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The formation of Guru Granth Sahib marks an epoch in the history of Sikh Panth. Unlike the scriptures of other religious traditions it has come down from the very persons whose writings are enshrined in it. Ever since its codification in 1604 it has been looked upon as the most authentic repository of the divine 'word'. Some scholars assume that long before taking scribal form the hymns of the Sikh Gurus were in circulation orally especially through the musical tradition.1 Hence they feel that the history of the Sikh text is quite obscure. There is no denying the fact that to popularize the message of gurbani the musical tradition had been a popular mode but to preserve it for posterity it was not the only method that was prevalent among the early Sikhs.


The history of the Sikh sacred writings in written form can easily be traced back to the times of Guru Nanak whose experience of the 'Numinous' formed its very core and basis as well. Our sources confirm that beginning with Guru Nanak the Sikh Gurus were not averse to record the (Sabad) on its very manifestation. We are told that during his tour to west-Asia, Guru Nanak carried with him a book which was nothing else but a collection of his hymns that he had composed over the years.2 We are also find that the Sikh liturgy that had come into vogue at Kartarpur (the town established by Guru Nanak) was based on the hymns of Guru Nanak.3 Before he breathed his last the first redaction of his sacred writings had been compiled into a volume known as the Pothi which he conferred upon his successor Guru Angad on his appointment to the seat of guruship.4 The successive Sikh Gurus besides contributing their own hymns to the received text continued to take a keen interest to prepare the Pothis of bani for the use of Sikh sangats. Guru Amar Das' comment upon the compositions of Farid and Kabir coupled with his appreciation of the spiritual perfection of some of the medieval Bhagats indicate that their writings had not only found acceptance but had also become a part of the Sikh scriptural tradition.5 We are also informed that adhering to the tradition established by Guru Nanak, the Sikh Gurus before Guru Arjan while appointing their successors had bequethed a pothi of gurbani on them.6 On the basis of genre, diction and other poetic elements it has been proved that the successive Sikh Gurus had access to the hymns of their predecessors and the medieval Bhagats as well.7 Early Sikh sources belonging to the period of Guru Ram Das reveal that public reading of gurbani had become an essentine part of the Sikh liturgy.8 The copying up compositions of the Sikh Gurus into pothis had developed into a pastime for the pious Sikhs.9 The pothis that had been prepared had been installed in the dharamsalas. Even the practice to take vak  (vwk), to read the first hymn from the pothi when opened had come into vogue.10 Evidence at hand suggests that a well-nurtured mother tradition of gurbani in written form had come down to Guru Arjan on his succession.


There is no doubt that in addition to the received text, Guru Arjan had access to some other sources. However, the traditional Sikh scholars in their zeal to highlight the efforts of Guru Arjan to compile and cononize the Adi Granth, think that he had to procure gurbani from different regions and persons of the Sikh world. They assume that full text of Sikh scriptural text was not available and it lay scattered in different sources at far-flung places. This approach is not much convincing as all the major Sikh centres that had come up so far were situated in and around Uupper Bari Doab region of Punjab in which the Sikh Gurus had remained busy to preach their gospel. Some scholars are of the view that in search of gurbani soruces Guru Arjan had to knock at the door of Baba Mohan at Goindwal with a request to lend the pothis in his possession, which were said to had been prepared under the guidance of Guru Amar Das.11 Though the above story had been proved to be totally apocryphal12 yet to reconstruct the history of Sikh text in addition to the above pothis they have identified two more sources‑‑the Guru Har Sahai Pothi, and MS# 1245 which they think have played a major role in the formation of Sikh scripture.13 Though these sources have been extensively used to reconstruct the evolution of Sikh scripture yet they have not been subjected to rigorous examination to test their antecedents. The variety of textual variants present in these documents suggests that neither of them is a direct copy of each other nor they have descended one after another.14 Internal evidence contained in them confirms that they are in no way ancestral to the Adi Granth. Infact these documents represent three different text families which were predominantly musical as well as sectarian in nature.


The Sikh sources reveal  that process of recording, compilation and cononization of the the Sikh scripture did not take place only at a particular point of time but over and over again for nearly a century. The process of cononization of the Sikh text is marked by three pivotal stages.15 Firstly, it occured during the pontificate of Guru Amar Das when the 'unripe' writings of a pseudo-guru which were likely to effect the originality of gurbani were not allowed to enter into the Sikh scripture. After applying the criterion of sachi versus kachi-bani Guru Amar Das had prepared the codex afresh. During the second stage Guru Ram Das very zealously guarded the originality of Sikh sacred writings and did not allow the kachi-bani composed in the vein of 'Nanak' to interpolate the Sikh scriptural tradition. The pothis that he had prepared for circulation among the Sikhs for the purpose of worship and study had authentic version of the Sikh text. The third stage related to the internal crisis created by the Minas, the rivals of Guru Arjan, when the Sikh scriptural tradition once again had come under serious threat of interpolation.16 It resulted in the culmination of cononization of Sikh scripture, the Adi Granth by which Guru Arjan rejected once for all the unauthentic writings which had come to be attributed to the Sikh Gurus and Bhagats as well.


The process of cononization required utmost concentration of mind whereby Guru Arjan chose a serene and secluded place of Ramsar which was at a short distance from Amrit Sarovar. Bhai Gurdas who had served the Sikh mission since the times of Guru Amar Das and had full knowledge of the gurbani tradition that had developed so far, worked as an amanuensis for Guru Arjan. While the work was in progress soon word got currency that besides the hymns of the Sikh Gurus, the writings of the Bhagats were also being sifted for inclusion into the Sikh scripture. The Sikh tradition states that at this stage compositions of Kahna, Chhajju, Shah Hussain and Piloo also came under consideration but Guru Arjan found them unsuitable as he found them incompatible with the thought of Sikh Gurus.17 Thus only those writings that had come from the legitimately appointed Gurus in the line of Guru Nanak and the writings of the Bhagats which had been proved authentic and were in consonance with the spirit of Sikhism were elevated to the status of canon to find a place in the Sikh scripture. According to the Sikh sources it was duly installed in the Harimandir in, 1604 and became a holy object to be treated with veneration.


One can not fail to observe that the Adi Granth is an organised scripture. Its style is a curious blend of music and poetry. For convenience sake scholars are in the habit of to divide it into three sections‑‑liturgical, ragas and epilogue. Except the liturgical and epilogue sections the entire text has been divided into 31 raga sections.18 Some of the ragas are of more than one mode. Similarly, it has preserved folk tunes and genres such as var, baramaha, patti, bawan akhari, thiti, ruti, alahanian, sadu, sohila, ghorian, chhant, vanjara, karhala, etc. which make it a rich repository of musical modes and poetic genres that were prevalent in those times, especially in north-west India. On the basis of genres and metres each raga has been divided into various sub-sections. Keeping in view the beat (gharu) the hymns within a raga have been arranged according to the length in ascending order. In a way shorter verses (chaupadas) precede the longer ones namely astapdis, chhants and so on. Within a raga sub-section Guru Nanak's hymns take precedence over his successors in chronological order. As all the Sikh Gurus have employed the pen name of 'Nanak', to differentiate their writings Mahala 1, Mahala 2, Mahala 3, Mahala 4 and so on have been used for successive Sikh Gurus. The serial numbers assigned to the hymns of an author forming part of a particular sub-section, make it extremely impossible for any deletion and insertion in the text at a later stage. In addition to the Sikh Gurus the compositons of the bards associated with the court of the Sikh Gurus have also been made part of the Sikh scripture.19 Significantly the most authentic writings of the medieval Bhagats who had come from different regions, creeds and castes have also been preserved in it.20 The Bhagat-bani, as the composition of the Bhagats are known, has been placed towards the end of a raga wherein the writings of Kabir take precedence over the others. In this way the spiritual experience that the prominent religious personalities of Indian sub-continent had during the last 500 years has found a permanent abode in the Sikh scripture.


The codification of the Sikh scripture in the form of Adi Granth was undoubtedly an important landmark in the history of the Sikh Panth. It soon replaced all other collections of bani to become the sole sacred book of the Sikhs. Besides, serving as a source of divine wisdom, it created among the Sikhs the consciousness of having an identity of their own. However the orthodox elements within the Hindu and Muslim communities were really up-set over the above development. The Sikh tradition states that a deputation of the Sikhs came to Guru Arjan to submit that Brahmins had asked them that instead of gurbani they should read the Sanskrit texts. Failing in which they would have no social dealings with them.21 Similarly some of the orthodox Muslims were suspicious of the contents of Sikh scripture. They had complained to Emperor Akbar that Guru Arjan had compiled a scripture in which the Muslims and their Prophet had been denigrated. However on examining the contents of Sikh scripture instead of getting displeased, the Emperor was very much impressed of the message contained in it.22

With the installation of Adi Granth in Harimandir in 1604 the Sikh canon had been closed. It looks quite plausible that it would have resulted in complete replacement of all other versions leaving no room for any addition or deletion. But it could not be realized due to certain reasons. With the movement of Sikh Gurus to the Shivalik foothills the Minas had got ascendency in central Punjab. They had taken control of Amritsar to propagate their variety of scripture in which writings penned by them in the name of 'Nanak' were also in circulation.23 Similarly due to the arbitrariness of the scribes and musicians, some textual versions of conflated and corrupt nature which were not strictly cononical, had also appeared.24 The bani composed by Guru Tegh Bahadur had also found its way into the Sikh text though in a haphazard manner.25 Perhaps all these factors weighed heavily on Guru Gobind Singh to finally canonize the Sikh scripture. According to the Sikh tradition in 1706 at Damdama, Talwandi Sabo, he inserted the writings of Guru Tegh Bahadur into the Sikh scripture to put his seal of authority on its authenticity. It is the Damdama version which was invested with Guruship by Guru Gobind Singh upon his death in 1708.

II

Though a number of authors have contributed to the Guru Granth yet the whole literature is essentially religious in nature. Basically it unfolds the spiritual experience of its authors which sets it apart from an ordinary piece of literature and music. A close examination of the bani of Sikh Gurus suggests that they were not inspired by any deity or personality of the Indic or Semitic tradition. Their denunciation of the contemporary religious beliefs and practices leaves no room for any doubt that Guru Nanak and his successors wanted to lay the foundation of a new social order. They propounded a set pattern of ideas of which the unity of God and brotherhood and sisterhood of human kind are its two chief characteristics. Guru Nanak's religious experience worked as a major catalyst to inspire the successive Sikh Gurus to strive for his mission. In order to have a better understanding of the message of Guru Granth Sahib one has to inquire into the nature of religious experience of the Sikh Gurus. 


It is well-established that nature of religious experience works as a major determinant to draw the ideological boundaries of a faith. In order to explain the nature of religious experience, the scholars have invariably followed Max Webber to categories it into asceticism, mysticism and prophetic one. The prophetic experience has been found radically different from that of asceticism and mysticism as it neither involves withdrawal nor it accepts the social order as it is.26 The genuine prophet preaches, creates or demands new obligations. Owing to his contact with the deepest sources of life the prophet reacts vigorously against all disturbances of perversions of the civil or moral order. The consciousness of being the organ, instrument or mouth-piece of the divine Will is the characteristic of the self-interpretation of the prophet. It has also been observed that the prophetic experience always involves a sense that one is serving as a Divine agent to challenge the evil.27 It always emphasizes criticism of the evil social order and involves a call for struggle not only to eradicate it but also to reconstruct it on just and equitable norms. Keeping all this in view, we can say that the religious experience as found recorded in Guru Granth Sahib enjoys the status of prophetic experience. It not only challenges the evil social order but also demands new obligations to wage a relentless struggle against it. Instead of compromising with the evil forces, the ideology of Guru Granth Sahib asks for a struggle to remove them.


All the religions despite their wide variations are characterized by three expressions-the theoretical, a system of doctrinal stand point; the practical, a system of cultic practices; and the sociological, a pattern of values to govern the social relations. Theoretically speaking the religion of Guru Granth Sahib is certainly a monotheistic one.28 It outrightly rejects the theory of avtarvad that God takes the human form. Besides it strongly abhors the worship of various deities and believes that veneration is due only to One, Omnipresent, All-sovereign and Supreme God who is both Transcendental and Immanent. He is the Creator par-excellence and the world is dependent on Him for its existence. Everything except God is transitory. Although God responds to prayer and sincere supplications, yet to invoke Him there is absolutely no need of a mediator or priestly class.


To describe the nature of God, some novel epithets have been employed in the Guru Granth Sahib. Here God is not truth only but He has also been depicted as God of justice and righteousness. According to Guru Granth Sahib people's first and foremost allegiance is to God alone. It means that Guru Granth Sahib has made the Sikhs free from the slavery of animate and inanimate beings. The essence of unity of God as a working idea manifests in equality, solidarity and freedom. It acts as a great unifying and integrating force. It tends to introduce the spirit of co-existence in the communally divided hostile sections of society.


The ultimate Reality of Guru Granth Sahib is both the Transcendental and Immanent. God's spirit prevades in the temporal world through its length and breadth. God is the ultimate source of life. All that has been created in the universe is real. As the God dwells in the temporal manifestation, the whole world is like a dharamsala, a place to practise religion.29 The creation being real and sacred, the ideology of Guru Granth Sahib does not divide it into two diametrically opposite domains-temporal and spiritual. Though the temporal world is not as real as the creator Himself yet it is not an illusion-maya.30 It does not prescribe renunciation of the world for spiritual pursuits. Normal family life has in no way been considered an impediment to achieve the sumum-bonum of life. There are numerous verses in the Guru Granth Sahib which exhort the Sikhs to live a detached life in the midst of worldly temptations.31 It encourages man to live an active and purposeful life. It does not believe in escapism, instead it infuses enthusiasm to be conscious of one's social obligations. It is worth-noting that instead of ritualistic and physical austerities internal as well as external purity have been the hall mark of Guru Granth's way of worshipping. Consequently, the values of Nam, Dan and Isnan i.e. devotion to God, social responsibility and internal as well as external purity have been underlined prominently in the Guru Granth Sahib.32 Loving devotion for God to earn His grace is the creedal essence of Guru Granth Sahib. It enjoins upon the people that a living based on honest livlihood, service to mankind and truthful living are as essential as praying to earn God's grace to attain salvation33. It teaches 'enemity to none love to all'34 which is a priori to establish universal brotherhood of mankind.


The traditional tendency to divide a person's personality into two water-tight  compartments- the temporal and spiritual, finds no validity in the Guru Granth. It endeavors to build an integrated personality, a perfect one, free from the internal as well as external contradictions of life. Among all the living creatures human beings possess the faculty of reasoning. Human being's sole purpose is to live a unitive life in God. However the constraints of haumai are so strong that instead of submitting to the Divine will human being lives a self-centred life to alienate him or herself from the society and God as well. In the ideology of Guru Granth Sahib human being has been conceived a single coherent entity whose personality has not been split into two different realms, i.e. the temporal and spiritual. Infact human being's public, private and spiritual life has been considered an inseparable whole. Contrary to the ancient Indian view of spirituality, Guru Granth Sahib does not prohibit a religious person from participating and taking interest in the secular affairs of society. An ideal person of Guru Granth Sahib, even in the most adverse circumstances, does not shun responsibility but keeps his/her equi-poise intact to serve the society. Accordingly, a divinely inspired person (gurmukh, sachiar, gursikh) has every right to challenge the evil forces and his/her intervention against the evil social order is not considered an unethical or irreligious act.


Some verses of  Guru Granth Sahib, offer very beautiful coments upon the institutions of polity. The message of Guru Granth Sahib underlines that the ultimate source of authority is God alone. Though kingship is a gift of God yet no one on earth can assume absolute power to usurp the civil rights of the people. The doctrine of Guru Granth Sahib stands for peaceful co-existence, guarantying  equal rights to all the citizens irrespective of their caste, creed, sex and ethnicity. It is totally against the use of force to seek conversion from other faiths to swell the ranks of ruling class. It enjoins upon the ruling class to be just and considerate towards their subjects. Similarly it is highly critical of corruption, exploitation and injustice in public life. It desires harmonious relationship between the ruler and the ruled.35 A ruler in no way can claim divinity for himself/herself. In case he/she indulges in pleasures and does not rule justly for the good of the subject, he/she forfeits his/her claim to rule over the people. The right thinking or divinely inspired persons have every right to challenge his/her authority. Guru Granth Sahib propounds that instead of hereditary succession, only a meritorious and competent person should ascend the throne. It exhorts  the ruling class to uphold highest moral standards in public life. Polity devoid of morality has no locus standi in the Guru Granth Sahib. Authority is not for self-aggrandizement but a means to serve the people. Guru Nanak's condemnation of Babur suggests that instead of war Guru Granth Sahib is a strong votary of peace. Powerful nations has no right to usurp the rights of other nations. The use of force for imperialistic designs has found no validity in the Guru Granth Sahib.36 In a way 'fear not frighten not' is its watchword.37

The message of Guru Granth Sahib does not believe in the segregation of society into different caste, class or professional groups. The notion of four-fold division of society as divinely ordained finds no acceptance. It proclaims that division of society on the basis of caste, is totally irrelevant and futile.38 It preaches the principal of unity of human origin. It stands for casteless and classless society which gurantees equal rights to all the citizens including the women. It propagates the higher values such as equality, brotherhood, truthfulness, contentment, honesty, charity, service, good-will, love etc. which can usher in a new era in human relationship.


The message of Guru Granth Sahib enjoins upon the people to live in peaceful co-existence. It encourges people to be true to their respective faiths. It does not subscribe to exclusive claim on Divine revelation. Besides the hymns of Sikh Gurus, the Guru Granth comprises the writings of medieval Bhagats who had come from lower strata of Indian society. The language ragas and vocabulary used in the Guru Granth Sahib transcened the boundaries of religion and region. In that way Guru Granth Sahib is an epitome of catholicity, equality, tolerance and peaceful co-existance.


Inspite of spectacular advancement in the filed of science and technology, the problem of evil instead of receding, has increased manifold. The outbreak of wars in different parts of the world, use of violent means to solve the international issues, escalation in sectarian, regional, linguistic and ethnic violence; race for armament, designs to establish political hegemony by the super powers etc. are the issues which are  very challenging to the world peace. Besides the materialistic attitude, moral degeneration had crept deep into the social and political life which do not auger well for the future of political institutions. The population explosion, social and economic disparities, illiteracy, unemployment, inadequate care for food and health are the social evils from which the third world countries are suffering miserably. Similarly, use of drugs, spread of deadly diseases, ecological imbalance and environmental pollution are some of the present day evils which have put a question mark on the very future of human race on this planet. The message of Sikhism as enshrined in Guru Granth Sahib can eradicate all these evils to establish a fresh world order. It not only takes care of human beings but also teaches us to live in harmony with the nature. It responds to the issues of amity and peace in a very distinct manner which can be of global significance to resolve the issues concerning world peace. To sum up, the message of Guru Granth Sahib has not outlived its life but it holds great relevance and can perform a very useful role to mitigate the sufferings of human beings all over the world.
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