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Abstract

The status accorded to women is widely regarded as an important indicator
of the social, cultural, and economic development of a society. Women perform
multiple roles as members of families, workers, educators, caregivers, community
participants, and leaders. Their status is therefore determined not merely by formal
rights but also by their access to education, economic resources, social opportunities,
decision-making authority, and religious and political participation. Historically,
women in the Indian subcontinent experienced numerous forms of social inequality
arising from patriarchal customs, economic dependence, restrictive traditions, and
particular interpretations of religious and social norms. The emergence of Sikhism in
fifteenth-century Punjab introduced an important egalitarian vision. Guru Nanak Dev
Ji questioned social hierarchies based on caste and gender and affirmed the dignity
and spiritual worth of women. The succeeding Sikh Gurus developed institutions and
practices that encouraged women's participation in religious, social, and community
life. Sikh teachings rejected notions of women's inherent spiritual inferiority and
challenged practices associated with female seclusion and marginalization. Women
were recognized as capable of spiritual liberation, religious service, community
leadership, education, social service, and, in different historical circumstances,
political and military leadership. This chapter examines the position of women in
Sikhism through the teachings contained in the Guru Granth Sahib, the contributions
of the Sikh Gurus, Sikh institutions, and the lives of prominent Sikh women. Particular
attention is given to Guru Nanak's philosophy of gender equality, women's spiritual
rights, education, marriage, social participation, and leadership. The chapter also
considers the continuing gap between Sikh egalitarian ideals and some patriarchal
practices found in contemporary society. It argues that Sikh teachings provide a
significant ethical framework for understanding gender dignity, equality, participation,
and empowerment in the modern world.
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Introduction

The position occupied by women in a society provides an important
indication of its level of social development. Women constitute nearly half of humanity
and contribute to economic production, family welfare, education, cultural continuity,
community development, and nation-building. Their status cannot therefore be
assessed solely through their position within the family. It must also be understood in
relation to education, employment, income, property, health, personal autonomy,
political participation, religious participation, and decision-making.

Women's empowerment is closely associated with the extent to which
women exercise control over their own lives and have access to knowledge,
economic resources, social opportunities, and institutional power. Genuine
empowerment requires not only formal equality before law but also meaningful
opportunities to participate in the social, economic, cultural, religious, and political
processes of society.

Historically, women in many societies experienced restrictions on education,
inheritance, mobility, religious participation, and public leadership. Indian society was
no exception. Although women's position varied considerably across historical
periods, geographical regions, communities, castes, and social classes, patriarchal
institutions became deeply influential in many areas of social life. Practices such as
child marriage, restrictions on widow remarriage, female seclusion, son preference,
and limitations on women's education contributed at different times to women's
subordinate social position.

Religion has also been an influential element in shaping social attitudes.
Religious ideas, however, should not be treated as static or uniform. Texts are
interpreted differently across historical periods, while religious principles frequently
interact with local culture, political institutions, economic conditions, caste structures,
and customary practices. It is therefore necessary to distinguish between religious
doctrine and social practices carried out in the name of religion.

Within this broader historical context, Sikhism developed an important
discourse of human equality. Beginning with Guru Nanak Dev Ji in the fifteenth
century and continuing through the succeeding Gurus, Sikh teachings emphasized
the unity of humanity, dignity of labour, service, justice, and equality before the
Divine. One particularly important dimension of this philosophy concerns the status of
women. Sikh teachings challenged assumptions of female inferiority and affirmed
women's capacity for spiritual realization. The institutional development of the Sikh
community further created opportunities for women to participate in religious and
social activities.

The history of Sikhism also contains notable examples of women who
contributed to religious development, community organization, social service, political
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leadership, and military resistance. Bebe Nanaki Ji, Mata Khivi Ji, Mata Guijri Ji, Mata
Sahib Kaur Ji, Mai Bhago, and Sardarni Sada Kaur are among the women whose
lives demonstrate different dimensions of women's participation in Sikh history.

Historical Background: Women in Indian Society

The historical position of women in India cannot be described through a
single uniform narrative. Women's experiences differed according to time, region,
caste, class, occupation, community, and political circumstances. Nevertheless,
historical scholarship documents substantial patriarchal constraints upon women
during many periods.

Early Indian traditions also preserve evidence of learned women. Figures
such as Gargi and Maitreyi are remembered for participation in philosophical
discussions. Over subsequent centuries, however, women's access to formal
learning and public institutions became restricted in many communities. Normative
texts such as the Manusmiriti reflected and reinforced patriarchal conceptions of
family and social organization. Women's lives were frequently conceptualized in
relation to male guardianship—as daughters, wives, and mothers. Such attitudes
contributed to restrictions on women's autonomy.

The condition of widows became particularly difficult in some communities.
Widow remarriage was discouraged or prohibited among particular social groups,
while practices such as sati existed in some regions and periods. Child marriage and
purdah also affected women's mobility, education, and opportunities for independent
development.

It is important, however, not to represent either Hinduism or medieval Indian
society as homogeneous. Religious texts contain diverse positions, and social
practices varied widely. Moreover, women continued to exercise agency within
families, devotional traditions, economic activities, and political institutions. Against
this complex background, the teachings of Guru Nanak and the Sikh Gurus
articulated an explicitly egalitarian spiritual anthropology in which gender did not
determine an individual's capacity to approach the Divine.

Guru Nanak Dev Ji's Vision of Women

Guru Nanak Dev Ji (1469-1539), the founder of Sikhism, questioned social
divisions and inequalities prevailing in his time. His teachings challenged caste
hierarchy, ritualism, exploitation, and discrimination and emphasized the fundamental
unity of humankind.

His position regarding women is powerfully expressed in the celebrated
passage of the Guru Granth Sahib (Ang 473): “From woman, man is born; within
woman, man is conceived; to woman he is engaged and married... Why call her bad,
from whom kings are born?” The significance of this passage extends beyond praise
of motherhood. Guru Nanak questions the logic through which women are socially
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degraded while simultaneously being indispensable participants in human existence
and social continuity.

The verse emphasizes the interconnectedness of men and women. Human
relationships, families, generations, and social institutions cannot exist independently
of women. Gender therefore provides no legitimate basis for assigning inferior
spiritual worth. More fundamentally, Guru Nanak's philosophy locates human value in
one's relationship with the Divine rather than in gender, caste, wealth, or social rank.

The Sikh conception of the Divine as Ik Onkar—the One Reality—provides
the metaphysical foundation of this equality. If humanity originates from one Divine
source and the Divine Light exists within human beings, artificial hierarchies based
upon birth become difficult to justify spiritually. This principle has far-reaching
implications for gender relations. A woman's spiritual potential is not dependent upon
becoming male, nor does being female constitute an obstacle to liberation. Both
women and men are capable of devotion, ethical conduct, remembrance of the
Divine, service, and spiritual realization.

Gender Equality in Sikh Philosophy

Equality is a central ethical principle of Sikh thought. Sikhism emphasizes the
common spiritual origin and dignity of human beings irrespective of caste, social
background, or gender. The Guru Granth Sahib (Ang 605) affirms the Divine
presence in human forms, male and female.

From this perspective, biological difference does not imply spiritual inequality.
Men and women may perform different social or biological functions, but neither
gender possesses inherently greater spiritual worth. Sikhism therefore shifts the
criterion of human worth from inherited social status toward ethical and spiritual
conduct.

The Sikh concepts of seva (selfless service), kiratkarni (honest labour),
vandchhakna (sharing with others), and sarbat da bhala (welfare of all) apply to
women and men alike. Thus, equality within Sikhism is not merely an abstract
proposition. It carries implications for everyday conduct and social institutions and
supports women's dignity and participation in religious, educational, economic, and
community life.

Women's Spiritual and Religious Rights

One of the most significant aspects of Sikh teachings concerning women is
their spiritual equality. Sikh scripture does not establish separate paths to liberation
for men and women. Women may engage in Naam Simran, listen to and recite
Gurbani, participate in Sangat, perform seva, and pursue spiritual realization.

Women can participate in congregational worship, read from the Guru Granth
Sahib, perform kirtan, offer Ardas, engage in religious discourse, and participate in
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Sikh ceremonies in accordance with Sikh principles. There is no theological doctrine
declaring women spiritually polluted because of their gender.

This is particularly significant when considered against historical traditions in
which women were sometimes excluded from particular religious activities. Sikh
thought also rejects the idea that natural biological processes determine spiritual
purity. Menstruation is a normal biological process and does not render a woman
spiritually inferior or incapable of worship. Sikh teachings place emphasis upon inner
purity, truthful conduct, compassion, and remembrance of God rather than ritual
notions of bodily pollution.

Consequently, menstruation provides no theological basis for excluding
women from prayer, scripture reading, langar, or congregational participation. This
approach has important contemporary implications because stigma surrounding
menstruation continues to affect women's dignity and participation in various
societies.

Guru Amar Das Ji and Institutional Empowerment

While Guru Nanak laid the philosophical foundations of gender equality, Guru
Amar Das Ji (1479-1574), the third Sikh Guru, played an especially significant role in
translating egalitarian principles into community institutions. He opposed social
practices that marginalized women, particularly sati and purdah.

Guru Amar Das reinterpreted the meaning of sati, rejecting the idea that a
widow's virtue depended upon dying with her husband. Spiritual worth, in the Sikh
understanding, arises from righteous living rather than ritual self-destruction. He also
opposed the social seclusion of women and encouraged their participation in the
congregation and community.

Of particular importance was the involvement of women in Sikh missionary
and administrative structures associated with the developing Sikh community.
Women participated in spreading the Guru's teachings and in community
organization. The significance of these developments lies in the recognition of
women not merely as recipients of religious instruction but as persons capable of
communicating, organizing, teaching, and leading. Such participation challenged
assumptions that religious authority and public responsibility belonged exclusively to
men.

Education as an Instrument of Empowerment

Education is central to human development and women's empowerment.
Access to knowledge increases an individual's capacity to participate in decision-
making, employment, social leadership, and intellectual life.

Sikh tradition placed considerable emphasis upon learning and
understanding. Guru Angad Dev Ji's development and promotion of Gurmukhi helped

ISBN: 978-81-999799-9-4



Women in Sikhism: A Paradigm of Equality, Dignity and Empowerment 105

make literacy and religious teaching more accessible beyond established scholarly
elites. The Sikh tradition did not establish a theological prohibition against women's
education. Women could acquire religious and practical knowledge and participate in
community activities.

Education is particularly significant from the perspective of gender
empowerment because ignorance and dependence reinforce one another. An
educated woman is generally better positioned to make informed decisions regarding
health, family welfare, economic activity, and children's education. In contemporary
terms, Sikh teachings supporting knowledge and human equality provide a strong
ethical foundation for equal educational opportunities for girls and women.

Marriage and the Concept of Partnership

Marriage occupies an important position in Sikh social life. Sikhism does not
regard marriage as an obstacle to spirituality. Instead, the householder's life provides
a setting in which individuals may practise responsibility, honest work, service, love,
and devotion.

The Sikh marriage ceremony, Anand Karaj, symbolizes a shared spiritual
journey. The four Laavan, composed by Guru Ram Das Ji, describe progressive
stages of spiritual union. The deeper purpose of marriage is therefore not ownership
or domination but companionship and spiritual development.

Sikh principles do not provide religious sanction for dowry as a condition of
marriage. Likewise, widow remarriage is permitted. Marriage does not eliminate a
woman's spiritual individuality or human dignity. The surname Kaur, associated with
Sikh women in the Khalsa tradition, also became an important marker of Sikh
identity. Together with Singh for Sikh men, it contributed to an identity intended to
transcend inherited caste distinctions. For women, Kaur has additionally become a
powerful symbol of dignity and independent identity.

Women, Work and Economic Participation

Economic independence is an important component of women's
empowerment. Without access to productive resources and income, formal
declarations of equality may have limited practical meaning.

Sikhism places great importance on kiratkarni—earning one's livelihood
through honest labour. This ethical principle is not restricted by gender. Historically,
women participated in agriculture, domestic production, community kitchens,
household management, trade-related activities, and charitable work. Their labour
contributed substantially to family and community welfare even when it was not
formally recognized.

Mata Khivi Ji provides an outstanding example. She played a major role in
the development and management of the institution of langar during the period of
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Guru Angad Dev Ji. Langar was much more than food distribution. It represented
equality, dignity of labour, community participation, and the rejection of caste
hierarchy. Mata Khivi's contribution illustrates women's capacity for organizational
leadership and public service. She is also remembered with praise in the Guru
Granth Sahib (Ang 967), making her position particularly significant in Sikh memory.

Prominent Women in Sikh History

Sikh history contains numerous examples of women whose lives
demonstrate spirituality, courage, administration, service, and leadership.

Bebe Nanaki Ji, the elder sister of Guru Nanak Dev Ji, occupies a distinctive
position in Sikh tradition. She recognized her brother's spiritual qualities at an early
stage and supported him during the formative years of his mission. She is often
remembered as among the earliest persons to recognize Guru Nanak's spiritual
authority. Her relationship with him demonstrates intellectual understanding,
affection, faith, and moral support.

Mata Khivi Ji is remembered especially for her contribution to langar.
Through effective organization and compassionate service, she helped strengthen an
institution that remains central to Sikh community life. Her contribution demonstrates
how service can become a form of social leadership.

Mata Guijri Ji occupies a revered place in Sikh history as the wife of Guru
Tegh Bahadur Ji, mother of Guru Gobind Singh Ji, and grandmother of the
Sahibzadas. Her life was marked by extraordinary adversity. During the events
following the evacuation of Anandpur Sahib, she remained with the younger
Sahibzadas, Zorawar Singh and Fateh Singh. Sikh tradition remembers her
steadfastness and faith during their imprisonment at Sirhind. Her life symbolizes
resilience, courage, and commitment to principle.

Mata Sahib Kaur Ji is honoured in Sikh tradition as the Mother of the Khalsa.
She is associated with the historic creation of the Khalsa in 1699 and the addition of
patashas to the Amrit, symbolically linking compassion with courage. Her position
demonstrates the importance accorded to women's participation in the collective
identity of the Sikh community.

Mai Bhago, also known as Mata Bhag Kaur, remains one of the most
celebrated women warriors in Sikh history. According to Sikh historical tradition, she
inspired forty Sikhs who had left Guru Gobind Singh during a period of severe conflict
to return and fight. She participated in the battle associated with Khidrana, later
remembered as Muktsar. Mai Bhago became an enduring symbol of courage,
leadership, determination, and the saint-soldier ideal. Her example challenges the
assumption that military courage or public leadership belongs exclusively to men.

Sardarni Sada Kaur was an influential political and military figure in late
eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Punjab. As a leader associated with the
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Kanhaiya misl, she played an important role in the political developments surrounding
the rise of Maharaja Ranjit Singh. Her career demonstrates that women in Sikh
history could exercise strategic, diplomatic, administrative, and military authority.

These examples collectively show that women were not simply passive
beneficiaries of Sikh social principles. They participated actively in shaping Sikh
history.

Guru Gobind Singh Ji, the Khalsa and Women's Identity

The establishment of the Khalsa by Guru Gobind Singh Ji in 1699
represented a major development in Sikh identity. The Khalsa emphasized
commitment, courage, discipline, equality, and service. Initiated Sikhs were expected
to rise above distinctions based on caste and inherited social hierarchy.

The use of Singh and Kaur contributed to this collective identity. For Sikh
women, the name Kaur carries particular symbolic importance because it identifies
the woman as an individual member of the Sikh community rather than merely
through her relationship with a father or husband. Women, like men, may receive
Amrit and undertake the discipline associated with the Khalsa.

The saint-soldier ideal also carries implications for women. Courage, self-
respect, defense of justice, and resistance to oppression are not masculine
monopolies. The historical memory of Mai Bhago provides perhaps the most powerful
illustration of this principle.

Sikh Ideals and Contemporary Social Reality

An important distinction must be made between religious ideals and actual
social practice. Although Sikh teachings strongly affirm human equality, Sikh
communities exist within wider societies influenced by patriarchal customs.
Consequently, practices inconsistent with Sikh egalitarian principles may still occur
among Sikh populations.

These may include son preference, dowry expectations, unequal inheritance
in practice, gender stereotyping, unequal domestic responsibilities, and under-
representation of women in some institutional leadership positions. Jakobsh (2003),
among other scholars, has examined tensions between gender ideals and historical
or contemporary practices within Sikh communities.

Recognizing such tensions does not diminish the egalitarian character of
Sikh teachings. Rather, it highlights the continuing challenge of translating theological
principles into lived social equality. The distinction between Sikh doctrine and Punjabi
cultural practice is particularly important. Customs followed by Sikh families cannot
automatically be treated as requirements of Sikh religion. Where cultural practices
discriminate against women, the egalitarian principles contained in Sikh teachings
can themselves provide resources for reform.
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Contemporary Relevance and Women's Empowerment

Gender equality remains a major international development objective. The
United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 5 seeks gender equality and the
empowerment of women and girls. Contemporary understandings of women's
empowerment emphasize education, health, economic resources, freedom from
violence, participation in decision-making, political representation, and equality before
law.

Many of these concerns resonate strongly with the ethical principles found in
Sikhism. The Sikh tradition contributes to contemporary gender discourse by
establishing spiritual equality, emphasizing human dignity, encouraging participation,
connecting empowerment with service and responsibility, and preserving female role
models who demonstrate leadership and resilience.

In the modern era, Sikh women participate in education, medicine, law,
science, entrepreneurship, public administration, politics, armed forces, social
activism, sports, and religious scholarship. Yet contemporary empowerment requires
continued institutional effort. Equal access to education must be accompanied by
economic opportunity. Legal inheritance rights must be reflected in actual family
practice. Religious equality should be accompanied by meaningful participation in
institutional leadership. Opposition to dowry must move from principle to consistent
social practice.

Thus, the contemporary relevance of Sikh gender philosophy lies not merely
in celebrating historical teachings but in applying them to present social conditions.

Sikhism as an Ethical Framework for Gender Justice

The Sikh conception of gender equality can be understood as part of a
broader philosophy of social justice. Guru Nanak's question—why denigrate the
woman from whom rulers themselves are born?—is ultimately a challenge to unjust
hierarchy. Its logic extends beyond women. Sikh teachings challenge discrimination
based upon caste, status, birth, and inherited privilege.

Women's empowerment within this framework is therefore connected with
the wider Sikh ideals of equality, dignity of labour, justice, service, and collective
welfare. The institution of Sangat represents spiritual community, while Pangat—
sitting together to share langar—embodies social equality. Together they
demonstrate that equality must be experienced through social relationships rather
than confined to philosophical statements.

For gender justice, the same principle applies. Equality becomes meaningful
when women have genuine opportunities to learn, work, worship, lead, own resources,
participate in decision-making, and live free from discrimination and violence. Sikh
philosophy therefore offers not simply a declaration of women's worth but an ethical
basis for creating institutions in which dignity can be realized in practice.
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Conclusion

The status of women remains one of the most important indicators of social
progress. A society cannot achieve comprehensive development while restricting the
opportunities, dignity, autonomy, and participation of a substantial proportion of its
population.

The emergence of Sikhism in fifteenth-century Punjab contributed a
significant egalitarian perspective to the religious and social history of South Asia.
Guru Nanak Dev Ji challenged the logic of female inferiority and affirmed women's
fundamental spiritual dignity. His celebrated question, “Why call her bad, from whom
kings are born?” continues to provide a powerful critique of gender discrimination.

The succeeding Sikh Gurus developed and institutionalized principles of
equality through religious participation, community organization, education,
opposition to oppressive customs, and the creation of institutions based upon service
and human dignity. Guru Amar Das Ji's opposition to sati and purdah and the
participation of women in missionary and community responsibilities illustrate the
practical dimensions of this philosophy. The Khalsa tradition further emphasized a
collective identity intended to transcend inherited hierarchy, with Kaur becoming an
important marker of Sikh women's identity and dignity.

The history of Sikh women reinforces these principles. Bebe Nanaki Ji
demonstrated spiritual insight and support; Mata Khivi Ji exemplified organizational
leadership and service; Mata Gujri Ji embodied courage and steadfastness; Mata
Sahib Kaur Ji occupies an honoured position in Khalsa tradition; Mai Bhago
demonstrated extraordinary military courage and leadership; and Sardarni Sada Kaur
exercised substantial political and strategic authority.

At the same time, a distinction must be maintained between Sikh ideals and
the social practices of communities influenced by broader patriarchal cultures. The
continued presence of dowry, son preference, gender stereotyping, unequal property
practices, or limited female representation in some institutions cannot automatically
be attributed to Sikh doctrine. Indeed, Sikh principles of equality provide a basis for
challenging such practices.

In the twenty-first century, the Sikh understanding of women's dignity retains
considerable relevance. Contemporary development discourse recognizes that
gender equality requires more than formal legal rights. Women must have access to
education, economic opportunities, resources, leadership, decision-making, and
freedom from discrimination and violence.

The ultimate significance of Sikh teachings on women therefore lies not
merely in their historical context but in their continuing ethical message. Equality
must be translated from belief into practice. The vision articulated by Guru Nanak and
developed within the Sikh tradition calls upon society to recognize women not as
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dependents or secondary participants but as equal human beings, spiritual seekers,
decision-makers, workers, leaders, and contributors to collective welfare. A society
guided by such principles moves closer to the Sikh ideal of Sarbat da Bhala—the
welfare of all.
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