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WOMEN EMANCIPATION AND
EMPOWERMENT - A SIKH PERSPECTIVE

Dr. Devinder Pal Singh

Jomen represent half of all

humanity, yet they continue to
face discrimination in various parts
of the world. The feminist movement
has done much to lessen gender
discrimination in western societies
However, women in much ofthe world
stll face severe difficulties, such as
violence, iliteracy, economic and
Social deprivation. It is increasingly
recognized that better education and
economic empowerment of women
can play a significant role in uplifting
the economic level of impoverished
areas of the world and lowering birth
rates, which is crucial for addressing
climate change.

Having noted several general rituals
andtraditions of his time, Guru Nanak
recognized that men often looked
down upon womenasinferior tothem,
‘They were thought of as commadities
He condemned this mindsetand these
practices. Thus, several centuries
ahead of the feminist movement,
Guru Nanak spoke out against gender
discrimination in the subcontinent’s
highly male-dominated environment
He opposed established orthodoxy
with the radical assertion that women
were worthy of praise and equal to
‘men. Besides, Gad is gender neutral,
It is both man and woman, and its
ereative aspect s portrayed as that of
amother:

g ot a1
e purakh pe hinari

God (Greator) is both man and
woman. (.1, SGGS, p 1020)
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Guru Nanak proclaimed that the same
divine essence pervades through both
‘men and women.

vt e 1
Narf purakh saba Tlo-e.

Among allthe women and the men,
God's essence is pervading.
(M.1,566S,p. 223)

Bhagat Kabir, whose bani is also
included i the Sri Guru Granth Sahib,
articulates that men and women are

allforms of the Creator (God),

5 e o & FE U P 0

Ete a-urat mard sdje e sabh rip
tumbire.

(0 Lord}) You have fushioned all these
men and women. All these are Your
Jorms. (Bhagat Kabir SGGS, p. 1349)

Guru Nanak asserted that rather than
being _denigrated and mistreated,
women should be cherished and
respected. He proclaimed:
$fs i s v s i g 1
¥zq 5% & d39 9B 7T 1
3 yyor d3 sl o 5 s 0
7 @ ¥ i firg Ao T 0
s :; G sE T AR
% §8 wOer B A ATE I
Bhand jammi ai bhand nimmi ai
bhand mangan Vi dhu. Bhandahu
hovai dosti bhandahu_chalai rahu.
Bliand mu-a bhand bhali ai bhand
hovai bandhan. So kio manda
GKRT ai jit jaméh rdjan. Bhandahu hi
bhand dpjai bhandai bajh na ko .
Nanak bhandai bahrd eko sacha so.e.

We all are born of women; we are
conceived in a woman's womb. To a
woman, one is engaged and married.
One makes friendship with a woman;
through woman, future generations
are born. When a woman (wife) dies
a person marries another one; we are
bound with the world through woma.
o why should we talk ll of her? From
her, kings are born. From a woman, a
woman is born; without women, there
would be no one at all. 0 Nanak, God
alone is without a woman. (M. 1, SGGS,
p473)

Guru Nanak and his successor Sikh
Gurus actively encouraged women's
participation as equals in worship,
society, and the battleground.
They supported freedom of speech
and women were encouraged to
participate in all religious activities,
including the reading of Sti Guru
Granth Sahib. Guru Nanak granted
equality to women by admitting
them into the Sangat (congregation)
without any restrictions  or
reservations. He asserted that his
message was meant as much for
women as for men.

Guru Angad, the second Sikh Guru,
encouraged the education of all Skhs,
both men and women. Guru Amar
Das, the third Sikh Guru, disfavored
the use of the veil by women. He
encouraged women to take up
a leadership role in society and
assigned women to supervise some
communities of disciples. In addition,
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he forbade the practice of Sati (widow
burning) and female infanticide and
encouraged remarriage of widows.
Guru Amar Das proclaimed:

o &80 i o of
g 1wt o
foaa s wdtga 1

Satid ehi na @khian jo mari i lag
Jalainih, Nanak satr
Jani anif e birhe chot marahnih,

Donot cal them ‘satee’, who burn alive.
on their husband's funeral pyre. Nanak
says: They alone be called ‘satee’, who
die from the shock of separation. (M.3,
SGGS, p. 767)

Guru Ram Das, the fourth Sikh Guru,
condemned the dowry ritual. He
articulated:

3 o 7 fr o et 1 37
rdarg g w0

Hor manmukh daj jé rakh dikhaléh so
Kir ahahkr kach pajo.

A selforiented person, who offers

dowry and makes a show of it indulges

in only false egotism and a worthless

display. (M 4, 5665, p. 79)

Guru Hargobind, the sixth Sikh Guru,
bestowing much respect for women,
declared, “woman is the conscience
of man”, Guru Gobind Singh, the tenth
Sikh Guru, made the Khalsa nitiation
ceremony open to men and women
alike, proclaiming a woman being just
as worthy. He bestowed the surname
Kaur (meaning princess) to all the
baptized women. Guru Gobind Singh
conferred equality among the Khalsa,
men or women, as they both could
keep the 5 Ks. He Instructed the Khalsa
not to associate with kanyapap (the
person who sins against a woman).
He also forbade Sikhs to exercise
any proprictary rights over women
captured in baitle; they could not be
kept as slaves or wives but were to
be treated with the utmost respect
Sikh doctrines also emphasize that
both men and women carry the same
divine essence. Thereby they possess
an equal right to cultivate their
Spirituality and achieve salvation.

Women can participate inallreligious,
cultural,social, and secular activities

Even during the Sikh revival
‘movement that started in the 18705,
the Singh Sabha raised s voice
against the purdah system, female
infanticide, child marriage, sati, bad
conditions of widows, the practice of
dowry and extravagant expenditure
during  marriage _ceremonies,
Remember all this was happening in
India's male-dominated Muslim and
Hindu societies hundreds of years
before the feminist movement.

Equality for women has always been
one of the main attributes of Sikhism,
and a great number of women have
made sigificant_contributions in
the past. Sikh history is replete with
exemplars that portray women as
equal to men in service, devotion,
sacrifice, and bravery. A few examples
in this regard are Bibi Nanaki, Mata
Khivi Ji, Mata Gujari Ji, Mata Sahib
Kaur; Mai Bhago, Rani Sahib Kaur, Rani
Sada Kaur, and Maharani Jind Kaur.
And this progress s continuing Today,
women are playing leadership roles
in the Sikh faith, including leading
congregations. They work with men
in Langar (community ~kitchen),
join the Sangat (congregation)
and participate in other social and
religious activities in the gurdwaras.
They enjoy the same voting rights
as men to elect the members of the
Shiromani Gurdwara _ Parbandhak
Committee, which administers Sikhs”
places of worship.

Unfortunately, ~Sikh society has
not been able to fully overcome
old cultural traditions and live up
to the ideals of gender equality
taught by Sikh Gurus. Most of the
Gurdwara managements and the
profession of Granthis are primarily
male dominated. Ritual services
like chaurseva (a ceremonial whisk
waving over the Guru Granth Sahib)
and Sukh-aasan (protocol followed at
the end of the day to “retire” the holy
Scripture to a special room called

Sachkhand) at Harmandir Sahib are
still mostly male-dominated. Besides,
‘Women are still not allowed to assist
in carrying the palanquin carrying the
holy Sikh Scriptures to and from the
Harmandir Sahib. Even though the
Sikh religion discards the notion that
amenstruating woman is impure, the
above situation prevails as patriarchy
in Sikh society still holds the same as
taboo.

However, it s heartening to note that
the Sikh diaspora is taking the lead in
opening many aspects of this ritual
life for women. Another concern is
that sex-selective abortions, driven by
adesire for male children, are driving
down the sex ratio in Punjab. It is
encouraging to note that most Sikh
religious organizations, including the
Akal Takht, have spoken up against
this practice.

In light of the Sikh doctrines
proclaiming the equality of men
and women, we should all pledge to
make this world free from prejudice,
irational _traditions, and gender
discrimination. Let us strive together
to create a world where each woman
has easy access to the opportunities
to reach her desired potential in lfe.
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