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Prabhsharanbir Singh

SAKHI, VYAKHYA AND THE SELF:

SOME REFLECTIONS ON ‘CHAUBOLE

MAHLA 5’

This essay probes the interplay between gurbani, sakhi and the human self. It attempts to
show that a study of textual nuances (in this case the meaning of the word Chaubole) can
sometimes be helpful in detheorizing varied conceptualizations of language, subjectivity
and love in relation to the human body-self. While many of the prevalent methodological
techniques in scriptural analysis are informed by the culture of modernity and are founded
on supposedly universal notions of language as a tool of rational communication, I argue
that this need not always be the case. The language of the Guru Granth Sahib, for
example, stirs multiple effects in the human subject that urge us to tread a path of spiritual
love. Sakhis are seen here not as mere myth, which conveys meaning through metaphor, but
as vehicles that deliver the force of spiritual teachings right up to the door of the reader’s
subjectivity. This force empowers the subject’s spiritual quest and it exists in the form of a
charged language that retains the capability of transforming the self. This is one reason
why I have chosen to write this essay in a language other than English. Interpretive frame-
works imposed by the global spread of English through several centuries of colonialism can
only be counteracted by resurrecting the particularities of oppressed, silenced and muti-
lated languages.

The essay seeks to challenge two major strands of interpretation of Sikh Scripture:
sampardai (traditional) and adhunik (modern), through an intimate reading of Chau-
bole, a bani by Guru Arjun, the fifth Guru of the Sikhs. My basic postulate is that
the singular nature of the verses of the Guru Granth Sahib demands a different
method of interpretation, which is strictly speaking not a method, but rather an
orientation of one’s own self towards gurbani in order to let it become inhabited
by the transformative powers of scriptural verse. The word Chaubole is used as the
title of the bani in such a way that its exact meaning remains indeterminate. Chaubola
is the name of a Chhand (a particular type of poetic composition). Although it has
around seven different versions, the Chaubole bani does not match with any of the
versions of Chaubola Chhand. Instead, it is constructed according to an altogether
different form of poetic composition called Dohra. This leads one to question why
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the title of this bani is Chaubole, since there does not seem to be any apparent reason
to do so.

Sampardai interpretation connects the origin of this bani with a particular
instance in the life of Guru Arjun Dev Ji, specifically a dialogue that took place
between four persons – Samman, Musan, Jamal and Patang. On the other hand, a
modern interpreter, Prof. Sahib Singh rejects this story and insists that the title is
chosen because this bani is composed in Chaubola Chhand. However, Sahib Singh
fails to notice that the applied Chhand in this bani is not Chaubola but Dohra. I
have tried to revive an altogether different meaning of the term Chaubola,
wherein it means ‘to speak with a lover’s enthusiasm’ and seems to be more in
accordance with the spirit of this bani.

My examination of Sahib Singh’s motivation behind such an interpretation led
me to a critique of the modernist/orientalist methods of studying scripture that
he has applied in his works. The modernist stance, which has its roots in imperialist
discourse, borrows its methodology from the natural sciences and regards scripture
as an object of study that can be analyzed by a Cartesian subject. This modernist/
colonialist method of interpretation has also been functional in neutralizing the
political potential contained within the Sikh scripture. This approach mistakenly
takes the process of translation as being transparent and tries to adjust every language
in its supposedly universal theoretical frameworks.

Taking a lead from Jacques Derrida’s statement (2002) that in order to fight the
colonial principle one has to treat every language differently, I have endeavored to
find an alternative way to comprehend Sikh scripture – one that gives credence to
the transformative aspect of the verses of Guru Granth Sahib which repeatedly call
the subject to open itself up to experience a union with a lover, a theme that is
present in Chaubole as well. Such a reading requires a subject that is fluid, open
and always ready to be transformed, whereas modernist reading presupposes a
static and isolated subject.
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Notes

1

2 Encyclopedia of Sikhism
‘PHUNHE, plural of phunha, a word derived from the Sanskrit punha meaning
‘again’, is the name of a poetic metre in which a particular term or phrase
occurs repeatedly in each chhand or may be in each verse of a poem; in the
Guru Granth Sahib it is the title of a composition comprising twenty-three qua-
trains, following the Gatha verses. The term repeated in Guru Arjan’s Phunhe is
Harihan which is also said to be another name of the Phunha poetic measure.
According to a tradition, Harihan was also the name of Guru Arjan’s Sister-in-
law (wife’s sister). These verses were, it is said, addressed by the Guru to her
as she wanted, in compliance with a Punjabi custom, to hear some verses from
the bridegroom (Guru Arjan) at the time of his marriage. Modern exegetes inter-
pret the term to signify he hari (O Hari, i.e. O God)’.

3
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