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IDENTITY OF SIKHS

By Gurcharan Singh Bhatia

The Founder of Sikhism Guru Nanak advocated there is only one God and One Mankind. How can a Sikh forget that? To be a member of Sikh faith it is our utmost responsibility to be able to say to the world that we respect and love you all no matter what religion you follow. The unique identity as a Sikh should give enough confidence to the outside world that these people will not have any problem talking or dealing with the world, as they treat all human beings as equals.

Their uncut hairs and beards and mainly the turban by which they cover their hair identify Sikhs. While there are various other elements of Sikhism, the one that distinguishes and make them stand out from others is the wearing of the Turban.

We as Sikhs try to stress that turban is like the part of a body of a Sikh. While doing so we get into situations where we are asked to explain why there are many that do not wear a turban and yet claim to be Sikhs. This whole issue puts us back and leaves as wondering as to why and how can we now go and claim that for a Sikh, the turban is like a part of his body and is inseparable. We just lose the real basis to argue the whole case. No wonder the situation, which the Sikhs are facing in France where the turbans are not allowed in the schools.

What is the real cause?

Many young Sikhs have discarded their turbans and the issue needs a deep study.

What are the issues that are taking them to this path? Is it because the importance of a turban seems to be misunderstood by these Sikhs or is it because that having a turban on makes them a target of the outside world. 

Importance of Turban misunderstood:

Taking the first issue- we can be a Sikh by birth or a Sikh by adoption of the religion. Those who have adopted Sikhism as a religion by choice after being born in any other religion can appreciate the value of being a Sikh. Such persons would have studied various aspects of Sikhism and after careful consideration and out of their love for this new way of life would have then become a Sikh. Those will always know the importance and will always cherish the feeling of being a Khalsa.

Now coming back to the category of the ones who are born Sikhs. In the villages in India people knew each other and whether one wore a turban or not one was identified as a Sikh because one was from a Sikh family. No matter if they knew nothing about Sikhism or whether they wore a turban or not. Such people got Sikhism as their religion solely by virtue of being born to Sikh parents. They did not study or analyse this faith. They would have very little or no knowledge of the religion unless someone had taught them as they grew up. As a result of this they are Sikhs, who have only superficial knowledge of this great religion and just continue to have this identity by default until the day they seem it is not important to be identified as a Sikh and lose their identity.

It is very easy to carry something with you, but if you do not know it’s importance it is also very easy to be careless and not get alarmed on losing it.

Identity goes hand in hand with pride, and to be proud we need knowledge:

Identifying is always associated with pride. If you are proud of something then you will always like to be seen associated with it. You can only be proud of something if you have the knowledge. How many of us can remember the sacrifices our Gurus have made for the mankind and how many of us can remember the sacrifices that Sikhs have made in the freedom struggle for their own country and even for other countries. Wherever the Sikhs have fought they have only fought on principles, not for land or riches How many of us know what Kama Ghata Maru was? How many of us know the contribution that the Sikhs made in the world wars. What do we know about the Sikhs who fought and died in Singapore, Tobruk and defending France. A large number of Sikhs with turban died while defending France and today that same France is imposing ban on wearing of turbans by Sikh students in schools.

If we do not know the importance of something how can we be proud of? How many of us know that Sikhs have always believed in the unity of mankind. They have always treated all religions as equal and treated followers of other religions with respect. Guru Nanak the founder of Sikh faith had his two disciples Bala and Mardana. While Bala was a Hindu, Mardana was a Muslim. They travelled with Guru Nanak wherever he went. Is it not something to be proud of showing the world no matter what you believe in, you can still live together. . That is why Guru Nanak said I am neither a Hindu nor Muslim

Some Sikhs also say there is no point having the turban if you can not be an Amritdhari Sikh.  How good are they at rationalising for not having a turban on? You first keep the identity, and then only can you move towards being an Amritdhari Sikh. The more you get awareness more you will be inclined to follow the principles.

Sikhs look different and invite attention

Let us now see the other issue: having a turban on makes Sikhs a target of the outside world. Well that may be true to some extent.  The reason above everything else is that we look different and we invite attention. Which is normal. But what is wrong in getting a little attention?, We should always be proud of what we are and show the world that we are different  and we are proud of that. We are different that we believe in one God, we are different that we believe in equality of all mankind, we are different that we believe that all religions are good, we are different that we believe in Justice  and we stand for the week and poor and are totally against conversion under direct or indirect pressure. That is why when a person looks at a turbaned man he should feel that this one will have all these qualities. Without saying a word you have conveyed what we stand for. This is the importance of a turban. Everybody can swim with the tide, but only a courageous and committed person can swim against it. “Such a life provides a sense of achievement of its own kind.

There have been various incidents where Sikhs are targeted due to mistaken identity. Sikhs were a target to some extent even before September 11. But who is to blame for this. How much have we taught to the outside world about us? We are 22 million and still some people do not know us for what we stand for.

 *Sikhs should remember that not every Westerner is prejudiced against them. Just after the Indian army attack on Harimandar Sahib in 1984, an American went into a doctor’s office, having learned that the doctor’s name was “ Singh “. When she saw that the doctor was not wearing a turban, she was surprised. She told him that she had expected to find a representative of the brave Sikh community, but was disappointed. “ Either grow your hair and beard “ she said, “, or remove your name Singh from nameplate”

(* It is quote from book SIKHISM:  A UNIVERSAL MESSAGE  by  Gurbaksh Singh   page 133. )

The answer is not to change our looks but to tell others what we are so that they start loving us. This is the real test. Taking a path of least resistance is not always the right path. Discipline, commitment and determination are the backbone of our religion. If we can not commit to our identity, how difficult will it be for being committed to our beliefs, our country and the mankind?

What needs to be done?

The question that now arises is how do we get the people back into the fold to wear turbans? This is not an easy task and it needs analysis of the root cause and from that it will hopefully give us some direction to put a strategy together to implement. It is not going to be easy when we are in a very small minority. The tendency of Sikhs going along the majority is like water flowing with the main stream. Bringing Sikhs back into wearing turbans requires special efforts just like the one needed to get water to flow against the gravity.  However, it was never meant to be easy for Sikhs. 

As we know prevention is better than cure- we should not only try to bring our young Sikhs into keeping Sikh Swaroop, but also make efforts to prevent them from going on the wrong path of losing their Sikh Identity.

There is a need to set up institutions which have the responsibility to come close to Sikh youth and children to survey and get direct feedback about the difficulties and the problems that they face due their Sikh Maryada. These institutions need to stay close to the young Sikhs to listen to their views on what they feel about keeping turbans and the hindrances that they see due to: 

· society, 

· fashions and trends, 

· employment issues, 

· their financial constraints, 

· matrimonial issues, 

· additional time, 

· additional expenditure etc associated with their keeping their identity. These institutions can get enough information first hand issues and based on the data can advise to prepare strategies to overcome these monitor the implementation plans.

Secondly intellectuals have to come forward and look for ways to educate not only the young Sikhs and the children but to the outside world as well about Sikhism. The ways of educating could be many, but these should be based on survey and realistic data. 

We should always use various media for educating about our religion and history. The media of films perhaps is the most important. Whatever we do, it should always be of professional standard and managed by professionals and experts of the field.

These activities can only be realistically carried out by specially identified tasks forces or institutions. The results will be very slow as it takes time to filter through , but the results of the other alternative, of doing nothing are  far worse.

Many years ago, a friend of mine, from Madras sent his daughter to Delhi for the first time. He was naturally worried and the only suggestion he gave to her was to look for a cab driver who was a Sikh. He explained further, one with a turban. He said you will be safe with him. That speaks a lot . I hope those days will come again when people throughout the world will know us from our identity and be able to say the same words to their sons and daughters, that you can depend on a Sikh, I mean the one with a Turban.

A lot will depend on us. May Waheguru bless us all with a courage and devotion to bring that Glory to the Sikh Panth.
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