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RELIGION AND POLITICS:

THE SIKH PERSPECTIVE

Introduction

Religion, in the real sense, is a spiritual force which stands for the

unity and integrity of the cosmos. But a mere glance at the present

scenario all over the world reveals the reality that the maximum violence and

massacre of innocent human beings is taking place in the name of religion,

caste and creed. The underlying factor seems to be the possession of religion

rather than its practice. It is, therefore, imperative to delve deep into the

cause of religious fanaticism and its challenges to the integrity of the nation.

The present paper is an exclusive study of the relation of Sikh religion

to politics in the Indian political scenario. The aim is to analyze and to

highlight, first, the Sikh perspective of religion in relation to politics, second,

the involvement of the Sikhs in politics and use of religious infrastructure for

political purposes; third, the challenges as well as the prospects of the Sikh

polity in the Indian polities.

I

The origin of the Sikh religion, with the advent of Guru Nanak (1469-

1539 CE) and its culmination in the creation of Khalsa by Guru Gobind

Singh (1699-1708 CE), provides a network of distinct religio-political values

and traditions which may be termed as the Sikh Political Culture.
1
No

systematic theory of state is propounded in the holy compositions of the Sikh

Gurus. Whatever observations they have made about religion, society and

politics of their times, those provide the basis of the Sikh polity. The unique

tenets of the Sikh polity are Sangat (holy congregation), Guru Granth and

Khalsa Panth (the spiritual and temporal authority), the Panj Piaras (plural

executive), the Gurmata (collective will of the people) and the Sarbat Khalsa

(democratic and egalitarian polity)" No doubt, the distinct religious identity

·Dr. Shashi Bala is reader of the Department of Guru Nanak Studies at the Guru

Nanak Dev, University, Amritsar.

'Gobinder Singh, Religion and Politics in the Punjab, Deep & Deep Publications,

New Delhi, 1986, p. 48. '

2Kapur Singh, Parasaraprasna, ed. By Piar Singh & Madanjit Kaur, Guru Nanak

Dev University, Amritsar, 1989, pp. 222-223.



'II-L'dd'ZL6I''eUn::>I'eJ"OJ

1fl~~fJ~)[nw'V'II'loA'TJSITJI.{)JiJl.{ljoUO!Jnloil-t/'~~!i~lffiHunqsnqqnpuj~8Z-LZ'dd'ZI6I

'~olj1rl'Al~POS)[oogM~N'WS!lf)[!SjouO!1TJtu.lOjSUTJ.l.L'lllffimN'J'D~8-~'dd'9~6I

'mSl!JUIV"J'd'D'S'Slf)[!SiJl.{JjoJunoJJVjaJ.lBV'ljllU!S'epu'eD~~s'sI!'el~PJOdE

'pennsS111souqlS~I~louI

'U01SH~JtpHS~q110(svp,JV)J~A~JdAHllP~q1u1punojS!S~'A1HOdItlSJ~A1UO10

idcouoo~q1utuaosoSI~s1lOmJOAIoH~loJOUO!S!AumqodouisooS!lU

'soloO~q110suoutsoduroo

AIoq~lolO!MSOlmSIllo~uaw~q1pO}pJOOOllpun11U!siureswHsoW

pusS1J1Jfvtfq10sUWAq~loporarodrooutssqOqM'A~auof.rvoloO'J~lSllW

lO1Y~q1Aqq!tfvStfJuv.JDn.JnD10uotrejtduroo~loU!1PHdx~oSI~S!U01SH::lJ

q)J1S~q110iutdsumqodomsoos1lU'(Z99'd'tfluv.JDn.JnD)UO!SH::lJJ!::lq110

~OU~SS::lJ::lUU1::lq1J~AOOS1P~J01W::lq1IP101AIUOmq'S~O!lO~JdoPSHtlOlllpun

d1qSJOMJOSA~MI~UJJ01J1::lq1p::lUW::lpUOO'lqOOpou'){P.UllNoloO'SU!W~JH

punswHsoW's!80J....::llOq11MS::lSJOOOS!Ps1quI'(LC;'d'1fluv.JDwvsva)

,SU1~H~U1A1G~loJOlUllAJ~Spua~A~ls~ql.SllJpsw1qSpltlS~JqSu1SpU1qon

oloOpue~(C;6Z1'd'tfluV.JDn.JnD),UOp~~JO~IoqM~loJOiscueour,Sll1pSW!q

SIIllOSllaw~'MOlon~(C;l'd'tfJuv.JDn.JnD),Mol~q1JOlS~MOI~q1.snjjosnnq

S~SS~JPpll){llUllNoloo'SOlOnq)):1S::lq1AqopeursrAllloqlollS001SH::lJ

~A!SnpX~ue01W!llIOqonsON'UOpllpA~JItluy10SU0111~SS~OptlWSOp

S~){p.Wq:')!qMWS!Ull1ltllHlll01SOO!SH::lJpueursnnjosqeJOAqdoso{!qd~q1

S~l~S~U11'WS1JtlJOIdS001SH~J10turds::lq1utS~A::lH~qU01SH~Jq)J!S~lU

'1!~AJ::ls::lJd01WJOJJtlo!sAqd~q1q11MSUOItl

1fluv.JDn.JnD::lq1utP::lU1tllUO:')SllUO!SH::lJI~SJ::lA!UOJOnnds~qlSU1ApOqw~

snqi'Al!Unwwo:')Ill:')!l!lodP~Z!UllSJOU~OlU!dnorssno!SH~JlSy!:')tld

~WOJJP~AI0A~WS!q)J!S'AllMS!q1uI'~JOltlUItl:')PHod-ouq1~puaItl!OOS

-ouqio'sno!SHO}J-ouql::lJOAl!lU~P!orerodroo::lq1OSItlinq'SIoqWASIllW~lX::l

~AY~loAqp~SS~JdX::lAl!lU~P!Illnp!A1pu1~q1AIUOlOUSJ~MOnOJsrquo

p~JJ~JUOOpllqOlnO::llU'(Jll10~U)1!.JwVJOAUOW~J~Opnnsudsq::lqlqSnOJq1

"'3::::>6691ltl~A~q1u1'vsZVtf)/JOUOpll~JO::lqlU!'qSU!SpUNoOnJnoAq

-uopouraoStlMremocs::lq1puaparous::llO]0UO!l~JS~lU!~q1]011l!ds::lq~

£sJOJ~dw~Illq8nwaqijoslqSn~Isuo~q1IOJ1UOO01J~PJO

U!'(.l.JJW)AllloqlnllItlJOdW~lpun(J.JJJ)Al1l0lOntlpmnnds]0UO!ltlJS::l1U!~lo

]00HoqWAS'SpJOMSOM1~q1~JOMOqM'q8u1SPU1qoSltlHOlnO'J~lSllWqlX!S

~qlAqA1!Unwwo:')q)):!S~lo01U~A!S~MUO!SU::lW!PM~UV'A1!UnWWOO::lq1

JOJ~JnpOl1S~J]U!~A!S::lqO:,)SU!ltl~JOAqsrunn~AYlSJ11::lq1AqP~]~sqonoAS~M

Z8Z



Religion and Politics: The Sikh Perspective

God ordained the creation of the path of Khalsa. All followers are

commanded to accept Guru Granih Sahib as their guide, Guru Granth is

the manifest body of their Teacher, A Pure mind. all find his guidance

in the word; Khalsa, the Pure will rule, the impure will be doomed.

They, in disgust, will rejoin the Pure ultimately and be saved."

Hence, this Khalsa is defined as 'commonwealth of enlightened human

beings at a higher level of spiritual growth-a Divine Brotherhood of those

who according to Guru Nanak are sachiar (embodiment of truth and truthful

living) and according to Guru Gobind Singh are jujhar (socially committed

and active for righteous causej.' A Sikh theologian, Bhai Gurdas has defined
'the nation of the Guru-oriented people as the nation of truth. Their slogan is

Truth and their kingdom is based on the laws of Divine Truth' (Var: 26:1).

The Sikh Gurus have never encouraged the narrow based religious state,

rather they preached the universal brotherhood of man based on the ideational

foundation of the ontological principle of One God and Oneness of mankind.

The basic truths are not confined to any particular community, but they are

universal truths applicable to all and no one can claim any special privilege

by virtue of birth.

The practical example of this universal polity is manifest in Guru

Gobind Singh's choice of the five beloved ones (panj piaras) who belonged

to different castes and were from different regions. Besides, Guru's own

initiation from the five beloved ones, after initiation of them, and thus

merging the Guru disciple tradition in the larger body of the Khalsa Panth,

Here 'Panth' means the community or collective personality of the Sikhs who

have direct relation with their Guru, namely, Guru Grantli Sahib. This is the

finest example of democratic, socialistic and universal system of the Sikh

religion, based on the principle of equality, universality of human values as

well as respect for other religious traditions and scriptures.

Nonetheless, the Sikh religion stresses on the spiritualistic basis of

politics. According to Guru Nanak, the political authority is the Divine Gift,

conferred on the king or the ruler who, in turn, owes moral responsibility

"Narang and Gupta, History of the Punjab, p. 323, quoted by Ishar Singh,

Nanakism-A New World Order: Temporal and Spiritual, Ranjit Publishing House, New

Delhi, 1976, p. 213.

5J.S. Ahluwalia, Lectures in Sikhism (Delivered on 18-20 April, 2000, at

University of California) , Punjabi University, Patiala, p.l4.
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November 1760 and this institution is recognized till the present times", The

significant issues of the Sikh Panth, relating to socio-religious and political

problems were discussed in the Sarbat Khalsa which used to meet at the Akal

Takht on the occasions of Diwali and Baisakhi. Before independence, all

political struggles against the foreign invaders and against the British

imperialism took place from the premises of the religious institutions and

even after independence, all agitations were initiated from the Akal Takht.

Talking about the fundamental tenet of the Sikh politics, that is,

'Politics is for Religion' and 'Religion is for Politics', the Sikh leaders have

made use of the religious infrastructure for the political purposes. It is most

essential to understand the nature and relation of Shiromani Gurdwara

Parbandhak Committee (the most significant religious body of the Sikhs) and

Shiromani Akali Dal (the political party of the Sikhs). To protect the religio-

political identity of the Sikhs, and to liberate the Gurdwaras from the

possession of mahants, SAD was constituted in 1920 and the S.G.P.c. was.

constituted in accordance with the statutory provisions of the Sikh Gurdewara

Act of 1925. The members of the S.G.P.C. are elected by the Sikh votes,

from 120 constitutions, on the basis of universal adult franchise and elections

are conducted at the expenses of the Punjab Government by the Chief

Commissioner of Gurdwara Elections. Though the different political parties

has the right to participate in the S.G.P.C elections, yet only the majority

party can claim to represent the entire Sikh Community.

The SAD is the dominant majority party in the S.G.P.c. which gives an

impression of the Akali identity of the S.G.P.C. and this impact is visible in

its structural and functional aspects. The agenda for the election campaign of

the sgpc relates mostly to the religio-political issues, depending on the

change in the political scenario. For instance, in 1965 elections, the two rival

Akali groups had no power in the state assembly, so the issues raised were

Punjabi Suba and better Gurdwara administration. But in 1971, the SAD

being in power at the state level, was in a position to give secular allurements

to the electorates.

The political relevance of the sgpc is explicitly clear because it is the

representative body of the Sikhs, often known as the 'Sikh Parliament'. It

controls the huge amount of finance of the Gurdwaras under its jurisdiction.

8Bhagat Singh, 'The Akal Takht', The City of Amritsar, ed. By Fauja Singh, New

Delhi, 1978, p. 57.
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Chief Minister. This moderate Akali group could rule for a short period and

the other Akali group (the hardliners) with the motivation and support of

Congress could succeed to form a ministry, headed by Lachman Singh Gill,

who initiated the move to make Punjabi as the official language. After some

time, the Congress party withdrew support from the minority government but

Gill refused to resign, leading to violence in the assembly and consequently,

the imposition of Governor's rule on 13 August 1968.

In an another case, the Akalis got the opportunity to form ministry in

alliance with the Jana Sangh in 1969, with Gurnam Singh as the Chief

Minister. Here the cause of internal conflict was the religious and political

leadership, on the announcement of Award for the transfer of Chandigarh to

Punjab. Both the leaders were trying to take credit of it. The religious

leader, Sant Fateh Singh thought it was due to his threat of 'fast unto death',

but the Chief Minister took it as a reward for the Akali support to Congress

candidate (of Mrs. Gandhi) for the election of President. However, the

religious leadership proved dominant and the Chief Minister, Gurnam Singh

was expelled from the party and Parkash Singh Badal was made Chief

Minister on 27 March, 1970. II

Again in 1977, the Akali got the chance to form a ministry in alliance

with the Janta party. An anti-Congress move led to the victory of Janta-Akali

coalition government not only in the Punjab assembly, getting 91 out of 177

seats, with 58 seats of Akalis
l2
, but they also got all seats from Punjab in

alliance with Akali-Janta-CPM for Lok Sabha.
13

This was the golden

opportunity for the Akalis to gain stability in the Indian political spectrum in

alliance with Janta party. They adopted a policy of non-violent campaign for

their demands. Here again the internal conflict between the religious and

political leadership led to the creation of a split group known as Dal Khalsa,

the hardliners, who challenged the Akali Dal in sgpc elections in 1979 and

were badly defeated.

I IFor details, see M.J. Akbar, India: The Siege Within, Penguin Books, England,

1985, pp. 173-184; Encyclopedia of Sikhism, vol. I, ed. By Harbans Singh, Punjabi

University, Patiala, 1995, pp. 43-49.

12TheTribune, June 15, 1977.

13TheHindustan Times. March 20-22, 1977.
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III

Now we come to the pertinent issues, regarding the role of the Sikh

politics in the Indian politics. What type of participation in the national

politics do they want? What are their contributions to the national

mainstream? Are they presenting any challenge to the national integrity?

How can their problem be solved?

The Sikhs, in the Indian political scenario, are having the similar

apprehensions which are faced by almost every minority community or

ethnic group. There is no doubt that the Indian constitution is based on the

socialistic and democratic principles and it provides provisions for the

fundamental rights as well as directive principles of state policy. Being an

amalgamation of different linguistic, cultural, religious, ethnic and regional

groups, it recognizes, implicitly, the corporate identity of minorities and

strives to attain balance between the unitarianism and pluralistic polity. The

fear of insecurity has originated in the minorities by the emerging trends

towards the ideology of totalitarianism which repudiates the liberal and

rational attitude by stressing on the absolute allegiances to ethnicity and

religion etc. It creates the fear of assimilation of the individual into the

national body-politics. The minorities look with suspicion certain attitudes of

the majority community and contrarily, the majority community starts

doubting the political loyalty of the minorities.

Is this identity-consciousness a positive phenomena? Can it be a step

towards sectarianism or exclusiveness? Is it possible to safeguard the

identities of religio-cultural groups as well as to maintain the unity and

integrity of the nation? The main problem of the Sikh religio-politics in the

context of the Indian politics is its 'imperative to preserve its separate

identity' and the non-acceptance of the Punjabi Hindus, who interpret it 'as a

threat to the unity of the country.l5. This quest for distinct self-identity has

become a challenge. The origin of this identity-consciousness can be traced

back to the Arya Samaj Movement which attempted to absorb it into the

Hindu fold. As a reaction, the Singh Sabha Movement arose in the late

nineteenth century and its political wing, the Chief Khalsa Diwan was created

as the first political organization. In this way, the historical awareness and

consciousness of being a distinct ethnic group with the desire to preserve

15HaIji Malik, 'The Historical Legacy'. Punjab in Indian Politics: Issues and

Treds, ed. By Amrik Singh, Ajanta Publication, Delhi, 1985, pp.33-34.
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assassination of Mrs. Indira Gandhi by the Sikh terrorists and as reaction to

it, the Nov. 1984 riots in Delhi. These tragic events had made the Punjab

problem as the national problem and created a feeling of alienation,

insecurity and suspicion in the Sikh masses. In a recent interview, Mr. S.S.

Ray, who was Governor of Punjab between 1986 and 1990, attributed the

Punjab militant movement to the outcome of Punjab grievances, and said, "I

can tell your that they had some genuine grievances which New Delhi had

been ignoring all the time ... Anyway, once their grievances were looked into

their movement gradually came to an end.,,18

So far we have seen that the religio-political demands of the Sikhs such

as 'pre-eminence of Khalsa' or 'autonomous state' are centred round the

issued of distinct Sikh identity. Recently, this issue of identity is in the

limelight due to the RSS activities, which through the Rashtriya Sikh Sangat,

is distributing literature and organizing camps to prove that the roots of Sikh

heritage lie in the Hindu tradition. This movement is bound to affect the Sikh

sentiments and to disturb the religious harmony, as this issue of separate

identity had earlier sparked militancy. The Sikh conclave in its significant

meeting held at the Akal Takht on May 13, 2000, pronounced about 'the

distinct identity of the Sikhs' and expressed deep concern about these forces

which are trying to assimilate the minority communities by using political

power or other methods. They also directed the ruling party SAD to

represent the case of the Sikh Panth in the Constitutional Review

Commission, constituted by the Government of India and the Chief Minister

should ask the Government of India to delete clause 25(1) (B) of the

constitution, clubbing the Sikhs with the Hindusl9. An important point to

note here is that, as usual, the Congress party through its MP, Jagmeet Singh

Brar, is joining hands with the radicals and is presenting the Sikh issues

openly in the Parliament. The radicals are mobilizing the masses on this

issues and thus are trying to re-establish themselves again. 20

Nevertheless, the religio-political demands of the Sikh polity may prove

a challenge to the Indian politics, yet the contributions made by the Sikhs for

the emancipation of the country and for protecting the frontiers of the country

can not be ignored. The Sikh history is replete with numerous instances of

18The Tribune, May 7, 2000.

19Ibid., May 19,2000.

2oIbid., May 22, 2000.
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essential for the politicians to carry out introspection, to search for their

wrongs and to decide about the measures to set things right for Global

Fraternity and powerful nation as in envisaged by the Sikh Gurus.

III. To curb the forces of religious fundamentalism, the Government

of India must accept the genuine demands, of common interest, without any

delay tactics. It must generate policies to strengthen the dynamics of

pluralism and secularism. Here we may quote the words of Swami

Vivekananda that 'Only that plan can bring harmony which does not destroy

the individuality of man in religion". He further says, "The Christians is not

to become a Hindu or a Buddhist, nor is a Buddhist, nor is a Buddhist or a

Hindu to become a Christian. But each must assimilate the spirit of the

others and ret preserve his individuality and grow according to his own law

of growth.' So the aim of federal polity should be unity and not uniformity.

It should recognize not only the co-existence but also the co-equality of

different religious and ethnic groups and it must assure their co-participation

in the national body politics.

22Selectionsfrom the Complete Works of Swami Ytvekananda, Advaita Ashram,

Calcutta, 1995, p. 164.

23Swami Nikhilananda, 'Swami Vivekananda: India and America', Swami

Vivekananda Centenary Memorial Volume, ed., by R.C. Majumdar, Swami Vivekananda

Centenary Committee, Calcutta, 1963, p. 169.
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