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GURU GRANTH SAHIB AND THE GENDER EQUATIONS
— Dr. Gurnam Kaur*

Introduction

The basic theme of today’s paper is the gender equation and Sri Guru Granth Sahib. In the “Webster’s Encyclopaedic Unbridged Dictionary of the English Language” gender has been explained as, “a set of classes that together include all nouns, membership in a particular class being shown by the form of the noun itself or by the form or choice of words that modify, replace or otherwise refer to the noun, as, in English the choice of he to replace the man, or she to replace the woman, or it to replace the table or she to replace the ship. The number of genders in different languages varies from two to more than twenty often the classification correlates in part with sex or animateness. The most familiar sets of genders are of three classes as masculine, faminine, and neuter.... “1, But the gender equation being discussed in this paper is related with whether man and woman have been treated as equals in Sri Guru Granth Sahib or there is any distinction or discrimination on the above said basis.

*Prof. & Head, Department of Sri Guru Granth Sahib Studies, Punjabi University, Patiala.


There is turmoil, anarchy, violence and unrest all over the world today and the reason being the deterioration of ethical and spiritual values. The world-society is changing very fast which has also affected the family relations especially man-woman relationship. To keep the balance in family life it is very important that the man-woman relationship should be in tune. For that matter to accept and maintain the gender equality is necessary.


Guru Granth Sahib being the primary scripture of Sikhism is the source of all spiritual, religious, ethical, social and economic values. It is always the scripture which determines the role and status of man and woman and their relationship in society and culture. So gender equation in Sri Guru Granth Sahib is a very important subject and needs a deep and thorough analysis.


Sikhism is a revealed religion. The vision of Reality, the Ultimate Truth was revealed to the Guru in the mystic experience, in a direct communion with God and this Truth was conveyed by the Guru to the Sikh in the form of Shabad or Bani. So Bani or Shabad is the form of revelation which was revealed through the medium of Guru-Joti and Guru-Jugati. We find so many references to this effect in the Revelation (Bani) itself that the Truth or Shabad is communicated to the Guru in communion with God. The Guru says, “as he receives the word of God, so does he utter its contents. Nanak utters the speech of Truth for, now is the time to utter the Truth.” The Guru further avers that, “what he conveys is revealed by the Lord.”2 The fourth Nanak, Ramdas says, “let this be known to every one that the word of the Guru alone is true, for, the Lord Himself speaks (through the Guru’s Word).3 Sri Guru Granth Sahib, the basic Sikh scripture is the record of that revelation, the Shabad, the Bani. The Bani is the Guru and the Guru is the Bani because according to the Guru, “as not knowing the fragrance is within himself the musk-deer deluded shakes his horns. Similarly, in forests and wilds to exhaustion I have sought the Lord but the perfectly endowed Guru brings the liberation within. The holy word is the true Guru, the Guru’s image the holy Word. In the holy Word is pervasive Amrita. “What the Guru’s Word teachers, in that the devotee puts faith. Thus, manifestly the Guru liberation grants.”4 So according to Gurmat philosophy, the basic concern of our faith is the Bani.

Historical and Cultural Background

It is a general conception that the development of civilization and cultural advancement of any society is known by the place of woman she occupies in relation to man in that society and culture. The reason being that she plays a great role in maintaining the cultural values of the society. As Prof. Puran Singh has stated,” she wore the cross of the whole family as did Jesus, but started no Christianity. Every woman is the Messiah. Her daily life in the service of man gave us the songs of her beautiful soul as the shifting colours of the sky and the changing lines of Nature tell us of Nature’s inner person. Woman was thus the inspiration for all the heroic efforts of man to make himself man. Woman is responsible for all his best longings for immortality, for all his religions, for all his arts and for all his noble winnings above earth and sky.”5 There are so many factors which determine her place and status and contribute towards the role she plays in the society. While evaluating a woman’s place and status in the society, we have to keep in view the sociological, political and economic factors in that society, the most important among them being the religious philosophy or thought and value-pattern being followed by that society or social-group which determines and influence her place and status and assigns the role she can play or allowed to play as the member of the society. At the same time it also depends upon her own consciousness of her spiritual and moral strength and her capacity as the member of that society. And as again long time back Prof. Puran Singh observed, “And when I contemplate the modern type of woman that has denuded her head of her hair and her limbs of the mystery of clothes and when she has not, by throwing all those cumbersome veils aside, revealed her soul to us, I fall dead with despair-whither is she going? The world has become emptied of human beauty. I wanted to cling to her soul, the immortal portion of her, and she wishes me to cling to her flesh and bone which is precious only because of her great soul. Otherwise all is mutton, mere mutton.” Like other aspects of human life and situations, the Guru, the Bani leads us to and shows us a path. But before coming to that point, I would like to refer briefly to the historical and cultural background, before the manifestation of the Sikh revelation or the Bani of Sri Guru Granth Sahib.

Historically speaking when Guru Nanak founded the Sikh religion after the event of rivulet Vein, the dominant religions in India were Hinduism, Islam and many of their offshoots e.g. Yoga Cults etc. and Jainism and Buddhism. There was gender discrimination in these religions. If we make a thorough study of the status of woman in Indian society we will see that woman occupies a very low position in the later Hindu thought. Through in the Vedic and Upanishadic thought she occupies an equal place to man and there are mentioned some woman-thinkers and seers like Gargi and Maitreyi. Though it is mentioned, “the home is a sacred institution according to Upanishadic thinkers and the presence of the wife is essential in any religious ceremony. It is only after going through the pleasures of married life that the individual is called upon to gradually wean himself from it and enter the field of renunciation and contemplation.... caste division is based more on duties and character than on birth.”6 But we find that life span is divided into four stages or ashramas in the Upanishads i.e. brahmacharya (student life), grihastha (the life of a householder), vanprastha (the retired life) and sannayasi (the wandering mendicant). The human race is divided into four castes or Varnas i.e. Brahmans who are responsible to learn and teach the scriptures and perform other religious duties; Kashatryas who learn the art of fighting and are responsible to protect the society from inner and outer dangers; Vaishyas who earn the livelihood to feed the whole society and are expert in agriculture and trade; the Shudras the low caste, who are to serve the members of the other three classes. We can see that although the householder’s life is considered as important but still the three-fourth of it is devoted to the asceticism and naturally the woman is given a back seat. In the spiritual advancement or in the realization of Brahman man keeps himself away from her and becomes an ascetic. Similarly, the members of other castes than Brahmanas are discriminated against the religious rights. The position of woman and Shudra became more critical with the advancement of time. Manu is considered the law giver and Manu Simriti is the Veda of Brahamanical revivalism. He divided the whole society on the basis of birth and gender. He based the Varna division on birth rather than on action or duties. He reserved the whole human rights not only for men but for the men of upper castes only or the twice born people. Woman and Shudra both are debared from any kind of religious education or spiritual experience. In the social stratification both are assigned the lowest level. Manu makes it more strict and complicated when he says that in childhood a woman must be a subordinate to her father. After marriage to her husband and in the old age, after the death of her husband, to her sons.7 She was expected to follow her husband even in death by burning herself alive on the funeral pyre of her husband. There are so many other commandments given by Manu, due to which by and by, woman and Shudra both could not be an independent individual and have no existence of their own, they would always be slaves and dependent upon others for the matters concerning with their own fate without any free will.


In the Vaishnava and Shaiva cults, which are the offshoots of Vedic religion, woman was branded as she-wolf who obstructs a man on the path of spiritual realization, and is responsible for the deprivation of his youth. As we know, in Indian society woman has been kept under veil (Purdha), child marriage was a common custom, widow remarriage was not allowed. Woman was considered as a bondage on the path of salvation and asceticism became compulsory. It was all due to gender discrimination. Individual salvation was stressed which affected the whole social system and weakened the society.


In Christianity also we do not find much respectful place for woman. It is told in the Bible that woman was created for the entertainment of man out of his rib and she is considered responsible for the expulsion of Adam from the Garden of Eden.8 The Christian belief is that woman destroys God’s image in man. Virginity is considered a worthy offering to Christ. As Dr. Radha Krishnan observes, “Christian Europe has been brought upon the belief that death would have been unknown but for the unkindness of woman. She was accused of treachery, backbiting and tempting men to doom.”9

There is a distinct advancement in Qoran in the status of woman existing before Mohammad because in Islam she is provided with the right of inheritance and she is also to be maintained well by her husband. But still she is considered inferior to husband. Husband can divorce her on his will. As mentioned in the Qoran, “Your women are a tilth for you (to cultivate) so go to your tilth as ye will, and send (good deeds) before you for your souls.... Women who are divorced shall wait, keeping themselves apart, three (monthly) courses. And it is not lawful for them that they should conceal that which Allah hath created in their wombs if they are believers in Allah and the Last Day. And their husbands would do better to take them back in that case if they desire a reconciliation. And them (women) have rights similar to those (of men) over them in kindness, and men are a degree above them. Allah is Mighty, Wise.”10 Moreover, we know that women are kept under veil, they have to wear a cover called Burkah when they go outside the home. All of us know about Tasleema Nasreen, a doctor-intellectual of Bangla Desh. She time and again repeats that she has written nothing against the Holy Qoran. But Mullahs and fundamentalists are after her life because she has raised a voice in favour of woman and has done nothing in disobedience to religion.

Analysis

In Sri Guru Granth Sahib the gender relation or equality of genders is based on the equality of human being by birth. The postulate given in the Bani for equality of human being is that all are equal by birth because all are created by God and same Divine light resides in everybody. It is said, “The Lord in you placed His Light, then did you arrive in the world.”11 There is no distinction or discrimination against anybody being born as man or woman or in any caste. According to Sri Guru Granth Sahib human being comes to this world if and only when God keeps His Light in him. So the same Light (Joti) resides in every body and there is no distinction available on the basis of gender if it is available it is in the spiritual context.


This thesis is further supported by the concept that God alone is Man, the Pursha and all other are His bride or female i.e. nari.12 So at most places the Guru addressed themselves as female and as one Nanak Joti. Sometimes the addressing to the self is taken wrongly and is interpreted as if it is a preaching for woman only. The man and woman are treated as one human being. And the ideal placed before man is, “to realize that Light, the Joti put in him by God.”13 This is to be realized through the Gurmat way, which has been made clear by the Guru in Japuji. The basic question placed by the Guru is, “How then to be true? How to remove the veil of falsehood?”14 The answer follows, “Through obedience to His Ordinance and Will which is written within.”15 So every human being is to realize the ideal placed before him and the ideal placed before human is, “My self! in aspect art though image of Divine Light : Thy own exalted origin realize. The Lord is ever by thee; Listen to the holy Masters teaching and live in bliss.”16 By realizing his origin, man realizes Lord. The ideal is to be realized while following the Guru’s teachings. Those who follow Guru’s teachings and are God oriented are called Gurmukhs in Sri Guru Granth Sahib and those who do not follow the teachings of the Guru while following their own mind are disoriented from God are called Manmukhs. So there are only two categories of human beings in Sri Guru Granth Sahib i.e. of Gurumukhs and and Manmukhs, no other distinction is accepted based on caste, colour, race or gender. There is no discrimination between being man or woman in the field of spiritual realization. That is why the woman in Sri Guru Granth Sahib not only have the equal right to religious experience rather she has got a very respectful place which came to light for the first time in Indian society, theoretically as well as practically.

Discussion

When illumination of Revelation takes place in any religion it selects some symbols for its manifestation. If we make a deep study of any revealed religion we can easily observe these symbols. As we know, the Gurmat revelation has been manifested in the form of Bani. To express this experience of the Supreme Reality, the Guru has used the medium of language and he expressed it while taking many symbols from the different aspects of the common life. In the whole of Bani, the two symbols i.e. of man and woman have been used very frequently. Woman is the symbol of the seeker, the inquisitive, the devotee, the Sikh which is expressed through the parables of sister, friend, wife, Lord favoured woman etc. The symbols of friend and sister are used mainly for the companion of holy congregation. Similarly wife, the Lord favoured woman (suhagan) the noble woman (sulakhni) etc. are the symbols used for a Gurumukh, and the symbols of the cast off woman (duhagan), the ill-mannered woman (kulakhni) are used frequently for the egoist (manmukhi). In the same manner the love and reverence for God or Guru is expressed through the symbols of Husband, Father, Friend, Brother etc. On the basis of this we can discuss further the gender equality in Sri Guru Granth Sahib.


The above thesis can be elaborated further from the Bani. Where ever the deeper love for God is expressed, it has been expressed through the symbols mentioned above. For example in Rag Suhi the Guru inspires the seeker to have faith in the Revelation (Bani). The human being has been termed a woman, who prays before God to unite her with the holy Preceptor through whom she may cast off her demerits while discoursing on the merits of God. Meditating on the Divine Name she may dispel her sin, evil doing, fear and malady of egoism. It is told that such a human being who is in love with Revelation, Bani, getting rid of the above mentioned defects, spontaneously enters into the state of poise. Here, the body is called couch which, by Guru’s word is made cosy and the self indulge in the enjoyment of the essence of enlightenment, Here, to symbolize the union of the self with Supreme Self the imagery of betrothal in the Indian tradition has been employed. God is termed as the source of enlightenment of spiritual life. He is All knowledge, meeting with whom (which is called sanjog17 here), the bride, the human being, enjoys the essence of spiritual bliss. Again the symbol of bride’s father (e[Vw Kurhum,18 a relationship standing for the bridegroom’s or bride’s father) has been used for the Guru who assembling the wedding gifts of continence and content, arrived to arrange the marriage, to mediate the meeting where the holy people sing the Divine Word. As the Divine Word is sung the supreme state is attained and it is through the Revelation (Bani) that the wrath, possessiveness, hypocracy and doubt are removed from the self. It is further told that the female egoist (Manmukhi), the self-oriented human being does not attain the mansion i.e. nearness of God, due to the false attachment, falsehood and fraud in her, she bears great agony of separation. She does not follow the path of the Guru and it is difficult to attain the way without Guru’s instructions. Only when one gets the grace of God one is united with the holy Preceptor. We can see that Guru, using all terminology related with the ceremony of marriage such as lagan (the auspicious betrothal hour), Pandha, Pandit (the Brahman - priest who performs rituals), Patri (the horoscope), Sajan (spouse), Var (Bridgegroom) as symbols, has told that when the Supreme Light is manifested in human being with the grace of the Guru, he becomes all-bliss. God is above the reach of the five senses. His Love is ever new and He is Friend from the childhood. When the female (human being) gets united with Him for once she ever remains a married woman and never be separated from Him.19


After the above mentioned Chant, whose theme is betrothal, in the Chhant of Lavan is taken up the celebration of the nuptials. Through this symbol it is told that the union of the self with God is marriage. The female (the human being) says that with the first circumambulation engagement in the duties of the householder (Grahsat) are confirmed  in her mind. She is asked to confirm righteousness in her mind and meditate on Divine Name which is like Brahma-Veda, spiritual knowledge for the seeker. Meditation on Name is smrities and shastras. The second circumambulation is that the holy preceptor has united the seeker to the noble attributes of God. The fear of Lord has come to mind which renders the mind fearless and free of impurity of egoism.


In the third circumambulation is discussed detachment, dispassion. It is not renunciation as told in Vedas or shastras, which arises from the self-torture or penances. This vairag or detachment means that while doing the duties of this world, human being is not to get absorbed into it. He or she is to live in dispassion. Here it is told that such a female being who has detached her mind from the bondage of love and avrice (according to Gurbani mind can not be killed, it can only transcend the attachments) desires to attain God, is anxious to achieve the nearness of immaculate God. She takes refuge in Bani to sing His praise.


In the fourth circumambulation the symbol of Kaj rachayia has been used. Here, the female being, the seeker attains the love of God spontaneously. It is all by Guru’s grace and the seeker attains the sweetness and joy of meeting with God. He attains all balance and it is a stage of spontaneous living (sahaj). His mind and body both are illumined by the Divine Name. This attainment is indestructible, which keeps the state of mind in blissful high spirits. This view can be supported from Rag Asa where Guru has termed the merger of self with God as marriage (viah).20 When the self attains God, the human mind and five senses are attuned to the highest Truth. This is the highest stage of knowledge when the Reality is revealed to the individual self, it signifies a marriage relationship and God has been termed here as bridegroom (sahu) by Guru Nanak. Here, Guru Nank has called the sense-organs as friends of the bride because they are in harmony with the higher truth.


We find many similar examples in the whole of Sri Guru Granth Sahib when the symbol of female has been used for the seeker e.g. take the Slokas by Baba Fareed, while talking of moral virtues, he asks what the word, what the qualities and what the rich jewels of speech, the seeker wear and adopt to win the love of God. The answer follows that the word is humility, the forgiveness the quality and sweet speech the jewels to wear and adopt and the Lord will be her’s, forever. Generally this quote is used to advise the bride on the occasion of her marriage and it is interpreted in the same sense, but this is wrong interpretation. It is meant for the seeker who wants union with God.


Now from the above discussion we can easily conclude in what sense the usage of the words like female (istari) and male (purusha) has been made. Human beings can not be divided in any other sense than the categories of Gurmukh (Guru oriented) and Manmukha (the egoist). May be he is a male or a female, he is simply a human being in the eyes of God, who is to strive to attain the union with God through the Guru. The second thing which follows from the above discussion is that man and woman both have the equal right to religious knowledge and spiritual experience and they have to put the same efforts to achieve their ideal in the spiritual field. The third point to be noted is that in Sri Guru Granth Sahib the main stress is on the family life (the grahasth) which means the spiritual way suggested here is societal one. It is very deeply and seriously related with social life and has deep concern with society. It has no place for asceticism or quietism. It is a Sahaj Marg, the spontaneous way. When the family life is stressed upon as an important and compulsory feature of a religion, then to provide a proper and equal place to woman becomes a necessary conclusion. Family life is such a carriage which can not move without the efficient cooperation of woman on the equal basis. The Guru says in Asa di Var, “from woman is man born, inside her is he conceived; to woman is man engaged and woman he marries. With woman is man’s companionship. From woman originate new generations. Should woman die, is another sought. By woman’s help is man kept in restraint. Why revile her of whom are born great ones of the earth? from woman is born woman, no human being without woman is born. Saith Nanak the holy Eternal alone with woman can dispense. The tongue by which is Lord praised is fortunate and rendered beautiful.”21

It is also evident from the above discussion that it is family life which keeps human being in a balanced state of mind. That is why man is asked to achieve his spiritual goal while leading the family life. Here Guru Nank has made much more clear the respectful and equal place which woman occupies in Sri Guru Granth Sahib and which is not given to her in the earlier scriptures. Man and woman both are equally important to run the family life rather woman’s role and place are more important. What sort of relation should be in them? Here again, we have the instructions from the Guru when he says, “should one bear a casket of fragrant merits, occasionally must one open it, the fragrance to take in. Should one’s friends bear merits, must these be shared, sharing merits, discarding demerits should one tread life’s way. Wearing silks of merits, decking oneself should one occupy ones place on the stage. Wherever settled, should one utter what is good, and shaking amrita quaff it.”22 According to the Guru it is not enough that one should live together and sit together but their minds should be in tune with each other. “Not those be the true wedded couples that with each other consort, truly wedded are those that in two frames, are as one light.”23

It had been a common practice in Hindu society to compel the widow to burn herself on the funeral pyre of her husband. The Guru has condemned this practice. As opined in Var Suhi by the Guru, that “true suttees are not those who perish on the funeral pyre of their husbands but those who suffer the agony of separation in their mind.”24 It is further told that such too are known as suttees who pass life in noble conduct and content, serve their lord, and rising each day remember him. Again it is said that widowed women perish in flames with their husbands, with true love separation is a grievous suffering. Those indifferent to their lords burn not in flames. In life and in death they are ever entrainged from them.25 So according to the Guru the real relation consists in love and care not in following rituals and rites or domination. What matters is concern for each other. When both man and woman are considered as equal human beings who have equal spiritual and other rights then both are instructed on equal grounds for the spiritual attainment. For example, it is said in Rag Suhi, “The woman discarded decked in vermilion goes out to seek pleasure with a stranger, leaving her Spouse behind at home, is she caught in illusion of duality. Those seeking after pleasures only have increase of malady from pampering their taste. Discarding the holy Lord-Spouse, into alienation are they thrown. Only those by the Preceptor instructed, from Maya turn away; Bedecked to seek joy with the Lord.”26 Though here also, woman has been referred to in the spiritual sense i.e. in the sense of relation of human being with God. Man has also been given clear instructions. For example, it is told by Guru Arjan Dev, “Those that go out with other’s women folk to flirt to shame are subjected. Those that ever take away other’s property, how may their faults be covered. By contemplation of God’s holy merits is one’s whole clan saved. Lord! those listening to contemplation of the Supreme Being with purity are invested.”27 So both are instructed to follow the path of the Guru to attain spiritual upliftment. In Sri Guru Granth Sahib one is not allowed to turn back towards egoist or egoism but one is asked to overcome it and to convert it into Guru-orientedness.

Conclusion

It follows from the whole discussion that in the Bani of Sri Guru Granth Sahib there is no gender based distinction. Man and woman are heated on the equal basis. It also follows from the whole discussion that it is not necessary to provide her a reservation based security and protection because that will again create a class among the human beings. Reservation for woman folk is a political game, not a plan to provide her protection. The protection and security should be value based. It is also not necessary that only a woman should lead the women. No such distinction is allowed. The role-model women have been depicted in Sikh history. Practically also she has played a very important role in Sikh society. We can see from the life history of the awakened souls that they are equally entitled to the spiritual and have equal insight into the Bani. Being a male-dominated society she is being deprived of so many spiritual rights at present. She should be given equal rights because she is the equal member of the Khalsa. There is a lot of difference between the theory and practice.


Bhai Gurdas, who is the first Sikh theologian has called the woman as better-half and the liberated soul. This clears all the traditional and theoretical doubts related with woman. Being the better-half she is in no way weak or low from man. She is entitled to the same human-psyche as the man is, Secondly, her contribution in the liberation of humanity is no less than man. As the human-body is the best creation of God among the whole creatures, similarly woman is the equally capable corporeal medium like man for the liberation of humanity. Sikhism has no place for the exploitative devices rooted in the class-division based gender. With this woman while coming out of the wrong conception of being powerless and weak, establishes the capability of being representative of self-dependent human model. In the present day world we hear about so many feminine movements related with the woman-liberation, these are the protest movements. According to Prof. Puran Singh, “There is something rotten in the systems of our marriages and social inequalities and the protest is to bring better culture. Much is frivolous futility in such ill-balanced movements.”28 The system provided by Gurmat creates a balanced personality in which the woman can search for her real spiritual worth and strength, moral freedom and all the capabilities as a human being like man. The third Guru strictly prohibited Sikh woman from veiling her face, of burning herself alive on the funeral-pyre of her husband. I conclude it with the words of Prof. Puran Singh that, “the whole of Guru Grantha is the voice of a wedded woman or a maiden pinning in love of the beautiful. Her nobleness in Guru Grantha is infinite, her freedom is of the highest. Both man and woman as sexes are forgotten in her voice. She becomes the Supreme Reality and a freed Soul. In the freed soul alone is the subordination of one to the other effectively abolished and all disputes hushed.29 So this is the essence of a woman’s liberation in Sikhism. She has got a very high and respectable place in the whole system spiritually as well as socially. She plays an equal role as a human being as man’s.
