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An affront to History*



It is common knowledge that Guru Tegh Bahadur made the supreme sacrifice in the cause of freedom of faith, protecting a religion other than his own. Emperor Aurangzeb is known in history as a religious fanatic following a policy of forcible conversion to Islam. This policy was followed with great enthusiasm in some provinces as in Kashmir. Faced with this, the Brahmins of this area sought protection of Guru Tegh Bahadur. A deputation of 500 Kashmiri Pandits led by Pandit Kirpa Ram of Mattan waited on the Guru at Anandpur in 1675, who accepted the challenge of the mighty Mughal Emperor, and made their cause his own, and threw the counter challenge. He advised them to tell the emperor that if he could convert Guru Tegh Bahadur, then they all would embrace Islam without resistance. As expected, the Guru was arrested, tortured and beheaded along with some of his eminent followers like Bhai Dayal Das, Bhai Mati Das and Bhai Sati Das, who also became martyrs for the same cause. This fact is amply supported not only by numerous monuments like the Sis Ganj Sahib in Delhi, but by historical records as well. Nothing can be more authentic than the following references in the contemporary work Dasam Granth:


– 
“He protected their ‘sacred thread’ and the forehead mark. 



That was a historic happening of rare valour and sacrifice in the ‘Kal’ age !”1

– 
“Making the supreme sacrifice with responsibility squarely on the Emperor of Delhi, he left for heavens.



A brave deed like Tegh Bahadur’s was never performed by anyone else.”2 


– 
“He performed this great act for the dharma.



He gave his head, but never gave up his resolute commitment.”3
Nobody ever questioned the fact of the great sacrifice made by Guru Tegh Bahadur. The country has always taken well-deserved pride in the Guru’s espousal of the cause of the fundamental human right of freedom of faith, three and a quarter centuries ago, when nobody even thought of human rights. 

A grateful Indian community observed the 300th martyrdom day of Guru Tegh Bahadur in 1975 all over the country at people as well as government level. A huge rally in this connection was organised in New Delhi, and addressed by the Prime Minister, besides hundreds of functions arranged elsewhere across the country. The day is a gazetted government holiday.

About 1200 descendants of Pandit Kirpa Ram and other Kashmiri Pandits who had approached Guru Tegh Bahadur, organised a Kritagyta Yatra, and marched in a huge procession from the Red Fort at Delhi to express their gratitude to the great Guru, at Gurdwara Sis Ganj, Delhi and several other shrines in Punjab including Anandpur Sahib, Chamkaur Sahib, and Sri Darbar Sahib, Amritsar. The following report appeared in The Sunday Tribune, Chandigarh, dated November 26, 1995, page 5:

Kashmiri Pandits’ Prayer To Guru
Anandpur Sahib (Ropar)tc "Anandpur Sahib (Ropar)"


“More than 1200 Kashmiri Pandits from all corners of India and abroad came here on April 16, this year to pay their obeisance at Takht Sri Keshgarh Sahib, Gurdwara Sis Ganj and Gurdwara Bhaura Sahib where Tharra Sahib is situated. It was at Tharra Sahib that in June 1675, a delegation of 500 Kashmiri Pandits, under the leadership of Pandit Kirpa Ram Dutt, had complained to Guru Tegh Bahadur about the atrocities committed on them by the then Governor of Kashmir.



“On April 16, the Kashmiri Pandits installed a shila-lekh near Tharra Sahib, which has a great historical significance. This shila-lekh — an inscription of Ardas on a stone especially brought from Kashmir — has a plaint of Kashmiri Pandits regarding the present turmoil in Jammu and Kashmir.



“The Plaint inscribed on the shila-lekh in Hindi may be read in English as: ‘O thee, the fountainhead of India’s civilization, Sahib Sri Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji, we, the Kashmiri Pandits who congregate here from all corners of India and abroad, pay our obeisance to you. We owe our existence to the sacrifice way back in 1675, when on the humble plaint of Pandit Kirpa Ram Dutt, leading a delegation of 500 Pandits from Kashmir, you created history by your epoch-making martyrdom. O Jagat Guru, once again, we are facing extinction. The forces of religious fundamentalism and destruction, drawing sustenance from timid and pseudo-secular politics of the Indian state have forced us from our homeland — Kashmir. Holier than paradise, our motherland has been smeared with the blood of thousands of innocents; our places of worship have been desecrated, the modesty of our womenfolk has been defiled; our lands have been grabbed, thousands of our dwellings and houses torched; and dreams shattered. Here in exile, in the benumbing silence of government’s apathy, more than 7000 of our kith and kin have perished. 



“ ‘O, true Master, distressed and rejected and left hopeless, we seek thy refuge in hope, faith and devotion; and believe that your divine inspiration and divine intervention alone shall redeem us of this monumental calamity. Energise us with valour, strength and courage so that we regain our lost homeland, our dignity and our pride. O divinity incarnate, awaken the spirit of this nation and commit it to the eternal service of humanity.’



“The shila-lekh was installed here as a part of ‘Guru Tegh Bahadur Kritagyta Yatra’ undertaken by the Kashmiri Pandits on 16th April, 1995, from Delhi to Anandpur Sahib via Chandigarh. The Yatra was organised by Panun Kashmir Foundation.”

(Sushil Goyal)
At Delhi, the huge procession of Kashmiri Pandits started from the Red Fort, and presented at Gurdwara Sis Ganj Sahib an Ardas written on silken cloth with golden thread, which carried the same contents as inscribed on the shila-lekh.
It should be clear from the above that the martyrdom of Guru Tegh Bahadur is an established historical fact as also its purpose.

But look at what the National Council of Educational Research and Training (NCERT), an institution in the Union Ministry of Human Resources Development to prepare textbooks for schools and other educational institutions, has to say on the Guru’s supreme sacrifice in the school history textbook Medieval India — A History Textbook for Class XII at pages 237-238, prescribed by the Central Board of Secondary Education:



“The Sikhs: The Sikhs were the last to come into military conflict with Aurangzeb. As we have seen, there was conflict with the Sikh Gurus during the reigns of Jahangir and Shah Jahan. But the reasons for the conflict were political and personal rather than religious. The Guru had started living in style, with an armed following, and assumed the title of Sacha padshah {the true sovereign}. However, there was no conflict between the Guru and Aurangzeb till 1675 when Guru Tegh Bahadur was arrested with five of his followers, brought to Delhi and executed. The causes of this are not clear. According to some Persian accounts, the Guru had joined hands with a Pathan, Hafiz Adam, and created disturbances in the Punjab. According to Sikh tradition, the execution was due to intrigues against the Guru by some members of his family who disputed his succession and who had been joined by others. But we are also told that Aurangzeb was annoyed because the Guru had converted a few Muslims to Sikhism and raised a protest against religious persecution in Kashmir by the local governor. It is difficult to sift the
truth of these allegations. Sikhism had gradually spread to many Jat peasants and low caste artisans who were attracted by its simple, egalitarian approach. The economic discontent of these sections may have been reflected by the Guru. In Kashmir, the previous governor, Saif Khan, is famous as a builder of bridges. He was a humane and broad-minded person who had appointed a Hindu to advise him in administrative matters. Stories of mass persecution by the new governor appear to be exaggerated because Kashmir had been predominantly Muslim since the fifteenth century.



“Whatever the reasons, Aurangzeb’s action was unjustified from any point of view and betrayed a narrow approach. The execution of Guru Tegh Bahadur forced the Sikhs to go to the Punjab hills. It also led to the Sikh movement gradually turning into a military brotherhood. A major contribution in this sphere was made by Guru Govind Singh. He showed considerable organisational ability and founded the military brotherhood or the Khalsa in 1699. Before this, Guru Govind Singh had made his headquarters at Makhowal or Anandpur in the foothills of the Punjab. At first, the local Hindu hill rajas had tried to use the Guru and his followers in their internecine quarrels. But soon the Guru became too powerful and serious clashes took place between the hill rajas and the Guru, who generally triumphed. The organisation of the Khalsa further strengthened the hands of the Guru in this conflict. However, an open breach between the Guru and the hill rajas took place only in 1704, when the combined forces of a number of hill rajas attacked the Guru at Anandpur. The rajas had again to retreat and they pressed the Mughal government to intervene against the Guru on their behalf.



“The struggle which followed was thus not a religious struggle. It was partly an offshoot of local rivalries among the Hindu hill rajas and the Sikhs, and partly an outcome of the Sikh movement as it had developed. Aurangzeb was concerned with the growing power of the Guru and had asked the Mughal faujdar earlier ‘to admonish the Guru.’ He now wrote to the Governor of Lahore and the faujdar of Sirhind, Wazir Khan, to aid the hill rajas in their conflict with Guru Govind Singh. The Mughal forces assaulted Anandpur, but the Sikhs fought bravely and beat off all assaults. The Mughals and their allies now invested the fort closely. When starvation began inside the fort, the Guru was forced to open the gate apparently on a promise of safe conduct by Wazir Khan. But when the forces of the Guru were crossing a swollen stream, Wazir Khan’s forces suddenly attacked. Two of the Guru’s sons were captured, and on their refusal to embrace Islam, were beheaded at Sirhind. The Guru lost two of his remaining sons in another battle. After this, the Guru retired to Talwandi and was generally not disturbed.



“It is doubtful whether the dastardly action of Wazir Khan against the sons of the Guru was carried out at the instance of Aurangzeb. Aurangzeb, it seems, was not keen to destroy the Guru and wrote to the governor of Lahore ‘to conciliate the Guru.’ When the Guru wrote to Aurangzeb in the Deccan, apprising him of the events, Aurangzeb invited him to meet him. Towards the end of 1706, the Guru set out for the Deccan and was on the way when Aurangzeb died. According to some, he had hoped to persuade Aurangzeb to restore Anandpur to him.



“Although Guru Govind Singh was not able to withstand Mughal might for long, or to establish a separate Sikh state, he created a tradition and also forged a weapon for its realisation later on. It also showed how an egalitarian religious movement could, under certain circumstances, turn into a political and militaristic movement, and subtly move towards regional independence.”

It is a pity that our universities did not take notice of the enormity of the outrage involved in the above entry. It was left to Dr M S Rahi, a leading lawyer of the Punjab & Haryana High Court, who is well known for his legal struggles against distortion of Sikh History, to take an initiative to set the wrong right. He served a legal notice for deletion of this highly derogatory account of Guru Tegh Bahadur’s life and martyrdom. The respondents, viz, NCERT, CBSE and HRD Ministry did not respond. Dr Rahi approached the Punjab & Haryana High Court for the issuance of a writ of Mandamus directing the respondents to delete objectionable remarks against Sikh Gurus in the history book Medieval India, which hurt the feelings of the petitioner and followers of the Gurus.

The Honourable Court decided as follows:

“Since this court is not having the expertise to decide whether contents of the book, Medieval India – A History Text Book for Class XII contains objectionable statements hurting the feelings of the petitioners, we consider it appropriate and proper to direct respondents Nos. 1, 2 and 4 to take a decision on Annexure P-4 as expeditiously as possible, at any rate, within three months from the date of receipt of a copy of this judgement. Petitioner will make available copies of the writ petition along with its Annexures, and this judgement, to respondents Nos. 1, 2 and 4 for complying with the above directions.

“Writ petition is disposed of in the above terms.





Sd/- K Sreedharan, Chief Justice

July 8, 1997 

Sd/- N K Sodhi, Judge”

As a result of the above direction, the NCERT sent a reply to Dr M S Rahi on the 20th October 1997, which concludes as follows:



“In view of what has been stated above, NCERT is unable to accept the contention of Annexure P-4 that there are ‘objectionable remarks against Sikh Gurus’ in the textbook entitled Medieval India and is unable to delete any remark from this textbook on the grounds stated in Annexure P-4. The textbook presents an unbiased account of historical events which is unexceptionable. There is nothing in the textbook which can be considered as casting aspersions on Sikh Gurus. The textbook, in fact, praises Sikh Gurus for leading a popular movement against injustice.







Yours sincerely




Sd/- Arjun Dev 

Dean (Academics)”

The other respondents, viz, CBSE and the HRD Ministry (Department of Education) in their separate replies also endorsed the stand taken by the NCERT.

After this categorical refusal by the Ministry and its agencies, Dr M S Rahi filed a civil writ petition (No 2771 of 1998) on the 24th February, 1998, seeking deletion of the objectionable remarks. This petition is pending in the High Court.

This case indicates a very disturbing situation. Outrageous as it is, it certainly is not an isolated or the only case of this nature. And this book Medieval India may not be the only textbook with objectionable material. There are reasons to suspect that it is a part of a grand design to rewrite Sikh history, twisting the facts in a way that suits the new rulers. How long can we afford to ignore this situation, and leave the struggle to a single devoted individual like Dr Rahi? Is it not the responsibility of the Panth to zealously safeguard its history and sacred traditions?

The books of the NCERT are prescribed all over India in all languages. Even if the Punjab & Haryana High Court accepts the petition, its writ is not applicable in other states. Such cases must be fought in the Supreme Court, whose writ is binding in the whole of the Indian Union.

No individual can meet the present challenge. It is high time, Panthic organisations woke up to fight this serious menace. A special responsibility rests on the SGPC. It should create a special cell to deal with this problem, and place sufficient funds at its disposal to fight the legal battles and to secure the services of historians and scholars in other disciplines to assist the cell. A committee of experts should be set up to screen all the textbooks prescribed in schools and colleges to find out the objectionable material not only on the subject of history, but also on other subjects like languages, social studies, etc.

This group should also draft alternative entries for textbooks, since mere deletion of objectionable material is not enough. 

The SGPC should also suitably recognise the highly commendable services rendered by Dr M S Rahi who has waged the struggle almost single-handedly so far. He should be compensated financially for his efforts and all expenditure incurred by him should be reimbursed. He should have a key role in any panel(s) to be set up in this connection.

We strongly feel that even the Punjab Government should not be a passive and indifferent spectator in this sordid drama. It is the responsibility of the Government; it is their sacred duty to see that history and traditions of Punjabis are not tampered with to suit particular sectarian interests. One thing they can and should do immediately is to arrange screening of all school textbooks through the Punjab School Education Board, to make sure that these present a true and faithful picture of history and culture of Punjab. The SAD Ministry is expected to allot a high priority to this task.
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Xow j/s ;kek fiB ehnk . 



;h; dhnk go f;oo Bk dhnk .
