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Guru as a Literary Motif: A Nanakian Critique

Dr. Rajesh Kumar Jaiswal”

Introduction

In the times of neoliberal dispensation—heavily marked by capital,
commodities, information, technological rationality and extreme individualism--
the hollow modes of living have become the order of the day. A vast panorama of
calculation, utility and lack of social responsibility is widespread. Commitment
to the development of social-self, critical thinking and dissenting activity against
injustice and inequality is on a vertical decline. This paper is an attempt to
critique the ‘holy gurus’ of our times in the light of the life, mission and
teachings of Guru Nanak with reference to the selected literary texts. Lacking
courage and conviction for transforming the self and society, the present day
‘holy gurus’ are estranged from the values and perceptions introduced by the
great Gurus as Buddha, Kabir, Nanak, Mirabai, Ravidas, Vivekananda etc.
Representing empathy and courage, Guru Nanak is invoked as a lamp-post for
the revolution of values and critiquing the degeneration and futility exhibited in
today’s gurus. Juxtaposition of the past with the present, a method common in
literary studies, is resorted to in this exploration. This paper is a Nanakian'
critique of the contemporary holy gurus as depicted in Kiran Nagarkar’s novel,
God'’s Little Soldier’ written in English, Bushra Ejaz’s short story, Snake and
Shadows® in Urdu, and Kashinath Singh’s story in Hindi, Pande Kaun Kumati
Tohen Laagi'. These three selected, award winning writers hold distinctions in
their respective linguistic-literary traditions. Without indulging into any kind of
sweeping generalization, the treatment of the texts given below should make it
clear that these writers exhibit some kind of unanimity with regard to the marked
degeneration and deterioration in the beings and doings of the holy gurus of our
age. The paper juxtaposes an iconic and exemplary persona and engagement of
Guru Nanak with that of the gurus of our times as represented in the selected
literary narratives. The principal concern of this write up is to foreground the
harmful effects of the “sacred” gurus, who wield enormous impact on popular
consciousness. They have abandoned their responsibilities of social regeneration,
progressive transformation and uplifting of the vulnerable and marginalised
masses.

Baba Nanak was an exemplary guru. He laid the foundation of a new
faith, Sikhism, which advocates a rejection of all superficial differences and
external barriers of caste, creed, and gender. He condemned all discriminations
and exploitations of the wretched, carried out in the name of religion. Nanak’s

* Faculty in English, U.S.O.L., Panjab University, Chandigarh.
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teaching and philosophy was founded on the cardinal values of empathy, equality
and social justice. As a revolutionary thinker, Baba Nanak emphasized the
oneness of humanity. He was a towering spiritual and cultural figure and his life
was brimmed with ethical concerns.There was a perfect harmony between his
interior and external projections. By establishing a unity between his ideology
and practice, emptying his mind from ego, and rejecting asceticism and other
worldly outlook, Nanak became a paradigmatic model of existence and action,
not only for the common masses but also for the posterior Sikh Gurus. By giving
birth to such institutions as seva (service), sangat (congregation) and langar
(community kitchen), Nanak affirmed equity and inclusivity and championed the
disruption of age old sacred codes, hierarchies and divisions. In troubled times
of ours, when the world is fraught with commodification and consumerism,
hatred and sectarian-divide, egocentrism and authoritarianism, exploitation and
inequality, the teachings of Guru Nanak become vital for expanding and
awakening of people’s consciousness.His teachings and world-views have
enormous potential for raising and transforming people’s consciousness, agency
and giving birth to the public spirited life. So, Guru Nanak became “the heartbeat
of Sikh religious, cultural, civic, political, economic, intellectual and creative
activities.””

Holy Gurus: Literary Representations

Literature is a powerful tool of social reform and social uplift. It is a
persuasive medium of understanding social-structures, cultural-codes and mental
make-up of a given society and its people. It has immense revitalizing resources
and cultural contents to transform its readers’ perceptions, beliefs and values, so
that they may live a fuller, richer and deeper life. The literary texts explored in
this paper draw the attention of people towards the dishonest, self-indulging and
self-righteous gurus of our age. Through these texts, the writers anticipate to
effect a change in the public perceptions, by illuminating the omissions and
commissions of the (un)holy gurus.

The term, Guru suggests a preceptor, mentor, reverential figure.“Guru is
a spiritual master; either a person or a mystical inner principle which aids
emancipation of the disciple®.” It means more than a teacher. In Indian context,
Guru is someone who removes ignorance/darkness and marshals people on the
path of piety and enlightenment. Through his exemplary life and conduct, the
Guru becomes a source of values and principles for his disciples and followers.
“The word ‘Guru’, attached with the name of Nanak Dev as a prefix, means
‘Teacher, Preceptor, Guide’. It has a spiritual connotation. There is no doubt
about it that Guru Nanak Dev was a spiritual teacher of humanity, not only for
any particular period but for all times’.”
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Literary texts are replete with the motifs (i.e. ideas, images, figures,
character-types etc. in literature and other arts, used to establish a theme) of holy
gurus. To give a comprehensible picture of the contemporary scenario with
regard to the erosion marked in the gurus of our age,the chosen three literary
texts are summarised below.

In Kiran Nagarkar’s novel, God’s Little Soldier (2006), Zubeida Khala, a
self-appointed faith-keeper of Islam, is presented with a tongue-in-cheek
approach by the novelist. Zubeida, is an unmarried woman and mausi (mother’s
sister) of the protagonist, Zia Khan. She chooses the “path of piety” and
undertakes an obligation of shaping and consolidating Zia’s Islamic faith and
identity, so that he becomes the“God’s chosen” one, His soldier, and who does
his best to save the Islam from all corrupt forces and practices. She succeeds in
exercising a strong and lasting impact on Zia’s psyche.

Carrying the belief that music and singing (unless done in the praise of
Almighty) distract a person from the religious path, Zubeida stops Zia from any
such exposure. She considers music, dance and singing as satanic practices and
fallen conducts. Seeing Zia’s father’s passion for musical concert, she considers
him as a fallen one: “He’s the very image of the evil one. We will all burn in hell
for eternity because of him.*” She keeps a vigilant eye on Zia round the clock,
giving him heavy doses of do’s and don’ts regularly. She never allows Zia to
question her understanding/wisdom of the Islam. Zubeida rebukes Zia severely
once she finds him standing and bowing before the Hindu God, Ganesh. She tells
him that he has done something forbidden and has betrayed brazenly his faith,
Islam. She leaves no such occasions to stir his conscience and make him filled
with a sense of guilt and repentance. The novelist writes:

“It was Zia’s vocation, Zubeida had determined; to bring back to Islam
those who had strayed. His voice would be a thunderous indictment in the ears
and consciences of those who had become casual about Allah or had turned their
backs upon Him altogether. His own faithwould be like a beacon to sinners. Yes,
he would bring back the lost souls of Islam. In due course, he would convert the
pagans and idolaters and increase the tribe of the Prophet. And Allah had chosen
her, the meek and submissive Zubeida, to mould and guide the little boy into a
great pir and saint. That was her mission”.”

A perception of threat from the ‘other’ and the ‘different’ as enemy is a very
defining feature of communal consciousness and being hostile to the other is no
less spectacular. As a Muslim, Zubeida has a constant sense of threat from the
‘Hindu Other’. She had no qualms in poisoning Zia’s consciousness with
communal frenzy. She mutters: “If only someone would rid us of these dogs,
they won’t leave us in peace even during the holy month of Ramzan. The police
just stand by while they deliberately take out a position to disrupt our prayer
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meetings'?”. Addressing Zia as a ‘hope’ and ‘saviour’ of Islam, Zubeida

frequently prompts him into zealatory. Having pocketed a knife and wishing
“Khuda Hafiz” to Zubeida, Zia leaves home for attacking a dog named, Sher. In
return, Zia was also attacked by the dog, which “took a whole chunk of Zia’s
exposed thigh in his mouth''.” Zia did this and many more such disgraceful acts
just to please his Khala. Her endeavours to give an over exposure of the
venomous faith to Zia, triggers his radicalization and the latter is metamorphosed
into a deadly terrorist, eventually. For Zia ““a life without religion is a pen without
ink'>.” A minor neglect of duty, a deviation from traditionally established gender
roles and any ‘wayward’ living by people etc. are considered by Zia as fatal and
unforgivable offences. He does his best to eliminate such offenders, especially
the disbelievers of Islam. The hostile and intolerant behaviour of Zia should be
attributed to Zubeida, who subjected him to harmful prescriptions of distorted
Islamic faith.

The story, ‘Snake and Shadow’, written by an Urdu writer, Bushra Ejaz,
centres on highlighting the sexual exploitation of a poor and vulnerable girl by a
Pir (Muslim Saint). The girl, Rabo, (the middle daughter of Karmu, who earns
his bread working as a cobbler and a servant at the village land-lady’s house) is
suffering from epilepsy. She has fits frequently. “According to doctor’s
diagnosis, the fits were due to a disease, called Hysteria...but Rabo’s parents did
not agree with the doctor. They believed Rabo suffered fits of epilepsy due to the
effect of some genie'’.” To drive away from the influence of genie, Rabo is taken
to a Dera, owned and headed by Pir, Vilayat Hassan Shah. “Pir Sahib had fixed
the night time for the treatment. During the treatment, Pir Sahib did not tolerate
the presence of somebody else. Genie can enter any other person sitting near
him'.”

“Pir Sahib came. He closed the door from inside. Then he moved
towards a box lying in the corner of a room. He opened the box to take
something in his hand and turned towards Rabo. His big eyes were turning red.
His breathing had become fast and hot. His face was looking darker and burnt in
the insufficient light of the lantern. Get up girl—take this poppy powder.” Pir
Sahib put the powder in a bowl lying near the bed and started moving his hand on
her back. Then the area of movement increased. Rabo’s eyes closed and soon she
felt unconscious."”

After sometime, Rabo’s body starts expanding and has had an inflated
tummy. She feels a movement inside. Recalling a childhood tale, Rabo comes to
be convinced that her bulged belly is caused by the presence of a snake which
entered her body during one of her sleeps.

Rabo is constantly haunted by this thought that “the snake has made her
stomach a permanent abode.'®” She never comes to realise that she is pregnant
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thanks to the Pir. To get rid of the supposed presence of the snake growing
inside, Rabo strikes her belly with a dagger. Lying on the cot, bathed in blood,
she asks in a feeble voice: “Will it (the snake) come out?”” And finally, “her neck
rolled on the pillow.'””

Through his story, Pande Kaun Kumati Tonhe Laagi, Kashinath Singh,
an eminent Hindi writer from Banaras,highlights the spiritual degeneration and
depthlessness of a Brahmin, a holy man, Dharamnath Shastri, who submits to the
lure of market and develops an intense craving for profit.Projecting to have
expertise in Sanskrit grammar, literature, astrology, palmistry, Dharamnath
Shastri lives in Banaras near a Gangaghat. Running Paying Guests (PGs) in the
city, that is, renting houses mostly to foreign tourists has become a very enticing
business. Owing to the flourishing of the PG culture, the prosperity and upward
mobility of the Mallah (a Dalit, earning his livelihood by sailing boats)
community, is unbearable to the Brahmins and Kshatriyas.Considering
themselves as culturally superior, these upper caste people are not supposed to
accommodate in their houses to these tourists, commonly considered as
maleksh(untouchable/unhygienic persons)on account of their “filthy”life-styles,
involving not taking bath regularly, consuming the non-veg and frequently
changing of sexual partners etc.

A French lady tourist named Malden from Paris has come to Banaras to
learn Sanskrit, Indian Philosophy and Culture.She needs a PG. Pande’s nephew
brings Malden to him. When Savitri (Mrs Pande, his second wife much younger
in age) gets to know about Malden, a kristaain’ ®(i.e.Christian) is to stay in their
house on rent, she becomes fiery and opposes the deal. Savitri is well acquainted
with her husband’s lustful character and conduct.Being sick of his father’s
lecherous behaviour, Shastri’s grown-up son from his first wife left the house.
However, Shastri is able to persuade Savitri eventually by telling her that she
shoulg mould herself with the change of time (“zamanekehisab se chalna
sikho™").

One day, Dharamnath Shastri has a scary dream. In the dream, putting
one of His feet on his abdomen and the pointed trident on his chest, Lord Shiva
questions: “Be Dharamnath! Kahn hai be? Nikaal be kothari se!’”’(Hey,
Dharamnath! Where are you, idiot! Take me out of this dingy room!) The lord
Shiva insists Shastri to take Him out from the enclosed/suffocating space
(kothari).Shiva further reprimands: “In spite of being a scholar of the Vedas and
Puranas, you have remained an idiot!I have made the species/creatures. Not
Hindus, Muslims and Christians... Probably, you have made these categories.
You get up now and take me out!” (“Tune Ved pada hai! Puran pada hai!... fir
bhi murkh ka murkh hi rah gaya!Maine praniyon kisristi kihai. Hinduon,
Musalmano, Isaaiyon ki nahi. Ye tune banaye honge... Ab uth aur le chal®'!”).
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In addition, Shastri argues with himself: if an entry of Chanmars™ ( the low caste
people engaged with peeling and tanning the skin of the dead animals for
business purposes) in the Kashi Vishvanath Temple has not defiled Lord Shiva,
how come the stay of Malden in his house will be a sinful/immoral transaction!
Finally, the prayer room, which contained the auspicious Shiviing, is converted
into a living room with an attached toilet for the paying-guest, Malden and the
Shivaling is shifted on the roof of the house. In the end, seeing Savitri in a
Malden’s maxi, there is no limit to Shastri’s joy.

A Nanakian Appraisal/Critique

The three literary texts summarised above register a critique of the
deterioration and disgrace in the ways of being, seeing and conduct of the
contemporary sacred gurus. These texts underscore missing emancipatory and
transformational resonances, values and visions from the persona of the present-
day gurus, which, if otherwise, may galvanize the people to fight against the
vices of lust, greed,fanaticism, authoritarianism and exploitation. The texts
delineated above converge on the issue that the holy figures across the religions
have failed their faiths, followers and posed threats to the moral fabric of the
society.

In the Nagarkar’s novel God’s Little Soldier, Zubeida Khala’s conflict
ridden psyche and her conspiracy driven identity is deadly for an inter-religious
peace and social harmony. She crystalizes in Zia the dividing and discriminatory
notions of ‘us’ and ‘them’, ‘self” and ‘other’, the ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’ etc. She
succeeds in pathologizing Zia by supplying an overdose of conservative,
regressive ideologies and world-views, which banks upon the hate for dance-
music and gender inequality etc. She doesn’t allow Zia to question her “wisdom”.
Zubeida’s conduct as a religious practitioner and preacher is at odds with that of
Guru Nanak’s pluralistic and progressive teachings. Nanak protested against the
so-called sacred codes precipitating social-unrest and divide. Cultural and
spiritual resources from the diverse existing faiths went into shaping Nanak’s
great mind and his pluralistic, tolerant and authentic agency and practice. Khala’s
manipulation and misappropriation of Islam for framing Zia’s fanatical
subjectivity would have attracted Nanak’s severe criticism. Mardana, a Muslim,
was Nanak’s a long term companion. Guru Nanak very exquisitely and
emphatically suggests what it means to be a true and genuine Muslim:

“Make your mercy your mosque, faith your prayer carpet, and
righteousness your Qur’an; make your humility your circumcision, uprightness
your fasting, so you will be true Muslim. Make good work your Ka’ba, truth your
pir, and compassion your creed... let virtuous deeds be your utterance of the
kalmia.Only then you will be called a true Muslim.>”
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Khala’s sinister acts of damaging Zia’s consciousness by reinforcing
communal contents and thereby radicalising him to become a hardened extremist
is a blatant defilement and ravage of the true Islamic ethos. Her religious
engagement and enactment go totally against the Nankian idea of socially
responsible living and conducting.

Bushra Ejaz’s heart-rending story Snake and Shadow articulates an
abhorrent act of a shadowy Pir. Pir’s predatory act concludes into Rabo’s self-
annihilation. The ugly deed of the Pir snatches Rabo of her life. His appalling
deed underscores a horrendous mentality of the Pir, who had no qualms in
objectifying and exploiting the lowly female.

Any separation between spiritual development and moral conduct
wouldn’t be acceptable to Guru Nanak. In this connection, Nanak observes:
“Truth is the highest virtue, but higher still is truthful living.>*” Pir’s conduct is a
savage violation of Nanak’s message of truthful ways of living. Though Nanak
condemned any act of self-mortification/asceticism and striking a balance
between the spiritual aspiration (piri) and temporal affairs (miri) is emphasized
within Sikhism, the Pir Vilayat Hassan Shah’s dreadful act for self-gratification
is a outrageous violation of the truthful conduct (sachachar), service (seva) and
self-respect. Religiously living is to render services to the poor and needy,
whereas Pir’s conduct is completely horrible and inhuman. In the Dharam Khand
(Realm of Duty) section of Japji, Nanak describes this Earth as a ‘place of
earning righteousness’ (dharti dharamsala™). The Pir’s act of landing Rabo into
incredibly painful and traumatic difficulties is quite self-willed/self-centred
(manmukh®), in a stark violation of the conduct of therealized-self (gurmukh’),
that of Baba Nanak, a true educator (satguru).

Kashinath Singh’s story Pande Kaun Kumati Tohen Laagi foregrounds
a Brahmin, Dharamnath Sashtri’s, one dimensional personality occupied with
profit. His subjectivity is in a control of the market forces. The text highlights
Pande’s psyche deterritorialized from a long established Indian tradition of moral
and religious ethos. Being blinded by greed and accumulative craving, Mr Pande
stands completely decoupled with Nanak’s reformist and revolutionary values,
visions and being. He cannot resist the pull of the market and finds no better
things to take care of than amassing capital and commodities. His act of
converting the puja room into a paying guest with an attached toilet and
dislocating the Shivling on the top of his house just to maximize his profit is very
much a radical withdrawal from his Faith. Pande’s deal completely disregards
the redeeming ethos of Nanak’s Khara/Sacha Sauda® (the true bargain), wherein
Nanak spends the money given by his father for business, on feeding the poor
and the hungry villagers. Despite bearing an aura and image of holy identity, Mr
Sashtri cannot commit himself to any socially empowering undertaking.He in no
way models himself on Guru Nanak and his emancipatory endeavours. Being
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completely obsessed with the self-seeking, he is socially irrelevant and can’t
commit himself to change the lives of the disadvantaged, something that Nanak
undertookas his life’s blue-print, an ethical-political mission.

Conclusion

The foregoing deliberation over the literary narratives should clear that
let alone the ordinary people, even the high profile religious gurus and their
subjectivities are under siege. Since the holy gurus, by virtue of their distinctive
ethical position in society, exercise wide influence on the public,they are
supposed to generate self-enhancing and society enriching cultural contents,
values-orientations, and mindfulness. Now the question is this: if these crucial
figures don’t undertake the robust job of transforming the life of self and society,
then, who else? Probably, they can do and redeem their people if they may
recourse to an examined living, self-reflection, recognition of the right, just and
ethical projects of social formations and transformations that were intrinsic to
Guru Nanak and his configuration of changing the subjects and society. Baba
Nanak had civilizational concerns. He was a public voice, and dared to speak
against injustice, oppression and exploitation. He had courage to live differently
and chart out new paths. So, he got etched into the popular imagination as the
Wahe Guru (Wondrous Preceptor!).
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An Analytical Study of Shri Guru Nanak Dev as the Voice of the
Subaltern

Dr. Kriti Kuthiala Kalia

In the framework of Post-colonial Theory, the term ‘subaltern’ has come
to refer to “those sections of people of communities who are under the command
of the ruling class , subject to the hegemony of dominant groups” (Ashcroft 198)
and therefore pushed to the margins, having no say in the socio-political voice of
the society. Subaltern classes may include workers, peasants and other groups
who are denied access to ‘hegemonic’ power. The primal focus of subaltern
studies has always been an investigation of subordination in its various forms.

Cultural theorists like Antonio Gramsci and Gayatri Spivak used the term
‘subaltern’ to refer to the unrepresented in the society. In the Indian context, the
term acquires an even greater significance as the paradigms of ‘otherness’ in
India have always been manifold, owing to its variety in terms of classes,
religions, languages, castes and so on. For the purpose of this paper, the premise
has been the Indian Subaltern — those oppressed classes and castes of India which
were reeling under not just the oppressive regimes of the tyrant rulers but also
ended up being pushed to the fringes by the prejudiced, puritan practices across
both Hinduism and Islam. This has then been analyzed with the explicit goal of
seeing Shri Guru Nanak Dev’s work as a social movement to establish a society
where no one would be oppressed and the subaltern would be heard.

Guru Nanak Dev is acclaimed as one of the greatest spiritual reformers
who preached love, peace, tolerance, social justice and universal brotherhood.
His travels (udasis) and teachings are ample proof of the empathy that he
displayed towards the populations who were placed outside the hierarchies of
power. He became the voice for the social groups excluded and displaced from
the socio-economic institutions of significance and thereby denied a cultural and
political voice.

When Guru Nanak Dev appeared on the scene in the latter half of the 15™
century, the Indian society was in a lamentable and ramshackle state owing to the
havoc that the domination of the Mughal rulers had wreaked upon India. This
was further worsened by the strict brahminical extremism. The Muslims ruled the
Hindus; taking advantage of their power, they perpetrated much violence and
oppression upon the Hindus, specifically attacking their culture by means of cow
slaughter and demolition of mandirs. While it were mainly the eco-political
reasons that spurred the higher castes (the higher castes refused to partake their
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food, time, ideas with the lower castes because of their intention to keep them
bound in economic and political slavery and to ‘show them their place’), the
common man was blinded by religious whims. Castes rallied against castes, sects
turned on each other. Irrespective of who the perpetrator was, the worst victims
were always the lowermost rungs of the society. The subaltern element in the
Indian society at the time was clearly demonstrated in the glaring disparity
between “the caste arrogance of the twice-born...and the deplorably
contemptuous lot of the once-born (the untouchables)” (Papers on Guru Nanak
127). Guru Nanak Dev mourned this miserable state of affairs:

The Kali-age is the knife, the kings are butchers
And righteousness hath taken to wings."
He further says:
If a man makes a request for God’s sake, nobody hears him
Nanak! Mean now-a-days are men only in shape and name.’

He was tormented by the condition of women being tortured by the
soldiers, subjected to double the subjugation due to their caste as well as gender.
“Broken are their strings of pearls. Wealth and beauty...have now become their
bane. Dishonored and with ropes around their necks, they are carried away by
soldiers.” (Macauliffe 116) Standing up for the oppressed, Guru Nanak Dev
thoroughly condemned the tyranny of the weak kings, the exploitative officials,
the unfair Qazis and oppressors of all other types. He thought it was senseless to
consider those people lower in status “who belong to the working class...and
labour hard to maintain the healthy growth of society [while] the people who
enjoy all luxuries of life at the cost of their labour are considered high caste”
(The Religion of Guru Nanak 142.)

Identifying with the lowest of the low (in fact in many of his verses he
has called himself as such, a humble servant devoted to the service of the God)
he undermined the caste system and eliminated all social distinctions based on
birth. Openly criticizing the unfair and ritualistic caste practices, Nanak worked
tirelessly towards exposing the hypocrisy of superiority or inferiority by virtue of
birth instead of the qualities of one’s character. His strong disapproval of the
hypocrisy of caste conscious Hindus is evident in these lines:

They have sacred marks (#ilak) on their forehead...
They have daggers in their hands and act as world’s butchers;

They earn their living from those they call Malechhas, yet they worship the
Puranas;

...they allow no one to enter their cooking squares...
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But their bodies are already defiled with their foul deeds
And their hearts are false even when they perform ablutions after their meals.’

In challenging the hereditary roots of legacies of the tribe, race and
family, Guru Nanak Dev practiced what he preached and set an example by not
proclaiming his own biological sons, Sri Chand and Lakhmi Das, to be the ‘guru’
after him.

One of the most important contributions of Baba Nanak Dev in
becoming a mouthpiece for the rights of the subaltern population of India was
inspiring in them an initiative to awaken their self-respect and give up their
tendency of defeat and abjection:

Those who merely live, depart in dishonor
Everything they eat is impure.*

This simply means that if one lives a life bereft of self-respect, he is not
worth the salt that he eats. The multitude of social prohibitions and religious
taboos that hollow ritualism fettered the Hindus with, not just nudged them into
bankruptcy but also drained any self-reliance they had possessed. While the high
born justified their oppressive strategies towards the lower castes by claiming it
as their birthright, the latter wallowing in the lack of self-consciousness
submitted without questions to this misery that they considered pre-destined.
Guru Nanak Dev encouraged an attitude of resistance against exploitation as the
primal step to freedom. In the introduction to Papers on Guru Nanak, Dr. Fauja
Singh, says that Guru Nanak Dev “impressed upon them (the subalterns) the
great desirability of leading a life of self-respect. He was greatly pained to find
around him people who behaved themselves in a manner abjectly servile and
abashed.” (v) Guru Nanak Dev went ahead and manifested this very idea
beautifully in the concrete reality of institutions like ‘Sangat’ and ‘Pangat’ (also
known as Guru ka Langar.) The spirit of these concepts, that Guru Nanak Dev
dedicated two decades of his life to, is embodied by people from varied
backgrounds, castes, classes, genders coming together to sit, eat, talk and
exchange ideas without any discriminatory stance or reservations, thereby
bringing them close in thought, deed and service to humanity and hence, service
to God. Guru Nanak Dev’s message was “Kirat Karo, Naam Japo, Vand
Chakkho” (do your work, keep God in your thoughts, share the fruits of your
labor.) Such a message would have definitely prompted men of higher castes to
become more empathetic towards those from the lower ones, thereby
strengthening the moral and spiritual fabric of the society as a whole — the bond
created through breaking bread together would certainly prove to be strong and
enduring against caste and class discrimination.
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Guru Nanak Dev’s position as such a powerful pioneer of societal
improvement was primarily secured by his experiment of Raj-jog, a society-
centered religious life. He was not a mere mystic removed from the troubles of
the world, he was a part of the system that he was attempting to change which is
the most pragmatic approach that one can think of. In his conversation with the
Sidhs of Sumer Parbat, who had completely renounced the world, the Guru
warns:

The world is in the throes of sin and the Dhaul under the earth is crying
for rescue. The Sidhs have hidden themselves in the mountains. The Jogis,
devoid of knowledge, are wasting away their time by rubbing their bodies with
ashes every day and night. The world is lost because there is none to save it from
evil. (qtd. in Papers on Guru Nanak 75)

He was convinced that men should follow their vocations for a smooth
conduct of economic equilibrium in the society as well as to instill a feeling of
self-respect, usefulness and independence in the person.

Bhakti poets like Kabir had attacked the atrocities of the system from
within as they themselves belonged to the subaltern class. Kabir himself
expressed his “trenchant criticism of caste for being based on birth” by saying,
“Kabir, all men mock at me for my low caste.” (The Sacred Writings of the Sikhs
204, 206) Kabir was never heard much by the high castes despite having
professed a communion with the God. He might not have been taken seriously
due to the thought that he wished to denounce something for which the members
of Kabir’s caste had been craving and had failed to get. Even those poets who
belonged to high castes like Ramanand were reduced to sheer declarations of
their own opinions and were not able to generate much public response, unlike
Guru Nanak Dev who became the face of the resilience from within. Dr. Pushpa
Suri opines:

The basic difference lay in the approach to the problem. The high class
bhaktas did not dive very deep into the emotional maelstrom they created, the
lower class bhaktas were mere voices than personalities. Guru Nanak tackled this
problem with the concern of a physician who ...wanted to exterminate the germs
of the disease. (Papers on Guru Nanak 212)

In this, he set himself apart from being a mere religious reformer. The
reformer aims at transformation within the religion, attempting to appeal to the
authorities designated by the religious rubrics. Someone like Guru Nanak Dev,
who was his own authority, became the founder of a religion than just a religious
reformer.

More than his instruction, Guru Nanak Dev proved by his conduct that
he stood for the subaltern, that caste wasn’t designed by God and that no one
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deserved to be oppressed. When he met Bhai Lalo, a carpenter at Aminabad and
chose to stay with him instead of Malik Bhagu, a rich noble whose lavish feast he
immediately declined, his action was severely judged for flouting Hindu
Dharma. It is famously narrated that on being asked why he did so, he held
Lalo’s humble scrapings in one hand and Bhagu’s sumptuous treats in another.
As he squeezed the two, Lalo’s food gave way to drops of milk while Bhagu’s
food started dripping with drops of blood, metaphorically indicating that blood
and life was being choked out of the common people by the corrupt and
oppressive government officials. Guru Nanak Dev also took Mardana, a
Muhammedan Mirasi (a harp player who used to beg) as his inseparable
companion, who accompanied him throughout his udasis. Guru Nanak Dev sang
to the tunes of Mardana’s Rabab(harp) until the latter’s death and then utilized
the services of his son, Shahzada. Bhai Mardana has always been described as a
peculiar companion, always hungry, skeptical and getting into problems from
which Guru Nanak Dev had to deliver him. Given that Mardana was obviously
not as evolved in thinking as Guru Nanak Dev, one may infer a two-fold
metaphorical conclusion. Mardana can be interpreted as Guru Nanak Dev’s alter
ego, worldly and domestic, that in keeping with his concept of Raj-jog, he neither
gave up on nor let it overpower him. Alternatively, Mardana, a subaltern himself,
may be representative of anyone or everyone who seeks God and finds a
perennial guide in Guru Nanak Dev.

The concept of Halemi-raj or the ideal state given by Guru Nanak Dev
was founded in morality, compassion and common welfare and has very strong
undertones of the same ideals that the Marxist philosophy of a classless society
propagates:

Halemi-raj is the restructured society on foundations of equalitarianism
and egalitarianism where there are neither exploiters nor exploited...which seeks
to bestow temporal sovereignty on the common people and involved in statecraft
a liberal order where the temporal power was vested in the Khalsa and the
spiritual power in the Holy Granth (Political Ethics of Guru Granth Sahib xiv’

Thus, it becomes an amalgamation of spiritual and democratic society
where men are their own masters, no one controls the means of production and
hence the means of exploitation and the state is in the service of the common
people, who are extremely aware and conscious of their rights.

Guru Nanak Dev debunked the idea of ‘cooking squares’ — the practice
of ear-marking an area where high caste Hindus would cook and eat and the rest
were forbidden from entering it lest their food should be defiled. He mixed freely
with the lower castes, choosing to share their meals instead of those offered by
the high castes, while the other high caste bhaktas had been contented with
merely the “occasional symbolic acceptance of food from their hands.” (History
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of Sikhs 25) The free community kitchens that he established lent a blow to the
rigidity of caste system everywhere. He didn’t discriminate the high against the
low, the rich against the poor and the ruler against the subject. He paralleled the
low caste shudra to the twice born Brahmin, and considered the subjected non-
Muslim on the same level as the Muslim ruler. In liberating the society from
“fossilized precepts of Hinduism” (Papers on Guru Nanak 215) too, Guru Nanak
Dev laid the foundation of an open and inclusive society. It held “all the
attractions of brotherhood and equality of status on the social front,
congregational prayers which symbolized open church on the religious and the
responsibility of community solidarity on the moral side.” (ibid. 215)

In conclusion, Guru Nanak Dev focused his efforts on ameliorating the
fate of the men and women constituting the mass population rather than the
elites. As a harbinger of spiritual, moral and social awakening, he spoke for those
who were cast aside, who were marginalized and who had lost their right as well
as will to a respectable life of integrity and worth. His philosophy of humanism
with its emphasis on empathy, charity and non —violence shall always stay
relevant as his doctrine of all humans being equal resounds in this beautiful
thought:

Avvali allah nur upai(In the beginning, God created light)
Kudrat de sabh bande(All are creations of Nature)
Ik noor te sab jag upjya (From that one light the world has been born)

Kaun bhaley, kau mandey?(So how can some be good and some evil?)’

Notes

1. Quoted in “Guru Nanak’s Teachings in the Social Context of his Time” in Papers on
Guru Nanak, p 204. Originally from Shri Guru Granth Sahib, Tr. By Gopal Singh,
Vol. I, Shloka M. I, p. 137.

Quoted by M.A. Macauliffe, The Sikh Religion, 1963. Vol.1, P. 75

Quoted in “Society as depicted in Asa di Var” in Papers on Guru Nanak, p. 166.
From Sri Guru Granth Sahib, Shloka M. I, p. 142.

Quoted in Political Ethics of Guru Granth Sahib, p 12.

i

Works Cited and Consulted

e Ashcroft, Bill, et al. Post —Colonial Studies: The Key Concepts. 2" Ed. London:
Routledge, 2000.

e  Bal, Sarjit Singh. Ed.,Guru Nanak in the Eyes of the Non-Sikhs. Chandigarh: Panjab
University Publication Bureau, 1969.

e Banerjee, A.C.Guru Nanak and His Times. Patiala: Punjabi University, 2000.



An Analytical Study of Shri Guru Nanak Dev as the Voice of the Subaltern 217

Grewal, J.S.Guru Nanak in History. Chandigarh: Punjab University Publication
Bureau, 1969.

Kaur, Gurdeep. Political Ethics of Guru Granth Sahib: The Concept of State. Delhi:
Deep & Deep Publications, 2000.

Macauliffe, M.A. The Sikh Religion: Its Gurus, Sacred Writings and Authors.Vols. 1
and II. Delhi: Low Price Publications, 1996.

Singh, Darshan. Indian Bhakti Tradition and Sikh Gurus, New Delhi: New Age
Publishers and Distributors, 1979.

----- . The Religion of Guru Nanak, Ludhiana, Lyall Book Depot, 1970.

Singh, Fauja, and Arora, A.C. Eds.,Papers on Guru Nanak: Punjab History
Conference Proceedings. Patiala: Phulkian Press, 1970.

Singh, Harbans. Ed., Perspectives on Guru Nanak: Seminar Papers. Patiala:
GGSDRS, 1975.

Singh, K. and Singh, T. The Sacred Writings of the Sikhs, Hyderabad: Sangam
Books, 2003.

Singh, Khushwant. 4 History of the Sikhs: Vol I: 1469-1839. 2" Ed. London: Oxford
University Press, 2005.

Talib, Gurbachan Singh. Trans.Shri Guru Granth Sahib. Vols. 1, 11, III, IV. Patiala:
Punjabi University, 1985, 1987, 1988, 1990.



Shri Guru Nanak and Effective Communication: A Theoretical
Analysis

Dr. Bhavneet Bhatti *

Over the centuries, several thinkers, scholars, spiritual guides and leaders
have made immense contribution in curing the ills of a social structure and
remoulding the fabric of society. Amongst the various spiritual leaders, the one
that stands out in not only finding a new religion but also in giving a new
dimension to humanity is Shri Guru Nanak Dev. The founder of Sikh religion
and first Guru of Sikhs, Shri Guru Nanak Dev made an unparalleled contribution
in laying the foundation for a new social order. His word and his message
introduced a new way of thinking, bridged the gap between different social
classes prevalent at that time and gave birth to a new faith that continues to serve
humanity. Shri Guru Nanak’s message also made an immense contribution in the
fields of literature and spirituality. His texts including Babarvaani, Japji Sahib,
Siddh Gosht to name a few, are believed to be masterpieces not only in terms of
the religious communication but also in terms of their literary brilliance.
Moreover, the method of message composition and dissemination, choice of
language, the magnitude of impact, made Guru Nanak’s message one of the best
examples in effective communication. The present paper is an attempt to analyse
the message composition of Guru Nanak with reference to the theories of
effective communication in order to understand the elements which make his
communication effective across geographical boundaries, social strata, time and
age. As one celebrates the 550 year old legacy of Shri Guru Nanak, this becomes
an opportune time to revisit his message and imbibe it with lessons in effective
communication.

As one looks closely at Shri Guru Nanak’s life and message, it becomes
significant to understand the core that made his communication effective. The
fact that his message was able to transcend not only the geographical boundaries
but also the boundaries of age, gender, social class and caste, makes it pertinent
to study the elements of his communication that appealed to diverse audiences
from varying backgrounds. From the content and subject matter of his message,
to the poetic composition and delivery, there is plenty to learn from Shri Guru
Nanak’s message. In fact, along with the verbal communication, his gestures, his
ability to convey message through actions even before uttering any words, all
become a part of effective communication. Along with imbibing his message,
one can also learn from his teachings as to how can one make communication
effective and far reaching. Shri Guru Nanak’s travel, tales related to his
childhood, message of his Baani all hold the key to effective communication.

* Assistant Professor, School of Communication Study, Panjab University, Chandigarh.
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The present paper is an attempt to revist the life and message of Shri Guru Nanak
from the perspective of effective communication to be able to gain insights into
making one’s everyday communication effective.

Shri Guru Nanak’s communication has had a far reaching impact in
various fields of communication including messages of social reform, literary
communication and spiritual communication. Revisiting Shri Guru Nanak’s
message with special focus on his contribution to the social communication
brings to forefront his work as a social reformer. One can hope that Guru
Nanak’s message can help in reinvigorating the present social structures that
seem to crumble under the various social pressures. The present day society
holds several challenges and social issues which can be addressed as one looks
closely into the life and teachings of Shri Guru Nanak. For instance, drug abuse,
addictions and lifestyle issues remain major challenges of the fast moving world
and the message of Guru Nanak can help look at solutions to these problems by
effectively communicating with youth. This is again possible if we are able to
take Guru Nanak’s message to the masses effectively, with reach and adoption as
Guru Nanak did. Secondly, literary communication, which is often seen as a
foundation of an enriched society, has been deeply influenced with the life and
message of Guru Nanak. Thirdly, the concept of Spiritual communication can be
best understood as one looks at the spiritual life and message of Shri Guru
Nanak. As our society is one of the fastest growing and evolving societies with a
majority of youth population, it becomes very essential that this young majority
develops a sense of purpose and direction that can help make a better society.
Shri Guru Nanak’s message on spiritual communication can help in instilling this
sense of purpose and direction.

The present paper will not only help revisit the multi faceted persona and
contribution of Shri Guru Nanak but also help in making concrete suggestions
and recommendations on how the word of Shri Guru Nanak can help enrich the
society on present day and age by making everyday communication more
effective.

Guru Nanak’s Communication vis-a-vis Process of Communication and
Theoretical Foundations of Effective Communication

Communication comes from Latin word ‘Communis’ or ‘Communicare’
i.e. ‘to make common’. Communication can be defined as sharing of ideas,
opinions, expressing yourself through words, symbols and gestures.
Communication has also been understood as the process of creating meaning
between two or more people through the expression and interpretation of
messages. Communication exists in many forms— Intrapersonal Communication,
Interpersonal Communication, Group Communication and Mass Communication.
The most basic and potent form of communication is intra personal
communication, also known as communication with self. Whichever higher form
of communication an individual engages in, he is constantly engaged in intra-
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personal communication. This form of communication is also significant in the
present study as Shri Guru Nanak’s Communication has a deep connect with
intra personal communication. Guru Nanak in his Baani emphasizes on the
significance of thoughts, and communication with self. Inter personal
Communication refers to communication between individuals and Group
Communication refers to Communication in small and large groups. Again both
these forms of communication become relevant to present paper as we look at
Shri Guru Nanak’s communication, his ability to connect with individuals and his
prowess of communicating in small and large groups. Mass Communication
deals with communicating in the mass society. In today’s day and age where Shri
Guru Nanak’s message is being disseminated through various mass and new
media, mass communication theories become important in understanding this
dissemination. Communication can also be seen from the perspectives of verbal
and non-verbal communication. Gestures, body language and non-verbal
communication plays a very important role in making any communication
effective. One finds a number of non verbal cues in Shri Guru Nanak’s
communication. Right from his dress up, his medium of conveying the message,
his actions even before he uttered his words, all are examples of non- verbal
communication and its role in effective communication.

Besides literary brilliance another factor that made Guru Nanak’s
communication effective was the fact that he paid attention towards the receiver.
Shri Guru Nanak’s communication became effective because he focused on
empathy, compassion and people who were receiving the message rather than
mere use of words. A number of instances from Janamsakhi show that Guru
Nanak had the ability to mould his message according to his audience. Effective
Communication occurs when you are able to convey intended meaning to the
receiver. The four basic elements of communication are understood as Sender,
Message, Channel and Receiver. At the most basic level, communication is
understood as a process where the sender encodes and message and the receiver,
decodes, interprets the message before encoding his message in response. A
communication is believed to be effective when this interpretation or
understanding of the message is as per the intentions or expectation of the sender.
Another important concept in effective communication is the concept of
‘meanings’. Scholars have expounded that ‘meanings lie in people and not in
words’'. The statement lays emphasis on the fact that the receivers are extremely
important to the process of effective communication. No matter how brilliant be
one’s command over the language, but if one’s words do not mean the same to
the receiver, as they do to the sender, there is little scope of effective
communication. Shri Guru Nanak’s communication became effective because he
focused on reaching out to the minds of his audiences rather than mere
dissemination of knowledge.

Guru Nanak’s Communication and Seven C’s of Effective Communication
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As one analyses the 7Cs of effective communication vis-a-vis Shri Guru
Nanak’s message composition and dissemination, one realizes that how this
theoretical approach also holds true in case of His communication. ‘Newsom,
Turk and Kruckeberg posited the 7Cs of effective communication as Content,
Context, Clarity, Channel, Credibility, Consistency, Capacity and Capability of
audience’.? Shri Guru Nanak’s communication also helps in understanding this
concept of effective communication. In terms of ‘Content’ Shri Guru Nanak
spoke on social issues which made his content most relevant. The ‘Context’ of
his messages was politically and socially topical. For instance, Babarvaani has a
political comment. The ‘Channel’ of his message delivery was use of raag, music
and poetry, this added to appeal of his message. ‘Credibility’ of his message
comes from the fact that he practised what he preached and thus led by example.
‘Consistency’ came from the fact that He preached his message in varying ways
focusing on the same value. Lastly, ‘Capacity and Capability of audience’
becomes relevant in Shri Guru Nanak’ Communication as he altered his message
as per his audience. His choice of language, his choice of examples and analogies
were based on the common people and common phenomenon around them so
that they would be able to comprehend the message.

Guru Nanak’s Communication and Theories of Religious Communication

The word ‘religion’ comes from the Latin word ‘Religious’ meaning to
bind or tie together. Communication comes from Latin ‘Communicare’ and root
word ‘Communicatus’, meaning to share or make common. Religious
Communication theories point out that the meaning and purpose of life are
derived from a faith tradition grounded in scripture, doctrines, and religious
experiences. Most Western Religious Communication theory evolves from the
Jewish and Christian Traditions. In broadest sense, religious communication is a
process of reconciling people who have been separated from their spiritual nature
with each other and with God and theoretical foundations point out the purposes
of Religious Communication as (a) influencing the audiences to believe in God
(b) Inspiring moral actions based on those beliefs (c) Inculcating a religious
consciousness and identity in audiences’. Thus, the basic purposes of religious
communication fall in line with Guru Nanak’s communication. Guru Nanak was
able to influence his followers and inculcated a belief in existence of One
Supreme Being and in Oneness of God, thus he was successful in (a) influencing
the audiences to believe in God. Further in terms of (b) inspiring moral actions,
Guru Nanak lead by example as he inspired the followers to perform moral
actions by performing those actions himself. He made these actions a part of his
lifestyle and his followers were therefore motivated to perform moral actions.
Thirdly in terms of (c) inculcating a religious consciousness and identity, Guru
Nanak was able to inculcate an identity —Sikh’ — seeker. Thus, the religious
communication theories fall in sync with Shri Guru Nanak’s method of religious
communication.
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Shri Guru Nanak and Persuasive Communication

Persuasive communication can be defined as any message that is
intended to shape, reinforce or change the responses of another or others.* The
basic nature of persuasive communication makes it close to religious
communication as in both cases the attempt is made to reshape or mould the
belief system of receivers. Religious communication has also been linked with
coercion, manipulation and propaganda as over the centuries, religious
propagators have used these mechanisms to influence the beliefs of masses.
However, all these three forms differ from persuasion as the latter is
characterized by free will of the receiver to accept or reject the persuasive
attempt of the sender. Pertinent to mention here is that the uniqueness of Guru
Nanak’s communication and effectiveness also lies in the fact that his message is
adopted with free will and thus falls under the realms of Persuasive
Communication. His persuasion is effortless and is extremely effective as his
message lead to establishing of a new religious faith. His messages are able to
change the belief and value system of people; they not only adopt his way of
thinking with free will but also propagate his message and adopt them as a part of
their lifestyles. Thus, one draws lessons in persuasive communication through
Guru Nanak’s communication. The prime factor in his persuasive communication
becomes his factor of implementer leadership where he leads by example and
explains the value of his message by actions.

Further, Miller identified three dimensions of persuasive activity, the
process of response shaping, response reinforcing and response changing. In
simple words this meant that persuasive communication was intended at shaping
new beliefs in individuals where there was no existent belief system, reinforcing
the existent belief system and changing the existent belief system to new ideas
and value systems. Communication theories provide a foundation to understand
how these dimensions of persuasion can be identified in Guru Nanak’s
Communication. Social learning theories describe how ‘response shaping’ takes
place. The theories explain that in this case individuals base their behaviour by
observing the positive and negative outcomes associated with the ‘model’s
behaviour. The word ‘model’ here refers to the leader who persuades the
audiences to follow his belief system. In case of Guru Nanak’s message and
communication, Guru Nanak shunned social evils and preached openly against
the meaningless religious rituals which oppressed the underprivileged sections of
the society. As narrated in the Janamsakhis, Guru Nanak as a child refused to
wear the jeneau or the sacred thread and questioned the caste system. His action
of refusing to put the sacred thread led to questioning of existing belief systems
and thus began the journey of shaping new beliefs. Further Janamsakhis provide
evidence of how Guru Nanak’s actions led to response shaping amongst his
followers. The second characteristic of persuasive communication is ‘response —
reinforcing’ which means instilling the masses with a faith that the belief system
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they are following is the right path and thus should be sustained. ‘Response-
reinforcing’ plays a central role in the development of our social, political and
religious institutions. Most religious services for example are designed to
reinforce belief in a prescribed doctrine and to maintain lifestyles consistent with
that doctrine.” This characteristic of persuasive communication is again found in
Guru Nanak’s communication, as Guru Nanak found Sikhism and his followers
believed in the doctrine which continues to be a faith today.

Thirdly, persuasive communication is characterized by ‘Response-
changing’ where an individual undergoes dramatic changes in value systems.
Even in a civilized society where there is no dearth of access of knowledge and
learning we find individuals abandoning their belief systems and choosing to
walk a new path of political or religious beliefs. The belief, value and lifestyle
changes that these individuals experience clearly reflect the response-changing
dimension of persuasion. Although some response alteration experiences are
sudden and extreme, most response changing processes evolve slowly over a
period of time. This characteristic is again found in Guru Nanak’s
communication. From his own childhood experience of refusing to wear the
sacred thread, to another janamsakhi where he points his feet towards the Mecca
and talks about omnipresence of God to another incident where he composes
‘Aarti’ at Jaganath Puri, all of these become the initial steps which lead to slow
but long term changes in belief system of his followers.

Thus, one finds that characteristics of persuasive communication are
found in Guru Nanak’s communication and theories of persuasive
communication, and attitude formation hold true when analyzed vis-a-vis
effectiveness of persuasion in Guru Nanak’s communication.

Shri Guru Nanak and Theories of Message Adoption

Communication theories provide a vast literature over how new ideas
and messages are introduced in the society and how they get adopted over a
period of time. Amongst the large body of work, ‘Diffusion of Innovation’ by
Everett M Rogers is believed to be the most relevant in the study of message
adoption in social systems. Analysis of Shri Guru Nanak’s communication vis-a-
vis the theory of Diffusion of Innovation explains how Guru Nanak was able to
effortlessly put new ideas in the society and how the followers not only
appreciated his messages but also adopted them and practised them in a long run.
The theory of ‘Diffusion of Innovation’ explains how new ideas or innovations
are introduced in the society and how they gradually diffuse or become a part of
the society through an adoption process over time. The main elements in
diffusion of new ideas are (a) innovation or the new idea (b) communication
channels (c) time (d) social system.® Although the theory of Diffusion of
Innovation is usually applied to technological innovation and their introduction in
the society, however, in the present context, this theoretical approach is applied
to Guru Nanak’s communication as it helps in analysing how Guru Nanak was
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able to communicate new ideas to the society. The sequential steps in Adoption
process are Knowledge, Awareness, Comprehension, Liking, Preference, Trial
and Adoption. Shri Guru Nanak’s message not only passes the stages of
Adoption but becomes a way of life. One sees the adoption process in Guru
Nanak’s method of message delivery. He assures that his message lead to
awareness and comprehension. He also tries that His message is put to practical
trial through actions and only then people develop a preference and adoption that
is sustainable. This is relevant as the adoption process can be applied to present
day audience to make impact of communication more meaningful.
Elements of Shri Guru Nanak’s Communication

Eleanor M Nesbitt in her book ‘Guru Nanak’ traces the elements that
make Guru Nanak’s Communication effective” Guru Nanak’s communication
has been analysed both in verbal and non verbal terms and a holistic view is
presented as Nesbitt puts across travel, language, music and symbol as the factors
of Guru Nanak’s effective communication. According to janamsakhis Shri Guru
Nanak travelled extensively from Iraq and Mecca to Sri Lanka and Tibet and
how he is able to take his message of oneness of God across geographical
boundaries. His Communication thus achieves the element of reach and hence
achieves wider adoption through Travel. Further, Language becomes an
important factor in effectiveness of Guru Nanak’s communication. In ancient
traditions, dissemination of religious messages was only in Sanskrit or Arabic
which led to a very limited reach. The religious messages were limited only for
intellectuals and highly learned people and not the common man. Guru Nanak
used language that could reach out to the common man. His verses include
phrases from Arabic, Sanskrit, Persian, Braj Bhasha, Hindui and a number of
local dialects which reached out to the common man. The SMCR Model of
Communication focuses on sub-elements of Message as code, content, treatment,
element and structure. Language becomes an important Code and use of Poetry
becomes an essential treatment which makes Guru Nanak’s communication
effective. Closely connected with language and method of message delivery is
the use of music and raag in Guru Nanak’s Communication. Raag in simple
words can be understood as a combination of notes in which Indian music is
based. Shri Guru Nanak used raags and their purpose was not only to embellish
his message but rather they create a message which is more resonant and
memorable. Music helps create emotive meaning which leads to more intense
engagement with the message, perhaps the reason behind Keertan (religious
recital) being a significant part of all religious practises. Finally the use of
Symbol has been seen as an important factor in effective communication. Guru
Nanak gave the concept of oneness of God and the symbol Ek Oankar makes the
message of oneness more effective. It also makes for a striking symbol on paper
and is today often used as a symbol / logo for the Sikh faith.
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Lessons in Effective Communication from Japji Sahib

Japji Sahib composed by Guru Nanak is one of the greatest compositions
in the Sikh Scriptures. Japji Sahib is composed for recitation as litany, and is
written in a mixture of languages®. Japji follows the traditional patterns of
compositions of the times beginning with an invocation to God. It opens with a
statement on the nature of God, his uniqueness and omnipotence and
immortality. The last verse of Japji sums up all that it takes to achieve perfection:
self —control, patience, knowledge and earnest prayer’. Beyond a literary
masterpiece and perhaps the greatest spiritual text, Japji Sahib is also a lesson in
effective communication. If the text of Japji sahib is analysed vis-a-vis
communication, one can draw many lessons in effective communication. From
intra personal and interpersonal communication to business communication, Japji
Sahib can offer a learning in skills that can enrich our communication. Essential
Communication Skills required today include Reading, Writing, Speaking and
Listening. The skill that is usually missed or less practiced is the skill of
‘Listening’. According to Rogers and Roetlisberger, ‘The biggest block to
personal communication today is man’s inability to listen intelligently,
understandingly and skilfully to another person’'’. Communication experts today
believe that if one can delve in meaningful listening, most of the communication
problems can be resolved. It is also discussed that meaningful listening is
possible only when one develops empathy. Here the lessons from Japji Sahib
become relevant. Although Guru Nanak speaks of listening the Name of Supreme
Being, and urges on ‘listening’ from a spiritual perspective but when applied to
communication, one understands the importance and significance of being
empathetic and listening. From the perspective of communication skills, a
practice of ‘listening’ can help in achieving a higher consciousness that can help
in effectively communicating with self and the world.

suni-ai siDh peer sur naath.
Listening - the saints, priests, warriors and recluse.
suni-ai Dharat Dhaval aakaas.
Listening - the earth, its support and sky.
suni-ai deep lo-a paataal.
Listening - the oceans, lands of the world and the nether regions.
suni-ai pohi na sakai kaal.
Listening - Death cannot even touch you
suni-ai pohi na sakai kaal.
Listening - Death cannot even touch you
naanak bhagtaa sadaa vigaas.
O Nanak, the devotees are forever in bliss.
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suni-ai dookh paap kaa naas.
Listening - pain and sin are erased.
(Japji Sahib, Pauri 8) '
Conclusion
Thus, Shri Guru Nanak’s life and message offer an invaluable lesson in
effective communication. As the theories of effective communication, persuasive
communication and message adoption are applied to Guru Nanak’s message, one
learns that the theoretical foundation of effective communication is in sync with
Guru Nana’s message. His message composition and dissemination teaches
lessons in message composition and dissemination for effective communication.
Guru Nanak’s message also offers insights in successful intra personal,
interpersonal and group communication. The theories of communication
composed in the modern world, seem to be streaming from the lessons given by
Shri Guru Nanak centuries ago and revisiting Guru Nanak’s message vis-a-vis
communication theories provides further validation to the exiting theories besides
adding to the lessons in effective communication.
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