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ew s Preface

THe Oxford University Press has been publishing substantial academic texts in their
Handbook series of which there are now well over one hundred. These texts are geared
towards advanced graduate students as well as research scholars, and often include the
world’s leading authorities on the respective subjects of each individual Handbook. What
make these texts so exciting are their scope and the fact that they often set the pace of
the particular field with which they deal. The Oxford University Press handpicked one of
the editors, Pashaura Singh, from an international pool of scholars in the field of Sikh
Studies, who then selected a co-editor, Louis E. Fenech, to assist him in this project. After
going through the review process the proposal for this new research project was formally
approved by the Delegates of the Oxford University Press. The present Handbook
contains fifty-one essays by a team of international experts in the field of Sikh Studies,
integrating the study of Sikhism within a wide range of critical and, in many ways, post-
colonial perspectives on the nature of religion, society, literature, art, institutions,
gender, diaspora, ethno-nationalism, and revisionist historiography. It will provide a
suitably lucid and critically nuanced volume which integrates all of these perspectives
into a single framework, an innovation well in keeping with the mandate of the new series
of Oxford Handbooks. This volume is being published online first, to be followed by the
print edition in 2013-14.

Our foremost gratitude goes to Tom Perridge, Commissioning Editor, Oxford University
Press (UK), for inviting us to bring out this timely volume in the field of Sikh Studies. We
thank Elizabeth Robottom, Alexander Johnson, Alixandra Gould, and Molly Davis for
overseeing this project in both online and print publications. We also acknowledge the
support of the Dr Jasbir Singh Saini Endowed Chair in Sikh and Punjabi Studies at the
University of California, Riverside, Dr Jasbir Singh Saini Trust and the Sikh Foundation of
Palo Alto, California. As a matter of fact this volume has been a significant venture for us,
and we would like to thank our esteemed authors for their patience and collaboration,
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and for accepting our critique of their work in the process of revision with grace and
perseverance.

This Handbook is divided into eight parts, covering historical, literary, ideological,
institutional, artistic, diasporic, and social expressions of Sikhi (‘Sikh-ness’), ending with
future trajectories. Although the essays are well documented and discuss certain
sensitive issues in a scholarly fashion, the interpretations are the responsibility of the
individual authors and do not necessarily reflect the viewpoints of the editors, sponsors of
the volume, or the publishers. Some contributors withdrew from this project at the
eleventh hour for personal reasons. We wish to record our gratitude both to those

(. vii) colleagues who met the deadlines and those who stepped in at short notice to fill
unanticipated gaps. Our earnest thanks go to our spouses, Baljeet K. Singh and Christine
Fenech, who provided their unflinching support on a number of occasions when we were
facing some let-downs. This volume is dedicated to four great pioneers in the field of Sikh
Studies—Harbans Singh (1921-98), W. H. McLeod (1932-2009), N. Gerald Barrier (1940-
2010) and W. Owen Cole (1931-2013)—with gratitude for their scholarly contributions
and admiration for their vision. They have been the trailblazers for new generations of
scholars.

Pashaura Singh
Louis E. Fenech

30 April 2013
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This introduction begins with the changing dynamics of the field of Sikh Studies in recent
times, passing through ‘growing pains’ and finally getting academic acclaim with the
establishment of eight Endowed Chairs of Sikh and Punjabi Studies in North American
universities. The main theme around which the Oxford Handbook of Sikh Studies revolves
is ‘expressing Sikhness’ (Sikhi), an inclusivistic tactic which allows the multiplicity of
Sikh voices throughout the Sikh world today and throughout the history of the Sikh
community (Panth) to be heard without privileging any singular one. Finally, it provides a
clear and coherent outline of the volume, putting into context the range and diversity of
material covered in various essays.
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As young students of South Asian History during the last millennium it was a rather
routine procedure to approach the study of the Sikh tradition as if the image of the
tradition conveyed in the very few textbooks dedicated to the so-called World Religions,
which deigned to include a mention or two of Sikhism, was a normative one. That is to
say, a singular standard Sikhism whose ideal embodiment was observed in the male or
female Sikh of the Khalsa, the martial order of Sikhs inaugurated by the tenth Sikh
Master, Guru Gobind Singh in 1699 cg, who is ‘complete’ (tiar-bar-tiar) with the Five Ks
(panj kakke), rejects all forms of caste and gender discrimination, has been administered
the initiatory elixir (amrit) through the ceremony of the double-edged sword (khande ki
pahul), and who observes the many other sartorial, behavioural, ritual, and dietary
restrictions and obligations laid down in the modern ‘code of conduct’, finally settled
upon by Sikh intellectuals in 1950 and known as the Sikh Rahit Maryada.

The sheer hegemony of this image of Sikh identity has been so commonplace since the
late nineteenth century that even for many Sikhs themselves such a view of the Sikh
tradition and Sikh identity tended and continues to prevail. One hundred years of
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constant, ubiquitous snapshots of this sole picture of apparent Sikh orthodoxy with little
challenge from within has reified just this vision, an image which predominates if one is
to judge from the many virtual Sikh representations on the World Wide Web and actual
representation in Sikh organizations: accordingly, this exclusive Sikhism equals the
solitary revelation of the Sikh Gurus and this, in turn, is the equivalent of Khalsa Sikhism.
Case closed. The same may be said for the history of the Sikhs and their tradition, and
the way in which Sikhs have constructed their pasts over the centuries (Murphy 2007;
Dhavan 2007), both of which have been collapsed into a singular triumphalist narrative in
which all Sikh roads ultimately merge and lead to the construction and subsequent glory
of the Sikh Khalsa. After all, was the Khalsa not destined to rule according to Guru
Gobind Singh (raj karega khalsa) and was Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s kingdom (1799-1849

(®.2) cE) not subsequently proclaimed to be that of the Khalsa (sarkar khalsa ji)?
Alternative narratives, instantiated in relics and landscapes (Murphy 2012), or oral and
written and the manuscripts in which these were consigned to posterity were, twentieth-
century Sikh ideologues opined, the production of ignorant Sikhs or blatant attempts to
malign true Sikh history for nefarious ends.

Little were we thus prepared for the great diversity and multiple Sikh narratives that
confronted us as we engaged the many, many Sikhs across the world who practised and
lived this tradition, or better yet these traditions they often called Sikhism, demonstrating
vibrancy, a stunning vitality not often recognized by textbooks and rarely seen by those
non-Sikhs (and Sikhs themselves) who merely lumped together as one the entire Sikh
community, a public whose members collectively and generally refer to themselves as the
panth or Panth (pronounced ‘punt’). Indeed, judging alone by both textbooks, the authors
of which constructed knowledge about religions predominantly upon written texts
deemed scriptural (an Enlightenment legacy to be sure), and by outside and some inside
observers whose knowledge of everyday Sikh life overall was meagre, a large number of
Sikhs were to be best understood as Sikhs who miserably failed at being Sikh! The power
and persuasiveness of that remarkable image and its narrative was such, put another
way, that Sikhs and others simply ignored the very evidence of their eyes and ears,
suspicious of all the plurality exhibited and exercised in the lives of their many fellow
Sikhs and the multiple alternative Sikh narratives that informed their understanding of
being over time and their notions of the Sikh community. It was a pity that few people
took to heart some of the most beautiful examples of the Sikh tradition’s commitment to
plurality and diversity as found within the sacred Sikh scriptures.

The Sikh Gurus speak to this plurality by repeatedly emphasizing the inexhaustible
potentiality of the meaning contained in gurbani, the ‘utterances of the Gurus’. No matter
how much one studies and interprets these sacred utterances, the Gurus often proclaim,
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an infinity of meaning remains yet to be fathomed. In this context, the fourth Sikh Guru,
Guru Ram Das asserts:

ratana ratan padarath bahu sagaru bharia ram / bani gurbani lagge tinha hathi
charia ram

The vast ocean is filled with treasuries containing jewels and pearls. This is
attainable by such [people] as are devoted to gurbani.

(GGS: 442)

Guru Ram Das thus compares the meaning of gurbani to an immeasurable ocean of
jewels. Those individuals who dive deeply into that ocean through reflection and
meditation find within themselves, and see within others, a treasure trove of gems and
realize the true spiritual status of both themselves and additional people. Others who
remain on the surface level of that ocean may be dealing only with the literal sense of the
sacred utterance, without having any deeper understanding of its meaning. Bhai Gurdas,
the predominant seventeenth-century Sikh interpreter of gurbani, likewise echoes a
similar .3 understanding of the depth and richness of the meaning of the utterances
of the Gurus and by extension the variety which permeates the Sikh tradition:

taise gurbani bikhai sakal padarath hai joi joi khojai soi1 sol nipjavahi

In the same way [that the ocean is filled with riches], all treasures are contained
in gurbani. Whatever one seeks from it, the same will one attain.

(Kabitt 546).

Singular normative constructions such as those implicitly critiqued in the bani
(“utterances’) of Guru Ram Das and Bhai Gurdas are by no means applied to the Sikhs
and Sikhism alone of course, but plague virtually all ideological and (dare we say it)
mystical constructs of Indic and of Islamicate origin, constructs fashioned and
perpetuated today by both Indians and Europeans and also by people across what we
refer to today as the Middle East (particularly when we realize that the fantastical image
of India is one also readily discovered within early Islamicate, Arabic, and Persian
literature; for example, within Abu’l Qasim Ferdausi’s famous Persian epic, the Shah-
namah). Inevitably, like the members of these other Indic/Islamicate traditions, the Sikh
world has had throughout its history and continues to have a fair number of dominant,
institutional, regional, national, and local expressions of faith and practice in a constant
dynamic, fluid relationship with one another, continually influencing each other and
defining and redefining what it has meant and continues to mean to be a Sikh and a
member of the Sikh community in different places around the globe. It is worth noting
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that at no time in the history of the Sikh people have any of these identities or histories or
imaginaries understood as Sikh been seen as ‘in the making’ or ‘fuzzy’ by their
constituents. These were serious claims and understandings that galvanized and, more
importantly, solidified an individual’s sense of self; one’s impressions of personhood and
belonging, of community and other, diachronically and synchronically.

There have to this end been instances, many, in the history of the Sikhs during which
Sikh authors and groups have attempted to convey Sikh ideologies and practices and
histories in genres, formats, and languages and, indeed, as Anne Murphy has made clear,
in relics and other materials (Murphy 2012) that, unlike the physical text of the Sikh
scripture(s), or Santbhasha and Punjabi and the predominant styles utilized by authors
who write in these two languages, are not often associated with the Sikh tradition; a
variety of formats and languages, let us add, that Sikh authors felt in no way
uncomfortable or awkward employing: the use of Persian and the Persian ghazal (poem
with specific metre) and masnavi (genre of lengthy poem) to cite but one example of
many, styles that both Guru Gobind Singh himself employed to remarkable ends and, too,
utilized by certain poets within his literary darbar (‘court’) such as the famous Bhai Nand
Lal Goya (Fenech 2008: 199-276)—a format and language, incidentally, that was also
disparaged in some eighteenth-century Sikh literature as the language of those peoples
who persecuted the Sikhs (Padam 1991: 77). To this we may also add eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century ‘augmented Sikh histories’ in Hindi and Brajbhasha (the latter of

.4 which was another Mughal literary language, like Persian, though associated with
devotion to the Hindu deity Lord Krishna (Busch 2011)) such as the texts of the gur-bilas
(‘splendor of the Guru’) genre attributed to Koer Singh, Sukkha Singh, and Ratan Singh
Bhangu and, too, those Sikh histories in Persian, the authors of which would adopt the
style of the well-established Islamicate tarikh or ‘history’, which as Purnima Dhavan notes
was in some cases itself adapted to the more standard Sikh gur-bilas ‘history’ to form a
style of recording the past that was unique for its time, a representative example of which
is Khushwaqt Rai’s 1811 Tarikh-i Ahval-i Sikhan (Dhavan 2007). Alongside these histories
are Sikh exegetical and commentarial works in Sanskrit and further scriptural
commentaries (polemical in some cases) in Brajbhasha such as those by the Udasi Sikh
intellectual Anandghan and the Nirmala scholar Santokh Singh (Nripinder Singh 1990:
244-52). Also included is the case of the great twentieth-century Sikh intellectual Puran
Singh, who wrote many of his works in what became Modern Standard Punjabi, but
reserved his most famous Sikh works in English for a Sikh audience that was more
attuned to the intellectual climate and assumptions of British imperialism and
colonialism, and the definitions of religion well situated within and perpetuated by these
(Puran Singh 1980).
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The appropriation of such genres and languages as noted in the case of Khushwaqt Rai’s
text have in themselves affected the ways by which Sikhs reveal and understand their
tradition, their past, and their ideologies; working within alternative frameworks, which
as one may expect, predictably enhanced and augmented aspects of the Sikh tradition by
and with ideas and standards which permeate the traditions within which such
alternative frameworks (different for Sikh authors) are normative and standard. The
appropriation of the Persian genres earlier mentioned, for example, could not help but
further underscore the affinities between the mystical dimension of Islam, Sufism, the
ideology of which was primarily conveyed not only through the charismatic Sufi mystic
him or herself, through Persian music and painting, but also through Persian ghazals

and masnavi. (the ghazals of Hafez Shirazi, for example, or Maulana Rumi’s extraordinary
Sufi treatise, the Masnavi-ye Masnavi both of which were very well known in India) and
the teachings of the Sikh Gurus, laying stress, for instance, on the unity of the divine, his/
her/its presence within all hearts, and the committed dedication to the remembrance of
the divine (often involving the repetition of divine names) in an attempt to purify the
corruptible human self, among others. This in turn marked the Sikh tradition in some
less-trained eyes as derivative of, or influenced by, Islam or Sufi ways of being. Actually,
in Mughal-period Persian texts Guru Nanak is often noted as Shah Nanak, Shah a title not
only bestowed upon actual rulers themselves but also often associated with Sufi spiritual
masters in India. More exercised faculties, however, would see the appropriation of these
non-traditional genres (indeed, of all genres and styles and languages and, also relics as
Murphy makes clear) as intended to accentuate the universal, non-exclusive dimension of
Sikh tradition and ideology that we regularly discover in the writings of the Gurus and
clearly observe in both the structure of the Guru Granth Sahib as well as Sikh
architecture and, also as suggestive of the nature of the ®.5 divine in Sikh thought. As

Guru Gobind Singh so incisively tells us in Brajbhasha, in his Akal Ustati (‘In Praise of the
Timeless One’):

Kahtun arabi torki parsi ho kahun pahalavi pasatavi sanskriti ho kahun des bhakhia
kahun dev bani (116)

In some cases (kahtuin) [You are] Arabic, Torki, and Persian; in others [You are]
Pahlavi, Pashto, and Sanskrit. Sometimes human speech; sometimes divine (116).

(DG: 22)

Note that the tenth Guru is not simply here claiming that the divine is described or
praised in Arabic, Persian, and by other languages (although that implication is most
definitely present), but most significantly that the divine is these languages, both beyond
all language and at the same time within and actualized by all languages. Such words as
those in Akal Ustati not only sanctify the use of any and all languages, genres, and styles
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in singing, speaking, or reflecting upon the praise of the divine but, all together,
underscore the divine’s unmitigated omnipresence (sarab viapak) and immanence (jah jah
dekha tah tah tum hai “‘Wherever I look, there You are’ according to Guru Nanak (GGS:
25)) throughout all creation and within and throughout all sound and languages, the
spoken forms of which are collections of specific sounds: the divine is thus nad the ‘primal
sound [of all language]’ (GGS: 2), as well as the articulated bani or ‘utterance’ (GGS: 32),
and the anhad-bani ‘the mystical unsaid’, the ‘un-struck melody’ one ‘hears’ at the height
of the spiritual discipline when one achieves the ‘balance’ (sahaj) that is tantamount to
the liberated state (mokhu); and the divine is all of these simultaneously (GGS: 21), both
sagun and nirgun: ‘qualified’ and ‘quality-less’ (GGS: 287) respectively in the Sikh
imaginary. There is, too, the implication in the Akal Ustati passage above that the divine
is both beyond time and space and that time and space are effectively collapsed within
and by the divine as the repetition of the adverb kahiin—which may mean both ‘some
time’ and ‘some place’—suggests. This focus on the omnipresence of the divine in
language and sound likely occupied a number of poets within the tenth Guru’s court
(darbar) as it appears to be at the very heart of the ‘Arzulalfaz, the ‘Exposition of

Words’ (and grammar) intriguingly prepared in Persian by Guru Gobind Singh’s
predominant court poet (darbari kavi), Nand Lal Goya.

az har lafz shod chand ma‘ni padid / az kutab-i lu ghat-i qadim-i jadid

Every word has numerous meanings all of which are discovered in books old and new
(Ganda Singh 1963: 206).

In their more mundane adoption and appreciation of languages and genres that are not
traditional, moreover, Sikh authors are, once again, not unique: one is, for example,
reminded of the beautiful Sufi romances in classical Hindi (Hindavi) and Brajbhasha
which expressed general Muslim and more specifically Sufi ideas through the lens of
Hindu yogic traditions, a facet excavated in the intriguingly charming works and . 6

translations of Aditya Behl (Behl and Weightman 2000; Behl 2012). And as well we may
point to Buddhist thought uttered in Sanskrit, Classical Chinese, Japanese, and Thai and
the genres that are more traditional to each of these languages.

To fully give substance to this extraordinary diversity and its various nuances, the
multiple ways of being Sikh, of constructing the Sikh community over time, and of
reflecting this tradition and its long history through numerous fluid media, we have
chosen to structure our critical approach in this Handbook around the theme of
‘Expressing “Sikhness”’ and to organize this Oxford Handbook of Sikh Studies by a
handful of the individual expressions of this vast experience, many of which have
interacted and coalesced in highly nuanced fashions over the centuries. What we
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understand by ‘Sikhness’ goes beyond understanding and refracting the world as the
creation of Akal Purakh (the ‘Timeless Being’, or the divine) through the lens of gurmat or
the ‘Guru’s doctrine’ of course, but entails the many ways of being Sikh, ideologically,
ritually, practically, and so on, whether actively or with hindsight.

Although the Sikh Rahit Maryada tends to represent the Sikh tradition as a single
coherent orthodoxy, as we have implied, the actual situation at the popular, lived level of
Sikhs themselves, shows the existence of a colourful diversity within the Sikh Panth. The
basis of all of these diverse expressions, however, remains the articulation of Sikhness
that is described by the founder of the Sikh faith, Guru Nanak, as follows: sikhi sikhia gur
vichari// nadart karami langhae pari//, ‘1 have realized the teachings of sikhi through
contemplating the Eternal Guru who grants his gracious glance, and by so doing, ferries
his servants across [the ocean of existence]’ (GGS: 465). This state of being Sikh cannot
be defined explicitly, although the term ‘discipleship’ (sikhi) was internally given in the
early Sikh tradition. To use Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s terminology, to manifest the
‘teachings of sikh?’ is to follow the Guru’s teaching, signifying ‘a transcendent personalist
ideal’ of discipleship. Over the centuries the original idea of gurmat evolved into ‘the
counterpart of the Western (outsiders’) concept “Sikhism” as the total complex of Sikh
religious practices and rites, scriptures and doctrines, history and institutions’ (Smith
1978 [1962]: 67). To unpack the essentialist notion of ‘Sikhism’ we will try to look closely
at the various expressions of Sikhness within the Sikh Panth.

Such a phenomenon will therefore be reflected throughout this volume not by the word
Sikhness, but by the regular use of the more appropriate (and less inelegant) term coined
by Guru Nanak for what is generally (mis)understood both within and outside of India, as
Sikhism, namely sikhi (also sikkhi since the ‘kh’ sound is generally elongated in its
pronunciation, a fact noted by the addhak character in the original Gurmukhi script) and
its resistive and very recent hybrid construction sikhi(sm)/Sikhi(sm), the latter of which
reflects a relatively fresh, post-colonial way of underscoring this diversity which
purposefully defies the epistemological binders of Eurocentric categories and their
weighty corollaries, in this case Orientalist constructs such as the aforementioned
Sikhism. Such an amalgam term both literally and, indeed, visually, disturbs the stillness
by which we understand conveniently fashioned labels like Sikhism in a way similar to
that were we to employ a combined Roman/Gurmukhi (the script in which Punjabi is
usually written) ligature of this phenomenon, for example, the very awkward TH &%
®.7) Certainly the Sikh tradition’s encounter with Europe and facets of European
thought, mainland and otherwise, has had a profound effect on its recent development,
almost as significant as its encounter with both Hindu and Muslim traditions no less,
shaping the way that Sikhs (and others concerned with the tradition) understand such
concepts as monotheism, violence, history, and martyrdom amongst numerous others
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(Bhogal 2007). But privileging only this dimension of the Sikh past, as so many
contemporary sources unwittingly do, does an injustice to the total diachronic experience
of the Sikh individual, the Sikh Panth, and the Sikh tradition.

At this point the adage ‘A Rose By Any Other Name’ may be here suggested, but the
simple fact that has been demonstrated time and again in our postmodern world is that
names and labels matter as these, especially when dealing with constructs which are
predominantly ideological, immediately make that idea or practice which they are
attempting to elicit vulnerable to misunderstandings and misrepresentations. Put another
way, ideas and terms fashioned at other times and in other places and languages, in this
case fabricated during the particular historical and cultural trajectory stimulated by the
European Enlightenment with its very conflicted approaches to dealing with factors
uniquely European (definitions of ‘religion’ and ‘secularity’ for example and, too, the
more tricky distinctions, if any, between them (Mandair 2009)), are very often not well
translated onto Indic, or in this case Indo-Islamic phenomena like sikhi and will thus often
imply features that are not necessarily present within Indo-Islamic conceptual spaces or
alter approximations that are.

This critical approach of ‘Expressing sikhi’ not only allows us to envision a tradition that
eludes its sometimes benign European captivity but in so doing also acts as an
inclusivistic tactic, which allows the multiplicity of Sikh voices throughout the Sikh World
today and throughout the history of the Sikhs and their many interrelated traditions to be
heard without privileging any singular one. Such an approach allows us to view the
extraordinary diversity and fluidity that is the Sikh tradition and to thus excavate a total
field of Sikh expression, both masculine and feminine gendered dimensions of the Sikh
tradition, effortlessly integrating male and female, text with practice (Nikky Singh 2005;
Jakobsh 2003); Sikh narrative traditions with equally significant Sikh landscapes, objects,
relics, and other forms of material and popular culture that Sikhs form and with which
Sikhs regularly interact individually and collectively (Murphy 2012); the importance of
Sikh music with the tradition’s ideology as noted in the teachings of the Sikh Gurus; the
principal Sikh scripture, the Adi Granth or Guru Granth Sahib (AG or GGS)—and in
certain cases, its ‘secondary’ scripture the Dasam Granth (DG) attributed to the tenth
Guru—with the Sikh tradition’s many supplementary (often overlapping) sources of
authority, that is to say the Shiromani Gurdwara Prabandhak Committee (SGPC)—the
organization of Khalsa Sikhs that manages Sikh gurdwaras throughout the Punjab and
elsewhere—and the Akali Dal (the predominant Sikh political party in the Punjab), the
Akal Takhat (Throne of the Timeless), and/or living Sikh saints (sants), babas, bibis, and
gurus and ascetics (udasis); the diachronic with the synchronic; the historical reverence
for the Sikh Gurus, bhagats, bhais, bhatts, and sants with the important role that Sikh
deras (lit., ‘camps’ to which disciples come to ®.8 hear and see a revered Sikh figure)
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today play throughout the Punjab countryside and beyond, an importance which has
taken a violent turn within the last few years (Baixis and Simone 2008; Lal 2009). As well
this approach allows us all the while to keep in mind the role of the Sikh diaspora in all of
the above interrelated facets, not so much in the construction and promotion of the Sikh
tradition’s grand diversity and multiple narratives—although there are certainly many
examples of this such as the returning Punjabi migrants noted by Tony Ballantyne
(Ballantyne 2006: 66-79) and, perhaps the most readily observable, the Khalsa Dharma in
the Western Hemisphere or the 3HO (Happy, Healthy, Holy Organization) variety of Sikh
tradition predominantly comprising “‘Western’ converts to sikhi—but rather the oft-vocal
denial of this variety on the part of at least some influential diasporic Sikhs and Sikh
organizations, often a denunciation that is in part coloured by both contemporary world,
national, and regional politics.

The functions performed by the Sikh diaspora, not just in remitting monies back to the
Punjab for philanthropic purposes (Dusenbery and Tatla 2009), but particularly in the
management and broadcast of both Sikh identity and a specific Sikh historical narrative
both abroad and in the Punjab (a role also well perceived in the diaspora’s influence in
promoting a separate Sikh state as noted by Axel 2001) also gives us pause to examine
both our own role—as university-based scholars who too play a part in the production of
Sikhness through the perpetuation and teaching (that is, knowledge-construction) of
traditions we refer to as Sikh—and that of the state, whether India or the many other
nations in which Sikhs have found themselves since the late nineteenth century. As
scholars of a tradition in which historical narrative and memory and their interplay
perform such an essential role in the construction of Sikh personhood, community, and
the Sikh imaginary, a part as profound as that of the teachings of the Gurus (which have
modified these narratives and memories and in turn been adjusted by them), it is always
good form to keep in mind that what academics write and say about Sikh tradition
matters to the Sikh world generally and may find itself within discourses that verge well
beyond the academic, especially for a community which today understands itself to
express a (now-deterritorialized) sovereignty (Shani 2008) gifted by the tenth Sikh
Master, an interpretation that precipitates the claim that Sikhs are indeed a nation living
within other nations.

The cold reception given to certain critical academics and their research in the 1970s,
1980s, and 1990s, for example, was partly a spillover from turmoil occasioned by internal
dissension among Akali Dal and Congress Sikh politicians in the 1960s and 1970s and the
subsequent secessionist struggles and ethnonationalist violence within the Punjab itself
in the 1980s and 1990s. And this, in turn, had its roots in earlier disaffection amongst
certain groups of Punjabi Sikhs. These critical academics included such luminaries as
Fauja Singh whose article on the execution of Guru Tegh Bahadar (d. 1675 cE) was
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expunged, post-publication, from the February 1974 issue of the Journal of Sikh Studies
printed at Guru Nanak Dev University in Amritsar, and as W. H. McLeod (McLeod 1994),
Harjot Oberoi (Oberoi 2001), Piar Singh (Piar Singh 1996), and Pashaura Singh
(Pashaura Singh 2000), all of whom respectfully questioned the ®.9 traditional
interpretation regarding the development of the Sikh tradition, hegemonic narratives of
Guru Nanak’s life, and the gradual production of the text of the Adi Granth respectively.
The volume of the vitriolic attacks this scholarship engendered, both in India and abroad,
cautioned and silenced many academic Sikh voices forcing them to follow more
established and well-known interpretations of Sikh history and tradition in their research
and writing. Scholars who failed to fall in line with generally accepted wisdom, especially
those academics who were also practising Sikhs, often found themselves picketed and
placarded at their place of work or at academic conferences (specialized Sikh
conferences such as those at the University of Michigan in the mid to late 1990s and
more general ones like the American Academy of Religion’s annual conference in 1995
held in that year in Philadelphia) by Sikh groups, groups many of whose members were
motivated in part by selfless aims such as ‘protecting Sikhism’ to be sure, but some of
whose leaders may have been encouraged by less altruistic goals, a dichotomy that
gradually develops between movements and their leaders that is relatively common
worldwide.

This Sikh estrangement from the Indian state which likely prompted, and stood in stark
relief as a result of, the harsh criticism levelled against academics originated in response
to a number of interrelated factors: promises initially given to ensure Sikh self-
determination before Indian Independence in 1947 that were not honoured by the
Congress government (Sarasfield 1946), and which were in turn exacerbated in the Sikh
struggle for Punjabi Stba (‘Province’) in the 1950s and early 1960s, in which Punjabi
Sikhs took umbrage at the fact that all state boundaries in the new Indian union apart
from those of the Punjab were redrawn based on the mother tongue of the majority of
residents (Sarhadi 1970); the Indian government’s failure to meet Sikh demands after the
1966 grant of Punjabi statehood; and the dismissal of the very legitimate Sikh requests
written into the Anandpur Sahib Resolution of 1973 along with the failures incurred by
the Green Revolution (Purewal 2000: 52-72), the latter of which helped mobilize the Sikh
peasantry most affected by the Punjab’s diminishing water table, climate change, and the
sustained use of harmful fertilizers, insecticides, and pesticides that allowed initially for
much higher crop yields. And, of course, we add to this mix the ill-treatment of Sikhs by
the central Congress government up to and during the Asian Games of 1982 held in New
Delhi (organized in large part by the Prime Minister’s son, Rajiv Gandhi) and the
subsequent horrific tragedy of June 1984 codenamed Operation Blue Star, during which
the Golden Temple complex and thirty-six other historical gurdwaras in Punjab were
invaded by the Indian army, resulting in the death of many militants and army personnel
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as well as those deaths of the over 600 innocent Sikh pilgrims who were present at the
Golden Temple to honour the sahidi diwas or Martyrdom Day of Guru Arjan and were
unfortunately caught in the crossfire. The ensuing Sikh pogroms following the
assassination of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi by her two Sikh bodyguards on 31 October
1984 in retaliation for Operation Blue Star and also the lengthy period of President’s Rule
throughout the state of Punjab likewise enhanced Sikh antipathy towards the government
(an aversion that may have resulted in the destruction of Air India flight 182 from
Toronto to Delhi in 1985), which still partially remains as the many well-established

(. 10) politicians and Congress workers who helped engineer the pogroms have not yet
been brought to justice, nor have the many widowed or orphaned as a result of the riots
yet been as well settled as was initially promised. These are but a few of the many, many
tragic events which occurred throughout the Punjab well into the late 1990s. Thus there
is an urgent need to start a healing process and adopt measures that provide
transparency in terms of what happened and justice in regard to the victims and
perpetuators. As a matter of fact ‘Truth and Reconciliation Commissions’ (TRCs) have
been constituted in over twenty countries around the world so as to achieve these
purposes. India has yet to convene a TRC or comparable process in order to achieve a
closure to the Punjab crisis.

Scholarship, which was critically questioning popular Sikh understandings of Sikh history
and literature was, in the light of these frustrations, anxieties, and tragedies thus taken
(by many but not all Sikhs) to be a questioning of the Sikhs themselves, of their value as
people and citizens, their heroic history and uniqueness, and their place in both India and
the world collectively and individually. Academic research that contested long-held
understandings was furthermore seen by some quarters as part of a sustained effort by
the Indian government to destabilize Sikh society and, in certain extreme post-1984
readings, to thoroughly destroy Sikhism and the ‘Sikh Way of Life’ itself and eradicate it
worldwide, once again heralding the cry that regularly echoed in early twentieth-century
Punjab, Panth khatre vich, ‘The Panth is in danger’. Indeed, for many individual Sikhs
such academic questioning was seen as particularly reprehensible and dangerous given
the ubiquity of Sikh memory sites throughout northern India, especially within the Punjab
and Delhi, and could not help but rally large numbers of Sikhs familiar with traditional
narratives of Sikh persecution and ultimate Sikh victory over all oppressors. Needless to
say certain individual Sikh organizers were motivated to act against this ‘academic
onslaught’ by what they felt was a genuine threat to their tradition and thus to
themselves and their families. Other particularly interested parties within the Punjab
(and elsewhere), however, nascent and experienced, saw in championing a critique of
academics and attempting to force them to publicly recant or face punishment, a
relatively safe opportunity to locally and perhaps nationally enhance group and individual
prestige and reputation; after all, most academics were ‘easy targets’ who could rarely
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respond to criticism of their research and their oft-alleged ties to the much pilloried
Indian government (justly denounced in some cases) especially those scholars who were
either elderly or living abroad—the criticisms against, and the responses of, Piar Singh,
Pashaura Singh, and Harjot Oberoi to such censure from ‘concerned Sikh bodies’, for
example, were particularly well known, appearing regularly in vernacular newspapers in
the Punjab and Punjabi publications abroad. It is likely moreover that the most vociferous
critics in India would have been aware of the fact that their reproach of scholarship
would not have been as harshly repressed by local and national politicians as would have
a severe critique of governmental action and excess. At the same time, a critique in
whatever direction would have ensured that such a vocal contingent would not have
generally come under militant notice.

. 11) Such fears of retaliation were generally not experienced by Sikhs outside of India.

In this regard, therefore, Sikhs and Sikh organizations across the globe who and which
were horrified and deeply saddened by contemporary Indian events such as the
desecration of the Golden Temple, at times in conjunction with Sikhs in the Punjab
(especially since Sikh global networks were particularly well established, with nearly 100
years of Sikh migration to North America, Europe, Southeast Asia, and Oceania),
launched numerous strategies within their respective countries, many successful, in
order to press and secure their claims to self-determination in the light of this conflicted
state of affairs (Dusenbery 1997). In some cases, Sikh organizations abroad took up the
challenge that they believed critical academics offered, and convened conferences of
their own to examine ‘spurious’ historical claims, strongly reaffirm more traditional
assertions, and to further condemn both the academics and the North American
universities that housed them and in some cases to cast further remonstrations on the
Indian government. In other instances, however, different strategies were formulated in
the hope that international pressure on India would either get that state to alter what
was perceived as its draconian stance towards the Sikhs and human rights or force India
to accede to the claim of an independent Sikh country generally referred to as Khalistan
(‘Country of the Pure’) and carved out from within India itself. In the United States, for
example, Sikh groups had successfully secured the support of Senator Daniel Burton,
Republican Congressman of Indiana, to press certain Sikh claims regarding the creation
of Khalistan in the American Congress (and to press these even further on a 2005 visit to
India). Also, some diaspora Sikhs began to collect and remit money to certain
organizations in the Punjab to likewise pursue these goals. Inevitably, this period in the
history of Sikh Studies has also had an effect on the very production and understanding
of the field and of the Sikh tradition and its people, which has in turn prompted a more
keen interest in studies relating to the Sikhs. Such a set of circumstances was profoundly
compounded by recent tragedies such as the destruction of the World Trade Center in
New York on 9/11, which ultimately led to the murder of Balbir Singh Sodhi in Arizona,
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who was mistaken as an al-Qaeda operative, and, as well, the horrific massacre at the
gurdwara in Oak Creek, Wisconsin in August 2012 by a white supremacist. The need to
broadcast and inform the world over about the Sikhs and Sikhism is now, within the
context of increasing globalization and its unfortunate corollary, the escalating and
interrelated pathologies of “‘White Anxiety’ and ‘White Privilege’ especially within the
industrialized world, more urgent than ever before and so the papers collected within,
and the appearance of, this Oxford Handbook of Sikh Studies. Today, such urgency
notwithstanding, the situation in India is less anxious politically for the Sikhs, particularly
since the prime minister of India as this Introduction is being written happens to be a
Sikh, Dr Manmohan Singh, and the Punjab is being ruled by the Akali-BJP government led
by Parkash Singh Badal. But it is also much more exciting for those of us involved with
Sikh Studies as the current number of endowed Chairs in Sikh and Punjabi Studies in
North American universities stands, at the moment, at eight, easily the most prominent
field of South Asian focus within the Western academy.

@.12) Let us now turn to the Handbook itself. As mentioned, throughout this Handbook

the studies are organized according to various interrelated and overlapping expressions
of Sikhi, historical, literary, ideological, institutional, artistic, diasporic, and gender and
caste specific. It should be noted that these expressions appear in no specific order at all
although within each individual section we begin with a more substantial introductory
paper followed by more focused analyses. In most instances we have allowed the authors
liberty to pursue their ideas without dramatic editorial intervention, a fact which
accounts for some of the divergent views both within individual papers and from our own
distinctive stances as scholars of Sikh tradition. Our reason for doing so is to make clear
the plurality that is well in keeping with the ‘ocean of [interpretive] jewels’ to which Guru
Ram Das and Bhai Gurdas amongst others give voice above. And to this end, furthermore,
we have made accommodations within the text for scholars who are also practitioners
and can easily operate in both capacities. Gurnam Singh is for example a respected Sikh
musicologist as well as a musician while Kamalroop Singh not only explores the
intricacies of the tenth Guru’s Dasam Granth in his research but is also an expert Sikh
martial artist, promoting a resurgence of Sikh gatka (‘swordplay’) specifically and sastar
vidya or martial arts (lit., ‘’knowledge of weaponry’) generally that is currently being
debated and taught within the United Kingdom and elsewhere and attracting young Sikhs
and others across the globe.

The volume opens with a section on ‘historical expressions’ of the Sikh tradition. The first
essay by Pashaura Singh provides an overview of the first 500 years of Sikh history,
stressing the need to explore new ways of knowing the past and to complement historical
data with ethnographic study that can illuminate the lived experience of the Sikh Panth.
It is followed by Louis E. Fenech’s essay on the evolution of the Sikh tradition during the
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canonical period of the ten Sikh Gurus and Purnima Dhavan’s exploration of the growth
of the Khalsa Sikh community from its inception to the foundation of several independent
misal states in the mid to late eighteenth century. The Sikh kingdom of Maharaja Ranjit
Singh is taken up by Sunit Singh while the next two overlapping periods of colonial and
post-colonial representations of the Sikh past are the focus of Navdeep Singh Mandair
and Joginder Singh respectively. The section ends with a highly nuanced consideration
and excavation of the very concerns which guided and continue to guide Sikh and other
authors who attempt to uncover the Sikh past by Anne Murphy.

The next section on ‘Sikh literary expressions’ begins with Christopher Shackle’s
masterly essay on the topic, which offers a survey of Sikh literature from the time of the
Gurus until the late twentieth century. The remaining portion of this section focuses on
texts deemed seminal in Sikh traditions such as the Guru Granth Sahib and the Dasam
Granth excavated by Pashaura Singh and Robin Rinehart in their respective essays. It
also includes papers dealing with the works of famous Sikh authors such as Bhai Gurdas
Bhalla and Bhai Nand Lal Goya by Rahuldeep Singh and Louis E. Fenech respectively.
Both Bhai Gurdas and Bhai Nand Lal Goya are the only two Sikh ideologues apart from
the poets whose works we discover within the Guru Granth Sahib and the Dasam Granth
whose poetry is assigned the status of bani and may be thus sung and read alongside the
compositions of the Gurus whenever Sikhs gather to perform kirtan, the congregational

(- 13) singing of hymns that often takes place in a seminal Sikh space such as the
gurdwara. This portion also includes an examination of unorthodox ‘Sectarian Works’ by
Hardip Singh Syan, followed by standard pre-colonial Sikh works of the janam-sakhi
(‘birth-narrative’), rahit-nama (‘manual of code of conduct’), and gurbilas (‘splendour of
the Guru’) genres by Toby B. Johnson. Colonial and post-colonial works of Sikh literature
are discussed by Tejwant Singh Gill, while Harpreet Singh offers an examination of
Western writers who have engaged the Sikh tradition since the eighteenth century. The
section concludes with an adroit essay of Michael C. Shapiro who highlights the linguistic
and philological elements of Sikh texts, underscoring in some instances usages which are
uniquely Sikh and how these convey ideas that are characteristically so.

The section dealing with the ‘ideological expressions’ of the Sikh tradition begins with a
new assessment and description of the collective teachings of the Sikh Gurus by Pashaura
Singh. The position of the tenth Sikh Guru is also included within this assessment while
the predominant contribution to the Sikh tradition attributed to Guru Gobind Singh, the
Khalsa and the Rahit (‘Code of Conduct’), is singled out in an independent chapter by
Louis E. Fenech. Within this paper we discover elements that are further unearthed in
subsequent chapters, namely the interaction and intersection of Sikh traditions with
other traditions and peoples. W. Owen Cole, for example, explores this interaction in
recent times; Virinder Kalra hones the focus with a discussion about religion and politics;
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while Giorgio Shani sharpens this focus even more so in his paper on contemporary Sikh
nationalism. The section comes to a close with two skilful essays articulating a fresh
perspective on the Sikh tradition philosophically, the first by Balbinder Singh Bhogal and
the second by Arvind-Pal Singh Mandair refracting Sikh ideas through a more
Continental philosophical lens.

The section on ‘institutional expressions’ begins with Michael Hawley’s general
examination of Sikh institutions after which we shift to focused studies of the best-known
Sikh institutional expressions, that is, the premier Shiromani Gurdwara Prabandhak
Committee (SGPC) by Kashmir Singh and the powerful Akali Dal by Amarjit Singh
Narang. Opinderjit Kaur Takhar and Eleanor Nesbitt describe Sikh sects and deras
(‘establishments’) of Sikh Sants, in particular the Ravidasias and others in the United
Kingdom, both of which offer unique glimpses into intra and international Sikh
perceptions of others who claim to be Sikhs. One issue which Takhar confronts that we
have seen in regard to Punjabi Radha Saomis is the inclusion of certain groups as ‘Sikh’
who refuse to acknowledge themselves as such and the issues to which such denials or
affirmations give rise. Paramjit Singh Judge shifts the discussion to within India itself
examining the many deras and their leaders which have of late become a very vocal and
visible segment of Punjabi Sikh society. We end with Mark Juergensmeyer’s dexterous
essay which underscores the global expression of sikhi and its many nuances.

The next section is focused on ‘artistic expressions’ within the Sikh tradition. Although
there is no unique Sikh art per se Sikhs have taken to the arts and excelled at these
dramatically throughout their history. This is particularly so within the fields of music and
musicology, a subject analysed at length in Gurnam Singh’s paper on Sikh Music.
Although best known for its unique styles of kirtan, congregational singing, ®.14 there
is a more folk and martial dimension to Sikh musicality which we witness in the Punjabi
phenomenon of dhadhi (‘singer of martial ballads’), the topic of Michael Nijhawan’s essay.
Nikky-Guninder Kaur Singh takes up the topic of Sikh art proper, of the janam-sakhi
paintings and those portraits of the Gurus during the eighteenth and nineteenth century
while the history and ritual life of the central Sikh shrine at which many contemporary
Sikh paintings are today displayed, the Darbar Sahib (‘Golden Temple’), is the subject of
Charles Townsend’s essay. Sikh architecture is described and analysed in Will Glover’s
essay which has as its central focus the new, recently opened to the public Khalsa
Heritage Complex in Anandpur Sahib. The general materiality of Sikh culture forms the
substance of Anne Murphy’s article after which we switch to a detailed discussion of Sikh
martial arts by Kamalroop Singh and Sikh visual arts, particularly digital Sikh
representations by Susan E. Prill. We end our section with the arguments of a co-
authored essay by Pritam Singh and Meena Dhanda on the relationship between Sikhi
and Punjabi Culture, Punjabiyat.
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The section on ‘diasporic expression’ reflects on the global presence of the Sikhs.
Darshan Singh Tatla’s masterful survey of the Sikh diaspora which extends worldwide
today continues the work he so beautifully prepared earlier in his scholarly career. From
this we shift to individual areas of Sikh exploration in mainland Europe, USA, and the UK.
Kristina Myrvold offers an examination of striking differences and similarities between
different Sikh communities by focusing on such issues as identity processes, general
patterns of settlement, institutional building, cultural assimilation and transmission
among European Sikhs. Jaideep Singh skilfully contextualizes the history of racial and
religious discrimination against Sikh Americans in USA, tracing manifestation of such
intolerance from the early twentieth century to the current time. Himadri Banerjee
closely looks at another Sikh diaspora of scattered Sikh settlements beyond Punjab within
India’s territorial limits. Shinder Singh Thandi competently examines the patterns of
migration and settlement in the UK and explores the multi-layered transnational
practices of British Sikhs, particularly diaspora-homeland financial relations given their
growing importance to Punjabi livelihoods. Verne A. Dusenbery skilfully examines the
phenomenon of the 3HO (Healthy Happy Holy Organization) movement, focusing on the
frequently contesting assertions of identity by Punjabi Sikhs and Gora (“White’) Sikhs in
North America. The section ends with Cynthia K. Mahmood’s adroit reflections upon
‘Khalistan as a political critique’ of Indian democracy.

The penultimate section of the volume deals with ‘expressions of caste and gender in the
Panth’. Caste has been a tricky issue within the Sikh Panth since likely the time of the
Sikh Gurus. While ideally Sikh ideology profoundly underscores the casteless nature of
the Sikh Panth and as well the uselessness of caste status in matters of liberation from
the cycle of existence, only the moribund would claim that forms of caste are not
observed amongst the Sikhs. Surinder Singh Jodhka confronts these issues squarely in his
essay. While caste continues to be a controversial issue within the Sikh Panth our second
issue of gender, surprisingly, is generally not. And this is so because Sikh ideology,
particularly as expressed in the hymns of Guru Nanak, makes a point of underscoring the
belief that the divine is characterized as both feminine and masculine and by extension,
therefore, ®.15 that women have equal access to liberating knowledge. The reality here
also differs from the textual evidence. However, there are within Sikh Studies today a
number of potent feminine voices which have intervened in domains not generally
reserved for such expressions. We find today for example female dhadhis (‘singers of
martial ballads’) and other musicians, female members of the Parij Piare (‘Cherished
Five’), and female granthis (‘readers’ of the Guru Granth Sahib), and so on. Scholarship
has kept abreast of these relatively new trends. Our two authors, Doris R. Jakobsh and
Nikky-Guninder Kaur Singh, belong to the frontline in this well-overdue examination of
the feminist dimension of Sikh ideology and new gendered readings of Sikh historical
narratives.
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The volume ends with a comprehensive essay by Pashaura Singh on new trajectories in
the field of Sikh Studies. It makes the case for interdisciplinary approach by adopting a
range of methodological perspectives including history, philosophy, hermeneutics,
migration and diaspora studies, ethnography, performance studies, lived religion
approaches, and aesthetics. It recommends a balance of theory and substantive content
that can offer alternative and novel ‘readings’ of Sikh ways of knowing and being. This
volume represents the scholastic experience of three generations of academics working
in the field of Sikh studies. It is presented to a wider audience for critical appraisal so
that new ways of understanding the Sikh subjects are developed in the future.
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Introduction

MucH of the debate in Sikh historiography has revolved around the questions raised by
positivist historians trained under the influence of post-Enlightenment modernism.
Mostly they have presented historical facts as the telling of a single narrative by
addressing the question: ‘what really happened?’ They have consistently maintained that
history and documentation could prove the single line of causality. Their constant
struggle with available sources was to define a singular methodology as relevant to
scholarly enquiry, which can be identified as historical teleology. Such an approach
privileges the scholar’s ‘historically accurate’ account over the memories of the followers
of a religion and plays down the ‘tradition’ handed down from the past. As a matter of
fact, written documents emerge from the ‘struggle of memory against forgetting’. Recent
scholarship firmly maintains that historical facts do not lead to one story but, rather, to
the interpretation of such facts to create various versions of history and therefore ‘critical
histories’.
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Notably, history is not simply the past; history is process. To understand history is to
understand movement—forward over time (i.e., diachronically) or in time (i.e.,
synchronically). The distinction between oral (‘myth’) and written (‘history’) narratives
does not relate to their relative ‘truth’ but their presentation of temporality—the one in a
synchronic or atemporal frame of reference of ‘time out of time’ (Mircea Eliade’s illud
tempus) and the other in a fundamentally diachronic, linear frame of temporal sequence
and relation (Graham 1987: 16). A historical account of anything that separates out its
elements and traces each back to its source is not so accurate a description of ‘what
really happened’ as is one that looks at the same facts but the other way around, and
makes intelligible the historical process by which these disparate items from here ®. 20
and there were at a given moment creatively put together, to constitute something new
(Smith 1993: 80). Thus we need to expand the range of questions we ask in historical
analysis: What claims are contestants making about what really happened or is
happening? From their perspectives, what forces, powers, or agents had the power to act
in a particular situation? Who and what caused things to turn out as they eventually did?
The answers to these questions may provide different historiographical narratives based
upon contesting views of the past. In South Asian Studies we find this kind of revisionist
historiography in The Hollow Crown by Dirks (1987) and Textures of Time by Rao et al.
(2003).

Most instructively, tradition is the active enlivening of the present through links with the
past. But central to the concept of tradition is memory, especially group memory passed
down through the generations. Motivated by shared interest in the past, groups derive
roughly consensual group memories from individual memories. Groups shape and
reshape these memories intersubjectively through discourse and may communicate
versions to successive generations (Gottschalk 2000: 5-6). As group interests change, so
can the narratives that reflect them. In other words, group memories vary according to
specific strategies of authorization, verification, and transmission that are deliberately
adopted to express particular interests (Gottschalk 2000: 7). Group memories frequently
offer different narratives of the past. One must acknowledge that history and memory are
as much about repression and suppression as they are about creation and recollection. In
fact, the control of voices on historical knowledge has always been critical and remains
critical in all sorts of settings. As David William Cohen remarks: ‘This processing of the
past in societies and historical settings all over the world, and the struggles for control of
voices and texts in innumerable settings which often animate the processing of the past,
this we term the production of history’ (Cohen 1994: 4). It is no wonder that the powerful
erase those out of power from public consciousness and forge the collective memory that
they select. Thus historical analysis must allow the multiplicity of voices throughout
history to be heard without privileging any singular one.
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Recently, Anne Murphy has argued that the Sikh ‘historical’ takes place within an
explicitly religious frame in which ‘it is organized around the soteriological teachings of
the Gurus and the formation of the community as a central institution of authority in
relation to the Guru’ (Murphy 2007a: 351). She underscores the point that ‘the status of
history is of particular importance in Sikh cultural life, as historical representation has
occupied a dominant position within academic as well as popular discourse about the
Sikhs’ (Murphy 2007b: 94). There is, however, an urgent need to appreciate the ways in
which the Sikh past was constructed within indigenous texts ‘in terms and categories that
are consonant with particular modes of “historical” understanding posited by the texts
and traditions themselves’ (Dirks 1987: 57). Notably, the explication of early Sikh texts
leads to multiple visions of the past that must inform our understanding of the production
of ‘critical histories’, reflecting particular perspectives and counter-perspectives.

»>» Early Sikh History (1469-1708)

The major themes in early Sikh history relate to the formative period of the ten Sikh
Gurus, beginning with the life and times of Guru Nanak (1469-1539), who is
acknowledged as the ‘founder’ of the Sikh Panth (community). Much of the material
concerning his life comes from the Janam-sakhis (birth narratives) that were first written
down roughly five decades after his death but had begun circulating orally during his
lifetime. By working through the voluminous Janam-sakhi literature W. H. McLeod was
able to extract less than a single page of material which he found historically plausible
(McLeod 1968: 146). A central concern for him was what he called the search for the
historical Nanak, which, like historical Jesus scholarship, came as a surprise to many
readers. Contesting McLeod’s view Gurinder Singh Mann has argued that a sound
biography of Guru Nanak is yet to be reconstructed by contextualizing his life within the
historical framework in which he lived (Mann 2010: 3-44).

From the available sources Guru Nanak’s life may be divided into three distinct phases:
an early contemplative period; a mystic enlightenment followed by years of pilgrimage
and debate; and a conclusion in which he and his growing community of disciples
established the first Sikh community. Employed as a steward by a local Muslim
nobleman, the young Nanak worked diligently at his job in the town of Sultanpur Lodhi
situated on the main road that connected Lahore with Delhi. His mind was mostly
preoccupied with spiritual matters, and he spent long hours in meditation and devotional
singing. Early one morning, while he was bathing in the Vein river, he disappeared
without a trace. Family members gave him up for dead, but three days later he stepped
out of the water and proclaimed: “There is no Hindu, there is no Muslim.” The significance
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of this statement becomes clear in the context of a religious culture divided between the
conflicting truth claims of the Islamic and Hindu traditions. Nanak pointed the way
towards the common humanity underlying the external divisions. After his three-day
immersion in the waters—a metaphor of dissolution, transformation, and spiritual
perfection—Nanak was ready to proclaim a new vision. One of his own hymns in the Adi
Granth describes his experience: ‘I was a minstrel out of work; the Lord assigned me the
task of singing the Divine Word day and night. He summoned me to his Court and
bestowed on me the robe of honour for singing his praises. On me he bestowed the Divine
Nectar (amrit) in a cup, the nectar of his true and holy Name’ (GGS: 150). This hymn is
intensely autobiographical, explicitly pointing out Guru Nanak’s own understanding of his
divine mission and marking the beginning of his ministry to preach the message of the
divine Name. He was then 30 years of age, had been married to Sulakhani for more than
a decade, and was the father of two young sons, Sri Chand and Lakhmi Das. Yet he left
his family behind to set out on a series of journeys to both Hindu and Muslim places of
pilgrimage in India and abroad: ‘T have seen places of pilgrimage (tirath) on river banks
in the nine regions of the earth, including shops, cities, and market squares’ (GGS: 156).
In the course of his travels he encountered the leaders of @.22) different religious

persuasions and tested the veracity of his own ideas through dialogue with them.

At the end of his travels Guru Nanak purchased a parcel of land on the right bank of the
Ravi river in central Punjab, where he founded the village of Kartarpur in 1519. There he
lived for the rest of his life as the ‘spiritual guide’ of a new religious community. His
charismatic personality and teaching won him many disciples, who received the message
of liberation through religious hymns of unique genius and notable beauty. They began to
use these hymns in devotional singing (kirtan) as part of congregational worship. The
first Sikh families who gathered around Guru Nanak at Kartarpur formed the nucleus of
the Nanak Panth (Path of Nanak), the community who followed his path to liberation. He
defined the ideal person as a Gurmukh (one oriented towards the Guru) who practised the
threefold discipline of nam dan ishnan, ‘the divine Name, charity and purity’ (GGS: 942).
Corresponding to the cognitive, the communal, and the personal aspects of the evolving
Sikh identity, these three features—nam (relation to the Divine), dan (relation to the
society), and ishnan (relation to self)—established a balance between the development of
the individual and the society. Unsurprisingly, Guru Nanak explicitly refers to his path as
the Gurmukh-Panth to distinguish it from the Brahmanical, the ascetical, and the Islamic
traditions of his day (Grewal 2011: 1). The authenticity and power of his spiritual
message ultimately derived not from his relationship with the received forms of tradition
but rather from his direct access to Divine Reality through personal experience. Such
direct access was the ultimate source of his message and provided him with a perspective
on life by which he could fully understand, interpret, and adjudicate the various elements
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of existing traditions. He conceived of his work as divinely commissioned, and he
required that his followers obey the divine command as an ethical duty.

Guru Nanak’s spiritual message found expression at Kartarpur through three key
institutions: the sangat (holy fellowship) in which all felt that they belonged to one large
spiritual fraternity; the dharamsala, the original form of the Sikh place of worship; and
the langar: the communal meal, prepared as a community service by members of the
sangat, that is served to everyone attending the Sikh place of worship (gurdwara) and
that requires people of all castes and conditions to sit side by side in status-free rows—
female next to male, socially high next to socially low, ritually pure next to ritually impure
—and share the same food. This was the first practical expression of Guru Nanak’s
spiritual mission to reform society. The institution of the langar promoted egalitarianism,
community service, unity, and belonging while striking down a major aspect of the caste
system. Finally, Guru Nanak created the institution of the Guru, who became the central
authority in community life. Before his death in 1539, he designated his disciple Lehna as
his successor by renaming him Angad, meaning my ‘own limb’. Thus a lineage was
established that would continue from the appointment of Guru Angad (1504-52) to the
death of Guru Gobind Singh (1666-1708), the tenth and the last human Guru of the Sikhs.

During the period of Guru Nanak’s nine successors three key events took place. The first
was the compilation of the Adi Granth in 1604, under the sponsorship of the fifth Guru,
Arjan (1563-1606). As canonical scripture, this text provided a framework ®.23) for the

shaping of the Sikh Panth (Mann 2001; P. Singh 2000). The second key event was Guru
Arjan’s execution by the Mughal authorities at Lahore in 1606, a tragedy that became a
turning point in the history of the Sikh Panth (P. Singh 2011: 295-316; Fenech 2010: 75-
94). His son and successor, Guru Hargobind (1595-1644), signalled the formal process of
empowering the Sikh Panth for defence purposes when he traditionally donned two
swords symbolizing the spiritual (piri) as well as the temporal (miri) investiture. He also
built the Akal Takhat (Throne of the Timeless One) facing the Harimandir (the present-
day Golden Temple in Amritsar), which represented the newly assumed role of temporal
authority. Under his direct leadership the Sikh Panth took up arms to protect itself from
Mughal hostility (Fenech 2008: 87-98). Much of the seventeenth century was, therefore,
marked by political and military conflict with the Mughals, culminating with the
execution of the ninth Guru, Tegh Bahadur (1621-75), in Delhi, by order of the Mughal
emperor, Aurangzeb (r. 1658-1707), for refusing to renounce his faith in favour of Islam.
If the martyrdom of Guru Arjan had helped bring the Sikh Panth together, Guru Tegh
Bahadur’s martyrdom helped to make the protection of human rights central to its
identity (Grewal 2011: 148-9).
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The third important event was the founding by Guru Gobind Singh of the institution of the
Khalsa (Pure), an order of loyal Sikhs bound by common identity and discipline (Grewal
2011: 190-2). On Baisakhi Day, 1699, at Anandpur, Guru Gobind Singh initiated the first
Cherished Five (panj piare), who formed the nucleus of the new order of the Khalsa.
These five volunteers who responded to the Guru’s call for loyalty, and who came from
different castes and regions of India, received the initiation through a ceremony that
involved sweetened water (amrit) stirred with a two-edged sword and sanctified by the
recitation of five liturgical prayers.

There are some important issues that need to be addressed from the perspective of ritual
studies with respect to the original Khalsa amrit ceremony. Was it really an initiation
ceremony? Or, was it the ceremony of enthronement to the exalted status of the Khalsa
with its power and authority? A careful examination of the ancient Indic ‘enthronement
ceremony’ (rajasuya) reveals that some elements of the original amrit ceremony are quite
similar (P. Singh 2010: 72, no. 44). But most of the features had principal Sikh
components such as the recitations of five liturgical prayers. The ‘double-edged

sword’ (khanda) became the central article in the Khalsa amrit ceremony. Three
significant issues were linked with it. First, all who chose to join the Order of the Khalsa
through the ceremony were understood to have been ‘reborn’ in the house of the Guru
and thus to have assumed a new identity. The male members were given the surname
Singh (lion) and female members were given the surname Kaur (princess), with the
intention of creating a parallel system of aristocratic titles in relation to the Rajput hill
chiefs of the surrounding areas of Anandpur. From that day onwards, Guru Gobind Singh
was their spiritual father and his wife, Sahib Kaur, their spiritual mother. Their birthplace
was Kesgarh Sahib (the gurdwara that commemorates the founding of the Khalsa) and
their home was Anandpur, Punjab. This new sense of belonging conferred on the Khalsa a
new collective identity.

Second, the Guru symbolically transferred his spiritual authority to the Cherished Five
when he himself received the nectar of the double-edged sword from their hands ®. 24)
and thus became a part of the Khalsa Panth and subject to its collective will. In this way
he not only paved the way for the termination of the ‘office of a personal Guru’ but also
abolished the institution of masands (deputies), which was becoming increasingly
disruptive. Several of the masands had refused to forward collections to the Guru,
creating factionalism in the Sikh Panth. In addition, Guru Gobind Singh removed the
threat posed by the competing seats of authority when he declared that the Khalsa should
have no dealings with the followers of Prithi Chand (Minas), Dhir Mal (Guru Har Rai’s
elder brother, who established his seat at Kartarpur, Jalandhar), and Ram Rai (Guru
Harkrishan’s elder brother, who established his seat at Dehra Dun). Indeed, abandoning
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these five reprobate groups (panj mel) led to the ‘greater awareness of boundaries and a
heightened consciousness of identity’ (Grewal 1997: 30).

Finally, Guru Gobind Singh delivered the nucleus of the rahit (code of conduct) at the
inauguration of the Khalsa. By sanctifying the hair with amrit, he made it ‘the official seal
of the Guru’, and the cutting of ‘bodily hair’ was thus strictly prohibited. The Guru further
imposed a rigorous ban on smoking. In addition, he made the wearing of ‘five

weapons’ (pafj hathiar) such as sword, disc, arrow, noose, and gun obligatory for Khalsa
Sikhs: ‘Appear before the Guru with five weapons on your person’ (G. Singh 1967: 179,
194). This injunction must be understood in the militaristic context of the contemporary
situation. McLeod proposed the hypothesis that all the ‘Five Ks’—namely uncut hair (kes),
a comb for the topknot (kanga), a short sword (kirpan), an iron wristlet (kara), and
undergarment breeches (kachh)—derived from Jat cultural patterns in combination with
the developments of the eighteenth century (McLeod 1975: 51). Grewal however
contested this view by stating that ‘on the point of 5Ks McLeod’s hypothesis, essentially,
does not hold good’ (Grewal 1998: 184). He agrees with McLeod that explicit references
to the Five Ks are rather late. But to assume that the Five Ks were introduced in the
eighteenth century is wrong. Grewal further argues that it is necessary to make a
distinction between the formulation and its substantive prototypes. Undoubtedly, ‘the
formulation came later but the substantive symbols were there from the time of
instituting the Khalsa’ (Grewal 1998: 303). Instructively, all these five items were there in
the eighteenth-century literature in the scattered form. The convention of the Five Ks
became evident from the literature produced as a result of Singh Sabha’s new definition
of orthodoxy. Although these substantive symbols were already there in the early
tradition, their formalization in the late nineteenth century enhanced their value (P.
Singh 1999: 155-69).

The inauguration of the Khalsa was the culmination of the canonical period in the
development of Sikhism. Guru Gobind Singh also closed the Sikh canon by adding a
collection of the works of his father, Guru Tegh Bahadur, to the original compilation of
the Adi Granth. Before he passed away in 1708, he terminated the traditional line of
personal Gurus, and installed the Adi Granth as the eternal Guru for Sikhs, giving
another title for the Sikh scripture as ‘the Guru Granth Sahib’. Thereafter, the authority
of the Guru was invested together in the scripture (Guru Granth) and in the corporate
community (Guru Panth). The twin doctrine of Guru Granth and Guru Panth successfully
played a cohesive role within the Sikh tradition during the eighteenth century.

®.25 In sum, the contested views of early Sikh historiography revolve around the
questions of the evolution of the Sikh Panth in response to four main elements. The first
of these was the ideology based on the religious and cultural innovations of Guru Nanak
and his nine successors. This was the principal motivating factor in the evolution of the
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Sikh Panth. The second was the rural base of Punjabi society. The settlement at the
‘village’ of Kartarpur certainly represented the rural ‘headquarters’ for the nascent Sikh
community. It was founded in the midst of a wide expanse of cultivated land that Guru
Nanak had managed to purchase for himself. Similarly, the location of Goindval on the
right bank of the Beas river was close to the point where the Majha, Malwa, and Doaba
areas converge. This may help account for the spread of the Panth’s influence during the
period of Guru Amar Das in all three regions of the Punjab. During the period of Guru
Arjan the founding of the villages of Tarn Taran, Sri Hargobindpur, and Kartarpur in the
rural areas of the Punjab saw a large number of converts from the local Jat peasantry.
Furthermore, Guru Tegh Bahadur’s influence in the rural areas attracted more Jats from
the Malwa region, and most of them became Khalsa during Guru Gobind Singh’s period.
The militant traditions of the Jats apparently brought the Sikh Panth into increasing
conflict with the Mughals (and later on with Afghans), a conflict that shaped the future
direction of the Sikh movement. The third factor was the conflict created within the Sikh
community by dissidents, which originally worked to counter and then, paradoxically, to
enhance the process of the crystallization of the Sikh tradition. The fourth element was
the period of Punjab history from the seventeenth to eighteenth centuries during which
the Sikh Panth evolved in tension with Mughals and Afghans. All four elements combined
to produce the mutual interaction between ideology and environment that came to
characterize the historical development of Sikhism.

Pre-Colonial Sikh History (1708-1849)

The available sources of pre-colonial Sikh history in three languages—Punjabi, Persian,
and English—offer multiple perspectives because of the location of their authors in
‘information networks that traversed multiple political and intellectual

borderlines’ (Dhavan 2007: 121). For instance, the successive gurbilas (splendour of the
Guru) texts of this period provide us with contesting views of the institution of Khalsa, its
moral vision (dharam), and the nature of Sikh political sovereignty. Being closer to the
creation of the Khalsa in 1699 Sainapati’s Gursobha (1701-11) presents its moral vision in
the light of the normative teachings of the Sikh Gurus, rejecting caste hierarchies within
the Panth unequivocally and removing the authority of the middlemen (masands)
permanently. It envisions the new Khalsa code of conduct (rahit) as normative for all
Sikhs. Accordingly, the new community and the Guru are seen as one, and the death of
Guru Gobind Singh places the spiritual and temporal authority (jama) within the
collective body of the Khalsa, emphasizing the corporate sovereignty of the Sikh Panth
(Dhavan 2007: 114-15).
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@.26) By contrast, Kesar Singh Chhibbar’s Bansavali-nama (1769) differs radically from
Sainapati’s text in its exegetical and temporal structures. It employs the Puranic concept
of the Kalki Avatar—the last of Vishnu’s incarnations, who signals the end of the Dark
Age (kaliyuga) in the cyclical Indic notion of temporality—to explain the creation of the
Khalsa as the final stage of the kaliyuga, indicating the inversion of all moral and social
orders. According to Kesar Singh, the Khalsa’s power is derived from the Devi’s
blessings, giving the low-caste Sikhs an opportunity to rule and bringing into effect the
ending of the fourth cycle of time. In his view the Sikh Jats (shudras) who are predestined
to rule are also predestined to fall victims to their own ambitions as the final destruction
of Vishnu’s Kalki Avtar draws nearer. Offering a shastric model of caste and kingship, he
argues for greater state patronage for Brahmins, such as himself, often ignoring Khalsa
criticism of caste hierarchy (Dhavan 2007: 115).

Originating in different political circumstances, the gurbilas texts display complex
intertextual relationships, at times referencing each other, at others diverging. For
instance, Koer Singh’s Gurblias Patshahi Dasvin took shape at a time when Sikh leaders
had established sovereignty and the state of Maharaja Ranjit Singh was founded.
Questioning the Chhibbar narrative of the Guru’s ritual worship of Devi and her blessings
on the new Khalsa, Koer Singh asserts the Guru’s superiority over Hindu gods and
goddesses by demonstrating that ‘millions of heavens and thrones appear at his feet and
millions of wish-fulfilling Gods and Goddesses cannot rival his lotus feet’ (Dhavan 2007:
116). In examining three narratives, Purnima Dhavan argues that the ‘gurbilas functioned
as the site at which competing narratives of the Guru’s life, the origins of the Khalsa
community, and its ideas of moral order were articulated’ (Dhavan 2007: 115). Similarly,
she demonstrates diverse viewpoints emerging from Persian histories (tarikh), reflecting
multiple sources and perspectives as munshis and vakils or agents adept in Persian ‘gave
new meanings to understandings of the Sikh community, its political institutions, and
their origins to a wider non-Sikh audience’ (Dhavan 2007: 112). The Persian narratives
emphasized the agency of the Sikhs rather than divine will (as envisaged by gurbilas
literature) as the main reason for the success of the Sikhs.

It should be emphasized that Sikh identity was visibly sharpened by the institution of the
Khalsa (Grewal 1999: 31). Khalsa Sikhs were distinct from ‘Hindus’ and other religious
communities of India. However, all Sikhs did not embrace the Khalsa discipline, and the
Sikh Panth was larger than the Khalsa. A considerable number of urban Khatris
continued to live as Nanakpanthis who were scattered in large cities throughout India
(Deol 2001: 26-9). Udasi Sadhus catered to the religious needs of these people.
Moreover, the continuing presence of non-Khalsa Sikhs is attested by the literature of the
eighteenth century. For instance, the Chaupa Singh Rahit-nama provides us with
references to Sehajdhari Sikhs who continued to live as Nanakpanthi Sikhs. They
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maintained an identity which was less precise than that of an initiated member of the
Khalsa. Most instructively, Sehajdhari Sikhs too were expected to keep their facial hair
and whiskers uncut (McLeod 1987: 64, 100, 287). Like the initiated members of the
Khalsa they were also expected to wear only turbans on their heads (McLeod 1987: 234
n. 303). Finally, there were those Sikhs who followed the rival lineages of Prithi Chand
(Minas), ®.27 Dhirmal, and Ram Rai. In the beginning of the eighteenth century,

however, the Minas lost control of Amritsar to the Khalsa. Although Jiwan Mal (sixth in
line from Prithi Chand) re-established the lineage at the village of Guru Har Sahai (named
after his son) in 1752, his grandson, Ajit Singh (d. 1813) worked out a close relationship
with the Khalsa (Mann 2001: 34). Similarly, the exclusion of the Sodhi family of Kartarpur
(Dhirmalias) from the Panth was lifted in the second half of the eighteenth century. It was
Vadbhag Singh who was able to win this reprieve with the help of Jassa Singh Ahluwalia.

Interestingly, the observations made by the early Europeans on the contemporary Sikh
institutions, manners, dress, and customs offer valuable information on the nature of Sikh
society late in the eighteenth century. For the most part they seem to have recorded what
they actually saw in their personal encounters with the troops of the Khalsa army. Thus
from the historical point of view their accounts constitute an independent witness to the
Khalsa tradition in the last quarter of the eighteenth century. Almost all the foreign
observers are unanimous that following an initiation ceremony the Sikhs refrained from
cutting their hair, wore an iron ‘wrist-ring’, and strictly avoided the use of tobacco. For
instance, George Forster writes: ‘They permit the growth of hair of the head and beard,
they generally wear an Iron Bracelet on the left hand and the use of Tobacco is
proscribed among them’ (G. Singh 1962: 79). The Swiss observer Colonel A. L. H. Polier
noticed ‘a pair of blue drawers’ as part of the few garments typically worn by the Sikhs
whom he observed (G. Singh 1962: 63). William Francklin’s remark may draw our
attention to the use of comb: ‘[A] fter performing the requisite duties of their religion by
ablution and prayer, they comb their hair and beards with peculiar care’ (G. Singh 1962:
103). One can assume that the sword (kirpan) must have been part of the weaponry worn
by Khalsa Sikhs of the eighteenth century, and the comb (kanga) would be concealed in
their conspicuous turbans. Thus the five items, now known as the Five Ks, were already
there in the eighteenth century, though they were not defined as such.

In a letter written in 1783, George Forster mentioned that all Sikhs did not belong to the
military order of the Khalsa. He described the two main categories of Sikhs late in the
eighteenth century. On the one hand, there were ‘Khualasah Sikhs’ who did not observe
the outward forms of the Khalsa and lacked visible identity. In fact, the Persian word
‘Khualasah’ means ‘to be free’, signifying those Sikhs who were free from external
observances of the Khalsa. Forster further mentioned that the boundaries between
‘Khualasah Sikhs’ and ‘the ordinary class of Hindoos’ were quite blurred. ‘Khualasah
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Sikhs’ were of course Sehajdhari Sikhs. Khalsa Sikhs, on the other hand, were known for
their rustic coarseness which clearly distinguished them from everybody else (Forster
1798: 268-9). As Sikhs had become important rivals of the East India Company in the
north-western territories of India during the last decades of the eighteenth century and
early decades of the nineteenth century, colonial officials would continue to commission
more histories of the Sikhs.

In sum, the Khalsa spent most of its first century fighting the armies of the Mughals and
Afghan invaders. Finally, in 1799, Ranjit Singh (1780-1839) succeeded in unifying the
Punjab, taking control of Lahore, and declaring himself maharaja. For the next four
decades the Sikh community enjoyed more settled political conditions, and with
territorial @.28 expansion as far as Peshawar in the west, people of different cultural

and religious backgrounds were attracted into the fold of Sikhism. The appearance of the
Golden Temple today owes a great deal to the generous patronage of the maharaja.
Although the maharaja himself was a Khalsa Sikh, his rule was marked by religious
diversity within the Sikh Panth. He forged an internal alliance with the Sehajdharis: Sikhs
who lived as members of the Nanak Panth but did not accept the Khalsa code of conduct.
The Khalsa conceded the religious culture of the Sehajdharis to be legitimate even
though, in keeping with the inclusive approach of their sovereign, the latter revered
Hindu scriptures as well as the Guru Granth Sahib and the Dasam Granth, and in some
cases even worshipped Hindu images. After the death of Maharaja Ranjit Singh in 1839,
his successors could not withstand the pressure exerted by the advancing British forces.
After two Anglo-Sikh wars, in 1846 and 1849, the Sikh kingdom was annexed to the
British Empire.

Colonial Sikh History (1849-1947)

With the loss of the Punjab’s independence the Sikhs were no longer the masters of their
own kingdom. It was in this context that three reform movements—the Nirankari
movement, the Namdhari movement and the Singh Sabha movement—emerged in the
second half of the nineteenth century, each attempting to restore the sense of a distinct
spiritual identity to a people whose religious tradition was now just one among a vast
array of traditions encompassed within colonial India. The introduction of the British
administration into Punjab at the time of annexation in 1849 brought profound changes to
Punjabi society. First, the colonial rulers introduced a large measure of bureaucracy and
the rule of law, which established a new kind of relationship between the individual and
the state. It is no wonder that the ‘paternal’ rule of the early decades was eventually
replaced by the ‘machine rule’ of laws, codes, and procedures (Grewal 1990: 128).
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Second, the British introduced a world view grounded in the secular, modernizing
ideology of the Enlightenment. Third, the British sought to cosset and to control the Sikhs
through the management of the Golden Temple and its functionaries (Kerr 1999: 153). In
this context, the British even sidestepped the dictates of statutory law which required
them to maintain ‘the separation of secular and religious matters, neutrality in the
treatment of religious communities and the withdrawal from involvement in religious
institutions’ (Kerr 1999: 164). Indeed, for the alien British the need to control the Golden
Temple was the greater. Finally, they put a legal ban on the carrying of weapons. This
decision was meant to disarm the Khalsa who had fought valiantly against the British in
two Anglo-Sikh wars in 1845 and 1849.

Here, it is instructive to closely look at Harjot Oberoi’s major arguments in The
Construction of Religious Boundaries (1994)—a work that relates to the socio-religious
movement among the Sikhs in the colonial period that appropriates an ethnographic
approach and a Foucauldian vision of the ‘new episteme’ fashioned by the Singh Sabha.
For him, the Singh Sabha consisted of two components: the Sanatan and the Tat Khalsa.

(®.29) Sanatan Sikhs accepted the authority of the Vedas and Puranas in addition to the
Sikh scriptures, thereby believing in incarnations and the ideas of pollution and purity
based upon the caste system. The Tat Khalsa, on the other hand, rejected all Hindu
accretions prevalent in the Sikh society in the nineteenth century. Applying a social
scientific method of analysis, Oberoi argues how the Tat Khalsa, the most influential
segment of the Singh Sabha movement, succeeded in eradicating all forms of religious
diversity at the turn of the century and in establishing uniform norms of religious
orthodoxy and orthopraxy (Oberoi 1994: 25). As a consequence of the success of the Tat
Khalsa reformers, Sikhs in the early twentieth century came ‘to think, imagine and speak
in terms of a universal community of believers united by uniform rites, symbols and
scripture’ (Oberoi 1988: 154).

In his analysis, however, Oberoi tilts the balance of evidence artificially in favour of
Sanatan Sikhism. There is no doubt that some Sikhs did embrace Hindu practices in the
nineteenth century. By projecting this backwards, Oberoi seems to imply that Sikh
identity was always predominantly fluid, with free mixing of Sikh and Hindu practices.
This is questionable. From as early as the period of Guru Arjan, Sikhs clearly were
encouraged to think of themselves as a distinct community. Not surprisingly, J. S. Grewal
criticizes Oberoi’s view of the Singh Sabha ‘as a new episteme arising out of praxis’ since
it precludes the ‘possibility of any meaningful linkages with the past’ (Grewal 1997: 73).
Further, Oberoi’s division of the Singh Sabha into ‘Sanatan tradition’ and the ‘Tat Khalsa’
is problematic. There were three strands of thinking represented by three prominent
individuals. First, Khem Singh Bedi of Amritsar Singh Sabha supported the centrality of
the Singh identity and the significance of the Khalsa initiation, but he also stressed the
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idea of divine incarnations, the need for a living guru, and the indivisibility of Sikh and
Hindu society. Second, Gurmukh Singh of the Lahore Singh Sabha held the middle
position that the activities of the ten Gurus and the Guru Granth Sahib serve as the
ultimate source of Sikh belief and practice. The Singh identity was the ideal but those
who had not undergone the Khalsa initiation were an indivisible part of the Sikh Panth as
long as they recognized the Guru Granth Sahib as the ‘Eternal Guru’. Sikhs constituted a
distinct community and the question of the Hindu-Sikh relationship was a redundant
issue. Third, the position of Teja Singh of the Bhasaur Singh Sabha was far more radical.
He claimed that anyone who has not undergone the Khalsa initiation should have no place
within the Sikh Panth. In his vision of ‘orthodoxy’ the periphery was to be simply excised,
and raising the issue of the Hindu-Sikh relationship was an insult to the Sikhs. In the
beginning of the twentieth century ‘Bedi and Bhasaur were eventually sidelined’ (Mann
2004: 63) and Gurmukh Singh’s middle position of the Tat Khalsa achieved general
acceptance, both in institutional and ideological terms.

In the early decades of the twentieth century the Tat Khalsa reformers also contributed to
two important legal changes. First, in 1909, they obtained legal recognition of the
distinctive Sikh wedding ritual in the Anand Marriage Act (1909). Second, in the 1920s
they helped to re-establish direct Khalsa control of the major historical gurdwaras, many
of which had fallen into the hands of corrupt mahants (custodians) supported by the
British. The Akali movement began in 1920 as a non-violent agitation. This is ®. 30)
sometimes described as the ‘Third Sikh War’ of 1920-5, although it is better known as the
Gurdwara Reform Movement. The Tat Khalsa reformers demanded control of Sikh shrines
in opposition to the British-supported mahants and pujaris. The last gasp effort of the
British to manipulate the Sikhs via management of the Golden Temple and its priests
proved an ignoble failure in 1919 when General Dyer’s invited visit to the Temple failed
to pacify the Sikhs. The Akali answer was given in the agitations over the Keys Affair, at
Guru-ka-Bagh, at Jaito, and elsewhere. The Akali campaign was finally terminated by the
drafting and passing of the Sikh Gurdwaras Act of 1925, under which control of all
gurdwaras passed to the Shiromani Gurdwara Prabandhak Committee (SGPC; ‘Chief
Management Committee of Sikh Shrines’). The Akalis were the forerunners of the modern
political party known as the Akali Dal (army of the immortal). Control of the gurdwaras
gave the SGPC enormous political and economic influence. In the course of time the
SGPC became the ‘authoritative voice’ of the Sikhs. As a democratic institution it has
always represented the majority opinion. As such, it has laid claim to represent the
authority of the ‘Guru-Panth’, although it has been frequently challenged by Sikhs living
outside the Punjab. Having established itself as the central authority on all questions of
religious discipline the SGPC published the standard manual of the ‘Sikh Code of
Conduct’ known as Sikh Rahit Maryada in 1950. This manual has ever since been
regarded as the authoritative guide to orthodox Sikh doctrine and behaviour.
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Post-Colonial Sikh History (1947-)

In 1947 the British withdrew from India and the subcontinent was partitioned to create
two independent republics of India and Pakistan. Partition was especially hard for the
Sikhs because it split the Punjab into two. Most of the 2.5 million Sikhs living on the
Pakistani side fled as refugees; though many settled in the new Indian state of Punjab,
some moved on to major cities elsewhere in India. Rehabilitation and settlement resulted
in a significant change in the demographic pattern in the Punjab. In 1951 the Sikhs
formed about 35 per cent of the total population of the state, while the Hindus
represented the majority with over 62 per cent. However, this demographic pattern
further changed with the creation of ‘Punjabi Province’ (Punjabi Suba) on 1 November
1966 as the result of the reorganization of the state into Punjab and Haryana on linguistic
grounds. The Sikhs have formed the majority with over 62 per cent in the new Punjab
state. Indeed, the first two decades after the partition were marked by the Punjabi Suba
agitation of the Akalis and the ‘Green Revolution’ in Punjab, resulting in heightened
political rivalries between the Akali Dal and the ruling Congress Party. Eventually, the
Akali Dal was able to wrest political power in the Punjab with the help of the erstwhile
Jan Sangh and other allies. Of course the central government at New Delhi would
frequently topple their ministry to bring the Congress rule back in the state.

In 1973 the main political party of the Sikhs, the Akali Dal, passed the Anandpur Sahib
Resolution, demanding increased autonomy for all the states of India. Over the ®.31)
following years, relations with the Indian government became increasingly strained as a
result. In an apparent attempt to sow dissension in the Akali ranks, the Congress
government encouraged the rise of a charismatic young militant named Jarnail Singh
Bhindranwale (1947-84). But this strategy backfired in the spring of 1984, when a group
of armed radicals led by Bhindranwale decided to provoke a confrontation with the
government by occupying the Akal Takhat building inside the Golden Temple complex.
The government responded by sending in the army. The assault that followed—code-
named ‘Operation Blue Star’—resulted in the deaths of many Sikhs, including
Bhindranwale, as well as the destruction of the Akal Takhat and severe damage to the
Golden Temple itself. A few months later, on 31 October 1984, Prime Minister Indira
Gandhi was assassinated by her own Sikh bodyguards. For several days unchecked Hindu
mobs in Delhi and elsewhere killed thousands of Sikhs.

Virginia Van Dyke (2009) has recently provided a summary of competing narratives of the
Punjab crisis. The dominant narrative told by the Akali Dal and supported by many
academic and journalistic sources focuses on the malfeasance and vindictiveness of the
state, more specifically the Congress Party and Indira Gandhi herself. In this narrative,
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the rise of the militant movement was the creation of Congress in 1978. This formation, in
turn, successfully destabilized the Parkash Singh Badal government, leading to nearly
two decades of strife. In order to defeat the nefarious designs of Congress, so goes the
narrative, there is a need for the coalition between the BJP (Bharatiya Janata Party) and
the Akalis to preserve harmony and reassure the populace of continued peace. This
coalition is also necessary in changing the image of the Sikhs as anti-national. In contrast
to this view, there are other narratives that focus on the desire of the Sikhs for autonomy
or independence. And there are also opposing viewpoints to the argument that the
coalition between the Akali Dal and the BJP is a statesmanlike inter-communal alliance to
preserve the peace. According to these alternative voices, including expressions from
those few and dwindling number of Akalis who do not belong to the Badal faction, the
alliance with the BJP is completely self-serving on the part of the both the BJP and Badal
and his supporters. These voices are relatively muted due to the widespread desire for
peace, and, too, because of structural changes that support the main Akali faction’s
position (Dyke 2009: 126).

There is still another narrative, however, one that deserves much more attention than it
has received to date, namely a narrative highlighting the ongoing non-violent dimension
of Sikh ‘militancy’. The representation of Sikhs and Sikhism in violent and militant images
has been pivotal in popular understandings of Sikhism since colonial times. Sikh history
is indeed replete with the valour of the Sikh warrior in battle. However, there is less
attention to the Sikh warrior in equally and perhaps more demanding non-violent actions.
For instance, Paul Wallace (2011) makes the point that the Sikhs are not essentially
violent but militant where ‘militancy’ does not mean violence in actions and reactions
alone, but also an aggressive and passionate stand for the cause of their religion and the
Gurus. Through a study of the development of non-violent militancy, Wallace argues that
public demonstrations and political demands through non-violent means have been more
successful than violent ones. Three case studies (of the Gurdwara Reform Movement
from 1920 to 1925, the Punjabi Suba movement from 1947 to 1966, and the ®.32)
movement against the emergency imposed by Prime Minister Indira Gandhi from 1975 to
1977) highlight the strengths of non-violent struggles and those of the actors within the
Akali Dal. The violence during the 1980s in Punjab, Wallace (2011: 85-101) argues, is
now finding ways of closure through non-violent democratic means, moving away from
‘anti-centrism’ to ‘cooperative federalism’. Conflict resolution can be found through
measures of democratic process and accommodating the former militants in a peaceful
manner, along with initiating transparency and justice through the state structure.

In fact, acts of violence or non-violence are social phenomena that take place at
particular historical junctures. They cannot be described as essential features of any
community. The Punjab crisis of yesteryear reflected the multidimensionality of violence.
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While involvement of Sikh militants in random acts of violence and guerrilla warfare was
totally unwarranted and counterproductive, the state allowed the ‘chaos of insurgency to
proliferate before brutally and clinically exterminating it almost at will’ (Mandair 2007:
220). Thus one cannot overlook the sheer egregious and unjust acts of the state, killing in
the name of order, security, and sheer power, especially when religious militants were
the victims.

Over the last century about 2 million Sikhs have left India for foreign lands. Wherever
they have settled—in Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, Hong Kong, Australia, New Zealand,
East Africa, and the United Kingdom and other European countries, as well as Canada
and the United States—they have carried their sacred scripture with them and
established their own places of worship. As a matter of fact there are more than five
hundred gurdwaras in North America and the United Kingdom alone. The histories of
diaspora Sikh communities are diverse and colourful. The Sikhs around the globe have
been involved in a process of ‘renewal and redefinition’, and that process has only
intensified in recent years. Today, the question “‘Who is a Sikh?’ is the subject of often
acrimonious debate in online discussions among the various Sikh networks. Each
generation of Sikhs has to respond to this question in the light of new historical
circumstances while addressing the larger issues of orthodoxy and orthopraxy. Not
surprisingly, diaspora Sikhs approach these issues from different perspectives, depending
on the cultural and political contexts from which they come. In many cases they
rediscover their identity through their interaction with other religious and ethnic
communities. New challenges demand new responses, especially in a postmodern world
where notions of self, gender, and authority are subject to constant questioning.

In conclusion, there is an urgent need to explore new ways of knowing the past and to
complement historical data with ethnographic study that can illuminate the lived
experience of the Sikh Panth. In addition to documentary evidence, we must not overlook
material culture—artefacts of all sorts such as the weapons of the Gurus, coins, clothing,
the Guru’s chariot, and kitchen utensils preserved with the descendants of famous Sikh
families—as we try to make sense of the religious life and cultural context of early Sikh
community. Moreover, religious communities create memory through the practice of
rituals and symbols. As a matter of fact rituals and recitals could bridge the gap between
the past and the present where recitals of the past events are not just matters of
intellectual exercises but of an invocation and an evocation in which historical
remembrances (@.33) produce subjectivities and create mentalities. Dialogical readings

of primary sources along with sectarian literature can enable us to develop a more
dynamic historical understanding of the Sikh past. On the whole considered historical
judgment based on a nuanced assessment of the often-contradictory evidence must form
the bedrock of any historical analysis.
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LEeT us begin this essay with a brief digression about beginning. An apt endeavour,
beginning, especially in the light of the well-excavated topic at hand, the evolution of the
Sikh community, a community shaped by its Gurus and their ideology, and its history of
how men and women identifying as Sikh over time and with hindsight responded to both
the presence of their Gurus and that ideology given the particular circumstances and
contexts of their day. Evolution seems to imply simple beginnings and growing
complexities as that putative initial organism or idea reacts to certain catalysts.

Yet despite the implications of simplicity, beginnings and origins are anything but; these
are intriguing phenomena that are rarely pinpointed and are often deeply enmeshed in
ambiguities and quite productive ambivalences; the search for beginnings in evolutions
is, as is now well known, often the search for illusions. The same, obviously, is the case
for the Sikh tradition. With regard to this phenomenon it seems clear on the one hand
that the tradition begins with Guru Nanak, who was born in the Punjab in April 1469 cE,
which suggests an origin found in his life and teachings. Yet on the other hand this life
and these teachings accord well with certain lives and teachings we also discover in
fifteenth- and sixteenth-century northern India, beings and ideas we may loosely describe
as Hindu and Muslim; Sant, Bhakti, Nath, Sufi, and so on. Technically this would place
the Sikh community’s origins at a much further remove than 1469, perhaps to the
dawning of the Sant movement, which possesses clear affinities to Guru Nanak’s thought
(an emphasis upon the formless and ineffable nature of the divine, for example, and the
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total disregard for caste status in the pursuit of enlightenment or sahaj), sometime in the
tenth century. The predominant ideology of the Sant parampara in turn corresponds in
many respects to the much wider devotional Bhakti tradition of northern India,
particularly Vaishnava Bhakti, ideas of which travelled from southern to northern India
and intersected with notions we discover within the bhakti marg (“Way of Devotion’)
explicated by Lord Krishna (an incarnation of Vishnu) within the Bhagavad Gita and the
Mahabharata, much of which predates the beginning of the ®.36) Common Era. Few

Sikhs today would mention these Indic texts and ideologies in the same breath as the
Sikh tradition, let alone trace elements of their tradition to this chronological and
ideological point, despite the fact that the Indic mythology that sustains so many of these
early Indic texts permeates the Sikh sacred canon, the Guru Granth Sahib, and the
secondary canon, the Dasam Granth (Rinehart 2011), and adds delicate nuance and
substance to the sacred symbolic universe of the Sikhs of today and of their past
ancestors. How far must one ultimately go in order to find this beginning? This question
in many ways makes the search both profoundly problematic and quixotic.

The term evolution itself not only suggests beginnings and developments from this
putative though deceptive initial point, but those elements claimed as significant in
evolutionary terms, especially when dealing with cultural or social evolution, are not
often unquestioned, without their fair share of the problematic, or ensnared within
discourses of power, control, and subordination. To choose the word evolution in this
regard in the place of, say, development or some other productive synonym such as
growth thus requires some explanation.

Although often distanced from the scientific context from which it ultimately fell into
vogue the suggestion of evolution rather than history still continues to privilege the
scientific, the factual, the rational, the linear, and a host of other discursive strategies
that to a large extent underpinned the superiority of the scientific gaze, historicism, and
positivism, all of which came to be wielded as weapons of control and domination by the
so-called enlightened proponents of colonialism and all of which became ultimately
reified thanks in large part to the European Enlightenment and the spread of these
apparently universal ideas through the violence of colonialism. These facets have been
well and intriguingly excavated these last few decades by post-colonial theorists. For the
Sikh tradition perhaps the most incisive critique of this crushing colonial stamp so far is
Arvind-Pal Singh Mandair’s Religion and the Specter of the West (Mandair 2009).
Evolution as the word of choice thus appears to carry more scientific weight (thus tilting
towards a more Western epistemology), let us say, than the term history, which unlike
evolution, is suggestive of interpretation and bias and socio-politico-economic context
rather than scientific positivism and reason. The choice of the term evolution apparently
makes the proposed study ‘more true’.
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Aware of these post-colonial critiques I will nevertheless continue to use this word
throughout this essay to suggest the forces and catalysts which Sikhs confronted
(whether Sikhs were generally cognizant of these as forces eliciting adaptation or not)
and to which they adapted or were made to adapt. As the term evolution has thus far
been used in the title of two especially influential twentieth-century books in Sikh Studies
(ones which nevertheless read as histories of the Sikh community) we may ask what
differentiates the idea of ‘The Evolution of the Sikh Community’ from that of the ‘History
of the Sikh Community’, the latter topic which has been mined throughout this Oxford
Handbook. The distinction has been already suggested in the above discussion, and is a
very fine one although not particularly realized through its use in Sikh Studies. A simple
division may be to problematize the dualism which notes that Sikhs in their story are on
the one hand subjects endowed with agency and on the other material ®.37 objects

who are made to adapt by external catalysts. History apparently is a process that Sikhs
themselves have produced whereas evolution suggests a more limited agency, the
outcome of forces that have worked upon the Sikhs and which they in turn have worked
upon, producing a relationship that is far more complex than, simply put, the response of
a biological organism to its environment over time. There is here too the suggestion that
the community under discussion is like an organism, and it is the completeness which
evolution elicits rather than its parts which history does.

The first work as far as I know to employ this descriptive was Indubhushan Banerjee’s
seminal two-volume Evolution of the Khalsa, the first volume of which appeared in 1936
and the second in 1947 (Banerjee 1972), as Sikhs were striving alongside other
nationalist Indians towards Independence from Great Britain. The title here, as with so
many other facets in this text that Indu Banga has labelled, in her curiously titled essay,
as ‘in the service of Hindu nationalism’ (Banga 2004), intimates an attempt to view the
Khalsa through at least one of the lenses of Indian modernism and nationalism, as in part
a precursor or archetype for the Indian Union which loomed large on the horizon at the
time, and is very suggestive, ensuring that all Sikh narratives merged into this sole
trajectory. In this reading Sikhi begins with Guru Nanak and the Khalsa is the end of that
story. Indu Banga has underscored the questionable attempt to integrate this narrative
into a whole, privileging as it does a resurgent and powerful Hindu direction to Indian
history, a nascent Hindu triumphalism, put into play through the efforts of twentieth-
century ideologues belonging to groups such as the Hindu Mahasabha and the Rashtriya
Swaysevak Sangh. Banerjee’s work therefore masks as ‘science’ what is in fact clear bias
and interpretation.

Interestingly Banerjee’s respected text is rarely coupled with the second, equally as
popular (perhaps more so in the twenty-first century) though far more controversial work,
which also incorporates this word into its title, W. H. McLeod’s collection of five essays
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published in 1976 as The Evolution of the Sikh Community. It is surprising that McLeod’s
work is never mentioned in the same breath as Banerjee’s since a quick read through the
former makes it clear that McLeod’s Evolution complements and builds upon Banerjee’s
volumes, with the caveat that Mcl.eod’s work rigorously evinces the objective, postivistic
gaze of the outsider far more critically than Banerjee’s Evolution, the latter of which is
produced by a very much more involved author committed to the project of nation
building, the specific nation in question whose roots and origins 