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Hew McLeod’s work on martyrdom in the Sikh tradition is minimal, 
although an understanding of the phenomenom may be pieced together 
from his collected works. It may thus be seen as inevitable that his 
doctoral students have ventured so prolificly into this terrain, particularly 
evinced by their keen interest and examinations of the execution of the 
first martyr of the Sikh tradition, Guru Arjan (d. 1606 CE), the compiler 
of the Adi Granth and its principal contributor. This paper examines and 
contrasts general claims regarding Sikh martyrdom made by all three 
scholars and specific ones about Guru Arjan’s death. 
_____________________________________________________ 

 
 
I 

 
Let us begin with Hew McLeod’s now-classic essay ‘The Evolution of 
the Sikh Community’ published in 1976.1 It is in this article that 
McLeod, like any critical historian, wondered about the many historical 
and environmental factors which played a role in the gradual shaping of 
the Sikh Panth of the past and of today.  His musings were in many ways 
interventions into the dominant Sikh narrative of the day which put 
forward an interpretation of Sikh history and religion which placed by far 
the greatest emphasis in the ongoing evolution of the Sikh community on 
the agency of the ten living Sikh Gurus. In this reading the Sikh Gurus 
were very much the architects of the history, ideology, and religion of the 
Sikh people and the post-Guru period of the Sikh tradition (after the 
death of Guru Gobind Singh in October 1708) was simply projected as a 
time when their followers did their utmost to embody that message and 
live up to its ideals.2 

McLeod began problematising this beloved narrative in much the 
same critical way he applied to the narratives of the first Sikh Master in 
his initial book, Gurū Nānak and the Sikh Religion,3 focussing in the 
process upon the effect on the nascent Sikh community of growing 
numbers after the guruship of Guru Nanak, of the large influx of 
members of the Jat caste into the Panth during the time of the fifth Guru, 
and of the sixth Guru’s strategic shift of location from the Punjab plains 
to the Shivalik hills, home of various shakti expressions of the Hindu 
tradition, expressions which over time, McLeod conjectured, helped 
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augment the tenth Guru’s understanding of himself and the larger 
universe, ultimately resulting in the composition of such works as the 
Chandi Charitr, Chandi ki Var, and the Chaubis Avtar all of which find 
their place within the Dasam Granth and, as well, in the inauguration in 
1699 of the Khalsa, the famed martial order of the Sikhs.  Although some 
of these important factors were previously mentioned or hinted at by 
other scholars (Indubhusan Banerjee referred to the importance of the Jat 
composition of the later Panth in the 1930s for example)4 no other 
historian had pondered these developments as systematically and 
presented them as effectively in the construction of the Sikh Panth as had 
McLeod. This may have been an effective presentation but it was one, let 
us remember, which was still largely speculative a claim from which 
McLeod never wavered. 

McLeod’s meditations on the development of this Sikh history were 
certainly met with skepticism, resistance, and at times vitriol as the 
appearance of Jagjit Singh’s The Sikh Revolution and the various 
publications by the Sikh Studies group led by Jasbir Singh Mann attest.5  
Unfortunately, little common ground was sought by more traditionally 
inclined scholars of Sikhism for while skeptics suggested a linear 
trajectory in which the Sikh Gurus alone had shaped Sikh history 
McLeod’s not-so-tacit claim was that this process was rather a dialectical 
one:  yes, the Sikh Gurus had shaped Sikh history but that very history 
had shaped and continues to shape the Sikh Gurus (or at least the image 
of the Gurus to later Sikhs), a point which McLeod’s sustained 
scholarship continued to advance. 

It is in this light that I would like to again turn to McLeod’s essay and 
explore the topic at hand, namely martyrdom in the Sikh tradition with a 
particular emphasis on the martyrdom of Guru Arjan, a topic on which 
both I and Pashaura Singh as McLeod’s doctoral students had earlier 
written. There is both here in McLeod’s ‘Evolution’ and throughout his 
prolific scholarship no sustained definition of martyrdom put forward6 
nor a contextual analysis of the type he masterfully presents in his 
Chaupa Singh Rahit-nama7 of those eighteenth and nineteenth-century 
Sikh works in which ideas of martyrdom prominently figure.  This is just 
as well as McLeod’s principal areas of focus are upon the life and 
teachings of Guru Nanak, the janam-sakhis, and later in his career the 
Khalsa Rahit.  It is in discussing the latter, in particular that McLeod had 
chance to speak of the Panth’s many martyrs although he did not really 
distinguish between various types of martyrdom.  But it is the way he 
speaks of them that elicits our interest. 

Although not a discourse on martyrdom itself therefore ‘The 
Evolution of the Sikh Community’ is the first place in which McLeod 
writes of what would become many similar references to what is 
considered to be the first martyrdom of the Sikh tradition, that of Guru 
Arjan, the fifth Sikh Guru, in 1606.  For Sikhs, let us be clear, this was a 
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supremely important and self-conscious act on the part of the fifth Sikh 
Master, taking to heart the teachings of the first Sikh Guru and 
undertaken to edify,8 the consequences of which are still readily felt 
throughout the history of the Sikh people, inspiring Sikhs throughout the 
world to acts of rare courage and perseverance.9  Such a tale of selfless 
sacrifice is a harrowing one, poignantly repeated in Sikh texts and 
devotedly narrated by Sikh kathākars and sung by Sikh musicians the 
world over,10 pitting evil enemies against righteous soldiers, tyrants 
against saints.  According to it Guru Arjan was falsely implicated in the 
rebellion of the emperor’s ambitious son Khusrau through the 
machinations of various personnel at the Mughal court in Lahore (the 
notorious Chandu Shah Khatri to be specific), imprisoned under the 
orders of the emperor Jahangir, and ultimately executed in horrific 
fashion even though he had the opportunity to escape his punishment and 
death through the intercession of the Muslim saint, Mian Mir.  Gruesome 
paintings of the Guru’s execution are commonplace and may be readily 
observed throughout Sikh museums within northern India adding a 
rough, evocative texture to the narrative’s prominence which further 
underscores the Guru’s physical torment.11  McLeod’s take on this event 
is brief, in the passive voice, paring away all but the most essential 
elements: 

 
Gurū Arjan, the fifth Gurū…had in some manner 
incurred the displeasure of the Mughal authorities and 
in 1606 had died while in custody.12 
 

Such brevity is of course reminiscent of McLeod’s work on Guru Nanak, 
which condenses the life of the first Sikh Master into a small number of 
paragraphs.13  Here Guru Arjan’s death is reduced to a single sentence.  
Many later scholars have understood this phrasing as a blunt critique 
and/or outright rejection of the more commonly held understanding noted 
earlier:  Guru Arjan was not killed, executed, or martyred but he had 
simply died.  As the construction of Sikh personhood is in part a product 
of the glorious narratives of the Sikh past, a past in which martyrology 
prominently figures, one can understand how McLeod’s view may be 
construed as disrespectful.14  Why does McLeod not accept Guru Arjan’s 
murder by the state as martyrdom? Sikh sources often tacitly ask.  It is 
true that he references this event as a martyrdom in later books and 
essays, but invariably this occurs, as he himself often repeats, only when 
he discloses traditional interpretations.15 During the 1980s and 90s, a 
period of severe ethnonationalist violence within the Punjab, McLeod’s 
critical approach was often felt to have been consciously fostered by 
divisive, anti-Sikh forces within the Indian government in an attempt to 
humiliate the members of the Panth and make them more amenable to the 
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demands of the Congress government.  Small groups of Sikhs within the 
Sikh diaspora continue this stance to this day.16 

Certainly McLeod’s is a mild critique of the dominant wisdom.  
Although it incorporates the central idea of the principal, near hegemonic 
Sikh narrative, that is that Guru Arjan was executed by the emperor 
Jahangir, it does not go into any of the enthusiastic and at times shocking 
detail which punctuates traditional accounts, an understanding which also 
informs McLeod’s references to Guru Tegh Bahadar’s execution and that 
of other Sikhs traditionally understood to be martyrs.  Although one may 
question McLeod’s statement in good faith (after all, there is little doubt 
that the state’s displeasure was incurred because Jahangir did indeed 
understand Guru Arjan to have blessed Khusrau’s rebellion—this itself 
takes care of the matter of ‘some manner’) McLeod’s reasoning for this 
failure is nevertheless sound, as I have shown elsewhere, insofar as there 
exists no contemporary source which supports the claims of the current 
Sikh narrative.  Indeed, contemporary and near-contemporary sources 
most certainly exist but we do not hear of Guru Arjan’s death as 
martyrdom, resistance, and defiance until the mid eighteenth century, 
nearly a century and a half after the fifth Master’s demise.  Furthermore, 
the label śahīd is not applied to him until well into the nineteenth.17  The 
reason for these absences I conjectured some years back was that there 
was no martyrologist to transform Guru Arjan’s death into glorious 
martyrdom in the way that Guru Tegh Bahadar’s biographer (if you will) 
had done in the Bachitar Natak.18  For some reason, to put it bluntly and 
in other words, Sikh authors of the seventeenth to mid eighteenth 
centuries did not find anything edifying or heroic in Guru Arjan’s 
execution, viewing the fifth Sikh Master perhaps as just one other victim 
(albeit an exceptionally significant one) of the Mughal state against 
which Khalsa Sikhs were apparently pitted.19  Nor is it explicit that Guru 
Arjan’s death was incorporated by later Sikh writers and ideologues into 
the type of ‘violent’ bhakti we discover in the tenth Guru’s writings on 
the goddess Chandi or in his wonderfully inclusive Jāp Sāhib and Akāl 
Ustāti, all compositions of which prominently figure within the Dasam 
Granth.20 
 

II 
 
Since the publication of McLeod’s essay, and later, my articles and book 
on the Sikh concept and history of martyrdom the academic conferences, 
essays, and books dealing with Guru Arjan’s death and the idea of 
martyrdom within Sikhism have been numerous, all more or less 
censuring McLeod’s claims and repeating the critique of his work noted 
above regarding the fifth Guru.21  Perhaps the most important, sustained, 
and serious assessment of my and McLeod’s analysis of contemporary 
sources is that of Pashaura Singh (another of McLeod’s students) which 
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appears in his very important book on Guru Arjan.22 This, I believe, 
requires a prolonged comment as Pashaura Singh’s discussion is a long 
and nuanced one incorporating at points some very original perspectives. 
In his chapter on Guru Arjan’s martyrdom (so titled) Pashaura Singh 
raises some very interesting and significant points in his analysis of Guru 
Arjan’s imprisonment and execution, particularly his study of the Mughal 
observance of the Mongol törä and yāsā, norms and laws respectively, as 
opposed to sharī⎥a, Islamic law.  Although yāsā and sharī⎥a may not be 
mutually exclusive (and both are somewhat flexible) Pashaura has here 
underscored the importance of the Mughal attention to their Chingissid 
legacy and how such legacy was implemented in everyday Mughal 
courtly life and observances.23 This focus on Mongol norms and 
precedents is nevertheless in my opinion somewhat exaggerated within 
the context of Guru Arjan’s death. 

With some injustice to the many points Pashaura brings to bear upon 
his understanding of the Guru’s death let me précis his overall argument 
regarding yāsā briefly.24 It runs something as follows: Jahangir’s 
memoirs mention that he had longed looked upon the ‘shop’ of the Sikh 
Gurus with distrust.  An opportunity to deal with it arrived when the fifth 
Guru placed a sign of fortune on the rebel Khusrau’s forehead.  Hearing 
of this the emperor ordered the Guru’s imprisonment and then 
commanded him to be subjected to siyāsat o yāsā which, strictly 
speaking, we may translate as ‘punishment in accordance with Chingissid 
custom and code’ but which could simply mean emphatically punished or 
executed as Wheeler Thackston’s translation of the Jahāngīr-nāmah 
indicates.25  So far we follow the emperor’s memoirs.  Here is Pashaura’s 
novel contribution:  He claims that the yāsā is here the equivalent of törä 
which maintains in regard to the execution of those of royal or honoured 
background that blood not be spilled.  Ipso facto as Guru Arjan was a 
spiritual figure he was tortured and killed without the shedding of his 
blood and thus, Professor Singh reasons, the relatively tame mention of 
‘torture’ (āzār) to which the Guru was subjected that is mentioned in the 
Persian Dabistān-i Mazāhib written about 40 years after the event is 
likely accurate.26  He also adds, to support the contention that torture was 
indeed applied, a contemporary apocryphal shalok in the Banno 
recension of the Adi Granth which mentions dousing the soul within 
burning hot sand, claiming that there may also be some truth to the more 
colourful narrative which states that Guru Arjan was placed upon a large 
griddle whilst it was heated and had hot sand poured upon him. 27  
Finally, he states that the description elaborated in the later eighteenth 
century in Kesar Singh Chhibbar’s Bansāvalī-nāmā (1776 CE) in which 
the Guru died after being bound and thrown into the Ravi may also be 
accurate.28  Why did no Sikh bother to describe the Guru’s suffering?  
Pashaura Singh speculates that the famous vār of Bhai Gurdas Bhalla in 
which Guru Arjan’s death is memorialised fails to include any reference 
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to inflicted injuries because ‘the memory of what Bhai Gurdas actually 
witnessed was too painful for him to describe in words.’29 

Pashaura’s claim, I must state, is an important one and gives a fresh 
interpretation to Guru Arjan’s execution by being the first to emphasise 
the application of the Chingissid törä in regard to it. But it is 
questionable despite its novelty as it hinges in large part upon the 
speculation that Jahangir would have understood Guru Arjan to be either 
royal, honoured, or spiritual.30  We do hear of Jahangir applying the 
principles of the törä for example to his  rebellious son, Khusrau, who 
was brought to him with hands bound and chains on his legs in the törä-
esque fashion so prescribed.31  The question to ask therefore is Did 
Jahangir understand Guru Arjan and by extension the young Sikh Panth 
in the way that Pashaura suggests? This seems unlikely as Guru Arjan, 
according to Jahangir, was not a genuine spiritual guide, but rather a 
pretender to the status who merely dressed the part, dar libās-i pīrī o 
shaikhī ‘in the garments of spirituality and holiness’. Guru Arjan’s 
teachings were, Jahangir continues, the ‘false trade’ (dokān-i bātil) of an 
‘inconsequential little fellow’ (mardak-i majhūl) whose falseness 
Jahangir himself had realised when the Guru applied the qashqah to the 
seditious Khusrau’s forehead.32  It is worth noting that some of 
Khusrau’s other sympathisers were treated in a very harsh manner, 
paraded around in the skin of an ass before the captured prince’s very 
eyes, torture which Jahangir cheerfully describes (something he does not 
do regarding Guru Arjan’s execution).33 Would the emperor therefore 
advise his subordinates in Lahore to take such care in carrying out Guru 
Arjan’s death sentence, the guru of a group which was to say the least an 
exceedingly marginal presence in Mughal sources,34 to ensure that he 
was killed in what we can only assume to be a relatively respectful 
manner (torturous, yes, but respectful nevertheless)?  In the light of the 
emperor’s memoirs I think this unlikely despite the use of the specific 
terms siyāsat o yāsā.  In this regard therefore I suggest that Thackston’s 
translation is more accurate than the one provided, for example, by 
Ganda Singh (‘put to death with tortures’) and embraced by later Sikhs.35 

There are other nuances to Pashaura’s overall argument which require 
similar attention.  In regard to the allocation of blame for example we are 
also given cause to pause. In examining eighteenth-century sources 
dealing with Guru Arjan Pashaura notes the two narratives of Kirpal Das 
and Sarup Das Bhalla which are in general agreement.36  In the latter we 
find that the emperor was actually misled by Chandu Shah into fining the 
Guru after which Chandu Shah paid the fine and tortured the Guru to 
death to exact his revenge for having his offer to marry his daughter to 
Guru Arjan’s son Hargobind rebuffed. As Harbans Kaur Sagu claims 
‘Bhalla allocates total blame to Chandu and none to the emperor 
Jahangir.’37  Is it possible that the Mughal state purposefully fostered this 
narrative to allocate blame to Chandu Shah for the Guru’s execution and 



Lou Fenech: Martyrdom 81 

 

thus ensure that Jahangir was not implicated in the act? asks Pashaura 
Singh.  A tempting reading which Pashaura supports by noting the gossip 
conveyed by the Portuguese Jesuit Jerome Xavier in his letter to his 
superiors in Lisbon.38 Yet, the simple fact that the emperor himself 
mentioned his order to execute the Guru in his memoirs is enough to 
problematise this interpretation.  Such memoirs after all were not meant 
to be privately held but distributed to princes, royalty, and other family 
members as gifts since these, like the famed Mirrors literature, were 
prepared to instruct and edify.39  The importance of ‘book culture’ within 
the Mughal court, books as commodities, reflections of power, and 
potential gifts in which this power is conveyed is one of the Indo-
Timurid court’s well known facets,40 a point to which Pashaura refers 
when speaking of manuscripts of the Adi Granth.41  Such a sympathetic 
reading of contemporary sources suggests that although Pashaura Singh 
is very cautious in his approach to Guru Arjan’s death he ultimately 
remains more true to the accepted interpretation than either myself or 
McLeod.  Important as Pashaura’s claims may be therefore these do not 
really go beyond McLeod’s brief sentence and thus his analysis fails to 
critically advance our understanding of the event of the Guru’s death.  It 
rounds out the narrative innovatively to be sure, but forwards it little. 

Before leaving Pashaura Singh’s research let us note another source 
to which he turns his gaze and which requires some comment, the 
infamous letter of Shaikh Ahmad Sirhindi (1564-1624). Pashaura’s focus 
on this is equally problematic. As Indu Banga has recently shown the 
passage in question dealing with Guru Arjan is written as a digression (a 
somewhat more lengthy aside than she gives it credit, mind you)42 in an 
advocation of the glory of Sirhindi’s particular variety of Islam.43  
Indeed, the simple fact that Sirhindi phrases the event in the passive 
voice in Persian (kushtan-i kāfir-i la⎥in-i goindwāl bisyār khūb wāqi⎥ 
shud, ‘the execution of the accursed kafir of Goindwal very fortunately 
happened’) and thus not in the jubilant tone which either Ganda Singh or 
Pashaura Singh note, supports this claim.44   

Yet even Indu Banga fails to note that the emphasis on Sirhindi falls 
into the same precarious trap into which scholars have been falling since 
the late nineteenth century, namely the failure to recognise that both the 
Naqshbandi order’s and Sirhindi’s significance is a product of later 
Indian historiography, in particular that of the Naqshbandiyya silsilah 
itself, something to which Pashaura Singh himself points.45  It seems to 
me that Jahangir, who let us recall had previously rebelled against his 
father; proclaimed himself emperor; gone so far as to have his father’s 
truly beloved court favourite, Shaikh Abu⎤l Fazl ⎥Allami killed; and had 
already ruled securely as emperor for a number of months before 
deciding to deal with Khusrau would not have thought twice about the 
support of a group and a man whom at one point in time he considered 
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deluded (as he so notes in his memoirs), deluded indeed for having 
questioned Jahangir’s sovereignty.46 Scholars of Sikh history and all 
those who uncritically accept the standard narrative in which Sirhindi 
prominently figures here seem to me to be blatantly caricaturing the 
Islam of the Mughal court thus confusing the flashing of Islamic 
credentials with the wholehearted support of the Naqshbandiyya. The 
two could be quite different; indeed, there were many ways of expressing 
‘Muslim-ness’ in Mughal circles during the period of Jahangir as 
Jahangir himself often implies in his memoirs. There were moreover 
other Sufis and Sufi groups within the Mughal court whose attitudes 
towards non-Muslims were nowhere near as harsh as Sirhindi’s, 
particularly the Qadriyyah order to which the already mentioned Mian 
Mir belonged and the Chishtiyya silsilah the reverence to which Jahangir 
continued after his father’s death (despite what appears to be Nur Jahan’s 
dislike of this order which, Ellison Findly speculates, may have resulted 
in the decline of Shaikh Salim Chishti’s family within the Mughal 
darbar).47 Would their support have been any less or more significant to 
buttress Jahangir’s wish to retain the power in which he was already in 
full possession?  Mian Mir was certainly held in high esteem by Jahangir 
and it seems likely that the great Sufi’s opinion would have carried far 
more weight than Sirhindi’s.  Based on a survey of materials produced by 
other Naqshbandi centres throughout northern and southern India, 
moreover, it seems quite clear that the small clique of Naqshbandis with 
whom the emperor Jahangir was familiar was never really a significant or 
influential one, despite both the emperor’s financial donations to it and  
Sirhindi’s own prolific output to the contrary.48 

 
III 

 
Let us now return to Hew McLeod.  McLeod never really mentions the 
supposed influence of Ahmad Sirhindi on those who caused Guru 
Arjan’s death in his work as once again his focus lay elsewhere, and 
there is only so much one scholar can do.  Within it furthermore there are 
no systematic statements about the phenomenon that is martyrdom apart 
from the brief definition we find in his dictionary.  From this we assume 
that when McLeod did choose to write about or reference the Panth’s 
many martyrs he did so with a definition that was rather instrumental, a 
characterisation we can piece together cumulatively through his various 
books and articles.  Simply put McLeod interprets ideas of martyrdom 
through an ostensibly Semitic lens, achieving a definition which is quite 
similar to those we find in Judaic, Christian, and Muslim sources:49  ‘a 
conceptual system of posthumous recognition and anticipated reward’ a 
phrase I used in an earlier article underscoring in part the Sikh 
martyrological debt to Arabic and Islam.50  Although he does not accord 
to it the type of strictly Indic definition we find in Balbinder Bhogal’s 
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significant work on religious violence in the Sikh tradition51 we 
nevertheless discover that in the light of recent researches into Sikh 
martyrdom there is a good deal which, like a definition, McLeod implies 
without actually saying. 

As the lives of the Sikh Gurus have been shaped by received Sikh 
history and memory so too has this affected the lives and the image of the 
Panth’s glorious dead.  McLeod’s research does not give the type of 
contextual analysis we see for example in Ratan Singh Bhangu’s self-
conscious adoption of a martyrological strategy to achieve his own mid 
to late nineteenth-century goals (the unity of the Panth in the light of 
increasing British incursions into the Punjab put simply),52 but it 
nevertheless implies that the martyr is very much the creation of the 
martryologist a point upon which many works of and on Sikh martyrdom 
apparently fail to elaborate thus taking at face value traditional narratives. 
In the mid 1990s McLeod was asked to prepare his Historical Dictionary 
of Sikhism, the arena in which he finally clearly defined what he meant 
by martyrdom. The term he defines however is actually shahīd, the 
Arabic equivalent from which we receive the Punjabi śahīd but it is a 
term he does not examine historically or contextually.  For the word 
śahīd in the period of the Sikh Gurus and beyond meant in the eighteenth 
century many things to many people, people amongst whom the Sikhs 
were included.  Certainly the word śahīd as I noted elsewhere was within 
the lexicon of Punjabi Sikhs since the times of Guru Nanak who uses the 
word in the Adi Granth as too does the Hindu Bhagat, Raidas.53  We also 
discover it in the vars of Bhai Gurdas and very sparingly in eighteenth-
century Sikh literature.54  I assumed based on these early readings that it 
was both the term’s intimate association with Islam, against which 
Khalsa Sikhs were apparently pitted according to contemporary 
literature, and to its associations with the ‘enchanted’ environment of 
eighteenth and nineteenth-century Punjab which allocated the status to 
people killed in any number of ways, which precluded its use in 
eighteenth-century Sikh literature.55 This was more or less repeated in 
Professor McLeod’s major study of the Khalsa rahit-namas, Sikhs of the 
Khalsa, in his attempt to demonstrate that the idea has little salience 
within this particular genre of Sikh literature.56  For the most part I 
continue to stand by that assessment.  Since the publication of my book 
in the year 2000, however, it has been pointed out to me that the word 
does appear in at least one source which I had overlooked in earlier 
studies, the Pakhyān Charitr attributed to Guru Gobind Singh and which 
appears in the Dasam Granth.  For Pashaura Singh this failure throws 
doubt upon my assumption about the word śahīd.57 

Pashaura is certainly correct.  There can be little doubt that the 
passage in question (Charitr Pakhyān 102:30, Dasam Granth, p. 948) 
refers to the martyr, the heroic warrior martyr who becomes so by being 
killed in righteous battle, as he or she came to be understood in the very 



84 JPS 17:1&2 

  

early nineteenth century under the masterful hand of Seva Singh 
Kaushish.58 The passage in question deserves some scrutiny, from the 
tale of Raja Dasarath and Rani Kekai, the father and stepmother of the 
Ramayana’s Ram Chandar respectively: 

 
A bloody battle ensued in which many unparalleled 
heroes had resolved to die fighting.  They attacked with 
fury directed from every direction towards the enemy.  
During the battle many fell as pure martyrs.  Shyam 
alone knows the number of warriors who fell 
fighting.59 
 

The definition here seems clear, but an ambiguity persists nevertheless.  
What makes this claim important is that the term śahīd is prefaced by the 
word pāk or pure indicating of course that the author of this particular 
charitr felt that there were also impure examples of śahīds in existence. I 
suggest that this statement both does and does not throw my assumption 
into question. On the one hand, the soldiers who fell were ‘pure martyrs’ 
most likely in the sense that they died in battle and were thereby united to 
Akal Purakh, but on the other hand the author makes clear that there were 
other definitions of the śahīd with which he was familiar but which he 
does not specifically mention, impure understandings if you will which I 
examined in Martyrdom in the Sikh Tradition.60 

All these ‘impure’ understandings are absent from McLeod’s 
Historical Dictionary definition.  He does mention that the idea of the 
śahīd and of śahādat/ śahīdī (martyrdom) continues to play a central part 
in the history of the Panth and in this he is quite correct as we see the 
Sikh tradition of martyrdom articulated in many different genres, in 
prayer, calendar art, and song to name just a few.61 We also find the 
appearance of specific Sikh śahīds in such places as Singapore (Bhai 
Maharaj Singh), Canada (Mewa Singh), and the United Kingdom 
(Udham Singh), Sikhs whose deaths have been appropriated as cultural 
artefacts in order to articulate a particular Sikh identity within these 
respective countries with the hope of fostering its recognition and the 
position of the Sikh community there vis a vis the state,62 underscoring 
the importance of martyrdom in constructions of Sikh identity and 
history for Sikhs the world over. 

Sikh martyrs furthermore like other Indians and even soldiers killed 
during the period of the British and after Partition in 1947 have played an 
important role in the construction of and control over sacred space with 
martyries established at virtually all sites onto which Sikh blood as 
fallen. The same holds true for those Sikhs killed during the recent period 
of ethnonationalist violence, including such Sikhs as, among many 
others, Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale. And, as well, martyrs figure 
intimately within recent studies of Indian cartography in which the 
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outlines of the nation, be it the Indian nation itself or the imagined entity 
of Khalistan, the so-called homeland of the Sikhs, have been plotted 
through such sacrifice.63 The blood of martyrdom in these related 
contexts is indicative of ownership and power. Indeed, the maps of India 
or of the proposed Khalistan become in this context martyries unto 
themselves virtual representations onto which Sikhs have projected their 
past, present, and their future, a future we are often told which can only 
be achieved by further sacrifice. 

Ultimately therefore we may suggest that this is perhaps the reason 
why both McLeod’s and my statements about Guru Arjan and by 
extension those others of ours which refer to subsequent Sikh martyrs 
incur such displeasure.  These are caricatured and made to appear as if 
these encourage Sikhs not only to deny their past but to also deny them 
an important place in the future of all of us. 
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