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Reflections on the eve of the Tercentenary of the khalsa*



We are already in 1999, the long-awaited third centenary year of the creation of the Khalsa. Earlier centenaries were never celebrated formally. But these were marked by outstanding events in the history of the Sikhs. The first centenary saw the end of the bitter struggle of the Khalsa for survival with the establishment of the Sarkar-i-Khalsa in the north-west of the Indian subcontinent under Maharaja Ranjit Singh in 1799. The hegemony of the Khalsa did not last more than half a century and their sovereign country, Punjab, was annexed by the British in 1849. This forced another struggle for survival in the second half of the nineteenth century. This time the threat was more ideological than physical. Patronised and encouraged by the new masters, Christian missionaries became active with wild dreams of mass conversions of Sikhs. They did have some success initially, but their excessive enthusiasm and overly aggressive policy provoked more resistance than acceptance among the Sikh masses. A more serious threat to the survival of the Panth during the period came from the Arya Samaj. Its Gujarati founder, Mool Shankar (later Dayananda Saraswati), toured Punjab extensively and established centres for shudhi or reconversion of Sikhs into the Hindu fold. The Arya Samajists refused to accept that Sikhs are an entity distinct from Hinduism. Instead, they tried to propagate the falsehood that ‘Sikhs are just one more sect of Hindus.’ In pursuit of these nefarious designs, they even dared to vilify the Gurus. This drew sharp reaction from Sikh intelligentsia, leading to the flowering of the Singh Sabha Movement under the leadership of stalwarts like Giani Ditt Singh and Professor Gurmukh Singh. The hallmark of this movement was Bhai Kahn Singh’s famous publication Hum Hindu Nahin (We are not Hindus) published around 1897 through which he successfully refuted the false propaganda of the Arya Samajists and unequivocally established the distinct identity of the Sikhs in society. This was around the second centenary year of the Khalsa.

The events during almost the entire twentieth century of the common era (CE) show a chequered history. The Singh Sabha Movement was indeed a success story. It repulsed the ideological attack and brought about an awakening among the Sikh masses. It led to the Gurdwara Reform Movement and revival of original values of Gurmat which had been distorted by corrupt mahants controlling the Sikh shrines. Idol worship had been introduced in Sikhism, as statues of Hindu gods and goddesses were a common sight in the precincts of the Golden Temple, Amritsar. Casteism, condemned by the Gurus, was being unabashedly observed, so that parshad from so-called low castes was not accepted in the shrines. The government was fully backing the mahants who had virtually appropriated the vast estates of the gurdwaras as their personal jagirs. Even the sarbrah (custodian) of the Akal Takht, which symbolises the Miri-Piri doctrine and is the highest spiritual-cum-temporal seat of the Sikhs, was appointed by the government. The extent to which the Sikh shrines and institutions were abused and exploited may be judged from two instances:


1.
The notorious General Edward Henry Dyer, who staged the most shameful and unprovoked massacre of hundreds of innocent civilians including women and children at the Jallianwala Bagh, Amritsar, on the 13th April, 1919 (Vaisakhi day), was honoured at the Akal Takht for his ‘gallantry and services rendered to the Panth.’ The sarbrah (Arur Singh) also offered to him membership of the order of the Khalsa. The General, however, hesitated saying that he would not be able to observe the requirement of unshorn hair. Arur Singh promptly assured him that this could be waived in his case. But there was another and more serious obstacle for Dyer to accept the honour. He was a chain-smoker consuming 100 cigarettes a day. Arur Singh did not consider this a problem, and readily agreed to relax this condition to the extent that
he [Dyer] could reduce his smoking by one cigarette each succeeding
year.


2.
Prof Gurmukh Singh along with Giani Ditt Singh was a pioneer of the historic Singh Sabha Movement. He is today respected by Sikhs as one of the greatest benefactors of the community. However, he was excommunicated from the Panth by an edict issued from the Akal Takht for no other fault than preaching the core of Gurmat. This was seen as a threat to the Brahminical practices introduced by the ruling clergy. It is to the credit of the institution of the Akal Takht, that this edict has recently been vacated almost after one hundred years.

These two instances show the extent of the control exercised by the government and the degree of degeneration of the custodians of the Sikh religious places. 

The Gurdwara Reform Movement was a revolt against this degeneration. It was a struggle to free the gurdwaras from the corrupt mahants and their masters in the government, involving sacrifices in terms of hundreds of lives lost facing bullets and tens of thousands suffering prolonged jail terms and physical torture. This struggle lasted for nearly five years. It started in 1920, when the Sikhs set up a committee (Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee) to take control of and manage the gurdwaras. This Committee was banned by the government, as was to be expected. The struggle ended in triumph in 1925 when the government conceded the Gurdwaras Act transferring control and management of all important and historical gurdwaras to the SGPC. This indeed is a golden chapter in the history of the Sikhs.

As a part of this movement, Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD) was organised as the political wing of the Sikh community. It was supposed to be, as it has so far been, the community’s spokesman. All important Panthic affairs including management of gurdwaras through the SGPC have been handled by the SAD. Through this body, the Sikhs made a major contribution to the Indian freedom struggle, far out of proportion to their numbers. As such it was expected, as was also promised by the Indian National Congress leaders, that Sikhs would have an honourable place in free India where they too could experience a ‘glow of freedom.’ Unfortunately, that has not materialised and Sikhs have been reduced to second class citizens in their own homeland, in their own country.

As if the loss of life and property, and hearths and homes, in the wake of the 1947 partition was not enough, Sikhs were declared a criminal tribe in a circular letter issued by the Home Ministry in 1948. The administration was ordered to keep a special watch over their movements. Sikh refugees were not welcome in any part of India except in a few districts of Punjab left out of Pakistan. As a result, heavy cuts were applied in the allotment of land to Sikh migrants, as if it was their fault that the country was partitioned that their lands were made over to Pakistani farmers, and as if they alone were to pay the price of Indian independence.

Next came the reorganisation of states in 1956. Congress was committed to linguistic states, long before assuming power at the Centre. The promise was duly fulfilled in case of all but one of the major Indian languages, by creating homogeneous unilingual States. However, Punjabi State was not to be formed, for no other reason except that Sikhs could be in majority there. In fact, the erstwhile PEPSU, which had a Sikh majority population and Punjabi as its official language, was merged with Punjab, so that this semblance of a Sikh State was also lost. Sikhs had to launch a sustained struggle against this blatant discrimination, for ten long years, in which tens of thousands courted arrest and suffered jail terms, besides scores who lost their lives. It was only when Sikhs had demonstrated their unmatched bravery in the 1965 war with Pakistan, that the present truncated State of Punjab was formed in 1966. This was supposed to be a reward for the Sikhs, but it turned out to be worse than a punishment, as large parts of the Punjabi-speaking areas were left out to favour the newly created State of Haryana, besides the Punjabi-speaking districts of Simla, Kangra, etc., were transferred to Himachal Pradesh. Control over its capital, Chandigarh, and its river waters and hydel power was taken away by the Centre, leaving the infant State at the mercy of the Union Government for any development projects of the State. In the process, major part of the Punjab river waters has been given to non-riparian states against all the laws of natural justice. The Dharam Yudh morcha started by the Akalis to get these grievances redressed, was used by the Government to paint Sikhs as anti-nationals, secessionists and terrorists, and as an excuse to invade the Golden Temple, the sanctum sanctorum of the Sikhs, by the Indian army under ‘Operation Blue Star’ in 1984, followed by the infamous ‘Operation Woodrose’ and the continued hunt for Sikh youth, which, according to various independent (due to non-availability of government figures) estimates, claimed the lives of 250,000 innocent Sikhs during the last several years.

The installation of the Akali-BJP coalition government in Punjab after the last general elections, has not solved any of the problems. This government does not consider it necessary to fulfil its own promises of conducting a survey of the Sikhs killed since the Operation Blue Star. The coalition partner of the Akalis does not approve of such a probe. It is believed that some 10,000 Sikh young men arrested under TADA, etc., are still languishing in jails without trial.

On the religious side, the situation is no better. Incidence of apostasy, particularly among the youth, has assumed alarming proportions. No attention has been paid to the problem by responsible Sikh leaders. Some steps taken by the clergy have made matters worse by dividing the community on trivial issues. The Takht Jathedars, supposed to guide the community, are not on speaking terms among themselves. They are engaged in an open fight and controversies which bring no credit to themselves or the community. 

On the political front, the traditional rivalry between the two stalwarts, in whom the masses have reposed complete faith during the last three decades, has come out in the open and has entered a desperate stage. The SGPC President, who was always elected unanimously during the last twenty five years, is facing a no-confidence motion. Whatever the outcome, it will divide the community even deeper. And a sure victim of this division are the Khalsa Tercentenary celebrations. There are announcements of two parallel celebrations at Anandpur Sahib on the Vaisakhi day. Separate marches have already been organised by rival factions. More such marches have been planned. These, however, do not reflect the glory of the Panth. They only demonstrate the unfortunate lack of unity in it.

The Tercentenary is the first occasion when Sikhs across the globe thought of celebrating the creation of the Khalsa in a befitting manner. The masses were excited about it and were looking forward to a miracle. So far there are no signs of their hopes being fulfilled. The leaders, both political and religious, are engaged in a disgraceful fight which springs from haumain (ego) rather than principles, much less gurmat. They have in fact been following the reverse of ‘man niwan mat uchi’ (low ego, high intellect).

A review of the past happenings shows that while Sikh masses have always made tremendous sacrifices at the call of leaders, the leadership has invariably let them down. They have made no effort at all to show where the real glory of the Panth is — in the service of the whole community, be it in Punjab or in the world as a whole. Narrow personal interests have weighed with them more than the glory of the Panth. Several opportunities came their way to solve the outstanding problems, but these were invariably lost as our leaders did not play their cards well. They apparently lacked a planned strategy and perhaps even sincerity of purpose.

Intelligentsia among the Sikhs has to think seriously how long this state of affairs can be allowed to continue. Our leadership has completely disillusioned us. With the Khalsa Tercentenary, time has come to entrust the leadership to the Guru Panth where it rightfully belongs. The Guru was the leader of the Panth during his lifetime. By passing on the Guruship to Guru Granth and Guru Panth, he left no doubt that after him the affairs of the Panth would be managed by the Panth in the light of the spirit enshrined in Guru Granth Sahib. It is high time that thinkers among Sikhs and well wishers of Sikhism sat together and evolved a mechanism to create a body representing all Panthic organisations and interests including Sikhs abroad, which could speak for all Sikhs. This body should include the best minds of the community and should prepare plans for global development of the community and for sharing the Guru’s message with humanity at large. This is the only way to lead the Panth to glory and its rightful place in the world community. The idea has since gained support from several quarters. The Institute is taking an initiative in the form of a conclave of thinkers and well-wishers of the Panth. Let us work for its success. Let us render unto the Guru Panth, what is its due. That would be the real miracle expected from the Khalsa Tercentenary.

Although the situation is frightfully depressing, yet we need not give up the optimism and charhdi kala bequeathed to us by the great Gurus. With presence of mind and skillful handling, even worst situations can be used productively. Iqbal says:

Tanazzal ki hadd dekhna chahata hoon, 

Shayad vahin ho taraqqi ka zeena.

“I want to explore the depths of the decline,

There lies, perhaps, the ladder to success.”
