself alone. One's enemy is oneself alone. If the self is not 
protected by oneself, then, there is no other means. 122

In comparison to Sikh metaphysics, the Yoga Vasistha states that it is through 

the human form that Self-realisation in muktt is possible because of the sense of 

discrimination and reasoning. This is identical to Sikh belief where the human birth is 

regarded as the highest of all births. A point of departure, nevertheless, is again 

apparent in the following verse of the Yoga Vasistha that compares one who is reliant 

on the Will of God to an animal, as the result of being on the lower level of devotion 

to God:

"One would go to heaven or hell impelled by God." He (who thinks so) is ever 
dependent on another. He is only an animal. There is no doubt (about this). 123

This is alien to Sikh belief where each being is believed to be predestined according 

to the Hukam of God. 124 The Yoga Vasistha is adamant in its teachings that there is 

no such thing as predestination: it is our past karma that is responsible for our present 

circumstances. Since the concepts of Hukam and Nadar are central to Sikh teachings, 

any hint of a Sikh affiance of the Valmikis is considerably compromised as a result of 

the concept of karma found in the Yoga Vasistha. 

6:4:6 Mukti

The nature of the state realized at mukti is very' different in Sikh theology to that of 

the metaphysics of the Yoga Vasistha. In the former, at death the atman will reside in 

total bliss with Waheguru; the soul will not become Waheguru. Hence, in this sense, a 

duality remains at mukti. According to the Yoga Vasistha, at liberation there is total 

monism, the self exists blissfully as the Ultimate Reality, Brahman, or Brahm as the

iti 
123

'The Vision andthe Way ofVasifftta, 161, translator Atreya.

l?4Sikh'philosophy teaches the Sovereignty of God in all matters. Kaheguri has the power to overcome 
any natural law or state at any time in accordance with the Hukam. Therefore, each being is granted 
mukti onlv by the Grace of God. See chapter 5:5:3 above. See also my M.A. thesis titled: "An 
Investigation 'of the Doctrines of Grace and Predestination in the Hymns of Guru Nanak , 
(unpublished) 1996: University of Wales College of Cardiff.
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Valmikis call It. There is a total reabsorption into the true Self. This, as has been 

shown, has strong overtones of the Hindu advaita system, and stands in sharp 

opposition to the dualism of Sikh teachings -- indicating the non-Sikh orientation of 

the Valmikis.

Atreya points out that there are seven stages on the path of self-realization, this 

is a "gradual process which may extend to any length of time or to several lives of the 

individual, in accordance with the intensity of his aspiration and earnestness of his 

efforts." 125 These seven stages of knowledge arc present in the Yoga Vasistha™ They 

appear to correspond to the four states of consciousness - those of the waking state, 

dreaming sleep, dreamless sleep and finally turiya. The first two states, as Billington 

comments, are dualistic due to the presence of the ego that gives rise to the mind; this 

is described as the "normal state of consciousness."127 It is with the third state that the 

ego is overcome. Here, since there is no mind, the consciousness cannot give rise to 

perceptions: it follows, thus, that dualities are overcome, resulting in the final state of 

liberation ~ turiya.

Important to note is that, since the stages towards realization, both in the Guru 

Granth Sahib and the Yoga Vasistha, involve the abandonment of desires, liberation is 

not seen as the fulfilment of a desire. Liberation is not desired, rather it is realized 

when true knowledge of the Self is found, as remarked by the author of the Yoga 

Vasistha'.

'"Atreya, The Yogavasi^fha and Us Philosophy, pp. 55-6
126 1 Subheccha - virtuous desire to transcend samsara. 2. Vicamna - investigation or reflection into the 
nature of the Self. 3. Tanumunasa - the illusions of the mind become less affective to the aspirant. 4. 
Sattvapatti - when the sense of Pure Being has been attained. 5. Asamsakti - attachment tp worldly 
objects is overcome, 6. padarOtabhdvani - the illusion is overcome 1, Turyaga - Oneness as Brahman 
is fully realized. This stage is nirvana, or .liberation. (The Yiston and the Way ofVasis&a, 2095-2102, 

translator Atreya).
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The one bound by desire is indeed bound. Liberation would be the destruction of 
desires. Having completely renounced desires, you give up even the desire for 
liberation.

So, according to the Yoga Vasistha. in reality there is neither bondage nor liberation - 

only Brahman is reality. 129 The distinction between bondage and nirvana is made 

only by those who are ignorant of their true state. 130 

6:4:7 Thejfvanmukt

The jivanmnkt who has obtained nirvana whilst still alive, resides in the stage of 

turyaga. This being has overcome all duality and has realized that the world is a mere 

illusion. Thtjivanmukt is the ideal according to both the Yoga Vasistha and the Guru 

Granth Sahib; his/her qualities are depicted by the Yoga Vasistha as follows:

He is declared as a liberated person for whom, possessed of a mind turned 
inward, an object of pleasure is not for pleasure (i.e., does not produce delight) 
and trouble is not for grief (i.e., does not produce grief). 131

The Guru Granth Sahib describes ajivanmukt as one who, having realized that 

he/she cannot live as being separate from God, is liberated whilst still in the physical 

body and, thus, one who has lost all desires and attachments to the physical world 

(AG 1343). Since the Sikh concept of the divine is panentheistic, the divine is always 

greater than the created universe, its systems such as karma and sarnsara, and all 

phenomena within it. 132

The Yoga Vasistha talks of two states of liberation. One is the state that the 

jlvanmukt has obtained, that is, liberation whilst still in the human body. The other 

state of liberation, is that achieved at the dissolution of the physical body, whereby

127 

12S
Billington, R. (1997) Understanding Eastern Philosophy, London: Routiedge, p. 35. 

™Tke Vision and the WayofVasisfha, 1986, translator Arreya. 
""Thus for tire wise one, there is no desire to be liberated from any bondage, since there is no such 
thing.
mThe Vision and the Way of Vasistha, 1645, translator Atreya.
mlbid, 2296. J   
mln Sikhism, due to the sovereignty of God, the doctrines ofNadar and Huban override all systems, 
both concepts reinforcing panentheism. Hence one becomes a Jlvanmukt only in accordance with the 
Hukam.
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there is 110 more samsaru, and the being returns to its tine state as Brahman.'" But 

there is no spiritual distinction at all between ajlvanmukt and one who has died the 

physical death and achieved liberation. 134 This concept of ihcjfvanmuto is akin to 

monistic Upanisadic thought, where true realization ends all duality. At liberation, the 

Self does not assume any form; as the Yoga Vasistha puts it, there is no more "I" or 

"not I":

The One liberated without a body neither appears, nor disappears, nor is 
extinguished. He is neither existence nor non-existence. He is not far off. He is 
neither'T nor "not I", nor another m

Although fas, jlvanmufa may seem to be physically bound by the human body, he or 

she is spiritually fr 136 

6:4:8 Caste

Given that the Ynga Vasistha expounds advaita, it is to be expected that caste 

distinctions have no relevance since, ultimately, each being is of the essence of the 

One Reality. However, there is an obvious distinction between those with a lower and 

higher perspective of reality. Those who are of the ignorant nature will fail to perceive 

the Oneness of Brahman and, therefore, will view the differences between castes as 

important in the society in which they live. Caste distinctions are characteristic of 

those with a lower level of perception. The following verse from the Yoga Vasistha 

suggests that one living in ignorance is better off living like an outcaste:

O Rama, it is indeed nobler to wander begging about the streets of the outcasts 
(chandalas), an earthen bowl in hand, than to live a life steeped in ignorance. 137

133 The Vision and the Way ofVasiffha, 1627-9, translator Atreya.

134 Ibid, t630.
'"ibid, 2452.
136 Yoga VasishtaSara, 16, p. 9.
l"Ibid, 26, p. 3.
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But, justification for caste distinction is given in die Valmiki Rumuyuna itself. m Of 

most significance, and rather contradictory to the beliefs of the Valmflds, is the story, 

cited above in 6:2:5, relating to the death of a brahmin's son, found in Uttara Kanda, 

chapters 73-76 of the Valmiki Ramayana."9 It seems rather strange that Valmiki, the 

apparent author of both the Ramayana and the Yoga Vasistha, would actually be 

promoting caste prejudice in such a manner, if he were a member of the lower zats.

On the other hand, the Yoga Vasistha mentions that for the jivanmukt the 

duties of caste, varnasramadharma, have no restrictions, the jivanmukt is totally 

detached from them:

Abandoned by (or freed from) the restriction of the scriptures relating to the 
duties of caste and conduct according to the stage of life, he goes out of the snare 
of the world like a lion out of a cage 1*

Tet, even the reference to varnasramadharma suggests acquiescence in it. 

Importantly, the words of Guru Nanak have deep implications for the social condition 

of Valmlkis when considering the atrocities associated with caste distinctions. On the 

matter of caste, Guru Nanak repeatedly emphasi/ed that:

Recognise Lord's light within all and inquire not the caste, as there is no caste in 
the next world. (AG 349)U1

It was due to the apparent casteless faith of Sikhism, as previously remarked, that 

many chuhras became mazhabi Sikhs.

Whatever the teachings regarding caste may be in the Yoga Vasistha or 

Ramayana, the Valmlkis, having their own religious community, insist on being

13!fln the epic, there are. continuous references to the importance of brahmins in the performance of

rituals.
™The Ramayana cf Valtttitd, 2306, translator Shastri. The story, which was looked at briefly in
section 6:2:5 above, narrates how a brahmin's son has died as the consequence of a sudra, by the name
of Shambuka. havine been practising austerities. It is only when Rama slays Shambuka that the son is
brou^it back to life." Thus, the original epic itself upholds caste privileges by devaluing the practice of
austerities by a sudra. The point most be remembered, hcwerer, thai the -first and last boota of the

Ramayana are later additions.
140 The Vision andthe Way of Vasigha^ 2306, translator Atteya.
wSri Guru Grantk Sahib, translator Manmohan Singh, p. 1164.



treated as equals among Indians. They refuse, especially in Britain, to be treated as 

Untouchables. In their disgust of the slaying of Shambuka, the Valmlkis do not regard 

Rama as an avatar of God. On this point, The Service reads as follows:

This Rama who mercilessly took away the life of Sambuka for no other fault 
than that he was making penance is held to be the Avatar (Incarnation) of 
Vishnu' Tf there were Icings like Rama now! Alas! What would be the plight of 
those who are called Sudras? 142

For the Valmlkis, caste plays no role. In answer to my question as to what the attitude 

towards caste is among the Valmflds, I was told by a panel of members of the 

Coventry temple that:

Valmiki community does not recognise the concept of caste. It is believed to be 
an evil innovation that came into being after the arrival of Aryans who were 
attracted to India by the richness of its land, culture and wealth.1"0

In summary of the beliefs found among Valmlkis, it is clear that the Yoga Vasistha 

expounds the advaita theory, which is also found in the monism of the Upanisads, 

and which is very much akin to the teachings of the advaitist Sankara. In this respect 

therefore, reality as taught by the Yoga Vasistha is very different to that found in the 

teachings of the Guru Granth Sahib. I suggest that the move away from images, 

among the Valmlkis, is more an influence of the Yoga Vasistha, rather than the Guru 

Granth Sahib. In other words, there is more of a Hindu than Sikh influence on 

Valrniki theology. However, a few concepts are akin to those found in the teachings 

of the Sikh Gurus, the most significant one is that of the concept of a nirguna 

Absolute. Like Sikh teachings, the Yoga Vasistha also devalues any worship of 

avatars. Because of the rejection of images in both scriptures, neither Sikhs nor 

Vahrakis participate in image worship. Since realization comes from within, both the

1+2 The Service, Vol. 1, Issue 9, August 1983, p. 17.
143 fefefffiafeea received « written form &©m a paaei of community members » Coventry.
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Yoga Vasistha and the Guru Granth Sahib view outward ritualism as unnecessary. 

Valmlki is referred to as Bhag\van, rather like Guru Nanak is referred to as Guru 

Nanak Dev Ji, and both are seen as preceptors who have the purpose of guiding 

humanity towards mukti. The table below lists the main features of Sikh philosophy, 

and comparable ideas found in the metaphysics of the Valmikis.
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Belief found in 
Sikh religion

Monotheism

. AhsQlulfiJS. nirguna

Saguna essence of God is present in creation

Panentheistic concept of the divine

Self contains the essence of God, it is not God Itself

Predesti nation

Total reliance on God

Human birth as highest

Emphasis on the hadar of God

Ultimate aim is mukti

Becoming zjtvan.mukt is the ideal

Detachment from worldly lures 

Emphasis on loss of ego and desire

Advocalion vtbfukii

Interiprized religion

Rejection of image worship

Rejection of avatars

Rejection of yogic practices

Worthlessness of rituals

Nam simran

Performance ofiartan

Reciting of sabad

Company of the satsangat is essential

Present among the 
Valmikis

it

it

if

tt
# 
#

»
If
#
it

»

ff

Absent among the 
Valmikis

#

it

#

*

tt

it

it

»

1

#

it

#

Table 16. Conformity of beliefs found among the Valmikis and the 
general Panth.
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As can be seen, there are a number of similarities in belief. A major departure from 

Sikh beliefs is that the Yoga Vasistha views bhakti as inferior tojnana - this concept 

is alien to Sikhism which places the love of God on the highest level. The main 

concepts that inhibit any Sikh affiliation, therefore, are the marked differences in 

theology between the Yoga Vasistha and the Guru Granth Sahib. These are illustrated 

in the table below.

Concept found in 
VaJnuki belief

Use of Yoga Vasistha as basis for 
religious philosophy
Monism
Non-reality of (he world
Jndna yoga higher than bhakti yoga
Mukti is responsibility of the 
individual alone
Usage of the mantar OM

No reliance on the Hukam of God

Karma alone is responsible for the 
present situation of each individual 
Mukti is absorption into Brahman

Non-theistic

Totally absent 
from general Sikh 

belief
#

#
u
#

    

Expressed differently in Sikh 
belief

Mukti is impossible without 
the Nadar of God
Predominant use of Wahcguru 
and Samam
Everything depends on the 
Hukam
Each being is predestined

Mukti is a blissful, dual 
relationship with the Absolute
Wholly theistic

Table 17. Differences in belief between Valmlkis and the general Panth.

It is important to note therefore, that as far as beliefs are concerned, there is more to 

separate the Valmlkis from Sikhs than to show any indication of a Sikh orientation. 

Thus, a result of their mistreatment whilst in the Panth, the Valmlkis use of the 

Ramayana and the Yoga Vasistha as the basis of their religious philosophy aims to 

distance them as far from the philosophical teachings of the Sikh faith as possible. It 

is important now to look at the presence of the Valmikis in Britain in order to assess 

their Sikh/non-Sikh affiliation in practice.
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6:5 Development of Valmiki centres

In Britain today, there are a total of five Valmiki temples. These are situated in 

Coventry, Birmingham, Southall, Wolverhampton and Bedford. Communities of 

Valmikis also exist in Oxford and Glasgow, but since the numbers there are small, 

there arc no Valmiki temples there as such. 144 The names of the temples explicitly 

declare that these are the Valmiki places of worship, and they are not referred to as 

being gurdwdras by the majority of Valmikis. l45 In the case of the Coventry temple, 

it is called Jagat Guru Valmik Ji Maharaj Temple.^ In Birmingham it is 

distinguished as Bhag\vdn Valmik Ashram. In Southall and Bedford it is referred to as 

Bhag\vdn Valmik Mandir. The very names of the centres indicate Hindu rather than 

Sikh practice and, moreover, are explicit indicators for the non-Sikh nature of the 

religious places of worship.

It is Punjabi that is taught in the temples and the service is also conducted in 

Punjabi. This is because the community is wholly of Punjabi origin. With regard to 

religious centres, the aim of the Valmik Sabha of Southall is to "Help Valmikis to 

build their own Mandirs (Temples) in every town and village." 147 The temples arc 

registered as charities, and voluntary donations from members of the community help 

raise funds for the upkeep of the temples.

I was told that the Southall centre can be regarded as a "head office", since it 

is here that the Vahniki committee is based: this is known as the Shri Guru Valmik 

Sabha, Southall. 146 Responsibilities of the head office include dealing with political as 

well as social problems concerning the Vahniki community. Additionally,

144Rather, a hall is usually hired for special functions.
145 Although as indicated earlier, many higher zat Sikhs insist on calling them the chfihra giird\varas.

See appendix 4:5. 
™ Valmik Jagriti, 3rd Issue, p. 6.
""Subsequent visits to Birmingham and Bedford however, revealed that at present there is no central 
Sabha: elections will be taking place soon and only then will the central office be decided
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international affairs and immigration problems are also dealt with. 149

The Coventry temple was the first to be established in 1978 as a Valmiki 

centre in Britain. However, the first community of Valmlkis was established in 1960, 

in the Bedford house of the late Bhagat Singh. This is also where the first Valmiki 

programme was held. 150 From here, the group of men took it on themselves to 

establish communities of Valmikis in the major cities of settlement in Britain. In 

1963, a fund had been collected by the group of men to be sent towards costs for 

building a Valmiki temple in Amritsar. Thus, it was through the collection of funds 

that more and more Valmikis in Britain became aware of the efforts to organize the 

whole community- The Birmingham community had been established by 1962, the 

Oxford community by 1966. The Bedford temple was established in 1981. 

6:6 Prevalent practices of the Valmikis

The Valmiki temples which, as noted above, are often referred to as mandirs, are very 

important since it is here that the community meets as followers of Valmiki. It is also 

here that the younger generation is made aware of its identity and religious 

orientation. 151 The Valmiki temples have their own priests, often called pujdris — 

again a Hindu term. Occasionally the priests are referred to as giarns, as in the case of 

the Coventry temple. The term is also used for the visiting giants from India. These 

terms are, in contrast, Sikh. The pujaris and giants claim they are Valmikis. In their 

efforts towards asserting equality, the Valmikis do not seek the assistance of the

149.'One of the major tasks of the head office has been to exclude the Coventry temple from the Central 
affiliation due to Coventry's housing of the Sikh scripture. This will be looked at in detail in section 

6:6:4:1 below.
150Bhagat Singh had migrated to Britain from Singapore: there, too, he had been involved in the 
organi7atton of the Valmiki community of Singapore A few others worked closely with Bhagat Singh 
to"organize the Valmiki communities in Britain. One of these men was Mr. Niku Kalyan, who had 
migrated from Kenya. I was told tliat Mr. Niku Kalyan had already built a Valmlki temple in Kenya 
before coming to Britain. Others included Mohan Lal Garewal, and Mahendar Lal Kalyan (President of 
the Bedford temple). Literature for the community at that time was being written by Pandit Bakshi

151Having their own temples is seen as a tremendous achievement by the Valmikis, since at one time in
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brahmins to perform any rituals whatsoever, the message given to Valmflds is that 

they themselves will undertake all rituals, as highlighted in the ValnukJagrifi;

1. Have our Valmlki Pujaris perform our rituals.'" 

6:6:1 Worship

Worship in the Valmlki temples, with the exception of Oxford and Bedford, takes the 

form of reading from the Ramdyana.^ The service also includes the singing of 

Krtan, usually in the praise of Valmiki. This is followed by the aratl hymn and, 

finally, ardas. The main day for worship is Sunday, like most other religious centres 

in Britain. The arafi hymn and the ardas are prominent features of the worship, both 

of which take on a distinctively Valmlki character. 154 The ardas recited during the 

commencement of the service in a Valmiki temple is distinct from the ardas recited in 

a gurdwara. 155 The first few lines of the ardas clearly highlight its differentiation 

from the Sikh ardas as stated in the Rehat Marydda. The Valmlki ardas appears as 

follows and, interestingly, it illustrates an anthropomorphic nature of the divine that is 

quite contradictor)7 to the conception of a totally transcendent Absolute of the Yoga 

Vasistha'.

Ardas Samey Bhagwdn JT Ham Hain Khade Dewar
Hath Dekar Rakhnd, Benati Baram Bar, 

Man Ki Mala Chalti Jaye Suwas Suwas Par Nath 
Vishay Vikaron Se Prabhu'Rakhna Dekar Hath. 156

Indian history they were denied entry into the Hindu temples.
152 Valmi* Jagrid, 3rd Issue, p. 6.
15?'Additionally verses from the Yoga Vasistha are reflected on in Punjabi. In Lhe case of Coventry, (lie 
Guru Granth Sahib is also read from once every month on sahgrand.
154The beginning section of the arafi is recited as follows: Wohi Ek Brahm, Wohi Ek Brahm, Valmik Jai 
Jai, Bhagwan Valmik Jai Jai. Satgur Valmik Jai Jai, Sagal Shrishti Ke Malik, Sagal Shrishti Ke Palak, 
Mukti Ke Ho Data. Guru Valmik Jai Jai, Swami Valmik Jai Jai, Satgur Valmik Jai Jai, . An English 
translation of this is: "Thai is the One Absolute, That is the One Absolute, Victory to Valmik, Victory 
to God Valmik, The Lord and Sustainer of all that is, The Lord of liberation, Victory to Giirii Valmik, 
Victory to Swami Valmik . . ." The reference to "God Valmik" alongside the "One Absolute" indicates 
that it is Valmlki who imparts true knowledge about the Ultimate Reality. See also appendix 4:1 

15}See appendix 4:2. 
'*The full ardas can be seen in appendix 4:2.
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At the time of ardas dear God we are at your doorstep
Keep us always protected, this is our request to you

Help us to continuously devour thee
Keep us protected always.

The very fact that the ardas is not from the Rehat Maryada and has no connections 

whatsoever to Sikh history, clearly portrays the Valmiki message that they are 

different from Sikhs. The service ends with the distribution ofprasad. If lahgar is 

being served, then the congregation will eat together, regardless of an individual's 

caste or background. I must emphasLze that, apart from the Coventry temple, the Guru 

Granth Sahib is not used in any manner. In Coventry, when the Guru Granth Sahib is 

read from at each sangrand, it is followed by the Valmiki arafi and the Valmiki 

ardas. The central Sabha has expressed its concern over Coventry's usage of the Guru 

Granth Sahib alongside the Ramayana. This practice is against the Valmiki Sabha's 

requirement of how things should be done in a Valmiki place of worship. This 

specification states:

13. Valmiki Mandirs to preach Valmikism only. A Valmiki Mandir must not 
have any other form of worship except Puja and readings, from the Ramayana 
and Yoga-Vasistha. 157

The Southall Sabha also requires the Valmlki temples to recite the 

manglacham before any reading of the Ramayana or Yoga Vasistha is to begin. The 

manglacharn appears at the very beginning of the Yoga Vasistha. It is to be recited by
•t rn

the reader, prior to the reading of the Ramayana or the Yoga Vasistha. These 

practices,per.«?, are reasons why the ValmTkis cannot be regarded as Sikhs.

l "VaJmiJ[Jagriti, 3rd Issue, p. 7.
I58The English translation of the manglacharn is as follows: "Salutations to that reality in which all the 
elements and all die animate and inanimate beings shine as if they have an independent existence, and 
in which they exist for a time and into which they merge. Salutations to that consciousness which is 
the source of the apparently distinct threefold divisions of knower, knowledge mid known; seer, sight 
and seen; doer, doing and deed. Salutations to that bliss absolute (the ocean of bliss) which is the life of 
all beings whose happiness and unfoidment are derived from the shower of spray from that ocean of 
bliss. " (Volmik Jagriti, p. 32)
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6:6:2 Celebrations

The highlight of the Valmlki calendar of events is the birth anniversary ofBhagivan 

Valmlk. It is celebrated on different dates by each of the Valmlki communities. In 

1997, the official date was set at October 5: it was on this day that the celebrations 

took place in India. Oxford and Coventry held their celebrations on 11 October, 

Birmingham on 19 October, 159 and Bedford on 25 October. The reason for this was 

pragmatic: the general arrangement was that each of the communities arranged for 

party coaches to visit each of the centres in turn to mark the anniversary.

The programme is in the form of readings from the Ramayana, accompanied 

by Idrtan, arafi, ardas, and lectures on the life ofBhag\van Valmlk and the plight of 

the Scheduled Classes in India because of the higher-caste Sikhs and Hindus. The 

whole of the Ramayana path is undertaken which usually starts a week before the day 

of celebration. Gidnis arc invited from India, who sing and deliver lectures. 160

During the service, different centres perform their own kirtan. A particular 

emphasis is placed on insisting that the congregation should live as Valmlkis only, 

and not be caught between two faiths   a clear indication of the non-Sikh orientation 

of the community as a whole. Of major significance to the present research, speakers 

highlighted that Sikhism, as well as Christianity, should be left behind and only the 

Valrmki way of life should be practised. The question of remaining within Hinduism 

is not really an issue, since the Valmlkis were never accepted as equals in the religion 

that justified the prejudice against them; they do not readily call themselves Hindus in 

any case. The Valmlki following is referred to as a qaum.

The celebration of dlwall has a particular importance among the Valmlkis,

'39See appendix 4:3. . 
'^Additionally, pandits and other well-known persons of the particular town or city are usually invited
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since it originates from the story written by Valmiki. It takes the form of lighting 

divas and candles both at home and in the mandir m Important to note here, is that all 

the temples, including Coventry, remarked that it is because of the end of exile of 

Rama and Sita that diwdll is celebrated. None mentioned any reason to celebrate 

diwaR as commemorative of the release of Guru Hargobind from prison - the main 

Sikh custom.

Baisdkhl is also celebrated by the Valmlkis. Repeatedly, however, I was told 

by informants at the Southall and Birmingham mandirs, that baisdkhl is celebrated as 

the harvest festival of India only: their celebration of baisdkhl has no connection with 

the creation of the Khalsd by Guru Gobind Singh. Interestingly, however, the 

Coventry temple has the opposite view: it is the creation of the Khalsd that is exactly 

the reason behind its celebration of baisdkhl. I suggest this is an outcome of the 

madiabl Sikh nature of its members. I was told at Coventry that the creation of the 

Khalsd has a special significance for the Valmlkis, since members of their community 

could initiate into the Panth freely, with equality to all others.

Importantly, the rusdn sahibs of the various Valmiki temples are not changed 

on baisdkhl, unlike Sikh practice. Rather this takes place on another celebratory day, 

known as Flag Day. Each centre has its own Flag Day on different dates in the year. 

With regard to celebrating the birthday of Guru Nanak, it is only the Coventry temple 

that does so. Again, this emphasizes the more overt Sikh aspects of Coventry's 

community. Valmikis at Coventry also mentioned- that the shahldl diwds - the 

martyrdom of Bhai Jiwan Singh Rangretia - is also commemorated. Valmiki temples 

also honour the birth anniversary of Shri Shri 108 Satgurii Gidn Ndth Jl - a recent

to take part in the anniversary celebrations of Maharsi Valmiki.
L6t A service is held by some of the centres, otherwise diwall is regarded as being more of a family

celebration.
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saint iu the Valmlki coimiiuoity, who is now deceased. 162 

6:6:3 Valmlki weddings

I must emphasize that weddings in the Valmlki community are performed in different 

ways by the various temples. It is up to the families concerned as to the way in which 

the couple are to be married. Weddings are, nevertheless, performed endogamously. I 

was told that it is permissible for a Valmlki to marry a mazhabi Sikh or a Christian 

from the chuhra =at. It was emphasized by the Coventry community that, although the 

caste system is not recognized, members are encouraged to marry endogamously. The 

wedding I attended in Coventry was very similar to any other Punjabi wedding. The 

milrd and reception of the bharat took place before the main service. During this 

particular wedding the Guru Granth Sahib was read   a practice possible only at the 

Coventry temple   and the couple took four pheras to the tavan hymn composed by 

Gurii Ramdas, around the paUa in which both Gurii Granth Sahib and the Ramayana 

were housed. 163 There was nothing different about the wedding from other Sikh 

weddings, apart from the praising of Vakaiki and the form of the ardas. At present, 

efforts are being made by the Southall and Oxford communities to standardize the 

wedding ceremony. Therefore, it is a possibility that Valmiki marriages will become 

standardized throughout the affiliated Sabhas, in the future. This, however, will 

exclude Coventry since it is not in the affiliation of Valmiki Sabhas.

An informant at the Southall temple, reiterated that marriages are performed to 

the wishes of the families concerned. 164 The Southall Sabha has published a pamphlet 

on how Valmiki weddings, according to the Yoga Vasistha of Valmiki, should be 

performed. The pamphlet is entitled: Yoga Vasistha Vich Viyah da Sanklip, "The

162 A portait of Gian Nath can be found in appendix 4:9.
I63The groom wore a red turban and the bride was dressed in the traditional red clothes. The register
was also signed whiisl ihe couple were sealed in front, of \hepalki,
164Mr. Soba, of the Southall Sabha, further told me that it is up to members of the community whether
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marriage ceremony according to the Yoga Vasistha". The idea is that marriages 

should be performed around agni, as this was the practice in the time of Valmlki, this 

is known as the vedi marriage, and is Hindu in origin. This is also how the Sikh 

Gurus were married. Since the Southall Sabha is primarily concerned with doing 

things the Valmlki way, it explicitly states, in the ValmikJagrW that:

It is about time we do our marriages the Valmiki way. We have been getting 
married by either Hindu Priests or by Sikh Granthi. Our marriages must now be 
performed by our own Pujaris, We have to praise our Bhagwan Valmilc Ji and 
use Shloks from his Holy Books. The marriage of Queen Chudala and King 
Sikhidhwaja in the Yoga-Vasistha and the marriages of Rama and his brothers in 
Ramayana are the types of marriages for us Valmikis, We here published a book 
on the marriage chapter 106 of the Yoga-Vasislha (in Punjabi),

The number ofpheras in all the Valmiki temples is four. In Southall and Birmingham, 

the four do not correspond to the four lines of the lavan hymn. Rather, they are 

undertaken to symbolize respect for religion, respect for the householder's life, the 

bearing of children and, fourthly, for the wife's obedience to her husband.

For the Oxford community, plans are underway to amend the constitution to 

fender agni as unnecessary for the wedding ceremony. At Oxford, no pherus take 

place; rather verses from the Yoga Vasistha are read out to the couple while they 

remain seated. A member of the Bedford community is usually present to register the 

wedding, since the Oxford cornmunity has no registrar of its own. 

6:6:4 Layout of Valmiki temples

6:6:4:1 Coventry

The layout of the Coventry temple is very important with regard to the religious

affiliation of the Valmflds. As soon as one enters the main hall of the Coventry 

temple, one is confronted by something that is very unusual for a religious place - the 

K houses both the Guru Granih Sahib and the Ramayana - a Sikh scripture and a

they wish to have a vedi marriage or whether they wish to take pherat around the Ramayana. 
™Valmik Jagriti, p. 38. The book referred to is the pamphlet on how weddings should be performed

312



Hindu scripture side-by-side. This is illustrated in the photograph below:

Also illustrated in the above picture are representations of both Guru Nanak and 

Valrmki, again, side-by-side. it>6 The fact that the temple houses a copy of the Guru 

Granth Sahib makes it a Sikh place of worship, since any building that installs the 

Gurii Granth Sahib becomes a gurdwdra. In accordance with the Rehat Maryada 

however, it is forbidden to install any other religious book alongside the Guru Granth 

Sahib. On this matter the Rehat Maryada states:

(e) No other book, however holy and readable, is to be installed in a Gurdwara 

as the Holy Guru Granth Sahib installed. 107

It would appear that there is, in actual fact, no contradiction of the Rehat Maryada 

since the Valmiki temple is not a gurdwdra in the strict sense due to the installation of 

the Ramavana. On the other hand, according to Sikh belief as indicated above, any

!6"The representation of Guru Nanak is placed in front of the Gurit Granth SCihib on the left, the

reoresentation of Valmiki is placed in front of (he RCimayanu on the right.
^Amrttsar Reitat Maryada. (1978) Amrilsar Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee, p. 6.



building that houses a copy of the Guru Granth Sahib becomes a gurdwam. 

Furthermore, strict regulations exist with regard to the proper treatment of the Sikh 

scripture, which is the eternal Guru.

With regard to identity, the installation of the two scriptures would suggest a 

Sikh and Valmiki orientation. However, like the other Valmiki centres, Coventry, too, 

talks of its identity as being Valmiki. The Guru Granth Sahib is installed for the 

simple matter that many members of the community had at one time been mazhabl 

Sikhs. This was the religion by which they were raised and, hence, with which they 

are familiar. Indeed, the Coventry community has a higher number of mazhabl Sikhs 

than other centres. 168 Many informants were eager to remark that the essence of the 

Guru Granth Sahib is contained in the Ramayana that was composed long before it. 

When asked about the importance given to the Guru Granth Sahib in the Coventry 

temple, they alleged that:

Guru Granth Sahib is also used as a Holy Scripture for worship in our temple. 
Basic teachings as well as philosophies in Guru Granth Sahib are also found in 
Holy Ramayan as well as Yog Vashisth and there are more mentions of the name 
Rama in Guru Granth Sahib than one can find even in Holy Ramayan. 169

Nevertheless, one cannot escape the fact that the mazhabl Sikhs are combining 

aspects of two religions when attending a Valmiki temple; this is more so in the case 

of the Coventry temple with regard to both the mazhabis and non-mazhabls. I 

illustrated earlier, that the beliefs of the Guru Granth Sahib and the Yoga Vasistha 

differ on a number of prominent beliefs but, clearly, in the case of the Coventry 

temple practices indicate a considerable Sikh affiliation.

l68Sea appendix 4:6.
169Informalion received in written form from a panel of members of the Coventry temple. I have been 
unable to verify whether the name Rama is used more in the Guru Granth Sahib than the Ramayana. 
Shackle ha? indicated that in the hymns of Cmrii Nanalc, found in the Guru Granth Sahih, the term 
occurs 285 times (Shackle, C. [1995 rp of 1981 edn] A Guru Nanak Glossary, New Delhi: Heritage 

Publishers, p. 254).
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In the Coventry temple, the Sikh character is enhanced by the many pictures of 

Rangretia giving the head of Guru Tegh Bahadur to the child Gobind. This illustrates 

well the community's desire to retain its links with Sikh history. Additionally, a few 

pictures of the Sikh Gurus are also present. On the other hand, the Valmiki identity is 

established by the fact that there is no Ik-Onkar or Khandd symbol present; like all 

Valmiki centres, it is the Valmiki symbol of the bow and arrow that is displayed. 170 

This appears as 171 :

The Valmiki character of the Coventry temple is further highlighted by the 

visual stress it places on Valmiki. 172 Coventry's "Sikhncss" -- in particular the 

instalment of the Guru Granth Sahib — has caused great concern to the Southall 

Valmiki Sabha that, in its efforts to proclaim the Valmiki identity, dislikes the use of 

the Guru Granth Sahib in a Valmiki temple. This is the main reason, as mentioned 

earlier, that Coventry is no longer a part of the Central Sabha. Of major significance 

to the present research is the fact that the Central Sabha (and its affiliated members) 

has no desire to be labelled as a Sikh-orientated community - thus accentuating the 

difference between being Valmiki and being Sikh.

As previously indicated, although the Guru Granth Sahib is present in the 

Coventry temple, it is only read from once a month on sahgrand. It is interesting to 

note that the reader of the Guru Granth Sahib does not have to be kesdhan; in most 

cases it is a mond. For the remainder of every month, emphasis is placed on the

i70I was told that the bow and arrow are "a symbol of power and our ancient origin" by the Coventry 
panel of informants.

This illustration h*js been taken from the letterhead of the Valmiki Centres. Interestingly, although 
Coventry is not in the affiliation of Central Sabhas it nevertheless utilizes the bow and arrow as the 
svmbol of the community. 
1?2A huge portrait of Valmiki is visible on the wall behind the palla (see appendix 4.7). Other paintings
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Punjabi version of the Ramayana. Unlike a gurdwara, it is not necessary for those 

present to cover their heads, although the majority of females do tend to do so. Like a 

gurdwara, the temple has a nisan sahib which is also saffron in colour; however it 

bears the Valmlki symbol of a bow and arrow-and not a Khanda or ts: m Langar is

usually served once a month on sahgrand when the Guru Granth Sahib is read from.

Each of the three temples has a room for langar. During the service, kardh 

prasad is distributed every day of the month. These practices are obviously Sikh- 

orientated and are a feature of many of the Valmlki centres. However, a brief mention 

needs to be made here to the fact that, with the exception of Coventry, the other 

centres do not refer to the prasad as kardh prasad - rather the term used is prasad — 

more in line with Hindu practice. Similarly, the term langar is used rather than guru- 

da-langar - again, deliberate measures to be distinct from Sikhs. 

6:6:4:2 Birmingham 

The layout of the Birmingham temple is very different to that of Coventry. In

Birmingham total emphasis is placed on Valmiki, and Valmlki alone. There is no 

visible connection of the layout with Sikhism at all. It is only the Ramayana that is 

installed; there is no (.niru Granth Sahib. There are no pictures of Sikh (mrus, nor 

representations of the Rangretia connection to Sikhism. 174 Like the Coventry temple, 

there are a few pictures of Ravidas present -- an indication of the close contacts 

between the Vahnlkis and Ravidasls. But the focus is immistakeably on Valmlki. 10 

The picture below shows the paM of the Birmingham temple, in which the Punjabi 

Ramayana is housed, surrounded by pictures of Valmiki:

on the walls highlight those parts of the Ramayana story in which Valmlki plays an active role, such as

the creation of the sloka, looking after Sita, and raising Lava and Kusha.
'"A flag outside a religious building is also a common feature of Hindu temples.
174The only visible association with Sikhism is the fact that there may be the occasional

especially in the case of Valmiki giants visiting from India.
1 See appendix 4:8.
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Prasdd and langar are also served in the Birmingham temple. This practice, I must 

emphasize, remains Sikh in ethos. The distribution ofprasad on the other hand is both 

a Hindu and Sikh practice. The decor of the walls is surrounded by pictures relating 

to Valmiki, in particular, the role he plays in the narrative of the Ramayana. No 

pictures of Sikh Gurus are present. Outside the building there is a pink nisdn sahih\ 

there are no intentions however to distinguish the building as a gurdwdrd. The temple 

is always referred to as the mandir, never \\\Qgurdwdrd — a clear avoidance of a Sikh 

identity. On a normal Sunday worship day, the number of kesdhdris was none. The 

majority of males tended not to cover their heads, whereas the females generally did. 

All these factors suggest that the orientation of the Birmingham temple is exclusively 

Valmlki: apart from a negligible number of ma-habls. there is no association with a 

Sikh affiliation.
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6:6:4:3 Southall

Like the Birmingham temple, the Southall mandir also stresses its Valmlki leaning. 

This is to the extent that it is a life-size statue of Valmiki that is housed in the palkl 

with the Rdmdyana being placed alongside, but outside of the pallet. This is due to the 

belief that Valmiki is more highly regarded than the Ramdyana that he himself 

composed. The layout of the palkl is illustrated in the picture of the Southall mandir 

below:



A bowl of amrit is kept alongside the Ramdyana, but this has nothing to do with 

Sikhism. The worshippers believe that the amrit is Bhag\van Valmfld's gift to the 

Indian religion. It was used to bring Rama back to life when he had been killed in 

battle. There are no portraits of Sikh Gurus or any picturized scenes relating to 

Rangretia. The ceiling of the mandir is beautifully painted with scenes from the 

Ramayaria™ Other aspects of the decor arc also focused on Valmlki. Langar is 

usually served on a Sunday in the mandir, Prasad usually takes the form of fruit or 

sweets and is distributed whenever worship takes place, as in Hinduism. There is no 

requirement for males or females to cover their heads, shoes must, nevertheless, be 

removed, as is the general Indian custom. The building also has a nisdn sahib, which 

is saffron and marks the place as a Valmlki place of worship. The mandir also has a 

library and a classroom in which Punjabi and music classes are held.

The character of the Southall mandir is most definitely not Sikh: rather it is 

Valmlki. 177 As in other centres, those Valmlkis who were brought up as mazhabl 

Sikhs will also attend. The president of the temple is kesdhari, but adamantly 

proclaims to the members of the Valmlki community that they should proudly assert 

their identity as Valmlkis only. Although the president is kesdhari he emphasized that 

he was not a Sikh. The only reason he still has the kes is because he was brought up 

kesdhari and, therefore, has remained so. He emphasized that his religion was 

Valmlki and, despite being kesdhari, he repeatedly commented that Valmlkis have no 

connections with Sikhism. I must stress that his opinion is also that of the majority of 

Valmlkis who emphatically assert a non-Sikh orientation.

l7*See appendix 4:10. 
177See appendix 4:11.
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6:6:4:4 Bedford

In line with the other centres, the Bedford temple, too, proudly asserts its Valmiki 

identity. There are no pictures of the Sikh Gurus here whatsoever; thus it was 

surprising to hear members occasionally referring to the temple as the gurdwara. 

During the service, a few kesdharis were present. The scripture used is the Yoga 

Vasistha, which is placed in thepalkT. Parchars, "meanings", "reflections", are given 

on the Yoga Vasistha during worship. The two major celebrations that take place at 

Bedford every year are the anniversary of Valmiki, and Flag Day, usually at the end 

of April. Neither baisakhl nor the gurpurbs are celebrated. With regard to the 

Coventry community, informants at Bedford unhesitatingly remarked that a Valmlki 

religious centre cannot house scriptures of more than one religion, and thus they do 

not have much communication with the Coventry community. 

6:6:4:5 Oxford and Glasgow

As mentioned earlier, there are no Valmiki temples for the communities in Oxford 

and Glasgow. For major celebrations, a hall is hired or visits are arranged to one of 

the Valmiki temples   on the whole, visits exclude the Coventry temple.

The Oxford community has been organized by its present President. Mr. Saida 

Ram Garewal. The Oxford community meets once a month, on the first Sunday of the 

month. 178 fts committee meets once every three months to discuss certain issues or 

organization of coming events.. A monthly newsletter entitled Dorshan Yog Masik. 

Pattar is distributed to members of the Oxford community. 179 Plans are underway to

17KThe Lakeside Community Centre, Oxford is usually the venue. The hall is paid for by donations 
from community members. The centre is also usually hired by Valmikis for weddings and other

functions.
179Mr. Garewal has given me a few copies of the newsletter. Since there is no temple, the newsletter 
informs members of past and future information, events and so on The newsletter is handed out during 
the monthly meeting or otherwise posted to members, a list of whose addresses are held by the 
President, Mr. Saida Ram Garewal, and the General Secretary, Mr. Darshati Chohan. The membership 
fee for the Oxford community is £5 per month. The fee covers costs for the community centre, as well 
as costs towards the printing a^d distribution of the newsletter Additionally, the fund enables the 
community to help members who experience financial difficulties. The collection also helps towards
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raise funds for the community to have a temple of its own. Collections are currently 

being taken from members at Oxford, as well as the other Vaimiki temples.

It is interesting to note that during monthly worship at the Oxford Community 

Centre, it is only the Yoga Vasistha which is used, and not the Ramayana. This is due 

to the belief of the community that, since the first and last books of the epic, were not 

composed by Vaimiki, the epic.is not in its original form. Since time is limited, the 

worship usually lasts for about two hours, after which langar, which has been paid for 

by a member, is distributed. Since the Yoga Vasistha is in Sanskrit, its parchar is 

given to the congregation in Punjabi. The emphasis on a non-Sikh orientation of the 

Oxford community is accentuated by the fact that neither baisakhl nor the gurpurbs 

are celebrated in any way. Although occasional lectures may be delivered with regard 

to Bhal Jaita, the community has no marked emphasis on him. Informants from 

Oxford expressed their dislike of Coventry's keeping of the Sikh scripture, they also 

expressed that while the Valmfld members of the community are united, the Coventry 

mazhabls are not regarded as Valmikis at Oxford. This is due to the simple fact that a 

person cannot belong to two religious groupings - either one is a Sikh or one is a 

Vaimiki   there is no sense in claiming to be a member of both religions.

Additional practices of the Valmikis include an emphasis on bharat natyam - 

classical Indian dancing. Females in the community will often perform bharat 

natyam on special functions. Although no major prominence is given to fasting; 

fasting for the welfare of one's husband -- kurvd choth - is observed by females. 

There is no requirement of vegetarianism, although the langar is always vegetarian to 

accommodate the needs of all. There is no marked insistence on followers to wear the

the cost of funerals of members.
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Five Ks, or to be kesdhan. An explicitly non-Sikh feature of the Valmfld temples is 

that the amrit ceremony is not performed in any of the temples.

To summarize the practices prevalent in the Valmiki community, I have listed the 

main practices of the Sikhs, in order to examine which are practised by the Valmlkis 

also. The Coventry temple, because of its overt difference in orientation from the 

other centres, has been listed separately. As can be seen from the table below, there is 

a sharp indication that the Valmlkis do not adhere to Sikh praxis. Although ardas is 

performed, it has no connection to the Sikh Gurus.
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Sikh Practice

Use of the Guru Granth Sahib in 
worship

The Guru Granth Sahib as the basis for 
religious belief

Lavan taken arouiul Guru Granth Sahib

Singing ofKrtan from the Guru Granth 
Sahib

Recitation of ardds during worship

Performance of akhand paths

Parchar of the teachings of the Sikh 
Gurus

Serving of guru-ka-langar

Distribution ofprasdd

Place of worship called a gw/fwara

Importance of the Sikh Gurus

Prominence of the Khandd and/or 
Ik-Onkdr symbol

Performance of amrit ceremony

Emphasis on the Five Ks

Emphasis on being kesdhdri

Traditional Punjabi dress for females

Requirement for males and females to 
  cover their heads 

Celebration of the gurpurbs

Celebration of baisakhl as birth of the
Khalsa

Celebration of dfwatt as the release of 
Guru Hargobind from prison
Celebration of hold mohalld

Niian sahib changed OU baisaklil

Saffron nisdn sahib with Khandd

Endogenous marriages

Present among 
the Valmlkis

#

#

#

#

Absent among 
the Valmlkis

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#

if

# 

#

#

#

#

It

#

Practised at the 
Coventry temple

#

ft

#

#

#

#

if 

#

#

#

Table 18. Conformity of practices found among the ValmTkis and the 
general Pa nth.
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From the above, it is evident that the Valmikis wish to accentuate their difference 

from Sikhs. They have incorporated specific practices that clearly identifies them as 

Valmikis - the majority of these practices have no place in the praxis of the general 

Panth. Needless to say, they inhibit Sikh identity. The emphasis on being Valmiki, is 

clarified in the following table that hsts practices of the Valmikis that are not found 

among the general Panth: the Coventry temple is again featured separately.

Practice found among 
the Valmikis

Religious place often called 
mandir
Use ofRdmdyana in worship

Absence of the Guru Granth 
Sahib from temples
Focus of worship is Valmiki

No reference to the Sikh
Gurus in ardas
Highlight of the year is the 
anniversary of Valmiki
Diwdli celebrated as the story 
of Rama and Si ta
Baisakhi celebrated as a 
harvest festival only
Nisan sahib changed on Flag 
Day
Pheras taken around 
Ramdyana
Emblem of bow and arrow 
has prominence
Nisan sahib saffron, pink o« 
red with bow and arrow
No pictures of the Sikh Gurus

Pictures of Valmiki and 
scenes from the JRantayapa 
feature in the decor

Totally absent 
from general 
Sikh practice

#

#

It
#

#

#

#

#

Expressed differently 
in the Panth

Religious place called
gurjtvaru

Celebrated for the release 
of Guru Hargobind
Commemoration of the 
Kltalsa
Changed on baisakhi

Khanda emblem has 
prominence
Saffron with Khanda

Exception at the 
Coventry Valmiki 

temple

The Guru Granth Sahib is 
read from once a month
Only Coventry has a copy of 
the Guru Granth Sahib

Pheras also taken around the 
Guru Granth Sahib

Also displays pictures of the 
Sikh Gurus

Table 19. Practices that distinguish the Valmikis from the general Panth.
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6:7 The religious identity of the Valmikis

The identity of the followers of Valmiki is distinctly that of being Valmlkis. The 

emphasis is on being different to Sikhs. The Southall Sabha continuously stresses that 

the community should cease wandering into other religions and should be known as 

Valmlkis only -- a clear and overt expression of the community's distinctivcncss. 180 It 

is the retention of Sikh values however, which causes particular concern within the 

Valmlki community itself; those who remain mazhabi Sikhs challenge the Valmlki 

sense of perception of a distinct identity. Practices of the community, as a whole, 

incorporate certain Hindu aspects, too: therefore, they have elements of both Sikhism

1 ft t
and Hinduism. And it is the Coventry Valmlki community that is indicative of a 

challenge to a clear-cut definition of what a Valmlki is. An analysis of the Coventry 

community is, therefore, given separately at the end of this section; for now, I shall 

concentrate on the Valmlki temples that affiliate to the Central Sabha.

Yet, although the Valmlkis claim to be non-Sikhs, among the older generation 

there are still many kesdharls. Furthermore, the Valmlkis themselves openly admit 

that their connection with Sikhism can never be lost due to a popular belief 

concerning Valmiki's connection with the city of Amritsar. 182 A relationship with 

Sikhism exists for the Valmikis at large, since many Valmiki families in the Punjab 

had adopted Sikhism. 183 But why arc the mazhabi Sikhs openly discriminated against, 

and why are the traditional zat "occupations of the "religious ones" seen as so 

polluting? It is questions such as these, asked by the Valmikis to themselves, and

'""This is so, even though some Valmikis acknowledge some allegiance to the religions of Sikhism and
Chris tianity.
18lFor a detailed examination of the practices, see section 6.6 above.
182This belief accepts that the city is so named because of the tradition, noted above, that Valmiki
himself is believed to have buried a pot full ofamrit at the spot where the holy lake is situated today.
183During visits to the community, many youngsters frequently mentioned that their maternal family is
mazhabt, and their palemal family is Valmiki or vice versa. However, the identity of the particular

youngsters in question was that of Valmiki.
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among themselves, that have prompted them to develop their own distinct identity, in 

aspiration at least. They are no longer prepared to accept blatant discrimination. 

Importantly, the question must surely be asked, too, how higher-raf Sikhs can call 

themselves Sikhs when they do not follow what is openly expressed ingurbanT?

During the present research, the Hindu perception of identity among the 

Valmlkis has not arisen, at least, not as significantly as a Sikh/Valmflri perception of 

identity, as expressed by certain members of the community. What must be noted, 

however, is that although the Valmlkis regard themselves as an independent qaum, I 

have illustrated earlier that, in relation to their religious beliefs, it is Hinduism that 

informs the background of the Valmlkis, more so than Sikhism.

On the other hand, the practices of the community also illustrate their 

separateness from popular Hinduism, in that there is no worship of the Hindu gods or 

goddesses. Valmlki as Bhag\van, in the sense that he can help others towards mukti, is 

nevertheless worshipped. In this respect, therefore, I contend that the emphasis is 

most definitely on separateness from both Hindus and Sikhs with regard to a religious 

orientation, rather than a synthesis of cultures. Inevitably, the social background of 

the Valmikis remains Punjabi, and this will involve the retention of some common 

customs. The emphasis on distinction probably took hold by the time of the Ad 

Dharm movement. 184 Taking the author of the original Rdmdyana, Valmlki, as their 

leader, the chuhrds succeeded in creating just such an independent identity, calling

themselves Valmlkis.

I suggest that today the Valmiki community is not so much a synthesis, but, 

because of its reliance on the Yoga Vasistha, is something original, since neither 

Hinduism nor Sikhism rely so heavily on the Yoga Vasistha for its religious teachings.

jS4This movement has been examined in detail in section 5:4.
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In practice, the community"* has no marked connection with Sikhism.

The Valmlki effort towards distinction, especially from the Sikhs, is supported 

by the fact that the Valmlkis have their own symbol of the bow and arrow that clearly 

visually distinguishes their community as separate from the Panth, for whom the 

symbol of the Khanda clearly displays a Sikh identity. 186 Furthermore, the centres arc 

referred to as mandirs or temples, more often than a sabha, and rather than 

gurd\varas,

As mentioned previously, the Birmingham, Southall, Bedford and 

Wolverhampton communities explicitly say they have no connections today with 

Sikhism. Even in informal matters, members of the community generally do not greet 

one another by saying satsriakal, but would rather use namaste, the latter being more 

Indian than the former greeting that is essentially Sikh in character and meaning. 

There are no representations or features in the temples at all that suggest a Sikh 

orientation. Underpinning all practices is the point that the Valmiki temples, with the 

exception of Coventry, are most definitely not Sikh, for the simple reason that they do 

not possess a copy of the Sikh scripture   a practice that prevents their Sikh 

affiliation.

The Southall temple, together with the Birmingham temple, are stem about 

promoting a strictly Valmiki identity. An informant from the Southall mandir stated 

that the Guru Granth Sahib has no place in Valmiki worship; therefore it is not used. 

He went on to remark that the community is not Hindu either, due to the fact that it 

was never regarded so by the Hindus, and this applies to the Sikhs too; therefore the
i 07

community is distinct from both these faiths -- it is Valmlki.

185 With the exception of the Coventry temple.
186 As illustrated earlier, Coventry also show's prominence for the bow and arrow symbol.
' 87The same informant stressed, again, that Coventry is not regarded as a Valmlki centre because it

houses the Guru Granth Sahib.
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So what is the religious identity of the followers of Valmlki - is it Hindu, Sikh, 

both or neither? My research has revealed that the emphasis is to be placed on 

distinctiveness, that is, not being wholly dependent on either. It is interesting to note 

that Nesbitt has stated: "the Valmikis have followed their own unique religious and 

social course, and drawn freely and creatively on both traditions [that is, Sikh and 

Hindu] to construct their own distinctive synthesis." 188 I do not agree that the 

Valmlki community is so much a synthesis of Hindu and Sikh traditions. Obviously 

religious belief and practice do not rise from a vacuum, they have to be informed by 

some past ideas. But it does not mean to say that their present expression needs to be 

seen as a synthesis of other religions, they are unique in its own way. For example, 

my analysis of the beliefs of the Valmlkis has illustrated that there is not much Sikh 

theology present in the philosophical beliefs of the Valmlkis.

Furthermore, the different Valmiiki communities are producing their own 

literature to educate the younger generation about their religious identity - which is 

that of Valmiki: neither Sikh nor Hindu. Thus the Valmlki community can be said to 

be a caste-based organization that aims to be separate from Sikhs and Hindus. The 

Valmlkis' assertion that they are not Hindus or Sikhs is true to the extent that their 

practices are not wholly made up of one or either. It is the background of the 

Valmlkis that is Hindu and Sikh, not the actual identity.

When I asked members of the younger generation - aged from about eleven to 

seventeen years of age from the Birmingham, Coventry and Southall temples - about 

their identity, they all unhesitatingly replied that they are Valmlkis. The Southall 

Sabha especially is responsible for promoting the Valmiki identity through the Valrmk

""Nesbitt E "Valmikis in Coventry: The Revival and Reconstruction of a Community" in Ballard, R 
(1994) Desk Pardesh: The South .Asian Presence in Britain, London: Hurst and Company, p. 117.
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Jagri(i. ]M The Valrnlk Jagriti ftutlier liighlights die utmost importance 

Valmiki for his community of followers. 190 In the years to come, when there are no 

longer mazhabis that remember their Sikh affiliations, Sikhism will exert no influence 

at all.

The Valmiki community in Britain today is determined to establish its position 

of equality among all other faiths. Its members are no longer going to be mistreated 

by showing allegiance to faiths in which they are treated like animals. Thus the 

president of the Southall Sabha, Mr. Gurpal Gill adamantly voices that:

After centuries of oppression and deprivation, Valmikis are joyfully astir with
hopes, and aspirations sky-high.
While we swim in waters of cosmopolitanism and universal ism, at the same time
the total unity among Valmiki ranks remains our immediate and foremost
motive. . .
We are determined to show to the world our place on universal campus. 191

Hence, I contend, it is clear that for the Valmikis, being a follower of Valmiki means 

identification that is distinct from both Hindus and Sikhs. With regard to being 

different from Sikhs, it is separation from the Panth, rather than within the Panth, 

which is of utmost importance.

A paradox of identity, however, is visibly present with regard to the mazhabi 

Sikhs and, furthermore, in relation to the practices of the Coventry temple. 

6:7:1 The religious identity of the Coventry Valmikis

Coventry is, indeed, peculiar, as already indicated, because of its installation of two 

scriptures   the Guru Granth Sahib and the Rdmayana - alongside each other in the 

temple. Despite the retention of the Guru Granth Sahib, the overall categorization of 

the community as a whole as being Vahnlki seems, on the one hand, easily

1S9In this it openly declares: "To stop wandering into different religions. Be a Valmiki and be proud of
ii."(VatmikJagriti,?. 6).
190"Have confidence in Bhagwan Valmik Ji. Accept Bhagwan Valnuk Ji as our Gum Have a Varnuki
Press to publish Valmikian research and promotion in all languages." (Ibid., p. 6).
mlhtd, p. 3
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ascertained. Yet the Sikh character of the Jagat Guru Valmlk Ji Maharaj Temple in 

Coventry is further endorsed by the fact that it has pictures of the Sikh Gurus present. 

The Coventry connection with Sikhism is apparent further through its decor, which 

was highlighted in 6:6:4:1 above, especially with regard to Bhal Jaita. 192 Interestingly, 

it is only worshippers at the Coventry temple who place a marked position of 

importance on Bhal Jaita. 193 Again, I believe, this is due to the fact that Coventry has 

more mazhabi Sikhs than the other Valmfld centres. The mazhabi Sikhs, however, 

also regard themselves as Valmlkis. At Coventry, the style of worship also takes on a 

Sikh style where male and female members of the congregation are required to cover 

their heads, unlike a Hindu place of worship where this is not always necessary. This, 

too, may be from mazhabi influence.

Another indication of the Sikh orientation of Coventry is illustrated by the fact 

that the birth anniversary of Guru Nanak is not usually celebrated by the ValmTki 

temples - but it is by the Coventry temple. When asked what importance the Sikh 

Gurus have for those Valmlkis who attend the celebration, the Coventry members 

commented that it has the same importance as for Sikhs. This is in sharp contrast to 

the reply of an informant at Southall who remarked that, although the Gurus are

such picture is included in appendix 4:4. For his bravery, Jaita, who belonged to the Rangretia 
group ofchfehras, was renamed as Bha! Juvan Singh by the tenth Guru.

They proudly stale thai: "Valmiki community feels very proud of ils contribution to Sikhism both in 
spiritual terms as well as the struggle which lead [sic] to the formation of Khalsa by 10th Guru Gobind 
Singh Ji, Sikh movement in India faced crisis when 9th Gurii Tegh Bahadur Ji was executed in Delhi 
and Bhal Jaita Ranghretta risked his life' and managed to bring the remains of 9th Guru (his Sees) 
[head] to Kiratpur where he was received by 10th Gum Gobind Singh Ji . . Bhal Jaita Ranghretta, 
commonly known as Baba Jiwan Singh Ji amongst Valrmki community, along with his younger 
brother Sangat Singh Ji played a vital role in upbringing of Guru Gobind Singh Ji. . This contribution 
to Sikhism by Valmiki Community, through Baba Jaita and Baba Sangat Singh, was honoured by 10th 
Guru by calling these brothers 'Runk rette [sic] mere Guru ke bete'. This term of honour was later 
distorted by evil Hindu-minded Sikh followers who believed in Five Ks but did not really believe in the 
basic principles of Sikh-Majhab i.e. Sikh religion by calling our Sikhs as majhabis." (Information 
received in written form from the Coventry panel of informants). The Coventry members also consider 
that: "also in the battle of Chamkaur Fort, when die life of the 10th Guru was in danger, Baba Sangat 
Singh Ji saved Guru's life by making supreme sacrifice and dying by placing Guru's crown (Kalgi 
Toda) thereby impersonating as Guru Gobind Singh Ji and gave Guru a chance to escape death or 
capture at the hands of Moghul Army. 10th Guru chose to called [sic] our Sikhs as true believers in
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respected, they have no real significance for the community. Guru Nanak is respected 

as a saint and reformer only.

But what becomes clear is that the ties with Sikhism have not been completely 

severed. I suggest that the Coventry temple was probably originally more Sikh 

orientated than it is today and may, in future, continue this trend and become even 

less Sikh orientated. However, with the establishment of different sat gurdwaras in 

Coventry, it probably adopted more and more Valmiki practices; this eventually 

resulted in the reading of the Guru Granth Sahib once a month on sahgrand. 

Furthermore, it is possible that the distinctions between the mazhabis and Valmikis of 

Coventry were not initially pronounced. Therefore, Sikh practices were retained. 

Discrimination by higher zat Sikhs, in non-Valmiki temples, probably resulted in 

many members of the community endeavouring to assert their distinctiveness - 

primarily, in terms of separate places of worship from other Sikh zats. Particular 

tension is expressed towards higher-caste Sikhs due to the feet that the mazhabl Sikhs 

were outrightly discriminated against in the gurd\vdras. Thus the mazhabis no longer 

have any desire to visit Sikh gurd\varasy but have their own places of worship - the 

Valmiki temples. It was the regard and respect that the mazhabis had for the Guru 

Granth Sahib - now read from only once a month - that caused the Coventry 

community to retain it in the sabha. When asked about both its Sikh and Valmiki 

orientation, members of the Coventry panel of informants replied:

The congregation in Coventry also included a high percentage from Sikhs who 
chose to stay within Valmiki community and therefore it was decided to allow 
worship of Guru Granth Sahib along with the Holy Ramayan and Yog Vashisth 
Last 20 years in Maharishi Valmiki Temple have seen a perfect harmony 
between Sikhs and other Valmiki members which cannot be found amongst other 
Hindu and Sikhs in UK. . . . Probably the Sabha and temple in Coventry can be 
considered as central for the purpose of obtaining information about Valmiki 
Community mainly because this temple caters for the needs of Sikhs along with'

Sikh Majhab but this term was used in a derogatory way by jealous Hindu-minded Sikhs" (ibid).
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Valmikis whereas other temples are only and purely for Valmiki community. 194 

It'is true to say, therefore, that it is only amongst those Valmikis who have been 

brought up as Sikhs that the paradox of identity is present.

Although Coventry is unique in its practices, and points towards both a Sikh 

and Valmiki orientation, it cannot be realistically regarded as being "Sikh". The most 

obvious reason for this is the prominence of the Ramdyana. This has conflicting ideas 

when compared to the theology and philosophy of Sikh scripture. Then, too, there is 

the obvious emphasis placed on Maharsi Valmiki. Since the Coventry temple alone is 

practising Sikh and Valmiki principles, it has caused much tension between itself and 

the other Valmiki communities in Britain. The paradox of identity is prominent 

among the Coventry community - the other centres find Coventry's situation an 

embarrassment.

Noticeably, there are a number of kesdhans at Coventry, the committee 

however, places no insistence whatsoever on followers to be so, or to wear the Five 

Ks. Neither is there any requirement to recite the Sikh prayers either at home or in the 

temple. The Guru Granth Sahib has no marked importance for those who perceive 

themselves as Valmlkis only. The latter will nevertheless matta tekh in front of the 

potto, in which both the scriptures are housed.

It is the fact that the Ramayand is so prominent at Coventry that provides an 

indication of the wishes of the community at large to be identified as Valmikis. The 

panel of speakers at Coventry appropriately expressed that the "Ramayan is the 

foundation on which our lives and the life of the community is modelled. It is our 

holy Scripture and our guide to way of life." 195 The Valmiki identity of the Jagat

ly4Panel of speakers at Coventry.
1950ne point I should like to raise here is the implications of the phrase in Yuddha Kanda, which states 
that those who read the Ramayana will alone be saved. How can tins be accepted in connection with 
the installation of the Gurii Granth Sahibl

332



Guru ValnakJIMaharaj Temple at Coventry is further emphasized via the prominent 

position attributed to Valmiki in both the temple and in the homes of worshippers. 

The title of the Coventry temple, too, is an indication per se for no real connection 

with Sikhism.

Importantly, an allegiance to the Valmiki way of life was expressed by the 

majority of informants themselves at Coventry, who pointed out that the purpose of 

the members of the community was to live their lives according to the teachings of 

their Holy Guru Maharsi Valmlk JI. However, unlike the other Vahruki communities 

in Britain, the Coventry community dislikes the idea of being completely distinct from 

Hindus and Sikhs, although certain members proclaim the Valmiki identity! Some 

members, in expressing this attitude, said they do not regard themselves as distinct 

from Hindus or Sikhs, they stated: "Who says that Valmikis are different from Hindus 

and Sikhs? We would like to know.. ." 1%

It may seem that the religious identity of Coventry is rather obscured with 

regard to whether it is strictly Valmiki or Sikh. Indeed, table 18 in section 6:6 above, 

illustrates that Coventry retains many Sikh practices in ethos. Nevertheless, since the 

community aspires to live according to the teachings of Maharsi Valmiki, it must be 

regarded as being Valmlki. The retention of the Guru Granth Sahib does not really 

suggest that the whole community is Sikh, since it is the teachings of the Ramayana 

and Yoga Vasistha that are used as guidelines and not the teachings of the Sikh 

scripture. In this respect therefore, the underlying identity of the Coventry community 

is, indeed, that of being Valmikis. Thus, I have demonstrated that identity is 

something to be ascertained from within a group and not from ill-informed 

perspectives from outside it.

ls*Panel of speakers at Coventry.
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In summary, the religious identity of the Valmiki community as a whole is 

perhaps best highlighted in the words of its Coventry members who expressed that: 

"We see ourselves as Valrnikis. Hindu and Sikh are extension (sic) to our perception 

as Valrnikis. This is the reason why we find harmony amongst the members of our 

community irrespective of their religious beliefs." 197

Up until now the groups I have studied have all been of Punjabi origin. It is 

commonly assumed that all Sikhs are Punjabis. However, this is not the case. In the 

following chapter I shall highlight what implications non-Punjabi converts to the Sikh 

faith have for the issue of Sikh identity. Thus, in the next chapter I shall look at 

western converts to the Sikh faith.

iyllbid
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Sikh Dharma of the 
Western Hemisphere

and
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7:1 Cord converts to the Sikh faith

Although the overwhelming majority of the Panth and, indeed, each of the previous 

groups studied, are composed of Punjabi Sikhs, there is now an increasingly non- 

Punjabi, western following, especially in America. These Sikhs are commonly 

referred to as gora Sikhs, literally, "white Sikhs". The gora Sikhs associate 

themselves with what is known as the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, many 

of them also belonging to the 3HO (Happy, Holy, Healthy Organization). In the 

present chapter I shall scrutinize how the issue of Sikh identity - which has been 

traditionally linked to Punjabi identity' - is affected when looking at the non-Punjabi 

gora Sikhs. I must point out that the following for the Sikh Dharma of the Western 

Hemisphere in the UK is negligible. Although a large number of UK goras attend 

hindalinl yoga1 classes, these individuals arc not necessarily students of cither or both 

the 3HO and the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere. It is in the United States of 

America that goras of both the 3HO and/or the Sikh Dharma of the Western 

Hemisphere are most significant.

I must make it clear that an examination of the gora Sikhs, with regard to the 

UK scene, has not been possible on a level I had envisaged, compared to the 

American scene. The most obvious reason for this is that I have not been able to get in 

touch with a significant number of gora Sikhs in the UK: this is chiefly due to the fact 

that there is no real organization or centre for the gora Sikhs of Britain. They 

constitute a very minute - one may say negligible - percentage when compared to 

American gora Sikhs. Nevertheless, I have tried to include the UK scene as much as 

possible from the information I have received from gora Sikhs in the UK.

^undalim is personified by the coiled snake, as saktt (energy), lying dormant at the base of one's 
spine. The aim through Jaindalinl yoga is to awaken this soldi by which it travels up the six cakras, or 
nerve centres, until it reaches the crown of the head, bringing spiritual enlightenment.
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Importantly, at times, the 3HO and the Sikh Dharma of the Western 

Hemisphere are regarded as one group: any distinction becomes blurred. Other times 

however, the distinction between the two is quite marked. With regard to my research, 

recognizing where the distinction occurs is very important since, although the Sikh 

Dharma of the Western Hemisphere is Sikh orientated, the 3HO is not necessarily a 

Sikh group, even though both groups have been founded by Harbhajan Singh Pun, 

also known as Yogi Bhajan - a Sikh. According to one gora informant from London, 

the 3HO and the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere are definitely two separate 

groups. The former places an emphasis on kundalini yoga, whereas the latter 

concentrates on Sikh dharma - the religious teachings and practices of Sikhism. 

Moreover, the informant, who is arnritdhari, and a member of {he Sikh Dharma of the 

Western Hemisphere, resented the belief that he was in any way different to other 

Sikhs of the Panih. He continuously stressed that he was not a member or follower of 

a particular group or sect   he was a student, a Sikh.

The majority of gora Sikhs of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere 

have converted to Sikhism, rather than being born into the faith like the majority of 

Punjabi Sikhs world-wide today, who are Sikhs by birth and not necessarily by 

personal choice. I believe that this factor, which I shall look at below, has important 

implications for the practice ofKhalsa Sikhism. 

7:2 A brief note on Harbfcajaa Singh Furl

Puri, who was bom in 1929, is the so-called Chief Religious and Administrative 

Authority for Sikh Dharma in the Western Hemisphere and belongs to the khatn zat 

of Sikhs. His family originate from the region of the Punjab that is now situated in 

Pakistan. After partition the family had settled in New Delhi and it was at Delhi
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airport that Puri worked as a customs official before leaving for America.2 Eventually, 

Puri began teaching kundalim yoga classes to Americans in 1968, hence becoming 

widely known as Yogi Bhajan. Yogi Bhajan is married to Bibi Inderjit Kaur who, like 

himself, has a Ph.D. 3 Attracting an increasing number of yoga students resulted in 

Yogi Bhajan's official formation of the 3HO, the Healthy, Happy, Holy Organization, 

in 1969. Bhajan's insistence on Sikh teachings was not all that apparent in the early 

years, althoiigh he quite frequently talked about his faith to the yoga students.4 His 

closest followers began to express an interest in Sikhism. Thus, it is clear that Yogi 

Bhajan's own Sikh background eventually resulted in the Sikh nature of the formation 

of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere.

In 1971, Yogi Bhajan took a group of eighty-four of his closest students to the 

Golden Temple at Amritsar. Apparently, it was due to his success in promoting 

Sikhism to American goras that Yogi Bhajan claims he was bestowed with the title of 

Siri Singh Sahib, an honorific term, by the Shromani Gurdwara Parbandhak 

Committee (SGPC) at the Akal Takht. Important to note here is that the involvement 

of theAkal Takht strengthens thegora converts' assertion of a Sikh identity. But there 

is some ambiguity over whether the term was actually conferred by the SGPC. The 

gord Sikhs firmly hold that the administrator of Sikhism in the western hemisphere, is 

a Siri Singh Sahib, as voiced in a pamphlet published by the Sikh Dharma of the 

Western Hemisphere:

On March 3rd, 1971, Harbhajan Singh was given the ministerial responsibility 
for the Sikhs of the Western Hemisphere by the Shiromani Gurdwara 

Committee (SGPC) Tn acknowledgment of his extraordinary

2 Duscnbcry, V. A. "Punjabi Sikhs and Gora Sikhs: Conflicting Assertions of Sikh Identity in North
America" in O'Connell, et al, (1988) Sikh History and Religion in the Twentieth Century, New

Delhi: Manohar, p. 344.
3Yogi Bhajan's doctorate in Psychology enables him to extend his role as a counsellor,
4Duseabery, V. A. "On the Moral Sensitivities of Sikhs in North America" in Lynch, O. M. (ed) (1990)
Divine Passions: The Social Construction of Emotion in India, Berkeley: University of California

Press, p. 247.
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missionary effort, he was given the title of "Siri Singh Sahib" by Sant Chanan 
Singh, the President of the S.G.P.C. A few years later he was honoured with the 
title of "Bhai Sahib" by the AVal Takhat 5

This belief is strengthened by Shanti Kaur Khalsa, a gor? Sikh, who has also 

remarked in her book that the title of Siri Singh Sahib was, indeed, accorded to Yogi 

Bhajan on March 3 1971, at Amritsar.7

Contradictorily however, an article in a copy of the journal Time, on 

September 5 1977, explicitly states that the SGPC has not acknowledged Bhajan as a 

Siri Singh Sahib. Although recognizing the fruitful efforts of Bhajan, Tohra (then the 

President of the SGPC) declared that Bhajan had bestowed the title on himself; the 

paper report reads:

High Priest Guruchuran Singh Tohra, president of the management committee 
for northern India's Sikh temples, confirms that his council has given "full 
approval" to 3HO and recognizes the yogi as a preacher Tohra, however, says 
that this does not mean Bhajan is the Sikh leader of the Western Hemisphere, as 
he claims. The Sikhs do not create such offices. Nor, Tohra adds, has the 
committee given Bhajan the rarely bestowed title, Siri Singh Sahib (the 
equivalent of saying "Sir" three times), which he uses.*

It is after the alleged honour by the SGPC that Siri Singh Sahib Bhai Sahib 

Ilarbhajan Singh Khalsa Yogiji, that is, Yogi BhajaJi, began preaching Sikh teachings 

openly to his American students. Thus the Sikh Dharma Brotherhood was officially 

registered in 1973. The title was later modified in non-gender language to become 

Sikil Dharma of Hie Western Hemisphere. Many of Bhajan's yoga students underwent 

the amrit ceremony and became the gora Sikhs of the Panth. But, I should emphasize 

that niy research has indicated thai those who follow the 3 HO way of life do not have 

to follow the Sikh teachings of the Sikh Dharma. Although the ideals of the 3 HO,

5Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, Los Angeles: Sikh Dharma/3HO Foundation, 1649 S.
RobertsonBlvd P. O. Box 351149.
6 A female western convert to Sikhism.
'Khalsa, S S Shanti Kaur (1995) The History of Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, Espanola;
New Mexico: Sikh Dharma Publications, p. 15. The initials of S. S. indicate that Shanti Kaur Khalsa is
a Sardarm Sahiba, an honorific title for female gori Sikhs.
"Uberoi "Yogi Bhajan's Synthetic Sikhism" in Time, September 5 1977, p. 24.
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such as the holistic approach to everyday life and the practice of kundalim yoga, are 

performed by the majority of the students of the Sikh Dharma; students who follow 

the 3HO alone, are not required to live a Sikh way of life.

The transition from teaching kundalim yoga to furthering the Sikh religion, as 

Dusenbery suggests, brought about the addition of the title Siri Singh Sahib to the 

frequently used term Yogi Bhajan. 9 Dusenbery, quite confusingly however, appears to 

contend that members of the 3HO are Sikhs, and that the 3HO changed its orientation 

towards Sikhsim. 10 According to my research, this is not the case. The 3HO and the 

Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere are two separate ways of life. As 

highlighted above, although the ideals of the 3HO are present in the Sikh Dharma, this 

is not necessarily the case vice versa. Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere and 

3HO literature both repeatedly stress the fact that students of the 3HO are not 

necessarily Sikhs: the literature points out that:

You do not have to be a Sikh to practice or teach the 3 HO lifestyle. There are 
thousands of people who are actively engaged in spreading the 3HO teachings 
who do not follow the Sikh religion Nor do all Sikhs utilize the teachings of 
3HO in their personal lives. 11

The influence Yogi Bhajan has on both his 3HO and Sikh Dharma American 

students cannot be overestimated. Under the guidance of Bhajan, his students have 

started businesses that include the promotion of health, vitality, books and even a 

security company. The Power Broker magazine has counted Bhajan among "New 

Mexico's Top 100" influential business people. The article pertaining to Bhajan reads:

Leader of one of New Mexico's fastest growing and most dynamic business 
communities with 14 corporations under Khalsa International Business and 
Trading. Business interests range from computer software development and 
herbal teas to one of the nation's largest private security firms in the Espanola- 
based Akal Security. His birthday celebrations draw the likes of Gov. Gary 
Johnson and Senate President Pro Tem Manny Aragon. . Gives substantial

9 Dusenbery, "Punjabi Sikhs and Gora Sikhs" p. 345.
10 Ibid
n3HO Foundation, Los Angeles: 3HO Foundation, P.O. Box 351149.
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donations lo peace organizations around the world. 12

Collectively the list of companies is referred to as "KIIT", that is, Khalsa International 

Industries and Trades and is "a group of companies that exist to serve, heal and uplift 

humanity through quality products and services." 13 The KIIT group includes such 

companies as the book-ordering service called "Ancient Healing Ways Catalogue", 

which trades in all lands of material with regard to the 3HO and Sikh Dharma of the 

Western Hemisphere. Other companies include "Golden Temple Enterprises" from 

where literature may be obtained, "Yogi Tea", 14 which markets caffcinc-frcc herbal 

tea, as well as "Sunshine Products", which make available natural body and mind 

stimulants. Publicity advertisements for the above companies are toned with 

stimulating phrases from Yogi Bhajan, such as: "We are not human beings having a 

spiritual experience; we arc spiritual beings having a human experience." 15 Thus the 

emphasis is towards spiritual well-being   an aspect on which the majority of 

Bhajan's teachings are based. This potential of realizing one's spiritual assets is 

farther heightened through the practice of kundalini yoga - taught to students of the 

3HO as well as Sikhs of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere.

An informant at London stated that out of those who practice kundalini yoga 

in the UK, a very small number know of Yogi Bhajan. They may have heard of him, 

but would not be able to give detailed insights into his life. I was told that the majority 

of those who practice lauidalini yoga in Britain have no contact with Sikhism; their 

primary concern is with the yogic techniques. Some, however, initiate into Sikhism 

and thus become followers of the Panth. It follows, according to the informant, that 

there is no affiliation as such to the 3HO or to the Sikh Dharma of the Western

uP<nver Broker, November 16-22, p. 14 (n.d).
KKIITMission Statement, Los Angeles: 3HO Foundation, P.O. Box 351149.
14 An advertisement of the Yogi Tea Company is enclosed in appendix 5:1.
15 Cited on the Sunshine Products newsletter.
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Hemisphere in the UK. This is vastly different to America where there is a stronger 

influence of Yogi Bhajan on the gora Sikhs. The successor of Yogi Bhajan has not 

been decided: this matter, Bhajan believes, will be decided for itself in accordance 

with the Will of God. 16

I shall now look at what the 3HO teaches, dealing with the 3HO and Sikh 

Dharma of the Western Hemisphere separately, since I regard them as essentially two 

separate groups, with the former not having any necessary orientation towards the 

Sikh faith. This assumption has been based on my research that reveals that the 3HO 

literature itself frequently states that one does not have to be a Sikh in order to 

practice the teachings of the Healthy, Happy, Holy Organization. 17 

7:3 The Healthy, Happy, Holy Organization (3HO) 

The purely yogic orientation of Yogi Bhajan's teachings is overtly expressed in his 

genesis of the 3HO, which is recognized as a Non-Governmental Organization 

(NGO). What is clear from my analysis of this organization is that - in the context of 

throwing light on criteria related to the issue of Sikh identity - I would have to assert 

that the 3HO does not have a Sikh leaning. It would be true to say, nevertheless, that 

many gora Sikhs were originally students of the 3HO. However, with the official 

establishment of the Sikh Dharma Brotherhood, the orientation of many of these 

students changed from one of necessarily no religious bearing to that of a strictly Sikh 

one. But, as far as the 3HO is concerned, further clarification of its non-Sikh 

affiliation is illustrated in its primary aims:

The 3HO International Kundalini Yoga Teachers Association ensures the 
excellence of all 3HO Kundalini Yoga teachers, classes and teacher training 
systems worldwide. IKYTA facilitates communications among national 
Kundalini Yoga Teacher Associations, and compiles a listing of its membership

16Khalsa, S K. The History of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, p. 166
17 On- such example provides sufficient evidence: "One does not have to be a Sikh to practice or teach 
fhe 3HO (keabhy, happy, holy) lifesiySe." (A Growing WaM Religion by Ihe 3HO Foundation).
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annually for the Internet, and a Teachers Director}' Booklet. The IKYTA's 
Annual Teachers Conference includes educational workshops, networking 
opportunities, and Yogi Bhajan's inspirational and informative keynote address. 
IKYTA works to create a professional identity and international recognition for 
Kundalini Yoga as Taught by Yogi Bhajan. IS

As can clearly be seen from the above, the emphasis of the 3HO is on kundalinl yoga 

to awaken the mind spiritually - the practice of kundalini has nothing in common 

with Sikh praxis. However, as mentioned previously, it is also practiced by the gara 

Sikhs of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere. It is in this respect that the 

differentiation between the two groups is often blurred. Kundalini yoga, for thegoras, 

is taught through IKYTA, International Kundalini Yoga Teachers Association. This is 

an affiliation of qualified kundalini yoga teachers, hi the UK many IKYTA teachers 

teach kundalini to individuals who may not necessarily be students of the 3HO. 

According to the 3HO kundalini yoga is:

a potent and effective system of self-transformation and personal development. 
Kundalini Yoga stimulates individual growth through systematic techniques that 
strengthen the nervous system and balance the glandular system (the guardians of 
health), for increased stability and vitality. Meditation improves mental 
concentration, sharpens awareness and give (sic) the direct experience of 
consciousness. Kundalini Yoga encompasses and draws from all yogic systems 
and techniques. 1

Even though kundalint yoga has no prominent position within Sikh practice on the 

whole, Yog! Bhajan, nevertheless, stresses its importance to both 3HO and Sikh 

Dharma of the Western Hemisphere students. Oa this matter he believes that.

The body is nothing but a timepiece with a little crystal of life energy in it which 
makes it run, and kundalini is that crystal. In every human there is a soul and 
that soul is nothing but kundalini, the coil that keeps your timepiece going. 
Without kundalini nothing can exist. 2

So although the identity of many 3HO members has changed from a yogic orientation 

to a Sikh one as Duscnbcry has commented,21 I must reiterate that not all 3HO

18"The 3HO Foundation" from the 3HO website -- www.3ho.org 
19"Kundalini Yoga" -- www.yogihliajari.com 
2(>3HOFouHdation (no page numbers). 
21Dusenbery, "Punjabi Sikhs and Gora Sikhs" p. 345.
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students are Sikhs; for those who are not Sikhs the orientation remains yogic.

The overt non-expression of a Sikh identity as far as the practices of the 3 HO 

are concerned is nowhere more apparent than during a 3HO meeting where no copies 

of the Guru Granth Sahib, or for that matter any other religious scripture are present. 

The Guru Granth Sahib has no pronounced role in the lives of the non-Sikh students 

of the 3HO. In Yogi Bhajan's words the "3 HO Foundation is an organization which is 

a ray of hope, applying conscious awareness to body, mind, and spirit."22 

7:4 Sikh Dfaarma of the Western Hemisphere

Chronologically, the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere is later than the 3HO; 

the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere was formed after Yogi Bhajan, as 

illustrated in 7:2 above, claimed he had been bestowed with the title of Shri Singh 

Sahib. It is the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere that promotes an awareness 

of Sikh teachings, as channelled through Yog! Bhajan to his students. So the gord 

Sikhs are students of the Sikh Dharma more so than (and frequently unlike) students 

of the 3HO, although hnidaliniyoga is also taught to many gord Sikhs.

The majority of gora Sikhs have taken amrit and, therefore, adopt the Sikh Rehat 

Maryddd fully. In the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, Sikhs tend to wear 

white clothes and white turbans. There is a strong tradition among gori Sikh females, 

also, to wear a white turban. In this sense, therefore, the gord Sikhs exhibit a keen 

sense of a Sikh identity in terms of Khdlsd appearance. The beliefs and practices 

prevalent among the gord Sikhs will be examined below, but what I wish to examine 

at this point is the attraction towards a Sikh way of life on the part of the gords.

Bhajan has been called the "Father of the Woodstock Nation", that is, at a time 

when drugs and alcohol were becoming increasingly popular in America, he

^Leaflet entitled 3HO Foundation, Espanola: 3HO Foundation, Route 2, Box 132D.
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introduced a way of life that aimed at fulfillment without intoxicants. He promoted 

self-confidence and self-excellence for males and females. Initially beginning with the 

3HO teachings, many students went further to find solidarity within the Sikh faith by 

following Sikh teachings via the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere: thus, 

under the leadership of Yogi Bhajan.

According to the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, the principles of 

Sikhism are the following:

* Rising early, bathing and meditating on God's name to cleanse the 
mind.

* Continuing to remember God's name with every breath throughout the 
day.

« Working and earning by one's honest efforts.

* Living a family way of life practising truthfulness in all dealings.

» Sharing and selflessly serving others.

* Abstaining from drags, alcohol, tobacco and meat.

* Keeping the body healthy and as created by God.

As can be seen from the above, Yogi Bhajan has concentrated on the threefold Sikh 

principle Gfnamjapna (meditation on the Name of God), /art kama (honest and good 

deeds), and vand chakna (sharing with others). So, through the Sikh Dharma of the 

Western Hemisphere: "The universal message of the Sikh path reaches out to people 

of ah1 faiths and cultural backgrounds to encourage peace and unity for all mankind."24 

This contrasts clearly with the 3HO, where students are taught the importance of 

spirituality through yoga, not necessarily through Sikh teachings, as pointed out 

below:

^"Sikh Dharma" by the 3HO Foundation.
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One does not have to be a Sikh to practice or teach the 3HO (healthy happy 
holy) lifestyle. There are thousands of people who are actively engaged in 
spreading these teachings who do not follow the Sikh religion, nor do all Sikhs 
utilize the teachings of 3HO in their personal lives. 25

To assist the needs of the students of the growing Sikh Dharma of the Western 

Hemisphere the Khalsa Council was formed in 1974 by Yogi Bhajan, whereby he 

appointed ministers to cater for the demands of the western Sikhs.26 The ministers, 

many of whom had already been serving these roles previously in 1972 before the 

formal establishment of the Khalsa Council, were given the titles of Singh Sahib for 

male ministers, and Sardarnl Sahiba for female ministers. These honorific titles 

continue to the present day and involve on behalf of the ministers the "responsibility 

for the welfare of the sangat in their respective areas. " 27 The point has been made 

clear that the Singh Sahibs and Sardarnl Sahibas are not to be seen as higher in any 

sense than others Sikhs, on the contrary "he or she was considered a servant of the 

sangat."28

7:5 Beliefs of the gora Sikhs

I shall now proceed to look at the beliefs of the gora Sikhs, as emphasized through the 

Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere. The 3HO will not he the main focus since, 

as illustrated above, it is not necessarily Sikh orientated and, therefore, will not bear 

significant light on the issue of Sikh identity. The central beliefs of the Sikh Dharma 

of the Western Hemisphere are found in the Guru Granth Sahib. In contrast, I suggest 

it is possible for a student of the 3HO to be an atheist. This is where one of the major 

differences between the two groups lies. Atheism is inconceivable for one who is a 

student of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, since Sikhism teaches the

14Ibtd.
25"A Growing World Religion" by the 3HO Foundation.
26Khalsa, S. K. A History of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, p. 107
21Ibid, p. 32.

346



supremacy of God. McLeod refers to the religious side of the 3HO as Sikh Dharma 

and the educational branch as the 3HO. Nevertheless, he also refers to the students of 

both groups collectively as 3HO Sikhs. 29 According to my research, the 3HO docs not 

express any visible Sikh tendency. It is only through those who are Sikhs, and practice 

yoga as originally modelled by the 3HO, that a Sikh identity is promoted. Sikh 

religious alliance is, therefore, characteristic only of the Sikh Dharma of the Western 

Hemisphere. Cole and Sambhi, too, are of the opinion that the Sikh Dharma of the 

Western Hemisphere and the 3HO arc essentially two titles for one group. 30 This, too, 

cannot be supported by the relevant facts. 

7:5:1 Kundalini yoga

It is the formidable insistence that Yog! Bhajan places on kundalim yoga for a sound 

body and mind, which creates the primary difference between Khalsa Sikhs and the 

followers of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere. In his own words, Yogi 

Bhajan expresses the prominence of kundalim yoga for thegw<5 Sikhs, as well as the 

students of the 3HO. He states:

J would like to invoke in you that power that is already yours. It is called 
Kundalini. Mostly it is dormant, but it's [sic} very existence creates the radiance 
to keep you alive. Kundalini will give you what riches and money cannot; it will 
give you happiness and satisfaction in your life. 31

The Sikh Gurus in their teachings, emphasized that it is the yoga of the Nam alone, 

that is, nam simran, that is supreme to all other practices:

Contemplating over the Name and the Saint-Guru's hymns, O Yogi, thou shalt 
become a hero, through the four ages. (AG 90S)32

For Guru Nanak the true yogi was one who lived amidst the material pleasures and

29 McLeod, W H (1997) .SHHkuiw, Harmondsworth: Penguin, pp. 202-03.
30Cole, W. O. and Sambhi, P. S. (1998, 2nd fully rev.edn, first published 1978) The Sikhs, Brighton:
Sussex Academic Press, p. IS6.
31"Message from Siri Smgh Sahib Yogi Bhajan" - www.sikhnet.com
32Singh, Manmohan (1996 rp of 1962 edn) Sri Guru Granth Sahib, Amritsar: Shiromam Gurdwara

Parbandhak Committee, p. 2963.
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desires of the world, but without forming attachment to them:

Abide pure amidst the worldly impurities. Thus shall thou find the way to Yo"a. 
By mere words Yoga is obtained not.
He is called a Yogi who looks upon all mortals with the same eye and deems 
them as equal. (AG 730)33

Essential to the practice of Jaindalim yoga - as taught by Yogi Bhajan - is 

pranayama, that is, breathing techniques that aid the awakening of the kundalim lying 

dormant at the bottom of the spine. In this respect, the students of the Sikh Dharma of 

the Western Hemisphere are outwardly contradicting gurbdnl that openly states that 

the realization of God does not come through the breathing techniques of ths yogis:

When the Imperceptible Lord reveals His ownself (sic) to man, then is he blessed 
with the knowledge, which the Yogis think, they obtain through breath control in 
the central, left and right bronchi. 
Nanak, the True Lord is above the three devices of breath-control. (AG 944)34

The gora Sikhs recognize that the practice of kundalim yoga is not readily accepted in 

the Guru Granih Sahib. They claim, however, that they are more health-orientated 

than the Punjabi Panlh. A student of the Sikh Dhanna of the Western Hemisphere 

writes:

Sikh Dharma members practice three different types of yoga O.kundalini, 2.1aya. 
and 3.tantric) which are supposed to enable them to meditate more efficiently. 
Members also put great emphasis on health, more so than is respected in the 
orthodox Sikh religion. In fact both yoga and vegetarianism are rejected by the 
Holy Book as forms of blind ritual. There has been some controversy.35

On the one hand the gora Sikhs claim to be more conformist than Punjabi Khalsa 

Sikhs yel, on the other hand, admit thai such practices as vegetarianism and practicing 

yoga have no place in the Guru Granih Sahib. Interestingly, the majority of gora 

Sikhs are vegetarians.

Justification for the practice of kundalim yoga has, nevertheless, been asserted 

by the students of Bhajan, who equate the result of raising the kundalim to the Sikh

id, p. 2382. 
Ibid, p. 3093.
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idea of charhadi kald. Basically, charhadi kald refers to the raised spirits of the 

Panth. Yogi Bhajan's linking of the practice of kutfatoa yoga to Sikh teachings is 

best illustrated by the fact that he believes the very term charhadi Ma was used by 

Guru Gobind Singh to allude to the rising of the /cutrdalim. 36 Western Sikhs believe 

that charhadi kald is a result of the kundalim having opened all the cafras.37 Yogi 

Bhajan emphasizes that charhadi kald causes the individual to abandon all obstacles 

in his or her path to mukti. In accordance with this teaching he remarks:

When you do Kundalini Yoga, it is a simple, direct experience, and the kundalini 

rises. It affects you in spite of all your garbage, so that you start looking toward 

infinity. That is Cherdi Kala. 'I am I am. Nothing can budge me. Nothine I am 

not going to give in. I am all right.'38

Validation of the gord Sikh belief that charhadi kald is the result of the 

awakening of the kundalim, appears to hold ground in the words of the Guru Granth 

Sdhib. A verse from the Adi Granth states:

7T3

KundaHni surjhT sat sahgat parmanand guru mukh macho. (1402)

In bis translation, Manmohan Singh has translated kundalim as "mind's tongue", his 

translation of the above verse is as follows:

Associating with the saints, their mind's tongue is opened and through the 

supreme Guru, they enjoy the Lord of supreme bliss. (AG 1402)39

According to Manmohan Singh, the kundalim is awakened through the company of 

the holy congregation. There is no mention of an actual yogic technique whereby to 

awaken the latent energy. But, AG 1402 supports Bhajan's identification of the 

awakening of the kundalim with the raised spirits, charhadi kald, attained through the

33 "Sikh Dharma: Healthy, Happy, Holy Organization (3HO)" -- www.cti.itc.wginia.edu

36Khalsa, S. K. The History of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, p 117.
37Khalsa, Shakii Parwha Kaur (1996) Kundaiini Yoga: The Flaw of Eternal Power, California, Time

Capsule Books, p. 55.
3*Khalsa, S K The History of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, p 117
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satsangat.

A Sikh character is, indeed, given to the yoga as taught by Bhajan. Many 

classes begin the yoga session by first chanting the mantar of

Ek Ong Kar Sat Ndm Sin Wahe Guru

Clearly, this chanting is very Sikh in nature, calling on one of the most frequently 

used names for the Absolute - Waheguru meaning the "Wonderful One". It is highly 

unlikely that non-Sikh participants would chant the phrase, bearing in mind that 

kundalini yoga is practiced by individuals from all faiths, not necessarily Sikhs alone. 

For western Sikhs, this mantar is believed to open the cakras, or the energy centres 40 

Bhajan goes further in his identification of kundalini yoga with Sikhism. He explains 

that for Sikhs, Izundalim yoga is Satiidm.^ This idea is based on the teaching of 

Bhajan that yoga is to be united with the soul-giver,42 God, who in Sikhism is often 

referred to as Satnam. Students of Bhajan refer to the chanting of Satnam as the by 

mantar, the "seed mantar", which enables the aspirant to tune in with the highest 

consciousness, to the Absolute, and realize his or her true essence: this is when total 

harmony is experienced.43

Another mantar that is chanted to begin a kundalini yoga class is

Ong Namo Guru Dev Namo 
"I Bow to the Creator, to the Divine Teacher Within"44

Kundalini participants from all faiths recite the above maniar: it is not necessarily 

Sikh orientated. This mantar calls on the great kundalini yoga masters, enabling the 

student to "tune in" to the consciousness of those great masters who have awakened

*Sri Guru Granth Sahib, translator Manmohan Singh, p. 4634. 
40Khalsa, P. K. Kundalini Yoga, p. 215.
*'ibid, p. 11. 
nlbid.
*3Ibid,, pp. 24-5. 
44Ibid,-p. 16.
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the kundalim, and who, therefore, have achieved spiritual liberation. 45 This mantar 

links the individual and the spiritual masters and is referred to by Bhajan as the 

"Golden Chain" indicating the "transference of spiritual awareness, consciousness, 

and power . . . from master to disciple".46 The mantar of Ong Namo Gum Dcv Namo 

is sometimes referred to as the Adi Mantar, that is, the first mantar or the primary 

mantar, in the sense that it provides the essential link with the spiritual masters 47

In their teachings, the Sikh Gurus constantly highlighted that yogic practices 

of the ascetics had no place in a householder's life. And yet, importantly, the yoga 

practised by the Sikh Dharma, nevertheless, enables one to live as a grihast, a 

householder. The students of the Sikh Dharma are not ascetics; they ran their own 

businesses and are employed, in the same way as any Punjabi Sikhs. At the same time 

there is an insistence, which cannot be overlooked, on the teachings of gurbatn 

amongst the gora Sikhs. Gurbaru is seen by the Sikh Dharma as the sabad that 

procures the melody in one's heart, just as much as in Sikh teaching generally. In this 

respect gurbdnl is reflected on by the gora Sikhs to eradicate the ago, as is stressed in 

the Guru Granth Sahib'.

Through Gurbani, that unbeaten melody is procured and therewith egotism is 
annulled. (AG 21)48

In fact, in the hymns of the Guru Granth Sahib, the Gurus speak of the 

unstruck melody (anahad sabad) associated with the height of meditation. The verse 

below seems to convey the point that, through the correct guidance of the teacher, the 

student can reach this level of spirituality:

4ilbid,p. 14.

S. 3. Rama Kirn Singh (ed) (1980 edn of 1976) KiauMini Yoga Manual, California. 

Kundalini Research Institute Publications, p. 2. 
**Sri Guru Granth Sahih, translator Manmohan Singh, n 69
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Under Guru's instruction, the perfect man meditates on the Lord. In his mind the 
unstruck melodious bands play. (AG 228)49

This might suggest that gurbam and yogic meditation are not so disparate. McLeod, 

however, has commented that, although the analogy of the anahad sabad is used in 

the terminology of Guru Nanak's hymns, it reflects a mere influence of Nath 

terminology on the words of Guru Nanak. McLeod clarifies Guru Nanak's treatment 

of such words as "a useful figure of speech, a convenient means of conveying some 

impression of an experience which is strictly inexpressible." 50 If this is the case, then 

the practice of, and belief in, the benefits of kundalim yoga remain counter to the Sikh 

identity of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere. 

7:5:2 White tantra

In addition to the practice of kundalim yoga, Bhajan also teaches what is known as 

"White tantra" to students of both the 3HO and Sikh Dharma of the Western 

Hemisphere. The aim of White lantric yoga "is to purify and uplift the being."51 It is 

in sharp contrast to the other two types of tantra namely, Black tantra and Red tantra: 

neither of these are taught by Bhajan. Black tantra is often depicted as "black magic", 

Red tantra is associated with sexual energy. 52 The practice of any tantric rituals is 

alien to Sikhism generally; nevertheless, Yogi Bhajan is popularly referred to by his 

students as the MaMn Tantric, "The Master of White Tantric Yoga."53 Bhajan alone 

is the Mahdn Tantric of this present age.

White tantra is not hindalini yoga: rather, it is practiced in pairs at specific 

times that are known to the Mahan Tantric only. White tantric yoga is undertaken in 

the following manner:

50McLeod, W.'H. (1996 edn of 1968) Gum Nanak and the Sikh Religion, Delhi: Oxford University

Press, p. 192.
"Khalsa, P. K. Kundalini Yoga, p. 179.

"Ibid
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All the participants sit in rows, facing each other. The tantric energy travels in a 
zig-zag pattern up and down the rows. . . Although it is practiced with a partner 
White Tantric Yoga is not a "sexual" yoga. On the contrary, it transmutes the 
sex energy from the lower chakras (energy centers) to the higher chakras. 54

I must reiterate that purification of the mind through tantric yoga is not something 

that is practised by Sikhs generally, and certainly not by Khalsa Sikhs. Neither does 

White tantra have any justification in Sikh teachings. Belief that White tantra purifies 

the being is a criterion that clearly places the followers of the Sikh Dharma of the 

Western Hemisphere outside the Khalsa definition of a Sikh. 

7:5:3 The ten bodies

Yogi Bhajan teaches that each individual has more than just a physical body. As with 

Indian metaphysics generally, Bhajan emphasizes the impermanence of the physical 

body. This exterior body is changing constantly through one's lifetime, being 

abandoned at each physical death whereby a new physical body is entered into by the 

eternal soul. This is in line with Sikh teachings. According to the Sikh Dharma of the 

Western Hemisphere, underneath this physical body there are ten additional bodies, 

these have been described, by Parwha Kaur Khalsa, as follows:

1. Soul Body - this is the eternal body, described as "God's light which lives 
in your heart." This is similar to the Sikh teachings of the eternal soul, 

which has often been linked to the essence of God presiding within each 
human heart.

2. Three Mental Bodies - these are the three main aspects of the mind:
1. Negative Mind: sends out warnings against danger.
2. Positive Mind: inspiration.
3. Neutral Mind: intuitive knowledge based on the above two minds.

3. Physical Body - a temple for God to live in.
4. Pranic Body - controls breath and "takes in Prana, the life force energy of 

the universe." This body is strengthened throughpr&iayama, breathing

techniques.
5. Arc Body - spiritual energy, sometimes called the "halo".
6. Auric Body - the aura, the electromagnetic energy of each individual.
7. Subtle Body - enables one to understand surrounding situations.
8. Radiant Body - the courage and charisma of the individual.

54Ibid.,p. 180. 
S5Jbid, pp. 184-6.
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Although all ten bodies are interlinked, at death it is only the soul and the 

subtle body that go on to the next realm of existence, whether it be rebirth or mukti* 

Death is described as turiya, a good sleep, where the individual has no consciousness 

of scparatcacss from the higher consciousness in liberation. 57 Here, it appears as 

though Parwha Kaur Khalsa is describing death more in a Hindu context. The belief 

in death as turiya whereby the soul at mukti loses any sense of separateness, indicates 

a hint of monism. If this is the case, then this belief of the gord Sikhs is not Sikh since 

Sikhism teaches the supremacy of God over the individual soul at all times - 

including at mukti. However, the Sikh orientation is clearly marked when she 

expresses the belief that death is seen as union with the Creator, and "Sikhs regard 

this time as an opportunity to love and accept God's will and sing His Praises."58 

7:5:4 The Guru

In line with Sikhisin generally, the gord Sikhs believe that, after the ten human Sikh 

Guras, the eternal Guru of the Sikhs is the Guru Granth Sahib. Although the position 

of Yogi Bhajan is exalted to a high plane at times, thzgora Sikhs do not regard him as 

a Guru in the same manner as the tea Sikh Gurus. They are students of the Panth, and 

not students of Harbhajan Singh Puri. Obviously Bhajan is a guru in the sense that he 

is the teacher, the master of kundalml yoga, but he is not regarded as an extension to 

tie ten human Gurus in any way. Neither is Yogi Bhajan referred to as a Sant, 

although he is respected and honoured with the title of Siri Singh Sahib. Thus, in this 

respect the gord Sikhs are thoroughly Khalsa orientated, indeed, more so than the 

Naindharis who adhere to the tradition of living Gurus, but do not accept the Adi 

Granth as the Guru of the Sikhs.

The Guru Granth Sahib is accepted by Sikhs as a universal teaching.

MIbid,p. 186. 
57Ibid,p. 189.
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Significantly, the practical outcome of this has been thoroughly emphasized through 

the efforts of Bhajan. Had it not been for him, Sikhism would continue to have been 

confined to a Punjabi background, as is the case for the majority of the Panth. In 

extending the universality of Sikhism, therefore, the exalted position of Yogi Bhajan 

is justifiable as being the Chief Religious Authority for Sikh Dharma in the Western 

Hemisphere, primarily among the gora Sikhs. 

7:5:5 Affinity towards Guru Ramdas

There is another aspect in which the firm links with Sikh Gurus are evident among the 

gora Sikhs. The teachings of the fourth Sikh Guru are particularly emphasized by 

Yogi Bhajan. This is due to the fact that, whilst undertaking two days of sewa at 

Amritsar, Yogi Bhajan professes to have had a strong affinity with the fourth Guru. It 

is for this reason that raany Sikh Dharma ashrams - opened under the influence of 

Bhajan - are referred to as Guni Ram Das Ashram. Furthermore Yogi Bhajan often 

uses the mantar:

Guru. Guru Wdhegurii, 
Guru Ram Das Guru. s9

This close affinity for the fourth Guru, has resulted in the gora Sikhs undertaking 

continuous journeys to the Golden Temple, Amritsar, the city founded by Guru 

Ramdas. Groups of gora Sikhs perform Idrtan at Hamiandir Sahib and keenly take 

part in sewa at the Golden Temple complex. These are valid reasons to promote 

Khalsa Sikh identity among thegonz Sikhs.

To sum up the beliefs of the gora Sikhs, their core metaphysics are essentially 

those contained in the Guru Granth Sahib. In this respect, therefore, the Sikh

"ibid
59Kha!sa, P. K. Kundalini Yoga, p. 76.
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Dharma's claim to a Sikh identity is justified. The benefits of nam simran and 

meditation are in line with Sikh teachings. However, it is the observable emphasis on 

the practice of kundalini yoga that deviates from Khdlsa Sikhism. Nevertheless, the 

explicit orientation of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere's Sikh identity, 

with regard to its beliefs, is very evident in the table below.
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Belief found in 
Sikh religion

Monotheism

Absolute is nirguna

Saguna essence of God is present in creation

Panentheistic concept of the divine

Self contains the essence of God, it is not God Itself

Predestination

Total reliance on God

Human birth as highest

Emphasis on the Nadar of God

Ultimate aim is mukti

Becoming zjfvariimtkt is the ideal

Detachment from worldly lures 

Emphasis on loss of ego and desire

AdvOCatiou of bhakti

Interiorized religion

Rejection of image worship

Rejection of avatars

Rejection of yogic practices

WortMesscess of rituals

Nam simran

Performance of tartan

Reciting of sabad

Company of the satsangat is essential

Present among 
gor a Sikh belief

#

if

#

n
#

#
#
#
#
#
#

# 

#
n
#
#
#

#
if

#
#
$

Absent among 
gora Sikh belief

#

Table 20. Conformity of beliefs found amoag the Sikh Dharma of the Western 
Hemisphere and the general Panth.
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However, although the overall beliefs of the gora Sikhs are those found in the overall 

Panth, their affiliation to Sikh Khdlsa identity is not completely clear cut. The Sikh 

Dharma of the Western Hemisphere adheres to a number of core beliefs that do not 

conform to the KMlsa. The following table highlights those beliefs prominent among 

thegord Sikhs that have no place in the Panth generally.

Concept found in the Sikh 
Dharma of the Western 

Hemisphere
Kundalinlyoga raises spiritual well- 
being
White tantra purifies the being

Ten bodies

Death is turiyd

Totally absent from 
general Sikh belief

#

#

#

Expressed differently 
in Sikh belief

The individual soul will 
always retain its 
separateness from God.

Table 21. Differences IE belief between the Sikh Dharma of the Western 
Hemisphere and the general Panth.

7:6 Practices of the gora Sikhs

It is of significance to note that the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere has no 

unique rahit of its own that students are required to follow. It is, indeed, the Sikh 

Rehai Mcayada, issued from the Akal Takhi that is conformed to. Therefore, there is 

no initiation into the Sikh Dhanna of Yogi Bhajan as such; rather, students initiate 

into the Panth. To what extent this is adhered to, is examined below.

According to Dusenbery, a parallel is present between the efforts of the Singh 

Sabha and the aim of Yogi Bhajan.60 The Singh Sabha, during the latter period of the 

nineteenth century', asserted what the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere is 

emphasizing today - an overt expression of Sikh identity in periods considered to be

"-Dusenbery, V. A. "Of Singh Sabhas, Siri Singh Sahibs and Sikh Scholars" in Barrier, N. G. and 
Dusenbery, V. A. (1989) The Sikh Diaspora, Delhi: Chanakya Publications, p. 91,
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of threat to the future survival of Sikh values.61 Dusenbery's assumption is further 

strengthened by the fact that Yogi Bhajan emphasizes the Khalsa as having a very 

important standing with regard to Sikh identity. Similarly, the Singh Sabha, too, set 

out, among other things, to emphasize Sikh stringency in the form of the outward 

symbols of the Khalsa 62 Thus, displaying the Five Ks is also one of the essentials for 

those who are guided by Yogi Bhajan, enabling the gora Sikhs to assert their Khalsa 

Sikh identity. 

7:6:1 Amritchaktta

There is a great emphasis among students of the Sikh Dharma on taking amrit and, 

accordingly, wearing the five symbols of the Khdba, along with the bana, the 

traditional white clothing of a long tunic, often accompanied with tight pyjarna-like 

trousers. Observance of the Five Ks and the traditional band dress is noticeably more 

so than with Sikhs generally, with their importance being stressed by Yogi Bhajan in 

his following words: "One thing in Sikh Dharma is very unique which you do not 

understand. It has a tremendous subconscious effect on you. That is the bana which 

gives you Niara Panih, distinct path, which totally pulls you up. There is no way that 

you can wear this and not be conscious."63 With regard to the turban, an informant 

pointed out that it is not just a religious practice, but also protects the head and brain 

from damage. This aspect is also voiced in an article from the Sikh Dharma hornepage 

in the words originally spoken by Yogi Bhajan:

Tying a turban and having hair on your head does not make you a Sikh. A 
turban crowns you with your own capacity to understand. You are deathless in 
the face of a direct confrontation with death Wearing a head covering enables 
you to command your sixth center, the Agia Chakra. Covering the head 
stabilizes the cerebral matter and the 26 parts of the brain . . The benefit of 
wearing a turban is that when you wrap the 5 to 7 layers of cloth, you cover the

"The role of the Singh Sabha has been looked at in detail in section 2:5:1 above.
62Dusenbery "Of Singh Sabhas" p. 93.
63Yogi Bhajan cited in Khalsa, S. JC The History of the Sikh Dhamia of the Western Hemisphere,
pp. 138-9.

359



temples, which prevents any variance or movement in the different parts of the 
skull. A turban automatically gives you a cranial self-adjustment. You can pay 
for a cranial adjustment, or you can tie a turhan for free!64

Thus wearing a turban, in the words of Yogi Bhajan benefits Sikhs and non- 

Sikhs alike. Particularly apparent from the above is the tact that the turban is a helpful 

tool for those who are students of the 3HO whilst practising to awaken and raise the 

kundalim through each cakra. Noticeably, among the students of the Sikh Dharma 

the turban is worn by both males and females. Among the students of the Sikh 

Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, the wearing of turbans by women is in sharp 

contrast to the Punjabi Panth, where turbaned women are in the minority by far. On 

the whole, in the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere the turban tends to be 

white: however, a number of informants wore a blue turban. The overall tendency to 

wear white clothing symbolizes the death of the ego. The emphasis on this kind of 

outward Khdlsa Sikh identity is certainly apparent among those who follow the Sikh 

Dharma of the Western Hemisphere. The majority of these students are kesdhari. But 

if the overt Sikh identity of the gora Sikhs is immediately apparent there are some 

ways in which their membership of the Panth is characterized by divisive attitudes.

la asserting their Khabd stringency, the gora Sikhs often show msensitivity to 

the feelings of Punjabi Sikhs, especially when remarks such as the following are made 

by the gora Sikhs: "the orthodox Sikhs are all baptized and their adherence to the five 

"ks" in the present time isn't as dramatic as that of members of Sikh Dharma."65 The 

gora Sikhs openly declare that they are more rigid in practicing the Khalsa than the 

Punjabi Sikhs themselves. What the gora Sikhs do not appear to bear in mind is that 

tkey 3^ students of a phenomenon introduced to them in the mere late 1960s, whereas 

the Punjabi Sikhs are the five-hundred-year-old followers of this now global religion.

64"The Turban Spiritually"   www.sikhnet.com 
65"Sikh Dharma" -- www.cti.itc. Virginia edu
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The gora Sikhs are adamant concerning the belief that their Khalsa identity 

fulfils Guru Gobind's prophecy of the Khalsa spreading to all four corners of the 

world. 66 The gora Sikhs' strict observance of the Five Ks, and their desire to retain 

the symbols of their Khalsa identity, is best illustrated via their views towards the 

.American Army dress regulations. News was received by Bhajan in 1973 informing 

him that two gora Sikh officers were forced to cut their hair and shave their beards.67 

Naturally, the gora Sikh community was agitated by the actions of the army and 

campaigns were begun on behalf of the two soldiers. A few months later, on January 

7 1974, the regulations were revised to include the following addition: "A Sikh who is 

declared to be in good standing by his local Minister may be allowed to deviate from 

the Army dress code, by wearing beard, hair, turban, special underwear, comb, and a 

symbolic replica of a kirpan."68 Thus the efforts and continuous persistence of the 

gora Sikh community paid dividends in the end in allowing Sikhs to retain their 

turbans and beards whilst serving in the American Army. This is very much a strong 

definition of the gora Sikhs' determination to uphold the Khalsa identity. However, 

the decision to allow Sikh officers to retain hair and beard was reversed again in 

1981: the issue remains under appeal.69 With regard to an outward Sikh identity, 

therefore, the gora Sikhs proudly display the Khalsa form. This is a significant 

indicator for the Sikh identity of the gora Sikhs.

7:6:2 IKYTA

Among the students of the 3HO and Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, there 

are student teachers who guide other students in yogic techniques. The overall 

association of these teachers is known as IKYTA - International Kundalini Yoga

"ibid, pp. 44-5.
S. K The History of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, p. 28
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Teachers Association. Many of these teachers also practice the ideals of Sikh Dharma, 

but many others are interested in the yogic side only and do not necessarily have any 

connections with the Sikh faith. I was told that only trained teachers who affiliate to 

the IKYTA are permitted to teach kundalini yoga. There is no sanction that proposed 

teachers are chosen by Yogi Bhajan. Training to become a kundalini yoga teacher 

lasts for a total of three years. But, again, it could be argued that those teachers who 

are also students of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, are not acting in 

line with Khdlsd regulations since kundalini yoga has no place in the overall Panth. 

7:6:3 Annual events

As with Sikh practice in general, the gord Sikhs also celebrate the major gurpurbs and 

Sikh festivals ofbaisdkhi, diwdli and hold, mohalld. The birthday of Yogi Bhajan, as 

the administrator of Sikh teachings to the West, is also celebrated by the gord Sikhs. 

Additionally, annual events include worldwide camps. Camps are now becoming a 

feature of Sikh practice generally in its aim of promoting Sikh identity amongst the 

youth. The camps are an opportunity for gord Sikhs, as well as students of the 3HO, 

to meet one another and share experiences. The practices of huuialini yoga and 

meditation are particularly given prominence during the day's activities. Participation 

in the whole of the Sikh religious calendar is an unambiguous criterion towards the 

Sikh identity of thegoras of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere.

7:6:4 Simplicity

The essence of a simple life forms the nucleus of Yogi Bhajan's teachings. A drag- 

free existence is seen as essential and this, as is the practice among Nanidharis, 

includes abstinence from alcohol, tea and coffee. Gord students are recommended to 

drink "Yogi Tea" -- a caffeine-free herbal tea available in six different flavours.
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Rehabilitation centres are operated by students to allow aspirants to live up to the 

drug-free lifestyle. The "Ram Das Puri Healing Center" situated near to Espanola, in 

New Mexico is becoming renowned for its efforts towards rejuvenation, prayer and 

healing through kundalim yoga and herbal remedies.

Students of the Sikh Dharma are, as noted above, vegetarians. Vegetarianism, I 

reiterate, is not a requirement of the Sikh Rehat Maryddd, however some Sikhs -- in 

particular the Namdharis   abstain from consuming meat or eggs. During the camps, 

it is vegetarian food that is cooked, and vegetarian cookery is taught through classes 

at the various camps. Many students of the Sikh Dharma have been successful in 

opening a chain of restaurants known as "Golden Temple Consciousness Cookeries" 

in the United States and Europe. These restaurants, of course, serve vegetarian dishes 

only. The gord Sikhs adhere to Yogi Bhajan's claim that the Khdlsd rahit stresses 

vegetarianism. However, I must add here that, although there are many arnritdhan 

Sikhs who interpret the rahit as indicating a vegetarian stance, I have found no rahit 

explicitly stating this.

The giving of a tenth of one's earnings, dasvandh, to help those less fortunate, is 

an ideal of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, and is also an important 

feature of general Sikh practice. The principle of dasvandh is based on one of the 

three pillars of Sikhism, that is, vand chaknd. A true Sikh is one who practices all 

three pillars with a sincere heart. The values of giving dasvandh have been expressed 

through Yogi Bhajan, he writes:

Learn from me. I came in this country', and I earned money. Whatever anybody 
has given was deposited, as the Guru's; that is Dharma. Whatever Dasvandh was 
given was deposited For my own living, T earned every penny of it. 
Everything that I earned I put to work for you, because I want to establish a 
relationship with you. I came here to serve you - not to rule you, govern you, 
guide you, preach to you, teach you, convert you, destroy you or build you. No! I
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have no such purpose. I have come to the United States to pay my dues. 70

The practice of nam simran - as is common with Sikh practice generally - 

uplifts the body and mind spiritually, and is emphasized for students of the Sikh 

Dharma of the Western Hemisphere. Yogi Bhajan teaches that meditation is not just 

merely closing the eyes, but should come from the deeper essence of each individual. 

He points out that: "When adversity comes, we automatically meditate. We cannot 

survive through adversity without meditation. Meditation is not closing our eyes. 

Birds close their eyes, but do they meditate? That's not meditation."71 Devout gora 

Sikhs rise at 3 am each morning to meditate on the Name of God, as is prescribed in 

the Sikh Rehat Maryada. This, again, is a lifestyle characteristic ofaKhdLsd Sikh. 

7:6:5 Askrasns

hi the UK the gora Sikhs will go to gurdwdrds of the general Panth, but they tend to 

visit the homes of fellow students more frequently. This is due mostly to the fact that 

there are no specific gora Sikh gurd\vdras in the UK. Interestingly, a need for 

specifically gora gurdvvdrds suggests some need for separatism and divisiveness from 

the general Panih. Moreover, if the gora Sikhs were thoroughly at home with Khdlsd 

Sikhism, they should find general gurdivaras sufficient. The centres established by 

Yogi Bhajan are usually referred to as ashrams. It has not been possible to illustrate 

the interior of such places, since these are situated outside of the UK.

Services in the ashrams of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere have 

a Sikh orientation with the Sikh ardas also being recited. Usually, the service is 

conducted in the language of the country, quite often in English. For this purpose, a 

translation of selected verses and prayers, the Sikh ardas, as well as the Sidh Ghost,72

70"Learn From Me, Give To Dasvandh" -- www.sikhnet.com
71"An Attitude of Deathlessness"--ww.sikhnet.com _
72Thc Stdh Ghost, contained in the Guru Granth Sahib, is Guru Nanaks address to me ^ ogis.
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of Guru Nanak are utilized.7' These are die main translations used by gora Sikhs who 

cannot read or understand Punjabi. With regard to the translation of the whole of the 

Guru Granth Sahib, it is Manmohan Singh's translation of the scripture that is chiefly 

used in both the homes and the ashrams of the students of Sikh Dharma of the 

Western Hemisphere. 74

The ashrams also display a nisan sdhib, but not a characteristically saffron 

Sikh one with the Khanda symbol. Rather, the nisdn sdhib of the ashrams is 

triangular, white and gold. It was designed in 1972, and specifically so in order to 

distinguish the building as a centre of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere. 75 

This suggests a certain separatism from the Panth in the same way that religious 

places are not called gurdvsards but ashrams. I suggest that, although the Sikh 

Dharma of the Western Hemisphere accentuates non-difference from the general 

Panth, it desires a certain degree of separation   specifically as the Sikh Dharma of 

the Western Hemisphere. The flag illustrates two triangles: the upper white triangle 

symbolizing santi, that is, "purity, light, peace, tranquility, harmony and 

saintlincss,"76 the bottom yellow triangle representing the sakti principle of "power, 

courage, sacrifice, and action."77 In the centre of the flag is the blusAdi Sakti symbol 

representing the "logos of primal energy."78 In line with Sikhism generally, the nisan 

sahib of those Sikh Dharma centres that have one, is changed on baisdkhl. However, a 

few of the centres have a tradition of nisan sdhib se\vd on Guru Nanak's birthday, in 

addition to baisaJdiT™ therefore holding this occasion twice yearly. Not displaying the 

characteristic Sikh nisdn sdhib clearly labels the gora Sikh places of worship as

7JKha]sa, S. K. The History of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, p. 36.
74Ibid, p. 12. 

Ibid., p. 28. 
76Ibid 
"ibid 7*Ibid

365



different from other gurdwdras, thus, inhibiting conformity in and a uniformity of, the

Panth.

7:6:6 Equality of males and females

Especially prominent in the ideals spotlighted by Yogi Bhajan and his wife is the 

elevation of the position of women. The Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere 

places immense importance on the teachings of gurbanl that assert the equality of 

females. 80 The Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, as well as the 3 HO, 

endeavour to raise the consciousness of women to enable them to live happy, violent- 

free lives. This can only be done when the woman realizes her true potential and 

power as a female through the practice of yoga, as remarked on by Yogi Bhajan and 

his wife during a conference on Family Violence:

The technology of yoga and meditation, in conjunction with life-style 
modifications can help men and women better understand themselves and each 
other, and thereby achieve mutually supportive relationships. Uplifting the 
consciousness of all men and women is the key to permanently preventing family 
violence. In a conscious relationship, there is no need for one person to desire 
control over the other. 81

The 3HO/Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere holds exclusively female 

yoga and meditation training centres, referred to as KWTC: Khalsa Women's 

Training Camp. They provide spiritual fulfilment, by which a woman can experience 

her identity as a female, as expressed in the words of Yogi Bhajan: "Whether she 

chooses a career, a family or both, the woman who knows who she really is has a far 

greater chance to realize emotional and spiritual fulfillment in her life."82

The KWTC, therefore, trains women on how to become masters in areas such as 

career planning, assertiveness, marriage, interpersonal relationships, healthy sexual

79 Communication in the form of an e-mail reply from Gurukim Kaur Khalsa, of the Phoenix sangat. 
80Kha!<=3, S K The History of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, p. 98. 
""Woman- Creator of Consciousness of the World" paper presented by Bibiji Inderjit Kaur Knalsa and 
Yogi Bhajan at the World Conference on Family Violence, Awareness, Change and Solutions, 
Singapore". September 8-11, 1998, p. 2.
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life, as well as parenting.81 Moreover, women are encouraged to develop their inner 

strength that will enable them to overcome all hurdles in life. The experiences of one 

woman, who had attended the camps, typifies what is described by many as a truly 

uplifting experience:

In 1980 I came to KWTC for the first time and initially had some of the most 
negative experiences ever in my life. Other experiences so turned me around 
that by the end of the second week they had to drag me to the plane. I just did 
not want to leave. The following summer when I was asked to speak to first- 
time campers about my experience, I heard myself telling them, much to my 
surprise, 'Last summer was the first time in my life that I was proud to be a 
woman.' And I was 40 years old! I have continued to renew myself in many 
women's camps since then and that experience of personal power and grace 
continues to grow S. K. Khalsa, Phoenix. 84

7:6:7 Marriage

Obviously, marriages among the gora Sikhs are not performed endogamously since 

there is no zdt structure amongst the non-Punjabi or, more specifically, the non-Asian 

converts to Sikhism. In this respect the marriage arrangements of gora Sikhs differ 

considerably from the majority of the Punjabi Panth, with the exception, however, of 

the Namdharis, where wiei-zdt marriages are frequent. And yet, although inter-caste 

marriages take place among the Namdharis, I contend that they would be likely to 

frown on marriage of a Punjabi Sikh to a gord Sikh. This, I believe, would be the 

case for the majority of Punjabi Sikhs, due to die fact that the traditional Punjabi 

culture and traditions -- which form an inseparable link with Sikh traditions -- would 

not be deemed to hold the same value for the gurus?5 The marriage ceremony among 

the gora Sikhs is that of taking lavdn around the Guru Granth Sahib, as is the case of 

general Sikh practice,86 with the exception, again, of the Namdharis where the lavdn

KYogi Bhajan in "3HO Foundation". 
"ibid
"S. K. Khalsa cited in "Who we are as Spiritual Women and Leaders in the Aquarian Age" -

www.sikhnet.com .  , , , , . ^ _   
85The implications of Punjabi ethnicity on the issue of Sikh identity will be looked at in the following

not been able to clarify whether the ceremony is undertaken in (he medium of gummkhl or the
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are taken around havan, the ceremonial fire. 

7:6:8 The younger generation

The needs of the younger gora Sikh generation have not been overlooked, the Sikh 

Dharma Office of Youth Affairs was established in 1991 by Yogi Bhajan. This 

association specifically seeks to involve the young Sikhs actively in the activities of 

the Panth through a series of schools, youth programmes and camps. One of the 

marked activities includes the young gora Sikhs attending schools in India for a 

period of time, enabling them to become bi-cultural and appreciate the traditions of 

their Sikh faith. Furthermore, the Khalsa Youth Camp has been operating for the last 

twenty years to sec to the spiritual uplifting of the younger generation of gora Sikhs.87 

Children are encouraged to recite bams and learn about the history, development and 

teachings of the Sikh faith. Hence, it is through such associations that the promotion 

of Sikh identity among the younger generation of gora Sikhs is encouraged.

In summary of the praxis of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, the marked 

prominence placed on the wearing of the Five Ks and, in particular, the importance of 

being kssdJiarl, clearly portrays the gora Sikhs as following the Khalsa tradition, hi 

this respect, the gora Sikhs are indicating and displaying explicit indicators of a 

Khalsa Sikh identity. The ensuing table clearly illustrates that the majority of 

practices found in the overall Panth are, indeed, conformed to by the Sikh Dharma of 

the Western Hemisphere, thus placing them within the general Panth.

vernacular. It would appear to make more sense that gurmukhl is not used, since the first language of 

many of the students would not be Punjabi.
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Sikh Practice

Use of the Guru Cranth Sahib in 
worship

The Guru Granth Sahib as the 
basis for religious belief

Lavan taken around Guru Granth 
Sahib

Singing of Idrtan from the Guru 
Granth Sahib

Recitation ofardas during 
worship

Performance of akhand paths

Parchar of ihe teachings of die 
Sikh Gurus

Serving of guru-ka-langar

Distribution ofprasad

Place of worship called a 
gurdwdrd

Importance of the Sikh Gurus

Prominence of the Khandd and/or 
Fn-Onkar symbol

Performance of amrit ceremony

Emphasis on the Five Ks

Emphasis on being kesdhSri

Traditional Punjabi dress for 
females

Requirement for males and 
females to cover their heads
Celebration of the gurpurbs

Celebration of baisdlchi as birth of 
the Khaha

Celebration of draali as the 
release of Guru Hargobind from 

prison
Celebration of hold mohalld

Nisan sahib changed on baisakhi

Saffron nisan sahib with Khandd

Endogamous marriages

Present among 
the ?ara Sikhs

ft

#

#

#

#

#

u
#
#

#

#

#

#

#

#

#
#

#
-U

#
# u>

Absent among the 
gara Sikhs ____

#

1

#

#

Table 22. Conformity of practices found among the Sikh Dharma of the 
Western Hemisphere and the general Panth.

87"Khalsa Youth Camp: A Priceless Gift" - www.sikhnet.com
8SThis is not the practice in all Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere centres, but is the genera!
practice where nisan sahibs are present.
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Although the gord Sikhs conform to the overall praxis of the Panth, there are 

additional practices amongst them that preclude a Sikh affiliation. These have been 

listed in the table below. Thus, although the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere 

believes that it is stringent in its Khdlsd identity, it has its own areas of deviant praxis 

that suggest it would not wish to conform to a uniform Sikh identity.

Practice found in the Sikh 
Dharma of the Western 

Hemisphere
Emphasis onkundalini yoga

Females wearing turbans

Tendency to wear a white turban

Association of kundalim teachers
Celebration of Yogi Bhajaa's 
birthday
Religious centre called ashram

Triangular white and gold nisan 
sahib without Khanda
Nisan sahib changed twice yearly
Non-endogamous marriages

Totally absent from 
general Sikh practice

#

#
#

#
#

Expressed differently in the 
Panth

Small number of females 
wear the turban, significantly 
less than the gori females
No particular colour 
emphasized

Religious centre called 
gurdward
Saffron nisan sahib with 
Khanda

Table 23. Practices that distinguish the Sikh Dharma of the Western 
Hemisphere from the general Panth.

7:7 The identity of ttegora Sikhs

The very fact that the gord Sikhs follow the teachings of the Sikh Gurus and, 

moreover, adhere stringently to the requirements of a Khdlsd Sikh as stated in the 

Sikh Rehat Maryada, are indicative of their Sikh identity. The majority of gord Sikhs 

are at least tesdhariy if not amritdhdn. Therefore, the gord Sikhs themselves assert 

their identify as Sikhs of the Khdlsd Panth. They declare that they are Sikhs no less 

than the Punjabi Sikhs. In sharp contrast, Punjabi Sikhs do not freely label the gord 

Sikhs as fellow Sikhs, and a separation between the two groups exists at all times.
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From its inception to the present day, the Sikh faith has always had the Punjab as its 

inspiration, and this degree of Punjabi ethnicity is absent among the gora Sikhs.

Thus, I suggest that the most obvious division in the Panth between the gora 

Sikhs and the Punjabi Sikhs lies in the basis of ethnicity, Sikh culture and tradition is 

inevitably bound with the Punjabi tradition and Punjabi culture of India. An important 

theme of this ethnic Punjabi culture is that of izzat "honour". Norms of society are 

embedded in this notion of izzat; it is in accordance with izzat that the Punjabi will 

approach society. This izzat concept is not present, some say, in the moral 

sensitivities of the gora Sikhs. Furthermore, Dusenbery argues that it is behaviour in 

accordance with izzat that has led to misunderstanding between the Punjabi Sikhs and 

the gora Sikhs:

the moral sensitivities of Gora Sikhs and Punjabi Sikhs (and, in this regard, 
particularly those of the dominant Jat Sikhs) not only differ but also differ in 
culturally specific ways. . . the notion of izzat (honor), apparently so central to 
Jat Sikh "moral affect," is not shared by Gora Sikhs. . . this difference in moral 
affect, I argue, enters into the active estrangement of Gora Sikhs and Jat Sikhs 
and their (mis)apprehension of one another. 89

So, for example, whereas for Punjabi Sikhs a marriage outside of the zat would bring 

great shame on the izzat of the family, this issue is not present in the lives of the gora 

Sikhs. Thus, as long as endogamy persists in the Punjabi Panth, marriages between 

gora Sikhs and Punjabi Sikhs will not take place. In this sense, a separation is bound 

to continue between the two divisions of the Panth. Nevertheless, although inter-caste 

marriages do not take place within the Punjabi Panth itself, Punjabi Sikhs of different 

zats mix freely. This is on the basis that each Punjabi will act in accordance with what 

retains or increases the izzat of the particular family, and will be aware of the moral 

sensitivities of others. Important to note, however, is that there is no written rahit that

S9Dusenbery "On the Moral Sensitivities of Sikhs in North America" p. 241.
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a Sikh must be a Punjabi. 90

Yogi Bhajan's encouragement for gord Sikhs to assert proudly their Sikh 

identity is excessive. He continuously advises the gord Sikhs not to succomb to 

discrimination by the Punjabi Sikhs. This has often resulted in the gord Sikhs 

asserting that they are more Sikh than the Punjabi Panth as a whole. On the issue of 

the Sikh identity of the gora Sikhs, Yogi Bhajan expresses that: "you are not Sikhs 

because a yogi came from India and gave you the message. You are not Sikhs because 

you want to be Sikhs. You are not Sikhs because it is a matter of convenience. You 

are Sikhs because you are destined to be Sikhs and you'll remain Sikhs so long as you 

arc destined."91 Thus the direction towards a Sikh identity is firmly rooted in the 

teachings of Yogi Bhajan, as channelled through the Sikh Dharma of the Western 

Hemisphere. His identification with all aspects of Sikhisni, or at least his desire to be 

identified as so, is best illustrated in his appeal for the langar to be served whilst 

sitting on the floor, rather than at tables with chairs. This appeared in the widely 

circulated Sikh newspaper Des Pardes 92 It was an issue quite prominent in June 1998 

since the Jathedar, the chairman of the Akal Takhi has expressed the need for 

pangat93 to be followed in all gurdwdrds world-wide. By showing his concern in the 

matter, Yogi Bhajan has indicated that he is involved, together with the gord Sikhs, in 

all decisions that affect the Panth - Punjabi or non-Punjabi - as a whole.

Connections between the gord Sikhs and the Punjabi Panth are best shown by 

the close bonds of friendship the gord Sikhs have with the Bhal Randhir Jatha, as well 

as the Nihangs. Both are Punjabi Sikh groups that are prevalent in the Punjab. In 1978 

a group of gora Sikhs joined Bhal Fauja Singh, the leader of the Bhai Randhir Jatha,

96 The ethnicity issue will be enlarged on further in the succeeding chapter.
91 Bhajan, Yogi "An Attitude of Deathlessness" in Beads of Truth, 2 (1989): 36.
92 The appeal taken from Des Fardes is enclosed in appendix 5:2.
93 Those taking langar should sit in rows on the floor -- a requirement made by the Gurus to symbolize
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in a peaceful protest against a group of so-called Sikhs, the Nirankaris, in Amritsar. 

Thirteen gord Sikhs, together with Bhal Fauja Singh, were martyred in the march. 94 

This clearly shows the gord Sikhs' involvement with other Sikhs, as well as their 

involvement in matters of the Punjab. A close friendship also continues to flourish 

between the gord Sikhs and the Taruna Dal branch of the Nihang Sikhs. The leader of 

the Jatha, Baba Nihal Singh, has taken it upon himself to host the gord Sikhs 

whenever they visit the Punjab. 95 The links that the gord Sikhs continue to have with 

both groups clearly represents the enticement of India, in particular the Punjab, which 

they claim to cherish dearly.

Yet, it must be said that a significant inhibitor of the Sikh ethos of the gord 

Sikhs is the emphasis they place on the practice of kundalini yoga. This is one 

element, significant enough, that contradicts gurbdnl. However, it is the gord Sikhs' 

overt emphasis on the band that enables them to fit quite neatly into the Khdlsd 

identity. The gord Sikhs' sense of a Sikh identity is strengthened by the fact that, as 

illustrated in 7:6:3 above, all major Sikh events are celebrated enthusiastically every 

year. Moreover, unlike the Ravidasls and Vahmkis, baisdkhl and dnvdll have an overt 

Sikh orientation among the gord Sikhs. An account in the Sikh Dharnia of the 

Western Hemisphere journal, Beads of Truth, recalls the joyous celebration of 

Gurgaddi Day by the gord Sikhs of America.96 On this day, a parade of gord Sikhs 

takes place in Yuba City to revere the day on which the Guru Granth Sahib was 

installed as the eternal Guru of the Sikhs. In this respect, the gord Sikhs are more akin 

to the general Panth than the Namdharis, who refuse to recognize the Adi Granth as 

Guru. Of significance here is that the gord Sikhs, in hue with the general Panth,

*3ouisa, S. K. The History of the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, pp. 121-22.

95Ibid,pp. 122-3.
96Khalsa, P. K. "Yuba City - New Punjab!" in Beads of Truth, pp.23-4.
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acknowledge the Guru Granth Sahib as their Guru, no other equates to the line of 

guruship. Another significant point with regard to their Khdlsa identity is that the 

gora Sikhs fully comply with the Sikh Rehat Maryddd.

Yogi Bhajan has not sanctioned a distinct or unique rahit for the Sikh Dharma 

of the Western Hemisphere. Thus, although having founded the 3HO, Yogi Bhajan is 

the administrator of Sikhism in the Western Hemisphere. As such, then, the gora 

Sikhs claim that there is not a following of, or affiliation to, the Sikh Dharma of the 

Western Hemisphere per se: rather, what students follow is Sikhism as taught by the 

Sikh Gurus. The only real, major point of departure from the Punjabi Panth is the 

practice of kundalim yoga, especially by those who practice the principles of the 

3HO. I must stress, nevertheless, that although the gora Sikhs accentuate their 

position within the Panth, a degree of distinction from the Panth is inescapable when 

bearing in mind that centres of the group are specifically centres of the Sikh Dharma 

of the Western Hemisphere. The absence of the term gurdwdrd, and the absence of a 

saffron nisdn sahib displaying a Khanda clarify the visible differentiation. 

Furthermore, in practice, Yogi Bhajan is elevated to a pronounced level of leadership 

in the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere. One cannot overlook the fact that he 

is the leader or the administrator of Sikhism in the West, and his character does, 

indeed, inform the general ethos of the group. Something of his status among the 

gords is echoed in the following words from the literature of the "Sikh Dharma 

International" group:

It is since the late 1960s that thousands of people have begun to embrace the 
Sikh way of life on a global level. The Siri Singh Sahib Yogi Bhajan, greatly 
contributed to this awakening to Sikh values through his inspired guidance and 
leadership. . . . Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere has become a powerful 
vehicle for spreading the light of the Guru's teachings, because its technologies 
are uniquely suited to helping people reclaim their spirituality, dignity, and 
grace. Sikh Dharma is a religion of experience that is open and available to all, 
Sikh and non-Sikh alike. It teaches that the virtues of love, courage, dedication,
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and righteousness belong to all people, just as all people have a birthright to be 
Healthy, Happy and Holy.

One is tempted to question, therefore, whether it is gurbdni that the gora Sikhs turn 

to, or whether it is gurbdni as expressed through Yogi Bhajan that is the focus.

Moreover, I maintain that the gora Sikhs' degree of adherence to the principles 

of Sikhism cannot be compared with the Punjabi Panth as a whole. This, as 

highlighted earlier, is due to the fact that the gora Sikh following is still in its first 

generation of development. The preponderance of gora Sikhs is by choice and not by 

Sikh birth. This, in my opinion, makes a great deal of difference when assessing the 

level of religious conformity of a group. Therefore, the present enthusiasm of the 

converts is yet to be tested with the future generations of gora Sikhs. It must also be 

remembered that, whereas the migrant Punjabi Sikhs have had to accommodate 

themselves to a different environment in which ahen cultures have, and will, affect 

the younger generation, the gora Sikhs have not had to face these influences as 

outsiders in a host nation. The western culture is (heir culture, but they choose to 

adopt the Sikh way of life. On the other hand, for the Punjabi Sikhs their culture is 

Punjabi but they have been influenced   and sometimes forced -- in differing degrees, 

to adapt according to the culture of the country to which they have migrated.

The gora Sikh elevation of the Khdlsd identity is aptly highlighted in their 

criticisrn of the apparently lax behaviour of the Punjabi Sikhs. This is nowhere more 

adamantly asserted than in the 1973 Rejoinder article by a gori Sikh, Premka Kaur - 

then the Administrative Director of Sikh Dharma Brotherhood. The rejoinder by 

Premka Kaur was written in response to an article by a Punjabi Sikh, Amarjit Singh 

Sethi, which had appeared in the earlier November 1972 issue of the Sikh Review. The

97"Sikh Dharma International: A New Path To a Great Future" Sikh Dharma International, P. O. Box 
351149, 1649 So Kobertson Boulevar4 Los Angeles, CA. 90035 USA.
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article was also printed by die Sikh Courier™ Kaur's introductory paragraph, cited 

from the Sikh Review, reads:

The Amarjit Singh Sethi's article, ... has raised in the hearts and souls of the 
Sikhs m America and throughout the world, an outraged cry against the treachery 
of those to justify their faithlessness, (.vie) their falsehood who have tried and 
their slander (we) by sitting in judgement upon the very words and instructions 
of the Guru.

The purport of Kaur's article is to voice the concern that it is not only Punjabis who 

are entitled to become Sikhs. This is because, as she points out, gurbam is not 

confined to Punjabis or to Indians alone. 100 It is through Premka Kaur's 

correspondence to the Sikh Review that Punjabi Sikhs first came to know of the Sikh 

Dharma Brotherhood, following the distribution of thousands of copies of Kaur's 

letter to the Punjabi Panth by the SGPC. 101

Further volatile emotions between Punjabi and gora Sikhs have ignited due to 

the fact that Premka Kaur claimed that, on the whole, the Punjabi Sikhs are not 

following the teachings of gurbam, and that the Punjabi Sikhs are endeavouring to 

adjust the definition of a Sikh, as contained in the Rehat Maryada, to fit into their 

lapsed retention of the Khalsa rules. She states that Punjabi Sikhs are becoming more 

concerned with societal trends than keeping the Khalsa form. I quote at length from 

Kaur's letter:

There is no gursikh unless he is a student of the Guru first. One is never a 
gursikh because he happened to be born in India. There is no student of the Guru 
who has the right to reverse or disregard the htikam of his Gum and still call 
himself a gursikh. You are truly losing sight of your very foundation stone, your 
very roots. You are sitting on the end of a branch and you are cutting it off of the 
tree. You have become more concerned with society, more concerned with your 
image as a social group, and you have totally forgotten that if you are not Sikhs 
of the Guru, then Sikh means nothing at all. You can be a Punjabi no matter 
what you do and no matter where you go, but you cannot call yourself a Sikh 
unless you are living as a Sikh. . . . Those Sikhs, (or rather those born into Sikh

98 Sethi, A. S. "The Religion of Nanak: Basic Issues" in The Sikh Courier, Spring-Summer 1972, 

p. 13-17.
i, Premka "Rejoinder" mSikh Review. 21 (1973): p. 52.

mfbid
101Duseftbet> "Of Siflgh Sabhas" p. 96.
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families) who have cared more for profit and more for Western convention and 
fashion, who have cared more for social acceptance and a life of ease - they are 
notSiVhs,

It follows that, according to Premka Kaur, who claims to speak for the 

American gora Sikhs as a whole, the gora converts are apparently the more rigid 

followers of the Panth than the sahajdhan Punjabi Sikhs. But the comparison 

between the gora Sikhs and the sahajdharlfi that Premka Kaur has made is unfair. 

Punjabi sahajdhan^ cannot be judged in accordance to their outward form -- for the 

simple reason that they are not Khalsa Sikhs. Although the sahajdharis question the 

Khalsa concept, they, nevertheless, tend to follow the teachings of the Gurus, in 

particular, of Guru Nanak. In this respect, it could be claimed that it is those gora 

Sikhs who practice hmdalim yoga who are ignoring the teachings of the Gurus, who 

spoke out against yogic practices. And, evidently, these practices form an important 

part of gora Sikh life, sufficiently so to challenge their conformity to Sikh identity in 

terras of basic beliefs.

The gora Sikhs undoubtedly shed a different light on the issue of Sikh identity 

to that most commonly associated with the Panth and, indeed, in view of the previous 

groups that I have scrutinized. However, the gora Sikhs are not taking a back seat, 

they declare assertively that they are Sikhs of the Panth, no less than the Punjabis. If 

this means separate places of worship, then so be it. Importantly, this is no different to 

many groups within the Panth who have their own particular places of worship - as I 

have illustrated in previous chapters.

Since the definition of a Sikh according to the Sikh RehatMaryada makes no 

mention of ethnicity, the gora Sikhs are to be counted among the followers of the 

Khalsa Panih. As far as speaking, writing and understanding the Punjabi language is 

concerned, this is something that many British-born Punjabi Sikhs themselves find

i02Kaur, "Rejoinder" pp. 52-53.
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difficult, and for many of these Punjabi Sikhs the mode of communication is English. 

With regard to the interpretation of gurmukhi, Sikhs living in India also have 

difficulties. It could be argued therefore, that if these same individuals are unhesitant 

about their Sikh affiliation, then so are the gora Sikhs.

The western, non-Punjabi Panth, therefore, now brings into question the 

whole issue of ethnicity as a criterion for Sikh identity: this I proceed to examine in 

the following chapter. Ultimately, the non-Punjabi Panth is bringing to the fore the 

concept that Sikhism is a universal faith. Whether the dominant Punjabi Panth will 

openly accept these westerners is something that only time will reveal.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

CONCLUSION

Who is a Sikh? 
Thematic Answers
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The present research has indicated that different groups in the Panth highlight various 

perspectives in relation to the issue of Sikh identity. In the course of the research I have 

answered four crucial questions that underpin my work:

  What indicators for Sikh identity are suggested by an analysis of the historical 
development of Sikhism from the period of Guru Nanak to the present day?

  Where applicable, what particular ethos is created by the founders and/or leaders 
of each of the groups, and how does this ethos inform issues related to corporate 
Sikh identity?

  What indicators for Sikh identity are suggested by an analysis of a selection of 
groups that are regarded in the present as Sikh, or who have been regarded so in 
the past?

  How far is the Rchat Maryddd helpful and appropriate in defining a Sikh? 

Hence, what are the findings of this research and how far are they valid in answering my 

four aims? I have attempted to answer this in the context of five areas - (1) The concept 

of Guru in Sikhism; (2) Leaders and founders; (3) The role of the Rchat Marydda in 

relation to Sikh identity; (4) Caste and the Panth; (5) The issue of Sikh identity in 

relation to Punjabi ethnicity. 

8:1 The concept of Guru in Sikhism

Teachings concerning the concept of Guru are central to the Sikh faith and its followers; 

indeed, a "Sikh" is translated as a "disciple". A fundamental belief of the Sikh faith is 

that, after his death in 1708, Guru Gobind Singh instituted the Adi Granlh as the Guru 

Granth Sahib. Thus, the line of ten human Gurus came to an end. The Gurus are the 

preceptors of the truth, since the term guru is derived from two words gu and ru, 

signifying that a Guru is the dispeller of ignorance. Any group that continues the line of 

human Gurus is regarded as heretical by Khdlsd Sikhs. Two such groups arc the
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Namdharis and the Nirankaris.

The belief held by the overwhelming majority of Sikhs, that Guru Gobind Singh 

had proclaimed the Adi Granth as the eternal GurQ, is not without criticism among some 

scholars. I do not wish to digress here to analyse such views. Suffice it to say that 

Madanjit Kaur has contested these views very well and has demonstrated that there exists 

ample evidence to suggest that the Aft Granth wan instituted as the eternal Guru in 1708. 2 

She further states that Guru Gobind Singh's decision to do this had been the fulfilment of 

the ideals of the earlier Gurus. Kaur highlights that the idea was already present in the 

Granth, she writes: "It is evident. . . that the doctrine laid down in the Guru Granth by 

the earlier Sikh gurus, was reiterated by Guru Gobind Singh, when he hailed the Granth 

as the Guru Granth."3 The evidence that Kaur refers to is found in AG 515:

The reverend Lord is the Truest of the true, and true are the Guru's hymns. 
Through the True Guru is the truth recognised and the man is easily absorbed in the 
True Lord.4

Throughout this study, and in accordance with general Sikh belief, I have 

accepted that the Guru Granth Sahib was instituted as Guru in 1708. To argue whether 

this belief is historically correct is beyond the scope of the present research and is 

unnecessary, given that the vast majority of Sikhs -- and certainly Khalsa Sikhism -- 

accepts the validity of the tradition.

'The Nirankaris have not been researched in the present thesis. Details about them can be obtained from 
Cole, W. O. and Sambhi, P. S. (1998 2nd revised edn; first published 1978) The Sikhs, Brighton. Sussex

(1989) Advanced Studies in Sikhism, Irvine: Sikh Community of North America, pp. 121-37.
3Ibid, p. 126.
"Singh, Manmohan (1996 rp of 1962 edn) Sri Guru Granth Sahib, Amntsar: Shiromam Gurdwara

Parbandhak Committee, p. 1698.
'Detailed researches that question this view can be found in McLeod, W. H. (1975) The Evolution of the 
Sikh Community, Ddhi: Oxford University Press, and Grewal, I. S. (1982) From Guru Nanak to 
Maharaja Ran/it Singh, Amntsar: Guru Nanak Dev University.
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Because of its position as the promulgator of Khalsa stringency, the Sikh Rchat 

Maryada explicitly affirms the belief that a Sikh should believe in the ten Gurus, the 

Gum Granth Sahib and must have "no other guide or Book."6 This belief, as my research 

has indicated, is maintained by all Sikhs, whether Khalsa or sahajdhari, with the 

exception of the Namdharis. It is the Namdharis who reject what must be claimed as a 

fundamental Khalsa belief Surprisingly, the Namdharis arc, nevertheless, regarded as 

being within the Sikh community by a significant number of non-Namdhari Sikhs. This is 

so regardless of a fundamental, major difference in belief that should place their Sikh 

identity in question. It would seem, then, that out\vard acceptance of Khalsa regulations 

is more important than acceptance of fundamental belief in this case. On the other hand, 

there are many Sikhs who label groups such as the Namdharis as heretics, precisely 

because they do not accept one of the main tenets of Khalsa belief. 7 An important 

consideration, therefore, is whether deviation from one central core belief, and yet 

stringent observation of the Khalsa form promotes or hinders Sikh identity. What is clear, 

however, is that total conformity to Khalsa stipulations would be impossible for the 

Namdharis.

Prominent positions arc attributed to holy men such as Sants and Bdbdjis within 

the Sikh community as a whole, though not to the extent of adding to the established line 

of Gurus. But in the case of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha and the Sikh Dharma 

of the Western Hemisphere, particular Sants and Bdbdjis arc elevated to levels of 

supremacy by their followers. I have often gained the impression that prominent Sants 

and Bdbdjis attempt to establish themselves as the voice of the Sikh Gurus. Such Sant-

6Amritsar Rehat Maryada (1978) Amritsar: Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee, p. 21.
7Ia terms of adherence of the Five Ks, the Namdharis do not usually wear the tirpan; instead, as
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orientated groups also challenge Khalsa teachings. Further, they tend to distinguish 

themselves from the general Panth, causing diversity of the Panth as a whole. The Sants 

and Bdbdjis arc accorded far more prominence than Khalsa Sikhism requires. Again, 

such groups would find total adherence to Khalsa rules, and total conformity, impossible. 

There are groups who deliberately emphasize their distinction from the Panth by 

upholding Gurus, other than the ten Sikh Gurus. Two such examples are the Ravidasis 

and the Valmikis. For these groups the ten Sikh Gurus are mere holy men and are not 

specially revered. Some of those who had taken amrit into Sikhism may occasionally 

revere the Sikh Gurus on occasions such as gurpurbs but such groups do not have any 

longer an aspiration to be associated with the Panth at all, mainly due to their 

disappointment with not being treated as equals. For both the Ravidasis and Valmikis, 

their Gurus are zat orientated, and I agree thoroughly with Kalsi when he points out that 

the caste of a particular Sant or holy man reflects on the caste composition of his 

followers. 8 It is well to remember that the Sikh Gurus also all belonged to the same zat 

and this has had its effect in retaining caste exclusivity in many contexts in Sikhism, hand 

in hand with social tradition that prefers to retain caste practices. This suggests that 

uniformity in the Panth is impossible. Worth noting, too, is that the Namdharis' 

continuing Gurus arc ramgarhid. This appears to make them and their Gurus more 

acceptable in the Panth because of the size oframgarhia membership, and illustrates just 

how important caste is. Noticeably, Sant/BabajJ-oricntetcd groups often tend to exhibit a 

more explicit outward Sikh identity in terms of Khalsa appearance than the general 

Panth. To this is added their total acceptance of the Guru Granth Sahib and the ten

highlighted in chapter 4:5:2 above, they show preference for the lathi. 
8Kalsi, The Evolution of a Sikh Community in Britain,? 129.
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human Gurus, to which they equate no others. This clearly brings them within the Khalsa 

fold despite the emphasis on their respective leaders. I believe that not recognizing the 

ten Gurus and the Guru Granth Sahib as the means to realize mukti is an obvious 

criterion that inhibits conformity to a uniform definition of who a Sikh is, and renders it 

highly questionable whether such beliefs can be labelled as truly Sikh. 

8:2 Leaders and founders

Each of the five groups studied has leaders and, indeed, founders of its own. These 

leaders and founders are not a part of the general Panth and, moreover, are responsible 

for the differentiation of each group from the general Panth. The different leaders have 

taken the groups in various directions and highlight important considerations for the issue 

of Sikh identity. Sants have introduced a number of features that distinguish a group from 

Sikhs of the general Panth. This is accentuated because the Sants have their own position 

of rather elevated importance amongst the group. Important, nevertheless, is the fact that 

the majority of Sants and Babajis place immense stress on the Khalsa form. In the case of 

the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jama and the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere, 

both groups have leaders who, although causing a distinction from the general Pantk, 

show eagerness for the Khalsa identity. In this respect, these groups must be regarded as 

being thoroughly Sikh. On the other hand, one cannot ignore that many leaders and 

founders create separatism within general Sikh identity. It is highly unlikely that they 

would ever conform to uniform belief and praxis that the Rchat Maryada requires.

Dissatisfaction within the Panth has resulted in historical leaders and founders 

being acknowledged, these historical founders tend to be non-Sikh, as in the cases of 

Ravidas and Valmlki. Here, the orientation of the groups has been further and further
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away from Sikhism to a point of non-identity with Sikhs. Needless to say, such separatist 

groups place no importance at all on the Khalsa form, though they may keep the turban 

smdkes.

The teachings and character of different leaders and founders are responsible for 

the general ethos of various groups. If these leaders and founders taught no differently 

from what the general Panth maintains, then there would be no such groups: there would 

be an overall uniformity of the Panth. I reiterate however, that leaders and founders from 

a Sikh background continue to emphasize the Rchat Maryadd 's ideal that a true Sikh is 

an amritdhdri. So on the one hand, leaders can, indeed, promote corporate Sikh identity 

and Khalsa identity, but they tend to create divisivcncss by their very presence. 

8:3 The role of the Rehat Matyada in relation to Sikh identity

An important issue that needs to be addressed is whether the groups I have studied accept 

the authority of the Sikh Rehat Maryadd, or whether they have their ovvn rules and 

regulations. Then, too, there is the issue of whether the behaviour and beliefs of each 

group inhibit or strengthen Sikh identity in terms of Khdlsd praxis. Significantly, one of 

the major purposes of the Rehat Maryadd is to make a Khdlsd Sikh aware of his or her 

identity as being distinct from the other faiths of Indian origin: thus, it follows that the 

distinctiveness of Sikh identity as KJialsd is best accentuated in the Rehat Marydda 9

With the establishment of the Sikh Rchat Maryadd, distinctiveness of the Khdlsd 

Sikhs was certainly evident, since they were clearly different from other Punjabis in 

terms of their outward appearance. Importantly, not all followers of the Sikh faith 

underwent khande-di-pahul. Thus, Sikh tradition and praxis were interpreted differently

Precisely why the Khalsa form is emphasized is best understood by drawing attention to the reasons 
hehinH th* trad for the Sikh Rehat Marvada. This issue has been examined in detail above in chapter 2:5.behind the need for the Sikh Rehat Maryada.
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by the Iwo major divisions of Sikhs - the Khaka and the auhajdhari. lo The point I wish 

to make is that there were clearly different types of Sikhs. And this, as my research has 

illustrated, continues to the present day.

According to personal experience of contemporary Sikh practice, many of the 

taboos highlighted in the Sikh Rchat Maryada continue to be practised by a substantial 

number of Sikhs today. As remarked earlier, the Rchat Maryada is emphatic that Sikhs 

should not follow Hindu superstitions, as it describes them, neither should Sikhs keep 

fasts: this is clearly articulated in the Sikh Rchat Maryada:

A Sikh should have no belief in caste, black magic, superstitious practices; such as, 
the seeking of auspicious moments, eclipses, the practices of feeding Brahmins in 
belief that the food will reach one's ancestors, ancestor's worship, fasting at different 
phases of the moon, the wearing of sacred threads and similar rituals. 11

However, superstitious practices have not been totally obliterated among the Panth as a 

whole. From personal experience as a Punjabi female, I have come across ample 

evidence to illustrate clearly that many Sikh females, including my mother, gather for the 

annual Hindu fast of kurva choth, which is kept to safeguard one's husband. This is one 

instance among many where social praxis takes precedence over prescribed norms of 

behaviour. n

Another example of the blurred religious boundaries between Sikh and Hindu is 

perhaps best illustrated by the fact that, in India, many Sikhs will undertake pilgrimages 

to Hindu shrines -- in particular those associated with the Mata, the Hindu goddess. Many- 

Sikhs who visit India from the diaspora will envisage some kind of journey in order to

IOOberoi, H. (1997) The Construction of Religious Boundaries, Delhi: Oxford University Press, p. 24. 

11 Atnritsar Rekat Maryada, p 12. , 
"Another well-kept superstition applies to females who are told that they must not wash their hair on 
certain days of the week - aeain an outward contradiction of the Rehat Maryada that mcontestahly notes 
that a Sikh is not to believe irTsuperstition. Furthermore, many non-vegetarian Sikhs will not eat meat on a 
Sunday -- to regard some days as holier than others is not in line with Sikh teachings.
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pray for the welfare of the family. These practices were strongly discouraged by the Tat 

Khalsd: indeed, it was such practices that were initially responsible for the aims of the 

Singh Sabhas. 13 Although the Tat Khalsd denounced astrology and superstitious 

practices, these continue to be practised by many Sikhs today. My father, who migrated 

from the Punjab, told me that reverence of the Muslim Gugga Pir - a saint who Oberoi 

says was revered in nineteenth-century Punjab by many Sikhs' 4 - still remains in the 

Punjab today. My father also remarked that members of his family would occasionally 

revere the Pir too: but, nevertheless, he has no doubts about his Sikh identity.

Research of Hindu-Sikh practices being performed side-by-side has been 

undertaken by Ron Geaves in his study of the Baba Balaknath Mandir at Walsall, West 

Midlands. His study clearly illustrates that, contrary to the formal instructions of the 

Rchat Maryada, Sikh and Hindu practices arc at times fused into one without any marked 

emphasis on distinctiveness. During his research, Geaves found that the priest of the 

Baba Balaknath Mandir was ajat Sikh: although not kesdhdri, he did wear a kard. The 

very term mandir is clearly of Hindu orientation, however the decor includes 

representations of Guru Nanak and Guru Gobind Singh. Thus Geaves states that the 

mandir "raised interesting questions concerning the relationship between religion and 

ethnicity, but it also provoked questions concerning Sikh identity." 16 Therefore, Geaves' 

findings can be compared to nineteenth-century Punjab when Sikhs participated in 

practices that did not have any Sikh orientation. Adopting practices from other faiths 

contradicts the requirements of the Sikh Rchat Maryada.

" The efforts of both groups have been discussed in chapter 2:5.
14 Oberoi The Construction of Religious Boundaries, p. 160.
!!Geaves, R. "Worship of Baba Balaknath", paper presented to the Punjab Research Group, Coventry
University, 25 January 1997.
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inA growing number of younger Sikhs today question the need for the Five Ks 

contemporary society. They feel that the Rchat Maryada 's definition should be adjusted 

to accommodate those who do not wish to display the outward identity of the Khalsa. A 

central question is whether all Sikhs have knowledge of what the Rchat Maryada is. And, 

furthermore, do they have access to it? From personal experience as a British-born Sikh, 

and coming from a sahajdhari family, I believe that a substantial proportion of British- 

born Sikhs -- especially the younger generation ~ do not know what the Rchat Maryada 

is: this is more so if their families arc non-Khdlsa. The younger generation's attitudes 

have not received much favour among the elder generation of kesdharis) 1 Many 

younger-generation Sikhs believe that one should not idly participate in something that is 

not understood or aspired to. They hold that a purified interior is far more important than 

a mere outward show of symbols that have no significance for them. This farther adds to 

the proportion of sahajdharis in the Panth who, in the Khalsa terms of the Sikh Rehat 

Maryada^ arc not true Sikhs. It is well to remember that Guru Nanak's emphasis was on 

the interiorizing of religion, he was against prescribed rules and regulations and believed 

that the man of the individual should be cleansed and spiritually uplifted by bhakti. A 

pertinent question is whether Khalsa Sikhs have become so concerned with the Five Ks 

that the idea of gurmukh is ignored. And here I must reiterate the point that the Khalsa 

form was not instituted by the first Guru of the Sikhs.

,p. .
17A recent publication provides a very interesting example of a puzzled kesdfian, Jaskirat Smgh, who 
writes to his father, Harcharan Singh, about the continued relevance of the Five Ks today (Singh, Harjot 
[1999] yre are n(tt Symbols: A dialogue between a father and a son, Chandigarh: Institute of Sikh 
Studies) Harcharan replies by remarking that the Five Ks are not symbols of mere practical utility, but are 
rather symbols of love (ibid, p. 16). Therefore the aspirations behind the Five Ks are of major importance, 
not their outward significance, Harcharan Singh further tells his son that a personal relationship with God is 
possible through love, not knowledge - to love God is to totally abandon oneself to Gods Will (ibid, p, 
26).
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Much British Sikh home life highlights further how remote the Sikh Rehat 

Maryada is to many Sikhs. It is not uncommon for a Sikh family to set aside time on a 

Sunday for all to gather together and watch the latest episode of the Hindu Mahabharata 

or die Ramayana™ The Punjabi-Hindu connection cannot be totally severed for a 

substantial proportion of Sikhs, who continue to participate in what are essentially Hindu 

practices. It is, thus, the common Punjabi ethnicity of Sikhs and Hindu Punjabis that 

results in shared customs to the present day. Interestingly, I have come across many 

Hindu Punjabis who will wear the kara with as much fervour as a sahajdhari Sikh. A 

conversation with Surinder Lall' 9 of Southall revealed that, during the tercentenary 

Khalsa celebrations at Southall, Hindus of the community also participated in the Nagar 

Klrtan - an outstanding example of the sense of community between Hindus and Sikhs 

in Southall.

My research has indicated that, with regard to the five groups studied, diversity is, 

indeed, a feature of Sikhism. The Valmikis and Ravidasls, as a whole, have no place for 

the Sikh Rehat Maryada due to the promotion of a separatist identity. A valid criterion 

for the Sikh identity of the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha is clearly present in its 

utilization and obeying of the Sikh Rehat Maryada. The Namdharis arc a paradox to the 

issue of Sikh identity since they reject the Sikh Rehat Maryada and its central belief yet 

uphold the Kfialsd form and are accepted by Khalsa Sikhs. 20 The Sikh Dharma of the 

Western Hemisphere thoroughly recognizes the authority of the Sikh Rehat Maryada.

'"Though it is unlikely whether the same enthusiasm is shown by the same Sikhs for an Eid celebration on

television.
!9A school teacher in Southall who has carried out research on Sikh home lire.
20It would appear that the Tat Khaha probably rejected the Kukas from the Panth due to the diversity that
the latter were perpetuating. The Namdharis did not yield to the reforms of the Tat Kha'sa, refusing to
replace the rahit as issued by Guru Ram Singh with the Tat Khalsa ideals. Since the Namdhans already had
their focus centred on the living Guru and his rahit, they would not have - and neither have they to the
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Thus, it is clear that not all Sikhs recognize or, indeed, adhere to the Sikh Rehat 

Maryada. The definition of a Sikh as a Khalsa Sikh according to the Rehat Maryada is 

insufficient to include the whole of the Panth, the majority of which is not amritdhari. 

Furthermore - and this, I believe, is a key issue -- in everyday practices, the Rehat 

Maryada rates second to accepted customs and traditions, for these arc embedded in the 

ethnicity of Punjabi Sikhs. Importantly, however, non-Khalsd Sikhs arc not required to 

follow the Sikh Rchat Maryada. Nevertheless, there is much uniformity in praxis; here 

the Sikh Rchat Maryada seems to be consulted and accepted. But from the time of the ten 

Gurus, diversity has existed within the Panth - some Sikhs became Khalsa Sikhs, while 

others remained sahajdharis, or Ndnak Panthls. The issue of Sikh identity, I believe, is 

not, therefore, confined to the Sikh Rehat Maryada, it is much wider than this. Since it is 

an amritdkdri Sikh who is to follow the Rchat Maryada, what implications docs this have 

for sahajdhdrl Sikhs? It is well to remember that the first clear definition of a Sikh was 

stated in the Gitrdwaras Act of 1925, this required a Sikh to declare:

/ solemnly affirm that I am a Sikh, that I believe in the Guru Granth Sahib, that I 
believe in the Ten Gurus, and that I have no other religion. 11

The edict pronounced no emphasis on the Khalsa form. Rather, it stressed a Sikh as being 

one who accepted the Guru Granth Sahib and believed in the ten Gurus. Living a life 

according to the ideals of the Khdlsd, therefore, was not prompted until the official 

recognition of the Rehat Maryada as late as 1945.

Defining a Sikh is extremely difficult, therefore, if the yardstick is taken as the 

Rchat Maryada; and, as has been shown, there arc a number of problems associated with 

the providing of clear-cut boundaries in which to define all followers of the Sikh faith,

present day - adopted the Tat Khalsa reforms anyhow.
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The Rehat Maryada's Khalsa definition is not sufficient and its boundaries need to be 

extended in order to accommodate the changing norms of society to include all those who 

follow the Sikh faith yet arc excluded from its Khalsa fold. Sahajdhan Sikhs also regard 

themselves as Sikh, and the lack of any recognition of this in the Khalsa definition, as 

contained in the Sikh Rehat Maryada, is clearly visible. The Rehat Maryada also 

excludes those kcsdhans who arc not amritdhan. However, when these uninitiated 

kesdharis display outward identity, why can they not be Khalsa Sikhs? My claim is that 

the Rehat Maryada cannot be the guide -- it is not the main criterion with which to assess 

Sikh identity. 22

8:4 Caste and the Panth

The presence of zat within the Sikh community as a whole is a highly sensitive issue. 

Many Sikhs outrightly reject any claims that Sikhism has retained the zat notion from its 

Hindu background, and gurbam strongly denounces caste discrimination. However, as 

my research has demonstrated, in particular with regard to the Valmlkis and Ravidasls, 

zat discrimination has not been obliterated from the Panth, even though the Sikh Gurus 

introduced many features to highlight the egalitarian nature of the Sikh faith. In practice, 

the stigma of untouchability remains attached to the lower zats that include the Valmlkis

21 Amritsar Rehat Maryada, p. 25.
22 The "Times of India" online news service, 24 March 2001, reported that on 22 March a meeting of the 
SGPC was held at Takht Kesgarh Sahib, Anandpur. After the meeting the Jathedar of Takht Kesgarh Sahib, 
Professor Manjit Singh, stated that any changes in the designation of a Sikh would have to be in accordance 
with the provision in the Sikh Rshat Maryada published by the SGPC. This states that a Sikh "should not 
take hemp (cannabis), opium, liquor, tobacco -- in short any intoxicants". Professor Manjit Singh stated the 
meeting aereed that these prohibitions be added to the definition of a Sikh, as such people are classified as 
"patits", fe. those who violate the Sikh code of conduct. The proposed revised definition of a Sikh would 
also exclude all sahajdharis. (Although the meeting was boycotted by the Head Granthi of Harmandir 
Sahib Giani Puran 'Singh, it was attended by Akal Takht Jathedar Giani Joginder Singh Vedanti, Takht 
Damdama Sahib Jathedar Giani Kcwal Singh, SGPC President Jagdev Singh Talwandi, eight executive 
members of the SGPC and members of the Dharam Prachar Committee), ihis revised definition of a Sikh 
is due to be endorsed at a meeting in Amritsar on 30 March.
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and the Ravidasls. Furthermore, with the exception of the Namdharis, the majority of 

Sikhs continue to arrange marriages endogamously.

Thus, caste distinctions are preserved through the practice of endogamy, by both 

Sikhs and Hindus. Exogamy is also importantly retained with regard to tits got, the family 

surname. Ballard aptly notes that disunity among Sikhs is visibly apparent through the 

retention of caste distinctions. He points out that although the institution of langar 

promotes the irrelevancy of caste prejudice, the practice of endogamy certainly promotes 

caste distinctions. Inter-zw/ marriages are, indeed, a source of dishonour to the whole 

family. This is something that is embedded in the ethnicity of Punjabi Sikhs. The 

Namdharis arc an exception to this: for them intcr-castc marriages -- but with Namdharis 

- are acceptable. Interestingly, and surprisingly, the Gurus themselves have nowhere 

encouraged Sikhs to conduct inter-caste marriages. On this matter, as has been noted, the 

marriages of the Gurus, along with the marriages of their children, were all arranged 

endogamously within the khatri zat. But, obviously, the efforts of the Gurus were 

towards removing religious notions of purity and pollution attached to different castes; 

they taught that one's zdt did not matter in the ultimate quest for mukti. Contrary to the 

beliefs of some Hindus, the Gurus taught that an individual did not have to be reborn 

countless lifetimes to ascend the hierarchical scale to become a brahmin, and only then 

have the opportunity for mukti.

One may be forgiven for hinting at the hypocrisy of the Gurus. On the one hand 

they taught Sikhs to abandon caste distinctions, while on the other hand each Guru chose 

a khatri as his successor, the Gurus were related from Guru Ramdas onwards; the first

"Ballard R "Differentiation and Disjunction Amongst the Sikhs in Britain" in Barrier, N. G. and 
Dusenbery, V.A. (1989) The Sikh Diaspora, Delhi: Chanakya Publications, p. 203.
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three Gurus had no direct relation to one another. It may well be that the earlier followers 

of Guru Nanak were predominantly from the khatri zat; nevertheless, other zats were 

attracted towards the apparently casteless Sikh faith as it developed. Then why did none 

of the later nine Gurus select a chuhra or chamar or even brahmin as successor? The 

answer may lie in the Gurus' priorities. If the Gurus had chosen someone from a different 

caste, they would have been social reformers; but they were religious reformers. Guru 

Nanak docs say that it is possible for brahmins or yogis to attain mukti. He wanted them 

to change their spirituality not their caste. Changing their spirituality would more 

naturally effectuate changes in attitudes towards caste.

As mentioned above in chapters 5:3 and 6:3, the attraction towards Sikhism on 

behalf of the lower zats was that it offered equality. The lower zats had suffered the harsh 

discrimination from higher-caste Hindus long enough, they endeavoured to improve their 

social situation -- Sikhism seemed the answer, initially at least. Furthermore, given the 

synonymous nature of the teachings of Ravidas and Guru Nanak, Ravidasis are orientated 

closely to Sikhism yet could never be part of it. Again, caste is so deeply embedded in the 

Indian psyche that Sikhism and all other movements have not obliterated it totally -- or, it 

might be said even partially. Thus, caste never had, and still has not been, eliminated 

from the Panth. It is because of continued discrimination from higher-za/ Sikhs that 

lower-rar Sikhs broke their ties with both Sikhism and Hinduism and formed their own 

religions. On the point of discrimination, the Sikh Rchat Maryada clearly states that all 

arc entitled to enter a gurdwara:

All are free to enter a Gurdwata without any consideration of caste or creed.24 

In practice, however, as shown earlier, all arc not equals in the gurdwara. Moreover, the
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need to establish caste-based gurdwaras, in the Panth as a whole, is a clear indication 

that zat divisions are overtly present. To some extent, different zdts within Sikhism have 

their own traditions and customs. For example, bhatra Sikhs tend to be stricter regarding 

their women thanyVzis and rdmgarhids. In this respect the bhatra culture is quite different 

from ihcjat culture, which in some cases is different from the ramgarhid culture. This is 

likely to inform the existence of different caste gurdwaras, ensuring that worship takes 

on the preferences of the particular zdt.

The Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere is distinct in terms of the issue of 

caste in the Panth. Since the gora Sikhs are non-Punjabi, they have no caste divisions. 

Therefore, the practice of endogamy has no significance amongst them. Hence, gora. 

Sikhs are closer to the purer idealism of a casteless religion of Sikhism. Members of the 

Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha also observe endogamy. The Guru Nanak Nishkam 

Scwak Jatha is composed largely of the ramgarhid zdt. However, members of other zats 

are free to worship at the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha centres.

It was indicated above that the Namdharis are somewhat different concerning 

endogamy for it is permissible to marry outside the zdt. Significantly, the present Guru, 

who is a ramgarhid is married to ajat. However, during research amidst the Namdharis, I 

found that, on the whole, the zdts preferred to marry endogamously. Also during the 

research I found that the majority of Namdharis with whom I came into contact were 

from the ramgarhid zdt. Although inter-caste marriages arc acceptable among the 

Namdharis, it is true to say that caste discrimination continues to exist: it was frequently 

mentioned that a-Namdhari, whatever zat, would not marry a chuhra or chamdr. Had 

time permitted it would have been interesting to research approximate numbers of

2*Amritsar Rehat Maryada, p.7.



chuhras and chamars within the Namdhari community -- during my research I came 

across none.

I have illustrated that zat does, indeed, exist very widely in the Panth. I contend 

that it is because of caste distinctions and prejudice towards the lower zats that the 

chiihra and chamar Sikh converts were not accepted by higher-caste Sikhs into the 

corporate identity of the Panth. Hence, although the lower zats had abandoned the 

oppressiveness of Hinduism for Sikhism, it became necessary for them to form their 

distinct faiths in order to overcome discrimination at the hands of higher zat Sikhs and 

Hindus. The Ravidasls and Valmikis highlight the caste issue admirably and show that at 

the heart of Sikhism, gurbdni is not maintained. Thus the rejection of the essential 

teachings of the Gurus, by the higher zat Sikhs, has led to the Ravidasls and Valmikis 

today becoming non-Sikh groups. Needless to say, therefore, the Panth is not egalitarian. 

The practice of endogamy is a significant measure towards the preservation of zat 

divisions within the Panth. Therefore, the question of who is a Sikh depends largely on 

one's caste background, as well as the Punjabi ethnicity that has many dictations in 

accordance with the notion of zat, the most important one being endogamy. 

8:5 The issue of Sikh identity in relation to Punjabi ethnicity 

Ethnicity is a term commonly used to refer to the social identity, the culture and the 

traditions, of a community. The term can be traced to the Greek word ethnos that implies 

"a cultural or spiritual sense of belonging."25 Mitchell considers ethnicity as a 

"membership of a distinct people possessing their own customary ways or culture."26 This

"Gupta, D (1997) The Context of Ethnicity: Sikh Identity in a Comparative Perspective, Delhi: Oxford

University Press, p. 6. , , ... , _ .. ,, ,,, ,  
26Mitcheii, G. D. (1976) A New Dictionary of Sociology, London: Routiedge, cited in ODonnell, M. (1994 
rp of 199/ edn) Race and Ethnicity-, Essex: Longman Group TJK Limited, p. 4
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shared belonging to a common culture, a common ancestry, language and attachment to a 

homeland are also the characteristics of ethnicity according to Avtar Brah. 27 Again, 

Anthias stresses the "sharing" of customs as constituting the ethnicity of a group. For him 

ethnicity is "being socially located within a particular group and sharing its conditions of

7H
existence." In this respect, as reiterated often in this research, Sikh ethnicity is 

commonly associated with the Punjabi culture and its traditions. Importantly, I must 

stress that, although Punjabi Hindus and Sikhs share many customs and traditions, the 

two are quite aware of their distinction. But -- and significantly - there are many Sikhs 

who are not really concerned with an overt dividing factor between Punjabi Hindus and 

Sikhs, at least in terms of the social context.

The extent to which ethnicity informs Sikh identity is exemplified well in the 

tensions that have arisen between Punjabi Sikhs and gord Sikhs. This is inevitable since 

the nature of a non-Punjabi in the overall Punjabi Panth would be very different in terms 

of social context and behaviour. Furthermore, since I maintain that Sikh identity overall is 

linked to Punjabi praxis, it is clear that the gord Sikhs make the issue of Sikh identity a 

more complex one. Brah is of the opinion that a conjoined tie exists between culture and 

identity. Indeed, she holds that identity is illustrated through culture; the two "are 

inextricably linked concepts."29 This would support my contention that normative Punjabi 

praxis is something to which the western converts cannot readily adjust.

Gupta is of the opinion that "identities are not permanently inscribed on our 

psyches but undergo context related changes."30 It was such a "context-related" change

"Brah, Avtar (1996) Cartographies of Diaspora: Contesting Identities, London. Routledge, p. 163 
f Anthias, F. (1^2) Ethnicity, Class, Gender and Migration, Aldershot: Avebury, p. 29. 
"9Brah, Cartographies of Diaspora, p. 21. 
30riupta, The Context of Ethnicity, p 3
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that, in the aftermath of the events of 1984 in the Punjab, essentially united the Sikh 

community as one and as distinct from Punjabi Hindus and Punjabi Muslims -- the 

recognition of a "persecuted Sikh minority". 31 And although Gupta's work is related to 

the so-called "extremist" situation in the Punjab, the changing identity is also true, to 

some degree, of diaspora Sikhs. Such changing ethnicity is something also observed by 

Watson. 32 These changes may result from political causes - as in Gupta's example - or 

as a result of migration where offspring born in the diaspora are caught between the two 

cultures associated with their ethnic origin and with their country of birth. Many Sikh 

parents are concerned about the future generation and the survival of Sikhism in the 

diaspora. For them ethnicity provides the necessary nurturing of the next generation, 

making the younger generation more aware of its Punjabi ethnicity. It is this ethnicity   

far more than the British environment -- that decides accepted praxis for British-born 

Sikhs, British Sikhs, arguably on a marginal basis, are undergoing some kind of an 

identity transformation that, I suggest, has every possibility of becoming an identity 

crisis in a few generations. Values upheld by immigrant parents are not necessarily those 

maintained with rigidity by the British-born Sikhs. The latter are caught between twin 

cultures ~ being British-bom but ethnically Punjabi. On this point, however, Bran is 

quick to remark that different perceptions of identity between the immigrant parents and 

British children are not necessarily to be interpreted as conflicts. She believes that parents 

themselves, having been exposed to a foreign culture, sympathize with the "cross- 

pressures which bear upon their children."

32Watso£ J. L. (1977) Between Two Cultures: Migrants and Minorities in Britain, Oxford: Basil
Biackwell, p. 10.
33Brah, Cartographies of Diaspora, p 42
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It follows that norms of society for Sikhs are not dictated by religion alone -- their 

ethnicity is largely responsible for what is right and what is acceptable, in terms of social 

interaction. These norms are to a great extent determined by a central force, that of the 

izzat notion. The term izzat has a number of translations including "honour", "self- 

respect" and "prestige". Another Punjabi term used interchangeably with the term izzat is 

man. According to McLeod, izzat is ay«/ convention. 34 Tbsjat's land in India is a mark 

of his honour -- the greater the span of land, the greater the izzat 35 1 must point out from 

personal experience that the concept of izzat is not only confined to the jot zdt, it is a 

factor that underlies the social interaction of Indians as a whole. On a day-to-day basis, it 

is obvious from personal experience as a Punjabi female that, when it comes to normative 

behaviour, it is factors such as izzat and ethnicity that are more dominant and, indeed, 

more important, than the Sikh Rchat Maryddd itself. One example is that, whereas the 

Rehat Maryddd discourages endogamy, in actual practice an intcr-castc marriage would 

be frowned on by the majority of Sikhs. This is largely due to the damage an inter-caste 

marriage would have on the family's izzat, and not on religious issues.

An important fact is that izzat is not associated with a single individual; rather, 

izzat concerns the whole family. Sikh children are often forced to give up the idea of 

marrying out of zdt or out of religion, or otherwise face a future without the support of 

the families. If a Punjabi Sikh girl is inclined to follow her own desires, irrespective of 

the family's honour, the family as a whole will be greatly concerned. If, for example, she 

had a boyfriend, the family ~ should they discover it - would be anxious to keep the 

matter secret. It would be very difficult to arrange a marriage for such a girl. These,

M McLeod, Sikhism, p. 216. 
^ Ibid, p. 248.
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again, are factors that would not normally be an issue for gord Sikhs. In this way many 

Punjabi Sikhs have given up their own wishes for the sake of their families: very few 

have the courage to go their separate ways, leaving it to fate whether the parents will ever 

wish to contact them again.

Parents of Punjabi children will look for spouses in an equal or higher izzat 

family. Very rarely will relationships be formed with a family of ill-reputed izzat. This 

practice would thus include such factors as not arranging a marriage with a girl whose 

elder sister has run away from home or who has a flirtatious reputation. If an elder sister 

has married out of zaf/religion, it would become difficult to arrange marriages for the 

younger daughters. Of even greater shame for the whole family would be a pregnant, 

unmarried daughter. In this instance there have been cases where either the unmarried girl 

is forced to have a termination, or is taken to India and left there. Thus, all measures are 

taken to preserve the izzat of the family   in many cases at whatever the cost.

My personal perception is that the concept of izzat is more attached to females of 

the family. On the whole, a son may leave home, but when he wishes to return there is 

not as much tension as when a daughter has left home and the community had found out 

about it. Brown clearly illustrates the effects of the loss of izzat caused by a daughter to 

the whole family. He writes: "Deviations from the traditional codes evoke profound 

disapproval and intense shame. The loss of a girl's virginity, for example, becomes for 

the family involved a matter of irreparable harm and long-lasting humiliation. In cases 

such as this, indeed, the whole community shares the sense of ignominy."36 Although 

written thirty years ago, Brown's comments are as true today as they were in the 1970s.

""Brown, J. (1970) The Un-Melting Pot: An English Town and Its Immigrants, London: Macmillan, 

p. 123.
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Therefore, dishonour will affect arranging marriages for the younger brothers and sisters, 

sometimes extending as far as cousins. It is in the best interest of the whole family, then, 

that daughters act "accordingly". Thus, the notion of teat, which is so evident among 

Punjabi Sikhs, necessitates many obligations in a social context. 37 Hence, Sikh identity is 

expressed both religiously and ethnically, and it is likely that the latter is more important 

in the case of the majority of diaspora Sikhs. All the groups I have studied are of Punjabi 

origin, with the exception of the gora Sikhs. The gora Sikhs cannot possibly 

accommodate this social culture that is so much a part of everyday Sikh behaviour. In this 

respect, my contention is that traditional social praxis is very important in determining 

identity. On the everyday level, as shown above, social behaviour and practice are often 

more prominent than the beliefs of a group.

Language is another issue why the gora Sikhs are not accepted by Punjabi Sikhs. 

The Punjabi language is the language of the majority of Sikhs. The Sikh Gurus 

themselves were Punjabis and wrote in gurmukhl: therefore, Sikh services arc largely 

conducted in gurmukhl and Punjabi. Gord Sikhs, as a community on the whole, cannot 

speak or understand Punjabi, so their religious services are conducted in English. On the 

other hand, the four remaining groups I have researched, that is, the Guru Nanak 

Nishkam Sewak Jatha, Namdharis, Ravidasls and Valmlkis, all live according to 

behaviour as required to maintain or increase the teat of the family. They share a 

common language and traditions originating from their shared Punjabi ethnicity.

A point to conclude with is that Punjabi ethnicity alone does not promote Sikh 

identity -- this has been illustrated clearly by the insistence that the Valmlkis and 

Ravidasls place on-their distinctiveness. In these cases, issues relating to Sikh identity are
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informed by factors outside ethnicity, even though such Sikh identity is also informed by 

the Punjabi culture and traditions.

8:6 The way forward

My research has alluded to the fact that attempts to create one overall, uniform definition 

of Sikh identity cannot be sustained. It is not possible to cite a monolithic definition, 

such as that contained in the Sikh Rchat Maryada, that will encompass all types of Sikhs. 

Thus, initially, one of my aims was to assess the appropriateness of the Rchat Maryada as 

a criterion in relation to the issue of Sikh identity. However, as my research has implied, 

among the groups I have scrutinized, it applies to the Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak Jatha 

and the Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere only, and even here, there are aspects of 

non-conformity.

Not all Sikhs are the same, as is commonly assumed. Thus, there are present in 

the Panth, many types of Sikhs, these include:

> Punjabi Sikhs

>. Gora Sikhs

> Vcgctarian/non-vcgctarian Sikhs

> Mazhabi Sikhs

> Khalsa Sikhs

> Non-Khaka Sikhs

> Khalsa Sikhs with living Gurus

> Khalsa Sikhs with particular Sants

As evident from the thematic approach undertaken above, the present research has 

suggested that there is no authoritative yardstick with which to assess the issue of Sikh
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identity. The everyday life of a Sikh docs not always accord with the Rchat Maryada or, 

indeed, the Guru Granth Sahib. My own answer, in the light of my research among the 

groups, would be in a federal identity of the Panth as a whole. This would imply a unity 

of Sikhs worldwide but independence in the interpretation of Sikhism for the different 

groups. A federal identity of Sikhs and Sikh groups might mean one or two core beliefs -- 

such as the acceptance of gurbani and belief in the Sikh Absolute -- but, further than that, 

it is up to the individual group to express its unique beliefs and practices. Thus the 

essential core of Sikh identity must be gurmukh orientated, the characteristics of which 

would be an emphasis on nam simran and truthful living - these would be at the heart of 

the federal identity of the Panth as a whole and would not place an accentuated 

importance on the Khalsa form. The following diagram summarizes the position of the 

five groups studied in relation to a suggested federation of the Panth.

Mazhabi Sikhs Khalsa Sikhs

GURMUKH
ORIENTATED

BELIEFS

Guru Nanak 
Nishkam Sewak

Sahajdharis

Thus the Ravidasls and Valmikis would not fit into the federation due to their assertion of 

a non-Sikh identity. Indeed, if the anti-caste pronouncements of the Rchat Maryada had 

been effective, they would not have had the problems that led to their breaking away. My
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claim is that a corporate uniform identity should not be the aim, but a federal identity 

where distinction from the general Panth is exemplified by different groups. I believe that 

a federation of the Panth would allow a core identity based on the ideal of the gurmukh. 

This would reduce caste exclusivity in the Panth; it would enable the gurmukh to accept 

mazhabl Sikhs as equals, thus enabling the latter to be a part of the Panth. This is, indeed, 

the essence ofgurbam.

A suggestion of a federal identity is pragmatic because it is exactly what Sikhs, as 

a whole, will do, and have done, anyhow. On the other hand, the counter-argument is that 

supporting a federal approach will actually entrench separatist groups and, therefore, 

caste-based groups. The latter, being a contradiction of gurbani, will result in the lowcr- 

caste groups being discriminated against and would cause their inevitable break-off from 

the Panth. Furthermore, the present research has indicated that it would be difficult to be 

accepted as a Sikh without being Punjabi and high zat. These two factors, in fact, tend to 

override beliefs ~ at least in practice. The Sikh Dharma of the Western Hemisphere 

illustrates rather well that any new movement in Sikhism will tend to be ostracized on 

grounds of caste and Punjabi ethnicity ~ in this case the lack of both. It will be interesting 

to see what happens with the future generation of gora Sikhs. That is to say, will they be 

so excluded that they will be forced eventually to be thoroughly separatist and divorce 

themselves from Punjabi Sikhs of the Panth, despite their Khalsa orientation? However, 

even if an essentially gurmukh basis existed, I believe the Panth would still not abandon 

endogamy; this is a feature of Indian society that is too deeply rooted to be permanently 

eschewed. But federal identity, rather than a Khalsa identity, would unite all Sikhs in the 

religious context by allowing each Sikh to accept a common core of the faith but
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maintain differences in how that core faith is manifest in related belief and praxis. A 

common thread to unite all Sikhs, Khalsa and sahajdhari, is certainly needed, but not a 

rigid one that excludes more than it enfolds.

I believe the way forward for Sikhism is not to place overt emphasis and 

insistence on the Khalsa form since it is responsible for causing divisions between Sikhs. 

Importantly, it was not instituted in the early development of the Sikh faith. The reasons 

for its necessity in the period of Guru Gobind Singh are acknowledged. Today, however, 

I believe that necessity is no longer prominent. What needs to be addressed in the present 

period is that the diaspora is bringing new challenges to the survival of Sikhism, 

especially so with non-Indian born generations. There are many Sikhs today who are 

losing the essence of Sikhism as contained in the pages of its holy Guru Granth Sahib 

and yet insist on the outward form. A balance needs to exist between keeping the Khalsa 

form and being a gurmukh. There is no worth in a Khdlsd Sikh who is essentially 

manmukh orientated ~ this is not an adherence to the teachings of the Gurus. I strongly 

consider that mere conformity to outward symbols does not constitute a true Sikh. A true 

Sikh is a gurmukh - one, I envisage, who docs not have to be Khdlsd adhering. Sikhism 

today is over five hundred years old; a Sikh knows whether he or she is a Sikh without 

having to show allegiance in external aids: it is well to note that Guru Nanak rejected the 

sacred thread, a mark of the dvijd classes, as not having any worth in the individual's 

quest for mukti. The majority of Sikhs are aware that their faith is distinct from other 

faiths. All this docs not mean that I devalue the Khdlsd form, my point is that first a Sikh 

should be inwardly pure and then, if he or she desires, external identity can be taken up, 

but there should be no such requirement that all Sikhs must display the Khdlsd form.

404



Thus I reiterate that the essential core of Sikh identity must be gurmukh orientated: this is 

what gurbanl itself consistently voices. 

In conclusion, I have found that

* (1) Historically, the indicators for Sikh identity have been mainly gurmukii based. 
This is the answer for the future, and there should he no room for caste prejudice 
among Sikhs.

* (2) The character and beliefs of particular leaders and founders inform the general 
ethos of a group of followers. This, in turn, is responsible for separatist groups 
within the general Panth, Where the leaders and founders have been non-Sikh 
there has been a complete break-off/ww the Panth.

* (3) The research of the five groups has revealed that beliefs and practices show 
diversity, and Sikh identity will have to confront this issue; and finally

«:  (4) The Rchat Maryada is not the authoritative yardstick by which to assess Sikh 
identity since it excludes a wide majority of Sikhs who do not conform to a 
Khalsa identity. Furthermore, many Khalsa Sikhs arc not living up to the tenets of 
Sikhism. IT the Rehat Maryada is unable to endorse its own tenets in practice, 
how can Khalsa Sikhs expect conformity in the wider context?

In the Introduction to the present research, I raised issues of identity in relation to 

my family who, like the majority of the Panth arc not amritdhari. I am now in a 

position to remark that, like my family, for so many Sikhs the Rchat Maryada docs 

not hold any marked position of importance. The Rehat Maryada's Khalsa definition 

excludes a substantial percentage of Sikhs from its ideal of who a Sikh is, and is thus 

responsible for the very divisions within the Panth that it is trying to obliterate. I 

conclude, therefore, that a true Sikh is essentially a gurmukh - this is what constitutes 

Sikh identity and encompasses all Sikhs. And above all it is the gurmukh who is the 

ideal personification of gurbanl Moreover, it is the gurmukh alone who has the 

opportunity to tread on the path towards mukti, leaving the final outcome to the 

Hukam of Waheguru.
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Appendix 1

Guru Nanak Nishkam 
Sewak Jatha
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1:9 The Birmingham gurd\vdrd on Scho Road

1:10 A. picture painted by a youngster at the Lee^s g',
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1:14 Punjabi Leaflet by Sant Puran Singh.
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The leaflet, originally written by Puran Singh portrays his message in the form of a 
poem.

Meditate on the truth. He [God] is the mother and father.
Only some understand the teachings of the Gurus. Obey the teachings of the
Guru.
Do good things. This is the true and good thing only, all else is false.
Pray and meditate on the truth.
God is all knowing, there is nothing that is hidden from him.
God always does good for humankind. He is eternal.
Do good even unto the evil ones. Obey the orders of the Guru. The Guru
-wants the good of all.
Acting according to the Will of God is difficult, one who obeys the orders of
the Gurus becomes pure.
Listen to the essence ofbani -which proclaims:

God is merciful, God is full of day a. 
He is the Lord of the minds of the people. 
The truth always endures.

-Lakhari Puran Singh.

1:15 English translation of the Punjabi leaflet in appendix 1:14
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Namdharis

432



2:1 The Spiritual Head of the Narndharis, Guru JagjTt Singh. Photograph taker, during th<= 
Guru's visit to the Forest Gate Centre in November 1997

2:2 The present Gun: leaving the Forest Gate 
turbans are characteristic of the Kukas
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2:3 The gathering cf Narndharis at Forest Gate, during the Gi 
1997. The emphasis is placed on white clothing
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The Founder

Satguru Ram Singh Ji
(Exiled in 1872)

2:5 Guru Ram Singh
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Satguru Partap Singh Ji
(1889-1959)

2:7 Guru Partap Singh
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(325)

f!
I!

Letter from Guru Ram Singh to the Sikh Sangat. 
(Courtesy: National Archives of India

2:8 A letter sent by Guru Ram Singh to his followers, while in exile. (Singh, Jaswinder 
(1985) Kuka Movement: Freedom Struggle in Punjab, Documents, 1880-1903 AD,
New Delhi: Atlantic Publishers and Distributors, p. 325}
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(The Sant Khalsa Spiritual Institute of the Namdhari Sikh Community in the United Kingdom)
LIST OF SIKH GURPURABS AND FESTIVALS 1999 CE

(SAMVAT BK 2055 - 2056)

MONTH
JANUARY 1999 

BK 2055

FEBRUARY
MARCH

BK 2056

APRIL

MAY

JUNE

DATE
14

17-18

18

22

26
29

12
3

5

14
18
25

6

8

14

17

25

29

15
30

3

15
17

18

29

GURPURABS AND FESTIVALS
SANGRANDH - First day of Bikrami month of MAGH 
MAGHI MELA MUKATSAR (SHAHEEDI DIVAS 40 MUKTE) 
Martyrdom day (1704 CE - BK 1761)
NAMDHARI SHAHEEDI MELA - (Martyrdom day) MALER KOTLA 
(1872 CE - BK 1928)
FAROES GAWAN - (Exile of 12th GURU) 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU RAM SINGH JI MAHARAJ (1872 CE - BK 1928)
BASASNT PANCHAMI (Spring Festival) 
PARKASH UTSAV (184th Birthday of 12th GURU) 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU RAM SINGH JI MAHARAJ (1816 CE - BK 1872) 
NAMDHARI SAMVAT - NEW YEAR - SRI SATGURU RAM SINGH JI - 184
BHARAT GANATANTRA DIVAS - INDIA'S REPUBLIC DAY (1950 CE - BK 2006)
PARKASH UTSAV (Birthday of?"1 GURU) 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU HAR RAI JI MAHARAJ (1630 CE - BK 1686)
SANGRANDH - First day of Bikrami month of PHAGAN
HOLA MAHALLA PURAB (1701 CE - BK 1757) NAMDHARIS TRIPLE FESTIVALS 
PARKASH UTSAV (Birthday of 11* GURU) 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU BALAK SINGH JI MAHARAJ (1785 CE - BK 1841)
PARKASH UTSAV - Birthday of 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU PARTAP SINGH JI MAHARAJ 1890 (CE - BK 1946)
SANGRANDH - First day of Bikrami month of CHET
ARAMBH OF BIKRAMI SAMVAT - New Year - (BK 2056)
RAM NAOMI - 
PARKASH UTSAV - Birthday of SHREE BHAGWAN RAMJI MAHARAJ
PARKASH UTSAV (Birthday of 9111 GURU) 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU TEG BAHADHUR JI MAHARAJ (1621 CE - BK 1678)
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VAISAKHI - 142nd CELEBRATION OF The Founding of the NAMDHARI PANTH 
SANT KHALSA BY 12'" GURU - SRI SATGURU RAM SINGH JI (1857 CE - BK 1914)^
PARKASH UTSAV (Birthday of 2nd GURU) 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU ANGAD DEV JI MAHARAJ (1504 CE - BK 1561)
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SAHIB SRI SATGURU BALAK SINGH JI MAHARAJ (1812 CE - BK 1869)
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SAHIB SRI SATGURU AMAR DAS JI MAHARAJ (1479 CE - BK 1536)
SANGRANDH - First day of Bikrami month of JETH
INAUGURATION OF KHANDE DA AMRIT (Nectar) to ISTRIS (Female World at 
Villag^SIAHAR) by SRI SATGURU RAM SINGH JI MAHARAJ (1858 CE - BK 1915)
INAUGERATION OF ANAND MARYADA BY 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU RAM SINGH JI MAHARAJ AT VILLAGE KHOTE
H863 CE - BK 1920)
SANGRANDH - First day of Bikrami month of HARH
SHAHEEDI PURAB - (Martyrdom day of 5th GURU) 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU ARJAN DEV JI MAHARAJ (1606 CE - BK 1663)
JOTI JOTE DIVAS - (Demise Day of 10th GURU) 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU GOBIND SINGH JI MAHARAJ (1812 CE - BK 1869)
SHAHEEDI PURAB - (Martyrdom day of 6th GURU) 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU HAR GOBIND JI MAHARAJ (1595 CE - BK 1652)

2:9 List of Namdhari gurpurbs and festivals
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MONTH
JULY

AUGUST

SEPTEMBER

OCTOBER ~l

NOVEMBER

DECEMBER

DATE
16
5
6

IS
17
21

3

10

15

17

29

12

17

19
26

7
16
21

23

26

13

16
23

25-27

- — GURPURABS AND FESTIVALS
SANGRANDH - First day of Bikrami month of SAVAN
NAMDHARI SHAHEEDI MELA (Martyrdom Day) RAIKOT (1871 CE - BK 1928)
PARKASH UTSAV (Birthday of 8th GURU) 

r SAHIB SRI SATGURU HAR KRISHAN JI MAHARAJ (1656 CE - BK 1713)
A^AUl 1J1VAS - INDIA'S 52nd INDEPENDANCE DAY (1947 CE - BK 2004)
SANGRANDH - First Day of Bikrami month of BHADON
JOTI JOTE DIVAS 40ln Anniversary Demise Day of 

„ SAHIB SRI SATGURU PARTAP SINGH JI MAHARAJ (1959 CE - BK 2016>
JANAM ASHTAMI 
PARKASH UTSAV - Birthday Celebration of 
SHREE BHAGWAN KRISHAN JI MAHARAJ
40 " DASTAR BANDHI DIVAS - CORONATION DAY OF PRESENT GURU - 
HIS HOLINESS SAHIB SRI HAZOOR SATGURU JAGJIT SINGH JI MAHARAJ 
(1959 CE-BK 2016)
NAMDHARI SHAHEEDI MELA (Martyrdom Day) AMRITSAR 
(1871 CE - BK 1928)
SANGRANDH - First Day of Bikrami month of ASUN 
GURGADDI PURAB (Enthronement Day of 12th GURU) 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU RAM SINGH JI MAHARAJ (1841 CE - BK 1898) 
ARAMBH JAP PARJOG - Month of Annual Meditation (Dates may change)
GURGADDI PURAB (Enthronement Day of 2nd GURU) 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU ANGAD DEV JI MAHARAJ (1539 CE - BK 1596)
PARKASH UTSAV - Birthday of 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU HARI SINGH JI MAHARAJ (1819 CE - BK 1876)
BHOG - JAP PARJOG - End of Annual Meditation (Dates may change) 
SANGRANDH - First Day of Bikrami month of KATIK
DASEHRA - Festival
PARKASH UTSAV (Birthday of 4'h GURU) 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU RAM DAS JI MAHARAJ (1534 CE - BK 1591)
DIWALI or DEEPMALA (Festival of lights)
SANGRANDH - First Day of Bikrami month of MAGHAR
PARKASH UTSAV - 79th Birthday of HIS HOLINESS 
SAHIB SRI HAZOOR SATGURU JAGJIT SINGH JI MAHARAJ 
(1820 CE - BK 1977)
PARKASH UTSAV (Birthday of 1" GURU) FOUNDER OF S1KHISM 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU NANAK DEV JI MAHARAJ (1469 CE - BK 1526) 
ARAMBH OF SAMVAT SRI GURU NANAK SHAHI - New Year - 531
NAMDHARI SHAHEEDI MELA - Martyrdom Day - LUDHIANA 
(1871 CE - BK 19281
SHAHEEDI PURAB - (Martyrdom Day of 9th GURU) 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU TEG BAHADUR JI MAHARAJ (1675 CE - BK 1732)
SANGRANDH - First Day of Bikrami month of POH
SHAHEEDI MELA - CHAMKAUR - Martyrdom Day of SAHIBJADAS 
SRI BABA AJIT SINGH JI & SRI BABA JUHAR SINGH JI 0704 CE - BK 1761)
SHAHEEDI MELA (SIRHAND) Martyrdom day of SAHIBJADAS 
SRI BABA ZORAWAR SINGH JI & SRI BABA FATEH SINGH JI 
(1704 CE - BK 1761)

JANUARY 2000 
BK 2056

FEBRUARY

14

17-18

10

PARKASH UTSAV (Birthday of 10th GURU) 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU GOBIND SINGH JI MAHARAJ (1666 CE - BK 1 723)
NAMDHARI SHAHEEDI MELA - (Martyrdom day) MALER KOTLA 
ri872 CE - BK 19281

^BASANT PANCHAMI - Spring Festival 
PARKASH UTSAV - 185"1 Birthday of 12th GURU) 
SAHIB SRI SATGURU RAM SINGH JI MAHARAJ (1816 CE - BK 1872)

Composed and issued by Publicity Secretary - Namdhari Sangat UK (Tel/Fax: 01902 332964) 
96 Upton Lane, Forest Gate, London E7 9LW - (Tel: 0181 257 1460)

2:9 List of Namdhari gurpurbs and festivals (continued)
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In Aid op
Tine J$iK.cvingl)acv ?

Uospiral
A SHOWCASE OF YOLING AND ASPIRING MUSICIANS

PRESENTING
DttRUBA SITAR TABLA SANTOOR & VOCAL ETC

A DUET PE1 GUEST MUSTS
7.30 - 9.00pm

Dharambir Singh - SITAR
Kamalbir Singh - VIOLIN
SarvarSabri - TABLA
SATURDAY APRIL 4th 1998

STARTING AT 6.oopm
AT: 

NAMDHARI SANGAT BIRMINGHAM
COMMUNITY CENTRE 

1199 COVENTRY ROAD,
HAY MILLS AIL DONATIONS ! 

BIRMINGHAM, B2^ 8DF WILL BE GREATLY : 
« 0121 -753..0092 APPRECIATED

2:10 Advertisement of the Namdhari's participation in social matters
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RavidasT Community

442



HAPPY DIWALI

Diwali is the festivalof lights. In India it is one of the major 
festivals, celebrated almost throughout the country. 
When Lord Rama returned to Aujodhaya after 14 years 
exile into the jungle, people of that kingdom welcomed 
him, his wife Sita and brother Lakhshman with the display 
of lights.To all of us, Diwali is joyous occasion and 
reminds us of the following: 
Victory of Goodness over Eviiness 
While Rama, Sita and Lakhshmana were in the jungle,the 
demon king Ravana abducted Sita and took her to his 
Kingdom at Lanka. Although, Ravana was wise and had 
divine power blessed to him by Lord Shiva, but he always 
used this power for many wrong things. 
Lord Rama and Sita were the incarnations of Lord Vishnu 
and Goddess Lakshmi, who came together to this world as 
Rama and Sita for the purpose of destroying demon kings 
like Ravana. Lord Rama invaded Lanka, killed Rawana and 
rejoined his wife Sita. 
To obey and give full regard to parents. 
Rama was sent to exile by his father,King of Aujodhaya at 
a demand made by his step-mother who wanted the 
throne for her own son.Rama did not resist, though he 
was the rightful heir to the throne. But obeyed his father 
and accepted to go to the jungle for 14 years. 
The love, respect and regard for older brother. 
Lakhshman went to the exile, simply because he loved 
his older brother Rama and wanted to stay with him in the 
jungle. Also, Lakhshman gave Sita a motherly respect.
Prepared by: Dr Charan Singh Bunger._____ ___________ _

3:1 The leaflet explaining the origin ofdiwdli, is clearly celebrated in the Hindu context
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1 To advance and spread Ravidassiu Faith by:
(a) encouraging the community to strictly follow the Teachings and Philosophyof Sri Guru Ravidass Ji.
(h) undertaking to publish and circulate literature on the Life, Teachings and Philosophy of Sri Guru Ravidass Ji and support publications such as the "Bcgumpura Parivar"
(c) holding conferences , seminars and similar events in which many Scholars aac Researchers are involved.
(d) directing young generation to understand and follow customs and traditions of tic Ravidassia Community.

2 To increase affiliation of Sahhas (initially in the United Kingdom and then 
especially in India) to the Sri Guru Ravidass Sabha U.K.

3 To look after the interests of affiliated Sabhas and take every necessary step* to help them with their problems and issues which affect the Ravidassia 
To take full charge and control of the running of the affiliated Sabha as a ' 
body when the Management and Trustees of such Sabha become ineffective anc existence of such a sabha is in danger, and then pass on the control to the ne* Management and the Trustees when elected.

4 To co-ordinate all activities with affiliated sabhas to gain unity and strength.

5 To set up common practices and procedures for ail affiliated Sabhas to folio* r

6 To set up common programmes among Sabhas to celebrate events or functions ti significant importance, especially those related to Sri Guru Ravidass Ji.

7 To set up funds to
(i) promote religious and educational programmes
(ii) sponsor educational projects such as Sri Guru Ravidass Educational

Trust at Phagwara. For thjs project, set up a Review Committee to ofc«' n
up to date progress and then take full control of future developments
including sharing of the Trusteeship. 

(iii) give educational grants to deserving students 
(iv) help to build Sri Guru Ravidass Bhawans 
(v ) help the Ravidassia Community when suffering from injustices from

any source and from natural calamities.

8 (a) To recognise the Birth Place of Sri Guru Ravidass Ji at Seer Goverdhan I*" 1 '- Kanshi (Varanasi) India and take steps to support the completion and 
running of Sri Guru Ravidass Bhawan at this Holy Place. 

(b) To encourage and support followers of Sri Guru Ravidass Ji to visit the 
Bhawan at Seer Goverdhan Pur atleast once in their life time.

9 To set up common procedures to eradicate anti-social traditions which affect ihcRavidassia Community, examples: Dowry, Unnecessary Expenses on Weddintis ami 
Marriage Breakdowns.

10 To set up or appoint Sub-committees for specific purposes.

3:2 The aims and objectives of the Sri Guru Ravidass Sabha, UK, as contained in its 
constitution
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HYMN (AARTI)
Children you should recite this hymn daily,
NAM TERO AARTI MAJAN MURARAY
HAR KE NAAM BIN JHUTHEY SAGAL PASAREYNAM TERO ASSNO NAM TERO URSA
NAME TERO KESRO LECHHITKAREY
NAM TERO AMBHULA NAAM TERO CHANDNOGHAS JAPEY NAM LE TUJHE KOW CHAREY
NAM TERO DIWA NAAM TERO BATI
NAM TERO TAIL LE MAHEN PASAREY
NAM TERE K! JOT LAGAYI
BHAIO UJAAROBHAWAN SAGLAREY
NAM TERO TAGA NAM PHOOL MALA
BHAR ATHARA SAGAL JUTHAREY
TERO KIYA TUJEY KEYA ARPOU
NAM TERA TUHI CHAWR DHOLAREY
DAS ATHA ATU 5ATHEY CHAREY KHANI
EHA WARTAN HAI SAGAL SANSAREY
KEHE RAVIDASS NAM TERO AARTI
SATNAM HAI HAR BHOG TUHAREY.

THE RELIGIOUS SLOGANS (JAI-KARA)

JO BOLEY - SO NIRBHAY - 
SHRI GURU RAVIDASS /I Kl JAI -

SHRI GURU RAVIDASS SHAKTI - 
AMAR RAHAY

JAI GURUDEV

jd

3:3 Emphasis is placed on children learning the hymns of Ravidas, rather than the mul mantar; this shows clearly the non-Sikh orientation of the Ravidasi community
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RAV10ASS
(OS02) 60187 /g£. 't 181 DUDLEY ROAD

WOLV6RHAMPTON 
WEST MIDLANDS

OUR REP GRDS/IVL/735 YOUR- RHF. DATE

BRIEF HISTORY OF THIS SA^TIA
Shri Guru Ravidass Dharmik Sabha, Shri Guru Ravidass temple 131 

Dudley Road Wolverhampton is a body of those people who are intrestreted 
in well-being of Ravidassia community,Ad-Dharmi community,backward classe 
So called untachables,the poorest of the world and who care for as well 
as bleave in humanityi'Since the formation of thia sabha in 1963,it has 
tried it best to unite our people who are dedicated and devoted to the 
teaching and philosophy of Shri Guru Ravidass Ji.Here we like to mention 
that this Sabha has achieved a very high place in our own people and in 
mrlticultural nocioty in thi<-: c-vnt::vv oc^4 ivt Ividia u£th itn v;orl: and deed

«

towards the uplfftment of our poor masses.
We are proud to mention ho re that this Sabha has s 

got the honour to be the first organisation of thin kind whome have ,
established a Shri Guru Ravidass Temple in \7olverhampton in this country. 
and encouraged our people to establish similar organisations and temples j 
in every town in the name of Shri Guru Ravidasa Ji as his mission was to j 
serve every one as human being,create free society and he said there is j 
only one God and in his eyes every body is equal regardless of County j 
Country ,rigion, colour, cast or creed and he alvriyrj wished to create a
classless society.

This Sabha is working very hard in the field of education and 
has established an educational intitution Shri Guru Ravidass Technical 
Collage Phagwara Punjab India.This is the first intitution on its level 
ever built on the name of Guru Ravidass Ji.I'Tow we are able to provide a 
special type of 'technical education specially for poor masses to enable 
them to aarn their living with pride and dignity.

This Gabha is working very hard with Inter Faith Group to croate 
mul tiraci.al understanding among people of all faiths. T"e have always 
'to promote £,ocd human and brotherly rolatioarj thuu for preserving p 

;md rnoiil 'in-'. >: ;. \7-iich i;j very i-uich no.--;],-ir to r;-;..t=; hr;.all:'.'y  ' .1
! " ll-'-:.- a C\o.i S CXCte ly .

3:4 Leaflet published by the Guru Ravidass Dharmik Sabha, Wolverhampton
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Jai Gurdev

Dear Member of the Ravidassia Community
'•-•.,• i. \'£i*.*tig&f? "-"' '* '

• .• . • .. •

When answering a question about your religion, 
say it proudly that you are "RAVIDASSIA".

In the next few weeks a Census Test will take 
place in the United Kingdom. You will answer a 
question on a survey form about your religion. 
Declare and answer that you are "Ravidassia".

: Sri Guru Ravidass Sab ha U.K.
June, 1997.

3:5 Notice to all Ravidasis to proclaim their religion proudly as being Ravidasi; 
displayed prominently at the Southall sabha
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3:6 A lack of Icesdhans among the RavidasTs, photograph taken at the gurpurb of 
Ravidas, Southall sabhd

3:7 Although tl- -
VJU IUO /V0i>, 111O £' dnls arc in mo s eases 7,^^.;?,,-..T
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Appendix 4

ValmTkis
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4:1 The arafF hymn from the Birmingham mandir
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4:2 The arc/as from the Birmingham mandir
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TO U'dH'J OTT OcT TO nfcidjd 

fcTH few rTdTH '913

fe'X7??

TO '3TUTH II

VALMIK ASHRAM

303, Icknield Street, Hockley, Birmingham , B18 5AU

Sunday19th October 1997

Bhagwan Sn Valmik,

Dear Brothers & Sisters,
You will be glad to know that your local Bhagwan Valmik Sabha Birmingham will be celebrat 
ing the BIRTH ANNIVERSARY OF BHAGWAN VALMIK Jl on Sunday 19th October 1997 from 
9.30 am untill 4.00 pm. You are requested to attend with family and friends. Food will be 
served all days Special guest Giani Kewal Krishan Dhadria from India.

PLEASE ARRIVE ON TIME
c| fe^J W^ ~3 >Hf3>KH tfiTt d<idll fa" 3dl<^'cS ^HKtoT FT?1 

r?t H7 rT?JK ftl^H 1 9 >Ho<^yd 1 997 ^ 303 f!do<cSl<H.^ He! did,
fey g^t gn ITH ?7S H?^fe>>r rr fcRT 

R>T frra UTT ^r
>mraH 

!r

PROGRAMME :- Following personalities have been invited to the event:-
1. Consulate General of India .
2. Mr Mohinder Singh Mandair President of Overseas Congress U.K.
3. Chief Suprientandent of Ladywood & Handsworth Police Stations.
4. Mr M.L. Grewal President Central Valmik Sabha U.K.
5. Local Councillors
6. Local M.P. Clare Short

g/J5ww
rff

/<w<y

tm f^dd'H1

HtTTH 1 3-1 0-97 »f3 ?3T 1 9-1 0-97 ufe»T

»nr

4:3 Programme of events for the celebration of Bhagwan Valrnik's Anniversary at the 
Birmingham mandir
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4:4 The Valiniki connection with Sikhism. Bhal Jaita handing over the severed head of 
Guru Tegh Bahadur to the child Gobind
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4:5 The sign outside the Coventry temple, highlighting it as a Valmlki place of worship

4:6 Two mazhabi Sikhs outside the Coventry temple
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4:7 The interior of the Coventry temple, emphasizing the large picture of Valmiki and 
the pa lid

4:3 The main hall at Birmingham, displaying the 
Valmiki plays an active role

;es from the Riisiiiivu
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4:9 Satguru Gian Nath, a recent saint of the Valrnlki community (at the Southall mandir), 
whose birth anniversary is celebrated by the Valmlki community

hall at Southall
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Appendix 5

Sikh Dharma of the Western 
Hemisphere and the 3HO
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"

i t A11 xs-ith A Soothing Cup of Yo o\

.vf consider the
J^s ffi memory of vanilla lingering spiciness of \ 

and let it transport cinnamon, and 
you to an azure-sky envision its origins

blends, made with 
the finest ingredients 
from around the 
world. Yoi Tea—

nan
day fading into evening

it r -i i_xyiJuiui]on the shores of a tropical ucorice 
sea. Now you're begin 
ning to understand the 
inspirations of Yogi Tea.

n sx
'-:r.namon

x unique flavorswithin the mysterious
valleys of the tranquil Passion delicately balanced
Himalayas. Its here— fPrs^L^x-^ to lift your spirit

He it soothes your• ? '»/^ *?S captured in our 
iiiija all-natural herbal

YOGI T E A
The Comp.inv

5:1 ,-Vn advertisement for Yogi Tea; th;s is one of the companes aiae o ,
Khalsa International Industries and Trades
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5:2 Yogi Bhajan's appeal to the Panth, as a whole, for lahgar to be scn-'cd inpangais. 
The appeal appeared in the Sikh weekly - Des Pardes (June 1998), published in 
Southall, West London
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Appendix 6 

The Rehat Maryada
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REHAT MARY ADA

•A GUIDE TO THE SIKH WAY OF LIFE'

Published by : 

Dharam Parchar Committee

SKIRDMANI GURDWARA PARBANDHAK COMMITTEE 

A M R I T S A R
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I w nferara i{Fnfe ii
( Ek Onkar Sat Gur Parsad )

>J

Sikh Rites And Ceremonies
t Discipline of the "Word", Discipline of the

Sacrament, Discipline of Service.

1. DISCIPLINE OF THE "WORD"
(a) A Sikh is expected to rise early in the morning (at 

about 3 a.m.), and after taking a bath, to meditate on 
the Name of God.

(b) He should recite the following compositions of the 
Gurus as his daily prayers :-
Morning— The Jap/i Sahib of Guru Nanak, and the Jap 
Sahib and the Ten Swayyasof Guru Gobind Singh. 
Evening—Rahiras. including 9 passages (Shabdas) from the 
Holy Guru Granth Sahib, occurring after Japji a Chaupai 
of Guru Gobind Singh, and 6 Stanzas from the Anand- 
Bani (The first five and the last). 
Night— (before going to bed) Sohi/a.

(c) At the end of these recitations, particularly in the 
morning and in the evening, the Daily Prayer ( Arda s) is 
offered.

If THE ARDAS 
God is one. Victory to the Lord !

4 May God help. The Ballad (Var) devoted to God by the 
Tenth Guru —(King).

Having first remembered God Almighty, think of Guru 
: Nanak;
I May then Guru Angad, Au. 0 . 3as and Ram Das Guru 

-• help us 1 
1 ' 3

j;
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ru

e 
S

ik
h 

w
ith

 u
ns

ho
rn

 h
ai

r, 
up

he
ld

 
th

e 
sa

nc
tit

y 
of

 G
ur

dw
ar

as
, 

th
in

k 
of

 t
he

ir 
sp

iri
tu

al
 d

ee
ds

, 
an

d 
C

ha
nt

—
W

ah
eg

ur
u 

I
Th

in
k 

of
 a

il 
th

e 
di

ffe
re

nt
 t

em
pl

es
 (G

ur
dw

ar
as

), 
Fi

ve
 h

ol
ie

st
 

se
at

s 
of

 r
el

ig
io

us
 a

ut
ho

rit
y 

an
d 

ot
he

r 
pl

ac
es

 
ha

llo
w

ed
 

by
 th

e 
to

uc
h 

of
 G

ur
u'

s 
fe

et
 a

nd
 C

ha
nt

—
W

ah
eg

ur
u 

I
Fi

rs
tly

, 
th

e 
pr

ay
er

 o
f 

th
e 

w
ho

le
 K

ha
ls

a 
is

 : 

M
ay

 t
he

 
w

ho
le

 
Kh

al
sa

 
be

 
bl

es
se

d 
w

ith
 t

he
 l

ov
e 

of
 H

is
 

N
am

e,
 a

nd
 i

n 
re

tu
rn

 f
or

 t
ha

t 
th

e 
W

or
ld

 m
ay

 li
ve

 
in

 p
ea

ce
 a

nd
 

pr
os

pe
rit

y.
M

ay
 G

od
's

 
pr

ot
ec

tio
n 

an
d 

gr
ac

e 
pr

ev
ai

l 
th

ro
ug

ho
ut

 
th

e 
ha

bi
ta

tio
n 

of
 S

ik
hs

.

M
ay

 v
ic

to
ry

 a
tte

nd
 o

ur
 C

ha
rit

y 
an

d 
ou

r 
A

rm
s 

I
M

ay
 t

he
 f

ol
lo

w
er

 b
e 

bl
es

se
d 

w
ith

 h
on

ou
r 

I
M

ay
 t

he
 K

ha
ls

a 
al

w
ay

s 
tr

iu
m

ph
 I

M
ay

 G
od

s'
 s

w
or

d 
he

lp
 u

s 
I

W
ah

eg
ur

u 
I

B
es

to
w

 u
po

n 
Th

y 
Si

kh
s 

sp
iri

t 
of

 
S

ik
hi

sm
, 

th
e 

g
ift

 o
f 

Th
y 

N
am

e,
 t

he
 g

ift
 o

f 
Fa

ith
, 

th
e 

gi
ft 

of
 c

on
fid

en
ce

 i
n 

Th
ee

, 
an

d 
th

e 
g

ift
 o

f 
Th

y 
K

no
w

le
dg

e,
 t

he
 g

ift
 o

f 
pi

lg
rim

ag
e 

an
d 

a 
di

p 
in

 t
he

 
H

ol
y 

Ta
nk

 o
f S

ri 
A

m
rit

sa
r.

M
ay

 t
he

 S
ik

h 
co

nc
er

ts
, 

ba
nn

er
s,

 
in

ns
 e

xi
st

 f
or

 e
ve

r; 
M

ay
 

th
e 

ju
st

ic
e 

pr
ev

ai
l, 

sa
y—

W
ah

eg
ur

u 
I

M
ay

 t
he

 S
ik

hs
 b

e 
hu

m
bl

e,
 

bu
t 

th
ei

r 
th

in
ki

ng
 b

e 
hi

gh
, 

th
e 

Lo
rd

 
be

 
th

e 
ch

er
is

he
r 

of
 

th
ei

r 
w

is
do

m
, 

O
 

Kh
al

sa
, 

C
ha

nt
 

W
ah

eg
ur

u 
( 

W
on

de
rfu

l 
is

 t
he

 L
or

d 
).

0 
Lo

rd
 I 

th
e 

ev
er

 p
ro

te
ct

or
 o

f 
th

e 
Pa

nt
h,

 g
ra

nt
 K

ha
ls

a 
th

e 
un

re
st

ric
te

d 
ap

pr
oa

ch
, 

co
nt

ro
l 

an
d 

pi
lig

rim
ag

e 
to

 
N

an
ka

na
 

Sa
hi

b 
an

d 
ot

he
r 

G
ur

dw
ar

as
 f

ro
m

 
w

hi
ch

 t
he

 
S

ik
hs

 
ha

ve
 b

ee
n 

se
pa

ra
te

d.
Th

ro
ug

h 
N

an
ak

, 
m

ay
 th

e 
lo

ve
 o

f 
Th

y 
N

am
e 

fo
r 

ev
er

 b
e 

on
 

th
e 

in
cr

ea
se

. 
A

nd
 m

ay
 a

ll 
m

en
 p

ro
sp

er
 b

y 
Th

y 
gr

ac
e.

0,
 

tru
e 

Ki
ng

 I 
th

e 
ho

no
ur

 o
f 

th
e 

hu
m

bl
e,

 
su

pp
or

t 
fo

r 
th

e 
he

lp
le

ss
, 

sh
el

te
r 

fo
r 

th
e 

sh
el

te
rle

ss
, 

W
e 

hu
m

bl
y 

pr
ay

 
to

 
Th

y 
ho

no
ur

 t
o 

fo
rg

iv
e 

ou
r 

er
ro

rs
 a

nd
 

om
is

si
on

s 
du

rin
g 

th
e 

ho
ly

 r
ea

di
ng

s;
 a

nd
 a

cc
om

pl
is

h 
th

e 
ta

sk
s 

of
 e

ve
ry

on
e.

0,
 

tru
e 

ki
ng

 I 
M

ay
 w

e 
co

m
e 

ac
ro

ss
 t

ho
se

 
no

bl
e 

pe
rs

on
s 

w
ho

se
 c

om
pa

ny
 

in
sp

ire
s 

to
 

re
m

em
be

r 
yo

ur
 

N
am

e.
 

N
an

ak
 

sa
ys

 t
ha

t 
th

ro
ug

h 
yo

ur
 g

ra
ce

, 
th

e 
w

or
ld

 m
ay

 p
ro

sp
er

 a
nd

 b
le

ss
 

in
gs

 m
ay

 d
aw

n 
up

on
 e

ve
ry

bo
dy

.
Th

e 
Kh

al
sa

 b
el

on
gs

 t
o 

th
e 

w
on

de
rfu

l 
Lo

rd
, 

w
ho

 is
 a

lw
ay

s 
vi

ct
or

io
us

. G
U

R
D

W
A

R
A

S—
TH

E 
SI

K
H

 
TE

M
PL

ES
(a

) 
As

 
th

e 
G

ur
u 

is 
m

an
ife

st
 

in
 S

an
ga

t, 
a 

S
ik

h 
m

us
t 

jo
in

 
in

 t
he

 c
on

gr
eg

at
io

na
l 

w
or

sh
ip

 h
el

d 
in

 t
he

 G
ur

dw
ar

as
.



ON

(b
) 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
Sa

hi
b 

is 
da

ily
 o

pe
ne

d 
in

 t
he

 G
ur

dw
ar

as
, 

an
d 

is 
us

ua
lly

 c
lo

se
d 

af
te

r 
th

e 
ev

en
in

g 
pr

ay
er

s.

(c
) 

G
re

at
 

re
sp

ec
t 

is
 

sh
ow

n 
to

 
th

e 
H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
Sa

hi
b,

 
w

he
n 

op
en

in
g,

 
re

ad
in

g,
 

or
 c

lo
si

ng
 i

t. 
It 

is
 k

ep
t 

in
 

cl
ea

n 
cl

ot
he

s,
 

is
 

op
en

ed
 

un
de

r 
a 

ca
no

py
*,

 
an

d 
a 

ch
au

r 
(f

ly
 w

hi
sk

) 
is

 
al

w
ay

s 
ke

pt
 

at
 h

an
d 

to
 w

av
e 

ov
er

 
it.

 
W

he
n 

it 
is

 
br

ou
gh

t 
in

, 
al

l 
th

os
e 

pr
es

en
t 

st
an

d 
up

 
w

ith
 b

ow
ed

 h
ea

ds
.

(d
) 

It 
is 

co
ns

id
er

ed
 

su
pe

rs
tit

io
us

 to
 r

in
g 

be
lls

, 
bu

rn
 i

nc
en

se
, 

lig
ht

 
gh

ee
-la

m
ps

 
an

d 
w

av
e 

th
em

 i
n 

a 
pl

at
te

r 
be

fo
re

 
th

e 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

S
ah

ib
. 

It 
is 

al
so

 o
bj

ec
tio

na
bl

e 
to

 p
re

ss
 t

he
 

w
al

ls
 

of
 

sa
cr

ed
 

pl
ac

es
, 

to
 

bo
w

 
be

fo
re

 
m

on
um

en
ta

l 
pl

at
fo

rm
s,

 
to

 c
on

se
cr

at
e 

w
at

er
 b

y 
pl

ac
in

g 
it 

un
de

r 
H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
S

ah
ib

, 
or

 t
o 

in
tro

du
ce

 i
m

ag
es

 in
 w

or
sh

ip
.

(e
) 

N
o 

ot
he

r 
bo

ok
, 

ho
w

ev
er

 
ho

ly
 

an
d 

re
ad

ab
le

, 
is

 t
o 

be
 

in
st

al
le

d 
in

 a
 

G
ur

dw
ar

a 
as

 
th

e 
H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
Sa

hi
b 

is
 i

ns
ta

lle
d.

(f)
 

N
o 

ce
re

m
on

y,
 

ot
he

r 
th

an
 

a 
S

ik
h 

C
er

em
on

y,
 

is
 t

o 
be

 
pe

rfo
rm

ed
 

in
 a

 G
ur

dw
ar

a,
 

no
r 

is 
no

n-
S

ik
h 

ho
lid

ay
 

to
 b

e 
ce

le
br

at
ed

 t
he

re
.

(g
) 

B
ef

or
e 

th
e 

H
ol

y 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

S
ah

ib
 

is
 r

em
ov

ed
 

fro
m

 
on

e 
pl

ac
e 

to
 a

no
th

er
, 

a 
br

ie
f 

pr
ay

er
 is

 o
ffe

re
d.

•t
he

se
 s

ig
ns

 o
l 

ro
ya

lty
 a

nd
 t

he
 m

ar
ke

d 
at

te
nt

io
n 

pa
id

 fa
y 

S
ik

hs
 t

o 
th

e 
H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
S

ah
ib

, 
es

pe
ci

al
ly

 w
he

n 
it 

Is
 e

xa
gg

er
at

ed
 b

y 
ig

no
ra

nt
 p

eo
pl

e-
 

gi
ve

 a
n 

im
pr

es
si

on
 t

o 
ot

he
rs

 t
ha

t 
S

ik
hs

 w
or

sh
ip

 t
he

ir 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

S
ah

ib
. 

Th
is

 
is

 
w

ro
ng

. 
St

kn
s 

ar
e 

en
jo

in
ed

 
to

 w
or

sh
ip

 
no

th
in

g 
bu

t 
th

a 
tr

ue
 

N
am

e,
 

Th
ey

 c
an

 
ot

te
r 

re
sp

ec
t 

to
 a

ny
 

pe
rs

on
 o

r 
th

in
g 

w
or

th
y 

of
 p

ra
is

e,
 

bu
t 

w
or

sh
ip

 is
 

du
e 

to
 G

od
 a

lo
ne

. 
Pe

rh
ap

s 
th

e 
bo

w
in

g 
of

 S
ik

hs
' 

be
fo

re
 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
S

eh
ib

 
is

 m
is

un
de

rs
to

od
 b

y 
W

es
te

rn
er

s 
w

ho
se

 w
ey

 o
f 

sa
lu

 
ta

tio
n 

is 
di

ffe
re

nt
. 

Th
ey

 l
*is

s 
th

ei
r 

bo
ok

 w
he

re
as

 t
he

 S
ik

hs
 b

ow
 

be
fo

re
 

th
ei

rs
, 

bo
th

 c
on

fo
rm

in
g 

to
 i

he
 l

oc
al

 c
us

to
m

 o
f 

pa
yi

ng
 r

es
pe

ct
. 

B
ot

h 
w

ay
s 

of
 s

al
ut

at
io

n 
er

a 
hi

gh
ly

 p
er

so
na

l, 
bu

t 
ca

nn
ot

 
be

 
ca

lle
d 

id
ol

at
ry

; 
as

 t
he

 
ho

ly
 b

oo
k 

is 
no

t 
gi

ve
n 

th
e 

pl
ac

e 
of

 G
od

. 
In

 S
ik

hi
am

 t
he

 h
ig

he
st

 r
es

pe
ct

 
is

 p
ai

d 
to

 t
he

 
W

or
d,

 a
s 

in
 

a 
m

od
er

n 
st

al
e 

th
e 

gr
ea

te
st

 h
om

ag
e 

Is 
pa

id
 

to
 t

he
 l

aw
, 

w
hi

ch
 s

ta
nd

s 
ev

on
 

ab
ov

e 
th

e 
ki

ng
. 

Th
is

 s
ov

er
ei

gn
ty

 
of

 t
ha

 
S

ha
ba

d 
or

 th
e 

W
or

d 
w

ss
 

ac
kn

ow
le

dg
ed

 a
va

n 
by

 t
he

 G
ur

us
, 

w
ho

 b
ow

ad
 

be
fo

re
 it

 i
n 

re
ve

re
nc

e.

(h
) 

W
he

n 
th

e 
H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
S

ah
ib

 
is 

op
en

ed
 

fo
r 

th
e 

fir
st

 t
im

e 
du

rin
g 

th
e 

da
y,

 
a 

pr
ay

er
 

is 
of

fe
re

d 
an

d 
a 

pa
ss

ag
e 

re
ad

 o
ut

.

(i)
 

Ev
er

y 
vi

si
to

r,
 

w
he

th
er

 
S

ik
h 

or
 

no
n-

S
ik

h,
 

be
fo

re
 e

nt
er

 
in

g 
a 

G
ur

dw
ar

a 
is 

ex
pe

ct
ed

 t
o 

pu
t 

of
f h

is
/h

er
 f

or
 s

ho
es

 a
nd

 
co

ve
r 

hi
s/

he
r 

he
ad

. 
He

 
sh

ou
ld

 
al

so
 w

as
h 

hi
s 

fe
et

 w
ith

 
w

at
er

 a
t 

th
e 

en
tra

nc
e 

to
 t

he
 G

ur
dw

ar
a.

(j)
 

Th
e 

pr
ak

ar
tn

a 
. 

or
 t

he
 

cj
rc

um
am

bu
la

tio
n 

of
 a

 G
ur

dw
ar

a,
 

is
 p

er
fo

rm
ed

 b
y 

ke
ep

in
g 

to
 th

e 
le

ft 
of

 G
ur

dw
ar

a.

(k
) 

A
ll 

ar
e 

fre
e 

to
 e

nt
er

 
a 

G
ur

dw
ar

a 
w

ith
ou

t 
an

y 
co

ns
id

er
 

at
io

n 
of

 
ca

st
e 

or
 c

re
ed

. 
N

o 
in

to
xi

ca
nt

 o
r 

an
y 

ob
no

xi
ou

s 
th

in
g 

lik
e 

to
ba

cc
o 

is 
al

lo
w

ed
 t

o 
be

 t
ak

en
 i

n.

(I)
 

Th
e 

fir
st

 
th

in
g 

a 
Si

kh
 

do
es

 
on

 e
nt

er
in

g 
a 

G
ur

dw
ar

a 
is 

to
 b

ow
 

be
fo

re
 

th
e 

ho
ly

 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

S
ah

ib
 

an
d 

ta
ke

 h
is

 
or

 
he

r 
se

at
, 

ca
us

in
g 

ab
so

lu
te

ly
 

no
 

di
st

ui
ba

nc
e 

to
 

th
e 

co
ng

re
ga

tio
n.

(m
) 

W
hi

le
 m

ak
in

g 
se

at
in

g 
ar

ra
ng

em
en

ts
 

in
 a

 G
ur

dw
ar

a,
 n

o 
in

vi
di

ou
s 

di
st

in
ct

io
n 

m
us

t 
be

 m
ad

e 
be

tw
ee

n 
m

an
 

an
d 

m
an

 
or

 
be

tw
ee

n 
a 

S
ik

h 
an

d 
a 

N
on

-S
ik

h.
 

N
o 

ex
tra

 
re

sp
ec

t 
is

 
to

 
be

 
pa

id
 

to
 

an
 

in
di

vi
du

al
, 

by
 

pr
ov

id
in

g 
hi

m
 w

ith
 a

 s
up

er
io

r 
se

at
, 

a 
cu

sh
io

n,
 a

 c
ha

ir,
 o

r 
a 

co
t.

(n
) 

W
om

en
 

ar
e 

no
t 

to
 

ve
il 

th
em

se
lv

es
 

w
hi

le
 

si
tti

ng
 i

n 
a 

co
ng

re
ga

tio
n.

(o
) 

Th
er

e 
ar

e 
fiv

e 
Ta

kh
ts

, 
or

 
th

ro
ne

s 
of

 
P

an
th

ic
 

au
th

or
ity

 :

(1
) 

Th
e 

A
ka

l 
Ta

kh
t 

S
ah

ib
, 

A
m

rit
sa

r, 
(2

) 
Pa

tn
a 

Sa
hi

b,
 

(3
) 

Ke
sh

ga
rh

 S
ah

ib
 a

t 
A

na
nd

pu
r; 

(4
) 

D
am

da
m

a 
S

ah
ib

, 
at

 
Ta

lw
an

di
 S

ab
o 

(5
) 

H
az

ur
 S

ah
ib

 a
t 

N
an

de
d 

( 
H

yd
er

a
 

ba
d,

 D
ec

ca
n)

.

(p
) 

O
nl

y 
A

m
rit

dh
ar

i 
(b

ap
tiz

ed
) 

Si
kh

s,
 

w
ho

 
ob

se
rv

e 
th

e 
ba

pt
is

m
al

 
vo

w
s,

 
ar

e 
al

lo
w

ed
 

to
 

en
te

r 
th

e 
in

ne
rm

os
t



O
\

pa
rt 

of
 

a 
Ta

kh
t, 

A
ll 

ot
he

r 
pa

rts
 

of
 t

he
 

Ta
kh

t 
ar

e 
op

en
 

to
 

ev
er

yb
od

y,
 

w
ith

ou
t 

di
st

in
ct

io
n 

of
 

ca
st

e 
or

 
cr

ee
d,

 
ex

ce
pt

 
th

os
e 

w
ho

 
ha

ve
 

ap
os

ta
te

d 
fr

om
 

S
ik

hi
sm

, 
or

 
ha

ve
 

co
m

m
itt

ed
 

an
y 

K
ur

ai
hl

, 
I. 

e.
 b

re
ac

h 
of

 
S

ik
h 

D
is

 
ci

pl
in

e,
 a

nd
 h

av
e 

be
co

m
e 

Pa
t it

s.
(q

) 
Ea

ch
 G

ur
dw

ar
a 

ha
s 

its
 o

w
n 

fla
g,

 s
af

fro
n 

or
 

da
rk

-b
lu

e 
in

 
co

lo
ur

, 
su

rm
ou

nt
ed

 w
ith

 a
 d

ou
bl

e-
ed

ge
d 

sw
or

d 
(K

ha
nd

a)
(r

) 
Th

e 
us

ua
l 

or
de

r 
of

 s
er

vi
ce

s 
pe

rfo
rm

ed
 

in
 a

 G
ur

dw
ar

a 
is

 : 
th

e 
op

en
in

g 
of

 t
he

 H
ol

y 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

S
ah

ib
.m

us
ic

(k
irt

an
),

 
ex

po
si

tio
n,

 G
ur

ba
ni

 K
at

ha
 th

e 
se

rm
on

, t
he

 A
na

nd
, 

a 
pr

ay
er

, 
th

e 
re

ad
in

g 
of

 a
 

pa
ss

ag
e 

fr
om

 
th

e 
H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
S

ah
ib

, 
th

e 
di

st
rib

ut
io

n 
of

 K
ar

ah
 f

ra
u
d
, 

an
d 

th
e 

di
sp

er
sa

l.
(s

) 
A

 l
ar

ge
 d

ru
m

 
(N

ig
at

a)
 s

ho
ul

d 
be

 
ke

pt
 i

n 
th

e 
G

ur
dw

ar
a 

an
d 

so
un

de
d 

at
 a

pp
ro

pr
ia

te
 t

im
es

.

S
IN

G
IN

G
 

O
F 

H
Y

M
N

S
In

 a
 s

an
ga

t, 
on

ly
 

hy
m

ns
 c

om
po

se
d 

by
 t

he
 G

ur
us

 o
r 

th
ei

r 
co

m
m

en
ta

ry
 

by
 

Bh
ai

 
G

ur
da

s 
an

d 
B

ha
i 

N
an

d 
La

) 
ca

n 
be

 s
un

g.

R
E

A
D

IN
G

 
O

F 
TH

E
 

H
O

LY
 

G
U

R
U

 
G

R
A

N
TH

 
S

A
H

IB
(a

) 
W

he
n 

th
e 

co
ng

re
ga

tio
n 

is
 

as
se

m
bl

ed
, 

th
e 

H
ol

y 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

Sa
hi

b 
m

us
t 

be
 

ke
pt

 
op

en
 (

co
ve

re
d 

w
ith

 a
 s

ca
rf 

if 
no

bo
dy

 i
s 

re
ad

in
g 

it)
, 

an
d 

so
m

e 
on

e 
m

us
t s

it 
in

 s
er

vi
ce

, 
at

 t
he

 s
ea

t 
m

ea
nt

 f
or

 t
he

 s
er

vi
ce

-m
an

 (
G

ra
nt

hi
).

(b
) 

Ev
er

y 
S

ik
h 

is
 e

xp
ec

te
d 

to
 s

et
 a

pa
rt 

a 
ro

om
 in

 h
is

 
ho

us
e 

fo
r 

th
e 

op
en

in
g 

of
 t

he
 H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ta
nt

h 
S

ah
ib

.

(c
) 

H
e 

is
 e

xp
ec

te
d 

to
 r

ea
d 

so
m

e 
po

rti
on

 o
f 
it
 e

ve
ry

 d
ay

.

(d
) 

Th
e 

or
di

na
ry

 
w

ay
 

of
 

co
ns

ul
ta

tio
n 

is
 

to
 o

pe
n 

th
e 

H
ol

y 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

Sa
hi

b 
at

 a
ny

 
pa

ge
 

an
d 

to
 

re
ad

 
th

e 
fir

st
 

pa
ss

ag
e 

oc
cu

rin
g 

at
 th

e 
to

p 
of

 t
he

 le
ft 

ha
nd

 p
ag

e.
 

If 
th

e 
pa

ss
ag

e 
be

gi
ns

 
on

 t
he

 
pr

ev
io

us
 p

ag
e,

 
th

en
 t

he
 

pa
ge

 
is 

tu
rn

ed
 o

ve
r 

an
d 

go
in

g 
ba

ck
 t

he
 

fir
st

 l
in

e 
of

 t
he

 p
as

sa
ge

 
is

 f
ou

nd
. 

Th
e 

pa
ss

ag
e 

m
us

t 
be

 r
ea

d 
w

ho
lly

.

If 
a 

Va
r 

(o
de

) 
ha

s 
be

en
 

se
le

ct
ed

, 
th

en
 

th
e 

w
ho

le
 

P
au

ri 
(s

ta
nz

a)
, 

in
cl

ud
in

g 
S

al
ok

s 
(s

ta
ve

s)
, 

sh
ou

ld
 b

e 
re

ad
 

as
 f

ar
 

as
 

th
e 

se
nt

en
ce

 
th

at
 

co
nc

lu
de

s 
w

ith
 

th
e 

w
or

d 
"N

an
ak

".
(e

) 
N

ow
 a

nd
 

th
en

 a
 

re
ad

in
g 

of
 t

he
 

w
ho

le
 H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
S

ah
ib

 
is

 
un

de
rta

ke
n 

by
 

a 
co

ng
re

ga
tio

n 
or

 
a 

fa
m

ily
. 

Th
is

 r
ea

di
ng

 
st

ar
ts

 
w

ith
 

th
e 

re
ci

ta
tio

n 
of

 
th

e 
A

na
nd

* 
fo

llo
w

ed
 

by
 a

 
pr

ay
er

 
an

d 
th

e 
di

st
rib

ut
io

n 
of

 
K

ar
at

i 
P

ra
sa

d 
( 

co
m

m
un

io
n 

fo
od

). 
It 

co
nt

in
ue

s 
in

te
rm

itt
en

tly
 

fo
r 

a 
w

ee
k 

an
d 

th
e 

fin
is

h 
is 

fo
llo

w
ed

 
by

 t
he

 
re

ci
ta

tio
n 

of
 t

he
 A

na
nd

, 
a 

pr
ay

er
, 

an
d 

K
ar

ah
 P

ra
sa

d 
In

 t
im

es
 o

f 
tro

ub
le

 
an

d 
an

xi
et

y,
 

th
e 

re
ad

in
g 

of
 

th
e 

H
ol

y 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

S
ah

ib
 

is
 

ca
rr

ie
d 

on
 

w
ith

ou
t 

a 
br

ea
k 

an
d 

is
 

fin
is

he
d 

in
 a

bo
ut

 
48

 h
ou

rs
. 

Th
is

 p
ra

ct
ic

e 
be

ga
n 

in
 

th
e 

da
ys

 w
he

n 
S

ik
hs

 w
an

de
re

d 
as

 o
ut

la
w

s 
in

 
th

e 
ju

ng
le

s,
 a

nd
 

w
er

e 
no

t 
su

re
 

of
 

st
ay

in
g 

m
or

e 
th

an
 

tw
o 

da
ys

 
in

 
on

e 
pl

ac
e.

SE
H

A
J 

P
A

TH
(N

or
m

al
 R

ea
di

ng
 o

f 
th

e 
H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
Sa

hi
b 

).
(a

) 
Ev

er
y 

S
ik

h 
sh

ou
ld

 t
ry

 to
 k

ee
p 

a 
se

pa
ra

te
 p

la
ce

 i
n 

hi
s 

or
 h

er
 

ow
n 

ho
m

e 
fo

r 
re

ad
in

g 
an

d 
st

ud
yi

ng
 

th
e 

H
ol

y 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

Sa
hi

b.
(b

) 
Ev

er
y 

Si
kh

 
sh

ou
ld

 
le

ar
n 

G
ur

m
uk

hi
 a

nd
 

re
ad

 
th

e 
H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
Sa

hi
b.

(c
) 

Ev
er

y 
Si

kh
 s

ho
ul

d 
re

ad
 a

 h
ym

n 
i.e

.,s
pi

rit
ua

l l
eF

so
n(

H
u(

ca
m

) 
fro

m
 t

he
 H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
Sa

hi
b 

be
fo

re
 t

he
 m

or
ni

ng
 m

ea
l. 

If
 th

is
is

 n
ot

 p
os

si
bl

e 
fo

r 
an

y 
re

as
on

, 
(h

e 
re

ad
in

g 
sh

ou
ld

 b
e 

do
ne

 l
at

er
 d

ur
in

g 
th

e 
da

y.
 

H
ow

ev
er

, 
on

e 
sh

ou
ld

 n
ot

 h
av

e 
su

pe
rs

tit
io

us
 

fe
ar

s,
 i

fo
ne

ca
nn

ot
 c

om
pl

y 
w

ith
 t

hi
s 

re
qu

ire
 

m
en

t 
or

, 
if 

on
e 

is
 u

na
bl

e 
to

 s
ee

 
ar

 
re

ad
 (

he
 

H
ol

y 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

Sa
hi

b 
at

tim
es

of
 

di
ffi

cu
lty

 o
r 

be
fo

re
 u

nd
er

ta
ki

ng
 

a 
lo

ng
 j

ou
rn

ey
,

(d
) 

It 
is

 d
es

ira
bl

e 
th

at
 

a 
S

ik
h 

sh
ou

ld
 m

ak
e 

a 
fu

ll 
re

ad
in

g 
of

 
th

e 
H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
S

ah
ib

 in
 t

he
 c

ou
rs

e 
of

 o
ne

 
or

 t
w

o 
m

on
th

s.
(e

) 
B

ef
or

e 
be

gi
nn

in
g 

a 
ne

w
 r

ea
di

ng
 o

f 
th

e 
H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
S

ah
ib

, 
th

e 
fir

st
 f

iv
e 

an
d 

th
e 

la
st

 v
er

se
 o

f 
th

e 
A

na
iid

 S
ah

ib
 

• f
irs

t f
ive

 s
un

ja
s 

an
d 

"*
* 

'*s
f o

na
.



00
 

; i

sh
ou

ld
 b

e 
re

ci
te

d 
fo

llo
w

ed
 

by
 

A
rd

as
 

an
d 

re
ad

in
g 

of
 

a 
sp

iri
tu

al
 l

es
so

n.
 

Th
e 

ne
w

 f
u

ll 
re

ad
in

g 
of

 
th

e 
H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
S

ah
ib

 s
ho

ul
d,

 th
en

, c
om

m
en

ce
 w

ith
 t

he
 J

ap
jiS

ah
ib

. 
A

K
H

A
N

D
 P

A
TH

 
(N

on
-s

to
p 

R
ea

di
ng

 o
f 

th
e 

H
ol

y 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

S
ah

ib
)

(a
) 

A
kh

an
d 

P
at

h 
is 

do
ne

 t
o 

m
ar

k 
sp

ec
ia

l 
oc

ca
si

on
s 

of
 g

re
at

 
jo

y,
 s

or
ro

w
 o

r 
di

st
re

ss
. 

Th
e 

co
m

pl
et

e 
re

ad
in

g 
( 

ca
rr

ie
d 

ou
t 

by
 

a 
nu

m
be

r 
of

 p
eo

pl
e 

in
 

a 
se

rie
s 

of
 

sh
ift

s)
 

ta
ke

s 
ap

pr
ox

im
at

el
y 

48
 h

ou
rs

. 
Th

e 
re

ad
in

g 
m

us
t 

be
 c

le
ar

 a
nd

 
ac

cu
ra

te
 a

nd
 n

ot
 t

oo
 f

as
t, 

so
 

th
at

 
it 

ca
n 

be
 e

as
ily

 u
nd

er
 

st
oo

d.

(b
) 

A
ny

 
pe

rs
on

 
w

ho
 

as
ks

 
fo

r 
or

 
ar

ra
ng

es
 

A
kh

an
a 

P
at

h 
sh

ou
ld

, 
as

 f
ar

 o
s 

po
ss

ib
le

, 
en

su
re

 t
ha

t 
th

e 
re

ad
in

g 
is

 d
on

e 
by

 
hi

m
se

lf,
 

hi
s 

fa
m

ily
 o

r 
fri

en
ds

. 
If,

 
fo

r 
an

y 
re

as
on

, 
su

ch
 

a 
pe

rs
on

 
is 

un
ab

le
 

to
 

ge
t 

su
ch

 
he

lp
 

in
 

th
e 

re
ad

in
g,

 h
e 

sh
ou

ld
 a

t 
le

as
t 

lis
te

n 
to

 
as

 m
uc

h 
of

 t
he

 r
ea

d
 

in
g,

 a
s 

po
ss

ib
le

. 
It 

is
 w

ro
ng

 f
or

 p
eo

pl
e 

to
 

ar
ra

ng
e 

fo
r 

A
kh

an
d 

P
at

h 
w

ith
ou

t 
th

ei
r 

be
in

g 
pr

ep
ar

ed
 

to
 

ei
th

er
 

re
ad

 o
r 

lis
te

n 
to

 i
t. 

Th
os

e 
as

ke
d 

to
 h

el
p 

in
 

th
e 

re
ad

in
g,

 
m

ay
 

be
 

gi
ve

n 
fo

od
 

an
d 

su
st

en
an

ce
, 

ac
co

rd
in

g 
to

 
th

e 
m

ea
ns

 o
f 

th
os

e 
th

at
 a

rra
ng

e 
th

e 
P

at
h.

(c
) 

N
o 

ot
he

r 
bo

ok
 s

ho
ul

d 
be

 r
ea

d 
w

hi
le

 P
at

h 
is

 g
oi

ng
 o

n.
(d

) 
B

ef
or

e 
st

ar
tin

g 
A

kh
an

d 
P

at
h,

 
th

e 
fir

st
 f

iv
e 

ve
rs

es
 a

nd
 t

he
 

la
st

 v
er

se
 o

f 
th

e 
A

na
nd

 S
ah

ib
 s

ho
ul

d 
be

 r
ea

d,
 

fo
llo

w
ed

 b
y 

th
e 

A
rd

as
 a

nd
 H

uk
um

. 
Th

is
 

sh
ou

ld
 

be
 

fo
llo

w
ed

 
by

 t
he

 
di

st
rib

ut
io

n 
of

 K
ar

ah
 P

ra
sa

d 
(H

ol
y 

C
om

m
un

io
n)

 to
 t

he
 c

on
 

gr
eg

at
io

n.
 

Th
en

 t
he

 A
kh

an
d 

P
at

h 
ca

n 
be

 c
om

m
en

ce
d.

(e
) 

A
 c

om
pl

et
e 

re
ad

in
g 

(e
ith

er
 c

on
tin

uo
us

 o
r 

no
n-

co
nt

in
uo

us
) 

of
 th

e 
H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
S

ah
ib

 
sh

ou
ld

 
be

 
fo

llo
w

ed
 b

y 
a 

re
ad

in
g 

of
 e

ith
er

 t
he

 M
un

da
w

ni
. 

Th
e 

R
ag

m
al

a 
m

ay
 o

r 
m

ay
 

no
t b

e 
re

ci
te

d 
ac

co
rd

in
g 

to
 t

he
 l

oc
al

 c
us

to
m

 
or

 a
cc

or
di

ng
 

to
 t

he
 w

is
he

s 
of

 t
he

 p
er

so
n 

or
 p

er
so

n 
w

ho
 

ar
ra

ng
e 

su
ch

 a
 

R
ea

di
ng

 (
P

at
h)

. 
Th

e 
A

na
nd

 M
un

da
w

ni
 

is
 th

en
 

re
ad

 a
nd

 
fo

llo
w

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
A

/d
as

 a
nd

 H
uk

um
. 

A
fte

r 
A

kh
an

d 
P

at
h.

 
Ka

ra
h 

Pr
as

ad
 is

 d
is

tri
bu

te
d 

to
 t

he
 c

on
gr

eg
at

io
n.

(f
) 

A
t 

th
e 

tim
e 

of
 t

he
 A

kh
an

d 
P

at
h 

it 
is

 
us

ua
l 

to
 g

iv
e 

do
na

 
tio

ns
 fo

r 
th

e 
up

ke
ep

 o
f t

he
 

G
ur

dw
ar

a 
an

d 
fo

r 
th

e 
fu

rt
he

r
 

an
ce

 o
f 

S
ik

hi
sm

. 
Th

is
 s

ho
ul

d 
be

 g
iv

en
 a

cc
or

di
ng

 t
o 

on
e'

s 
m

ea
ns

.

K
A

R
A

H
 

P
R

A
S

A
D

(a
) 

In
 o

rd
er

 
to

 
re

m
ov

e 
un

to
uc

ha
bi

lit
y 

an
d 

to
 t

ea
ch

 
so

ci
al

 
eq

ua
lit

y 
G

ur
u 

N
an

ak
 

st
ar

te
d 

th
e 

cu
st

om
 

of
 d

is
tr

ib
ut

in
g 

K
ar

ah
 P

ra
sa

d 
am

on
g 

hi
s 

co
ng

re
ga

tio
ns

.
(b

) 
A

ny
on

e 
w

ho
 

ha
s 

pr
ep

ar
ed

 i
t 

in
 t

he
 

pr
es

cr
ib

ed
 m

an
ne

r, 
ca

n 
br

in
g 

it 
to

 a
 G

ur
dw

ar
a 

fo
r 

di
st

rib
ut

io
n.

(c
) 

It 
is

 
a 

ki
nd

 o
f 

pu
dd

in
g 

pr
ep

ar
ed

 
in

 a
n 

iro
n 

ve
ss

el
 

fro
m

 
flo

ur
, 

su
ga

r 
an

d 
gh

ee
, 

m
ix

ed
 

in
 e

qu
al

 
qu

an
tit

ite
s,

 
an

d 
is

 b
ro

ug
ht

 t
o 

th
e 

co
ng

re
ga

tio
n.

 
A

fte
r 

re
ci

tin
g 

si
x 

st
an

za
s 

fro
m

 
th

e 
A

na
nd

, 
w

hi
ch

 
is

 a
 

hy
m

n 
of

 t
ha

nk
s—

gi
vi

ng
, 

th
e 

m
an

 
of

fic
ia

tin
g 

at
 

th
e 

fu
nc

tio
n 

to
uc

he
s 

th
e 

Ka
ra

h 
Pr

as
ad

 w
ith

 a
 K

irp
an

 a
fte

r 
th

e 
pr

ay
er

.
(d

) 
B

ef
or

e 
di

st
rib

ut
in

g 
it 

am
on

g 
th

e 
co

ng
re

ga
tio

n,
 

he
 s

et
s 

ap
ar

t 
so

m
e 

qu
an

tit
y 

fo
r 

th
e 

Fi
ve

 B
el

ov
ed

 O
ne

s,
 a

nd
 g

iv
es

 
it 

to
 f

iv
e 

re
gu

la
r 

S
ik

hs
 w

ho
 a

re
 k

no
w

n 
to

 k
ee

p 
th

e 
ba

pt
is

 
m

al
 v

ow
s.

 T
he

n 
ih

e 
m

ai
n 

po
rt

io
n 

is
 

di
st

rib
ut

ed
, 

st
ar

tin
g 

fro
m

 t
he

 m
an

 
in

 s
er

vi
ce

 o
f 

th
e 

H
ol

y 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

S
ah

ib
, 

w
ith

ou
t 

an
y 

di
st

in
ct

io
n 

of
 c

as
te

 o
r 

cr
ee

d.
 

Th
e 

co
ng

re
ga

 
tio

n 
is

 g
en

er
al

ly
, 

ex
pe

ct
ed

 t
o 

ea
t 

it 
th

er
e 

an
d 

th
en

.

E
X

P
O

S
IT

IO
N

 O
F 

TH
E 

H
O

LY
 G

U
R

U
 G

R
A

N
TH

 S
A

H
IB

Th
e 

ex
po

si
tio

n 
of

 
th

e 
H

ol
y 

W
or

d 
al

on
e 

is 
al

lo
w

ed
 

in
 

a 
G

ur
dw

ar
a.

 
O

f 
co

ur
se

, 
by

 w
ay

 o
f 

ill
us

tr
at

io
n,

 S
ik

h 
H

is
to

ry
 

an
d 

th
e 

co
m

po
si

tio
ns

 
of

 
Bh

ai
 

G
ur

da
s 

an
d 

B
ha

i 
N

an
d 

La
l 

ar
e 

al
so

 
fre

el
y 

dr
aw

n 
up

on
. 

R
ef

er
en

ce
s 

to
 

ot
he

r 
re

lig
io

ns
 

or
 t

he
ir 

bo
ok

s,
 m

ay
 a

ls
o 

be
 m

ad
e,

 
bu

t 
in

 
or

de
r 

to
 p

re
se

rv
e 

a 
sp

iri
tu

al
 

at
m

os
ph

er
e,

 
st

ric
t 

in
ju

nc
tio

ns
 

ar
e 

gi
ve

n 
to

 
th

e 
sp

ea
ke

rs
 to

 o
bs

er
ve

 r
es

pe
ct

 t
ow

ar
ds

 o
th

er
s.

LI
V

IN
G

 A
C

C
O

R
D

IN
G

 t
o 

th
e 

G
U

R
U

S
' T

E
A

C
H

IN
G

S
A 

Si
kh

 s
ho

ul
d 

liv
e 

an
d 

w
or

k 
ac

co
rd

in
g 

to
 th

e 
pr

in
ci

pl
es

 o
f 

Si
kh

is
m

, a
nd

 s
ho
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d 
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 g

ui
de

d 
by

 a
s 
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llo

w
s 

:
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(a
) 

H
e 

sh
ou

ld
 w

or
sh

ip
 o

nl
y 

on
e 

G
od

, 
an

d 
sh

ou
ld

 
no

t 
in

du
lg

e 
in

 a
ny

 f
or

m
 o

f 
id

ol
 w

or
sh

ip
.

(b
) 

Li
ve

 a
 l

ife
 b

as
ed

 
on

 t
he

 t
ea

ch
in

gs
 

of
 th

e 
te

n 
G

ur
us

, 
th

e 
H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
S

ah
ib

, 
an

d 
ot

he
r 

sc
rip

tu
re

s 
an

d 
te

ac
h

 
in

gs
 o

f 
th

e 
G

ur
us

.

(c
) 

Si
kh

s 
sh

ou
ld

 b
el

ie
ve

 in
 t

he
 

"O
ne

ne
ss

" 
of

 t
he

 t
en

 G
ur

us
, 

Th
at

 
is

, 
th

at
 

a 
si

ng
le

 
so

ul
 

or
 

en
tit

y 
ex

is
te

d 
in

 t
he

 te
n 

G
ur

us
.

(d
) 

A
 

S
ik

h 
sh

ou
ld

 
ha

ve
 

no
 

be
lie

f 
in

 c
as

te
, 

bl
ac

k 
m

ag
ic

, 
su

pe
rs

tit
io

us
 p

ra
ct

ic
es

; 
su

ch
 a

s,
 t

he
 

se
ek

in
g 

of
 a

us
pi

ci
ou

s 
m

om
en

ts
, 

ec
lip

se
s,

 t
he

 p
ra

ct
ic

es
 

of
 

fe
ed

in
g 

B
ra

hm
in

s 
in

 
th

e 
be

lie
f 

th
at

 
th

e 
fo

od
 

w
ill

 
re

ac
h 

on
e'

s 
an

ce
st

or
s,

 
an

ce
st

or
's

 w
or

sh
ip

, 
fa

st
in

g 
at

 d
iff

er
en

t p
ha

se
s 

of
 th

e 
m

oo
n,

 
th

e 
w

ea
rin

g 
of

 s
ac

re
d 

th
re

ad
s 

an
d 

si
m

ila
r 

rit
ua

ls
.

(e
) 

Th
e 

G
ur

dw
ar

a 
sh

ou
ld

 s
er

ve
 

as
 th

e 
S

ik
h 

ce
nt

ra
l 

pl
ac

e 
of

 
w

or
sh

ip
. 

A
lth

ou
gh

 
th

e 
H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
S

ah
ib

 is
 t

he
 

ce
nt

er
e 

of
 S

ik
h 

be
lie

f, 
no

n-
S

ik
h 

bo
ok

s 
ca

n 
be

 
st

ud
ie

d 
fo

r 
ge

ne
ra

l 
en

lig
ht

en
m

en
t.

(f
) 

S
ik

hi
sm

 s
ho

ul
d 

be
 d

is
tin

ct
 f

ro
m

 o
th

er
 

re
lig

io
ns

, 
bu

t 
Si

kh
s 

m
us

t, 
in

 n
o 

w
ay

, 
gi

ve
 o

ffe
nc

e 
to

 o
th

er
 f

ai
th

s.

(g
) 

K
no

w
le

dg
e 

of
 S

ik
hi

sm
 i

s 
hi

gh
ly

 
de

si
ra

bl
e 

fo
r 

a 
S

ik
h 

an
d 

th
is

 s
ho

ul
d 

be
 a

cq
ui

re
d 

in
 a

dd
iti

on
 t

o 
hi

s 
ot

he
r 

ed
uc

at
io

n.

(h
) 

It 
is

 t
he

 d
ut

y 
of

 th
e 

Si
kh

s 
to

 te
ac

h 
S

ik
hi

sm
 to

 th
ei

r 
ch

ild
re

n.

(i)
 

Si
kh

s 
sh

ou
ld

 n
ot

 
cu

t 
th

ei
r 

ch
ild

re
n'

s 
ha

ir.
 

Bo
ys

 
ar

e 
to

 
be

 g
iv

en
 t

he
 n

am
e 

of
 S

in
gh

 a
nd

 g
irl

s 
th

e 
na

m
e 

or
 K

au
r.

(j)
 

S
ik

hs
 s

ho
ul

d 
no

t 
pa

rta
ke

 
of

 
al

co
ho

l, 
to

ba
cc

o,
 

dr
ug

s 
or

 
ot

he
r 

in
to

xi
ca

nt
s.

(k
) 

S
ik

hi
sm

 
st

ro
ng

ly
 

co
nd

em
ns

 
in

fa
nt

ic
id

e,
 

pa
rti

cu
la

rly
fe

m
al

e.

(I)
 

A
 S

ik
h 

sh
ou

ld
 l

iv
e 

on
ly

 o
n 

hi
s 

ho
ne

st
 e

ar
ni

ng
s,

 
(m

) 
N

o 
Si

kh
 s

ho
ul

d 
ga

m
bl

e 
or

 c
om

m
it 

th
ef

t.
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(n
) 

S
ik

hs
 m

us
t 

no
t 

co
m

m
it 

ad
ul

te
ry

.
(o

) 
A 

S
ik

h 
sh

ou
ld

 r
eg

ar
d 

an
ot

he
r 

m
an

's
 

w
ife

 
as

 h
is

 s
is

te
r 

or
m

ot
he

r; 
an

d 
an

ot
he

r 
m

an
's

 d
au

gh
te

r 
as

 h
is

 o
w

n 
da

ug
ht

er
, 

(p
) 

A 
Si

kh
 s

ho
ul

d 
be

 l
oy

al
 t

o 
hi

s 
w

ife
 a

nd
 v

ic
e 

ve
rs

a,
 

(q
) 

A 
Si

kh
 s

ho
ul

d 
liv

e 
hi

s 
w

ho
le

 
lif

e 
ac

co
rd

in
g 

to
 

th
e 

te
ne

ts
of

 h
is

 f
ai

th
, 

(r
) 

A 
S

ik
h 

sh
ou

ld
 

gr
ee

t 
ot

he
r 

S
ik

hs
 w

ith
 

th
e 

sa
lu

ta
tio

n 
:

"W
ah

eg
ur

u 
ji
 

ka
 

Kh
al

sa
. 

W
ah

eg
ur

u 
Ji

 k
i 

fa
te

h"
 

(H
ai

l
Kh

al
sa

 o
f t

he
 w

on
de

rfu
l 

Lo
rd

 w
ho

 is
 a

lw
ay

s 
vi

ct
or

io
us

.) 
(s

) 
Th

er
e 

is
 n

o 
su

ch
 t

hi
ng

 a
s 

pu
rd

ah
, 

fo
r 

a 
S

ik
h 

W
om

an
, 

(t
) 

A
ny

 c
lo

th
in

g 
m

ay
 b

e 
w

or
n 

by
 a

 S
ik

h,
 p

ro
vi

de
d 

it 
in

cl
ud

es
a 

tu
rb

an
 

( 
fo

r 
m

al
es

 )
 

an
d 

a 
K

ni
ck

er
 (

K
ac

hh
) 

a 
si

m
ila

r
ga

rm
en

t.

2
. 

D
IS

C
IP

L
IN

E
 

O
F

 
T

H
E

 
S

A
C

R
A

M
E

N
T

 
(A

) 
B

IR
TH

 
A

N
D

 
N

A
M

IN
G

 
C

E
R

E
M

O
N

Y
(a

) 
(A

t t
he

 b
irt

h 
of

 a
 

ch
ild

 a
ny

 
G

ur
si

kh
 

re
la

tio
n 

or
 

fri
en

d 
m

ay
 p

ou
r 

so
m

e 
w

at
er

 in
 a

 s
m

al
l 

iro
n 

(s
te

el
) 

cu
p 

an
d 

ad
d 

so
m

e 
Pa

ta
sh

as
 o

r 
ho

ne
y 

in
 

it 
an

d 
st

ir 
th

e 
sa

m
e 

w
ith

 a
 

K
irp

an
 w

hi
le

 
re

ci
tin

g 
th

e 
fir

st
 f

iv
e 

Pa
ur

ie
s 

(S
ta

nz
as

) 
of

 
th

e 
Ja

pj
l 

al
on

gw
ith

 
th

e 
pr

ol
og

ue
 

gi
ve

n 
at

 
th

e 
ve

ry
 

be
gi

nn
in

g 
of

 t
hi

s 
B

an
i. 

A 
fe

w
 

dr
op

s 
of

 
hi

s 
ho

ly
 

w
at

er
 

be
 p

ou
re

d 
in

to
 t

he
 m

ou
th

 o
f 

th
e 

ch
ild

 
an

d 
re

m
ai

ni
ng

 b
e 

ta
ke

n 
by

 th
e 

m
ot

he
r. 

A
 p

ra
ye

r 
of

 
th

an
ks

 
gi

vi
ng

 
sh

ou
ld

 
al

so
 b

e 
of

fe
re

d.
)

(b
) 

W
he

n 
th

e 
m

ot
he

r 
ris

es
 f

ro
m

 h
er

 c
on

fin
em

en
t 

an
d 

is
 a

bl
e 

to
 

ta
ke

 
a 

ba
th

-n
o 

pe
rio

d 
be

in
g 

fix
ed

—
he

r 
fri

en
ds

 
an

d 
re

la
tiv

es
 

go
 

w
ith

 h
er

 
to

 a
 

G
ur

dw
ar

a 
(w

hi
ch

 m
ay

 b
e 

in
 

he
r 

ow
n 

ho
us

e)
. 

H
ym

ns
 

of
 

th
an

ks
gi

vi
ng

 
ar

e 
su

ng
. 

S
om

et
im

es
 

th
e 

re
ad

in
g 

of
 t

he
 

H
ol

y 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

S
ah

ib
 

is
 

br
ou

gh
t 

to
 a

 f
in

is
h.

 
Th

en
 a

 p
as

sa
ge

 
is

 
re

ad
 

ou
t 

of
 

th
e 

H
ol

y 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

Sa
hi

b.
 

Fr
om

 t
he

 
fir

st
 

le
tte

r 
of

 
th

e 
fir

st
 

w
or

d 
th

e 
as

se
m

bl
y 

is 
as

ke
d 

to
 

co
in

 
a 

na
m

e 
fo

r 
th

e 
ch

ild
. 

Se
ve

ra
l 

na
m

es
 

m
ay

 
be

 
su

gg
es

te
d,

 
an

d 
th

e 
on

e 
th

at
 

is
 

ul
tim

at
el

y 
ap

pr
ov

ed
 

is
 

an
no

un
ce

d 
by

 
th

e 
pe

rs
on

 
si

tti
ng

 in
 

se
rv

ic
e 

of
 H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
Sa

hi
b 

at
 t

he
 

fu
nc

tio
n.

 
To
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am
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w
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d 
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to
 a

 g
irl

's
 n

am
e 

th
e 

w
or

d 
-K

au
r' 

is
 a

dd
ed

. 
A

fte
r 

re
ci

tin
g 

si
x 

st
an

za
s 

of
 t

he
 A

na
nd

 a
nd

 c
on

se
cr

at
in

g 
K

ar
ah

 P
ra

sa
d 

w
ith

 
a 

ki
rp

an
, 

af
te

r 
pr

ay
er

 
is

 
of

fe
re

d 
an

d 
th

e 
Ka

ra
h 

Pa
rs

ad
 is

 d
is

tr
ib

ut
ed

.
(B

) 
TH

E
 

A
N

A
N

D
 

M
A

R
R

IA
G

E
 

C
E

R
E

M
O

N
Y

 
Th

e 
A

na
nd

 f
or

m
 

of
 

m
ar

ria
ge

 
ha

s 
be

en
 

ob
se

rv
ed

 
si

nc
e 

th
e 

ea
rli

es
t 

da
ys

 
of

 
S

ik
hi

sm
 

an
d 

is
 

m
en

tio
ne

d 
in

 
th

e 
R

ah
tn

am
a 

of
 

Bh
ai

 
D

ay
a 

S
in

gh
 

( 
on

e 
of

 
th

e 
or

ig
in

al
 

fiv
e 

B
el

ov
ed

 O
ne

s 
w

ho
m

 G
ur

u 
G

ob
in

d 
S

in
gh

 
ba

pt
iz

ed
 

w
ith

 h
is

 
ow

n 
ha

nd
s 

), 
in

 B
ha

i 
R

at
ta

n 
S

in
gh

's
 P

an
th

 
P

ra
ka

sh
, 

w
rit

te
n 

in
 

18
09

, 
in

 
P

re
m

 S
ur

na
rg

 
an

d 
in

 
S

ur
aj

 
P

ra
ka

sh
, 

(b
o
th

 
w

rit
te

n 
in

 t
he

 f
irs

t 
ha

lf 
of

 t
he

 
ni

ne
te

en
th

 
ce

nt
ur

y)
. 

It 
w

as
 

le
ga

liz
ed

 i
n 

19
09

 b
y 

th
e 

A
na

nd
 M

ar
ria

ge
 A

ct
.

(a
) 

S
ik

h 
bo

ys
 a

nd
 g

irl
s 

ar
e 

m
ar

rie
d 

w
he

n 
th

ey
 a

re
 g

ro
w

n 
up

, 
an

d 
ha

ve
 r

ea
ch

ed
 m

at
ur

ity
.

(b
) 

Th
e 

ce
re

m
on

y 
of

 
be

tro
th

al
 

is 
no

t 
es

se
nt

ia
l. 

W
he

n 
it 

ta
ke

s 
pl

ac
e,

 i
t 

is
 a

 v
er

y 
si

m
pl

e 
af

fa
ir.

 
A

 fe
w

 r
el

at
iv

es
 o

f 
th

e 
bo

y 
ar

e 
in

vi
te

d 
by

 t
he

 
pa

re
nt

s 
of

 
th

e 
gi

rl,
 

an
d 

a 
ki

rp
an

 a
nd

 s
om

e 
sw

ee
ts

 a
re

 g
iv

en
 

to
 t

he
m

 
fo

r 
th

e 
bo

y.
 

Th
is

 m
ee

tin
g 

of
 c

ho
se

n 
fri

en
ds

 
is

 
he

ld
 

w
ith

 
H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
Sa

hi
b 

in
 t

he
ir 

m
id

st
.

(c
) 

Th
e 

co
nv

en
ie

nc
e 

of
 b

ot
h 

pa
rti

es
 

is
 

co
ns

ul
te

d,
 

an
d 

a 
da

y 
an

d 
tim

e 
is

 
fix

ed
 

fo
r 

pe
rfo

rm
in

g 
th

e 
ce

re
m

on
y 

of
 

m
ar

ria
ge

.

(d
) 

A
fte

r 
a 

pr
ay

er
, 

th
e 

br
id

eg
ro

om
 

( 
w

ith
 n

o 
pa

rti
cu

la
r 

si
gn

s 
on

 h
im

, 
ex

ce
pt

 a
 g

ar
la

nd
 )

 
go

es
 

w
ith

 a
 

pa
rty

 o
f 

fri
en

ds
 

an
d 

re
la

tiv
es

 t
o 

th
e 

ho
us

e 
of

 
th

e 
br

id
e,

 
w

he
re

 
a 

si
m

ila
r 

pa
rty

 i
s 

re
ad

y 
to

 r
ec

ei
ve

 
th

em
. 

B
ot

h 
pa

rti
es

 
ap

pr
oa

ch
 

ea
ch

 o
th

er
 

fr
om

 o
pp

os
ite

 
di

re
ct

io
ns

, 
si

ng
in

g 
hy

m
ns

 
of

 
w

el
co

m
e 

fro
m

 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

Sa
hi

b.
 

W
he

n 
th

ey
 

ar
e 

fa
ce

 
to

 
fa

ce
, 

so
m

eo
ne

 o
f 

th
em

 
st

ep
s 

fo
rw

ar
d 

an
d 

of
fe

rs
 

pr
ay

er
. 

Th
en

 
th

ey
 

em
br

ac
e 

ea
ch

 
ot

he
r 

an
d 

se
pa

ra
te

.
In

 t
he

 m
or

ni
ng

, 
a 

co
ng

re
ga

tio
n 

is
 fo

rm
ed

 
w

ith
 G

ur
u

G
ra

nt
h 

S
ah

ib
 i

n 
th

ei
r 

m
id

st
. 

B
ot

h 
pa

rti
es

 
si

t 
to

ge
th

er
 

an
d 

lis
te

n 
to

 t
he

 
m

us
ic

 
of

 
A

sa
-d

i-V
ar

 o
r 

so
m

e 
se

le
ct

ed
 

hy
m

ns
 f

ro
m

 t
he

 H
ol

y 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

S
ah

ib
. 

W
he

n 
th

e 
m

us
ic

 
is

 o
ve

r, 
th

e 
br

id
e 

an
d 

th
e 

br
id

eg
ro

om
 

ar
e 

se
at

ed
 fa

ci
ng

 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

S
ah

ib
, 

th
e 

br
id

e 
be

in
g 

on
 t

he
 

le
ft 

of
 

th
e 

br
id

eg
ro

om
.

A
ny

bo
dy

 
in

 
th

e 
co

ng
re

ga
tio

n 
ca

n 
pe

rfo
rm

 
th

e 
m

ar
ria

ge
 

ce
re

m
on

y.
 

Th
e 

of
fic

ia
tin

g 
pe

rs
on

 
as

ks
 

th
e 

co
up

le
 a

nd
 t

he
ir 

pa
re

nt
s 

to
 s

ta
nd

 
up

, 
an

d,
 

le
ad

in
g 

th
em

 
in

 p
ra

ye
r, 

as
ks

 G
od

's
 b

le
ss

in
g 

up
on

 .
th

e 
oc

ca
si

on
. 

Th
en

 
af

te
r 

re
ad

in
g 

ou
t 

a 
pa

ss
ag

e 
fro

m
 

th
e 

H
ol

y 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

S
ah

ib
, 

he
 a

dd
re

ss
es

 t
he

 c
ou

pl
e 

in
di

vi
du

al
ly

, 
po

in
tin

g 
ou

t 
to

 t
he

m
 

th
ei

r 
du

tie
s 

to
w

ar
ds

 
ea

ch
 o

th
er

, 
to

w
ar

ds
 t

he
ir 

fa
m

ili
es

, 
th

ei
r 

so
ci

et
y,

 
an

d 
th

ei
r 

re
lig

io
n.

 
Th

e 
id

ea
l 

pl
ac

ed
 b

ef
or

e 
th

em
 i

s 
th

at
 

th
ey

 s
ho

ul
d 

be
co

m
e 

on
e 

in
 

sp
ir
it: •T

he
y 

ar
e 

no
t w

ife
 a

nd
 h

us
ba

nd
 w

ho
 o

nl
y 

si
t 

to
ge

th
er

;
R

at
he

r 
ar

e 
th

ey
 w

ife
 

an
d 

hu
sb

an
d 

w
ho

 
ha

ve
 

on
e

sp
iri

t 
in

 t
w

o 
bo

di
es

' 
( 

S
uh

i 
Ki

 V
ar

 I
II 

).
Th

ey
 a

re
 a

sk
ed

 t
o 

m
ou

ld
 t

he
ir 

co
nj

ug
al

 
re

la
tio

ns
 o

n 
th

e 
m

od
el

 l
ai

d 
do

w
n 

in
 t

he
 E

pi
th

al
am

iu
m

 
of

 
G

ur
u 

R
am

 
D

as
, 

w
hi

ch
 i

s 
a 

pa
rt 

of
 t

he
 

m
ar

ria
ge

 
se

rv
ic

e.
 

In
 

it 
th

e 
G

ur
u 

m
en

tio
ns

 f
ou

r 
st

ep
s 

in
 t

he
 

de
ve

lo
pm

en
t 

of
 th

e 
lif

e 
of

 lo
ve

: 
A

w
e,

 L
ov

e,
 R

es
tra

in
t, 

an
d 

H
ar

m
on

y.
W

he
n 

th
e 

pa
rti

es
 b

ow
 t

he
ir 

he
ad

s 
in

 
ac

kn
ow

le
dg

e
 

m
en

t, 
th

e 
sc

ar
f o

f 
th

e 
br

id
eg

ro
om

 
is

 g
iv

en
 

in
to

 t
he

 h
an

d 
of

 t
he

 b
rid

e,
 a

nd
 th

ey
 

st
an

d 
up

 a
nd

 l
is

te
n 

to
 

th
e 

st
ra

in
s 

of
 m

us
ic

 :

-I
 a

tta
ch

 m
ys

el
f 

to
 th

ee
.

Le
av

in
g 

al
l 

m
y 

re
la

tio
ns

 a
s 

bi
tte

r.
I c

om
e 

to
 c

lin
g 

to
 t

he
e"

, 
(V

ar
 R

am
 K

al
i 

V)
. 

Th
en

, 
on

e 
by

 
on

e,
 

th
e 

fo
ur

 
st

an
za

s 
of

 
G

ur
u 

R
am

da
s'

s 
E

pi
th

al
am

iu
m

 
ca

lle
d 

La
va

n,
 

ar
e 

re
ad

 o
ut

 
of

 
th

e 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

Sa
hi

b 
an

d 
af

te
r 

ea
ch

 
re

ad
in

g 
th

e 
co

up
le

 g
o 

ro
un

d 
th

e 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

S
ah

ib
, 

th
e 

br
id

eg
ro

om
 

le
ad

in
g 

th
e 15



br
id

e,
 

ac
co

m
pa

ni
ed

 
by

 
th

e 
m

us
ic

 
of

 
th

e 
sa

m
e 

st
an

za
 

su
ng

 b
y 

th
e 

m
us

ic
ia

ns
. 

Ea
ch

 t
im

e 
th

ey
 

re
tu

rn
 

to
 th

ei
r 

pl
ac

es
 

an
d 

bo
w

 
th

ei
r 

he
ad

s.
 

Th
en

 
th

e 
m

us
ic

ia
ns

 
si

ng
 

th
e 

si
x 

st
an

za
s 

of
 

th
e 

An
an

d 
an

d 
th

e 
pe

rs
on

 w
ho

 i
s 

pe
rfo

rm
in

g 
th

e 
m

ar
ria

ge
 

of
fe

rs
 

pr
ay

er
s 

of
 t

ha
nk

sg
iv

in
g 

in
 

w
hi

ch
 

th
e 

w
ho

le
 

co
ng

re
ga

tio
n 

jo
in

s.
 

A
fte

r 
th

at
 

ka
ra

h 
pr

as
ad

 i
s 

di
st

rib
ut

ed
 a

nd
 t

he
 

ce
re

m
on

y 
co

m
es

 to
 

an
 e

nd
.

(e
) 

Th
e 

sa
m

e 
ce

re
m

on
y 

is 
Pe

rfo
rm

ed
 a

t 
th

e 
re

-m
ar

ria
ge

 
of

 a
 

w
id

ow
 o

r 
a 

w
id

ow
er

.

(f)
 

Bo
th

 p
ar

tie
s 

in
 m

ar
ria

ge
 

ar
e 

ex
pe

ct
ed

 
to

 b
e 

A
m

rit
dh

ar
i 

(b
ap

tiz
ed

).
(g

) 
Po

lig
am

y 
is 

di
sc

ou
ra

ge
d,

 a
nd

 th
e 

co
up

le
 

en
jo

in
ed

 
to

 
be

 
fa

ith
fu

l 
to

 e
ac

h 
an

ot
he

r.

(C
) 

D
EA

TH
 

C
E

R
E

M
O

N
Y

(a
) 

A
t 

th
e 

da
at

h-
be

d 
of

 
a 

Si
kh

, 
th

e 
re

la
tiv

es
 

an
d 

fri
en

ds
 

co
ns

ol
e 

th
em

se
lv

es
 a

nd
 

th
e 

de
pa

rti
ng

 
so

ul
 

by
 

re
ad

in
g 

G
ur

ba
ni

 e
sp

ec
ia

lly
, 

S
uk

hm
an

i, 
th

e 
Ps

al
m

 o
f 

Pe
ac

e.
(b

) 
W

he
n 

de
at

h 
oc

cu
rs

, 
no

 l
ou

d 
la

m
en

ta
tio

ns
 

ar
e 

al
lo

w
ed

. 
In

st
ea

d,
 t

he
 

Si
kh

s 
ch

an
t 

W
ah

ig
ur

u,
 

W
ah

ig
ur

u 
(W

on
de

r 
fu

l 
Lo

rd
).

(c
) 

A
ll 

de
ad

 b
od

ie
s,

 w
he

th
er

 
th

os
e 

of
 c

hi
ld

re
n 

or
 

of
 g

ro
w

n-
 

up
 p

eo
pl

e,
 a

re
 c

re
m

at
ed

. 
W

he
re

 c
re

m
at

io
n 

is
 n

ot
 p

os
si

 
bl

e,
 i

t 
is 

pe
rm

is
si

bl
e 

to
 t

hr
ow

 
th

e 
de

ad
 

bo
dy

 i
nt

o 
a 

se
a 

or
 a

 r
iv

er
.

(d
) 

Th
e 

de
ad

 b
od

y 
is 

w
as

he
d 

an
d 

cl
ot

he
d 

(c
om

pl
et

e 
w

ith
 a

ll 
th

e 
fiv

e 
sy

m
bo

ls
) 

be
fo

re
 i

t 
is 

ta
ke

n 
ou

t 
on

 
a 

bi
er

 to
 th

e 
cr

em
at

io
n 

gr
ou

nd
. 

Th
e 

pr
oc

es
si

on
 

st
ar

ts
 

af
te

r 
a 

pr
ay

er
 

an
d 

si
ng

s 
Su

ita
bl

e 
hy

m
ns

 f
ro

m
 G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

Sa
hi

b 
on

 t
he

 
w

ay
. 

At
 t

he
 c

re
m

at
io

n-
gr

ou
nd

 th
e 

bo
dy

 is
 p

la
ce

d 
on

 t
he

 
py

re
 th

e 
Ar

da
s 

is 
re

ci
te

d,
 a

nd
 th

a 
ne

ar
es

t r
el

at
iv

es
 li

gh
t 

th
e 

py
re

.W
he

n 
th

e 
fir

e 
is 

fu
lly

 a
bl

az
e,

 
so

m
eo

ne
 r

ea
ds

 S
oh

lla
 

an
d 

of
fe

r 
pr

ay
er

s 
fo

r 
th

e 
be

ne
fit

 o
f 

th
e 

de
ad

. 
Th

en
 t

he

16

pe
op

le
 c

om
e 

aw
ay

, 
an

d 
le

av
e 

th
e 

re
la

tiv
es

 o
f t

he
 d

ec
ea

se
d 

at
 t

he
ir 

do
or

, 
w

he
re

 
th

ey
 a

re
 

th
an

ke
d 

be
fo

re
 d

ep
ar

tin
g

Th
e 

be
re

av
ed

 fa
m

ily
, 

fo
r 

th
e 

co
m

fo
rt 

of
 t

he
ir 

ow
n 

so
ul

s 
as

 w
el

l a
s 

fo
r 

th
e 

pe
ac

e 
of

 th
e 

de
pa

rte
d,

 s
ta

rt 
a 

re
ad

in
g 

of
 

th
e 

H
ol

y 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

Sa
hi

b 
w

hi
ch

 m
ay

 
be

 a
t 

th
ei

r 
ow

n 
ho

us
e 

or
 a

t a
 n

ei
gh

bo
ur

in
g 

G
ur

dw
ar

a.
 F

rie
nd

s 
an

d 
re

la
tio

ns
 

ta
ke

 
pa

rt 
in

 
it.

 
A

fte
r 

a 
w

ee
k 

or
 

so
 

th
ey

 
ag

ai
n 

co
m

e 
to

ge
th

er
 w

he
n 

th
e 

re
ad

in
g 

is
 fi

ni
sh

ed
. 

Th
e 

us
ua

l p
ra

ye
r 

is 
of

fe
re

d 
an

d 
K

ar
ah

 P
ra

sa
d 

di
st

rib
ut

ed
.

(e
) 

Th
e 

ch
ar

re
d 

bo
ne

s 
of

 th
e 

de
ad

 
to

ge
th

er
 

w
ith

 t
he

 a
sh

es
 

ar
e 

ta
ke

n 
fro

m
 t

he
 

cr
em

at
io

n-
gr

ou
nd

 
an

d 
th

ro
w

n 
in

to
 

th
e 

ne
ar

es
t c

an
al

 o
r 

riv
er

.
(f

) 
It 

is
 

fo
rb

id
de

n 
to

 
er

ec
t 

m
on

um
en

ts
 

ov
er

 
th

e 
re

m
ai

ns
 

of
 t

he
 d

ea
d,

 a
lth

ou
gh

 s
ui

ta
bl

e 
m

on
um

en
ts

 in
 th

ei
r 

ho
no

ur
, 

at
 a

ny
 o

th
er

 p
la

ce
, 

w
ou

ld
 b

e 
qu

ite
 p

er
m

is
si

bl
e.

3.
 D

IS
C

IP
LI

N
E

 
O

F 
S

E
R

V
IC

E
Se

rv
ic

e 
is 

an
 

es
se

nt
ia

l 
pa

rt 
of

 a
 

Si
kh

's
 

du
ty

. 
It 

is 
th

e 
pr

ac
tic

al
 

ex
pr

es
si

on
 

of
 lo

ve
. 

Th
os

e 
w

ho
m

 o
ne

 
is 

to
 

se
rv

e 
m

us
t 

be
 

lo
ve

d.
 

Th
e 

ca
st

e 
sy

st
em

 
an

d 
its

 
ac

co
m

pa
ny

in
g 

ev
il 

of
 u

nt
ou

ch
ab

ili
ty

 h
av

e,
 

th
er

ef
or

e,
 

no
 p

la
ce

 in
 a

 r
el

ig
io

n 
of

 s
er

vi
ce

. 
Se

rv
ic

e 
re

co
gn

iz
es

 
no

 b
ar

rie
rs

 o
f 

re
lig

io
n,

 c
as

te
, 

or
 r

ac
e.

 
It 

m
us

t 
be

 
of

fe
re

d 
to

 
al

l; 
it 

sh
ou

ld
 

no
t 

ta
ke

 t
he

 
fix

ed
 f

or
m

s 
of

 s
ec

ta
ria

n 
ch

ar
ity

; 
Bu

t s
ho

ul
d 

be
 f

re
el

y 
va

rie
d 

ac
co

rd
in

g 
to

 t
he

 r
ea

so
na

bl
e 

ne
ed

s 
of

 t
ho

se
 

w
ho

m
 w

e 
w

an
i 

to
 h

el
p. G
ur

dw
ar

as
 

ar
e 

th
e 

la
bo

ra
to

rie
s 

fo
r 

te
ac

hi
ng

 t
he

 p
ra

ct
ic

e 
of

 
se

rv
ic

e,
 

fo
r 

w
hi

ch
 

th
e 

re
al

 
fie

ld
 

i$ 
th

e 
w

or
ld

 
ab

ro
ad

. 
Th

e 
se

rv
ic

e 
in

 G
ur

dw
ar

as
 

ta
ke

s 
th

e 
fo

rm
 

of
 

sw
ee

pi
ng

 
th

e 
flo

or
, 

cl
ea

ni
ng

 
ut

en
si

ls
, 

fe
tc

hi
ng

 
w

at
er

, 
an

d 
pu

lli
ng

 
or

 
w

av
in

g 
th

e 
pa

nk
ha

s 
or

 
fa

ns
, 

bu
t 

th
e 

m
os

t 
im

po
rta

nt
 

in
st

itu
tio

n 
in

 th
is

 c
on

ne
ct

io
n 

is
 th

e 
G

ur
u'

s 
Fr

ee
 K

itc
he

n.

FR
EE

 
K

IT
C

H
E

N
(a

) 
Th

e 
in

st
itu

tio
n 

of
 

G
ur

u 
Ka

 
La

ng
ar

 
or

 F
re

e 
Ki

tc
he

n,
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to

as
 o

ld
 

as
 

Si
kh

is
m

. 
It 

w
as

 
st

ar
te

d 
by

 
G

ur
u 

N
an

ak
 

fo
r 

th
e 

pu
rp

os
e 

of
 te

ac
hi

ng
 s

er
vi

ce
, 

sp
re

ad
in

g 
eq

ua
lit

y,
 a

nd
 

re
m

ov
in

g 
un

to
uc

ha
bi

lit
y 

an
d 

ot
he

r 
pr

ej
ud

ic
es

 
bo

rn
 

of
 

th
e 

ca
st

e 
sy

st
em

.
(b

) 
In

 a
 w

ay
, 

th
e 

ki
tc

he
n 

in
 e

ve
ry

 S
ik

h'
s 

ho
us

e 
is 

G
ur

u 
Ka

 
La

ng
ar

, 
as

, 
he

 is
 

en
jo

in
ed

 
to

 s
ha

re
 h

is
 f

oo
d 

w
ith

 o
th

er
s.

 
H

e 
is 

al
so

 e
xp

ec
te

d 
to

 ta
ke

 p
ar

t 
in

 
th

e 
ru

nn
in

g 
of

 th
e 

co
m

m
on

 
fre

e 
Ki

tc
he

ns
 

op
en

ed
 

at
 G

ur
dw

ar
as

. 
He

 m
ay

 
co

nt
rib

ut
e 

pr
ov

is
io

ns
, 

pa
y 

fo
r 

th
e 

ex
pe

ns
es

, 
or

 p
er

so
na

lly
 

le
nd

 
a 

ha
nd

 in
 c

le
an

in
g 

ut
en

si
ls

, 
fe

tc
hi

ng
 w

at
er

 o
r 

fu
el

, 
or

 in
 t

he
 c

oo
ki

ng
 a

nd
 d

is
tri

bu
tio

n 
of

 fo
od

.
(c

) 
N

on
-S

ik
hs

 
ar

e 
al

so
 

fre
el

y 
al

lo
w

ed
 

to
 

he
lp

 
in

 
th

e 
m

ai
nt

en
an

ce
 o

f t
he

 K
itc

he
n.

(d
) 

No
 

in
vi

di
ou

s 
di

st
in

ct
io

n 
is 

to
 b

e 
m

ad
e 

be
tw

ee
n 

m
an

 
an

d 
m

an
, 

be
tw

ee
n 

a 
Si

kh
 

an
d 

a 
no

n-
Si

kh
, 

be
tw

ee
n 

a 
a 

ca
st

e-
m

an
 a

nd
 a

 s
o-

ca
lle

d 
ou

tc
as

te
, 

wh
en

- m
ak

in
g 

se
at

 
in

g 
ar

ra
ng

em
en

ts
 o

r 
se

rv
in

g 
fo

od
 in

 t
he

 G
ur

u'
s 

Ki
tc

he
n.

IN
C

O
R

P
O

R
A

TE
 

LI
FE

D
is

ci
pl

in
e 

of
 S

ac
ra

m
en

t, 
D

is
ci

pl
in

e 
of

O
rg

an
is

at
io

n,
 D

is
ci

pl
in

ar
y 

A
ct

io
n.

A
fte

r 
a 

Si
kh

 
ha

s 
le

ar
nt

 
se

rv
ic

e 
in

 a
 

G
ur

dw
ar

a,
 

he
 h

as
 

to
 

pr
ac

tis
e 

it 
in

 
th

e 
w

or
ld

 
ab

ro
ad

. 
Fo

r 
th

is
, 

or
ga

ni
sa

tio
n 

is 
ca

lle
d 

th
e 

P
in

th
- 

Ev
er

y 
Si

kh
 

is
 

ex
pe

ct
ed

 
to

 
ta

ke
 

pa
rt 

in
 

th
e 

co
rp

or
at

e 
lif

e 
of

 
hi

s 
co

m
m

un
ity

 
an

d 
to

 
do

 h
is

 d
ut

y 
to

 
th

e 
Pa

nt
h. 1.

 
D

IS
C

IP
L

IN
E

 
O

F 
S

A
C

R
A

M
E

N
T

Th
e 

fir
st

 
st

ep
 in

 
jo

in
in

g 
th

is
 

or
ga

ni
sa

tio
n 

is 
to

 r
ec

ei
ve

 
in

iti
at

io
n 

th
ro

ug
h 

A
m

rit
-

A
M

R
IT

 
O

R 
SI

KH
 

B
A

P
TI

S
M

(a
) 

Th
e 

-A
m

rit
 c

er
em

on
y 

is
 h

el
d 

in
 s

om
e 

pl
ac

e 
w

hi
ch

 m
us

t 
no

t 
be

 a
 t

ho
ro

ug
hf

ar
e.

(b
) 

Th
a 

H
ol

y 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

Sa
hi

b 
is

 
op

en
ed

. 
O

ne
 r

eg
ul

ar
 

Si
kh

 
Is

 
re

qu
ire

d 
to

 
si

t 
be

fo
re

 
it,

 
an

d 
fiv

e 
ot

he
rs

 
to

 
co

nd
uc

t 
th

e 
ce

re
m

on
y.

 
Th

es
e 

ar
e 

ca
lle

d 
P

an
j 

fy
ar

at
, 

or
 th

e 
Fi

ve
 B

el
ov

ed
 

O
ne

s.
 

W
om

en
 a

re
 

al
so

 e
lig

ib
le

 f
or

 
th

e 
w

or
k.

 
A

ll 
th

es
e 

Si
kh

s 
sh

ou
ld

 w
as

h 
th

em
se

lv
es

 a
nd

 
th

ei
r 

ha
ir,

 
an

d 
sh

ou
ld

 b
e 

w
ea

rin
g 

al
l t

he
 

fiv
e 

sy
m

bo
ls

 
ca

lle
d 

th
e 

Fi
ve

 
K'

s 
Ke

sh
 

(lo
ng

 
ha

ir)
, 

K
tn

gh
a 

(c
om

b)
, 

Ka
ch

h 
(K

ni
ck

er
s)

, 
Ka

ra
 

(ir
on

 
br

ac
el

et
; 

an
d 

Ki
rp

an
 

(s
w

or
d)

.

(c
) 

N
on

e 
of

 th
e 

Fi
ve

 
Be

lo
ve

d 
O

ne
s 

sh
ou

ld
 

be
 

bl
in

d,
 

ha
lf-

 
bl

in
d,

 o
r 

a 
cr

ip
pl

e.
 

N
on

e 
sh

ou
ld

 h
av

ec
om

m
ite

d 
a 

br
ea

ch
 

of
 th

e 
ba

pt
is

m
al

 v
ow

s.
 

A
ll 

sh
ou

ld
 

be
 f

it 
in

 e
ve

ry
 w

ay
 : 

st
ro

ng
, h

ea
lth

y,
 c

he
er

fu
l, 

an
d 

tid
y.

(d
) 

Th
e 

Si
kh

 
ba

pt
is

m
 

is
 o

pe
n 

to
 m

en
 

an
d 

w
om

en
 

*o
f 

al
l 

th
e 

co
un

tri
es

, 
of

 w
ha

te
ve

r 
ra

ce
, 

cr
ee

d,
 

or
 c

as
te

. 
Th

e 
re

ci
pi

en
ts

 
m

us
t 

no
t b

e 
to

o 
yo

un
g.

 
Th

ey
 s

ho
ul

d 
wa

sh
 

th
ei

r 
ha

ir,
 

an
d 

sh
ou

ld
 h

av
e 

th
e 

fiv
e 

K'
s 

on
 t

he
ir 

pe
rs

on
, 

an
d 

no
 

m
ar

k 
or

 
sy

m
bo

l 
of

 
an

y 
ot

he
r 

re
lig

io
n.

 
Th

ey
 s

ho
ul

d 
no

t 
ha

ve
 t

he
ir 

he
ad

s 
ba

re
 

or
 c

ov
er

ed
 

w
ith

 
a 

ca
p 

or
 h

at
. 

No
 e

ar
in

gs
 

ar
e 

al
lo

w
ed

. 
Th

e 
w

ea
rin

g 
of

 
th

e 
ot

he
r 

or
na

m
en

ts
 

is
 

al
so

 
di

sc
ou

ra
ge

d.
 

A
ll 

sh
ou

ld
 

st
an

d 
re

ve
re

nt
ly

 w
ith

 f
ol

de
d 

ha
nd

s.
(e

) 
If 

an
y 

on
e 

ha
s 

to
 

be
 r

eb
ap

tiz
ed

 
on

 
ac

co
un

t 
of

 
so

m
e 

br
ea

ch
 

of
 

th
e 

ru
le

s,
 

he
 is

 
ta

ke
n 

ap
ar

t 
by

 tn
e 

Fi
ve

 a
nd

 
so

m
e 

pe
na

lty
 

is
 im

po
se

d 
up

on
 

hi
m

, 
af

te
r 

w
hi

ch
 h

e 
is

 
al

lo
w

ed
 to

 r
ej

oi
n 

th
e 

re
st

.

(f)
 

Th
e 

pa
rty

 
is 

th
en

 
ad

dr
es

se
d 

by
 

on
e 

of
 

th
e 

Fi
ve

 w
ho

 
ex

pl
ai

ns
 

th
e 

pr
in

ci
pl

es
 o

f 
Si

kh
is

m
, 

in
cl

ud
in

g 
be

lie
f 

in
 

th
e 

O
ne

ne
ss

 
of

 
G

od
, 

Hi
s 

lo
ve

 
as

 
th

e 
on

ly
 

w
ay

 
of

 
sa

lv
at

io
n,

 
pr

ac
tic

e 
of

 
th

e 
N

am
e 

an
d 

th
e 

G
ur

u'
s 

W
or

d 
as

 
th

e 
m

ea
ns

 o
f 

aw
ak

en
in

g 
th

at
 

lo
ve

 
in

 o
ne

's
 

he
ar

t, 
an

d 
se

rv
ic

e 
of

 m
an

 w
ith

 s
el

fle
ss

ne
ss

 a
nd

 s
ac

rif
ce

.
»l

f«
w

om
«n

 
ol

fB
ii 

to
 J

oi
n 

Ih
» 

rt
n

kl
 o

f t
he

 
Kh

al
s«

. 
th

e 
sh

ou
ld

 
be

 g
iv

en
 

th
e 

Si
kh

 b
ap

tit
nu

Pr
em

-S
um

ar
fl.
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(g
) 

Th
ey

 
ar

e 
as

ke
d 

w
he

th
er

 
th

ey
 

ac
ce

pt
 

th
es

e 
pr

in
ci

pl
es

. 
W

he
n 

th
ey

 
gi

ve
 

th
ei

r 
as

se
nt

, 
on

e 
of

 
th

e 
Fi

ve
 

of
fe

rs
 

pr
ay

er
 

fo
r 

th
e 

pr
ep

ar
at

io
n 

of
 

A
m

rit
: 

an
d 

th
e 

pe
rs

on
 

si
tti

ng
 

be
fo

re
 

th
e 

H
ol

y 
G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

S
ah

ib
 

re
ad

s 
ou

t 
a 

H
uk

am
 

fro
m

 
it.

 
Th

en
 a

ll 
th

e 
Fi

ve
 

be
gi

n 
to

 
pr

ep
ar

e 
th

e 
A

m
rit

, 
or

 t
he

 w
at

er
 o

f 
im

m
or

ta
lit

y.
(h

) 
Th

ey
 

pl
ac

e 
an

 
iro

n 
ve

ss
al

 
on

 
a 

pe
de

st
al

 
an

d,
 

si
tti

ng
 

ro
un

d 
it,

 
pu

t 
w

at
er

 
an

d 
a 

su
ita

bl
e 

qu
an

tit
y 

of
 

sw
ee

ts
 

(p
at

as
ha

hs
) 

in
to

 
it.

 
Th

ey
 

si
t 

in
 

w
ha

t 
is

 
ca

lle
d 

th
e

•h
er

oi
c 

a
tt

itu
d

e
'w

ith
 

th
e 

le
ft 

kn
ee

 u
p 

an
d 

th
e 

rig
ht

 k
ne

e 
on

 t
he

 
gr

ou
nd

.
(i)

 
Th

ey
 r

ec
ite

 
th

e 
fo

llo
w

in
g 

fiv
e 

se
le

ct
ed

 
co

m
po

si
tio

n 
of

 
G

ur
ba

ni
 i

n 
a 

lo
ud

 v
oi

ce
 :

Th
e 

Ja
pj

l. 
Ja

p,
 T

en
 S

w
ay

as
, 

C
ha

up
ai

 fr
om

 D
as

am
 G

ra
nt

h 
an

d 
6 

st
an

za
s 

fro
m

 t
he

 A
na

nd
.

Th
e 

re
ci

te
r, 

lo
ok

in
g 

in
te

nt
ly

 i
nt

o 
th

e 
w

at
er

 
an

d 
pl

ac
in

g 
hi

s 
le

ft 
ha

nd
 o

n 
th

e 
ed

ge
 o

f 
th

e 
ve

ss
el

, 
co

nt
in

ue
s 

st
irr

in
g 

th
e 

w
at

er
 

w
ith

 a
 

do
ub

le
-e

dg
ed

 
sw

or
d 

(K
ha

nd
a)

 
w

hi
ch

 
he

 
ho

ld
s 

in
 

hi
s 

rig
ht

 h
an

d.
 

Th
e 

re
st

 
ke

ep
 

bo
th

 
th

ei
r 

ha
nd

s 
on

 t
he

 v
es

se
l, 

an
d 

th
ei

r 
ey

es
 f

ix
ed

 o
n 

th
e 

w
at

er
.

(j)
 

W
he

n 
th

e 
re

ci
ta

tio
n 

is
 o

ve
r, 

al
l 

th
e 

Fi
ve

 
st

an
d 

up
 

w
ith

 
th

e 
ve

ss
el

 i
n 

th
ei

r 
ha

nd
s,

 a
nd

 
on

e 
of

 t
he

m
 

of
fe

rs
 p

ra
ye

r. 
Th

e 
A

m
rit

 i
s 

no
w

 r
ea

dy
.

(k
) 

Ea
ch

 c
an

di
da

te
 i

s 
ca

lle
d 

up
 a

nd
 t

ol
d 

to
 s

ea
t 

hi
m

se
lf 

in
 t

he
•h

er
oi

c 
at

tit
ud

e'
 (

B
ir 

A
sa

n)
 d

es
cr

ib
ed

 a
bo

ve
. 

H
a 

or
 s

he
 is

 
as

ke
d 

to
 m

ak
e 

a 
cu

p 
of

 h
is

 h
an

ds
, 

by
 p

la
ci

ng
 th

e 
rig

ht
 h

an
d 

ov
er

 t
he

 l
ef

t, 
an

d 
to

 r
ec

ei
ve

 
fiv

e 
ha

nd
fu

ls
 

of
 t

he
 

A
m

rit
 

on
e 

af
te

r 
an

ot
he

r. 
As

 e
ac

h 
ha

nd
fu

l 
is

 d
ru

nk
 b

y 
th

e 
re

ci
 

pi
en

t, 
th

e 
gi

ve
r 

of
 t

he
 A

m
rit

 
sh

ou
ts

 
"W

ah
eg

ur
u 

J
i K

a 
kh

al
sa

, 
W

ah
eg

ur
u 

J
i 

K
l F

at
eh

".
 

an
d 

th
e 

re
ci

pi
en

t 
re

pe
at

s 
it 

af
te

r 
hi

m
. 

Th
en

 
hi

s 
or

 
he

r 
ey

es
 

an
d 

ha
ir 

ar
e 

to
uc

he
d 

w
ith

 t
he

 A
m

rit
 f

iv
e 

tim
es

; 
ea

ch
 t

im
e 

th
e 

re
ce

ip
i- 

en
t 

is 
as

ke
d 

to
 r

ep
ea

t 
th

e 
ab

ov
e 

w
or

ds
 a

fte
r 

th
e 

gi
ve

r 
of

 
th

e 
A

m
rit

. 
W

ha
t 

is
 le

ft 
is

 d
ru

nk
 

of
f, 

tu
rn

 
by

 t
ur

n,
 b

y 
al

l 
th

e 
ca

nd
id

at
es

, 
si

pp
in

g 
di

re
ct

 f
ro

m
 t

he
 v

es
se

l. 
Th

us
, 

th
ey

 
be

co
m

e 
'B

ro
th

er
s 

of
 t

he
 G

ol
de

n 
C

up
.'
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(I
) 

Th
en

 t
he

 F
iv

e 
in

iti
at

or
s 

w
ith

 o
ne

 v
oi

ce
 u

tte
r 

tb
e 

fo
llo

w
 

in
g 

in
vo

ca
tio

n 
to

 G
od

, 
gi

ve
n 

in
 t

he
 b

eg
in

in
g 

of
 t

he
 J

ap
ji.

 
an

d 
th

e 
in

iti
at

ed
 p

er
so

ns
 r

ep
ea

t 
it 

af
te

r 
th

em
 :

"G
od

, 
th

e 
on

e 
S

up
re

m
e 

B
ei

ng
, 

of
 t

he
 

Tr
ue

 
N

am
e,

 
th

e 
C

re
at

or
, 

w
ith

ou
t 

Fe
ar

 
an

d 
E

nm
ity

, 
Im

m
or

ta
l, 

U
nb

or
n,

 
S

el
f-e

xi
st

en
t, 

an
d 

th
e 

E
nl

ig
ht

en
er

; c
an

 b
e 

re
al

iz
ed

 th
ro

ug
h 

G
ur

u'
s 

gr
ac

e.
"

Th
is

 is
 d

on
e 

fiv
e 

tim
es

.

(m
) 

O
ne

 o
f 

th
e 

Fi
ve

 t
he

n 
ad

m
in

is
te

rs
 t

h
e
ft
e
h
tt
. 

or
 th

e 
vo

w
s 

of
 

S
ik

h 
di

sc
ip

lin
e.

H
e 

te
lls

 th
em

 
th

at
 

th
ey

 a
re

 
to

 
co

ns
id

er
 

th
em

se
lv

es
 a

s 
ch

ild
re

n 
of

 
th

e 
sa

m
e 

pa
re

nt
s.

 
Th

ei
r 

fa
th

er
 

is
 

G
ur

u 
G

ob
in

d 
S

in
gh

 
an

d 
th

ei
r 

m
ot

he
r 

is
 M

at
a 

S
ah

ib
 K

au
r. 

Th
ei

r 
ho

m
e 

is
 

Ke
sh

ga
rh

. 
A

ll 
th

e 
di

ffe
re

nc
es

 
ba

se
d 

on
 

th
ei

r 
pr

ev
io

us
 

re
lig

io
ns

, 
ca

st
es

 
an

d 
oc

cu
pa

tio
ns

 
ar

e 
do

ne
 

aw
ay

 w
ith

, 
an

d 
th

ey
 b

eg
in

 a
fre

sh
 

as
 th

e 
'p

ur
ifi

ed
 o

ne
s'

, 
as

 t
he

 K
ha

ls
a 

w
ho

 b
el

ie
ve

s 
in

 o
ne

 
G

od
 

an
d 

in
 

no
 o

th
er

 
go

ds
 o

r 
go

dd
es

se
s;

 
w

ho
 c

on
du

ct
s 

hi
m

se
lf 

by
 

th
e 

te
ac

h
 

in
gs

 o
f 

th
e 

Te
n 

G
ur

us
 

an
d 

pu
ts

 
hi

s 
fa

ith
 

in
 

no
 

ot
he

r 
gu

id
e 

or
 

B
oo

k.
 

Th
ey

 
ar

e 
to

 
of

fe
r 

th
e 

da
ily

 p
ra

ye
rs

' 
re

gu
la

rly
, 

pa
y 

tit
he

s,
 a

nd
 a

re
 n

ev
er

 t
o 

pa
rt 

w
ith

 a
ny

 o
f 

th
e 

fiv
e 

K'
s.

 
Th

ey
 

ar
e 

to
 a

bs
ta

in
 

fr
om

 
th

e 
fo

llo
w

in
g 

fo
ur

 
m

ai
n 

ta
bo

os
, 

ca
lle

d 
K

ur
ai

ht
s 

: 
(1

) 
R

em
ov

al
 

of
 

ha
ir 

(2
) 

E
at

in
g 

m
ea

t c
ut

 a
nd

 p
re

pa
re

d 
in

 M
oh

am
m

ed
an

 f
as

hi
on

 
(H

a/
a/

)'.
 

(3
) 

A
du

lte
ry

 
an

d 
(4

) 
U

si
ng

 
To

ba
cc

o 
in

 
an

y 
fo

rm
.

(n
) 

If 
a 

S
ik

h 
co

m
m

its
 a

ny
 

of
 

th
es

e 
br

ea
ch

es
 o

f 
di

sc
ip

lin
e,

 
he

 b
ec

om
es

 a
 '

pa
tit

' 
(a

po
st

at
e)

 
an

d 
ha

s 
to

 
ge

t 
hi

m
se

lf 
re

ba
pt

iz
ed

.
Th

e 
fo

llo
w

in
g 

ar
e 

so
m

e 
of

 
th

e 
m

in
or

 
ta

bo
o,

 
ca

lle
d 

'ta
nk

ha
h'

 '•

' 
Th

e 
sl

kh
l 

ea
t J

ha
lk

a 
m

oa
t, 

I. 
8. 

th
e 

H
as

h 
of

 
a 

bi
id

 o
f 

an
im

al
 t

ha
t 

ha
s 

be
en

 
ki

lle
d 

w
ith

 
on

e 
st

ro
ke

 
an

d 
no

t 
by

 
th

e 
sl

ow
 

pr
oc

es
s 

av
ou

re
d 

by
 

th
e 

M
oh

am
m

ed
an

s.
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32

(1
) 

E
nt

er
in

g 
in

to
 

br
ot

he
rh

oo
d 

w
ith

 
an

y 
of

 
th

e 
re

ca
l 

ci
tr

an
t 

S
ik

hs
, 

lik
e 

th
e 

M
in

as
, 

M
as

an
ds

, 
D

hi
rm

al
ia

s,
 

an
d 

R
am

 K
a'

ia
s 

or
 w

ith
 

th
os

e 
w

ho
, 

ha
vi

ng
 

on
ce

 
ac

ce
pt

ed
 

S
ik

hi
sm

, 
ta

ke
 

to
 

sh
av

in
g,

 
sm

ok
in

g,
 

or
 

co
m

m
itt

in
g 

in
fa

nt
ic

id
e.

(2
) 

D
in

ni
ng

 i
n 

th
e 

sa
m

e 
di

sh
 w

ith
 a

 p
er

so
n 

un
ba

pt
is

ed
 

or
 a

n 
ap

os
ta

te
.

(3
) 

D
yi

ng
 o

r 
pi

ck
in

g 
ou

t 
an

y 
w

hi
te

 h
ai

r,

(4
) 

R
ec

ei
vi

ng
 m

on
ey

 in
 r

et
ur

n 
fo

r 
a 

da
ug

ht
er

's
 

ha
nd

 i
n 

m
ar

ria
ge

. 
(T

he
 

sa
m

e 
ta

bo
o 

no
w

 e
xt

en
ds

 t
o 

a 
br

ib
e 

re
ce

iv
ed

 o
n 

a 
so

n'
s 

m
ar

ria
ge

).
(5

) 
U

si
ng

 a
ny

 n
ar

co
tic

 d
ru

g 
or

 i
nt

ox
ic

an
t 

(o
pi

um
, 

w
in

e,
 

po
pp

y 
he

m
p,

 c
oc

ai
ne

 e
tc

.)

(6
) 

P
er

fo
rm

in
g 

an
y 

ce
re

m
on

y 
w

hi
ch

 v
io

la
te

s 
an

y 
of

 th
e 

S
ik

h 
P

rin
ci

pl
es

.

(7
) 

Th
e 

br
ea

ki
ng

 
of

 a
ny

 v
ow

 t
ak

en
 

at
 A

m
rit

 
(b

ap
tis

m
) 

ce
re

m
on

ey
.

(n
) 

A
fte

r 
th

is
, 

on
e 

of
 

th
e 

fiv
e 

of
fe

rs
 p

ra
ye

r, 
an

d 
th

e 
pe

rs
on

 
si

tti
ng

 
be

fo
re

 
H

ol
y 

G
ur

u 
G

ra
nt

h 
S

ah
ib

 
re

ad
s 

ou
t 

a 
pa

ss
ag

e.
(o

) 
Th

os
e 

w
ho

 a
re

 
ne

w
 (

o 
S

ik
hi

sm
 

m
us

t 
be

 
re

na
m

ed
. 

Th
e 

ne
w

 n
am

e 
is

 g
iv

en
 

to
 t

he
m

 
in

 t
he

 
m

an
ne

r 
al

re
ad

y 
de

s
 

cr
ib

ed
 u

nd
er

 t
he

 n
am

in
g 

ce
re

m
on

y,
(p

) 
A

t 
th

e 
en

d 
Ka

ra
h 

Pr
as

ad
 

is 
di

st
rib

ut
ed

. 
A

ll 
th

e 
ne

w
ly

 
in

iti
at

ed
 S

ik
hs

 e
at

 K
ar

ah
 P

ta
sa

d 
ou

t 
of

 t
he

 s
am

e 
ve

ss
el

.

2.
 D

is
ci

pl
in

e 
of

 O
rg

an
iz

at
io

n
(a

) 
G

ur
u 

P
an

th
 

:-A
II 

A
m

rit
-D

ha
ri 

(b
ap

tiz
ed

) 
*S

ik
hs

 
ac

tin
g 

to
ge

th
er

 w
ith

 
th

e 
se

ns
e 

of
 G

ur
u 

in
 t

he
m

 
co

ns
tit

ut
e 

th
e 

G
ur

u 
P

an
th

.
(b

) 
G

ur
 S

an
ga

t 
:-W

he
re

ve
r 

th
er

e 
ar

e 
at

 
le

as
t 

fiv
e 

re
gu

la
r 

S
ik

hs
,th

ey
 c

an
 f

or
m

 a
 

Sa
ng

at
. 

W
he

n 
th

ey
 a

ct
 i

n 
a 

re
pr

e
 

se
nt

at
iv

e 
ca

pa
ci

ty
 

w
ith

 t
he

 
se

ns
e 

of
 t

he
 

G
ur

u 
in

 
th

em
,

* 
Th

e 
G

ur
us

hj
p 

wa
s 

gi
va

n 
to

 th
e 

Kh
al

sa
 

an
d 

th
e 

te
rm

 K
ha

lsa
 

ap
pl

ie
s 

to
 

A
m

iit
 O

hi
ri 

(B
ap

liz
eb

) 
Si

kh
s 

al
on

e.

th
ey

 c
on

st
itu

te
 

a 
G

ur
u 

S
an

ga
t*

. 
Th

e 
Pr

es
en

ce
 

of
 G

ur
u 

G
ra

nt
h 

S
ah

ib
 i

n 
th

ei
r 

m
id

st
 i

s 
es

se
nt

ia
l.

(c
) 

P
an

th
ic

 M
ee

tin
g 

:-S
uc

h 
un

its
 

m
ee

tin
g 

as
 

a 
w

ho
le

j 
(a

s 
w

as
 t

he
 

cu
st

om
 

in
 

th
e 

ea
rly

 
da

ys
 

w
he

n 
th

a 
nu

m
be

rs
 

w
er

e 
sm

al
l) 

or
 t

hr
ou

gh
 

th
ei

r 
ac

cr
ed

ite
d 

re
pr

es
en

ta
tiv

es
 

(a
s 

is 
do

ne
 n

ow
ad

ay
s)

 f
or

m
 a

 m
ee

tin
g 

of
 t

he
 P

an
th

.
(d

) 
G

ur
m

at
ta

s 
:-A

II 
de

ci
si

on
s 

af
fe

ct
in

g 
th

e 
w

ho
le

 
co

m
m

u
 

ni
ty

 a
re

 
m

ad
e 

by
 

su
ch

 
a 

pa
nt

hi
c 

m
ee

tin
g.

 
Th

es
e 

de
ci

 
si

on
s 

ar
e 

ca
lle

d 
G

ur
m

at
ta

s.
(e

) 
Fo

r 
a 
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 l
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 o
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 b
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to confess his fault. At this the Sangat appoints a 
Commission of Five Beloved Ones to try him. When the 
names of the Commission are proposed, the credentials 
of each one are challenged, and if nothing is found 
against any of them, they are confirmed. They hear 
the offender's confession in detail, and ascertaining the 
magnitude of his fault, suggest some punishment, which 
usually is of a light nature, such as fetching water or 
wiping the shoes of the congregation. If the fault 
proved comes under the four major taboos, then in 
addition to being heavily punished, the guilty person is 
asked to receive Amrit (baptism) afresh.

(b) The Sangat is expected not to be vindictive in awarding 
punishment, so -that the person found guilty may not 
have any rancour [eft in his mind. After ail, the 
punishment, comes not from an enemy but from the 
Beloved ones, who impersonate the great Guru, who 
was all love. The punishment thus awarded is received 
humorsomely as a Penance (tankhah), and no contempt 
or humiliation is involved in it.

(c) At the end there is a prayer in which all stand up with 
the penitent and pray for the forgiveness of their own 
sins as well as his.

475




