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Sikhism and Temporal Authority*
 


Sikhism is a whole-life religion laying emphasis on discharging one’s socio-moral responsibilities as a part of the spiritual progress of the individual. Since the former cannot be performed without, at times, confrontation with an unjust termporal authority, such activity and pursuits have always been considered a legitimate and vital function of a Sikh and Sikh society. In short, Sikhism is a Miri-Piri or a Sant-Sipahi religious system. This conviction is so deep-rooted among the masses, that any argument in its support or justification would appear wholly superfluous. This is evidenced and clear from the following couplet which is a part of the litany sung by every Sikh at all congregational prayers for the last three centuries: 

“Raj Karega Khalsa, aki rahe na koe;
Khwar hoe sabh milenge, bache sharan jo hoe.”1
This slogan has constantly reminded the followers of the Gurus of their social commitment, and has inspired Sikhs all through their history to struggle against injustice and oppression, and to make extreme sacrifices, unparalleled in history for the cause of bringing about a humanitarian socio-political order, based on equality and justice, as preached by the Gurus.

Yet, occasionally, a voice to the contrary is heard. From a non-Sikh, it could be understood, and even partly appreciated as an expression of concern over the seeming threat to his sovereignty, although, as would be explained later, it cannot be justified. But, when the objection issues from a member of the Sikh community itself, it questions the very philosophy of Sikhism, expressed through the doctrine of Miri-Piri, preached by Guru Nanak, symbolised by Guru Hargobind in two swords, and enjoined upon the Khalsa as a creed to be practised, by the Tenth Master. The opposition to investing the Khalsa with any degree of temporal involvement springs from the alleged desire of the critics to prevent the “pure stream of religion” from entering into the “muddy waters of politics,” borrowing the phrases from Jadu Nath Sarcar. There are a large number of hymns in the Guru Granth Sahib emphasising merit of Naam, out of which they pick up a few, and misinterpret them to support their stand. They forget that Sikhism is not a personal salvation religion, and that, apart from Naam Simran, Gurbani lays repeated stress on deeds and service to mankind. A few isolated incidents from history are sometimes picked up to show that the Gurus never approved of setting up a state for their followers. It is further argued that since the Gurus did not carve out any empire for themselves, they deprecated any such move for the Sikhs also. On the basis of such arguments, although with different motives, some of the critics have even expressed the view that the couplet “Raj Karega Khalsa ...” should be excluded from the litany, sung by every Sikh, sahjdhari or keshdhari, ever since the creation of the Khalsa.

Their advice is that “Politics must be insulated from religion.” Some even go to the extent of saying that any struggle for an honourable political status for the Sikhs or to ensure their identity, is against the teachings of the Gurus, and should, therefore, be eschewed. Impression is sought to be created that the Sikh Gurus preached a religion of ‘interiority’ aimed at personal salvation only, and that worldly pursuits, particularly temporal powers, are a taboo, to be abjured by the Sikhs. Such a view, unless contradicted, could mislead an unwary reader. Hence, the following discussion:

Late Sirdar Kapur Singh, the erudite Sikh scholar, has referred to the slogan Raj Karega Khalsa ..., and its opponents’ reaction in the following words: 

“The startlingly tall and audacious claim, has been publicly proclaimed by the Sikh people during the last three centuries firmly and defiantly, and it has moved many to sheer ridicule, others to resentment and boiling-head anger, many Sikhs themselves to chicken-hearted, craven fear or shameless apologia, and the political Hindus of the post-1947 euphoria. It has, almost invariably moved them to greater contempt for those, whom they see as already in their last death-throes.”2
Before dealing with the criticism, it seems necessary to understand the meaning of the couplet Raj Karega Khalsa ..., its origin and role in history, since it pronounces a clear-cut position on the issue of temporal authority. Freely rendered into English, it would mean: 


“The Khalsa shall exercise temporal authority, unchallenged; 


Eventually everyone will accept this position, 


And whoever seeks, shall get protection.”

According to tradition, the couplet first followed from the Tankhahnama of Bhai Nand Lal, whose Granthavali, collected from his family records, was edited by Dr Ganda Singh, the eminent Sikh historian. This Question-Answer series also records the words of Guru Gobind Singh, “Listen, Nand Lal to this truth — the revelation of sovereign rule.” (sune nand lal eho sach: pargat karoon apna raj.) On the same page after the above statement appears this couplet “Raj Karega Khalsa ...”1 which had already become a part of the Sikh prayer by the time of Banda Singh’s expedition to Sirhind. With this slogan, and the blessings of the Guru that went with it, Banda Singh succeeded in the mission entrusted to him by the Guru, capturing Sirhind, and established the Khalsa Government in 1710 AD, within two years of the demise of Guru Gobind Singh.

Three historical episodes recorded by Rattan Singh Bhangoo in his epic work Sri Guru Panth Parkash throw a flood of light on, and testifty to, the conviction of the Sikhs regarding bestowal of sovereignty on the Khalsa by the Guru, and its inevitability:


1. 
Nawab Aslam Khan of Lahore sent his emissary, Subegh Singh, to the Khalsa for peace, offering Nawabship. The title was offered to Darbara Singh, whose reaction, as recorded by Bhangoo, was: “When did we ask for it? The Satguru has promised us Sovereign Rule. In comparison to that, the title of Nawab appears to be a lump of clay. We claim Sovereignty, which is sure to come sooner or later. What the Satguru has promised, is bound to materialise. The Guru’s word can never go unfulfilled, although Dhruva (the Pole Star) or the Dhawal (the legendary Bull supporting the Earth on its horns), may shift their positions. How can we exchange our sovereignty with this insignificant title of Nawab? Accursed be the servility.” Similarly, a number of other Sikhs refused the title, adding, “How can sovereignty be had by begging?”3 


2. 
Captain Murray, Charge-de-Affairs of the East India Company at Ludhiana, was obsessed with the question of the legitimacy of the Sikh Rule. He had a dialogue with the author of the Panth Parkash himself, which is recorded as follows: 



“Murray
:
Explain to me how the Sikhs attained power, and who 



gave them sovereignty.



Answer
: 
Sovereignty was bestowed upon the Khalsa by the True 



Lord.



Murray
: 
Who is the True Lord ? 



Answer
: 
He is Satguru Nanak.”4

3. 
According to a government proclamation, in the 18th Century, Sikhs had been completely exterminated. No Sikh had been seen for four months. When Bota Singh was noticed by some people, they were surprised. Their remarks were: “How could it be that a Sikh has survived?” “He must be an impostor. Sikhs have all been done to death.” “He must be a coward, a bogus Sikh who saved himself by hiding, for, a Khalsa is one who is never afraid of death, and is ever ready to stake his head in battle.” When Bota Singh heard this, he was dumb-founded. The remarks had stung him like a scorpion. He decided “the situation demands sacrifice of my head in a battle. That is the only way to give a lie to the claim of the Mughals regarding extermination of the Sikhs. Then only will people talk of the Khalsa, who have always claimed sovereignty.”5 What followed is history. Bhai Bota Singh challenged the Imperial authority, proclaimed the Khalsa rule, and started collecting toll, assisted by a single Ranghreta associate. Eventually, they both laid down their lives, fighting the Imperial forces. The thing to note in this account is the motivation of a common Sikh during that period to make the supreme sacrifice in defence of the claim to sovereignty.

From the above, it is clear that during their struggle with the Mughal Rulers, in the 18th Century, the Sikhs had no doubt about the social goal of bringing about a revolution and the political goal of their sovereignty which are expressed in the couplet Raj Karega Khalsa. No body, Hindu or Sikh, ever objected to the singing of this couplet during that period, or even long after that. In fact, earlier, Hindus also supported this. Reaction changed only with the transfer of Power.

Dr Ganda Singh wrote a brief scholarly article on this subject, which appeared in The Sikh Review of July 1987. He deprecated some of the earlier attempts to twist the meaning of the couplet Raj Karega Khalsa thus: 

“The dread of Feringees suggested to some of the loyalists, afraid of being listed as rebels, a compromise in giving to the word ‘Khalsa’ an alternate meaning as ‘pure.’ They wished to convey to the new rulers that the Khalsa had then no political ambitions or aspirations to rule in the country, and that the couplet, appended to their prayer, only meant that the ‘Pure’ shall rule.”

His conclusion was that the couplet “is a permanent and inseparable part of the Sikh prayer, and should be recited as such on all occasions of prayer by all Sikhs and Sikh congregations, wherever they might be, and in all Gurdwaras, historical or others.”6
Motives like the ones indicated by Dr Ganda Singh, continue, and so do, therefore, the controversy and effort to misinterpret Gurbani and Sikh history, to suit the particular view. The basic question is as to what is the Sikh ideology, or what the Gurus had been aiming at. Is Sikhism a church of worship alone? Or is it a church of social policy also? This is a fundamental question. It is the difference on this issue that leads to misconception, especially in the interpretation of history. Picking up a few isolated incidents from a history of two centuries, and trying to relate them to a hymn or two from the bani, without regard to the total ideology of the Gurus and their lives, can yield only half truths and wrong conclusions.

Sikhism is not an extension of the ‘Bhakti Movement’, nor were the Gurus merely Bhakti Saints, who started their own cult. Sikhism is a revealed religion and a mission, indeed the only whole-life religion or Miri-Piri system, native to India. Outside India also, except Judaism and Islam, no whole-life system combining spiritual and empirical life, has arisen. It is not an accident that the last five out of ten Gurus, maintained an army, and the Fifth Guru created a ‘state within a state,’ much to the annoyance of the Emperor of the day, who later ordered his execution. It is Guru Nanak who calls God ‘Destroyer of the evil-doers and the demonical.’ Again in Babar Vani, he unambiguously states that oppression of the weak is violative of the order of the Lord, and that the rulers are responsible to see that they are not oppressed. This would mean that gurmukh who is committed to carry out the Will of God, must work for the creation of a society, in which aggression, oppression and injustice are eliminated. This is a requirement in all whole-life religions. Thus, social responsibility extends to the political field as well.

It is undeniable that the rulers have to ensure justice among their subjects, and that it is righteous to confront oppression and injustice. Also, when kings or rulers fail to be virtuous, injustice and oppression are invariably the result. To fight these evils, for over a hundered years, the Sikh Gurus maintained an army, for which purpose initially even mercenaries had to be employed. This militarisation was progressive, until the Tenth Guru created the Khalsa on Vaisakhi Day, 1699, and prescribed the kirpan as one of the five kakkars. It is important to understand that in a whole-life system, monasticism, asceticism, celibacy, ahimsa, pacifism, and all kinds of negativism, are rejected. This is a common characteristic of all whole-life systems, and these fundamentals explain why this category of systems accepts socio-political responsibility, and others do not. The kirpan, it has to be understood, is not just a symbol; it is a hukamnama, emphasising two things, viz., that the Sikh society is both permitted and enjoined upon to use force as a last resort, for a righteous cause, and second, that Sikhism should never turn monastic or resort to withdrawal. The kirpan as a weapon, may not be of much public use today, but the injunction it represents, is fundamental and eternal.

Pleading against political activities, a writer recently said, “They (the Gurus) were ready to take to the sword, but always in self-defence, and only as a last resort. For the zulum (tyranny) of the Governor of Sirhind, Guru Gobind Singh tried to seek redressal from Aurangzeb and Bahadur Shah, and waited for four long years before sending Banda Bahadur to punish the culprits and transgressors. It is also significant that when Banda Bahadur started establishing a State with the help of the Khalsa, a hukamnama was issued by Mata Sundri asking the Khalsa to disassociate themselves from the objective, which did not have the approval of the Tenth Guru, and they did so, which led to the defeat of Banda Bahadur.”7 

The first point is what was the zulum that the Governor of Sirhind had committed. Was it during the general course of administration over the years he had done it, or was there any specific act that was wrong or tyrannical? So far as the general administration of the Governor is concerned, there is nothing to suggest that he did anything in violation of the orders or wishes of the Emperor in Delhi. In any case, there is nothing known to have happened to which the Emperor could have taken offence, as being contrary to his instructions, or for which only the Governor was responsible, and not the Emperor. If, however, the reference is to martyrdom of the two younger Sahibzadas, we wonder if this could be the real or even a laudable reason, for the Guru to depute Banda Singh Bahadur. Is it the writer’s suggestion that while there was nothing wrong with the administration of the Emperor or the Governor, it was only the execution of the two Sahibzadas that furnished a good reason to the Tenth Guru to seek revenge by directing Banda and the Sikh armies to do so? Also, can we accept the suggestion that the Gurus who were always the first to sacrifice their person, would, in this case, seek revenge? For, we know full well that no military reaction was made after the martyrdom of the Ninth Guru, except the general preparation for confrontation with the empire or the establishment as a whole, for its misrule over the decades. The Tenth Guru could not be unaware that the attack on the Governor meant full scale war involving the death of thousands of Sikhs as well as their opponents. Is it suggested that revenge, involving death and devastation on such a vast scale, was justifiable? And if that had really been the reason, would it serve as a good moral precedent or lesson for the Sikhs or the people? Further, even assuming that only the Governor was to be punished, the Tenth Guru knew that it could not be accomplished without a major war, in which the Emperor at Delhi would not remain unconcerned. And in the event of Banda’s victory and death of the Governor and other transgressors, to whom was the rule of Sirhind to be handed over? 

It is known to every historian that one of the greatest humanitarian acts of the Sikh rule, was Banda’s distribution of land among the poorest tillers. It was he who created “The Bold Peasantry” which continues to be the backbone and the fundamental strength of the Punjab and the Sikh society. It is on the basis of this precedent and tradition that, when the British Government wanted to turn the clock of socialisation back, by granting only tenancy rights to settlers in the new Canal Colonies of the Punjab, that Sikhs and others agitated and forced the Government to confer proprietary rights on them. Against this, it may be recalled that Martin Luther, the great Christian reformer, called the peasants ‘mad dogs,’ when they agitated for their rights against the princes with whom he had sided. Equally significant is the fact that, in the French Revolution, which took place eight decades after Banda, the peasants and the poor, or the Fourth Estate, had no place in the leadership, which rested with the privileged middle classes. Nor were they among its beneficiaries. Jagjit Singh in his book, In the Caravan of Revolutions has made a detailed comparison of the work of the Sikh Gurus with the French Revolution, and has shown convincingly that the characteristics, ideals and achievements of the Sikh Revolution, were in every respect, superior to, and more enduring than those of the French Revolution.8
Now let us consider the alleged hukamnama issued by Mata Sundri asking the Khalsa “to disassociate themselves from the objective which did not have the approval of the Tenth Guru.” It has been difficult for us to locate the hukamnama of Mata Sundri, referred to in the above quotation. According to Dr Ganda Singh, three writers have narrated the role of Banda Singh Bahadur, namely, Chhibar, Sarup Dass Bhalla and Rattan Singh Bhangoo. The first two make no mention of the hukamnama. In Bhangoo’s Panth Parkash, there is a brief reference to the letter, said to have been written by Mata Sundri to the Khalsa. In that letter, there is nothing to suggest that the objectives of the attack by Banda Singh, excluded establishment of Khalsa rule in the land, or that the Khalsa was forbidden to rule. In fact, on the contrary, there is a clear statement that the Guru had bestowed Patshahi (Rule or Sovereignty) on the Panth, and not on any individual. Thus, the letter, by implication and otherwise, far from denouncing the objective of temporal sovereignty, clearly records in the words of Mata Sundri, that Patshahi was granted to the Sikhs (Banda ko khijmat dei, dei patshahi nahei. Dei patshahi Panth nij, aap Sache Patshah.)9
The above, we feel, explains, both the reason for the Tenth Master’s deputing Banda Singh, and the letter written by Mata Sundri to clarify that objective.

The writing of Tamur Shah should also be revealing to everyone. He says that the Emperor conveyed to the ‘Apostle of Tranquility and Harmony’, the Ninth Guru, that if he desisted from political activities, and confined himself only to spiritual prayers and preaching, he would have no trouble, and, in fact, would be given considerable grants.10 But, the offer was spurned, with results that are a part of history. Quoting Ghulam Hussain Khan in Siyarul Mutakharin, Sher Singh concludes that there were clear apprehensions of revolt by the Guru, which would lead to the setting up of a Sikh State within the State.11 Further, quoting Hiqiqat-i-Bina Uruj-i-Firqa-i-Sikhan, he states that the Emperor feared that the people gathering around Guru Tegh Bahadur, were emerging as a “new nation” (Millat-i-Nau).12 

The unfortunate part is that often persons conditioned by pacifist influences, fail to understand the Saint-Soldier concept. The Ninth Guru embodied it as much as the Tenth Guru. The establishment has generally used aggression and oppresssion as the means to perpetuate its power, and the Saint-Soldier, as the instrument of God’s Will, must inevitably come into clash with it. This is the eternal equation. For, “the earth belonging to the ‘Saint’, is being usurped by robbers.” Hence, the struggle for its liberation. The lesson of history is that the series of martyrdoms initiated by the Fifth Guru, the Ninth Guru, the Sahibzadas, and the Tenth Guru, is a single historical process, and it would, we feel, be a sheer distortion, to reduce this glorious spiritual marvel to the level of personal revenge, as we egoist humans do or conceive under the cover of morality.

With regard to the critics’ argument that the Gurus did not establish a political state for themselves to rule,14 and that, therefore, the Sikhs should also not entertain any such ambition, it must be noted that no state could be established without a direct clash with the Mughals during the Gurus’ time. A state could be governed either by becoming a vassal of Delhi and paying tribute to it, or by snatching a territory from the Empire after an inevitable clash with it. Thus, the choice was between becoming a subordinate of Delhi and a military confrontation with the Empire. The question of the first alternative did not arise. The second was, therefore, the alternative for which preparations were already afoot. The community was being motivated, and the Khalsa created. Evidently, confrontation could not be undertaken effectively before Vaisakhi, 1699, when the Khalsa appeared as the climax of the Sikh religious movement. The Khalsa was to spearhead the struggle against the forces of the Establishment, which indulged in oppression and repression against the helpless subjects. Even the Rajas were invited to join in, but, as is well known, they declined. It was only after the organisational and preparatory work was completed, that the Guru deputed Banda Singh Bahadur to lead the Expedition to Sirhind.

It may be added that the Gurus never wanted an empire for themselves. Their aim was organisation of a community with trained motivations and aspirations to live as fraternal people with a sense of independence and capacity to discharge complete socio-political responsibilities, including struggle against oppression of the invaders and the Establishment.

Opponents of temporal authority for the Khalsa often quote verses from Guru Granth Sahib that eulogise Naam Simran and decry hankering after worldly power and personal redemption. The most often quoted and misinterpreted verse is: “raj na chahon, mukt na chahon, man preet charan kamlare.”15 Commenting upon critics who draw upon this verse, Sirdar Kapur Singh says that “they do not understand that these are not injunctions or commandments of Sikhism, nor statements of a doctrine.”16 These are mere clues to mood inducement with emphasis on the love of the Lord. Here ‘raj’ referes to the lust for power for the individual for personal aggrandisement, which is deprecated. It does not mean that a community or a society shall not manage its socio-political affairs itself, or that it shall leave these things to outsiders. If that argument is stretched a little further, no effort should have been made to end the foreign rule of the Mughals or the British in India, for we do not want to rule (raj na chahon). Secondly, the emphasis of the verse is on the Love of the Lotus Feet of the Lord (preet charan kamlare). It says that the bliss of love is greater than the pleasures of autocratic authority or despotism. This does not amount to condemnation of raj or the act of ruling, even indirectly. When we want to stress the real merit of something, we compare it with something that is cherished, and not with something that has no value. For example, when we want to stress the sweetness of something, we say it sweeter than honey; the sweetness of which is universally acknowledged. In this comparison we are not condemning honey. Another example to prove the same point is the widely quoted verse of Guru Nanak, ‘sachon ore sabh ko, upar sach ovchare,’ which means ‘Truth is higher than everyting; higher still is true living.’ The Guru stresses the practice of truth by calling it even higher than truth. No stretch of imagination can construe it as rejection of truth. The society placed a high value on both raj and mukti. Through the verse, quoted earlier, the Guru places the Love of the Lord above everything else. If, however, we interpret this verse to mean that raj is being forbidden to the society of the Gurus’ disciples, it would mean that the Gurus are condemning the society to perpetual subjugation and slavery. This is unthinkable.

The Gurus never missed an opportunity to stress the importance of Naam on their Sikhs. This finds expression in Guru Granth Sahib so frequently, that often Sikhism has been described as Naam Marg. Such verses are often invoked to plead that Sikh religion preaches ‘interiority,’ and that the only thing that a Sikh should do is Naam Simran, which is further explained as muttering of a name, and no more. This is a grossly partial and inadequate view of the Gurus’ teachings. In Sikhism, Naam has much wider scope, and expresses itself in the love for the creation of God, or mankind. It is the realization of the immanence of God, or the presence of the Creator in all His creation, a recognition of His altruistic Will, and a call to carry it out. Naam is the ability to see the Lord in every fellow being, which would determine the nature of man’s dealings with them. This can by no stretch of imagination lead to neglect of social responsibilities and obligations. Rather, the Gurus have repeatedly emphasised deeds, which alone, in their opinion, determine man’s closeness to or distance from the Lord.

Another aspect of this slogan “Raj Karega Khalsa ...,” which is frequently missed, is the emphasis on its democratic character. It means that the authority to rule vests in the ‘Khalsa’ or the collectivity of the people, and not an individual. Monarchy or autocracy are completely ruled out. Following this, the Sikh rule in the 19th century over North India was called ‘Sarkar-i-Khalsa.’ Maharaja Ranjit Singh who was head of the state never donned a crown or sat on a throne. Even the affairs of the army were controlled by an Army Panchayat. 

Before we close, it may be proper to look at the couplet “Raj Karega Khalsa” affirming the need for temporal authority, again. It is simply an announcement of the determination of the Khalsa to look after its own affairs, including exercise of temporal authority and setting up of a government. Now, what is wrong with it? It is a democratic resolve, and in these days, all political parties openly declare their intention to provide a government, and nobody objects. In fact, governments organise this exercise regularly. How could the same thing be a taboo in Sikhism? It is also understood that Sikhs will exercise authority only in areas largely populated by them. And if the Sikhs are forbidden to rule in such areas, which are theirs, who will do it for them? Will they hire outsiders for this purpose? And if the outsiders do not run it properly, what will they do? Will they not revolt? Is perpetual revolt their destiny? Why cannot they discharge this legitimate responsibility themselves, which is enjoined upon them by the Gurus? It should be clear that exercise of temporal authority is a perfectly legitimate aspiration, which does not infringe upon the sovereignty of others. It is a resolve to discharge a fundamental and vital responsibility. There is no reason why anybody, much less Sikhs themselves, should object to it.
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