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past fifty years.

Designed to take full account of recent scholarship and changing
conceptions of South Asia's historical development, The New Cambridge
History of India will be published as a series of short, self-contained
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person. Within an overall four-part structure, thirty-one complementary
volumes in uniform format will be published. As before, each will
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I The Mughals and Their Contemporaries
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IV The Evolution of Contemporary South Asia
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GENERAL EDITOR'S PREFACE

The New Cambridge History of India covers the period from the
beginning of the sixteenth century. In some respects it marks a radical
change in the style of Cambridge Histories, but in others the editors
feel that they are working firmly within an established academic
tradition.

During the summer of 1896, F.W. Maitland and Lord Acton
between them evolved the idea for a comprehensive modern history.
By the end of the year the Syndics of the University Press had
committed themselves to the Cambridge Modern History, and Lord
Acton had been put in charge of it. It was hoped that publication would
begin in 1899 and be completed by 1904, but the first volume in fact
came out in 1902 and the last in 1910, with additional volumes of tables
and maps in 1911 and 1912.

The History was a great success, and it was followed by a whole
series of distinctive Cambridge Histories covering English Literature,
the Ancient World, India, British Foreign Policy, Economic History,
Medieval History, the British Empire, Africa, China and Latin
America; and even now other new series are being prepared. Indeed,
the various Histories have given the Press notable strength in the
publication of general reference books in the arts and social sciences.

What has made the Cambridge Histories so distinctive is that they
have never been simply dictionaries or encyclopaedias. The Histories
have, in H.A.L. Fisher's words, always been 'written by an army of
specialists concentrating the latest results of special study'. Yet as
Acton agreed with the Syndics in 1896, they have not been mere
compilations of existing material but original works. Undoubtedly
many of the Histories are uneven in quality, some have become out of
date very rapidly, but their virtue has been that they have consistently
done more than simply record an existing state of knowledge: they
have tended to focus interest on research and they have provided a
massive stimulus to further work. This has made their publication
doubly worthwhile and has distinguished them intellectually from

XI
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GENERAL EDITOR S PREFACE

other sorts of reference book. The Editors of the New Cambridge
History of India have acknowledged this in their work.

The original Cambridge History of India was published between
1922 and 1937. It was planned in six volumes, but of these, Volume 2
dealing with the period between the first century A.D. and the Muslim
invasion of India never appeared. Some of the material is still of value,
but in many respects it is now out of date. The last fifty years have seen
a great deal of new research on India, and a striking feature of recent
work has been to cast doubt on the validity of the quite arbitrary
chronological and categorical way in which Indian history has been
conventionally divided.

The Editors decided that it would not be academically desirable to
prepare a new History of India using the traditional format. The
selective nature of research on Indian history over the last half-century
would doom such a project from the start and the whole of Indian
history could not be covered in an even or comprehensive manner.
They concluded that the best scheme would be to have a History
divided into four overlapping chronological volumes, each containing
about eight short books on individual themes or subjects. Although in
extent the work will therefore be equivalent to a dozen massive tomes
of the traditional sort, in form the New Cambridge History of India
will appear as a shelf full of separate but complementary parts.
Accordingly, the main divisions are between I The Mughals and their
Contemporaries, II Indian States and the Transition to Colonialism, III
The Indian Empire and the Beginnings of Modern Society, and IV The
Evolution of Contemporary South Asia.

Just as the books within these volumes are complementary so too do
they intersect with each other, both thematically and chronologically.
As the books appear they are intended to give a view of the subject as it
now stands and to act as a stimulus to further research. We do not
expect the New Cambridge History of India to be the last word on the
subject but an essential voice in the continuing discourse about it.

Xll
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PREFACE

Writing his History of the Sikhs in the 1960s Khushwant Singh looked
upon J. D. Cunningham as his predecessor whose work, written over a
century earlier, had become a classic. Khushwant Singh himself has
written with 'power and passion' under 'masterly restraint'. That the
present volume takes into account the research on Sikh history during
the past two decades may be regarded as its major claim upon the
reader's attention. It touches upon religious, social, political,
economic, cultural and demographic developments over the entire
span of Sikh history.

Within the broad context of Indian history, Sikh history falls into
four well-marked periods: from its beginning with the mission of Guru
Nanak to the death of Guru Gobind Singh in 1708; from the rise of
Banda Bahadur to the annexation of the Punjab by the British in 1849;
the near century of colonial rule up to 1947; and the four decades of
Independence. During the past century historians of the Sikhs have
concentrated on the first two periods. Interest in the colonial period
goes back only to the 1960s. The movement for a Punjabi-speaking
state and the crisis culminating in the Operation Bluestar in June 1984
have induced many a writer to take interest in the history of the Sikhs
in independent India. This broad pattern of historiography is reflected
in the treatment of Sikh history in the present volume: generalizations
yield more and more place to factual though analytical narrative as we
pass from one period to another in an attempt to identify change.

For an invitation to pursue a subject which had been my major
occupation for two decades, I am thankful to the Syndics of the
Cambridge University Press; I am equally thankful to the editors of
The New Cambridge History of India for leaving me all the freedom I
needed to write this volume.

I am indebted to many scholars and institutions for help, but I would
like to mention specifically Professor Indu Banga and Professor W. H.
McLeod among the scholars, and the Nehru Memorial Museum and
Library, New Delhi, the Indian Council of Historical Research, New
Delhi, Guru Nanak Dev University, Amritsar, and the Indian Institute

xiii
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PREFACE

of Advanced Study, Shimla, among the institutions. Dr Veena Sach-
deva, Dr Radha Sharma and Dr Harish Sharma have helped me the
most from amongst my colleagues and research students. I am thankful
to Jaswant Singh and T. K. Majumdar for secretarial help, and to O. P.
Sarna for cartographic assistance. N. K. Maini has helped me in
checking the proofs and in preparing the index.

My wife, Harjinder, gave me all the care and affection I needed for
completing this study through the 1980s.

P.S.
Since the publication of this book in 1990, the publishers have found
its sales satisfactory enough to bring out a paperback edition. The
author has taken the opportunity to bring its Epilogue up to 1997, to
add to its Chronology events from 1849 onwards, to replace its maps
for better cartographic representation, to update the Bibliographical
Essay, and to make necessary 'corrections' in the text, footnotes and
the Index.

xiv
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GLOSSARY

'adalati
akali

akhand-pafh

akhdra
a'Id mdlik

'amil

ardas
arddsid

auliya

avtdr

bairdgl
bandh

bdrii

bar

a touring justice under Sikh rule,
a staunch follower of Guru Gobind Singh; in
the early nineteenth century equated with the
Nihang; in the twentieth century, initially a
volunteer to take over Sikh temples and after-
wards a member of the Shiromani Akali Dal.
'unbroken reading'; an uninterrupted reading
of the entire Adi Granth performed by a team
of readers.
arena; a temple or monastery of the Udasls.
a 'superior owner', entitled to a certain share in
the produce from land; also called ta'alluqddr
or bisweddr.
a revenue collector; interchangeable with
kdrddr as the administrator of a ta'alluqa under
Sikh rule,
the Sikh prayer.
literally, one who offers ardds; a person
employed by Sikh rulers and jdgirddrs for this
purpose.
plural of wall, a favourite or friend of God;
saints.
'descent'; incarnation of a deity, usually
Vishnu.
a renunciant, usually a Vaishnavite.
to stop work as a mark of protest; a method of
agitation; a strike.
speech; the utterances of the Gurus and bhaktas
recorded in the Adi Granth; the amplified
form gurbdni or bhagat-bani is commonly
used.
the upland between two river valleys in the
Punjab plains.
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GLOSSARY

bemukh

bhdl

bhanddr

bhanddrl
bhdt

bhog

bigha

bima
birdddr

bisweddr

chandl-pdt.h

chaudharl

chela
daftar-i-mu'alld

dal khdlsd

dam

'without face'; one who has turned away from
the Guru.
'brother'; a Sikh formally connected with relig-
ious affairs; an epithet of respect,
store; a storehouse; a place for the preparation
and distribution of food in religious insti-
tutions.
one who looks after a bhanddr.
a popular bard who also kept genealogies of
important families.
conclusion of the reading of the Adi Granth,
followed generally by singing of hymns and
always by an ardds.
a measure of land generally considered equal
to 20 biswds or 2. kandls; also one-half of a
ghumdon; the actual size varied from region to
region
insurance.
a local representative of the Nirankari
Guru.
'the holder of a twentieth part'; a person
entitled to a certain share in the produce from
land; also called a'ld mdlik or td'alluqddr\
a ceremony observed by the Namdharis in
which Guru Gobind Singh's composition on
the Goddess Chandi was recited over a fire
kept burning; also called horn.
the hereditary headman of a group of villages
for collecting revenues on behalf of the
government,
a disciple.
the exalted office; a term used for the central
secretariat of Maharaja Ranjit Singh,
a term used for the combined forces of the Sikhs
during the eighteenth century,
a small coin, equal to one-fortieth of a silver
rupee in the Mughal times; equated in due
course with paisa.
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GLOSSARY

deodhi
deodblddr

derd

dhadi

dhara
dhartna

dharm-yudh
dlwdn

doab
far man
faujddr

ghadar
ghurcbarha

ghorcharhd-i-khds

gidnl

granthi

gurbdnl
gurdwdra

entrance hall; royal residence; the royal court,
the keeper of the royal residence in the time of
Maharaja Ranjit Singh.
camp; encampment; a unit in the army of
Maharaja Ranjit Singh and his successors; the
place of a religious personage,
a minstrel; among the Sikhs, a musician who
used to sing in praise of the Sikh Gurus and
recount the heroic deeds of the Sikhs,
a factional group.
the appropriate moral and religious obligations
attached to any particular section in Hindu
society; duty, moral obligation; a righteous
cause,
war in the cause of religion; a righteous war.
the keeper of a treasury; the head of the finance
department; an honorofic given to Hindu
nobles by Maharaja Ranjit Singh and his
successors.
an area lying between two rivers,
a royal order.
one who keeps troops; a military officer under
the Mughals whose duty in peace time was to
maintain law and order and to assist civil
authorities; the office survived into the early
nineteenth century in the Punjab,
'revolt'; revolution.
literally a horse-rider; a traditional horseman in
the kingdom of Lahore.
a special cavalry raised by Maharaja Ranjit
Singh to act as royal body-guards,
one who possesses knowledge (gidn); among
the Sikhs, a person well-versed in the
scriptures.
a professional reader of the Granth; the func-
tionary in charge of a gurdwdra.
'the utterance of the Guru',
'the door of the Guru'; a Sikh temple, generally
also the centre of social activity.
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GLOSSARY

gurmatd

gurmukhl

gursikh
guru

harmandir

haumai
havan
boll

hukmndma

hundi
ijdra

jagir
jdglrdar
jathd

jatheddr

jhlwar
jihdd

julahd
kacbchl
kaldl

a decision arrived at by a congregation of Sikhs,
generally in the presence of the Granth Sahib.
a script adopted by the first successor of Guru
Nanak for recording his compositions and used
subsequently by the Sikhs for writing Punjabi.
a true Sikh of the Guru.
preceptor; religious teacher; an epithet used for
the founder of Sikhism and each of his nine
successors, and also for the Granth Sahib and
the Panth.
'the temple of God'; the central Sikh shrine in
Amritsar commonly known as the Golden
Temple.
self-centredness.
offering an oblation with fire.
an important spring festival observed by
sprinkling coloured powder or water on one
another.
'a written order'; used generally for the letters
of the Sikh Gurus to their followers.
a bill of exchange.
an arrangement in which a certain source of
income was placed in the charge of a person on
the condition of his paying a certain stipulated
sum to the state.
an assignment of land revenue in lieu of salary.
the holder of a.jdgir;zn assignee.
a group, a band; used particularly for Akali
volunteers during their agitations.
the leader of a jathd; a leader-organizer of the
Shiromani Akali Dal.
a water-carrier by caste.
'endeavour'; a crusade; a holy war.
from yogi, or one who practises yoga; a person
belonging to any of the twelve orders of the
followers of Gorakhnath.
a weaver by caste.
unripe; spurious; false.
a brewer or distiller by caste.
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GLOSSARY

kaliyuga

kampii-i-mu'alld

kanpdtd

kdrddr

karhd-prasad
kdrkhdna

kesh
khdlisa

khalsa

khande-ki-pauhl

khdnqah
khatri

khutba

klkar
kirpdn
klrtan

kotwal

landd

the fourth and last of the cosmic ages; the age of
degeneracy.
the exalted camp: a term used for the standing
army of Maharaja Ranjit Singh,
'split-ear'; a follower of Gorakhnath who wears
rings in pierced ears.
an agent; an official; generally used for the
administrator at the ta'alluqa (or pargana) level
under Sikh rule.
sacramental food dispensed in gurdwdras.
a work house, a manufactory; generally main-
tained by rulers and members of the ruling
class.
in Sikh literature, refers to uncut hair,
lands from which revenues were collected
directly by the state in contrast to land alien-
ated in jdgir, dharmarth, in'dm or any other
kind of alienation.
the Sikh brotherhood instituted by Guru
Gobind Singh; used for an individual as well as
for the collective body.
the ceremony introduced by Guru Gobind
Singh, in which a double-edged sword was used
for preparing the water known as amrit to be
drunk by the person baptized,
a hospice; the establishment of a Sufi Shaikh,
from Kshatriya; an important caste in the
Punjab.
a sermon, address; pronouncement made in
Friday mosques regarding the ruler of the day.
babul, a hardy and thorny tree in the Punjab,
a sword.
the singing of hymns from the sacred scriptures
of the Sikhs; hence klrtan darbdr for an elabor-
ate performance.
the official in charge of a fort; used generally
for the city official meant to keep law and
order,
a script used by shopkeepers in the Punjab.
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langar

Idvdn

madad-i-ma ash

madrassa

mahal

mahzar
maktab

manmukh

mansab

mansabddr

mar hi

masand

mastdna

math

GLOSSARY

the kitchen attached to a gurdwdra from which
food is served to all regardless of caste or creed;
a community meal.
stanzas composed by Guru Ram Das for the
solemnization of marriage,
literally, aid for subsistence; most commonly
used in the Mughal times for land revenue
alienated in favour of a religious personage or
institution.
a place where teaching is imparted; generally of
high learning.
a revenue sub-division usually corresponding
with pargana; also applied to a source of
revenue.
an attestation signed by a number of persons,
a place where books are taught; generally used
for a school.
self-oriented; one who follows his own impul-
ses rather than the guidance of the Guru,
literally office, position of rank; indicating
under the Mughals the status, obligations and
remuneration of its holder in the official
hierarchy.
the holder of a rank in the system evolved by
the Mughal emperor Akbar and his successors;
hence, the mansabddrl system,
a small structure raised over a spot of
cremation.
a representative appointed by the Guru to look
after the affairs of a local congregation of Sikhs,
or a number of such congregations,
an intoxicated person; used for a Namdhari
who was so deeply affected by the singing of
hymns that he behaved like an intoxicated
person, shouting and moving in frenzy. It was
because of such mastdnas that the Namdharis
were given the label kiikd (from kuk or shout)
by others,
a monastery; a religious establishment.
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GLOSSARY

matrds
mazdr
mind

misl

morchd

mufti
muhtasib

munsif

muqaddam
nadar
ndl
nawdb

nazim
nindak
nizdmat

panchayat

par char
pargana

religious writings of the Udasls.
a mausoleum; the tomb of a Sufi Shaikh,
a derogatory epithet used for Prithi Chand, the
elder brother of Guru Arjan, and also for his
successors and their followers,
a combination of Sikh leaders in the eighteenth
century for the purpose of defence and for the
occupation of territories.
an embrasure; an entrenchment for besieging a
fort; used metaphorically by the Akalis for
their non-violent agitations,
an expounder of the law in Islam,
the superintendent of police, who examined
weights, measures and provisions, and preven-
ted drinking and gambling,
from insdf (justice), one who gives justice, a
judicial officer; a judge; an arbitrator,
the headman of a village or a part thereof,
from the Persian nazr, 'sight'; grace,
a barber by caste.
plural of ndib, a vicegerent; a title used gen-
erally for provincial governors under the
Mughals; used also for some rulers who suc-
ceeded them.
an administrator; the governor of a province,
detractor; used for the opponents of the Gurus,
the office of ndzim (governor) under the
Mughals; the territory under a ndzim; also used
for lower officials and smaller units of admin-
istration in later times.
a local assembly of the representatives of a caste
or brotherhood; used for the representatives of
the soldiers in the army of Lahore in the 1840s;
panch for an individual member,
propagation of ideas, particularly of one's faith,
the first administrative unit in a province under
the Mughals; remained in use in the Punjab till
the mid nineteenth century and became syno-
nymous with ta'alluqa.
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GLOSSARY

pd(hshdla

pafwdn
paurl
pothi
qdningo

qdzl

rabdbl

rdgi

ra'is
rdkhl

rdm-llld

rehat
rebatia

sddh

sddh-sangat

sangat

sanyasi
saropd

sarovar
sarrdf
sail

an elementary school, especially for simple
arithmetic and book-keeping,
the village accountant,
stanza in a vdr.
volume, tome.
a hereditary keeper of the revenue records at the
pargana or the taa.llu.qa level,
the judicial officer who administered Islamic
law; the office survived into the early nine-
teenth century in the Punjab,
one who plays on the rabdb, a kind of violin
with three strings.
a singer, particularly of the verses in the Sikh
scriptures.
a socially eminent and affluent person,
literally 'protection'; a transitional arrangement
signifying essentially the Sikh chief's claim to a
part of the produce from land in return for
protection afforded against all other claimants,
the folk drama on the life of Rama as the
incarnation of Vishnu,
the code of conduct for the Khalsa.
'one who conforms to rehat'; used actually for a
category of low-caste Sikhs,
a person devoted to religious pursuits; a mendi-
cant; a recluse.
an association of sddhs or pious persons; used
for a Sikh congregation.
assembly, religious congregation; a congre-
gation of Sikhs; the collective body of Sikhs at
one place.
a renunciant, generally a Shaivite.
literally 'head and foot'; a robe of honour; a
token of honour,
a pool, a tank.
a money-changer; a jeweller,
voluntary burning of a widow on her husband's
funeral pyre.
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GLOSSARY

sat-sangat

savayya

sehajdhdri

shahldi jathd

sbarddh
sharVat
shiqddr

shivdld
shudar
shuddhl

silsilah
sltald
smddh

suba

sufis
sutak

ta'alluqa

true association or assembly; used for a Sikh
congregation.
a poetical stanza in a particular metre with a
particular rhyme scheme,
a Sikh who is not baptized as a Khalsa and does
not observe the Khalsa code of discipline; a
non-Khalsa Sikh.
a band of martyrs in non-violent agitation;
the first band was organized in connection
with the Rikabganj Gurdwara agitation in
1920.

rite commemorating deceased forbears,
the Islamic law.
a person appointed by the king under Afghan
rule to look after the civil and military admin-
istration of a territory,
a temple dedicated to Shiva,
the Punjabi form of shudra.
'purification'; a ceremony conducted by the
Arya Samaj to induct or restore to Hindu
society those outside its bounds,
a line, a chain; a Sufi order,
the goddess of small pox.
a memorial raised on a place of cremation,
generally for persons prominent in one sphere
or another.
a province or the primary division of an empire;
used also for the representative of Baba Ram
Singh as an abbreviated form of siibeddr or
governor.
the mystics of Islam.
the period of 'impurity' for a woman after she
has given birth to a child; supposed to be eleven
days for a Brahman, thirteen for a Khatri,
seventeen for a Vaish and thirty days for a
shudar.
synonymous with pargana under the Sikh rule
(see pargana).
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GLOSSARY

ta' alluqdar

tabligb
tarkhdn
tat-khdlsd

ta ziya

thakurdwdra

thdnaddr
uddsi

'ulama

vaish

var

varna

wall

wazifa
wazlr

a person entitled to a share in the produce from
land; also called a'Id mdlik or bisweddr.
propagation of Islam,
a carpenter by caste.
the staunch Khalsa; used for the Khalsa of Guru
Gobind Singh who opposed Banda Bahadur
and his followers in the early eighteenth
century, and also for the Singh reformers of the
early twentieth century.
the annual mourning of the death of Hasan and
Husain, the sons of the Caliph Ali, observed by
the Shi'as by taking out the representations of
their shrines in a procession,
a temple dedicated to Vishnu or one of His
incarnations.
the commandant of a garrison or a fort,
a renunciant belonging to an order tracing its
origin to Guru Nanak through his son Sri
Chand and not through Guru Angad and his
successors.
the plural of ldlim, a person who possesses
knowledge; used generally for the learned in
Islamic theology and law.
the Punjabi form of Vaishya, one of the four
castes of the varrya order.
a literary genre, generally used for heroic
poetry; Guru Nanak used it for his religious
compositions; the most famous vdrs in Sikh
literature were composed by Bhai Gurdas in the
early seventeenth century in praise of the Sikh
Gurus and their teachings,
literally, colour; used for the ideal norm of the
four-caste social order.
singular of auliyd; used for a Sufi who has
attained to the highest spiritual state of subsis-
tence in God.
a stipend.
the first or the prime minister, next in power
and importance to the king.
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zabt

zakdt

zamlnddr

zimrrii

GLOSSARY

a method of assessment per unit area, based on
measurement; applied commonly to perishable
and superior crops under Sikh rule.
charity for fellow Muslims institutionalized as a
tax collected by the state.
literally the holder of land; applied alike to the
intermediary who collected revenue on behalf
of the state and to a vassal chief as well as to a
peasant proprietor.
the non-Muslims who paid poll-tax (jizya) to a
Muslim ruler to ensure protection of their life
and property.
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INTRODUCTION

For every twenty Sikhs in the Punjab there are no more than four in the
rest of India and not more than one in the rest of the world; among
those who live outside, there are not many who do not have their roots
in the Punjab.

The literal meaning of the Persian term panj-db is 'five-waters'. It
was meant to signify the land of five rivers. But it was not meant to be
taken literally. When it became current in the reign of Akbar in the late
sixteenth century, it was synonymous with the province of Lahore
and, therefore, actually smaller than the area lying between the rivers
Indus and Satlej. The British Punjab, however, embraced the entire
plain between the Jamuna and the Indus. This region had a geo-
graphical entity of its own. Its southern boundary was marked by a
desert in historical times. The Himalayas stood in its north even before
the Punjab plains emerged as a geological entity.

As a geographical region, the Punjab was probably wetter in
prehistoric times, but there has been little climatic change during the
Christian era. The rains of July and August mark the end of the
extreme heat of May and June, and the return of the spring in March
and April marks the end of the extreme cold of December and January.
The most temperate weeks come in February-March and October-
November. The rivers have changed course from time to time. The
river Sarswati, which either fell directly into the Arabian Sea or joined
the Indus during the second millennium before Christ, is now marked
by the stream called Ghaggar and its dry bed. This was a major change.

Minor changes in the courses of the rivers of the Punjab are also
known to have taken place even during the past five hundred years.
Consequently, the inter-fluvial area between any two rivers (dodb) has
not remained the same. The names given to the dodbs by Akbar have
found general acceptance: the Bist Jalandhar Doab between the Beas
and the Satlej, the Bari Doab between the Beas and the Ravi, the
Rachna Doab between the Ravi and the Chenab, the Chaj Doab
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JTHE PUNJAB REGION

Map i The land of the Five Rivers

between the Chenab and the Jhelum and the Sindh Sagar Doab
between the Jhelum and the Indus.

In the third millennium before Christ the Punjab formed a part of
the civilization called the Indus Culture when its cities and towns were
located close to the rivers, particularly in their lower courses. The city
of Harappa which flourished as a major urban centre for about 500
years was situated then on the left bank of the river Ravi, about a
hundred miles lower than Lahore at present. The site of the prehistoric
Ropar is still very close to the river Satlej. The villages which supported
the towns and cities were also in or close to river valleys, and not in the
upland (bar) between the rivers.

Though the cities and large towns of the Indus Culture began to
decline in the second millennium before Christ, the broad pattern of
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human settlements persisted till about iooo B.C. Thereafter, a slow but
sure movement up the river valleys, and into the lower Himalayas, was
made possible largely by the use of iron implements. Heavier rainfall
among the mountain ranges then became an asset. The new cities like
Taxila, Sialkot and Jalandhar as well as Lahore were among other
things an index of this northward movement. A large number of
villages grew up in the upperparts of the dodbs. The balance in favour
of the northern parts was tilted further by the introduction of artificial
irrigation by wells with the Persian wheel, particularly after the
Turkish conquest of the Punjab at the beginning of the eleventh
century. The number and the size of towns began to increase in the
upper portions of the dodbs in the thirteenth century. This trend was
accentuated further during the Mughal period.

The change in the broad pattern of human settlements in the Punjab
was a result of political as well as technological changes. At the time of
the Aryan influx into India in the second millennium before Christ,
the Indus Culture was in decline. Agricultural economy was revived
when the nomadic Aryans established small republics and monarchies
nearly all over the Punjab. At the time of Alexander's invasion during
the fourth century before Christ the kingdom of Ambhi was situated in
the upper Sindh Sagar Doab, and King Puru (Poros) was ruling over a
kingdom in the adjoining Chaj Doab. These areas had earlier remained
peripheral to the Indus Culture. Soon after Alexander's return the
Punjab became an integral part of the vast Mauryan empire which
stretched from Bengal to Afghanistan under Ashoka. Taxila was linked
by a highway with the imperial capital Pataliputra in Bihar. Itself a
cosmopolitan centre of art and learning, Taxila served as an important
centre of trade with Iran and the Mediterranean world.

For nearly a thousand years after the fall of the Mauryan empire, the
Punjab remained politically isolated from the Ganges plains. In the
second century before Christ, the Greek king Menander, known to
Buddhist monks as Milinda, ruled over the western dodbs of the
Punjab; Greek coins bear testimony to Greek influence over the whole
of the Punjab before the intrusion of the Shakas or the Scythians. In the
first century before Christ, the Kushanas under Kanishka established a
large empire which covered the whole of the Punjab but extended more
towards Central Asia. The successors of Kanishka submitted to the
Sassanian emperor Ardashir in the early third century after Christ. In
the fifth century the Huns established their power in the Punjab; their
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king Tormana carried his arms beyond the Jamuna, but his successor
Mihirakula was pushed back into the Punjab first and then into
Kashmir. In the seventh century Harsha ruled over the eastern Punjab
up to the river Beas, while the upper portions of the remaining dodbs
were subjugated by the rulers of Kashmir and the lower portions were
covered by a Kingdom known as Takka. Before the advent of the
Ghaznavid Turks, the Hindu Shahi rulers were dominant in the
Punjab proper and the Satlej-Jamuna Divide was under the Tomar
Rajputs.

From the eleventh century the Punjab became once again a part of
large empires when Mahmud of Ghazni annexed it to his dominions in
Afghanistan and Central Asia. His successors ruled over the land of the
five rivers for over 150 years without extending their territory much
beyond the river Ghaggar. The last of them was ousted from Lahore by
the new rulers of Afghanistan, the Ghurids, before the end of the
twelfth century. The Turkish Generals of the Ghurids conquered
nearly the whole of northern India, and three Turkish dynasties ruled
over the Sultanate of Delhi during the thirteenth century. During the
fourteenth century, much of the Punjab was a part of the large empire
established by the Khalji Turks and maintained by the Tughluqs. The
western dodbs, however, had come under the influence of the Mongol
successors of Chingiz Khan before Timur, the acknowledged ancestor
of the Mughal emperors, invaded India towards the end of the
fourteenth century. The Sayyid rulers came into power at Delhi during
the early fifteenth century and tried to extend their influence over the
Punjab, but without much success. This position was inherited by the
Afghan ruler Bahlol Lodhi in the late fifteenth century. Under his
successors, Sikandar and Ibrahim, the Afghan governor of the Punjab
extended his influence up to the river Jhelum. Meanwhile, Babur had
occupied Afghanistan as a successor of Timur, and was keen to expand
his dominions in the direction of India. He occupied the Punjab in the
early 1520s before he defeated Ibrahim Lodhi in the battle of Panipat in
15 26. For over two centuries then, the Punjab was to remain an integral
part of the Mughal empire in India.

Political changes affected inter multa, alia the character of population
in the Punjab. The dominant tribes of the region during the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries were an important legacy of political changes.
Many a Baloch and Pathan clan was dominant in the area which
became the Multan province of the Mughal empire. The Kharal and Sial
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tribes were dominant in the lower portions of the Bari and Rachna
Doabs. The Gakkhars, Awans and the Janjuas were dominant in the
upper Sindh Sagar Doab. Many Rajput clans held lands along the
Shivaliks and the border along Rajasthan. However, the most numer-
ous of the agricultural tribes were the Jats. They had come from Sindh
and Rajasthan along the river valleys, moving up, displacing the
Gujjars and the Rajputs to occupy culturable lands. Before the end of
the sixteenth century they were more numerous than any other
agricultural tribe between the rivers Jhelum and Jamuna. However, it
was still possible to trace the remnants of the original inhabitants of the
Indus Culture, not only in the unprivileged shudras but also in the
dark-skinned among the Brahmans who belonged to the privileged
castes. Most of the Brahmans, however, and nearly all the mercantile
Khatris and Aroras were the decendants of the Aryans who were
represented among the artisans too.

The ethnic plurality in the Punjab was matched by the variety in its
cultural tradition. The Vedic Aryans interacted with the people of the
Indus Culture not only to produce the prototype of the social system
based on caste but also to evolve new systems of religious belief and
practice, combining the simple worship of their nature-gods with the
well-developed cults of the Indus people. This was most evident in the
cult of the Goddess. Due partly to the patronage of non-Aryan rulers,
Buddhism dominated the religious life of the Punjab for several
centuries before its decline became irretrievable in the seventh century.
The forms of religious belief and practice referred to as Shaiva and
Vaishnava were surely becoming popular much before the Turkish
invasions of the Punjab. A variety of Islamic religious beliefs and
practices were introduced in the Punjab during the centuries of
Turko-Afghan rule. To the scriptural authority of the Vedas and the
Puranas was added the authority of the Quran. To Sanskrit in
Devanagri script were added Arabic and Persian in slightly different
scripts of their own. In the past, however, Greek and Kharoshthi
scripts too were known in the Punjab, and so was Brahmi which was
used by the Prakrit writers.

Neither Sanskrit nor Arabic or Persian, however, was the language
understood or spoken by the mass of the people in the Punjab. Just as
they used Landa or Takri script for their simple accounts, they used the
regional dialects in their daily intercourse. These dialects had begun to
emerge clearly between the fall of the kingdom of Harsha in the
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seventh century and the rise of the Sultanate of Delhi in the thirteenth.
The great poet Amir Khusrau referred to Lahauri as the spoken
language of the people of the Lahore region, later to be called Punjabi.
At this time, Shaikh Fariduddin Chishti of Pakpattan was using
another major dialect of Punjabi, namely Multani, as the medium of his
literary expression. Those who wished to address themselves to the
mass of the people naturally preferred to use their language. The bards
and minstrels {dhadis) entertained the common people with tales of
love and war in their own dialects, developing in the process a rich
tradition of oral literature in Punjabi.

II

The history of the Sikhs in the Punjab can be traced to the late fifteenth
century. The founder of Sikhism, Guru Nanak, was born in the Rachna
Doab in April, 1469, when Bahlol Lodhi was ruling at Delhi and Tatar
Khan Lodhi was governing the province of Lahore on his behalf. Guru
Nanak's father, Kalu, was a Khatri, a high caste among the Punjabi
Hindus but the subcaste Bedi to which he belonged was rather
unimportant among the Khatri subcastes. Kalu was residing in a village
called Rai Bhoi di Talwandi in which the most prominent resident was
a Muslim, popularly known as Rai Bular. Like many of his contempo-
rary Khatris, Kalu had learnt Persian to be able to serve as a pafwdri.
He wanted to educate his son well enough to find a place in life. Guru
Nanak appears from his compositions to be a well-educated person.
He could have been self-schooled. But probably he did learn all that
the village teachers of accounts and Persian had to teach.

As a young man Nanak was married to Sulakhni, daughter of Mula,
a Khatri of the newly founded town of Batala who had come there
from his village, Pakho di Randhawi, on the left bank of the river Ravi.
Mula belonged to the subcaste Chona which was less important than
even the subcaste Bedi. As a married young man Nanak was expected
sooner rather than later to earn a living for himself. But there was not
much in the village for a precocious young man in terms of a
profession. Sometime before or after 1490, search for employment
took him across the Bari Doab to Sultanpur in the Bist Jalandhar Doab.

Sultanpur at this time was the seat of an important shiqddr, Daulat
Khan Lodhi, who was later to become the governor of Lahore. It was a
flourishing town on the route from Delhi to Lahore. Its populace
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consisted of Hindus and Muslims, following diverse professions. It is
difficult to imagine that there was no one in Sultanpur to expound or to
administer Islamic law, or that there was no one to represent Islamic
mysticism. It is safe to assume that there were Khatri shopkeepers and
traders, Brahman priests and astrologers. There were many who served
Daulat Khan in the administration of the territory under his jurisdic-
tion. There were qdniingos to assist the administrator in the assessment
and collection of land revenue. Indeed, there was an official storehouse
{modlkhdna) for the revenues collected in kind. One of its employees
was Jai Ram, an Uppal Khatri, who was married to Guru Nanak's
sister, Nanki. On his request and surety Guru Nanak was given
employment in the modlkhdna of Daulat Khan.

For about a decade Guru Nanak performed his duties well, living as
a householder in Sultanpur. His two sons, Sri Chand and Lakhmi
Chand, were born there. But neither his service to Daulat Khan Lodhi
nor his attention to his family was the most important aspect of his life
at Sultanpur. He was in search of something more valuable, the
purpose of human life. Possibly, he had met wandering ascetics (sddbs)
in or near Rai Bhoi dl Talwandi. In Sultanpur he could meet the
representatives of both Hinduism and Islam. Religious discussions
between Hindus and Muslims were not uncommon in the fifteenth-
century Punjab. Guru Nanak meditated on the mysteries of life and
reflected on views expressed by others on some of the fundamental
questions of life. His search for truth ended in a sense of divine calling.
This marked the end of his stay in Sultanpur around 1500.

During the first quarter of the sixteenth century Guru Nanak
undertook long journeys in and outside the Indian subcontinent. In
one of his verses there is a reference to towns and cities he visited in all
'the nine regions of the earth' (nau-khand). There is hardly any doubt
that he visited the important centres of Hindu and Muslim pilgrimage.
He debated with the protagonists of nearly all systems of religious
belief and practice in contemporary India. He kept his eyes and ears
open. Even a cursory reading of his compositions is enough to realize
that there was hardly anything that he missed, in politics or govern-
ment, in society or religion, or in nature. His followers came to believe
that he had undertaken these journeys for 'the redemption of the
world'. At the end of his journey the sole purpose of his life was to
deliver his message of salvation to all.

Sometime before or after the age of fifty-five Guru Nanak finally
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settled down at a place he named Kartarpur on the right bank of the
Ravi. During the Kartarpur years he seldom moved, not out of the
Punjab anyway. He visited Achal, near Batala, which was an important
centre of the Gorakhnathi jogis in those days. He also visited Pakpat-
tan and Multan where the descendant-successors of Shaikh Fariduddin
and Shaikh Bahauddin Zakariya were still holding discourses on the
sufi way of life. Guru Nanak gave 'instruction' (sikhyd) to all who
visited Kartarpur for nearly a decade and a half before he died in
September, 1539. It is difficult to estimate the number of his followers
in his lifetime. It is clear, however, that the great majority of them
belonged to the Punjab.

The followers of Guru Nanak came to be known as Sikhs, from the
Sanskrit shishya or disciple. Their number began to increase under his
successors. Within a century of his death they were found in many
cities of the Mughal empire as well as in the villages and towns of the
Punjab. For nearly two centuries however, they remained confined to
the Punjab as a result of the political struggle of the Khalsa instituted
by Guru Gobind Singh at the end of the seventeenth century. Under
colonial rule, once again, they began to move out, to other parts of the
country and to other continents. This outmigration gained greater
pace after 1947 when India became independent. The partition of the
Punjab at the same time concentrated the Sikhs in about a dozen
districts of the Indian Punjab. Thus, though it is possible to see a Sikh
in every state of the Indian Union and in almost every country of the
world, the great majority of the Sikhs reside in the Punjab, their
'homeland'.
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CHAPTER 1

THE TURKO-AFGHAN RULE

Babur's invading army in the eyes of Guru Nanak was a 'marriage-
party of sin'. Not even the ladies of the nobles were spared dishonour.
With heads once of luxuriant tresses and partings adorned with red,
they suffered now the shears of brutality; their throats were filled with
choking dust; they wandered forlorn, away from the places that had
sheltered them. No longer were there the sports of the nobles them-
selves, and gone were their horses and stables, their trumpets and
clarions, their scarlet tunics and sword belts, their mansions and
palaces, and their seraglios with soft beds and 'beautiful women whose
sight banished sleep'. Rocklike buildings were razed to the ground and
princes were trampled into dust. 'It is Babur who rules in their place
now'.1

Guru Nanak's sharp response to Babur's invasions underlines the
most important political development during his life, the transition
from Afghan to Mughal rule in the Punjab and in northern India. The
first fifty years of Guru Nanak's life had been marked by a period of
peace in the Punjab. At the time of his birth in 1469 the Punjab was a
part of the Sultanate of Delhi under Bahlol Lodhi. The major conquest
of Bahlol and his successors was that of the Sharqi kingdom of
Jaunpur. Their battles for minor political or territorial gains were
fought in Rajasthan. There were only a few insignificant revolts in
the Punjab during a period of about seventy years. Rehabilitation and
resettlement of the countryside and the foundation of new towns like
Bahlolpur and Batala can be seen as the reflection of a long spell of
peace in the Punjab.

More important than wars and battles were the administrative
arrangements made by the Turko-Afghan rulers which had a more
lasting effect on the lives of the people. The Lodhi Sultans, like their

1 These verses occur in the compositions of Guru Nanak referred to as Babur-vdni or the
'utterances concerning Babur': Adi Granth (hereafter AG), 360, 417-18, 722-23.
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predecessors, acknowledged the fictional authority of the Abbasid
Caliphs by styling themselves as their deputies {ndib-i-amir al-
muminin). This convention symbolized the cherished unity of an
Islamic world that was actually divided into a large number of states.
More important was the informal authority of the articulate members
of the Sunni Muslim community to whose religious sentiments the
Sultans could appeal in situations of weakness or stress. Only Sikandar
Lodhi (1469-1517) felt the need to destroy temples in war and peace.
Significantly, he also prohibited the annual procession of the spear of
the legendary Muslim martyr Masud Salar and forbade Muslim women
to visit the mausoleums (mazdrs) of Muslim saints. He yielded to the
pressure of the 'ulamd in allowing the execution of a Brahman who had
maintained the equal veracity of his own faith with Islam. All these
measures, like his wars and battles, related to the eastern parts of his
dominions. Sikandar was not a full-blooded Afghan: his mother was
the daughter of a Hindu goldsmith. As a political expediency he tried
to make up for the deficiency in racial purity by a strong dose of Sunni
orthodoxy.

Sikandar's interest in judicial reform too was partly a reflection of his
'religious orthodoxy'. Tribal and caste panchdyats in villages and
towns, local administrators, provincial governors and the wazir per-
formed judicial duties; the Sultan continued to consult the expounders
of the Islamic law (sharVat). The most important result of Sikandar's
interest in the administration of justice was the establishment of the
qdzi's court in a number of towns. With or without the assistance of the
expounder (mufti), the qdzls administered the sharTat in all those
towns and cities which contained a considerable proportion of Muslim
population. The qdzi's court was open to non-Muslims as well for
matters relating to property and secular contracts.2

The state patronage under the Lodhi Sultans, as under their pre-
decessors, was virtually confined to the learned Muslims ('ulamd) and
sufi shaikhs who received stipends in cash (wazifa) or revenue-free
lands (madad-i-ma'dsh) for the maintenance of mosques and khdn-
qahs. To grant entire villages as madad-i-ma'ash was not uncommon.
Such patronage was extended to the genuine or supposed descendants
of the Prophet, and to the members of the tribe to which he belonged.

2 For documentry evidence and its discussion, J. S. Grewal, In the By-Lanes of History:
Some Persian Documents from a Punjab Town, Indian Institute of Advanced Study, Simla,
'975-
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By contrast, the non-Muslim subjects of the Lodhi Sultans and their
predecessors suffered some disabilities. They were supposed to pay the
tax called jizya as the price of their protection by the state. The
Muslims were supposed to pay the tax called zakdt, but for religious
merit. In some parts of the Lodhi Sultanate, the Hindus had also to pay
a pilgrimage tax.3

Acknowledgment of the Sultan's political supremacy enabled non-
Muslim chiefs to retain administrative control of their territories on
certain conditions which made them an integral part of the polity of
the Sultanate. In the territories directly held by the Sultans, however,
the political and administrative power was almost exclusively the
prerogative of Muslims. By far the most dominant among them were
the Afghan tribal leaders and individuals of eminence. They were the
real co-sharers of power with the Sultan. Notwithstanding
occasional transfers, they tended to regard their territories (sarkdr)
consisting of several small units (parganas) as hereditary posses-
sions.4

In the revenue administration of the Lodhi Sultanate, particularly on
the middle and lower rungs, Hindu participation was very consider-
able. Brahmans and Khatris in the Punjab were encouraged to learn
Persian. They were associated with account-keeping, some of them
rising to become diwdns of the provincial governors. The local
administrators often employed Hindu accountants and worked with
the assistance of Hindu qdniingos familiar with local customs, castes
and clans. Many a chaudhari of the pargana, or the part of a pargana,
who assisted the Afghan administrator in the collection of revenue was
Hindu. In all the non-Muslim villages the village headmen (muqad-
dam) were Hindu and so were many of the village accountants
(pa(wdris) even in Muslim villages. The association of the Hindus with
Afghan administration made them important collaborators at the
subordinate levels. Their loyalty to the rulers outweighed their
concern for the common mass of the subject people, whether Hindu or
Muslim.5 There was no effective check on the exploitation of the
peasantry by the intermediaries at various levels.

3 Guru Nanak's reference to the customary tax on gods and their temples is suggestive of
pilgrimage tax: AG, 1191.

4 The term generally used for the Afghan administrator was shiqddr and his jurisdiction
varied from a few parganas to a small province.

5 Guru Nanak brackets all administrators irrespective of their religious affiliation when he
refers to their oppression.

II
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II

In imitation of the Lodhi Sultans, the Khans and Maliks of the realm,
the titled nobility, lived a life of luxury and ostentation. They had their
own armies, palace-like mansions, harems, dancing girls and concu-
bines, slaves, musicians and boon companions. Those who could not
afford all the luxuries of the privileged nobles could find consolation in
dancing girls and prostitutes. The brothel was a socially recognized
institution. The Khans and Maliks expressed their piety in raising
mosques, patronizing the 'ulamd, and paying homage to holy men.

The ''ulamd formed an important section of the middling class.
Apart from their role in the administration of justice, they tried to
guard the sharTat through public congregations and the traditional
system of education. Schools and colleges were attached to small or
large mosques in towns and cities. The major subjects of higher
education were interpretation of the Quran (tafsir), tradition with
regard to the sayings and actions of the Prophet (hadis), and juris-
prudence (fiqh). As the recognized guardians of the traditional socio-
religious order, the ''ulamd constituted the most conservative element
in the Muslim community. More popular, however, were the sufi
shaikhs who were venerated by all sections of the Muslim community
except the die-hards among the 'ulamd. The descendants of shaikhs
and pirs, known as shaikhzddas and pirzddas were held in great
respect, and many of them were not lacking in material means. Equally
respectable were the sayyids whose social status was well recognized
by the Afghans. There was hardly a sayyid family which did not enjoy
state patronage.

The middling class in the Muslim community was not confined to
the religious or racial luminaries. There were scholars, soldiers, clerks,
traders, shopkeepers, physicians, scientists and men of letters. The
Muslim community did not consist only of the nobility and the
middling classes. There were artisans and craftsmen: masons, black-
smiths, dyers, weavers, leather-workers, shoe-makers, oil-pressers,
water-carriers and the like. Furthermore, the slave was an important
article of trade in the market, and the institution of slavery was an
integral part of Muslim society in India as elsewhere in the world.
Slaves did not make up a significant part of the agricultural labour
force and the great days of the 'official slave', who served in civil and
military capacities and who could thereby enter the ruling class, were
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over; but male and female slaves were found in plenty in affluent
Muslim homes for domestic work or concubinage.6

This differentiated Muslim population in the Punjab during the late
fifteenth and early sixteenth century consisted of both foreign and
native elements. The land of the five rivers had remained under Turkish
and Afghan rule for nearly five centuries. Muslim soldiers, admini-
strators, scholars, men of letters, and learned and pious men had
adopted the Punjab as their home. More numerous, however, were the
native Punjabis who had accepted the faith of the rulers. In a long
process of conversion, enslavement of men, women and children as a
measure of war played a considerable role; and so did the institution of
slavery even during the times of peace. An equally important part was
played by the su.fi shaikhs, particularly in the countryside. The
majority of the foreign Muslims lived in cities and towns but the
number of Indian Muslims even in urban centres was probably
larger, consisting partly of the middling classes but largely of artisans,
craftsmen and slaves. On the whole, the proportion of Muslims in the
total population of all the major towns and cities of the Punjab was
quite considerable, and it was larger than the proportion of Muslims in
the total population of the countryside. The majority of native
Muslims in the countryside were to be found in the Sindh Sagar and
Chaj Doabs and in the lower parts of the Rachna and Bari Doabs. Eth-
nically, they belonged to Afghan, Baloch, Rajput, Jat and Gujjar clans.

The cities and towns of the Punjab", as elsewhere in northern India,
served as the centres not only of administration but also of Muslim
culture. Known for their learned men were the cities like Lahore and
Multan and the towns like Tulamba, Ajodhan, Jalandhar, Sultanpur,
Sarhind, Thanesar, Panipat, Samana and Narnaul. Learned men of
local repute were to be found in all the towns. Altogether, they
cultivated not only 'religious sciences' but also secular sciences like
medicine, astronomy and mathematics. There were men of letters too
in the cities and towns. The Persian classics like the Gulistan, BUstdn
and the Sikandarndmd were regarded as an essential part of a liberal
education. Literacy, however, was confined to a very small proportion
of the population.

Those who wished to address themselves to the common people
started making use of the indigenous languages. Malik Muhammad
Jaisi remarked in one of his own works in Hindi that the siifis had

6 The Encyclopaedia of Islam, London, 1965, Vol. 2, 1079.
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always adopted the language of the people among whom they lived and
worked; he specifically mentioned Hindi and Punjabi. Indeed, Shaikh
Fariduddin Shakarganj, popularly known as Baba Farid, composed
verses in Punjabi during the early thirteenth century for his message to
reach the people of the Punjab. His verses were quoted by his disciples
and successors when they addressed other people. The ground was
thus prepared for Punjabi to become a literary language. There was an
oral tradition of heroic and love poetry in Punjabi. The sufis lent a
certain degree of respectability to the folk tradition by contributing
religious poetry.

I l l

All Muslims formally subscribed to the belief that there was no god
but Allah and Muhammad was His messenger {rasiil). However,
sectarian division had appeared among Muslims even before the advent
of the Turks into the Punjab. Imported by the immigrant Muslims,
ideological differences were perpetuated also by those who came under
their influence in India. It is easy to identify three old sects: the Sunni,
the Shia and the Ismaili. A parallel interpretation of Islam was
cherished, advocated and developed by the sufis, the mystics of Islam,
from the very beginning of the Turkish conquest of the Punjab. In the
late fifteenth century a new movement, known as the Mahdavi
movement, arose in northern India. Of all these sectarian and religious
groups the most important were the Sunnis and the sufis. The Lodhi
rulers professed to subscribe to Sunni Islam, like all their predecessors
and like the majority of their Muslim subjects. But profession of Sunni
Islam and veneration for the sufis were not mutually exclusive. The
Lodhi rulers and the Afghan nobles had no difficulty in reconciling
their 'orthodoxy' to their regard for the sufi shaikhs.

The Sunni 'ulamd accepted and popularized the theology formulated
by al-Ashari in the tenth century.7 In this theology, Allah's uniqueness
and His absolute transcendence over His creation was emphasized, and
so was His majesty and power. Allah is the lord of the universe. He
raised up heavens without visible supports. Not a leaf falls but He
knows it. If all the trees of the earth were pens and all the seven seas

7 For a good presentation of Islam in India on the basis of contemporary evidence, Peter
Hardy, 'Islam in Medieval India', Sources of Indian Tradition (ed. W. M. Theodore de Bary),
Columbia University Press, New York, 1958, 371-435.
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were ink, the praise of Allah could not be exhausted. His is the
command (bukm), and unto Him all shall be brought back.'He sends
men astray and He places them on the straight path. His is the final
judgment. Allah is hard towards His enemies but He is essentially just
and righteous. He is omnipotent and inscrutable but He is merciful.
'Praise be to Allah, the lord of the worlds, the beneficent, the merciful'.
The Sunnis believed that Muhammad as the messenger of Allah was the
last of the prophets; the Quran was literally the speech of Allah. They
believed in angels, the day of judgment, paradise and hell. They
professed equal respect for all the first four Caliphs but with a sneaking
sympathy for Ali and his martyr sons Hasan and Husain.

The supreme aim of life for the Sunnis was to earn sufficient religious
merit to enter paradise. The path to paradise was well paved by right
conduct and worship coupled with right belief. There were four
practices which insured piety; five daily prayers (saldt), daily fast
(rozah) during the month of Ramzan, pilgrimage to Mecca (hajj), and
charity to brother Muslims (zakdt). All these observances were rather
external, devoid of religious emotion. Just as Sunni theology tended to
be formal, Sunni piety tended to be ritualistic. Both were nonetheless
valued by the orthodox. Furthermore, the collection of zakdt was
supposed to be the duty of the state. Only a few could afford to go to
Mecca for pilgrimage. The one who did, and thereby became a hdjl,
was treated with respect bordering on veneration. What was left open
to the majority of the people were the daily prayers and the fast in
Ramzan.

The Shias recognized the authority of the Quran as the revealed
word of Allah and they subscribed to the finality of Muhammad's
prophethood. But they rejected the first three Caliphs and regarded Ali
as the true successor of the Prophet and, therefore, the first Imam. The
twelfth Imam, Muhammad al-Mahdi, disappeared from the world and
he was expected to reappear to restore righteousness and justice. The
authority of the Imam tended to overshadow the other beliefs of the
Shias. The martyrdom of Husain, in the Shia belief, had paved the way
to paradise for all Shias. Based on this belief was the great importance
attached to the taziya for the annual commemoration of his death. The
Shias condemned the first three Caliphs as a logical corollary of their
belief in the exclusive legitimacy of Ali to be the successor of the
Prophet. Because of their considered view that they should conceal
their true identity it was not easy to distinguish them from the Sunnis.
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But the Sunnis felt their presence in almost all the cities and large towns
of the Punjab.

The Ismailis believed in Allah as the only God, in Muhammad as His
prophet, and in the Quran as His revelation. But they did not believe
that prophethood had ended with Muhammad. They believed in fact
that divine light had passed on to the Imams through Muhammad, the
first Imam being the Caliph Ali. According to them the seventh Imam,
Muhammad ibn Ismail, had disappeared and he was to reappear on the
Last Day. His vicegerents were nonetheless important; they alone
could interpret the Quran because of its esoteric meaning. In the eyes
of some believers they were the incarnation of God. The laws of the
sharTat were not meant for them. The number of Ismailis in the Punjab
was negligible.

The Mahdavi movement had virtually no impact in the Punjab.
Sayyid Muhammad of Jaunpur proclaimed himself to be the Mahdi
expected more or less vaguely by all: the Ismailis, the Shias and the
Sunnis. He was opposed by the 'ulamd, but he was patronized by
Sultan Husain of Jaunpur (1458-1479). Obliged to leave the kingdom
of Jaunpur later, he found shelter in Gujarat under Sultan Mahmud. He
did not dabble in politics, but he was prepared to treat the non-
Mahdavis as harbls who should be obliged to pay jizya like the
protected people (zimmis) in Muslim states. He claimed to be the
restorer of the pristine purity of Islam, interpreting the Quran accord-
ing to his lights. He also claimed to be the last of the walls, which
indicated his intimate connection with the s lifts. Some of his beliefs and
practices had indeed a close resemblance with those of the siifis.

More and more people were coming under the influence of the siifis.s

Their importance is reflected in the increasing recognition given to
them by the Persian chroniclers from the thirteenth to the sixteenth
century, much of whose information was gathered from the works of
the disciples of the shaikhs, like the Siyar al-Auliyd and the Siyar
al-Arifin written between 1350 and 1550. The sufi orders (silsilahs)
proliferated in India as in the rest of the Islamic world. If anything, the
influence of the sufis in the Punjab was more pervasive than elsewhere
in the country. Lahore was known as the abode of many shaikhs since
the time of Ali al-Hujwiri, the author of the Kashf al-Mahjub, who

8 Much has been written on the sufis in general but very little specifically on their ideas
and practices in India on the basis of literature produced in India. For a brief but
comprehensive discussion, J. S. Grewal, Guru Nanak in History, Panjab University,
Chandigarh, 1979, 71-103.
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settled in Lahore during the rule of the Ghaznavids to be venerated by
successive generations as Data Ganj Bakhsh (the bestower of
treasures). Multan was similarly a seat of many shaikhs, besides the
famous Bahauddin Zakariya. The khdnqah of Shaikh Farid at
Pakpattan remained an eminent centre from the thirteenth to the
sixteenth century. His successor in the early sixteenth century, Shaikh
Ibrahim was known as the 'Second Farid' (farid-i-sdnl). There were
sufis in Hansi, Thanesar and Narnaul. The town of Panipat was
associated with Shaikh Sharfuddin, popularly known as Bu Ali
Qalandar. Lesser luminaries adorned other towns and pockets of the
countryside.

There is a wide range of ideas in sufi literature produced in India and
abroad. In it are found contradictory positions, and there are differ-
ences of emphasis and detail. But there is much that is common and
rather basic. There was a general tendency to find support for
theosophy in some of the verses of the Quran. 'Allah is the light of the
heavens and the earth'; 'Everything will perish save His countenance';
'He loveth them and they love Him'; 'We verily created man and We
know what his soul whispereth to him, and We are nearer to him than
his jugular vein'; 'Adore, and draw thou nigh.' These, and some other
similar verses, held a crucial significance for the sufis. To verses from
the Quran were added some 'sayings' of the Prophet.

However, the most fundamental source of their theosophy was the
mystical experience of the sufis themselves. This experience consisted
essentially of a kind of union with God. The pleasures of paradise are
nothing compared to the everlasting ecstasy of this union. The torment
of hell is nothing compared to the torture of separation from God. The
basis of unification lies in the omnipresence of God: 'everything is He'
and 'He is in everything'. The sufis underlined God's immanence. For
them the relationship between God and man was that of love, and this
mutual relationship eventually led to unification. It was for man to
strive and for God to give. The path to unification was marked by
'stages' and 'states' corresponding to each other, the former attained
through human effort and the latter through God's grace. Man had to
die to his human self (fand) before he could subsist in God (baqd).
Unification was also explained by what may be called the theory of
light (««r). The human heart or soul was comparable to a mirror in
which the divine light could be seen reflected.

The shaikh as a guide (pir) who showed the path to his disciple
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(murld) held a crucial position both in theory and practice. The
prophets (nabis) are sinless; the saints (walls) are protected from sin.
The miracle of the prophet (mu'jiza) found a parallel in the miracle of
the saint (kardmat). The command of the shaikh is like the command of
the prophet. In the worship of the pir lies the worship of God. The
formal disciples of the shaikh, from their initiation to the attainment of
the goal, need his guidance.

In contemporary literature the stages between the state of ungener-
ation and the state of subsistence in God (baqd) vary in number and
sequence.In Indian sufi literature great emphasis is laid on repentance
(taubah), renunciation (tark) and satisfaction with whatever is
ordained by God (razd). The first implied realization of heedlessness;
the second involved abandoning pleasures and earthly desires; and the
third meant an eager acceptance of God's decree. One of the most
important practices of the sufis was 'remembrance of God' (zikr). To
repeat the name of Allah alone was preferable to 'There is no god but
Allah' because the latter involved 'negation' whereas in 'Allah' there is
complete affirmation. Throughout the Islamic world the shaikhs
thought of sama or qawwdli as good for spiritual progress. Shaikh
Bakhtyar Kaki of Delhi died while listening to a Persian couplet during
an audition: 'They who are killed by the dagger of submission to God
receive every moment a fresh life from Him.' The verses which affected
Shaikh Nizamuddin were recited by people for a long time after the
audition. The practice of audition was never discarded by the shaikhs in
India despite opposition from the 'ulamd.

The sufi path (tariqat) was not only different from the path of the
sharfat, it was also more difficult to pursue. The practice of zikr did
not replace the five daily prayers; it went beyond. Instead of fasting
only in the month of Ramzan, the sufis advocated much fasting
throughout the year. Charity to brother Muslims was restricted to a
certain share in the idea of zakdt; the sufis placed no limits on charity:
one could give away all one possessed. The Chishti sufis did not see
much merit in the pilgrimage to Mecca; the time spent in hajj could be
more fruitfully utilized nearer home with the plr. On the whole, the
sufis thought that their path began where the path of the sharTat ended.
Abu Hanifa and al-Shafi, the great masters of Muslim Law, had
nothing to teach of love.

The system of sufi beliefs and practices can be appreciated only in
terms of a parallel interpretation of Islam. Indeed, the sufis believed
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that they were the true representatives of Islam. The essence of sufi
ethics for Shaikh Nizamuddin consisted in not doing unto others
what one did not wish for oneself. Not to injure others, by word or
deed, is recommended again and again. The sufls were inclined to
extend the benefit of spiritual merit to the lowest castes and to women.
They favoured manumission of slaves and humane treatment of the
subject people. They were more tolerant of the non-Muslims, and they
were prepared as much to learn from them as to teach them. They
attributed the relative ineffectiveness of Islam as a religious force in
India to the lack of ethical superiority in the Muslims themselves.

IV

The Arab and Persian writers referred to the Indian subcontinent as
Sindh-wa-Hind and to the peoples of the subcontinent as 'Hindus'.
This in turn gave the name Hindustan to the county of the 'Hindus',
that is Indians. One result of Muslim migration to India, and of
conversion of Indians to the faith of Islam, was that the non-Muslim
Indians came to be equated with Hindus. A secular identity was
thus turned into a religious identity. In due course, not only the
Muslim writers but also the non-Muslims of northern India started
referring to themselves as 'Hindu' in the sense of non-Muslim Indians.

In the Punjab, as in other parts of the Lodhi Sultanate, the number of
Hindus was larger than the number of Muslims, but their proportion in
the total population was smaller in the Punjab than elsewhere, par-
ticularly in the western and southern parts of the land of the five rivers.
Hindus lived in towns and cities as well as in the countryside. Even in
towns founded by Turkish or Afghan administrators the proportion of
Hindus was very considerable. They were indispensable for the
economic life of the urban centres. However, they were predominant
in the countryside, except in those areas where a whole tribe or a clan
had accepted Islam, as in the Sindh Sagar Doab and in the southern
parts of the Chaj, Rachna and Bari Doabs.

The character of Hindu population had undergone a sea change
during the five centuries of Turko-Afghan rule. The Rajput ruling
classes had widely been dislodged from power. Some had migrated to
the neighbouring hills or deserts and some others had accepted Islam.
Their remnants among the Hindus were found in the intermediary
zamlnddrs called Rais. They held zamlnddrls as chaudharis and
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muqaddams in a large number of parganas, particularly along the
Shivaliks. Their control over the vital politics of the Punjab had
declined. In a few pockets, however, they enjoyed local power under
the aegis of the Lodhi Sultans. Some of them accepted Islam during the
late fifteenth and the early sixteenth century.

The loss of Rajput sovereignty meant also the loss of traditional
patronage to Brahmans. A few Brahmans found favour with the
Afghan nobles for their knowledge of astrology, but as a class they
had to look for new patrons. They acted as family priests to perform
various rites and ceremonies; they looked after the temples and taught
in pdthshdlas; they expounded scriptures to a humbler but more
numerous class of patrons; and they cultivated religious and secular
sciences. However, not all the Brahmans of the Punjab belonged to the
priestly or the learned classes. Many of them had taken to non-priestly
professions like trade and money-lending, agriculture or even petty
service. Nevertheless, their influence in the towns as well as the
countryside was strong though subtle, pervasive though unobtrusive.
They were easily the most conservative element among the Hindus, the
counterpart in a sense of the 'ulamd but without the patronage of the
state. They were extremely meticulous about observing rites and
ceremonies, whether personal, social or religious. In the sphere of
religion, however, theirs was not the only voice among the Hindus of
the Punjab.

In the social sphere they were less important than the Khatris at least
in towns and cities. Besides participation in the civil administration of
the Lodhis, the Khatris of the Punjab had taken to trade and banking.
As sahukdrs and merchants they made large profits and invested their
earnings in landed property in urban centres. They had probably
gained much from the tremendous development of commerce during
the fourteenth century and retained some of this advantage during the
fifteenth. But the Khatris as a class were not reluctant to take to
shopkeeping and money-lending even in the countryside. They felt
proud of their old Kshatriya lineage, and they were certainly older than
the Rajputs, but they showed a remarkable sense of adaptability to the
changing historical situation. In trade and shopkeeping, however, they
were not alone. The Aroras in the western dodbs of the Punjab and the
Banias in the Satlej-Jamuna Divide were equally important.

In the countryside there was a preponderance of Jats, besides the
Rajputs, particularly in the upper Rachna and Bari Doabs, the Bist
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Jalandhar Doab and the Satlej-Jamuna Divide. They had been moving
up the river valleys during the previous four or five centuries,
encouraged by artificial irrigation made possible by the Persian wheel,
to take up agriculture. Divided into a large number of clans, they had
their chaudharls and muqaddams, many of whom were important as
intermediaries between the cultivators and the rulers. The bulk of the
Jats were ordinary cultivators. Some of the Jat clans, entirely or
partially, had accepted Islam, while some of the Gujjars (originally a
pastoral group) who were taking up cultivation by the fifteenth
century were still clinging to their non-Muslim beliefs and practices.

The cultivators of land needed the services of several categories of
people in the village. They needed the carpenter, the leather-worker,
the potter and the agricultural labourer for cultivation. They needed
the services of many others for their social life, like the jhiwar and the
ndi, who performed more than one service. There were several other
categories, but their number varied from village to village. One village
could have a few weavers, and another one or two goldsmiths; one
village could have a few shoe-makers, and another could have a few
oil-pressers. Similarly, a brewer, a bhdt, a singer, a dyer or a tailor
could be found in some villages. Some Chandals or untouchables also
lived in most of the villages. In the towns and cities too there were
artisans and craftsmen of various categories, and there were menials
and untouchables.

The Hindus of the Punjab during the late fifteenth century did not fit
into the four-caste varna order. This was not a new development. In
the eleventh century, Alberuni had observed that there were four
varnas among the Hindus: the Brahman, the Kshatriya, the Vaishya
and the Shudra. He also observed that there were a number of
subcastes in each varna. Below these four varnas there were several
professional and crafts groups, like the shoe-maker, the weaver, the
washerman, the basket-maker, the fisherman, the boatman, the hunter
and the juggler. This was not all: there were the Chandals and the
like who were outside the pale of society. By the fifteenth century,
strictly speaking, there were no Kshatriyas in the Punjab. Their role
had been taken over by the new rulers. The Brahman was no longer the
most important or the most honoured caste, and the Brahmans as a
class performed duties which were never dreamt of in the varna
concept. There was a similar ambiguity about the Vaishyas and the
Shudras. Nevertheless, the varna order was cherished as the ideal
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norm. The gulf between the ideal norm and the social reality had
become much wider under the Turko-Afghan rule than ever before.
The Rajputs, the Khatrls and the Brahmans were nonetheless proud of
their lineage, regarding themselves as socially superior to the rest of
the Hindu population.

Though without state patronage now, some of the traditional
'sciences' were cultivated by the Brahmans and Khatrls. The study of
the Vedas, the Upanishads and the Puranas was an important part of
Hindu learning. Some scholars were familiar with the six philosophical
systems. Some branches of knowledge cultivated by the Khatrls as well
as the Brahmans were mathematics, astronomy, medicine, grammar
and prosody. There was some interest in jurisprudence, architecture
and music, and also in astrology, palmistry and magic. Almost all
scholars were to be found in cities and towns. The traders and
shop-keepers learnt account-keeping and a good proportion of them
were literate. Some Khatrls and Brahmans learned Persian for its use in
administrative service.

Among the Rajputs, Khatrls and the Brahmans, women were
respected as daughters, wives and mothers, but their position was
clearly subordinate to that of men. Their best virtues are an eloquent
witness to their subordination. A childless widow was expected to
burn herself on the funeral pyre of her deceased husband to become a
sail, and satis were held in great esteem after self-immolation. She who
did not immolate herself was 'ill-treated' for the rest of her life. In no
case was a widow supposed to remarry. All these practices were related
to the ideal of conjugal fidelity. But for men there was no bar; the idea
of reciprocity was preposterous, not only for self-immolation but also
in terms of monogamy. The ideal of chastity dictated the practice of
child-marriage, but this practice was not confined to the upper castes
and it was prevalent in northern India before its conquest by the Turks.

Much before the advent of the Turks the peoples of India had come
to subscribe to the concept of the four cosmic ages: the satyuga, the
treta, the duapar and the kaliyuga. By the time this idea became
current, the first three ages had already passed and people were passing
through the last, the worst of the four. Much of the evil around could
be explained in terms of the kaliyuga, but 'evil' was defined differently
in different historical situations. In the eleventh century, as Alberuni
tells us, the kaliyuga was associated, among other things, with the loss
of the Brahman's dignity, the rebellion of the small against the great,
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the abolition of the four varnas, proliferation of religions and sects,
destruction of temples and oppression by the rulers.

All non-Muslim Indians were not 'Hindu' as the term is used today.
There were pockets of Tantric Buddhism in the Punjab hills. In the
plains, there were Jain monks with a lay following among traders and
shop-keepers of many a town in the Punjab. The wandering monks
(yatis) were rather small in number but they were obtrusive because of
their peculiar appearance. They were known for their ascetical living
and their meticulousness about non-injury to living beings, both
visible and invisible. They were unpopular because of their atheistical
system of beliefs.

What is now called 'Hinduism' was represented by Shaiva, Vaish-
nava and Shakta beliefs and practices. Temples dedicated to Shiva as the
supreme deity were looked after by Shaiva Brahmans who also
cultivated Shaiva literature, the Agamas and Puranas. There were
Shaiva monks too, generally known as sanydsis. They were known for
their hard penance and austerity. They belonged to several different
orders, traditionally considered to be ten, because of which they were
also known as Dasnamls. They generally wore ochre-coloured gar-
ments, though some of them went naked and others of them carried
tiger's or panther's skin over their shoulders. Almost all of them wore
ash marks on their foreheads, known as tilak. Some used three
horizontal lines, representing Shiva's trident, or his third eye. Some
others used two horizontal lines with a dot as the phalic emblem of
Shiva. The sanydsis wandered from place to place, but they also
founded establishments called maths. The head of the establishment
could be nominated by the predecessor or elected by his fellow
disciples.

Turning to Vaishnavism in the Punjab we notice that the Vaishnava
texts par excellence were known to Alberuni in the eleventh century:
the Bhagavadgitd, the Bhagavata Parana and the Vishnu Purana.
Temples dedicated to Vishnu as the supreme deity, as Lakshmi-
Narayan or one of his incarnations, were looked after by Vaishnava
Brahmans. The ascetics among the Vaishnavas were generally known
as bairdgls. They recognized merit in ceremonial ritual and pilgrimage
to sacred places. Veneration for the cow and the Brahman they shared
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with many other Hindus. They advocated total abstention from meat
and liquor. The bulk of the Vaishnavas appear to have belonged to the
trading communities in cities and towns.

The Shaktas worshipped the Goddess in her various forms, giving
primacy to the active principle or the cosmic force (shaktT) which
sustains the universe and the various manifestations of gods. Worship
of the Goddess was of two kinds, generally referred to as 'the cultus of
the right hand' and 'the cultus of the left hand'. Animal sacrifice in
honour of Durga or Kali, or any other terrible form of the Great
Goddess, was an essential element of the cultus of the right. Otherwise,
the right-handers observed the general usages of the Shaivas. The
left-handers performed 'black rites' which, in theory, were meant only
for the adept, and which involved wine (madya), fish (matsya), flesh
(mdnsa), parched grain (mudra) and coition (maithuna). The purpose
of this ritual was to attain to a state of complete identification with
Shakti and Shiva. The practice of this rite was secretive and limited but
it made the left-handers (vdmachdrls) extremely disreputable in the
eyes of the majority of the people.

This brief account of the major forms of Muslim and Hindu religious
beliefs and practices does not take into account a large mass of the
common people and their 'popular religion' which bordered on
animism and fetishism. Godlings of nature, of disease, malevolent
spirits, animal worship, heroic godlings, worship of ancestors, totems
and fetishes made a conspicuous appearance in this popular religion. It
was not a new thing. It had been there for many centuries; it was older
in fact than all formal theologies and theosophies. This popular religion
had survived partly in spite of the 'higher' religions and partly because
of them.

Within Shaivism a new movement arose probably after the Ghazna-
vid conquest of the Punjab. In this movement, initiated by Gorakh-
nath, Hathyoga was adapted to a theological system with Shiva as the
supreme deity. The protagonists and the followers of this movement
came to be known as Gorakhnathl/ogjs or simply as jogis (from yogi).
They figure frequently in Indian sufi literature, and by the fifteenth
century they had come to enjoy great influence in the Punjab. The Tilla
of Gorakhnath in the Sindh Sagar Doab remained their premier
establishment, but jogi centres (maths) were established at other places
also. By the early sixteenth century there were twelve different sections
known as bhekh-bdra. The adept among the disciples were allowed to
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wear ear-rings (mudrd), and they were known as kanpdtd (ear-torn).
They were also allowed to use the epithet ndth (master) with their
names. The jogis greeted one another with the epithet ddes, and they
kept with them a blowing horn (singi). An important feature of their
monastic centres was a continuous fire (dhiirft). Their centres were well
organized, maintaining a common kitchen (bhanddr) for all the
permanent and temporary inmates.

The psycho-physical techniques of the jogis were meant to attain to
liberation-in-life (jiwan-mukti), a state of everlasting bliss (sahaj). It
was also a state of great power, because the jogi then became a siddha,
possessing supernatural powers. He could become tiny or huge, light
or heavy, and obtain everything at will; he could walk on water or fly
in the air; he could assume any shape or form he liked. The jogis were
believed to be capable of prolonging their life by practising suspension
of breath (habs-i-dam, in Persian). They were associated with alchemy,
possessing the knowledge of turning base metals or even ash into gold.
They were associated with herbal medicine too. Altogether, they
inspired both fear and respect among the common people. They
rejected ritualism and metaphysical speculation. In accepting disciples
they disregarded the differences of caste. But they regarded woman as
'the tigress of the night', a great temptation and, therefore, a great
danger in the jogi's path.

As in Shaivism so in Vaishnavism arose a new movement known as
the bhakti movement. The idea of bhakti or devotion to God was
centuries old. The path of bhakti came to be regarded as a valid path for
salvation, like the path of knowledge (jndna or gidn) and the path of
correct observance of ritual {karma). Ramanuja in the south in the
eleventh-twelfth century made a significant contribution to the bhakti
movement by giving primacy to the path of bhakti. In the thirteenth
and fourteenth centuries two further steps were taken: Vaishnava
bhakti began to be addressed to the human incarnations of Vishnu, that
is Rama and Krishna, and it began to be claimed that bhakti was the
only path to salvation. The consorts of Rama and Krishna, namely Sita
and Radha, were also associated with them; the images of Sita-and-
Rama and of Radha-and-Krishna were installed in temples dedicated to
them.

The cult of Rama bhakti was popularized by Ramanand in northern
India during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. His disciples
established centres (maths) at many places. The Ramanandi bairdgis
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derived much strength from these establishments. Food was provided
in these centres not only to the inmates but also to the visitors. An
integral part of these establishments were pdthshdlas for teaching and
gosbdlas for cows. The daily round of worship was well established.
The cult of Krishna was popularized in the north during the late
fifteenth and the early sixteenth century by Chaitanya in Bengal and
Orissa and by Vallabhacharya in Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan and
Gujarat. Chaitanya cultivated the emotional side of Krishna bhakti
through kirtanas or devotional poetry sung with musical instruments
and in ecstatic dance. Vallabha developed the ceremonial side of
Krishna bhakti in temples where the daily round of his activities were
ceremoniahzed from the early morning when the Lord awoke till he
went to bed at night for sleep. Vaishnava bhakti was meant primarily
for the upper or middling castes, though its protagonists made some
use of the language of the people and they were more indulgent
towards the lower castes.

VI

For a really lower-class movement we have to look to the Sants of
northern India.9 They discarded the idea of incarnation and the
practice of image-worship in temples. In fact they did not address their
devotion to Vishnu. Nevertheless they were deeply influenced by the
Vaishnava bhakti movement. Almost equally important, however, was
the influence of the sufis and the jogis. The most outstanding figure of
the Sant movement was Kabir, but he was by no means alone. In
Benares itself, where Kabir pursued the profession of a weaver
(juldhd), there was Ravidas who plied his trade as a cobbler (chamdr).
What is true of Kabir is more or less true of Ravidas.

Kabir denounced much of the religious belief and practice of his
times. The mulld and the pandit, the guardians of Muslim and Hindu
orthodoxy, were 'pots of the same clay'; the paths that they advocated
only led astray. The Hindu and Muslim revelational scriptures, the
Vedas and the Quran, were discarded along with their custodians.
Kabir does not believe in Vishnu. All his ten incarnations {avatars),
including Rama and Krishna, are a part of the mdyd which is constantly

•' For the Sant tradition in northern India and its significance, W. H. McLeod, Guru
Nanak and the Sikh Religion, Oxford University Press, 1968, 151-58, 189—90; J. S. Grewal,
Guru Nanak in History, 125-30.
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subject to annihilation. In unambiguous and uncompromising terms
Kabir denounced worship of images in temples, purificatory bathings,
ritual fasts and pilgrimage to places regarded sacred. His God, neither
Hari nor Allah (but one may call Him Hari or Allah) does not reside in
the east or in the west; He resides in the heart of man. This, and some
other ideas reveal his affinity with the sufis. 'When I was, Hari was not;
now Hari is, and I am no more.' What led to God was the path of love
'cutting as the edge of the sword'. Separation (viraha) involves torment
in which the lover bleeds silently in the depths of his soul, he suffers
many deaths every day. This torment is nevertheless a divine favour, a
mark of God's grace. Love involves sacrifice of self, and metaphori-
cally of life. Kabir's bhaktils an ardent quest in which he is completely
involved at the peril of his life.

Kabir's familiarity with the beliefs and practices of the jogls is
equally evident from his compositions. The ideas of jiwan-muktd
(liberated-in-life), sahaja-samddhi (the state of unison with the div-
inity) and sbabad (the Word) are given great prominence in his verses.
Occasionally, he refers to God as 'the true guide' {satguru). Ideas from
three major sources were integrated by Kabir in a system which came
to possess the originality of a new whole. His ineffable God is both
immanent and transcendant, and to Him alone Kabir offers his love
and devotion. Far from being a disciple of Ramanand, as it is generally
but wrongly believed, Kabir discovered and delineated a new path
which for want of a better term is still called bhakti.

The social situation in the Punjab in particular and in northern India
in general during the late fifteenth and the early sixteenth centuries
was marked by a great change due to circumstances brought about by
the Turko-Afghan rule in the sphere of politics and administration,
urban and rural economy, and the sphere of religious and secular
culture. The continuities, however, remained as important as the
changes. Sensitive individuals responded to the changed situation
according to their lights and moral fervour. Their social background
and social position were equally relevant for the nature and character of
their response. Social change was accompanied by social tension of
various kinds. These tensions were probably the strongest in the
Punjab. This might explain at least partly the distinctive response of
Guru Nanak to the social situation in which he lived and moved.
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CHAPTER 2

FOUNDATION OF THE SIKH PANTH

A rigorous analysis of the compositions of Guru Nanak reveals that
there is hardly anything in contemporary politics, society or religion
that he finds commendable. Yet the age of Guru Nanak was not
fundamentally or even radically different from the previous or the
following few centuries. Much of his denunciation, therefore, can be
understood in terms of his moral fervour. For a rational conceptuali-
zation of his position it may be suggested that the entire social order
had lost its legitimacy in the eyes of Guru Nanak because it had lost its
support from the prevalent religious ideologies: it was neither 'Hindu'
nor 'Muslim'. A new religious ideology was needed to become the
basis of a new social order. At one stage in his life Guru Nanak came to
believe that he had discovered a new ideology and he was looking at the
contemporary situation from the standpoint of this new ideology. His
denunciation of contemporary practices and beliefs is only an inverted
statement of his positive ideals.

Guru Nanak was thoroughly familiar with the politico-administrative
arrangements made by the Afghan rulers, particularly in the Punjab.
This familiarity, reflected in the use of his metaphors, is a measure of his
preoccupation with this vital aspect of the social situation. Moreover,
there is direct denunciation of contemporary rule. The rulers are unjust;
they discriminate against their non-Muslim subjects by extorting jizya
and pilgrimage tax. The ruling class is oppressing the cultivators and the
common people. The rajas prey like lions and the muqaddams eat like
dogs; they fall upon the ra'iyat day and night. Notwithstanding the
association of non-Muslims with the administration at subordinate
levels, contemporary rule is occasionally equated with 'Muslim' rule:1

The Primeval Being is now called Allah; the turn of the shaikhs has
come.

1 AG, 1191, 470.
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In fact, the Turko-Afghan rule is seen as a mark of the kaliyuga :2

The kaliyuga is a knife; the rajas are butchers; dbarma is fast
vanishing; in the dark night of falsehood the moon of truth
nowhere seems to rise.

The rulers did justice when their palms were greased but not in the
name of God.3 They live and die in ignorance of the lord; singed by
their own pride, they would burn like the forest reed in a wild fire.4

Guru Nanak exhorted people to turn to God, the true king, the king
of kings. His service alone is true service. He who finds a place with the
true king does not have to look towards an earthly potentate. In a trice
He can degrade the high and the mighty and raise the low to rulership.
He protects the righteous against brute force; many a time has He cast
down the wicked and exalted the righteous.

II

The compositions of Guru Nanak reveal his familiarity as much with
the socio-economic life of his times as with the politico-administrative
arrangements. It was his conviction that the entire universe is suffused
with divine light and all creation is His creation. The only source of
light in all human beings is the divine light; God alone is the bestower
of life upon all living beings. Caste distinctions and social differenti-
ation did not harmonize with this conviction. God has no 'caste'; He
gives no consideration to caste. None should be regarded high (uttam)
on the basis of his birth or caste; and none should be regarded low
(nlch). Against the Brahmans and the Khatrls, Guru Nanak identifies
himself with the lower castes and the untouchables:5

Be there the lowest among the low, or even the lower, Nanak is
with them.

The pride of the Brahman and the Khatri is totally misplaced. Many a
Brahman eats bread provided by the rulers, reads their books and
adopts their dress in public, taxing the cow and the Brahman, and yet
he tries to maintain ritual purity in private. Many a Khatri has adopted
the language of the rulers, and their manners. They are a part of the
oppressive establishment.

The social reality did not conform to the ideal norm of the varr}a
order. Consequently, the actual role of the 'high castes' did not

2 AG, I 4 J , 1288. > AG, 63. < AG, 350. *AG, 15.
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conform to the role conceived for them. A true Brahman should attain
to salvation through his conduct and worship. A true Khatri should be
a hero in martial action. These were no longer the roles of the
Brahmans and Khatris; there was nothing commendable in their
conduct. Conversely, those who follow the true path are the true
Brahmans and those who fight bravely in action are the true Khatris.
Degeneration was not peculiar to the Brahman and the Khatri. It was
general. There are millions of fools fallen in the depths of utter
darkness; there are millions of thieves subsisting on the earnings of
others; there are millions of murderers, sinners and slanderers; and
there are millions of the false and the wicked. The chariot of kaliyuga is
made of passion and driven by falsehood. Guru Nanak invites people
to come out of the shells of their castes as individuals to tread the path
of truth; he encourages the lowest of the low to feel confident of his
spiritual regeneration. Do good deeds and think of yourself as low;
think of everyone else as high because 'there is none who is low
(nicby.6

The idea of equality and the universality of spiritual opportunity are
the obverse and the reverse of the same socio-religious coin. The
shudra and the untouchable are placed at par with the Brahman and the
Khatri. The woman is placed at par with the man. The differences of
caste and sex, and similarly the differences of country and creed, are set
aside as irrelevant for salvation.

I l l

As may be expected, Guru Nanak was interested in all the major
forms of contemporary religious belief and practice, whether 'Hindu'
or 'Muslim'. He knows what the 'ulamd and the shaikhs stand for; he
knows what the pandit and the jogi represent; he is also familiar with
the Jain monks and the practices of those who worship Krishna and
Rama. Thus, he is in a position to react to some of the new as well as the
traditional systems of belief and practice. Except for 'stints', he finds
nothing commendable in the contemporary systems.

Guru Nanak is hard on the Jain monks. They have discarded the
occupations of their parents and their families weep for them; they sit
together, each covered with a cloth, as if in condolence; their hair is
plucked by pluckers whose hands are smeared with ash; they always

" AC, 62.
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remain filthy; they walk in a single file, with cups tied to their waists
and threads on their heads; they go about despised by the people. If the
pluckheads do not wash, let there be seven handfuls of dust on their
heads. They wore no tilak mark and observed no Brahmanical rites;
they were not allowed to go to the sacred places of pilgrimage, and the
Brahmans did not eat their food.7 But for their atheism, Guru Nanak
might not have taken any notice of them. They commanded little social
influence.

Guru Nanak's attitude towards the traditional Hindu deities and
scriptures is intimately linked up with his attitude towards the pandit.
God created Brahma, Vishnu and Mahesh; Shiva-Shakti is God's
creation too. Thus, none of the Hindu deities could be equated with
the Supreme Being. In fact, everything known to myth, legend and
history was the creation of Guru Nanak's God. The human incar-
nations of Hindu deities, like Krishna, could add nothing to God's
greatness. Even if the Vedas were revealed by Brahma, it hardly made
them a 'revealed' scripture for Guru Nanak. The position of the
Puranas, Smritis and Shastras was even weaker. Without direct denun-
ciation or categorical rejection, the attitude of Guru Nanak has in-built
rejection of the traditional authority of the Hindu scriptures. To read
them, or to hear them read, in a language understood only by a handful
of people, was at best useless.

With the rejection of Hindu deities and scriptures went the repudi-
ation of traditional modes of worship and religious practices. There
was no merit in pilgrimage to the sixty-eight sacred places, not even to
the sangam at Prayag where the Ganges and the Jamuna mingled with a
third invisible stream. There was no merit in the worship of images:8

The gods and goddesses whom you worship and to whom you
pray, what can they give? You wash them yourselves; left to
themselves, they will sink in the water.

Ritual reading of scriptures is a waste of time. The performance of horn
is equally useless. Ritual charities are of no use either.

The protagonists of such beliefs and practices, the pandits, naturally
come in for denunciation. 'Can you advise me O learned Pandit how to
find the Master?' This rhetorical question implies that the pandit does
not know. Nor does he care. It is not his primary concern. He does not
believe that the 'truth is within him'. He doles out externalities. He is a

7 AG, 149-50. 8 AG, 637.

3 1

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



THE SIKHS OF THE PUNJAB

'broker' in false practices. He does it in mundane self-interest. With his
intrinsic interest in worldly occupations, his pretence of knowledge
increases the inner dirt which keeps on multiplying. He is like the
spider that weaves its web all the time, living and dying upside down.
The sacred thread of the pandit, the sacred mark on his forehead, his
spotless dhoti and his rosary are useless without a genuine faith.
Notwithstanding his eristic wrangling, he does not know that he does
not know.9

Guru Nanak gives as much attention to the jogi as to the pandit, and
he is equally familiar with the beliefs and practices of both. Guru
Nanak has no appreciation for the jog I aspiration to gain supranatural
powers:10

Were I to don fire, build a house of snow and eat iron; were I to
drink all miseries like water; were I to drive the earth as a steed;
were I to lightly weigh the skies in a balance; were I to become so
large as to be contained nowhere; to lead everyone by the nose;
were I to have the power to do all this and get it done by others -
all this will be futile.

Guru Nanak does not appreciate the jogi assumption that one can
attain to salvation by psycho-physical or chemico-physical means.
Nor does he appreciate their idea of renunciation (udds):11

Jog does not lie in the cloak, nor in the staff, nor in smearing the
body with ash; it does not consist in the ear-ring, nor in shaving of
the hair, nor in blowing the horn; it is obtained by living pure
amidst the impurities of attachment.

Constant devotion to God is real sahaj-samddh; absorption in the
shabad or the guru is real meditation (tart); the Name is the real nectar
(mahdras). Far from appreciating the jogi, Guru Nanak asks the jogi to
adopt his own values.

The few references to the worshippers of Krishna and Rama in the
compositions of Guru Nanak indicate only his disapproval of their
practices. Once the idea of incarnation is rejected it becomes impos-
sible to treat Rama and Krishna as deities. Any worship addressed to
them, therefore, becomes misplaced. With reference to rdm-lild and
kirtanas, and patronage of plays with quasi-religious themes, Guru
Nanak makes his attitude clear:12

9 AG, 56,221,355,358,413,432,470,471-72,635,1171,1256,1290. 10 AG, 147.
11 AG, 17. 12 AG, 349-50.
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The disciples play and the gurus dance; they shake their feet and
they roll their heads; dust arises and falls on their heads; people are
amused, they laugh and they return home; the performers beat
time perfectly for bread and the dancers dash themselves to the
ground. They sing of Gopis and of Kanh; they sing of Slta and of
Ram.

The dancers are likened to the spinning wheel, the oil-press, the
potter's wheel, the churning stave and the top. They fail to realize that
the whole universe is a cosmic dance praising the Creator. The patrons
of musical dances or dance-dramas ignorantly think of their charity as
an act of religious merit:13

The gidnis dance and play on musical instruments and they don
costumes to sing loudly of battles and heroes.

Guru Nanak's attitude towards the 'ulamd and the shaikhs is similar
to his attitude towards the pandit and the jogi. Just as there were
thousands of Brahmas, Vishnus and Shivas created by God, there
were millions of Muhammads. The Quran and the other Semitic
scriptures were a sign of God's glory but none of them was a scripture
'revealed' by God. The mere fact of subscribing to the faith of
Muhammad ensured nothing, neither paradise nor salvation. Such a
presumption refuted an essential attribute of Allah Himself: He is
inscrutable. God's grace cannot be taken for granted:14

Allah does not consult anyone when he makes or unmakes, or
when he gives or takes away; He alone knows His qudrat; He
alone is the doer. He watches everyone and bestows His grace on
whomsoever He wills.

Mere talk does not lead to paradise; salvation lies in right conduct:15

If you add spices to unlawfully earned food, it does not become
lawful. Falsehood begets only falsehood.

While addressing the Muslims Guru Nanak shows his preference for
the path of the sufis over that of the 'ttlamd. The Musalmans praise the
sharTat and they read and ponder, but God's true servants 'become His
slaves to see His Face'. They who wish to become true Musalmans
should 'first adopt the path of the Auliya, treating renunciation as the
file that removes the rust' of the human soul. They who wish to
become true Musalmans should 'accept God's decree most willingly,

13 AG, 468-69. '« AG, 53. 15 AG, 141.
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believe in Him as the true Creator and efface themselves'. Only then
might they receive His grace.16

This relative appreciation of the sufi path does not mean, however,
that Guru Nanak gave the sufis his unqualified approval. A true darvlsh
abandons everything, including his 'self, to meet the Creator, placing
complete trust in Him. But many a shaikh subsisted on revenue-free
land granted by the rulers. Presuming to be sure of his own place of
honour with God, the shaikh gave assurance to others as well, and
distributed 'caps' among them to authorize them to guide still others.
He is likened to a mouse which itself is too big to enter the hole and yet
ties a winnowing basket to its tail.17 Considering their earthly pursuits,
Guru Nanak reminds the shaikhs of their own belief that God alone is
everlasting. The earth and the heavens shall perish; only He, the only
One, remains for ever.18

Guru Nanak's basic attitude towards Islam and Hinduism is
explicitly stated in the line:19

Neither the Veda nor the Kateb know the mystery.

In the same way the qdzi, the pandit and the jogi are bracketed :20

The qdzi utters lies and eats what is unclean; the brahman takes
life and then goes off to bathe ceremoniously; the blind jogi does
not know the way; all three are desolated.

IV

God, for Guru Nanak, is the eternally unchanging Formless One. He
has no material sign; He is inscrutable; He is beyond the reach of
human intellect. He is boundless, beyond time, beyond seeing, infinite,
unsearchable, beyond description, eternally constant, unborn, self-
existent and wholly apart from creation. God created the universe as
and when He wished. Consequently, he came to acquire attributes
which become the means of understanding Him. He is the creator, the
sustainer and the destroyer of the universe.

He, the One, is Himself Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva, and He
Himself performs all.21

16 AG, 465-66, 140-41. 17 AG, 1286. ™ AG, 64. 19 AG, 1021.
20 AG, 662, 951. 21 AG, 1908.
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He is the only One; there is no second; there is no partner. God
possesses unqualified power and absolute authority. He can oblige the
carnivorous beasts and birds to eat grass, and He can feed the
grass-eaters on meat; He can turn flowing rivers into sand-dunes, and
He can create fathomless waters in place of deserts; He can confer rule
upon an ant, and He can reduce whole armies to dust.22

God is omnipresent and immanent as well as omnipotent and
transcendant.

Within all there is light and it is
Thy light which is in all.23

It is His light that shines in the creation; His light is in everything and
in everyone. Wherever you look there is He; He is everywhere, and
there is no other. He is not far, He is near; He is not far. He fills the
earth and the heavens, and the space in between; He fills all the three
worlds. He is the tablet and the pen and the writing. The ocean is in the
drop, and the drop is in the ocean. He is the speech, the speaker and the
listener. All is He. He is 'within' and He is 'without'. God is as well in
the microcosm as He is in the macrocosm.

For entering into a meaningful relationship with God it is necessary
to understand 'divine self-expression', that is how He stands revealed
in His creation, and to see the implications of that understanding. Guru
Nanak is emphatic about recognizing the Truth (sachcb). God's
creation is real but it is not everlasting. God alone is eternal. To
attribute all creation to God is to recognize the Truth. Men become
'true' only when they lodge the Truth in their hearts and act in
accordance with the Truth. Equally important is the appropriation of
the Name (nam) and the Word (shabad), the object and the medium of
communication. Through the Name one gets recognition from others;
without the Name there can be no honour. There is no fulfilment
without the Name. In the Name is real power, the authority of the
diwdn, the might of the army, and the sovereignty of the Sultan. The
treasure of excellence is obtained by meditating on the Word. Having
no form, colour or material sign, God is revealed through the Word.
The Name and the Word are the revelation of the divine preceptor
(guru). The Truth is recognized through the divine preceptor's instruc-
tion. Without the True Guru one wanders through the cycle of death

22 AG, 144. 23 AG, 13,663.
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and rebirth. Without the True Guru one wanders in the darkness of
ignorance. Only the True Guru bestows the Name without which
there is no purpose in human life; 'one comes and goes like a crow in an
abandoned house'. The recognition of divine order (hukm, bhdna,
raza) is equally essential. The divine order is an all-embracing principle
that accounts for everything: the creation of all forms, high or low
status, misery and happiness, bliss and transmigratory chain. All are
subject to divine order; none is beyond its operation. Everything in the
universe points to the intelligent working of the divine order. It reveals
God as the only doer. Man should recognize the divine order and
submit himself to it. The divine order is a manifestation of God's
omnipotence.

The rigour of God's omnipotence is supported yet softened by His
grace (nadar, kirpa, karam, prasdd, mihr, dayd, bakhsls, tars). It is
through the True Guru's prasdd that ignorance is obliterated and the
light of the Truth is perceived. One receives the Truth through God's
karam. The gift of the Name is received through God's nadar.
Through His grace comes the recognition of the divine order. One
'sees' only what He 'shows'. There is a point beyond which human
understanding cannot proceed and there, it is the bestowing or
withholding of God's grace that decides the issue of salvation. Guru
Nanak's idea of God's grace repudiates all presumption to liberation
by human effort alone.

Nevertheless, though human effort is not sufficient, it is absolutely
necessary. Discarding heedlessness man is to remember God, which
implies not a mere repetition of His name but meditation on the nature
of God and His attributes. Consequently, the remembrance of God
comes to embrace thought, word and deed. Loving devotion and
dedication to God is true bhakti without which there is no salvation.
Man should love God as the chakvl loves the Sun, as the chdtrik loves
the rain or as the fish loves water (so much so that it dies without
water). Bracketed with bhakti is bhai or bhau, that is awe, so that the
term bhai-bhakti is many a time used as one idea. Indeed, they alone
can offer bhakti •who have bhai lodged in their hearts. God's awe is the
remedy for the fear of death. He who lodges God's fear in his heart
becomes fearless. But fear catches hold of those who are not afraid of
God.

In contrast to the 'truth' of God, His creation is 'false' and,
therefore, a snare. So long as man remains attached to the creation he
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suffers from the misery of dubidhd, misery arising from dual affili-
ation:24

If you worship the attendant you will never see the Master.

Attachment to earthly things is bound to shut out the Truth.25

The love of gold and silver, women and fragrant scents, horses,
couches, and dwellings, sweets and meats - these are all lusts of the
flesh. Where in the heart can there be room for the Name?

But the multiformed mdyd allures man to itself, thanks to his lust,
covetousness, attachment to earthly things, anger and pride. These five
adversaries of man are difficult to subdue. But there can be no
compromise, because there can be no conciliation between man's
affiliation to mdyd and his affiliation to God.

One of the five adversaries of man, namely pride, becomes much
more formidable in the form of self-centredness (haumai). In fact,
pride springs from this self-centredness. Man attributes things to
himself rather than to God, in opposition to the Truth and the divine
order. Haumai is thus opposed to God as the only omnipotent reality;
it is a subtle psychological barrier between man and God. It is a disease
that only the recognition of the divine order and the understanding of
the Word can cure. To die to 'self is to prepare the ground for life
everlasting. The life of the self-willed man (manmukh), who vainly
attributes things to himself, is like that of spurious sesame which is left
desolate in the field.

Psychological detachment from mdyd and eradication of haumai
enable man to perceive God in the microcosm, just as his understand-
ing enables him to perceive God in the macrocosm. Yearning for a
union with God increases the pangs of separation:26

I cannot live for a moment without the Beloved;
I cannot have a wink of sleep without meeting Him.

Supplication is made in devout humility:27

My sins are as numerous as the drops of water in the ocean.
Through your mercy O Lord! even stones can cross the waters.

If man's sins are countless, God's bounty is boundless. In His kindness
God leads the devotee on the path towards Him:28

24 AG, zz9, 75. ^ AG, 15. 26 AG, 1274. 27 AG, 156.
28 AG, 931.
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He who is immersed in His love day and night sees Him immanent
in the three worlds, and throughout all time. He becomes like Him
whom he knows. He becomes wholly pure, his body is sanctified,
and God dwells in his heart as his only love. Within him is the
Word; he is blended in the True One.

In the process of man's union with God, an important experience is
visamdd, the awe-inspiring vision of God's greatness and the feeling of
ecstasy resulting from it. The emotion of wonder engendered by the
overwhelming greatness of God leads to refined and intense meditation
which purges man of his haumai. It leads to an intense adoration too,
and the best praises of God appear to be inadequate. This too is His gift
to man. He shows the way; He leads to union.

The ever-widening visamdd leads to higher and yet higher levels of
understanding and experience. Recognizing the law of cause and effect
in the moral as well as the physical world, man realizes the justice of
God. In His court stand revealed the true and the false. Man's wider
understanding of the nature of God becomes a source of joy. Con-
sequently, he puts in greater exertion, and his acts conform to his
increasing understanding. As the reward of his devotion, he ascends to
the Realm of Truth, the dwelling place of the Formless One, in which
there is perfect harmony with His hukm. The transmigratory process
ends with the state of union with God, a state of consummate joy and
perfect peace.

In Guru Nanak's conception of the path to salvation 'the law of
karma' is set aside and a new context is provided for right conduct. He
does make use of the current notion to emphasize the need for good
acts. 'Do not blame others; you receive the reward or retribution for
what you yourself do.' The 'law of karma' is invoked also to explain
the differences of birth; immediately, however, the grace of God is
invoked for explaining the attainment to salvation. In any case, the 'law
of karma' is not independent of God's hukm. The subordination of
karma to the hukm is not without significance. Paradoxically, sub-
mission to God's hukm becomes a means to release from the 'law of
karma'. The chain of karma obviously cannot bind God; rather His
grace breaks the chain of karma. Human acts acquire fresh importance
in this context:29

29 AG, 579, m o .
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The words man speaks shall be taken into account; the food he eats
shall be taken into account; his movements shall be taken into
account; what he sees and hears shall be taken into account.
Indeed, every breath he draws shall be taken into account.

Loving devotion to God becomes a good act. In fact all those deeds
which enable men to tread the path shown by Guru Nanak become
'true' acts, and those deeds which hinder men on that path are 'false'
acts. Thus, right conduct is closely connected with Guru Nanak's idea
of right belief and right worship. Foremost in right conduct was honest
living and charity based on that:30

He who eats what he has earned by his own labour and gives some
to others - Nanak, he it is who knows the true way.

By the time Babur established his rule in northern India, Guru Nanak
had fully formulated his system of inter-related ideas and correspond-
ing practices. True to his convictions, he attributed all his understand-
ing and all his experience to God. On His authority, therefore, he was
saying what he was saying and doing what he was doing. He regarded
himself as God's herald (tabal-bdz) to proclaim His Truth:31

I was a minstrel (dhddi) without an occupation, but God gave me
an occupation. He ordered me to sing His praises. He called the
dhddi to His abode of Truth, and gave him the robe of 'true praise
and adoration'. The true nectar of the Name has been sent as food.
They are happy who taste it to the full in accordance with the
Guru's instruction. The dhddi openly proclaims the glory of the
Word. By adoring the Truth, Nanak has found the Perfect One.

During the last fifteen years of his life Guru Nanak settled down at
Kartarpur, a place founded by him then on the right bank of the river
Ravi, represented by the present Dera Baba Nanak on the left bank.
Concerned seriously with showing to others the path he had dis-
covered for himself, he acted as a guide. Disciples gathered around him
as an acknowledged preceptor. The work of these years proved to be
the most influential in terms of its legacy for the future. He imparted
regular instruction to his disciples and exhorted the visitors as well to
discard trust in external forms and in status based on caste or wealth, to

30 AC, 1245. " AG, 150.
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cultivate inner devotion and a truly religious attitude by recognizing
the greatness of God and reflecting upon His revelation. A regular
discipline was evolved for the adoration of God. The early hours of the
morning were devoted to meditation. All the disciples and visitors
joined Guru Nanak in singing the praises of God in the evening as in
the morning. There is a good deal of emphasis in the compositions of
Guru Nanak upon 'true association' or association with the true
devotees of God. This ideal found concrete expression in corporate
worship at Kartarpur. The disciples and the visitors ate communal
meals, for which the believers in the new faith made contribution in
cash, kind or service.

It is difficult to estimate the number or the social background of the
followers of Guru Nanak. There is no doubt, however, that Khatris
were rather numerous among his followers. His successor-to-be was
only one of them. They were petty traders, shop-keepers, agents of
merchants, itinerant salesmen. It is equally certain that cultivators were
among the followers of Guru Nanak, and most of them were Jats. Then
there were some artisans and craftsmen, bond-servants and slaves. The
followers came from towns and the countryside. Most of them
belonged to the lower classes, and all of them were house-holders.
Among themselves they thought they were all equal. 'We are not high,
or low, or the middling; we have taken refuge in God, and we are His
people.'32

The most important aspect of the mode of worship adopted by Guru
Nanak for himself and his followers was the use of his own com-
positions for this purpose. This was a logical corollary of his rejection
of scriptural authority and the scriptures of contemporary religions.
Some of his definitive utterances were used for liturgical purposes. The
later importance given to his Japuji and to his So-dar appears to have
been a continuation of Guru Nanak's own practice. It is likely that
these, and many other compositions, were recorded in writing by
Guru Nanak himself. This aspect of his work became the basis of vital
developments under his successors.

Guru Nanak lived at Kartarpur as a house-holder, with his wife and
his two sons. This fact carried a great significance for the future. In the
compositions of Guru Nanak there are verses which can be interpreted
as supporting renunciation {udds), and Guru Nanak himself had
travelled widely, leaving his family behind. His decision to return to

32 AG, 504.
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the life of a house-holder, therefore, was important. It demonstrated
his basic ideal that true renunciation consisted in living pure amidst the
impurities of attachment. The followers of Guru Nanak at Kartarpur
and elsewhere pursued honest occupations for livelihood. They
demonstrated thus how to combine piety with worldly activity. A
disciplined worldhness was the hallmark of this new community.

Before his death at Kartarpur in 1539 Guru Nanak chose his
successor from amongst his followers, setting aside the claims of his
sons. Nomination of a successor from amongst one's own disciples was
not a new thing; it was known to many an ascetical order of the times.
But the nomination of Lehna by Guru Nanak was regarded as unique
because Lehna was installed in his office by Guru Nanak himself. His
name too was changed from Lehna to Angad, making him 'a limb' of
the founder. This nomination was important not merely because it
enabled Guru Nanak to ensure the continuation of his work but also
because it served as the basis of the idea that the positions of the Guru
and the disciple were interchangeable. Closely linked with this was the
idea that there was no difference between the founder and the
successor; they represented one and the same light. By the time Guru
Nanak breathed his last the nucleus of a new social group had come
into existence with an acknowledged Guru to guide its social and
religious life according to a pattern set by the founder and in the light of
ideas expounded by him.
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CHAPTER 3

EVOLUTION OF THE SIKH PANTH
(1539-1606)

By the beginning of the seventeenth century the socio-religious
community of Guru Nanak's followers became 'a state within the
state'. Each of his first four successors made his own distinctive
contribution, working within the ideological and institutional para-
meters adumbrated by him. We have to study their own com-
positions closely to perceive the slow but sure development of the
Sikh Panth in terms of numbers, composition, material resources,
social institutions and a multi-dimensional transmutation of ideas in
a creative response to changing situations. To listen to those who were
closely connected with them is equally rewarding. The context for this
development was provided by the politico-administrative arrange-
ments evolved by Akbar, giving peace and prosperity to a vast
empire. The position of the Sikh Panth at the end of his reign may be
seen as the culmination of a peaceful evolution of nearly three-
quarters of a century. This evolutionary phase came dramatically to a
grave end with the martyrdom of Guru Arjan in the very first year
of Jahangir's reign.

Babur ruled over the territory he conquered from Bhera to Bihar for
only four years till his death in 1530. His son and successor, Nasirud-
din Humayun, temporarily added Malwa and Gujarat to the domin-
ions inherited from Babur. The Afghan resurgence under the leader-
ship of the Sur Afghan Sher Khan obliged Humayun to abandon the
Mughal territory in India in 1540. Sher Shah Sur and his successors
ruled over northern India for fifteen years before Humayun staged a
successful return in 15 5 5. He died a year later. It was left for his son and
successor, Jalaluddin Muhammad Akbar, to conquer territories from
Kabul and Qandahar in the west to the Bay of Bengal in the east, from
Kashmir in the north to across the Narbada in the south, and to
introduce changes of great significance during his rule of nearly half a
century till his death in 1605.
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Akbar adopted several measures which modified the character of the
state. He made an extensive and effective use of suzerain-vassal polity
in which the administrative control of a territory was left in the hands
of its chief under the political control of the suzerain on certain
well-stipulated conditions, especially the payment of annual tribute
and the supply of contingents for imperial service. There were hun-
dreds of chiefs in Akbar's empire who retained their territories on the
conditions of vassalage; the extent of their territories was by no means
negligible. Akbar tried to induct the willing vassal chiefs into the
mansabddri system. Many a vassal chief received high rank to serve the
empire with zeal.1 The bulk of the chiefs were Hindu, and Akbar's
attitude towards them was an important plank of his general policy. He
abolished the discriminatory jizya and the pilgrimage tax. He remitted
the tax on cows and discouraged cow-slaughter. He showed respect for
native customs by participating in the celebration of Dusehra and
DiwalT. He showed interest in traditional learning and literature by
getting Sanskrit works translated into Persian. He extended state
patronage to non-Muslim institutions and individuals of known merit
by giving them revenue-free lands (madad-i-ma'dsh).2

Akbar had a rare genius for organization. For all practical purposes
he dispensed with the office of the all-powerful minister known as the
wazir or the vakil, and distributed the work of the government among
four ministers of more or less equal importance to deal with the
finances of the state, its army and justice and the royal household. This
arrangement imparted stability and efficiency to the government at the
centre and, together with some other measures, increased the control
of the emperor over the administration of the different parts of the
empire. Akbar divided his empire into a small number of rather large
provinces. His province was also qualitatively different from the
primary divisions of the earlier empires. Each province had three types
of territory: vassal territory attached to the province, lands given in
jdgir to the servants of the state, and the khdlisa lands from which
revenue was collected directly for the emperor. In the last decade of the
sixteenth century the diwdn in the province was made independent of
the governor to look after the revenue administration under the control

1 For vassal chiefs under Akbar, Ahsan Raza Khan, Chieftains in the Mughal Empire
During the Reign of Akbar, Indian Institute of Advanced Study, Simla, 1977.

2 For a discussion of Akbar's madad-i-maash grants to non-Muslims, B. N. Goswamy
and J. S. Grewal, The Mughals and thejogis ofjakhbar, Indian Institute of Advanced Study,
Simla, 1967.
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of the dlwdn at the centre. Besides the permanent local officials,
full-fledged officials of the imperial administration were appointed to
help and control the jdglrddrs. The zabti system, which implied the
collection of land-revenue in cash according to rates for a unit area
under cultivation, was introduced on a large scale. Even from villages
not brought under the system of measurement (zabt), the revenue was
generally collected in cash.

Akbar's conquests, his concessions and measures on conciliation
resulted in peace and security in his vast dominions, particularly during
the second half of his reign. This peace and security became an
important condition for the growth of prosperity. Extension of
agriculture was an important objective of Akbar's revenue policy, and
there are clear indications that more and more land was brought under
cultivation during the late sixteenth century. 'Cash crops' were sown
for the market, and agricultural produce was used for manufactures.
Akbar introduced standardization in weights, measures and currency
with the Ilahl gaz, Akbarl man and the silver rupees as the standard.
Two small coins were widely current for small transactions in villages
and towns: one was thepaisa, one-fortieth of the rupee; the other was
the anna, equal to four paisa. To encourage trade, Akbar abolished
many internal imposts. Routes were protected for caravans and trade
became a pretty safe proposition.

Akbar's reign was marked by a revival of trade on a large scale.
Bankers' drafts or bills of exchange (hundls) were widely used for the
purpose of trade. An organized system of insurance also protected
trade interests. River traffic was well developed, and large or small
boats were manufactured at many places, besides ship-building for
coastal and sea trade. There were several mercantile communities to
handle trade. Their distribution over large areas was an asset for
commercial transactions. The increase in the size and number of urban
centres in the dominions of Akbar during the late sixteenth century
was an indication of an increase in the volume of trade and manufac-
tures as well as an increase in agricultural production. On the whole,
in the late sixteenth century northern India presented a historical
situation which was markedly different from that of the late fifteenth
or even of the early sixteenth century.

The province of Lahore was among the advanced provinces of
Akbar's empire in terms of agriculture, manufactures and trade, with
Lahore as one of the largest cities of the Mughal empire, which also
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meant that it was one of the largest cities of the world around 1600.
Expansion of cultivation in the Punjab had started under Afghan rule.
When Babur crossed the river Jhelum he curiously noticed the Persian
wheel which, later, he found in use for irrigation in the regions of
Lahore and Dipalpur. It extended in fact to the Sarhind region. Akbar's
court historian Abul Fazl observed that most of the province of Lahore
was irrigated by wells with Persian wheels. This artificial means of
irrigation enabled the landholders of the province to grow high
quality or cash crops. Akbar's long presence in Lahore during the
fourth decade of his reign added to the importance of the province.
Well-known for its rock-salt, the province was known also for its
exports of textiles, sugar candy of high quality, boats, shawls and
carpets. Lahore was on the trade route from Delhi to Kabul, while
Multan was on the route to Qandahar, and both these cities were linked
with the ports of the Arabian Sea through riverain traffic. The
economic development of the Punjab provided good opportunities for
enterprising traders and cultivators. The Khatris and Jats of the
province of Lahore were surely not unenterprising. In the empire of
Akbar they tried to make the best of the opportunities offered by peace
and prosperity.

Akbar's reign was covered by the pontificates of three of the first
four successors of Guru Nanak. These three were Guru Amar Das,
Guru Ram Das and Guru Arjan.3 The first successor of Guru Nanak
was Guru Angad, a Khatri of the Trehan subcaste who was a petty
trader and a devotee of the Goddess before he came under the influence
of Guru Nanak. Guru Amar Das too was a Khatri but of the Bhalla
subcaste, and he was a Vaishnava before he became a disciple of Guru
Angad; he too was a petty trader in a village near the present-day
Amritsar. Guru Ram Das was a Khatri of the Sodhi subcaste, and he
came under the influence of Guru Amar Das as a young hawker. Guru
Ram Das nominated one of his own three sons, namely Guru Arjan, as
his successor. Henceforth, Guruship was to remain in the Sodhi family
of Guru Ram Das. All the Gurus, thus, were Khatris with a rural
background. The subcastes to which they belonged were not among
the important Khatri subcastes, not even the Bedi subcaste to which the
founder of the Sikh Panth belonged. Their social position was rather
low among the Khatris.

3 For the successors of Guru Nanak see appendix i.
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II

Guru Angad's pontificate was an extension of Guru Nanak's work, but
with significant shifts of emphasis. He shows a thorough grasp of the
compositions of Guru Nanak. To preserve these compositions for
posterity he adopted a new script called Gurmukhl which has served
this purpose ever since its adoption by Guru Angad. His own
compositions consist of short verses (shaloks), only a little over sixty
and the longest having only twelve lines. These are composed sig-
nificantly under the name 'Nanak', implying thereby that there was no
difference between the compositions of the successor and the founder.
This practice was followed by others to underline the idea of unity
between the founder and the successors.

In the compositions of Guru Angad the unity, omnipotence, omni-
presence, omniscience and immanence of God are taken for granted,
and so are the divine order (hukm, razd, farmdn) and grace (nadar,
kirpd, prasdd). The disease of self-centredness (haumai) keeps man
entangled in the net of transmigration. Devotion is to be addressed
voluntarily with love and dedication to the only God, in trust and fear,
remembering Him in misery and comfort. The head that does not bow
to Him is better cut off. One should be ready to die in His way.4

There are references to the divine preceptor, but more significant are
the references to Nanak as the Guru. The connotation of the state-
ments with a bearing on the Guru begins to change. 'The Guru has the
key to salvation'; 'There is utter darkness without the Guru.'5 Such
statements are as much applicable to Guru Nanak as to the divine
preceptor. Similarly, the Word and the Name get equated with the
sacred compositions (bdni) of Guru Nanak. There is only one true
shabad, the nectar-like bdni of Guru Nanak.6 The Gurmukh (God-
oriented) gets equated with the followers of Guru Nanak, and by
implication with the followers of Guru Angad.7

Guru Angad had to establish a new centre. The law of the state could
be invoked by the legal heirs of Guru Nanak to claim Kartarpur as a
matter of right. But Guru Angad voluntarily moved to Khadur (in the
Amritsar district), leaving Kartarpur in the hands of Sri Chand and
Lakhmi Chand, the sons of Guru Nanak. Sri Chand built in fact a
structure over the spot where Guru Nanak was cremated, and refused

4 AG, 83, 88, 138, 463, 787, 788, 954, 1238, 1239. s AQ^ , 4 S J IA(,, 463, 1237.
6 AG, 466, 469, 787, 1283. 7 AG, 138, 463, 1288.
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to recognize Guru Angad as the Guru. Some people were taken in by
his claim to Guruship. The followers of Guru Angad were not thus the
only followers of Guru Nanak. In the compositions of Guru Angad
the presence of the 'others' is assumed. He invokes the principle of
nomination against any other kind of claim to be the successor of Guru
Nanak. 'What kind of a gift is this that one gives to oneself? The true
gift is that which is received by serving the Master to his satisfaction.'8

His faithful followers 'need no instruction' for they have been 'given
instruction by Guru Nanak'.9 The blind are not those who have no
eyes; the blind are those who fail to recognize the Master even when
they have eyes.10

Guru Angad established a community kitchen (langar) at Khadur
where his followers and visitors used to meet for congregational
worship. His wife, known as Mother Khivl, took special interest in the
community kitchen, and it was not uncommon to serve sweet pudding
of rice boiled in milk, a sign perhaps of the ability of the Sikhs to bring
substantial offerings.11 Guru Angad refers to the early morning
meditation and daily worship practised by his followers. Their spirit-
ual state is reflected in the brightness of their faces; the grace of the
sarrdf (God) has in fact gilded their entire frames.12 The metaphors
from trade in Guru Angad's compositions underline the importance of
the Khatri component of his followers, but there were certainly others.
An ironsmith {lohdr) and a barber (not) were among his eminent
followers.13 New followers were initiated in addition to the old
disciples of Guru Nanak. To look after the needs of the congregation
Guru Angad had to appoint a store-keeper (bhanddrt) and a master-
cook (rasoiyd).14

Guru Angad shows a deep regard for his followers. 'Nanak' is the
slave of those who recognize the only true shabad; they are like God to
him. 'Nanak' is the slave of those who recognize the unity of God and
the secret of His Divinity; they are like God to him.15 Only those who
have turned to the Guru know that in the outside world of kaliyuga the
king is really a pauper and the learned pandit is really a fool.16 The
'Gurmukh' thus stands distinguished from the rest of his contempo-
raries. One such Gurmukh had served Guru Angad with devotion

8 AG, 474. "< AG, i$o. <° AG, 954. n AG, 966-67.
12 AG, 146.
13 Varan Bhdi Gurdds (ed. Giani Hazara Singh), Wazir-i-Hind Press, Amritsar, 1962, vdr

11, pauri 14.
14 Ibid., vdr 11,pauri 15. 15 AG, 469. I6 AG, 1288.

48

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



EVOLUTION OF THE SIKH PANTH

since 1540. In 1552, Guru Angad nominated him as the successor-
Guru.

I l l

Guru Amar Das had to leave Khadur because it was claimed by Dasu
and Datu, the sons of Guru Angad, as their inheritance. They set
themselves up as Guru Angad's spiritual heirs. Guru Amar Das
founded a new centre a few miles away on the right bank of the river
Beas, on the route from Lahore to Delhi, which developed into a
township known as Goindwal. His community kitchen in Goindwal
came to be known for the plenty of its fine flour and clarified butter,
which may be taken as an indication of the growing prosperity of his
centre.17

In his compositions Guru Amar Das underlines the importance of
true association (sat-sangat), that of his followers who came to the
abode of the Guru (gurdwara) for singing the shabad of the Guru and
to listen to the bdni sung by the minstrels appointed by the Guru for
this purpose. This true association of 'brothers-in-faith' and 'friends-
in-faith' is a source of 'understanding'; it opens the door to salvation.
Access to the sangat is a gift of the Guru. He who fails to turn to the
Guru and to recognize the shabad is self-oriented {manmukh). There
are detractors {nindak) too, and there are deserters who have turned
away (bemukh). The Guru does not regard anyone as his enemy, and
his Sikhs are safe under the protection of the all-powerful God. Their
enemies do not know that He is the only true king; His worshippers
cannot come to any harm at the hands of the agents of the earthly kings.
There are indications, thus, that the opponents of the Guru were
seeking help from the local administrators. Opposition to the Guru
may be taken as a measure of his increasing success in propagating his
faith.18

The compositions of Guru Amar Das read like annotations to the
compositions of Guru Nanak. There is hardly an important idea of
Guru Nanak which does not find a similar expression in the com-
positions of Guru Amar Das. Figuring frequently in his compositions
is God in His attributeless state, His revelation through the Word, the

17 AC967.
'" AC, 26, 28, 29, 30, 31, 33, 35, 37-38, 65, 67-68, 114, 115, 120, 129, 233, 364, 425, 427,

516, 517, 586, 587, 590, 601, 638, 643, 645, 849, 854, 909, 912, 1046, 1249, 1258, 1259, 1260,
1276, 1334, 1415, 1416, 1417-
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divine order, the divine preceptor, His grace, His transcendence and
immanence, the mdyd and haumai and the true path of bhakti.
However, there are significant shifts of emphasis and connotation.
Every cosmic age (yuga) had its appropriate faith (dharma); the present
age {kaliyuga) has the Name.19 There is no guru but the true Guru.
Those who do not serve the true Guru remain in misery throughout
the four cosmic ages.20 One should do as the Guru says, and conform
to his wishes (bbdnd).21 The bdnloi the true Guru is true. The barn ol
the Guru is the sweet nectar of immortality. 'Gurmukh bdnl is Brahm.'
Bdnl is God.22

All compositions other than the bdnl of the true Guru are unripe
(kachchi). They who recite or pronounce unripe compositions are
themselves unripe; they who listen to unripe compositions remain
unripe; what is conveyed by unripe compositions is unripe.23 Guru
Amar Das prepared two volumes of true bdnl, consisting mostly of the
compositions of Guru Nanak, Guru Angad and Guru Amar Das
himself. Included in these two volumes was the bdnl of sants and
bhaktas like Kabir and Namdev.24 Guru Amar Das refers to Namdev,
the calico-printer, and Kabir, the weaver, who attained to the state of
salvation with the grace of the perfect Guru; they recognized the divine
shabad and got rid of haumai and the restrictions of caste; now their
bdnl is sung by both gods and men.25 Guru Amar Das found rather
kindred spirits in Kabir and Namdev and collected their compositions
to be incorporated in the volumes containing the bdnl of the Gurus.
There was a professional scribe among his followers; there was also an
eminent singer of the sacred bdnl.2b

The number of Sikhs increased considerably in the time of Guru
Amar Das. Instead of a few individuals here and there in the country-
side, some villages came to have a large number of Sikhs. For the
propagation of his faith he visited Kurukshetra and some of the sacred
places on the Jamuna and the Ganges.27 It is not unlikely that some of
the Khatrl followers of Guru Amar Das had started their trading
activity outside the province of Lahore. In any case, new bonds were

19 AG, 229, 797 , 880. 2 = / l G , 519.
21 AG, 37, 6 6 ; , 757 , 905 , 9 4 3 , 1015, 1248.
22 4 G , 39, 246, 515. 23 AG, 920; for sachchi (authentic) ba.nl, by contrast, 968.
2"* W. H. McLeod, The Evolution of the Sikh Community, Oxford University Press, 1975,

61.
25 AG, 67, 555, 1380. 26 Bhai Gurdas, var 11,paurl 16.
27 Stated by Guru Ram Das: AG, 2116.
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needed for the growing community of followers. Guru Amar Das
constructed a well at Goindwal, with eighty-four steps to reach the
water for bathing, which became sacred for the Sikhs. In a sense, the
first pilgrimage centre for the Sikhs was established at Goindwal. The
Baisakhl and the Diwali became festival days for the Sikhs who visited
Goindwal. Guru Amar Das introduced distinctly Sikh ceremonies for
the occasions of death, birth and marriage, asking the Sikhs not to cry
and lament in their hour of loss and not to forget the divine source of
supreme happiness in their hour of earthly bliss.28 Guru Amar Das
spoke against self-immolation, female infanticide and the consumption
of liquor.29 The first injunction was perhaps meant for his Khatrl
followers; the second and the third, for the Jat cultivators of the
countryside.

Guru Amar Das upheld the principle of nomination. 'God Himself
is the Guru and He Himself is the disciple (chela).'i0 This could be
applied to Guru Nanak and Guru Angad as well. In any case, it is a part
of the divine order that the Guru can raise another to the status of the
Guru.31 As his own successor, Guru Amar Das chose his son-in-law,
Bhai Jetha, as Guru Ram Das. Thinking of the likely opposition from
his sons, Mohan and Mohri, Guru Amar Das decided to found a new
centre. The site was chosen and work was started on digging a pool
when Guru Amar Das died in 1574.

IV

Guru Ram Das got a tank (sarovar) dug where we find it today in the
city of Amritsar. From the very beginning it was meant to be a sacred
tank. The pure water of this 'divine pool' removes dust and dirt from
the bodies of those who bathe here, and their bodies become pure.32

All sins are removed from those to whom the Guru gives the gift of
bathing in this pool filled with 'the nectar of immortality' (amritsar).33

Indeed, Amritsar was the name given to this tank in the beginning; it
came to be extended to the city much later. A township started
growing around the tank and it was appropriately called Ramdaspur or
the town of Guru Ram Das. Besides the followers of the Guru, other

28 In the compositions of Guru Arjan there are references to the recitation of Anand at the
birth of his son Hargobind: AG, 396.

29 AG, 554, 787, 1413. -'° AG, 797. 3I AG, 490. MAG, 774.
53 AG, 732, 774.
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traders, shopkeepers, artisans and craftsmen were encouraged to live in
the town.

The founding of a town and the excavation of a large tank is
indicative of the resources mobilized by Guru Ram Das. The Sikhs
were expected to make contributions in cash, kind and service. In the
compositions of Guru Ram Das there is a good deal of insistence on the
merit of offerings to the Guru. 'Give your wealth and riches to him
who enables you to meet the Friend.'34 The followers are asked to send
corn and cloth. All their wishes are fulfilled who serve the Guru with
devotion. Whatever they wish, all they wish for, is given: true faith,
earthly riches, pleasures and salvation (dharma, artha, kdma, moksha).
There are indications in the compositions of Guru Ram Das that he
authorized some of his Sikhs to act as his representatives and to collect
offerings from those Sikhs who could not come personally to the
Guru.35

In the compositions of Guru Ram Das, the food, dress and posses-
sions of those who have appropriated the name are sanctified. They
who entertain the Sikhs, their houses and mansions are sanctified. The
caparisoned horses which the Sikhs ride are sanctified.36 They who
have God's name on their lips, their actions and affairs are sanctified.
They who bring offerings to the Guru, acquire the true merit of
charity. The low caste also figure prominently in the compositions of
Guru Ram Das. While Khatrls and Brahmans were ignored by God,
Namdev was drawn close. There were other low-caste devotees of God
who attained to salvation through their devotion, like Kabir, Jaidev,
Tarlochan, Ravidas, Dhanna and Sen.37 Appreciation for the low-caste
Sants and Bhaktas may be treated as an indication of the presence of the
low caste among the Sikhs. Guru Ram Das is aware of the presence of
the cultivators among the Sikhs. He feels concerned about drought and
gratified about timely rainfall; he is also aware of the wells with the
Persian wheel to irrigate the fields.'38 Then there were shopkeepers,
petty traders, artisans and craftsmen among the Sikhs, besides the
wealthy merchants and traders. The community was never much short
of women, but in the compositions of Guru Ram Das their presence is
as palpable as that of men.

There are some other important dimensions of the compositions of

34 AG, 301, 443, 588, 719, 853, 1264. " AG, 301 , 303, 307, 443, 588, 590.
36 AG, 648, 1246.
37 AG, 733, 799, 835, 976, 995. 38 AG, 304, 368, 1250, 1318, 1329.
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Guru Ram Das. The importance of the Guru is increasing with the
increasing number and prosperity of the Sikhs. He provides the
common bond. He is the father and the mother; he is the friend and the
relation. He is the honour of those who possess no honour on their
own.39 Equally important is the bam of the Guru (gurbdni). It is the
embodiment of truth; there is no other true banl.40 The Sikh of the
Guru (gursikh) is like the Guru himself; the true Guru dwells in them.
They meditate on God day and night: 'I am their slave.'41 To meet a
gursikh is the sign of God's grace. The sangat becomes the collective
body of the Sikhs in the compositions of Guru Ram Das. The sangat of
the Guru is dear to God.42 Guru Ram Das composed Idvdn for the
solemnization of Sikh marriage, and ghoridn to be sung on days
preceding the day of marriage.43 He contributed even more to the Sikh
awareness of a distinct identity by separating them clearly from 'the
others' in his compositions. The 'noseless' manmukh stands disho-
noured; he is a 'nameless' bastard born to a prostitute.44

The distinctive identity of the Sikhs is underlined by Guru Ram Das
partly because of the dissension among the professed followers of
Guru Nanak. There are deserters who have turned away from the
Guru (bemukh), the 'black-faced' thieves of God. They are misled by
the detractors (nindak) of the Guru who are envious of his success and
his wealth. They try to imitate the Guru, but what they say is
'unripe'.45 Guru Ram Das upholds the principle of nomination to
castigate his opponents. They do not realize that the treasure of bhaktl
had been bestowed upon the true devotees of God from the very
beginning; they stood cursed by Guru Nanak and by Guru Angad; the
third Guru thought that they possessed no power to harm; the fourth
Guru forgave the detractors and their associates. But the detractors
persist in their folly and suffer ignominy. They seek the support of
local administrators and chaudharls. This combination presented a
threat which Guru Ram Das could not fail to notice.46

Guru Ram Das advises his followers not to retaliate, but to leave
things to God. The dlwdns of God, the Sikhs, need not be afraid of the
earthly dlwdns, the administrators of the empire.47 All the emperors
and kings, khans and amirs and shiqddrs are subject to the power of

39 AG, 167. 4° AC, 304. 41 AG, 305-06 , 493 , 1263.
42 AC, 446, 1197, 1297.
43 AG, 575, 576, 774. *A AG, 837. 4S AG, 304, 1250.
•"> AC, 303, 306, 307, 316, 366, 651 , 733, 850, 853-54 .
4 7 AG, 591.

53

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



THE SIKHS OF THE PUNJAB

God and they do what He wills for them.48 Since the Sikhs belong to
the 'faction' of God they need not fear an earthly faction (dhard).49

Guru Ram Das invokes myth and legend to reassure the Sikhs that God
is their protector. He is also keen to underline that he is the only
legitimate successor of the world-preceptor (jagat-gurn), Guru
Nanak.50 Before his death in 1581, Guru Ram Das chose his youngest
son, Arjan, as the successor-Guru. The principle of nomination was
upheld, but it was restricted to the family of Guru Ram Das.

If the idea of Guru Ram Das was to enable his successor to have legal
claims over Ramdaspur as one of his heirs, and thereby to enable him to
remain in control of the headquarters, it was eminently successful.
Guru Arjan was the first successor of Guru Nanak who succeeded to
the missionary centre of his immediate predecessor. However, the
other legal heirs could claim a share in the property. Guru Arjan's
eldest brother, Prithi Chand, approached the local administrators
probably to claim the position of his father but he had to be content
with a share in the income from Ramdaspur. Guru Arjan was only
eighteen years old at the time of his nomination, and he had no son.
Prithi Chand bided his time, remaining unreconciled to the Guruship
of his younger brother. After the birth of Guru Arjan's son Hargobind
in 1595, Prithi Chand's hostility was sharpened but he did not openly
defy the Guru. Nevertheless, Guru Arjan had to face covert enmity
from within the family.

There were other detractors too. Guru Arjan refers to them rather
frequently in his compositions. They are generally foiled in their
attempt to harm the Guru's interests. If one of them submitted an
affidavit signed by a number of persons (mahzar) to the qazi against
the Guru, it turned out to be false and the author of this falsehood met
an ignominious end.51 If another tried to poison the child Hargobind,
he was himself killed.52 An inveterate enemy of Guru Arjan was one
Sulhi; he got axed to death before his evil intentions got clothed in
action.53 The faces of the detractors were 'blackened' when they made
a representation against the Guru to a high dignitary of the state who

48 AG, 851. « AG, 366. ™ AG, 733. 51 AG, 199.
52 AG, 1137-38.
53 AG, 825.
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found their charges baseless and allowed the Guru to return home
safe.54 It is possible that Akbar's attitude towards Guru Arjan had a
sheltering effect. On his return from Lahore after a long stay, Akbar
met the Guru at Goindwal in November, 1598. Two weeks later, he
decreased the rate of revenue in the province to bring it down to what
it was before his long stay in Lahore.55

To cope with the feeling of insecurity, arising particularly from the
hostility of the Guru's opponents and detractors, Guru Arjan
exhorted his followers to cultivate profound faith and trust in God. He
who remembers God gets rid of fear. The shabad of the Guru acts like
a protective garrison all around. The 'wealth of God' is the antidote for
anxiety. The Name makes one fearless. They who take refuge in God
have nothing to fear.56 Indeed, God is given new attributes; He is free
from anxiety (achinta); He is the remover of misery (dukh-bbanjan);
and, above all, He is the annihilator of the enemy (satr-dahan).57 With
God lodged in one's heart, not only was the fear of insecurity removed
but also the day-to-day actions of the Sikhs were sanctified. One could
attain to salvation while laughing and playing, and eating and
dressing.58

The bdqi of the Guru was like a shower of rain for those who were
thirsty in spirit. Guru Arjan composed more than any of his pre-
decessors, particularly the short lyrical pieces (sbabads) which could
be easily memorized. He found 'priceless gems' and an 'inexhaustible
treasure' in what had been preserved by his predecessors.59 To the two
volumes compiled by Guru Amar Das were added the compositions of
Guru Ram Das and Guru Arjan himself, besides the compositions of a
few more Bhaktas. A book was compiled in 1604, marked by an
unusually systematic arrangement and a complex but generally con-
sistent pattern of division and subdivision.60 That book is now known
as the Adi Granth, the old book, to distinguish it from the later Dasam
Granth, the book of the tenth Guru; it is more popularly referred to as
Granth Sahib as a mark of respect, and as Guru Granth Sahib to
indicate that it enjoys the status of the Guru. Already for Guru

54 AG, 826-27.
55 Sujan Rai, 'Khulasat ut-Tawarikh' (late seventeenth century) in Ganda Singh (ed.),

Mdkhiz-i-Tawarikh-i-Sikhan, 59.
56 AG, 42 , 4 3 , 107, 131 -32 , 2 i i , 240, 2 6 1 , 262, 2 8 1 , 285 , 286, 287, 289, 292, 3 7 1 , 674 , 823 ,

1145.
57 AG, 502, 503, 1157. 58 AG, 212, 522. 59 AG, 185.
60 W. H. McLeod, The Evolution of the Sikh Community, 70-73.
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Arjan, it was no ordinary compilation: it was 'the abode of
God.'61

By this time the tank of Guru Ram Das had been enlarged, and paved
and walled with burnt bricks. He felt gratified that the construction
work was completed without any hindrance as if God Himself was
amidst the Sikhs when they were working. The tank looked beautiful,
like the earth around, and water flowed into it like nectar.62 Once the
work was completed, all anxieties were gone. They who bathe in the
tank earn salvation for their families as well.63 In the midst of the tank a
temple dedicated to God (harmandir) had been constructed for singing
His praises. It was truly a happy conjunction when the 'everlasting
foundation' of the temple was laid with God's grace. Now the Sikhs
can blissfully sing the praises of God all the twenty-four hours of the
day; the ban!of the Guru is now recited and sung here day and night.64

The town of Guru Ram Das continued to flourish under Guru
Arjan. For him, there was no other place like the beautiful and thickly
populated Ramdaspur, founded by God Himself. In this everlasting
city of the Guru, the Name is the source of happiness, and all wishes
are fulfilled. The Sikhs, who are like brothers and sons to the Guru feel
pleased with the beauty of the town, a standing monument to God's
grace. The rule of Rama (rdm-rdj) prevails in Ramdaspur, due to the
grace of the Guru. Nojizya is levied, nor any fine; there is no collector
of taxes.65 The administrative control of the town was in the hands of
Guru Arjan. In the context and the framework of the Mughal empire,
Ramdaspur was an autonomous town.

Guru Arjan founded Tarn Taran and Sn Hargobindpur in the Bari
Doab and Kartarpur in the Bist Jalandhar Doab. This can be taken as an
indication of the growing number of Sikhs, particularly in the country-
side. But this is only one indication. Guru Arjan feels gratified that the
greatness of Guru Nanak has been revealed to the entire world. Sikhs
come to the Guru from all the four corners of the world.66 The Name
has proved to be the salvation of all the four varnas: the Khatri, the
Brahman, the Shudar and the Vaish.67 There is no doubt that the
number of Sikhs increased considerably in the Punjab during the
pontificate of Guru Arjan. There were many Sikhs in Lahore. Simi-
larly, Sultanpur Lodhi was known as a great centre of Sikhism. There
*' AG, 1126. " AG,7$i. « AG, 174, 1362. "/1G, 820-21.
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were Sikhs in the smaller towns like Patti Haibatpur, and there were
Sikhs in many villages. There were certainly some Brahmans among
the Sikhs and some of the out-caste. The trading communities, the
cultivators, the artisans and craftsmen were well represented. Among
the trading communities, there was a clear preponderance of the
Khatris; and among the cultivators, that of the Jats. There was one
Mian Jamal among the eminent Sikhs who remained present with
the Guru.68 Furthermore, the Sikhs were not confined to the Punjab.
There were Sikhs in Kashmir and Kabul, and in Delhi and Agra. It
is most likely indeed that Sikhs could be found now in all the
provinces of Akbar's empire.59 Guru Arjan had to appoint a number
of representatives authorized to look after the affairs of the local
sangats at various places, not only outside the Punjab but also in the
Punjab. Once a year, the authorized representatives brought offer-
ings to the Guru, collected from the Sikhs under their supervision,
together with some of the Sikhs themselves to have an audience with
the Guru.

The Guru was at the centre of the whole organization. In the
compositions of Guru Arjan he is the true king, the king of kings, for
his Sikhs who deemed it a great boon to sit with him even for a
moment. His court was the most high. He was the source of all gifts.
His sight removed all sins. His instruction led to salvation. His service
was always well rewarded. The Sikh was expected to remember the
Guru all the time. Indeed, the Guru is God (pdr-brahm). 'Do not be
misled by his human form; the Guru is the veritable God (niranjan).'70

Guru Arjan, like his predecessors, carried an aura of divinity for his
Sikhs.

VI

Over a dozen professional composers (bhdts) have sung the praises of
the Gurus in one vdr and over 120 savayyds are preserved in the Granth
compiled by Guru Arjan.71 They refer to the congregational worship,

68 This is one of the few explicit references to Musl ims accepting the Sikh faith t hough in
the seventeenth-century janamsdkhls Mardana and even Daula t Khan Lodhi are treated as the
followers of G u r u N a n a k .

69 Bhai G u r d a s , vdr 11,pauri 2 2 - 3 1 . 70 AG, 1476.
71 Sahib Singh (ed.), Stik Satta Balwand diVdr, Amri t sa r 1949; SaddStik, Amri tsar , 1958.

For the Savayyds, Adi Granth 1389-1409.
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the community kitchen, the increasing number of the Sikhs, and the
centres of pilgrimage at Goindwal and Ramdaspur. They admire the
combination of religious faith and social commitment (jog and raj) in
the mission of the Gurus. They underline the importance of the Name
and the shabad; they refer to the bdnl oi the Gurus as an alternative to
the Vedas and the Quran. The divine sanction for the bhaktl and the
truth proclaimed by Guru Nanak is emphasized, and it is also
suggested that his path possesses an exclusive validity and efficacy
during the present cosmic age (kaliyuga). The divinity of the Guru is
underlined, and so is his grace. One is redeemed by seeing him. He is
the destroyer of fear. By serving the Guru and remembering him, all
one's wishes are fulfilled.

The uniqueness of the Guru is brought out by the bhats in
unambiguous terms. Guru Nanak is the preceptor of the world
(jagat-guru)\ his mission is universal redemption. The unique status
of Guru Nanak and his successors is brought out by invoking myth,
legend and history. The thirty-three crores of gods and goddesses
sing their praises. What they are doing in kaliyuga was done by
Rama in the treta and by Krishna in the duapur. The saints like
Kabir, Ravidas, Namdev, Jaidev, Tarlochan and Beni sing the praises
of the Guru. The greatest emphasis of the bhats is on the unity of
Guruship. The direct line of succession is repeated from Guru
Nanak to Guru Arjan, through Guru Angad, Guru Amar Das and
Guru Ram Das, underlining the exclusive validity of nomination by
the reigning Guru. The same divine light shone through all of them.
It is explicitly pointed out that Guru Arjan is as much a successor of
Guru Nanak as the others. The fact that he is a son of Guru Ram
Das makes no difference to the legitimacy of nomination. One vital
idea which is put forth in the vdr of Balwand and Satta is that Guru
Nanak installed Angad as the Guru during his lifetime and bowed to
him; the position of the Guru and the disciple (chela) was thus
reversed. That is how Guru Nanak makes 'the water run upstream'.
The metaphors used by the bhats in connection with the Gurus are
also significant: the true king, his rule, throne, umbrella, flywhisk,
canopy, crown, court, armies, for instance. Many of the bhats refer
to slanderers, their opposition to the Gurus and their discomfiture.
The bhats show a thorough familiarity with the teachings of the
Gurus but they were not formal Sikhs, which makes their ideas all
the more important. In any case, all these ideas are expressed even
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more crisply and emphatically by Bhai Gurdas who is often referred to
as the 'St Paul of Sikhism'.72

VII

At the death of Akbar in 1605, the Sikhs were living in many cities of
the Mughal empire, with a clear concentration in the towns and the
villages of the province of Lahore. Accredited representatives
(masands) of the Guru looked after the distant congregations (sangats)
and brought their offerings to Ramdaspur (Amritsar) at least once in a
year. Included among the Sikhs were members of the trading commu-
nities of merchants and shopkeepers, and of the producing communi-
ties of cultivators and craftsmen. Themselves self-reliant, they pro-
vided the economic backbone for the organization evolved by the
Gurus to enable them to undertake large projects without financial
dependence on outside agencies.

The religious ideology of Guru Nanak was reinforced by his
successors in a manner that added new dimensions without minimizing
the importance of his basic ideas. With reference to the nomination of
Angad as the Guru in the lifetime of Guru Nanak, the successors were
brought into equal prominence with the founder; the idea of the unity
of Guruship was adumbrated and upheld; the office of the Guru
became more important than the person of the Guru; and his decisions
became as legitimate as the decisions of the founder. Thus, the
pontificates of the successors became an extension of the mission of the
founder, and the work of his successors became an extension of his
work. With reference to the reversal of the position of the disciple with
the Guru, the individual Sikh was given great consideration by the
Guru, and the collective body of the congregation (sangat) was given
even greater importance. With reference to the shabad as the medium
of divine revelation, and the barn of Guru Nanak as a part of that
revelation, the compositions of the Gurus were brought into parallel
prominence with the Guru. Though neither an incarnation of God nor
His prophet, the Guru was so near allied to Him that his followers
regarded him as the locus of divinity.

72 Bhai Gurdas Bhalla was closely related to Guru Amar Das and associated himself with
Guru Ram Das, Guru Arjan and Guru Hargobind. He served as the scribe when Guru Arjan
compiled the Granth. For his basic ideas, J.S. Grewal, Guru Nanak in History, Panjab
University, Chandigarh, 1979, 295-302.
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The religious ideology of the Sikhs, which informed their attitudes
to life, was embodied in the Granth compiled by Guru Arjan. The
Sikhs were now becoming more and more conscious that their
scripture was tangibly distinct from the Veda and the Quran. Incorpo-
rating the ideas contained in the compositions of sants, bhaktas and
sufts, which had the greatest affinity with the ideas of the Gurus
themselves, the Sikh scripture thus contained ideas becoming current
in much of the Indian subcontinent. Composed in a language that was
easily understood by common people over a large part of northern
India, it was written out in a script that was easily the simplest of all the
scripts known to India. It became the only authentic source of the
characteristically Sikh ideas which were distinct from much in the
contemporary systems of religious belief and practice. Copies could be
made of the entire Granth, or a significant selection could be made, for
use in distant places. To listen to gurbdni, in any case, was to hear the
voice of the Guru himself.

The distinctive Sikh identity, based initially on religious ideology,
was reinforced by the adoption of distinctly Sikh ceremonies on the
occasions of birth, marriage and death. The Sikhs were free to maintain
the old horizontal links of castes and sub-castes for matrimonial
purposes but there was nothing in the teachings of the Guru that could
be invoked in support of such links. The ideal of equality was openly
demonstrated in the institutions of congregational worship and com-
munity meals. Ramdaspur (Amritsar) as the place of pilgrimage was
open to all Sikhs from far and near, and large crowds used to come for
the festivals of Baisakhi and Diwall. The bi-annual convergence of
Sikh pilgrims to the autonomous town of Guru Ram Das gave them a
feeling of spiritual elation; it gave them also a sense of belonging to a
large brotherhood.

The Sikh Panth was a state within the Mughal empire at the death
of Akbar, but a state that had its opponents and enemies whose
presence was continuously felt by the successors of Guru Nanak.
The enemies were becoming more numerous, and their intrigues
were on the increase. If the law of the state enabled some of them to
approach the administrators with plausible claims over the property
and wealth of the Gurus, the cupidity of the administrators induced
them to entertain those claims. Akbar's catholicity could protect the
Gurus and their followers against open violence but it could not
obviate the nefarious designs of their enemies. The removal of a
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protecting umbrella could increase the heat of hostility for the Guru
and his followers.

The withdrawal of symbolic protection came rather suddenly and in
such a form that to call it harsh or hostile would be an understatement.
Within eight months of Akbar's death in October, 1605, Guru Arjan
died the death of a martyr at the end of May, 1606, tortured by the new
emperor's underlings at Lahore.
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