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INTRODUCTION

The first demand to allow women to do religious service at Darbar Sahib (Golden Temple), Amritsar was made in 1940 but the male-dominated SGPC never allowed it to happen. The controversy over women performing voluntary religious service at Darbar Sahib again erupted in February 2003 when two Sikh women from Britain were prevented from doing religious service there.

After sixty-five years of making a demand the religious promotion and affairs committee of the Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee (SGPC) - the governing body for Sikh shrines - decided that Sikh women would be allowed to perform 'kirtan' (singing hymns) and 'palki sewa' (carrying the Sikh holy book Guru Granth Sahib in a palanquin) on religious occasions [4].

Bibi Jagir Kaur took this decision when she was at the helm of affairs, although she became the first woman President of SGPC in 1999 but was unable to get the resolution allowing women to join rituals to be passed. 


But carrying out voluntary religious service at Darbar Sahib will not be the prerogative of all Sikh women as only the 'amritdhari' (baptized women) who follow all religious tenets and the dress code, would be allowed to join the rituals. Jagir Kaur said women's groups or jathas would have to register with SGPC for performing the religious service. A dress code for women doing such service will be provided, she said.

Till now, women were allowed to participate only in certain activities at the temple, like preparing food at the langar (community kitchen). Now the preparation of chapattis (flat compact bread) a mechanical machine has been installed at the Darbar Sahib, Amritsar. So that privilege is also gone.

After the declaration by Bibi Jagir Kaur that women will be allowed to perform 'kirtan' (singing hymns) and 'palki sewa' (carrying the Sikh holy book Guru Granth Sahib in a palanquin) on religious occasions, the Sant Samaj, Nihang Singhs, and Taxal are against this decision on illogical arguments.

It raises a serious question: 

Should the Sikh issues be decided by the Sant Samaj, Nihang Singhs, Taxal people, the SGPC, Amritsar (elected body of the Sikhs) or the Guidelines from the Aad Guru Granth Sahib (AGGS)? 

Let us examine guidelines available in the AGGS on the Human Rights of Sikh women.  
HUMAN RIGHTS OF WOMEN

Human Rights for Sikh Women have been discussed according to the Charter of the United Nations Organization, and the principles of Nanakian Philosophy as follows:

I. Charter of United Nations Organization

Whether the woman is needed for raising the future humanity or not still she is an individual who has all the rights to be an individual equal to man. According to Charter of the United Nations the Human Rights are as follows [3]:

· Human rights and fundamental freedoms are the birthright of all human beings (including women); their protection and promotion is the first responsibility of Governments. 

· Under this act the Platform for Action reaffirms that all human rights - civil, cultural, economic, political and social, including the right to development - are universal, indivisible, interdependent and interrelated, as expressed in the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action adopted by the World Conference on Human Rights. The Conference reaffirmed that the human rights of women and the girl child are an inalienable, integral and indivisible part of universal human rights. The full and equal enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms by women and girls is a priority for Governments and the United Nations and is essential for the advancement of women.

II. Aad Guru Granth Sahib

Although Nanakian Philosophy was promulgated during the 15th century is still applicable during the 21st century. Let us look into Nanakian Philosophy embodied in the Bani of Guru Nanak, which has been preached and strengthened by the Sikh Gurus who succeeded to the House of Nanak, incorporated in the Aad Guru Granth Sahib (AGGS) [1]:

1. Man and Woman 

Guru Nanak has recognized that there are no differences between man and woman. They are equal to each other as explained in the following phrase of Guru Nanak:

purK mih nwir nwir mih purKw bUJhu bRhm igAwnI ] 

AGGS, M 1, p 879. [1]

Nanak Says:

" Woman is in man and man is in woman, only great intellectuals can understand this phenomenon."

It could be explained scientifically and logically as follows:

The presence of X and Y chromosome makes a man while the X and X chromosomes a woman. The presence of another X chromosome in woman, which comes from father, indicates that man is present in woman. And presence of X chromosome in man, which comes from mother, indicates that woman is in man. The combination of X and X chromosomes puts lots of responsibilities on woman since she is the mother of humanity of the future. Although present biotechnology can create new human through cloning and through other methods of fertilizations, still the womb of woman is needed for the growth of the combination of the DNA. Just possible that the need of the womb may also be met with artificial womb in the future, still the union of man and woman and living together in harmony will be the only process for maintaining the humanity as civilized citizens of this planet, the earth. Therefore, in broader sense in Sikhism woman is considered equal to man for maintaining  perfect citizens.  

2. Praise of Woman

Guru Nanak has highest praise for women and also has indicated her importance in raising the future humanity in the following verses:

BMif jMmIAY BMif inMmIAY BMif mMgxu vIAwhu ] 

BMfhu hovY dosqI BMfhu clY rwhu ] 

BMfu muAw BMfu  BwlIAY BMif hovY bMDwnu ] 

so ikau mMdw AwKIAY ijqu jMmih rwjwn ] 

BMfhu hI BMfu aUpjY BMfY bwJu  n koie ] 

nwnk BMfY bwhrw eyko scw soie ] 

ijqu muiK sdw swlwhIAY Bwgw rqI cwir ] 

nwnk qy  muK aUjly iqqu scY drbwir ]2]

AGGS, M 1, p 473.
From the woman is our birth; in the woman's womb one grows; to the woman one is engaged; and to the woman one is wedded.

One makes friendship with woman and makes new relationships with the families of that woman and moves on with society.

When woman is dead and another woman is sought and with woman we are attached and raise a family.

Why call woman evil that gives birth to kings and all?

From the woman is born a woman, without woman there will be none. 

Nanak says:

There is only One, the Eternal, who is not dependent upon woman. 

That person, who always praises the One, is very fortunate.

That person’s face glows in the court of God (means appears contented).

Keeping in view the advances in biotechnology and genetic engineering whether the woman will be needed for raising the future humanity or not, however, Guru Nanak has highest praise for woman and has emphasized on interdependence of and necessity of man and woman for the future humanity. The family system is declining in these days.  It is going to be worst in the future since legally a man can marry a man and woman can marry a woman in many countries including Canada. The theologians and bioethicists would have to consult Nanakian Philosophy to decide bioethics of family system to decide the future type of family of the humanity. To read about principles of bioethics according to Nanakian Philosophy consult Chapter on Bioethics in Sikhism [2]. 
Menstruation in Woman

One of the strongest argument of the opposing forces are that woman becomes polluted during the menstrual period every month so women is not pure to perform any religious services. According to Nanakian Philosophy menstruation does not make a woman polluted since it is a natural and necessary process of woman’s physiology as explained in the following verse: 

ijau jorU isrnwvxI AwvY vwro vwr ] 

jUTy jUTw muiK vsY inq inq hoie KuAwru ] 

sUcy eyih n AwKIAih bhin ij ipMfw Doie ] 

sUcy syeI nwnkw ijn min visAw soie ]2] 

AGGS, M 1, p 472.

People think that during menstruation every month a woman is polluted. 

But Guru Nanak says: 

The polluted is one that lies after lie and suffer day after day for his lies.

Don’t say that the pure is one who washes his body clean.

The pure is one who has imbibed God in their mind (understood God).  


Guru Nanak further explains in details about pollution as follows: 

jy kir sUqku mMnIAY sB qY sUqku hoie ] 

gohy AqY lkVI AMdir kIVw hoie ] 

jyqy dwxy AMn ky jIAw bwJu n koie ] 

pihlw pwxI jIau hY ijqu hirAw sBu koie ] 

sUqku ikau kir rKIAY sUqku pvY rsoie ] 

nwnk sUqku eyv n auqrY igAwnu auqwry Doie ]1]

AGGS, M 1, p 472.

(sUqku = Pollution.)

If menstruation is considered pollution (as described above) that leads to birth, then pollution is everywhere (since it is a necessary physiological process to be a woman to give rise to a new life). 

(For example,) Cow-dung (used for purifying the kitchen floor by Hindus) and firewood are also polluted since they give rise to many small creatures (microorganisms). 

So are the grains of food polluted since they also give rise to new plants (life)? 

First the water should be considered polluted since no life can be sustained without it since the green plants are the primary synthesizing source of food for all other living beings (Animal Kingdom).  

How can we then accept such phenomena as pollution when such pollution is all-round in our kitchen? 

Says Nanak: 

Pollution cannot be washed away by any purifying rituals, it can only be purified by true knowledge for purification.
What is that pollution?

Guru Nanak explains it as follows:

mn kw sUqku loBu hY ijhvw sUqku kUVu ] 

an cause AKI sUqku vyKxw pr iqRA pr Dn rUpu ] 

kMnI sUqku kMin pY lwieqbwrI Kwih ] 

nwnk hMsw AwdmI bDy jm puir jwih ]2] 

AGGS, M 1, p 472.

The pollution of mind is greed and that of tonghue is  flasehood.

The pollution of eyes is coveting other women and her beauty and riches of others.

The pollution of ears is to listen to slanders.

Nanak says:

Such men as described above , who show themselves externally clean and white like a swan, are in fact bound to go to the city of dead (are intellectually dead).

The sUqku (pollution) described above by Guru Nanak is that pollution which is considered as unclean (pollution) according to the old myths accepted by people.  This pollution includes menstruation in woman, birth by woman and death of any person, etc. However, scientifically  pollution is contamination with harmful microorganisms and chemicals in air, water, food, etc. which make them unclean or unfit for use. Guru Nanak is not talking about this pollution in the above verses. The purification of microbial and chemical pollution is entirely different than that of mythical pollutions discussed by Guru Nanak.

Now in the following verse Guru Nanak explains that the above  sUqku (pollution) of old myth is a supersition:

sBo sUqku Brmu hY dUjY lgY jwie ] 

jMmxu mrxw hukmu hY BwxY AwvY jwie ]

Kwxw pIxw pivqRü hY idqonu irjku sMbwih ] 

nwnk ijn@I gurmuiK buiJAw iqn@w sUqku nwih ]3]
AGGS, M 1, p 472.

The pollution as described above, which people think that one gets polluted by touching the polluted person, is in fact a superstition.

Birth and death are the natural phenomena occurring under the Laws of Nature therefore these are not pollutions.

Eating of any eatable and drinking of any drinkable are pure* since these have been blessed by God.

Nanak Says:

Those Guru-oriented people, who have understood the above theme, are not polluted ones.   
 * ‘Pure’ means not polluted in the sense described above. However, one should be aware of that these eatables and drinkables are free from harmful microorganisms and chemicals. 


One finds a lot of references on woman in Gurbani that indicate good or bad characters of woman. These are proverbs generally accepted true by people. These are allegorical references to explain certain themes but not accepted as true in Gurbani. Similarly many mythical stories have been used in Gurbani that also do not mean that such stories are accepted as true in Gurbani.  

However, according to Nanakian Philosophy the woman in Sikhism is considered as equal to man and is highly respected, consequently, she has all the human rights. These are almost the same human rights for women as mentioned in the UNO Charter of Human Rights above that were formulated many centuries after Guru Nanak. 

When there are clear-cut guidelines for the human rights for the Sikh women in Nanakian Philosophy embodied in the Gurbani incorporated in the Aad Guru Granth Sahib (AGGS) [1] then who are the Sant Babas, Nihang Singhs, Taxal people to object the right decision taken by the SGPC. The SGPC is an elected body of the Sikhs.  In fact, all the Sikh issues should be decided on the guidelines given in the Gurbani incorporated in the AGGS, the only primary source of information about Nanakian Philosophy, which has been authenticated by Guru Arjan in 1604 and Guru Gobind Singh reiterated the authenticity in 1705. All other sources of information should be rigorously tested on Gurbani, science and logic, the touchstones of truth, before applying in Sikhism.
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