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History of the Sikh & their religion*



Need for a comprehensive and accurate historical account of Sikhs and their religion, written by those intimately acquainted with Sikh religion, has been felt for a long time. It has often been remarked that Sikhs were most of the time engaged in creating history, and had little time to record it. This is to some extent true for the period up to the end of the eighteenth century. But the statement is no more valid for the subsequent period when the Sikh rule under Maharaja Ranjit Singh was firmly established in Northern India.

Most of the earlier attempts at writing a systematic history of Sikhs were made by non-Sikhs. Few of them had access to the material available in Gurmukhi on the lives of the Gurus and the Sikhs. Hardly any of them adequately understood the teachings of the Gurus and the spirit that inspired the Sikhs. Most of them were, in fact, motivated by considerations other than unbiasedly recording the history of the Panth or its founders. For example, when the East India Company under Lord Ochterlony sponsored a history of the Sikhs and commissioned Buté Shah for the purpose, their main aim was to question the legitimacy of the Sikh rule in the Punjab. Seeing this, Ratan Singh Bhangu, who subsequently wrote the invaluable Panth Parkash, approached Capt Murray, Company’s representative at Ludhiana and in charge of the project, and expressed his concern over the selection of Buté Shah for the purpose thus:

This maulvi (Buté Shah) is a Musalman. 

How can he state the glory of the Sikhs?
I explained the situation to Murray who showed me his manuscript. 

On going through it I remarked: ‘He has not told the whole truth.’1

The above apprehension is confirmed by the brief review of some of the attempts, made from time to time, by earlier historians including some well-meaning scholars, given in the following paragraphs.

J D Cunninghamtc "J D Cunningham"
Cunningham’s History of the Sikhs (1849 CE) was one of the earliest attempts by English writers, the first one being by James Brown whose work appeared in 1779 CE. The author is known for his generally objective approach, which annoyed his British masters, his own countrymen. The author had lived among the Sikhs for about eight years during a very important period of their history. And it is to this fact that the genesis of his magnum opus is to be traced.2 ‘The book possessed one quality which in the view of the Governor General of the day, the Marquis of Dalhousie, rendered the publication of it a crime. It told the whole truth — the unpalatable truth, regarding the First Sikh War; it exposed the real strength of the Sikh army; the conduct of and negotiations with the Sikh chiefs.’3 

The author himself was aware of his favourable impression among Sikhs. He says:

It has been remarked by some public critics and private friends that the author leans unduly towards the Sikhs, and that an officer in the Indian army should appear to say he sees aught unwise or objectionable in the acts of the East India Company and its delegates is at the least strange.4
While his account of the First Anglo-Sikh War is quite reliable, he committed serious errors in his treatment of the earlier period, particularly the lives of the Gurus, largely due to his ignorance of the Sikh doctrines. The following examples will illustrate the point:


a)
On page 41, he quotes Guru Nanak: “ ‘The rights of strangers,’ said he, ‘are the one the ox, and the other the swine, but Pirs and Gurus will praise those who partake not of that which hath enjoyed life.’ ” This translation of the Guru’s couplet: 




Haq paraya Nanaka os suar os gayé.




Gur pir hama ta bharey ja murdaar na khayé.5 



is wrong and utterly misleading. The correct translation is:




Saith Nanak: To grab what is another’s is evil,




As pig’s flesh to the Muslim and cow’s flesh to the Hindu.




The preceptor for his follower shall intercede,




Only when the latter has eaten not carrion.6

b)
On the same page 41, he says about Guru Nanak: “His reform was in its immediate effect religious and moral only; ... ” 



He has obviously failed to grasp the whole-life nature of the Guru’s religion.


c)
On page 51, he writes : “Hargobind became a follower of the Emperor Jehangir ... ... On the death of Jehangir in 1628 CE, Hargobind continued in the employ of the Mohammedan Government.” 



Apparently, Cunningham did not verify his statement. Guru Hargobind fought four (Hari Ram Gupta says six) major battles with the imperial forces. How could he be their employee? 


d)
Similarly, his uncharitable remarks on page 57, “Guru Tegh Bahadur followed the example of his father with unequal footsteps, and that, choosing for his haunts the wastes between Hansi and the Satluj, he subsisted himself and his disciples by plunder, in a way, indeed, that rendered him not unpopular with the peasantry” are utterly baseless and obviously borrowed from sources hostile to the Sikh movement. 


e)
Cunningham translates the quotation from Bachittar Natak ‘Sir dia, Sirr na dia’ as ‘He had given his head, but not his secret.’ This is wrong because Sirar (not Sirr) means ‘resolve’ or ‘determination’ and not ‘secret.’

Max Arthur Macauliffetc "Max Arthur Macauliffe"
Macauliffe’s The Sikh Religion, published in 1909 CE in six volumes, is regarded as the most authentic account of the lives of the Sikh Gurus. He was persuaded by leading Sikhs of his time to resign his position with the Indian Civil Services to produce a reliable history of the Gurus in English and an accurate translation of their bani. The purpose was to undo the mischief of Ernest Trumpp, a German missionary who had been commissioned earlier by the India Office of the British Government to translate the Sikh scripture, Guru Granth Sahib. Trumpp knew Sanskrit and Sindhi and had elementary knowledge of some other Indian languages also, but his knowledge of Punjabi and the dialects used in Gurbani was far from adequate. Some local gianis, who understood Gurbani and were employed to assist him, were outraged by his arrogant behaviour and his lack of respect for the Sikh scripture, and left him when he started smoking in the presence of Guru Granth Sahib. It is surprising that he continued the job without their vital and indispensable help. No wonder, the result was catastrophic. According to Max Muller, “it turns out that Dr Trumpp was by no means a trustworthy translator.”7
Trumpp’s work was rejected by the Panth as outrageous and malicious. Macauliffe spent several years on his assignment, and secured the assistance of erudite scholars like Bhai Kahn Singh of Nabha, Giani Dit Singh, Bhai Hazara Singh, Bhai Sardul Singh and Bhai Vir Singh. Macauliffe’s work was welcomed in all quarters. It gave a reliable account in English of the lives of the Gurus, based on meticulous, though sometimes exaggerated, Sikh oral tradition. His translation of the selected banis of each Guru is unsurpassed in accuracy and beauty of language.

It was largely through him that essence of Sikh religion was introduced to the western world. He says in the Preface: “I bring from the East what is practically an unknown religion. The Sikhs are distinguished throughout the world as a great military people, but there is little known even to professional scholars regarding their religion.”8 He sums up the moral and political merits of the Sikh religion: 



It prohibits idolatry, hypocrisy, caste exclusiveness, the concremation of women, the use of wine and other intoxicants, tobacco smoking, infanticide, slander, pilgrimage to the sacred rivers and tanks of the Hindus; and it inculcates loyalty, gratitude for all favours received, philanthropy, justice, impartiality, truth, honesty, and all the moral and domestic virtues known to the noblest citizen of any country.



The illustrious author of the Vie de Jesus asks whether great originality will again arise or the world be content to follow the paths opened by the daring creators of ancient ages. Now there is here presented a religion totally unaffected by Semitic or Christian influences. Based on the concept of the unity of God, it rejected Hindu formularies and adopted an independent ethical system, ritual, and standards which were totally opposed to the theological beliefs of Guru Nanak’s age and country. As we shall see hereafter, it would be difficult to point to a religion of greater originality or to a more comprehensive ethical system.9
While eulogizing Macauliffe’s contribution, it must be pointed out that he too has given twist to Sikh history in favour of British empire. This is clear from some of the so-called prophecies highlighted by him, without any historical evidence worth the name. Note the following:



A few of the advantages of the Sikh religion to the State may be here enumerated. One day, as Guru Tegh Bahadur was in the top storey of his prison, the Emperor Aurangzeb thought he saw him looking towards the south in the direction of the Imperial zenana. He was sent for the next day, and charged with this grave breach of Oriental etiquette and propriety. The Guru replied, ‘Emperor Aurangzeb, I was on the top storey of my prison, but I was not looking at thy private apartments or at thy queens. I was looking in the direction of the Europeans who are coming from beyond the seas to tear down thy purdas and destroy thine empire.’ Sikh writers state that these words became the battle-cry of the Sikhs in the assault on the mutineers in Dihli (Delhi) in 1857, under General John Nicholson, and that thus the prophecy of the ninth Guru was gloriously fulfilled. When it was represented to Guru Gobind Singh that a Mohammedan army would eventually come to overpower his Sikhs, he replied, ‘What God willeth shall take place. When the army of the Mohammedans cometh, my Sikhs shall strike steel on steel. The Khalsa shall then awake, and know the play of battle. Amid the clash of arms the Khalsa shall be partners in present and future bliss, tranquillity, meditation, and divine knowledge. Then shall the English come, and, joined by the Khalsa, rule as well in the East as in the West. The holy English shall possess great power and by force of arms take possession of many principalities. The combined armies of the English and the Sikhs shall be very powerful, as long as they rule with united councils. The empire of the British shall vastly increase, and they shall in every way obtain prosperity. Wherever they take their armies, they shall conquer and bestow thrones on their vassals. Then in every house shall be wealth, in every house religion, in every house learning, and in every house happiness.’10

Syad Muhammad Latiftc "Syad Muhammad Latif"
In his History of the Punjab (1891 CE), Latif devotes the major part of the book to Sikhs. Part III, IV and V (pages 240-644) cover the Sikh history after a brief coverage of the earlier period in Parts I & II (pages 1-239). He was Extra Judicial Assistant Commissioner of Gurdaspur. He was a loyal servant of his British employers and his eulogizing the British rule in Punjab tantamounts to sycophancy. He gives the impression that the Sikhs welcomed the liquidation of their empire of Punjab and its annexation by the British. He says:



But in no part of this great Empire was British rule received with more genuine satisfaction than in the country of the Five Rivers. With a manly and calm resignation, the disciples of Govind, beaten in a fair fight, cheerfully submitted to their conquerors.11


The aggressive policy adopted by the Sikhs towards the paramount Power of India, compelled the latter to take up arms against them. The country was conquered; but, generosity prevailing over policy, the victors restored to the recognised heir to the throne, the territories which they were entitled to hold by right of conquest. The Sikh ministers and Darbar, however, violated the treaty; and the Khalsa army, rising up in arms, waged a fierce war to destroy the benefactors of their race, whose clemency alone had saved them from utter annihilation. The violators of the treaty were punished, and the province was absorbed into the British Empire, under the administration of Lord Dalhousie. The conquered nation, whose own acts had invited conflict which thus terminated in its downfall, was considerately, nay, generously, treated by the victors. British statesmen respected the fallen fortunes of the Sikhs, and, by a policy of combined vigour, and conciliation, achieved those great victories of peace which will ever reflect honour on the British name. The names of the famous Lawrences, worthy choice of Lord Dalhousie’s benevolent policy, are inscribed in characters of light on the frontispiece of the History of India, among those of the illustrious British heroes and statesmen to whose energy, talents and diplomatic skill, England owes its possession of her empire.12
We have now overwhelming evidence to contradict this version which is clearly actuated by a desire on the part of the writer to be acceptable to his masters. Besides, there are quite a few factual errors. For example, on p. 246, he says: “The descendants of Sri Chand are Nanakpotras or descendants of Nanak.” As we know, Sri Chand was a celibate. He never married, and had no children. Latif also repeats the mistake of Cunningham when he says that Guru Hargobind entered the service of Jehangir as a military leader.13 Baba Budha is shown as ‘a notorious free-booter’ converted by Guru Hargobind.14 It is a well-known fact that Baba Budha became a disciple of Guru Nanak at a very young age, in his early teens. Also Guru Hargobind is shown to have died at Kartarpur rather than Kiratpur while living in the house of Baba Budha.15 However, Baba Budha had died in 1631 CE, nearly fourteen years before the demise of Guru Hargobind.

Hari Ram Guptatc "Hari Ram Gupta"
History of the Sikhs (1984 CE) by Hari Ram Gupta, is an important milestone in Sikh historiography. He started his work from the eighteenth century of Sikh history and subsequently wrote the lives of ten Gurus as well as the later events up to the fall of the Sikh rule. His magnum opus was, however, on the misl period. Hari Ram Gupta was not a Sikh, but he showed genuine respect for the Gurus and admiration for the Sikh heroes who dominated the history during this period. He says:



The Sikhs are the most interesting people in the whole of India. They appear on the stage of life everywhere and in every walk of life as men of action. The hidden spirit and potential energy of a Sikh gives him a peculiar dignity. A Sikh believes that God is always present with him. This feeling has not only made him adventurous, but also bold and fearless. He can dare anything under the sun in the name of God, Guru and the Granth.



The story of rise and development of Sikhism is one of the most stirring and striking chapters in world history. It is a people’s movement based on democracy, secularism and socialism without any barrier of caste, colour or country.16
Hari Ram, however, shows Guru Nanak as a part of the bhagti movement with which the radical bhagats like Chaitanya, Ramanand, Jaidev, Mira Bai, Surdas, etc. are associated. The bhagti movement, as we know, propagates dichotomy of spiritual and temporal life, and is inclined towards asceticism and passive resignation from life. Hari Ram failed to see that Guru Nanak and his successors preached a whole-life religion and active participation in life, and laid emphasis on altruistic deeds and struggle for justice for all without discrimination based on caste, creed, colour or gender. It was this difference that distinguishes the Gurus from the radical bhagats, and which brought about an unprecedented socio-political and spiritual revolution and establishment of an egalitarian rule under the Sarkar-é-Khalsa in the Punjab and the surrounding areas in the north of India from Delhi to Jamrud.

Other Studiestc "Other Studies"
In addition to the above major studies, there have been a number of other Western scholars (besides Cunningham & Macauliffe) who have contributed towards Sikh historiography in varying degrees. McGregor was perhaps the first to write a complete history of the Sikhs, starting with Guru Nanak to the capture of Kangra by the British, which was published in 1847 CE. John Kaye, who reviewed it, describes it as ‘a nondescript performance, a graft of history upon a stock of personal narrative, the one ever destroying the vitality of the other.’17
Among others, mention may be made of George Forster and Malcolm. The former gave a short but well connected account of the Sikhs in the form of a detailed letter written in 1783 CE. The latter (John Malcolm) is known for his Sketch of the Sikhs. Malcolm came to Punjab in 1805 CE, when he had an opportunity to collect a lot of material on Sikhs, which he compiled hastily in the above Sketch. His purpose was that ‘it will be useful at the moment when every information regarding Sikhs is of importance.’ He hoped that “it may, perhaps, stimulate some person, who has more leisure and better opportunities to accomplish that task which I once contemplated.”18
The material he collected included a copy of the Adi Granth, some Persian books on the Sikhs, Dasam Patshah ka Granth, Varan of Bhai Gurdas, the Janamsakhi of Bhai Bala, etc. He also had the services of a Nirmala Sikh priest (Atma Ram) at his disposal. Malcolm was able to collect more authentic information on Sikhs than any earlier Western writer. His sympathetic treatment of the material has further added to the merit of his work. For these reasons, his Sketch of the Sikhs is considered as the foundation of any serious understanding of the history, culture and religion of the Sikhs. It seems that subsequent historians, including Cunningham, relied heavily on it.

Summing the Western tradition, Darshan Singh says, “Majority of Western writers have represented Sikhism as a response to the prevailing disorderly and chaotic religious conditions in India. In this respect, they emphasised the reformatory character of Sikhism. According to their assessment, Sikhism aimed at synthesizing the positive elements from both the Hindu and Islamic traditions, having universal appeal and validity. Beyond this point they failed to perceive the originality of the vision and mission of Guru Nanak.”19 

Duncan Greenlees, however, like Macauliffe, is an exception to the above conclusion. His The Gospel of the Guru Granth Sahib includes a very lengthy introduction running to 198 pages. The author is of the opinion that the history of the Sikh Gurus and the Khalsa Panth is an indispensable part of their religion. “The Sikh religion,” he says, “has never been a philosophy of books, of theorists, but a discipline of life, an ideal of brotherhood inspired by passionate devotion to the highest, guided by the example of the Guru’s own life, and interpreted with life history of the Guru Khalsa Panth. Sikh history cannot be divorced from Sikh philosophy; it is its very life-blood.”20 Keeping the above in view, the author has furnished the life history of the Sikh Gurus and the struggle of the Khalsa Panth in the lengthy introductory essay.

It should not be inferred from the above that the Sikhs neglected their history altogether. In fact, Guru Nanak himself frequently refers to the conditions prevailing in his times and major historical facts. Bhai Gurdas wrote a lengthy var listing major events in the life of Guru Nanak. He has also given a list of prominent Sikhs of his time in another var. Various Janamsakhis, although somewhat different in approach, are a reliable source of the life of Guru Nanak. Gurbilas Patshahi Chhevin (Kavi Sohan Singh), Gurbilas Patshahi Dasvin (Sukha Singh), Mehma Parkash (Sarup Das Bhalla), are attempts, although not accurate at places, to record the life history of the Gurus in Punjabi verse.

Panth Parkash (Ratan Singh Bhangu), Nanak Parkash and Gurpartap Suraj Granth (Bhai Santokh Singh) and Panth Parkash (Giani Gian Singh) are classical epics on Sikh history in Punjabi verse.

Among the later attempts, mention must be made of the History of the Sikh Religion by Khazan Singh, published in 1914, which covers the period from Guru Nanak to the end of the Sikh Rule.

The period of systematic historiography, however, begins with Karam Singh Historian in early twentieth century. Dr Ganda Singh and Dr Kirpal Singh carried forward this tradition. Dr Gopal Singh’s A History of the Sikh People, Khushwant Singh’s History of the Sikhs and Dr Sangat Singh’s Sikhs in History are the latest additions to the Sikh historiography.

Most of the works mentioned in this Preface are individual attempts and represent their individual views. Barring a few recent publications, they are incomplete in the sense that some cover only the Guru period, while others end with the Sikh Rule. The Western scholars have invariably failed to grasp the essence of Sikh religion and often give a biased account of the Sikh history. Also, they did not take into account some valuable material that has now become available from Persian and other non-Indian sources.

Another disturbing factor is that most of the World Books and Encyclopaedias carry a distorted picture of the Sikh religion and its history. Sikhs are invariably presented as a sect of Hindus, and Guru Nanak is often shown as a disciple of Kabir. Even at home, Sikh history is being distorted by state agencies apart from individual chauvinists from the majority culture. There are highly objectionable and misleading references to the Gurus in the history textbooks prescribed by the NCERT for teaching in schools. The role of Sikhs in the 1857 uprising, sometimes called the first war of Indian independence movement, has been shockingly derogated. The tremendous contribution of Sikhs in the freedom struggle and their sacrifices in the form of nearly 80% of total deaths and life imprisonments, hardly find any mention in the official accounts. This unfortunate bias could be due to ignorance, but is largely motivated, and needs to be addressed.

During the last few decades, Sikhs have migrated to almost all parts of the world so that Sikh presence is visible in every continent. The unfortunate army attack on the Darbar Sahib (Golden Temple), Amritsar, in 1984, and the atrocities committed by the state on Sikhs subsequently, have led to a keen demand for information on Sikh religion and history.

It was considered necessary, therefore, to produce an authentic and up-to-date history of the Sikhs. On the initiative of the writer of these lines, the SGPC decided to respond to this felt need, and a project report was approved in 1997 at a meeting of the Dharam Parchar Committee held under the chairmanship of Sardar Gurcharan Singh Tohra. It was to be a cooperative effort, and I was asked to be the coordinator. The objectives of the Project are:


a)
To identify distinct periods or phases of Sikh history.


b)
To review the primary sources of Sikh history.


c)
To examine the existing published material on Sikh history.


d)
To discover new source material hitherto not explored.


e)
To procure or ensure access to and carefully examine the new material.


f)
To carefully study the commonly accepted primary sources of Sikh history.


g)
To interpret various events in the light of basic doctrines of Sikhism and to correlate these with Gurbani, since Sikh history represents an unfolding of the Sikh ideology.


h)
To procure, translate and examine documents in other languages, directly or indirectly related to Sikh history.


i)
To point out and contradict common misrepresentation of the role of Sikhs in history.


j)
To pay special attention to areas in Sikh history, not adequately covered by earlier historians.


k)
To prepare a readable account of Sikh history for the benefit of historians, scholars, students as well as the common man, Sikh or non-Sikh.

Following this decision, meetings of leading Sikh historians were held and it was agreed that contribution for specific periods of Sikh history should come from those who had worked intensively on those periods, so that advantage could be taken of their specialisation. It was also decided to present the material in five volumes, each representing a distinct period of Sikh history as follows:

Volume I
:
The Guru Period (1469-1708 CE)

Volume II
:
Sikhs in the 18th Century (1709-1799 CE)

Volume III
:
The Sikh Rule (1800-1848 CE)

Volume IV
:
The British Period (1849-1947 CE)

Volume V
:
From 1947 CE to date

In order to ensure a uniformity of approach it was considered necessary for all participants in the project to keep some basic points in mind. These are reproduced below:


1.
Sikhism is an independent spiritual, ethical and social system, with a distinct way of life. It is neither a sect of any existing religion nor a syncretism of earlier faiths. Based on Guru Nanak’s mystic experience and revelation, it views universe as the visible form of the Creator, and humankind as one race or brotherhood.


2.
All the ten Gurus are one in spirit, and Guru Nanak and the successor Gurus expounded the same philosophy. That spirit is now embodied in Guru Granth Sahib.


3.
Sikhism is a whole-life religion and recognises no dichotomy of spiritual and temporal life. In fact, side by side with simran, it stresses a life of activity, economic as well as social. It decries renunciation, monasticism and asceticism.


4.
Sikhism is not the product of the circumstances of a particular situation in history. It was not created to defend or oppose any particular culture or values. It is a universal and eternal religion relevant to all ages and situations. It is a message of eternal love, service and sacrifice, and a way of life in perfect harmony with environment and laws of nature or His Hukam.


5.
Miri-piri doctrine of the saint-soldier philosophy was preached by Guru Nanak, and was not an innovation of Guru Hargobind or Guru Gobind Singh.


6.
Sikh history is an unfolding of the philosophy preached by the Gurus. It is necessary, therefore, to keep in mind its doctrines in interpreting the events.


7.
Sikhism is a world religion, and frontiers of its influence are expanding rapidly. World needs a rational account of Sikh history. As such, historical facts must be identified and faithfully reproduced. All available material, primary, recent or current, needs to be consulted and presented without bias. While miracles or hagiographic accounts should not be confused with history, such material could be included as opinions of certain individuals.


8.
The targeted audience is not only Sikhs but also readers from other religions throughout the globe, particularly the elite and opinion makers. Renowned scholars, philosophising about the emerging world order, express radical futuristic thoughts. Predictions include concepts about commonality of fundamental human values and institutions that may evolve to ensure a stable world with a singular civilization. Sikhism could surely play a key role in determining the core of a culture that may pervade the globe. It should be possible to build in prophetic statements that relate the ideals of Sikhism with futuristic paradigm.
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