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A Real Saint*



Most people know Sardar Jagjit Singh as a historian, although professionally his discipline was chemistry, which he taught for several years at the Sikh National College, Lahore, before partition. He was an associate of Principal Niranjan Singh, widely respected for his saintly life, patriotism and commitment to the cause of independence of India. He was also very close to some top freedom fighters, particularly those of the Ghadr Party, including Baba Wasakha Singh of Dadehr. It was this association with the now well-known revolutionaries that inspired him to write his first book, Ghadr Party Lehr. This 740-page work, written in chaste Punjabi, is a unique contribution to the history of the Indian freedom struggle. It records a glorious chapter of our history and brings to light the marvellous exploits of Indians abroad, who, fired with the love of their motherland, returned to India, and suffering extreme hardships in a hostile environment, sacrificed their lives for the cause of India’s freedom. In an objective assessment of the Movement, Sardar Jagjit Singh says that “...it was the first organised national revolutionary movement run on non-communal and non-religious basis, which adopted the clear goal of a democratic republic for India, although the atmosphere within India at the time was vitiated by a communal mentality. This made it the most progressive movement of the time.” Earlier, a feeling of true nationalism was grossly wanting, and in fact in 1857 it did not exist at all. This movement also contributed the largest share of sacrifices in the form of life imprisonments, tortures and death penalties for the sacred cause. There is no doubt that although their efforts did not achieve success, yet they reached very close to it, and showed that given the required national support and international situation, it was possible to force the British to quit India much earlier through an armed revolt. But for this book, the memory of a large number of brave sons of India would have passed into oblivion. Thanks to Sardar Jagjit Singh, now their sacrifices will continue to inspire the generations to come for all times. Commenting on this book in the Hindustan Times, a reviewer described this book as a landmark in writing of history in Punjabi. 

His undertaking was, however, much more difficult in his second work, The Sikh Revolution. He accomplished the task so successfully that the title of the book has become almost synonymous with his name. Sardar Jagjit Singh clearly saw the seeds of a planned total revolution, spiritual, social as well as political, in the teachings of Guru Nanak, who replaced the traditional values of the caste system and negative ascetic view of life with a craving for a life of honour, justice and equality. He says, “Sikhism took a comprehensive and integrated view of religion. In its view, religion had to tackle all the challenges thrown up by the totality of life, because life could not arbitrarily be compartmentalized into religious, social and political segments. As such, the goal of religion was to bring about a change not only in the character of the individual but also in the socio-political environment which determined his development. It was to be a total freedom or transformation of both the man and his society. In other words, a change of the value patterns was as much necessary as the elimination of unjust social and political systems.” In this book, he has shown that the Sikh movement was a unique movement which differed from all other Indian religious movements, which virtually ignored social or political problems. “It was also different from all clannish, tribal, feudal or dynastic revolts, because not only was it an egalitarian social revolution, but it was a far more radical political revolution than the French Revolution (1783-1815).” In a following publication, In the Caravan of Revolutions, he has compared the Sikh revolution with some other famous revolutions in World history, particularly the French Revolution. He showed that the Sikh revolution was far more genuine, and that its impact was far more lasting and deeper, with lasting gains. He has also highlighted the plebeian nature of the Sikh revolution, which was virtually missing in the French Revolution, since French
political thinkers including Rousseau had shown little concern for the
lower classes. Even Martin Luther was politically conservative, and condemned German peasants. The Sikh Revolution, originally written in English, has been translated into Punjabi and Tamil. A Bengali translation is also in hand. 

In another book on Sikhism and Caste System (Punjabi), he has brought out the origin and salient features of the Indian caste system, and calls it a unique system evolved by human ingenuity to keep the lower classes in perpetual slavery with scriptural sanction. Guru Nanak was faced with the most formidable task of demolishing it among his followers. 

Yet another contribution by Sardar Jagjit Singh was his book, Perspectives on Sikh Studies, in which, besides the caste system, he deals with militarisation among Sikhs. This was written in response to some irresponsible and motivated views expressed by some self-proclaimed authorities on Sikhism, “...who failed to grasp the socio-political significance of the Sikh religion, and tried to cloud the genesis of the Sikh movement by suggesting that militarisation of the movement was initiated by the influx into it of a large number of Jats.” The implication is that it was not a decision of the Gurus, who allegedly believed in non-violence as a creed. The author has successfully refuted this view and has shown that “...militarisation was a logical development of the Sikh view of religion.” 

Sardar Jagjit Singh was extremely conscious of the large-scale mis-representation of Sikhs and Sikhism in India and abroad. While it partly sprang from ignorance, a large part of it was motivated. The propaganda was spearheaded by a particular group and was taking its toll among ignorant masses. The challenge was taken up by Sardar Jagjit Singh along with some other committed scholars like late Sardar Daljeet Singh and late Justice Gurdev Singh. The result was the publication of the book, Perspectives on the Sikh Tradition, by the Academy of Sikh Religion and Culture, Patiala, in the eighties, which successfully repulsed the attack. Sardar Jagjit Singh’s was a major contribution in this work.
To meet the challenge more effectively, the Institute of Sikh Studies, Chandigarh, was registered in 1989. Sardar Jagjit Singh was among the founder members and was its Vice-President until he died on 10th March 1997. He has been instrumental in the publication of a large number of scholarly works undertaken by the Institute, directing its policies and contributing views on various subjects. His passing away leaves a vacuum not only in the Institute, but in the community at large which will be difficult to fill for a long time. 

He was a real saint. He lived an extremely simple life. He was an embodiment of sweetness and humility which Guru Nanak describes as the essence of all virtues. He was most unassuming. Several honours came his way. He declined them all. With great difficulty, he was persuaded to accept the honour from the SGPC. He donated the money that went with the award to the Institute of Sikh Studies. He paid for most of his publications himself and distributed the books free. 

He was sympathetic, understanding and helpful to everybody. It was a pleasure and honour to sit with him and talk to him. Alas! He is no more in flesh and blood. We have to cherish his memories instead. His noble example will be a source of inspiration always.

While we pay our homage to this great sage, it seems necessary to refer to some of his last concerns.  He was keen that Sikh thought and history be preserved in its purest form.

While Guru Arjun Dev, in his great wisdom and grace, authenticated the Adi Granth, and closed doors to interpolation, enemies of Sikhism have not given up search for soft targets.  Dasam Granth is their favourite choice.  They attribute the entire anthology to Guru Gobind Singh to support their fantastic suggestions that Guru Gobind Singh was a worshipper of devi, and that his sole aim was to defend the Hindu dharma.  Sardar Jagjit Singh had come to the conclusion, after a careful study, that there were lots of interpolations in the text, so that large parts of the Granth ran contrary to the preachings of the earlier Gurus and even of Guru Gobind Singh himself.  Shortly before his death, he wrote his findings on the Origin and History of Dasam Granth.  He proved that the compositions included in it had been compiled several years after the demise of Guru Gobind Singh, and many of these lacked authenticity, and strike at the very roots of values preached by Guru Nanak.  Faith of a common Sikh in the Guru knows no limits.  He would accept anything that is passed on to him in the name of the Guru.  Questioning its authenticity is considered a sacrilege.  In this situation, it is the duty of Sikh scholars to take up this study and find the truth.  Sardar Jagjit Singh believed that interpolation was extensive, and was worried over its possible effects on the future of the Panth in the long run.  Therefore, he was keen to separate chaff from the grain.

Fortunately or unfortunately, the controversy has come to surface.  While it is almost agreed that compilation was not done during the lifetime of Guru Gobind Singh, opinions differ on the authorship or even approval of the Guru on some of its contents.  Some scholars have taken up the issue in print, while others demand action against critics.  Both positions arise from a deep commitment to the Guru.  It would be highly unfair to suspect the bona fides of proponents of either view.  It is a serious issue and demands a serious and dispassionate thought.  Scholars of all shades of opinion should sit together for detailed discussions before tempers get frayed.  SGPC should take the initiative required.  The exercise may be long and drawn out, but cannot be avoided and should not be postponed in the interest of the integrity of the Panth and the Sikh faith.  In the meantime, an appeal could be issued to avoid printing anything that could disturb peace and tranquillity of the Panth.  Sardar Jagjit Singh strongly believd that the only criterion to judge the authenticity or otherwise of a composition or a part thereof was the Adi Granth.  Anything that goes contrary to it, can only be spurious.  If scholars shed their prejudices and use this criterion, the issue can be settled without bitterness.

Let us accept this sane advice as a practical homage to the great Saint-Soldier-Scholar, Sardar Jagjit Singh, who expanded the horizons of our understanding of the Sikh philosophy and history to boundries hitherto unexplored.

