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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.\WWhen 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

Jireached 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 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. Asilent 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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Towards Social Development or Social Decline?

Change is an inherent law of society. Today, it is often said that human
beings are progressing and becoming modern; however, the direction of this change is
primarily material, not mental. When we speak of progress, all our examples point towards
material advancement—travelling across the world, the shrinking of distances, fashion
diversity, the increase of hotels and clubs in daily life, fast food, excessive spending,
refined languages, and so on.Yet this entire pattern of growth belongs to external
development—that is, material progress. It may be considered development, but the
mental state or inner direction of human beings behind this change becomes an essential
question when discussing real progress.Indian philosophy has always emphasized mental
and spiritual growth more than material advancement. Although our current path of
material progress is influenced by Western ideas—where mental development is defined
by comfort and human rights—an important question arises: what is the true condition of
social and moral values within that very Western civilization?Even if we assume that
individuals there enjoy complete physical comforts, it is equally true that the joy of mental
well-being and the radiance of spirituality are diminishing. Hidden facts point to this—such
as the reality that 80% of individuals suffer from stress and depend on anti-stress
medication. This raises a pressing question: in a society where social bonds are
weakening, is rising stress the result of declining mental strength?Material development
has always progressed rapidly, whereas mental development occurs slowly. Because of
this slowness, it is often labelled cultural backwardness—and Indian philosophy has
repeatedly been subjected to such judgement. Today, under the influence of
Westernization, we have limited ourselves almost entirely to material progress. Increasing
wealth and possessions and the rise in personal needs are hollowing out our families from
within. No one has time to sit with their families and enjoy life. Material abundance has
created a scarcity of time. People seek peace externally. Relationships have become
materialistic and self-centered.This is why family and social fragmentation continue to
rise.For centuries, the birth of girls in our society was unwelcome. After the birth of a

daughter, midwives would often kill the infant and remark: ‘38 uret yet a3t iy s et fg @

uiFt"Today’s mechanical age has produced newer methods to eliminate female children.

Despite the Sikh Gurus forbidding any relationship with families who killed their daughters,
very few households today have remained free from this sin. The rising rate of female
foeticide and the declining female population in census reports reveal the kind of mental
progress we have made.Studies show that female foeticide is more common among
educated and wealthy families than among the poor or uneducated.With the breakdown of
joint families, institutions such as orphanages and old-age homes have emerged.
Childhood values and security in old age are disappearing. In this race for progress,
separate rooms, separate televisions, and separate lifestyles have become common.
People are becoming isolated from one another. Material diversity has broken our eternal
bonds and pushed us towards temporary connections. Our old social and moral values
have shattered to the extent that even changing life partners has become a trend in Indian
society.Yet this external search for satisfaction does not lead to inner fulfillment.As a result,
mental insecurity increases. Society then faces consequences such as suicide,
alcoholism, drug addiction, murder, rape, domestic violence, marital breakdown, conflicts,
property disputes, children abandoning parents, widening economic gaps, and countless
other social evils.Now that the iliness has deepened, our attention must turn first to the
causes, then to the remedy. Indian philosophy prioritizes spiritual advancement and
balanced living—not only in food, drink, speech, and thought, but also in social and moral
conduct. True human development lies in inner spiritual bliss, through which qualities

emerge that strengthen family and social life. However, by walking solely on the path of
material progress, we have drifted away from spiritual development and thus away from

our roots.Bhagat Kabir Ji’s words beautifully describe our condition:H™t & uzar & 593 3l

oY 98 1S §% 6fe6 feaz 1l ITRIHE a8 U= 39 9198 93 JIHTen aret 38 d=6 a3 Jlln

today’s age, the search for peace has led people to adopt meditation, proving that material
abundance alone cannot give true happiness or mental calm. There is a need to rise above
selfishness and materialism and reconnect with our roots—where we receive guidance to

connect with the universe and restore social harmony:Ha 3 #f3 AU J MUsT HS UTSIIFd HE

A9 &a sl 33 & W@ IHIIWhen one recognizes and reconnects with one’s root, one

never withers. Eternal joy and peace are attained. The changing seasons of life—joy or
sorrow, pleasure or pain—cannot shake such a person because their roots are
strong.What is needed is only to recognize and return to that root. This alone can balance
our material development and make our lifestyle—eating, living, dressing—naturally

simple:srar dg urer yHt wnrglifag v 35 UiEhi v wi gsfa fearaligrer 39 Use urft wmmaiifas U

35 UM v Wi §8fg feaallizTsa | yg fidt f3m &t a€ ufsiiThe path of mental and

spiritual development frees an individual from the grip of maya and instead places maya
under their control. The difference between maya and meaa (compassion) is only a single
matra, yet the meanings are vastly different.Connection with meaa makes life blessed;
attachment to maya disconnects us from our roots. This difference is visible in the lives of
the gurmukh and the manmukh. The manmukh does not recognize the
Source—considering the Giver insignificant but the gift enormous. Guru Arjan Dev Ji

teaches:3f3 IG HI HHTS gdeard f3e TaIIThe wise say that a gurmukh is like the swan that

dwells in the sacred lake—it does not need a muddy puddle. The gurmukh is like the koel
that always sings in gardens, while the manmukh is like the crane wandering from pond to
pond.The crow sits on dry trees and is always shifting; similarly, a manmukh keeps
wandering. A gurmukh, on the other hand, is like a firmly rooted tree, giving fruit and

shade.Bhai Gurdas Ji expresses this beautifully:310 €3 HaHg 9a1%" 99 U3 fefg miafes

T8 nfg =fe =fe =fe € g€ w2l (=79 Y:1¢) The manmukh, upon receiving gifts, forgets the

Giver; but the gurmukh, thanking the Almighty, shares everything with others and never
considers anything as his own.King Janak, despite possessing immense wealth, remained

unattached—an ideal balance between maya and meaa.Bhai Vir Singh Ji says:»rgmg Wt

A< 33 H 3t en3 &7 areftinign &7 3 garft 8 feg A3 miat mirdtl Expressing gratitude to the One

who forever gives—this is a revered part of Indian philosophy.If we pursue material
progress while simultaneously nurturing spiritual development, only then can social and
moral growth truly take place—and human life becomes meaningful.

Varinderjeet Kaur

Translated by Manpreet Kaur
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