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~ OME of the essays included in this book being 
~ about the modern movements among the Sikhs, 

they must appear very controversial. My only 
defence is that I have tried to be fair even to those 
who might differ from me. I have set down nothing 
in malice or prejudice, and I would expect my readers 
to exercise their judgment fairly and squaiely. After 
all somebody has to give facts even about recent 
times, and the present generation should not be 
allowed to grow up in ignorance about the great 
upheavals through which our community has passed. 
We must learn to bear with opinions, even if they 
happen to be opposed to our own. This is the only 
way to learn and to judge. 

I shall heartily welcome any corrections of fact 
or opinion which sympathetic readers may have to 
suggest. 

T. S. 
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GURU NANAK 

Guru Nanak's sympathetic way of dealing with 
the existing religions of the world is often misinter
preted by those superficic1l ohst rvers of Sikhism who 
see in our great Guru nothing more than a reformer, 
who carried a message of peace for every body, and 
who found here nothing to quarrel with. His large
ness of view, in holding all men equal before Godi 
is brought forward to witness that he recognised no 
defects in the prl"v.iili11g systems of belief. The 
popular opinion about him is tlwt he was a great 
Faqir, like so many others who from time to time 
have been appearing in India to enrich its sacred 
literature and reawaken for a time the love of God in 
the minds of its people. It is said that if his own 
work was creative in any wa~ it was only on the 
social side, i. e., it wa,.: only corruptions in society 
that he attacked, not the doctrines on ,vh ich that 
social system was based. 

Yet, if he had nothing construc-tive, his powers 
·--let them have been as transcedent as they would 
-must have passed away unproductive and blighted, 
as has happened in so many cases, as Swami Ram 
Tirath, Tolstoy, etc. If he had brought with him no 
new truth, no new support for the-tottering humanity, 
we, his followers, would have lived our little day 
among the ignoble sects of an effete civilisation and 
would have passed off and been heard of no more. 
If I then, Sikhism has made a mark among the 
religions of the world and if it is destined to hold its 
groun_d loftily in future, it must have had, in spite of 
what 1t appears now 1 a substantial originality given 
to it by its founder. 
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Guru Nanak, upon his advent, found religion a 
seething mass of moral putrefaction. He detected 
among its elements a certain superstition, which 
would make out an end of everything which was first 
intended only as a means. He saw living spirit 
dried up into formula:, and formula:, whether of 
mechanical worship, or meritorious readings, or 
contracts of reward and punishment, were ever so 
contrived as to escape making any over-high demands 
upon conscience. He struck at the root of this 
superstition by demanding truth in faith and spirit 
in workship. He cleared away everything that 
encumbered the relation between Cod and man. He 
recognised no incarnation. no direct revelation, no 
human intercession on behalf of man in the court of 
heaven. He preached Purity, Jnstic~. Goodness. He 
held out no promise!: in this world except those 0 £ 
suffering, as his successors and followers were to 
suffer, rejoicing that they \Vere counted worthy to 
suffer for His sake. He held out no promises even 
in the next world, of the "Houris of retiring 
glances,'' or the "Kama Dhenu," or the _"Kalpa Tree,·' 
but the meeting of the Loved One Himself. It was 
to be with God-to lose one's self in Him. The 
ideal of life, the measure _of salv~tion, he taught, is 
not happiness or peac~ ~f r:nind. 1 ° serve • God and 
be able to love Him 1s in itself better than nappiness. 
though it be with wounded feet, and bleeding brows: 
and hearts laden with sorrow. . 

There were many other ways 10 which he brought 
true knowledge to bear upon the problems of life. He 
separated pedantic Philosophy fro_m Religion, and 
declared it to be a mere gymn:1st1cs of the mind. 
Religion was thus to be_ less :1 matter of intellect 
than of spirit. The practice of Yoga many do very 
well for emptying the mind of desires, but it gives 
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only a negative result. Man remains removed from 
the love of God as much in this stupid nothingness 
as when he is troubled by various desires. Therefore, 
he substituted music, the singing of God's praises, for 
Yoga as a means of linking the soul of man with God. 

He gave another lesson in positive virtue which 
was a great improvement upon the established rules of 
conduct. There are always two sorts of duties: what 
we ought to do and what we ought not to do. The 
world had very early recognised the latter. and many 
very beautiful sets of commandments, like the Jewish 
decalogue, have come down to us. But by concen
trating all their attention on one side of the matter 
the people had contrived to forget that any other 
side existed at all. Thou shalt not kill, thou shalt not 
steal, thou shalt not lie, thou shalt not do this or 
that-this was all that was understood bv Dharma 
or Duty. This emphasis on the negati~e side of 
virtue led to the adoption in the East of asceticism 
as the highest ideal of life, which ultimately meant 
the negation of all manly duty. Guru Nanak preached 
a more positive truth. He substituted Love for all 
the intricate doctrines of faith. And this love meant 
service: 

Only service done within this world shall win us a place 
in hcavcn.-Sri R,,g, 

His followers soon profited by this teaching. 
One can see no higher record of service in the annals 
of nations than that shown by the· Sikhs, who were 
taught to annihilate the thought of self and to utilize 
all their energies in the service of God and humanity. 

Then take the relati,:m of man with God, as 
preached by Guru Nanak. Man and woman are equal 
before one another and before God. \Voman became 
tnore sacred, her dignity even higher than that of 
man, so much so that our Guru could not adore God 
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btit in h~r disguise. Christ could not think of a 
better relation between God and man than of a 
father and son. \Vith Guru Nanak, however, a wife's 
constancy to her husband represented more befitting
ry the rehtion between a faithful man and God. A 
son may 1wt be the constant companion of his fathc:r 
after his marriage; but the wife is always wife, always 
constant, always seeking support of her Lord and 
Love. D1iring the foreign tyranny the effect of 
oppression \Vas the worst on Indian females. \Vhat 
was sadder still, they had lost respect even in the 
eyes of th~ir own kinsmen. But, with the advent of 
Sikhism, w:1erc.: man becanw more precious in the 
sight of ma.1, woman too gai1_1ed a dignity and respect, 
which thou.~h not amounting to that exaggerated 
worship so consl?icuous in the \Vest, was yet 
an unprdcedented 1mprovemc-nt on the relation exist
ing between the sexes in India. The result was 
kind of chivalry unlike anything that had appeare; 
in Europe or in lhjastban. The Sikh became . 
knight, wh·, had no personal motive, no passion ~ 
worldly love, to inspire him in the performance of ,/: 
duty. The sight of wronged innocence or oppress ~ 
weakness was itself sufficient' to move him to acti e 
The Arthuri,i.n legends and the Carolingian rorna 1on. 

' , r ces 
may be likened to the adventures of Raja RasaJu d 
the Amadis romances to the t.1les of Rajastha abn 

h •. k' I . 1 1· d n' u t for t e Sr 11 c 11va ry we c:an rn nn parallel Tl 
knig-hts of all other chivalri,~s belong- to the c. 1~ 
!{allant Indra, but the Sikh knights helon o~rt ~ 
court of-whom else but G1iru :-Janak. g O t e 

\;\/oman also gained lier religious right SI 
had been denied practicai!v all share in im·rn' s.t 

1
. le 

SI h d I 1. •. or a 1tv 
. 1e a no persona re rgron: no spiritual ·. · 
b.1. 1 . . I respons1-

1 rty, oo c ,um, no put 111 I 1e law of G d Sh 
d . d II I l · · 0 

• ~ e was en1e a access to 10 \' scrrr1t11res Sh · 
· · e was to 
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remam content with the mere performance of 
<lomestic. social and individual duties, never to 
vivify or heighten them by the rays of God's eternal 
love. Poor Indian woman I Even in her happiest 
lot th~re is always left a void in her heart, which an 
e\·er-active piety alone can fill; and she whose portion 
is to suffer, whose lot is lonely, Oh! what misery must 
be hers, unlt:ss she can lean upon her God, and draw 
from 1-:1 is word the blessed conviction that she is 
not forgotten, that His love, His tenderness, are hers, 
far bc:v,llld the foeble conceptions of earth. Guru 
i,anah: fdL ior the suffering of womankind and gave 
t!iem their full share in the go~dness of God. Re
ligious congregations were thrown open to them. They 
were to partak~ freely in all the religious and secular 
observances, and no social custom was to hinder them 
in doing so. Sikh women are to this day seen 
a1t,~ndi11g all occasions of public worship, all confe
rences. along with members of the other sex; and 
their conjoint as well as alternate singing, in which 
they utti-n lead the chorus, must move the heart of 
an~· man who wants to see what Guru Nanak did 
for womankind. 

YI an, who was told before that the body, being 
th•~ S'H1rce of :;in, was to be condemned, that his 
1>mti11uing to live in the· world was a crime, now was 

. t.inght bv the Guru to believe that his body was the 
kn1ple of the SupremP. Being, and that, as such. 
i!1stead of being mortified, it de.served to be cherished 
.is a precious gift of God. 

Guru ~anak's conception of God was also a 
:{reat improvement. He avoided the pitfalls into 
which the people of both East and \Vest and fallen. 
The Arvans in the East who believed in the imma
n_L,n-::c of God were not trne monotheists. They were 
either p:u1theistic or polytheisic. Sometimes, when 
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their thought~ . in their hi_ghest flights transcended 
these sensuahz111g tendencies, hey reached a kind of 
monism which was too abstract for human nature's 
daily use. And the Semitic people in the \Vest, who 
believed in one God, conceived of Him as outside and 
above Nature. V/ith them God was not an imma
nent but a transcendental Being: not an abstract 
idea o~ a moral force, but a personal Being, capable 
of bemg loved and honoured. This belief, when 
acted upon by the Hellenistic influences which were 
surcharged with the idea of immanence came to 
acquire the same polytheistic tenden~y as was 
prevalent among the Aryans in the East. The God 
of Christians came to figure as a Trinity· inculding a 
human being on earth in the person of 

1
Jesus Christ. 

The Semitic instinct, however, restricted the 
incarnation of the Deity to one occasion only, and 
saved the Christians from becoming polytheists. 

The Sikh Gurus combined the ideas of immanence 
and transcendence, without taking away anything 
from the unity and the personal character of God: 

O ! give rue, ,!!ive me !!Orne intelligenee of my 
Beloved. 

I am bewildered nt the diffP.rent accounts I bear 
of Him. 

Some say that He is altogether outside the world; 
others that He is altogether contained in it. 

His colour i!f not seell; His featurt>s cannot be mnde 
011t: 0 happy wives, tell me truly:-

He lives in everything; He dwells in every heart; 
yet He is not blended with anything; He is 
separate. 

Guru Nanak's moral laws are written on the 
tablets of eternity. They are not made up of human 
ideas and notions about things, which the mere 
increase of knowledge makes incredible. They are 
not mixed up with absurd miracles, revelations and 
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miscalculations about the creation of the world. The 
world may change its theories of life, it may over
haul the whole relations of science, history and what 
is received as religion, but Sikhism will not have to 
undergo any the least change in its creed. 

With all this we yet feel that there is something 
wrong with us who profess to believe in Sikhism. 
How those high feelings ebbed away and the Sikhs 
became what we know them to be, 'we are partially 
beginning to s_ee. It seems, from our experience, that 
there is ·no doctrine· iri itself so pure, but that the 
meaner nature which is in us can ·disarm and distort 
it, and can adapt it to its own littleness. Our minds 
take shape from our hearts, and the facts of moral 
experience do not teach their own meaning but 
submit to many readings according to the power of 
understanding which we bring with us. The want 
of a clear perception of Sikhism has involved many 
of its followers in strange anomalies in the past, and 
still we have not done with them. These 
anomalies can be easily resolved if they are referred 
constantly to the word of God handed down to us by 
Guru Nanak. 



GURU NANAK'S f{ELIGION 
IN HIS OWN WOl<DS 
ONLY ONE WAY FOR ALL 

The way of Yogis is the way of philosophy. and 
that of Brahmins to read the \'edas; 

The way of K~hatryas is the way of bra"·ery, and 
that of Sudras is to serve others ; 

But to one who understands t_2e matter, there i~ 
one and the same way for all.-Asa•di-Va,·. 

WHAT IS THAT WAY? 

Religion does not consist in mere words: 
He who looks on all men as equals is religious. 
Religion does no consist in wandering to tombs 

or places of cremation, or sitting in different pnstures 
of contemplation ; 

Religion does not consist in wandering f ro111 

country to country, or in bathing at sacred places; 
Abide pure amid the impurities of the world ; 

thus shalt thou find the way of religion.-Siihi. 

THE IDEA OF PURITY 

The heart gets impure with greed, and the tongue 
with lying: 

The eyes get impure by starig at another's 
wealth, his wife or her beauty ; 

The ears get impure by devouring the slander 
of others. 

Nanak, these impurities lead the soul of man 
bound to hell. 

All other impurity supposed to be contracted from 
touch is superstitious. 

Birth and death are ordained ; we come and go 
by His will. 

All eating and drinking, which God gave as 
sustenance, is pure. 
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Nanak, those who have realised this through the 
Guru do not believe in that impurity.-Asa-di- Var. 

They are not to be called pure who only wash 
their bodies: 

Rather are they pure, Nanak, who enshrine the 
Lord in their hearts.-Asa-di-Var. 

He who worships stones, visits places of pilgri-
mage, dwells in forests, 

Renounces the world. only wanders and wavers. 
How can his filthy mind become pure ? 
He who meets the True One shall obtain honour. 

-:--Dha11asri Ashtpadi. 

GOD Al\D HIS l<ELATION \VITH THE Cl{E:\ TION 

. The one Supreme Being, of the true Name, the· 
Ci:eator, devoid of fear and enmity. immortal, unborn, 
self-existent and the Enlightener; by His grace.-Japji. 

He created the Avatars by His will.-Maru Sol he. 

He Himself is the creative agencies, like the 
i\Iaya, the \Vord and Brahma; 

He Himself is Truth, Beauty and the eternal 
yearning of the heart after Goodness.-.Jaj,jr. 

God is self-existent; so is His Name. 
Beside Himself He made Nature. wherein He 

has His seat and looks on with fondness.--A:-:a-di-Var. 

He who fashioned the body· of the I<.eal is also 
the creator of the five elements and their master. the 
Mind.-S11lzi Chhant. . 

In the beginning came Air from God; then from 
Air, \Vater; 

From \V,ater was created the Cniverse, with 
individualized life inspired by Spirit.-Sri Rag. 

Real are _Thy universes, regions, 
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Countries and created objects. 
Real are Thy works and Thy purposes, 
Thy rule and Thy administration, 
Thv orders and Thy edicts, 
Th)' mercy and the mark of Thy acceptanc: .. 
Hundreds of thousands. millions upon millions 

call upon Thee as the true lfoality. . 
All forces and energies are from that Reality. 
Thy praise and glorification is of real worth. 
Thy laws of Nature, 0 true King, are real. 
Those who worship the true Reality are real-: 
Only those who worship what is born and dies 

are most unreal.-Asa-di-Var. 

\Vhatever is seen or heard is in the order of 
Nature; so is the consciousness of fear and comfort. 

The nether regions, the heavens, and all the 
forms in creation came in the course of Nature ; 

So did the Vedas, the Puranas, the Western Books 1 

and all the ways of thought, 
. .\nd all the ways of ~·ating, drinking, dressing, 

and all the \\·ays of love. 
Nature prevails in the animal kingdom, its 

species, genera and colours. 
Nature works in the virtues and evils of men. m 

their feelings of honour and dishonour. · 
Nature works in the air, the water, the fire and 

the dust of the earth. 
Thy Nature works everywhere ; Thou art the 

\faster of Nature ; Thou the Creator: Thy Name is 
the holiest of the holy. 

Nanak, God looks to everything with His will: 
and works most intelligently.-Asa-di-Var. 

Bless Thee, 0 Thou indv,·eller of Nature ! 
Thy ways are inscrutable. 
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In all orders of beings is Thy light, and all order,; 
are in Thy light: Thou fillest all things by an art 
that is artless.-Asa-di-Var. 

The body is the palace, the temple, the house of 
God: into it He puts His Eternal light.-Malar. 

The body is tile· earth ; the wind speaks therein. 
Consider, 0 wise man, what it is that dies.-
It is the contentious and proud Cnderstanding : 
The conscious Soul dies not.-Gauri. 

We earn our body from our parents, 
And get it inscribed with tbe gifts of Spirit and 

the tendency to rise ; 
But by coming in contact with worldliness we 

lose the higher consciousness.-Maru. 

HIGHEST OBJECT OF LIFE TS TO LOVE GOD 

He alone lives who enshrines the Lord rn his 
heart.-Var Majh. 

If a man loves to see God, what care;; he for 
Salvation or Paradise !-Asa. 

0 my soul, how can you be saved without Lo\"e ? 
-Sri Rag. 

Those who are attached to the three qualities. of 
Peace, Desire and Passion, have to be born and die 
;-igain and again. 

All the four Vedas talk of the phenomenal nature 
and describe the three conditions, 

But the fourth unconditioned state is known from 
the true Guru alone. 

By loving God and serving the Guru man is 
sa.ved, and does not have again and again to be born 
and die. 
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Everybody talks of the four objectives, and the 
Smrities and the Shastras, together with the Pundits 
who read them, do the same. 

But without the Guru the meaning of the true 
objective is not found. 

The object of salvation is obtained from the love 
of God. - Ga11ri. 

HOW TO LOVE GOD? 

\Vhat shall we offer to Him that we may behold 
His council-chamber? 

What shall we utter with our lips, which may 
move Him to give. us His love?-

In the ambrosial hours of the morn meditate on 
the grace of the True Name, 

For, your_ good actions may procure for you a 
better birth, but salvation is from Grace alone.-Japji. 

\Ve should worship the Name, believe in the 
Name, which is ever and ever the same and true.
Sri Rag. 

By praising God we get established a bond with 
Him.-Var .Ua_jh. 

LOVE :YIEA~S SERVICE 

Those who love the Lord, love everybody.
\Vadhans. 

There can be no love of God without active 
service.-Japji. 

We should do active service within the world, 
if we want a place in Heaven.-Sri Rag. 

We cannot get to Heaven by mere talk; we must 
practise righteousness, if we want salvation .-Majh. 
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CHARACTERISTICS OF GOD'S SEin-ANT 

True serrvice can be rendered only by those who, 
free of all personal ambition and in perfect content
ment, pay homage to truth alone. 

They refrain from treading in the path of evil, 
and doing good practise honesty. 

They have broken the bonds of worldliness, and 
eat and drink moderately.-Asa-di-Var. 

Nanak, life is most fruitful, when we meet with 
those who practise humility and gentleness even 
while they are strong.-Sri Ra,:. 

Sweetness and Humilitv are the essence of all 
virtue.-Asa-di-Var. · 

Faith and Resignation are the characteristics of 
the holy; Patience is the virtue of ange]s.-Sri Rag. 

By conquering the mind, we conquer the world 
-Japji. 

\Vithout the fear of God none shall be saved. 
His fear keeps the love for Him in good trim.

Gauri Guareri. 

All men are liable to err; it is only God or the 
Guru who is above error.-Sri Rag. 

EGO RESPONSIBLE FOR ERROR-ALSO FOR VIRTGE 

Governed by his free will man laughs or weeps; 
Of his free will he begrimes or washes himself; 
Of his free will he degrades himself from the 

human order; 
Of his free will he befools himself or becomes ,.,ise. 
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Self-assertion gives man his individuality and 
leads him to action ; 

It also ties him down to the world and send~ 
him on a round of births and deaths. 

Wherefrom comes this assertion of self? How 
shall it leaves us ? 

It comes to man from the "·ill of God, and 
determines his conduct according to his antecedents. 

It is a great disease, but its remedy also lie:= 
within itself. 

When God sends grace to man, he begins to 
obey the call of the Guru. 

Nanak says: Hear ye all, this is the way to cure 
the disease.-Asa-di- Var. 

GIVE UP EGOISM 

There are lowest men among the low. 
Nanak shall go with them; what has he got to 

do with the great ? 
God's eye C1{ mercy falls on those who take care 

of the lowly. -Sri Rag. 

Nonsense is caste, and nonsense the titled fame. 
-Var Sri Rag. 

What power has caste? It is work that is 
tested.-Majh. 

Nanak, nobody is without some worth.--Ramllali. 

How can you call woman inferior, when it is 
she who gives birth to great men?-Asa-di-\/ar. 

GIVE U,P ALL ERROR OF CUSTO!VI :\ND THOUGHT 

Put away the custom which makes vou forget 
the Loved One.-Var Vladha11s. 
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~1y friend, the enjoyment of tsh~t food is evil 
which gives pain to the body and evil thought to 
the mind. 

Mv friend. the wearing of that dress is evil which 
gives p~in to the body and evil thoughts to the mind. 
-Sri'. RaR. 

FOLLOW TRUTH 

Truth is the remedy of all; only Truth can wash 
;iway our sins.-Asa-di-Var. 

Falsehood exhausts itself: only Truth prevails in 
the end.-Ramkali. 

Truth never gets old.-Var Ramkali. 

Truth is higer than everything, but higher 
still is true-living.-S,·i Rag. 

That is being true, when the True One is in the 
heart;· 

When the filth of falsehood departs, and life 
is made dean. 

That is being true, when man fixes his love on 
Truth, 

And finds pleasure in hearing of the Name; thus 
is it that he Jinds himself liberated. 

That is being true, when man knows how to live, 
And preparing the field of life puts the seed of 

God into it. 
That is being true, when one receives true 

inst~uction, 
Understands mercy to living things, and per

forms some acts Qf charity. 
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That is being true, when man resides at the 
sacred font of spirit, 

Where, ever consulting the true Guru, he abides 
in peace.-Asa-di- l'ar. 

AND HONEST LABOGR 

Touch not at all the feet of those 
vVho call themselves gllrus and pirs, and go 

about begging. 
They who eat the fruit of their own labour and 

share it with others 
Are the people, Nanak. who have found the right 

way.-Var Saratig. 

DEATH THE PRI\"ILEGE OF BRAVE MEN 

Death is the privilege of brave men, provided 
they die in an approved cause.- \-Vadha11s. 
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'Sikh' tSan~crit Shish) means a di::ciple; and his 
religion is best understood when it is regarded as a 
life, a descipline, and not as a system of philosophy. 
Sikh history reveals the gradual making and develop
ment of a nation in the hands of ten successive 
leader,;;. called Gums. They had much in common 
with other contemporary reformers who were doing 
so much to pnrify religion and enrich vernacular 
literature; but these reformers appear to have been 
so impressed with the nothingness of this life that 
they deemed it unworthy of a thought to build up a 
new order of society. In the ,vords of Joseph 
Cunningham, "they aimed chiefly at emancipation 
from priestcraft, or from the grossness of idolatry and 
polytheism ......... They perfected forms of dissent 
rather than planted the germs of nation~, and their 
sects remain to this day as they left them. l t was 
reserved for (Guru) Nanak to perceive the true 
principles of reform, and to lay those foundations 
which enabled his successor (Guru) Gobind (Singh) 
to fire the minds of his countrymen \\'ith a new 
nationality. and to give practical effect to the doctrine 
that the lowest is equal with the.highest, in race as 
in creed, in political rights as in r~ligious hopes.'' 

The m o v e m e n t began with Guru Kanak 
(14 69-15 39), who was born in the Kshatrya clan at 
Talwandi (now called Nankana Sahib), near Lahore. 
He found his people in the depths of degradation. 
The Punjab, which had once been the land of power 
and wisdom, had through successive raids of the 
foreigner become utterly helpless and ruinf:'d. It lay 
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like a door-mat at the gate of India. The people had 
no commerce, no language, no inspiring religion of 
their own. They had lost all self-respect and fellow
fceling. It has become a maxim now to call the 
P.mjabis brave, social, practical, and so forth; and we 
found them recently fighting, thousand of miles away 
from t 11ei r homes: for the honour of the men and 
women oi France and Belgium, of Malaya and Burma; 
but we forget that the same people, before the birth of 
Sikhism, were content to see their wives and children 
being led away as so many cattle to Gazni, without 
daring to do anything in defence of them. During 
one of the raids of the ~lnghals, of which Guru Nanak 
\\·-1s an eye-witness, thousands of men and women 
were killed. The Guru in anguish sang a song ,vhich 
is recorded in the Holy Granth of Sikhs. ''When," 
said he, "there was such slaughter, such groaning, 
() God, didst Thou not feel pain ? Creator, Thou 
belongest to all. If a powerful party beat another 
powerful party, it is no matter for anger ; but when a 
ravenous lion falls upon a herd of cows, the master of 
the herd should s!1ow his manliness." Guru Nanak 
determined that the people should no longer remain a 
herd of cows, but should be turned into a nation of 
lions. Sikh history reveals how this miracle was 
performed. \'f-./e see its consummation on the 
Baisakhi day of 1699 when Guru Gobind Singh 
baptised the Sikhs into Singhs or lions, calling each 
one of them a host in himself, a host of one lakh and 
a quarter. 

Guru Nanak began by proclaiming that God is 
one; He has no incarnation ; He loves all peoples as 
His own : "Those who love the Lord love everybody.'' 
"It is mere nonsense to observe caste." All men and 
women were equal. "How is woman inferior,'' he 
says, "when she gives birth to kings and prophets?'' 
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:'Put a\',·av the custom that makes you forget God." 
"i\·Iy friend, the enjoyment of that food is evil ,~·hie!~ 
gives pa.in to the body and evil thoughts to the mmd. · 
There was to be no untouchability, no barriers between 
man and man. By adopting the \'ernacular o~ the 
country for religious purposes, he roused the nattonal 
sentiment of the people. It was strengthened by the 
community of thought and ideal, daily realised in the 
congregational singing of the same religious hymns. 
I-le organised Sa-ngats of his followers wherever 
he went. These sangats linked up the people with 
themselves and with their Guru as the centre of their 
organisation. Guru Angad popularised among them a 
separate script, called G11rmukhi, which would make 
them independent of the priestly class. Guru Amar Das 
strengthened the Sangats by narrowing their frontiers 
within manageable compass and disallowing e,·ery 
schism. Guru Ram Das further strengthened the 
system by appointing regular missionaries called 
Masa11ds, and by providing a central rallying place 
at Amritsar. Guru Arjun built the Golden Temple, 
and placed in it the Holy Granth. compiled by him, 
as the only authority for religion. In it he included 
the writings of himself and his predecessors, along 
with some chosen hymns from Hindu and i\f uslim 
saints of India, most of whom were untouchables. 

All this created a stir in the offici::11 circles. ::1.nd the 
Guru was believed to be creating a state \Yithin the 
state, which could not be tolerated ln· the rulers. The 
matters came to a hr:ad when it was reported (falsely) 
to thP. Emperor that Guru Arjun had helped the rebel 
prince Khusrau. The Guru was arrested and handed 
over to an enemy who tortured him to death. This 
released_ forces of discontent, and the next Guru, 
Hargob111d, organised the Sikhs as soldiers and fought 
many successful battles with the Imperial armies. 
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There was a lull for some time under tile next three 
Gurus; but at the execution of Guru Tegh Baliadur, 
who had gone to Delhi to represent the _cause of the 
Hindus of Kashmir, the anger of the Sikhs knew no 
bounds. They rallied under the banner of Guru 
Gobind Singh, who organised them as a band of 
warrior-saints, called the Khalsa, to right the wrongs 
of the people and not to rest until they had made 
the Punjab safe for Panjabis. 

Guru Gobind Singh, born at Patna in 1666, 
was only nine years old when his father, Guru Tegh 
Bahadur, was beheaded in the Chandni Chauk of 
Delhi. The effect of this blow was very staggering 
at first. Nobody from among the high-class Sikhs 
came forward to claim the dismembered body of 
the Guru for the purpose of cremation. Only Jaita, 
a Ranghreta Sikh, belonging to the untouchable 
class, took courage to take up the dissevered head of 
the Guru and hurried away with it to .-\nandpur, 
where he presented it to the l';uru's son. Guru 
Gobind Singh, who was a mere child, was touched 
with the extreme devotion of the Ranghreta Sikh: and 
flinging his arms round his neck declared, '"Here I 
embrace through you all the Ranghretas as the Guru's 
own sons.'' He was very sorry to learn. however, 
that at the time of trial very few Sikhs, with the 
exception of the immediate followers, had shown the 
courage of their conv1ct10ns. \Vhen questioned 
by the officials as to whether they were Sikhs they 
had the Weakness to deny their Sikhism. The Guru 
s.~w in this the danger of a backsliding among the 
~1khs .. He vowed, therefore, that he would make it 
1mposs1ble for the Sikhs to hide their creed in future 
even if _th~y ,~er~ among thousands, by giving them' 
some d1stmgu1shmg marks. 

He retired for a while to the hills in the State of 
Nahan, where on the land offered by the ruler 
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he built a fort called Paunta. Here s1ttmg on the 
beautiful banks of the Jamuna he thought of the 
way to free his countrymen from the bonds of sin 
and suffering. He applied himself closely to self
education. As a child he had Bengali on his tongue, 
and had learnt Punjabi from his mother. His 
fatheri as he himself says in his autobiography, called 
Vichitra Natak, 'had given him instruction of many 
kinds'. He had learnt Persian from a '.\lohammedan 
teacher, named Pir Mohammed. >low at Paunta he 
studied the old texts in Sanscrit. and learnt to 
compose poetry in Hindi and Pa~jabi. The Guru 
wanted to free the minds of men from all kinds of 
bondage, and for this purpose he produced a great 
volume of literaturei of which the kev-note is 
optimismi freedom from superstitioni and strong faith 
in the oneness of God and of all humanity. Here 
are a few specimens :-

P'or this purpo!'e was I born, 
And tbis let tl1P. virtuous under~tand: 
'I'o ndvnnce righte-ousness, lot maucipate the ~ood, 
And to destroy all evil-doers, root and brnnch.-

Vichitra Natak. 

* * * I am the son of a brave man, not of a Brabmin: 
How can I prrform an!ilterities? 
How can I tnrn my attention to 'l'bee, 0 Lord: and 

vet forsake dom<>stic duties ?-Kirshna Avtar. 
'* * * 

God is not concerned with celestial appearances or 
with omen!'!: 

He is not appeased by incantations, written or 
spoken, or by charms. 

* * 
Hear ye all, I declare this truth : 
Only those who practise love obtain the Lord. 

-Sivayyas. 
* 
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Recognise all human nature ae onr. 
* * 

'I'he temple aod tbc mosque are the ;:ame; tile Hindi, 
and tbe Muslim forms of worship are the same; nl I me:i 
are tbe same, altbougb tbey appear different under differe.i,t 
!or.al influences. 

Tbe bright and the dark, the ugly and the beautiful, 
the Hindus and the Muslims have deYeloped themselves 
according to the fashions of different countries. 

All have the same eyes, the sallll' ears, the same 
body nod the same build,-a compound of the same four 
elements-Akal Ustat. 

He translated the old stories of Indian heroes, as 
found in the Puranas, the Ramayana and the Maha
bharata, and engaged fifty-two poets to help him in 
in this heavy task':'. His purpose was to produce a 
national literature which would infuse a ne\\· spirit 
among his followers and steel their hearts against all 
injustice and tyranny. 

This tyranny was not only political but also 
religious. If some of the rulers subjected the people 
to certain disabilities and hardsl1ips, Pandits and 
Maulvies, where they were concerned, were no less 
cruel in keeping thousands of their countrymen in a 
sort of religious bondage. If the political rulers were 
treating the subject people like so many vermin, 
the religious leaders were doing no less in lG>oking 
dO\vn upon thousands of their fellowmen as untouch
ables.. The political tyranny was discriminate and 
occas1onal, but the religious tyranny was indiscrirr.i
n~te and continuous, being practised e-very<lay in 
kitchens, at village wells, in temples and hundreds of 

*In order to wrest the monopoly of learn in~-- from -th-e-;r~~l~
class, be sent a few chosen Sikhs to Benares to 5tudy Sanscrit. 
\Vben they returned after seven years' hard study, they proved 
very useful to the G~ru in the literary work he b:td undertaken. 
They were called Nirmalas. 
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other places of mutual resort. 
heinous than any other crime. Guru 
::;ays:-

31 

lt wa::; more 
Gobind Singh 

"'l'hfl sins committed in the name of religion are sub 
that even the greatest sins blush before theme." 

In order to fit himself for the coming struggle, 
he practised every form of manly exercise, such as 
riding, hunting, swimming archery and sword-play. 
He also boldly fought with the hill rajas when they 
gave him trouble. Thus he gained a good knowledge 
of warfare. His fame for holiness, wisdom and 
bravery spread far and wide, and the people who saw 
him said, here was a leader born again. 

The Guru. at last, had completed his plans and 
prepared himself for the task that lay before him. 
His object was to create a nation that would be pure 
enough to free itself from the oppression of priests 
and rulers. At the same time it should be strong 
enough to maintain this freedom. He came back to 

, .-\nandpur, and annouced his purpose. Crowds of 
people gathered round him. Even Mohammedans, 
like Pir Budhu Bhah of Saduaura, who were not 
satisfied with the existing circumstances, expressed 
themselves ready to serve him. He built four forts 
at Anandpur, and began to celebrate the Hali festival 
in his own way. He called it Ho/a Molwlla. On the 
day following the Hindu festival he held a military 
parade of all his Sikhs, who came out in their best 
and went through a sort of mimic battle. 

On the Baisakhi day of 1(599 he called a big 
meeting of his Sikhs at Anandpur and told them his 
mission. At the end of his speech he drew out 
his sword and cried, "Is there anyone here who would 
lay down his life for religion?" At this the whole 
assembly was thrown into consternation; but the 
Guru went on repeating his demand. At the third 



32 J•:SS.-\ YS 11'. SIKHISM 

call Daya Ram, a Chhatri of Lahore, rose from his 
seat and offered himself. The Guru took him into 
the adjoining enclosure, where a few goats were kept 
tied, and seating him there cut off a goat's h:ad. 
He came out with the dripping weapon and flourish
ing it before the multitude asked again, "Is there 
any other Sikh here who will offer himself as a 
sacrifice?" At this Dharam Das of Delhi, a Jat. 
came fonvard and was taken in to the enclosure, 
where another goat was killed. In the same way 
three other men stood up one after another :rnd 
offered themselves for the sacrifice. One \\"as 
Muhkam Chand. a washerman of Dwarka; another 
was Himmat a' cook of Jagan Nath ; and the third 
was Sahib Chand, a barber of Bedar. The Guru after 
dressing the five in handsome clothes brought 
them before the assembly. He baptised them 
with water stirred with a dagger and called them 
his Beloved Ones. He took the same baptism 
from them as a sign that he was one of them. 
About 80,000 men were baptised in a few days. He also 
sent orders round that all those who called themselves 
Sikhs should get themselves baptised in the 
same way. They were taught to believe in one 
God and the mission of the Ten Gurus. They were 
instructed to lead clean lives and to avoid all strong 
drinks. Particularly they were enjoined to avoid 
the use of tobacco, which besides being injurious 
to health makes people lazy. They were made to 
ea~ together out of the same vessel, so that they 
n11ght feel like one. The lowest of them were 
equal to the highest. There was to be no caste 
amo~g them, and all were to wear the same signs; 
that 1s, long hair, a comb, a pair of shorts, an iron 
bracelet, and a sword. They were to call them
selves singhs or lions. Bravery, as much as peace 
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and purity, \\"as to be their religion. The cows 
had thus become lions, and there was no longer a 
danger of their being eaten by devouring beasts. 

The greatest lever used by the Guru in uplifting 
his people was self-respect; for it is there that the 
true and independent judgement begins. The Sikhs 
used to be domineered by the Masa11ds* or the local 
agents of the Guru. Guru Gobind Singh freed his 
followers from the demeaning influence of these 
unworthy men by abolishing their order. The 
charity of the new society was to flow in a new 
channel. Instead of pampering the old hereditary 
caste with occasional doles, the Sikhs were to set 
apart one tenth of their income regularly to be used 
for public good. The needs of the Sikhs themselves 
were to be met out of this common fund. 

To promote the sense of equality it was made 
clear that the Guru also was human and to pay 
divine honour~ to him was the greatest blasphemy. 
The Guru said : 

Whoever says I am the Lord, 
Sho.ll fall into the pit of hell. 
Recognise me as God's servant only. 
Have no doubt whatever about this. 
I am a servant of the Supreme; 
A beholder 0£ the wonders of His creation.

Vichitra Natak. 

The ceremony of initiation, as we have seen, 
was modified to suit the changed circumstances. 
The water used in baptism, instead of being stirred 
with the Guru's toe, was to be stirred with a 
double-edged dagger. The mode of salutation 

*Originally, religious men who were appointed to preach 
religion and to collect offerings of the Sikhs for the Guru. By the 
time of Guru Gobind Singh, however, they had become very corrupt 
nnd tyrannical, and the Guru was constrained to abolish their order 
after making an example of them. 
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was also changed. Instead of touching one another's 
feet, as was the custom before, the Sikhs were to 
fold their hands and hail each other as ' Purified 
Ones of the Wonderful Lord, who 1s always 
victorious.' 

The Khalsa was inspired by a sense of divine 
mission to right the wrongs of the world ; and, in 
the discharge of his duties, no fear of earthly power 
was to stand in his way. Such was his confidence 
in the strength of the righteous cause that each 
Sikh called himself a unit of one lakh and a quarter. 
Even now one might occasionally meet a Sikh who 
would announce his arrival as the advent of a host 
of one lakh and a quarter of the Khalsa.. 

The Guru himself recognised the worth and 
dignity of his nation, and would always refer to the 
assembly of Sikhs with great respect and admiration. 
It was in these terms he once spoke of his followers: 
i: It is through them that I have gained my experi
ence; with their help have I subdued my enemies 
Through their favour am I exalted; otherwise there 
are millions of ordinary men like myself whose lives 
are of no account.'' Though a leader, he never
theless considered himself a serrnnt of his people: 
'' To serve them pleases my heart, no other service 
is so dear to my soul. " " All the substance in my 
house, nay, my s"oul and body are at their disposal." 

This raising of the Indian spirit from the lowness 
and servility which had dominated it for centuries, 
brought about a great change in the tone of the 
national character. Even those people who bad 
been considered as the dregs of humanity were 
changed, as if by magic, into something rich and 
strange, the like of which India had never seen 
before. The sweepers, barbers and confectioners, 
who had never so muc,h as touched the S\vord, and 
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whose whole generations had lived as gro\'elling 
slaves of the so-called higher classes, became, under 
the stimulating leadership of Guru Gobind Singh, 
doughty warriors, who never shrank from fear, and 
who were ever ready to shed their life's blood where 
the safety of a least creature of God was in danger. 

The aim of Guru Gobind Singh in founding the 
Khalsa was to build up a nation of the Purified Ones 
who should be free from the evils of religion and 
society. But the rulers of the time thought that 
he was organising a force designed to attack and 
destory them. Anandpur was in the land of Kahlur, 
surrounded by other hill states. The Hindu rajas 
of these states saw in the acti\'ities of the Guru a 
threat to their own religion and power, and they 
combined to turn him out. 

They had already fought against him, and knew 
his strength. Therefore they appealed to the 
Emperor of Delhi to help them. Aurangzeb was 
at that time in the Deccan. He ordered the Viceroys 
of Sarhind and Lahore to march against the Guru. 
They besieged Anandpur in 1701. The Sikhs fought 
with the strength given by a new faith. They held 
their ground for three years against the repeated 
attacks of the enemy, but aJI supplies being cut off, 
they were put to great hardships by hunger and 
thirst. Some of them felt that they could hold out 
no longer. There were signs of discontent among 
them. The Guru asked them to declare themselves. 
Forty of them signed a disclaimer, and were allowed 
to go away. The remaining chose to share the lot 
of their leader. The Guru's mind was firm as ever 
but the sight of the suffering Khalsa and the solem~ 
promises of the enemy moved him to leave the town 
which he did in the winter o_f 1704. ' 
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As soon as he came out he was set upon by a 
large force on the banks of the Sarsa. 1 here was 
hard fighting in the darkness and rain ; and when 
the day da\vned over the dead and the dying, the 
Guru was still unperturbed. He held the morning 
service just as usual, and in the midst of shots and 
arrows he sang the hymns of praise to God. In 
the confusion that ensued be was separated from a 
part of his family, but he was able to make his way 
to Chamkaur, in the district of Ambala. 

His two younger sons, with their grandmother. 
took shelter with an old servant of theirs. This 
fellow betrayed them to the nearest official at 
Morinda, who handed them over to the Viceroy of 
Sarhind. The Viceroy cruelly put the children to 
death, in spite of the protests of the Nawab of 
Malerkotla. The Sikhs have always remembered 
this protest of the Nawab with gratitude ; and 
throughout their troubled relations with the 
Mohammedan pO\vers they have never allowed the 
house of l\falerkotla to be harmed. The grandmother 
of the children could not survive the shock given 
by their death, and fell down dead as soon as she 
heard the news. 

The Guru was followed to Chamkaur, where 
he was besieged. The faithful little band of forty. 
,vith only a mud wall to protect them, fought against 
thousands to the last. Both the remaining sons of 
the Guru and three of the Beloved Ones were slain. 
Only five Sikhs were left to defend the place. They 
persuaded the Guru to go away and save himself. 
He did so in disguise. 

The story of his wanderings is a romance of 
hair-breadth escapes, of days spent in trudging 
bare-footed in the sandy wilds of Machhiwara, and 
of cold nights passed staring under the twinkling 
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stars of heaven. For days he hacl nothing to eat 
but the tender leaves of the Akk plant, and had 
nothing but a clod of earth to rest his head on. 
He was found lying thus. with torn clothes and 
blistered feet, by two t,,Iohammedans, Nabbi Khan 
and Ghani Khan. They knew that the Imperial 
army was in pursuit, and the Guru anc.l his supporters 
would not be spared; But they chose to risk their 
lives for him. They dressed him in the blue garb 
of a Mohammedan Fakir, and took him in a litter 
on their shoulders. They informed all enquirers 
that they were escorting Uch ka Pir, or the Holy 
\[an of Uch (a sacred place near Multan). Once 
they were overtaken by the pursuing party, whose 
commander closely interrogated the escort about 
the identity of the Pir. Finding the answers not 
very satisfactory, the commander sent for Qazi 
Pir lvlohammed, once the Persian tutor of Guru 
Gobind Singh, and asked him to identify the 
occupant of the litter. The Qazi gave a helpful 
reply, and saved the situation. The families of these 
~fohammedan friends of the Guru still retain the 
autograph letters granted to them by· him, and show 
them with great respect to those who visit' their 
houses. 

The Guru moved on to Jatpura, where he was 
befriended by another Mohammedan, Rai Kalha, who 
offered his services to him unreservedly. The Guru 
asked him to send somebody to Sarhind to get infor
mation about the fate of his little· sons. The messenger 
sent by Rai Kalha returned in a few days, and 
brought the sad news that the children had been 
done to death. The Guru received the news with 
perfect composure. Checking his tears, and turning 
his sorrow into strong resolve, he muttered, "No no. 
my sons are not dead. They live for ever. It i~ 
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<.;arhind that shall die.'' Saying this he knocked out 
; shrub with his arrow, and added, "The enemy shall 
be uprooted like this." 

The Guru took leave of Rai Kalha and moved 
fonvard. The atmosphere was thick with the 
rumours that the forces of Sarhind were on the mov(·, 
and were dosing in on the Guru. In the district of 
Ferozepore he once more collected his men and 
turned on his pursuers. The scene of this last battle 
is called Jlulltsar, or the Pool of Salvation. The 
fiahting was hard as before, but this time the royal 
f irces were defeated. Among his own slain the Guru 
found those forty men of Majha who had deserted 
his ranks during the seige of Anandpur, but shamed 
by their own women who would not let them enter 
their homes, they had come back to reinforce the 
Guru's small army and had died fighting for him. 
When he came to know of it, he was deeply moved. 
He took out the paper on ,vhich they had written 
their disclaimer, and tore it up, as a sign of forgive
ness and reconciliation. He embraced each one of 
them, as they lay dead or dying and called them the 
Saved Ones. They are still remembered in the daily 
prayer of Sikhs. 

The Guru managed to reach Talwandi Sabo, now 
called Damdama or resting-place. Here he stayed 
for nine months, and made it a great seat of learning. 
It is often described as the Guru's Benares. The Guru 
while here reproduced the whole Adi Granth from 
memory, and completed it by adding the hymns 
composed by his father. 

On the way, when at Deena, he had sent a letter 
in Persian verse to Aurangzeb. He called it Zafar-
11ama, or the Epistle of Victory. In this he reminded 
bim of his !11-tr~atment and told him that, though so 
many of his Sikhs had been killed, he was still 
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unconquered. "For what is the use of putting out a 
few sparks, when you raise a mighty flame instead?" 
It meant that the work ,vhich the Guru had started 
had become a world-wide movement, and therefore it 
could not be crushed by defeating or killing a few 
individuals. 

The message seems to h~ve softened the heart of 
the aged King. He invited the Guru to come and 
see him. But before the meeting could take place, 
Aurangzeb died in 1707 and Rahadur Shah became 
Emperor. 

The Guru helped the new Emperor, and accom
panied him to the Deccan, until he reached Nander 
on the banks of the Godavari. Here, while resting 
alone one evening, he was stabbed by a Pathan and 
died a few days later, in 1708. 

Before his death, he called his disciples about 
him and told them that the work of the Gurus was 
completed, and that thenceforth their spirit would 
live in the Holy Granth and the Khalsa. 

... 



AN OUTLINE OE SIKH DOCTRINES 

The aim of life, according to the Sikh Gurus, is 
not to get salvation or a heavenly abode called 
Paradise, but to develop the best in us which is 
God. 

"If a man loves to see God, what cares he for Salvation or 
Paradise?" (Guru Nanak's A-<n). 

"Everybody hankers after Salvation, Paradise or Elysium. 
setting their hopes on them every day of their lives. But those who 
live to see God do not ask for Salvation : The sight itself satisfies 
their minds completely" (Guru Ram Das in A'11/yrm). 

How to see God and to love Him ? The ques
tion is taken up by Guru Nanak in his Japji : 

"\Vhat shall we offer to Him that we may behold His council
chamber? 

\Vhat shall we utter with our lips, which mav move Him to 
give us His love ?- ·_ 

Io the ambrosial hours of the morn meditate' on the grace cf 
the True Name ; · 

For, your good actions may procure for you a better hirth, 
but emancipation is from Grace alone." 

"We should worship the Name, believe in 1he :Name, which is 
ever and ever the same and true"(Sri RCl!J of Guru Nanak). 

The practice of the Name is prescribed again 
and again in the Sikh Scriptures, and requires a little 
explanation. 

THE NATURE OF GOD OR THE NAME 

God is described both as nirgim, or absolute, 
and sargun, or personal. Before there was any 
creation God lived absolutely in Himself, but when 
He thought of making Himself manifest in creation 
He became related. In the former case, 'when God 
was Himself self-created, there was none else; He 
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took counsel and advice with Himself ; what He did 
came to pass. Then there was no heaven, or hell, 
or the three-regioned world. There was only the 
Form!Pss One Himself ; creation was not then· 
(Gujri-1:i- l'ar of Guru Amar Das). There was then 
no sin, no virtue. no Veda or any other religious 
book, no caste, no sex (Guru Nanak's /lfo.,11 So/he, xv, 
and Guru Arjun's S11kh111ani, x:-.i). \Vhen God 
hecame sarg1111 or manifest, He became what is called 
the Name, and in order to realise Himself He made 
Nature wherein He has His seat and 'is diffused 
everywhere and in all directions in the form of Love' 
(Guru Gobind Singh's Jap, 80). 

In presenting this double phase of the Supreme 
Reing, the Gurus have avoided the pitfalls into 
which some people have fallen. With them God is 
not an abstract idea or a moral force, but a personal 
Being capable of being loved and honoured, and yet 
He is conceived of as a Being whose presence is 
diffused all over His creation. He is the common 
Father of all, fashioning worlds and supporting them 
from inside, but He does not take birth. He has no 
incarnations. He Himself stands for the creative 
agencies, like the Maya, the " 7ord and Brahma; He 
Himself is Truth, Beauty and the eternal yearning of 
the heart after Goodness (Japji). In a word, the 
Gurus have combined the Aryan idea of immanence 
with the Semitic idea of transcendence, without taking 
away anything from the unity and the personal 
character of God. 

"O ! give me, give some intelligence of my Beloved. 
I am bewildered at the different accounts I have of Him. 
0 happy wives, my companions, say something of Him. 
Some ~ay that He is altogether outside the world; 
Others that He is altogether contained in it. 
His colour is not seen : His features cannot be made out ; 
0 happy wives, tell me truly-
• He lives in e\"errtbing: He dwells in every heart: 
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Yet He is not blended with anything; He is separate,''* 
" Why dost thou go to the forest in search of God? 
He lives in all, is yet ever distinct; He abides with thee too. 
As fragrance dwells in a flower, or reflection in a n1irror, 
So does God dwe\l inside everything ; seek Him therefore in 

the heart. "t 

People who come with preconceived notion:;; to 
study Sikhism often blunder in offering its interpreta
tion. Those who are conversant with the eastern 
thought fix upon those passages which refer to the 
thoughts of immanence and conclude that Sikhism is 
nothing but an echo of Hinduism, while those who 
are imbued \Vith the l\fohammedan or Christian 
thought take hold of transcendental passages and 
identify Sikhism with Islam or Christianity. Others 
who know both will see here no system, nothing 
t'>articular, nothing but confusion. 

If, however,. we were to study Sikhism as a 
new organic growth evolved from the existing 
systems of thought to meet the needs of a newly 
evolving humanity, we would find no difficulty in 
recognizing Sikhism -as a distinct system of thought. 

Take, for instance, Guru Nanak's Asa-di-Var, 
\\'hich in its preliminary stanzas lays· down the 
f undarnentals of Sikh belief about God. It is a 
trenchant clear-cut monotheism. God is called 'the 
in-dweller of Nature,' and is described as Riling all 
things 'by an art that is artless' (xii. 1-2). He 
is not an impotent mechanic fashioning pre-existing 
matter into the universe. He does not exclude 
matter, but includes and transcends it. The universe 
too is not an illusion. Being rooted in God who is 
real, it is a reality; not a reality final and abiding, 
but a reality on account of God's presence in it (ii. 1). 
His Will is above Nature as well as working within 
it, and in spite of its immanence it acts not as an 
arbitrary force b1:1~ as a personal presenc~ wor~~-g 

* .Toilsri of Guru Arjun. t Dhanasri of Guru Teg Bahadur. 
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'most intelligently' (iii. 2). The ~rst thing about God 
is that He is indivisibly one, above every other being, 
however highly conceived, such as Vishnu, Brahma, 
or Shiva (i), or as Rama and Krishna (iv. 2). The 
second thing is that He is the highest moral being 
(ii. 2), who has inscribed all men with His Name or 
moral presence (ii). He is not a God belonging to 
any particular people, Muslim or Hindu, but 1s 
' the dispenser of life universal ' (vi). The ways to 
realize Him are not many, but only one (xii. 3), and 
that way is not knowledge, formalism (xiv. 2 .. xv. 1-4), 
or what are received as meritorious actions which 
establish a claim to reward (viii. 2), but love (xiii. 2) 
and faith (xiv. 2), the aim being to obtain the grace 
of God (iv. 2., v. 2., viii. 2., xiii. 1). The only way 
of worshipping Him is to sing His praises (vi. 1., vii., 
ix., xii. 2., xix. 2.; xxii. 3) and to meditate on His 
Name* (ii., viii. 1, ix. 2., xvi. ]). 

liPLIFT OF MAN BASED ON CH,\H,\CTEH 

This life of praise is not to be of idle mysticism, 
but of active service done in the midst of wordlv 
relations. "There can be no worship without good 
actions."·j· These actions, however, are not to be 
formal deeds of so-called merit, but should be 
inspired by an intense desire to please God and t0 
serve fello,,·-men. 

"\Vithout pleasing God all actions are worthless. 
Rept:tition of mantras, austerities, set ways of living, or deeds 

of merit leave us destitute even before our journey ends. 
--

,;"Name' is a term, like lo_qos in Greek, bearing various meanings. 
Sometimes it 1s used for God Himself, as in St1kln11a11i xvi. 5: "The 
Name sustains the animal life ; the Name supports th~ parts and the 
whole of the universe.'' It is described as being 'immortal,' 'immacu
late,· 'in-dweller of all creation,· and is to be sung, uttered, thought 
upon, served and worshipped. In most cases it meaP.s the re\"elation 
of God as found in the sacred \Verd. 

t.fr,pji. 
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You won't get even half a copper for your fasts and special 
programmes of life. 

These things, 0 brother, won't do there: for, the requirements 
of that way are quite different. 

You won't get a place there for all your bathing and wandering 
in different ~laces. 

These means are useless ; they cannot satisfy the conditions of 
tbat world. 

Are you a reciter cf all the four Vedas? There is no room 
for you there. 

\Vith all your correct reading, if you don't understand one 
thing that matters, you only bother yourself. 

I say, Nanak, if you exert yourself in action, you will be saved. 
Serve your God and remember Him, leaving all your pride of 

self.""' 

The Gurus laid the foundation of man's uplift, 
not on su:h short-cuts as mantras, miracles or 
mysteries, but on man's own humanity, his own 
character ; as it is character alone,-the character 
already formed-which helps us in moral crises. 
Life is like a cavalry march. The officer of a cava
lry on march has to decide very quickly when to 
turn his men to the right or left. He cannot wait 
until his men are actually on the brink of a nulla or 
khud. He must decide long before that. In the 
same way, when face to face with an evil, we have 
to decide quickly. Temptations allow us no time to 
think. They always come suddenly. When offered 
a bribe or an insult, we have to decide at once what 
course of action we are going to take. \Ve cannot 
then consult a religious book or a moral guide. \Ve 
must decide on the impulse. And this can be done 
only if virtue has so entered into our disposition that 
we are habitually drawn towards it, and evil has got 
no attraction for us. \,\Tithout securing virtue suffi
ciently in character, even some of the so-called great 
men have been known to fall a11 easy prey to 
temptation. It was for this reason that for the 

*Gauri Mala of Guru Arjun. 
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formation of character the Gurus did not think it 
sufficient to lay down rules of conduct in a book ; 
they also thought it necessary to take in hand a 
whole people for a continuous course of schooling 
in wisdom and experience, spread over many gene
rations, before they could be sure that the people 
thus trained had acquired a character of their own. 
This is the reason why in Sikhism there have been 
ten founders, instead of only one . 

. Before the Sikh Gurus, the leaders of thought 
had fixed certain grades of salvation, according to 
the different capacities of men, whom they divided 
into high and low castes. The development of 
character resulting from this was one-sided. Cer
tain people, belonging to the favoured classes, got 
developed in them a few good qualities to a very 
high degree, while others left to themselves got 
degenerate. It was as if a gardener, neglecting to 
look after all the different kind.:; of plants entrusted 
to him, were to bestow all his care on a few chosen 
ones, which were in bloom, so that he might be 
able to supply a few flowers every day for his 
master's table. The Gurus did not want to have 
such a lop-sided growth. They wanted to give 
opportunities of higest development to all the 
classes of people. 

"There are lowest men among the low castes. 
:--lanak, I shall go with them, ,vhat have I got to clo with 

the great ? . 
<;ocl's eye of mercy falls on those who take care of the lowly." 

"It is mere nonsense to observe caste and to feel proud over 
grand names.''* 

Some work had already been done in this line. 
The Bhagats or reformers in the 1'1iddle Ages had 

----------
•Sri Rag of Guru Nanak. See also Guru Arjun's Jaitsri-T.-i

T'nr, di., and Guru Amar Das's Bhairo. 



46 ESSAYS IN SIKHISM 

tried to abolish the distinction between the high-class 
!f indus and the so-called untouchables, by taking 
mto their fold such men as barbers, weavers, shoe
makers, etc. But the snake ot untouchablility still 
remained unscotched ; because the privilege of 
equality was not extended to men as men, but to 
those individuals only who had washed off their 
untouchability with the love of God. Kabir, a 
.,veaver, and Ravidas, a shoemaker, were honoured 
by kings and high-caste men, but the same privilege 
was not extended to other weavers and shoemaker;;, 
vvho were still held as untouchables. Ravidas took 
pride in the fact that the love of God had so lifted 
him out of his caste that even "the superior sort of 
Brahmin3 came to bow before him,'' while the other 
member;; of his caste, who were working as shoe
makers in the suburbs of Benares, were not 50 

honoured.* 
The Sikh Gurus made this improvement on the 

previous idea that they declared the whole humanity 
to be one and that a man was to be honoured, not 
because he belonged to this or that caste . or creed, 
but because he ,vas a man, an emanation from · God, 
who had given him the same senses and the same soul 
as to other men :-

''Recognize all human nature as oae.'' 
"All men are the same, althoul{h they appear difterent under 

different influences. 
The bri:::ht and the dark, the U!(ly and the beautiful, the Hindus 

and the Muslims, have developed themseh·es according to 
the fashions of different countries. 

All have the same eyes, the same enrs, the same body and the 
same build-a compound of the same four clcmcnts."t 

Such a teaching could not tolerate any ideas of 
caste or untouchability. Man rose in the estimation 
of man. Even those who had been considering 
themselves as the dregs of society and whose ,vhole 

*Ravidas in Rag Malar. t Akal Ustat of Guru Gobin:! Singh. 
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generations !{ad lived as grovelling slaves of the 
so-called higher classes, came to be fired with a new 
hope and courage to lift themselves as equals of 
the best of humanity. 

\Vomen too received their due. ,:How can they 
be called inferior," says Guru Nanak, "when they 
give birth of kings and prophets?"·,· Women as 
,vell as men share in the grace of God and are 
equally responsible for their actions to H im:j- Guru· 
Hargobind called woman ,:the conscience of man.'' 
Sati was condemned by the Sikh Gurus long 
before any notice was taken of it by Akbar.! 

The spirit of man was raised with a belief 
that he was not a helpless creature in the hands of 
a Being of an arbitrary will, but was a responsible 
being endowed with a will of his own, with which he 
could do much to mould his destiny. Man does not 
start his life with a blank character. He has already 
existed before he is born here. He inherits his own 
past as well as that of his family and race. All this goes 
to the making of his being and has a share in the 
moulding of his nature. But this is not all. He is 
given a "·ill with ,,,bich he can modify the inherited 
and acquired tendencies of his past and determine 
his coming conduct. If this were not so, he 
would not be responsible for his actions. This will, 
again, is not left helpless or isolated ; but if through 
the Guru's Word it be attuned to the Supreme Will, 
it acquires a force ,vith which he can transcend all 
his past and acquire a new character. 

This question of human will as related to the 
Divine \Vill is an intricate one and requires a little 
elucidation. 

t Asa-di- Var, xix. 
~See Guru Amar Das's l"ar Suhi, vi. 
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According to Sikhism, the ultimate source of 
all that is in us is God alone. Without Him ther0 
is no strength in us. Nobody, not even the t:Yil man, 
can say that he can do anything independent of God. 
Everything moves within the Providential domain. 

Thou art a ri\·er in which all beini:s move: 
There is none but Thee around them. 
All living things are playing within Thee."-' 

The fish may run against the current of the 
river or along with it, just as it likes, but it cannot 
escape the river itself. Similarly man f!.1ay run 
counter to what is received as good or moral, but 
he can never escape from the pale of God's Will.·j· 

Then who is responsible for his actions? ~fan 
himself. We learn from the first slzlok of Asa-di-Var':-. 
7th pauri that man is given free will, which leads 
him to do good or evil actions, to think good or 
evil thoughts and to go in consequence to Heaven 
or Hell: 

"Governed by his free will he laughs or weeps : 
Of his free will he begrimes or washes himself: 
Of his free will he.degrades himself from the order or human 

beings: 
or his free will he befools himself or becomes wise. '' 

In the next shlok we read: 
"Self-assertion gi\"es man his individuality and leads him to 

action: 
It also ties him down to the world and sends him on a round 

of births and deaths. 
\Vherefrom comes this assertion of self? How shall it leave us? 
Tt comes to man from the Will of God and determines his 

conduct according to his antecedents. 
It is a great disease; but its remedy also lies within itsel£. 
\Vhen God sends grace to man, he begins to obey the call of 

the Guru. 
Nanak says: Hear ye all, this is the way to cure the disease." 

The source of evil is not Satan or Ahrman, or 
any other external agency. It is our own sense of 

,;,Guru Ram Das in Asfl. t .Tapji, ii. 
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Ego placed by God in us. It may prove a boon or 
a curse to us, according as ,,·c subject ourselves to 
God's \Vill or not. It is the overweening sense of 
self that grows as a barrier between God and man 
and keeps him wanderir,g from sin to sin-

, 'The bride and the bridegroom live together, with a partition 
of Ego between them."* 

The infinite is within us, 'engraved in our being,' 
like a cypher which is gradually unfolding its mean· 
ing as we listen to the voice of the Teacher. It is like 
the light of the sun ever present, but shut out of our 
sight by the cloud of ignorance and selfishness. \Ve 
sin as long as this light remains unmanifested and 
we believe in our own self as everything to us. 

Regeneration comes when, at the call of Grace, 
we begin to subject our tiny self to the highest 
Self, that is God, and our own will is gradually 
attuned to His Supreme \\Till, until we feel and move 
just as He wishes us to feel and move. 

Really the problem of good and evil is the 
problem of Union and Disunion·;· with God. All 
things are strung on God's \Vill, and man among 
them. As long as man is conscious of this, he li\'es 
and moves in union with Him. But gradually led 
away by the overweening sense of self he cuts him
self away from that unity and begins to wander in moral 
isolation. It is, however, so designed in the case of 
man that whenever he wishes he can come back to 
the bosom of his Father and God and resume his 
position there. Guru N<"!nak says in Maru: 

''By the force of Union we meet God and enjoy Him even 
with this body ; 

And by the force of Disunion we break away from Him : 
But, Nanak, it is pos5ible to be united again." 

*Guru Ram Das in Molar. t.Tapji, xxix. 
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When we come into this world, we begin our 
life with a certain capital. \Ve inherit our body 
from our parents, and there arc divine things in us, 
as 'the spirit and progressive tendencies,' which 
serve as forces of lJnion and keep us united with 
God. But there are also evil tendencies in us in
herited from our past lives which sE:rve as forces 
of Disunion and draw us away from Him towards 
moral death. Cf. Guru Nanak in Maru: 

"Man earns his body from the union of his mother ancl father; 
Ancl the Creator inscribes his being with the gifts of the spirit 

:ind progressive tendencies. 
But led away by Delusion he forgets himself." 

This · teaching about the freedom of will and 
'progressive tendencies' raises the spirit of man and 
gives him a new hope and courage. But that is not 
enough to enable him to resist evil and to persist 
in positive virtue. The temptation of evil is so 
strong and the human powers for resisting it,-in 
spite of the inherent progressive tendencies,-are 
so weak that it is. practically impossible for him to 
fulfil that st,indard of virtue which is expected of 
him. It was this consciousness of human weakness 
which made Farid say: 

''The Bride is so wen.k in herself, the Master so stern in His 
commands.'' 

That is: man is endowed with such weak faculties 
that he stumbles at each step, and yet it is expected 
of him that-. 

"He should always sp,:,ak the truth, and ne,·er tell lies."* 

''He should beware even of an uncoascio11s sin."t 

"He should n'.lt step on the bed of another's wife even in 
dream."! 

These commands cannot be fulfilled simply with 
the strength of knowledge and inherited tendencies. 

----~------------
*Farid. tGuru Te,:: Bahadur. !Guru Gobind Singh. 
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They will not go far even in resisting evil. The 
higher ideal of leading a life of positive virtue and 
sacrifice is absolutely impossible with such a weak 
,,quiprr.ent. Then what is to be done? 

The prophets of the world have given many 
solution::; of this problem. Some get round the 
diffwulty by supposing that there is no evil. It is 
only a whim or a false scare produced by our ignorance. 
They believe in the efficacy of Knowledge. Others 
believe in the efficacy of Austerities; still others in 
Alms given in prof us ion to overwhelm the enormity 
of sin. There are, again, a higher sort of teachers 
who inculcate the love of some great man as a saviour. 
What was the solution offered by the Sikh Gurus ? 

They saw that, although it was dillicult for a man 
to resist evil and to do good with his own powers, yet 
if he were primed with another personality possessing 
dynamic powers, he could acquire a transcendental 
capacity for the purpose. This personality was to 
be the Guru's. 

THE GCRU IN SIKHISM 

The way of religion, as shown by Sikhsim, is not 
a set of views or doctrines, but a way of life lived 
according to a definite model. It is based, not on rules 
or laws, but upon discipleship. In the career oi the 
disciple Lhe personality of the Guru is all along opera
tive, commanding his whole being and shaping his 
life to its diviner issues. Without such a personality 
there would be no cohesion, no direction in the 
moral forces of society, and in spite of a thousand 
kinds of knowledge 'there would still be utter dark
ness.'* There would be no force to connect men 
with men and them with God. Everybody would 

*Asa-di-Var, i. 
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exist for himself in moral isolation, 'like spurious 
sesames left desolate in the field' 'with a hundred 
masters to own them.'* It is the Guru who removes 
the barriers of caste and position set up by men 
among themselves and gathering them all unto him
self unites them with God.-j- In this way founda
tions are laid of a society of the purified who as an 
organized force strive for the good of the whole 
mankind. 

Such a creative personality must be perfect, 
because 'men take after whom they serve.'! If the 
ideal person is imperfect, the scciety and its indivi
duals following him will also get imperfect develop
ment. But 'those who serve the saved ones will be 
saved.'§ 

The Sikh Gurus were perfect, and are described 
as such in the Sikh Scriptures. Guru Nanak himself 
says in Sri Rag: ''Everybody else is subject to error, 
only the Guru and God are without error." And 
Guru Arjun says in Bhairo,i : "Whoever is seen is 
defective ; without· any defect is my true Guru, the 
Yogi.'' The state of perfection attained by the Gurus 
is lucidly described in the eighth and the eighteenth 
octaves of Guru Arjun 's Suldimani. The same Guru 
says in Asa : 

God does not die, nor do I fear death. 
He does not perish, nor do I grieve. 
He is not poor, nor do I have hunger. 
He has no pain, nor have I any trouble. 
There is no destroyer but God, 
Who is my life and who gives me life. 
He has no bond, nor have I got any. 
He has no entan~lement, nor have I any care. 
As He is stainless, so am I free from stain. 
As He is happy, so am I always rejoicinf{. 
He has no anxiety, nor have I anv concern. 
*Asa-di-V"r, i 
t • 'Nanak, the true Guru must be such as to unite all men."

Sri Ran, I. 
!Guru Amar Das in Far Rihnnra. §Majh. III. 
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,\s He is not defiled, so am I not polluted. 
As He has no craving, so do I cO\·et nothing. 
He is pure and I too suit Him in this. 
I am nothint:: He alone is everything. 
All around is the same He. 

53 

Nanak, the Guru has destroyed all my superstition and defects, 
And I have become uniformly one with Him. 

The Guru is sinless. In order, however, to be 
really effective in saving man, he must not be above 
man's capacity to imitate, as he would be if he were 
a supernatural being. His humanity must be real 
and not feigned. He should have a nature subject to 
the same laws as operate in the ordinary human 
nature, and should have attained his perfection 
through the same Grace as is available to all men 
and through perfect obedience to God's Will. The 
Sikh Gurus had fought with sin and had overcome 
it. Some of them had Ii ved for a long time in error, 
until Grace touched them and they were perfected 
through a constant discipline of knowledge, love and 
experience in the association of their Gurus. \1/hen 
they had been completely attuned to the Will divine 
and were sanctified as Gurus, there remained no defect 
in them and they became perfect and holy. There
after sins did come to tempt them, but they never 
gave way and were always able to overco'me them, 
It is only thus that they became perfect exemplars 
of men and transformed those who came under their 
influence to veritable angelic beings. 

THE GURU IN THE smH . " 
This transformation comes not only through 

close association with the Guru, which is found in 
many other religions, but through the belief that the 
Sikh incorporates the Guru. He fills himself with 
the Guru and then feels himself linked up with an 
inexhaustible source of power. A Sikh, a pure-
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hearted Sikh, who follows the teachings of his Guru 
is a great power in himself; but when such a Sikh 
gets into himself the dynamic personality of such a 
perfect exemplar as Guru Gobind Singh, his pow~r::; 
acquire an infinite reach and he becomes n super
man. He is called " Khalsa," the personifica~ion of 
the Guru himself. "The Khalsa,'' says the Guru, 
"is my other self; in him I live and hav~ my being." 
A single Sikh, a mere believer, is only one; but the 
equation changes when he takes Guru Gobind Singh 
into his embrace. He becomes equal to 'one 
lakh and a quarter,' in the Sikh parlance. This 
change occurs not only in his physical fitness, but 
also in his mental and spiritual outlook. His nature 
is so reinforced in every way that although hund
reds may fall round him, he will resist to the last 
and never give way. \\'herever he stands, he will 
stand as 'a garrison of the Lord of Hosts,' a host in 
himself-a host of one lakh and a quarter. He will 
keep the Guru's flag always flying. \Vhenever 
tempted, he will ask himself, "Can I lower the flag of 
Guru Gobind Singh ? Can I desert it? I, as 
Budh Singh or Kahan Singh, can fall; but can Guru 
Gobind Singh in me fall? No, never.'' This feeling 
of incorporation with the Guru makes the Sikh 
strong beyond his ordinary powers and in times of 
emergency comes to his . rescue long before he can 
remember anything relevant to the occasion recorded 
in history or scripture. Bhai Joga Singh's case is 
just in point. He \Vas a devoted Sikh of Guru 
Gobind Singh, and had received baptism from the 
hands of the Guru himself. He was so loyal that 
when he received an urgent call from the Guru to 
proceed to Anandpur, he hastened from Pesha\var 
without a moment's delay, not waiting even to see 
his own marriage through. And yet in a moment of 
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weakness, this paragon of Sikh purity was going to 
fall, fall at the door of a public woman of Hoshiar
pur. \Vho saved him in that emergency ? It was 
the vision of Guru Gobind Singh, re-establishing 
the personal contact by pointing out the signs of 
person11tion worn on his body, and reminding him 
that be was carven in the Guru·s own image. 

THE GURU IN THE l'ANTH 

So far we have considered what the Guru does 
for the Sikhs as individuals. We have seen how he 
intensifies their character and increases their power 
thousandfold by filling their personalities with his mvn. 
In order to increase this power immensely more, the 
Guru made another arrangement. He organized them 
into Sangats or Holy Assemblies, and put his 
personality again into them. This led to a very 
remarkable development in the institution of 
Guruship, and no description of Guruship will be 
complete without an account of this development. 

The Sikh idea of religion, as we have seen, 
was something more practical than merely mystic. 
It was to consi~t of the practice of Nam and Sewa. 
To practise Nam means to practise the presence of 
God by keeping Him ever in our minds by singing 
His praises or dwelling on His excellences. This is 
to be done not only when alone in solitude, but also 
in public, where worship of the Name is made 
more impressive by being organized in the form of 
congregational recitations or singing. The other 
element is Sewa. or Service. The idea of service 
is that it should be not-only liberal, but also efficient 
and economical ; that is, it should do the greatest 
good with the least possible means. It should not 
be wasteful. We do not set up a sledge-hammer to 
crack a nut, or send a whole army to collect 
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revenue. \Ve have to be economical in our efforts, 
however charitable they may be. Fer this purpose 
we have to organize our means. In every work of 
practical nature, in which more than one· person is 
engaged, it is necessary to resort to organiza
tion. As religion too-especially a religion like 
Sikhism whose aim is to serve mankind-belongs 
to the same category, it requires organization of 
its followers as an essential condition of its success. 
It may not be necessary in the case of an indivi
dualistic religion, wherein the highest aim is to 
vacate the mind of all desires, or to dream away 
the whole life in jungles or mountains; but where 
religion consists in realizing God mainly through 
service done within the world, where men have 
constantly to deal with men to promote each other's 
good, it is impossible to do without organization. 

Guru Nanak had therefore begun with two things 
in his religious work : the holy Word and the 
organized Fellowship.* This organized fellowship· 
is called Sangat. The idea of SanRat or holy 
Fellowship led to the establishment of local assemb
lies led by anthoris'ed leaders, called fvlasa11ds. 
Every Sikh \YnS supposed to be a member of 
one or other of such organizations. The Gum 
was the central unifying personality and, in spite of 
changes in succession, was held to be one and the 
same as his predecessors:j· The love existing 

*Bbai Gurdas, Var i. 42-4:.l. 

iln the Coronation Ode of Satta and Balwand the following 
verses occur:-

' 'Guru Nanak proclaimed the accession of Lehna as a reward 
for service. He bad the same li!(ht, tbe same method; the 
Master merely changed his body." 

"The wise bein!(. Guru Nanak, descended in the form of Amar 
Das." "Thou, Ram Das, art Nanak, thou art Lehna, thou 

[See Note Page. 57) 
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between the Guru and the Sikhs was more intense 
than has ever existed between the most romantic 
lovers of the world. But the homage paid to the 
Guru was made impersonal by creating a mystic 
unity between the Sikh and the Guru on the one 
hand and the Guru and the \Vord on the other.* 
Greatest respect began to be paid to the incor
porated \-Vord, even the Guru choosing for himself a 
seat lower than that Gf the Scripture. The only 
form of worship was the meditation on and the 
singing of the Word. t The Sikh assemblies also 
acquired great sanctity, owing to the belief that the 
spirit of the Guru lived and moved among them. 
They began to assume higher and higher authority, 
until collectively the whole body, called the Pa11th, 

. came to be regarded as an embodiment of the Guru. 

[See Note Page 56] 
art Amar Das." "The human race comes and goes, but thou, 
0 Ar jun, art ever new and whole." 

Mohsin Fani, who wrote in the time of the Sixth Guru, says 
about the Sikhs in the Da.bi.,tan: "Their belief is that all 
the Gurus are identical with Nanak." 

Guru Go bind Singh in his Vid1itra J\'atak says about the 
Gurus: "All take them as different from one another; very 
few recognize them as one in spirit. But only those realize 
perfection who do recognize them as one." 

See also the Sadd of Sundar, the ,','11:ay11as at the end of Guru 
Gmnth Sahib, and 13hai Gurdas's Vars i. 45-48., iii. 12., 
xx.I., xxiv. 5-25., xxvi. 41 and 34. 

The Gurus always ~igned themselves as ~Na11al.. 
*"The Guru lives within his Sikhs, and is pleased with 

whatever they like."- G'auri-ki- Var, 1 V. 'IThe Guru is Sikh and 
the Sikh who practises the Gi.ru's word is at oue ,·.ith the Guru."
A$a Ghhant,IV. See also l.ihai r.urclas, Vars iii. 11, and ix.16."The 
Guru is the \Vord, and the "'oni is Guru."-I(a11ara, IV. 

t Asa-di- Var, vi. i. ''In this "oriel the best practice is of the 
\Vord."-Porbliati, I. "_l\ly yoga is practi~e<l by singing Thy 
hymns."-Asa, V. Sujil'n-Rai of Batala writing abcut"Sikhs in 1697 
says in his IOmlasal·uZ~ Ti1i01·ilch: "The only ·way of worship with 
them is that they read hymns composed by their Gurus ·and sing 
them sweetly in accompaniment with musical instruments." . Ia 
the Golden Temple, Amritsar, up to tlii& time,_nothing but continuous 
singing of hymns day and night by relays of singers is allowed. 
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Guru Gobind Singh himself receiv~rl baptism from 
the Sikhs initiated by himself. After him the Sikhs 
ceased to have any personal Guru. If ,ve read the 
Sikh history aright, the Sikh community would 
appear as an organized unit to h;-tve undergone a 
course of discipline in the hands of teri Gurus, 
until its character wa::: fully developed · and the Guru_ -
merged his personality in the body of the nation thus 
reared. The Guru, a:s mentioned above, worked 
with two things: the personal association and the 
Word. Now after the death of Guru Gobind Singh 
the personality and the Word were separated. The 
Panth was invested with the personality of the 
Guru, and the incorporated \Vord became the 
Gyari Guru. That is, in simple words, the Khalsa 
Panth was to be the Guru in future, not in super
session of the previous Gurus, but as authorised to 
work in their name; and it was invariably to guide 
itself by the teachings of the Gurus as found iP the· 
Holy Granth. So that the Sikhs cam-., ;--_. .oame 
Guru Nanak anrl the r,,,-,1 P:n:!, -ie 

Amrit ur bapti.:it,·1 was 1,!au,: ,,L .,i :;., of this 
organization. There was no room lcit for any 
wavering on the broder-line. All who wanted to 
serve humanity through Sikhism must JOm it 
seriously as regular members, and receive its bap
tism as the initial step. All must have the same 
creed, which should be well-defined and should not 
be confused with the belief and practices of the 
neighbouring religions. The Guru ordered that-

The Khalsa should be distinct from the Hindu and the 
Muslim."* 
"He who keeps alight the unquenchable torch of truih, and 

never swerves from t~,c thou~ht of or.;; <>,,d; 
He who 1,.-._ '.,,P ; · . 1:::e i.1 . _._;_ :·nd dou 11ot pot 

• Rahtttnama o( Chaupa Singh. 
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his faith, e\·en by mistake, in fasting or the gra\·es of l\Ius
lim saints, Hindu crematoriums, or Jogis' places of sepulchre; 

He wbo only recognizes tbe one God and no pilgrimages, 
non-destruction of life, penances, or austerities; 

And in whose heart the light of the Perfect One sbines.-he is 
to be recognized as a pure member of the Kb::il~a."* 

Such a Khalsa was to embody in himself the 
highest ideal of manhood, as described by Guru 
Gobind Singh in his unpublished book, called 
Sarb Loh. Although the Khalsa was designed by 
the Guru himself, yet the Guru was so charmed by 
the look of his own creation that he saluted it. in the 
book, as his own ideal and master. The Khaisa was 
thought fit enough to administer baptism of the new 
order to the Guru, and was consecrated as the Guru 
incarnate. As a sign that the Guru had placed himself 
eternally in his Sikhs, it was declared by him that-

"H anybody wishes to see me, ltt :1im go to an assembly of 
Sikhs, and approach them wirh fnith and re\·ercnce; he will 
surely see me amongst them." t 
In the ranks of the Khalsa, all were equal, the 

lowest with the highest, in race as in creed, in 
political rights as in religious hopes. \Vomen were 
to be baptized in the same way as men and were to 
enjoy the same rights. The "Sarbat Khalsa," or 
the whole people, met once at the Akal Takht, 
Amrits-ir t-k• h; •hpc:t c:P;:it 0f Panthic authority, on 
tr,- , ,l:casion of Dewali or Baisakhi, and felt that 
th::y wer~ one. All questions affecting the welfare 
of th1; community were referred to the Saugats, 
which would decide them in the form of resolutions 
called Gurmattas. A Gunuatta duly passed was 
supp::,sed to have received the sanction of the Guru, 
and any attempt made afterwards to contravene it 
was taken as a sacrilegious act 

*Swayyas of Guru Gobiad Singh. 
t P1·em Sumarng. 
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FORMS AND CEREMONIES 

This institution of the Khalsa entails a certain 
additional disciplinary outfit in the shape of bap
tismal forms and vows, which are often misunder
stood. It is true that if religion were only a matter 
of individual concern, there would be no need of 
forms and ceremonies. But religion, as taught by 
the Gurus, is a force tlia~ not only ennobles indivi
duals but also binds them together to work for nobility 
in the world. Organization is a means of enlarging 
the possibility, scope and effectiveness of this work. 
In order that an organization itself may work effec
tively, it is necessary that the individuals concerned 
in it should be able to keep up their attachment to 
the cause and a sufficient amount of enthusiasm for 
it. It is, however, a patent fact that men by their 
nature are so constituted that they cannot keep 
their feelings equally high-strung for a long time 
at a stretch. Reaction is inevitable, unless some 
means are devised to ensure the continuity of 
exertion. This is where discipline comes in, which 
keeps up the spirit of individuals against relaxation 
in times of trial and maintains their loyalty to the 
cause even in moments of ebb. This discipline, or 
what is called esprit de corps, is secured by such 
devices as flags and drills and uniforms in armies, 
and certain forms and ceremonies in religion. Uni
formity is an ess~ntial part of them. They create the 
necessary enthusiasm by appealing to imagination 
and sentiment, and work for it in moments of depres
sion. They are a real aid to religion, which is 
essentially a thing of sentiment. Man would not 
need them if he were only a bundle of intellectual 
and moral senses; but as he has also got sentiment 
and imagination, without which the former qualities 
would be inoperative, he cannot do without articulat
ing his ideas and beliefs in some forms appropriate 
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to sentiment. These forms must not be dead but a 
living index of his ideal, waking up in him dvid in
timations of the personality that governs his religio~, 
They should be related to his inner belief as -.vords 
:ire to their meaning, tears to grief, smiles to happi
ness and a tune to a song. It is true that sometimes 
wo·rds become meaningless, when we no longer 
heed their s,~nse, or the language to which they 
belong becomes dead. It is true that sometimes 
tears and smiles are only cloaks for hypocrisy: and 
a tune mere meaningless jingle. But there is no 
denying the fact that, when their inner meaning 
is real and we are sincere about it, they do serve 
as very helpful interpreters. Forms are the art 
of religon. Like Art in relation to Nature, these forms 
impose certain limitations on the ideal, hut at the 
same time they make the ideal more real and 
workable for general use. 

Sometimes, however, when the forms are 
determined, not by the necessity of uniformity which 
is so essential for . discipline, but by local or 
racial causes, they narrow the applicability of the 
ideal and create division and . exclusiveness where 
they should have helped men to unite. \\ihen the 
spirit in which they had been originally conceived 
dies out, they become mere hadicaps to religion, 
and the people who use them would be well-advised 
to abandon them. It was such forms that Guru Nanak 
asked people to leave. "Destroy that custom,'' he said, 
"which makes you forget dear ·cod."* But the 
Sikh forms were not conceived in a spirit of exclu
siveness, or as essential to the advancement of 
individual souls. They were simply appointed . to 
serve as aids to the preservation of the corporate 
life of the community, and any man who likes to 

*'Vadlians-ki-Var. 
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serve humanity through the Sikh Panth can wear 
them. It is possible for a man to love God and 
·cultivate his individual soul without adopting these 
forms ; but if he wants to work in a systematic 
manner, not only for his own advancement but for 
the good of others as well in the company of Sikhs, 
he n1 ust adopt these disciplinary forms of their 
organization. The Sikhs, ,..,ho are the soldiers of 
Guru Gobind Singh and whose religion is surcharged 
with his personality, find the uniform worn and or
dained by him as a real help in playing their part 
as units of the Panthic organization. This help 
comes from the appeal made to _sentiment by the 
process of association and not through any inherent 
efficacy of the forms themselves. This association 
is not with places or things, but with an ever-living 
personality that is itself a symbol of the Highest 
Personality. As is God, so is the Guru; and as is 
the Guru, so must be the follower. \\'earing a 
Knicker ensuring briskness of movement at times of 
action and serving as . an easy underwear at times of 
rest, an iron ring on his right arm as a sign of 
sternness and constraint and a sword by his side as 
an instrument of offence and defence and as an emb
lem of power and dignity,* the Guru presented an 
:---:--~r,,: .. ,. ;:--=~~:,,n r,f ;t simple but disciplined 
soldier. He, however, combined in him the saint!i
nc:;;s of the old Rishies with the sternness and strength 
of a knight. Therefore, like his predecessors, he 
kept long hair, which all the world over have 
always been associated \\'ith saintliness. A comb was 
a simple necessity for keeping the hair· clean and 
tidy. These are the forms with which the Sikhs are 
invested at the time of their baptism, in order to 

*"Charity and Kirpan are the symbols of self-respect." -
Pakhiano Charitra, 322. 
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look exactly like their master, n.s they are to behave 
exactly like him. 

From the history of Sikhs in the past as well 
as in the present, it is quite evident how effectively 
these baptismal forms, with the accompanying vows 
of purity, )O\·e and service, have aided them in keep
ing themseh1es united and their ideals unsullied 
even in times of the greatest trial. While keeping 
the Sikhs associated with their Guru and maintain
ing his spirit amongst them, they have not produced 
any narrowing effect on their beliefs or modes of 
worship. All worship and ceremony, whether in 
temple or home, whether on birth, marriage or 
death, consists of nothing else but praying and 
chanting hymns. Could anything be simpler ? 



WOMAN IN SIKHISM 

The civilization of a people can be judged from 
the position they give to their women. For the most 
part, our civilization being man-made, woman is 
assigned a lower position than man, who is supposed 
to be her lord and master. The Bible says, 'the head 
of every man is Christ, and the head of the woman is 
the man;' 'he is the image and glory of God, but the 
woman is the glory of the man. For the man is not of 
the woman but the woman of man. Neither was the 
man created for the woman, but the woman for the 
man.' This is the burthen of the teaching in almost 
all religions. \Voman 's touch is supposed somehow 
to defile the purity of man. St. Paul in his first 
Epistle to the Corinthians is at great pains to 
emphasise the necessity of keeping celebate, and 
allows marriage only on sufferance. He believed that 
a man or a woman marrying would not care so much 
for God as one who remained unmarried. That has 
been the belief all over India too, where so much is 
made of cclebacy, and nobody can claim to lead a 
pure and saintly life if he lives with a wife and 
children. There is supposed to be something 
inherently wrong with woman's make-up. That is 
why she hJ.!" been excluded from the domain of 
religion. flfanu would not allow her-along with 
Sudras-evcn to listen to the Vedas, although some 
of the Vedic hymns were composed by women 
themselves. St. Paul too would not extend the right 

' of preaching to women. In his first Epistle to 
Timothy he expressly says that he would not suffer a 
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,,·oman ·to teach, nor to usurp authority o\·er the 
man, but to be in silence. For Adam was not 
deceived. but the woman being deceived ,,·as in the 
transgression. Notwithstanding she 7hall be saved. in 
childbearing.' That is, for her salvation the best thmg 
for her to do was to bear children, and to make them 
religious. Even up to this day it is not possible for 
a woman among Christians to be ordained as a 
preacher. At the Kikiyuyu Conference, held some years 
ago, the leaders of Christian thought tried to impro\'e 
the position of woman in this respect, but the 
words of St. Paul stood in their way, and they. could 
not succeed. Among Mohammadens too the position 
of woman is the same. She cannot utter the call to 
prayer, or become an Imam in a mosque; i. c., she 
cannot lead a congregation in prayer. Among Hindus, 
except in the case of Budhists, woman suffers the same 
disabilities. She cannot have a personal religion or 
spiritual responsibility as apart from her man (father. 
husband, or son). Hence it is considered in
cumbent on a man to get a male child, who should 
look after his spiritual interests in this or the next 
world. How much evil has resulted from this 
prenicious doctrine! 

What is the position of woman in Sikhism ? 
Guru Nanak restored to woman the fullest rights 

belonging to her in society. He says in his Asa-"di- Var: 
It is by woman, the coodemed ooe, that we are conceived, 

aod from her that we are born; it is with her that we are 
betrothed and married. 

It is woman we befr_ieod, and sh~ who keeps the race going. 
\Vhen one women dies, another 1s sought for; it is with her 

that we get established in society. 
Why should we call her inferior who gi\'cs birth to grea~ men? 

Woman was given back her personal share in 
re~i~ion. She was to have the same responsibility in 
spmtual matters as man, and was in every way his 
equal in the sight of God: 
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All (women as well as men) acknowledge the same Goel as 
their own; point out any who does not. 

Each person is reoponsible himself for his actions, and shall 
ba,·e to settle his account himself. 

Religious congregations were thrown open to women. 
They were to participate freely in all religious and 
secular observances, and no social custom was to 
hinder them from doing so. Sikh women are to this 
day seen attending all occasions of public worship, 
all conferences, along with the members of the other 
sex; and their conjoint as well as alternate singing, 
in which they often lead the chorus, must move the 
heart of anyone who wants to see what Guru Nanak 
did for womankind. 

The third Guru (Guru Amar Das) forbade Satee 
111 these words : 

"They are not Satees who burn themselves with their dead 
husbands. 

Rathe:· ar~ they S"./ee11, Nanak, who die with the mere shock 
of seoaration from their husbands. 

And they too are to be considered as Satees, who abide in 
modesty and contentment; 

Who wair uoon the:r Lorc:1 and rising in the morn e,·er 
remember Him. 

Again: 
"\Vo::ien are burnt in the fire with their husbands: 
Tr they appreciate their husband~. they undergo sufficient pain 

by their death ; 
.\nd if thcr appreciate not their hu,bancls, Nanak, why should 

they be burnt at alP " (Suhi-1.-i- Var) 

Guru Amar Das'~ held women equal with men. 
Perhaps he remembered what he O\ved to a woman, 
-------------------

*Gum :\mar Das, upto the sixtieth year of bis life, had 
not ye_t become a Sikh. He was living when Guru Nanak was 
preachmg his gospel, but be did not know him. Even when 
Guru Angad, the second Guru, came and carried on the mission of 
Guru Nanak he dicl not know it. It was reserved for Bibi Amro 
lo bring him into tbc Sikh iold. She . was tbc daughter of 
Guru ~ngad, and was married to the nepbew of Guru Amar Das 
who _hved i~ an adjoining house. One early morning she was 
churnmg milk and as usual singing the hymns of the Guru. tmr !)ab, th irsty for spiritual satisfaction. lay awake rest
tis Y h ~n ed.h The words touched him and be requested her. to 
a e 1m to er lather, Guru Angad, and she did so. 
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Bibi Arnro, who had brought him to his Sa\·iour. 
This is his ideal of married life:-

.' They are not husband ancl wife who only h:i.,·e a physical 
contact ; 

Rather are they wife and husband who ha,·c one spirit in two 
bodies." 

This ideal \\"as amply realized in the time of the 
next Guru. There is a beautiful story, in Sikh history, 
of the conscientious and brave daughter of the 
magistrate of Patti (District Amritsar). She did 
her duty by her leper husband even under most 
trying circumstances. She carried him about in a bas
ket on her head for many years till Ire was cured 
by the grace of God. Bhai Gurc.las/' a Sikh missionary 
of the time, says: "From temporal as well as spiritual 
point of view woman is man·s other half and assists 
him to salvation. She assuredly brings happiness to 
the virtuous." Guru Amar Das \vas also against the 
custom of Purda, as may be seen from his exhorta
tion to the Rani of Haripur who had come to the 
Sa11gat (religious assembly) ,vith a veil on. 

The effect of all this was that the men with 
whom it had been usual in troublous times to leave 
their females to the mercy of the invader, now came 
forward as defenders of the honour of their homes. 
\,Vomen, too·, came to realize their position, and after 
this we often hear of their making a bold stand for 
their own defence. Women came to be recognized, in 
one sense, as even the spiritual support of men. 
Somebody" expressed his surprise to Guru Hagovind, 
the sixth Guru, on his living a married life. The 
Guru answered, " \Voman is the conscience of 
man. i• There is a good example of Sikh women 
helping their men to keep themselves on the right 

--- -------- ---- ---
*He lived from the time of the 3rd to the 6th Guru. Next 

to the Guru's words the Sikhs prize hi$ works which are a sort 
of e:,:rositioo and are called the key to their Scriptures. 
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path when the latter showed a tendency to go astray. 
Guru Tegh Bahadur, the ninth Guru, once came to 
Amritsar to visit the Golden Temple. The people 
of the place closed the doors of the temple and would 
not allow him to enter. The Guru went away saying 
''O people of Amritsar, how gloomy are your hearts,,: 
From that moment the people of the city were tilled 
with a mysterious gloom. The Guru took up his 
abode in Katha Sahib-a place in Walla about three 
miles from the city of Amritsar. The women of the 
city felt sorry that their men had so disgraced them
selves and came to the Guru in a body supplicating 
his forgiveness. It was then that the Guru forgave the 
people and said, 'The women of Amritsar know how 
to love the will of God.' Thus had women saved their 
men from the irreverence into which they had fallen. 

The following stories are other instances of the 
same spirit. 

During the long siege of Anandpur, lasting for 
several months, some of the Sikhs became restive, 
believing that it was fu~·ile to hold out any longer. They 
showi::d signs of <lisaffr:ction, and Guru Go bind Singh 
asked them to declare themselves. Forty of them 
signed a <lisclaimer renouncing their allegiance to the 
Guru and went away to their homes. Their women, 
however, shut their doors in their faces, and would 
not let them enter, for they had shamed their profession 
of arms. Their women taunted them as more fit for 
wearin·g women's gowns than for wielding the warrior's 
sword. They said, "You sit at home and mind the 
children., \Ve shall go and fight for you with the 
sword.'' The men were struck with remorse, but did 
not know how to be reconciled to the Guru. Then 
:.\Iai Bhago. a brave Sikh lady, came forward to help 
them out of this difficulty. She put on male dress, and 
taking a sword and mounting a horse she told them to 
follow her. They came with her to the field of 
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:'-.luktsar, where fighting against odds they laid down 
their lives and won the title of 'the Saved Ones.' 
They are remembered in the daily prayer of Sikhs. 

Ha-yat-i-Afghani, a history of the North- \Yest 
Frontier bY an ancestor of Sir Sikandar Hayat Khan, 
records a s·torY about a Sikh woman who not only 
saved her hc;;nour from a Pathan but taught him 
a lesson. She was found by him walking alone in a 
deserted place. He was tempted to lay hands on her. 
She knocked him down single-handed, and siezing his 
sword dismissed him contemptuously. He went 
away with bowed head, but soon came back to her 
and said, ''Please give me back my sword, or cut off 
my head with it. I can't face my people after 
surrendering my sword to a woman." She replied, 
" Yes, you may have your sword, if you promise that 
you will never again attempt to dishonour a woman.'' 
He gave the promise, and learnt the lesson of his 
lite. -

The Sikh Temple of Nander, called H azur Sahib: is 
sacred to the memory of the tenth Guru, Guru Gobind 
Singh, who passed away at this spot in 1708. This 
temple was the victim of constant inroads of Moham
medans from the Deccan, and the Sikhs felt helpless. 
They began to desert the place. These news reached 
\lalwa in the Punjab. About two hundred Sikh 
women volunteered themselves to go and rescue the 
temple. They formed themselves into a battalion and 
marched to the South on horseback. On reaching 
there they engaged the enemy in a sharp skirmish 
lasting for many hours and drove out the Moham
medan usurpers. In this battle they captured a drum 
and a banner of the enemy, both of which are said 
to be still lying in Nander. 

On the Baisakhi day of 1699 A. D., Guru Gobind 
Singh convoked a big assembly of his people from 
far and near to lay the foundation of the Khalsa. The 
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five Sikhs-or the Beloved Ones of the Guru, as tli::: 
Sikhs call them,-had been tried and stood ready to be 
initiated. The Guru was preparing Amrit, the water 
of baptism, when his wife, Mata Sahib Kaur, appeared 
on the scene with an offering of patashas (cakes of 
sugar). The Gum took the sugar and throwing it 
into the Amrit welcomed her, saying, "Your;- coming 
is opportune. \:Voman sweetens the Amrit of life." 
And to this day \\·hen Sikhs are baptised. it is an
nounced to them that Guru Gobind Singh is the 
father and i\Iata Sahib Kaur the mother of the 
Khalsa. 

In Sikh history there are. examples of women 
who not only fought in the battle but ruled over 
states, and assisted men in all the spheres of social 
and political activity. Quite recently they got the 
right of vote, along with men, to elect representatives 
to the Central Board of Management for the Sikh 
Temples: called the Shromani Gurdwara Parbandhak 
Committee. In the book of ritual, prepared by this 
body, women along wiil men bave been given the right 
to join the Panj Pearas or the Five Beloved Ones, 
who are commissioned to administer baptism and 
perform other functions as the Guru incorporate. 

Thus are abolished all the invidious distinctions 
between men and women. 
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Humour is commonly taken to mean the sense 
of ridicule or mockery. But on observing the finer 
developments of human character, it would appear to 
have also a deeper significance. It is really an ex
treme sensitiveness to the true proportion of things, 
a sense that at once discovers for us whatever is out 
of joint in any thought or action. It is not merely a 
make-shift quality for leisure hours, but has a substan
tial value for our moral developmenet. It bespeaks a 
full and strong sense of personal identity, and is not 
incompatible with religion. Nay, explain it how we 
will, true humour always goes with ripeness of wis
dom, and long-faced seriousness, as much as frivolity, 
is a sign of immaturity. \Vithout the sense of hum
our virtue itself becomes self-forgetful and loses its 
balance. It is humour alone that can keep our sympa
thies well-regulated and in good trim. It is a fine 
corrective force in our character, and works like an 
instinct against all excess. 'Without it, a man's char
acter is always underdone or done on one side only. 

It was with this sense of humour that one quiet 
morning at Hardwar, Guru Nanak had begun to 
throw water towards his fields in Kartarpur. His pur
pose was to disillusion the Hindus ·who believed that 
the water thrown to the east would reach their dead 
ancestors in the world beyond. It was the same hum
our he displayed at Mecca, when he lay down at night 
with his feet purposely turned towards the Kaaba and 
said to the priests who protested that they could turn 
his feet in any direction where God was not. He often 
announced his coming in a very strange manner. 
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\Vhile coming back to India from l\Iecca, lie haltc:d at 
Baghdad. It was yet early dawn, and the people had 
not yet begun stirring for the morning prayers. Cum 
Nanak wanted to have a congregation of his own. 
He took himself to a high place, and in a loud sten
torian voice began to imitate the famous r.fohammedan 
call to prayer. Hearing this new kind of Azan, the 
people flocked round him, and listened to his preach
ing with more than usual eagerness. On another 
occasion, during his wanderings, he came upon a knol 
of happy children playing in t!1e street. The sight 
was too alluring for him. He at once put off his 
gravity and began to leap and bound and shout just 
as the little urchins did. It must have been a sight 
for gods to see the grey-haired prophet jumping and 
singing in the company of children ! And then look 
at the quaint dress he wore on occasions : a leather 
apron round his waist, a string of bones round his 
neck, a tilak on his forehead and a prayer-carpet under 
his arm. 

Guru Arjun w~.o compiled the Holy Granth, 
knew the value of humour, and when incorporating 
the compositions of different Bhagats did not discard 
the passages which were humorous or lively. One of 
the most effective and sincere addresses to God is the 
prayer of Dhanna the J at, \\"herein he asks for his 
simple daily bread in this way : 

"O God, I, Thine afflicted servant, come to Thee. 
Thou arrangest the affairs of those who perform Thy 
service. I beg of Thee to give me Hour, ghee, and 
pulse, so that my heart may rejoice for ever. I want 
shoes and fine clothes, and corn grown on a field 
ploughed seven times over. I want a milch cow and 
a buffalo, and a good Turkustani mare, and a good 
wife. These things Thy servant Dhanna begs of 
Thee.''-Dhanasri. 
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There is also a similar passage in Kabir, wherein 
he throws ui:, the beads to God: saying that he can 
offer no prayers as long as He keeps him hungry. 
He lays down a regular bill of fare, which he declares 
to be "none too covetous'' (S01·ath). 

As Sikhism is particular in discarding asceticism 
and encouraging secular life lived religiously, it has 
provided a free scope for developing a bright and 
vigorous spirit among the Sikhs. Bhai Bidhi Chand, 
who was the right-hand man of Guru Hargovind, 
was one of the most adventurous youths of the 
time, noted as much for his humour as for his devo
tion. His "larking'' campaigns were so humorously 
conceived and romantically executed that for him 
even the prosaic i\fr. ~facauliffe is constrained to 
pause for diversion. 

But the most striking example of Humour play
ing a prominent part in Sikhism is the fact that 
there exists a regular order of Humorists, called 
Suthras, who have carried on religions propaganda in 
the name of Guru Nanak mainly through Humour. 

Guru Gobind Singh also reaiized the value of 
humour and made full use of it in his religious work. 
Once he dressed up a donkey like a lion and set it 
roaming about the fields. The Sikhs began to laugh 
when they heard it braying, in spite of the lion's coat, 
and asked their leader what it meant. The Guru told 
them that they too would look as foolish as the don
key, if, with the Singh's (lion's) name and uniform. 
they still-remained as ignorant and coward! y as be~ 
fore. The same love of the dramatic is exhibited by 
the way he exposed the futility of the belief in Durga, 
the goddess of power. When all the ghee and in
cense had been burnt, and Pundit Kesha had tired 
himself out by mumbling mantras by the million with
out being able to produce the goddess, the Guru came 
forward with a naked sword and flashing it before the 
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assembly declared, '' This is the goddess of power. " 
The same grim humour was shown by him, when one 
spring morning, in the midst of hymns and recita
tions, he appeared before his Sikhs and demanded a 
man who would sacrifice himself then and there for 
his faith. He wanted to see whether the people 
dared to do anything beyond mere singing of hymns 
and reading of texts. 

As was the Guru, so became the Sikhs. In the 
face of desperate circumstances, they often put on a 
fine brag-that Hannibal or Sir Walter Raleigh might 
have envied-and literally shouted over a difficulty. 
Once a small straggling detachment of Sikhs was 
hemmed in by a numero:.is force of the enemy. Their 
friends were far off, and there was no hope of their 
coming in time to save them. Yet they did not lose 
heart. They to ,k off their broad white Clurddars 
(~heets) and spread them over the neighbouring bushes 
to make them look like tents from the distance. All 
the while th-ey kept o'.1 shouting every fifteen minutes 
the famous national cry of Sat Sri Alia/. The enemy 
thought that the Sikhs were receiving so many instal
ments of help, and did not dare to come forward. 

As a result of this brave spirit, there grew up 
among the Sikhs a peculiar slang, which was called 
the Vocabulary of Heroes. In it the things connected 
with the dif-ficulti~s of life were expressed in terms of 
such cheerfulness and bravado, as if for the Sikhs 
pain and suffering had lost all meaning. Death was 
familiarly called an expedition of the Khalsa into the 
next world. A man with an empty stomach ,vould 
call himself mad with prosperity. Grams were al
monds, and onions were· silver pieces, while rupees 
were nothing but empty crusts. A blind man was 
called a wide-awake hero, and a half-blind man an 
argus-eyed lion. A deaf man was said to be a man in 
the upper storey. A baptised Sikh was called a 
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brother of the Golden Cup, which, by the way, was 
onf y an iron vessel. To be fined by the community 
for some fault was called getting one's salary. The 
big stick was called a lawyer or the store of wisdom ; 
and to speak was to roar. 

There is a superb humour in all this, which 
breathes a full and healthy spirit. It shows that our 
ancestors knew, how much better than we do at 
present, that religion is not incompatible with bright
ness and vigour. 



SIKHS AND NON-VIOLENCE 

I 

The chief aim of a Sikh's life is to serve mankind. 
Guru Nanak says : "The service of mankind is a pass
port to heaven'' (Sri Rag). The highest form of service 
is 'sacrifice,' which may be of many kinds. It may 
be the feeding and clothing of the poor, which involves 
offering of money or parting with a part of one's 
property. This is easy to understand, although much 
of the merit is lost by the donor's expectation of 
fame or name in this world or in the next. One ma,· 
have, therefore, to surrender one's mind in order t~ 
complete one's sacrifice. This makes the matter 
more complex, as it requires complete self-abnegation, 
humility and self-surrender. But the most difficult 
sacrifice to make and to understand is that which 
involves the service of the body. It used to be a 
simple thing. \,\'henever a country was in trouble, 
whether as a result of a foreign invasion or an internal 
upheaval, its leaders found no difficulty in knowing 
what their duty was in the crisis. They would use 
all their means to resist evil and to protect what was 
dear and precious in the country. They would have 
no hesitation in u5ing all the physical force at their 
disposal. Resisting the enemy meant organising the 
country's resources and marching out with armies 
to kill or be killed. 

But Leo Tolstoy and ~Iahatma Gandhi have made 
the problem very intricate. Their teaching has revived 
the old Budhist conception of the body being inferior 
to the spirit, and therefore according to them the use 
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of physical force is not so good as the use of spiritual 
force. I call it a revival and a going back, because the 
advancement of humanity has brought forward the 
idea that Matter and Mind are not antagonistic or 
exclusive of each other, but that Matter contains ~!ind, 
and both according to Sikhism are derived from God ; 
that the human body which is envied by angels* is 
earned by spiritual labours of many generations and 
is the most precious gift of God. As such the human 
body is as essential in the make-up of man as his 
soul. It is not mere clay, or dead matter, but a living 
organism which renders as much service to the soul 
as the soul renders service to it. In fact the body is 
the visible part of the soul, which cannot function or 
realize itself without the body, nor the body without 
the soul. From this point of view, the proper use of 
the body, or its physical energy, can have as much 
spiritual value as that of the soul proper. But 
Mahatma Gandhi looks askance at the doings of the 
body, which is _a sort of Shudra as compared with 
the high-born soul. Whenever he gets angry, or has 
any other outburst of human nature, · he holds his 
body responsible for it, and punishes the poor thing 
with fasts and dieting. He prescribes no dieting for 
his soul, or what may be called his inner nature. As 
for instance, when he misreads the case of Sikhs, and 
causes untold suffering to them by misinterpreting 
their history or scriptures, he does not purge his soul 
by keeping silent about them ·until he has studied 
their authentic history or the writings of Guru Gobind 
Singh and other Gurus. If instead of torturing his 
body he would take :1 course in Sikh scriptures for 
three months, he would shed off much of his intoler
ance towards Sikhs and perhaps towards other victims 
of his ire, too, and that would do him lot of spiritual 
good. 

*See Ray Bhairo. 
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But taking his cue from Tolstoy and other 
obscurantists he goes on preaching the doctrine that 
the use of physical force is evil, and that non-violence 
is the only remedy for our ills. \Ve should not resist 
evil. If an enemy attacks us, we should appeal to 
his soul, or should pray for the softening of his heart, 
but should in no case oppose him by the use of hand 
or foot, a stick or a sword. Even if a man mad with 
anger is found killing an innocent child, or a man 
intoxicated with lust is trying to violate the honour 
of a woman, we should not raise a hand against him 
to prevent him from committing the crime. Vile should 
rather pray to him (as if prayer could have any 
effect on him in that mood !), or should suffer death 
at his hands. ( What if he succeeds in doing the 
nefarious act without touching us or paying any 
attention to us ?) l\fahatma Gandhi thinks that if 
we sacrifice our lives before the tyrant, his heart 
would melt, his conscience would awake, and he 
would give up his e\·il practice. By repeatedly 
presenting to him the sight of suffering as a result 
of his misdeeds we should be able to change the evil 
tendencies of his nature. But if, on the other hand, 
to prevent him from doing evil we use violence, 
we would be brutalising him and he would get no 
chance to recover the true level of his nature, which 
is to show mildness and gentility. By using non
violent methods we would be promoting sweetness 
and light among men, and would be bringing about 
that moral sensitiveness which is the true sign of 
civilisation. 

From the same point of view it is considered 
ill-advised to use armies in_repelling the attack of an 
enemy. Mahatmaji would, therefore, appeal to 
Britons not to fight against Germans, but to lay down 
arms before them and to let them occupy England, 
only contenting themselves with non-co-operation 
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with the invader. NO\v that the Japanese are at the 
gates of India, it would be interesting to see what 
advice he would give to his fellow-countrymen, and 
how far would his advice be acceptable. · 

Before considering these strange views of 
\Iahatma Gandhi, it is necessary to point out that he 

·has not always held these extreme views. His non
violence, like his political beliefs, has passed through 
many phases. There was a time when he could 
contemplate killing as a part of ahi11sa. In the 
Young fodia of 21st October, 1926, he said : 

"At times we may be faced with the una,·oidable duty of 
killin[: a man who is fot>ncl in the act of killing people." 

In the Nav ]i'wan of October, 1928, he wrote : 
"To kill an animal which is p::st all hopes of recovery is, 

in my opinion, relii::ious." 

Once he recommended the same procedure in the case 
of a calf, which was reported to have no chance of 
living and for which life meant nothing but continuous 
torture. He has also recommended this way of giving 
relief to a mad dog. In one place he says : 

"To believe that mere killing is hiusa. is ignorance." 

In another place he says : 
"\Vhcn killins is effected by speedier and less torturing means 
it is uhi11sa." (That's what Sikhs mean by jhatka.) 

These were his thoughts some time ago. Now he 
has perfected his technique of non-violence. He 

.cannot allow any exceptions. Force is not to be used 
in any ·form or shape on any occasion. Even when 
sicaraj is attained, he cannot contemplate any 
occasion when the use of army or police would be 
permissible. 

!vlahatma Gandhi's love of peace is admirable, 
and he has done much to spread the cult of peace in 
the world ; but peace at all costs is not worth having. 
There are m_any things more precious than peace; 
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such as freedom, honour, national integrity, etc., and 
no cost is too great to pay for any of these. It is 
impossible, therefore, for this doctrine of Mahatma 
Gandhi to find a permanent place in our hearts. The 
glamour of his personality and the sacrifices he has 
made for his doctrines will for some time hold the 
imagination of the world ; nay, the essentially good 
points of his mission-such as humility and humanity 
in dealing with those with whom we differ, general 
love of peace and respect for life-will remain for 
ever as great lessens taught by a superior personality. 
But his theory of non-violence will go the way of 
all such well-meant but unpractical fads as that of 
Akbar's Din-i-llahi. 

Even now this doctrine is losing lustre with the 
people. In fact, there are very few even among the 
immediate followers of the Mahatma who will go the 
,vhole way with him. l\faulana Abul Kalam Azad 
declared not long ago that if India were invaded he 
would be the first man to lift the sword. In July 
1942, in the course of a press interview, he said, 
"The Congress position was that India's defence 
could only be with the armed forces.'' Pandit 
Jawahir Lal Nehru, Mahatmji's political heir, does not 
believe in his non-violence at all costs. He 
disassociated himself from the' :\Iahatma "·hen the 
latter issued his advice to the British people that they 
should lay down their arms before Hitler and fight 
only with non-violent means. Be said to Sir 
Stafford Cripps that one of the first steps that 
National Government in India would take was to 
raise a huge citizen ·army of tens of millious. Even 
the leading members o_f the Congress are not 
with him. He wrote m the Har1fa11 of 14th 
October, 1939: 

''In the course of con\'ersations with members of the \Vorking 
Committee I di<;covered that their non-violence had never gone 
beyond fighting the Britsih Government with that weapon." 
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In July 1940 the All India Congress Committee, 
meeting at Poona and led by i\Ir. Rajagopalachariar 
and Sardar Patel, rejected ~Jahatma Gandhi's plea 
for non-violence in the matter of national defence, 
and under certain conditions offered to throw its full 
weight into the efforts for an effective organisation 
of the defence of the country. Maulana Abu) Kalam 
Azad, the Congress President, while praising ufohatma 
Gandhi's idealism, said that the Congress was .. 
political organisation, with a political objective, and 
not a body for organising world peace. It is true 
that a few months later the Congress gave up this 
position, which was its own, and pledged itself to 
Mahatma Gandhi's principle of pure non-violence, 
but it was an act of expediency resorted to for 

the sake of securing the active leadership of 
Mahatma Gandhi in the new struggle set afoot 
on the rejection of the Viceroy's offer of 8th 
August. It was not a genuine move, and it astonished 
many who knew the Congress and the Mahatma's 
love of truth and genuineness. Dr. B. S. l\foonje, the 
acting President of the Hindu i\Iahasabha, declared: 
"The Congress resolution is an enigma." It was an 
enigma to many others, to Sikhs in particular, who 
are not given to such intellectual somersaults. 

II 

It appears from his correspondence with Sikh 
leaders that !vlahatma Gandhi himself is labouring 
under a serious misunderstanding about the Sikhs' 
position · in regard to non-violence. He believes 
that the Sikhs wearing Kirpans have no place in 
Satyagraha or in the Congress. In August 1940 he 
wrote to Master Tara Singh, the Akali leader, that 
as he believed in the sword, he had nothing in 
common with the Congress nor the Congress with 
him. ''Your civil disobedience,'' he told the Sikh 
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leader, "is purely a branch of violence." His bdid 
is that the Sikhs; because they do not shed off their 
sword, are not qualified to offer satyagraha or to take 
part in any campaign of non-violence. If he had 
studied Sikh history, or taken the trouble of 
knowing the ordinary Sikh lt'!lets, he would have 
come to know-what even a tyro knows-that the 
Sikhs cannot shed their Kirpan or Sword, bec2.use, 
like the sacred thread of Hindus, it is a sacred symbol 
of Sikhism. and no Sikh can remain a Sikh if he 
repudiates the wearing of it. To ask him to give 
it up is to nsk him to renounce his faith. How 
can a Sikh do it? Then is a true Sikh to be permanent
ly debarred from taking part in the activities of the 
greatest national body of India? 

The fact is that Mahatma Gandhi is procecdin~ 
in this matter with the Sikhs in a purely theoretical 
manner. Otherwise he knows-at least his friend ~lr. 
C. F. Andrews knew-how well the Sikhs have 
acquitted themselves in showing the true spirit of 
non-violence. \\Then ;\lr. C. F. Andrews went to 
witness the satyagraha of Guru ka Bagh in 1922, he 
was so struck with the perfect example of non-violence 
presented before him that he recorded his impressions 
in a series of letters he wrote to the pre;s. In one of 
them he says that what he saw reminded him cf the 
shJ.dow of the Cross-the s:,.·ne p1.ssive suffering and 
the same calm holiness of the atmosphere ! 'A new 
h:::roism," he s1.id, ··Jenrnt through suffering, has 
arisen in the land. A new lesson in moral \Varfare has 
been taught to the world." Further on he paid a 
beautiful compliment to the heroic but perfectly 
passive s 1.iffering of the Sikhs : :•one thing I have 
not mentioned whid1 \\·as sig:1ilicant of all that I have 
written concerning t:1e spirit of the suffering endured. 
It w::1s very rarely that I witnessed any Aknli Sikh, 
who went forward to suffeL flinch from a blow 
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when it was struck. Apart from the instinctive and 
the involuntary reaction of the muscles that has the 
appearance of a slight shrinking back, there was 
nothing, so far as I can remember, that could be called 
a deliberate avoidance of the blow struck. The b!O\vs 
were received one by one without resistance and 
without a sign of fear.'' 

There are many other examples of the true 
satyagraha shown by Sikhs. Only strong people, who 
know how to use physical force, can set an effective 
example of non-violence by suppressing·their strength. 
The non-violence of weaklings is a thing of necessity, 
an urgency forced on them by circumstances, and 
not a voluntary act of a lion behaving like a lamb. 
Guru Nanak says : ''Life is fruitful in the company 
of those who are strong and yet suppress their 
strength and are humble.'' From this point of view, 
the Sikhs are best fitted to use the weapon of non
violence, because they are enjoined by their religion 
to keep themselves strong and fit, to wear arms and 
yet not to use •them on a· least provocation, but to 
use their well-preserved strength only in aid of 
righteousness. And . that too if it has been decided 
after due deliberation that all non-violent measures 
have failed. 

Mahatma Gandhi not only dubs the Sikhs of 
Guru Gobind Singh as unfit to take part in Satyagraha, 
or to remain in the Congress, he also takes upon 
himself to interpret their religi'on for them, In a 
letter to·Gyani Gurmukh Singh 'Musafir,' written in 
December, 1940, he says that the Gurus' teachings 
enjoin non-violence as a duty, and that they tolerate 
violence only when the choice before the votary is 
between cowardly surrender and the use of the sword. 
This is a complete misunderstanding of the teachings 
of the Sikh Gums. 
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III 
The Gurus were in favour of peace and order in 

society. They loved mankind, and did not wish to 
give trouble to anybody. Their teaching for general 
use was pacific. Between man and man there is often 
no use of employing force for the redress of personal 
wrongs Rather our scripture enjoins humility and 
forbearance in such cases. Gun! Amar Das has said: 
" Ap marai, avra uah marai "-a man should rather 
die himself than kill others .. This was the policy of 
the Sikhs under the first five Gurus. They were 
perfectly non-violent as long as they believed that by 
suffering passively they could soften the callousness 
of their oppressors and shame them into reason. 
The sufferings borne by the earlier Gurus did stir up 
conscience in their opponents, and the rulers often 
tried to befriend them. But when a saint like Guru 
Arjun was roasted alive on heated plates, the Sikhs 
came to reconsider their policy in the face of brute 
force run amok. It is perfectly reasonable to expect 
a hard-hearted man· to get his soul awakened by 
witnessing the enormities produced by his brutal nature. 
But when by the constant practice of cruelty his nature 
is completely brutalised and the human element in him 
is dead, it is quite futile to present to him a sight of 
suffering for any moral purpose. \'.'e do not 
willingly offer ourselves to be gored by a horned beast. 
This is a guestion of general experience. Is it not a 
fact that a man sometimes becomes so degraded in 
mind and spirit that-barring his human shape
nothing of humanity is left in him? As long as human 
nature is subject to the attacks of pride, lust, anger, 
greed and other blinding passions, so long it will 
be ahvays possible for a man to fall from humanity 
and Leha ve like a perfect brute. It is true that 
human nature is improving, and will go on improving 
in sensitiveness-physical and moral-and with this 
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improvement the use of non-violence will go on 
increasing in effectiveness. But with all this we 
shall never have a time when human nature will be 
completely exorcised of its evil tendencies, and there 
will be no need of using force. At least that time 
has not co:11e yet. It is st ill possible to find 
individuals falling upon individuals and nations 
upon nations in the attempt to crush them out of 
existence. If the questions involved were merely 
economic or political, there would be some ground 
for solving the difficulty by reasoning or discussion. 
But when mere lust for power inspires the aggressor, 
his condition is like that of a mad man or a beast, 
and there is no chance for reason to succeed. In 
such a case even Guru Nanak, the prince of peace: 
recommends force. He says. ,:The fool will listen only 
to a slap." 

1 he first five Gurus did not find it necessary to 
use force, as they suffered not from a nation but from 
individuals. In the beginning it happened that the 
Mughal Emperors were not so persecuting as they 
became later on. It also happened that Sikhism 
began with the establishment of the Mughal rule. 
Both being in their infancy the Emperors, on the 
one hand, had not that command over the Empire 
which they got with Akbar and his successors; and, 
on the other hand, Sikhism in the eyes of the public 
haJ not yet assumed any great importance. Many 
causes like these conspired to' make the progress of 
Sikhism a little smoother in the beginning. After 
Akbar's laxity of principles it was thought better, in 
the interest of Islam, to change the policy towards 
non-11 uslims. And, therefore, we hear more of 
persecutions after him. A ne\v religion, which has 
active followers, is always felt to be a source af 
anxiety to the ruling community. For great religions 
do not bring with them only new doctrines, they 
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also give. a newer and stronger life to the nation, 
which it feels in every part of its existence. Hence 
there is no religion worth the name which has not 
received the baptism of fire in its early days. \\"hen 
the Sikhs looked at the tyrannies and short-sighted 
policies of the earthly kings they comforted themselves 
by styling their Guru as the spiritual king (sachcha 
,Padshah)-as really he was. This attitude was 
misunderstood by the governing body as if it were 
sedition-just as in the case of early Christians, their 
recognition of the true king in Christ, instead of 
joining in the Caesar-worship, was construed into 
disloyalty. 

With the he!µ of a very active intellingcnce 
department Jahangir began a campaign against all 
recognised religious leaders, Hindu as well as 
Mohammedan, who differed from the orthodox church 
and were forming separate centres of free thought. 
Many liberal-minded saints, like Ibrahim Baba Afghani 
and Sheikn Ahmad Sarhindi, suffered imprisonment 
for establishing separate congregations. Guru Arjun 
also came into the hands of the Emperor's familiars. 
He had developed Sikhism by giving it an orgnisation 
and unity. There \ms to be one Book as the scripture 
and one place-the Golden Temple-to be the 
rendezvous for the organised religion. 

There is nothing wrong in these things to excite 
the anger of a government. It, however, excited the 
jealousy of the Hindu and Mohammedan priests, 
who !':aw that with the growth of this new religion 
their own propaganda was in danger. From here we 
begin to find an increasing mass of complaints in the 
court against the Guru an-d the Sikhs. The troubles 
had begun even earlier than the time of the Fifth 
Guru. We find the Sikhs suffering at the hands of 
mobs in the ordinary performance of their daily 
work. Many a time they could not draw water from 
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wells without being pelted and getting their pitchers 
broken. Rut the Gurus would do nothing to oppose 
the lawful authority, because the wrong came from 
the subject pc:ople, Hindu or r.lohammedan; because 
tilt! established authority could still be approached 
and appealed to, often with much success. But now 
towa,ds the end of Gum Arjun's life the policy of the 
new Emp::ror changed. Just after his accession, 
when he came to the Punjab, he summoned the Guru 
to bring with him the Sikh Scripture, which he had 
lately compiled and about which complaints had been 
made that there was something dangerous in it. But 
the Guru could not be punished, as on perusal 
nothing wa,; found against any religion. However, 
a year later, the Guru ,vas again caught on a 
trumpped-up charge that he had helped the rebellious 
son of the Emperor. The real cause of the per
secution would appear from Jahang:r1s o,vn words 
quoted from his Memoirs: 

"So many of the simple-minded Hindus, nay, many foolish 
;'\[uslims too had been fascinated by bi~ ways and te;:ching5. 
He was noised_ alm~t as a great rel:gious and worldly leader. 
Thev called bun (11 1 : I! anrl frClm all directions crr.wds of 
people would c<·me to him nnd express '(reat devotion to him. 
This bu,,y tratlic had been carric-ri on for three or four 
!(eilerr.tions. For 111(111 y year.; the thought had been 
;1re.~e11t,11r1 ifg,,{{ lo 11,!J 111inrl th'1l i:ifher I should put. (m 
<>11./ to this /ai-~e traffic·, or I /u,l Iii• -~hoilld he brought. 
irdo Ilic folri (}f ls/11J11," 

The Guru was cruelly tortured to death. and his 
property confiscated. The Sikhs, on the death of 
their leader, saw the great danger that threatened 
Sikhism. They had to overcome opposition not from 
the Hindus and ;\lohammedans alone, but from the 
Government as well. They had nn means with them 
to defend themselves except to organise force, because 
they had to meet an organised force. There was no 
po\~Cr on earth to take up their cause but themselves, 
and themselves they did take it up, with what success 
tbe world knows. 
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The words of the martyr Guru were still ringing 
in their ears : 

"Now the order of the Merciful has gone forth 
That no one shall molest another.'' -

The Sikhs knew what that new order meant for 
them. Under the Sixth Guru they fought against 
the Mughals and did not allow the rulers to crush 
them. After some time they again put by the sword, 
and gave a chance to the rulers to recover their lost 
soul. The Seventh Guru kept with him armies and 
-.Yore arms, but he had resolved never to use them. 
He, however, ceased to co-operate with the Govern
ment, and refused even tQ see the face of the Emperor. 
His son, who succeeded him, did likewise. The 
Ninth Guru suffered passively, as did so many of his 
Sikhs, like Bhai Mati Das who allowed himself to 
be sawn alive without uttering even a sigh of bitter
ness. Under Guru Gobind Singh the policy of passive 
suffering was again reconsidered. The Guru organised 
his Sikhs for self-defence, and fought battles against 
the Mughal Government. That these battles, as those 
of Guru Hargovind, were purely for self-protection 
is evident from the fact that the Guru, even after 
successes, did not occupy any territory of the enemy. 
Before he took up the sword he took care to see 
whether the same objective could not be secured by 
peaceful means. His own words about resorting to 
force are: "Drawing of the sword is permissible only 
when all other measures have failed.'' 

The Sikhs of the present day in dealing with the 
British Government have decided to remain non
violent under all circumstances. It is a compliment to 
the British Government that it is believed to possess 
a soul, or to have the fear of public opinion, which 
the Sikhs, along with their other fellow countrymen 
have been trying to awaken. The advancement of 
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of the times and the fear of the world opinion has 
made it practically impossible for mqdern governments 
to indulge in those barbarities which were possible 
in the dark ages. Still it is not inconceivable that, 
in future, circumstances may arise when a govern
ment is communal and not national and the co111munal 
majority in the government, intoxicated by the 
unalterable strength of its rule, might try to put our 
existenct:: into danger by trampling over our religious 
or cultural rights. To meet ·that danger we should 
always have a substantial share in the military 
strength of the country, which will act as a check on 
the aggressive tenJencies of the ruling class. Besides 
our people have not equally developed the saving sense 
of patriotism or cultural refinement. There are always 
present among us unruly elements, and on the frontier 
are fierce Pathans, who might take advantage of 
unsettled conditions in the country and spread havoc 
among us. \Vhen at such times our life or honour 
is at stake, it would be futile to meet the danger 
with appeals to the conscience of the marauder. If 
there is war in the country, as we see nowadays: 
armies are not enough to provide defence. Every 
citizen has to bear a part in the work. There is such a 
thing as home-front as well as battle-front, and 
the war is the people's war, not the government's 
alone. 

To fight shy of arming the pe[!ple, under such con
ditions, is ridiculous, especially when we remember that 
even the followers of non-violence make use of their 
hands and feet to repel the attacks of animals and men. 
\Vhere is the harm if the same hands are better 
organised, by being provided with sticks or swords ? 

The real trouble with us Indians is that, by 
constant use and practice, those things which are 
originally taken up as means come to be regarded 
as ends in themselves. Service is the aim of life. 
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Intellectual, moral or physical forces are only means. 
But led by our old tendencies we set up mean,; ns 
ends. It is true, our means must be as good as our 
ends, but how can the mental forces be pure, 
and the µhysical forces impure? How can the use of 
a fist or a stick be evil, if with one strok,~ l can 
save the honour of a woman or the life of a child ? 
In this way, even the use of eyt:-lids agaii1st the 
approach of dust-particles would be evil, as also of 
lips to pr:c!vent the entrance of a fly into the mouth. 

The Sikhs can safely follow the examµle of their 
Gurus, who made no fetish of a particular method in 
dealing with life's difficulties. They used non-violence 
when this method served the purpose of their mission, 
but when this failed, they had no hesitation in using 
the other method, which was employed with an equal 
sense of human values. In each case they never 
departed from truth and love. 
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\Vhen people try to govern others in the name 
of religion there is .always trouble. The history of 
the world is full of examples where religious zeal has 
led even well-meaning people to interfere with the 
lives of others who differed from them in religion. 
The Punjab too was the scene of such troubles in the 
eighteenth century, \\hen the Muslims and the Sikhs 
fought some of the bloodiest battles in the name of 
religion. No quarter was given or sought on either 
side. Peace came only when a true Punjabi rose 
among them, and laid the foundation of a state in 
which religion was not allowed to interfere, and in 
which Muslims as well as Sikhs had an equal share. 

This great man was Ranjit Singh. He was born 
at Gujranwala on 13th November, 1780. In his early 
years he had had a severe attack of small-pox, which 
disfigured his face and deprived him of his left eye. 
But he soon recovered his health, and grew up to be 
a very strong and manly youth. 

His father, Sardar Mahan Singh, who was a 
warrior chief, often took his son to the battle-field. 
The boy had therefore seen great deal of war while he 
was yet a child. But he had no other sort of 
educatfon, and was even unable to sign his name. 
His father died in 1790, when Ranjit Singh was only 
ten years old. 

The estate was a large one, and was managed, for 
some time, by his mother. But she was a weak 
woman, and the management of the affairs fell into 
disorder. When Ranjit Singh reached the age of 
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seventeen, he took the reins of government into his 
own hands, and became an independent chief. 

The Punjab, at that time, was split up into many 
states, ruled by Sikh, Rajput, Pathan and :\luslim 
chiefs. The hilly tracts in the north were under 
Dogra Rajputs. Kashmir was governed by indepen
dent Afghan rulers. The northwest of the Panjab 
and the western districts, called the Derajat, under 
their Pa than governors, were attached to the Durrani 
empire. Bahawalpur and i\Iultan, in the south, were 
under powerful Muslim rulers. There were other 
Muslim states scattered here and there, such as those 
of Kasur, ]hang, Attock and Mankera. 

In between these Muslim and ,Hindu states lay 
the dominion of the Khalsa. It was divided into 
twelve powers of equal rank, called the Misals. Each 
Misal was under a chief, called Sardar, \Yho was 
generally elected by his own followers. He was quite 
independent of outside control; but when a common 
enemy came to invade the Khalsa lands, these Sardars 
acted together They met at the Akal Takht, in 
Amritsar, and decided upon joint <lction. Unfortu
natdy, when there was no danger from their enemie!". 
they quarrelled among themselves. 

There were six i\f isals in the \fajha and six in the 
\Ialwa tract. In i\fajha, the greatest :\1isals \\'ere 
those of the Bhangis, the Kanhaiyas, the Ramgarhias, 
and the Sukarchakias. Ranjit Singh belonged to the 
Sukarchakias. 

The Kanhaiya i\Iisal was already in alliance with 
him. This l\Iisal was ruled over by an able lady, named 
Sada Kaur, who was Ranjit Singh's mother-in-law. 
She had ~een the rising power of the Sukarchakias 
and, in . order to prevent trouble from her strong 
neighbour; she had married her daughter to the young 
prince, Ranjit Singh. From that time onwards both 
these Misals acted together as one: until in 1821 
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lfanjit Singh fell out with his mother-in-law and 
seized her territory. 

On getting full control of his father's estate, his 
fa,;t and foremost desire was to possess Lahore. 
This was the chief city of the Province, and it was 
necessary for anyone who wished to become master 
of the Panjab to take posses3ion of it. The 
Afghan pow.er being utterly weak, the city was in the 
hands of three Sikh chiefs of the Bhangi l\!isal. 
These men so misgoverned Lahore that the inhabitants 
were tired of their rule. In 1799 the Hindu, l\Iuslim 
and Sikh leaders sent a signed· petition to Ranjit 
Singh requesting him to come and take possession 
of Lahore. 

He came with a large force, and the people 
welcom~d him has a saviour. He occupied Lahore on 
July 7, 1799, and made it his capital. He appointed 
Imam Bakhsh as the highest police oflker in charge 
of peace and order in the city. Soon after this 
he took the title of Malzaraja, and e.~tablished a mint 
of his own. 

The Bhangis, who had been driven out of Lahore, 
allied themselves with the Ramgarhias and decided 
to crush the growing power of Ranjit Singh, but he 
was too quick for them. He fell upon them with a 
strong force and seized their chief possessions. At 
last in 1802 he took Amritsar from them, and with it 
the Bha11gia11-wa/i-Top, a big gun which now stands 
near the Museum_ of Lahore. · This was a crushing 
blow f ram which the Bhangis never recovered. 

The Ramgarhias were similarly disposed off a few 
years later. The Ahluwalias were saved only by doing 
loyal service to Ranjit Singh. 

After dealing with the l\Iajha ~1isals, he turned 
his attention to those in Malwa. But they checkmated 
him by placing themselves under the protection 
of the East India Company. At first he strongly 
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resented this interference on the part of the British, 
but in the end he gave ,,,ay, and by a treaty signed 
in 1809 he accepted the Sutlej as the eastern boundary 
of his kingdom. 

Some people blame him for weakness in thus 
yielding before the British. But really it shows his 
wisdom. He knew his strength, but he also knew 
its limitations which would not encourage him to 
invite a clash with the British. This ability to call a 
halt, when needed, was one of the strongest points of 
his character. It distinguished him from other 
great men, like Napoleon, who often acted rashly, and 
going beyond their limits came to grief. 

Maharaja Ranjit Singh about that time abolished 
the use of Gurmatta in dealing with political matters. 
Gurmatta was the name given to the decisions arrived 
at by the general vote of a Sikh assembly. The 
\\'hole Sikh people, called the Sarbat [(halsa, used to 
gather at the Akal Takht once or twice during the 
year, and decided matters affecting the whole 
community. \Vhen, in the eighteenth century, the 
Sikhs were outlawed and could not meet together for 
the purpose of a Gurmatta: the whole power of passing 
such resolutions came to be vested in the Akal 
Takht. Orders were issued from this sacred place to 
the whole community, which obeyed them loyally. 
\Vhen better days came, and the Sikhs could meet 
freely to pass such resolutions, the Akal Takht still 
retained this power. It was there that relations with 
foreign powers were discussed and treaties signed on 
behalf of the Sikhs. Ranjit Singh made this change 
in the custom that the Gurmatta could be used only 
in deciding for Sikhs the questions of religion, but it 
would have nothing to do with· the affairs of 
government. 

Maharaja Ranjit Singh is often blamed for 
making this change. But really he was only following 
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the Sikh traditions. The Gurus had from the be
ginning laid stress on the duty of serving all, not only 
Sikhs but non-Sikhs as well. \Vhen opening the 
Gurn-ka-Bazaar, or the (_;uru's Market, in Amritsar, 
they had invited non-Sikhs as well as Sikhs to open 
shops with the money provided by the Gurus. ·when 
founding cities they had built temples and mosques 
at their own expense. :\laharaja Ranjit Singh was 
only following in their footsteps when he tried to rule, 
not as a Sikh monarch, but as a common ruler of 
Hindus and l\Iuslims as well as of Sikhs. There was 
a time when 1\'Iuslims had regarded themselves as 
foreigners and Hindus were downtrodden and looked 
upon as nobodies in the political sphere. In those 
days the Sikhs alone were the effective part of the 
nation, and were right in acclaiming that 'the Khalsa 
shall rule.' But now when Ranjit Singh came to the 
throne, he wanted to make Hindus and Muslims feel 
that they were as much the people of this land as 
Sikhs, and had the same right to be consulted as the 
people of his own community. He did not want 
that any community should rule over any other 
community. He, therefore, abolished the rule of the 
Akal Takht so far as political affairs were concerned and 
began to take the advice of ministers drawn from the 
ranks of all the communities. He was thus the 
founder of the. first secular state in India. The 
Gurmatta of the Akal Takht had. no place in such a 
secular scheme, · It would have put a great strain on 
the loya"Ity of his Hindu ;ind i\Juslim subjects: if he 
had still tried to rule over them by the religious 
edicts issued from the tl1ccca of the Sikhs. 

His abolition of the Sikh 1'.lisals can also be 
explained from the same point of view. The M isals 
\\"ere Sikh powers, their leaders always being Sikhs 
and their decisions always taken by religious Gurmat
tas. Such a system was necessary as long as 1-1 ind us 
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were politically dead and Muslims were ali~ns, but 
now that the right of citizenship was extended to 
them and they were to form a respectable part of the 
Punjab nation. the rule of a communal federation 
over them had grown out of date, and was rightly 
brought to an end by a power that was to be called 
the Sircar of all. The Misals in the beginning had 
developed the Sikh character to a high degree and the 
noblest features of the Sikh organization appeared in 
those days; but about the time of Ranjit Singh they 
had lost their old efficacy, and their selfishness and 
internecine quarrels had reduced the democratic forms 
to a mere farce. · 

Ranjit Singh found the Punjab a waning confede
racy, a prey to party feelings of its chiefs, pressed l,y 
the Afghans and the ivlarathas and ready to submit to 
the English supermacy. He wanted to save it from its 
fate, an'd to consolidate its jarring elements into one 
well-organised state. But by the treaty of Amritsar 
of 1809 he was prevented from fulfilling his dream 
of bringing all the.Sikh states under one head. He had 
to content himself with the land lying to the north 
and west of the Sutlej. The friendship of the British, 
however, was useful in another way. He had no 
enemy to fear from the east, and could thus advance 
his pO\ver in the west. If the English had remainecl 
hostile, or even unfriendly, Ranjit Singh would have 
been compelled to keep greater portion of his army on 
the line of the Sutlej, and thus weakened in power 
he would have found it very difficult to pursue his 
designs in the west. 

He trained his armies on European lines, and 
made them as fit and strong as any in Europe or Asia. 
He employed officers, both Sikh and non-Sikh, 
without making any distinction between them. From 
1822 he even took Enropeans into his service. 
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.-\fter signing the treaty with the British in 1809, 
the :0.fnl!araja marched against Kangra, and saved it 
from the t;urkhas only to make it his own. Then he 
turned his attention seriously to the conquest of the 
remaining- l'unjab. There were thrt:'e main powers 
to be counted with: Multan, Kashmir an<l Peshawar. 
Three times he tried to storm the fortress of Multan, 
but it was so ably defended by Nawab Muzaffar Khan 
that the Sikh forces could do nothing against it. At 
last, in 1818, Ranjit Singh sent his strongest army to 
attack the fort. The brave old :t,;awab defended it to 
the last and died fighting, \\·hen it \\·as taken with all 
the booty contained in it. 

Ghulam Jilani, a i\lohammedan historian, while 
describing the conquest of i\lultan, relates a story 
which shows the spirit with which the Sikhs were 
fighting. During the bombardment one of the Sikh 
guns had lost one its wheels. The Sardar in charge 
of the gun said that if he could fire a few more shots 
he ·would succeed in causing a breach in the wall. 
There was no time for repairs, and delay was 
dangerous. He, therefore, proposed to his gunners 
that they should prepare themselves to sacrifice their 
lives by laying their shoulders one by one under the 
axle on the broken side. Their lives would be lost, 
no doubt, but it would be a worthy contribution to 
the glory of the Khalsa. They all jumped at the idea, 
and there was a \vrangling amongst them for priority. 
But they were soon silenced by the Sardar, who 
ordered that they should come in only in the order of 
their ranks, the senior (meaning himself) going in 
first. One by one the brave gunners went forward to 
lay down their lives, and it was after the tenth or the 
eleventh shot, when as many of them had been 
sacrificed under the pressure of the gun, that a breach 
was, seen in the wall, and Akali Sadhu Singh rushed 
to the spot with sword in hand, shouting Sat Sri Akal, 
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to proclaim ' Victory to the arms of the h.halsa '. 
Ghulam Jilani tells us that he was then moving about 
amongst the Sikhs in disguise and that more than 
once even he felt inspired and moved by their spirit 
of self-sacri lice to follow them under the axle. But 
if there was anything that kept him behind, it was 
the desire in his mind to narrate to the \\'Orld the 
story of this uniqu-:! spirit of self-sacrifice. 

Then in 1919 lie conquered Kashmir. which he had 
invaded so of ten without success. During the next 
two years he took Attock and the Derajat. Peshawar 
was finally reduced in l 8'.2-+, after a most bloody 
battle at Nowshera 1 in which Akali Phula Singh, one 
of the greatest soldier-saints, met his death. The 
Maharaja, who believed in the policy of trust, handed 
over the Province of Peshawar to its former 
Mohammedan ruler, who apologised for his past 
conduct and promised to hold it on his behalf as ,? 

tributary chief. This policy of trust failed again and 
again, and the tribal hordes would often descend upon 
the well-settled parts of the Punjab and loot the 
people. Ranjit Singh had to send Sardar Hari Singh 
Nalwa who subdued the land with a severe hand, hut 
was himself slain in the battle of Jamrud. Experience 
taught the Maharaja that wild measures alone could not 
cure a people of wildness. He therefore modified his 
method, and supplemented it with a gentler one of 
creating a feeling of fellowship and neighbourliness 
among the tribal Pathans for their Indian victims. 
The Maharaja sent stalwart Sikhs and Hind us with 
their families to settle in the frontier districts. They 
founded cities, like Haripur and Abbntabad, and .a 
number of Garhis, in which they lived side by side 
with Pathans as neighbours and friends. Ranjit Singh 
also kept the Khans of the border tribes satisfied by 
granting them a great measure of freedom to control 
their local affairs. 
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Sind too would have fallen before the advancing 
armies of Ranjit Singh, but there the English checked 
him. 

It should not be understood that i\Iaharaja 
Ranjit Singh was always fighting. No, he was as 
great in administering the country as in making con
quests. He divided the Punjab into four Subas or 
provinces: Lahore, Multan, Kashmir and Peshawar. 
Each of these Su bas was further divided into 
Parganas; each Pargana into Taaluqas; and each 
Taaluqa was composed of a uumber of Mauzas or 
villages. He put very able otlicers in charge of these 
provinces and districts The author of the Tarikh-i
Hazara describes in detail how the rule of Sardar 
Amar Singh Majithia. the Governor of Hazara, was 
of a great advantage to that district, and was 
extremely popular. This is all the more important 
as Hazara was one of the districts on the frontier 
where the administration has always been a difficult 
problem. i\lisar Rup Lal of Jullundur has been 
described as an able and humane ruler, true to his 
\Vorel and engagements, and loved by the cultivators 
and dreaded by evil-doers. A better man could not 
have been chosen. The name of Diwan Sawan Mal 
of Multan is remt·111l,ered evf-11 now for his love of 
justice and honest,·. Within a short period he 
succeeded in introd11cing agricultural reforms which 
changed the whole look of the country. 

Next in imp·ortance to the Nazim, was the 
district officer, or I~ardrtr, who came into direct contact 
with the people and exercised great influence over 
them. In his work, as collector of revenues, he was 
assisted by a chain of otlicials, such as Kanungos, 
Patwaris, Muqaddams and Chaudhris. The land 
revenue was then, as now, the most important source 
of income for the state. Out of the total revenue, 
amounting to a little over three crores of rupees, about 
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two crores came from land revenue. There were 
very few other sources of revenue. such as modern 
governments have; therefore the 'main hnrdcn of 
supporting the government machinery fell on the land. 
Still the charg~ on the land was regulated hy some 
well-understood principles. l t was high or low 
according to the nature of the land and the condition 
of the crops. The government share ranged between 
50 and 25 per cent of the whole produce. During 
hard times the ~1aharaja's government was not found 
wanting in sympathy for the cultivators. There 
were large remissions in the charge of the revenue. 
Sometimes, as during a famine in Kashmir, thousands 
of maunds of wheat were sent to the affected area for 
free distribution from the 111osr1 ues and temples. 

To improve the resources of the peasants, the 
Maharaja provided seasonal canais, nine of whicli 
were taken out of the Sutlej and seven out of tlie 
Chenab. He was liberal in granting Taqavi loans 
from. the government treasury for the constructfon 
of wells. 

The arrangements made for the administration 
of justice were simple and just suited to the needs of 
the people. In villa;:;es the disputes were settled by 
the arbitration of Panchayats. There were no written 
laws for the guidance of the::se Panchayats, but still 
the people were not left to the_ caprices of the judges, 
who had to decide cases according to the customs 
prevailing in each locality. In towns this function 
was performed by Kardars, Nazims, or sometimes by 
separate officials called .-\daltis (judges). A separate 
court was set up at the. capital known as Adalat-i-Ala 
or High Court. Over· them all was the Maharaja 
himself to hear appeals and petitions made against 
the decisions of the above,named authorities. This 
right of appeal as well as the dread of the l\faharaja's 
frequent and unexpected tours kept the local 
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officials in check, and the cases of brioery and 
corruption were not many. The Maharaja's presence 
was felt eveywhcre and \Vas deeply respt!cted. . 

The ;\fah,uaja was respected not only in his own 
territory hut also abroad. His friendship was sou·ght 
by distant rulers. Even the King of England sent a: 
present of some fine horses to him. Lord \Villiarri 
Bentinck, th[: Govetncr General of India, took pride 
in meeting him at Rupar, and Lord Auckland, another 
Governor General, came to sec him in his own capital 
at Lahore. 

To the last he remained a faithful friend of 
the British. There was a strong party of men at his 
court who \\"anted him to break with the rfritish and· 
go forward, but he did not listen to them. He said, 
"I might perhaps drive the Angrez Bahadur as far as 
Aligarh, but I should be driven back across th·e 
Sutlej and CIUt' of my kingdom.'' When one of his 
own sons actually begged him to allow an a'rmv to 
be led against the English, Ranjit Singh replied; 
"No, my son, remember the two hundred thousa'nd' 
:\lnratha spearmen who opposed the Engliah-not one 
remains." He was tempted by offers of f~iendship 
and alliance from µowerfol states. The Bhonsle of 
Nagpur had made a strong appeal to him for assistance; 
while the Gurkhas of Nepal, who were still feeling 
the humiliation of their defeat, made repeated attempts 
to win his alliance. The Jat• Raja of Bharatpdre, 
when pressed by the siege of his strong fortress, in· 
1825, made a passionate call for help to his brother 
Jat' in the Punjab. But Ranjit Singh turned a dtiaf 
ear to all these entreaties, and stuck to his friendship 
with the British. When in 1838 they proposed to send 
a force to restore Shah Shuja to the throne of Kabul, 
he also sent his force along with theirs. 

Soon after this .the Maha:raja fell ill, and prayeis 
for his recovery were offered in mosques, mandirs 



102 ESSAYS IN SIKHISM 

and Gurdwaras. The Maharaja breathed his last on 
27th June, 1839, and every Panjabi felt a personal 
grief in his death. 

Since the days of Raja Anang Pal, who had 
fought and suffered for the liberties of the Punjab, 
people had never known such a popular hero as 
Maharaja Ranjit Singh, who had endeared himself to 
all classes of people. It was a great thing to have a 
pure Punjabi king ruling over them as one of them, 
who loved them all alike without making any dis
tinction of caste or creed. He gave highest posts to 
Hindus and Muslims as well as to Sikhs. Fakir Aziz
ud-Din was his highly trusted foreign minister and 
personal physician. The l\'laharaja would not take 
even a morsel of food uni es.;; it was first tested and 
certified to be wholesome by this physician. Fakir 
Nur-ud-Din was the governor of Lahore, and was 
so much honoured by the 1\faharaja that he had orders 
to remonstrate even with the 1\-Iaharaja if the latter 
were found doing any act of injustice. These orders 
were given in writing, and are preserved by the 
descendants of the governor. Generals like i\·Iohkam 
Chand and Diwan Chand, governors like Sawan !'vial 
and Ventura, and financiers like Bhawani Das and 
Ganga Ram were trusted and honoured as much as 
Sardars Hari Singh Nalwa and Amar Singh Majithia. 
If he made great gifts to the Golden Temple and other 
Sikh Gurdwaras, he was no less generous in endowing 
the Hindu aud Muslim places of worship with jagirs. 

In the matter of endowing education too he was 
equally liberal and impartial. There were about 
four thousand schools, belonging to different communi
ties, scattered all over the country, with about one 
lakh and twenty thousand stud en ts. Iv!bst of these 
schools \Vere attached to mosques, temples and 
gurdwaras, and the Maharaja was most generous in 
helping the cu,;todians of these places of learning. 
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Even in dealing with his fallen enemies the 
:'llaharaja showed unprecedented generosity. Touching 
this noble quality in him Sir Henry Lawrence writes 
that 'members of deposed ruling families may be 
seen in Delhi and Kabul in a state of penury, but in 
the Punjab there is not to be seen a single ruling 
family whose territories may have been conquered by 
l{anjit Singh, and which may have been left unprovi
ded by him. Not only the Sikh ruling houses, but 
those of other faiths too were provided for by him 
with equal munificence.' \Vhen, for example, in 1809 
he conquered Kasur from Nawab I..:utub-ud-Din, he 
gave him the jagir of Mamdot, which brought a' 
revenue of 190,000 rupees a year. !t continues to be 
enjoyed by his descendents. In the same way, when 
in 1818 he conquered the province of ~[ultan, he 
granted a big jagir in Sharkpur and t\aulakha to the 
Nawab's sons. In 183-1 when Peshawar was made a 
part of the Punjab: he gave to Sultan r-.Johammed Khan 
and other Barakzais the fertile tract of Hasht Nagar 
that brought in three lakhs :1 year. 

The 1faharaja was so kind by naturl: that through
out his long reign of forty years he did not sentence 
even one man to death. \V. G. Osborne says in his 
Court and Camp of Ranjit Singh, 'He has ne,·er been 
known to take life, though his own has been attemp
ted more than once.' 

There are many stories of his generosity current 
in the country. An old woman had heard that 
Maharaja Ranjit Singh was like the philosopher's 
stone which by its touch turns iron into gold. She 
came with the iron plate on which she ustc:d to cook 
her food and appr::>aching the Maharaja began to rub 
his back with the sooty iron. When the King's officers 
saw this, they tried to drive her away as a mad 
woman. But the Maharaja would not have this. He 
asked them to let her explain hereself. In her 
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simple way ::;he saiq that she was very poor, 
c!,nd having heard that the King poss_essed tlw 
power of ·the golden touch sb~ had come with ht:r 
cooking plate to have it turned into gold. The 
~lahc=!-raja was plea,sed with her simplicity, and gave 
her gold eq1,1al in weight to the iron plate. 

There is another story showing to what lengths 
the Maharaja woul_d go to help his subjects. During 
famine days it was usual with him to open depots of 
grain from which people were helped according to 
their neeqs. Once the Maharaja was watching the 
distribution of grain from his granary. Ten seers were 
being given for each family. There was a great crO\vd, 
and an old man found it very difficult to get his turn. 
The Maharaja who was dressed in simple clothes came 
forward to help the man. But the man did not 
recognise him. The Maharaja got for him his share 
of ten seers. But the man wanted more. He said 
he was too old to come again and again, and should 
be given at least a maund. His bag was filled with 
the required ,veight of grain, but he could not lift it, 
as he was old and ,veak. The Maharaja, who took 
delight in playing such jokes, offered to take the bag to 
the man's house. \Vith a maund of grain on his hcarl. 
he vve11;t along with the old man, talking and comfor
ting him. When he was coming out of the house, he 
was met by his bodyguard, which ,vas looking for him. 
The old man recognised him, and felt ashamed, but 
the Maharaja put him at his ease, saying, "Don't 
worry, old man, it was a good joke: and it has breathed 
me well." 

One sign of a wellsdeveloped character is humour, 
and Ranjit Singh posses$ed plenty of it. Once in his 
talk with Dr. Joseph Wolff, a1.1 old Chri$tian mis
sionary, he was asked how one might come unto God. 
His reply was characteristic : 11 0ne can come. nigh 
G:od by making an. alliance with the British Govern
ment, as I lately did with the Governor General at 
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Rupar." Like every Punjabi he liked to play practical 
jokes, which contained much wisdom in them. Here 
is one. Some Sikhs complained to him that they were 
disturbed in the morning by the Azan of 
ivfohammedans. The !v[aharaja replied that if the 
Sikhs undertook to awaken the Mohammedans at the 
time of prayers, he would stop the Mohammedans 
from calling Azan. 

He enjoyed a good joke, even if it was at his own 
expense. He was one-eyed, but none durst call him 
SQ. Yet nothing pleased him so much as being called 
"one-eyed" by children in the street. He would often 
invite them to c@me round him and teach him this 
wisdom. It ,ms this child-like simplicity which 
endeared him to all who came into contact with him. 
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The question whether Sikhs are Hind us should 
have no place in decent times. It is always asked 
\Vhen there is trouble between Sikhs and Hindus; 
and as I desire peace between them. I do not feel 
comfortable in having to answer this question. But 
as it is being forced upon Sikhs. and perhaps also on 
Hindus, I wish to state bare facts, historical and 
religious, which may help the sincere inquirers in 
understanding the true relationship between th~ two 
great communities. 

What is meant by Hinduism ~ Is it to be taken 
as a Culture: or a l{eligion? 

M ~st people take it as a culture, to which all 
those people an~ supposed to belong whose ancestors 
were Indo-.-\rvan:'i or were influenced Ly the Indo
Aryan instit~tions. Some would simplify it by 
saying that all those whose religions were born in 
India are Hindus. If we take Hinduism as a culture, 
then what is the position of Sikhs? Some Sikh 
leaders too have expressed the view that they are not 
Hindus by faith, b,1t they belong to the Hindu type 
of culture. This co1nes of not understanding the 
meaning of culture, which is often confused with 
civilization or the manner of life. It does not mean 
civilization, bnt the intellectual side of civilization. 
It means the peculiar trnining of the mind which 
makes a people think, feel and do things in a peculiar 
way. In practice it refers to the· modes of thought, 
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as expressed in Philosophy and Religion, and the 
ways of taste, as expressed in .-\rt and Literature. 

If we examine the fundamentals of Sikhism and 
the evolution of Sikh history, we find that this 
movement was a rapproachement bet\\'een the Hindu 
and the Muslim type,; of. culture. and was not 
identified with an\' 011e of them. The whole genius 
of the time was n~oving in the same direction, and 
the Sikh Gurus were no f'xception to the rule. The 
whole Bhagti movement was the ,vork of Gurus and 
Saints who combined in their thought-culture not only 
what was inherited from the Hindu past but what 
was best in the i\l uslim outlook also, with its freedom 
from monistic and polytheistic ideas and a strong 
sense of joy in life and worldly duty. Even at the 
basis of · Sikh theology \Vas working the same 
synthesis between the Hindu and the Muslim thoughts. 
The idea of the unitv of God itself underwent a 
tremendous change. ·He no longer remained an 
abstract entity of the Hindu philosopheL or a being 
outside and above Nat11re, ris conceived b,· the Muslim 
divines, but a personal b·cing c1t once in-1manent and 
tr;inscenckr.t i, \"ide pp. 41-42). The similarity of 
,·iews had l.iecome ,-o commo11 that Guru Arjun felt 
no difficulty in incorporating tile writings of Hindu 
and Muslim saints in the Holy Granth prepared by 
him. 

Another feature of this sn1thesis was the use of 
a common vernaculc1r even ·for' rdigious purposes, 
instead of Sanskrit or Arahic which exclusively 
belonged to one com1111111ity·. In the Punjab the 
clearest proof of the l-1 i11du Clllture being distinct 
from the Sikh culture is the fact that the two people 
are not ag·reed on the question of vernacular, the 
Hindus adopting Hindi and the Sikhs Panjabi as the 
medium of their thought-expression. Punjabi 
adopted by Sikhs has been culturally so developed 
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by the combined efforts of Sikhs and l'-11 uslims that 
m it references to the :Muslim tradition are as 
frequent as to the Hindu and Sikh traditions. 

In music also some adjustments were made by 
musicians like Tan Sen, who is credited by Abul Faz! 
with having introduced 'great developments' into his 
art. He is accused by conservative Hindu musicians 
of having falsified the traditional Rags, which means 
that he made some necessary departures from the 
old modes in order to suit the J\Iuslim taste. The 
Sikh Gurus alsn made some modifications in the same 
way, as is evident from their omission of certain 
measures like Hindol, Megh, etc.-because they led 
people to wild transports of joy-and Deepak, Jog, 
etc.-because they made people too sad. Both these 
extremes were against the spirit of Sikhism which 
works for Saltj or a steady vision of life. They 
therefore avoided the us~ of these Rags, except when 
they could be used to modify other Rags; as for 
instance, Hindol was combined with Basant to 
vivify its serene joyfulness, and Deepak was used to 
highten the seriousness of Ganri and to make it more 
vigorous. In Tilang, Asa and other frontier Rags a 
visible combination was made, not only in the 
execution of music, but in the composition of the 
pieces set to music also, Arabic and Persian words 
being used as frequently as Hindi words. 

Besides Music other arts also show the same 
combined development. In architecture the Sikhs 
adopted the Indo-Sarcenic style, which was a 
mixture of the Hindu and the Muslim styles. The 
Rajputs, who were . under the influence of the 
Mughals, may have· continued the mixed tradition, 
but the recent Hindu renaissance has fallen back on 
the archaic Hindu style, and carefully avoids any 
medieval mixture. The Sikhs, however, still stick to 
the synthesis adopted in the days of the Gurus. 
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The difference can be realized if we compare the 
st);les used in the buildings of Hindus and Sikhs. 
The Hindu Colleges, Gurukulas and the Benares 
Hindu University are built in the pure Hindu style; 
and if any mixture is allowed, it is of the cheap P. W.D. 
style,· but no trace of l\foslim arches or domes is 
allowed to contaminate the purity of the square brackets 
and the pointed shildrars. See: on the other hand, the 
buildings of the Sikh temples at Patna, Nander or 
any other far-flung place, or of the Golden Temple, 
Saragarhi Memorial and the Khalsa College, Amritsar. 
They are in the mixed style made current in the 
:'II ughal days. 

In Painting the Hindu artists are still em
phasising an expressionless art, which may be 
classically Hindu and perfectly in keeping with the 
meditative mood of old India, but it is un-lndian in 
so far as it omits to take cognisance of the change 
in the spirit of India brought about by the virile 
West. Muslim painters. like Chughtai, on th.e 
other hand, seem to b..! fond of colour and are less deep 
and suggestive in expression. The Sikh painters, -
like Thakur Singh. Sobha Singh, etc., are combining 
the two cffrcts and are more realistic. In this they 
are following the tradition of their forbears, who 
even in the days of the Sikh rule were in the· 
forefront of those who were for realism in art. In the 
Punjab they were the first to cultivate the sense of 
perspective in drawing distances, to depart from 
mere· symmetry and to introduce variety and fine 
shading in colour. 

It would appear from these observations that 
while Hindus and l\Iuslims are tearing up the old 
rnlder !,et by their medieval ancestors and are 
reviving their individual past, Sikhs are still trying 
to keep the happy synthesis intact. They refuse to 
be drawn to this side or that, because they believe 
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that the e•.rolution of a unified nation 1;; possible onh· 
on the lines followed by them. 

2 

If we take Hinduism as a religion: \\"C have to 
Jetennine what its essential features are. l t has been 
found very difficult even by great Hindu thinkers to 
ascertain and fix upon even one thing common to all 
Hindus. Even the word Hindu is not acceptable to 
all those who go by this appellation. Arya Samajists, 
Jains, Brahmas, Budhists, etc., have, at one time or 
another, rejectt!d this name and have resented its 
application to them. Perhaps the belief in the Vedas 
is snared by most of the Hindus. Next to it is the 
doctrine of transmigration of souls. Caste system is 
another thing that distinguishes Hind us from all the 
rest of people. Respect for the cow is another feature 
of Hindu life. Tiraths or holy places are also respected 
by the different den om in at ions of Hindus. 
Untouchabilit,·. in one form or anothr-r. enters into 
their daily bcirnviour. and does not allow them to have 

·free intercourse with people of other denominations. 
Even when r,onverting people of other religions they 
have to subject the new converts to a process of 
Slrnddhi or preliminary purification, which is not 
thought necessary in the case of those who come from 
higher castes. 

Guru Nanak began his career with the declaration: 
'There is no Hindu, no Muslim.' In Var Ramkali 
he says. ' It is nonsense to be r·allcd a Hindu or a 
Muslim.' Bhai Mani Singh in hi:-; G_ra11 l?atna1.1ali 
says, " The pilgrims asked Baba Na11ak at Mecca 
whether he was a Hindu or a 7'1uslim, and he replied, 
'I am the witness of both'." When he died, both 
Hindus and Muslims quarrelled over his remains, one 
party thinking that he w.s a Hindn and the other that 
he was a Muslim. 
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Guru Arjun too declared boldly in his Book : 
"I don't keep the Hindu fast, nor that observed by Moham-

medans in Ramzan. 
I serve Him, and Him alone, who is my ultimate refui;e. 
I believe in the same Gosain who is also Allah. 
I have broken off with the Hindu and the ~foslim. 
I won't go 011 Hajj to ~leccn or do worship at the Hind,1 

places. 
I shall ser\'e only Him and qo other. 
T u·on't worship idols or read Namaz: 
I shall lay my heart at the feer of the One Supreme Being. 
l-V e are ueither Hindu.~ nor Jiussalm.ans : 
\Ve have dedicated our bodies and souls to Allah-Ram''

(JJhairo). 

The mission of the Sikh Gurus was to approach 
all people and to make them one: Guru Nanak says, 
'The true Guru is one who can unite all sorts of 
people' (Sri Rag). At first converts came from 
\1ohammedans as well as Hindus. Guru Nanak 
left a host of followers in ?\-Iesopotamia, Persia and 
other countries visited by him. We learn from the 
.fanamsaJthi of Seva Das (1588) that Kiri of Pathans 
and many other places in India, inhabited by 
;viohammedans, came over to the faith of Nanak. 
Bhai Gurdas (1629) in his 11th Var mentions many 
\lohfl.mmedans among the prominent Sikhs living in 
different localities. Examining the cases of these 
conversions it appears that Pathans, Sayyads and 
Shias, whose races had been defeated by the Mughals, 
were more inclined to accept Sikhism than the 
Mughals who had too much pride of the conqueror 
in them to adopt the religion of the conquered. The 
chief complaint of Jahangir against Guru Arjun, as 
recorded by the Emperor himself in his Tauzalt, was 
that 'so many of the simple-minded Hind us, nay, many 
foolish :t\Iuslims too had been fasciuated by his ways 
and teachings.'· 

With com·er~ions made from a.11 qu:trters, it ,vas 
difficult, if not impossible, for caste restrictions or 
untouchability to remain. It ifo held l)\' some Hindu 
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writers, like Indubhusan Banerji (in his Ei1olution of 
the Khalsa), that the earlier Gurus, particularly Guru 
Nanak, never meant to attack the institutions of caste, 
sacred thread, or holy pilgrimages. Whatever else 
great prophets may or may not have been, it is 
certain that they were sincere. You cannot imagine 
Guru Nanak saying, with his tongue in his cheek, 
that 'Caste is nonsense' (Sir Rag), that it is blindne5s 
of the soul on the part of a Brahmin to twist a 
sacred thread and put it round· the necks of others 
(Var Asa), and that 'pilgrimages, austerities, formal 
acts of mercy, alms-giving and religious gifts are all 
dispensed with, when one gets even a grain of the 
honour of God's Name ' (Japji). It is certain that 
the Gurus wanted to destroy these customs root and 
branch. If they did not succeed completely, it was 
not their fault. It takes two parties to effect a reform: 
the reformer and the party to be reformed. The 
Gurus knew what sort of material they had to handle. 
The corruptions which had taken centuries to 
gather could not be expected to be removed at once. 
It took the Gurus ten generations to effect some of 
the reforms they had initiated. And yet some 
remained uneffected up to the last. One of tlwm was 
the abolition of the caste system. The difficulty of 
the task may be guaged from the fact that Islam and 
Christianity too have tried to break this steel-frame, 
but who can say that they have succeeded ? The 
Sikh Gurus did succeed in the beginning, when hosts 
of Mohammedans and low-caste people were assimi
lated in the fold of Sikhism. But when the forces 
released by Sikhism brought on religious persecution 
by Mohammedans, the Sikhs and Hindus found them-
5elves in the same boat, and as would happen in such 
cases they had to club their resources together, and 
to suspend all their inter-communal controversies. 
The caste system could not be broken in these circum-
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stances, although the pride of caste which was a 
hindrance in the way of true religion was totally 
removed. The Jats who were considered Sudras 
enjoyed the greatest prestige along with the Khatris. 
an~ the Brahm ins were no longer held in esteem. 'All 
the four Varnas were equalised' (Bhai Gurdas). 

In order to remove the Hindu prejudice against 
Mohammedans and Sudras. who were considered 
untouchables, Guru Amar Da's obliged all his visitors 
to dine together in his free kitch-en* before he would 
talk to them. The Raja of Haripur as well as Akbar 
had to do the same. 

In order to show that a man born amon_g 
Mohammedans or Sudras could rise to the greatest 
spiritual heights as much as any high-caste Hindu, 
Guru Arjun included in his Granth the compositions 
of Kabir, Farid and Bhikhan, who were l\fohammed
ans by birth, and Ravid,as, Namdev, etc., who 
were considered untouchables. This was a practical 
way of securing the highest honour for them, because 
the Book in which they got a place was considered 
divine and was held in greatest veneration by Sikhs, 
even the Guru taking a lower seat than the Book 
prepared by him. 

Mohsin Fani, the author of the Dabistau-i
Mazahib, ·who visited the Punjab in the Sixth and 
Seventh Gurus' time, writes about the Sikhs: 

"The Sikhs of Guru Nanak condemn idolarty nnd belie\'e that 
all the Gurus are identical with Nanak. They do not read the 
Hindu Mantrn~, nor do they pay any regard to their shrines. 
Thev do not believe in the Hindu A,·tars, and do not study 
Sanskrit which, accordin~ to Hindus, is the language of 
i-:ods.'' 
"The Sikhs do not have any faith in the ritual and cere
monit's enjoined by the Hindu Shastras, nor do they observe 
-------- ------·------- -- --- ---- - --- . -------

*"The whole congregation would come to the kitchen and, 
without considering any distinction of caste or creed, were 
seated in a line. They were treated as if they were all equally 
hand~ome.and clean." 

-Srtraj Prakash, Ras i. 



114 ESSAYS IN SIKHISM 

any superstitio!lS restrictions about dining. A learnecl Hinclu 
named Partap Mal, seeing that a Hindu boy was inclin<,cl 
towards Islam, said to uim, "There is no need for vou to 
tu~n Mohammedan. If you want to get freedom in eating and 
dnnking, you may better join Sikhism." . 

The only restriction they followed was, and still 
is, about the eating of beef. Like Hindus they wofald 
not kill the cow or eat its flesh. . They did not. 
however, worship the cow or hold it sacred. 

Guru Arjun made the Sikh community well
organised and self-contained, having its own scripture 
and its own temples. 

The Sikhs from the IJ':.:ginning observed no 
elaborate ceremonial in their temples. "We worship 
the Name, believe in the Name, which is ever and 
ever the same and true'' (Sri Rag). Guru Amar Das 
declared the Guru's Word to be superior to all the 
scriptures of the world, and the Sikhs were enjoined 
to use only the Guru's Word in worship. See his 
Anand. He held that 'the same sup2rstition that had 
created the Smritis and Shastras was at the bottom 
of the belief in gods and goddesses' (Majh). Guru 
Nanak was of the opinion that 'all the four Vedas 
talk of the phenomenal nature and describe the three 
conditions; but the fourth unconditioned state is 
known from the true Guru' (Gauri). Guru Amar Das 
rejected the six systems of Hindu philosophy and 
declared that the Guru's system was the best: 'This 
system of God is obtained by fortuuate ones through 
the Guru's Word by means of true detachment. The 
six systems of the Hindus are in vogue nowadays, 
but the Guru's system is profound and unequalled. It 
provides the way of salvation, and the True One 
comes to reside in the heart. This system, if adopted 
with love, can save the whole world' (Asa). Gum Arjun 
said, 'Men ponder over the Vedas and Shastras to 
secure deliverance, but superior to all the religious 
ceremonies and observances taught therein is the 
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practice of the Name' (Asa). :Nobody can get salvation 
br reading the Vedas and Western Books, Smritis and 
Slrn.stras' (Suhi). Guru Gobind Singh was more 
<lenunciatory. He said, 'Those who attach themselves 
to Go<l give up their belief in the Vedas' (Vichitra 
Natal:). He would allow no compromise with 
Hinduism. He insisted that in Sikh temples 
nothing but the Guru's Word should be recited or sung. 
Sujan Rai of Batala, writing about Sikhs in 1697, 
says in his J(J,.ula.,;a-tul-Tawarillh : '·The only way of 
,vorship with them is that they read the hymns 
composed by their Gurus and sing them sweetly in 
accompaniment with musical instruments." 

There was a need of clear definition, especially 
because the Khalsa was to be made self-governing 
after the Tenth Guru. So far the Sikhs, under the 
guidance of the Gurus, had been able to keep their 
doctrines distinct from Hindus and Muslims, and, 
while liberally henentting by their association. had 
taken care to maintain their growth free from 
obsession from either side. But the opportunities 
for the operation of thi~ balanced spirit began to 
decre:i.se, when the Sikhs had to l!ght against the 
tyranny of tlL' l\lughal ~overnll~ent. The growing 
antipathy of the ~1uslims against the Sikhs began t0 
tell upon the work of Sikh mission among the 
Muslims, nntiL with the intense religi.ous persecution 
started by the later \luglwls against Hindus as well 
as Sikhs, the scope of conversions to Sikhism came 
to be ·confined soleh- to the Hindu masses. who 
brought to the contt'mplaticn of the new ·moral 
forces revealed by Sikhism an imngination saturated 
with the spiritual con\·i:-tions of the old era. 

Guru Gobind Singh had to take strong measure:,; 
to restore unity and distinctnes.,;; of the Sikh mission. 
When the G;Iill ente;·cd on his mission, he called 
upon the ~ikhs to rally round him. But such was 
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the fear of persecution by the Government that many 
of the Sikhs denied their Sikhism and declared that 
they had never departed from their old faith. It 
was so easy for them to slide back into Hinduism. 
Anybody among the Sikhs, in a moment of weakness, 
might say, " My name is Ram Chand. Look at me. 
Don't I look like a Hindu ?" The Guru, astonished at 
this illusiveness of the so-called Sikhs, said. " Now I 
shall create such Sikhs who, in spite of thems~lves, will 
not be able to hide their religio·n." He ordered that 

"The Sikhs should wear long hair and come to me. 
Once a man becomes a Sikh, he should never shave himself; 
He should not touch tobacco, 
And should receive baptism of the sword " (Surnj Prakash, 
iii. 21). 
He insisted that the Sikhs, in spite of their 

sympathy and love for other communities, should 
not confuse their ideals with those of others : 

"The Sikh is to keep his observances distinct from those of 
other people of all the four Varnas. He should have dealings 
with everybody, but his belief and programme of life should 
be different all the same " (Suraj Prakash, Rut iii, Cb. 50). 
"The Khalsa should be distinct from Hindus and Muslims" 
(Raht1ia1na of Bhai Chaupa Singh and also of Bhai Dayn 
Singh). 
" He created the Khalsa as the crown of Hindui5m and Islam" 
(Gurvilas). 
"Now I shall create an in!i'nitely strong Panth, distinct from 
Hindus and Muslims" (Panth Prakash). 
" Previously there used to be only two· communities, Hindus 
and Muslims. Now there shall be three" (Surnj Prakash). 
The Guru laid down definite rules of conduct to 

be followed by Sikhs; e. g.: 
"He who keeps alight the unquenchable torch of truth, and 
never swerves from the thought ol one God; 
Who has full love and confidence in God; and does not put 
his faith, even by mistake, in fasting or the graves of Moham
medan saints, Hindu crematoriums, or Jogis' places of 
sepulchre; 
Who recognises only the one God and no pilgrimages, alms, 
non-destruction of life, penances, or austerities; 
And in whose heart the light of the Perfect One shines,-he 
is to be recognised as a pure member of the "l{halsa" 
(Swayyas.). 
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Similar rules are to be found in the Rahat11amas 
left by certain veteran Sikhs of those days. Some of 
them may be cited here: 

· 'A Sikh should have marriage connections with Sikh 
families "(Glur11pa Si11yh). 
"A Sikh should have nothing to do with Ja1len or frcntal 
mark" (lbidJ. 

"He should not put ori a Jawm, or perform marriage, saradh 
Gr death ceremonies of the Hindus, but should perform all 
ceremonies according to 1he Sikh ritual which consists of 
prayer'· (Uhai Daya Singh). 

·'A Sikh should avoid wc•rshipping Jogis' sepulchres, idols, 
tiraths, gods and goddesses, and should have nothing to do 
with fasts, spells. charms, Pirs, Brabmins and their incant
ations and Gayatri'' ( LbidJ. 

This phase of pure Sikhism, however, lasted only 
for a short time. After the death of the last Guru, 
when most of the veteran Sikhs disciplined by him 
had been martyred and their descendents forced to 
live in exile, away from their homes, the rump 
congregations began to drift back to the old customs 
and beliefs. Those who came from low castes 
began to be distinguished from those who came from 
the so-called hi~h castes. Some who in the days of 
persecution could not dare to confess Sikhism 
openly were allowed to go about without the outward 
signs of Sikhism. Such men were called Sahjdharis 
or slow-adopters. In those days, when to wear keshas 
was to invite death, nobody could have the heart to 
question the disguise adopted by the Sahjdharis, who 
believed in Sikhism but could not afford to die for it. 
The Sahjdharis who had adopted this apologetic 
attitude never pretended to be representative Sikhs. 
They always looked up to the spirit and form of their 
brethren in exile whom they helped in every way. 

The spirit and form were, however, kept in tact 
in the ranks of the Khalsa even after it had been 
slackened in towns and cities, The Pant/1 Prakash 
of Rattan Singh (1809) bears ample witness to the 
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fact that in spite of hard times the fighting Sikhs still 
conformed to the rules laid down by Guru Gobind 
Singh. They still kept aloof from idolatry, performed 
the Anand from of marriage, obeyed the Panth as the 
highest authority, conducted themsel\"es by resolutio11~ 
passed in their assemblies, did not be! ieve in the 
sacred thread, incarnations, caste or the pollution 
of food, and freely reclaimed those who had gone 
over to Islam. Many notable Sikhs married 
Mohammedan women converted to Sikhism. Some 
converts from i\lohammedanism* ,vere appointed to 
the holy places of Bhaliani, Phu], etc. 

When Ranjit Singh came to rule, Sikhism 
received a ru-le shock even in the ranks of the Khalsa, 
where it had been· preserved more or less in its 
pristine purity. Hindu influences began to work 
even in religion, and in court ceremonies strict 
regard to the spirit and form of Sikhism was not 
observed. 

After Maharaja Ranjit Singh, when kingship 
became a thing of jewels and clothes, Sikhism too, 
with the higher classes, became a mere fashion of. 
the turban and the beard, until a people with sterner 
ways and better discipline struck the sceptre from 
their hands. It was the people who still retained 
some semblence of the old spirit, but they too, with 
the change coming over their temples along with the 
shock thev had r~ceived on the battle-field fdt paralvsed 
for the ti:rie being. They declined in numbers · too. 
The English, ho~vevcr, forgot their late enmity in 
admiration for the noble bravery of the Sikhs, which 
now began to be used on their ·side. and triPd to 
befriend them. This friendship put some heart again 
into the Sikhs, and they began to enlist in the British 
army, where they could keep their baptismal form!
intact. But in all other ways the Sikhs showed no 
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life: religious or national, in them. They worshipped 
the same old gods, indulged in the same old 
superstitious practices from which their Gurus had 
so heroicallv worked to extricate them. Their 
baptism and- tive symbols became a mere anomaly. 
They were Hindus then, and it would have astonished 
them, if anybody had suggested to them that they 
were not. 

It was towards the end of the last century that 
a new movement was started among the Sikhs, of 
which the object was to study the original sources 
of Sikhism, and to restore it to its pristime purity. 
Those who undertook this task found that much of 
the true Sikhism was overlaid with Hinduism. and that 
the work of restoration would require the· rejection 
of the Hindu excrescences. I shall describe this 
process in a separate chapter, which will show that 
the cry 'We are not Hi11d11/j' is not the creation of the 
present-day reformers, but is an echo of the old 
slogan which had better been left unraised in these 
days. 



THE NIRANKARIS AND NAMDHARIS 

A great upheaval, second only to Chilianwala, 
came to rouse the Sikhs from stupor, but, as it was 
not preceded by a general educational awakening, it 
was not felt by the whole Sikh nation. Attempts 
were made to restore Sikhism to its original position. 
But the circumstances had so changed and the 
progress of Sikhism had been so long neglected that 
to a great extent the battle had to be fought over 
again. 

Two reform movements, the forerunners of the 
Singh Sabha movement, began about the same time 
in the North-Western Punjab. One was the Nirankari 
and the other the Namdhari movement. The first 
originated with Baba Dyal of Peshawar, ,.,-ho came 
to settle in Rawalpindi and died there in 1854. He 
preached against idolatry and sought to restore the 
worship of one Niranlwr or God in spirit. He 
inveighed against the fast-increasing evil of drink, 
which the military service had introduced. The 
purely Sikh forms of marriage and funeral services 
were revived, and widow remarriage and other reforms 
were encouraged. But owing to the want of 
education the movement touched only a few business 
men of the locality. who came to believe in Baba 
Dyal as a successor of Guru Nanak and Guru 
Gobind Singh. 

The Namdhari movement was started by Baba 
Balak Singh (1799-i861,) a shop-keeper of Hazro, 
and his disciple Baba Ram Singh of Bhaini in the_ 
Ludhiana district. This puritan movement was a 
protest against the prevailing laxity of morals and 
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sought to revive the old devotional spirit among the 
Sikhs. It was a vigorous campaign a'gainst the 
immoral and superstitious practices of the priests 
in charge of Gurdwaras. Baba Ram Singh, born in 
1815 of a poor carpenter family, rose to be a great 
leader of men. He had learnt discipline in the Sikh 
army, which he left in 1841 at the bidding of his 
religious preceptor. and wonderfully organized his 
followers. He appointed a Suba in every district, 
two ,iathadars in every tehsil, and one Granthi in 
every village. He established elementary vernacular 
schools and free kitchens wherever he went, and 
exhorted the Sikhs to live simple lives and support 
these institutions. He saw that Western culture was 
undermining the simplicity of life and the strength of 
character. He, therefore, banned \\'estern education 
and interdicted Government service and courts. 
He anticipated many features of the modern 
national movement, such as the wearing of ld1addar. 
boycott of government . institutions and emphasis 
on truth and non-violence. His follo\\·ers were 
able to carry out many of his behests. They ha\·e 
stuck to fd,addar more faithful!\' than the ever
shifting followers of Mahatma Gan'dhi. l n the matter 
of boycott they have been much more persistent. 
In their simplicity they have suffered for truth too. so 
far as they could understand it. Their suffering, 
however, which has often stood the test of non
violence, ha:=; been marred by strong reactions in 
favour of violence. But they have terribly suffered 
for their remissness. In principle they are still 
pacifists, plying their white woolen ros.uy more than 
the sword. 

Baba Ram Singh's preaching made a great stir 
in the country. The priestly class, annoyed with his 
criticisms, shut the Gurdwaras against !1im and his 
followers; and the Government interpreted his 
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attacks on \Vestern civilization as due to racial 
hatred. Measures were adopted to restrain his and 
his followers' activities. 

The Baba's mission was specially marked by 
the teaching of righteousness, toleration and mercy. 
It is true, some of his followers got out of 
control and in a religious frenzy committed _un
pardonable excesses. But this evil was due to an 
intensity of feeling in ignor~nt men, aggravated by 
great provocation. The large majority of Namdharis 
disapproved of such actions,"' and the Baba's 
influence was always exerted on the side of 
moderation and kindnes£. ,\ murderer. who had 
escaped conviction, came under the influence of Baba 
Rnm Singh. He went at once to the Sessions 
Judge, confessed his guilt, and che,:rfully acccptt)ri 
punishment. In the summer of 1870 a few 
Namdharis happened to pass by the Lahori Gate of 
Amritsar, where, in spite of the long tradition and an 
ordert of Jolin Lawrence passed in 1847 against 
cow-killing in Amritsar, a slaughter-house had been 
established. There was a rumour in the city that 
four butcher shops were going to l>e opened in the 
sacred city. A gr.::at indignation prevailed ::imong 
the Hindus and Sikhs. The Namdharis, who had a 
great hatred for cow-slaughter, came after some 
deliberation to the city, fell upon the butchers, and 
killing a few of them ran away. After a year Baba 
Ram Singh, who came to know of it, sent for those 
men and said to them: "You have committed 
murders, and innocent Nihangs have been arrested. 
Go to the court and confess your guilt so that the 
innocent may be saved." They went, cleared up the 

• The Ludhiana Gazeltef!r. 
tThis order inscribed on a wooden board was upto 1922 still 

hanging outside the north-western entrance of the Durbar Sahib. 
Amritsar, but it has now been taken down for safety. 
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case before the authorities, and calmly resigned 
themselves to their fate. 

In January 1872 a bullock was provokingly 
slaughtered by a police officer of 1lalerkotla before 
the very eyes of a Namdhari Sikh, who had remons
trated with the owner of the bullock for his cruelty 
to the animal. The news told in the yearly diwan at 
Bhaini stirred up wrath in the audience, and, in spite 
of the attempts of Raba h:am Singh to dissuade them. 
about 150 Sikhs got out of hand and marched 
to,,,ards Malerkotla to take revenge. The baba 
Sahib at once informed tlw police about it.* First 
Malaudh and then Male1 kotla were attacked with 
sticks and axes, and 10 men were killed and 17 
wounded. while the Namdharis got 9 killed and 33 
\\"ounded. They were ultimately surrounded by the 
army. and ,'.Jr. L. Cowan, the Deputy Commissioner of 
Ludhiana, without trying them ordered SO of them to 
be immediately blown away from guns. and 16 others 
were tried by the Commissioner, ~lr.T.D. Fors,·th, and 
executed on the following da~·- Baba l,am· ~ingh. 
who was admittedly 'a thorough!~- reli~ious character' 
and who ha<l helped the Government in this crisis, 
was deported with his Subas to Rangoon, where he 
remained prisoner upto 1885. wben he died. 

The Government of India recorded on these 
proceedings an elaborate resolution. which contained 
these words: ·1 1-I is Excellencv in Council is under 
the painful necessity of atlir~ning that the course 
rollowed by Mr. Cowan w:~s illt-gnl, that it ,n1s not 
palliated by any public necessity, and that it ,ms 

*For these and other lnr.ls mcntiont:d bekrc about th.
Nnmdharis the author is indebted to some Namclhari rec:ords and a 
historv called Panth Prakash bv J~hai Kala Sin!(h. This book 
mention~ among the Sikh~. who a"ttac-ked Malerkc;tla, two women 
lllso who are said to have been let off when men w1.:re blown a way 
from gnns. For the remaining account the Lllclhiatui Oazelfur 
and some information supplied by Namdharis has been availed or. 
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characterised by incidents which gave it a complexion 
of barbarity. · And so His Excellency was compelled 
with deep regret to direct that l\Ir. Cowan be 
removed from the service." 1\1 r. F or;;y th, too, 
though later recompensed in other \vays, was removed 
from his appointment as Commissioner. Sir Henry 
Cotton says in his Indian and Home Memories: ''For 
my part, I can recall nothing during my service in 
India more revolting and more shocking than these 
executions, and there were many who thought as I 
did, and still think that the final orders of the 
Government of India were lamentably inadequate." 

The troubles of the Namdharis did not end with 
these executions or the deportation of their revered 
leader. A police guard was stationed at the door of 
their central temple at Bhaini, and all the Namdharis 
were interned. in their villages and their movements 
restricted. Most of these restrictions, which involved 
unthinkable police harassment, continued upto very 
recent tirn~s. It was only on 10th December, 1920: 
that the long-standing restrictive orders were 
cancelled and the police guard was changed into 
a police station.'1' For fear of harassment the 
Namdharis changed the peculiar mode of their turban 
and wore the woolen rosary under their clothes. 
They were left in isolation, and in their agony they 
had nothing else to console them except the memory 
of Baba Ram Singh, whom they raised, unauthorised 
by him, to the position of a Guru or successor of 

_Guru N'.1:.~~~::__Gurn Gobind Sing_h. _ _ _ ·-- _. 
*The Government communique announcing the removal a£ 

restrictions against the Namdharis begins thus: 
""In 1872 after the Kuka disturbances restrictions were placecl 

by the Punjab Government 'over the movements of the leaders of the 
sect and a police post was established at Bhaini Ala. their head
quarters in the Ludhiana District. These restrictions involved the 
reporting of their movements by the leaders, supervision over 
\·isitors to the shrine and prohibition of meetings without sanction 
from the authorities." 
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Of course the settiug up of a Guru after Guru 
Gobind Singh, except Guru Granth cum GuruPanth, 
was against the basic principles of Sikhism, and this was 
responsible for the growing isolation of the Namdharis 
from the general Panth. But we must try to 
appreciate the difficulty of the Namdharis also. They 
believed in the Holy Granth as their scripture, but 
their loyalty to the principle of the Panth as Guru 
was put to the highest strain when, at the advent 
of the British rule, the authority of the Guru Panth, 
as residing in the Akal Takht, began to be used 
against them. Ever since the control of the central 
Gurdwaras had gone into the hands of the 
Government, all independent elements among the 
Sikhs had come to look upon the Panthic authority 
exercised by the Akal Takht as a sort of Vichy 
government, whose /-111kam11amas could not be relied 
on as free from all political prejudices. The cleavage 
of the Namdharis from the central authority dates 
from the occasion of Diwali in 1867, when Baba 
Ram Singh came to pay his respects at the Akal 
Takht and the priests refused to offer prayers for him. 
\Vhen asked why they did so, they replied that the 
Namdharis cften threw away their turbans in ecstasy, 
that they invested women with the same forms and 
symbols as were g-i,·cn to men, and that they 
condc:111necl the eating of meat, which in the form of 
Jhatka was allowed to all Sikhs. The priests, rein
forced by Nihang Sikhs, demanded that the 
Namdharis should be ordered to wear blue dress in 
future: Baba Ifam Singh's only reply was that he 
would do as the Guru would direct him to do. He 
offered prayer himself, and came away in disgust. 

Later on when the authority of the Akal Takht was 
used to declare the Namdharis as non-Sikhs, their 
position became much more difficult. Should they 
have believed themselves to be Sikhs-which was to 
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disobey the authoritv of the Guru Panth as residi11" . . "' 
in the Akal Takht-or should they have obeyed the 
authority and gone out of the pale of Sikhism? Thev 
chose the former, and staved in Sikhism. I thini-: 
the true solution ·would ha~e been to behave as the 
other reforming bodies did in those circumstances. 
When the Singh Sabha people were ostracised by the 
Akal Takht, they neither denied their Sikhism nor 
their belief in the Guruship of the Panth. They 
declared the Akal Takht to be mc:rely the mouthpiece 
of the Panth, which was different from the priest::; 
of the Takht, and was enshrined in the hearts of :di 
the Sikhs thinking collectively with tlic sense of tile 
Guru in them. They started the idea of reforming
the management of the central Gurdwaras, of which 
the first step was to free them from the Government 
control. In the meantime the\' formed a central boch· 
of their own to give decisio.ns in the name of th·e 
Panth. This process took a long time, and it was 
only in 1920 that the central Gurdwaras were freed 
from the Government_ control, and one central body was 
elected to wield the supreme authority of the Panth. 
This was the only solution which shoulc-1 havl! 
recommended itself to the Narndharis. It, howf'ver. 
did not recommend itself to them, and they fell back 
upon tl1e same idea of Guruship whic:i had pre\·ailed 
before the death of Guru Gobind Singh, i.e., the 
personal Guruship of one man who is supreme in all 
matters, social. religious and political: with this 
modification that he does not create the scripture but 
interprets it, does not command the whole Panth 
but only a section of it which is directly under him. 
This makes the community of the ~amdharis a self
contained and compact unit, but it also isolates it 
from the main body and makes it less effective as a 
means of spreading. Guru Nanak's mission. 

I think the time has come for Sikhs to revise 
their relations with their Namdhari brethren,and lo 
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undo the wrong done to them, so far as we are 
concerned with it. As for example, the general body 
of Sikhs encouraged the Government to deport 
Baba Ram Singh and his Subahs. (See the letter of 
the Secretary to the GovL'rnmr::nt of the Punjab to the 
Secretary to the Government of India, dated 7th 
February. 1872.) Lalt,· 011 when the Namdharis 
were heing harassed by the police, the leaders of the 
Singh Sabha moveme11t excluded the Narndhari 
Sikhs from their Sabhas, by providing a rule in their 
constitution that 'those ,vho were considered mis
chievous by the Government could not become 
members'. The reference was clearly to the 
!\amdharis. in l 888 the Khalsa Diwan Lahore 
prese11 ted au address to Lord Duffer in ,vho was asked 
not to consider those as Sikhs, but as enemies of 
Sikhism, who ,vere creating disturbances,-meaning 
the Narndharis. The Government was asked to 
deprive all such people of their rights as Sikhs. 
The leackrs in those days had every right to condemn 
the disturbances and th·osc who indulg..::d in them, 
but it was irrcligiot1;; slavishness to condemn as 
non-Sikhs all Namdharis, who might be numbering 
thousands, for th,· sake of a fev.·-not morv than 150 

· all told. 
Such bitter memories are rankling in the minds 

of the Namdharis, and it is our duty to take the 
sting out of these memories by being more kind to 
them. It is true that the Nam'dharis, in the course of 
this long time, have deviated much from the 
accepted from of Sikhism, as understood by us. frnt 
the gulf will he only widened by our 1uarrelling over 
the differences. The only possibility of rapproache
ment lies in meeting and cooperating more and more 
in as many cases as possible. Coercion is not the 
way to unity. Can't we afford to love them, without 
compromising our principles? In the first meeting 
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of the All Sects Conference, held at Bhaini Sahib, 
we were able to convince the Namdharis that they 
should address the Holy Granth as Guru Gra11th 
Sahib, and all the sects and orders of Sikhism were 
persuaded to join in the Prayer invoking the Ten 
Gurus. \Vere not these two things a clear gain for 
the Panthic unity? If we agree to meet, we are 
sure to evolve a working unity on all controversial 
points. The rest we may leave to the Guru who is 
a great unifier of hearts. 



THE SINGH SABHA MOVEMENT 

The first attempt at reform, in the shape of the 
Namdhari movement, was successfully paralysed 
owing to the want of a common feeling among the 
Sikhs, which could be engendered only by education. 
It is a significant fact that, while all other communi
ties at that time got the inspiration for reform from 
\Vestern education, the Sikhs' first endeavours in this 
line were the result of their own inherent genius. 
They realised, however, that their attempts to rouse 
the whole community to feel the necessity of reform 
would be fruitless unless they first got themselves 
educated. The Government also learnt a lesson that, 
in their own interest, they shonld not antagonise the 
reforming element among the Sikhs; rather they 
should help it and, if possible, to guide it in the work 
of reform. Political contingency may have required 
that as many elements as possible should be segregated 
from the general body of Hind us who were responsible 
for the agitation for political reform in India. But it 
would be unjust to accuse Sir Sayyad Ahmad or his 
counterparts among Sikhs of misguiding their 
communities to serve the ends of the British Govern
ment in India. It ,y.:is in the interest of Sikhs and 
Mohammedans that before they could consciously and 
usefully take part in the political life of India they 
should go through a discipline of education and 
religious reform. Both these communities were 
backward in this respect, and they were quite justified 
in cooperating with the Government in order to secure 
the much-needed help from them. 
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So far as the Sikhs were concerned, it \\·as int:vi
table that the movement of reform among them should 
take the form of dehinduising them. This \\"Ould 
have come, even if the Government had stood aside, 
because the only trouble with Sikhism at that time 
was that its doctrines and institutions had been 
completely Hinduised. The reformers, therefore, had 
a tremendous task before them to rediscover the pure 
doctrine and then to preach it to the ignorant masses. 

KI-I,\LSA DIWAN OF AMRITSAR 

The first association of reform, called the Singh 
Sabha, was founded at Amritsar in 1873, only a year 
after the Namdhari trouble. Its inaugural meeting
was held at the \lanji Sahib at 2 o'clock on the 
Dussehra day. lt was attended by the Pujaris, 
:-.Iahants, Gyanis, Granthis, Udasis, Nirmalas, besides 
prominent Sardars like S. Thakur Singh Sandhawalia, 
who was the moving spirit of the body. Its \,·eekly 
meetings \\"2re held at the Manji Sahib (where P.ven 
now you may find ·a dilapidated room bearing a sign
board of tile Sabhal. In the meetings lectures and 
discussions were held in an atmosphere of controversy 
and denunciation which did not allow much of 
spiritual con te11 t. It was perhaps neces.~.uy at that 
time. Gyani Sardul Singh put forward a point for 
discussion that the birthday of Guru Nanak should be 
celebrated in the month of Vaisakh instead of Kartik. 
The discussion went on for three years, and as a 
result a G11rj1arnal-i or calendar was prepared giving 
the true dates of the births and deaths of the Gurus. 
Another subject for discussion was the text of the 
Dasam Granth which wns subject c d. to a close 
examination for the purpose of discovering how much 
of it was Guru Gobind Singh's own composition, and 
how much came from other writers. Thirty-two 

_ <lifferent versions were collected to work upon. - The 
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wo1 k growing apace, it was entrusted to a separate 
liodL constituted under the Singh Sabha, which was 
call~d the Gu rm at Grant h Pracharak Sabha. 
Dr. Charan Singh (father of Bhai Vir Singh) was its 
secretary. The work of collating the different texts 
was completed in 1896, and its report was published 
in 1897, em bodying the results of the research and 
preparing a true recension of the Dasam Granth. 
Inspired by these researches other works of great 
importance were prepared, such as Gyani Gyan 
Singh's Pa11th Prall-ash and Tu:arildi Khalsa, Pandit 
Tara Singh'!; G11rtt Granth Kosh an_d Tirath Sangrah, 
etc. In 1894 Bhai Kaur Singh and Bhai Vir Singh 
established the Khalsa Tract Society, Amritsar, for 
the purpose of issuing monthly tracts on Sikh religion. 
This society has done much to popularise Panjabi and 
the stories of Sikh history. 

Beside the Singh Sabha of Amritsar, there were 
other centres where similar associations were being 
formed. The most important of such places was 
Lahore, where Professor Gurmukh Singh was working 
most zealously with the purpose of organising Sikhs 
and making them feel their lost i n d iv i d u a 1 it y . 
Through his influence in 1877 classes were opened in 
the Oriental College for teaching Pc1njabi as the only* 
modern Indian language, besides the c 1 ass i ca 1 
languages. He himself was appointed Lecturer m 
Panjabi, besides Bhai Harsa Singh, and later on 

~' This \las a sop thrown to the Sikh notables who bad 
liberally c,ontributed towards the funds of the liniversity. Instead 
ol i:ivin!( 1hr. Sikhs any special privilei:es in the University, the 
promoters of the University scheme made a special provision for the 
tcachini: ol l'anjabi in the Oricntnl Collei-:e. This privilege \\as not 
i;iven to Urdu or Hindi. See the rules of the College as framed 
originally in 1883. But now those rules have been modified to 
include Urdu and Hindi as well. They run: 'The University ~hall 
maintain an Oriental College with the main object o{ promoting the 
arlvanced and enlightened study of Sanskrit, Arabic, Persian and such 
modt•rn Indian Languages as the Syndicate may appoint.' 
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Bhai Dit Singh, as an additional teacher, Prof. 
Gurmukh Singh was the greatest figure in the Singh 
Sabha movement. Besides being a great scholar of 
Sikhism, he possessed a strong personality which 
overawed even Rajas and Maharajas. He had a clear 
vision of Sikhism as conceived by the Gurus, and 
was determined to restore it to its original shape 
without any compromise with Hinduism. He had the 
knack of gathering about him men of sterling worth. 
With their help he founded a Singh Sabha at Lahore, 
on 2nd November, 1879, and got it affiliated to the 
Singh Sabha of Amritsar, which became the central 
body called the Khalsa Diwan, Amritsar. A branch 
Singh Sabha was also established at Amritsar to serve 
as a locai centre. The objects of these associations 
were : To inculcate love for Sikhism among all those 
who called themselves Sikhs or Khalsas; to preach the 
principles of this great religion; to publish literature 
in aid of this religion; to publish the authentic texts 
of the Guru's Word and other books, such as the 
Janamsakhis and the Gurparnalis, after correcting 
and amending them; to promote the study of modern 
knowledge through the medium of Panjabi, and for 
this purpose to issue papers and magazines. Special 
care was taken to keep out apostates: the opponents 
of Sikhism, and those who had proved obnoxious to 
the Government. Even Europeans could become 
members in the educational branch. It was provided 
in the fundamental rules that nothing against the 
Government could be discussed in the Singh Sabha 
meetings. 

These rules became the model for all the Sabhas 
founded in connection with this movement. Prof. 
Gurmukh Singh went about preaching the mission of 
the new order, and was able to create and get affiliated 
scores of Singh Sabhas in the country. This made 
the Amritsar Diwan very prominent, and all the 
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influential people, even those who were conservative 
in their outlook, were attracted towards the centre of 
this movement. Baba Khem Singh Bedi, a descendent 
of Guru Nanak, became the president of the Khalsa 
Di\'ian. Amritsar, and Prof. Gurmukh Singh its 
chief secretary, with several secretaries in charge of 
sub-committees for religious, literary, educational 
and press matters. As the Akal Takht and the 
Golden Temple authorities were cooperating with this 
Diwan, the Hukamnamas from the Takht were often 
issued in favour of the reformers. This welcome 
phase, however, lasted only for a short time, because 
the Diwan contained many leading members whose 
zeal for reform was only skin-deep. They were not 
ready to shed off the old tradition in its entirety. 
They still clung to untouchability, idol worship, 
man-worship, etc. There began to appear a cleavage 
between the wholehoggers, most of whom belonged to 
the Lahore centre, and the slO\v-paced reformers who 
belonged to the Amritsar centre. Prof. Gurmukh 
Singh found his position more and more difficult. 
He was for the removal of the disabilities of the 
untouchables, who had been presenting their difficulties 
before the Diwan, hut had always been put off with 
one excuse or another. Thi11gs came to a head on the 
question of providing cushions for the seating of 
Baba Khem Singh, when he came to pay a visit to 
the Golden Temple. He claimed this as a special 
privilege as a descendent of the founder of Sikhism. 
Prof. (;urmukh Singh and others of his way of 
thinking were against this practice. They wanted 
equal treatment for all, and did not want to allow 
any invidious distinction to be made in the presence 
of the Holy Guru Gran th Sahib. Prof. Gurmukh 
Singh was forced to sever his connection with the 
Amritsar Diwan, and to found a new Khalsa Diwan 
at Lahore: to which he affiliated almost a1l the Singh 
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Sabhas. The Amritsar Diwan was left only with 
the three Sabhas of Amritsar, Faridkc.,t and 
Rawalpindi. Its president was Baba Khem Singh 
and secretary his staunch disciple, Bhai Avtar Singh 
Vahiria. This Diwan, though truncated, still enjoyed 
some prestige on account of its association with the 
central temples and the great authority of Baba Khem 
Singh and certain ruling princes. It held its annual 
meetings as usual on the Diwali and Vaisakhi 
occasions. Maharaja Bikram Singh of Faridkot gave 
Rs. 75,000 for erecting the building of the Free 
Kitchen attached to the Golden Temple. He also 
spent Rs. 25,000 on the electrification of the sacred 
premises. To counteract the so-called innovations 
introduced by the e~treme reformers like Bbai 
Gurmukh Singh a Hinduised commentary of the 
Holy Guru Granth Sahib was prepared by Giani 
Badan Singh and published at the expense of the 
Faridkot Durbar. A stream of books and pamphlets 
issued from the prolific pen of Bhai Avtar Singh 
Vahiria and others to meet the ever-advancing 
tide of reform-literature as produced by Bhai Dit 
Singh and Bhai Gurmukh Singh. Bhai Avtar Singh, 
in his book l(halsa Sudlzar Tartt, and later on in his 
bigger books called ]{halsa Dharam Shasta1· and 
Gur Darshan Shasta1·, tried to prove that the Sikhs 
were Hindus, that the Gurus worshipped gods and 
goddesses, and that it was wrong to convert 
Mohammedans to Sikhism, or to abolish caste-system 
and untouchability. After firing a few more shots 
in the air this fighter of a losing cause retired to his 
native city, Rawalpindi, along with his master, 
Baba Khem Singh, and gave no further trouble to 
the staunch reformers. Baba Khem Singh, hcwever. 
did much for the spread 0£ female education in the 
western Punjab, and brought thousands of Hind us 
into the fold of Sikhism. 
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KHALSA DIWAN OF LAHORE 

All the real supporters of reform gathered round 
Bhai Gurmukh Singh who had founded the Khalsa 
Diwan of Lahore in 1886. :\laharaja Hira Singh of 
Nabha was its patron, Sir Attar Singh, C. I. E., 
Shamsul Ulama and lVIahamahopadhya, Chief of 
Bhadaur: its president, and Bhai Gurmukh Singh its 
secretary. It also enjoyed the patronage of the Lieut. 
Governor of the Punjab and the Commander-in-Chief 
of India. In a short time all the best elements of 
of Sikhism were attracted towards this new Diwan. 
In the early days of reform, there was not much 
difference between Singh Sabha and Arya Samaj. 
Guru Grnnth Sahib used to be opened in the Samaj 
meetings, and many prominent Sikhs were found 
working shoulder to shoulder with the promoters of 
the Samaj. Hhai Jawahir Singh, of Gujranwala, was 
one of them. He was a vice-president of the Samaj. 
Bhai Dit Singh and Bhai Mayya Singh, two great 
speakers and writers, were also working with him. 
They were, however: greatly annoyed by the attacks 
of their Samajist associates on the Sikh Gurus, and 
they came away in disgust. They were welcomed 
with open arms by Bhai Gurmukh Singh, who saw in 
them great dynamic: personalities. destined to work 
wonders in the cause of Sikhism. A press was 
already owned by the Khalsa Diwan. Now a news
paper. called J(halsa Alzhbar, was started, with Bhai 
Uit Singh as its editor. Through his paper and scores 
of boqks,* written Pvidently with a gusto and force 
never knO\vn before, he was able to demolish the old 
theories of his opponents and to create a strong 
opinion in favour of thi:! new movement. Incidently 
modern poetry and cspcci;1lly prose received a great 

-· -- --- ------ ·-·. ----------------------
*Some of them were: Life of Uuru Nanak, Durga Parbodh, 

My Discu.~sio,rn wit/, Swami Dayanaml, Biographie.~ of Sikh 
Heroes. 
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impetus from his advocacy. His allegorical burlesque, 
called Swapa,i Natak, which was a disguised attack 
on Baba Khem Singh, involved him in some trouble 
through litigation, but having influential personalities 
like Sir Attar Singh at this back he came out 
unharmed. 

Two other personalities attracted by Bhai 
Gurmukh Singh were Bhai Kahan Singh of Nabha and 
Mr. M. A. Macauliffe. Bhai Kahan Singh was a great 
scholar of Sikh literature. Besides being trained in 
the old school of scholarship wherein depth of 
knowledge and mastery of detail was emphasised, he 
also cultivated a variety and vastness of view which is 
characteristic of western learning. He did not possess 
the force and verve of Bhai Dit Singh, but he had 
more depth and comprehensiveness which made his 
work more permanent and less polemical. His book, 
Ham Hindu Nahin, did more to dehinduise the Sikhs 
than anything else. His other books, Gurmat 
Prabhakar and Gurmat Sudlzalwr articulated Sikh 
doctrines most clearly. They were standard guide
books and sometimes the only stock-in-trade of 
Sikh preachers. His later book, the E11cyclopedia of 
Sikh Literature, was his magnum opus, and did much 
to elucidate the Sikh creed. Indirectly he was al!:'o 
responsible for much of the work done by Mr. 
Macauliffe, who studied Sikhism under his care and 
was persuaded through him to give up a very lucrative 
Government post and join the Lahore Diwan for the 
purpose of translating the Sikh scriptures. From 
1893 to 1909 Mr. Macauliffe worked at this tremen
dous task, and completed it to' the satisfaction of 
learned Sikhs. But by that time the Lahore Diwan 
had become defunct; and the new leaders, led by 
inherent superstition or jealousy, did not approve of 
his publishing the Guru Granth Sahib in English. 
They said that it would mean desecration of the Holy 
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Book, which w_ould be carried about like any other 
volume without proper respect. Mr. Macauliffe ,vas 
therefore obliged to give up the idea of publishing the 
translation of the whole Book, and had to content 
himself with giving only a few portions of it along 
with the lives of the Gurus. 

Even this did not satisfy the factious party. The 
Government too, which had promised to help the author 
with a grant of l~s. I 5,000, was now averse to paying 
anything more than l<s. 5,000, which the author 
declined to accept. He came to Rawalpindi in 1910, 
when the annual session of the Sikh Educational 
Conference was being held. Nobody went to receive 
him at the railway station. Broken in health, and 
more broken in spirit on account of the debt incurred 
in connection with the publication of Tlze Sillh 
Religion, he appealed to the promoters of the 
Conference to include a resolution about his book, 
recommending that it was a work worthy of Sikhs' 
consideration. The permission asked for was refused, 
and the old tottering benefactor of the Sikh!: had to 
return disappointed. He went back to England, and 
died soon after, in 1913. Then a resolution of 
appreciation was passed at the Educational 
Conference. 

Another luminary who did yeoman's service to 
the cause of reform was Hhagat Lakshman Singh of 
Rawalpindi. He joined Sikhism in 1895, when he 
was thirty-threei and had alre8:dy made a name as a 
writer and journalist. Reinforced by the enthusiasm 
of a new convert he threw himself heart and soul into 
the reform movement. He was serving as a Professor 
in the Gordon College. and was at the same time 
secretary of the local Singh Sabha. His bold 
advocacy of the Sikh cause, especially in the matter 
of spreading education among the masses, brought 
him up against Christian interests in villages, and 
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he was obliged to sever his connection \\'ith the 
~1ission College. He came to Lahore, and started 
a weekly journal, called the J(halsa, in English. 
The paper ran its course only for about two years, 
from 1899 to 1901, but it did much to counteract the 
nefarious propaganda of certain renegades from 
Sikhism 1.1:Sawa Chhajju Singh and l:iawa Arjun 
Singh) w[10 were spreading misrepresentations about 
the mission of the Sikh Gurus. Bhagat Lakshman 
Singh returned to Rawalpindi in 1901, and carried on 
an unceasing campaign of reform, which resulted in 
the formation of a net-work of Singh Sabhas and Khalsa 
Schools in the Rawalpindi district. His Li.fr: of 
G11ru Gohi,,d Singh and scores of booklets, written 
off and on, laid the foundation of Sikh literature in 
English, which gives due prominence to the mission 
of the last Curu, which is often forgotten even bv 
Sikhs. -

Thc~re were many other leaders who touched the 
reform movement on its different sides. One such 
was Dr . .Jai Singh .Qf R-twalpindi, the founder of the 
famous firm of chemists on the :,,,Jail, Lahore. He 
carried on the work of slwddhi, reconverting those 
who had ;;one away to Islam or Christianity. 

The main work of the Khalsa lJiwan was the 
foundation of the Khalsa College, Amritsar, in 1892. 
and laying those broad lines of reform which made 
the Sikh community self-conscious and self-contained. 
The dynamic force generated by Bhai Gurmukh 
Singh and his great associates was still working in 
full vigour, when God summoned him away from 
his field of action, and Ii<: died of heart-failure in 
1898. Sir Attar Singh* had already died in 18%. 
Bhai Dit Singh died in 1901. -~he Lahore l>iwan 

• He was one of the most learned men of his time. Some well
known books by him were: The ,':J'akhi Rook, 1'ram!l.~ of nuru 
Tey llr1lmdur, llrihitnamn of 1-'rah!<ld ,',"iu_qh and /\land T.,n/. 
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colud not survive these incessant shocks, and its 
place \\"aS taken by the Chief Khalsa Diwan, Amritsar. 

CHIEF KHALSA DI\\',\~ 

The first meeting of the Chief Khalsa Diwan was 
held in the Malvai Bunga attached to the Golden 
Temple on the 30th October, l 902. The inaugural 
prayer was offered by Babu Teja Singh* of Bhasaur. 
Bhai Sahib Bhai Arjun Singh, chief of Bagarian, was 
elected president, and Sardar Sunder Singh ivJajithia, 
secretary of the Singh Sabha of Amritsar, was 
appointed secretary of the new Diwan. Out of about 
1:iO Singh Sabhas, scattered all over the country, only 
29 agreed to join. Their representatives, along with 
47 others, formed the general body. \Vith the 
exception of a few leading members ,vho still stuck 
to the Lahore Diwan for the old sake's sake, most of 
the local workers, like Sodhi Sujan Singh, B. A , 
Bhai Takht Singh of Ferozepore, Bhai ~Iohan Singh 
Vaid of Tarn Taran, S. Sadhu Singh of the Forest 
Department~ S. Dharam Singh of Gharjakh, trans
ferred their allegiance to the new dispensation, and 
began to give their best to it. Sodhi Sujan Singh 
became assistant secretary to the Chief Khalsa 
Diwan. Bhai Takht Singh, a staunch follower of 
Bhai Dit Singh, opened a research library of Sikh 
literature and history in connection with the Sikh 
Kanya Mehavidyala, Ferozepore, and called it Bhai 
Dit Singh Library. He became ·an enthusiastic sup
porter of the new order in the spread of education 
and religious reform. Bhai Mohan Singh Vaid, ,vbo 
had done much to counteract the anti-Sikh 

* Hr: became a 1-:reat dissenter later on, and foun,led a new 
association, called the Pwic/i Khalsa JJiu·<m, which did much 
u~eful work in propagating the mission of Guru Go bind Singh, but 
in the end floundered pitifully in trying to rcarran~t the text of the 
Holy Granth by excluding the compositions of the P.ards and 
including those of the Tenth Guru. 
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propaganda of the Arya Samaj, established a Panjabi 
magazine, called D11kh NitJaran, in 1906, and through 
its monthly issues as well as through pamphlets spread 
useful information about health and hygiene, home 
and its problems, and many other themes, bearing on 
modern life. Like Bhai Takht Singh he was a great 
antiquarian, sweet and humble, firm and persuasive-a 
type that is becoming rare nowadays. 

It was such µeople who fixed the new type of man 
associated with the Chief Khalsa Diwan. The older 
type, associated with the Lahore Diwan, was distin
guished for his bold, clear-cut views, and intellectual 
and controversial outlook, making use more often of 
historical and logical methods than of any spiritual or 
mystical means. The Chief Khalsa Diwan, on the 
other hand, represented a new idealogy, which did 
not work so much for discovering new defects in the 
old system, developing new schools of criticism, or 
making a bold headwy towards neglected reforms, as 
for supplying the . great deficiency of depth and 
spiritual fervour. So far, according to the need of the 
time, all the work done had been destructive. The 
belief of Sikhs in the Hindu books and institutions had 
been demolished to a great extent, and they had been 
made to stand on their own ground. But they had 
not yet had time to look at their own ground, much 
less to think of building their own institutions on it. 
The only thing constructive done so far had been the 
spread of education, and the inculcation of the belief 
that the Sikhs were a separate community, which 
should have separate rights, separate instituitions, 
and separate provisiqns in the law to protect them. 
Even the Anand Marriage Act, legalising the Sikh 
form af marriage, came in 1909. For all other 
purposes we were, and are, governed by the Hindu 
law. The greatest defect, however, was that our 
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religious practice was not spiritual enough . It 
consisted mainly of attending a weekly meeting of the 
Singh Sabha, in which lectures were delivered against 
Hindus and their institutions, or debates were held to 
controvert the attacks of the Arya Samajists. It was 
reserved for the Chief Khalsa Diwan to usher a 
new era of spiritual uplift. This was the work of 
certain holy men and gifted musicians. Sant Attar 
Singh of Mastuana was instrumental in inaugurating 
the practice of early rising and attending holy 
meetings where the sacred word was given out in 
entrancing music. Never since the days of the Holy 
Gurus had the Eiikhs such spiritual experience. Never 
had they gathered in such large numbers to listen, 
in their hearts, to the deeply movin~ voice of the 
Guru, and therefrom to imbibe the mystery that is 
called l<eligion. Bhai Hira Singh Ragi's music, 
interspersed with his sacred lore, swayed the hearts 
of thousands, including even Hindus, and all forgot 
the days when the Sikhs and Hindus used to fight over 
their doctrines. Sant Sangat Singh of Kamalia is 
another luminary of the same order who has come to 
reconcile intellect with spirit, and whose spiritual talk 
subdues all contoversies and hushes all bickerings. 
Bhai Vir Singh of Amrits;:ir, who fights shv of 
speaking in big meetings. has nevertheless h~d a 
strong influence in moulding the new type of man, 
especially among those who lead the movement. 
His influence on Sikh liternture too has been 
most creative. He may be called almost the 
originator of modern Panjabi poetry, and his religio
historical romances in prose have done more than 
anything else to advance the mission of reformed 
Sikhism. Besides these S. B. Jodh Singh, M. A., 
and Sardar Trilochan Singh, M. A., LL. B., have 
had a great deal to do with the formation of Sikh 
opiP.ion. The latter "·ith his business acumen, as 
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manager of the Punjab & Sind Bank, has linked np 
th_e different Sikh institutions and business magnates 
with the Bank, and through it with the leadc.:rs of 
of the Chief Khalsa Diwan. 

The Diwan enjoyed the greatest prestige among 
Sikhs from 1902 up to 1914. I ts secretary, Sardar 
Sunder Singh Majithia, was also the secretary of the 
Khalsa College, the premier institution of the Sikhs, 
with which were associated the most influential 
officials of the Government. The members of the 
Diwan were mostly drawn from the elite of the 
community. 'When the Khalsa College ,vent into 
the hands of the Government in 1908, most of the 
leaders of the Diwan withdrew from the management 
of the College and came to found a new institution, 
the Sikh Educational Conference, which was as 
important as the College, if not more. It was 
controlled by the educational committee of the Diwan, 
and held its sittings annually in different centres. 
Wherever it met, it left a school behind it, until in a 
few years it came to support a host* of Primary, 
Middle and High Schools. It heroically fought for 
the cause of the Panjabi language, and its influence 
was felt by the educational, postal and railway 
authoriries. The Sikh schools ,vere not only dis
pensers of education, but they also served as 
strongholds of Sikhism wherever they were established. 

*So far it has held 30 sittings, and has di~pensed 1<~. 499548 
to different schools in the form of aid and Rs. 69200 as stipends to 
needy students. Before the opening of this Conference thc,re were 
not more than a score of Sikh schools in the whole province, but 
now the number is:-

For boys: 5 colleges, 61 high schools, 35 middle schools, 
2 lower middle schools, 45 primary schools, 7 hostels, 
6 miscellaneous. 

[,'or girls: 1 college, 4 high schools, 25 middle schools, 150 
primary, and 111 mixed schools. 
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Even the Singh Sabhas, which were organised for 
propagating reform, could not compete in popularity 
with the schools. 

This spread of education created among the Sikhs 
a public spirit with which they came to feel their 
religious and political disabilities. By 19H this 
feeling of discontent was aggran1ted by the J(omagata 
Martt and the Rikab Gcrnj affairs, and at the same 
time the minds of the Sikhs were being stirred by the 
events of the Great \Var, which was creating a passion 
for democracy everywhere. The Sikhs were no longer 
content "·ith the leadership of the Chief Khalsa 
Diwan. Led by such bold papers as the Pa11th Sewalt 
of Lahore, they wanted the Diwan to quicken its 
pace, or to get out of the \\'ay and give its place to 
some other body. But there was no other body yet 
born, and the Diwan had to carry on as well as it 
could. In spite of its representations the Sikh claims 
had been ignored in the Minto-Morley scheme, and 
even in the ~fontford scheme, which recognised the 
Sikhs' claim to separate representation, only 8 seats 
out of 54 were reccmmended for them. In the 
autumn session of the Pnnjab Council in 1918. while 
refusing to accept the amendment of S. Gajjan · Singh 
to his resolution recommending the distribution of 
seats between Hindus and ?v!ohammedans according 
to the Congress plan, M ian Fazl-i- Hussain told the 
Sardar that as his community had kept aloof from the 
Congress it had no ground to complain. This was a 
clear indication to Sikhs that they could no longer 
rely for the protection of their rights on the support 
of the Government or of those bodies which could not 
afford to break a\\'ay from it. The Sikhs, therefore. 
organised a political body of their own~ called th~ 
Silih League, and held its first session at Amritsar, 
::ilong with the Congress, in 1919. They also started 
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a paper, called the A/tali, at Lahore. It had great 
influence with the common people in villages. A new 
phase of reform began among the Sikhs. It was 
called the Akali movement. 

AKALI MOVEMENT 

The previous movements of reform had touched 
only the white-collar people of cities. The new 
movement was truly democratic. It came from 
villages, and up to this time has been controlled 
mainly by the rural element, which does not make any 
nice distinction between religious and political 
matters. It does not see much use for the educated 
element, which is supposed-perhaps truly-to be 
supine and nerveless, and therefore unfit to be trusted 
for showing vigour or sacrifice in times of emergency. 

It is not the purpose of this chapter to describe 
the great movement of Gurdwara reform, which 
entailed so much suffering and sacrifice. It was 
indeed a task quite beyond the capacity of the Chief 
Khalsa Diwan. and it was well that the Guru chose a 
new set of pe~ple who alone could have the dash and 
determination required for the purpose. It opened 
the way for a real refor111 of religion, which had 
been obstructed by the fact that the Sikh temples 
were in the hands of unreformed priests. No amount 
of preaching or education, which the Singh Sabha 
movement had so far achieved, could actually effect 
any improvement in the rites and ceremonies observed 
by Sikhs as long as the performers of these rites and 
ceremonies-the priests-were strongly entrenched 
behind the law of the land against all reform. It was 
necessary, therefore, that the management of the 
temples should be in the hands of those who wanted 
reform. By going through untold sufferings the 
Sikhs, called the Akalis, have secured a law, which 
gives them control over all the historical Gurdwaras. 
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All this change, however, means a change on the 
management side only, and does not necessarily 
mean any reform in the service or ritual observed in 
the t€mples. In effect, the talk of reform is a luxury 
indulged in by those who are outside the pale of 
management. Those who are actually running the 
show have to look to the taste of the audiences. They 
cannot afford to make any sudden changes in the 
daily routine of worship observed in the temples. 
The Akalis, as priests, do not find themselves as 
helpless as their predecessors, because the audiences 
are not the same as before. They have made some 
improvements. As for example, women are allowed 
to go up to the holy of holies in the Akal Takht, 
which they could not do before; but it will take some 
time before they are allowed to take part in the 
actual services, such as singing hymns in the Golden 
Temple or taking part in administering baptisn,. 
They have abolished certain obnoxious customs, 
such as the annual killing of a goat before the Akal 
Takht, and the worship of idols in the precincts. Hut 
other customs, for which there is no authority in 
Sikhism, still continue to hold the ground. 

There is a sacred lamp, called jot, still burning 
in the Golden Temple. The people are still seen 
pressing the marble walls of the Baba Atal, or 
touching worshipfully the lock of the treasure-room. 
The anniversaries of the Gurus have begun to be 
celebrated with great ec"1t, but the Hindu days of 
Amaua.s and Puranmas!zi are still attracting greater 
crowds to the Sikh ttmples. The strange kinds of 
recitation, such as the sampat path, are not 
encouraged, but who can say that recitations still 
allowed are quite free from superstition ? 

The reason is obvious. No party that has to run 
institutions can help being conservative. 'It has 
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to satisfy many helpful interests. It cannot afford 
to antagonise its audiences. And the Akalis are no 
exception to the rule. There are other reasons beside 
this. The authority of the Shromani Gurdwara 
Parbandhak Committee, which controls the manage
ment of the Sikh temples, is free from outside control, 
but it is not yet acknowledged by all the Sikh 
elements as supreme in religious matters. Certain 
Sikhs, among the Udasis and Nirmalas, who~e temples 
come into the ambit of the Gurdwara Act, also 
refuse to admit its authority. and are ready, when 
challenged in the courts of law, to declare that they 
are not Sikhs. (And yet, strange to say, when they 
succeed in their attempt to save a temple in this way 
by apostatising themselves, the first thing they do is 
to offer thanks before the Holy Granth !) The Chief 
Khalsa Diwan has always stood apart, considering 
itself as competent to decide the Pan thic affairs as the 
S G. P. C. Under these circumstances the S. G. P. C. 
cannot feel strong enough to enforce unity of belief 
or worship, or to apply sanctions when anybody 
proves refractroy. 

At present there are mainly two schools of 
thought: one dominated by the Chief Khalsa Diwan, 
which, continuing the old tradition of the Amritsar 
Diwan, is more conservative; and the other by the 
S. G. P. C., which, inheriting the extreme tendencies 
of the Lahore Diwan, is more critical. The former, 
inspired by Bhai Vir Sir.gh and his paper, the Khalsa 
Samachar, emphasises the divinity of the Gurus who 
are identified with God, while the latter believes in 
the humanity of the Gurus and is less mystical. 
The one stresses the worship of saints, and comes out 
now and then with biographies of holy men, who 
preached asceticism and self-renunciation; while the 
other party holds this kind of thing as mere man-
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worship and does not encourage too much 
kowtowing before human beings. They also do not 
favour the use of a rosary in worship, the whispering 
of Mantras in private into the ears of disciples, the 
letting or sub-letting of recitations and other mysteries 
which are indulged in by the saints of these latter 
days. 

In my view, there are two great elements of 
Sikhism: One is Nam (or the Name) and the other 
is Sewa (or Service). The Chief Khalsa Diwan has 
come to emphasise the practice of Nam, and does not 
see much opportunity for Seica, while the other party 
has come to monopolise Sewa, without seeing much 
use in practising Nam. The desirable thing would 
be to combine the two. When that is done, the 
Khalsa will be one and supreme. 



KHALSA COLLEGE, AMRITSAR 

Soon after the establishment of the Lahore 
Diwan an active campaign was started to found a 
central college for the Sikhs to be worked in 
connection with a system of schools in the outlying 
districts. The movement was due to such enthusiastic 
workers as Prof. Gurmukh Singh of the Oriental College 
and Sar<lar Jawahir Singh, a clerk in the N. W. R. 
Office, Lahore, and they were whole-heartedly helped 
bv the Government and the Sikh States. Those 
\.;ere the days when the Sikhs fully trusted the 
Government as their best friend; and the Government 
too fully confided in the devotion and friendship of 
the Sikhs tested in many trying crises. That was 
the time when a Viceroy could say : " With this 
(educational) movement the Government of India is 
in hearty sympathy. We appreciate the many 
admirable qualities of the Sikh nation, and it is a 
pleasure to us to know that, while in days ·gone by 
we recognised in them a gallant and formidable foe, 
we are to-day able to give them a foremost place 
amongst the ·true and )oval subjects of Her Majesty 
the Queen Empress;''* and a Lieutenant-Governor 
could feel "that the British Government owed the 
Sikhs a debt of gratitude for their large share of the 
credit for victories won by Punjabi Regiments in 
Hindustan and in China, and afterwards in Abyssinia, 
Egypt and Afghanistan. "t 

The Sikhs, too, appreciated this sympathy in 
such glowing terms : ·'' They are actuated by no 

-- -------------------
*Lord Lansdowne in bis ~rcecb at Patiah on 23rd October, 

1890. 
tSir J. Lyall while lnyiog the [oundation-~tooe of the Khalsa 

College Main Bnilding on 5th March, 1892. 
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other motives than those of philanthropy, of friendli
ness towards the Sikhs, and we are very grateful to 
them.''* 

The College was founded in 1892. Col. W. R.M. 
Holroyd, Director of Public Instruction, Mr. J. Sime, 
another D. P. I., Sir W. H. Rattigan, Mr. W. Bell, 
Principal, Government College, and several other 
European gentlemen gave active assistance to the 
Sikhs in the work of founding and conducting the 
College. They were associated with the Sikhs with 
the latter's free con;:;en t and were elected as special 
members, simply to help them, and were not there to 
exercise official control. 

At first the idea was to open the College at 
Lahore. This was the well-considered opinion of the 
leaders of the Lahore Diwan, who were supported in 
this by the Government. The Lieut.-Governor 
urged that Lahore ,vas the centre of all intellectual 
activities, and if the Sikhs chose to keep away from 
it, they would suffer intellectually (out lte oot mhoge). 
The leaders of the Amritsar party, however, were for 
locating the College at .Amritsar. The tussle went on 
for a long time, until the Lahore party had to yield 
before the superior proµaganda of the Amritsar party, 
and the decision was made in favour of Amritsar. 

The next question was of choosing the locality. 
The Government offered the whole land extending 
from the Ram Bagh, including the historical gardens, 
to the .l<ailway Station. But the same advisers who 
had urged the Sikhs to avoid Lahore now came 
forward to advise the avoidance of the neighbourhood 
of the city, which was supposed to offer all sorts of 
temptations to the would-be students. At last, . with 

*The Secretary of th~ 
1
J{halsa College Councfl,r while, ,rF,f~rrin~ 

to the Eur.opean members of the Council in his speech at the 
o~n'fo'g ceremonyfofthe J{hal~a Collegiate School on 22nd Octbbei-. 
1893. 
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the help of Mr. Nickel, the secretary of the Municipal 
Committee, the present site was chosen and the 
villagers of Kot Said Mahmud, Kale, ;tc., were 
persuaded to offer their lands covering about J 00 
acres for Rs. 10,000 in all. In return for this 
generosity their children were promised exemption 
from the payment of fees. 

The site chosen was eminently historical. It 
was the place where the first battle was fought 
between Sikhs and Muslims in the days of the 
Sixth Guru. What a happy turn of events that the 
descendents of those contestents for military glory 
should now be rubbing shoulders in the same fields 
for winning laurels in healthy games or in the 
arts of peace ! 

On 22nd October 1893 the institution began as a 
Middle School. Three years later High classes were 
opened, and then it was raised to the status of a 
college by the opening of Intermediate classes. In 
1899 came the B.A classes and in 1905 the science 
classes up to the B.Sc. The M. A. class was 
added in 1916. 

When, owing to the death or abstention of its 
active members towards the end of the 19th century, 
the Lahore Diwan gradually deteriorated, the College 
too was found verging towards bankruptcy, and 
it was seriously proposed by Sir Mackworth Young, 
the Lieutenant-Governor 1 that the College classes 
should be abandoned altogether. But fortunately 
the Chief Khalsa Diwan, another central body, came 
into existence at Amritsar just at the time when the 
Lahore Diwan became defunct, and Sardar Sundar 
Singh Majithia, the-•niov:ing figure in the new dispen
sation, became Secretary of the College in 1902. To 
faciWate busin~ss the unwieldy Cpll.ege Coun~il, 
und#r the advice of the Lientenant-Governor, 
delegated all its governing- powers to a small 
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\1anaging Committee of thirteen members. With 
the return of public confidence and the patronage of 
princes, the financial condition of the College began 
to improve, and in 1904, as a result of a great Sikh 
Conference held at the College under the presidency 
of the venerable Maharaja Hira Singh of Nabha, the 
Endowment Fund, not including the prortuses, 
went up by a leap to Rs. 15,30,477, and the 
Main Building Fund stood at Rs. 3,28,480 
including Rs. 50,000 granted by the Government. Sir 
Charles Rivaz, the Lieutenant-Governor, exerted 
himself utmost in the interest of the College, and 
with his help ½ anna per rupee on the Government 
revenue was collected from the Sikh zemindars. 

The policy of the Government up to that time had 
been of trust. and in return for its help it did not 
require any official control to be introduced*. But 
after some time the questionable policy of Lord 
Curzon, inaugurated by the Universities Act of 1904. 
came 'to overtake the former policy of sympathy : 
and when the mistrust of the educated classes 
led the Government to take the Universities under a 
stricter State control, the Khalsa College, which was 
the fountain-head of Sikh education, also came in for 
its share. A little incidentt in the College and the 

*The European members did show some anxiety in 1900 to re
serve the Principalship lor a European even when a Sikh at a iireat 
sacrifice was offering himself lor the post, but on this point the Sikh 
members themselves were dh•ided. _Even the appointment of 
Sardar Sundar Siniih as Secretary in March 1902 was strongly 
opposed -by the European member~, whn wanted Mr. Cole, the 
Principal, to be also the Secretary, but they could not withstand 
t_he growing influence of the new Sikh party and, in spite of 
t.he threatened clen<llock, S:irdar Sundar Singh ""as confirmed in 
his position. 

tThe Sikh engineer, Sardar Dbaram Singh, who was working 
honorarily :ind was a~aiast carrying on the building operations on 
rbe orir;?inal extra,•agant scale, was replaced, at the suggestion of the 
Lieutenant-Governor, by a paid European engineer. This 
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general unre.;t in the country in 1907 scared away 
the old trust which had always inspired the Govern
ment officials in their dealings with the College. 
After the Managing Committee had worked for six 
years, much to the advantage of the institution, it was 
discovered by the Government and the Punjab Univer
s-ity that the Committee had been illegally constituted 
in 1902 and that its funds were bogus~=. The threat 
of disaffiliation was held out, unless the fundmental 
rules of the Society were changed, which meant that 
the Society should consent to the introduction of 
Government control. A sub-committee, appointed 
by the Punjab Government and consisting of the 
Commissioner of Lahore (Chairman), the Director of 
Public Instruction, a Sikh Sardar who was a 'safe' 
man 1 and Sardar Sundar Singh Majithia who 
protested all along, proposed revision of the constitu• 
tion of the College. The draft rules, approved by 
the Government and passed by an Executive 
Committee suggested by the Government, were placed 
before the old Council on 10th June, 1908, but 
without the requisite number of votes forthcoming 
the rules were declared passed, and the remaining 

appointment and specially Major Hill's remark about the honorary 
sen·ice5 of the Sikh engineer, that 'the labour of love was 
nonsense,' createcl a great scn~ation in the community. !\bout 75 
Sikh a5sociations sent resolutions of protest against the European 
member's remark, from whic11 the Managing Committee were also 
oblii;:ed to recorrl their dis,o:::iarion. There was a strong ai,:itation 
a,:?:iinst Europeans or officials being present on the management. 
When the new enl{ineer came to the College on 10th Februnry, 
1907, some boys are said to have behaved rudely towards him. The 
whole student borly put on black bnclges and held a fast. The 
Government was highly offended and the Phulkian States withheld 
payment of the interest on their endowed money. 

*The reference was to the fact that the donations of the Sikh 
States, on whir.h the College mainly depended, were deposited with 
the States themselves and were not placed in the hands of the 
College trustees. But this had been the case from the beginning, 
and upto the present remains the same. 
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votes were secured later on by July 3rd'". BY the 
new arra!1gement the Commissioner became president, 
and the Deputy Commissioner. the Director of 
Public Instruction, tile Political Agent, Phulkian 
States, a11d the Principal were appointed ex-officio by 
the Government to the College Council. 'With the 
Commissioner as Chairman. the Deputy Commissioner 
as Vice-Chairman of the 1lanaging Committee, and 
the Secretar~· ncminated and removed by the 
Government, the effective control of the College may 
be said to have passed into the hands of the Govern
ment. 

The Principal, 1fr. Cole, could say complacently 
that "tlic reconstitution of the College 11anaging 
Committee on the lines indicated b\' the Government 
and the University has served to place matters on a 
more definite basis;" but the Sikhs thought otherwise. 
There "·as a great outcry in the community. The 
independent-minded members. like Sardar Harbans 
Singh of Atari, resigned, and the position of Sardar 
Sundar Singh also became more and more difticult. 
The great influence he commanded in the management 
was too much for the Principal and the ofllcial 
members, and "the Government expressed a desire 
that the constitution should be changed as it did not 
work well "t It was proposed in September. 1912, 
that the number of members from the British districts 
should be reduced and the Secretary should not be 
an honorary but a paid officer: to be appointed and 
removed by the Government. He was not to have a 
seat on the tifanaging Committee, and his powers 
were further sought to be limited and placed at the 
mercy of the Principal. After a hard contest the 
Secretary's position was more or less maintained, 
but the proportion of the members from the British 
--- ------------

*See the Secretary's report for the year 1908-09. 
t The Secretary's report for the year 1912-13. 
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districts on the Committee was reduced, and the 
Lieutenant-Governor of the Punjab was given the 
power "to suspend the rules and to direct the 
Committee to take such action as the special 
circumstances may appear to demand, and it shall 
thereupon be binding upon the Committee to take 
such action." Sardar Sundar Singh had, of course, 
to resign his office in November 1912, and certain 
:strong' men on the staff, like Prof. Jodh Singh, M. A., 
and S. Narain Singh, M.A., were forced to retire 
soon after. To help the institution the Government 
consented to provide three English professors, 
including the Principal, to the College. 

The College became very unpopular and, as 
admitted by the new Secretary, was openly cried 
dO\Vn as a Government college. The Lieutenant
Governor, who came to distribute prizes in 1914, 
noted this change in the attitude of the Sikhs. but 
tried to justify the officialising of the College by 
referring to the happy results of the Sikhs being led 
bv British officers in the army. The ston- of India 
j~ the leading strings was repeated here. ,The same 
efficiency and the same outward show of prosperity* 
was there. but it stunted the growth of the native 
,,en111;,. 
h Some of the apathy of Sikhs towards their College 
\\"as overcome by the new Principal, Mr. G. A. \Vathen, 
who loved the institution and believed in the greatness 
of its future. He chose to forego the chance·s of 
becoming the Director of Public Instruction, and 
preferred to remain at the head of this institution in 
the most trying of times in its history. He developed 
the College from different sides until in efficiency and 

*More than 15 lakhs have been spent on the buildings alone and 
the capital for the maintenance of the College exists mainly on 
paper. The Government and the States can stop the College any 
day by refusing their grants. 
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numbers it could vie with the foremost colleges in the 
Province. He used all his influence with the Govern
ment in the interest of the College, getting a special 
grant of three lakhs for the completion of the main 
building, persuading the authorities to accept the idea 
of opening a railway station opposite the College 
bearing its name, and getting employment for 
hundreds of its alumni in the higher grades of govern
ment service. He was the first to put before the 
Sikhs the idea of turning the Khalsa College into a 
university. One day suddenly he called a meeting 
of the staff, and announced that he had just come 
from Simla with a university in his pocket. He set 
about preparing a sche111e for the Sikh University, 
and talked seriously of securing a charter for it_. 
which was to be at least as good as that of the Aligarh 
or the Benares University. It was contemplateci 
that the Prince of \Vales on his visit to Amritsar 
would inaugurate it. But the emergence of the Akaii 
movement just then diverted the attention of Sikhs in 
quite another direction, and the sympathy of the 
Government too was suspended for the time being. 
In the turmoil that followed it was feared that the 
College might suffer a permanent set-back, but the 
opportune intervention and bold but wise initiative 
of the staff not only saved the institution from the 
storm, but secured its release from the government 
control. 

Long before any political movement had begun 
in the country, the Sikhs had been talking and 
writi1ig about nationalising the management of the 
Khalsa College. They had requested the Government 
in their Educational Conference of April, 1920, to 
hand gver the control of the College to the community. 
Resolutions to the same effect were passed by Sikh 
associations all over the Province, nay even in Basra 
and Baghdad. The professors of the College also 
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had, a year before, drafted a few essential changes 
to be made in the constitution of the College, and 
the Principal had sent the draft to the Commissioner
Chairman. But nothing snbstantial had come out 
of it. Now seeing that the storm of Non-cooperation 
was coming, a:id fearing that it would destroy their 
beloved College, they wanted to be beforehand with 
it by proposing changes themselves and getting the 
indefensible weakness removed. They decided to 
take strong action, so that their earnestness might 
not be doubted. They sent a letter to the Govern
ment asking it to withdraw its control from the 
management of the College before 5th November, 
1920, or they would resign. After much haggling 
for a month, during which the College remained 
closed and the professors had to resign, the thing 
was done and the College saved. By that time 
the first wave of educational Non-cooperation had 
spent itself. 

The wisdom of the staff lay in the fact that by 
acting strongly in . the matter they had taken the 
wind out of the sail of the- non-cooperators who 
wanted to see the College disaffiliated; and at the 
same time they were able to free the College from 
the government control. They scrupulously avoided 
giving the impression that they were acting in 
collusion with the extreme element in the community. 
Throughout the campaign they did not make any 
violent speeches, nor did they allow any outsiders to 
come into the College for agitating among the 
students. \Vhen they put in their resignations, they 
asked S. Jodh Singh to offer prayer on their behalf. 
\Vhen the Government asked them to suggest names 
of the new members who were to take the places 
vacated by the Government members, they again 
avoided the extreme clement and put forward the 
names of moderate Sikhs, such as Sardar Sunder 
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Singh Majithia. S. Harbans Singh of Atari, S. Jodh 
Singh, etc. They did not touch the seats allotted 
to the Sikh States. S. Sundar Singh became the 
president and S. Harbans Singh the secretary of the 
Managing Committee. After some time the Principal's 
chair also came to be occupied by a Sikh. 

The new management began to work with 
enthusiasm. It was unhampered by any differences 
with the Akalis, who freely associated the leading 
members of the management and the staff with the 
inmost circles of their movement. 

Differences. however: did arise later on when the 
Akali movement gathered greater momentum, and 
great sacrifices had to be made, in which some of the 
professors of the College too were involved. A very 
salutary ruie wai promulgated by which no employee 
of the College could take part in outside campaigns 
of unacac..lcmic nature. But troubles now and then 
have been cropping up in the College, as a result of 
outside melees, for which the differences between the 
Akali and the Chief Khalsa Diwan elements are 
mainly responsible. One such trouble occurred in 
I 937, ,vhich resulted in the removal of six professors, 
,vho were, however, able to found a new college at 
Labor,'. Thus does God bring some good out of much 
evil. Khalsa College has lost nothing by this exodus, 
and the community has gained a new collt:ge in a 
central place like Lahore. But tht:se upheavals leave 
a bad taste behind, creating disharmony in the 
community, which being very small cannot afford to 
bear these incessant shocks. The bitterness created 
does not allow the parties to work together in anv 
capacity and for any purpose. As for instance, ther·e 
can be no research in Sikh history or religion, which 
reciuires the cooperation and sympathy of all 
sections of the community. Nor can the Panthic 
institutions make any advance towards their inherent 
destiny. 
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The wisest thing for the community would be not 
to allow party quarrels to invade the academic 
institutions, which should be looked upon as the 
sacred temples of learning, to be respected and 
supported by all. This can be done only if we learn 
to distinguish between institutions and associations. 
Associations are always managed by the common vote 
of constituent elements. But institutions are like 
homes, surrounded by the halo of permanency. 
tradition, quietness of atmosphere, and filial respect. 
This halo is impossible to maintain if every now and 
then the noise of party strife invades the sacred 
precincts, and the relation of labourers with their 
factory owners is allowed to develop between the 
alumni and their alma mater. The Khalsa College 
has a great future before it, which can be attained 
only if it is left alone. 



THE GOLDEN TEMPLE 

The city of Amritsar with the Holy Tank was 
founded by Guru Ram Das, the fourth Guru, ,vho 
settled here about 1574 and in 1577 obtained the 
site with 500 bigbas of land from its owners, the 
Zemindars ot Tung. It was Guru Arjun who built 
the Temple, the first brick being laid in 1589. 
Its head priest was always appointed by the Gurus. 
After Guru Gobind Singh's death, when differences 
arose between the true Sikhs, called the Tat Khalsa, 
and the Bandei Khalsa, his widow appointed Bhai 
Mani Sin~h, the most learned Sikh of the time, to 
take charge of the Golden Temple in 1721. Soon 
after, by order of the Lahore Nawab, soldiers were 
stationed in the neighbourhood of Amritsar, and the 
Sikhs :were not allowed to visit their Temple. "A 
proclamation was issued by the Lahore Viceroy 
ordering a general massacre of long-haired Singhs 
wherever found They were hunted like wild beasts, 
a price being fixed on their heads; thousands were put 
to death, refusing pardon on condition of renouncing 
their faith and cutting their hair.'' ,:Bands of Sikh 
horsemen were to be seen at. dawn riding at full 
gallop _towards Amritsar. running the gauntlet of the 
Mohammedan troops" (Gordon). 

Hhai Mani Singh, who was held in great esteem 
by the Mohammedan Qazi of Amritsar, felt emboldened 
to apply for leave to hold the Diwali fair in Amritsar. 
The matter being referred to Lahore, permission was 
granted on the condition that Bhai Mani Singh should 
pay Rs. 5000 after the fair. Bhai Mani Singh invited 
Sikhs from far and near in 1738. Hut the Governor 
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of Lahore sent a force to Amritsar under the pretext 
of keeping order during the fair, but really to fall 
upon the approaching Sikhs and destroy them. After 
some losses the Sikhs were :1 pprised of the trap and 
the fair was not held. Bhai Mani Singh was arrested 
for not paying the sum. which he had hoped to pay 
out of the offerings of Sikhs, and was condemned to 
death. He was offered the usual alternative of Islam. 
But he stoutly refused to barter his religion. His 
body was cut to pieces, limb by limb and joint by 
joint. 

This reign of terror continued upto 1763. Massa 
Ranghar, the local governor, used to hold his nautch 
parties inside the Temple and the precincts \\"ere used 
as stables. The Sikhs were away from the Punjab 
wandering in jungles as outlaws. A body of Sikhs 
in Bikaner learnt of the desecration in 17·10, and 
sent Bbai Mehtab Singh of Mirankot, di~trict 
Amritsar, to avenge the in suit. He came with a 
follower, killed the governor and cleared the 
precincts. He was afterwards martyred. In 1757 
and again in J 762 tlw Abdali invaders demolished 
the Temple twice and filled up the sacred Tank. 
But the Sikhs soon came back and restored the 
Temple and the Tank in 1763. 

When they became supreme and established 
misals or confederacies, they removed the Udasi 
custodians of the Temple and appointed Bhai 
Chanchal Singh, a baptised Sikh, as Granthi. This 
man used to pare nails before he took charge of the 
greatest temple of the Sikhs. It was Maharaja 
Ranjit Singh who adorned the temple with marble 
and gold and attached to it a jagir for its maintenance. 
The Bungabs or hospices were built by Sikh Chiefs 
and Sardars for the accommodation of Sikh pilgrims 
from their domains. The jagir att:.,.ched to the Guru !ta 
Langar or free kitchen has been appropriated by some 
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former Sarbrah, and a quarry of marble stone which 
once belonged to the Darbar Sahib has been disposed 
of in some way. 

When the British Government annexed the Punjab 
in 1849 there was a Committee of Control composed 
of baptised Sikhs, but the affairs of the Temple were 
soon reduced to confusion. In 1859 in order to 
,;ettle the long-standing disputes of the pujaris or 
priests about their pay. a meeting of some Sardars 
was summoned at the house of Raja Tej Singh of the 
Anglo-Sikh War fame. !\Ir. Cooper, the Deputy 
Commissioner, was also present. After the main busi
ness for which the meeting had been called was over. 
somebody put a question: "Khalsa ji, can we carry on 
the management of the Darbar Sahib without the 
help of Sarkar ?'" ThC're could be only one reply to 
the question in those days of national paralysis. 
especially when the greatt"st officer of the district was 
present. A committee of nine baptised Sikh!= was 
appointed as a Committee of Trustees with a govern
ment-appointed president called Sarbrah or 'A":irden. 
From the proceedings published it appears that the 
Committee carried on its work regularly, controllin~ 
the administration, authorising the spending of 
money and keeping the establishment under discipline. 
The Sarbrah <mh· carried out their instructions. 
About 1883, ho,;ever, the Committee was quietly 
dropped and the whole contro_l came to be vested in 
the Sa.rbrah who received his instructions from the 
Deputy Commissioner. 

In the beginning the Committee of the Golden 
Temple was also the Municip:il Committee of the 
town. It used to grant out of the octroi revenue 
Rs. 50 per day for the expenses of the Golden Temple 
and the Akal Takht. As the Sikhs are in a hopeless 
minority in the city, their affairs have never been 
looked after adequately by the administration of the 
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city on which upto very recently they had no 
representation; Even now there is no representative 
of the Golden Temple on the Municipal Committee. 
Gradually the revenue allowed to the Darbar Sahib 
was cut down, until only 6 pies in the rupee were 
paid. This right too was taken away, and now only the 
lighting expenses of the Temple, Rs. 3000 as canal 
charges on the water* supplied to the sacred tanks, 
and Rs. 375 for the Diwali illuminations are paid out 
of the municipal funds. The Sarbrah had to handle 
lakhs of rupees a year, but he was never called upon 
to present accounts to the public. In fact he was 
responsible to nobody except the Deputy Com
missioner. The pujaris or priests, who used to have 
a very respectable position and exercised some 
check on the administration, were gradually reduced 
to a , cry low position. :Many of them ceased to 
perform any duty in the Temple. They adopted 
other professions such :is pleadershi!J or shop
k-·:eping. But they received their share in the income 
of the Darbar Sahib all the same. Some of them 
sent their servants to do the service in the Temple. 
Those who attended their duties were paid only a 
few pice a day, and many of them naturally turned 
dishonest. They began to harrass the visitors for 
tips and to steal loose coins·r thrown on the 

--------~----- -
*Originally water was supplied to the tanks of Amritsar (,nd Tarn 

Taran by a. canal, ca.lied Hansli, dug by Sikhs themselves out of the 
River Ravi. The work of rligging began in 1778 from Madhopnr, 
district Gurdaspur, under the supervision of Udasi leaders, Santokh 
Das and Prita.m Das of the Akhara Brahambuta, and ,vas continued 
lrnm village to village by relays o{ w,luntary di1rners until it was com
pleted in 1781. Under the British C ,,·er,irnent the Hansli w;,s takr•n 
o•,er by the canal department which nnrlc it a part of its own svstem. 
The sacred tanks of Amritsar are ,::h·,~n water by the 'Darbar Channel' 
cut from the village Tung out of the Jethuwal Distributary of the 
Upper Bari Doab Canal. Since 1925 the Channel has been 
cemented through the noble efforts of Sant Gurmukh Singh of Patiala. 

-1- Thi5 practice bad begun alter l 721, when tlie money offerings 
instead of being sent to the Guru's widow WP.re allowed by her to be 
d:stributecl among servitors of the Temple on the spot. 
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carpet before the Holy Boole The ill-paid daroga, 
whose duty was to keep watch over the money, was 
bribed by the priests and he too began to share in 
the loot. The Granthis, with the exception of the 
Head Granthi who had a jagir, had no other source 
of income except the presents offet"ed to them by 
generous visitors, and they tried in various ways to 
increase their income. Instead of making the Holy 
of Holies the radiating centre of light and devotion, 
the priests regarded it as a practising ground for 
robbery. The H,1t'<,li Par.~had or the sacred food 
offered by pilgrims for distribution in the congregation 
was taken away to the houses of magistrates and 
police ohi.cials or was thrown away before horses or 
their grooms. Th~ costly scarfs, offered to serve as 
wrappings for the sacred Book in the Golden Temple 
or other tern pl~s dse\\"here, were auctioned by the 
Sarbrah or appropriated by the priests for the use of 
their wives and children. 

The precincts began to be used by pundits and 
astrologers for the propagation of superstitious 
practices. Idols \Vere openly worshipped in the holy 
compound. Obscene booklets were sold and shops 
of all sorts were opened in the premises. On the 
Basant and the Hali days licentious songs were 
sung by musicians inside the Temple. Rogues 
roamed about harrassing women. Brothels were 
opened in the neighbouring houses where unwary 
women visiting the Temple ·were taken for immoral 
purposes, some sadhus acting as agents.* 

In 1905 with the general awakening in the 
country, the Sikhs felt their grievances keenly and 
determined to right some of the outstanding wrongs. 
The idols were removed, and a widespread agitation 
was set on foot to nationalise the control of the 

* See the Puujub of October 1, 1906, also the Haq Pasand, a 
non-Sikh pa.per of about the same date. 
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Darbar Sahib. Sardar Bahadur Arjun Singh, an 
ex-Sarbrah, proposed in a meeting of the Chief 
Khalsa Oiwan that, in consultation with the Panth, 
the constitution of the Golden Temple called 
Dastur-al-Amal should be changed. The resolution 
was accepted, but nothing came out of it. It became 
difficult even to get a copy of the Dastur-al-Amal. 
Then in the summer of 1906 the Khalsa Advocate 
and the P1111jab of Amritsar strongly urged that the 
rnles governing the !Jarbar Sahib and other 
( ~ u rd waras s hou Id be so altered as to remove certain 
patent evils. They urged that the posts of the 
.\1alrnnts and P11jaris should not be hereditary, as 
they never were intended to be; that the appointments 
should depend solely on efficiency and good 
behaviour of the incumbents, that the jagirs or other 
property attached to a Gurdwara should not be 
considered as the personal property of its Mahant, 
but should be entered in the name of the Gurdwara . , 
so that the :\laha11t might not be able to sell the 
property :md, when_ found guilty of misconduct, his 
ejection 111ight be easy. They considered it most 
objectionable that the Sarbrah of the Golden Temple 
should he appointed by the Government and that the 
Sikhs sh011lrl have nothing to say as to its 
management. They urged that the Sarbrah should 
he an able and energetic Sikh, elected by the Panth. 
and not an r,Jd s'.::ptagi.:narian appointed by the Govern
ment, and that in the meanwhile the old Committee 
of 1859 which had been abolished should be restored. 
Under the auspices of the Sikh Youngmen 's Associa
tion of Quetta a public meeting of the civil anrl mili
tary Sikh residents was h::ld on the 22nd December 
1906 and it was resolved to ask the Gow·rnment to 
hand over the control of the Darbar Sahib to the 
Chief Khalsa Diwan. In the cover in g letter 
~omplaints were made about the non-publication of 
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accounts, the hereditary system of service and the 
intolerable evils prevailing in the precincts as well a~ 
in the Bungahs bordering on the Temple. Following 
the lead of the Quetta :\ssociation othn sabhas and 
associations passed similar resulutions.--.. In May 1907 
the Pnujab urged the formation of a "Gurdwara 
Sambhal Committee" or a Committee for the Control 
of Gurdwaras. Then followed a period of moral 
depression consequent upon the general unrest and 
the measures taken to supµre!-s it. About 1914 the 
Sikhs again raised a voice in favour of national 
control, but \Var came and the Sikhs set aside all 
agitation to help the (;ovcrnmcnt wholeheartedly in 
the hour of its need. 

When the \Var wa5 over, the question of the 
control of the Darbar Sahib was again raised. In the 
8ikh League of 1919, the Sikhs demanded that the 
management of the Golden Temple should be handed 
over to a rep res en tat iv e committee of Sikhs 
constituted on an elective basis and responsible to 
the Panth. A Sikh member of the Punjab Council 
asked questions about the mauagcmeut :rnd requested 
the Government to shew ac·co1mts to the public. 
Very evasive replies were ~ivu1. rind it was said that 
the question of management \\"011ld he determined in 
the h'.eformed Council. !,ut I Ii,: µublic was very 
much agitated over it, aaci d,·ma:1,kd some immediate 
action. \\'herc\'er Sikhs ;.:atlwrcd, in their daily 
meetings in the Singh Sal)has or at the annual 
meetings of their di·wans, they µut forth their demand 
that the Darbar Sahib, Nankana Sahib, and the Khalsa 
College should he handed over to the Panth. Even 
the Sikhs of Basra, l~aghdad and Maymyo sent 
resolutions to the Government to withdraw from the 
control of the Darbar Sahib. The Government. 
in its communique of July 14. 1920. tried to answer 
all the agitation by quoting the following reply given 



166 ESSAYS IK SIKHISM 

to a question in the Punjab Council on 13th 
;\f arch, 1920 :-

"The question of management of ti1e Golden 
Temple at Amritsar has been under the consideration 
of Government for some time. It has been decided 
to defer the action until the Reforms Scheme has been 
brought into operation. The el':!cted representatives 
of Sikh Constituencies ,·.-ill then be consulted as to 
any changes which may be contemplated. 

It should be explained that the action proposed 
will be under the Religious Endowments Act, I 863, 
and that it is desired to carry out new arrangements 
in accordance, so far as can be ascertained, with the 
general wishes of those who are interested in the 
Temple. The most suitable way of ascertaining these 
wishes is to consult the gentlemen who will be elected 
for the Legislative Council as representatives of Sikh 
Constituencies in the Province, and the Government 

7 
intend to consult these gentlemen at an early date 
after the conclusion of elections. With their 
assistance a Committee will be selected in whose 
hands the appointme~t of the Manager and scrutiny 
of accounts will thereafter rest. When the Committee 
has been constituted, it is the intention of Government 
to stand aside from the management entirely in 
future. 1

' 

The Sikhs were not satisfied with this delaying 
process, nor with the proposed method of selection or 
the scope of the Committee's functions as suggested 
in the communique. When the boycott of Councils 
was preached and the ambiguous rlc:'inition of a ~ikh 
was published by the Govern mt:, t p~ople clespa i;-(•r! of 
getting any satisfactory. committe,· formed. 

The complaints against the conduct of the priests 
and the :\fanager grew so loud that the position 
became intolerable. One day in August 1920 the holy 
congregation ,vere abused at the Akal Takht and 
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ref used the morning service. They came to the 
:'\Janager's house and complained. He promised to go 
himself n<c'xt day at the morning service and make 
the priest beg pardon. 1,ut he never came. Then 
the people held meetings of protest. The Deputy 
Commissioner, instead of asking the Manager to 
retire, sent policemen to forbid a meeting of Sikhs 
within the precincts of the Temple. The people, 
however: held the meeting in ~pite of the police, and 
p,,ssed resolutions agaiut the Deputy Commissioner 
and the Manager. The Manager was sent on leave 
for two months. B,1t the public wanted his resigna
tion. It was decided that the Manager's effigy should 
be taken out in a reguhr funeral, if he did not 
resign by 29th August. Thousands of ladies also held 
rneetings and passed resolutions. The Sikhs were 
holding a meeting in the Jallianwala Bagh, when the 
~Janager came and with folded hands begged the 
Khalsa to forgive him, announcing at the same time 
that he had resigned. Thus did the old }.tanager leavei 
and another was appointed in his place by Govern
ment. 

The enormities of the pri~sts could be made 
impo!:sible only if the control of the Temple were 
handed over to the Sikh community. But it was not 
done, in spite of hundreds of resolutions passed 
by Sikh representative bodies all G>ver India. 
Resolutions also came from Canada, Burma. and from 
Sikh military officers in Mesopotamia. · 

The Sikhs were tabooed in the Temple. A Sikh, 
regularly baptised from a low caste, would not be 
admitted along with other Sikhs into the Temple, but 
if he became a Christian and came with a hat ori, 
the priests would run to meet him and take him 
all over the Temple. The girl students of 
nhasaur were not allowed to sing hymns in the 
Darbar Sahib and before the Akal Takht. Even big 
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Sardars, Professors and Students of the Khalsa 
College could not get their prayers offered there, merely 
because they had reformed themselves. The rule 
among Sikhs is that anybody in the world can become 
a Sikh, and after receiving baptism all persons be
come equal in claiming religious rights. Ever since 
the modern revival of Sikhism great emphasis had 
been laid on the conversion of low-caste people, and 
different bodies like th~ Lahore Diwan and the Chief 
Khalsa Diwan took lively intere~t in the uplift of de
pressed classes. In 1906, the Chief Khalsa Diwan 
held a very big Diwan at Jullunder. the home of 
Ramdasias and other so-called outcastcs. and brought 
hundreds of these people into the fold of Sikhism. 
Again in 1919, a large number of them were converted 
at Amritsar. The Diwan also did m11ch to reclaim 
the criminal tribe;; entrusted to it at Mog-hulpura and 
converted thousands of Meghs and Kabirpanthis in 
.Kishtwar. 

There is a religious bodv in Amritsar, called the 
Khalsa Brotherhood, which holds Annual Diwans for 
the purpose of preaching equality among men. and 
converting men and women of all castes to Sikhism. 
On the 12th October 1920, a few low-caste men bap
tised at the annual meeting of this society were 
brought in a procession to the Golden Temple. The 
priests refused to offer prayer for them. The Sikhs 
insisted on the right of every Sikh to get his prayer 
and sacred food offered at the Temple. The Holy 
Book was opened, and by a mirnculous chance the 
following words of Guru Amar Das were read out bv 
the Granthi, who · himself was am on g th "e 
objectors:-

''Brother, He sends grace even to those who have no merit and 
takes from them the true Guru's service, which is most noble, ~s it 
tur~s our ?eart~ to tl~e love of God. He Himself forgives and brings 
us into union with Himself. Brother, bow worthless were we and et 
!he perfect and the true En lightener took us into His fellowship. {y\' 
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riear, what a lot of ~inners He bas forgiven by reason of His true 
word! How many He bas ferried across tbe world-ocean in the 
r.uru's sa!ety-bark ! By the touch of tbe pbilosorhcr's stone, tbat is 
rhc Guru, base metal has become gold, se16.3br.ess has departed, 
unc.l 1he Name has come to reside in the heart. Our light hai; blended 
with His light, and we ha~·e become one with Him,"* 

The words had a wonderful effect. Hundreds of 
men in the audience were visibly affected. The 
priests too were convinced, and they agreed to offer 
prayer and accept sacred food from the hands of the 
newly-converted Sikhs. There was no unpleasantness 
in the whole proceedings and the priests were left 
to carry on their work. · 

When the whole party was coming out successful 
and going towards the Akal Takht, a temple just 
opposite to the Darbar Sahib, the priests of the Takht 
fled from their posts and those who remained ref used 
to offer prayer or accept the offerings consisting of 
money and sacred food, and then they too fled away 
from the posteran gate. 

The place, founded by Guru Hargobind in 1609, 
is one of the greatest importance. The Guru used to 
receive his Sikhs here and discuss with them impor
tant matters connected with the welfare of the com
munity. It was here that he put on the sword, 
symbolising a new phase in the development of the 
Sikh character. It was here that the weak and the 
oppressed came from far and near to seek help 
against tyranny. Once in the days of the misals a 
Brahmin of Kasur came and laid his complaint before 
the assembled Khalsa that his bride had been taken 
away from him by the local Nawab. The Sikhs 
stood up and vmved under the leadership of one 
Sardar Hari Singh that they would not rest until 
they had restored the l:Srahmin 's wife to him. They 
went and did it. It was also here that later on by a 
resolution of the Khalsa Maharaja Ranjit Singh, the 

*Sarath, Ill. 
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Lion of the Punjab, was punished for assoc1atrng 
with an evil woman. It is the chief Takht or Throne 
of Authority, from which orders called Hulwmnamas 
are issued to the whole community. The weapons 
used by Guru Hargobind and Guru Gobind Singh are 
kept here. 

This place could not be left vacant. The 
assembly led by Bhai Kartar Singh of Jhabbar called 
for 25 volunteers to sit and watch there temporarily, 
without touching the money or property. Sardar 
Sundar Singh the Sarbrah was informed of it and he 
agreed. The priests were called upon to express 
regret for having deserted the sacred throne. They 
did not come, even when the Sarbrah called them. 

The next day on October 13, the Deputy Com
missioner sent for the Sarbrah and a few represen
tatives of the Sikh:;; and the priests to his bungalow to 
discuss the new turn of events in the Golden Temple. 
The priests did not attend. The Deputy Com
missioner formed a, Provisional Committee of nine 
Sikhs, all reformers, including the Sarbrah at its head, 
to manage the Golden Temple until a permanent one 
was formed. 

A Httkamnam,i was issued from the Akal Takht 
summoning a general assembly of the Sikhs to meet 
on 15th November, 1920, in the front of the Takht for 
the purpose of electing a representative body of the 
Panth to control the Golden Temple and all other 
Gurdwaras. Two days before the meeting, however, 
the Government hastened to appoint -a Managing 

1 . _ Committee, consisting of 36 members, all reformers, 
~ --: ;;, for the Golden Temple and other shrines affiliated to 

i-t. The Sikhs of all shades of opinion from different 
parts of the country, including the Sikh States, came 
to the big meeting held on the 15th and 16th of 
November and resolveGl to form a committee of 175 
members to control all the temples of the Sikhs, 
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whether in the Punjab or elsewhere. They wisely 
included the 36 members of the Government-appointed 
committee also, and elected them to a sub-com
mittee formed to manage the Golden Temple and the 
allied shrines. As the Governor had said at the time 
of the formation of the committee of 36 that they 
could add any number to themselves and do anything 
they wanted with their constituticn, it was legitimate 
for the committee of 175 to take their place. As long 
as the bigger committee did not come into existence, 
S. Harbans Singh of Atari, as President of the Go
vernment-appointed committee, with Sardar Sundar 
Singh Ramgarhia as Manager, carried on the adminis
tration. 

The inaugural meeting of the big committee, 
called the Shromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee, 
came off at the Akal Takht on December 12, 1920. 
After a hard scrutiny conducted by Five Beloved 
Ones, during which most pathetic scenes of recon
ciliation between hostile elements were witnessed, the 
following office-bearers were elected :-

Sardar Bahadur Sardar Sundar Singh Majithia : 
President. 

Sardar Harbans Singh of Atari: Vice-President. 
Sardar Sundar Singh l\amgarhia: Secretary. 

A sub-committee including the office-bearers was 
formed for drafting a new constitution and Dastural 
Amal of the Darbar Sahib. A new elec1 ion of the 
S. G. P. C. was hdd in July 192 I, according to the 
new const\tution, by which every 'adult Sikh got a 
vote. Four-fifths of the members were elected and 
the remaining one-fifths were nominated by the 
elected element. The elected members had the 
wisdom to nominate almost all the co-opted members 
out of the moderate party. They included such emi
nent men as Sardar Harbans Singh of Atari, Professor 
Jodh Singh, Babas Gurdyal Singh and Partap Singh, 
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the Namdhari leaders, Baba Jaswan~ Singh Bedi 
Sant Sangat Singh of Kamalia, Ragi Hira Singh: 
Sardar Kahan Singh of Nabha, a~_d Sardar 1':am 
Singh Kabuli. Sardar Kharak Singh be ca me 
President, Sardar Sundar Singh lfamgarhia Vice
President, and Sardar Bahadur. Mehtab Singh, 
Bar-at-Law, Secretary. An Executive Committee of 
31 members was elected, with Local Committees for 
the temples of Amritsar, Tarn Taran and Nankana 
Sahib. 

This control of the Panthic committee was 
allowed to continue until suddenly in November 1921 
it was discovered by the Government that this control 
exercised by the S. G. P. C. was not legal. The 
keys of the Darbar Sahib were snatched away from 
Sardar Sundar Singh Ramgarhia_, the president of 
the Local Committee. After making great sacrifices 
the Sikhs were able to vindicate their right. The 
Government realised its mistake, and wanted to 
restore lhe keys to Sikhs, but no one would come 
forward to accept the· keys unless all the Sikhs arrest
ed in this connection were released unconditionally. 
The Government bowed before the united will of the 
Sikh community, and after releasing the leaders it 
handed back the keys to Sardar Kharak Singh, the 
popular president of the S. G. P. C. 

Ever since then the possession of the Golden 
Temple has remained undisturbed with the Sikhs. In 
July 1925 the Sikh Gurdwaras Act was passed, which 
provided the management and control of the Golden 
Temple along with the other shrines in Amritsar by a 
Local Committee of 12 members. three of whom were 
to be elected tram the urban area of Amritsar four 
from its rural area, and five nominated by the s.c'.P.C. 
one of whom must be a representative of the Sikh 
States. Th_is committee is elected for three years . 

. The affairs of the Golden Temple were in con
fusion when the Shromani Committee took its charge. 
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No regular charge of the treasury had been given by 
the retiring Sarbrah. All the important papers rela
ting to the period before reform were found missing, 
and no proper means existed of checking the exis
tence of all the various valuable articles kept in 
the treasury. The importance of a proper scrutiny 
can be realised from the fact that, while in one eye 
of a jewel-peacock a pearl worth Rs. 3,500 is present, 
in the other there is one worth h'.s. 50 only. All 
the papers connected with the governance of the 
Temple were removed at the advent of the British 
control. When the Akalis took charge, some docu-
111cnts relating to the service. payment and disputes 
of the priests still existed, and with the help of a 
1'atwari 6'+ bundles were sorted and docketed accord
ing to subjects ; but now even those are missing, 
Some of the very precious manuscript copies of the 
Holy Granth and Janamsakhis, kept in a side-room of 
the Akal Takht, are also missing. 

The annual incorn~ of the Temple is about three 
lakhs. mainly from ca!:'h offerings. L'.p to the year 
1721, there was no custom of throwing coins before 
the Holy Book. The offerings were sent to the Guru, 
and after the Tenth Guru to his widow at Delhi. 
There was no tinkling of money in the holy presence 
to clash with the sweet sounds of sacred music. But 
when Bhai Mani Singh was sent to act as head priest 
of the Golden Temple, he was also told not to send 
the money of offerings to Delhi, but to spend it on 
the serv_ice and the servitors of the Temple on the 
spot. Money then began to be offered to the Holy 
Book, and continues to do so. as a not very becoming 
accompaniment of the entrancing strains of music. It 
is true, the service of the Temple requires money for 
its maintenance. But why should not people offer 
help in a less ostentatious manner ? Could not a slit 
be provided for throwing in coins in one of the walls 
of the Darshani Porch? 
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· !here is, however, a good arrangement made for 
keeping the money safe. It is also being well utilised. 
A~out Rs. 18,000 are spent annually on the Free 
Kitchen attached to the Temple. The Committee is 
running a high school, an hospital, a library, a big 
rest-house and a host of other institutions for public 
good. It also bears the expenses of the Sikh Mission 
operating in the United Provinces, where at least 
three lakh people have been brought into the fold of 
Sikhism. The Tanks of the Golden Temple and the 
Kaulsar have been cleaned. This work done in 1922, 
with the help of all sections of the community, in
cluding the Rajas and Maharajas, has called forth the 
best forces of sacrifice and organisation, and is as 
important as anything else done by the Sikhs during 
the campaign of reform. 

With the establishment of the Panthic Com
mittee many of the longstanding evils have been 
removed. All shops in the precincts, which used 
to give refuge to men and women of evil repute, have 
been abolished and the hawkers of all sorts forbidden 
to carry on their trade within the sacred compound. 
The pure ceremony of baptism has been restored at 
the Akal Takht, where thousands have received the 
Sikh pahrtl since the formation of the Committee. 
Attempts are being made to widen the path round the 
Temple by demolishing the old ill-looking btmgahs or 
hospices. The whole place has acquired a Sikh look 
again. It is again the bee-hive of Sikhs as it once 
used to be. Holy congreg.ations meeting in the 
Darbar Sahib where music never ceases and before 
the Akal Takht where Sikhs receive the idea of their 
national power, the lofty banners flying, and the holy 
choirs moving nightly round the Golden Temple, 
again bring visibly before the Sikhs the glories of the 
Khalsa which are recounted in the daily prayer. 
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

To Sikhs even more important than their associa
tions are their temples, which have played a great 
part in their history. So much of their history is 
taken up with either founding of temples or their 
protection against different kinds of aggressors. The 
Sikh Prayer, in which the most stirring events of Sikh 
history are recounted, grows most eloquent 
when reference is made to the brave heroes who 
suffered martyrdom for the sake of temples. 
Much of the daily religious discourse turns on the 
labours of the devout Sikhs, like Bhai Buddha, Bbai 
Bhagtu, Bhai Bahlo, Bhai Kalyana and thousands of 
others, in connection with the excavation of sacred 
tanks or the collection of material for the raising of 
temples; or it expatiates on the sufferings borne 
by the Sikhs, like Rhai 1'vlehtab Singh* and 
Baba Dip Singh·j·, in their attempts to rescue their 

*Alter the martyrdom of Bbai Mani Singh, Granthi of the Golden 
Temple, in 1738, the temple was turned into a nautcb-bouse and its 
precincts into a ~table by Massa Rangbar, the Mohammedan taluq
dar. The Sikhs, who bad been declared outlaws, were passing their 
rlays nnd bidin(?' their time in the desert of Bikaner. They beard of 
the desecration in 1740, and sent Bhai Mehtab Singh of Mirankot, a 
village near Amritsar, to free the temple. He came with only one 
companion and, killing the taluqdar and bis party, cleared away in a 
few minutes. Afterwards l1e himself was martyred. 

t Hearini;? at Damdama Sahib near Bathinda that the Amritsar 
temple was being desecrated by Ahmad Shah Abdali, be vowed to go 
ancl save the temple or give up bis life there. He came fighting, 
until at a short distance from Amritsar his bead received a mortal 
cut. But it is said that he did not mind it, and supporting his bead 
with 01:1e hand be fought on with the other, until he fell down in the 
precincts of the temple, where his cenotaph stands. 
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temples from the rulers or the immoral priests. 
Sometimes it is a Massa h'.angarh and sometimes 
a Sarbrah, but the story is always the same. To tcli 
the truth, the freedom of their temples has ahays 
been the measure of the Sikhs' freed om or prosperity. 

During the days of persecution: when the Sikhs 
were living in a forced exile outside the Punjab, 
their temples had come into the charge of certain 
monastic orders or those who professed Sikhism but 
did not conform to its outward symbols. The 
prominent Gurdwaras were made the ~hief mark of 
hostility by the enemy. When Taimur, the 
son of Ahmad Shah Abdali, took charge of 
the Punjab in 1757, the first thing he did was to des
troy the Amritsar temple and fill up the sacred tank. 
This enraged the Sikhs as nothing else had enraged 
them before, and when in 1758, under two Jassa 
Singhs, they won complete victory over the :\fghans, 
the first thing they did was to restore the temple 
and the tank. When the Durrani came again in 
1762, in his zeal to root out the Sikhs, he again demo
lished the temple, polluted the sacred tanks with the 
blood of cows, and took away the Holy Book to 
Kabul. But the Sikhs rose again !:trong as ever and 
restored the temple in 1763. Similarly in Delhi a 
mosque had been erected on the spot where the body 
of Guru Tegh Bahadur, executed by the orders of 
Aurangzeb, was burnt. When, however, Sardar 
Baghel S~ngh of the Karorsinghia M isal got control 
over Delhi, he used his authority only to raise temples 
over the places sacred to the memory of Guru Tegh 
Bahadur. Guru Harkishan. :\·lata Sahib Kaur and 
Mata Sandri. and then he retired. 

With the establishment of a centralised Sikh 
Government the security and splendour of the tern
pies was ensured. Mu~ilkent jagirs were added to 
them. All the wealth of art was lavished on their 
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l uildings and their equipments, and richest offerings 
suited to the taste of a ruling people began to pour in 
from all directions. Once a beautiful canopy 7 decked 
with gems and jewels, was presented to Maharaja 
l<anjit Singh. V.'hen he stepped towards the royal 
chair placed underneath it 7 he was so greatly impres
s~d hy the beauty of the workmanship that he ex
claimed: "Oh ! take it a,vay to the Golden Temple. 
The Guru alone deserves such a precious thing." 
That canopy is still preserved in the Golden Temple 
treasury, although many of the precious stones have 
since been removed by somebody. There is another 
story showing how the most valuable things were 
considered worthy of the Sacred Temple only. At 
the marriage of Prince Nau Nihal Singh, the grandson 
of ~faharaja Ranjit Singh, when a garland of pearls 
worth lakhs \Vas brought to him to wear, he said tlrnt 
it was too good for him and he at once sent it away to 
the Golden Temple, where it is still exhibited in 
jalau on certain ceremonial occasions. All this 
interest. however, was shown on the ornamental side 
of Sikhi~m, and no intelligent attempt wa5 made to 
preserve the purity of the rituaL which·was likely to 
grow corrupt as soon as the Sikh influence was 
lifted. 

In the days of the Gurus the temples were 
supervised by local sangats in the Guru's name, 
or by me1.sands, who were appointed by the Guru 
himself and who, according to the·· /Jabista11, worked 
for their living and did not receive an~· pecuniary help 
unless they happened to be ver:-; poor or \\·ere found 
incapable of helping themselves. They were punished, 
and their order was abolished by the Tenth Guru, 
when they became corrupt. This wholesome tradi
tion was kept up even after the Tenth Guru, when the 
Panth itself as the Guru-incorporate became self
governing and continued to govern the temples 
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through local congregations. The income of tl~e 
temples \Vas not permanent and being very small, 
hardly sufficient to maintain the incumbents, there 
was no temptation for them to grow corrupt or defy 
the congregations. Besides, the money of offerings 
was looked upon by the incumbents as poisonous* 
and was spent on the free kitchens invariably attach
ed to the temples or in some other way beneficial 
to the sangat.·,· 

There are many examples of Sikh preachers who 
refused to accept jagirs. Bhai Lakha Singh refused 
to accept tile patta of the pargana of Sujanpur grant
ed to him by Sardar Amar Singh Bapa in 1764. 
Bhai Bhagat Singh refused to accept the grant of 
seven villages made by Sardar Sada Singh Bahrwalia 
Nakai in 1766. Bhai Suba Singh refused the pargana 
of Mirpur granted to him by Sardar Gujar Singh of 
Gujrat. i\.laharaja Ranjit Singh, in recognition of his 
services to the Panth, made a grant of land near the 
Akhara of Santokh Das to Pandit Nihal Singh who 
had translated the Japji into Sanskrit. The Pandit 
tore up the jJatta in the presence of the Maharaja and 
refused to see hi1n in future. The names of Bhais 
Dargah Singh, Jai Singh, Thakur Dayal Singh, etc., 
are worthy of mention in the same category.! 

Even when they accepted any permanent source 
of income as a charitable endowment. the priests 
were kept straight in their conduct by the influence 
of sangats. There are instances of changes made not 
only in the management but also in the control of 
Curdwaras. The Colden Temple of Amritsar nnd the 
Cnrdwaras of Anandpur, Gandiwind and Hafizabad 

*Sf'e Maca.•.1:ffc: V,,I. r, p. -45 and Vol. ITT, p. S; l.lhai Gurdas: 
Var XXXV, 12: ancl Ratt~n Singh's l'anfh l'ralw.1h prepared at 
the desire of Sir David Ochterloney. 

tSee S1tr(Jj l,rrika.~li: instructions of Guru Gol.Jind Singh to 
one Santo,h Singh. 

!see the Niruwl Panth Parc/-i.pka. 
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were once in the hands of Cdasis, but when the Sikh 
sangats thought it fit they removed the Udasi priests 
and appointed Singhs instead. Similar changes were 
made from time to time in other places also. 

But with the establishment of the British Go
vernment the situation was entirely changed. The 
central Sikh temples at Amritsar and Tarn Taran 
gradually passed into the hands of Government. The 
new law made the position of the l\Jahants or priests 
virtually as independent 11.s that of persons owning 
private property. The law, as amended later, did 
provide in a case of misuse of trust that any two or 
more persons interested in the affair, with the consent 
of the Advocate General (Section 92 of the C. P. C.) 
or the Collector (Section 93 of the C. P. C.), could 
bring the matter to a court. But this provision was 
hedged round with so many restrictions in favour of 
the incumbent who enjoyed great influence on 
account of his riches, and the whole procedure was so 
lengthy and expensive that it could be rarely availed 
of. The Mahants began with impunity to sell off the 
lands and property attached to the temples and to 
squander the income on drinking and loose-living. 
In many cases, with the connivance of authorities, 
they got the Gurdwara properties entered in their 
own names and became their masters. 

They could defy the Sikh sangats with impunity 
not only in the matter of disbursing the income of 
jagirs. but also in the observance· of ceremony and 
ritual. Those who had no other source of income 
~xcept the dail~· offerings could not dispense ,vith 
tlH'. congr,~gations: hnt here too the Sikh control 
bt:ing- ahsent. the~· began to adapt the ritual to the 
i11cli11atio11 of the peopk \\'ho formed a majority in 
tile cong-regation. The (:Xtent of this mischief may 
he nwasmcd from the fact that the Sikhs nowhere form 
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a majority in cities. In the central Gurdwaras
at Amritsar and Tarn Taran the 1\!anager and 
the priests were secure against any check from the 
public and could introduce any changes they liked in 
those temples. Many superstitious and corrupt prac
tices began to prevail, first unobserved irnd then in 
defiance of the Sikh sentiment. Idols were set up 
and openly worshipped in the precincts. Thiew,; 
and rogues began to haunt these places with impunity. 
The worst of it all was, that these places being the 
premier temples, their example came to be followed 
everywhere else. 

PRELIMIN.-\RY STAGE 

While the struggle was going on for getting con
trol of the Khalsa College, the Sikhs were also getting 
control of their temples. For, the control of the 
temples to them is as important as the Khilafat is to 
"\Iohammedans ; and Swaraj too means nothing to 
them. if it does not mean this. The freedom of their 
temples is also the rr.easure d their n!ligious purity. 
They live their religion in their temples, which are 
not only places of worship, but training grounds of 
social service, public deliberation and other kinds of 
practical religion as well. 

After carrying on for some yea rs the reform 
propaganda through Singh Sabhas and schools, the 
Sikhs found that their work was seriously hampered 
by the corrupt condition of their temples.~: All 
efforts of the reforming Sikhs were practically un
done when, opposed to their solitary temple in a city, 
there were hundreds of other temples made proof 
against all reform hy wealth and the absence of popu
lar control. 

* •' The world is on the way to rnin when sacrfd placi.,s 
become corrupt'' -Dhanasari, I. 
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There were three ways open to Sikhs to carry 
out reform in their tern pies : boycott, pressure of 
public opinion, anj litigation. Boycott could never 
be cffc!ctive against priests, who possessed enormous 
wealth and could easily dispense with the offerings 
made at the temples. With the existing law litigation 
too, without the conscientious support of Govern
ment, could be of no avail, as the priests could afford 
to wear_y out the poor congregations in this expensive 
game. Some of the priests had an income of Rs. 200 
a day, others had a y('arly income ol l~s. 200,00U or 
Rs. 3U0:000 from land alone, besides what was got 
from cash offerings every day. The Sikhs, therefore. 
in the beginning rdied chiefly on the pressure of pub~ 
lie opinion and went to law-courts whenever they 
hoped for Government support. 

The Singh Sabha, helped by such newspapers as 
the !{1,a/sa of Lahore, was the only movement by 
which public opinion was formed and exerted, 
und there being no political movement among the 
Sikhs their public voice did not carry as much weight 
as it deserved. Besides the fear of Government 
always kept the leaders in check. They ,vould push 
their claims so far as they safely could, but never 
beyond the point where official displeasure began. 

\:Vherever reform was needed, Sikhs would go in 
large numbers and hold a diwan. Thousands of 
people would thus see with their own eyes the things 
that required reform, and the custodians of the place 
too would see for themselves the ~wakening amona-

1
. b 

the Sikhs and the Pant 11c power this awakening 
brought with it. The l'vfahant would accept reform 
forth\\'ith, or weigh the influence he could exert with 
the ollicials and challenge the whole communit\' in the 
courts of law. From about 1895, a jatha of ·Lahore 
Sikhs under the leadership of Sardar :'.\Iehar Singh 
Chawla would go yearly on foot to Nankana Sahib 
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an_d hold a diwan there. Public subscriptions were 
raised for extending the building and gold-plating the 
central dome of the Janam Asthan, providing certain 
rooms to the Barndari and a well to the Bal Lila. 
After some time it was proposed that a reµresentative 
committee should be appointed to control all the 
Gurdwaras at Nankana Sahib. On a fixed day a meet
ing was held, which was attended by many Sikh 
leaders and Mahants of the local Gurdwaras. The 
Deputy Commissioner of Lahore, Mr. Halifax, was 
also present. After some discussion the ~Iahants, 
who were present, agreed that the Gurdwaras were 
the property of the Panth and that they would serve 
under a Committee of Control. They signed a docu
ment to that effect, which document and a lengthy 
report by :\1 r. Halifax must still be found in the 
District Office of Gujranwala. Soon after this agree
ment was signed, the Mahants, it is said, acting on 
the advice of a Hindu Tehsildar, changed their minds, 
and as the Deputy Commissioner came awa): the 
matter was left where it was. Mr. Halifax went 
again to N.tni-ana Sah'ib some month;; later, but was 
not successful in settling the affair. The Sikhs, how
e:ver, went on struggling until about I 905 the lands 
attached to the Nankana Sahib temple$ were entered 
in the narrn~ of the temples instead of their Mahants. 

The c:1sc of Bawli Sahib Lahore was started 
about 1904. .-\!though two courts had found that the 
misconduct of the :\Iahants was proved beyond doubt, 
the Chief Co·nt s·:t nside the decision on merely 
technical grounds In tht· summer of 1905, a few 
students o[ tile l,hals:i College ca,11e at night to the 
Golden Temple an<l thrc,v tlw i<lols kept in the pre
cincts into 1.h1.: tank. Those who disliked this action 
tried to in-:tigate influential p,1rtifs among Sikhs 
against the rdorr.1ing p;1rty. \iaharaja Sir I-lira 
Singh \';as asked to i;1tnfcre. hut he refused. Then 
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the priests of Hazur Sahib (Nader) in the Daccan, 
which is one of the four thrones or places of highest 
authority for the Sikhs, were moved to condemn tile 
reformers. These priests issued a bull, addressed to 
the other thrones at the Akal Takht, Patna and 
Kashgarh (Anandpur), asking them to join them in the 
condemnation of the Singh Sabha people who were 
converting l\Johammedans and men of low castes, and 
were giving the same baptism of equal Sikhism to 
women as well as to men. There was great indig
nation expressed at the conduct of the priests. They 
were reminded that "the Gurdwaras belonged to the 
Community and not to the priests who were mere 
servants of the Panth."" 

From that time onward, as the rest of India was 
slowly awakening to a consciousness of its lost 
liberties, the Sikhs began to agitate for the freedom of 
their temples. The abuses prevailing in the sacred 
places were mercilessly exposed and were rightly as
cribed to the want of Panthic control. The Khals,1 
Advocate, the /{halsa Samachar, the J{halsa Sewalt, 
the Pttnjab and other newspapers were most active in 
advocating the temple reform. Besides airing griev
ances about the central temples at Amritsar, it was 
complained that the Gurdwaras in Majha and Malva 
were being converted into private houses by l;dasis 
and other Sadhus.·l· 

The Chief Khalsa Diwan had formed a sub-com
mittee for the reform of Gurdwaras; but the position 
of the Diwan was not strong enough to effect reform 
in the teeth of all the opposition that was daily gather
ing strength. In 1915, a pamphlet was written in 
English, advocating the freedom of temples as the 
basis of all reform. It was circulated by the Diwan 
among prominent Sikhs for opinions and suggestions. 

--- ----- -- ·-- ------ ------ - - ------------ - -----------

* The Punjab of Amritsar: October, 1905. 
t The Pwijub: October 15, 1906. 



184 ESSAYS IN Sll(HISM 

The few gentlemen who cared to respond were not 
very hopeful about success in reclaiming the Gur
dwaras, an<l the matter was dropped as impracticable. 

The most serious attention of the Sikhs was, 
however, drawn to the necessity of reform by the 
irresponsible conduct of the Rikab Ganj :Mahant who 
had sold th~ land belonging to the Gurdwara into the 
hands of Government without letting the public know 
anything about it. A strong agitation ,ms launched 
by a new kind of leaders, like Sardar Harchand Singh 
of Lyallpur and Sardar Sardul Singh Caveessieur, 
who took th,~ matter out of the hands of the Chief 
E:halsa Diwan and secured success by employing a 
new technique. A hand of !00 volunteers was 
organised to march to Delhi :i.nd to restore the demo
lished wall with their own hands. But before the 
volunteers could reach Delhi the Government got the 
work done of its own accord and peace was restored. 

The Sikhs were greatly agitated over the cases 
of the Gurdwaras of Smadh Akali Phula Singh, 
Hafizabad, Chittagong. Dhubri, etc. The Panth 
Sewak of Lahore was bringing to light many cases of 
corruption and misconduct on the part of Mahants. 
After the terrible year of 1919, when the whole of 
India went through an unprecedented crisis, the 
agitation about reform assumed a new shape. 
The Sikhs could not remnin content any longer 
with piecemeal reform of their temples. ·1 hey 
had tried the conrts for a sufficiently long time and, 
except in a few minor cns,cs. had founrl them quite 
unavailing. 

The process of la\\" \\"aS dilatory and the cXJH.:nses 
almost prohibitive The conrt feL'. of Rs. l O on the 
plaint wa3 onlv a small fraction of the enormous ex
pen-;cs that th~ reformers g•.Jing to court ha<l to incur. 
Even this fee became too much for the poor enthu
siasts, when the courts insisted that it should be 
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levied on the full value of a property attached. The 
plaint of the Sialkot Sikhs in the case of Babe-di-Ber 
was rejected on the ground that the plaintiffs had failed 
to pay the court-fee on Rs. 50,000. The Sikhs had to 
depend on public subscriptions, while the Mahants 
had at their disposal the vast revenues of the Gur
dwaras. The few successes of the Sikhs rather worsen
ed the situation. The Manants were put on their 
guard, and they found out the weakness of the law 
and the strength of their own position. 

They began openly to defy the Panth by selling 
the property of Gurdwaras and recklessly wasting 
the money on wine and mistresses. One of them 
was carrying on his love affair with his own aunt. 
His love letters in which he admitted his wine 
drinking were filed in the court. Another MahanL 
whose love letters were also captured and whose 
photo drawn with a loose woman was on the court 
file, boasted in another court that he had got more 
than 300 Gurdwaras under him. The existing law 
had proved a veritable boon to him. He said in the 
court that he was the Shri Mahant or the acknow
ledged head of all the Sikh temples in northern 
India; and the sign of his Shri Mahantship, he 
said, was that he received from Government two boat
loads of bhang, which he supplied to all the Gur
dwaras under him. Another Mahant, that of Nankana 
Sahib, who had taken the vow of celibacy, was openly 
living with a low-class Mohammedan woman and had 
children by her, whom he was providing with pro
perty worth lakhs out of Gurdwara funds. What 
could the Sikhs do to reform them? 

They had tried the experiment of litigation in 
many cases, but after some time they began to des
pair. They could not free the temple of Sialkot from 
an apostate who openly flouted Sikh religion. What 
was this law that allowed a man, even whose company 
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was forbidden to Sikhs, to give the rule in their tem
ple. In the past they had resorted to law in the hopt: 
that the Government would realise their position and 
help them. But the Government failed to realise 
their position. When in those days a bill"' to secure a 
little more effective control of religious and charitable 
endowments was introduced in the Imperial Legis
lative Council, it was the Punjab Government that 
heroically stood up against it, saying '' the bill is in 
advance of the public opinion ! '' Which public 
opinion? The question of Sikh temples had just at 
that time become most serious, and if there was any 
province in which the particular reform was needed, 
it was the Punjab. Sardar Sundar Singh Majithia 
from his seat in the Imperial Council had expressed 
his profound regret at the strange attitude of the 
Punjab Gonrnment, and the Home Member had said 
that if so be thought (that the Bill was in advance of 
public opinion), then the Punjab should be excluded 
from the area to be provided under the Act. The 
Sikh press and certain associations like the Reform 
Committee of Sialkot protested against this indiffer
ence of the Government to the question of temple 
reform. 

What to say of Government helping the Sikhs in 
their attempt to get control of other Gurdwaras, it 
would not withdraw its own control from the premier 
temples at Amritsar and Tarn Taran. Sardar Gajjan 
Singh, who presided over the first meeting of the Sikh 

* Act XIV of 1920. It authorised any person interested in a 
religious or charitable trust to apply to a competent Court for the 
examination of accounts or for any information about the object, 
value or condition of the trust. No application, however, could be 
made in respect of accounts relating to a period more than three 
years prior to the date of petition. It also provided that the trying 
Court, if it thought "necessary in the public interest,'" might direct 
the defendant to deposit a sum to meet the expenses of the plaintiff 
in whole or in part. 
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League at Amritsar in 1919, asked for this 
control. The League itself in a resolution refer
red to " the sore and longstanding grievance of the 
::-iikh community '' that the administration of the 
Golden Temple was still in the hands of a Govern-
111e11t nominee, and demanded that it should be placed 
i11 the hands of a representative body of Sikhs, cons
tituted on an elective basis and responsible to the 
Pantl1. It also asked that '• the management and 
control of Sikh temples and endowments should no 
longer be withheld from the community.'' 

Finding the existing law of no avail and the 
c;on:rnmcnt indifferent, the Sikhs, in the words of a 
rnemurandum by the Chief Khalsa Diwan, began to 
rely mai11ly on the ancient right of reform by the 
assertion of public opinion. It meant that the Sikhs 
in their usual daily or extraordinary meetings held in 
the temples would exercise the right of gurmatta 
which had been granted to them by Guru Gobind 
Singh. In actual practice it worked like this: \;\/hen
cver grave complaints were received about a Mahant 
or custodian of a Gurdwara, some representative Sikhs 
would approach him \\'ith a request to remove the 
grievances and to come to an understanding about the 
management. Sometimes an agreement was reached. 
But if the Mahant refused to reform, and in spite of 
warnings continued in his perverse course, he would 
be called upon by a gurmatta in a public meeting to 
explain himself. If his faults were proved, he would 
be asked- to submit to a religious form of punishment, 
which usually consisted of cleaning the shoes of the 
congregation, bringing water to the temple, or com
pleting the reading of the Sacred Book once or twice, 
That the man of sin trembles before his pure accusers 
has been often exemplified during this movement. 
He not only trembles, but sometimes actually runs 
away, leaving the temple into the hands of the reform-
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ers, who are obliged to make a temporary arrange
ment for the continuation of service. This temporarv 
arrangement often becomes permanent. when th·e 
runaway priests, in spite of invitations to come back, 
do not consent to resume their duties. This 
happened actually in many cases: as at the Akal 
Takht. It is true that in this method there is a 
danger of violence. Only in two cases, however, 
actual violence with loss of life occurred, and in both 
cases, it is important to observe, the reform party 
scrupulously refrained from raising even the little 
finger to defend themselves against violence, and 
suffered terribly. In all other cases the i\lahants 
submitted and often saw prudence in applying to the 
reform committee to take charge of the Gurdwaras. 
The trouble arose only when the Government gave up 
its policy of non-intervention, which it had followed 
since the successful termination of the Sialkot broil, 
and the Mahants began to feel that the Government, 
as well as the law. would support them in re5isting 
the reform activities of the Sikhs. 

Some people are of opinion that the Sikhs should 
have waited and postponed the movement until the 
coming of Swaraj in India. But the Sikhs could not 
wait up to the advent of Swaraj, because the property 
attached to the temples was being sold or alienated 
everywhere, and immoral practices could not be 
tolerated. Besides no Swaraj is successful without 
religious reform, as Russia and China have learnt to 
their cost. More than half of what Swaraj meant to 
Sikhs was the emancipation of their religious and 
educational institutions and their management by 
themselves. When others were thinking of building 
a new heaven and a new earth of national freedom 
the Sikhs had still to struggle hard to get rid of th~ 
foreign control even from their central Temples and 
their central College. Could the.;, wart? 
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They had tried many times before but had failed, 
simply for want of strong public spirit. Now that 
with the coming of national feeling they gained a 
sufficient amount of enthusiasm, they did not want 
ro miss the opportunity. People called them 
impatient. But reformers have always been so. They 
are compelled to move fast, because bigots or their 
supporters will not move early. Reformers are com
pelled to do their work in times of excitement . , 
because bigots will not do the needful in times of 
peace. 

AKALI AGITATION 

The Akali stage of the Gurdwara Reform :Move
ment may be said to have begun with the Rikab Ganj 
case of Delhi, where the new technique of sending 
jathas or bands of volunteers was employed success
fully (see page 184). Encouraged by the success of 
this method the Akalis began to use it everywhere. 
The next case to come up for the Panthic agitation 
was that of Sialkot. 

There is a Gurdwara there, called Babe di Ber 
named after the visit of Guru Nanak who had sa; 
there under a Ber tree. The temple was endowed with 
a jagir by S. Natha Singh Shahid, which jagir was 
continued by t-.faharaja Ranjit Singh and the British 
Government. Its value in 1855 was Rs. 3680, "·hich 
according to the conditions of the grant was to be 
spent on the Gurdwara and the free kitchen attached 
to it. The appointment of the _Mahant was always 
subject to the approval of the Sikh public. This is 
evident from the application!o put in from time to 
time by the Mahants themselves. As for instance in 
1885, when Mahant Nihal Singh wanted to app~int 
Bhai Prem Singh to officiate for him temporarily in 
his absence, he stated in his application that all the 
residents of Sialkot approved of this appointment. 
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1~1 _ 1.)87 Bhaj Nihal Sing_h convened a meeting of the 
c1t1z.::ns of S1alkot and with the approval of the Sikhs 
r;hai Prem Singh was appointed his successor. \,\'hen 
a rival claimant to the Mahantship filed a suit against 
Prem Singh in 1890, the latter stated in his defence 
that tbe otfice of the Mahant was not in his power, 
nor could it be regarded as a hereditary post, that 
the appointment was in the hands of the Sikhs who 
had faith in the shrine. 

This Prem Singh appointed Harnam Singh, his 
gLrndson, as his successor, in 19C l, with the approval 
oi the local Sikhs. \Vhen Harnam Singh died in 
I 918, Prem Singh sought to nominate another grand
,;on, named Gurcharan Singh, as !\lahant. As the 
:-,ikhs were opposed to this appointment the Deputy 
Commissioner who was invited to the installatior: 
ceremoney did not attend. But the Collector sanc
tioned the mutation of the jagir in favour of Gurcharan 
Singh and relerred the contending parties to the civil 
courts. 

The Sikhs had been trying to bring the manage-
ment under some control through courts ever since 
1891, but even when they had been able to prove the 
drunkenness of the Mahants and their mismanagement 
and misappropriation of funds, the courts would do 
nothing to remove the grievances. On one occasion 
in 1907, the Deputy Commissioner consigned the 
petition of Sikhs to the record room with the illumi
nating remark 'Seen' .. On ~nother occasion a large 
number of citizens, mcludm~ _Mr. Ganda Singh, 
petitioned the Deputy Comm1ss1oner to appoint a 
committee of management for the shrine, which was 
being mismanaged by the '.'llahant. The Tehsildar 
reported in _1910 that t~e ivlahant was wasting the 
income 0;1 his own luxuries, but the Revenue Assist
ant whitewashed the whole thing by saying that the 
character of the Mahant was not very objectionable, 
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because hL! only drank and was not a drunkard! 
The 1 >eputy Commissioner admitted that the i\labant 
bore" the marks of heavy drinking,'' but he would do 
nothing but advise the Mahant to give up drink. 

On the appointment of Gurcharan Singh, a minor, 
to the gaddi of Mahantship, the Sikh people thro11gh 
their Singh Sabha petitioned the authorities to appoint 
a committee of management to assist the l\lahant. 
But the authorities supported Mr. Ganda Singh, an 
apostate, whom the widow of the late Mahant had 
appointed Manager of the shrine and guardian of the 
child Mahant. · The whole Panth felt scandalised 
over this outrage. They agitated. They went to 
court, which required them to pay the court fee on 
the value of Rs. 50,000, which they could not pay, 
and the plaint was rejected. 

They had tried the courts long enough. but the 
law had utterly failed to help them. So they 
decided to help themselves. They formed a Khalsa 
Sewall Jatha for the reform of Gurdwaras in the city. 
They began to hold meetings in the Gurdwara ~f 
Babe di Ber, where they would sing hymns and agit:itc 
about their grievances, especially against the desecra
tion of the Gurdwara by the appointment of an 
apostate from Sikhism as its manager. The congre
gations were daily harrassed by goo11das, and the 
authorities instead of protecting them issued warrants 
against their leaders under Section 107, Cr. P. C. 
Sardars Amar Singh and Jaswant Singh of Jhabal. 
the well•known leaders, went to Sialkot at this stage. 
and by their speeches encouraged the agitation and 
counteracted the mischievous prupaganua spread by 
interested parties among Hindus and Muslims. 
Sardar Kharak Singh, a local grandee (later a fore
most leader) came forward to help the cause of 
reform. The congregation determined by a resolution 
not to allow the apostate to function as manager, 
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although the District Magistrate had ordered under 
Section 144, Cr. P. C., that for the next two monthc' 
nobody was to interfere with the management of 
Mr. Ganda Singh. On 5th October, 1920, the Khalsa 
gathered in large numbers at Sialkot and in a big 
meeting a committee of 13 members was elected for 
the management and control of the Gurdwara. Next 
day Mr. King, the Divisional Commissioner, came 
and summoning a deputation of nine leading Sikhs 
told them that the Government did not want to inter
fere in the religious affairs of Sikhs who were at 
liberty to manage the affairs of their Gurdwaras as 
they pleased. 

In the meantime things had begun to hum at 
Amritsar, where as we have seen the Sikhs were able 
to free the Golden Temple from the dead hand of the 
priests and to organise a central committee of control 
for the Gurdwaras in the country. 

Seeing the strength and earnestness of the re
forming Sikhs, the Government officials also followed 
a helpful policy. In November, 1920, S. Kartar 
Singh Jhabbar and S. Amar Singh of Jhabal with a 
jatha of 25 men went to Panja Sahib (District 
Campbelpur), where the old Mahant had died, and 
the new incumbent, Sant Singh, was asked to accept 
a committee of control. 

Sant Singh agreed to sign a document admitting 
the control of a committee affiliated to the S.G.P.C., 
but later on, at the instigation of a Brahrnin, went 
back on his word and was declared a ta11llhahia (a 
Sikh placed under a religious ban) by the gathering of 
Sikhs. He was not to be allowed to function as 
Mahant as long as he did not apologise for his 
perfidy. He gathered villagers to help him in ejecting 
Sikhs, but the police did not allow them to attack the 
Sikhs. The Khilaftists of Rawalpindi called off the 
hostility of Mohammedan villagers, and the hostility 
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of the Hindu population did not count for much. 
The Deputy Commissioner asked the jatha as to who 
had sent them. Hhai Kartar Singh of Jhabbar showed 
him two telegrams which he had received fr.om S. 
Harbans Singh of Atari and · S. Sundar Singh 
Ramgurhia, promising the S. G. P. C.'s support in the 
undertaking. The D. C. ordered the Mahant not to 
go to the Gurdwara and asked him to go to court if 
he had any complaint. He filed a suit under Section 
145, Cr. P. C., which was dismissed by the D. C. in 
December 1920. The Sikh representatives from the 
neighbouring districts gathered in a big meeting at 
Panja Sahib on C~1.,u Nanak's birthday and formed a 
committee of nin.1-i~1gernent for the Gurdwara. The 
temple has improved a great deal under the new 
management. Its old building has been demolished, 
and a new magnificent building has been erected in 
its place. The tank or reservoir of spring water, 
which is one of the wonders of natural beauty, has 
also been widened. The free kitchen maintained 
there is one of the most examplary institutions dis
pensing charity and giving a practical demonstration 
of the Sikh principle that all are equal and pure in 
the matter of social intercourse. 

The attitude of the Governmen,t being helpful, 
the Sikh congregations in different localities were 
able to effect reform without any hitch. The Gur
dwaras of Chomala Sahib (Lahore), Tham Sahib 
(Jhambar Kalan), Khara Sauda, Ker Sahib, Machhike, 
Sheikbppura, Rori Sahib, etc. · were brought under 
Pantbic control. Seeing this some of the !\fahants 
came to an understanding with the reforming party 
and placed their temples under committees of manage
ment which were duly affliated to the S. G. P. C. 
The best example is of Chohla Sahib, whose Mahant 
got a house and a salary of Rs. 175 p. m., along with 
a gift of Rs. 10,000 in cash. The Mahants of Ramdas, 
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Guru ka Bagh, Khadur Sahib, Babek Sar, etc., also 
accepted the new arrangements without demur. But 
the success of the rdorming party alarmed some of 
the officials who began to connect the reform move
ment with the political agitation in the country. The 
organisation of the bands, called Abli Jathas, clad in 
black and marching in military formation, was 
particularly annoying to the Government. :\Ir. King, 
the Commissioner of the Lahore Division, issued a 
letter* in which he described the priests' interests in 
the religious endowments as their cstahlislzcd rights. 
They were told that, if they ap'JJrehendt:d attacks on 
their shrines, they could apply ftir police protection. 
This encouraged the priests to put up a strong resis
tance against all attempts at reform, and clashes 
began to occur Letween them and the reformers. 

One such clash occurred at Tarn Taran in 
January 1921. The priests made a show of agreement 
when the Jatha of Bbai Teja Singh Bhuchar ap
proached them, b:it they secretly collected hired 
rough ts from the countryside, \\ :10 fell upon the Jatha 
and wounded 17 of them. One of them, Bhai 
Hazara Singh, died of his wounds next day. 
Another named Hhai Hukam Singh succumbed 
to his injuries a few days later. The priests 
came of their own aci:ord and confessed their guilt, 
handing over a written apology and placing them
selves at the mercy of the Panth. The Sikhs forgave 
them and formed a committee of management. Both 
the parties agreed not to go to court. In spite of this, 
cases were started, not only against the poiests but 
also against the Akalis who were accused of attacking 
the priests. Charges were framed against 16 priests 

*Even Valentine Chiral declared about this letter 'that in the 
circumstances it would have been wise to add an admonition to the 
effect that legal rights also involved duties and responsibilities whice 
must be properly discharged.' 
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and 17 .-\kalis. Fifteen priests were sentenced each 
to 3 years' R. 1. and 2 of the Akalis ,vere sentenced. 
to one year's l<.. 1. 

A more bloody event occurred at Nankana Sahib, 
tht: birth-place of Guru :i\"anak. The temple was in 
the custody of l'dasis who had to administer a big 
landed estate. As long as the income of the Gurdwara 
was small the l\lahants consulted the wishes of the 
Sikhs, who paid a yearly visit to Nanakana Sahib. 
But when, with the opening of the canal, the 
value of the land increased enormously, the 
;\lahants grew corrupt and began to look more to the 
friendship of revenue and other officials than to the 
restraining influence of the public. \\'hat else could 
be expected from a professed ascestic, who had to ad
minister and enjoy an income of two or three lakhs a 
year without feeling any check or control from public? 
One ~fahant was a notorious drunkard and adulterer. 
He had contracted a dirty venereal disease which did 
not allow him evc11 to walk steadily. Another, who 
succeeded him, lived with the rich widow of a well
known Sardar and had a son b,· her. He invited 
dancing girls and held nautch 1;arties even in the 
Janam Asthan. His successor, Mahant Narain Das, 
falsified all the promises made by him before a Sikh 
assembly, in the presence of a \Jagistrate, and lived 
cts recklessly as any of his predecessors. He kept a 
Mohammedan drummer's woman, and had sons and 
daughters by her. So many cases of rape and drun
kenness were reported to have occurred in the 
temple. 

In October 1920 a big diwan was held at Dharo
wal where a resolution was passed by the assembled 
Sikhs calling upon the :\fahant to reform himself. 
But he, instead of doing anything to remove the 
grievances of the public, began to make preparations 
for violence. He collected about 400 'good fighters, 

I 
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including some doughty Pathans, and arnwd tiie1;1 
with axes and firearms to give a suitable reception to 
those who might dare to come to pay a visit to th,, 
holy place on the day of Guru Nanak's hirtli. Bhai 
Lachhman Singh, a tall and handsome Sardar of 
Dharowal, who came with a few people to pny his 
recpects at the temple, was set upon by the gang of 
desperadoes, but the timely intervention of the I>. C. 
and the C. I. D. Superintendent 'averted what might 
have been even a worse tragedy than whnt ncl ually 
happened on the 20th February."'' The Sikhs kne\\' 
of the Mahant's preparations, and rderred ro them 
in their meetings and the press,-i- but they want(d tc, 
effl.!ct reform by meeting violence with non viclence, 
In a meeting of the S. G. P. C. they resolved that 
the whole Panth should gather at Nankana Sahib on 
March 4, 5 and 6 and should call upon the recalci
trant Mahant to reform himself. The Mahant 
redoubled his preparations, and whl~ll everything was 
ready, his paper, Sant Sewall, openly threatened 1hat 
if the Siks came to Nankana Sahib tkey would be 
well-peppered. Some local men. like Bhai Lachhman 
Singh of Dharowal, Kartar Singh Jhabbar and 
Buta Singh of Lyallpllr, resol\'ed hastity to 
prevent tbe Mahant from (•x1.·rntinr his hrrrible pur
pose by going to N:n1kar:,1 ~ahih themsPlves with 
their followers before the date fixPd. When the leaders 
of the S. G. P. C. like i\fastcr Tara ~ingh ::in<l 5. 
Teja Singh of Samundari. came to kn0w of this. the'" 
disapproved of this move and sent ont mr~scng~r:: i~ 
all directions to prevent people from approaching 
Nankaua Sahib. Bhais Kartar Singh and Buta Singh 
were persaaded to give up the idea~ but Bhai' 

*Mr. Kiag's statement in the Legislative Council on the ]5th 
lfarcb 1921. 

tSee the Akali of Labore, dated October 8, 1920. 
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Lachhman Singh, who had VO\U::d to be a martyr, was 
resolute. and would not be deterred. He started on 
horseba~k on 19th February ;,t 8 P. \I., with a jatha 
of 23 persons, and went on gathering more men on 
the wav until near Nankana Sahib the number 
reachtd · about 1 j0, lt was thl· morning of 20th. 
After taking the vow of no11-·,iok11ce the whole jatha 
entered the Gurdwara of Janam Astban with the 
purpose of seizing it in the name of the l'anth. The 
hired men of the l\foha11t f di on them and butchered 
about 130 of them in cold l,lood with axes and guns. 
The dead and the dying were gathered up into piles 
and \Vere burnt with kerosene oil. The whole world 
was shocked to hear the horrible news Thousands 
Sikhs, wearing black turb:ms, rushed to the spot and 
witnessing the scene 0f carnage shed tears of blood. 
ln spit~ of misrepresentations spread about them, 
they behaved most pu1cefulh- t,)\rn rds the people of 
1:he Mahant, as is evident ·from the eriquiries made 
by non-official bodies, like the Khiiaf..t Committee 
and thl.! Swaraj~·a .-\shram, meetings oi the Hindus and 
Muslims of Nankana Sahib. etc. After some hesita
tion Mr. King. the Commissioner, handed over the 
possession of th,· Gurcl\\'arn to the representatives of 
the S. c;. P. C Hut the attitude of the Government 
became definiteh· hcstile.* and the Sikh:; dissociated 
themselves fro:n. the en(1nin· instituted i,,to the case. 
The Sessions Court senten~e<l the \:,,k,r,t :;nd seven 
of his men to death. eight to transport:1tio11 for life 
and six~•·eP Pathnns to 7 n:ars' I·:. I The High 
Co11rt, how'ver, lid<l that j; 1 view of his failure to 
scc11re protection from (;nvernmcnt, the ?-.!nhant was 

. . *The contributory causes ol rhis chan~e in the Government 
attitude may be (1/ the exciteri conoition of the Sikh m;,isses in the 
_whole countryside a11d (2) the bulh ing of ~omc omcers by the Alr:ali 
,!,:adcrs. S1:1:: P- 1-19 of the Li11e.s r,f .i!a.rt11r.~ b,• S. Gurhax S11.~.!1 
Jho.bali,!. . . 
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fully justified in taking steps for his owr. protection. 
He had lost his head under a deep sense of 
wrong and helplessness, and acted as he did. 
His sentence of death was reduced to one of trans
portation for life. Only three sentences of death 
were maintained. This decision created a very un
pleasant impression among the Sikhs. 

The police became suddenly active in taking up 
cases, however slight, against the Sikhs, and the Asso
ciated Press freely spread misrepresentation about 
them. The Government issued instruction to Dis
trict Magistrates to attach a Gurdwara whenever 
there appeared an apprehension of interference on 
the part of Akalis. There began a regular campaign 
of arrests, and even old cases were raked up 
against the reforming Sikhs. The new policy of 
the Government had the effect of encouraging oppo
sition to the Sikh cause from all quarters. The 
Mahants and priests were emboldened to seek 
independence of the Sikh Panth. Certain Udasi 
Mahants, in their memorial to the Government, went 
so far as to say that the Udasis were not Sikhs at all, 
but a sect of Hindus. This plea was accepted by 
many courts, especially in the case of Manak, which 
greatly annoyed the Sikhs. Hindus too, who had 
been sympathetic so far, began to show signs of 
antipathy and in some cases, as that of Bhai Joga 
Singh's Gurdwara, actually interfered and claimed 
Sikh places as their own. They also claimed that 
as they had a hand in founding some of the Gurd
waras, they should have adequate representation of 
their community on the Board which was proposed 
by the Government for the control of Gurdwaras. 

The Gurdwara Bill which was drafted contained 
the provision that the Government would appoint a 
Board of three Sikh and one non-Sikh who would 
be President of the Board. The Sikhs did not agree, 
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and all attempts at reconciliation were frustrated by 
the recalcitrant attitude of the 1\lahants, backed by 
Hind us, who demanded that no change should be 
made in the form of worship which had prevailed 
up to the year 1920. This was to stop all progress 
in reform for ever and bind down the future genera
tions to the prevailing customs of a particular time. 
The S. G. P. C. met on May 11, 1921, and resolved 
to do without a Bill and to launch a campaign of 
Passive Resistance in maintaining the contrel of the 
Gurdwaras that had already come under its control. 
The Government too dropped the idea of introducing 
a Bill, and advised the Sikhs to proceed gently with 
the method of persuasion and not of force. 

For some time the Government did not know 
what to do with the Sikhs. It sincerely wished to 
find out some -solution of the Gurdwara trouble, but 
it did not want to recognise the S. G. P. C., which, 
on account of its compact organization and the 
general support it enjoyed not only of Sikhs but of 
all patriotic clements in the country, was becoming a 
power to be reckoned with. There was many a trial 
of strength between the Government and the Akalis, 
in which the latter came out always successful. 

One such tussle occurred in November 1921, 
when the keys of the Golden Temple were snatched 
away from the Sarbrah and all those who protested 
were taken into custody. Hundi;-eds went to jail at 
the bidding of the S. G·. P. C., even non-Sikh leaders 
contributing their share with enthusiasm. L. Lajpat 
Rai praised the Akalis in these terms : "As regards 
non-violence, with its attendant conception of self
sacrifice, they have given the most amazing proofs 
by their behaviour at Nankana Sahib on the 15th 
November and later at Ajnala and Amritsar. They 
have proved themeelves worthy descendants of their 
Gurus, and the example they have set of self-sacrifice, 
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calm courage, devoid of swagger, and absolute aelf
control in the face of provocation, will be hard to 
beat.'' 

The Government saw its mistake, and wanted to 
restore the keys to Sikhs, but it still hesitated to 
recognise the S. G. P. C. When it found that 
nobody would become a Sarbrah or form a rival 
committee. it v.-·as obliged to send the keys to the 
S. G. P. C. and to release all the prisoners uncondi
tionally. Thus was '·the first decisive battle wo11," 
as Mahatma Gandhi put it when he heard the news 
of the Sikhs' success. 

After a short lull another tussle began, this 
time at Guru-ka-Bagh which is about 12 miles from 
Amritsar. The Mahant of this Gurdwara had come 
to terms with the Akalis, and had signed an agreement 
that he would work under a committee appointed by 
the S. G. P. C., but after the Nankana tragedy he had 
gone back on his pledges, and the S. G. P. C. was 
obliged to take charge of the institution in its own 
hands. Ever since then the firewood required for 
the kitchen attached to the Gurdwara had always 
been taken, as of right, from a grove kikar trees 
entered in the name of the Gurdwara. On August 8. 
1222, five Akalis in charge of the Gurdwara cut wood 
from the kikar grove for use in the kitchen. Thev 
were arrested next day and convicted of theft and 
sentenced to 6 month~' R. 1 ., with a fine of Rs. 50 
each. Sikhs took this as a challenge, and began to 
pour in to court arrest. The leaders of the S.G P.C. 
were also thrown into jail. Then began a new policy 
to overcome the Sikhs. All the approaches to Guru
ka-Bagh were stopped, and those who proceeded 
thither were belaboured with lathis and left uncons
cious on the ground. Everyday at the Akal Takht a 
party of 100 Sikhs took a solemn vow to go for 
acrifisce, and under all circumstances to remain 
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non-violent in word and dceJ. They marched to Guru
ka-1\a;;h, accompanied by a train of ambulance cars, 
and un d1L:ir refus:il to disperse were beaten merci
lessly. \\'hen the police had done their worst, they 
would drag the prostrate and wounded Sikhs by their 
:,acre::rl hair :tnd throw them into muddy ditches or 
leave them in the fields. Then the forces of mercy, 
tht: medical relief party supplied by the S. G. P. C., 
would come for ward to bring the wounded to Amritsar 
and put them in the Committee's hospitals. 

It was a regular game, the conditions of which 
were understood by both parties. It was played in 
the presence of thousands, some of ,vhom were able 
to take photographs of the harrowing scenes, which 
were published in America and elsewhere. The 
report issued by the representatives of the Baude 
JJatram, the Zemindar, and the T1·ibw1e of Lahore, 
of the Independent of Allahabad and the Swarajya 
of \fadras brought the whole country round to sympa
thise with the Sikh cause. Mr. C. F. Andrews' letters 
sent to the press from the place of occurrence stirred 
the conscience of the world and convinced the people 
that there was something far greater involved in this 
matter than a mere dispute about land and property. 
A new heroism, learnt through suffering, had arisen in 
the land, and a new lesson in moral warfare had been 
taught to the world (seep. 82). 

After 13th September, when the Governor paid 
a visit to Amritsar and was deeply impressed with 
what he had heard from Mr. C. F. Andrews, the 
b~ating of jathas was stopped and arrests began 
again. By 17th November the number of arrests 
made amounted to 5605, out of whom 35 were mem
bers of the S.G.P.C., and several hundred were mili
tary pensioners who had grown gray in the service ~f 
the Sirkar. At last a 'kind-hearted' gentleman, Sir 
Ganga Ram, C.I.E., a retired Engineer came forward 
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to rescue the Government. He took the land in dispuk 
from the :vlahant on lease and wrote to the Govern
ment that he did not require the protection of the 
police. The arrests stopped, and the Sikhs were 
allowed to go freely to the Gurdwara and cut wood 
from its land. 

In the next struggle, which was not strictly 
religious, the rules of the game were not observed, 
and the true evidence was not allowed to reach the 
world. There was much confusion, and even the 
best friends of the Sikhs, like 11ahatma Gandhi, were 
misled by reports published in the press. 

As far as I have been able to ascertain the facts. 
the trouble started with the deposition of Maharaja 
Ripudaman Singh from the gaddi of i\ahha on 9th 
July 1923. The Government called it 'voluntary 
abdication,' and the S. G. P. C. refuted this allega
tion by publishing the true facts as far as they were 
known to it. The Maharaja was considered a good 
Sikh, who had strong sympathies with the advanced 
section of reformers not only in religion but in poli
tics also. He seems to have offended the authorities on 
many occasions by criticising the Government 
measures and voting with the non-official and popular 
party in the Viceregal Council. He is also said to 
have offered personal affronts to the Lieutenant 
Governors, like Sir Louis Dane and Sir Michael 
O'dwyer. Such a man · was bound to create some 
trouble for himself. The trouble came when he 
quarrelled with the Maharaja of Patiala1 and created 
an unfavourable impression in the minds of the Akalis 
by refusing to see the deputation sent by the S.G P.C. 
in connection with his dispute with Patiala. Perhaps 
by that time he had lost control over this own affairs 
and was being misled by his advisers. The S.G.P.C., 
however, gave him its full sympathy when he lost his 
throne. The Committee took the Government's 
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action as a side-attack on the Reform movement 
sponsored . by it, · and took up the '.\faharaja's 
cause as its O\\"n. The moderate element con
sisting of Prof. Jodh Singh, S. Harbans' Singh 
of Atari and others, withdrew from the S.G.P.C., 
taking this step as a departure from the strictly 
religious character of the movement. The Govern
ment held that the Sii;h movement had been 
captured by politicai agitators and that the ~.G.P.C. 
had become a revolutionary body. 

The actual trouble began on September 14 with 
the interruption of the Ald1a11d Path, or the conti
nuous reading of the Holy Hook, which was going 
on at Jaito in the Nabha State for th,~ benefit of the 
Maharaja. From. 15th September batches of Sikhs 
began to march to Jaito to restart the interrupted 
reading. They were invariably arrested by the state 
police and left hundreds of miles away in a penniless 
condition. After some 500 men had been treated like 
this, a big jatha of 500, calling itself a Death Squad, 
marched from the Akal Takht to vindicate the right 
of free association in the Gurdwara of Ja1to. It was 
vowed to non-violence. and, as witnessed by ,\Ir. 

S. Zimand of the New Yuri:. Times, Dr. Saif-ud-Uin 
Kitchlew and others. it carried no arms. 

After marching for twelve days through the 
countryside, the huge jatha, including some ladies and 
old men, reached Jaito on 21st February and was 
fired upon by the state forces. It is difficult to ascer
tain the number of casualties. The Government's 
estimate was that 21 had died and 33 were wounded, 
while the S. G. P. C. reported that there were 300 
casualties, including about 100 deaths. More than 
700 men were arrested. The Government versfen 
was that, 'a crowd of 6000 opened fire on the police,' 
that the Jatha itself was not fired on, and no member 
of it was injured. Mr. Zimand who had seen the 
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jatha on its way but was not allowed to sec the actual 
occurrence, wrote a letter to Mahatma Caudhi, stating 
that 'the jatha and the crowds follo\\"ing the jatha 
were not armed and behaved in a peaceful and orderh· 
manner. 1 Only an independent enquiry could ha,;::.: 
ascertained the truth, but such an enquiry was not 
held. 

A second 'Death Squad' consisting of 50(1 Sikhs 
marched, with a vo,v of non-violence, to complete 111 1 
readings of the Holy Boak in expiation of the ow~ 
interrupted by the state officials. It reached Jaito on 
14th March, and was arrested. Many more jathas 
followed and met the same fate. The movement 
dragged on for some time more until it was brought 
to an end by a compromise arranged by some 
moderate Sikhs. 

It was clear that both the parties were tired of 
the long-drawn struggle, nnd wanted to come to some 
understanding, which could take the form of a Gur
dwara Bill only. 

At last in 1925 the Gurdwara Act acceptable 
to Sikhs was passed by the Punjab Council, and the 
Akali leaders who were being tried for waging war 
against the king were released. The Act provided 
the control of all historical Gurdwarns by an elected 
Board, which was renamed Shromani Gurdwara 
Parbandhak Committee. 

' 



►rhe Kirpan or sword is one of the five symbols of 
the Sikh faith, whose names begin with the same 
letter. The other four are: Kesh (long hair), Kangha 
(comb), Kara 1iron bracelet), and Kachh (drawers). 
When a Sikh is baptised, it is enjoined on him not to 
part with any of these. Tile Kirpan is a symbol of 
Power and Dignity*, both of which India had 1Gst 
and which Guru Gobind !Singh wanted to restore. 

Kone of these symbols was invented by Guru 
Gobind Singh. They were already in vogue and had 
been separately used with much the sJme significance. 
The word 'Kir.-p:.rn' was used for a sword. Long be
fore it became a religious symbol with the Sikhs, its 
name had been applied to different kinds of the 
sword. In the old Sanskrit dictionaries, like the 
Amar!wsh and the Shabd-1.•a/jJadrum-kosh, it is used 
as a synonym for M1arar::, lmncar, asi, cha11darlws, 
and rishti. Guru Gobind Singh himself in his Book 
of Instruments, called Slwst,1r-11am-mala, says:-
- "Kari, Karan tac (elephant-killer), Ka~bt1 ip (enemy-tormentor), 

1\alayuddh (war-instrument), Karwar (talwar), Kara and Chol are 
different names of the Kirpan.'' (11. '41). 

In another book, called Pald1ia110 Charitra, he 
uses Hhagauti and Kharag indifferently for the 
Kirpan: 

"She took Bhagauti in her hancl, 
And with all her might she struck it at his head. 
As the Raja cried out, hai ! hai !!, 
She struck the Kirpan again and again." (302.9). 

*' 'Charity and Kirpao are symbolic of self-respect.•• -Pakhiano 
Charitra, 322. 
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Here Kirpan and Bhagauti are used synony
mously. 

Again: 
"\Vhen tbe attack on the fort began, she took out her A'irpa11 

and, com.i11g to close quarters. plied the IOwrag and \\'itb one 
stroke finished off the enemy." (199.26). 

In these verses the Kirpan is synonymous with 
the Kharag. We have seen that in old Sanskrit dic
tionaries, too, it is described as the same thing as the 
Kharag. 

Guru Gobind Singh did not fix the size of the 
Kirpan. It depended on the weilding power of in
dividual Sikhs. But from the samples preserved at 
the Akal Takht and other Gurdwaras we can get an 
idea of what a Kharag or Kirpan was. According 
to old Hindu books the maximum size of a Khara~ 
was 50 anguls or about 3·12 feet; and the minimum 
size was 25 anguls or about 1 ·56 ft. 

"A Kbarag of 50 anguls is excellent and of half that ~ize is 
inferior. Shorter than that should not be worn at all."-Ag11i 
Pu.ran. 

"The best Kharag is 50 anguls long ; and an inferior one is 25." · 
- Varah Samhita. 

The same size is given in the Dev£ Pura11. 
Why did the Guru call the sword Kirpan ? 

Because it alliterates with the names of the other four 
symbols, is a classic and poetical name, and can be 
applied to all kinds of swords. The Kirpan is called 
a symbol from the view-point of religious art or 
resthetics. In 0rder that the symbols might serve 
their real purpose, as a help in the performance of 
religion and might not become a dead weight on 
religion, the Guru also emphasized the view-point of 
utility. The Kirpan is, therefore, an active symbol 
an instrument of offence and defence, and not ~ 
charm to be tied along with the turban-ends or stowed 
away in the back of the comb, as it came to be done 
in the British days. It is to be kept in a sheath and 
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worn in a belt (Paldiiano C/zaritra, 52.18). It can 
cut through armour (Shastar-11am-mala, 11.28), 
through me~, horses, even elephants. It is superior 
to all other 111strumcnts (ibid, 11.3-t\. 

As long as the Sikhs were free, they were able to 
k~ep th~ir /eligious liberty intact and did not part 
~•1th their h.1rpan or sword. They kept it by their side 
m the day, and took it to their bed at night. When 
they lost their liberty with the destruction of their 
empire, the Kirpan was also taken away from them. 
\Vhat a scene, that, at the famous monument of Man
kiala. when the day of the Khalsa was over, in 1849 
and the old Sikh veterans were ordered to pile thei; 
arms at the feet of Sir Walter Guilbert. How reluct
antly each soldier came forward and, embracing his 
sword, uttered a groan, deep and long, and placed it on 
the pile in tears/' Thus was lost one of the five sym
bols of the Sikh faith. In jails even other symbols, 
like the comb and the bracelet, were not allowed. 
And the Sikhs had to struggle hard and long to get 
a concession even in regard to these symbols for their 
brethren in jail. 

'Ne must admit that by the Army Regulations, 
which emphasize the initiation of a Sikh recruit in 
Guru Gobind Singh's baptism, the old tradition of 
the Khalsa was kept up to some extent. But in other 
ways, as we have seen, the liberty of the Sikh~ was 
controlled. The Sikhs founded Sabhas and D1wans, 
purely religious bodies, whose object was to_ restore 
Sikhism to its pristine glory. They emphasized the 
carrying out of baptismal v~ws, and ar:nong other 
things laid stress on the wearing of the K1rpan. But 
the law of the country stood in their way. 

In 1913 one Baba Nihal Singh Nihang was 
arrested for ~earing a Kirpan. The different Sikh 

----------
*See Leaves from the Journal of ,i Subaltern, p. IS9. 
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bodies passed resolutions of protest and there be,;::an 
a strong agitation, i~ response to ~vhich the gentle
man was released. The Ramgarh1a Sabha st::nt .i 

deputation to Sir O':'.'vloore Creagh, the Commandn
in-Chief at Simla. who took a sympathetic view. 
The Chief Khalsa l liwan, whose Secretary \\',:s Sardar 
Sundar Singh ~Iajithia, i11terviewcd se.veral c:ff:cials 
in this connection. The Sikhs of Rawalpindi, th;ough 
their Sabha, showed special activity in moving the 
Takhts and the general Sikh public; and on June 25: 
1914, the possessing an,d' wearing of the Kirpa.n w.is 
allowed by law in the Punjab. After a month it was 
,tl!owed in Delhi. Then after some months' agitation. 
and after some Sikhs had suffered arrests, it was 
allowed in Burma. J:,ut whenr.ver a Sikh was found 
with a Kirpan in the U.P. or Bengal he was arrested. 
It is true that law did not allow it in other provinces. 
but it was not the fault of Sikhs. It was an anomaly, 
which the Government unreasonably kept up. \:Vhy 
should a Sikh be required to part with his religious 
svmbol when stepping out of De 1hi and put it on 
,;hen landing at Rarigo~n? In February, 1917, after 
Chaudhri Shamsher Singh, Secretary of the Singh 
Sabha of Sitapur, had been punished for wearing a 
Kirpan, it was allowed in the U. P., and then in the 
N. W. Frontier Province. In other provinces it was still 
forbidden. The Sikhs have got their sacred places in 
the U.P., Behar, Bengal, Deccan, etc., and are found 
travelling in batches to visit these places. One can 
imagine what trouble they must have undergone in 
prison and at the hands of the police, which is none 
too tender in India. On May 19, 1917, it was allowed 
throughout India. In 1918 the exemption was ex
tended to British Baluchistan and the Residency 
l:fazars and the Railway lands in Hyderabad State. 
But. still cases were not rare when, in spite of this 
sanction, the police of different provinces was found 
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arresting and troubling innocent Sikhs for \vearing 
Kirpans. 

The representative bodies of the Sikhs went on 
agitating. for the Kirpan was still not allowed in the 
Arm v. Look at the wonder of it ! Those who used 
the ·sword, those whose profession it was to wear 
arms, were not allowed to wear the Kirpan. Three 
soldiers at Roorkee were punished and dismissed for 
wearing it. The whole Sikh community cried hoarse 
over the affair, but they were not taken back. Bhai 
Mangal S(ngh of the 34th Sikhs, who was afterwards 
martyred at Nankana Sahib, was dismissed and sen
tenced to one year's R. I. for the same fault. His 
sentence was later reduced. It was in September, 
1920, that "in recognition of the loyal and distin~ 
guisbcd services rendered by the Sikhs in the Great 
War," the Government "was pleased to sanction the 
wearing of the Kirpans by Sikh soldiers both in uni
form and plain clothes while serving on the active 
list."* 

The law, while exempting the Kirpan from all 
restrictions, did not fix its size, for the Sikhs who 
had applied for it had stated that its size could be 
fixed only by Guru Gobind Singh. Nor was its manu
facture forbidden. In Schedule II of the Arms Act, 
which provides for exemptions from the operation of 
the Act, the Kirpan is declared to be free from all 
prohibitions including its manufacture and sale. For 
some time the Sikhs freely en~oyed the right of 

*This right was, however, curtailed later on, as would appear 
from the following words in the 'correction' which was made io the/ 
Army Hegulatioos on May 27, 1922 :- / 

"In Units which elect to adopt the wearing of the I<irpao by 
Sikhs it should be worn on all ceremonial occasions; the other 
occasions on which it will or will not be worn are left to the di5cre
tion of officers commanding units. Uniformity within the unit a~ 
regards the method of wearing the Kirpan in uniform and in plain 
clothes must be insisted on,'' 
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manufacturing, selling and possessing the Kirpan. 
But when the repression of Sikhs in connection with 
the Gurdwara reform began, those who wore Kirµans 
also came in for it. In February. Jll2I, the Deputy 
Commissioner of Jullundur issued an order requiring 
the local manufacturers not to manufacture Kirpan!'
of greater length than nine inches. A First Class 
:Vlagistrate in Lahore passed an order on the appli
cation of a Kirpan manufacturer for iicensc that no 
license was needed for manufacturing Kirpans. Bnt 
when in \larch, 1921, S. H. Mehtab Singh rderred to 
it in the Council, S. Sundar Singh Majithia replied 
on behalf of the Government that although the Sikhs 
had been permitted to wear the Kirpan, Section 5 of 
the Arms Ad did not allow them to manufacture it 
without license. He also declared that the Kirpans 
were in no case to exceed nine inches in length. 
Consequent upon this Sikhs began to be arrested 
everywhere for wearing Kirpans which exceeded the 
length of nine inches, although there was no specific 
law or notification issued on that point. The Maha
raja of Patiala was, however, more explicit. He 
ordered on 19th March, 1921, that Kirpans must be 
bought from the Arms Manufacturers of the State, 
who were instructed to prepare Kirpans of a fixed 
size and shape. All other Kirpans possessed or 
carried were liable to confiscation. This order created 
much heart-burning among the Sikhs and was with
drawn on October S, 1921. The prosecution of Sikhs 
for wearing Kirpans went on in the British Districts. 
Nobody could understand on what principle the 

'Rolice or the courts proceeded. Some people were 
arrested for possessing Kirpans, while others were 
not arrested, even though they carried as long Kirpans 
as they could. In the case of one Hazara Singh, 
who was tried in April, 1921, the following great 
moderate leaders were cited as defence witnesses :-
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Sardar Uahadur :-.Iehtab Singh, Bar-at-L::!w; Sardar 
Trilochan Singh: M .-\., LL. B.; Sardar Sundar Singh 
I<.amgarhia, President of the Shromani Committet~ 
and ex-:-.-Ianager of the Golden Temple; Sardar 
Harbans Singh, Secretary of the Chief 1':halsa Diwan 
and Vice-President of the Shromani Committee: 
Professor Jodh Singh, ~I.A., Principal: Guru Nanak 
College, Cujranwala; Bhai Takht Singh, :'lfanager 
Sikh Girls' School, Ferozepore; and Sardar ShivdeY 
Singh Uberoi, Honorary Magistrate of Sialkot. They 
declared that the instrument, for carrying which 
Bhai Hazara Singh was being prosecuted, was a 
Kirpan, and that Kirpan was another name for the 
sword. They themselves had with them similar 
Kirpans. And yet the man was convicted under 
Section 19 of the Act and sentenced to 6 months' 
R. I. Bhai Bachittar Singh, Jathedar of the Akal 
Takht, who had b2:::n picked out of so many Kirpan
carrying Sikhs, was sentenced to 2 years' imprison
ment, which was, however. rccluced to 6 months later 
on, He appealed to the High Court, which could 
not come to any decision as to what a Kirpan was, 
and his petition was rejected. Alter proceeding in 
this uncertain way for a few months, the Government 
in July relaxed its policy of prosecutions, declaring 
complacently that "the practice of wearing large 
weapons or ordinary swords appears to have now 
much diminished." The Sikhs in reality bad never 
given up their practice of wearing the so-called long 
Kirpaos. · 

In 1\'Iarch, 1922, the Government and the Shro
rnani Committee came to an understanding about the 
Kirpan. It was agreed that the Government would 
not interfere with the Sikhs for wearing "Kirpans or 
swords'' as long a!: they ordinarily wore them by the 
side and did not unsheath them except for purely 
religious purposes. When listening to the terms of 
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agreement the Sikh representatives had expressed a 
fear that the Government might take advantage of 
the words "by the side" and unnecessarily harass the 
Sikhs. The Government representative had laughed 
out the objection, saying that the Sikhs should tru:ot 
the Government, which wanted to finish the Kirpan 
trouble once for all. It was. however, destined to be 
used, like so many other previous agreements, as a 
mere stalking horse. 

The ink was not yet dry on the document when 
a fresh campaign was started for prosecuting Sikhs 
for wearing Kirpans. The Burma Government even 
in February had issued a notification fixing the size 
of the Kirpan at 9 inches. Sardar Kharak Singh and 
others were arrested and sentenced heavily in the 
Punjab. The ludicrous ,vay in which advantage was 
taken of the words 11 by the side" will appear from 
the following cases. A Sikh boy in Hoshiarpur 
district was going running to his school to avoid 
being late. As his Kirpan was hanging down his 
body, he could not run. freely. So he took the Kirpan 
in his hand, though the belt was on his body. The 
Commissioner of the Division who saw this ordered 
the boy to be disarmed. On the boy's refusing to give 
up his Kirpan, he was arrested and, being put before 
a Magistrate, was tried and sentenced to pay Rs. 55 
as fine, or to go to jail for one month and a half in 
default. The brave boy preferred the latter, and was 
sent to jail. In a diwan at Samundri the Superin
tendent of Police snatched away the Kirpan from a 
Sikh while he was leaning on it. In another place 
a Sikh was deprived of his Kirpan while he was 
cleaning it Sardar Ram Singh of :Mandi Dabwali 
(Hissar District), who was found sleeping with his 
Kirpan, was arrested and sent to jail. A blind musi
cian was arrested at Mandhra, because his cross-belt 
having broken on the way he was obliged to put his 



FREEDOM OF THE KIRPAN 213 

Klrpan in his bed. In a communique, dated 19th 
September, I 922, the Government declared th:it one 
•• Anup Singh was present at a meeting and was 
arrested there for carrying his Kirpan in contraven
tion of the orders on the subject. He was not wearing 
a belt and stated that he would never wear one.'' 
Sometimes Sikhs were arrested for possessing two 
Kirpans. As a Sikh i5 bound to keep his IGrpan 
always with him, it becomes sometimes inevitable 
that he should have two Kirpans with him. A.s for 
example, ,-.,·hen he buys a new Kirpan to replace an 
old one, which he already possesses, he will neces
sarily have two in his possession when he walks away 
from the Kirpan shop; or sometimes when he comes 
from his village to a city and buys a Kirpan for his 
wife or child. The prosecutions in connection with 
the Kirpan were so manifestly illegal that all disin
terested newspapers and associations in India strongly 
disapproved of the policy of the Government, and the 
Punjab Provincial Congress Committee in a general 
meeting condemned "the action of the Punjab Govern
ment in prosecuting Sikhs for wearing Kirpans 
beyond certain length which is not provided in law." 
Even a Sessions Judge was found to hold that the 
manufacture of Kirpans was no offence. The follow• 
ing judgment was delivered by ivfr. A. H. Parker, 
Sessions Judge of Ambala Division on I 7th June, 
1922:-

" In this case Ganesha Singh,· who is admittedly 
a Sikh Lobar of the Ambala District, has been con
victed under Section 19 of the Arms Act for manu
f~cturing Kirpans. The l\fagistrate has sentenced 
him to one year's rigorous imprisonment with fine. 
He appeals. 

It is admitted on his behalf that he did, in fact, 
manufacture Kirpans ; and the only question which I 
have to decide is whether the manufacture of Kirpans 
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by a Sikh is an office under the Arms Act. The Arms 
Rules of 192C, schedule 2, shows that within th~ 
Punjab the arms, viz., ';Kirpans possessed or carried 
by Sikhs" are excluded from the operations of all 
prohibitions and directions contained in the Arms 
Act. These Kirpans, manufactured by Appellant are 
clearly, while in his possession, Kirpans possessed by 
a Sikh, and I hold that they are excluded from all 
prohibitions under the Act. In section 5 of the Act 
there is a prohibiticn against the manufacture of 
Arms, but these E.irpans are not subject to that pro
hibition. I, therefore, consider and hold that Ganesha 
Singh by manufacturing these Kirpans has committed 
no offence. 

The learned Public Prosecutor, while arguing the 
case before me, laid stress on the words 'possessed or 
carried by a Sikh,' and argues that the prohibition 
against manufacturing is not excluded, since the 
Kirpans have to be possessed or carried by Sikhs. 
I cannot agree with· the argument, since the schedule 
shows that all prohibitions under the Act are excluded. 

For the above reasons this appeal is accepted, 
and Ganesha Singh is acquitted and released. Fine, 
if recovered. will be refunded. The Kirpans, c:tc., 
confiscated by the Magistrate, will be returned to 
Ganesha Singh on the expiry of the term of appeal or 
the decision of appeal, if any be made against this 
judgment." 

In fact the Government did not know its own 
case about the Kirpan question. The Government 
was yet undecided as to whether the manufacture of 
Kirpans was an offence or not. In answer to a ques
tion in the Punjab Council the Hon'ble Sardar Sundar 
Singh Majithia said on 31st July, 1922: ''The manu
facture of Kirpans has been treated as subject to 
the provisions of the law applicable to swords, but 
doubt has been raised as to the applicability of these 



FREEDOM OF THE KIRPAN 215 

prov1s1ons Lo /{ irpans and the Government is taking 
steps to 0btain a judicial decision on the point." In 
the meanwhile Sikhs, like Sardar Kha-rak Singh, had to 
rot in jail. The same member also stated that up to 
the beginning of June, 1922, "there had been 68 per
sons arrested, 66 brought to trial and 40 convicted 
during the previous twelve months for keeping, selling 
or manufacturing kirpans or weapons passing as such. 
Eighteen persons were. still under trial.'' Read with 
this the statement of Government made in the begin
ning of \farch, 1922, that "for about 8 months past 
no Sikh has been arrir-;ted for wearing a sword or 
Kirpan." and then say how many had been punished 
in this connection and in how many months. 

Fram 1925, when the Gurdwara Act was passed 
and the direct clash between the Government and the 
Sikhs ceased. there has been peace over the Kirpan 
'luestion. But the same trouble, as described 
above, can arise any moment, if the good relations 
existing between the two parties are suspended. In 
Born bay and other distant provinces Kirpan cases 
still crop up now and then which show that the 
liberty of the Kirpan is not completely won. 



MODERN DIFFICULTIES OF SIKHISM 

l. CONCERNING PANTHIC ORGANISATION 

The present is a time of revival ; and, as during 
the time of their fall Sikhs had completely forgotten 
themselves, they have now to rediscover practically 
all their institutions. They are availing themselves 
of the tradition, imperfectly preserved in the army 1 

or at the taltlzts, which are the traditional seats of 
religious authority at Amritsar, Anandpur, Patna, and 
Nander (Deccan), or as recorded in the Rahatnamas 
and other historical literature ; but the material 
available is very scanty and there is great scope for 
the use of imagination in reconstructing the past 
tradition. There be.ipg a great lack of education 
among the Sikhs, their imagination is not always used 
to the best advantage in the work of reconstruction, 
and there being no one central body to give unity and 
coherence to their religious decisions, there are 
appearing among certain impatient reformers some 
very strange and anomalous customs and institutions 
quite alien to the liberal spirit of the Khalsa. But 
the mass of the intelligent leaders are wisely checking 
themselves from any hasty reform of the doctrine, 
and are very busy in promoting mass education and 
temple reform, and in trying to secure a central re
presentative body for, all Sikhs. They have made 
great stri?e~ in education and their progre~s in this 
direction, 1f 1t were unchecked by the Educational De
partment, woul? be very _rapid. As a result of st~ong 
agitation, carried on with unprecedented sacrifice, 
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,l1cy hav_; obtained control over most of the historical 
Curdwar.1s, or t1:;111ples. and have secured a law to 
help thun to obtain cu11trol over the remaining ones, 
whose: possession is yet disputed. To exercise this 
control. they have been provided with a central 
assembly. f,<:!el)' elc:cted \\'ith the vote of every adult 
~ikh, 111:111 and wo11ia11. The right of vote accorded to 
women is likely to produce most far-reaching results, 
as this gives them a share in the deliberations of the 
l1iglic~t association of th.! community in charge of the 
temples and the ritual. This association, however, has 
only a limited scope of ~vork, and cannot guide and 
contrnl all tile activities of the Panth. And the Sikhs 
are in several minds as to whether they should have 
another associatio:1 1 wielding a higher and more 
comprehensive . authority, or they should content 
themselves with the one already obtained for the 
control of Gurdwaras. 

The question of having a supreme Panthic body 
is most important. At tbe death of th~ast Guru, 
Guru Gobind Singh, when the Sikhs got spiritual 
home rule and, wielding the power and authority of 
the Panth, became masters of their own destiny, they 
had to dispense with the personal leadership of one 
man. It was inevitable that, for the exercise of 
corporate authority, they should create for themselves 
a central body; but somehow it has not been possible 
for them up to this day to succeed in providing 
themselves with this most elementary necessity. In 
the beginning, when they were left to themselves, 
they \oosely foll,owed the Greek method of the direct 
partici}Jation of every individual in the counsels of 
the P.1ntli, and for this purpose had yearly or half
Yearly gatherings of the Sarbat Khalsa (the whole 
people) at the Akal Takht. When persecutions be
came rife, however, these meetings were impossible, 
a.nd the authority came to rest solely in the .~kal 
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Takht. During the rule of the :Vlissals the uumbers 
of the Sarbut /{}111/sa became unwieldy and it was 
necessary to h:1\·,· "ome system of represeutation; 
but the general ignorance and the newly-acquired lust 
for power had corrupted the democratic gen;us of the 
people, and there appeared on tlie seene a man oi 
supreme influence in the person of Kanjit Singh, 
whose ambition was to gin: the Sikhs an empire 
similar in power and dignity to that of the ~logu]s 
and whose imperialism did not encourage him to 
think along the lines of representative institutions. 
During his time no central association or parliament 
was possible. The people in the meanwhile had lost 
all hold on the first principles of Sikhism, what to 
say of its institutions, and, when their rule was sup
planted by the British, they were too degenerate and 
broken-hearted to think of representative assemblies. 
With the coming of education and a knowledge of 
Western iustitutions, the Sikhs too began to form 
diwans, or ass'ociations. to take in hand the work of 
education and social and religious reform. Owing, 
however, to the instinctive self-assertion of the Sikhs 
and to the lack of a wholesale awakening among 
them, which could be possible only with mass edu
cation, no one association was able to take the central 
place among them. The suffering of the six years 
(1921-26), however, has welded them together as 
nothing else did before, and in matters of religion 
they have learnt to obey one central body. The 
new law of temples has given them, lor the first time 
in their history, an association representative of 
their whole comrrrnni\y: but: as I have said before, it 
cannot take the place of the central ho<ly, which 
should wield the whflle authority of the Panth. 

Should they have a separate body for this pur
pose ? There is some difficulty in achieving this. 
The main point at issue is whether politics should or 
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should not be included in the scope of its work. In 
order to make this difficulty of the Sikh organisation 
clear it is necessary to throw some light on its re
lation with the State. Guru Gobind Singh at a time 
of peace had exhorted his Sikhs to recognise the 
house of Bahar as supreme in worldly power, just as 
they recognised the house of Guru Nanak as supreme 
in religion. (Vichitra Natak, XI I I. 9). Yet, owing to 
certain unfortunate developments in history, the 
constitution of the Panth does not contemplate the 
acceptance of superiority of any earthly power outside 
its pale. During the last 300 years, during which 
their institutions have grown and developed, the Sikhs 
have seldom had any chance to work in co-operation 
with any government other than their own. Either 
they have been in conflict with the ruling powers or 
they have been ruling themselves.* It is only since 
1849 that they have had occasion to serve under a 
friendly government. But then they have had no poli
tical status of their own, nor have they been fully self
conscious. It is only quite recently that they have 
witnessed the growth of their institutions to their 
full stature, and with it has come the old conflict. 
The Sikhs mu!:'t boldly face the fact that their organi
sation, if revived strictly on its original lines, must 
clash with the government of the land, or, for !hat 
matter, with any other organii;ation th_at is n~t Sikh. 
For each Sikh, having personal relations with th_e 
Panth as Guru. must in all cases give his first obedi
ence to it. Therefore, ,1 hcnever · there is a difference 
with anv bod,· other tlr;.i 11 the Panth. there is no pos
sibility ·of ca'mpro 111 i,,ing the Panth. a:; it would bt.! 

*Even Maharaja. Hanjit Sinisi, sometimes fnuutl hirnst•lf in ver'.-' 
awlcwarcl situations when the .\-kalis wanted to asst'rl the la"'. fll th e 
Pan th iigainst him. liut he knew how to get nvn the,c difticult1<:5 
by humouring the Akal is •uHl keeping np the f,·rms o( the Pa.nlbtc 

''"'· 
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lowering the flag of Guru Gobind Singh. Tl1:s gin:s 
strength and makes the Sikhs unbending under tht: 
stress of greatest suffering; but it also obliges them 
to be uncompromising whcneve1· their collective will 
expressed in RUrmatta form is oppo~ed to anotl1er 
will. This is all right in religion, \\ hich admits <•I 

no conscious compromises with 011tf;iders, because 
there we have to deal with doctrir:es and dogmas 
which are exclusive and fixed; out in pnlitics or 
other worldly matters, \\'Lcre things an· not abso
lutely sectarian but have to be shared in common 
with others, and where the co-operation of other 
communities is ess~ntial. an unt:ompromising attitude 
does· not always succeed. and has ol ten to be modified 
to suit the conveniences and prejudic-es of others. 
But a grirma.•ta is a gurmatta, and ha\"ing onre re
ceived the sanction of the Guru Panth admits of no 
give-and-take from any 11on-Sikh P''" er. Thi~ \Vas 
exemplified during the Akali agitation, wht·n tht Sikh 
leaders could not hold any direct communication with 
the Gov[•rnmcnt on the question of till~ Gurdwara 
Hill, because a g11111ia1ti1; to thl~ effLc-t that unless 
prisoners ',\ ere rt-leased first no talk was to be held 
with the Government. stood in their way. Thi~ 
created differences. because most of the leaders 
were convinced of th1~ futility of the resolution, 
and therefore in the end, after much suffering, they 
had to resort to indirect nc~otiations wi1 h · th·e 
Government. Hence most of the compromisis made 
with the Govenrn·<>11t wne sen, L t ntered into hy lhf' 
leaders. b11t k•·pt veilrl f:orr, tl:L· (:yC's of the gt=ne:ral 
public .. to C'S''nrw fro11. tli,· c::ignw of lowerin~ the pres
ti;e of the p1r111otla. 1 his is rcsrcrisible for the 
present split betwcc••; the ~ikh mciss,·s. who: foll<Jwing 
the old spiriL are uncompromising, and thtir more 
intelligent leaders, who see reason in making com
promises for the Pa nth. when necessary, even when 
the letter of the g,rrmattas st;mus in their way. , 
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The best way out of the difficulty would be to 
modify the constitution in the ligbt of the pre;;ent 
circumstances, to confine the g11rm,1tta only to tho:::e 
111attcrs which are strictly religious and to separate 
from them the political rnattt:rs, for which mere 
mattas or resolutio11s carrying more earthly prestige 
should be passed. Two main circumstances justify 
this change. In the first place, our political outlook 
has clrnnged radically since tbe days when the 
foundations of the Panth were laid. In those days 
the Khalsa was completely independent: God aho,·e 
and the Panth below, with no earthly power to inter
vene. Now even the most free-minded Sikh is in 
favour of the British connection, or at least in favour 
of swaraj. which means the rule not of the Sikhs 
alone, but of all Indians-Hindu, i\luslim, Christian 
and Sikh. In those days the country could belong 
to one party only, either Hindu, or Sikh or Muslim: 
but now patriotism has changed its meaning, and has 
come to include love for the rights of other communi
ties besides our own. Many questions which were 
supposed to belong exclu:;ively to the Sikh community 
are now of equal concern to other communities as 
well, and have therefore passed out of the jurisdic
tion of the Panth. The question of the Punjabi 
language, for example, which the Sikhs had made a 
particular concern of their own, must now passon to 
some society representing the Hindus, Muslims and 
Sikhs There was a time when, on a complaint 
heing receiveci from a Brahmin that his wife had 
been taken awav bv the .1\awah of Kasur. the Missals 
g-athered at o~ce 'at the Akal Takht, espoused the 
cause of the afflicted lrn,,band, and sent out an ex
pedition to avenge the wrong and restore the bride. 
If such a case occurred now it would have to he 
handed over to the police : that is, the authority of a 
separate power other than that of the Pnnth must he 
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recognised to deal with it. Many troubles are des
tined to arise between the Government and the Sikhs 
unless this distinction is recognised, and the sooner 
the better. The leaders of Sikh thought owe it as a 

duty to their community to disillusion the masses 
and lay before them clearly the definite change that 
has been brought about in their political conceptions, 
and the consequent necessity of recognising a change 
in the ideas of their Panthic organisation. 

2. CONCERNING SECTS 

The belief of the Sikhs that "there shall be one 
Guru, one \Vord and only one Interpretation"* does 
not allow them-at least theoretically- to have any 
sects among them. Sects arise in those religions 
where no arrangement is made to secure the perma
nency of Guruship. When the founder dies, leaving 
nothing behind but his Word, he begins to be 
interpreted differently by his followers, and in the 
course of time sects arise as a result of these 
differences. In Sikhism, however, a peculiar arrange
ment was made by which no differences were to be 
allowed in doctrine or its interpretation. The Guru 
was always one, and always alive. This was not 
possible physically. So it was designed that with the 
change of the Guru the spirit should not change. 
"The spirit was the same, and so was the method ; 
the Master merely changed hi!:' body·• ( Va,· Satta). 
As long as the Gurus were personally present they did 
not allow any change in the doctrine, nor did they 
allow any new centres to be formed within the pale 
of Sikhism. Whenever ,1nybody tried to found a 
schism, he and his followers were thrown out. That 
was the fate of the :\fina~, • 1:hirmalias. Ramraiyas, 
etc. After the death of Guru Gobind Singh the whole 
Sikh community, as a collective nnit, was inve5ted 

*Guru Amar Das in V(lr ,<.,'orufh. 
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-.\"ith th,, authority of the Guru, and was to guide 
irseli in the light of the \Vord incorporated in the 
i-loly c;ranth. It meant that the Word for the guidance 
of the comm•Jnity was the same as before, only its 
interi'ret<'.r had changed his body. Instead of being 
one pc:r:;on he had assumed the shape of a corporate 
body, called the Panth (see pages 56-58). 

Owing to certain historical causes this principle 
of Pauthic Guruship has had no chance of working 
effectively, with the result that many sects have arisen 
in Sikhism, and the Sikhs do not know what to do 
with them. If after Guru Gobind Singh the Sikhs 
had instituted a central assembly to exercise the right 
of personal guidance in the name of the Guru, there 
would have been no differences in interpretation, and 
no sects would have been formed round those inter
pretations. But there being no central authority to 
check or control, unite or coordinate, there have 
arisen certain orders of preachers or missionaries 
who in the course of time have assumed the form of 
sects. Such are the Udasis, Nirmalas, Sewapanthis, 
Namdharis, Nirankaris, etc. 

What is to be done with them ? lf the Sikhs 
exercise their collective authority in the name of the 
Panth as Guru, they cannot tolerate the existence 
of separate cent_res, having their_ own Gurus and their 
own interpretations of the doctrine. If, on the other 
hand they allow the schisms to continue unchecked, 
thei/own authority, their own principle of Panthic 
Guruship is undermined, and they can make no pro
gress with uncertain or divided doctrine. 

In rny view the remedy is not to throw out all 
those who differ from the Singh Sabha form of 
Sikhism, but to tolerate their differences for some 
time until we are able to remove the cause which has 
.,iven rise to these sects. We should give a definite 
:hape to the principle of Panthic Guruship, which 
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has been so long kept in abeyance. Let us recogn isc 
one bodv as the central authority for the whole com
munity.' Is it to be the S.G.P.C. or the Chief Khalsa 
Diwan? If no agreement is possible on any one of 
these, then a separate body should be created to 
assume the accredited position of the Guru Pan th, 
which alone can claim the allegiance of the who!~ 
community. ~any of the existing sects will not be 
able to reconcile themselves to the rule of the 
s. G. P. C., which as custodian cf temples may ha\'e 
"iven them many a cause of difference. Even the 
b • 
reformed sections of the cornmumty may find some 
differences with the S. G. P. C. ,vhich, cannot be ex
pected to be as zealous for e~ect_ing reforms· in the 
ritual as the reformers would ltke 1t to be. The Com
mittee should therefore be a mere custodian of 
temples and should not be burdened with the additional 
work of deciding the questions of doctrine for the 
Panth. If it is invested with th<:! sanctity of the Gum 
Panth, it becom~s too powerfol to ~are for any 
criticism of its work as·manager of temples and their 
property. It should not be deprived of the sense of 
respor1sibility to some authority outside its own con
stitution. This authority should be of an independent 
body, which should derive its power, 11ot from the 
wealth of Gnrdw,Has. or influence with the Govern 
ment, or ,111y association with politics. but from the 
coniidence placed in it Ii\· the community through its 
accredited r,~presentatives. 

This bodr should not concern itself with the 
failings or differenu.-; of the so-called sects, except 
,..,,.hen t!1e 0 e faili11~'.S take thi: form of µositivc dese
cration of Guru Granth 0 Sahib or c1nything else that 
is sacred. Let the Sikh principles be i1rtegrated 
through preaching, constant co-operation through 
liason bodies like the All-Sects Conierence, and 
mutual love and toleration. The central body, above 
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_mentioned, should pllblish a book of Sikh doctrines, 
well-authen_ticated with quotations from Sikh Scrip• 
tures and history. It should also prepare a standard 
history of the Sikhs from Guru Nanak do\\'n to the 
present day. These publications and the preaching 
base:i on them will level down all differences which 
justify the existc~nce of sects, and then "there shall be 
one Guru, one \\lord and only one Interpretation," 
as designed by the Gurus. 

3. CONCER'.'JING NEW NEEDS OF 
MIS:,IQNARY WORK 

The standardisation of the Sikh doctrine is ne
cessary not only for unifying the different Sikh 
clements, but also for organising missionary work 
beyond the borders of the Panjab. In fact no serious 
attempt has b~en made, since the days of the 
Gurus, to spread their message outside the Panjab. 
All sporadic attempts made to l'Stablish connections 
with Bombay and l\lalabar have come to nothing. 
The cause may be that the bodies responsible for 
these campaigns were not very serious in under
taking the work. Or it may be that their 
engagements in other spheres, or riv:ilries with other 
local associations did not allow their best men to 
leave the Panjab. The failure in the case of ~falabar 
has a special significance. About five hundred men 
~nd women from that region were converted to Si½h• 
ism, and were baptised at the Akal Takht with 
the ceremony conducted in English. They were 
sent away to their province with the good wishes of 
the whole Panth, but in a short time almost all of 
them went back to their old faith. The reason was 
that they could not be provided with any spiritual 
outfit, such as the daily prayers done in their own 
tongue. No Gurdwara was provided. Hut even if 
one had been built for them, what programme could 
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they have followed in it? Which Scripture was to be 
installed therein ? \Vhat music, what prayer ? 

Here is the crux of the matter. As long as 
Sikhism had to deal with people whose language was 
akin to Panjabi or Hindi, it had all possibilities of 
advance. But as soon as it came in contact with 
people who could not be approached in the original 
language of the Sikh Scripture, the attempt failed, 
because those responsible for the missionary work 
were not vet certain whether they could use trans
lations in place of the original. This is the problem. 
Can i\Ialayalam, or for that matter any other 
language, serve the purpose of the Guru·s \\lord? 
If Sikhism is to go to America or England, which 
language is to be use~ by the new c?nverts, En~lis? 
or Panjabi? They will have !o rec1~e prayers rnd1-
vidually, and approach God 1~ t_he1~ own tongu:. 
How can their prayer be realistic 1f they offer 1t 
in the original Panjabi or Hindi ? 

But the difficulty is: Will the translation of the 
Guru's Word convey to them its whole content? 
Can the whole commtihity, especially those who live 
in the Panjab, accept the translation with the same 
faith and reverence as they have been showing to the 
original? Will not different renderings create con
fusion in the Sikh world? · 

The answer to t~ese pertinent questions depends 
on what our concept10n 1s of the 'inspiration• of the 
Word. ~oes the inspira_tion apply to the letter or to 
the mean mg ? If we believe in the verbal inspiration 
of the <?urn's Word, then it is impossible to take 
tran~lat1ons. as of equal efficacy with the original. 
!3ut 1£ we thrnk that the idea lying behind the Word 
ts sacred, then tranblations can be allowed. From 
this point of view, the divine ldea which the Guru 
shares w!th God is immor!al; and the clothing of the 
Idea, which the Guru has in common with humanity, 
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is morLal, changeable and liable to grow strange and 
obsolete in a few lifetimes. 'For the immortal puts 
on mortality when great conceptions are clothed in the 
only garment ever possible-in terms whose import 
and associations are fixed by the form and pressure of 
an inexorably passing time.' Sikhism is for all time, 
:rnd so i;; the Guru's utterance: but the language in 
which it is couched will become dead even to us 
Panjabis in a few generations. What shall we do 
tll•..:n? We shall have to translate it. Then why 
should we not allow it to reach distant people in 
their own language? 

The Guru himself believed in making transla
tions. Guru Arjun, while preparing Guru Granth 
Sahib as the scripture of Sikhs, laid down an injunc
tion for his followers that they were to translate the 
Holy Volume into Indian and foreign languages s? 
that it night spread over the whole world as ml 

spreads over water.*-

,e:r. " . 
,,/.· , ... \. 

, ' I . 

!_ 

*Suraj PrakQ.8h, Ras 111· 
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