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Humanity is at a pivotal stage in its development. Advances in science and technology have led to unprecedented development. Development that is, in the material sense. However, if there are advances in one area than usually another area suffers or stagnates. In these so called modern times I believe that the spiritual development of human beings has suffered and has reached a stage when some believe that it is not necessary. For human beings to be happy and fulfilled some believe that all that is needed are materialistic things. However although people have all that they require to lead a comfortable existence depression, mental and physical diseases are on the increase. So what is missing? What is lacking in modern society?

I believe the spiritual foundation of society has slowly been eroded because the builders of that foundation have not been valued and respected throughout the centuries. And those builders of society are women. They are the nurturers of future generations. It is from the mother that a child learns to love and respect others, learns to form relationships with others, learns about its world and learns about the spirit and spirituality. A mother has the ability to connect her child to the Divine and teach it to see the Divine spark in all. And therefore the connector to the Divine should be held in great esteem and treated with great respect.

But history shows that women in all parts of the world have been considered inferior. Throughout the ages it has been the practice to eulogize the achievements of men, praise their valour and sing their ballads but very rarely has their been any acknowledgement of the contribution of women who consistently and devotedly nurture and guide men to become heroes. Their commitment, vision, accomplishments and sufferings have seldom been the popular themes of literature, history, or folklore.

From time to time in history some enlightened souls have been sent to challenge the male dominated society and raise the status of women.

And one such enlightened soul Guru Nanak the first Prophet and founder of the Sikh Dharam (Faith) stated five hundred years ago that,

‘The Creator pervades His Creation, so whom shall we call     low?’ 

SGGS p. 1381

He saw women as the guardians of a spiritual society and challenged the common view that a woman was a hindrance to the path of salvation.

“In a woman man is conceived,

  From a woman he is born

  With a woman he is betrothed and married

  With a woman he contracts friendship.

  If one dies another one is sought for,

  Man’s destiny is linked to woman

  Why call her inferior who gives birth to humankind?

  From a woman a woman is born,

  None may exist without a woman.”

 SGGS p.473

If we look at the fundamental basic truth, the female in society is a sacred being as all Prophets of all faiths were born of a woman, were nurtured, guided, loved and educated by a woman. These mothers must have been so spiritual and connected to the Divine that God blessed them to bring the Prophets into this world. The Sikh Gurus accorded full respect to the mother. There are many hymns in the Sikh Scriptures the mother is respectfully mentioned and copiously thanked for her benediction. They praise mothers for bringing credit to their families through proper care of their children.

‘Blessed is the mother who gives birth.’  SGGS p.1257

The Gurus said that God has honoured women by choosing them to bring forth life and multiply the human race.

‘A married woman is the purest specimen of humanity.’ SGGS p.872

The Gurus reprimanded those who considered women inferior to men.  He saw then as active partners in advancing goodwill, general happiness and the collective moral values of society.  He openly condemned those who claimed women to be polluted because of menstruation.  He asserted that pollution laid in the heart and mind of the person and not in the cosmic process of birth.

“If pollution attaches to birth, then pollution is everywhere (for birth is universal).  Cow-dung and firewood breed maggots.  Not one grain of corn is without life.  Water itself is a living substance, imparting life to all vegetation.  How can we then believe in pollution, when pollution is inherent?  Says Nanak, pollution is not washed away by purifactory rituals, pollution is removed by true knowledge alone.”

SGGS p.472

Women in the Holy Sikh Scriptures, the Guru Granth Sahib Ji have been given a unique status as the relationship between God and his devotees is depicted as that of a bride to her husband

The Spouse is but One and all others are the brides.

In many religions God has been addressed as the Father.  However in Sikhism the concept of God as the Mother also exists.  The fifth Guru, Guru Arjan Dev, reinforced the high status given to women by the first Guru, by placing the feminine name given to God as the mother before that of the Father.

“Thou O Lord, art my Mother

  And Thou art my Father

  Thou art the Giver of peace

  To my soul and the very life.”

SGGS p. 1144

The only person to be mentioned by name in the scriptures is a woman, Mata Khivi ji.  This is the highest honour that could have been bestowed on women.  She was the wife of the second Guru, Guru Angad Dev Ji.  She worked tirelessly in Guru ka Langar (the free community kitchen).  Her courtesy, humility and selfless service helped to create a new social consciousness in Sikh women.

.It was Bibi Nanaki ji, the older sister of Guru Nanak Dev Ji who recognised the Divine Light in him before anyone else.  The spiritual link with her brother was so great that they did not need any form of verbal communication.  It was always Bibi Nanaki ji who protected him whenever their father criticized the Guru, and when it was rumoured that the Guru drowned in the river, she proclaimed that


The sun will set only when flooding others with light.

Time and time again throughout the two hundred and thirty nine years of the development of the Sikh faith the Sikh Gurus raise women’s status to a position of honour. They were aware that if society was to be spiritually uplifted then women were the ones to bring about that change. As mothers it was women who inculcated values of love, compassion, respect, selfless service in a child. It was women who were the first educators and role models for a child. So the Sikh Gurus not only taught equality of women with men but exalted their status to one of honour and took steps to embed their teachings with practical applications.  The Sikh congregation, sangat, was open to both women and men with women taking part in prayers, leading, reading and reciting the scriptures.  Guru Nanak also welcomed women to pangat (langar).  The Sikh institution of langar, or free community meal, symbolised the equality of humanity.  All had to sit together and eat regardless of caste, colour, sex, creed or religion.  Men and women worked together in the langar carrying out all types of work.  Men had to carry out tasks which were thought to menial and only suitable for women to do, for example, cooking food, cleaning dishes, drawing the water etc.  Even today if one visits any Gurduwara (Sikh place of worship) around the world, both men and women will be carrying out tasks for the langar.  Using this institution the Gurus showed the importance of women’s contribution to the welfare of society.

The third Guru, Guru Amar Das, trained and appointed a large number of women missionaries and put them in charge of large areas of India in which they had complete religious jurisdiction.

He condemned the practice of sati, female infanticide and encouraged the remarriage of widows.

“A sati is not she who burns herself on the pyre of her spouse.

 A sati is one who lives contented and embellishes herself with good conduct.”

 SGGS p.787

The Gurus also abolished the wearing of the veil by women.  This was common practice in fifteenth century India.  In the Sikh congregation men and women were required to cover their head in remembrance of God but no veil was allowed. 
The fifth Guru, Guru Arjun Dev wrote about a woman as a wife:

‘She is the most noble of all family. She counsels and advises the elders and youngers. How blessed is that household, in which she has appeared. In my home she is my leader. She is the ruler and God has made us her courtiers.’

SGGS p. 371

The sixth Guru, Guru Hargobind Ji called women “the conscience of man” who would guide him through life. 

The equality of women was completed by the tenth Guru, Guru Gobind Singh who made the Amrit (baptism) ceremony open to both men and women.  On baptism both men and women had to keep five articles of faith, men as well as women had to keep kesh (long hair), a kangha (a small wooden comb) and wear a kara (an iron bangle), a keshera (a special pair of shorts) and a kirpaan (special sword).  On taking Amrit a man was given the surname Singh, meaning lion and a woman was given Kaur, meaning Princess.  This was positive discrimination in women’s favour to enhance their positions.  A Sikh woman was shown to be an individual in her own right and did not have to take her husband’s name on marriage. 

Another significant contribution by a woman in the Amrit ceremony was the adding of sugar crystals by Mata Sahib Kaur, the wife of Guru Gobind Singh, while the Amrit (holy water) was being prepared.  According to socially accepted customs in society at that time the action of the Guru’s wife would have polluted and defiled the ceremony.  However according to the teachings of the Sikh Gurus this was another practical application of the equality between men and women and giving women a place of honour.

In conclusion, women have the ability to bring about a spiritual revolution by nurturing future generations toward the spiritual path. But in order for this to happen the male dominated society must give them a position of honour. Only then will there be social cohesion, harmony within the home, within nations and peace in this world.
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