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The Early Politics of the Sikhs

S. Harinder Singh Roop

The broad meaning of siyasat (politics) can be understood as the
management of governance. In other words, becoming a ruler, helping someone
become a ruler, or protecting oneself from the injustices of a ruler is also
politics.When Babur attacked the Lodhis, Punjab experienced great hardship. Guru
Nanak Sahib was deeply moved, and he raised his voice against Babur’s tyranny in
the Babar Bani. Raising such a voice itself was the earliest form of Sikh politics. The
next step in this politics was to find ways to escape oppression. To protect people
from the excesses of rulers, the Guru Sahiban began building a new social order.In
politics, the greater the number of people who support one’s ideas, the greater the
success. To bring people toward one’s ways of thinking, it is necessary to love them.
Guru Nanak Dev Ji reached out to the people with deep compassion, encouraged
them to live with dignity, and uplifted them. He explained that every person has the
right to benefit from all of nature’s gifts. All human beings are brothers, created by the
same Creator. Why then should one brother harm another? The answer to this
question too can be understood as politics.Malik Bhago exploited the poor, and Guru
Nanak Sahib refused to eat at his home. The Guru revealed that in Malik’s feast lay
the blood of the poor—his wealth earned dishonestly through deceit and exploitation.
Guru Nanak Sahib saw honest work as pure milk, and by accepting the simple bread

of Bhai Lalo, he demonstrated the true colour of politics. This form of politics quickly
won the hearts of the masses. Poverty is a great curse, and loving the poor is a virtue |
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found only in the truly noble. In this love, too, there was a form of politics. Centuries = :

later, Karl Marx adopted a similar kind of politics—or rather, he closely analysed and
explained the same principles that the Guru had already lived.In Sikh history, great
emphasis is placed on the institution of langar. Langar was the first effort to eliminate
hunger. Removing hunger from the land is politics. Through langar, people sat
together in lines (pangats). By sitting together, the notions of high and low dissolved,
mutual love grew, goodwill increased, and people felt inspired to help each other in
their difficulties. All this credit goes to the institution of langar. The people were weary
of the excesses of their rulers. The sangat observed the conduct of the Guru. Without
lengthy sermons, even personal disputes were settled in their presence. The Guru
resolved conflicts of enmity, jealousy, and financial disagreements within moments.
For this reason, the sangats began calling the Gurus Sachcha Patshah—the True
King. By calling the Guru the True King, they indirectly rejected those rulers who
imposed their authority through the sword.This laid the foundation for a strong
system of Panchayati Raj among the Sikhs. The Guru was the supreme panch
(leader). These panch were unafraid of governmental power, nor did they seek
honour or favors from the kings of the time. This independence alarmed Emperor
Jahangir. Being a politician himself, he could foresee future events. He examined
and compared his own empire with the Guru’s spiritual and social sovereignty. He
noticed that not just Hindus, but even Muslims, were leaning toward Guru Arjan
Sahib. He feared that the rising wave from the Beas region might one day reach Delhi
or Agra and weaken the foundations of his empire.Thus, Jahangir declared Guru
Arjan Sahib a “kafir” in his own handwriting and, by giving it a religious colour, had him
executed—so that no devout Muslim would raise a protest against this injustice. Not
even Pir Mian Mir’s displeasure could stop him, and the emperor succeeded in his
political maneuver.Jahangir wrote whatever he wished in the Tuzk-e-Jahangiri, but in
reality, he was deeply afraid of this parallel authority—what we today might call a
parallel government. Such a government has its own systems, symbols, and ways of
functioning, running independently alongside the official state.At the time of his
martyrdom, Guru Arjan Sahib did not allow anyone to raise a hand in his defence. A
silent battle is not for the faint-hearted. When one witnesses a person embracing
martyrdom with calm acceptance, a profound sense of hatred naturally arises in the
heart against the oppressor, and the memory of the martyr’'s cause spreads on its
own. For this reason, Guru Sahib made peaceful resistance an essential feature of
Sikh politics.With the period of Guru Hargobind Sahib, Sikh politics changed
direction, but that belongs to another discussion.

Translated by Manpreet Kaur.
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