
Book Review – The Sikhs 

The Sikhs, by Patwant Singh (1925-2009), is widely regarded as a foundational resource in the 

study of Sikh religion and history. Singh was a writer, political commentator and dedicated 

practitioner of the Sikh faith and wrote many books on India and the Sikhs. He is therefore well 

qualified to have penned this volume, but makes no effort to conceal his pro-Sikh bias in his 

work.  

The Sikh faith grew out of the syncretistic blend of Hinduism and Islam that was prominent in 

Lahore during the Lodhi dynasty (1450-1526). Guru Nanak (1469-1539) was raised Hindu but 

came to reject the caste system and to believe that all men were created equal. He also taught 

that all religions lead to the same God, thus rejecting the exclusivity of Islam and Christianity. 

He wrote 974 hymns and thus began the Granth Sahib, the holy book of the Sikhs. His 

successor, Guru Angad (1504-1552), composed 62 hymns. The third Sikh leader was Guru Amar 

Das (1479-1574), who led the group during the reign of the famously tolerant Mughal Emperor 

Akbar (1542-1605). Amar Das taught that Sikh women did not need to follow the Hindu custom 

of Sati, in which they burned themselves on the funeral pyre of their husbands. He also 

discouraged child marriage and allowed widows to remarry. He wrote 907 hymns in the Granth 

Sahib. The fourth guru, Ram Das (1534-1581), laid the foundation of the Grand Temple 

(Amritsar). Guru Arjan Dev (1563-1606) followed, completing the Grand Temple and writing 

2218 hymns. He complied the Granth Sahib, and became the first Sikh martyr when he was 

executed by the Mughal emperor Jahangir (1569-1627). Responding to the persecution, Guru 

Hargobind (1595-1644) built the Sikh Army, establishing a martial tradition which endures to 

this day. The final gurus in human form were Har Rai (1630-1661), Har Krishan (1656-1664), 

Tegh Bahadur (1621-1675), and Gobind Singh (1666-1708). Today the Sikh Holy Book, the 

Granth Sahib, is considered the Guru.  

Gobind Singh established the Khalsa, the collective body of all Sikhs who have gone through an 

initiation process. Each Sikh would wear five distinctive items, including kesh (long hair), kanga 

(comb), kara (steel wristband), kachh (short breeches), and kirpan (short sword). The turban 

and comb served to control the hair and the wristband symbolized the cycle of Hindu dharma. 

Gobind also gave each Sikh the surname Singh (lion). The baptism ceremony involved putting 

water into an iron bowl, adding sugar, stirring it with a sword, and reciting the Granth Sahib. 

The author notes that Gobind Singh believed “aristocracy is one of the goals of democracy.”1   

Singh’s recitation of the history of the Sikhs is tinged with strength and sadness. The late 

Mughals ferociously attacked the Sikhs and the Battles of Chamkaur (22 December 1704), 

Chappar Chiri (22 May 1710), Lohgarh (10 December 1710), and Gurdas Nagal (17 December 
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1715) burn in the collective Sikh memory. Fighting between the Sikhs (mostly in Punjab), 

Persians from the West, and Mughals from the East continued for over 100 years.  In June 1746, 

7,000 Sikhs were massacred on the spot and 3,000 more were taken to Lahore for public 

execution. On 5 February 1762 in the Battle of Kup, the Sikhs endured the Wada Ghalughara 

(Great Disaster). Ten to thirty thousand people, many women and children, were slain. With 

their victory in the Seven Years War, the British gained influence in the subcontinent and 

Mughal power waned.  

The Sikhs reached the height of their political power under Ranjit Singh (1780-1839). He led a 

coalition of Sikh groups to crush Persian and Mughal power in the Punjab and establish the Sikh 

Empire. To the south, however, the British East Company had crushed the forces of the 

Maratha Confederation (Second (1803-1805) and Third Maratha Wars (1817-1818)) despite 

overwhelming odds. As a result, Ranjit Singh made peace with the English. His empire became 

peaceful, stable and prosperous; a golden age for the Sikhs. Unfortunately political dissension 

and even treason enveloped the nation after his death. After two wars against the British in 

which treason played a major role in their defeat, the Sikhs lost their country (First Anglo-Sikh 

War (1845–1846), Second Anglo-Sikh War (1848–1849)).   

The Sikhs played essentially no role in the Sepoy Rebellion (1857-1858), after which the 

Government of the United Kingdom assumed control of India from the British East India 

Company. The Sikhs became valued allies of the English, ranking with Nepalese Ghurkas as the 

finest soldiers in the Indian Army. They played vital roles in the frontier wars, colonial wars 

elsewhere in the British Empire, and in World War I. Punjab and much of the rest of India 

prospered economically in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. However the threat from 

secularism, Islam and Christian missionaries precipitated Sikh revivalist movements (Tat Khalsa 

(1898)). 

The attitude of the British in India was all too often one of superiority, and relations grew 

turbulent. The Komagata Maru incident (1914) and the Jallianwala massacre (1919) accelerated 

the development of the Indian Independence Movement. One of the first steps in this direction 

was the Sikh Gurdwara Act of 1925, which returned Amritsar and other places of worship to 

Sikh control. The Indian National Congress under Mohandas Ghandi (1869-1948) and the 

Muslim League under Mohammad Ali Jinnah (1876-1948) led the charge for Indian 

independence. The weakening of the British Empire in World War II made independence 

inevitable, and Britain handed over permanent control on 15 August 1947. Concerns about the 

viability of India as a united state, however, led to its partitioning into Pakistan (Muslim 

majority), India (Hindu majority), and Bangladesh (Muslim majority).     

According to Singh, the post-independence history of the Sikhs in India has been marred by 

misunderstanding the persecution. After independence, Hindu and Muslim refugees streamed 



across borders seeking to live in places where they would be part of the majority. Caught in the 

middle, the Sikhs were victimized by both. The author holds that for the past 70 years, Indian 

Brahmins have been expanding their own power over India and especially over religious 

minorities such as the Sikhs. The simmering cauldron of mistrust boiled over when Prime 

Minister Indira Gandhi had the Indian Army attack the Sikh Golden Temple. Sikh bodyguards 

assassinated the Prime Minister, and Hindu mobs killed almost 3,000 Sikhs in Delhi in 1984. The 

police and the military did nothing to stop these attacks, and few perpetrators were ever 

punished.  

Conclusion 

The Sikhs by Patwant Singh, is an interesting and quick read which should be on the short list 

for anyone learning about the Sikhs. It is biased but not irredeemably so, and given the plethora 

of anti-Sikh voices on the Internet it may serve as a useful partial corrective. On a technical 

note, several pages in my edition were bound upside down and backwards. This is not hard to 

fix, but does not reflect well on the publisher, the author, or the subject matter.  

 

Questions 

1. Compare and contrast the Sikh faith with Islam. Do the same with Hinduism?  

2. What is it about the Sikh religion that makes them such a martial group? 

3. How can Christians contextualize the Bible to reach the Sikhs? 


