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Abstract

Religion and Nationalism in India:
The Case of Punjab,1960 -1995

The research examines the factors which account for the emergence of ethno-nationalist
movements in multi-ethnic and late industrialising societies such as India. The research
employs a historical sociological approach to the study of nationalism. Opening with an
interrogation of the classic theories of nationalism, the research shows the Eurocentric
limitations of these works. By providing an account of the distinctive nature and
development of Indian nationalism, it is maintained that the nature, growth, timing and
scope of nationalist movements is affected by the level of development and the nature of
the state and society in which they emerge.

Using the theoretical framework developed here, the theses seeks to explain the nature
and timing of breakaway movements in the Indian subcontinent. By providing an account
of the social composition of the Sikh secessionist movement, the research shifts the focus
on to the peasantry. Consequently, the study interrogates the social and cultural sphere
beyond the English-speaking Indian élite. The role of the widely influential media, such as
the vernacular press and cassettes, in ethnic movements is also considered. The hypothesis
is that the conjunction of three sets of factors explain the rise of Sikh nationalism. The first
is economic, notably the transition to commercial agriculture, the second is the revolution
in communication, notably the expansion of vernacular press and cassettes and the third is
religious, notably the revolutionary Sikh religious ideology with emphasis on martyrdom.
The theses traces the three stage evolution of the Sikhs from a religious congregation into
an ethnic community in the nineteenth century and from an ethnic community into a nation
in the twentieth century.
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Preface and Acknowledgments

India is a subcontinent, with a population of over 900 million, covering a wide range of
ecological zones. The countless linguistic and religious groupings are frequently on the
boil, if not engaged in open conflict. The proliferation of ethno-nationalist movements
there has generated a growing concern among social scientists in recent years. The aim of
this theses is to ascertain the vital conditions and processes which give rise to ethnic
conflict in contemporary India, and to place these developments in a broader historical
context. The research is also an attempt to recast the theory of nationalism and purge it of
its Eurocentric and élitist bias. In my view, an adequate theoretical comprehension of
nationalism outside Europe has to come to terms with Asian institutions and history.

Any attempt to encompass so vast a theme is bound to be selective. My
research thel.'efore concentrates on the Punjab and gives a detailed account of the Sikh
movement for an independent state in India. My choice of the Sikh case has been
influenced by the fact that I belong to fhe Punjab and am most familiar with its history and
events. My interest in the subject was stimulated by the recent turmoil in the Punjab. This
involvement may help to explain some of the biases and the choice of the specific case.

As will be apparent to the reader, two books have deeply influenced my
comprehension of nationalism. The first book is Benedict Anderson’s, Imagined
Communities and the other book is Barrington Moore Jr.’s classic work, The Social

Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy.



I have benefited enormously from the guidance of my tutors, Dr. Alfred Gell and
Professor Anthony D. Smith. Apart from the intellectual advice and criticism, Dr. Alfred
Gell gave me invaluable support in finding a suitable intellectual environment to carry on
this piece of research and Professor Anthony D. Smith went out of his way to assist my
efforts for financial assistance. This research would not have been possible without their
help and encouragement all through this period. At all stages the support that my family

gave me was fundamental and varied.
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Introduction

South Asia today presents a mosaic of artificial administrative entities left behind by the
British imperial power. In the half century since Independence, the stability of the post-
colonial state in South Asia has been threatened by recurrent and violent conflict between
the central authorities and a variety of ethnic minorities. The Muhajir uprising in Pakistan;
Tamil separatism in Sri Lanka,; tribal insurgency in Bangladesh’s Chittagong Hill Tracts;
montagnard irredentism in Indian Kashmir and Sikh separatism m India present a congeries
of contemporary breakaway movements in the Indian sub-continent.

India’s complex social structure presents a kaleidoscopic cultural universe; a
plethora of regional distinctions; a motley complex of traditions; nearly five hundred
languages and dialects are spoken by nearly 900 million people.' It is indeed
remarkable that this broad cultural ensemble is subsumed under a central political
authority, which is itself an artificial administrative entity. It is natural for these diverse
ethnic groups to assert their cultural identity. The principal bases of identity assertion
perceived as threats to the national state in India are religion, language and tribe. Soon
after India’s independence in 1947, the foremost controversy to push India to the brink
of civil disorder was the linguistic issue. However, the carving'of territorial units based
on language resolved the burning language issue in the 1950s and 1960s. Since the
1980s, it is religious identity assertions, particularly in conjunction with territorial bases,
that have afflicted the Indian national state. The Sikh demand for an independent state
and the Muslim claims for autonomy in Kashmir are the two foremost movements for

political secession in contemporary India, which possess both religious and territorial

'Peter van der Veer, Religious Nationalism: Hindus and Muslims in
India, University of California Press, Los Angeles, 1994, p.1l65.
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Introduction

bases. According to one survey, the destruction, in terms of the number of people who
have lost their lives and the damage caused to public property, wrought by these
conflicts is far worse than the destruction caused by the three Indo-Pakistan wars.>
These internal wars for political secession are the subject of our study and we take the Sikh
movement for sovereignty in India as our central example.

In considering the Sikh unrest, two important facts must be borne in mind. First,
Punjab has progressively shrunk in size over the last half century. The Punjab province
today occupies only a fraction of the area it occupied before the last half of this century.
Secondly, since 1966 the cultural distinctiveness of Punjab is provided by the fact that a
majority of its population is Sikh. This fact acquires a particular significance when it is
remembered that the Sikhs are a national minority, whilst at the same time enjoying a
distinctive history and cultural identity, and consistently claiming a heritage entirely different
from that of either Hindus with whom they have no history of antagonism, or from Muslims
with whom they have a history of powerful antagonistic struggles. The Sikhs are a people
objectively distinct in religion, though not in language, from other ethnic groups in the
north, who have succeeded in acquiring a high degree of internal social and political
cohesion aﬁd subjective self-awareness, and who have achieved political significance as a
group within the Indian Union.* The Punjabi-speaking Sikhs seemingly possess the classic
ingredients of nationality formation: a geographical region, an arena of history and language
linked to culture, and a religious ideology. Moreover, Punjab has been the granary of the
India and is the richest state in India, with an average income of £220 per year. Punjab has

its border with Pakistan and the Kashmir region, therefore it is a region of strategic

2The Tribune, 15 November 1995.
3paul Brass, Language, Religion and Politics in North India,
Cambridge University Press, 1974, p.277.

11



) B*,Al+

+113A

1

KK LK

$ %&
+
& #
& 2?2
S "S
&. &
S
S
5 B8
87,, 6

MN K (¢
23 0-("1
A Wp,> y
4 #H
- 5R&X P
( 789) 9 !
(! 7 K E F Y
1 (" $4:*: ,
LLLLLES & 9 K§ KUK"
&VVK KS KP ZM E
5( 3 XE
! 8 S&
5 : .
# - gy ) 975 2 sC
! 5 $ o L -
89 4@/ << " t - B. S
8 e) -5109 3)9
9 7% 9 GYBB*13*>
6=> Y . ] Y &
l& P
279 pEERY
9AC B ) :
& ? 5 14 B
6 . 1
A5
8 -9
9
E 5
E #r
9 P+6
S
4
(
60?2 " L
607 L

56
7
[
8E RE "V
99 ", 977

3% )SSVV KL

E " 5 N3
g bFRF 5

*
SK
9) J >] 3

#$ % &'()

RM
P n
RS UKK

1s
3



Introduction
importance. Therefore, events which take place within its borders constitute another
perspective on the future of the Indian polity and society. Most importantly, a land of
remarkable cultural diversity, Punjab as is well known, is virtually a test-tube example of
change and transformation. Examples of new forms of collective consciousness, social
movements and intellectual ferment abound and enable the social scientist to explore these
societal tensions.

Located on the north-eastern margins of India, the region of Punjab, has been the
gateway into the Indo-Gangetic plains for invaders over the last three millennia. The northern
boundary of Punjab was marked by the vast Himalayan mountains, while the river Indus in the
west demarcated the ;vestem border of the prlovince, and the river Yamuna marked the eastern
boundary separating Punjab from the Gangetic plains. Extending from the foothills of the
Himalayas, the Punjab is an extensive plain sloping gently down from the snow-clad mountains
in the north and the west towards the @rcMg deserts in the south.

The name Punjab, meaning ‘the land of five rivers’, is based on the five feeder rivers -
Jhelum, Chenab, Ravi, Beas and Sutlej - which once flowed through Punjab. At present, the
topography of Punjab is etched by only three of the major five rivers, which have created three
intra-fluvial tracts. These internal physiographic zones have influenced many of the internal
cultural and regional cleavages among the Sikhs. The region enclosed between the river Ravi
and the Chenab is the Majha region. The Majha is often considered the ‘cradle of Sikhism’,
because of the presence of major Sikh shrines and pilgrimage centres associated with the Sikh
gurus. Vigorous campaigns associated with the Sikhs have often proliferated in this territory.
Between the rivers Beas and Sutlej lies the narrow fertile tract of Doaba, also known as the

13



Introduction

garden of Punjab. The territory enclosed between the rivers Ravi and the Chenab is the Malwa
region. This territory never became part of Lahore state under Maharaja Ranjit Singh. Under
British suzerainty, several Sikh chiefs of Malwa had to cede their dominions to the imperial
rulers. Here it is useful to note that in its initial phase, the Sikh unrest was confined to the
Majha area. However, as the Sikh movement gained momentum, the Majha and the Malwa
regions became the main areas of resistance. Some attribute this to the proximity of these areas
to the border with Pakistan, which allows an easy escape route; while others have emphasized
the history and tradition associated with each socio-geographic region.

This fertile region, roughly appearing like a triangle, had formed part of the ancient
Indus Valley civilization in the third millennium before Christ, when Dravidian city-states had
dotted the Indus Valley. Scholars are divided on whether the Aryan invaders swept the region
in the second millennium before Christ and whether they established small republics all over
Punjab. It was in Punjab that Vedic Hinduism flourished and many classic Sanskrit works
written. Not only did the Vedic Aryans evolve a new system of religious belief and practice, but
they also established the social system based on caste. The dark skinned Dravidians were
relegated to the unprivileged status of dasas, ‘or slaves’. The Sikhs of Punjab are believed to
have descended from the Aryan settlers. Indologists widely agree that Indian civilization was
among the oldest in the world and its cradle was in Punjab. During the fourth century before
Christ Greek armies under Alexander swept across Punjab and imprinted an unmatched artistic
pattern on the land. Soon after Alexander’s departure, the Punjab was brought under the rule

of the powerful Mauryan empire. During this period, Buddhism came to dominate the religious

14



Introduction

life of the people of Punjab. In the second century before Christ, the Greek king Menander
established his power in Punjab; Greek coins bear testimony to the Hellenic influence in Punjab.

The advent of a series of invasions by Arab, Afghan, Turkish and Persian conquerors
from the seventh century was to leave an Islamic imprint on the land and its people. In the mid
eighteenth century the Afghan invader successfully detached the province of Punjab ﬁ'om the
rest of India. This conquest was followed by the establishment of the vast Sikh empire under
Mabharaja Ranjit Singh during the eighteenth century. Sikh political power collapsed on 29
March 1849, with the British conquest of Punjab following two Anglo-Sikh wars. The
independence of India in 1947 and the sanguinary partition of British Punjab between
India and Pakistan on the basis of Hindu and Muslim majority areas, resulted in the
massive reorganization of the territorial boundaries of Punjab. In September 1966, the
Punjab province was further trifurcated under the Punjab State Reorganization Bill. The
southern, Hindi-speaking, plain districts were formed into a new state of Haryana, the
other Hindi-speaking hill districts to fhe north of Punjab were merged with neighbouring
Himachal Pradesh and the remaining Punjabi-speaking areas formed the new state of
Punjab. At present, the geographical area of Punjab is 5,033,000 hectares and the population
is 20,190,795, of which 70.28 per cent is rural and 29.72 is urban. Further, 36.93 per cent of
the population is Hindu and 60.75 per cent is Sikh according to the figures provided in the

Statistical Abstract of Punjab for 1991-92.
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