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Man of the Century*



Sikhism in its brief history of a little over five centuries has faced numerous challenges, social and political as well as ideological. This was to be expected, since Guru Nanak launched his revolution by challenging the prevailing unjust social and political order which sanctioned and perpetuated inequality, exploitation and injustice. The movement continued in relative peace with no visible confrontation with the State or the political authority during the sixteenth century. Early in the seventeenth century, however, the Imperial Government of the time saw the political potential of the movement, and considering it a threat to its authority, adopted a policy of ‘nipping the evil in the bud.’ The martyrdom of Guru Arjun Dev, encounters of Guru Hargobind with the Mughal Forces, the martyrdom of Guru Tegh Bahadur, and Guru Gobind Singh’s battles with the State armies clearly show the intentions and the policy of the rulers. These events also leave no doubt about the determination of the Gurus and their followers to continue the fight against injustice and oppression to a successful conclusion undaunted by any odds. During this period, the movement was led by the Gurus themselves. The seventeenth century saw the worst repression of Sikhs. Although early in this century, Sikhs, under Banda Singh Bahadur, had established their authority over large parts of North India, the situation did not last long. Banda was captured and beheaded in Delhi along with seven hundred devoted Sikhs. Sikhs were declared outlaws, and a price was put on every Sikh head. It was the declared policy of the state to exterminate the ‘Nanak panthis’, root and branch. The policy was followed vigorously and enthusiastically by the State functionaries, and there were official pronouncements a couple of times to the effect that Sikhs had been liquidated and that there were no Sikhs left any more. It is on record that one time there were only two thousand Sikhs left in the jungles of Kahnuwan Marsh lands. But the Sikhs survived, and the Khalsa produced men who kept the flag flying. Banda Singh, Jassa Singh Ahluwalia and Kapur Singh were among the men of the century. Through their sacrifices and able guidance, they led the Panth to power and greatness. Leaders of the Misls made their contribution. Ultimately, it was Maharaja Ranjit Singh who consolidated the scattered forces, and set up a formidable empire in the Punjab and the neighbouring areas of North India. These were the men of the eighteenth century. The Panth touched the height of political prowess and glory in the first half of the nineteenth century.

In the second half of the last century, Sikhs not only lost this hegemony due to treachery of some leaders but also faced new threats and challenges to their very existence as a distinct and independent faith. This challenge came from foreign missionaries, who established themselves under the protective wings of the British rulers, the Arya Samaj and the Ahmadiyas. The ideological danger was far more serious than the political danger. But the attack was met adequately by men of humble origin like Gyani Ditt Singh, who stemmed the tide and kept the Panth on its rails. They may justifiably be called the men of the nineteenth century.

The ideological challenge was revived almost a century later, when again a group of missionaries mounted their attack. They started a Christian Centre of Sikh Studies at Batala. It needs to be noted that the Christian missionaries considered Sikh Studies more important than studies on Christianity. Why were they more interested in Sikh studies? That is quite clear from their activities and the publications of those who organised the Centre. Their object was to discover or invent holes or vulnerable areas in the Sikh ideology, which could be exploited to push their own faith. Apparently, they could not find anything lacking in the teachings of the Gurus. But that did not deter them. They could certainly invent something to mislead the masses and the simple Sikhs of the rural areas. That also did not work, for, Guru Nanak had ingrained the lesson in their minds that man would be judged in God’s Court on the basis of his own deeds. They would not, therefore, accept any notion of a Prophet having paid for their sins and that they should, therefore, accept him as their saviour. The missionaries, however, did not give up. They brought out a series of books misrepresenting the Sikh doctrines and distorting Sikh history, using language that confused not only the common man, but even some scholars who did not have a strong Sikh background. Although the writings of these self-appointed interpreters of Sikhism struck at its very roots, they were hailed as genuine scholars of Sikhism by some Sikhs and one of our Universities, set up to propagate the universal message of Guru Nanak, even honored one of them with a doctorate ‘honoris causa.’ Not only did they co-operate with their killers, they even expressed their gratitude for striking deadly blows. 

Let us recall some of the things these ‘missionary friends’ have been saying about Sikhism:



“Guru Nanak did not found a new religion. He was only a part of the Indian Bhakti movement. He preached what could be considered an amalgam of Vaishnavism and Nathism or Nirgun Sampradya. He was a Hindu, and only wanted to reform Hinduism by removing some of its undesirable features like the caste system. Even in this task, he and the subsequent Gurus were not serious, since they did not make any Jat as Guru. Although Guru Nanak preached against ritualism and pilgrimage, his successors undid everything and introduced new rituals and established places of pilgrimage. Guru Nanak was a pacifist and stressed interiority of religion. He did not approve of the use of force even for a just cause. Militancy in Sikhism came due to large scale influx of Jats into its fold during the Guruship of Guru Arjun, and Guru Hargobind was forced to accept the policy to accommodate his new disciples. Certainly, it was not his own choice. Later the keshas, the kirpan and other K’s were also introduced in the Sikh Rahit by the Jats. Guru Gobind Singh did not issue any such command. There is no historical evidence that Guru Gobind Singh created the Khalsa and administered amrit to the Five Piaras on the Baisakhi day of 1699. There is no authentic bir of Guru Granth Sahib. The bir at Kartarpur is a copy in which changes have been made to suit later requirements of the Panth. Guru Arjun performed the mundan ceremony of his son (Guru) Hargobind, and composed a hymn on that occasion which was included in the Aad Granth. This hymn was obliterated by Sikhs, since it did not fit into the later system which banned shaving. Guru Arjun or Guru Tegh Bahadur did not become martyrs for any spiritual or religious cause. They were just murdered. Sikhs are Hindus. The Singh Sabha Movement in the last century was not a revival. They introduced a new brand of Sikhism which had nothing to do with the teachings of Guru Nanak. It was they who installed the Granth Sahib as Guru. Guru Gobind Singh had issued no such command. It was they who foisted the Khalsa Rahit on the Sikhs. Guru Gobind Singh had nothing to do with it. Sikhs and Hindus had lived in amity for ages. Bhai Kahn Singh, by writing the booklet “Ham Hindu Nahin” (We are not Hindus) ruined the relations between the two communities, and derailed the Panth. Sikhs have always worshipped and continue to worship Sakhi Sarvar, Gugga Pir, ancestors, etc., as much as their Gurus. And so on ...”

The Christian missionaries started as early as 1968 with their first book “Guru Nanak and His Religion.” The campaign of mis-representation of Sikhism, and distortion of its history and ideology has continued unabated ever since. In fact it has been intensified, because the group has been able to hire some mercenaries with outward appearance of Sikhs to do the job. They have been awarded university degrees and even appointed to Chairs of Sikh Studies created in some universities in USA and Canada with contributions from unsuspecting Sikhs.

Sardar Daljeet Singh was the first to see through this. He took notice of the 1968 publication, and could see that more was coming. He approached the Universities in Punjab to do something about the damage that was being caused through the activities of the missionary group. It is a sad commentary, however, that the learned scholars and professors did not raise even their little finger to halt the campaign of mis-information against the Sikh religion. Instead they were happy that some white men were doing research on Sikhism, and they organised functions to honour the missionaries.

When efforts to wake our own scholars failed, Sardar Daljeet Singh took the challenge on himself. He had retired from a distinguished career in the Indian Administrative Service in 1969, the year Guru Nanak’s 500th birth anniversary was being celebrated all over the world. He committed himself completely to the cause of Sikh Studies. He discussed the challenge with his friends and other like-minded people, particularly Sardar Jagjit Singh, and Justice Gurdev Singh, who was then President of the Academy of Sikh Religion and Culture, Patiala. The result was the publication of the now well known book “Perspectives on the Sikh Tradition”, edited by Justice Gurdev Singh and published by the Academy. In this book, leading Sikh scholars, including Sardar Daljeet Singh, Dr Ganda Singh, Dr Hari Ram Gupta, Sardar Jagjit Singh, and others, completely demolish the formulations of the missionaries, mentioned in this note. To complete the rebuttal, Sardar Daljeet Singh wrote his book “Authenticity of Kartarpuri Bir,” after a thorough study of it. The book is a masterpiece of research and scientific investigation which leaves no doubt about the authenticity of the Bir. 

That was not, however, the end of the struggle. The malefactors spread their tentacles internationally, and found traitors and mercenaries who had no love for Sikhism, although they went about as Sikhs. The attacks intensified. These had to be met on a more organised basis. So, the now too familiar Institute of Sikh Studies was established at Chandigarh in 1989 to take up the challenge. Sardar Daljeet Singh was the founder member and he continued to be the guiding spirit of the Institute until his death. Readers are aware of the record of the activities of the Institute. The Institute started a bi-annual research journal “Abstracts of Sikh Studies” in 1991, which has been covering latest research on Sikhism and dealing with all current issues of importance to Sikh religion and philosophy. The Institute has also published a respectable body of literature in the form of books and pamphlets which provides authentic information on Sikhism, and, which has exposed the designs of enemies of Sikhism. As a result, some of the pseudo-scholars have been brought to book, summoned at the Akal Takht, indicted and awarded tankhah. The Sikh community is now alert as never before. Professional scholars seem to have their compulsions. Amateur scholars have, however, taken up the challenge to Sikh identity.

Although Sardar Daljeet Singh had to devote a major part of his time and effort to answer critics of Sikhism, it would be wrong to conclude that his role was purely defensive. He made tremendous contribution not only towards understanding the Sikh ideology, but also towards comparative study of religion. He isolated the major elements of religion, and standardised a methodology for systematic study of religious faiths. He used it himself to demonstrate what each religious tradition stands for. On this basis, he showed how Sikhism differs from other religions on the concept of the Ultimate Reality, goals of the spiritual seeker, methodology to achieve the goals and the overall worldview. He thus established the ideological identity of Sikhism as never before. This will go down in the history of religious thought as a major contribution.

Some of the features of Sikhism highlighted in Sardar Daljeet Singh’s writings are reproduced below:

A Whole-life Religiontc "A Whole-life Religion"
Religious faiths are broadly divided into two major categories, viz., whole-life religions and dichotomous or salvation religions. The former cover the entire gamut of human activities, take the world as real, and advocate full participation in life, individual as well as social. The latter regard the world as an illusion or unreal, or an entanglement or a suffering. Their aim is to liberate man from the world through monastic or ascetic practices for his personal salvation, with no concern for society, and little role for morality or ethics. Sikhism clearly belongs to the category of whole-life religions and, thus, has nothing in common with any of the earlier Indian systems which are dichotomous, and which advocate the goal of personal salvation.

Goal Of Lifetc "Goal Of Life"
Traditionally, the goal of spiritual effort of man has been considered to be attainment of eternal bliss, liberation of the soul, merger with the Ultimate Reality, or attainment of Heaven after death. Guru Nanak gave an entirely different goal for the spiritual seeker, viz., that of a sachiara or gurmukh, who recognises the Altruistic Will of Waheguru, or the Wonderful Creator, and not only accepts it, but makes positive efforts towards its operation as His instrument. The mystic experience of Guru Nanak saw God as Love. In His love He created the universe and human beings. In His love He looks after His creation and is immanent in it. He is the Loving Father. He is the True King, and ensures justice and equality to all. While He loves everybody, He also punishes the oppressors and perpetrators of cruelty and injustice. A gurmukh serves His Will actively. He is not motivated by any selfish goal of personal salvation or personal bliss. He does not believe in nothingness as implied in nirvan, or merger as advocated by some religious leaders.

Sikh Hermeneuticstc "Sikh Hermeneutics"
Some scholars have succeeded in creating confusion over interpretation of the Guru’s message. Taran Singh suggests six different parnalis. On the basis of different interpretations, McLeod lists several categories of Sikhs. He has gone to the ridiculous length of saying that even patits are a category of Sikhs, which is clearly a contradiction in terms. Sardar Daljeet Singh was very clear that there are no two categories of Sikhism. There is only one Sikhism which is explained clearly in Gurbani, and demonstrated by Guru Nanak in ten different human forms over a period of 239 years of history to furnish guidance for individual as well as collective conduct in diverse situations. The shabad embodied in Guru Granth Sahib is the Guru. Everything has to be tested on this touchstone, and anything not approved by Gurbani cannot be accepted as part of Sikhism.

Martyrdomtc "Martyrdom"
Martyrdom is in-built in Sikhism, Guru Nanak calls life a ‘game of love.’ He says:

If the game of love excites you, 

Enter my lane with thy head on thy palm.

When you step on this path, 

Offer your head and entertain no fear or second thoughts.
You can participate in this game, only if you have killed your ego. Guru Nanak says: “Ego stands between man and God.” After death of ego, there are no more deaths; an egoless person does not care for his own comfort, to him all is God’s sweet Will. That is why he can love and care for others to the extent of giving his own life for justice to them. When you love somebody, you cannot be a passive witness to excesses being committed on him. You have to enter the battle against injustice which may demand your life. And for a Sikh of the Guru, there is no going back. Martyrdom as a concept or ideal was unknown in earlier Indian history. Even the word shahid is not Indian in origin. The Gurus gave us this great gift of martyrdom. Guru Arjun became the first martyr in our history to be followed by Guru Tegh Bahadur and the long chain of the Gurus’ disciples who laid down their lives in the cause of love and justice.

Dasam Granthtc "Dasam Granth"
One thing that exercised his mind during the last days of his life was the controversy over the Dasam Granth. He wrote an article on the history of the granth, which we published in the July 1994 issue of the Abstracts. In that article, he showed that the compilation that goes under the name Dasam Granth, was in fact never made by the Tenth Master himself. It appeared a few decades after his demise. He was very clear that while the granth contains, inter alia, some bani of the Tenth Master, there are compositions which cannot be considered his creation. He strongly believed that portions that sanctioned avtaarvad, or promoted worship of gods and goddesses, or eulogised indulgence in mundane activities, cannot be attributed to Guru Gobind Singh, since these notions are opposed to the teachings embodied in the Guru Granth Sahib, which is the eternal and living Guru of the Sikhs, appointed by Guru Gobind Singh himself. Sardar Daljeet Singh wanted the controversy to be resolved by the Panth at
the highest level. Otherwise, some of the concepts introduced in the granth, could do incalculable harm to the integrity of the faith and the future of the Sikh Panth.

Sikh Theory of Evolutiontc "Sikh Theory of Evolution"
Sardar Daljeet Singh’s interpretation of the Guru’s theory of evolution shows his deep understanding of Gurbani. He had grasped the Guru’s message as very few others have done. According to Gurbani, man is not a born sinner or born out of sin. Neither is he condemned to doom. The Gurus explain that under the influence of haumein (ego) man is at the manmukh stage, but is destined to reach the ultimate stage of a gurmukh, who has no ego and lives truthfully, carrying out the Altruistic Will of the Creator. Practice of Sikhism is a process of evolution from manmukh to gurmukh. Every seeker is destined to achieve the gurmukh stage. This offers hope to all, and lends optimism to the Sikh faith.

Naamtc "Naam"
In a brilliant exposition of the doctrine, he explains that Naam is not just muttering of a word, as alleged by some critics. It represents the immanence of the Creator in His creation. It leads to realisation of the Fatherhood of God and the consequent brotherhood of man. In fact, it is God’s love for man, which a Sikh is supposed to share.

It is difficult to give a comprehensive list of Sardar Daljeet Singh’s contributions to the field of Sikh Studies. Apart from his several articles and pamphlets, he produced the following major works on Sikhism:

Sikhism - A Comparative Study 

The Sikh Ideology 

Essentials of Sikhism 

Authenticity of Kartarpuri Bir
All these publications are landmarks in the history of Sikh Studies, and shall ever remain indispensable reference books for scholars. There is no doubt that Sardar Daljeet Singh ranks among the greatest exponents of Sikh philosophy.

Sardar Daljeet Singh came at a time comparable to the one, during the last century, when Giani Ditt Singh and his associates successfully faced the onslaught on Sikh ideology from hostile quarters. History has repeated itself during the present century, when again such elements raised their heads to confuse the common man about the nature of Sikhism, its goals and content, and to reduce it to a sect of Hinduism, or a syncretism of diverse faiths, with no original contribution. The challenge has been much more subtle and much better organised during the present century. Sardar Daljeet Singh was the man who stemmed the tide. It was he who not only alerted the Sikh nation, but also led a crusade against the threats, overt and covert, to its identity and survival. He was indeed the man of the century.
Let us dedicate ourselves to the cause that was so dear to Sardar Daljeet Singh, and to the objectives adopted by the Institute of Sikh Studies.  We have decided to give a permanent base to the Institute at Chandigarh.  It is heartening that the sangat of Kanthala has offered a suitable piece of land for this purpose.  It is now for lovers of Sikhism to raise a structure on this land, from where light of the Guru’s wisdom will spread into the surrounding darkness.  This will be the real obeisance to the Gurus and the embodiment of their holy spirit, Guru Granth Sahib.  With these words, we pay our homage to the Sardar.

