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Abttr.ct 

• PocusinS on the Sikh separatist movement, this thesis 8tresse8 th. 

importance of the internal dynamics of nationalist movements. In 

particular, attention i. siven to the source. of factionali•• -- different 

vision. of the nation in the community, claaa, and leadership rivalr,. The 

Sikh nationalist movement baa alway. displayed internal cleavases, and ba, 

alwa,. been in conflict with the central authorities. The current crisis in 

Punjab has resulted from a protracted internal conflict, between weaItby Jat 

Sikh farmers particularly of the Malwa resion of Punjab (represented b, the 

traditional party of Sikh nationalisa, the Akali Dal), and poor Jat Sikh 

farmers especially of the Majba resion (represented by the fundamentalist 

All-India Sikh Students' Federation and Sant Jamail Sinsh Bhindranwale). 

As these two sroups vied for hesemony in the community, they both besan 

asitations asainst the sovernaent of Indira Gandhi, which proved incapable 

of resolvins the situation• 
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Rt.uat 

• Ce memoire, par l'etude du mouve.ent separatiste sikh, insist. sur 

l'i~rtance de la d1namique interne des mouvements nationalistes. 11 porte 

un. attention particuliire aux sources des factions: de differente. vision. 

de la nation creirent des rivalite. communautairel, de classe et de 

leadership. La mouvement nationaliste sikh , toujours et' ..rque de 

divisions internes et s'est toujours oppose aux autorites centrales. La 

crise actuelle au Pendjab decoule d'un conflit interne prolong' entre riches 

feraiers sikhs jats, issus surtout de la region pendjabie du Malwa <et 

represent's par l'Akali Dal, traditionnel parti du nationalisma sikh), et 

pauvres fermiers sikhs jats, provenant en grande partie de la region du 

Majha <et represent's par I, fonda.entaliste All-India Sikh Students' 

Pederation et Sant Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale). Luttant pour 18 suprematie 

de I, common8ute, ces deux groupes se soulevirent contre Ie gouvernement 

d'Indira Gandhi, incapable de contenir Ie toll' • 
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Preface/Acknowledgements 

• A recent editorial in the Montreal Gazette (9 Pebruary 1992) stated 

that "Ulster has outlasted Beirut as the world's metaphor for a hopeless 

conflict." The same editorial lamented that since 1969 about 3,000 people 

have been killed in Northern Ireland. and in 1991 there were 94 deaths. As 

tragic as the events in Northern Ireland are, they pale in comparison to 

Punjab. In 1991, the Punjab crisis claimed over 6,000 lives. Moreover, the 

Punjab crisis generated some of the world's most dramatic acts of violence 

in the 19805 -- Operation Bluestar (1,000 dead). the assassination of Indira 

Gandhi, the Delhi riots (3,000 dead), the Air India bombing (329 dead), 

amongst countless others. Over the last decade approximately 25,000 people 

have been killed in the Punjab conflict. Put bluntly, the crisis in Punjab 

has become one of the most violent conflicts in the world today and there 

seems to be little prospect of a resolution any time in the near future. 

Ever since the dismissal of Surjit Singh Barnala's Akali ministry in 

May 1987 by Rajiv Gandhi, 'politics' has ceased to exist in Punjab. The 

present structure of incentives in Punjab leads both the Sikh militants and 

the security forces to continue the carnage. The Sikh militant groups are 

extremely well financed through bank robberies. kidnapping, extortion, 

smuggling, and donations from Sikhs abroad. The substantial resources of 

the militant groups not only allows them to purchase sophisticated weapons, 

it makes recruitment a fairly easy business. In a state with chronically 

high unemployment for young people, the three to four thousand Rupee monthly 

salary (plus commission), comparable to a starting salary for an MBA 

graduate in New Delhi, is an attractive prospect to the poorer Jat Sikhs, 

who are sympathetic to the creation of Khalistan and have no other 

• employment prospects. The risks, however, are great -- most militants do 



not live longer than a year-and-a-half after joining the movement -- but, 

• the large profits which can be made as one advances through a militant 

organization continues to entice young Sikhs. 

On the other side, the former police chief of Punjab, J. F. Ribeiro, 

introduced 'a-bullet-for-bullet' policy and, to prevent defection of his 

troops, offered substantial financial incentives for the 'heads' of 

promJnent mJlitants. A regular police officer could double his salary by 

capturing, or killing, a single, low-ranking militant. The leading militant 

in Punjab today, Gurbachan Singh Manochahal. carries a two million Rupee 

reward. Moreover. during Ribeiro's term of office. the government of Rajiv 

Gandhi passed the 59th constitutional amendment which suspended the right to 

life in Punjab. The police were thus free to chase the lucrative rewards 

with impunity. Although the 59th amendment has been scrapped, the crisis in 

Punjab has deteriorated because there is no incentive to alter behaviour. 

I firmly believe that the solution lies in the restoration of democracy 

in Punjab. The government cannot force people to stay in the union against 

their will. nor can the militants force the people to leave the union by 

gun-point. In a democratic system, political groups must provide the people 

incentives. material or spiritual. to support their position. But before 

democracy can restore peace in Punjab, the Indian political system must 

undergo a normative shift. 

Presently, Sikhs who desire Khalistan are not permitted by the Indian 

government to air their views openly or contest elections on a separatist 

platform. In a liberal democracy. which India wishes to be, people must 

have the freedom of belief. speech, to contest elections, and if they so 

desire they must be free to vote themselves out of the union. India has no 
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choice but to drop its longstanding opposition to separatist ideologies. 

• But, this only a first step • To draw the militants into the political 

process there will have to be a large-scale amnesty. Moreover, to overcome 

the widespread perception that an election would not be fair if held under 

the eyes of Indian security forces, an international observer team 

(preferably under United Nations auspices) should be assembled to scrutinize 

the election. Once the democratic process is made free and fair, the 

government and Sikh separatists alike, must accept the democratic will of 

the people. At this point, the duly elected government of Punjab could 

enter negotiations with the government of India to resolve the outstanding 

issues. Although the government of India would likely find these conditions 

unacceptable, the Punjab crisis ~s infinitely more severe than when it 

began. thus any solution will have to concede much more than it would have 

ten years ago. 

Unfortunately, the February 1992 election was a farce. The Congress 

(I) government called the election in Punjab simply to strengthen their 

minority standing in the federal parliament. Since none of the above 

preconditions were met, the election cannot be regarded as having been free 

and fair. Virtually all Sikh political parties thus boycotted the 

elections. The Congress (I) captured 87 of 117 state assembly seats and 12 

of 13 federal seats. but with a 21.6% voter turn-out the Congress regime in 

Punjab has little popular legitimacy. Unfortunately, Punjab is not moving 

in a truly democratic direction and is thus nowhere near a resolution. 

However, I hope that this work will at least begin to answer why the Sikh 

nationalist movement became separatist, why it became violent, and how it 

became locked in this quagmire • 
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As 1 draw to the close of my first major work, I am astounded by the 

• number of people who have supported me in my endeavour. Unfortunately. I do 
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First, I wish to thank Professor Peter Beyer, Department of Religious 
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long) of my magnum opus. Professor Rex Brynen was a constant source of 

support and inspiration. Professor James Tully also provided crucial 
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Chapter One: IntroductiOil 
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When a maaieian performs. unexpected outcomes are seen. but .ast people 

miss how the tricks were done due to the flurry of motion which surrounds 

the illusions. Watchina the Sikh separatist movement in Punjab has left 

most analysts 8i~larly bewildered. Many observers have been preoccupied by 

the series of event. which have dramatically escalated over the course of 

the crisis, but these events are, for the most part, simply illusory .otions 

which conceal their source. More serious analyses have focused primariiy on 

elite level interactions, particularly between'the Akalis and the central 

government, in part because they are easier to observe but it is also a 

general tendency within the social sciences. The contemporary Punjab 

crisis, however, has not been precipitated by elite level interaction. Sikh 

elites were in a virtually continuous conflict with the central authority, 

first the British rulers and then the Congress Party, from the early 1920s 

to the late 1970s without any significant level of sustained violence. The 

situation, however, began to change in the late 1970s with the arri.al of a 

young. charismatic, fundamentalist Sikh preacher, Sant Jamail Singh 

Bhindranwale. Although no analyst of Punjab politics missed the arri.al of 

Bhindranwale. most analyses focus on hi. charismatic and contro.ersial 

personality.and do not get to the social, political, and economic bases of 

the mass movement he initiated. There seems to be a seneral aversion in 

the literature 'explainios' the Punjab crisis to regard Bhindranwale, a 

semi-educated religious fundamentalist, as a self-interested political actor 

but, if we do, our analysis of the crisis becomes much more coherent. 

There are three broad dimensions to every ethnic movement: 1) the 

processes of identity formation: 2) the political and economic environment; 

3) and ethnic leadership, organizations, and their political strategies. By 

• definition, an ethnopolitical movement cannot exist without a conception of 
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ethnicity and its importance to self-identification. Socio-psycholosical 

arguments most persuasively explain this basic foundation of all ethnic 

.avements. However, ethnopolitical movements are not launched unless there 

are certain objective socio-economic conditions present and provided that 

there is leadership. Cultural expressivist arguments, many of which are 

cosnizant of the psycholosical dimension of ethnicity, explain the 

structural conditions under which ethnicity can be politicized. Class based 

political economy analyses determine who specifically comes forth to lead 

and follow. Psychological, cultural expressivist, and class analyses only 

explain!h1 an ethnopolitical movement begins, but they cannot explain ~ 

it besins. Rational choice theory cannot explain why an ethnic movement 

besins, but it can -- by focussing on political entrepreneurs, organizations 

and stratesies, explain D2! an ethnic movement besins. Thus, I believe that 

only a synthesis of these three approaches can explain the necessary and 

sufficient conditions for an ethnopolitical movement, which are again, 1) 

ethnic identification; 2) structural socio-economic conditipns: and 3) 

ethnic political leadership, organizations, and their strategies. 

The history of Sikhism can be viewed as a continuous co-evolution of 

relisious and political development. The first two hundred years of Sikhism 

was the era of the Gurus and consolidation of the relisious texts, symbols, 

and rituals. The next hundred years witnessed the Sikh struggle for 

survival asainst Moshul oppression and the political consolidation 

cul~natins in, the Sikh rule of Punjab in 1799. After the annexation of 

Punjab by the British in 1849, Sikhism entered a noticeable period of 

decline. Soon, however, Sikhism began a revival. Sikh loyalty to the 

British durins the 1857 'mutiny' besan to reduce British suspicions towards• 
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the Sikhs. initially aroused during the Anglo-Sikh wars prior to annexation. 

With increased security vis-A-vis the British. the Sikhs began to openly 

respond to the threats of Christian missionaries and Hindu revivalism which 

found organizational expression in the Arya Samaj later in the century_ The 

for.ation of a Sikh revivalist orsanization, the Singh Sabhas, in 1873 may 

be said to mark the establishment of the modern Sikh identity and 

contemporary Sikh nationalism. 

An analysis of contemporary Sikh nationalism is best divided into four 

periods. Pirst the SinSh Sabha period, 1873-1920. The Sinah Sabhas were 

loosely connected local organizations, but all followed a general ten

point program to promote Sikhism, Punjabi, and religious harmony (Kapur 

1986, pI6-7). Later, in 1902, the Chief Khalsa Diwan was formed to 

coordinate the activities of the rapidly proliferating Singh Sabhaa. Like 

the Singh Sabhas, "the Chief Khalsa Diwan was dominated by proadnent .embers 

of the Sikh sentry and Iarae landowners" (Kapur 1986, pI8). The Singb 

Sabbas were aristocratic, conservative, and pursued a political strategy of 

cooperation witb the British government. These organizations were 

instrumental in not only restorina Sikh pride but reformulating the Sikh 

identity -- throush their interpretation of Sikh historT, especially the 

role of tbe last Guru, Gobind Singh, and the rule of Maharaja Ranjit Singh 

in Punjab, 1799-1838 -- to mean exclusively kesdhari or Khalsa Sikhism 

(Kapur 1986, pxiii). By the end of the first phase, the issue of Sikh 

identity is basically settled, although in the twentieth century a couple of 

new concepts, which will be discussed in due course, have been added to the 

definition of Sikhism established at tbe turn of the century. 

• By the early 1920s, however, the pro-British Chief Diwan Khalsa and the 
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Singh Sabha. of the Sikh gentry had lost 'moral legitimacy' in the Sikh 

coum..anity. In the second period of conte~rary Sikh nationalis. (1920

1962), the Sikh gentry were replaced by a younaer, .ore radically inclined 

group of Sikh leaders with not only a religious platform, but also a 

political agenda. In 1920, tbe Sbiromani Gurdwara Parbandbak Coaaittee 

(SGPC)l, and tbe Akali Dal, a political party of Sikh nationali.., were 

formed and served respectively tbe religious and political needs of the Sikh 

community -- and have continued to do so, at least until very recently. 

The original raison d'@tre of tbe Aka!i Dal/SGPC was to establish 

• orthodox , Khalsa control over Sikh gurdwaras (temples) (Gobinder Singb 

1986). Beyond this, the Akali Dal also became involved in tbe Indian 

national liberation movement. Both objectives brought tbe Akali Dal/SGPC 

into open conflict with the British government, although at times the Akali 

Dal did find it instrumentally useful to cooperate with the British. With 

tbe rise of the SGPC/Akali Dal, a new class of Sikh leaders a.erged 

replacing tbe old landed aentr". 'l11e new oraanizations were led b" an urban 

intelligentsia of lower and middle stratas and supported by a larae Jat-Sikh 

peasant following (Gobinder Singh 1986, p7o-S). When engaged in political 

conflict. the strategy of the Akali Del bas been, from its inception, one of 

•aaitation. f 

Through a number of political struggles -- the Gurdwara reform (1920s); 

tbe independence movement (1930s and 19405), partition (1940s and 19508), 

• 
1. The SGPC is a •parliament' for Sikhs. Elections to tbe body are 

supposed to be held every five "ears. Any baptized Sikh over the age of 
twentrfive, who is not an apostate, may run as a candidate and the 
franchise is extended to all Sikhs in Punjab who are not apostate. It is 
responsible for the management of Sikh temples and shrines and other 
relisious matters. (See Chapter Three). 
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and the Punjabi Suba (1950s and 1960.) the same alisnment of forcea, 

lower to middle class urban intellisentsia supported by the Jat peasantry. 

dominated the SGPe/Akali Da1 under the leadership of Master Tara Sinsh. 

Coincidins, however, with the attainment of the Punjabi Suba in 1966 -- that 

i. the creation of a linguistically Punjabi state throush the excision of 

Hindi speakins resions -- was the eclipse of ~ster Tara Sinsh's leadership. 

The new Aka!! leadership was overtaken by leaders from the elite land-ownins 

peasant caste -- Jat Sikhs. particularly larse landowners from the 

prosperous Kalwa region of southern Punjab. The linsuistic division of the 

state in 1966, and the ascension of Indira Gandhi in the same year, provides 

the point of departure for the contemporary secessionist movement, although 

the crisis proper did not actually besin until 1978 and the demand for 

secession was not widespread until after 1984. 

In hindsight, a major conflict between the Sikhs and the Consress 

SOTernment of Indira Gandhi should have been predictable. The constitution 

adopted after independence recognized the need for a federal political 

s78tea, but the ideolosieal disposition of the Congress leaders coupled with 

other iaperatives -- insecurity vis-l-vis Pakistan, the west, and economic 

underdevelopment -- dictated the creation of a hishly centralized federal 

structure. The constitution, furthermore, save the federal sovernment the 

responsibility for industrial development -- one of the top priorities of 

Jawabarlal Nehru, India's first prime minister. The Akali Dal, on the other 

hand, has always sought a devolution of powers from the centre to the state 

level -- this perspective was most comprehensively detailed in the party's 

Anandpur Sahib Resolution (1973). The Akalis, a party primarily composed of 

Jat Sikh farmers, have been more predisposed to agricultural concerns-• 
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again a perspective diametrically opposed to the central government. As 

India became increasingly centralized in the 1970, under the rule of Indira 

Gandhi, the Aka!i opposition to the centre grew more vociferous. A number 

of scholars, most notably Paul Brass (1988) and Atul Xohli (1990), bave 

analyzed this dimension of the crisis, but to understand precisely how the 

crisis arose, we must undertake a detailed analysis of the internal 

political dynamics of Punjab and the Sikh community. This is the foeus of 

the following chapters. 

In the truncated Punjab after 1966, the Sikhs constituted, for the 

first time, a majority in the state and consequently the electoral 

possibilities for the Akali Dal, the party of Sikh nationalism, were greatly 

enhanced. Punjab, however. was still 40% Hindu and for the Akali Dal to 

capture power and maintain the coalition governments they formed with the 

Jana Saogh/Janata Party -- in 1967, 1969, and 1977 -- they were compelled to 

adopt a more 'secular' strate87 and move away from solely representing the 

narrow interests of the Sikh community. The space was thus created for a 

fiaure like the enormously charismatic Sant Jamail Sinsh Bhindranwale, the 

leader of a small Sikh 'seminary'. (the Damdami TakaaI), to rise and 

capitalize on tbe opportunity to explicitlY represent the Sikh panth 

(community). To succeed, however, he required a mass base of support. 

The tgreen revolution' of the mid-1960s created the opportunity for 

the first generation of rural, Jat Sikhs to leave the farm and pursue higher 

education and urban employment . but the stagnating urban econo~ of Punjab 

stifled those aspirations. Bhindranwale was able to establish a mass 

following amongst this alienated underclass of rural Jat Sikhs, particularly 

those from the economically disadvantaged districts of Amritsar and• 
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Curd.spur (the Majha region of Punjab), loitering around the universities 

and colleges in urban Punjab without significant prospects of fulfilling• . 
employment. Bhindranwale', student supporters, a180 suffering fro. locial 

and religious alienation in their Dew urban environment, found 

organizational expression in the All-India Sikh Students' Pederatioa led by 

Amrik Singh -- the soo of Bhindranwale', predecessor at the Takaal and his 

childhood friend and 'blood-brother,' 

Bhindranwale provided the AISSP with religious legitimacy, and Amrik 

Sinah and the Pederation gave Bhindranwa!e an organized, mass base of 

support. Aad together, the Bhindranwale-AISSP oexus was able to seriously 

challenge the hegemony of the Aka!i Dal, led by 'well-to~ot rural Jat Sikhs 

of the prosperous Malwa region of Punjab. Unlike 1920 and 1962 whea the 

leadership of the Sikh national movemeat switched haads from oae social 

strata to another quickly and decisively. Bhiodranwale's challenge to the 

AbU Dal became a protracted internal conflict. As Bhiadranwale and the 

Abli Del competed with each other for hes..,ny in the Sikh cOIIIIUDit7, they 

together began a political agitation against the central governmeat of 

Indira Gandhi. 

When Indira Gandhi returned to power in January 1980 she immediately 

dis.!ssed nine non-COngress state governments, including the Akali Del 

~nistry ia Punjab. The Akalis, after losing the easuing election, thus 

began a series of agitations against the centre. In September 1981 they 

presented the government with a list of forty-five demands and grievances, 

based on the Anandpur Sahib Resolution, and declared a dharm YUdh IlOrcha, a 

'religious war.' Coincidentally, Sant Jamai! Singh Bhindranwale, who bad 

• assiduously been building support throughout Punjab. was arrested in 



• 
8 (Chapter ane) 

September 1981 on charges of murder. Bhindranwale was able to dictate the 

terms of his arrest -- a huge rally was held outside his 'seminary' where he 

not onl, proclaimed hi. innocence, but was supported bl almost every senior 

Akali politician. The Akali leaders, who were trying to re-establish their 

hegemony in the Sikh community after their 'secular' approach in office, 

were afraid that Bhindranwale posed a serious threat to their position and 

thus felt compelled to support him. 

The Akalis immediately revised their forty-five demands and made the 

unconditional release of Bhindranwale their first priority. Thus upon his 

release the following month, the Akalis bad no choice but to welcome hi. to 

their fold. Operating from the inside, Bhindranwale was able to keep the 

Akalia on a strongly nationalistic course, and on the outside, Bhindranwale 

and his supporters chose to adopt a violent ar.ed strateBY against the 

central government, which placed further pressure on the Akali Dal and moved 

the conflict towards the edge of a full-scale crisis. The following July 

(1982), Amrik Singh, the president of the All-India Sikh Students' 

Pederation, was arrested, also on charges of murder. Bhindranwale 

immediately proclaimed his own dhar. YUdh to secure the release of his 

'blood-brother,' and the Akali Dal again felt compelled to follow. 

The situation in Punjab was intensifying but Indira Gandhi remained 

intransigent in negotiations with the Akalis. Gandhi flatly rejected the 

concept of a Sikh guam (nation) -- thus she was unable to distinguish 

between the moderate, democratic nationalism of the Akali Dal and the more 

extreme nationalism of Bhindranwale and the AlSSP. She never seemed able to 

understand the pressures Bhindranwale and the AISSP placed on the Aka1i Da1. 

• Consequently, she accepted the maximalist demands of the Akali Dal at face 
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value. The Dal, however, was prepared to abandon 8hindranwale but they 

required tangible concessions on two issues -- the transfer of Chandigarh to 

Punjab and an appropriate division of river water. between Punjab and 

Haryana -- to maintain support in their community and to isolate the 

extremists. Gandhi, however, repeatedly foiled settlements with the Akal! 

Dal. Apparently she was afraid of alienating the voters in Haryana, and, by 

extension, her support base in the Hindi-heartland Punjab, with only 

thirteen seats in the federal parliament, was expendable. 

The Punjab situation was thus stalemated. When Amrik Siash was 

unexpectedly released from prison in July 1983, Bhindranwale felt confident 

of advancing hi. movement without the support of the Akali Oal. The Akali. 

and Bhindranwale finally parted company in December 1983, two months after 

the centre had dismissed the Congress .aniatry of Punjab and placed the 

state under President'. rule. But the standoff continued and violence 

increased. 'inally. the soveroment grew i~tient and ordered the a~ into 

the Golden Temple. After nearly a week of heavy fishting in the Temple, 

Bhindranwale and Amrik Singh were dead but Sikhs around the world were 

devastated. Operation Bluestar succeeded only in terminating the first 

phase of the lhalistan movement. Indira Candhi was assassinated six months 

later in retaliation and thus she was never able to witness the subsequent 

development of a truly separatist Sikh movement. 

The literature which attempts to explain the origins of the 

contemporary crisis has been divided, neither exclusively nor exhaustively, 

into five basic analytical groups: "Sikh nationalism, conspiracy theories, 

primacy of regional factors, primacy of national factors, and Marxist 

• interpretations" (Gurharpal Singh 1987, p1268). In the conspiracy theories, 
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the Sikhs accuse the government of India of genocide: India then bla..s 

Pakistan, who .aY8. "allegations of Pakistani involvement are wrong, 

baseless and false~. Needless to say, "the conspiracy theories present the 

most unconvincing interpretations" (Gurharpal Singh 1987, p1276). And .o.t 

of the Marxist explanations, which tend to focus on the 'evil' hand of 

western imperialism, are of the "VUlgar" type (Gurharpal Singh 1987, pI277). 

MY thesis will begin from a premise of Sikh nationalism, and then 

proceed to analyze, in chapter three, the regional factors during the period 

1966-1978 which created the space for Sikh extremism and militancy. The 

chapter continues by detailing the relationship between moderate and 

extremist nationalists, and the problems of factionalism in each camp. 

Chapter four, in turn, will focus on the development of the Punjab crisis in 

the 1980., within the larger context of the Indian political systea. Thus· I 

believe all the relevant levels of analysis in this case will be coyered in 

the thesis. Unfortunately, due to space constraints, the analysia of the 

Punjab crisis undertaken here will have to be terminated at the point of 

Operation Bluestar in June 1984 -- an analysis of the truly aecessionary 

Sikh aovement which developed subsequently will have to be undertaken at a 

later date. 

A number of important points for the study of nationalism emerge from 

the Sikh crisis. First, starting with the Singh Sabhas in the last quarter 

of the nineteenth century, the importance of ethnic identity is clearly 

apparent -- the modern conception of Sikhism was established by the turn of 

the century and has been reinforced throuahout the twentieth century by Sikh 

• 2 Interview with Zia-ul-Haq, the late President of Pakistan, in India 
Today, 15 July 1984. 
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nationalists. Second, .monast students of nationalism, there is a seneral 

tendenc7 to resard national groups a& monolithic units free of internal 

cleavasea. The Sikh case illustrates conclusively that national sroupa can 

be disaBlresated by class and other cleavases such al caste, sect, 

resion, and ideolo&y. The fou~ broad periods of Sikh nationalism in the 

lalt one hundred yeara are identifiable on the basis of the social, 

particularl, class, composition of the leadership of nationalist 

orsanizations. Third, the Sikh ease demonstrates the critical importance of 

political entrepreneurs and orsanizations in ethnic mobilization, and the 

problems of factional i ••• 

Pinal1" on the mdcro-Ievel, there exists a supposition in the 

comparative nationalism literature that, in seneral, it is disadvantased 

peripheral sroups which pursue secession (Horowitz 1985, p249) - the 

internal coloniali.. thesis (Rechter 1975) epitomizes this reasonina. The 

Sikhs, however, are seen as an exception to this seneral rule -- since 

Punjab bas the highest per capita income in India, the Sikhs are resarded as 

a prosperous peripheral group which is pursuing secession. Per capita 

income, however, is an _lSresate measure which does not reflect inequalities 

in income distribution. And, in Punjab, it was Bhindranwale'. followers-

educated youth from the lower to middle Jat Sikh farms primarily of the less 

prosperous districts of Amritsar and Gurdaspur -- who came, after bis death, 

to demand an independent Khalistan, although Bbindranwale himself was 

always ambisuous and non-comnnttal on the issue of secession. Thus, 

contrary to popular belief, Sikh secessionism is not driven b, a prosperous 

peripheral group per se but rather by a relatively disadvantaged social 

• strata within the larger national sroup • 
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Introduction 

The study of ethnicity has proliferated aince the early 1970s. 

Altbouah our understandins of the ethnic phenomenon haa undoubtedly 

improved over the palt two decades, w. do not .... to have. coapr.hensive 

theory. perhaps because ethnicity i. somewhat inimical to our dominant 

soeial science paradigms, liberalisa and Marxism (Rothschild 1981, p16). 

The problem is exacerbated by the scope and interdisciplinary nature of the 

topic. In terms of scope, ethnicity and ethnic conflict are not new, and 

they are global phenomena that transcend all political syatems and levels of 

development. To further complicate matters, the study of ethnicity involves 

social psycholo87. sociololY, anthropoloay, history. political science 

(including international relations), and even the socio-blolosists (see van 

den Berghe 1986). Often it i8 not even certain that scholara are studying 

the aame phenomenon - is it ethnicity, nationalisa, sectarianism, 

tribalism, regionalism, communalisa (see Connor 1978)? While each 

di.cipline presses forward with theory-building, and everybody does more 

cale studies, it ia perhaps time to begin ayntbesizing exi.tins theories in 

order to develop a more aeneral theoretical framework. 

I think there are three broad coaponents to every ethnic sovement: 1) 

The processes of identity formation. Since we are dealing with both 

individuals and groups, these are most appropriately dealt with by social 

psycholo87,l but scholars from other disciplines, history, 8ociolo87 and 

political science, bave also focussed on this component and may generally be 

• 1. See the work of Peter Weinreich. 
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• cla••ified es the cultural expresaiviatal • 2) Beoao.ie and politieal 

preconditions. Although a number of struetural sodels have been developed

- internel colonialil., cultural diviaiona of labour, coapetition .adela, 

pluralis., and sodemilation, to name • few -- I believe that one econ~c 

precondition, claa., haa been nealected, except b, Marxist ar,umenta which 

are often crude. In fact, I suspect that ethnopolitical .:>vements represent 

a convergence of the 'ethnic' and eco-political intereata of identifiable 

classes. 3) Leadership, oraanizationa, and political 8trateaiea. 

Rationalist movements cannot exist without political e~trepreDeura who 

establish ethnic oraanizations to mobilize the aroup. The on17 theor, 

available to connect the .icro-level, that is ethnic leader.hip and 

oraanizations, to the macro-level, that ia the struetural aituation, i. 

rational, or collective, choice theor,y. 

In au., I believe that onl;, a s;yDtheaia of the.e three approaches can 

explain the necel.ar;y and sufficient coaditiona for an ethaopolitical 

P8;,cboloaical argument a explain the fOUDdation upon which an 

ethic IIOVeMnt can be based - by definition, an et1mopolitical .::Iv_nt 

cannot exist without a conception of ethnicit;,. which is • significant 

eo.ponent of self-identification. However, ethnopolitical ':>VeMeDts are not 

launched unless there are certain objective socio-econoadc conditione 

present and provided that there i. 'leadership. Cultural expressivist 

arguments, Which are premised on the psychological dimension of etbnicitYt 

explain the structural conditions under which etbnicity can be politicized. 

Class based political econ~ analyses deter.ine who specifically comes 

• 
a • Anthony Smith and Walker Connor are perhaps the best mown cultural 

eapressivista. See Hudson Meadwell (1989) for an analysis of the 
theoretical foundations of cultural expressiyi••• 
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forth to lead Ind follow. Psychological, cultural expressivi.t, and cia•• 

analyses explain !HI an ethnopolitical movement begins, but the1 cannot 

explain how it besinl. Rational choice theory cannot explain wb7 an ethnic 

movement begins, but it can -- by focussing on political entrepreneurs, 

organizations and strategies -- esplain BQI an ethnic .avement begins. 

TarainoloD 

The study of ethnicit, has been plasued b1 an inconsistent use of the 

critical terms (Connor 1972: 1978). Thus, before preceding any further it 

is necessar1 to define some key ter.s. Pirst, the word ethnicit7. "identit1 

with one's ethnic group." is derived froll the Greek tara ethno8, eanina 

nation (Connor 1978, p386). To distinsuish between an ethnic group and a 

nation. Connor defines nation as "a self-aware ethnic sroup" (Connor 1978, 

p388). Anthropologistl -, define an ethnic sroup but onl1 that etlmie 

group can define itself as a nation. In other worda, "the nation IY§1 be 

self-defined" (Connor 1918, p388; aphasis original). The word nation, from 

the Latin~, 'to be hora,' i.plies common aneestr7 for both ethnicit7 

and nation. I1nship is therefore often considered the .ost obvious 

objectiye indicator of membership in an ethnic group but since most people 

cannot trace their 8enealogy more than three generations, langua8e, culture, 

religion, race, and territor1 become more useful signs of membership in an 

ethnic group (Xasfir 1979, p369; Rothschild 1981, p86-95). It must be 

remembered, however, that no sinale 'objective' ethnic marker "is either 

indispensable or necessarily sufficient for ethnic group solidarit1 and 

• 
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politicization" (Rothschild 1981, p86)'. Furthermore, it should be noted 

that ethnic movements and conflict can fall Alona anyone or mora of the 

objective factora liated abo.e. 

The next issue coneerna loyalt,. Nationali•• refera to loyalt, to the 

nation which il a politicized ethnic ,roup. A atate il a leaal concept 

delcribina a defined territor, orsanized under common political 

institutiona, with a recognized sovernment. A nation-Btate, contrary to 

common usage, only exists in the specific instancea where a nation and atate 

are coterminous. Loyalty to a state is patriotism (Connor 1984, p.xiv). 

Given the historic connections between ethnic and nation terms such as 

'ethnonationalism' and 'ethnic nationalis.' appear redundant, that ia the, 

appear to sa, 'national nationa1is.' (Me 1990, pS30) but in as .uch al they 

clearl, link ethnic and nation, and distinauish thea from patrioti••, the, 

are useful. • Ma1l7 otber terms bave been coined to discuss tbe same 

phenomenon -- subnationalisa, parochialis., primordial is., coaaunali.8, 

tribali.., regionalis8, plurali.8, sectarianis., to name but a few -- but 

molt of tbese have arisen because scholara .Iaappropriated the te~ 

nationali.. to mean loyalty to the atate (Connor 1978). 

'. The a.arpboua cbaracter of ethnicity, however, means that people 
abarina objective aarkera are DOt necessarily members of the .... ethnic 
group nor do membera of the same ethnic group abare all tbe objective 
markerl. Por example, tbe German nation (ie German,), which il not aU the 
German-speakins people, are both Catholics and Protestanta. The Punjab 
represents the converse -- one linsuistic group but two nations (Hindu and 
Sikh) base on religion. 

4. We are still left with tenaa like 'ethnicity, I 'ethnic 
politicization,· lethnic movementa , and 'ethnic conflict. I I think it ia 
best to regard 'ethnicityl as a self-aware ethnic group or nation. IBthnic 

• 
moyements' are politicized ethnic groups attempting to strengthen their 
sroup and 'ethnic conflict' is political competition between politicized 
ethnic groups. 



• 
16 (Chapter Two) 

The Po~tion of Bthnic Identit,s 

Identity for.ation i. the process whereby individuals coae to an 

understanding of themselves. The processes of identity formation, of which 

ethnic identification i. just a part, are extremely complex and thus only 

partially understood. A number of disciplines are actively researching the 

phenomenon -- anthropology, sociology. socio-linsuistics, and various 8ub

fields of psychology (cognitive, social. and psychoanalytical) -- each of 

which provides different, and necessary althoush not sufficient, insights 

into the process. Peter Weinreich has succinctly defined ethnic identity 

within the larger conception of identity -

One's ethnic identity is defined as that part of the 
totality of one's self-construal ..de up of these 
dimensions that express the continuity between one's 
construal of past ancestry and future aspirationa in 
relation to ethnicity. Such continuity between one's 
ancestry sad 0..•• proseny. gives for .any people a 
substanti.l element of meaning to one's existence, which 
is dependent on early childhood identifications 
(Weinreich 1985, p508). 

Bven within the process of ethnic identity formation there are a number of 

components, but as Weinreich points out, in a later article, they.are 

exceptionally difficult to operationalize (Weinreich 1988, pI49)'. 

Cosoitive psychologists, who have -the most empirically based theories 

'. In the case of the Sikhs, the processes of ethnic politicization 
occurred in the firat half of the twentieth century, which is before the 
ti~-frame of this study. Thus the question of Sikh identity in the study 
to follow exists primarily as an underlyina issue. 

'. A number of components, however. have been recogni%ed -- "Ethnic 
awareness (the understanding of one's own and other groups). ethnic self
identification (the label used for one's own group), ethnic attitudes 

• (feelings about own and other sroups), and ethnic behaviours (behaviour 
patterns specific to an ethnic sroup)" (Rotheram and Phinney 1987, p13) • 
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of ethnic identitl development in children," have determined that the 

development of ethnic identity formatioD occur8 at a very YOUDS age. In a 

brief review of the literature, Rotheram and Phinney conclude that "ethnic 

awarenels" (8Marenes8 of physical ethnic .arkera, primeril, colour) occurs 

at age three or four: "ethnic orientation" (consolidation of group 

affiliation and concepts) is developed between the aae8 of four aDd eiaht; 

and "attitude crystallization, It (the attachment of value, positive or 

negative, to ethnic markers) is completed by aae ten (Rotheram and Phinney 

1987, p14-20). Thus by age ten individuals have a reasonabI, well developed 

conception of ethnicity as s theoretical construct. The importance of this 

psycbololical research is that it demonstrates that ethnic identity i, lOt 

usualll determined instrumentally, contrar,r to what some rational choice 

theorist would have U8 believe. 

One of the most confusina aspect8 of ethnicit" both for incHviduals 

and researchera, is its dynamic qualit,. Not onll can the characteristics 

of an ethnic sroup shift over time, incHviduals may 8hift or take on 

~ltiple identities. The dynamic qualitl of ethnicitl has liven riae to the 

concept.of ~riel. Boundaries define or delineate the ethnic croup but 

"(b)oundaries call be hard, 80ft, permeable aDd shifting [and.] [t]hey can be 

dissolved" (Weinreich 1985, p506). Boundaries are mainly psychological, not 

territorial, and the structural factors (including institutional or 

organizational factors) maintaining boundaries are more important than 

cultural content of particular groups (DeVos 1975). A tremendous amount of 

research has been undertaken but the amorphousness of boundaries .akes it 

• 
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exceedingly difficult to capture on paper'. The concept of boundariea ia 

particularly important when studying societies where the boundaries 

separatina ethnic groups are weak. Por example, the 'boundarie.' between 

Sikh and Hindu Punjabi. are particularly soft and fragile. 

By definition, an ethnopolitical movement cannot exist without an 

ethnic base, thus an understandinc of ethnicity and how it develops is 

essential. Second, ethnicity is a fundamental component of individual 

identity - ttethnicity in its deepest, psychological level is a sense of 

aurvival. If one's group survives, one is assured of survival, even if not 

in a personal sense" (DeVos 1975, pI7). Despite the socio-biological tone 

of the statement by DeVos, two critical pointa are involved here: 1) 

Ethnieity is theoretically, as well aa practically, a powerful basis for 

political mobilization -- the colloquial notion of 'defendina the nation' i. 

substantiated. 2) Since etbDicity ia psychologically at the core of the 

individual, behaviour may not always be determined rationally --Japanea. 

k&makaze pilots in World War Two and Shi'l car-hoabers in Lebanon are both 

irrational manifestations emanating from the socio-psychological character 

of ethnicit,.. Ethnicit,. is probabl,. the only political lIOde of -.obilbatioa 

which can elicit such intense, emotional behaviour. And, moreover, 

ethnicity tends to be relatively easy to mobilize politicall,. eiven that 

there is usually pre-existing ethnic organizations and leadership 

(Rothschild 1981, p6o-4). Although the ps,.chological component of ethnieit,. 

can evoke intense reactions UDder certain conditions. it is alone incapable 

• 
J Personally, I think writers of fiction -- .ost particularl,. those 

who have experienced immigration. none more voluble than Salman Rushdie-
have had BOre success in capturing the essence and IllUtability of boundaries 
than social scientists. 
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of austainina such behaviour for this behaviour to be anythina but 

sporadic, ethnic leadership and organi~ations are required to channel and 

maintain ethnic emotions. 

Clas. and Structural Pactor. 

Cultural expressiviat arguments attempt to determine the conditions 

under which ethnicity may become politicized. Although the cultural 

expressivist arguments have generally been put forth by sociologist. and 

political scientists, those more concerned with the psyehologieal real. of 

ethnicity also make the linkages to the struetural conditions of soeiet,-

"ethnic identity arises in interaction and i. a function not only of the 

individual and his or her relation to the ethnic group but of that group', 

place in the wider social settina" (Rosenthal 1987, p160). A nu.ber of 

factors which anght politicize ethnicity bave been proposed -- conquest, 

migration, increased state penetration, revolution, economic develo~nt or 

decline -- in short, rapid social chanae (Weinreich 1988; Xeye, 1981: s-ith 

1986). 

Rothschild also argues that ethnicit~ is • recent phenomenon intimately 

linked to rapid social development -

our modern, scientific world is so hiahly structured and 
overorganized that it actually presents itself to many 
individuals as chaotic. To avert the resultant threat 
of personal anomie and fragmentation, they draw • 
reintegrating identity from identification with their 
ethnic group, which is the only soci.l entity left that 
defines and accepts them for what they are, rather than 
by what they do (Rothschild 1981, p5). . 

Although not regarding ethnicity as strictly a modern phenomenon, Anthony 

• 
s.ith also believes that ethnicity is related to social change. Smith 

argoes that politicized ethnicity is a defensive reaction to external 
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th~eat. to the ,roup and inte~nal deca, (Smith 1986. p55). It is Saith's 

contention that societies seek to legitiaate contemporary social realities 

tbrouah recourse to the history of the Iroup (Smith 1986, pI74). And he 

araues that intellectuals and artiste ara responsible for redefining and 

revivina ethnicity (Smith 1986, pI60). Undoubtedly, intellectuals do pia, a 

role in shaping ethnic awareness but the real issue ia political leadership. 

Ho~owitz, on the other hand, is less concerned with ethnic mythology than 

Smith and more attuned to the issue of leadership, but unfortunately neither 

adequately understands the importance of class. 

The intellectual puzzle that Horowitz seeks to solve is, 'why do 

leaders lead and followers follow?' Horowitz is not exactly consistent on 

this matter. He wanta to reject econ~c araumentl in favour of 

psycholo,ieal argument. -- "it remains difficult to tie sianificant aspects 

of ethnic conflict to economic interests. On the contrary, what emerges 

quite clearly i. the wil1insneas to sacrifice econa.lc intereat for the sake 

of other kind. of 8ain" (Horowitz 1985, pI31). He argues instead that 

ethnic aroups are .ativated by a quest for .roup entitlement, "the conteat 

for worth and place" (Horowitz 1985, pI86)., and this, he believea, ~laiaa 

wh7 followers follow, snd wh7 ethnic conflict is unusually intense (Horowitz 

1985, p226). Be .lso wants to reject class analyses when studYlna ethnicity 

-- "[e]thnie conflict has generally been an embarrassment to proponents of 

class politics and of the class analysis of politics" {Horowitz 1985, plOS}. 

He ~ealizes, however, that ethnic politicization is not quite this 

siaple. He thus delineates two broad telasses,t elites (wbo are usually 

leaders) aad US8es (who are generally followers). And although he argues

• that ethnicity is not tied to economic interests and that ethnicity is not a 

http:econa.lc


• 
21 (Chapter Two) 

mask for ciasl politica, he statea clearlT that "educated elite. stand to 

gain from the creation of new opportunitie. in a smaller. albeit poorer, 

stat." (Horowitz 1985, p238). ThUI, he arauea that while the '.asses' are 

motivated bT the goal of group entitlement in instrumentaliat lanauale, 

the 'collective loed' of sovereigntT 'elitea' are motivated bT 

'rational,' that is material. interests. Although he i. concerned that tbe 

masses not be seen a. victims of elite manipulation or as unable to 

determine their interests (Horowitz 1985, pl04), his argument implies that 

the masses do not have rational interests and that the7 are in fact 

persuaded b7 their leadera to follow despite their divergent interests. 

argue instead that followers follow because the7 have similar economic 

interestl as their leaders. The proble. with Horowitz is that he has not 

adequately modeled the relationship between cia•• and ethnicitT. 

Rothschild hal put forward three .odele to describe the relationship of 

class snd ethnicit7 in multiethoic societies vertical, parallel, and 

reticulate (1981, p79-81). The vertical and parallel .adels are not 

particularly common, but the reticulate model closelT res..blel the reality 

of .any .ultietbnic locietiea. In the .ulti-celled 

reticulate model, ethnic aroups and loci,l classes 
ero8&-populate each other -- but the distribution is not 
randa. or symmetrical or egalitarian. Bach ethnic aroup 
pursues a wide range of economic functions and 
occupations, aad each economic class and sector 
organically incorporates members of several ethnic 
catesories. But a certain amount of overrepresentation 
and underrepresentation of ethnic groups within 
economic classea and political power clusters is 
possible -- indeed likely (Rothschild 1981, pSI). 

I suspect that .cst often movements will arIse disproportionally fro. a 

• single cell. although it may later transcend class lines (most especially 

when the case is a more classic anti-colonial or anti-imperial struggle). 

I 
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Thu. the firlt question to be addressed when analyzina ethnopolitical 

movements i, to determine from which clast cell the movement ariaea. 

Horowitz', fundamental question i. ·wh1 do people follow ethnic 

movements' but if it was first asked which class follows an ethnic .ovement 

-- or as Yinaar asks, "who benefits the most when ethnicity pl.ys. 

prominent part in the ways in which interests are pursued?" (Yinaer 1986, 

p28) -- we may be more able to answer why people follow. That is, leaders 

and followers in ethnopolitical movements bave similar economic interests. 

And Horowitz, by rejectina class arguments, has forsaken the most 

persuasive answer to his question. 

Marxists have Ions assumed that ethnicity is siaply • vehicle or suis. 

for class based politics. Sklar writes that "tribalis.,".s ethnopolitica 

in Africa is called, "becomes a mask for class privilese" (Sklar 1967, p6). 

HOwever, such an analy.is refuses to recoanize the salience of ethnicity to 

self-identificatiOD. It.oat be stressed. therefore, that ethnopolitical 

movements are not simply class interests disguised a8 ethnicity, but rather 

there is • cogaruenc., a belief, in both the clas. and ethnic loals. 

Altbooab there i. DO consensus amonast social scientists a. to how 

iDdividual. develop a sroup loyalty. "an affiliation which appeared to offer 

both emotional security aDd interest satisfaction: and was based on • widely 

and easily a.ailable aspect of tbe social environment, would have a powerful 

and wide appeal" (Brown 1989, p6). Ethnicity and class are an exceptionally 

potent combination -- ethnieity is at the core of individual identification. 

and class interests are at the core of material satisfaction. 

• 
In sua, I believe that in ethnopolitical movementa there is a 

fundamental psycbololical component which is aroused, as the cultural 
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exprelli,ista contend, by particular conditiona usually a••ociated with 

rapid social chance. However, there ia, at least in the beainnina, an 

identifiable cla.a dimension, which neither Smith or Horowitz recoanize. 

The question of which claa. initiates an ethnic .cvemant i. dete~ned by 

the prevailina atructural conditiona. However. neither the psyeholoaical or 

cultural argument a explain ~ ethnic movements are founded and maintained. 

Only rational, or collective. choice theory can link the macro-structural 

conditioDs to the .iero level, that is ethnic leadership and oraanix.tions. 

Rational Choice Theory and Bthnopolitical Movementa 

The numerous structural explanations of etbnicity delineate the various 

pressure., constrainta, and opportunities operatins upon ethnic croup. but 

they all lack a mechanism to explain bow ethnic collective action ie 

precipitated (Hechter 1987, p6). If psycholoaicalor structural arsuaenta 

were a10ae sufficient to explain ethnic collective action "there would be 

far .ore of it than the historical record reveals" (Hechter ~, 1982, 

p414). Rational choice theory, which focuses on individuale, oraanizationa, 

and collective outca.ea, ia the only theory ~ch can provide a micro-level 

political mechani.. to respond to macro-structural conditions (Hechter 1987, 

p30). although When studyins etbnicity some of the basic assumptions of 

rational choice theory must be relaxed. 

We know that individuals are not always rational -- in fact. there is a 

larae body of philosophical and psychologieal literature on irrationality 

(see Elster 1979.1983; Garelick 1971; Pears 1984). Moreover, "(pJreferencea 

of the kind associated with ethnicity are themselves not wholly rational." 

In fact, continues Weinreich, "the processes of identification in identity• 


http:outca.ea


• 24 (Chapter Two) 

formation are emotional, powerful and easentially irrational M (Weinreich 

1985, p504). Rationality can also be subverted by a lack of understanding 

of issuea and also by "emotion., includins anger, raae, anxiety and fear, aa 

well a. joy, .erenity, and ecsta.y" (Weinreich 1985, pSOO), all of which can 

be elicited by ethnicity. 

Rational choice theory, however, ia not a theory of identity or 

preference formation. But if we can identify individual preferencea, either 

individually or at an aggregate level, and the endogenous and exogenous 

constraints within which choice is made, we can use rational choice theory 

to understand and explain individual (or oraanizational) action. Ethnic 

identity can both enable and constrain group leaders. Sikh leaders, for 

example, cannot negotiate 'what is Sikhis.' or 'who is a Sikh' with the 

Indian atate. But they may negotiate on the constitutional division of 

powers, or territory, and the results of these negotiations ..y abape the 

boundaries of Sikh identity over time. 

Rational choice theory may thus be employed to analyze ethnic 

move.8nt., even though etbnicity may have non-rational origins. leinreich, 

in fact, atatea that "there is a need for a ..ta-theoretical framework that 

will incorporate concepta from the rational choice theories of ethnic 

relations and those concerned with identity development, maintenance and 

chanae" (1985, pSt3). Rothschild writes that etbnicity, 

in addition to the psychological and cultural 
sustenance that it supplies and which it draws ••• can be 
instrumentally advantageous in the competition and 
strussIe for power, prestige, authority, position, 
wealth and income (Rothschild 1981. p248). 

• 
Banton (1983) makes a similar argument • ADd Green argues that "[w]hile 

nationalism is held in nearly universal contempt and condemned as irrational 
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by modern liberal theorist., in certain circu.atance. it can be a perfectly 

rational strategy a8 judsed by the best liberal criteria" (1980, p236). 

Thus, although ethnicity i. not usually dete~ned instruaentally. it .., be 

used instrumentally. More specifically. rational choice approaches are 

especially useful in analyzins activist. aDd their stratesie choices within 

structures and institutions. 

The basic assumption of rational choice theory is tbat "individuals 

will participate in collective action only when the private (rather than 

public) benefit of participating exceeds the private cost of dotos so" 

(Hechter 1982, p418; see also Hechter 1987; Rogowski 1985). It i. implicit 

in Hechter's argument (aDd in Rogowski'a) that the 'private benefit' which 

i. to accrue to individuals is material. In the ca.e of nationali.., 

however, many of the 'benefits' may well be psychological. Ironically, 

Meneur Olson, the '8Qdfather' of contemporaE7 rational choice theory. ia 

acutely aware of non-.aterial incentive.. Be writes that people may well be 

.otivated by social, psycholosical, moral, erotic incentive. or the desire 

to win presti,e, respect or friendship (01800 1965, p60-1). Moreover, be 

states catesorically, that social incentives do not contrad~ct or weaken the 

loSic of collective action, "[ilf anythina, it strengthens it. for 'ocia1 

statuI and social acceptance are individual. poneolleetive soods ••• that i. 

they are amana the kinds of incentives that may be used to mobilize a latent 

group" (Olson 1965, p61: also see Hardin 1982). 

The goal of ethnic collective action is to obtain public goods (be it 

sovereignty, sreater auton~f increased group power, economic benefits for 

the sroup, or greater cultural security), but they are expensive to supply 

and unavailable in the market, that is individuals cannot purchase the Soo4• 
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privateIf (Prolich .t .1 1971, p3). Th. dilemma of collective .ction ia 

that if public goods .re .vail.ble to .11 equallf once the, are produeed 

(because of jointness of supply.nd i~8sibilitJ of exclusion), rational 

self-interested actors .ill not contribute to the cost of publie ,ood 

production but will freelJ consume the &GOd' one. theJ .re produeed. 

However. if too manJ people follow this strate&1, the .ood will not be 

produced in sufficient quantities, if at .11. Thi, dilemma i8 known as the 

'free-rider' problem and .a8 the central concern of Mancur Olson. Be argued 

that the free-rider dilemma eould only be resolved by large collective 

groups if they pos8essed • coercive capability and an ability to suppl, 

selective incentives (Olson 1965, p2). Rechter followa this line of 

reasoning closel,. He believes that larae croups require "formal control," 

to resolve the free-rider dilemma (Rechter 1987, p77). 

Admittedly, "[t]he free-ridina probl.. is • powerful araument." but it. 

iaportance .., well have been overestimated by Olson, and subsequent1, 

Dechter (Meadwell 1989, plI4). Althouah Bechter has eome to rational choiee 

onb in the 1980., a IBOre compeUina .olution to the 'free-ridi... probl..' 

in larse organizations was provided b, Prolich et .1 in their 1971 book, 

Political Leadership and Colleetive Goods. They make two fundaaental 

asan.ptions: 1) individuals are ration.l, seli-interested actors; .nd 2) 

the proYision of public goods requires organizations. The,.. argue that, 

[i]f individuals are rational and self-interested and 
the prOVlSlon of collective goods requires an 
organization, such goods will be supplied when someone 
finds it profitable to set up an oraanization (or make 
use of some existins organization), colleet resources, 
and suppl, the goods in question. An7 individual who 

• 
acts to supply a colleetive aood without providina .11 
the resources himself we will call a political leader or 
political entrepreneur. Such an individual will onl, 
find this role valuable when the total resource. he can 
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collect a. a leader exceed hia coata, th.rebr producina 
a leader'. surplus (Prolich ~ 1971, p6). 

Political entrepreneurs, aeco~ina to the araument, face two t1P8. of cost•• 

"the cost of supplrina the collective aood and the cost of providins • 

collection oraanization." Leaders, however, can solicit funda throuah 

donations, extortions, aDd taxes eteeter. (Prolich It .1 1971, p7). 

Althouah the provision of public soods is expensive. political entrepreneurs 

attempt ina to oraanize large groups tend to solicit small donations from a 

large number of people political parties and interest aroups have 

meaberships in the tens of thousands but their membership fees are usuallr 

onlr a few dollars, thus the contributions are atill mad. fro. rational 

calculations (Bardin 1982, pI07 and pI19). The theory of ethnic collective 

action proposed br Rothschild implicitly follows the 101le of political 

entrepreneurship, and, in fact, Horowitz .lso analyzea .thnic party 

formation in a si.iler fashion (Horowitz 1985, p294). In su., Prolich et .1 

(1971) provid. a .adel for the formation of any lara. collecti.e .o....ot, 

which obviously includes ethnic political .a.esents. Th. probl.. of fr••

ridina can thus be overco.e, without resort to control or dependence. 

Before conc1udina, it is aecessatT to quick!,' exaai~ oae .ore aspect 

of rational choice theory. Olson has often been criticized for hi. atatic 

analrsi. of collective action (Hardin 1982). So far in this discussion, 

collective action bas been presented as • problem of individual choice based 

on a rational ana11sis of the costs and benefits of participation, and the 

problems in foraana organizations. Thus .e have hitherto assumed that 

nationalist behaviour operated in a fixed environment. Political 

orsanizations, howeYer, operate in an environment of interdependent choice 

and iterated interaction -- thus ther .ust behaYe strateaically_ More• 
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precilely, "strateaic interaction refers to the behaviour of two or MOr. 

individuals whenever the choices of each are continaent upon hi. esti..tion 

of the choice. of the other(.)" (Prolich It aI, 1971, pl0). When 

nationalist leaders or oraanizations make decisions the, muat a.au.. that 

the other actors (th. .tat., oth.r ethnic sroup., or even intra-croup 

factional leaders) will react. Bantonts theory of ethnic collective action 

incorporatel the notions of strateaic rationality. Hia theory haa two 

presuppositions: "1) that individuals act so as to obtain maxi.ua net 

advantaae: and 2) that actions at one .ament of time influence and restrict 

the alternatives between whicb individuals will have to choose on subsequent 

occasiona" (Banton 1983, pl04). 

In sum, instrumental rationality connects the macro-level structural 

conditions to the .dcro-Ievel of leadership and development of oraanizations 

for ethnic collective action. The strict assumptions of rationality .uat be 

relaxed When uains rational choice theory to explain the rise of nationalist 

.,.aents but, as Olaon has noted, that relaxation does not weaken tbe 

rational choice arawaent. As Prolicb.!.L.ll ..ke abundantly clear, the free

rider problem bas also been greatly exagserated. The real power of rational 

choice theory ift explainins collective action lies in Prolich.t aI', 

cODception of political entrepreneurship. The notion of strategic 

rationality becomes extremely useful in the analysis of the behaviour of 

ethnic political organizations. 

In nationalist movements, I would argue that political entrepreneurs 

are those who have a stronaly rooted sense of ethnic Belf-identification and 

an economic, or class interest in altering the prevailing structural 

conditions imposed on the sroup. And their supporters are similarly• 
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positioned, like~inded individual.. Rational choice araument. cannot 

explain the procesl of ethnic identificatioD but ps,cholo,ical and cultural 

arau-ents cannot explain the foundins and ..intenance of ethnic .ave..nts. 

The two setl of approaches are neC8ssar,r but neither i. 8lone sufficient. 

If, however, the, are united then the nece.sar, aDd sufficient conditions of 

ethnic movements can be explained. 

Pactionali.. in Nationalist Mov..ents 

The discussion to this point has focused on the formation of national 

,roup. and the initiation of nationalist movements. However, ..n, national 

aroupa and .avements suffer fro. factional is., the Sikh moveaent is 

certainl, deepl, divided, but the literature on nationalisa has little to 

.a, on thil issue. The theoretical propositions already outlined provide 

three broad sources of possible division: 1) different visions of the 

nation: 2) class: and 3) leadership rivalry. These three sources of 

division .., occur in the aroup at larae or .ore .pecificall, in nationalist 

orsanizationa. 

~tionality, al discussed above, is a self-defined political expression 

of 8 ethnic ,roup sharina certain objective characteristics -- langua,e, 

religion, race, territory etcetera. The ethnic 8rOUP, however, ..y exhibit 

considerable variation on each objective aarker. The Sikhs, for example. 

exhibit at least three broad relisious divisions: sahajdbari ('reform'), 

kesdhari ('conservative'), and amritdhari ('orthodox'). These variations 

can, and do, produce different visions of the nation. The Sikh nationalist 

movement for most of the twentieth centur,r was centred on the ~esdhari 

identity but, in the 1980., Sant Jamail Sinsh Bhindranwale and his• 
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supporter. lousht to .hift the core identity of movement to an Amritdhari 

identity. The Sikh nationalist movement has al80 exhibited resional and 

easte divisions (.ee below). 

Althoush cia•• division. ouaht to be self-evident, some scholar. are 

.til1 loath to admit th... For example, Horowitz arcues that the fir.t 

source of potential factionalism in nationali.t movement. i. "the exiatence 

of pronounced social divisions within the ethnic sroup," but, he says. 

"[u]sually. these are ascriptive divisions, based on caste, clan, reliaion, 

or resion of oriain" (Horowitz 1985, p349). All ethnic sroups, it is safe 

to say, bave class divisions and these ..y well influence nationalist 

movements, The Sikh movement, for exa~l•• is commonly divided into four 

phases which are characterized by the class and castel composition of the 

leaders and followerl. The primary source of cIa.. conflict in the 

conte.porary Punjab crisi. i. between bis and small farmers. 

• 

Leadership rivalry can occur on two levels -- within the arouP at larae 

and within oraanizations. Political entrepreneurs may step forth from the 

aroup at larae to lead those who have different visions of the nation or 

different cl.s. interes~s. leaders within nationalist 

oraanizations, who mayor may not represent different segments of the 

community. may compete for supremacy in the oraanization and in turn witbin 

the community. Within oraanizations, leadership rivalries may arise from a 

number of sources -- ideolo8Y, strate8Y, alternative bases of support, and 

profit motives. Ideoloaical and strategic differences are self-evident, but 

the other two issues are more complex. For a political entrepreneur to 

successfully lead a faction he (or she) must have an alternative base of 

t. In the Indian context, class and caste often overlap. 
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support and acce.. to resources. The bas. of support ..y li. in the 

community at lar,., or in the organizatioD. Bhinclranwale, for exampl., 

found hi. bas. of support in a sub-group of the community but, various Akali 

leaders hayS exploited the various winas (parliamentary, or,anizational, 

trelisioua,t) of the part,.. Althouah factional leadere ..,. ...11 be 

motivated b, more than simple profit, access to resource. is essential. 

Parentheticall" if resources are provided fro. outside the group or 

organization, then external powers can cause factionalism. Pinall,., in 

aocieties which are characterized by clientelism, the departure of a sinale 

leader usually entail. the departure of bis entire network which can 

aignifieantl,. disrupt an organization. 

Although the sources of factionali•• are alwa,.8 present, the,. are not 

alwa7. activated. A number of variables ..,. be responsible for factional 

competition. Pirst, the death of a charismatic leader ma,. precipitate 

factional competition for leadership. Second. conclitions of rapid social 

change ..,. strengthen certain se...nts of the co.munit,. and weaken others 

with significant outcoas for the nationali.t .,v...nt. 'l'bird. both 

failures and .ucce••••. of a natioaalist aove~nt _,. pr.cipitate 

factionaUs•• In the first case, failure int.nsifies strateaie aad 

ideoloaical differences in tbe part,.. In the case of success, on the other 

hand, the primar,. objective which waa held in common b,. different factions 

will have been achieved but differences ..,. exist in secondar,. and tertiar,. 

objectives. Pourth, if a nationalist part,. eeases to serve the interests of 

the &rOUP, or onl,. a s..l1 sepent of the aroup, alienated followers will 

• '. Por our purposes here f the SGPC (the Sikh 'parliament'), which bas 
a11DOst always been controlled by the Akali 0.1, ..,. be considered as the 
'religious' wina of the party. 
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separate from the ,roup if possible. 

Reprea,ion i. another factor which can precipitate factional i ••• 

Fir.t, under conditions of increaaina atate repre.. ion, frustration and 

araumenta amonsst the oppressed are not only COBmOn but distrust become. 

rampant -- ar,umenta can easily end with eli'!nation or double-eros.ins, 

therefore the rational choice is to split from the parent oraanization with 

as .uch armed support a8 can be maintained. Second, internal control and 

discipline are mueh more difficult to maintain under conditions of heavy 

repressioa. In the worda of a leadina Sikh militant, Gurbachan SiOSh 

Manocbabal, "since we are underaround, it ia not possible to keep tabs on 

everTone" (quoted in India Today 15 September 1991, p44). Third, the 

decision to split an oraanization may be undertaken strateaieally to confuse 

the aecuritT forces. For example, it seems that in 1,86 the lhalistan 

Liberation ~ was just a unit of the Xhalistan Commando Porce operatina in 

the Majha recion of Punjab, and the Kep operated elsewhere in the atate. 

And, of course, infiltration by the security forcea "T also contribute to 

factioaaliaa. Pinally, factionalisa i. likely to increase over ti..-

almoat all of the variables which cause f~ctionalization increase over ti.., 

and as factionalism becomea IDOre cOlllllOn the •cost' of disruptios unitT is 

lowered ~ch increases the rate of factionalis•• 

The obverse of factionalism ,ia the maintenance of oraapizationa1 

solidaritT_ Michael Hechter provides a basis for explainins organizational 

solidaritT10 , although be does not distinguish between organizations and 

II. Hechter's primary concern, however, is not factionaHs. but the 
free-rider problem, which we have just established is over-emphasized in the 
studT of nationalist movements. 
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aroupell. Since Lndi.idual. joiu oraanizationa to obtai. J2Lolaooda, 

Hechter arsues persuasivel, that oraanizational solidarit, can be ..intained 

throuah the "combined effect. of dependence and control" (Bechter 1987, 

pS3). Dependence on the oraanization ., be insured by 1) liaiti.., the 

suppl, of alternativea: 2) control1iaa the information about alternati.e.= 

3) ..tins the cost of .ovina prohibitive: and 4) the developa8nt of stro.., 

personal ties (Hechter 1987, p46-7). Oraanizations.u8t obviousI, continue 

to 8upply the aood to maintain dependenee but dependence __,also be 

increased b, supplyins significant private benefit - party ticket., 

C8IIpIip financeB, and patronaae. It is also necessary to insure that 

individuals contribute or invest ift the oraanization. To insure that 

individuals contribute to the oraanization, obe, the rules, and, 'IIOst 

i~rtantl1 to prevent factional i ••, the oraanization .ust have the ability 

to "control" me.bers. Control ia achieved through the ability to "'IIODitor 

and sanction" Mlllberl - "(a] aroup'. llOQitorina capacity depends OIl the 

dear" to ~ch it possesses infor.ation about individual co.pliance with 

corporate rul.. or obliaations, and ita sapctioniga capacity on ita abilit7 

to aenerate and dispense resources that discouraae nonco.pliance lie the 

abilit1 to reward and punish]" (Hechter 1987, p59). The abilit1 to insure 

dependence and the abiHt1 to .:mitor and saDction are aU a function of the 

orsanization'. structure. In the absence or collaple of dependence and 

control mechanisms, the opportunities for factionalism are created. 

11. -rrul, rational actors will not join a aroup [ie oraanization] to 
pursue cOll'llOn ends when, without participatina, the, can reap the benefit of 
others people'. activity in obtainins the.. If every ..-bar of the relevant 
croup [ie workshop, class, community. ethnic croup etc} can share in the 
beaefits •••the rational thins to do is to free ride ••• • (Bechter 1987, p27). • 
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Althoush factionaliam mal be profitable for opportuni.t leader., it 

usually hinder. tbe obtainment of soods (aovereisnt" devolution, ,teeter,) 

for the sroup. Further, in volatile situations factionalism .., carr, 

tremendous riaka. In Punjab, for example, .11 political leaders muat have 

heav, armed protection, and aS8assination ia atill commonplace. 

Purthermore. elite accommodation is bindered when there i. serious 

factionalism and disjunctures between the soala of leadera and followera. 

Put simply. "[s)roup leaders have weaker reasona to ensase in accommodation 

when there are rival leaders in their sroup, and teadera to not enjoy 

autono~ from tbeir followera." And, moreover, if tbe factional sroups are 

more extreme than the parent part, then -[i]ntersroup asreementa around 

moderate politions are diffieult to make and enforce beeauae of the 

ineentives for leadera within sroups to defect towarda extre.isa" (Meadwell 

1992, p41). In au., factionalism tends to ••crifice the lons-tera interesta 

of the sroup for the ahort-ter. intereats of political entrepreneurs. 

Con.cluaiona 

Various arsuaenta have beeD developed in .an atte.pt to explain 

ethnopolitical behaviour -- aodernizatioa theories, internal colonialisa, 

cultural arguments, competition theory, rational cboice, Marxist. and Bocio

psycholosical, amonsat others. Although most of these approaches illuminate 

at least a facet of ethnopolitical behaviour, none alone appears to be 

sufficientll comprehensive. There is, therefore, a sreat need to develop a 

more seneral tbeoretical framework. I believe that a synthesis of the 

socio-psycholosical explanations of ethnicit" a class oriented political 

• economy analysis, and rational choice tbeory is required to adequately 
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explain the origins and development of ethnopolitical movements. The 

synthesis of these three approaches can explain, respectively, the necessary 

and sufficient conditions for an ethnopolitical movement: 1) ethnic 

identification: 2) structural socio-economac factors; 3) the rise of 

political leadership, the founding of ethnic organizations and their 

political strategies. 

Pirst, a socio-psychological analysis is necessary to outline the 

foundations of an ethnopolitical movement by definition, an 

ethnopolitical movement cannot exist without a conception of ethnicity and 

its importance to self-identification. These arguments can also help 

explain why people .nght follow an ethnic BOve.ent. Moreover, socio

psychol08ical arguments provide an explanation for the cultural deaanda of a 

moVe.8nt -- that is, they are important to the identity of the community. 

Howe.er. ethnopolitical movements are not launched unless there are certain 

objecti.e socio-econoadc conditions present, and pro.ided that there i. 

leadership. Political econ~ analyse. dete~ne the structural parameter. 

of the en.ironment and suggest what factors .nght .inspire aD ethnic 

.o....nt, while more particular. cla.s analyse. dete~ne who specifically 

coaea forth to lead and follow. Political econ~ analyses, furthermore, 

help us understand the nature of the econo.!c and political demand. of the 

movement. Pinally, rational choice arguments help explain how political 

entrepreneurs found a movement and choose political strate8ie•• 

• 
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The Political Icoaa.f of PuDjab 1966-1979: 

Creatina Space for Sikh Militaac1 
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Introduction 

In bindsigbt. a ..jor conflict between the Akali 0.1 and tbe Conaress 

aovernment of Indira Gandhi should have been predictable. The constitution 

adopted after independence recoanlzed the Deed for a federal political 

s7ate., but the ideological disposition of the Conar.s. l.ader. coupled with 

other i.peratives -- insecurit7 vis-A-vis Pakistan, the ..at. and econo.!c 

underdevelopment -- dictated the creation of a hiah!7 centralized federal 

structure. The constitution, furthermore, aave the federal sovernment the 

responsibilit7 for industrial development -- one of the top priorities of 

Jawabarlal Nehru, India's first pri_ minister. The Akali Dal, on the other 

hanel, baa ab,a7a souaht a devolution of powen frOli tbe centre to the atate 

level -- this perspective was most comprebensive!7 detailed in tbe part7'. 

Anandpur Sahib Resolution (1973). Althoush Punjab bas historical17 been an 

industrial17 weak state, the Akalis, a part" pri.aril" composed of Jat Sikh 

faraers, bave been .ore predisposed to aaricultural concerns -- asain a 

perspective diametrica117 opposed to the central aoverDlleDt. Aa India 

becue increasinab centralized i. the 1970. under the rul. of Indira 

Gandhi, the Abli opposition to the centre grew IaOre vociferoua. The 

chanaea in the Indian political 87atea. however, were necesaar" but not 

sufficient conditions for the current crisia in Punjab. To understand bow 

the crisis in Punjab arose and bow it developed in tbe 1980s, we BUst 

undertake a detailed anal"sia of the internal dynamics of Punjab and the 

Sikh communit7. In particular, attention shall be paid to the distribution 

of benefits from econoaac development, to the competition for leadership in 

the coamunit7, and to tbe strategies of the primer7 political actors. 

• The Sikh nationalist movement. which besan in the 18708, has developed 

over a series of four phases each distinguished b" the social status of the 
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leaderahip and their accompanyins intereata. The firat phase, which besan 

in 1873 with the foundins of the Sinah Sabha oraanizations and la.ted to 

1920. wa. led b,. the Sikh sentry. primari17 urban, of Khatri and Arora 

caste.. The Sinah Sabhas were replaced b,. the ShirOll8ni Gurdwara Parhandhak 

eo.ittee (SGPC) and the AbU Dal, led by Master Tara Sinsh and other 

urban, .u.ddle-c1ass, !hatd and Arora Sikhs, particularl,- of the Majba 

teaion (Amritsar and Curdaspur districts) of Puajab. In 1962, the Akali Dal 

split - Master Tara Sinsh'. faction was marsinalhed, and the main faction 

of the part, was led b, Sant 'ateh SiUSh and 'well-to-do' rural Jat Sikh 

farmers from the prosperous Malwa district of southeast Punjab. 

In 1966. the Punjab was trifurcated. into a unilinaual Punjab and Hindi 

speakina states of Hiaachel Pradesh and aar,ana. after fourteen ,-ears of 

conaiderable AbU aaitation. The Punjab was now 601 Sikh. up frOil 331 

previous1,. In the new environment, the Akali »al became a _jor political 

force in the atate, and succeeded in formine coalition SOveromenta ia 1967, 

1969. and 1977, as well aa joinina the Janata .dnistry. which replaced 

Indira Gaadhi, in 1977• As a soveraillS party. the AbU Dal was DOW 

responsible for the entire Punjab, and thus could not explicitl,. pander onl, 

to their Sikh constituency. Accordinsly. the AbU Dal pursued a prapatic. 

'secular' program ~ch was desianed to serve the interesta of the 'well-to

do' faral... sector, which, of course. included their primar, base of 

support, the 'well-to-do f rural Jat Sikhs of the Malwa region. 

With the AbU Dal compelled, by the political demographics of Punjab, 

to ~ve away from heina a party of explicitl,. Sikh interests and to pursue a 

Imre secular strate81. the apace was created for Sant Jaraail Sinsh 

Bbiodranwale to rise and capitalize on the opportunity to explicitly• 
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represent the Sikh community. And as a fundamentalist, he did 80 much .ore 

stridently than the Akali Dal ever did. However, to effectively challenge 

the hegemoD7 of the Akali Dal, Bhindranwale, who was only the leader of a 

s..l1 Sikh t seminary' (the Dud..i Taksal), required a mass base of support 

and an oraanizational structure to accommodate it. His messase of Sikh 

revival found a receptive audience amongst the rural Jat Sikhs, primarily of 

the Amritsar and Gurdaspur districts. These two districts have smaller 

average farm sizes than other districts in Punjab, which has meant that the 

rural Jat Sikh farmer. of Amritsar and Gurdaspur have fared less well fra. 

the Green Revolution than the Jat Sikhs of the prosperous Malwa region. In 

particular, Bhindranwale cultivated a ..ss support base amonsat the 

alienated first generation of less-prosperous, rural Jat Sikhs to attend 

colleges and universities in urban Punjab but unable to find interestios 

employment. They were organized into the All-India Sikh Students t 

Pederation (AISSP) led by Amrik SiOSh -- the son of Bhindranwale's 

predecessor at the Damdami Taksal and hi. childhood friend, and 'blood

brother.' The Bhindranwale-AISSP nexus, representiq the less-prosperous 

educated rural Jat Sikhs, primarily of Aaritsar and Gurdaspur districts, 

seriously challenged the Akali Da1, representios the 'well-to-do' rural Jat 

Sikhs of the Malwa region, for hegemony within the Sikh cOlllDUllity. 

The Akali Dal, which perceives itself a. the sole representative of the 

Sikh coamunity and thus cannot allow another party to 'out-Sikh' them, felt 

compelled to become increasingly nationalistic. When the Dal was defeated 

in the March 1980 election, they immediately abandoned the 'secular' 

strategy they had pursued in office and attempted to re-capture their Sikh 

cODstituency by initiating an agitation against the Congress government of• 
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Indira Gandhi. Aa the Oal proceed to move back into the around usurped by 

Bhindranwale and the AISSP. the latter .eved to an even .ore nationalistic 

position. The supporters of Bhindranwale aoon felt compelled to pursue an 

armed strate.,.. The armed strategy bad two objective.: 1) to increa.e the 

pre.sure on the central aovernment, and, .ere importantly, 2) to Itaya step 

ahead of the Akali Oal and to prevent beina 'out-Sikhed' by the other 

smaller militant groups competing for the leadership of the community_ 

Unfortunately, this self-perpetuating logic continued ad infinitua. 

Unlike in 1920 and in 1962 when the leadership of the Sikh national 

movement awitched from one social strata to another quickly and decisively. 

in the late 1970. and early 1980s a crisis emerged in Punjab when the 

AlSSr/Bhindranwale and the Akali Dal, repreaentina different social stratal 

of the Jat Sikh coanunity. became locked in a protracted internal conflict 

while ensased in the most serious Sikh agitation against the central 

sovernment. After Bhindranwale t a death, it was his follower. who ca.e to 

demand secesaion, althoush he was always 8111bisuous on the issue. 

AmoDlst studenta of nationalis. there is a aenerai tendency to reaard 

national aroups aa a monolithic unit free of internal cleavaaea. '1'he Sikh 

nationalist IIOvement. however, clearly illustrates that national croups can 

be disasareaated by cla.a and other cleavaaea caste, aect, resion and 
• 

ideo10Q. The current criaia in Punjab, in fact, reflects an intense 

competition between two distinct econoaBc croups for hegemony in the 

cOlllllWlity. Thi. study also demonstrates that Sikh aecessionisa i. not 

driven by a prosperous peripheral group per ae but rather by a relatively 

• 
disadvantaaed social strata within the Iarser national group. Thus. this 

study refutes the notion that the Sikhs are a prosperous peripheral group 
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pursuina aeeeaaion (Horowitz 1985, p251), and supporta instead the 8enerally 

held assumption that it is poorer peripheral 8roup. which seek lecession 

(Hechter 1975; Horowitz 1985, p249). In sua, I believe that the study 

illustrates the critical importance of the internal d7Ramicl of nationalist 

movementl. 

The Centralization of Iadian Political aDd Economic Development 

On 26 January 1950, two-and-a-half years after independence, India 

adopted its current constitution. India officially became a "union of 

states," or in other words, a federal democracy. Bowever, the balance 

between the centre and the statea waa far fro. equal -

India ia • federation with • 8trona centre aDd with 
certain unitary featurel. It i. 80 8tructured aa to 
establisb 8upremacy of the Union. While assuring tba 
auton~ of the states in certain fields ••• the 
Constitution has been 80 effected.a to make the Union 
Government more powerful than the Statel. In addition, 
the residuary powers are .180 conferred on tbe Union 
Governmeftt by the Constitution•••Tbua the ladi.. federal 
system establishes tbe paramountc7 of the Union over 
that of the atates (Raju 1988, p3). 

The centralist tendencies in the constitution were derived fro. a number of 

imperativea -- 1) Indian states were never independent colonies like the 

states and provinces of Canada, Australia and .the United States, therefore 

there was little compUlsion to have state riahts. 2) The Indian political 

system was largely shaped by the British (a unitary state) and during the 

national liberation movement the British sought to buy time by devolving 

some power to the states but were intent on being able to re-exert control 

at will. 3) At independence, India faced serious external threats fro. 

Pakistan, not to mention the instability generated from partition, and 

serious internal threats from communist in8urgencies. 4) The nationalist• 
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movement tried to develop a secular Indian ·nationali••" and were intent on 

central plannins, neither of which waa conducive to federalism (Jeffer1 

1986, pI91). 

Althouah the Indian union was conceived of a. 'cooperative 

federalisa,' the centralist tendencies in tbe Indian political s1at.. became 

prosressively more unitary, under the charismatic leadership of Jawaharlal 

Nehru, and the sheer dominance of hi. Consress Party throushout most of 

India from independence to the late 1960s. Pollowins the death of Nehru, 27 

May 1964, the euphoria of independence and the lustre of the Consres8 besan 

to wear thin. Besinnins in 1966 much of India was shaken b1 violent 

political dissent, led by students, workera, profes8ionala, civil serYants, 

and communal sroups, and caused by food shortasea, inflation, econo.ic 

stasnation, and srowins inequality (Prankel 1978, p341). At the aame ti., 

tbe Consress party, confronted by new demands on an 
already strained patronase syatea, was losins its 
capacity to function as an uabrella organization. 
Bitter internal disputes over the allocation of party 
tickets at the atates led to large-scale defections that 
splintered the oreanization around the factional and 
caste sroupinas at it. core. Meanwblle, the rulins 
party's advantase in a divided opposition was reduced 
by efforts of the two coaamiat parties on the one hand, 
and the conservative and communal parties on the other, 
to arranse electoral adjustmenta and alliances (Prankel 
1978, p343). 

In the 1967 elections Congress, politically weakened, was unable to move 

beyond its traditional principles of secular social-democrac1, and, for 

leaitimation, its ties to the liberation .ovement. Indira Gandhi, the new 

Consress leader, was unable, moreover. to command the respect of her father, 

• J. Indian tnationalism' is not a true nationalism since there is not a 
single Indian nation. India is a federation of nations and Indian 
'nationalism' connotes a loyalty to India, which is technically patriotism. 

http:econo.ic


• 
42 (Chapter Three) 

Nehru. Consequently, the Congre.1 popular Yote fell from 45% in 1962 to 

41S in 1967 but .are dramatically. due to the vaaariea of a 'firat-pa.t-the

POlt' electoral .ystem, Congre.s lost 211 of it. parliamentary (Lot Sabha) 

seats and auffered 108.ea in all atate electiona (Prankel 1978, p353-4). By 

the summer of 1967, after further politictins and coalition building. eiaht 

of India', then seventeen states were sovemed by non-Consres. ~niltries. 

Previously, only the conatitutionally and historically unique atate of Jammu 

and lasbair was soverned by a party other than Congress, apart from the 

brief Communist led coalition in Kerala 1957-9. The 1967 elections are thus 

appropriately viewed as the beainnina of tbe end of the Conareal Party 

doIIIinance in India. 

Gandhi '8 election landslide in 19712 , and Congress victories in a 

DUaber of state. in 1971-2, appeared to be a re-assertion of Concress 

domnance, but the political landscape wal qualitative!1 different frOil the 

era of Nehru'. hes8mOnr. In an excellent article, Brass argues persuasively 

that shortly after Gandhi's "slive electoral victory the nature of centre

atate relationa in India were irreversib17 changed (Brass 1988, pI72). 

Under Nehru, the states operated essential17 autonomously, with the centre 

only "intervening as an impartial arbiter" to resolve protracted coaflicts. 

CaDdhi, on the other hand, intervened ill state polities with partisan 

concerns and "[c]entre-state politics became increasingl1 interlinked and 

interdependent and the autono~ of state polities disappeared" (Brass 1988, 

p174). Moreover, he adds, whole process of agareaating power was reversed. 

When Nehru dominated the centre durina the 1950s and 1960s, "politicians 

who wanted substantial power and control of aovernment resources had to 

I • Conaress won 350 of 434 seats.• 
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build their influence fro. the district. to the atate level." After the 

death of Nehru and the rise of Indira Gandhi, howeYer, "politician. in both 

the districts and the atatee had to pleas. the part1 leadership at the 

centre to aain power and resources in the atat••" (Brae. 1988, p174). 

In the latter period, of cours., the centre wa. Dot .0 .uch an inatitutloD 

but rather the person of Indira Candhi. In the words of a noted scholar, 

"(11ite an empreSI, Mrs. Gandhi became the source from which all Iealtimate 

authority flowed, the indispensable leader of the Congress party as the 

personal s:ymbol of the nation." And, "[l]ike Duraa, she wielded enormous 

power for destroying her enemies" (Prankel 1978, p462). Brass concludes, 

that "li]n order to lDIlintain power at the centre, Mrs. Gandhi and the 

Conaress felt obliaed to centralize power, nationalize issues, and intervene 

increasinaly in state and even district politica" (Brass 1988, p174). But, 

'raakel aDd Brass both argue, Candhi did not restructure the party, she 

rather aillPl, chose to .urround herself wi th sycophants. 

At the state level, consequently, tbe new parties on the political 

scene, froa the Coaamist Party of India (Mardst) in West BaDIa! to the 

relisious oriented Akali Del in Punjab, felt that . "the arowi. 

centralization of power within the Indian federal .yatea bald] sone so far 

as to uke the states )DOre as a set of subordinate. than equal. [ill)" (Raja 

1988, p6). Apart from the purely political and personality clashes, "the 

nature of the Union-State conflicts that confronts the nation today can be 

stated in a few propositions: 

It has been a protest asainst the ~suse8 of the 
provisions of the constitution and powera b7 the Union 

• 
GoYernment for political advantases ••• It has been a 
protest asainat the encroachment of the Union sovernment 
on the autonom, of the states assured under the 
existins provision. of the constitution ••• it has been an 
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attack also against the injustice. done to the state. in 
the developmental, legislative, adaUnistrative and 
financial sphere. by the Union government, that i. now 
controlled by the Congress Party •••Lastly, it haa been a 
plea for more federalizatioD than centralization and a 
plea for more autonomy by devolution of power. and 
financial resource. to the .tatea (Raju 1988, p7). 

Raju sraue. that a number of federal structures have _de it difficult for 

states led by non-COngresa parties to govern. In particular, the plannins 

commission and the financial imbalance between the states and the union 

severely restricts the states' ability "to perfo~ their regular and 

developmental functions" (Raju 1988, p9). He also believes that the 

modalities for local governaent, both urban and rural, are ineffectiye and 

weakens the democratic structure at it's base (1988, pll-12). Another 

proble. is that the constitutional diyision of powers aives the central 

aovern.ent a bias towards urban and industrial development, while "[s]tate 

aovernmenta are oriented toward aaricultural concerns aod constituencie." 

(Leaf 1985, p480). 

In the case of the Congress central government and the Akali Dal in 

Punjab, the constitutional division of powers reinforces their differing 

soeial bases of support. The Conares. Party has become an unlikely 

coalition of the urban industrial classes snd the bariians, the urban and 

rural labourina t outeastes' (Leaf 1985, p478-9), whereas the Akali Del 

traditionally has been a party of Jat Sikh farmers, ranging from those with 

relatively 8aa11 holdings to large landowners. Leaf goes on to discuss a 

number of the agricultural issues which created conflict between the Alalia 

and the Congress Party after Indira Gandhi was re-elected in January 1980-

land refor., agricultural trade and prices, irrigation, amongst other•• 

fina11" and perhaps most dramatically, the sinale election comadssion• 
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for both the atatel and union, and Article 356 of the Constitution which 

permits the Union sovernment to dismiss any state sovernment and declare 

President'. rule or martial law at will, haa left the .tate sovamment. 

completely and utterl, subordinate to the prerosativea of the centre. 

Between 1950 and 1964, Nehru invoked Article 356 Oil .iz occasions, but 

between 1966 and 1984 Article 356 was applied over fifty times -- nine times 

by the Janata sovernment ill 1977 and the rest by Indira Gandhi. Punjab has 

been under President'. rule now for four-and-a-half years continuously and 

for six-and-a-half years of the last eight. In fact, the last three 

democratically elected sovernments of Punjab bave been dismassed prematurely 
.,.

by the centre under Article 356. Purthermore, ill 1991, the Congress 

central govera.ent twice cancelled scheduled elections in PunjabS, and, 

instead, exteoded martial 1.w. The working relationship between the centre 

and • DUmber of states deteriorated to sucb an estent that in 1983 tbe 

soveroment of Indi. created a federal commission, chaired by Justice 

Sarkaria, to investisate centre-state relations. The cOllDi.ssion, wbicb 

tabled its report late in 1987, concluded that "[t]here is now need for 

greater decentralization, both formally and inforaally. and adequate 

IUchiller1 for regular cOllsultation between the UIlion, states, and. local 

governments witb a view to evolving a consensus and reducing conflicts" (Sen 

1988, pI637). The commissioll made a number of recommelldatioDS -- including 

reform of Article 356, political appointments, finance, developmental and 

'. The first election was scheduled for 21 June 1991 by the caretaker' 
government of Chandra Shekar but tbe just-elected Congress government 
cancelled the poll within thirty-sis hours of the voting. The Coneress 
later reneged on their own promise to bave an election on 25 September 1991 • 
Personally, I do not believe the Congress soverament ever had any intention 
of holdine the September poll.• 
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other econoaic infrastructure, and languale but the changes envi.ioned 

were not drastic, rather they were intended "to re-construct Union-State 

relations in ecco~ce with the letter and spirit of the constitution" 

(Raju 1988, p1). 

In .ua. the Indian political system beca.e increasinaly centralized 

under Indira Gandhi. Conflict betweea the centre and the Akal! Oal, lona a 

centrifugal force in Indian politics, thus became inevitable. However, to 

understand precisely how the conflict with tbe centre emerged, we must 

undertake a detailed analysis of the internal dyn~c8 of Punjab and the 

Sikh communit1 in the post-1966 period. 

The PuDjabi Suba and the Political fortunes of the Aka!! bal 

The re-demarcation of Punjab in 1966, the Punjabi Subs, dr...tical1y 

altered the course of politics in Punjab. The state of Punjab. which had 

been partitioned in 1947 into Muslim West Punjab (Pakistan) and Hindu and 

Sikh Bast Punjab (India), wa. now divided into a linguistically Puajab! 

state and the two Hindi speakina states of Haryans and Himachel Pradesh. In 

tbe new Indian state of Punjab the Sikhs suddenly became a aajorit1. for.ina 

601 of the population as opposed to 33~ prior to the Punjabi Suba (and five 

times Ireater than the colonial era). For the Akali Dal, which had fought 

strenuously for the Punjabi Suba from the early 1950s, the moment was one to 

savour. With the Sikhs now constituting 60% of the population the electoral 

possibilities of tbe Akali Dal were considerably enbanced. Politics in the 

immediate post-Punjabi Subs era, however, did not eyolve quite as the Akalia 

bad envisioned and the Akali euphoria soon dissipated as the hard political 

realities of Punjab became apparent.• 
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The 1967 .tate elections, in Punjab and ellewhere, were a waterlhed in 

the political biatory of India for it marked tbe beginnins of tbe decline of 

tbe Conarea. Party. In Punjab, the Conaresa Party captured 48 aeat., twice 

a • .any a. the Akali Dal, its nearest rival. but four .eat_ _hy of a 

majority_ After the 1967 election the Akali Del adopted a political 

strateU' of coali tion buildinr. Under the leadership of Guma. Si1l&h the 

AkaU Dal formed a United Front Ministry on the 8th of March 1967 _ The 

Front was constituted by all non-COngress membera of the As8embly (See 

Table 1). Although the coalition was an unwieldy alliance of diaparate 

groups, it was, ironically, intra-Akali factionalism wbich finally brousht 

the government down on the 22nd of Noveaber 1967 (see Nara1l& 1983, p179). 

The rival mnistry - led by Lachbman Singh Gill, a "trusted lieutenant of 

Sant 'ateh Singh and vice-president of the SGPC" -- survived only to August 

1968 (see Nara1l& 1983, p182). Punjab went to the poll. asai. i. early 1969, 

and tbe Akali Dal. which was once IDOle united, eaaersed victorious, althoush 

shy of a ..jority. deapite bavina ten percent less of tbe popular vote than 

. tbe Conaress Party (See Table 1). The Akal! Del, asaia under tbe leadership 

of Gurnall Singh, pur.sued a coalition str.tec and foned a Ililliatl7 with the 

.lana Saqh Oil 17 February 1969. Once .ore. however. intra-Akali 

factionalism defeated Gurnam Sinsh. His ministry fell on the 25th of March 

1970 when the Akali "high coomand" led by Sant 'ateh Slash expelled Gum.. 

Singb, the Chief Minister of Punjab. and his allies from the party (see 

Narana 1983, pI87). After Gurnam Singh's ianominious dis.isssl, Prakash 

• 
4. Baldev Raj Hayar (1966) bas characterized the Abli political 

strategies. between independence aDd 1966, as constitutional, 
infiltrational. and agitational. In keepina with Nayar's terminology, the 
post-1967 Akali strategy could be cateaorized as coalitional. 
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Singh Badal fo~ a new Akali ministry. asain with Jana Sangh support, on 

28 March 1970 (Narans 1983. p187). However. the Jana Sangh withdrew their 

support in Jul, 1910. The Badal ministry wa. able to stumble along fro. one 

crisis to the next but in June 1971 Badal bad to a.k the Governor to dis.!sl 

the assembl, and hold new election•• In the elections of March 1972 the 

Congress Part, captured a convineina majorit,. (See Table 1) under the 

leadership of Giani Zail Singh. 

TABLB 9NB: Puniab Assembly Blection. (1961. 1969, 1972) 

J Vote J Vote %Vote 

Conaress 48 37.6 38 39.2 66 42.8 

Akali 24 20.5 43 29.6 24 27.7 
(Sant) 

Atali 2 4.2 
(Master) 

Jane 9 9.9 8 8.8 S.O 
Sangh 

CPI S S.2 3 4.5 10 6.7 

CPI(M) 3 3.3 2 3.3 1 3.2 

others 13 19,3 10 14 ..6 3 14.6 

• 

total 104 100.0 104 100.0 104 100.0 
(Source: NaraDJ 1983) 

The first three elections in the post-Punjabi Suba era brought the 

Akali Dat a painful messaae: not all Sikhs vote for the Akali Dal. In the 

three elections the Aka!i vote was consistent, between 25-30% (taking the 

two Akali parties tosether in 1967). but i8 a state that was now 60% Sikh 

the Akalis were setting, at best, only half of the Sikh vote. Blectoral 

politics poses a dilemma for the Akalis: the Sikh community provides a 

reliable base of support, but "the more the part, tries to broaden its base 
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(say by collaboratina with other secular parties or by rai.ina non-reliaious 

broad based demands), the more it aats alienated fro. its own community" 

(~umar 1988, pl08). 

As early aa 1962 when Sant 'ateh Siaah bec... the undisputed leader of 

the Akali Dal, shuntina aside Master Tara Sinah, the party beaan to .hift 

away from the narrow confines of the Sikh communit1 --

Sant 'ateh Singh condemned the separatist attitude of 
the earlier leadership, emphasized the ale old common 
bonds of the Sikhs with the Hindus, his primar1 concern 
with the unity and intelrity of India and called for a 
new Punjab state on the basi. of languale and culture, 
'without any consideration of the percentaae of Sikh 
population in it.' In the election manifesto of his 
Akali Oal for the aeneral election of 1962 it was 
stressed that the Akaii Oal was committed to 
strenatheniDl India'8 national unit1 ••• It . made 
absolutel, no reference to any particular arievance or 
demand of the Sikhs •••That was a sharp contrast to 
Master Tara Sinah's demand for a 56% Sikh majority 
province (Puri 1988, p306). 

Ordinaril" a part1 which .oves awa1 froa its constituenc1 could be expected 

to lose support amons its constituents but the quick attainment of the 

Punjabi Sube, which resulted in a Sikh majorit1 state reaardlesa of Sant 

'ateh Sinah'a 'aecular'.stratel7t accorded b~ and tbe Akali Oal leaitiaac1 

&mOnast the Sikh ca.auuit1, despite the shift in orientation, at least for a 

time. Under tbe lesdership of Sant 'ateh Sinah the election manifestoes of 

tbe Akal! Dal in the 1967, 1969, and the 1972 state elections, as well as 

the 1971 Lok Sabha election, were framed "in terms of secular economic and 

political prolrams- (Puri 1988, p309; see alao Puri 1983). While the Akalia 

led coalition aovernments in 1967 and 1969, tbe 'secular' stratel7 continued 

to paT dividends. However, the resoundina defeat at the handa of the 

Congress Part1 in the 1972 election put the 'moderates' and their 'secular' 
-

stratelY in a vulnerable position as the more nationalistic Atalis urged a • 
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return to a more 'Sikh-based' orientation (Purl 1988; ~umar 1988). 

Other eventl of the early 1970. alao reinforced the need to return to a 

more nationalist orientation, none more so than the Consres • .inistry of 

Giani %ail Sinsh in Punjab (1972-1977). Zail Sinah, a veteran politician of 

poor artisan oriaina, ai~ly tried to 'out-Sikh' the Akalia -

he had mastered the precise art of panderin. to the 
reliaioul aspirations of the hardlinera: it .a. 
difficult for the Akalis to pick holes in the 
functionins of a chief minister almost .ore devout than 
thaselves. His reaime was mapificent in its populist 
sche.una: he started the Guru Hanak DeY Univeraity in 
Aaritsar, linked all the atatea' beat known gurdwaras 
with a 400 kilometre hiahway called Guru Gobind Singh 
Marl, re-christened over a dozen state-run hospitals 
after surua. and even went alons to alter the naM of a 
a.a11 town outaide Chandiearh after one of Guru Gobind 
Slash'. IOns (India todaY, 31 October 1981, p32). 

The Akali Del, in its attempt to win power, bad distanced itself from the 

Sikh community and ita role as the pre-eminent Sikh political party was 

threatened a. a result. When seen from thie perspective, the draftins of 

the infa80U8 Anandpur Sahib Resolution, which defiaed the Sikhs a•• DIll or 

nation and called for a dramatic devolution of power fro. the centre to the 

states, by a workins c~ttee of the Akali Oal ia perfectly understandable 

(~umar 1988, p114: Puri 1988, plO9). 

The Anandpur Sahib Reaolutioe 

The oriainal version was drafted by a. AbU Dal Workins CouRittee 

headed by Surjit Sinsh Barnala, and included Gurcharsn Sinsh Tohra and 

8alwant Sinsh amonsst others (Kapur 1985, p192), io the town of Anandpur 

Sahib, October 1973. It was not until October 1978, however, that the party 

approved the Resolution, with some revisions. The October 1978, version 

• signed by Sant Harcharan Singh Longowal is tbe version wbich has gained most 

credibility. The orielna! draft of 1973 Mas intended to be a comprehensive 
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statement of the ideolo&1 and purpose of the Aka1i Dal in the po.t-P~njabi 

Suba era and a reassertion of the role of the part,. within the Sikh 

community after it. limited aucce •• in pur.uina a 'secular' .trate87. 

The Anandpur Sahib Resolution i. a clear illustration of the socio

PS1cholosicai importance of ethnic identification. It besins with a clear 

and e~hatic statement of the Akali Dal'. perceived relationship with the 

Sikh eoamuni ty: "The Shiromani Akali Oal is the very embodiment of the 

hopes and aspirations of the Sikh nation and as such is full,. entitled to 

its representation" (in Joshi 1984. p55). The resolution continues by 

stating the aeneralpurposes of the part,.: 

The Shiromani AbU Oal shall ever strive to achieve the 
following .i_: i) Propagation of Sikhism and its code 
of conduct; [and} denunciation of atheism. ii) ~ 
preserye ao4 keeP alive the copcept of distinct and 
iM,pendept ideplity of the PHth and to create an 
environment in which national senti.ant. and aspirations 
of the Sikh Panth will find full expressiOn, 
satiafactiOil and arowth (in Joshi 1984, p55; ellPhasia 
added). 

To fulfil its aims, the Resolution detailed a number of reliaioua, political 

and econoalic policies. Allons the ten reliaiows policies is a cOlll1tment to 

"Baptizing the Sikhs (.barit Pracbar) on • vast scale"· and pursue not on1,. an 

aU-India Gurdwara Act but to endeavour to brina Sikh temple. and shrines 

around the world under • sinale management s,.stem (in Joshi 1984, pS6-7). 

The principal political objectives of the Resolution, which clearl,. 

illustrate the part,.'s preference for decentralization. are as follows: 

i) The Sbiromani Akali Dal is deterained to strive by 
all possible meanl to: .) Bave all those Punjabi
speakina areas deliberately kept out of Punjab [at the 
ti. of tbe Punjabi Suba] .....rged witb Punjab to 

• 
constitute a sinale administrative unit where the 
interests of the Sikhs and Sikhism are specificall,. 
protected. b) In this new Punjab. and in other states, 
the Centre'. laterference would be restricted to 
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defenc., (oreiga r.lation.. currencY'ad ••n.rl1 
co.mynication: all other departmenta would be in the 
jurisdiction of Punjab (.nd other states) which would be 
fulll entitled to frame th.ir own laws 00 the.. subject. 
for administration. Por the .bove departments of the 
Centre, Punjab and other Itates [WOUld] contribute in 
proportion to representation in the P.rliament •••• ii) 
The Shiromani Abli Oal would alao endeavour to hav. the 
Indian Constitution recast on real federal principle. 
with equal representation at the Centre for all the 
state. (in Joshi 1984, p 58; emphasia .dded). 

The second part of this policl is not entire1, elear but presumabl, it i. a 

demand for the ereation of an American style senate, or, in Canadian 

parlance, an elected. equal and effective second chamber of parliament. 

The economic policies in the Re801ution are perhapa the most 

perplexiD8' The political rbetoric of the Resolution ia very clearly an 

appeal for a decentralization of power, but tbe econoadc policies are 

shrouded in a lociali,t rbetoric. In tbe preamble of tbe economic section 

of the Resolution it is stated that "tbe levers of economic powers continue 

to be in the bands of biS traders, capitalists and IIODopolists" (in Josbi 

1984, p60). The preamble continues by sayiq. 

(i]. tbe rural areaa, tbe Aka!i Oal is dete~ned to 
help tbe weaker clssses, like the scbeduled eastes, 
bacbard elasaes. landle.. tenant., ordinary laborers, 
the poor and .dddle class farmers. Por sucb a purpose 
it atand. for meaninaful land refor. whicb envisases a 
ceilina of tbirtl standard acres and tbe distribution of 
excess land amons the poor fanaers (in Josbi 1984, pOOl. 

Specific asricultural policies include, 

b) The Shiromani Akali Da1 shall work for the 
aodernization of farmins snd would also try to enable 
the ~ddle class and poor fa~rs to seek loans and 
inputs made available by different asencies. c) The 
Shiromani Aka1i Dal shall tr7 to fix the prices of the 
agricultural produce on tbe basis of the returns of tbe 

• 
aiddle class farmers •••d) The Sbiro.ani Akali Da1 stands 
for complete nationalization of the trade in foodsrains 
and a8 such, shall endeavour to nationalize the 
Wholesale trade in foodgrains tbrough the establishment 
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of atate aSlnciea (in Joshi 1984, p61). 

In the industrial lector, "[tlhe Shiromani Akali Dal stronsly .dvocates that 

.11 ke, industries should be brouaht under the public sector" (in Joshi 

1984, p62). Moreover, "the Shiromani Akali Del would try it. best i) to fil 

need-based wasel for industrial workers ••• iii) to r.-.s•••• the ~ni.um 

waaes of agricultural labour and to . effect necenary illprovements, if and 

when necessary" (in Joshi 1984, p63; emphasis added). The last significant 

econouUc polic, wal as follows: 

The Shiromani Akali Dal stands for full eaplo)'1Dent in 
the country. POI' such a purpose it il of the firm 
opinion that the aovernment .ust provide immediate 
employment to the educated and trained persons, 
otherwise reasonable unemplo,.ant allowance should be 
paid to them. This 8JDOUDt should be shared by the 
Centre and stat. soveroment (in Joshi 1984, p63). 

The Anandpur Sahib Resolution has aenerated consider.ble controversy_ 

11ke lona and convoluted process of dr.ftins.nd ..kina public tbe 

Resolution, not to .ention the proble. of translation .t each staae and 

.edi. editiOS. .llowed various versiona of the 'Resolution' to COM into 

circul.tion and Ak.ali leaders vyins for supremacy cOlll'licated matters by 

support ina versloDS Which best suited tbeir own purposes (Jeffe~ 1986, 

p127). POI' others focusing on tbe 'Sikhs-are-a-nation' statement, "the 

Anandpur Sahib Resolution clearly provides the ideolosical basis for tbe 

demand for lhalistan" (Kapur 1985, pI95). Joshi, on the other hand, states 

e~haticall, that "[tlhe Akali Dal was not seekins s.paration froll the 

Indian union but BIOre autonOlD1 for a Sikh dominated Punjab •••A perusal of 

the three different verslons •••would show that not a sinale one talks of a 

• 
'sovereign state'" (Joshi 1984, p44). A more balanced view argues that the 

Anandpur Sahib Resolution "is not simply a strussle for restructurina of 

http:dr.ftins.nd
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union-state relations. Nor, conversely, doe. it necessarily ai,nify an ur,. 

for a Sikh Homeland." It is, rather, "a comprehensive statement which 

includes the Akali Da1·. basic assumptions and beliefa and reli,ioua and 

political ,oala. Like .ost political manifeatoea, consistency or lo,le are 

not necessarily ita strona points" (Purl 191?, p47 and p48). The Anandpur 

Sahib Resolution analyzed from a traditional left or ri,ht perspective ia 

perhaps inconsistent, but when viewed fro. the interests of the Akali Dal 

and its constituency, tbe Resolution is completely consistent. 

• 

As araved in the previous section, when Sant 'ateh Singh overtook the 

leadership of Master Tara Singh in 1962 be pulled the Akali Dal to a more 

t secular' strate8Y when he araved for the Punjab! Suba purely frOil 

linauistic rather than reli,ious criteria. The attainment of the Punjabi 

Suba in 1966 save the atratesy legitimacy aDd it continued to be le,iti..te 

while the Akali Del was able to play the leadina role in coalition 

8Overnments. The t secular t atrate8Y, however, distanced the Ak.ali 0.1 frOll 

its primary constituency, the devout. 'well-to-do' Jat Sikh peasantry. 

Thus. when the AbU 0.1 waa soundly defeateel in the 1972 electioa by the 

COnaress Party. it waa compelled to adopt a platform which served the 

interests of its power base. Hence. the openi... line of the resolution, 

W[t]he Shiromani Akali Dal the ve'r7 eabodiment of the hopes and 

aspirations of the Sikh Nation and as such is fully entitled to its 

representation" (in Joshi 1984, p55). Aj.er Singh, secretary of the Aka!i 

»aI, confirms in the forward of the draft presented to the Ceneral House of 

the party that "the Sbiromani Akali Dal has decided to redraw the aims and 

objectives of the Sikh Panth ••• so that by so dOlns it maT serve the lar,er 

interests of the Panth, the Punjab, as also the country, and thus live up to 
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the elpectationa of the Sikhs" (in Joshi 1984, p46). It ia, therefore, wery 

clear that the Akal! Dal was makina a concerted effort in the Anandpur Sahib 

Resolution to re-ingratiat. itaelf with their Sikh supporters -- 'well-to

do' Jat Sikh farmers. Another 8oa1 of the Resolution was the transfer of 

political and economic power from the centre to the states. The relisioua, 

political. and economic policies in the Resolution were thus constructed 

specifically with that objective in .ind. 

Although the asricultural policies appear to be shrouded in a socialist 

rhetoric, most analysts resard the policies aa beins 'pro-capitalist 

fanaer. • The Resolution was comadtted to the "modernhation" of 

asricu1ture, which primari1,. benefits well-to-do farman. Altbou&h the 

Resolution speaks of land reforms, the suggested ceilins of thirty acres 

actually represented an increase from the existent ceilina of 17.5 acres 

(Joshi 1984, p6S). The nationalization of foodsraina, traditionally 

"controlled by the Hindu baniYae,· would also benefit middle level far.ers 

(Joshi 1984, p65), who were, of course, pr!.aril,. Sikhs. For industrial 

workers, where· Sikhs tend to be disadvantased, the Resolution called for 

fhed IliniDIUID "asea, but for aarlcultural laboura, who are usua11,. hired by 

'well-to-do • Sikh farmers, the ResolutiOll asreed only to "re-assess the 

.nnla. wases •••if and when necessary." Pinally, the call for seneroue 

unemployment benefits for the educated unemployed prophetically anticipated 

the needs of a burgeonins Sikh econOlllic group. In sum, 

[t]he demands for state auton~, though it may have a 
variet,. of other justifications in the framework of the 
ideolosies of different political parties. can a180 be 
seen meaningfully in the Punjab context only as a demand 

• 
for growth of these [vested aaricultural] econoadc 
interests under the aegis of their own political 
representatives (Bhashan 1983, p62). 
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Althoush the economic resolutions appear contradietory when analyzed from a 

traditional left-riabt perspective, they do, however, represent the 

interests of the Akali Dal'a primary constituency. Sa.. of the aocialiat 

rhetoric, moreover, can be aeen as an attempt to attract 10.8 of the 

political aupport liven to the Consress and the Communists and Naxalitea-

there was a significant Na~alite movement in Punjab between 1968 and 1972-

who all advocated land reform and derived considerable support from poor 

and scheduled caste Sikhs. 

The Anandpur Sahib Resolution not only served imperatives within the 

dynamics of the Sikh community, it was also a response by the Akali Oal to 

the constitutional centrali%ation and economic control by the centre. 

Punjab bas never been industrially strona, and in the firat ten years 

followins the Punjabi Suba in 1966, Punjab fell from eishth position within 

India (with 4.1% of industrial value added) to tenth position (with 2.8% 

sbare of the all-India value added in 1977-8 [Johar et al 1983, pIS3]). 

The problea in Punjab, waa that the centre controlled the arowth of 

industriea throush licensins (Leaf 1985. p488). Parther.ore, central 

lovernment invest.-nt in Punjab! industry has been inadequate -- Punjab 

received only 11 of central investment up to 1975 (Johar ~ 1983, p166). 

Consequently, "Punjabia widely believed, and ati1l believe, that under the 

governments of Indira Gandhi they bad been eeonoancally exploited by a kind 

of internal mercantile syste." (Leaf 1980, p489). The Anandpur Sahib 

Resolution was thus framed in response to internal and external compulsions. 

The Anandpur Sahib Resolution, therefore, ousht to be aeen 8a. 

document designed by the Akali Del to ensure the loya1t7 of its 

constituenc7. Moreover, the Resolution waa completely consiatent with the• 
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traditional platfor. of the party. The an~ly in Akali behaviour, wa. not 

the Resolution, but the 'secular' strategy pursued by Sant Pateh Sinsh for 

the Punjabi Suba and subsequently in the elections of 1967, 1969, and 1972. 

The declaration of the Sikh. a. a Mnation- only reiterated Master Tara 

SiOSh'••tatement ..de at a party conference in Aaritsar, August 1944. The 

call for a devolution of power was just a less-dramatic demand than the Sikh 

Homeland policy made by the party in 1946. Furthermore, at the all-Akali 

conference at Batala, 30 September 1968, when Master Tara Singh's Akali 

faction united with the Sant faction, the party recognized the need for 

devolution and after losina the Lok Sabha elections of 1971 the Akali Chief 

Minister of Punjab, Prakash Singh Badal, called for a devolution of powers 

(Narang 1983, p213-5). 

Pinally, it ought to be noted that the demand for a significant 

deYolution of power was not unique to the Akali Oal - Jyoti Basu (the 

eo-mist leader of West Bengal), Sheikh Abdullah of hsbair, and the DMIC of 

Ta.il Nadu were all advocating devolution in the late 19608 and early 1970.. 

Moreover, the Dal'a devolution proposal. were intended for all atates of 

India, not just for Punjab. Hot coincidentally, the de..nd for devolutiOil

-i. al.,.t wholly a phenomenon· of the non-Hindi speaking periphery" 

(Hargrave Jr. 1983, pI172). Prior to 1967, conflict between the centre and 

the state was accommodated within the framework of the Congress Party. 

After the collapse of Congress Party dominance in 1967, however, state 

arie~ances have given rise to regional political parties to oppose Coosress 

rule in the Centre (Hargrave Jr. 1983, pl171-2). 

• 
Although the Anandpur Sahib Resolution was written in 1973 and 

affirmed in 1978, it did not become a significant issue until the early 
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1980a. With the arrival of Sikh militants, "to be aaainst the Anandpur 

Sahib Resolution was almost to be opposed to the Sikh religion itaelf" 

(Jeffer1 1986, p129). The Akali leaders who had written the docu.ent in 

tarae mea.ure to ..intain support in the communit, after their ill-fated 

coalition governments, were then compelled, b, the c~it7, to vi,oroual7 

pursue the radical decentralization of the federal .ystem envisioned in the 

Resolution. The Akalia were therefore forced to confront the central 

sovernment which, in turn "totally mis-interpreted the spirit, backaround,' 

socioloaical factors and political imbalances which led to [the] framing of 

the Anandpur Sahib Resolution" (Joshi 1984, p41). Although the ASR became a 

major iaaue, it was temporarily displaced b, more pressing political events. 

Return to a 'Secular' Strate., 

Ver7 aoon after the drafting of the Anandpur Sahib Resolution the 

deterioratina political aituation in India compelled the Akali Dal to asain 

pursue. secular stratel1. With the increasins despoti.. of Indira Gandhi, 

the Akali Oal openl, aligned itself with Ja,aprakash Narayan, the pre

eainent opposition leader in the country (Puri 1983, p115) • And in June 

1975 when Indira Gandhi suppressed the democratic process with her 

declaration of a state of Emergency, the Akali Del immediately began a 'Save 

Democracy Moreha.· During the course of the Emersency. which lasted until 

January 1977, when fresh elections were called, over 40,000 Akalis were 

arrested during their agitation. As a result, the AksU Oal started "to 

become a part of the anti-COll8ress national mainstream asainst the emersency 

regime. Living together in jails during the emersency period with the 

political leaders of other non-COngress parties helped further a certain• 
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secularization of their political perceptions and priorities" (Puri 1988, 

p3IO). Although the failed coalition attempts in the early 1970s had 

compelled the Akali Oal to draft the Anandpur Sahib Resolution, the 

severity of the subsequent political situation in India allowed the party to 

maintain its primary support as it aaain pursued a secular atrate81. 

In tbe 1977 elections the primaroy issues were obviously the Emeraency 

and the restoration of the democratic process. Thus, althouah the Akali Dal 

had drafted the Anandpur Sahib Resolution, it i8 not surprising that the 

Akali Dal, in the election and 8ubsequently as the aovernment, "continued to 

stress secular reaional issues and proarams of economic development" (Puri 

1988, p310). In the Punjab state election, held Jun. 1977, the Akali Da1, 

al tbouah receivins less popular support than the Conares. Party, scored a 

dramatic victory by capturins 58 seats, one sh7 of a majority (see table 2). 

tABLI TWO; Punjab Assembly BlectiORl (1977 and 1280) 

1977 ll§2 

JmI. I Vote Seats % Vote 

Conares. 17 34.1 63 48.0 

AbU Oal 58 31.4 37 26.9 

Janata 25 15.0 4.7 

CPI 7 6.1 9 6.5 

CPI(JI) 8 3.S 5 4.1 

othe[l 2 9.9 ~ 9!8 
total 117 100.0 117 100.0 
(Source: Narans 1983) 

Asain, Prakash Sinah Badal formed a ministry in coalition with the Janata 

• Part1 (the reconstituted Jana Sanah, which had obtained 25 seats for a 

second place finish, see table 2). In the Lot Sabha (federal parliament) 
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election of March 1971 the Akali. captured Dine of thirteen aeata, while the 

CoDareS8 received none. Moreover, two Akali Membera of Parliament were 

incorporated into the cabinet of the Janata-Ied coalition ~nistry of Harar 

Desai, which further "aianified that the ~li 0.1 was comins out of ita 

narrow aroove. into the anti-COnsrea8 ..instrea. of Indian national 

politics, releaatina religion to the background" (Puri 1983, pIIS). The 

Akali-Janata coalitions in Punjab have struck many people as peculiar since 

they represent distinct ethnic groups. However, in a state that is at moat 

60' Sikh and at least 40' Hindu, somehow the two communities will have to be 

reflected in the aovernment. Par from beina peculiar, the Akali-Janata 

coalition, was based on traditional econoaic alliances rather than ethnic 

ties. In this case, 

[t]he Aka1i-Janata government •••brougbt the two 
ecOfta.ically dominant sectors of the state, namely the 
Jata fro. the rural areas and the Hindu commercial and 
industrial clas8 of tbe urban areaa, into power. These 
two groups are the main beneficiaries of the onaoins 
process of industrialization and the Green Revolution 
(Malik 1986, p3S0). 

The !.peratives of govemins in such a coalition thus coapelled the Akalis 

to pursue a 'secular' political and econo.nc development strate81. To have 

pushed only the interests of their Sikh constituency. certainly as outlined 

in the Anandpur Sahib Resolution, would have forced the Janata out of the 

coalition. 

Although the Anandpur Sahib Resolution did not significantly 

contribute to the platfonD of the Akali-Ied government. it still had 

currency in the party. First, the Resolution was endorsed in Amritsar by 

the General House of the Aka!i Da! in August 1977 (India Todal, IS November 

1982, p75). At the 18th All-India Akali Conference, 28-9 October 1978 in• 
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Ludhiana, the Resolution a. drafted waa not ratified per .e, but rather 

twelve resolutions were "adopted in the Haht of the Anandpur Sahib 

Resolution" (preamble to the twelve resolutions, in Joshi 1984, p47). Many 

of the twelve resolution. were very aiadlar in content and direction to 

those in the Anandpur Sahib Resolution and in ti.e the two sets of 

resolutions became entangled with one anotber, further confusina the 

situation. Two somewhat antaaonistic forces were operative at the Ludhiana 

conference. Pirst, the !maraeney explicitly reinforced the demand for a 

decentralization of power. The first resolution, moved by SGPC President 

Gurcharan Sinah Tohra and seconded Prakash Sinah Badal, adopted at 

Ludhiana, criticized the centralization of powers and tbe suspension of 

"fundamental riahts" during the Emeraency and called for "the proaressive 

decentralization of powers" (in Joshi 1984, p48). The next paraarsph of tbe 

resolution reaffirms the Akalis commitment to devolution, or the principle 

of atate autonOlllQ', and mentions that the party bad adopted previous 

resolutions to this effect in tbe Anandpur Sahib Resolution itself and also 

at tbe All-India Aka!i Conference in Batala, 1968. However, instead of 

contiDUina by re-assertins its demand that the powers of tbe Cenre be 

restricted solely to "defence, fore ian relations, currencT and seneral 

coaaunication," the Akali Dal much more moderately resolved. that 

the Shiromani Aka!i Dal emphatically uraes upon the 
Janata aovernment to take coanizance of the different 
linguistic and cultural sections, reliaious minorities 
as also the voice of ~llions of people and recast tbe 
constitutional structure of the country on real and 
meaningful federal principles to obviate tbe possibility 
of any danger to national unity and the intearity of the 
country and further, to enable the states to playa 

• 
useful role for the proaress and prosperity of the 
Indian people in tbeir respective areas by the 
meaningful exercise of their powers (in Joshi 1984, 
p48). 
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At this time the Akali. had to be more aoderate for two reason.. Pirat, any 

major resolution which waa nationalistic would brine down their aovernment 

in Punjab. Second, since they were in coalition with the Janata Part, at 

the atate level, the Akali Del could not aaareaaively attack a central 

aoyernment ruled predoadnantlr b, the Janata Partr. In the twelve 

resolutions adopted 'in Ludhiana in October 1978 the Akali nal eliminated the 

nationalistic rhetoric of the Anandpur Sahib Resolution. And the political 

and economic resolutions were aenerally framed in a secular fashion to refer 

to Punjab, the Punjabis or particular eCOD~C aroups, instead of ethnic 

groups, with a few aUnor exceptions. In sum, the imperatives of Punjabi 

politics aaain compelled the Akal! 0.1 to pursue a .ore 'secular' strate81. 

Once again, bowever, the danser of such a strate81 was that, once it ceased 

to par dividends, the partr risked alienatina ita primerr supportera, Sikha. 

The Secularization aDd Politiclzatioe of the SGPO 

The Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Couaittee (SGPC) waa forMd on 12 

Decellher 1920, and two daya later the Shiro.ani AbU 0.1 waa established to 

-aid and assiat" the SGPC (Gobinder Siaab 1986, p69). Now ia not the 

appropriate time to undertake a detailed hi.torr of the SGPC -- Gobinder 

Siqh (1986) and Rajiv Xapur (1986) provide excellent histories of the SGPC 

-- but a brief overview ia in order. The SGPC was formed br orthodox Khalsa 

Sikhs to obtain control of the gurdwaras (Sikh temples) and shrines. 

Gurdwaras have been tI[c]entral to the development of the Sikh political 

culture at all stages ••• 'l1le gurdwaras in their rudimentary fOnl had begun to 

• 
be set up durina the life of Guru Kanak. Under exhortations of the Guru 

these places had emeraed as the nuclei of social aDd religious life of the 
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Sikhs" (Gobinder Sinah 1986, p54). When the British ruler. of India passed 

the Gurdwaras Act of 1925 all the gurdwaras and shrines of Punjab came under 

the legal jurisdiction of the SGPC. Subsequently, the SGPC hal beca.e, in 

essence, a parliament for the Sikhs. Elections to the body are held every 

five years. Any baptized Sikh over the a88 of twent,-five, who is not an 

apostate, may run as a candidate and the franchise is extended to all Sikhs 

in Punjab who are not apostate (Gobinder Singh 1986, p79-81). 

The SGPC, until very recently at least, has been very important in Sikh 

and Punjabi politics, and, "[i]n fact, the majority, since its inception in 

1925, except for short intervals, always has been controlled by the Akali 

Dal, despite continuous competition from other parties and ,roups- (Wallace 

1988, pI8). Control of the SGPC has provided the Akali Dal with not only 

tremendous financial resources, the body had a budaet in 1981 of la 65 

-ullion, but also the human, institutional and .oral resources of the 

gurdwaras (Gobinder Singh 1986, pSS and p91). In short, the Akali Oal bas 

derived considerable political legitimacy fra. its control of the SGPC 

(lApur 1986, pI96). 

The significant point to be made bere i. that tbe shift in orientation 

and strategy of the Akali Dal in the ~d-1960s into the 1970. was also 

reflected in the SGPC -

During the fifties and the early sixties when Master 
Tara Singh was the president of both these organizations 
[SGPC and SAD], the SGPC's political demands were 
projected as the demands of the 'Sikh people' ••• But when 
Sant Pateh Singh, who championed the cause of • 
unilingual state of Punjab, assumed the leadership of 
both these bodies and the state of his design was 
achieved, the political demands of the SGPC began to be 

• 
articulated as those of the entire population living in 
Punjab {Punjabis}. The probable reason for this shift 
was that the Shiromani Akali Dal led by Sant Pateh Singh 
had installed its government in the state in 1967 in 
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coalition with parties like the Jana Sansh and the ePI 
which predominant1, had a Hindu base. To make the 

• 

coalition a auccess. he had initiated the mode of Hindu
Sikh ~ (..uty) (Gobinder Singh 1986, p261). 

Gobinder Sinsh ' • comprehensive survey of sepe members in the post-Punjabi 

Subs era confirms that the body has become overwhelminsly political, and 

shifted away fro. its relisious orisins. Only 2% of ita .ember. were . 

recruited from relisious institutions, while 80S were recruited from the 

Akali Dal, and the rest from either one of the three levels of sovernment 

(Gobinder Sinsh 1986, pI71). Thus it is not surprising that the connection 

between SGPC representatives and the Sikh community is senerally political, 

rather than relisious (Gobinder Siosh 1986, p203-4). Nor i. it surprising 

that the business of the body bas not been particularly relisioua -- of 

those .e.bers surveyed 46% declared political issues to be of primary 

importance and 25% stated relisioua issues (Gobinder Singh 1986, p219-220) 

aDd of the 151 resolutions passed by the SGPC between 1966 and 1980 only 34 

(22.52%) could be considered explicitly relisious while the others where 

either structural, economic, cultural, or political (Gobinder Slosh 1986, 

p242-262). In sua, since the Akali Dal bas continuously dominated the SGPC 

the latter has come to reflect the political, econoaic and social 

orientation of the former. 

In 1979 elections were held for the SGPC for the first time since 1965. 

The Akali 0.1 easily sained control of the sepe asain (they WOD 95S of the 

elected seats). It is interesting to note, however, that the Akali Dal 

contested the electioDs on a secular platform the political or 

constitutional issue of more powers to the state. And those &rOUps which 

sought to stress reliaion or a 'Sikh homeland,' were routed (Puri 1988, 

p312). Thus, al thoush the AkaU 1>a1 was not pursuing the demand for state 
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autonomy in the political sphere, it wa. keepins the idea alive in the part1 

and amongst the Sikh community. It .ust, however, be stressed that since 

religion did not pia, a significant role, "the elections did not focus on 

the work that the SGPC is supposed to do" (Suri and Dogra 1988, pI26). 

Therefore, a. in the political sphere, the Akali Oal wa. leaving it.elf 

vulnerable on its 'Sikh flank.' 

Pactionalis. in the Akali Del 

Another factor which allowed for the rise of Sikh militanc" although 

less important than the pursuit of a 'secular' political strategy b, the 

Akali Dal, was serious factiona1isa in the part,. As has been evident, in 

the immediate post-Punjabi Subs era, the Akali Del found itself in a 

radicall, altered position and, unfortunatel" at that time suffered the 

deaths of veteran leaders like Master Tara Singh, Sant Pateh Singh, and 

Guma. Singh which created a leadership vacuua (V. D. Chopra 1984, p68). 

Another significant change, as a result of foraing the government, was tbat 

"fra. 1967 onwards, the srip of leaders who were strictl, religious, 

including Sant 'ateh Singh himself, over the Aka!i orBanization had begun to 

loosen. The ministerial wins had started emerging as a decisive factor in 

Akali politics" (A. S. Narang 1983, p204). All political parties, 

particularl1 if the, fora the IOvernment, must establish procedures to 

balance their parliamentar, wing and their organizational wing but the 

Aka!i Dal has the additional difficult, of accommodating the SGPC -

One major reason for frequent splits in the Akali Dal is 
that each of these three tries to become more powerful 

• 
than the other two in the system. The three wings 
rarely work in harmon,. The SGPC tries to control the 
political wins the Akali Part, -- by usins its 
religious authority, while the Akali Part, tries to 
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capture the SCPC (T. R. Sharma 1986, p649). 

In the pre-Punjabi Subs era, Master Tara Singh, for the moat part, 

controlled the SCPC and the organizational wing of the Akali Dal. a. did 

Sant 'ateh Singh. Control of the SGPC provided thea. leaders with 

sufficient legitiaacy and resources to control the party. The 

establishment of Akali led coalition governmenta, however, enhaneed the 

status of the Akali parliamentary wing which resulted in clashes between it 

and the SGPC, and the organizational wingS. 

As was discussed above, the seemingly unlikely Akali Dal coalition 

governments with the Jana Sangh in 1961 and 1970 fell because of intra-Akali 

squabblina. The 1977-80 Akali-Janata coalition also succumbed to intra-

Akali factionalism. In the latter case, the struggle became a bitter battle 

for supremacy "between the organizational wing, led by Jagdev Singh 

Talwandi. and the legislative wiDa. led by Prakash Singh Badal (the Chief 

Minister of the state)" (Malik 1986, p351). Talwand!, who previoualy 

epit~zed moderation and Sikh-Hindu harmony, changed dramatically in late 

1910. when he felt his srip on the Akali Oal weaken aa the spotlight 

losically fell increasingly on Badal (Wallace 1988, p27). In a bid to re

assert hi. influence, Talwandi adopted a .are .'pro-Sikh' posture, trying to 

assume the ground vacated by the ministerial wing which, aa the sovernment, 

necessarily pursued the 'secular' strategy. In this attempt, ralwandi 

enlisted the support of Gurcheran Singh Tohra, who as SGPC president could 

provide legitimacy, power, and resources. The Akali-Janata ministry soon 

fell due to "the culmination of attempts by Akali Dal Chief Jagdev Singh 

S. One scholar has noted that conflict between the organization wins 
and the parliamentary wing of Indian political parties is "a proble. which 
is endellic throughout the Indian body politic" (A. C. Kapur 1985, p188). • 
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TaIw.ndi, and sape president Gurcharan Singh Tohra to establish their 

supremacy over Akali politics by undermining tbe position of Chief Minister 

Prakash Singh Badal. The Talwandi-Tohra sroup firat succeeded in 

withdrawing [At.Ii] support to tbe Desai sov.rument and ulti.ately forced 

Badal to break the Akali-Janata alliance in Punjab by accepting the 

resignation of Janat. ministers" (India Todar 1 October 1979, p42). The 

Desai government fell in July 1979, and TalwaDdi favoured supportins the Lok 

Dal, led by caretaker prime minister. Charan Singh while Badal favoured the 

continuation of the Atali-Janata alignment (India Today 16 October 1979, 

pSI). Badal, in his own defence, "asserted repeatedly that be derived his 

mandate fra. the rational-Iesal demoeratically provided system of eleetions 

and from the Akali Lesislative Party which had elected him its leader in the 

asseDbly and consequently the Chief Minister of the state. He ..intained 

this Btand aaaia and again in the face of pressure from the organizational 

wina of the Akali Oal led by Talwandi or fro. the SGPC led by Tohra" (G. S. 

Gandhi 1988, p260). 

The intra-Akali squabbling continued unabated after the party's defeat 

at the hands of Conaress (I) in-the spring 1980-eleetions. The in-fighting 

pre.ented the party from boldine its executive elections, scheduled for 

March 1980 (Wallace 1988, p27). Talwandi'. position as party president had 

expired officially on 28 August 1979, but he carried on as acting president 

for another year until he wa. expelled by the party by a seven-man 

comadttee, established by the five head priests in October 1979 in a vain 

attempt to ~intain party unity (Wallace 1988, p28). Talwandi, who refused 

to accept the reconciliation offer of the ad hoc commattee. proceeded to 

establish his own rival Akali Oat faction which. in a bid for lesitimacy.• 
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revived the demand for the implementation of the oriaina1 Anandpur Sahib 

Resolution (Wallace 1988, p28). Tohra retained hi. position a. SGPC 

preaident in that body'. November 1980 presidential election and threw his 

8upport back to Badal, who was now tb. l ••der of the opposition in the 

Punjab assembly_ In the main Akali Da1, Badal recruited Sant Harehand Siash 

Lonaowal, "a widely respected reliaious leader and one ti~ foe of the Chief 

Minister [Badal himself)" (India Today 1 October 1979, p42) to become the 

party's new president. While Talwandi staked-out a more nationalist 

position, Lonaowal played the moderate around. In the 1980. both Abli 

aroups initiated aaitations aaainst the central aovernment and "[t]he two 

aroups at timel joined foreel in the campaign. but it waa marked by rivalry 

between them which led to. spate of escalatina and contradictor,y demands 

and statements, as each politician sought to demonstrate his leadership" (R. 

lapur 1986, p218-9). 

To some extent the intra-Akali factionalism expressed also internal 

class conflicts. All the ..jor Akali leaders of the late 1970. aad early 

1980s - Badal, Tohra, Talwandi, and Lonsowal -- were from tbe Mal. resion 

of Punjab, the'rich aaricultural reaion in the southwest of the etate but 

they represented somewhat different constituencies. Badal, Who was a 

wealthy farmer, and Loasowal, who was a religious leader of .adeat .eans, 

"had their primary power base in the well-to-do Jat coamunity, the main 

beneficiaries of the areen revolution. The well-to-do J.t faraers a10ns 

with the Sikh business-industrial class of the urban areas, had become 

interlinked with the risina all-India middle class" (Malik 1986. p3S3). 

• 
Tobra and Talwandi. On the other hand, "represent[ed] ,small-scale 

farmers ••• [who} display a sense of insecurit7 caused by the on-aoi08 process 
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of modernization. They seek. conce.sions and .afeau.rd. that would help 

preserve the Sik.h lubnational identity. Tohra hal been supported by the 

communiltl, who look upon hi. a. the promoter of the interelta of the .mal1 

peasaata. Hi. rival in this sroup wa. Jasdev Sinab Tal.andi, who ahare. the 

same social backsround, class orisin and ideolo81 with Tohra" (Malik 1986, 

p3S4). Tohra'. left-wins leanings, however, tended to be earlier in hi. 

career and subsequently he became more of an establishment leader. Thus the 

Akali Dal, whieh primarily represented one sub-sroup of Sikhs (the Jat.), 

had noticeable clas8 cleavasel. In sum, the rampant factional is. in tbe 

party ..de it easier for tbe .ilitant sroups to rise to the lurface. 

The •Secular • Strate81 of the AUli Del 'Created Space' 
for the Ri•• of 'Sikh Militanc,' 

'or more than a centurr the Sikhe bave been in a continual proceaa of 

definios and preserviDS tbeir identit,. The proce.1 besan witb tbe fOUDdina 

of the Slnsh Sabhaa in 1873 and lince 1920 the AbU])a1 has taken the 

pri..r.r responsibilit, for the ..intenance of the Sikh identit,. Initiall" 

the Abli Dal Boucht to obtain control of the surdwara.. After 1925 Malter 

Tan Siash continuall, souabt to obtain the best possible arraOSeMDt for 

the Sikhs under British rule and then to ensure the interesta of the Sikhs 

durios partition. Next "Sikh revivalislD during the period [1947-1966] took 

the political fora of a Punjabi Suba movement" (Wallace 1988b, p6S). RThe 

tactics," bowever, of Sant 'ateh Siash "emphasized a broader Punjabi 

languase identity and thus enlarsed the possibilities of Sikh-Hiadu 

cooperation" (Wallace 1988b, p6S). Although this stratel1 brought the Sikhs 

the Punjabi Suba, and thus a Sikh majority state, and allowed the Akali 0.1 

to form the government in coalition with the Jana Sangh/Janata Party. in the• 
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end, when the strate&1 ceased to ~y dividends. it served to alienate the 

Akali Dal t primary support base. the rural Jat Sikhs. Or a. Harish Puri • 

writes. the 'secular' "change in the political orientation of the ruline 

sections of the Akal! leadership. however. aroused the passions of eztre~.t 

groups, a small minority of the fundamentalists in the eoamunit,., and tho •• 

faetions whieh could not get their believed due share in power and 

patronage" (Puri 1983, pUS). In sum, from 1920 to the lDid-1960s. the fuli 

Dal/SGPC was responsible for maintaining or reinforcing the Sikh identit,., 

but when the,. departed from that role in the 1970s. and suffered serious 

internal factionalism, they created the opportunit,. for another political 

force to become the guardian of the Sikh identit,.. Sant Jarnall Singh 

Bhindranwale. the enfant terrible of Punjabi polities in the early 198Os, 

was the man who capitalized on the situation, briefly becoaine the 

undisputed leader of the Sikh Panth. and the primary force responsible for 

the radicalization of Sikh politics. before beine killed by the Indian a~ 

in Operation Bluestar (the storming of the Golden Temple June 3-7, 1984). 

The Rise of &ant Jamail Siush Bbindranwal. 

Sant Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale was not the on1,. Sikh to vie for 

hegeam.y in the Sikh cOJIIIIUDity while the Akalis were pursuing their 

'secular' strategy. but he was the most prominent. Bhindranwale was born in 

1947' in the Yillage of Rhode, near Moga, about 135 kilometers south of 

Aaritsar, in Perozepur district. He was the seventh child of Jathedar 

Joginder Singh, a poor Jat-Sikh peasant faraer. His formal education was 

• '. This brief biograph1 of Bhindranwale draws on Joshi (1984), 
lbushwant Singh (1984). Jeffery (1986), Kapur (1986). 
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concluded .fter about the fifth class, at age ten. Shortly thereafter he 

joined the Damdami Taksal -- a small. reliaious order founded in the 

eighteenth century -- to which his family had a lona association. In 1966 

he was married to Pritam laur and had two sons but he was to forsaka family 

life in the pursuit of reliaion. In AUSUSt 1977, Sant Jamail Singh 

Bhindranwale became the leader of the Damdami Taksal and, in the eyes of 

many Sikhs, he died, like the Taksa!'s founder, 'defending' the Golden 

Temple from 'imperial invasion.' 

Bhindranwale has inspired much passionate discourse, but remarkably 

little dispassionate analysis. He is either resarded as a saviour, or a 

simple-ainded terrorist created and manipulated by sreater political forces. 

The common interpretation of Bhindranwale is that his 

emersence on the political scene Call be traced back to 
1977 when the Akali-Janata soveraaent caae to power in 
Punjab in the wake of the Conaress (I) defeat in the 
assembly poll. Zeil Singh, the ousted chief .dnister, 
who became the President of India five years later, was 
aost unhappy__ •It was Sanjay Gandhi. Mrs. Gandhi' slate 
son, knowins how eztra-constitutiODal _thods worked, 
who suggested that some 'Sant' Sikh leader be put up to 
challenge, or at least embarrass, the Akali soveroment 
(Xuldip Nayar 1984, p3O-1) .• 

It i. widely believed that Bhindranwale did receive some support fro. Zeil 

Sinah in the 1979 SGPC elections, and that he also campaisned for the 

Congress in the 1980 elections. This, however, does not make Bhindranwale a 

Congress (1) "creation." - he was simply the leader of a small Sikh 

seminary aspirins to challense the hesemonic rule of the Akali Oal and 

required financial and political support to achieve his goals. He did not 

have a great love for the Congress (I) or the government of India in the 

• late 1970& but before he could challenge them directly he needed to dislodge 

the Akali Dal and establish himself as a sisnificant l~ader of the Sikh 
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comnunity. When he succeeded in becoming a Sikh leader of import, the Akali 

Dal, attempt ina to recapture their Sikh constituency. could not afford to 

ignore hi. and they thus rallied around hi.. Bhindranwale did not have a 

Ireat love for the Akali nal either. In fact he wanted to supplant the.. 

But he required the 8upport the Aka!i Del could offer a. he belan to 

challenge the centre. Despite popular opinion, Bhindranwale was thus not a 

creation of the Congress (I), or anyone else. When asked, Bhindranwale 

would only say, "I'. nobody's creature" (quoted in Kuldip Nayar 1984, p37). 

Thus it is time to regard Bhindranwale as a self-interested, rational actor 

with his own religious and political ambitions. His first concern was to 

rejuvenate Sikhism and establish himself a. a leader of the Sikh Panth-

and, in this endeavour, he exploited first the Congress (1) and subsequently 

the Aka!i na1. 

Bhindranwale did not redefine the Sikh identity per see At the tUrD of 

the century, the Singh Sabhas redefined the Sikh identity to .ean 

exclusively the kha1.a or kesdbari identity. Por Bhindranwale, ..intainins 

the external symbol. of the Khalsa was insufficient -- he believed that all 

Sikhs should demonstrate their inner conviction to Sikhism by taking ~it, 

the 'haptisaal nectar.' Be thus attempted to narrow the definition of 

Sikhis. to .ean only the amritdhari (baptized into the lhalsa) identity. 

Be also drew heavily upon the history and ..jor doctrines of Sikhism -- the 

.uri-piri (temporal and spiritual authority> doctrine developed by Guru 

Raraobind (the sixth guru), the formation of the Khalsa and the mllitarisa 

of Curu Cobind Singh (the tenth and last Guru), and the so-called Golden 

Years of Sikhism when Maharaja Ranjit Singh ruled Punjab -- to espouse s 

simple .assage of Sikh orthodoxy and austere living. In a very short tUDe,• 
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Bhindranwale eame to represent the "renaissance of Sikh fundamental is.. " 

(Khushwant Singh 1984. p2S). Moreover, be quickly aained a significant 

followins with hi. tours through Punjab. ia which hi. pri..ry focus was to 

baptize Sikhs into the Xhalsa and propasate a alorious history of Sikhism. 

Although hi. rise ..y have been meteoric, 

lilt was not difficult for a people who defined 
themselves by reference to relilious and historical 
tradition to identify themselyes with Bhindranwale's 
IIlessage ••• The fact that the message came from the head 
of an important preaching centre and from Darbar Sahib 
{the Golden Temple] only save it more power, though 
neither his institutional affiliation with the Takaal 
nor hi. presence in Darbar Sahib were the main elements 
in Bhindranwale's effectiveness as a preacher. That 
came fro. hi. style of preaching, with the hi&hly nasal 
sounds and word repetitions characteristic of rural 
Punjabi, and the themes of hi. preaching, which had 
relevance to what was occurring in the rural areaS of 
the state (Pettisrew 1987, pI7). 

However, orsanizations are essential in the launching of .ovements. Thus, 

although Bhindranwale was an extr..ely c~i...tic fieure who appealed to 

Un.Y rural Jat Sikhs, he could not have succeeded without hi, affiliation to 

the rabal. 

As Bhindranwale's message evolved it ea.e to have two distinct strands. 

In speech.. , which e10sely resemble tbe .ade! posited by Anthony Smith 

(1986). Bhindranwale argued that the Sikhs were sufferins from internal 

decline and external threat. Be was at first concerned with the internal 

decline. In his own words. 

"[wle shall only rule if we beCOlM! Khalsa •••keep unshorn 
hair and take amrit [become baptized]. Being the sons 
of Sikhs 100 are trimming 10ur beards. We ourselves 
are ruinins Sikhism and no people in the world can dare 
to ruin Sikhism (in Pettisrew 1987. pI5). 

• And, in his opinion, the leaders of the Akali Dal, who had pursued a 

pragmatic and 'secular' stratelY wbile in of£ice, were much to blame -
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W. are relisiously separate. But wh1 do we have to 
emphasize this? It i. only because we are 108inc our 
identity and the interest of our Sikh leadere who have 
their farms and their industries at heart have started 
makins them say that there is no difference between Sikh 
and Hindu and, hence a ••iai1ation danser. have increased 
(in Pettisrew 1987, p14). 

As hi. movement prosressed he increasinsly turned to the external threats 

that he perceived to the relicion. In his statements he invoked a notion of 

'internal colonialism.' Again in his words, 

[t]he Hindus are tryins to enslave us: atrocities 
against the Sikhs are increasing day by day under the 
Hindu i~rialist rulers of New Delhi: the Sikhs have 
never felt so huudliated, not even durina the reign of 
the Mochul emperors and British colonialists. How lona 
csn the Sikhs tolerate injustice? (in ~uldip Nayar and 
Khushwant Sinsh 1984, p73). 

The rapid social change experienced in Punjab in the 1970s undoubtedly 

created a sense of alienation for many Sikhs and they were thus receptive to 

Bhindranwale's message. The issue, bowever, which really brought him to the 

fore vas his ferocious attacks acainst the Nirankaris, a sect of Sikhi••• 

The conteaporary Nirankari movement was founded in 1919 by Baba Buta 

Sinsh, the first Nirankari Guru, altbouch the aoveaent has its oricina in a 

"nineteenth century Sikh reform movement" (Cole and Sambhi 1990, p120). The 

name .irankeri refers to God as "'the unchangins Pormless One,' Nirankar" 

and the Nirankaris "place the emphasis upon spirituality rather than what 

they regard as the militant ideals of the Khalsa" (Cole and Sambhi 1990, 

p12o-1). The Nirankari organization is estimated to have a worldwide 

following of six million, concentrated mainly in Maharashtra and Punjab. of 

which only a .dnority are reportedly Sikhs (India Todaf, 1-15 May 1980, 

pI9). The third Nirankari Guru, Gurbachan Singh who was assassinated on 24 

April 1980 in New Delhi, has stated that "[olur mission has nothing in• 
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common with the Sikh community. As for my person, I am not a Sikh in the 

traditional sense, though born in • Sikh f ••ily" (India Today I-IS May 1980, 

p19). Many orthodox Sikhs, however, take exception to the Nirankaris. 

Pirst, the Nirankaris follow a livina guru, which orthodox Sikhs consider 

heretical. Second, many orthodox Sikhs find the Nirankari.' sacred book-

the Avtar Iani, written by their second Guru Avtar Singh -- offensive (Ipdia 

loday 1-15 May 1980, p19). 

Bhindranwale did not initiate the vendetta against the Nirankaris, they 

had in fact been declared tenemies' of the Panth in 1973 by the priests of 

the Golden Temple (Kapur 1986, p22), but his crusade against the Nirankaris 

skillfully fused the internal and external threats which he had been 

pronouncing and thus had tremendous appeal to many Sikhs. On the one hand 

.any orthodox Sikhs find some of the doctrines of the Nirankaria heretical 

and thus an internal threat to Sikhism. Many Sikhs also feel threatened 

because the Nirankaria attract the support of many low caste Sikhs, which 

could deplete the ranks of Sikhism. On the external side, the Nirankaris 

were perceived as a threat because of their known affiliation to the ru1ina 

Congress Party (India Today 1-15 May 1980, pI6). Although there can be 

little doubt that Bhindranwale genuinely despised the Nirankaris, his 

actions may also be seen as a political strategy to elevate hi. position in 

the Sikh community. 

A mere eight months after becomina the leader of the Damdami Taksal, 

Bhindranwale precipitated a violent clash with the Nirankaris which made hi. 

known across India, reportedly also attracting the attention of Sanjay 

Gandhi and Zail Singh. On Baisakhi, the holiest Sikh holiday of the year, 

(13 April) 1978 Bhindranwale gave a stirring sermon at the Golden Temple • 
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after which a larae contingent of orthodox Sikhs marched out of the Temple 

to intercept a Nirankari procession in the city of Amritsar. In the clasb 

that ensued sixteen Sikh. were killed. Bhindranwale, however, was 

conspicuously absent from the site of the clash. Thi. incident atill 

enrases orthodox Sikhs, more 80 because all the Nirankaria eharaed with 

murder were later acquitted by tbe Supreme Court on the arounds of lel£

defence. The incident, moreover, marked the beainnina of the 

radicalization of Sikh polities whicb swept throuah the Punjab in tbe 1980s 

and into the 199Os. 

The Niraokaria were a convenient target for Bbindranwale to launch a 

mov..ent, gain leaitimaey and mobilize followers for a wider political goal 

-- begelllOny in the Sikh community. Although Bhindranwale, still vehemently 

denouncing the Nirankaria, was larsel, ignored at the AII-Akali Conference 

in Ludhiana, October 1978, when the twelve resolutions were passed "in 

light" of the Anandpur Sahib Resolution, within three years he was to become 

the pre-eminent Sikh leader. To be successful, however, he required a mass 

base, which he found iD aD emerging uncIerelass of educated Sikh youth 

produced by the Creen Revolution. 

The GreeD RevolutioD 

A noted scholar, Paul Brass, has argued that tithe evidence for an 

economic explanation of the Punjab crisis of tbe 1980s is lacking. The 

Punjab crisis was precipitated by a relisious conflict between militant 

orthodox and fundamentalist Sikh groups and a heterodox Sikh-Hindu sect" 

(Brass 1989, p13-4). Brass' explanation is too simplistic. He arsues that 

n[a]IIIODg the problems in finding a satisfactory economic explanation for the• 
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Punjab criai. i. the fact that, on the areat majority of aggregate economic 

indicators, Punjab i. at the top or very close to the top in comparison with 

all other Indian 8tate." (Brass 1989, pIO). Others make similar argument.: 

"[p]ro-Akali intellectuals make out a case that the Sikh alienation eaerae8 

out of economic discrimination. But all this is imaainary. Punjab is the 

most prosperous state of the Indian union" (Kapur 1985, 229). The problem 

with these analyses is that aggreaate data does not differentiate the 

various social strata -- be it class, caste, relision, or gender. 

Other analyses attempt to locate the nexus of the crisis between the 

fault lines of the many social cleavages in Punjab -- Hindus versus Sikhs, 

Jat Sikh peasants versus urban Hindu traders, Jat Sikhs versus (urban) Bhapa 

Sikhs, Jat Sikhs versus low caste Sikhs, amonsst others. What 1IIUst be 

recosnized in the current Punjab conflict is that there are two principal 

conflicts: 1) Sikhs, particularly Jats associated with the Akali Dal, are 

in conflict with the government of India, which for the .ost part has been 

formed by the Congress Party. 2) The second conflict is among the Jat Sikhs 

themselves for heseDOny in the community -- the 'traditional' Akalis ('well

to-do' Jat peasants, especially of the Malwa) versus the poorer Jat Sikh 

peasantl, primarily of the "-jha resion of Punjab. All too often analyses 

of the Punjab crisis treat the Jat Sikha aa • sinsle social strata but that 

is simply insufficient. To locate the fault lines amongst the Jat Sikhs we 

must undertake a brief analysi8 of the sreen revolution. 

The green revolution' began in the ald-1960s, in many third world 

'. The following are some of the sources dealing with the green 
revolution specifically in Punjab: Praneine Prankel (1911) Io4ia's Green 
Revolution, Princeton, Princeton University Press; Murray J. Leaf Song of 
Hope: The Green Revolution in a Punjab Village, New Brunswick (New Jersey, 
USA), Rutgers University Press; Robin Jeffery (1986) What's Happening to• 
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countries includina India and Punjab, with the introduction of 'hiah

yieldina varieties' (HYVs) of wheat and rice, developed in Mexico and the 

Philippines respectively_ HYVa were capable of dra..tically increasina crop 

yields but to obtain their maximum production potential 8 Du.ber of 

infrastructural developments must accompany their introduction. 11Ie other 

iaportant components of the areen revolution are modern irriaation, pumps 

and wells, to provide a regular flow of water, and chemical fertilizers and 

pesticides. Purthermore, for a farmer to undertake the switch to modern 

agriculture, guaranteed finance and education are essential. 

The green revolution, if measured by production yields, bas certainly 

been successful in Punjab -- foodarain production trebled from 3.4 .111ion 

tons in 1964 to 11.96 adllion tons in 1980 (Gill 1983). Punjab is now 

India's leading producer of foodgrain.. A number of analysts believe that 

the success in Punjab was dependent upon the availability of inYestment 

finance, Gill (1983) argues that this was provided adequately by the 

government of Punjab and Sharma (1981) adds that foreign reaittances frOil 

Punjabis abroad was a significant source of finance. Government policy, 8S 

Gill (1983) and Jeffery (1986) argue, is undoubtedly critical for the 

successful implementation of tbe areen revolution but, as Wallace arsues, 

Punjab was already well poised to capitalize on the new tecbnolo81 --

Punjab had already returned to it. role 8. India's .oat 
successful agricultural state before the adoption in 
1965-6 of the new high-yielding varieties associated 
with the green revolution. Notable infrastructural 
developments that provided the basis for this next 

• 
India, London, MacMillan Press: Monoher Sinah Gill (1983) "The Development 
of Punjab Agriculture, 1977-80" Asian Survey, Y23,'7 (July); T. R. Sharma 
"Political Implications of the Green Revolution" Punjab Journal of Politics, 
v5, '2; Harish t. Puri (1983) "Green Revolution and its Impact of Punjab 
Politics" The Indian Political Science Review, v17, '1 (January). 
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seneration of agricultural chanses included effective 
land consolidation. canal and tubewell irrigation. power 
frOil the u8aive Bhakra-Nangal Da., and a new 
agricultural university. Punjab, it can be argued, had 
already employed a sreen revolution strategy before 
1965-6 and thus benefitted even more rapidly and fully 
froa newer technololical advances (Wallace 1986, p367). 

Another factor in the success of tbe Punjabi Ireen revolution, althouab 

difficult to quantify, is tbat tbe Jats, particularly Sikhs, are superb 

faraers. Although mucb of tbe irrigation canal system developed by the 

British went to Pakistan, the Sikhs who aigrated to East Punjab quickly 

established tbemselves in tbeir new setting, despite baving mucb less land. 

The approxiutely six million Sikbs and Bindus vacated 6.7 .illion acres in 

Pakistan and were relocated on tbe approximately 4.7 million acres vacated 

by the six .111ion Muslims who traveled to Pakistan at partition (Jeffery 

1986, plO). Ironically, tbe tremendous upheaval associated witb partition 

proyided Punjabis with a quasi-land refora. a factor which many regard as 

essential for economic development. Although tbe relatiye class structure 

was ~intained, social relations were much more egalitarian and laad plots 

were consolidated malina farmina more efficient (Jeffery 1986, p30). 

!yer,ybody agrees that the Ireen revolution produced a manifold increase 

in aaricultural production. Disaareements arise on bow tbe benefits of tbe 

areen revolution were distributed. Some, like Barish Purl, argue simply 

that ft[s]ince tbe distribution of land in tbe Punjab had been bigbly skewed 

the green revolution led to a bighly skewed distribution of the gains of tbe 

new technologyft (Purl 1983b. pl02). A more nuanced argument, however. 

accepts that the benefits of the green revolution were distributed ift 

proportion to size of land holdings but tbat overall "[t]he green revolution 

has benefitted all farmers -- big. medium and small" (Dhillon 1983, p423). • 
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Althoulh man1 ...11 and marginal farmers did not significant17 increaae 

their farm income. they were able to increase their household inc9m9 because 

"agricultural development io Punjab has not 0017 increased the direct deund 

for labour Oft tara but has also resulted in indirect elDployment through 

backward and forward linkages [ili]" (Dhillon 1983, p423). Thus, "the 

distribution of total household income (of which income from non-farm 

activities is an important component for marginal and small farmers) was 

much lesl inequitou8 than the farm income distribution" (Dhillon 1983, 

p421). Although very difficult to measure, the benefits of the green 

revolution were obviously distributed, to some eatent, disproportionately 

amona the various social classea. Moreover, lbe benefit. of lhe Ireen 

revolution were also distributed unevenly acrOB. the variou' district. of 

Pupjtb <See Table. 3 and 4). 

TAIL! 3; Per Hectare Yield of Principal Crops in the District. of Pupjab. 1976
1977 (Ia) {with .tat. rapkina of di.trict iA bracketa} 

District Rice Maize Wheat Sugar Potato Cotton Cotton 
Cane ('OOOKs) Ameri- Desi 

can 

Gardaapur 
Amritaar 
ltapurtbala 

2282(9) 
2262(10) 
2894(5) 

472(10) 2106(10) 1206(3) 
270(12) 2493(2) 1215(2) 

1229(5) 2129(9) 998(5) 

5038(10) 18.0(9) 
5052(9) 19.0(8) 
5248(7) 22.0(5) 

295(7) 
255(7) 
247(8) 
340(1) 

Jullundur 
Roshiarpur 
Roper 
Ludhiana 
Perozepur 
Paridkot 
Bbatinda 
Sangrur 
Patiala 

2856(6) 1239(4) 2420(7) 812(9) 5877(3) 21.5(6) 
2000(11) 1256(3) 1840(12) 728(11) 4149(12) 20.3(7) 
1694(12) 827(8) 1940(11) 1286(1) 5253(6) 25.7(1) 
3614(1) 1776(1) 3160(1) 880(6) 6285(1) 23.0(2) 297(6) 
2422(8) 445(11) 2445(4) 830(8) 5232(5) 23.0(2) 332(5) 
3366(2) 806(9) 2472(3) 1011(4) 5362(5) 17.3(10) 400(2) 
2605(7) 954(7) 2356(8) 865(7) 4358(11) 15.0(12) 406(1) 
3251(3) 1300(2) 2436(5) 810(10) 6046(2) 15.3(11) 361(4) 
2961(4) 977(6) 2424(6) 637(12) 5571(4) 23.0(2) 374(5) 

272(6) 
172(11) 
170(12) 
244(9) 
278(5) 
310(2) 
299(4) 
301(3) 
241(0) 

average 2605 1144 2432 892 5362 21.3 379 283 
(Source: Johar and Raikhy 1983, p43) 

• 
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TABLE 4; Annual Growth Rates of Per Bectare Yielda of PrinciPii CroP" 1966-67 
throush 1916-71 (Per Cent) 

District Rice Mahe Wheat er.. SUlar Potato Cotton Cotton 
Cane Meri- Deai 

cu 

Gurdaspur 6.37(10) -2.58(7) 3.9S(4) 7.95(1) 6.SS(4) 6.7(4) 1.6(4) 
Amritsar 5.29(11) -4.52(10) 2.93(6) I.SS(6) 5.20(9) 4.2(8) 4.5(1) 0.9(7) 
lapurthala 7.98(8) 1.07(1) 0.9S(10) 6.60(5) 6.3(5) 1.5(5) 
Jullundur 8.34(7) -3.08(9) 3.54(5) 2.91(4) 1.74(3) 2.0(11) - 1.3(6) 
Hoshiarpur 6.94(9) -0.39(3) 6.67(1) 6.91(2) 10.24(1) 3.1(10) - 1.9(2) 
Ropar 9.70(5) 0.01(2} 2.66(7) 3.91(3) 9.S9(2) 7.S(1) 3.0(1) 
Ludhiana 13.86(1) -1.83(6) 0.88{ll) -.Ol(S) 5.94(6) 6.1(6) -.3(6) 1.9(11) 
Perozepur 9.46(6) -7.03(11) 4.22(3) 0.82(7) 3.03(11) 6.9(3) 0.1(5) 1.0(9) 
8hatinda 12.30(2) -1.14(5) 1.92(9) 2.12(5) 4.53(10) 7.3(2) 1.5(4) -1.0(9) 
Sansrur 11.15(3) -0.48(4) 5.43(2) -1.26(9) 5.46(8) 5.9(7) 3.6(2) 1.7(3) 
Patial, 9.91(4) -2.94(S) 2.50eS) -3.64(10) 5.66(7) 3.9(9) 1.1(3) 0.5(S) 
average 8.34 -0.87 3.29 1.34 6.38 3.42 1.47 -0.2 
(Source: Johar and hikhy 1983, p43: Faridkot formed in 1972, thus oaitted.) 

Notice on Tables 3 and 4 that Curdaspur and Amritsar have consistently 

perforaed poorl7 with the exception of gr.. production and Amritsar'. wheat 

7ield, which is reall7 0017 marlina117 better than averale. Even more 

tellina is Table 5. Grewal and Ranai first estimated the per hectare value 

of production, which is an a"relate measure of all crops produced in each 

district which allows for a comparisOD of districts regardless of the crop 

produced. Proal this data it is evident that the farmers of Curdaspur and 

AIIlritsar have done lDOderately well. Grewal and Ranai argue. however, that 

yalue productivit7 ·does not necessarily reflect the economic position of 

the farmers of these districts. The farm size is an important determinant 

of the income of the farmers· (1988, pS3). Since the size distribution of 

holdiD8s in different districts varies considerably, they thus worked out 

the per fara value of aross output for different districts by multiplying 

• the average farm size by per hectare value output (Grewal and Ranai 1983, 

p53). On the latter measure of averale fara income the farmers of Curdaspur 
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and Amritsar drop far down the pack, rankins eisht and ninth out of twelve 

respectively (See Table 5). The fact ia that the districts of Amritsar and 

Curdaspur, which absorbed the majority of the Sikh refuse•• fro. Pakistan 

after partition (Nayar 1966, p97), have just about the smallest fara plots 

in Punjab on averase. 

TAIL! 5: I,timated GrOSI Par. Income in the pistricts of Punjab. 1978-79 
(with state ranking of distriet in braeket,) 

District Value Productivity Averase rarm Income 
(Rupeel/Hectare) rarm Size (Rupees) 

(Hectares) 

LOOhiana 5135(1) 3.15 16175(2) 
Patiala 4721(2) 4.20 19828(1) 
Jullundur 4493(3) 2.36 10461(7) 
Curdaspur 4021(4) 2.13 8565(8) 
Amritsar 3962(5) 2.11 8359(9) 
Saqrur 3905(6) 4.10 16012(3) 
Ropar 3730(7) 2.12 7907(10) 
Perozepur 3698(8) 3.13 11575(5) 
lapurthala 3513(9) 2.16 7587(11) 
Pariclkot 3280(10) 3.51 11514(6) 
Hoshiarpur 2972(11) 1.81 5379(12) 
Bhatinda 2670(12) 4.53 12094(4) 
(Source: Crewal and Renai 1983, pM) 

As can be seen from Table 5. Hoshiarpur has by far tbe lowelt averase 

fara income but Gurdaspur and Amritsar come fairly clo,e to the bottoa in 

the state. The sianificance of this point is that the vast majority of the 

.ilitanta in the current criaia are Jat Sikh youth fro. farmina faadlies of 

the Curdaspur and Amritsar districts. In fact, observers in Punjab have 

reported "the formation of a parallel government in several areas of 

TaraTaran, Patti, and Harike Patan on the Amritsar-Perozepur border, in 

parts of Gurdaspur and lapurthala districts ••• Punjab officials Tie. this 

area as a de facto Khalistan" (India Today 30 April 1988, p35). On the 

other hand, the leaders of the Akal! Dal, since the mid-1960s, have hailed• 
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from the richer district. of the Malwa region. Thus we can begin to see 

that the criais of the Punjab has. regional and class dimension as these 

two groups vie for hegemony within the Sikh community in their strussle 

against the central rulers in New Delhi. Before movins to an analysis of 

the organizational framework in which the militant movement aroae, let us 

first more closely examine the situation of the rural Jat youth, who 

constitute the majority of the movement's supporters. 

The Status of Rural Jat Sikh Youth in Punjab 

Accoapanyins the green revolution in Punjab was a revolution in 

education. The processes of agricultural modernization began to allow for 

the liberation of many children from fara life. By 1974, 78% of prI-ary age 

children in Punjab were in school, second only to (eral. (96%) in Indi. 

(Jeffery 1986, p80). Literacy rose fro. 271 in 1961 to 411 in 1981 and was 

projected to hit the sot mark by the ~d-1980s (Jeffery 1986, pSO). ADd, 

the number of students enrolled in colleges in Punjab rose from 35,000 in 

1964-5 to over 110,000 in the mid-1970s (Jeffery 1986, p80). Unfortunately, 

higher education did not translate into econoadc gains for many of the newly 

educated rural Sikh youth. Distortions in the Punjabi econ~, particularly 

the widely recognized disparity between substantial agricultural growth and 

a retarded industrial sector with stagnant growth, led to significant levels 

of unemployment amongst educated youth. 

Punjab historically has been an agricultural state, and, regardless of 

the distortions in income distribution, that sector is now so strong that 

• 
Punjab has the highest per capita income in the country. Industrially, 

however, Punjab has never been strong. Pakistan inherited the core 
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industrial sector of Punjab in 1941. After partition, the wars with 

Pakistan resulted in little industrial investment Punjab, a sensitive 

border state. Pinally, "[w1ith the reorganization of the stat. in November 

1966, [the} developing industrial complex around Delhi f.ll to the abara of 

Haryan. and whatever .ineral and forest resources that were available went 

over to Himachel Pradesh" (Sandhu and Ajit Singh 1983, pI33). 

In the 1970s, Punjab did experience growth in the small industrial 

sector, but "the small scale industries sector is not very broad based and 

comprise mainly industrial units enaaged in the production of woollen 

textiles and hosiery. steel re-rolling, cotton textile. including spinning, 

cycle and cycle part., cotton ginning and pressing, agricultural implements 

and machine tools, sewing machines and parts. and sports aoods" (Sandhu and 

Ajit Singh 1983, p135). Moreover, the growth of employment in these 

industries was negliaib1e. The distribution of aaina in the small 

industrial sector, furthel"lllOre, has not been balanced - arowth haa been 

concentrated in the districts of Ludhiana, Patiala and Amritsar (Sandhu and 

Ajit Singh 1983, pI37). Ludbiana and Patiala, it .ill be recalled from the 

last section, have also been the two most successful districts in the 

agricultural sector. It will also be recalled from the last section that 

A.ritsar and Gurdaspur, which were the main support bases for Bhindranwale 

and now the Khalistani militants, performed relatively poorly in the 

agricultural sector. Altbouah Amritsar district ranks second, just abead of 

Patiala, in the small industry sector, its primary industry is cotton and 

wool processing which is based in the city of Amritsar which is dominated by 

• 
Hindu-owned businesses rather than Sikh -- the rural sector of Amritsar 

district is 89.3% Sikh and 8.2% Hindu, but the city of Amritsar is 60.3% 
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Hindu and only 37.65% Sikh (Wallace 1986, p367). Curdaspur has also 

performed poorly in the small industrial sector (Sandhu and Ajit Sinsh 1983, 

pI49). 

The situation for large scale indu8tr,r in Punjab i. worse. Bven the 

alra-industrial sector is terribly underdeveloped relative to the .trona 

agricultural sector. Punjab accounts for 17% of India's cotton production, 

yet has only 0.6% of the looms and 1.3% of the spindles; Punjab produces 

3.63% of India's sugarcane, yet produces only 1.3% of India'. sugar; 

although Punjab has only 1.6% of the land area of India and about 2% of the 

population, it provides 73% of the country's procurement of wheat and 48% of 

rice givina it the highest surplus in the country but the bulk of its 

processed food products are imported from other states (Sandhu and Ajit 

Singh 1983, pI39); Punjab's fertilizer consumption is 13% of the .11 Indi. 

total, yet its production is only 4.88%; Punjab owns 23.9% of India's 

tractors and 20.5% of India's fa~ trailers 78t its capacity for tractor and 

trailer production is only 8% (Johar 1983, p216-8). Major industrial 

supplies like iron, steel, coal and coke bave to be imported (Jobar and 

XDaar 1983, p189). Even in the small scsle industries which have started to 

develop, the majority of raw materials must be imported from other states 

(Sandhu and Ajit Singh 1983, pI39). The retarded industrial development of 

Punjab, coupled with the expanding education system, is the prime reason for 

the high levels of unemployed college and university graduates. 

In general, "[clhronic unemployment of unskilled manpower is not much 

of a problem in Punjab" but n[t]he situation, however, is serious with 

resard to the educated unemployment [sic] particularly among the arts, 

commerce and science graduates and postgraduates and other trained• 
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personnel" (Johar and Kumar 1983, p185-6). Some indicative unemployment 

rates i. Punjab are (all-India rates in brackets): commerce post-sraduatea 

26.4% (4.5%), commerce araduatea 17.9% (11.9%), arts graduates 12.6% 

(15.7%). arta post-sraduates 12.3% (3.0%), science araduates 8.11 (5.81), 

science post-graduates 6.7% (3.9%), engineers (diploma) 13.1% (20.2%), 

engineers (degree) 3.4% (7.4%). Only medical and veterinary graduates have 

low rates of unemployment, 0.3% each (2.2% and 1.7% respectively) -- "The 

overall rate of unemployment among the graduates and engineering diploma 

holders is 11.85 (India 12.6%). It is much higher than the averaae rate of 

(usual status) unemployment (2.37%) amona the labour force. The problem of 

joblessness UIIOna the educated is far .ore serious than amona the labour 

force as a whole" (Gill 1983, plOl). Usina Gill's fiaures, there was an 

estl1D8ted 185,000 educated unemployed in Punjab in 1978, with rates 

projected to rise. Many students thus continued "acquirina M.A after M.A. 

final11 ca.ina to L.L.B. aa a preli.ioar.f to enrollina in a c~rcial 

institute for typina and shorthand. With each added dearee the student 

justly [felt] hi.aelf qualified for increasinsly better jobs: paradoxically 

however, his hope of actually fiAdina a.ploygent commensurate with his 

qualifications decrease[d]" (Suri 1981, p261). Moreover, Gill projects that 

the prospects for absorbing the educated unemployed is extremely bleak-

.tno conceivable rate and pattern of srowth could achieve this" (Gill 1983, 

p304). 

By the late 1970s the picture for the first generation of educated 

rural Jat Sikh youth was bleak: their educations were not reapina finaneial 

reward due to unemployment; the urban environment where they were attending 

eollese was alienating; they were embarrassed to So home: and finally, the• 
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Akali Dal, the political party established for the Sikhs and lona patronized 

hy rural Jat Sikhs, was engaged in abstract political activities which bore 

little direct relationship to the demands of poor Jat Sikhs. In a poignant 

piece by Donna Suri, "Portrait in Black: Notes from a University B08te1 in 

Punjab," herself a former Punjabi university student, she conclude. that the 

"picture of the world as seen through the eyes of university students in 

Punjab -- especially for the rural students ••• is a portrait in black. 

Unrest on these campuses is just like the rain: the atmosphere i8 for ever 

overcast with heavy clouds of resentment, frustration, and futility ••• " 

(Suri 1981, p258-262). Thus the message of Sant Bhindranwale appeared very 

attractive, most especially to the educated unemployed rural Jat Sikh youth. 

Although .any analysts have recognized that it was students Who provided 

substantial support to Bhindranwale, it is essential to place this fact into 

the larger picture of Akali (read Jat) politics with its contending class 

and resional implications. 

The All-Iudia Sikh Student.' Pederation 
and the JIIobilizatioa of Sikh Youth' 

. 
To succeed as • (religious) political leader, Bhiudranwale needed a 

mass base which was structured into a coherent organization -- the All-India 

to There is now a plethora of Sikh organizations in Punjab, but the 
labeling or categorizing of these groups generates considerable confusion. 
Andrew Major (1987) has made an admirable attempt to apply universal 
definitions to the various Sikh groups but I find his categorizations too 
rigid, and I also believe that the description of "terrorist" is too 
emotive. I thus adopt more flexible terminology, but it is particular to 
the Punjab case and not universal. MOderates are Sikh nationalists who, at 
most, support the Anandpur Sahib Resolution (ASR) as a maximalist demand. 
Although moderates do not support the use of violence, they may not condemn 
it either. Extremists, on the other hand, support the ASK as a minimalist 
demand, and are ambivalent on the use of violence. The extremist camp may 
include secessionists. Militants are extremists committed to the armed 
struggle. Most Sikh militants, although not all, are secessionists.• 
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Sikh Students' Pederation (AISSP) provided him the mass bas. of support he 

• 


required. Bhindranwale, it will be recalled, became the leader of the 

Damdaai Takaal in Ausust 1977 after Sant ~rt.r Singh, the previous leader, 

died in a car accident. Sant Kartar Sinsh ·cultivated the relisio-political 

ideology of Bhindranwale, who "inherited his assre8sive maverick crown" 

(Joshi 1984, p3-4). Almost a year later, in July 1978, Bhai Amrik Singh, 

Ita brilliant young man with unfulfilled ambitions" (Joshi 1984, p7) and the 

son of Sant Kartar Singh, became the president of the AISSP. Although ~ik 

Singh was raised in the Taksal and may have been the natural heir, he was 

fully supportive of Bhindranwale "he was at the time of his father'. 

death studying Punjabi literature at Khalsa College, Amritsar, and already 

deeply involved in the politics of the AlSSP and he encouraged Bhindranwale 

to become the next head of the Taksal" (Ta.leen Singh 1984, p32). In fact, 

"[i]n these early days, Bhindranwale was strongly influenced by Amrik Sinsh, 

who, it is believed, had hoped to manipulate him for political eada" 

(Tavleen Singh 1984, p32) -- a much more plausible theory of Bhindranwale'. 

political development than the 'Congress creation' thesis. Bhindranwale's 

legitimacy as the bead of a deeply respected relisious institution and ~ik 

Singh's organizational skills made the AISSP a potent political force and 

this nexus was at the centre of the contemporary Punjab crisis. 

The AISSP was formed in 1943 by the Aka!i Dal. At the time, there 

existed a tension between the educated Sikh elite and Akali leaders. The 

Dal "organized the AISSP therefore to brins the Sikh intelligentsia closer 

to the Akali Dal" (Nayar 1966, pI89). The words of an early Pederation 

activist capture a sentiment of internal decline, referred to above, which 

motivated the formation of the AISSP -- "[t]he Sikh Youth was going astray 
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from its moorings, neglecting its own rich heritage •••The case of Sikh 

religion, culture and heritage was going by default and that waa precisely 

where the AISSP stepped in to full in that vacuum and started in earnest to 

inculcate the knowledse of its heritase in the Sikh youth" (Our Rattan Pal 

Sinsh 1979, p42). Operatins through schools and universities, the AISSP 

visorously ors.nized conferences, study circles, trainins camps, and 

baptismal campaigns, for educated Sikh youth "to arouse [al consciousness of 

their separate entity and nationality" (Gur Rattan Pal Sinsh 1979, p46). 

The Pederation was also intimately involved in Akali politics, in fact, it 

has always been on the militant end of the Akali spectrum -- "whenever and 

wherever the Akaii Oal fumbled, deviated, from its goal or sroped in the 

dark, the Pederation never hesitated in givins a red signal and acting as 

the lishthouse so that the Dal could steer clear its course" (Gur Rattan Pal 

Singh 1979, p49). 

The AISSP historically has been an ardent supporter of tbe notion of 

the Sikhs as a natioD and has fousht from its inceptioD to obtain .ore 

political power for the Sikhs and many Pederation leaders have been arrested 
-
in the past for their participation in Akali agitations and the rank and 

file have provided the muscle for the Dal's agitations. From its 

inception, and enshrined in its constitution adopted in October 1944, "the 

Pederation stood and still stands for the creation of an environment in 

whicb the national expression of the Sikhs would find its full satisfaction" 

(Gur Rattan Pal Singh 1979, p44). In 1945, the first president of the 

AISSP, Sarup Singh, "wrote a book [The Forgotten Panth], with a foreword by 

• Master Tara Singh, in which he argued that the Sikhs were a nation and 

should therefore strive for a separate sovereign Sikh state" (Nayar 1966, 



• 90 (Chapter Three) 

p140). The founding Federation leaders were thus a driving force for an 

independent Sikh state at the time of partition Sarup Singh, and an 

associate, "met Mr. Jinnah for exploring the feasibility of the demand for 

the Sikh State and at tbeir instanc. laic], two .eetings between Master Tara 

Singh and Mr. Jinnah were arranged" (Gur Rattan Pal Singh 1979, p48; 

emphasis added). A Sikh state, however, was not forthcoming with partition 

but after the resettlement of the refugees, the AISSP was at tbe forefront 

of the Punjabi Subs campaign. But for many federationists, the Punjabi Subs 

was not an end itself -- Jaswant Singh, a former AISSP president, stated 

prophetically, "we shall try it and see whether it can protect us 

adequately. It is a means to an end. If we are persecuted even in the 

Punjabi Subs, we shall extend our struggle to get rid of such a kind of 

vicious cycle of religious persecution" (quoted in Nayar 1966, p191). And 

later, "in 1973 and 1977-8 when the Anandpur Sahib Resolution was adopted 

again and again, the actual thinking of the ASR. the political thinking, and 

the language of tbe Resolution was the same language and the sa.e thinking 

which is the aims and objectives of the Pederation -- to create such a 

territorial area where the Sikhs can fiourish and their ai. of rai karesa 

ltbalsa can be fulfilled. This is the main crux of the ASR and the main aim 

of the Pederation. So, you can sa,., that it is the Federation thinking 

which is adopted b,. the Akali Dal"t. 

Although the Federation and the ASR have the same intellectual origins, 

it is not clear if the AISSP had an,. significant role in the framing of the 

Resolution, because after the attainment of the Punjabi Subs the Federation 

entered an era of decline. In particular. the formation of Altali led 

t. Interview with Sarbjit Singh Jamnu, 6 May 1991.• 
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coalition governments "understandably refrained the Akali 0.1 from 

encouraging student aetivism durinc that period" (S. L. Sharma 1981, p252). 

It will be remembered that the attainment of the Punjabi Suba served to 

institutionalize the social alteration of tbe Akali Del wbich took place in 

1962. When tbe leadership of Master Tara Singb was eclipsed, Aka!i politics 

shifted from the urban leadership from the ~~jba region of Punjab (Amritsar 

and Curdaspur) to the rural leadership of Malwa region. A similar pattern 

was evident in student politics. 

Although the Akali Dal of Master Tara Singh was generally an urban 

based party, "there was a sprinkling of peasant leaders in the Akali Da! in 

the fora of leaders like Udham Singh Nagoke, Ishwar Singh Majhail and 

Darshan Singh Pheruman -- all of whom came from the Majha area (Amritsar-

Gurdaspur area)" (Bhushan 1983, pSO). The Master was also personally based 

in Majba. Student politics, in Tara Sinah·. day, reflected a similar 

d;roaaic 

tbe dynamic. of student movements in the post
independence Punjab can be divided into two distinct 
phases: before [the] mid-sixties and afterward.. In 
it. first phase student politic•. in the Punjab was 
marked by some distinctive feature.. First, it was 
largely under the influence of the AISSP •••Second. Majha 
(Amritsar and Gurdaspur district.) was the main centre 
of student politic••••Third, student leadership hailed 
largely from the cities and much of the student politics 
was urban based (S. L. Sharma 1981. p2S1). 

When Master Tara Singh was replaced by Sant 'ateh Singh. the Akali Del 

"leadership passed firmly into the hands of the Jat-Sikh landed interests" 

(Bhushan 1983, p50). Here again, tbe green revolution plays an absolutely 

critical role. The green revolution consolidated the eeon~c interests of 

the well-to-do Jat Sikh farmers and witb their increased influence they 

were able to wrestle control of the Akali Oal from the urban intelligentsia• 
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(Bhushan 1983, p50). Since the Malwa region of Punjab i. the most advanced 

agricultural region of the state l ', and bas the highest proportion of Jats, 

"it is not surprising, therefore, to note that almost all prominent Akal! 

leaders come from the rich Malwa belt •••and all of thea are Jat Sikh. 

(Shushan 1983, pSO)ll. 

While the Alssr slid into decline after the Punjabi Suba, student 

politics more generally exhibited a shift si.ilar to the Akali Da1, although 

not precisely the same -

The most remarkable feature of student politics in the 
second phase is the rise and ascendance of leftist 
groups amona student oraanizations. In other words, 
student politics from the .id-sixties bas increasingly 
come under the domJnance of such left organizations as 
AlSP, SPI, and PSUlt. Secondly, the centre of student 
political activity shifted from Majha to MaIn. Third, 
the student leadership cbanged banda from urban to rural 
with the diffusion of student polities in the 
countryside (S. L. Sharaa 1981, p252). 

Andrew!ajor (1987) argoes that the AIssr prior to 1978 "was an organization 

of extreme-left elements, coaaitted to countering the sway of the 

established Communist parties over the landless Sikh peasantry and the 

. 
u. "This area is •••marked b,. higher levels of education among 

faraers, intensive cropping scientific far. management and average size of 
landholdings of 40-50 acres" (Bhushan 1983, p50). 

11. The longtime president of the SGPC. G. S. Tohra,"a small peasant 
hi.self who started off as a left-wing leader and then became a pro
establishment leader" (India Todar 28 Pebruary 1986, p46), is a Jat Sikh 
from Patiala; Longowal, also not a large landowner, is a Jat Sikh from 
Sangrur: Jathedar Jagdev Singh Talwandi is a Jat Sikh from tbe prosperous 
district of Ludhiana, wbicb is adjacent to the Malwa district; and Prakash 
Singh Badal, "himself a big landowner," is a Jat Sikh from Paridkot district 
(Bhusban 1983, p50-1). 

• 
12. The AIsr is the All-India Students t Pederation (of the Coumunist 

Party of India); the SPI is the Students' Pederation of India (affiliated 
with the Communist Party of India -- Marxist); and the PSU is the Punjab 
Students' Union (associated with tbe Communist Party of India -- Marxist 
Leninist). 
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underemployed and disenchanted Sikh youth, particularly in the Malwa region 

of Punjab" (Major 1987, pl.9). However, the Pederation in the aid-1970s was 

not leftist nor particularly active in the Malwa: it wal, rather, a latent 

organization still committed to the 'defeated' legacy of Master Tara Singh. 

In fact, Federation activists at this time, like Bhindranwale, were 

fervently anti-communist. They equated communism with alcoholism and drug 

addiction 

in 1977, the main aim of the Pederation was to save the 
religion because the communist movement in Punjab was in 
high speed and the Sikh youth were being destroyed by 
alcohol and other addictions. So, the main aia of the 
Pederation was to save the Sikh youth from these things 
and have the. in the front line of the Sikh relision, 
after baptizing them and organizing them in study 
circles, in colleges, and organizing gurmat training 
camps ••• in camps we inculcate in the Sikh youth about 
Sikh tenets, Sikh scriptures, Sikh history, Sikh social 
life, even Sikh political 1ifel3 • 

Although the AISSF was in disarray ia the early 1970s, those who remained 

were striving to reduce the hege.any of the communist-backed student 

federations on the campuses on Punjab. 

The organization did not become a real political force again until 

A.rik Singh captured the presidency of the Pederation in July 1978 and 

"organized fully and whole hearted!y with the help of Sant Jarnail Singh 

Bhindranwale"l'. Amrik Singh was involved in the AISSP from at least the 

early 1970s -- from 1972-74 when the Pederation had no president Amrik Singh 

was one of the five members of a leadership presidium which strived to 

maintain the organization by "ho1dins meetings, demonstrations and 

• 
1'. Interview with Sarbjit Singh Jammu, AISSP secretary-general, and 

long-time activist -- he was on Amrik Singh·s national executive -- 6 May 1991 • 

J' Interview with Sarbjit Singh Jammu. 6 May 1991. 
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circulating pamphlets and booklets" (Gur Rattan Pal Singh 1979, p64). 

However, in the late 19708, tt[ t ]he AISS. under the new rural priestly 

leadership, and advisors from the urban educated classes, witnessed a 

phenomenal rise in its Dembership; and it extended its influence to the 

rural areas throu8h APrit Praehar (Sikh Baptismal campa ian) coupled with 

a8itation on issues relating to discrimination against Sikhs in 8eneral and 

repression of Sikh youth in particular. In the political arena, [the] AISSP 

and [the] Taksal acted as powerful militant pressure groups to the Akali-Ied 

Dhara Yudh morcha (a8itation) in [the] earl, 1980&" (Dhami 1987, pI8-9). 

Amrik Sinah, with Bhindranwale at his side, resurrected the 'ederation. And 

Bhindranwale'a fulminations on 'internal colonialism' was an enormousl, 

popular message amongst the large alienated population of educated rural 

Jat Sikhs flO8ti08 ai.!essl, about the campuses of Punjab, for "whoa the 

notion of anti-Sikh discrimanation was fast becoming an idte fise" (Major 

1987, p49). 

After Amrik's succession, the Federation's first eoncern was the Sikh 

identit, -- ",ou see, for a while Sikh ,ouths had turned their face from 

Sikhism, 1D8in1, because the AkaB leadership ~d become passive, the, had 

adjusted to the so-called democratic systea" (Harminder Singh Sandhu quoted 

in Tavleen Singh 1984. p40). And the resentment against the Akali DB1 was 

deep -- "we have seen that the old Sikh leadership have not come up to our 

espectations ••• the traditional Sikh leaders such as Badal, Tohra, Lon8owaI, 

Barnala, even now '~nn •••betrayed the Sikh nation every time"IS. The, were 

also sickened by the Indian patriotism pervasive in the media and schools. 

• 
The, regarded it, with some justification. as a Hindu nationalism which 

15. Interview with Sarbjit Singh Jammu. 6 May 1991. 
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deni~ their history: "They [Sikh youth] al"e told that [Mahatma] Gandhi is 

their Ii2Y [father] and Nehru i. their cbacbl [uncle]. Their bapu i. Guru 

Gobind Singh, not Gandhi" (Alarik Singh quoted in Tayleen Singh 1984, p40). 

11 1980, the1 felt read1 to "plunge into politics"ll and to redefine 

the Sikh.' and Punjab's relationship with the centre. Up to Operation 

Bluestar, the AISSP "ideological position was roughly madway between that of 

the 'moderates' and that of the 'secessionists:' it endorsed the Anandpur 

Sahib Resolution on state autono~. and yet it disliked the 'meek and .ild' 

strategies of the Akali Da1; it disassociated itself from the demand for an 

independent Khalistan, and yet it refused to condemn that demand outright. 

It was eoncern~ mainly about insults to the Panth" (Major 1981, p50). 

Amrik Singh stated simply that, II[i]f the government gives us Khalistan, 

we'll take it" (quoted in Delhi Recorder JulT 1984, pI6). And Ranainder 

Singh Sandhu, ~ik's lieutenant, stated more informatively that "[t]he Sikh 

Students Federation supports the Anandpur Sahib resolution and we believe 

that the demand which speaks of creatina such a desh [land] where the 

separate Sikh identity, nationhood and thought would be developed, is 

sufficient" (quoted in Sunday 15-21 MaT 1983, p25). Not surprising11, the 

Pederation position on Khalistan was identical to Bhindranwale's. When 

asked about Khalistan, his standard reply was, 

I neither support Khalistan, nor aa I against it. We 
want to stay with Hindustan, it is for the central 
government to decide whether they want us with thea or 
not. This is the job of the centre, not mine. Yes, if 
they give us Khalistan, we will take [it]. We won't 
lllake the .ustake of 1941. We are not asking for it but 
we 1·11 take it if the,. give it to us (quoted in Sundax 
15-21 May 1983, p28) • 

• li. Interview with Sarbjit Singh Jammu, 6 May 1991. 
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Following the example of Ayatollah Khomeini, Bhindranwale made cassette 

recordings of his speeches to spread his messase throughout Punjab and even 

on one of these outlawed tapes he maintained the above line - 

I neither support lhalistan nor.. I asainst it. The 
fact is I'. not prepared to see Hindus suppressins 
Sikhs. Por that, if I am siven Xhalistan, I'll accept 
it. I surely want implementation of the Anandpur Sahib 
Resolution (quoted in Delhi Recorder July 1984, pll). 

Y~ny people believe that during Operation Bluestar, Bhindranwale appealed to 

Longowal or Tohra to announce the independence of Khalistan. Such a request 

would be in keepina with Bhindranwale's beliefs and practice -- his 

assertion was that if JChalistan was to be created it would be forced upon 

Sikha because of oppression from the centre, and Bluestar could certainly be 

construed in that manner. Moreover, at least up to Deceaber 1983, 

Bhindranwale bad always deferred to Longowal, the 'dictator' of the Akali 

morcha. However, in hi. last public interview, siven to a limeS of India 

correspondent on the evenina of 3 June 1984 after the Indian armT bad 

enveloped the Golden Temple, Bhindranwale ..intained his usual stance, 

although he was perhaps IIOre pessimistic than ever: 

Q: Do you support the creation of Xhalistan? 
A: I never opposed it; nor have I supported it. 
Q: But is it your contention that the Sikhs cannot 

live in Indi.? 

A: Yes. They can neither live in nor with India. If 

treated as equals, it may be possible. But frankly 

speaking, I don't think that is possible. 

(interview with Subhash Kirpekar 1984, p78). 


Pinally, Longowal, in a handwritten note smuggled out of prison and obtained 

by India Today, confirms that, 

two emotional youths got after Sant Bhindranwale but he 

• 
did not actively support Khalistan. Be passed on the 
buck to me saying that if Sant Longowal supports 
Khalistan he would too. But neither did the Akali Dal 
support Khalistan, nor was there any transmitter for 
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contact with Pakistan. Nor, I will state categorically, 
has the Akali Dal ever supported extremism or 
secessionism (India Todar 15 March 1985, pSO). 

Presumably the "two emotional youths" were Amrik Sinah and Harminder Singh 

Sandhu but their public coaments, as q.uoted above, never supported the 

creation of Khalistan directly. 

Since the AISSP was established by the Akali Dal to attract educated 

Sikh youth to the Akali movement, it is not surprising that the Pederation 

leaders have always been well educated. The trend continued under Amrik 

Singh, except that many of the students now joining the Pederation were the 

first generation of rural Jat Sikhs to go to college and university, instead 

of being the urban elite. Soon after Amrik Singh became president, the 

Pederation had an explosion in membership. going from some 10,000 - 15,000 

to well over 100,000 and some estimates suggest up to 300,000 (Major 1987, 

p50). Regardless, it was obviously a larae number of students and, 

importantly, "the AISSF [gave1 the extremists their only semblance of a mass 

base" (India Today 31 Dece.ber 1983, p73). As a students' federation based 

on college and university campuses, it is safe to assume that the vast 

_jorit,. of the new members were well educated, althotJ8h the Federation 

alaost certainly attracted non-student meabers as it beaan to resemble a 

mass organization. 

The Federation leadership and the coterie which surrounded 

Bhindranwale was certainly well educated. Amrik Singh had a Masters' Degree 

in Punjabi literature. Harminder Singb Sandhu "was the son of a small, 

q.uite well-to-do farmer •••aad became secretary seneral of the AISSP at the 

same time that Amrik Singh became its president. He studied law at Khalsa 

College" (Tavleen Singh 1984, p40). He also had a Masters' Degree and was • 
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"the only member of the [Bhindranwale'a] inner eircle who spoke fluent 

Enllish, 80 his main job in the [Golden] Temple was to act a8 an 

interpreter for Bhindranwale" (TavIeen Sinsh 1984, p40). Sandhu fousht the 

IndiaD Arm, durins Bluestar but unlike the rest of the inner circle was 

captured. leadinl the ever active conspiracy theorista in Punjab to susaest 

that he was a double alent. Rachpal Siosh, who was Bhindranwale's personal 

assistant and believed to have been killed durins Bluestar, also had a 

Masters' Delree. Amrik, Sandhu. and Rachpal SinSh were three of 

Bhindranwale's closest advisors, althoush the latter was apparently not a 

.ember of the Federation. The other senior Pederation leaders in the pre

Bluestar era were also well educated, as Table 6 illustrates. 

After Bluestar, with Bhindranwale and ~ik dead and Sandhu in 

detention, the AISSP suffered from factionalis., but the most powerful 

Federation leader to emerge was BaruUnder Singh lahlon who had three BAs and 

two MAs and by 1986 was "the convener of the AISSP and widely resarded a. 

the 'IIOst powerful 1II8n inside the [Golden] Temple •••Bia name was never 

sianificant in the Bhindranwale phase but today he calla the shots as if his 

position was pre-ordained" (India Today 28 Pebruary 1986, p91). Kahlon was 

arrested later in 1986 and replaced by Gurjit Siosh, a university graduate 

and a nephew of Bhindranwale. The weaker faction was led by Bhai Manjit 

Siosh, the younger brother of Amrik Sinsb, who assumed the leadership after 

Bluestar but prolonged imprisonment and rampant factionalism prevented him 

fro. consolidatins his position until very recently. The AISSP under Manjit 

• 
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TABLB 6; AISSP LEADERSHIP IN THE YEARS PRIQR TO BLVBSTAll' 

POSITION LEADER EDUCATION AGE PAmER'S 
OCCUPATION 

President Amrik Singh religious 
leader 

Secretary Harminder MA teacher 
General Singh LLB 

Sandhu 

Secretary Sarbjit 
General Singh 

Jaumu 

Vice- Harvinder 2 MAs doctor 
President Singh doing 

Khalsa PhD 

Vice- Rejinder SA arm.y (?) 
President Singh 

Mehta 

Vice- Atinderpal MA (?) 
President Singh 

Chief Amarjit Bsc 
Organizina Singh 
Secretary Chawla 

Office Versa 12th class farmer 
Secretary Singh university 

Valtoha drop-out 

declared itself to be a full-fledged political party in the spring of 1991 

when there was an expectation of a June election. Although the poll was 

never held, most pundits regarded the AISSP as the front-runner. Manjit's 

executive is also well educated and long-associated with the party (See 

Table 7). 

• 
If. Although Amrik Singh and Harminder Singh Sandhu are now dead, many 

of these men are still active. Sarbjit Singh Jammu is currently an AISSP 
secretary-general; Mehta and Chawla have formed a splinter faction; and 
Attinderpal is believed to be based in Pakistan. 
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TABLS 7; AtSSP (MANJIT) EXlCUTIYB (May 1991) 

Position 

President 

Vice-
President 

Vice-
President 

Secretary 
General 

General 
Secretar7 

Ceneral 
Secretary 

Secretal'7 

Chief 
Orsanizins 
Secretal'7 

Organizine 
Secretal'7 

Organizine 
Secretal'7 

Joint 
Secretary 

Press 
Secretary 

Co-
Ordination 
Secretal'7 

Office• Secretal'7 

Leader Education Aae 


Manjit SinSh MA 28 


Jasbir Sinsh PhD 30 
Gbuman (in prosreBs) 

Gursev Sinsh MA 29 
Harpalpur 

Sarbjit BB 28-9 
Sinsh 
Sohal 

Sarbjit M.Phi! 32 
Sinsh 
J_ 

(sold medal) 

Barminder MA 26-7 
Sinsh GHI (sold medal) 

'aramjit BA 28 
Sinsh 
Core_naal 

ShubeS 32 
Sinsh 

Ranjit 30-1 
Singh 

DUbag Singh 10th 15-6 
Basa class 

Baldev Sinsh MA 28-9 
Singh 

Rajbir MA 25 
Sinsh LLB (in prosress) 

Darshan SA 24-5 
Sinsh 
Manbi 

Manjit Bsc 27 
Sinsh 
Bhoma 

Father'. Joined 
Occupation AISSP 

Relisiou8 1984 
leader 

Parmer 1979 

Parmer 1983 

Parmer 1983 

Railway 1976 
Officer (Ret) 

Musician 1982 
Colden T~le 

Parmer 1982 

Farmer 1985 

Panaer 1982 

Parmer 1986 

? 1986 

Aray 1981 
(ret) 

Parmer 1987 

Parmer 1983 
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Finally, the dass dimension of tbe Federation's supporten and recent 

leadership must be stressed -

The back-bone of tbe Takaal and the AISSP are the sons 
and daugbters of Punjab' • .uddle and 10w-leYel peasantrr 
and alrlcultural workers. The challense to the Akali 
and SGPC leadership, which is doadnated br leaders fro. 
the Malwa relion, comes from what was once its base-
the small and middle peasants. The socio-economic roots 
of the Takaal and the AISSP leaders are totally 
different from that of Barnala, Badal, Balwant [Sinsh], 
Ravl Inder [Slngh], and Amrinder [Singh], all of whom 
come from the landed gentry classes of the state (India 
Today 28 Pebruary 1986, p46). 

And, it must be stressed. that the support base of the AISSP is located in 

larle measure in the Majba relioo of Punjab (Amritsar and Curdaspur 

districts) where, as mentioned above, the Jat Sikh farmers, maoy of whom 

were well-to-do farmers in what is now Pakistan, are smaller proprietors 

falling behind the larger farmers of the Malwa relion who are obtaining 

larser rewards from the fruits of the Ireen revolution. It is cOImOnly 

mentioned that Bhindranwale, like the senior Akali leaders, was fro. the 

Malwa region. However, hi8 support base was in the Majha -  the Damdaai 

Taksal itself was based in Chowk Mehta of Amritsar district. We can, 

therefore, extend S. L. Sharma • s framework and speak of a third phase of 

student politics in Punjab - in the 1980s student politics. shifted back to 

the Sikh national is. of the AISSr and the activists were now predominantly 

the children of the lower or middle Jat Sikh peasants of the Majba. 

The AISSP/Bhindranwale, alliance is commonly described as the 

Pederation joinins and supporting Bhindranwale but as ~ analysis attempts 

to make clear, Amrik Sinsh and Bhindranwale were raised tOlether in the 

Taksal and were in collusion Ions before the outbreak of the 'crisis.' 

Immediately after the clash with the Nirankaris, Bbindranwale's prominence • 
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rose dramatically and he was courted by senior Coneress (I) and Akali 

leaders alike, for their own political purposes. The Federation/Takaal, or 

Amrik/Bhindranwale, axis became a potent political force which applied 

considerable pressure on tbe Aka!i Da1. 

The Akali Dal, as discussed aboye, bad shifted away fra. serving 

exclusively its Sikh constituency as it governed Punjab, thus allowing for 

the rise of a Bhiodranwale to champion the Sikh cause. Soon after having 

been evicted from office, the Dal was forced by the presence of Bhindranwale 

and the AISSP to return to its Sikh constituency but when it did so the 

former moved to an even more nationalistic position. The Akali DBI was 

again forced to adopt a .ore nationalistic stanee because the Akali leaders 

could not eountenance other parties 'out-Sikhing' them. The crisis emerged 

in Punjab when these two forces, representing different social stratas of 

the Jat Sikh co.aunity, became locked in a protracted conflict for internal 

hegemony as they confronted the inept central government. The AISSP, 

howeyer, was not the only organization involved in the early stages of the 

'Punjab crisis,' although it was by far the largest and most important. It 

is now ti.e to quickly review the other groups involved in the early 

mobilization of Sikh youth in the contemporary crisis. 

Bhindranwale's Praetorian Guard 

The supporters of Bhindranwale 600n felt compelled to pursue an armed 

strategy. The armed atrategy had two objectives: 1) to increase the 

pressure on the central government, and, more importantly, 2) to stay a step 

• 
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ahead of the Akali Dal l1 and to prevent being 'out-Sikhed' by the other 

smaller militant groups competing for the leadership of the community (see 

below) • The AISSF, a8 discussed above, was Bhindranwale'. masl base of 

support, and it provided a recruiting around for armed fiabters. Altbouah 

it i. well established that prior to Bluestar, senior Pederation leaders 

like Mehta, Chawla, Jammu. and Versa Singh, were engaged in armed violence, 

under the direction of Amrik Singh, Rarminder Singh Sandhu and Bhindranwale 

(India Today IS June 1985; and 15 September 1985), it must be stressed that 

the AISSF was primarily a political body, not an armed fighting force -- the 

Federation had a membership of over 100,000 students and obviously ~st were 

not engaged in anaed activity. Bhindranwale's real 'praetorian' guard and 

armed supporters were organized into two groups, the Akal Federation and the 

Dashaesh Regiment, both of which are still actiYe in Punjab and are, at 

least, loosely affiliated to the Damdami Takaal. The Akal Pederation, long 

led by lanwar Siash Dba.i, was directly attached to Bhindranwale and the 

Damdami Taksallt • There are seemingly conflicting reports as to the Akal 

Federation's role in Operation Blueatar - "Accordina to some Akan., who 

were there till the morning of 6 June, the only people who stayed with 

Bhindranwale and fought ti 11 the very end were the youths who bad belonged 

to the Damda.i Taksal" (Tavleen Singh 1984, pSI). This would explain the 

motivation and commitment of the fighters during the operation -- they more 

II The Akal! Dal established the Youth Akali Dal in March 1983 (India 
Todal 15 February 1984, p19) to counter the AISSP, the Akali Dal'. former 
youth group, or, more truthfully, "[t]he Youth Akali Dal was formed 
basically as a praetorian guard to protect Akali leaders asainst aaraudins 
criudnals from groups which supported Bhindranwale" (Joshi 1984, p33) • 

• It. Inter...ie", with student from Guru llauak Dey University, 8 May 1991. 
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than anyone else would .tay to defend and protect their leader. Another 

report. however, susgesta that a number of aembers of the Akal Pederation 

escaped the Temple during the Operation (Gupta 1984, p71). It is, of 

course, possible that the group split, either under strain or stratelically. 

ielardle•• , Kanwar Singh Dhami is still aa influential .ilitant leader, 

apparently based in Pakistan. 

The Dashmesh Regiment, still a shadowy underground group. was 

"[f]ounded in 1984, reportedly under the guidance of former a~ generals, 

in order to provide Bhindranwale with protection against the Babbar Khalsa 

group. Tbroulhout 1984 and 1985, the Dashmesh Regiment claimed 

responsibility for attacks on railway stations and post-offices ••• • (Major 

1987, p54fn). Not much is really known about the Dasbmesh Regi.ent but 

Bhindranwale did cultivate close relationships with a coterie of retired 

~litary officers. A number of former officers were associated with the 

Akali Dal, and at least a handful became ad.isors to Bhindranwale after they 

had been harassed with tens of thousands of other Sikhs, BaQ7 still serving 

in the forces, on the roads of Baryana in late 1982 during the Asiad games 

in New Delhi, to be discussed further in the aext chapter. 

The most iaportant of Bhindranwale's ~litary advisors was retired 

P'.ajor-General Sbahbea Siagh2'. who had beea elis.bsed fro. the anv on the 

eve of his retirement on charges of corruption, although be later won at 

least two of the three cases against hi.. An expert in guerilla and covert 

urban warfare, Shahbeg Singh became a high17 decorated soldier and a became 

national hero during the 1971 Indo-Pakistani war when he led the "Mutti 

• 20 • Brigadier Mohinder Singh, Major-General Jaswant Singh Bhullar. and 
~~jor-General Narinder Singh were also former Aka!i advisors who provided 
.dlitary and political advice to Bhindranwale. 
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Bahini" guerilla forces in Banaladesh. Disaffected after his dismissal from 

the forces, he joined Bhindranwale in the Golden Temple in 1982. Althoush 

he i. frequently cited a. beiDl responsible for the formation of the 

Dashmesh Resi.ant, the eonneetion ia atill unproven. However, he was 

undoubtedly responsible for the elaborate fortifications of the Golden 

Temple which proved to be hiShly effective durina Operation Bluestar. 

Although the AISSP and Bhindranwale's praetorian guards essentially 

controlled the Golden Temple prior to Operation Bluestar, they were not the 

onI1 militant sroups operatina in Punjab in the early 1980s. 

Other Militant Sikh Groups Prior to Operation Bluestar 

• 

Prior to Operation Bluestar there was a handful of other militant 

aroups, in addition to the AISSP and Bhindranwale' s t praetorian suards, , 

altbouah none were as large as the AISSP and nor did any other sroup 

possess the relisious lesiti88cy that Bhindranwale carried. The most 

~rtant of these groups was tbe Babbar Xhalsa International (W) formed 

in 1978. The BKI is widely reaarded a8 the most devoutly relisious sroup. 

and alons with tbe AISSP is the only ~litant group fro. the pre-Bluestar 

era still operatins in Punjab. The Dal lhalsa was also fonDed in 1978 and 

was, until it disintesrated in 1982, the .lIitant sroup most commatted to 

the armed strullie. The National Council of Khaliatan (NCK), founded in 

1980, was the only group commdtted to outright secession, although they were 

not ensased in the armed struss!e. The N<% was the smallest of all the 

~litaDt groups in Punjab and today does not exist, although its founder Dr. 

Jasjit Sinsh Chauhan is still very active froa his base in Ensland, but the 

ideololY of the NCI is at the core of all the Sikh militant groups operatins 
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in Punjab today. Although none of these groups were particularly major 

players in the Punjab crisis, their presence was far more significant than 

their simple nuisance value. Bach of these three croups were more ailitant 

than the AISSP/Bhindranwale alliance. The AISSP and Bhindranwale, who had 

initially taken a militant position to undermine the Akali Dal, therefore 

had to maintain their militant posture to ensure that they were not 'out

Sikhed,' and thus replaced, by these other groups vying for the leadership 

of the community. Only the BKI was virulently anti-Bhindranwale, but if be 

and the AISSP were perceived as becomJng moderate, the Nel and the Dal 

lhalsa, both basically pro-Bhindranwale, could easily have defected to the 

SKI undermining the AISSP/Bhindranwale position. Today, in fact, the 

various Akali factions are all but irreleyant and the AISSP i. now the 

'moderate' player in the Punjab game and there are some twenty more ~litant 

groups attempting to undermine the legiti..cy of the AISSP. Here, however, 

there is only space to quickly survey the BEl. the Oal thalsa and the Mel. 

The Babbar Khalsa International 

The Babbar Khalsa International (BKI) is probably tbe most iEportant 

underground atlitant group still operating in Punjab. The SKI was an armed 

offshoot of a devout religious orsanizatioD. the Aihand Kirtani Jaths (AlJ). 

There has been considerable factionalisa amongst Sikh political 

orsanizations, botb moderate (ie Akali Del) and militant, but the Damdaai 

Taksal and the Akband Kirtani Jatba are the two poles around which the 

multitude of militant groups still coalesce. The AKJ was a small group 

founded by Pauja Singb and his wife Amarjit Eaur "to sing the praise of the

• 
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LonP' " (Joshi 1984. p36). Pauja Singh was au inspector of the Punjab 

a,ricu1tura1 department. and Amarjit ~ur a headmistress of an Amrit&ar 

school • The sroup consisted mainly of educated Sikhs and military aea, 

• tr.ins and retired. As devout Sikhs, they considered the NirankariB to be 

blasphemous and it waa Pauja Sinsh who fatally led the proeesBioD asaiast 

the Nirankaris 13 April 1978. The followins day the BKI waB born under the 

direction of Amarjit Kaur. 

Amarjit laur reportedly "believed with a fanatical conviction in the 

'.lssion' for which her husband started the Akhand Kirtani Jathe" (Tavleen 

Siqh 1984, p44) • ~d in keepins with other revivalist sroups, the AlJ 

perceived Sikhism to be under threat, internally and externally -- "The 

.nssion was to fisht the threat to Sikhism pose by seets like the 

Nirankaris •••as well as the threat fro. Hindu orsanizations like the RSS" 

(Tavieen Singh 1984. p44). Like Bhindranwale, the AKJ vehemently opposed 

the Rirankaris. In the infamous elash with the Nirankari., 13 April 1978, 

rauja Singh and seven other AKJ followers lost their live.. laaediately 

after the clash, despite ai.ilar beliefs, "the Akhand ~irtani Jaths and 

Bhindranwale parted company beeause Bibi Amarjit Iaur felt that 

Bhindranwale had shown cowardice by not tumina up for the anti-&irankari 

demonstration despite bavina vowed to lead it" (TavIeen Sinsh 1984, p44). 

Aaarjit Kaur'. grudge seems very much personal rather than ideological. On 

the Sikhs, Punjab, and Khalistan her position, at least up to June 1984, was 

almost identical to Bhindranwale's -- she believed that the Sikhs bad been 

short-changed at partition and. in her words, "if the Centre wants peace in 

• 11. lirtan -- from tbe word kirti, the praise of God is the &inains 
of the Sikh scriptures (Cole and Sambhi 1990. p97-8). 
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Punjab then they must fulfil the demands listed in the Anandpur Sahib 

Resolution. Except for four subjects (defence, foreign relations, currency, 

and general communication) the state must control everything else and the 

Sikhs must rule. If the Centre does not agree to this then there will be 

Khalistan" (quoted in Tavleen Singh 1984, p44). Initially, it seems that 

Amarjit Kaur maintained 'hit-squads' directly under her control but in 1980 

or 1981 the Babbar Khalsa became an autonomous organization, although still 

owing allegiance to her. 

The Babbar Khalsa22 was, in its early years, primarily preoccupied with 

fighting the Nirankaris. The Babbar Khalsa kept a much lower profile than 

the much larger AISSP. Reportedly, they could "come and go from the Golden 

Temple as they pleased because the police had no idea who they were" 

(Tavleen Sinah 1984, p43). The Babbar lChalsa, in fact, were based in the 

teatple2 3 • The government was 80 preoccupied with Bhindranwale and the 

Pederation that they took little notice of the Babbars, who were in fact the 

first line of resistance the a~ met during Operation Bluestar but since 

their base of operations were unknown it i8 believed that some 40 Babbars 

quietly escaped during Bluestar. Bibi Amarjit Kaur, however, was arrested 

wi th the Akali Dal leaders, Longo"al and Tobra. 

Although obviously not well known to the government, the Babbars were 

intimately involved in the politics of the Golden Temple, whicb became 

22 The name is derived from tbe Babbar Akalis, a militant anti-
imperialist Sikh group operating in the Punjab in the 1920s and 19308 (Major 
1987, p48). 

23 The Babbars resided in the Guru Ram Das Serai, situated on the 

• 
east side of the SGPC headquarters which is on the perimeter of the Golden 
Temple. Bhindran"ale and the AISSP were based in the Guru Nanak Niwas on 
the other side of the SGPC offices. 
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particularly vicious in the months preceding Bluestar. JathedarZ' Sukhde. 

Singh 'Dabbar,' the SKI leader, dismissed Bhindranwale aa ,"coward" and 

stated that "we don't eare what Bhindranwale, Longowal and the others want. 

As far as we are concerned the objective is now coaplete freedoa" (Iodi. 

Today, 31 December 1983, p70). Although the statement appe.ra .ore radical 

than the others, it is basically ambiguous and, despite his belittling of 

Longowa!, Sukhdev Singh was prepared to help him contain Bhindranwale. When 

Longowal decided in December 1983 that he could not fight Bhindranwale's 

guns with words, he recruited the Babbar ~lsa to forcefully evict 

Bhindranwale and his supporters from the Guru Hanak Hiwas (Tavleen Singh 

1984, p42). Bhindranwale thus shifted to the Akal Takht, the 'seat of 

temporal authority' inside the Golden Temple proper. Although Longowa1's 

relationship with the BKl may appear unlikely, it is widely accepted as an 

established factls • The Dabbar-Longowal alliance can only be understood as 

a rational, self-interested calculation: Longowal obviously finally decided 

that Bbindranwale had to be removed from the AkaIi camp for he was pullins 

them too far away from the moderate ground; the Dabbars, on the other hand, 

wanted to eli.dnate Bhindranwale and establish themselves as the 801e 

representatives of Sikh ~litanc7' 

The organization's leadership is educated, although not as highly as 

2'. "Originall7 this term was use of the leader of a unit of Sikh 
volunteers who had devoted themselves to the full-time service of the 
Panth ••• Jathedar is also the title given to the appointed head of one the 
Sikh takht••••A jathedar is a lay person, like all Sikhs ••• • (Cole and 
Saabhi 1990, p89). 

t S • 111e journal ist Shekbar Gupta claims. that "the Babbars f proximity 
with Longowal was not a matter of conjecture. On the day the ~ first 
IDOVed in around the Temple, the Babbar chief. Sukhdev Singh, was ensconced 
in a long discussion with Longowa!, who was visibly embarrassed when I 
walked in on 3 June [1984] afternoon" (Gupta 1984, p71).• 
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the AISSP (~~njit) and 80% of the organization are rural jat Sikh farmers!6 • 

(Chart Eight outlines the organizational structure of the highly secretive 

Babbar Khalsa and the social composition of the leadership). Both Sukhdev 

Sinah 'Babbar' and his deputy have been with the BlCI from the start and are 

follower. of the Akhand Kirt.ni jatha and graduatea of the Sikh Missionary 

College. Sukhdev Singh 'Babbar' is widely believed to bave been opersting 

from Pakistan since Operation Bluestat. The high command, which also 

includes Sukhdev's personal assistant and the press secretary, determines 

general policy and plots ..jor strate~1. Individually, the personal 

assistant is responsible for creating links with other BUlltant groups 

(includins lashmiri and Assamese secessionists), and the press secretary is 

responsible for making public BKI statements and policy. The hiah cOlllD8nd 

also solicit. advice froa an external "team of advisors" -- doctors, 

lawyers, professors, teachers and other professionals. There is DO 

horizontal contact amongst district commanders, tbe lowest level at which 

"acts" _y be deterained. Recruit.ent is done at the level of area 

commanders and promotion is based on successful "actions." The SKI have 

.embers well placed in the civil serviee, police, army, and the university 

and colleges throughout Punjab. Only members who bave been 'discovered' go 

underground. Outside Punjab, the BKI has state cOJllD8nders and deputy 

commanders in Haryana, Chandigarh, Delhi, Uttar Pradesh, West Bengal, 

Kashmir and Assam. 

• 
 II. Interview with BKI press secretary, 13 May 1991 • 


21. The following parasraph has been constructed with information fro. 
the BKI press secretary, interview 13 May 1991. 
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TABLI 8: Structure Iud Socil1 Compo.ition of Bahbar Ibal•• International 

Mukh Sewadar 
Personal Assistant(Chief Ceneral or Servant) T

Sukhdev Sinah 'Babbar' ad: retired army officer 
education: ..triculate 
father'. occupation: farmer 

Deputy General 
ad: matriculate 
fo: farmer 

I. I 
Maula Ooaba 
Zone Zone 
CODIoInder Coamander 
ed: ID8triculate ed: BA 
fo: farmer fo: farmer 

I I
Deputy Deputy 
Zone Zone 
ec-ander Coamander 
ed: _triculate ed: 12th class 
fo: farmer fo: farDer 

I
each Deputy Zone 
caa.ander baB fi., 
district commanders 

I . . each dlstrlct 
coaaander bas a 
deputy 

I
each deputy 
eoaaander bas 
3-5 area commander. 

I
each area cOIIIDIInder has 

PreSB Secretary 
ad:MA. 
fo: farmer 

Zone 
Coamander 
ed:BA 
fo: fanner 

I
Deputy 
Zone 
Coamander 
ed:M 
fo: fanner 

• 
anywhere fro. 5-20 men 
('recruits') under his command 
(Source: interview with BKl press secretary 13 May 1991) 
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There was a proliferation of militant organizations after Bluestar, but 

today, I believe, that the BKI is the only .dIitant group with significant 

lesitiucy • Over the last seven years the SKI has maintained their 

.alitant credentials but have avoided the negative connotationa associated 

with 'terroriat' ,roups. 'I1ley are the largest and best knit group "[b]ut so 

far it has concentrated mainly on killing specific targets rather than 

innocent people. They have not so far been involved in any massacres" 

Clndia Toda, 13 December 1983, p72; India Today 31 July 1987, p38)21. Even 

Satyapal Dans, the veteran CPI leader based in Amritsar who has fearlessly 

opposed Sikh militancy, admits that the BJ(J is the only group to have 

avoided widespread corruption (Dans 1989. pS4). The most plausible 

explanation for their continued legitimacy is their cOmaUtment to a well 

defined political and religious ideololYo The Babbar ~alsa International 

is noM coBBdtted to the creation of Xhalistan -- the Punjab 'crisis,' says 

the BKl press secretary. will end "only with Khalistan"2t. 

. 
The Dal Khalsa was an underground .ilitant organization founded 6 

August 1978, and had an estimated tnembership of 600 primari1,. in Chandigarh 

and Curdaspur The »al lhalsa was. reportedly. a merger of two minor Sikh0 

It. ODe report, however. holds the KI responsible for a series of 
transistor bomb explosions on the Delhi Transport Commission one evening in 
May 1985 (India Toda! 15 July 1988, p46), although the article also mentions 
that the SKI was in alliance with a faction of the Khalistan Commando Porce 
and the above action is more in keeping with the practices of the KCP than 
the 811. 

• 
2'. Interview with author 1 May 1991 • 

30. The name was taken from an 18th century Sikh military institution. 
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youth Iroups, the Young Sikh Association and the Sikh Sahity. Sabha, 

sponsored by one Kapur Singh (Satinder Singb 1982, pI3S), who is believed to 

have been influential in the drafting of the An.ndpur Sahib Resolution (A. 

C. lapur 1985, p192). It is also widely believed that senior Congress (I) 

leaders were involved in the formation of the Dal (halsa, particularly Giani 

Zail Sinlh the former Chief Minister of Punjab (1972-1977) and federal Home 

Minister 1980-1 and thereafter the President of India. The speculation is 

that Zait Singh wanted a radical Sikh organization to pressure and 

ultimately weaken the Akali Dal. It i. also believed that he use the Dal 

Khalsa in his long ronnins dispute with Darbara Singh, the Congres8 (1) 

Chief Minister of Punjab 1980-83. Altboush the evidence for such a 

connection i8 not yet fi~. the persistence of the a11elation8 lead some to 

accept it a8 fait accompli (see Cole and Sa.bhi 1990, p58). Rarsimran 

Sinah. the Dal Khalsa chief. is also alleged to have stated under 

interrogation that the organization receiyed funds fro. %ail Singh -- as 

well as froa Jagdev Singh Talwandi, a breakawa,. Akali leader - from the 

outset (India Today 15 February 1982, p24). 

The Dal Khalsa ideology was never clearl,. defined. Although in "1981 

[the] Dal ~18a was the primary extremist organization" (Joshi 1984, p34) 

in Punjab, involved in a number of ~litant actions including a few domestic 

hijactinls, their basic strategy was to propagate their message at Akali Oal 

and other Sikh functions (India Toda, 31 October 1981, p41). Although 

Bhindranwale was never openly associated with the Oal Khalsa, it was always 

known as bis party (Tully and Jacob 1985. p60). The Dal Khalsa, towards 

• 
the end of its brief existence, apparentl,. moved closer to the National 

Council of Khalistan, to be discussed below, whicb was the onl,. truly 
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secessionist Sikh oraaniz.tion prior to June 1984. In January 1982, 

Harsimran Slnah was arrested (Indi. T04a, 15 Pebruary 1982, p24), and "[t]he 

Da! Khalsa, alona with the N.tional Council of (h.listan, w.s ultimately 

banned on 1 May 1982." However, n[tJhe extremists who formed the 0.1 

Khals•.••anticipatins the ban, had quietly .eved over to the Babbar khals. 

and the AISSP, oraanizations which were still leaal" (Joshi 1984, p35) and 

the Dal Khalsa, thus, disappeared. 

The National Council of Khalistan 

The National Council of Khalistan (NCK) , founded in 1980, was an 

obscure oraanization with few members'l and no mass support in Punjab, 

althouah its external wing found significant support amongst expatriate 

Sikhs in Britain and Canada. Today, however, the outriaht secessionist 

ideology of the NO( is at the core of .11 Sikh .11it.nt groups in Punjab. 

Really, only the two founding figures of the NO( were of aisnifieance, Dr. 

Jasjit Singh Chauhan and Balbir Singh Sandhu)!. Chauhan, the aelf-styled 

'President of Khalistan,' is a mercurial figure who never .dssea an 

opportunity to promote KhaHatan -- he has ..de a number of outlandish and 

provocative statements in BBC television interviews. He came into politics 

through the Studenta' Pederation of India, the studenta wins of tbe 

Communist Party. and later became involved with the Akalis (Joshi 1984, 

p38). After the Punjabi Subs, Master Tara Singh's diminished Akali Dat waa 

still committed to a Sikh homeland but after his death most of his party 

"1. 'l1le NClC was reported to have only fifty-two members by the time of 

• 
Operation Bluestar in June 1984 (Major 1987, pSlfn) • 

U. "In 1970 they had established an International Council of 
Khalistan" (Major 1987, p57). 
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re-joined the main Akali Dal of Sant Pateh Singh. But a few Tara Sinsh 

diehards remained: "[t]hia faction came to be led by Dr. Jagjit Singh 

Chauhan, who waa Finance Minister in Lachhman Singh Gill's ministry" (A. C. 

Kapur 1985, p182-3). Jagjit Singh Chauhan moved to England after the 

collapse of Gill's ministry in 1971. 

Balbir Singh Sandhu, on the other hand, was an "affable manti based, in 

the Guru Manak Niwas of the Golden Temple -- from 1980 to Operation 

Bluestar (4 June 1984), in which he was believed to have died)), he 

reportedly never left the Temple (Tavleen Singh 1984, p35). Sandhu, 

previously a writer of fiction, "had a world view based On a strange mixture 

of progressive ideas borrowed from Marx and some very risid beliefs based on 

Sikhism" (Tavleen Singh 1984, p36). There was certainly no ambiguity 

concerning his political objectives: ·we believe that there is DO 

alternative but to have a sovereicn state -- an Azad (free] Khalistan; there 

is no alternative for the Sikhs" (quoted in Sunday 15-21 May 1983, p22). 

Sandhu spent his tiae in the Temple issuina press releases, drafting a 

Khalistan constitution, issuing (halistani passports and producing 

Khalistani currency and postage stamps (Major 1987, pS7fn). Although prior 

to JUDe 1984 the NO[ waa the only real secessionist sroup, Sandhu felt that 

both Bhindranwale and the Akalia were helping his cause. And, "[a]lthough 

Bhindranwale had been hesitant to admit a link with the Khalistan secretary

.general, Sandhu said openly that they met each other almost every even1ng " 

(Tavleen Singh 1984, p36). 

The National Council of Khalistan ceased to exist after Bluestar, 

• 33. Reports have oecasionally arisen which sussest that Balbir Singh 
Sandhu escaped during BIuestar and is now based in Pakistan (see India Today 
1S May 1986, p43) but these reports have never been confirmed. 
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although Jagjit Singh Chauhan still actively promote. the concept of 

lhalistan fro. his home in Britain. But their influence should not be 

underestimated. Their outright secessionist position has been adopted by 

.11 .ilitant Sikh sroups in the post-Bluestar era. They have also become an 

effective lobby sroup, particularly in Washinston where they have influenced 

a number of rightwina members of Congress. Moreover, Chauhan has influenced 

a number of Sikh intellectuals, includina a number of professors at the 

Khalsa College in Amritsar where Amrik Singh studied34 • And a militant 

graduate of the college has said that his professor was 'responsible for 

bringing us alons. 'u 

Conclusions 

At least two important points for the study of nationalism emerge from 

the Sikh crisi.. 'irat, national movements can and do suffer internal 

cleavages. Althoush the soeio-psycholosical component of etbnicity is 

important, ethnic .ovements are fundamentally influenced by the economic 

interests of the particular class which dominates the movements' leadership. 

Second, the conte~rary Sikh crisis, contrary to popular belief, is not a 

case of a prosperous peripheral group seekins secession. Rather, tbe Sikh 

separatist movement ia driven by a relatively disadvantaged soeial class of 

the national group. 

The Akali Dal and the Congress central governments of India have long 

bad diametrically opposed visions of the country. The Conaress has been 

predisposed towards politieal centralization and industrial development. 

• 34. Conversation with tbe author May 1991. 

3S. Interview with tbe author 4 May 1991. 
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The Akali Dal, on the other hand, has Ions been suspicious of centralized 

aovernance -- they have continually sought to have the powers to develop 

their nation devolved to the state level. Moreover, the Akali Dal has 

pri.arily represented agricultural interesta, in particular those of Jat 

Sikhs. A clash between the Aka!i Dal and the centre was almost inevitable 

when Indira Gandhi began to increase the centralization of the Indian 

political system. However, a full underatanding of how the crisis 

specifically arose is impossible without a comprehensive analy~i8 of the 

internal political dynamics of Punjab and the Sikh community. 

After 1966, in the truncated Punjab the Sikh. constituted, for the 

first time, a majority in the state and consequently the electoral 

possibilities for the Akali Da1, the party of Sikh nationalism, were greatly 

enhanced. Punjab, however, was still 40% Hindu and for the Akali Dal to 

capture power and maintain the coalition soveromenta they formed with the 

Jana Sangh/Janata Party, they were compelled to adopt a more 'secular' 

strategy and move away from solely representing the narrow interests of the 

Sikh communit1. The space was thus created for a figure like Sant Jarnail 

Singh Bhindranwale to rise and capitalize on the opportunity to explicitly 

represent the Sikh panth. The leader of a small Sikh 'seminary' and 

enormous!1 charismatic, Bhindranwale established a mass following amongst 

the alienated first seneration of educated rural Jat Sikhs, particularly 

those from the economacally disadvantaged districts of Amritsar and 

Gurdaspur, loitering around the universities and colleges in urban Punjab 

unable to find stimulating employment. These student followers became 

• 
organized by the All-India Sikh Students' Pederation led by Amrik Sinsh, 

Bbindranwale'. 'blood-brother.' The Bhindranwale-AISSP nexus was able to 
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seriously challenge the hegemony of the Akali Dal, led by 'well-to-do

rural Jat Sikhs of the prosperous Malwa region of Punjab. Unlike 1920 and 

1962 when the leadership of the Sikh national movement switched fro. one 

social strata to another quickly and decisively, Bhindranwale'. challenge to 

the Akali Dal became a protracted internal conflict. The conflict e.erged 

as a crisis when the Sikhs (the Akalis and Bhindranwale) began an agitation 

against the government and, in a bid to replace the Akali Dal as the sole 

representative of the Sikh community, Bhindranwale and his followers chose 

to adopt a violent armed strategy against the central government. The armed 

strategy aI80 prevented Bhindranwale from being 'out-Sikhed' by the other 

smaller, more militant Sikh nationalist groups in Punjab -- the BKI, the Dal 

Khalsa, and the NCK. 

The present chapter has outlined the conditions which created the space 

for the rise of Sikh extremism. The following chapter will detail the 

interaction between the primary actors -- the Akali DaI, AISSP/Bhindranwale, 

and Indira Gandhi. In short, the presence of the Sikh extremists forced the 

Akali Da! to adopt a stronger nationalist position in their negotiations 

with Indira Gandhi. She, however, was unable to distinguish between the two 

groups. She thus considered the demands extreunst and steadfastly refused 

to reach an accommodation with the Akalis. which sent Punjab into a deep 

crisis • 

• 
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Pro. Revival, to Auton~, to Sece.sion: 


The Evolution of the thall.tani Moveaent 


• 




Introduction 

• The'rapid social. political, and economic changes in India and Punjab 

after 1966 and through the 1970. created the space for Sikh extremis. and 

militancy, and set the stage for a showdown between the centre and Punjab. 

After Bhindranwale burst onto the public stage in April 1918 we can 

disaggregate the ensuing crisis into four distinct phases. In phase one, 

which began in April 1978, Bhindranwale and Amrik Singh established 

themselves as extremist Sikh leaders challenging the leadership of the 

moderate Akalis. This first phase, which was really the prelude to the 

crisis, ended when Bhindranwale was arrested in September 1981. Phase two 

began immediately after Bhindranwale'. arrest when the Akali Dal announced 

the start of a dharm yudh DOrcha (agitation) against the centre to secure 

the release of Bhindranwale and to negotiate a devolution of power froe the 

centre to Punjab. After September 1981 the situation became increasingly 

more tense. Phase two came to a definitive conclusion with Operation 

Blue.tar (June 1984) -- the army assault on the Golden Temple (the 'Vatican 

of Sikhism'). Although our analysis concludes with Bluestar, the Punjab 

crisis has moved through two more phases. Phase three, June 1984 to May 

1988, marked the birth of a .1litant secessionist movement. In phase four, 

May 1988 to the present. the Sikh secessionist movement has become an 

extremely violent armed insurrection. Although Bhindranwale was alway. 

deliberately ambiguous on the concept of Khalistan, Sikh youth have remained 

at the forefront of the struggle -- in fact the Akali Dal haa become almost 

irrelevant. While educated Sikh youths eontinue to lead the movement, many 

rank and file supporters are poorly educated -- but botb groups are still 

predominantly Jat Sikhs from small farming families, particularly frca the 

• Majha region of Punjab (Amritsar and Gurdaspur districts), 
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• After the clash with the Nirankaria (13 April 1978), Bhindranwale 

continued his public crusade. His start was not auspicious -- he waa 

largely ignored at the all-Akali conference in October 1978 and he poored 

fairly in the 1979 SGPC election. However, he assiduously toured Punjab and 

slowly he developed a cult following with his message of Sikh orthodoKY and 

his ferocious denunciations of the Nirankaris. Although he was not a 

household name prior to being charged for the murder of a prominent 

Nirankari in September 1981, the Akali Dal was acutely aware of his 

presence. 

When Indira Gandhi returned to power In January 1980, she immediately 

dismissed nine non-COngress state governments, including the Akali Dal 

-unistry in Punjab. The Akalis, after losing the ensuing election, 

immediately began a series of agitations against the centre culminating in 
t 

September 1981 with the presentation of forty-five demands and grievances, 

based on the Anandpur Sahib Resolution, to the government and the 

declaration of a dhafa yudh morcha, 'religious war.' Coincidently. Sant 

Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale. who had assiduously been building support 

throughout Punjab since his clash with the Nirankaris (April 1978). was 

arrested in September 1981 on charges of .order. Amazingly, Bhindranwale 

was able to dictate the terms of his arrest. A huge rally was held outside 

his semInary• (the Damdami Taksal) where he not only proclaimed his 

innocence, but was supported by almost every senior Akali politician. 

The Akali leaders were afraid that Bhindranwale posed a serious threat 

to their position and thus felt compelled to support him. The Akalis 

immediately revised their forty-five demands and made the unconditional 

release of Bhindranwale their first priority. Thus upon his release the

• 
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• following month, the Akalia had no choice but to welcome hi. to their fold • 

Now operating from the inside. Bhindranwale was able to keep the Akalis on a 

strongl, nationalist course. The following Jul, (1982), Amrik Singh. the 

president of the All-India Sikh Students' Pederation, was arrested, also on 

charse. of murder. Bhindranwale immediately proclaimed hi. own dhara rudh 

to secure the release of his 'blood-brother,' and the Akali Dal again felt 

compelled to follow. This incident provides the clearest indication that 

Bbindranwale's influence was derived from the mass support he received from 

the AIssr. 

As the situation in Punjab intensified, Indira Gandhi remained 

intransigent in negotiations with the Akalis. Gandhi flatly rejected the 

concept of a Sikh ~ (nation) and thus she could not distinsuish between 

the .aderate, democratic nationalism of the Akali Dal and the .are extreme 

nationalism of Bhindranwale and the AISSP. She never seemed able to 

understand the pressures that Bhindranwale aDd the AISSP placed on the Aka!i 

Dal. Consequently, sbe accepted the maximalist demands of the Aka!i Dal at 

face value. The Da1, however, was prepared to abandon Bhindranwale but they 

required tangible concessions on two issues, the transfer of Chandigarh to .. 
Punjab and an appropriate division of river waters between Punjab and 

Haryana. Gandhi repeatedly foiled such a settlement with the Abli »al. 

Apparently she was afraid of alienating the voters in Haryana, and, by 

extension, ber support bases in tbe Hindi-heartland. Punjab, witb only 

thirteen seats in the federal parliament, was expendable. 

• 
The Punjab situation was thus stalemated. When Amrik Sinah was 

unexpectedly released from prison in July 1983~ Bhindranwale felt confident 

of advancing bis movement wi tbout the support of the Akali Dal. The Akalis 
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• and Bhindranwale finally parted company in December 1983, two months after 

the centre had dismissed the Congress ministry of Punjab and placed the 

state under President'. rule. But the standoff continued and violence 

increased. Pinally, the government grew impatient and ordered the a~ into 

the Golden Temple. Operation Bluestar was a disastrous political decision 

and a seriously bungled .iIitary operation. After nearly a week of heavy 

fighting in the Temple, Bhindranwale and Amrik Singh were dead but Sikhs 

around the world were devastated. Operation Bluestar succeeded only in 

terminating the first phase of the Khalistan movement. Indira Gandhi was 

assassinated six months later in retaliation and thus was never able to 

witness the subsequent development of a truly separatist Sikh movement. 

Immediate Prelude 	to tbe Punjab Cri.i. (April 1978-September 1981): 
Pro. the Nirankaris to Auton~ 

• 

After a fourteen year hiatus, elections for the SGPC were finally held 

in 1919. The Akali Dal romped to power yet aaain, capturing 65% of the 

vote and 133 of the 140 seats. The Akali hI has dominated the SGPC frOID 

its inception in 1920. and obviously the opposition in 1979 was not 

particularly threatening, although Sant Jamall Singh Bhindranwale, his 

status considerably elevated from the clash with the Nirankaris the year 

prior. was indirectly aetive in the fray. Bhindranwale personall, supported 

and campaigned for some three dozen non-Akali candidates. Their concerns 

were primarily religious the 'heresy' of the Nirankaris, amrit prachar, 

general observance of sikh tenets, and the tstrayina' of the Akali Da! from 

'the path of Sikhism.' Most of Bhindranwale's candidates were members of 

the Dal Khalsa, predominantly an urban based oraanization of 'extremist' 

Sikhs, which drew its support from the rural supporters of Bhindranwale, 
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• especially in Amritsar and Curdaspur (Cobinder Singh 1986, p284). Although 

none of the Dal lbalsa candidates managed to win a seat (they onJy polled 

2.12% of the vote), three independents and a member of the Shiromani Panth 

Akali Buddha Dal1 who were supporters Bhindranwale won seats from Aaritsar 

district (Suri and Dogra 1988, pI28). However, Bhindranwale'. closest 

associate -- the president of the AISSP, Amrik Singh -- lost his bid for an 

sepe seat to an influential Akali candidate (Suri and Dogra 1988, pI28). 

The Akali Da1, as the party of tbe Sikhs, can run on a secular 

platfor. in sere elections if they so choose. as they did in 1979. However, 

avowedly secular political parties, namely tbe Congress and the Communists, 

are unable to compete directly in the elections to the Sikh religious body 

(Suri and Dogra 1988, pI24). To avoid losing influence in the Sikb 

community these parties often chose to support other candidates. In the 

1979 elections it is widely accepted that the Congress Party, througb tbe 

machinations of federal boae minister Ciani %ail Singh, was at least tacitly 

supporting Bhindranwale'. candidates in a vain attempt to contain tbe Akal! 

Dat (Cobinder Singh 1986, p286; India Today 15 November 1982, p73; 30 April 

1983, p21). Many analysts, and tbe Akali Dal, have consequently accused 

Bhindranwale of beiits a 'creation' of tbe Congres's Party, but, as argued in 

I. The 'uddha Dal, led by Chief Saba Santa Singh and Jagjit Singh, and 
supported by Jathedar Santokh Singh and Giani Bhupinder Singh, was 
pri.-rily a party of Sikh Nihangs. The nihangs. or 'crocodiles,' are 
orthodox Sikhs who devote their lives to the physical protection of 
Sikhisa. Initially. they "were men who could be relied upon to defend 
desperate situations to the death in the a~ of Guru Gobind Singh" (Cole 
and Sambhi 1990, pI20). At the turn of the century. they were a fighting 
force which helped expel the mahants from the gurdwaras. Estimates suggest 
that there are some 100 000 Nihangs living in group encampments outside the 
towns of Punjab. In the 1979 SCPC elections, the Buddha Dal reached an 
electoral arrangement with 8hindranwale and his candidates (Gobinder Singb 
1986, p284) • • 
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• the last chapter, it is best to regard Bhindranwale.. • rational, self-

interested actor who was simply trying to advance his status as a leader of 

the Sikh community. 

The 1979 SGPC elections were somewhat of. debacle for Bhindranwale. 

However, the Akalis, and everyone else for that matter, ignored hi. to their 

own peril, for after two more years of arduous grass-roots political 

activity he was to re-emerge as the leadins spokesperson of the Sikh 

community. While Bhindranwale toured relentlessly through rural Punjab, the 

Akali Dat bickered internally, lost the election in 1980, and tried to pull 

everything back together again by launching agitations against the 

government, culminating in the call for a dharm XUdh, or religious war, in 

September 1981 - the very same month that Bhindranwale burst back onto 

centre stage. 

The Pall of the Akali Ministry and the Return to the E,tra-Parliamentary 
Politic. of Agitation 

The foraation of Akali Dal ministries in 1967, 1969, and 1977, as 

argued in the previous chapter, dramatically altered the internal dynaaics 

of Akali politics. Pirst, the demographics of Punjab 60% Sikh and 40% 

Hindu -- forced the Akali Dal, as a governing party, to re-orient it. focus 

from their narrow Sikh constituency to a more inclusive Punjabi orientation. 

Over time, this change in orientation created the space for a force, namely 

Bhindranwale, to come forth and claim to represent the Sikh community. 

Second, the existence of an Akali government, with its associated ability to 

provide considerable patronage, significantly enhanced the status of the 

ministerial wins of the Aka!i Dal, to the 'detriment' of the organizational 

• wing and the SGPC• 
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• It wa. the president of the Akali Dal (that i. the leader of the 

party'. organizational wing), Jagdev Singh Talwandi, who felt particularly 

vulnerable ift the new eircumstances. As Talwandi felt hi. ,rip loosen. he 

attempted to maintain his influence by adopt in, a more nationalistic 

posture. 1ft this bid, he enlisted the support of the SGPC president, 

Gurcbaran Singh Tohra. Both Talwandi and Tohra were aware of Bhindranwale's 

,rowing appeal and reports suggest that they began to woo him shortly after 

the Nirankari clas of 13 April 1978 (Gandhi 1988, p256). Talwandi's 

courting of Bhindranwale was probably a ploy to salvage his position in the 

party. Tohra. on the other hand, was nervous that the ministerial win,'s 

•secular , approach could expose the party on its 'Sikh flank' and that 

Bhindranwale was a potential rival to the Akali Dal. Although Bhindranwale 

had faired poorly in the SGPe election, Tohra may have also been concerned 

that Bhindranwale was a potential threat to bis position as the president of 

the SCPC, and thus souaht to co-opt him. As these three leaders jockeyed 

for position. the Janata coalition government at the centre collapsed and 

consequently sent the Akali Dat into an internal crisis. Badal and his 

.anisterial colleagues were prepared to continue the alliance with the 

Janata Party. but Tal_andi and Tohra ·pressured him to end the coalition 

(Candhi 1988, p251). Badal was thus left in a very precarious position in 

the state assembly, hobbling from one vote to the next. 

• 

The fall of the Janata coalition government at the centre also paved 

the way for federal elections in January 1980, in which Indira Gandhi made a 

stunning comeback and captured a majority government for tbe Congress (I) 

Party_ One month after assuming office, Indira Gandhi invoked the 

controversial Article 356 of the Constitution and declared President's Rule 
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• in nine states that were governed by non-COngress parties, including Punjab 

(Leaf 1985, p484). Her action completely undermined the processes of 

federal democracy and displayed a gross use of power reminiscent of her 

declaration of Bmegency Rule five years earlierl. In Punjab, Badal's 

Binistry was replaced in the subsequent election, June 1980, by a Conareaa 

(1) majority, led by Darbara Singh. 

As the Akali Dal resolved its internal squabbling -- Badal continued as 

the leader of the official opposition, Tohra remained sepe president and 

supported Badal's bid to instal Harchand Singh Longowal as party president, 

while Talwandi established his own rival Dal -- they immediately began 

extra-parliamentary agitations to de-stabilize the Congress regimes in Delhi 

and Chandigarh. Starting in August 1980 the Aka!i Da! lead seven 

agitations, culminating in September 1981 with the presentation of forty-

five demands and grievances to the central government and the declaration by 

the Akalis of a dha~ ru4h morcha (a 'religious war'). 

Phase Two: Demands of the AkaU. and the t AutonOlQ' Morcha t 

(September 1981-4 June 1984) 

The ~orty-five ~emands and grievances presented by the Akali Da! to the 

central government were by-and-Iarge derived from the Anandpur Sahib 

Resolution, but unlike the Resolution, the individual demand. were not 

framed in maximalist terms. Instead, the Dal adopted a shotgun approach-

they demanded all the things imaginable as an initial position but the 

subsequent negotiations seemed to indicate that they were willing to discard 

2. The Janata Party, although in vastly different circumstances, 
perhaps established the precedent Gandhi followed when they dismissed nine 
Congress state governments when they came to power in 1971 • • 
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• many of them in favour of their core demands. Demands or arievancea such 

as the "failure to name any train the Golden Temple Express" were clearly 

superfluous. The demands were aaain articulated as reliaious/social, 

political, and economic. The general thrust was to protect and enhance the 

status of Sikhism and Sikhs aCross India -- the most significant religious 

demand was the creation of all-India aurdwara legislation which would expand 

the base of the SGPC -- and to improve the material well-being of Sikhs in 

Punjab, particularly the well-to-do rural Jat farmers and aspiring 

entrepreneurs. The foremost grievance was the U[k]eeping [of) Chandigarh 

and other Punjabi-speaking areas out of Punjab [after the Punjab! suba 

settlement] and taking away control of headworks and river water 

distribution" (quoted in Joshi 1984, p68). The other major grievanee, also 

discussed above, was the "paucity of heavy industries in Punjab" (in Joshi 

1984. p69). In sum, the Akalis were concerned with the lack of autono~ 

accorded to the states by the centre, but their "demands with a few 

exceptions were not drastic, nor were they expected to change the balance of 

power within the IndiaD political system" (Malik 1986, p3S3). 

The core demands of the Akalis in September 1981, and really right up 

to the .Id-1980s, were the territorial boundaries of Punjab and the 

distribution of river waters. The inability to resolved these two issues 

has perpetuated the Punjab crisis, thus an understanding of their origins is 

essential. The territorial concerns stemmed directly from the Punjabi Suba 

settlement. The traditional capital of Punjab was Lahore but when India was 

partitioned in 1947 Lahore fell on the Pakistan side of the border. Since 

India and Pakistan went to war immediately after partition, Amritsar was 

considered to be too close to the sensitive border and thus could not be

• 
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• made the capital of the Indian Punjab. Instead. the aovernment of India 

constructed Chandiaarh, an entirely new city, to be the capital of Punjab. 

Problems arose, however, when Punjab was split in 1966 and the new state of 

Haryana was left without a capital'. Chandigarh, a Punjabi-speaking city 

with a Hindu majority, was declared a Union Territory and was to serye, at 

least temporarily. as the joint capital for Punjab and Haryana. The Akali 

Dal thus immediately began aaitating for Chandigarh to be awarded solely to 

Punjab. When Sant Pateh Singh, the Akali leader. threatened to i.molate 

himself in 1970 Indira Gandhi intervened and awarded Chandigarh to Punjab 

under the condition that two tehsils, the smallest administrative unit in 

India, in Perozepur in southwest Punjab would be transferred to Haryana. 

Gandhi obviously calculated that to maintain Congress support in 

Haryana, a state in the party's Hindi-heartland support base, compensation 

would have to be provided for the loss of Chandigarh. Gandhi'. stated 

rationale for selecting the tehsils of Abohar and Pazilka was that they were 

Hindi-speaking regions which more properly belonged in Haryana. She was, 

however, being knowingly deceitful her data was taken fro. the 1961 

census when Hindus of Punjab opposed to the Punjabi suba followed the diktat 

of the Arya Samaj4 and falsely reported their mother tongue as Hindi rather 

than Punjabi. She really chose these two tehsils because they were, and 

still are, dominated by Hindus, thus "the award went against the spirit of 

Pundit Nehru's stand on the alteration of state boundaries on a religious 

basis" (Tully and Jacob 1985. p45). Not only were the Akalis fi~1 opposed 

3 The new state of Rimachel Pradesh adopted Simla, the summer capital 
of British India, as their new capital city. 

• 
4 The Arya Samaj was a rightwing. Hindu nationalist organization • 
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• to Candhi t• demographically unsound solution. it was geographically unsound • 

Abobar and Pazilka are not contiguous with Haryana, therefore any such 

transfer would require "the creation of • fifty-five kilometre corridor 

through Punjab linking these areas with Haryana, which is hardly a practical 

proposition given the history of tension between the two atatea" (lD4iA 

~ 15 May 1984, p60). 

The Aka!i demand for Chandigarh and the retention of Abohar and 'azilka 

was based strictly on language. Although obtainment of the demand would 

please Sikh nationalists in Punjab and thus strengthen the Akali Dal, 

Longowal argued persuasively that "you can hardly call our territorial 

demands communal. We rarely win any seats in Abohar and 'azilka and the 

transfer of a cosmopolitan Chandigarh will only add four more non-Aiali 

members to tbe Assembly, making our prospects even weaker" (quoted in India 

Today, 15 May 1984, p60). However, vociferous opposition from Haryana, 

particularly in the 1980. by Chief Minister Bbajan tal, convinced Gandbi 

that sbe could not pass Chandigarb to Punjab without compensation, thus 

"[t]be award was never implemented and Chandigarb became the issue on wbicb 

negotiations finally broke down just before Operation Bluestar" (Tully and 

JacOb 1985, p45). 

• 

The other core issue was water, which is obviously a critical resource 

in tbe hot, semi-arid agricultural states of Punjab and Haryana. Punjab, 

historically 0 is the 'land of five rivers' ~, five; iab, river), but 

after partition in 1947 tbe Indian Punjab only bad three rivers, tbe Ravi, 

Beas, and Sutlej. After the Punjabi Suha, "Haryana had none of tbe Punjab 

rivers flowing tbrough it. It was therefore not a triparian state t under 

the usual definition and the Punjabis could argue that it tberefore by 
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• definition had no right to the Punjab waters at all" (Leaf 1985, p487). The 

Akalis were angered when Indira Gandhi decided in 1976 that "pursuant to a 

section of the act that separated Punjab and Raryana, Punjab would set only 

about 231 of the waterl from its rivers -- the rest going to Raryana and 

Rajasthan" (Leaf 1985, p487). Gandhi', unilateral decision waB ..de during 

the emergency when opposition was all but impossible. In 1978, however, 

the Aka!i ministry in Punjab took the ease to the Supreme Court but Win 

1981. Gandhits government arranged a new agreement between the (Congress) 

chief ministers of Punjab, Raryana, and Rajasthan under which ••• forced 

Punjab to withdraw its suit" (Leaf 1985, p487). Again Gandhi's primary 

concern was the maintenance of her support base in the Hindi-heartland. 

The narrow partisan views of Indira Gandhi, and later her son Rajiv 

Gandhi, repeatedly prevented a settlement on Chandigarh and the water 

issues. Rowever, " [a]greement on these issues is [or at least was] 

feasible. The award of Chandigarh is a fait accompli, having been announced 

more than a decade ago •••On the question of river waters ••• the Akalis have 

made clear they are not for an arbitrary award but for a considered 

judgement from the country's highest court" (India Today 31 October 1983. 

pI7). With Bhindranwale creating a mass base of support in Punjab to 

challenge the Akalis and ultimately the centre, the failure of Indira Gandhi 

and the Congress to resolve these two issues with the Akal!s placed Punjab 

on the precipice of a crisis. 

The Arrest of Bhindranwale (September 1981) 

• 
After Bhindranwale's unspectacular performance in the SGPe electioDs of 

March 1979, he continued tirelessly to tour Punjab revivins interest in 
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• Sikhism, denouncins the Nirankaris, and collecting considerable support • 

Bhindranwale'. relentless pursuit of the Nirankaris served, at least 

indirectly, to place considerable pressure on the Akali ministry of Punjab. 

After tbe clash with tbe Nirankaris, 13 April 1978. the opposition parties 

in Punjab. the Conerea8 and the two communist parties, demanded a judieial 

probe to investigate the incident. but Badal, the Chief Minister, preferred 

to leave tbe matter to the police and the courts. However, "(w]ithout 

shawins the least concern for the predicament in which the Akali Lesislature 

Party found itself as a result of the incident. both Tohra and Talwandi 

joined the chorus for a judicial probe" (Candhi 1988, p2S3). They also 

orchestrated the iS8Uins of a hukamnama (a decree) from the jathedar of the 

Akal Takht demandins that all Sikhs ostracize the Nirankaris. As mentioned 

above. Talwandi was desperately tryins to preserve his influence as Akali 

Dal president, and Tobra wanted to ensure tbat be, as SGPC president, and 

the Akali Oal continued to represent the interests of the Sikh community and 

not allow Bhindranwale to capture his and tbe party'. constituency. 

Bhindranwale, however, waa able to strike a chord with poorer, rural Jat 

Sikhs. When the Nirankari 'suru,' Baba Gurbachan Singh, was assassinated in 

New Delhi (24 April 1980), " Bhindranwale was delighted that "the man who had 

led the Nirankaris against Sikh ~litants in the clash on 13 April 1978 was 

dead, and he promised to weigh the assassin in sold. Although Bhindranwale 

was implicated in the surder, he was never charged. 

• 

Even after the death of the Nirankari 'guru,' Bhindranwale continued 

his vitriolic rhetoric against the Nirankaris and the Nirankaris continued 

to be persecuted and murdered. However. it appears that Bhindranwale's 

tirades were larsely rhetorical and that it was the members of the Babbar 
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• Khalsa J in cahoots with the Akhand lirtani Jatha, who were primarily 

responsible for the systematic killing of Hirankaris U[w]heras 

Bhindranwale has publicly disowned each act of the extremists, the Babbar 

Aialis' openly clai. eredit for most of these, barring the killings of Hindu 

bus passengers and that of [deputy inspector general of police Avtar Singh] 

Atwal" (India Todax 31 December 1983, p70). The Babbar Xhalaa adopted the 

most militant line amongst the Sikh political groups and, since none of 

these groups could afford to be 'out-Sikhed,' the Babbars forced the others 

to at least appear .ilitant. When Longowal recruited the Babbar Khalsa to 

evict Bhindranwale from the Guru Hanak Niwas, in December 1983, their 

profile was raised considerably. At that time, the "8abbar lbalsa proudly 

stepped out of the shadows to claim credit for the killins of thirty-five 

Nirankar-is. Sukhdev Singh was unrepentant about his group's bloody 

activities, saying, 'we shall continue to deal the same way with the eneades 

of the Pantb'· (Indi. Todax, 15 January 1984). And their spiritual leader, 

Bibi Amarjit Iaur, added that "there was nothing wrong in these killings 

(the Nirankarl.)," althoush she did condemn the ki11inss of Hindus (India 

Today 15 January 1984). On the 9th of September 1981, a proadnent, avowedly 

Hindu, pro-Nirankari, newspaper editor, La-I. Jagat Haraln was murdered near 

Ludhiana. Bhindranwale was once again implicated, and this time a warrant 

was issued for his arrest by the Congress (I) Chief Minister of Punjab, 

Darbara Singb. Punjab has not been the same since. 

Bhindranwale was visiting a gurdwara in the neighboring state of 

! The Babbar Khalsa are often referred to as the Babbar Akalis, a 
militant group of Sikhs in the 1920s and 1930s who placed pressure on the 
Akali Dal by disavowing peaceful agitations in favour of violent strategies. 
The Babbar Akalia are the inspiration for the contemporary Babbar Khalsa • • 
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• Naryana when the warrant for his arrest was issued. The existence of the 

warrant, however. was leaked to Bhindranwale. and he fled from Haryana to 

the sanctuar1 of the Damdami Taksal in Chowk Mehta, some forty kilometres 

from Amritsar. In an incredible display of political acumen, Bhindranwale 

dictated to the government and police the terms of his arrest. Although he 

maintained his innocence. he agreed to surrender to the police on the 20th 

of September 1981 at the Damdami Taksal, and the government accepted his 

terms. When the day arrived, an estimated 3,500 police and para-military 

forces and 15,000 supporters from across Punjab had descended upon Chowk 

Mehta, and "every Sikh leader who mattered had turned up to lend 

Bhindranwale moral support" (India Toda% 15 October 1981, 47) includins 

LonsowaI, Tohra, Talwandi, the head priest of the Golden Temple, and Santok 

Singh the head of the Delhi Gurdwara ~~na8ement Committee. The only notable 

exception was Prakash Singh Badal. Before his arrest, all the leaders spoke 

to his supporters -- "[t]he refrain of the emotional speeches was more or 

less the same: BhindranwaIe's innocence, criticisa of the government, and a 

call for Sikh unity." In sum, "lilt was the most effective personality 

build-up Punjab bas seen in recent times. In one stroke Sant Jamall Sinsh 

Bhindranwale •••was transformed from a man hunted by the police to a 

household name" (India Today 15 October 1981. p41 and p44). 

Bhindranwale and the Akalis Join Ranks 

Bhindranwale may not have been a household name prior to his arrest in 

September 1981, but the Akalis had certainly known who he was and his 

significance ever since the clash with the Nirankaris. 13 April 1978, and 

they realized the importance of his arrest. The Akalia, who considered

• 
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• themselves to be the 'sole representatives of the Sikhs,' could not stand by 

idly as a devout Sikh religious leader was arrested by government orders-

to maintain their own position of influence, they were compelled to lend 

Bhindranwale their support. The Akali., who had already submitted a list of 

forty-five demands and grievances to the central government, immediately 

revised their list to fifteen primary demands headed by the demand for the 

"unconditional release of Sant Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale and [a] judicial 

inquiry with regard to police action in ••• Chowk Mehtaf " (in Joshi 1984, 

p71). The main demands from the list of forty-five were also included--

Chandigarh, division of river waters, all-India gurdwara legislation. 

Moreover, the maximalist sentiment of the Anaodpur Sahib Resolution was 

explicitly re-invoked "As per the Anandpur Sahib Resolution, the 

Shiromani Akali Dal is firmly convinced that amendments should be made in 

the Constitution to give more rights and provincial auton~ to the states. 

The centre should retain foreign affairs, defence, currency, and 

communications (including means of transport), while the remaining port

folios should be with the state. Besides, the Sikhs should enjoy special 

rights as a nation- (quoted in Joshi 1984, p72). Reports suggest that the 

Akali. wOuld not have insisted on the release of Bhindranwale if significant 

progress could have been made on the substantive social, political. and 

economic issues (Joshf 1984, p72). but the imperatives of being a Sikh 

nationalist party compelled them to at least appear to be fighting on 

behalf of a popular Sikh religious leader. 

The decision to arrest Bhindranwale had been taken by the Congress (1) 

• 
f After Bhindranwalets arrest, a riot ensued and police opened fire, 

killing 17 people • 
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• Chief Minister of Punjab, Darbara Singh, but his party nemesis, federal home 

minister Zai! Singh' told Parliament that there was no evidence that 

Bhindranwale was involved in the murder of Narain. Thus Bhindranawale was 

released unconditionally on the 14th of October 1981, less than a month 

after his arrest (Tully and Jacob 1985. p69). After hi. release, 

Bhindrawale was "seen as a hero who had challenged and defeated the Indian 

government" (Tully and Jacob 1985, p71). Thus the Ak.li. had no option but 

to embrace him and incorporate him into the leadership of the dharm yudh. 

The relationship, however, was only instrumental they "merged for 

mutually beneficial considerations; the fundamentalists wanted to derive 

political respectability from the Akali Dal. and the latter wanted to gain 

popular support from the former" (Patel 1987, p272). Bhindranwale and the 

Akalis were, therefore, parallel movements strategically operating together, 

at least temporarily. to promote their own respective interests. 

Previously. as discussed earlier. Bhindranwale had accepted support 

from the Zail Singh/Sanjay Gandhi faction of the Congress (1) to advance his 

IDOvement. Bhindranwale's relationship with the Congress apparentlY' ended 

shortly after be joined forces with the Akalis when his conduit to the 

Congress -- Jatbedar Santokh Singh. head of the Delhi Gurdwara Management 

C'.claEi ttee - was Dlrdered in Delhi. 21 December 1981' • Zail Singh 

7. The Zail-Darbara feud (to be discussed further below) was one of 
the primary reasons why the Bhindranwale-Akali-government dispute lingered 
and escalated. 

'. Santokb Singh was a close follower of Master Tara Singh, but "he 
was expelled from the Aka!i Dal during the Emersency for his support to Mrs. 
Gandbi. He used his standins with the pri.. udnister to push various causes 
of the Delhi Sikhs and in return effectively delivered the Sikh vote at 
election time" (India Today 15 January 1982, p28). Santokh Sinsh's 
alliance with the Congress (I) was probably more stratesic than ideological. 
In return for delivering the Sikh vote in Delhi. the Congress provided him• 
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• apparently wanted to continue using Bhindranwale after Santokh Sinsh's death 

(Jacob and Tully 1985, p71-2), but Bhindranwale was now using the Akali Dal 

to advance his position in the Sikh community and no longer required 

Congress support. In fact, continued Congress support would have been a 

liability as it would have undermined hia credibility with the Sikha, even 

as it was he was suspected by many to be a Congress 'agent.' At Santokh 

Singh's funeral, Bhindranwale emphatically broke with the Congress when he 

publicly ridiculed Zail Singh who was also present. 

When Bhindranwale was released from prison and joined the Akalis, he 

was the most important Sikh leader, bar none. Prom April 1978 to September 

1981. Bhindranwale waa a potent force in the background pullins the Akalis 

to a more nationalistic position, which created considerable difficulties 

for Badal's Akali ministry. Sant Harchand Sinsh Lonsowal, who replaced 

Talwandi as the Akal! Oal president, was acutely aware of Bhindranwale's 

potential to replace the Akali Dal, with hi. own charismatic leadership aad 

AISSP support, and "[h]is launching of the dba,.. :rudh in September [1981] 

was done to achieve the twin purposes of wooing back extremist Akali. into 

the fold as well as combatting the communist parties in the state" (India 

Todar 31 October 1981, p41). Bhindranwale~ although he never became a 

member of the Akali Dal, exercised considerable influence over the Akali 

leaders -- Talwandi, Tohra and particularly Saot Longowal who "it is said, 

often seeks Bhindranwale's advice on the future of the agitations" {India 

support to capture the Delhi Curdwara Management Conmittee. The OOMC is 
responsible for the management of Sikh temples in the Delhi area and is 
autonomous from the SGPC. The DGMC annually collects 80me Rs 70 million 
from the Sikh institutions in Delhi -- as much as the SGPC collects annually 
in the whole of Punjab (India Today 15 January 1982. p28). In the 1979 SGPC 
elections, Santokh Singh supported Bhindranwale's candidates and other 
nationalistic candidates opposing the Akali Da1 •• 
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• Today 30 April 1983, pI9-20). Only Prakash Singh Badal, a firm moderate 

with. solid base of support, was "staunchly opposed to Bhindranwale ••• But 

even he (WOUld] not profess his disapp~oval of Bhindranwale openly, for the 

fear of weakening the agitation's momentum" (India Tods! 30 April 1983, 

p19-20). Until Bhindranwale made his break frOll the Akali Oal in December 

1983, virtually no Akali decision could be "made without his covert support" 

(India Today 15 November 1982, p72). 

Akali Negotiations with Indira Gandhi and the Congress (I) 

After their stint in government, one might have expected the Akalis to 

maintain their pragmatic, secular strategy but the presence of Bhindranwale 

and his tens of thousands of supporters in the AISSP, a direct outcome of 

the secular strategy, compelled the Akali Dal to re-adopt their traditional 

opposition strategy of agitation. In addition to pressuring Indira Gandhi, 

the Akalis hoped that they could further weaken the Congress by exploiting 

the intra-party rivalry between Darbara Singh, the Chief Minister of Punjab, 

and Zail Singh, the federal home minister. They aay even have hoped that 

sufficient unrest would result in a declaration of President's Rule and 

fresh elections, and, in fact, President's Rule was declared in October i983 

but elections were not held for another two years. In any case, the Akali 

Dal had already begun agitating when they presented their list of forty-five 

demands and declared a dharlft yudh morcha in September 1981, with Sant 

Barcband Singh Longowal as the self-declared 'dietator of the morcha.' 

After the arrest of Bbindranwale, the Akalis entered negotiations with the 

Indira Gandhi and the Congress (1) government in New Delhi -- the Congress 

(1) government of Punjab was essentially ignored as tbe Atalis chose to deal

• 




138 (Chapter Pour) 

• directly with the real source of power • 

The first Akali meeting with Indira Gandhi on 16 October 1981 was 

concerned priaarily with securing the release of Bhindranwale. Pollow-up 

meetings were held on the 29th of November and the 5th of April 1982 to 

discuss the demands and grievances the Akalis had distilled from the 

Anandpur Sahib Resolution. The talks were a complete failure, and after the 

third meeting Indira Gandhi did not participate directly in any of the 

numerous future meetings between the Akalis and the Congress (I) central 

government -- tt[ t )his is a clear indication of the fact that even as the 

situation deteriorated to alarming proportions and Punjab was in flames from 

1982 to 1984, the Prime Minister was obviously negligent of her 

responsibilities and isolated from reality by her advisers" (Joshi 1984, 

p71) • 

There were at least nine further .eetings but the government's 

negotiators, a variety of cabinet ministers and secretaries of the prime 

.dnister, did not have the authority, in the absence of Gandhi, to complete 

a deal with the Akalis'_ But on the other band, the Akali team -- Longowal, 

Badal, Tobra, Talwandi, amongst others -- under pressure fro. Bhindranwale 

and Amrik Singh, required substantial concessions fraa the iovernment. 

Pairly early in the negotiations, Indira Gandhi was prepared to accept the 

Akali religious demands unilaterally but she wished to reserve judgement on 

the larger political-economic demands (India Today 31 March 1983, p56). 

Ironically, however, the religious demands were not the primary concern of 

the Akali Dal -- they were concerned with territorial issues (Chandigarh), 

'. The Akali Dal parliamentary leader, Prakash Singh Badal, queried, 
"[wlhat is the point of talking endlessly when the Union ministers have no 
power to decide?" (quoted in India Today 30 April 1983, p21)_ • 
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• the distribution of river-waters, and further state autonomy. 

Parenthetically. Gandhi's concession on the religious issues was given via 

a pro-COngress Akali faction. Akali Dal {Tara Singh)lO, which could not be 

portrayed as • political victory for the Aka!i Dal (Longowal), and thus 

could not be accepted by Longowa! et al who needed a tangible victory to 

contain Bhindranwale. The government and the Akalis remained stalemated for 

the remainder of 1982, which strengthened the hands of the Bhindranwale and 

the AISSP. 

Escalation of the Morcha 

After the third set of talks with Indira Gandhi, April 1982, the Akalis 

were frustrated and directionless. Jagdev Singh Talwandi, the ostracized 

former Akali DBI president, seized the initiative and declared the beginning 

of a neM morcha for the adoption of the Anandpur Sahib Resolution. 

Unfortunately for Talwandi, he was unable to muster much enthusiasm, and 

consequently his position remained somewhat marginal. A critical moment in 

the general agitation occurred when Bhai Amrik Singh, the president of the 

AISSP, was arrested on charges of attempted murder -- along with Tara Singh, 

another Bhindranwale associate 19 July i982. Pirst, Bhindranwale, 

fearing his own security, moved from his residence at the Damdami Taksal to 

the Golden Temple -- during the British administration of India there was a 

general understanding that the security forces would not enter religious 

places and that implicit understanding was maintained after independence. 

Bhindranwale remained at the Temple, apparently without ever leaving, until 

• 
1•• The Akali Dal (Tara Singh) controls the Delhi gurdwara management 

committee and are the sworn enemies of the Akali Dal (Longowal) • 



140 (Chapter Pour) 

• 
hi. death durina Operation Bluestaf. 4 June 1984. Immediately .fter takina 

sanctuary in the Temple. he declared, on July 16th, his own morcht to obtain 

the release of hi. 'blood-brother,' Amrik Slnsh. 

The Alalia, who had 10na felt the pressure from Bhindranwale and had 

sousht to contain hi. to preserve their own po.ition, were clearly alarmed. 

After huddlina on 26 July. the Akalis. including Talwandi, announced on 4 

Aucust 1982. with the support of Bhindranwale. the beainnina of a new dharm 

IUdb morcha, for implementation of the Anandpur Sahib Resolution, but the 

first concern was securing the release of Amrik Singh. Again, Harchand 

Siogb Longowal was to be the •dictator of the BlOrcha. t Lon80wal, and his 

associates, thus deftl, re-established control over the movement, at lea8t 

te.poraril" "[bJut. in undertaking leadership of the more extreme demand, 

Loagowal needed meaningful concessions from New Delhi. If these were not 

forthcomina. and they were not, Lon80wal risked 10sins support to the more 

.ilitant Talwandi and Bhindranwale aroups" (Wallace 1988, p38). The Akali 

response i. not only the clearest indieation of Bhindranwale'a influence but 

it a1ao unambiguously reveala the political importance of Amrik Singh and 

the AlSSl - Bhindranwale was influential precise!,. because of the masa 

support he received from the AISSP not because of the patronaae he recelved 

fro. Iarler political forces. 

18 November of 1982, the firat of man7 i8cidents occurred which served 

todramaticall, escalate the emersing criais. 10 November of 1982, the 

Alalis frustrated by the lack of progress vis-A-vis nelotiatioos with the 

BoYerument, and under constant pressure fra. Bhindranwale and the AISSP, 

declared their intentioo to hold protests io New Delhi durins the Asian 

GalleS to increase the pressure on Indira Gandhi I a resime. Longowal

• 
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declared, "we shall fight Mrs. Gandhi in her- home and lead iathaa to show 

the world community durins the Asiad that she was unjust to us. We will not 

let the sovernment sleep until our demands are accepted" (quoted in ~ 

TodaY, 30 November 1982, pI7). The gover~nt regarded tbe games as a 

reflection of India'. pre-eminent status in Asia, and as an opportunity to 

project India internationally. Indira Gandbi, moreover, bad a personal 

political investment in the games -- tbey were the political tcaming-of-age' 

for her son, Rajiv Gandhi, whom she had been grooming as her heir apparent 

since tbe deatb in 1980 of her younger, more political son, Sanjay Gandhi. 

The government's home ~nister, P. C. Sethi. thus "directed officials from 

Delbi, Punjab and Haryana to crush any attempt to disrupt the games" (India 

Today 30 November 1982, pI8). The Chief Minister of Baryana, Bhajan Lal, 

interpreted the or-der almost literally and undertook much of the 

govel'Dllent's 'dirty work. • 

The government response to the Akali challenge was a dual strategy of 

severe police intervention and deceitful Machiavellian politics. First, 

.ore than 50,000 security forces were deployed to prevent the Akali. 

reaching Delhi _ frOil Punjab. The 450 ka hishway frOil Amrits~r to Delhi was 

blocked at ten points and police armed with machine guns stopPed every car 

going towards Delhi. All trains fram going frOll Punjab to the capital were 

also searched (India Today 15 December 1982, p18). In short, every Sikh 

moving fr~ Punjab or Baryana towards Delhi was stopped and searched, 

including Members of Parliament, tbe Punjab Assembly, members of tbe civil 

service, retired army generals, and even senior officers in uniform. 

In addition to this police action, the government created an elaborate 

• sham which susgested tbat a negotiated solution was at band, drawing Prakasb 
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Singh Badal and his former finance minister. Balwant Singh, to Delhi 

While Badal and Balwant Singh waited for an invitation 
to the talka, which never came, the government had 
already fed a story to the press that an agreement was 
as Sooo as ready •••The reports all carr{iedl profuse 
detaila and said amongst other thinss that Chandisarh 
would be handed over to Punjab after ABiad. They alao 
claimed that the Supreme Court would decide the river 
waters issue, and that a commission would be set-up to 
decide territorial claims (India Today IS December 1982. 
pI8). 

In the end, the government ended up announcing that the 'talks had broken 

down over procedural issues.' Even if the sovernment had intended to hold 

talks. "steps had been taken to ensure that the Atalis would not be able to 

resume their asitation quickly -- soon after the Asiad started, the Punjab 

Government had rounded up middle-level Akali activists. Later, when the 

Aka1is realized the Centre's same and there seemed a danser that the 

agitation .igbt be resumed, all the senior-.ost Akali leaders, except 

Lonsowal, were arrested" (India Today IS December 1982, pI8). 

The government'. behaviour, unacceptable for an aspirins liberal-

democracy. played right into the hands of the extremists. Bhindranwale 

stated, "I tell Akalia not to So to Delhi. Let Indira Gandhi come [to 

~itsar] if she really wants to belp. The central sovernment i8 dishonest" 

(quoted in India Today 15 December 1982. pI8). thus leaving tbe .aderate 

Akalis exposed and vulnerable. The Asiad scandal senerated considerable 

support for the extremists and prompted many to join the ranks of 

Bhindranwale. Most of the retired a~ senerais who came to advise 

Bhindranwale joined him at this juncture. Balwant Sinsh, the former Akali 

finance minister, stated bluntly, "Bhajan tal with his strons-a~ tactics 

• did a great service to our cause. By humiliating respectable Sikhs he has 

proved that Sikhs are second-class citizens in his state. He has done that 
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which we could not in two decades" (quoted in India TodaI 31 December 1982, 

p30). In sum, the severe police action against the Sikhs durins the Asian 

Games served to underscore Bhindranwale's messa,e and radicalize the 

movement. 

The calculations Dhajan Lal made during the Asiad are not difficult to 

comprehend. Lal, who repeatedly hampered peace nesotiationa, provides an 

excellent illustration of Paul Brass' argument (see chapter three) on the 

accumulation and maintenance of political power during Indira Gandhi's 

reign. When Indira Gandhi returned to power in 1980, she dismissed nine 

non-COngress state ,overnments. Bhajan Lal was the Chief Minister of the 

Janata government in Haryana but saved his political career by transfering 

his loyalty to Gandhi. His fickleness, however, .eant he was still regarded 

with suspicion, thus Lal was anxious to ingratiate himself with the leaders 

of the Congress Party!1 (Tully and Jacob 1985, p67). The Asian Games and 

the directive of the home ministry to stop all Akalis fro. reaching Delhi 

,ave hi. the opportunity to prove hi. loyalty to Indira Gandhi, and 

demonstrate to the voters of Haryana that he was not going to compromise 

their interests. The 'Akali threat' was a tailor-.ade issue for Bhajan 

Lal's political survival. As argued previously. the two core concerns of 

the Akali Oal -- Chandigarh and the division of river waters -- materially 

affect Haryana, and this unfortunate episode illustrates Baryana's 

disruptive role in the Punjab crisis. The state administrations of Haryana 

have repeatedly hampered the attainment of a negotiated settlement to the 

Punjab crisis. 

• 
11 It is also suspected that. a year earlier, to please Zail Singh, 

Lal allowed Bhindranwale to 'escape' Haryana when his arrest warrant for 
Lala Jagat Narain's murder was issued (Tully and Jacob 1985, p67). 
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The situation moved into 1983 completely stalemated, with no apparent 

solution in sight. In March the government again moved unilaterally and 

announced the creation of • commission to review centre-state relations, led 

by Justice Sarkaria. The Akalia, desperate for a settlement, were willing 

to drop their auton~ demands in lieu of the commi8sion but they 8till 

needed tangible concessions on Chandigarh and the division of river-waters, 

or at least one of the two, before they eould suspend the morcha and face 

the wrath of the extremists, but the government was not forthcoming on these 

issues. In July 1983, the government inexplicably released Amrik Singh, 

whieh again strengthened the hands of the extremists and further 

marginalized the Akalis. 

After his release from prison, "~ik Singh was lionized by all 

sections of the Akali nal and Giani Kirpal Singh, head priest of the Akal 

Takht, bestowed a saropa (shawl) on ~ik Singh ••• in the presence of 

Longowal and Bhindranwale at the Akal Takht for 'suffering in jail for the 

eause of the Sikh panth'" (Joshi 1984, p143). Bhindranwale, who had always 

politely deferred to the older Sant Longowal, now had the confidence to move 

beyond the Akalia. 'ith the return of Amrik Singh, Bhindranwale again bad 

his 'blood-brother' and primary politieal eonfidant at hi. aide. Moreover, 

the retired Major-General Shabeg Singh had joined hi., and created an 

elaborate praetorian guard. Bhindranwale proceeded to exhort Sikhs to 'buy 

one motorcycle and one gun, t appealing to the adventurist sentiment of the 

young Sikh men who were drawn to him. 

By September 1983, Bhindranw~le was functioning de facto independently 

fra. the Akali Dal. Gurcharan Singh Tohra, the SGPC president and 

consequently the chief administrator of the Golden Temple, was the only• 
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Akali who could freely approach Bhindranwale (Tavleen Singh 1984, p38). In 

December 1983, as discussed in the last chapter, Longowa! felt compelled to 

move against Bhindranwale and he apparently recruited the Babbar (halsa 

International to evict him from the Guru Nanak guest house, which i. 

adjacent to the Golden Temple. Although the Guru Nanak Niwas was regarded 

as bis fiefdom (tbe Babbars occupied the Guru Ram Das guest house two 

buildings away), Bhindranwale, in order to maintain his integrity as a 

leader of the penth, ingeniously declined to fight, prompting the Babbars to 

again brand him a "coward." He then moved to the Akal Takht, the fseat of 

temporal autbori ty, f in the Golden Temple proper. The AkaI Takht "head 

priest, I1rpal Singh, said that he would Dot allow arms inside the Akal 

Takbt [but] Bhindranwale then complained to Tohra, who persuaded Xirpal 

Singh to withdraw his objection. What could the head priest do when he was 

one of the employees' of the SGPC, headed by Tohra?" (Xuldip Nayar 1984, 

p80). 

BhiDdranwale was now symbolically and de factQ the leader of tbe Sikh 

panth -- and "Longowal's core political base began to flow away as about a 

third of his SOre members and district Akali presidents reportedly defe~ted 

to Bhindranwale" (Wallace 1988, p39). Bhindranwale and his supporters, and 

the Akali 0.1 and the BlCI, were all now jockeying for maximum position, 

plotting assassinations and committing murders (see Tavleen Singh 1984), and 

as the Temple intrigue continued the situation in the Punjab, now under 

President's rule and martial law, continued to decline. 

President's Rule (October 1983) 

• While negotiations ceased and the Akalis squabbled, violence in Punjab 
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began to escalate. In the first phase of the movement, the victims of 

extremist violence were almost exclusively Nirankaris. After 1981, pro

Nirankari Hindus, avowedly secular Sikhs, and police officers who prosecuted 

or detained Sikh extremists, were targeted. On October 5th 1983, the first 

attack on innocent Hindus occurred. A bu. soing from Amritsar to Delhi was 

commandeered by Sikh .ilitants, and seven Hindu men were summarily executed. 

The action was obviously designed to create terror and more specifically, 

the murderers may have wanted to generate a migration of Hindus out of 

Punjab and incite anti-Sikh riots which would draw more Sikhs into the 

struggle (Jeffery 1986, p46). The central government took the opportunity 

to dismiss Darbara Singh's Congress (1) ministry and impose President's 

rule. 

Darbara Singh's ministry had been rendered largely ineffective because 

of the power emanating from Indira Gandhi in the centre and the deliberating 

underminiaa of his government by his fellow Congress-man, Giani Zail Singh. 

Moreover, the Akali opposition had chosen to by-pass hi. and deal directly 

with the centre. In fact, the Akalis had been trying to precipitate the 

fall of Darbara Singh's ministry since the.election in 1980. Upon hearing 

of the i~8ition of President's rule, Badal stated, "[wle welcome this step 

-- we have been asking for the dismissal of the Darbara Singh ministry for a 

long time- (quoted in India Today 31 October 1981, pI6). The move, however, 

probably was of greater service to Bhindranwale, who, with his usual 

vitriol, stated, tt[t]hese are the tactics of Hindu rulers. They want to 

exterminate us. But we should not worry. the Gurus taught us not to be 

afraid" (quoted in India Today 31 October 1983, pIS). The declaration of 

President's rule closed the democratic space which ensured that further• 
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political opposition would occur in the streets. 

E~p1.inina the Political 'ailure 

A common analysis asserts that ft[tlhe origins of Punjab's complex and 

tragic civil disorder ean be traced to the politieal conflict between Indira 

Gandhi and the Akali Dal" (Kohli 1990, p354). Although the situation was 

perpetuated by the irreconcilability of Gandhi and the Akali., the origins 

of the crisis were more complex. Under militant pressure from Bhindranwale 

and the AISSP, the Aka!i Dal could not forgo the morcha until they had 

obtained significant and tangible concessions, either Chandigarh or a water 

distribution settlement, from the central government -- the guid pro guo 

would have been the suspension of the morcha and the isolation of 

Bbindranwale, who was a greater threat to the Akali Dal than he was to the 

govern.ent. Moreover, in the process of maintaining support of their Sikh 

constituency, in light of Bhindranwale, the Akali Dal initiated a campaign 

of civil disobedience. This meant the only alternative for Bhindranwale ~ 

Al. to outbid the Akali Dal, was armed violence. 

In her dealinas with the Akali_ Da1. Indira Gandhi made a number_of 

uUstakes and miscalculations, which not only demonstrated a fundamental 

misunderstandina of the dynamics in Punjab but also indicated that she was 

receiying very poor advice from her political confidants. Pirst, she was 

apparently unable to distinguish between the Akali Dal -- who were 

moderate, democratic Sikh nationalists and the more nationalistic 

Bhindranwale and AISSF, and thus she did not understand the pressures which 

were being placed upon the Akali Dat from within the Sikh community • 

• Consequently, the centre treated the Akalis and Bhindranwale/AISSF with 
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equal severeness. which "not only eroded the authority of the 

government ••• [it] undermined the democratie approach of the Akali Oal and 

gave credibility to violence and terrorism" (Patel 1987. p284). 

Implicit in the government's approach, was, and still is, the notion 

that the Punjab was essentially a 'law-and-order' problem and not a 

political conundrum. But in legal terms the eentre "did not have very much 

against Bhindranwale," just nine cases of "inflammatory speeches" (India 

Todax 31 December 1983, p70). Extremism became an attractive political 

strategy when moderation failed. Then and now, "Sikh political realities 

dictate that any group being seen to openly compromise with the government 

will be rejected by the others: the Akalis must be seen in their own 

constituency as victors, not collaborators" (India Today 15 May 1984, 

p58)1t. An aceoamodation with the moderates would bave isolated the 

extremists, but Indira Gandhi did not wish to engage in an accommodation 

with the Akalis. 

Relatedl" Indira Gandhi seemed to accept the maximalist demands of the 

Akali Oal at face value, whieh she deemed wholly unacceptable. Thus she 

dismissed them outright and offered only ~nor concessions. Apparently, 

"[t]be reference that most Congressmen object to is the description of the 

Sikhs as a guam, which in Urdu and Punjabi means cOlllDUOity but which, 

translated into English, can take on the meaning of 'nation'" (India To4ax 

15 February 1985, p71). Gandhi regarded the eoneept of a 'Sikh nation' as 

unpatriotic, at best, and more likely, as treasonous, which again displays a 

profound misunderstanding of nationalism -- nationhood is, by definition, 

12 The Akalis are today not politically relevant. The same logic, 
however, still holds true but the moderates are now the AISSP.• 
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self-defined, and if the Sikhs perceive themselves as a nation, that 

perception cannot be denied. It does not mean, however, that they must be 

accorded sovereignty over an independent state -- it does not even mean that 

the Sikhs want an independent state. Nor should the· concept be considered 

unpatriotic -- India i. a state composed of multiple nations, all of whom 

.can be loyal, or in other words be patriotic. to India. 

The Akalis knew Gandhi would never concede their demands on devolution, 

but they honestly believed that the issues of Chandigarh and the 

distribution of river waters could have been resolved. Her calculus, 

however, was that any concessions to the Akali Dal would hurt the electoral 

interests of her party, the Congress (I), not only in Punjab and Haryana but 

across the densely populated Hindi-heartland of northern India, the 

traditional Congress strongholds (Brass 1988, p206). The Akalis required 

substantive concessions to contain Bhindranwale and the AISSP. It has been 

reported that between September 1982 and June 1983 the Akalis concluded 

three agreements with the centre but "the agreements were finally scuttled 

OD all three occasions by reversals of position by Mrs. Gandhi herself. 

The~e reversals allegedly were made in response to protests fro. Congress 

chief ministers in Haryana and Rajasthan who argued that they would have 

difficulty explaining [it] to the people of their states (Brass 1988, p205). 

Unfortunately for all Punjabis, it appears that Gandhi was intent upon 

using the Punjab as an electoral 'punching-bag.' With Sikh consciousness 

piqued, Congress could forget about electoral success in Punjab but, in the 

larger picture of Indian federal politics, Punjab bas only 13 seats in a 

parliament of some 540 seats and thus a fira anti-Akali policy could be used 

to appeal to the Hindi-speaking, Hindu majority vote who comprise half of• 
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the electorate (two thirds if you also include Maharashtra and Gujarat, 

which are not technically part of the Hindi-heartland but are traditional 

Congress strongholds). In the past, the Congress party had prided itself on 

its committment to secularism, but after her 1980 electoral victory, Indira 

Gandhi ~turned to Hinduis. in her personal and political life, and Congress 

(I) became a primary vehicle to mobilize and exploit Hindu ~litanc1· (Malik 

and Vajpeyi 1989,' p320). Indira Gandhi never got the opportunity to test 

this strategy in an election campaign, but it was obvious in Rajiv Gandhi's 

1984 "unity" campaign and again in his 1991 election promise to cancel 

elections in Punjab. extend President's rule, and eradicate 'terroris.' in 

the state. Although Indira Gandhi did not initiate the crisis in Punjab, it 

is clear that her "narrow partisan concerns· served to perpetuate the crisis 

"[iln retrospect, therefore, there 1S little doubt that a more self-

assured or more enlightened leader could bave put the evolving crisis in 

Punjab on a different track" (Kohli 1990, p362). 

The central government also suffered from sycophancy, frequent 

personal changes l ', and Giani Zai1 Singh's political power games. Giani 

Zei1 Singh's covert activities in Punjab are not fully known, he i. widely 

believed to have provided support to Bhiodranwale and the Dal Khalsa. as 

early as 1978, as a foil to the Aka!i Da1. It has also been reported that 

he engineering the election of Santok Singh, "the sworn ene., of the SGPC 

and the Akalis" and his conduit to Bhindranwale, as the president of the 

powerful Delhi Gurdwara Management Committee14 {India Today 31 October 1981, 

1'. Between 1981 and 1985, there was nine different lovernors in Punjab 
and over the same period there were at least five police chiefs in Punjab 

• 
(India Today 31 July 1984, p35) • 

• 4 See footnote 7 • 
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p37) • Zail Singh was from a poor, lower caste Sikh family who made his 

start in politics with the Akali Dal before crossing the floor to the 

Congress. After serving as the Chief Minister of Punjab from 1971-7, he 

moved to federal politics and after the stunning 1980 election victory of 

the Congress Party, he became the home minister. However, he still wanted 

to retain his position as the preeminent Punjabi Sikh in the Congress Party_ 

Indira Gandhi, however, could not tolerate any minister cultivating too 

powerful a support base at the state level (see Brass 1988) and thus 

appointed Darbara Singh, an arch rival of Giani Zail SinghlS , as the chief 

minister of Punjab when Congress won the state assembly election in 1980 

(Tully and Jacob 1985, p63). Zai1 Singh, who "could not countenance the 

selection of Darbara Singh as Punjab chief minister, for he would certainly 

use his position to eliminate Zail Singh's supporters from power in Punjab" 

(Brass 1988, p188), thus did everything in his power to unde~ne the 

effectiveness of the Darbara Singh .inistry. Zail Singh was appointed the 

President of India in July 1982, and ultimately he won biB battle with 

Darbara Singh when Indira Gandhi asked hi. to dismiss the Punjab alni.try 

and i~&e President's rule. In s~, however, Zail Singh's pursuit of 

narrow, peraonal political intereata served to exacerbate the Punjab erisis. 

The Aka!! Role in the Pailed Negotiations 

A number of observers have tried to aecord at least equal blame to the 

IS The feud between Zait Singb and Darbara Singh, which began in the 

• 
1950s when they were both cabinet ministers in Pratap Singh lairon's 
Congress goverment in Punjab, is a straight forward power struggle with no 
ideolosical complications (India Today 15 February 1982). 
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Akalis for the spiralling crisis in Punjab, notably Kuldip Nayar and 

Ihushwant Singh (1984). Although Kohli is very critical of Indira Gandhi, 

he also states that "to jump from such an understanding of Indira Gandhi's 

role to a noraative conclusion that she was the main villain in the conflict 

and, by i~lication, that the Akalis were heroes of sorta iaply is not 

sustainable against the available facts" (~ohli 1990, p362). Kohli 

criticizes the Akalis for their agitational strategy. their factionalism, 

and their "unprincipled electoral opportunism." He also believes that the 

Akali Dal legitimized many of the goals of the ailitants, and thus, he says, 

"the Akalis can hardly be seen sympathetically as victims of the conflict, 

let alone as heroes in Punjab's civil unrest" (Kohli 1990, p363). 

However, it ought not to be the job of political scientists to label 

political actors as "heroes" or "villains." The Akalis, as haa been argued 

repeatedly, were placed in a very awkward situation when they received a 

very real and powerful challenge from Sant Jamail Singh Bhindranwale, and 

his supporters in the AlSSP. for hegemony in the Sikh cOlllDUDity. The AbUs 

were thus ca.pelled to adopt a more nationalistic position and to underscore 

that position they. had to resort to their time-honored strategy of 

agitation. Moreover, in light of the increasing centraliZation of power 

under Indira Gandhi, the Akalia felt compelled to bypass the duly elected 

government of Darbara Singh in Punjab, and deal directly with the source of 

all power i. the Indian polity. the central government and especially Indira 

Gandhi herself. 

Iohli criticizes the Akalis for being severely factionalized. Indeed 

they were. but factionalism has been a facet of Indian politics for most of 

• the century. With the presence of Bhindranwale et aI, however, political 
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logic dictated that all Akali leaders had to .ove to more nationalistic 

positions which in turn made a negotiated settlement with the aovernment 

more difficult. One report succinctly states that "the Akali leadership has 

been taking an increasinaly mJlitant position and each leader fearl that to 

initiate talka [with the centre] would result in his being dubbed. traitor 

by the others" (India Today 15 October 1982, p35-6). However, aareements 

were apparently reached with the central government at least three times but 

it was Indira Gandhi who recanted, not the Akalis. And when the Akalis were 

forced to walk back to Bhindranwale et al empty handed, they had no choice 

but to continue their agitation. Moreover, they felt compelled to produce 

new demands to ..intain the momentum of the aaitation (Aurora 1984, p90). 

Thus the criticisms that the Akalis "insisted on an immediate cOmnUtment on 

their demands" (India Today 30 November 1982, pI8), or that they were 

inconsistent, fail to understand the pressure that the Akalis were facing 

from below, via Bhindranwale and the AISSP. 

Pinally, the criticism they have received for failing 'to condemn the 

actions of Bhindranwale and the militants' are politically naive. Brass 

ar8U~s that from the viewpoint of Tohra, "Bhindranwale wal useful aa an ally 

in his strugales with the Longowal-Badal faction. Consequently, Tohra 

permitted Ibindranwale to move into the Golden Te~le with his aen" (Brass 

1988, pI81). The threat to Tohra was not Longowal and Badal, but 

Bhindranwale. Tohra's fear was that if the party remained secular it would 

lose it's support base amongst the Sikhs to Bhindranwale, which could have 

jeopardized his job as SGPC president. The task was then to appease and 

contain Bhindranwale. Tohra, furthermore, had no option but to let 

Bhindranwale take up residence in the Golden Temple. By the time he• 
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settled in the Temple, July 1982, he was already the most popular Sikh 

leader in Punjab. How could Tohra prevent him from enterins the holiest 

shrine of Sikhism? It would bave been akin to barring the Pope from the 

Vatican. In sum, the Akalis were placed in an extraordinarily difficult 

position, and, in the end, Gandhi's stubbornness, inability to distinguish 

moderates and extremists11 , and sheer impatience led her to order the 

catastrophic raid of the Golden Temple, the infamous 'Operation Bluestar. t 

Operation Bluestar (4 June 1984)17 

Operation Bluestar was a disastrous political decision and a severely 

bungled .alitary operation. The assault was completely unnecessary -- a 

reasonable settlement between the government and the Akalis would have 

eli.anated the need for such an action. Negotiations aside, the level of 

violence, approximateI, 400 people killed between 1980 and 1984, and the 

political demands, a devolution of constitutional powers which were in 

keepins with demands from some other states, did not warrant a full-scale 

.llltary assault on the Golden Temple. Indira Gandhi'. calculations, 

however. were obviousl, different. In the epd, she ordered the a~ attack 

to fall on a Sikh holiday, the 'martyrdom anniversary of Guru Arjan.· and 

oYer 1000 people died, inc1udins at least 800 innocent Sikh pilgrims who 

.1. See Chapter 3, footnote 8. 

17 • A detailed analysis of the ailitary operation will not be 
undertaken here -- for details see Tully and Jacob (1985) Amritsar: Mrs. 
Gandhi's Last Battle; The Punjab Story (1984) has two eye witness accounts 
by journalists of the assault and commentary by Lt. Gen. Jagjit Singh Aurora 
(ret); luldip Nayar and Khushwant Singh (1984) Tragedy of Punjab reviews 
Bluestar, as does Chand Joshi (1984) Bhindranwale: Myth and Reality. India 
Today also bas extensive coverage of the battle, see 30 June 1984, and 15 
August 1984•• 
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died from army fire. 

Operation Bluestar dramatically illustrated the immoral rule of Indira 

Gandhi. Por Sikhs around the world, the operation waa aa traumatic as the 

Roman desecration of Jerusalem "[i]n the eyes of the Sikha, the Golden 

Temple i • .ore than a shrine: it is a sanctuary, an affirmation of the 

community's sense of identity" (India Today 15 October 1982, p78). Although 

the Sikh movement had been becoming increasingly more piqued oyer the years 

1978 to 1984, the 'crisis' really did not begin until Bluestar. 

Bhindranwale, the AISSF cadres, the Akal Pederation and the Dashmesh 

Regiment had been fortifying the Temple for almost a year, under the 

guidance of retired Major-General Shahbeg Singh. It is estimated that 

Bbindranwale had 50-60 well armed supporters, and approximately another 200 

.en Who were willing to fight (India Today 31 December 1983, p70) -- there 

was also 40-50 well anaed Babbars. If the a~ had attacked prior to 

December 1983, they would have been able to isolate Bhindranwale's forces 

in the Guru Nanak Hiwas, two buildings away from the Babbars' headquarters 

in the Guru Rail Das Serai, on the periphery of the Temple but wben 

Bhindranwale was t e.icted' from the Hiltas. reportedly by the Babbara under 

instructions frOID Longowal, "it became increasin.sly clear to the goyernment 

that a decision to act would not just mean invading the Guru Hanak Hiwaa but 

the entire telillple complex, including the Aka! Takht. And that was 

something no Sikh, not even the staunchest opponent of Bhindranwale, was 

going to accept" (India Today 31 December 1983, p10). The army not only 

invaded the Temple, the Akal Takht was virtually destroyed. 

When Lt. General Krishnaswam,y Sunder ji was sUDIIOned to New Delhi by the 

• Prime Minister on 2S May 1984 to receive the orders for Bluestar, he 
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requested that the a~ be given at least three weeks to prepare but Indira 

Gandhi ordered him to have the operation in place within one week. Although 

the army had been alerted to the possibility of an operation at the Golden 

Temple by December 1983. they had very little intellisence information from 

the Temple. n.ey did not know how I08n,. militants were in the temple, nor 

did they know the extent of their arsenal or where they were located, and 

they did not know how the militants had fortified the temple (Kuldip Nayar 

1984. p92). 

Furthermore, the plan of attack was completely inappropriate. The 

Colden Temple is a complex structureu # located in the densely populated 

walled city of Amritsar. Under such circumstances, one would have expected 

any military operation to employ a large force, of extremely well trained 

coumand08. A battle of attrition was ruled-out since the a~ was 

concerned with the threat of a public uprisina. Instead, the a~ employed 

a small coamando team on its first mssion, supported by resular infantry 

troops. On the other hand, the ailitants in the Teq»le were ver,. well 
t 

.otivated and prepared -- Chand Joshi (1984, plS2-3) even asserts that the 

entire ope~ation was leaked to the militants. Although such an assertion is 

difficult to believe, it i. plausible. indeed likeI,.. that Shahbes Singh •.• 

master of suerilla warfare, accuratel,. predicted the strategy of the a~ 

and prepared his forces accordingly. 

11. The Temple is constructed around a larse pool, 150m square, with 
the hoI,. sanctorum in the middle connected to a marble walkway surrounding 
the pool by a causeway. The entire complex is enclosed by three-story walls 
lined with rooms facing the pool. On the south side of the temple, is. 
wide entrance with the community kitchen on the east and a community hall on 
the west. The Akal Takht is opposite the main entrance, on the other side 
of the pool. Across the street from the entrance is the SGPC headquarters 
and the two guest houses.• 
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It is clear that the army was not expectins a significant battle-

"[oln the afternoon of June 3, as the first units of the army began the 

siese of the temple the senerats still strona1y felt that it would be 

possible to overawe the extremists with a show of strenath and prevent 

larse-scale bloodshed" (India T04ay 15 August 1984, p65). The a~ also 

only constructed a 50 bed field hospital, althouah they suffered over 500 

killed and wounded, which is further evidence of this reasonina. When 

initial a~ firina did not succeed in succumbins the militants, they opened 

fire with howitzers and tanks. An infantry unit then stormed ioto the 

temple followed by commandos but they were easily picked off by the 

militants. The a~ storm troopers therefore requested a~red support. 

Tanks entered the temple first to crush the marble steps to allow the entry 

of amoured-personnel vehicles (APVs). The militants responded with rocket 

fire. Essentially. froa this point onward. the a~, clearly surprised and 

frustrated, proceeded to quell the militants with beavy boabardment, despite 

tbe orders to use t~nimum force.' The battle, whicb beaan in the late 

afternoon of 3 June was not over until the early hours of 7 June and sniping 

continued for another week. In fact, a sinale sniper atte.pted to 

assassinate President Zail Singh when he visited the temple just two days 

after the battlel '. In the end, Bhindranwale, Amrik Slnsh. and Shahbeg 

Singh, were killed, alons with at least 800 pilgrims visitina the temple, 

some 100 soldiers, and 100-150 militants. Althoush the holy sanctorum 

I'. Zai! Siosh unde~took the visit to the Temple without consulting the 
Prime ~inister or the Home Minister, probably because he was not fully 
consulted in the Bluestar decision-makins process and because he wanted to 
try and protect his standins in the Sikh community. His efforts, however, 
were in vain -- when militants recaptured the Temple in January 1986 one of 
their first actions was to excommunicate the President.• 




• 
158 (Chapter Pour) 

received only bullet damage, the temple library, which contained invaluable 

handwritten manuscripts of the Gurus, was destroyed by fire when the a~ 

dislodged a sinale militant with a world-war one vintage, bolt-action .303 

bore rifle with grenades, after the fighting had finished -- yet another 

example of the primitive use of excessive force by the a~. And, the Akal 

Tatht, the 'seat of temporal authority,' was virtually destroyed. 

The actual storming of the Temple was only the most dramatic part of a 

larger operation. At the same time, 70,000 troops were moved into Punjab 

and were deployed across the state "to mop up the terrorist remnants from 

the countryside" (India Today 15 August 1984, p65). Other units were used 

in 'Operation Woodrose,' which sealed the Punjab border with Pakistan. In 

addition to eliminating Bhindranwale and Amrik Singh, hundreds of people 

were arrested from the Golden Temple, and across Punjab, including the just 

released Akali leadership -- Longowa! and Tohra were arrested at the Te~le, 

aloQl with Amarjit Kaur (the leader of the Akhand lirtani Jatha) and Badal 

and Baranla were arrested at their bomes. The Bll, and reportedly the Akal 

Federation, however, were apparently able to escape through an entrance 

overlooked by the army, another exampl" of the military incompetence. 

Longowal, Barnaia and Talwandi were released in March of the fo11ow108 year, 

but Badal and Tohra were not released until later. The arrest and detention 

of the Akali leaders was incredibly short-sighted. The government still had 

a political problem in Punjab, but the government was left with no Sikh 

leadership with whom to negotiate. Furthermore, the arrest of the Akali 

leaders during Bluestar eroded their credibility because it made them appear 

to have surrendered, while Bhindranwale fought to the death to defend the 

Golden Temple. The leadership void in the Sikh community was inevitably• 
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• filled by militants. 

While the Akali. were discredited, Bhindranwale became a martyr-

"that the Akal Takbt was destroyed made a deep wound in the Sikh psyche; it 

had been the seat of their Gurus. That it was Bhindranwale who had defiled 

that shrine, makins it • fortress and the refuse of killers, was foraotten; 

what was remembered was only that he had died defendina it, as any true Sikh 

would have done" (Kuldip Nayar 1984, pI27). To the faithful, he died in the 

same vein as the eighteenth century Sikh folk hero Baha Deep Singb, the 

founder of Bbindranwale's Damdami Takaal. The assault on the Golden Temple 

was very disturbing to almost all Sikhs -- in fact, "[m]ost Sikhs see 

Operation Bluestar as the startins point of the process of alienation. All 

tbat went before is forgotten" (India Today 30 June 1985, p64). 

Thus "far from ending Bbindranwale's influence and activities, the 

attack, and the aoveroment actions associated with it, actually served as 

evidence of what he was trying to prove. In a reliaious frame of 

reference, it was one more dramatic piece of evidence that Gandhi's 

aovernment was hostile to Sikhs as such, would not react reasonably to their 

demands, and was in fact either indifferent to their destruction or 

positiYe!, in favour of it" (Leaf 1985. p494). The larae pool of alienated 

,outh Who bad supported Bbindranwale -- most especially the young, poorer, 

Jat-Sikh men, from Amritsar and Gurdaspur, wbo faced bleak economic 

prospects, regardless of education -- made it possible for tbe AlSSP and 

the Damdami Taksal to survive underground and to re-emerge two years later, 

witb a vengeance, as influential actors in the Punjab crisis • 

• 
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Cone1uaioaa 

The AbU Oal and the central loverntlent, particularly Conaresa 

regimes, have long been engaged in processes of political conflict. Thi. 

chapter, however t demonstrates how the emergence of Sikh utrelliata 

(BbindraDwale and the AISSr) served to place pressure on the moderate Sikh 

nationalists (the Akali Dal), which in turn severely strained centre-Punjab 

relations. Although tbe Akali leaders did not enjoy full autono., or 

support in their community, they were willing to pursue an accommodation 

with tbe centre in an effort to isolate tbe extremists. However, Indira 

Gandhi's misunderstanding of the dynamics of Sikh nationalism led her to 

believe that she would lose support in the Hindi-heartland if she pursued an 

accommodative settlement with the Akalis. A serious conflict was thus 

inevitable. 

• 

Upon returning to power in January 1980 Indira Gandhi, in a .ave 

reminescent of her 'Emergency' rule, dismissed nine non-COngresa state 

governmenta, including the Akali Dal ainistr,' in Punjab. '!'be AkaUs 

immediately resorted to their time honoured strategr of extra-parliamentary 

agitation"against the central government. In Septeaber 1981, the Alali Del 

presented Indira Gandhi with a list of forty-five demands and grievaDces 

based on the Anandpur Sahib Resolution. The very same month Sant Jamail 

Singh Bhindranwale was arrested on charges of murder. He was able to 

elaborately orchestrate bis arrest -- be 'surrendered' to tbe police outside 

bis 'seminary' (tbe Damdami Taksa1) during a huge rally. At the rally, 

Bhindranwale not only proclaimed bis innocence, be recieved the support of 

alJlOst every Akali leader. The Akali Oal was in the process of re

establishing their 'Sikh credentials' after tbeir •secular , administration 
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in Punjab and they believed that they had to be seen suppo~ting the most 

popular Sikh religious leader in the state or potentially sacrifice their 

own standing. The Akali Dal immediate!1 revised their list of demands and 

made the unconditional release of Bhindranwale their first priority. When 

he was released the following month the Alalis had no choiee but to accept 

hi. into their fold and from the inside he was able to keep the Akalis on a 

strongly nationalistic course. The Akalis and Bhind~anwale thus united in 

their campaign against the centre. Although the Akalis and Bhindranwale 

were 'aligned,' Bbindranwale and his student supporters also initiated an 

armed struggle which was designed to pressure the government further and 

undermine the Akalis. Indira Gandhi, however, adamantly refused to conclude 

any settlement. 

Gandhi had a poor understanding of the dynamics of Sikh national is•• 

Consequently she was unable to separate the Akalis from Bhindranwale and she 

thus accepted the Akali demands at face value. Although the Akalis would 

have dropped their maximalist demands in lieu of substantial movement on the 

issues of Chandigarh and the division of river waters, Gandhi refused to 

accept a negotiated settlement because she perceived that any settlement 

with the Akalis would have damaged her electoral successes her primary base 

of support, Haryana, and by extension the Hindi-heartland. The rapidly 

deteriorating situation in Punjab was thus stalemated. Indira Gandhi, 

growing impatient with the increasing violence in the state, finally ordered 

the army into the Golden Temple. After a week of heavy fighting, Operation 

Bluestar succeeded in killing Bhindranwale and Amrik Singh, and 

approximately a thousand other people. 

• The repressive military presence in Punjab stiffled the agitation but 
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only temporarily. Less than two years later, Sikh militants took control of 

the Golden Temple and declared the independence of Khalistan -- a demand 

never annunciated publicly by Bhindranwale. After a second raid on the 

Golden Temple by the Indian A~ (Operation Blackthunder, May 1988), the 

militant secessionist 80vement was tran8fo~ into an armed insurrection. 

The Punjab 'problem' is still fundamentally a political problem and thus 

requires a political solution but, as we approach the eighth anniversary of 

Operation Bluestar, the successive governments of India have been wholly 

incapable of devisins a political solution. Punjab is therefore 

unfortunately embroiled in a violent political quagmire. Prior to Operation 

Bluestar the death toll in Punjab was a few hundred. Bight years later, 

over 25,000 people have been killed and there is no resolution on the 

visible borizen • 

• 




• 


Chapter Five: Conclusions 

• 




• 
The Sikh nationalist movement illuminates a number of iaportant issues 

for the study of nationalism. Pirst, the development of the relision, 

particularly over the last one hundred years, illustrates the 6ocio

psycholosical importance of ethnicity. Second, the Sikh nationalist 

movement clearly demonstrates the importance of class. The Sikh nationalist 

moveaent can be broken down into four distinct periods with different social 

leadership and thus different ideologies and goals -- 1) the Singh Sabhas 

were led by the aristocratic Sikh classes; 2) the Akali Dal was established 

by the urban Sikh intelligentsia of the middle stratas: 3) in 1962, the 

wealthy Jat Sikh agriculturalists of the Malwa region of southern Punjab 

wrestled control of the Akali Dal: and 4) in the 1980s, low to middle level 

Jat Sikh peasants, particularly of the Majha region of northwestern Punjab, 

challenged the wealthy Jats of the Malwa, for hegemony in the Sikh 

community. Third, the Sikh movement illustrates the importance of political 

entrepreneurs and organizations -- without them nationalist movements cannot 

be started or maintained. Pinally, on a .iero-Ievel, Sikh secessionism, 

contrary to popular opinion, does not represent a wealthy peripheral group 

attempting to secede. The a8&regate data suggests that the Sikhs are one of 

.the wealthiest groups in India, but Sikh secessionism is being d~iyen by a 

relatively disadvaDtaged group of Sikhs, not necessarily the poorest Sikhs 

but the lower to middle level Jat Sikh peasants (led by Sant Jarnail Singh 

Bhindranwale and Amrik Singh) and not by wealthy agricultural Jats, or by 

the urban industrialists or intelligentsia. 

The Sikh case, therefore, illustrates that national groups may suffer 

from factionalism along these three broad sources: 1) different visions of 

the nation; 2) class; and 3) leadership rivalry. And, unfortunately, 

factionalism tends to sacrifice the long-term interests of the group for the• 
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short-term interest of political entrepreneurs. A quick recapitulation of 

the case will attempt to highlight all the major points. 

Although SikhisB is a relatively new religion. it has a rich history. 

The religious doctrines of Sikhism were established over a two-hundred year 

period following the 'founding' of the religion in 1499. Throughout the 

eighteenth century the Sikhs fought for survival against the Moghuls and 

Afghans in the turbulent Punjab, until finally a Sikh military leader, 

Ranjit Singh, established political control over the region in 1799. The 

'Golden Era' of Sikhism. however, was short lived -- Ranjit died in 1839 and 

the British annexed Punjab a decade later. Paced with imperial rule, 

Christian adssionaries, and Hindu revivalism, a Sikh national consciousness 

developed in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Members of the 

Sikh aristocracy organized Sikh revival groups, known as Singh Sabhas. The 

major contribution of the Singh Sabhas groups, founded in 1873, was the 

establishment of a .adern Sikh identity based on the tenets of the lhalsa. 

As the Sikh nationalist movement developed over the twentieth century, two 

iaportant concepts were added to the basic definition .of Sikhism -- at the 

ti.. of partition in 1947, the concept of a Sikh state was articulated for 

the first time; and Bhindranwale encourased Sikhs to demonstrate their inner 

conviction to Sikhism by becomang amritdhari (baptized). 

Although the Singh Sabhas were instrumental in creating a modern Sikh 

identity, they lost moral legitimacy in the second decade of the twentieth 

century due to their cooperation with the British. In 1920, Sikh 

nationalists of the urban intelligentsia established the Shiromani Gurdwara 

Parbandhak ColJll1ittee (SGPC) and the Akali 081. The Akali Dal almost 

immediately surpassed the Singh Sabhas as the leaders of the Sikh community, • 
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and instead of cooperation with the central authorities, the Akali Oat has 

most often pursued a strate81 of non-cooperation. From the 1920s up to the 

19608, the Akali Dal viaorously pursued issues of concern to the Sikh 

community -- aurdwara reform, special political representation for Sikhs, 

partition, and the Punjabi Suba but during an internal struaale 

concernina strate81 in the mid-1960s, wealthy Jat Sikhs, pri.arily from the 

Malva"region of southern Punjab, wrestled control of the Akal! Dat. The 

move quickly paid dividends -- the new leadership was able to obtain the 

Punjabi Suba within four years. The linguistic division of the state in 

1966, and the ascension of Indira Gandhi in the same year, provides the 

point of departure for the contemporary secessionary movement in Punjab. 

Under Indira Gandhi, the Indian political system, already very 

centralized, under went a process of centralization. The Akali Dat has long 

been suspicious of centralized governance -- they have continually sought to 

have the powers to develop their nation devolved to the state level. They 

were thus at the forefront of the anti-Emergency campaign, 1975-1977. 

Indira Gandhi was tossed from office in 1977, but another clash between the 

Akal! Oal and the centre was. almost inevitable when she resumed ber 

authoritarian practices after winning the 1980 election. However, to 

understand how tbe crisis arose, we must undertake a comprehensive analysis 

of the internal political dynamics of Punjab and the Sikh community_ 

With the creation of a Sikh majority state in 1966, the electoral 

opportunities for the Akali Dal were greatly improved. But since 40% of 

Punjab was still Hindu the Akali 081 had to pursue a more secular 

orientation in order to maintain the coalition aovernments they established 

with the primarily Hindu Jana Sangh/Janata Party_ Whilst the Akali Da! was• 
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compelled to follow a more pragmatic secular approach. the strategy served 

to distance themselves from their primary constituency nationalistic Jat 

Sikhs. The space wal thus created for Sant Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale to 

rise and capitalize on the opportunity to lead the Sikh community. 

To succeed, however, Bhindranwale required a mass base. He developed a 

following in the large number of well-educated rural Jat Sikhs loitering 

around the campuses of Punjab. The green revolution of the 1960& had 

created the opportunity for a first generation of Jat Sikhs to leave the 

fara. attain higher education and seek urban employment. The stagnating 

urban econ~, however, meant that many graduates had little prospect of 

fulfilling employment. This emerging underclass, primarily from the poorer 

Majha region of Punjab, was particularly receptive to Bhindranwale's message 

and they became organized by the All-India Sikh Students' Pederation (AISSP) 

led by ~ik Sinah, Bhindranwale's childhood friend and 'blood-brother.' 

Bhindranwale gave the AISSP religious legitimacy and the Pederation extended 

to Bhindranwale an organized mass base of support. There seeas to be a 

general aversion in the literature to regard a religious fundamentalist with 

liDrlted education as a rational, self-interested actor but, the 

Bhindranwale/AISSF nexus posed. serious cballenge to the hegemony of the 

Akali Dal in the Sikh community. The Akalis thus felt compelled to adopt a 

more nationalistic posture. 

After being evicted from office in 1980 by Indira Gandhi, the Akal! Dal 

immediately attempted to regain their credibility in the Sikh community and 

thus launched a series of protests against the increasing centralization of 

Indira Gandhi's rule. In September 1981, the Aka!i Dal presented a list of 

forty-five demands and grievances, based on the Anandpur Sahib Resolution,• 
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to the central government. The same ~nth, however, Bhindranwale was 

arrested on charges of murder. To maintain their legiti.acy with the Sikh 

community, the Akalia felt compelled to defend Bhindranwale and immediately 

revised their demands to make his unconditional release their top priority. 

When he was released the following month, the Akali. had no option but to 

accept hi. into their fold. Prom the inside. Bhindranwale was able to keep 

the Aka lis on a strongly nationalistic course. He placed additional 

pressure on the Akalis by initiating an armed agitation against the centre 

with his supporters in the AISSP, Dashmesb Regiment, Akal Pede rat ion, and 

more indirectly, the Dal Khalsa. The Babbar Khalsa International, and its 

parent organization the Akhand Kirtsni Jatba, also served to place pressure 

on the Akali Dal. Moreover, the BKI and the other .dlitant groups forced 

the AISSP/Bhindranwale to maintain a .1litant position -- the SlI, in 

partieular, was ~re militant than Bhindranwale and was seriously 

challenging hi. for leadership in the Sikh community. 

The Akalis were willing to negotiate a settlement with the government 

and dump Bhindranwale, but Indira Gandhi, unable to distinguish between the 

. Akali Dal and Bhindranwale, adamantly refused to give ~he Akalis tangible 

concessions. Her calculus was that any concessions to the Akal! Oat would 

bar. her electoral opportunities in her bases of support, Haryana, and by 

extension, the Hindi-heartland of north-central India. After a long 

stalemate, Indira Gandhi made the disastrous decision to send the army into 

the Golden Temple. After a week of heavy fighting Bhindranwale and Amrik 

Singh were dead but so too were a thousand other people, and worse still, 

the entire Sikh community was devastated. 

• Bluestar succeeded only in terminating Bhindranwale. In the post
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Bluestar phase, which included the retaliatory assassination of Indira 

Gandhi, the agitation for autono~ shifted into an armed, clearly 

secessionist, movement for an independent Khalistan. In January 1986, a 

group of Sikh .alitants recaptured the Golden Temple and quickly 'announced 

the independence of Khalistan. t There was also a tremendous proliferation 

of militant groups. Three strands have emerged from the Bhindranwale/AISSP 

nexus -- those who owe allegiance to Bhindranwale: those owe allegiance to 

Amrik Singh: and those loyal to the Damdami Taksal. The Akband Kirtani 

Jatha/Babbar Khalsa nexus still provides the core of the another militant 

pole. In May 1988, a much better trained commando team stormed the Golden 

Temple but unlike 1984 the militants were based outside the Temple and the 

operation thus provided little success. Since 'Operation Blackthunder,' 

there baa been a tremendous escalation of violence in Punjab. Prior to 

Bluestar only some 500 people were killed. Between Bluestar and 

Blackthunder, the number dead rose to about 2,300, and since Blackthunder 

the Dwaber has escalated to a staggerina 15,()()()1. The movement is now 

reseables an armed insurrection, with over twenty .ilitant groups YJina for 

supremacy. Al though many ailitants rell,'ained coami t ted to the creation of 

thaliatan, the movement, in larae .aasure, has lost its ideological 

cohereDce and moral purpose. With the econ~ suffering from ten yeara of 

political instability, the movement has, for many young (male) Sikhs, simply 

become the best •career , opportunity in Punjab. But the 'problem' in Punjab 

is still fundamentally political and thus requires a political solution. 

I. Data collected from various media sources, most especially India 
TodaI. These figures exclude Operation Bluestar (June 1984) and the Delhi 
Riots (after the assassination of Indira Gandhi. 31 October 1984) which 
respectively left about 1000 and 3000 people dead.• 
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In the early 1980s. the government of India was incapable of 

distinguishing between the moderate. democratic nationalism of the Akali Dal 

and the .ore extreme nationalism of Bhindranwale and the AISSP. From the 

earliest moments of the Punjab crisis. the best solution would have been to 

cut a deal with the moderates and isolate the militants. Rajiv Gandhi did 

negotiate a deal with Sant Harcharan Singh Longowal but unfortunately failed 

to live up to the terms of the settlement. Gandhi's failure to implement 

the Accord seriously undermined the legitimacy of the Akali mlnistry of 

Surjit Singh Barnala, who had won the election subsequent to the Accord, and 

was directly responsible for the rise of mllitancy. As the militancy 

increased through 1986 and 1987, Barnala's sovernment was rendered less and 

less effective and was finally dismissed in May 1987 by the central 

government. The Akali Dal suffered from rampant factionalism during this 

troubled period, but after May 1987 they were all virtually irrelevant. The 

Sikh 'moderates' are now the AISSF, whose position may be best stated as 

'lbalistan if necessary, but not necessarily Xhalistan' -- unlike the BKI 

and the other twent, some militant groups in Punjab who are firmly 

secessionary. If t~ government wants to solve the Punjab crisis, they 

cannot afford to allow the AISSP to be squeezed out of the moderate Bround. 

In ~ opinion, the key to solving the Punjab crisis is a return to the 

electoral process. The agenda for centre-Punjab negotiations can only be 

established once the democratic will of the people has been determined and 

after the issue of representation is solved. Without a free and fair 

election in Punjab, the government has no basis on which to decide with whom 

they should negotiate. On the other hand. without an election, the various 

-ulitant groups cannot empirically state who they represent. Por an • 
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election to be effective, however, the Indian political system must underso 

a fundamental normative shift, which the government of India will almost 

certainly find unpalatable. But the Punjab crisis is much deeper than when 

it began, consequently any solution will have to concede much more than it 

would have before Operation Bluestar. 

• 

Pirst, the government must allow for complete freedom of expression. 

In a liberal democracy. people have freedom of belief, expression and to 

associate and if the people believe in secession they not only should have 

the right to state their belief, they should also have the right to vote 

themselves out of the union. The government of India has adamantly refused 

to allow people to express their desire to separate but the government 

cannot keep people in the union against their will by force. If the 

government wants to maintain the unity of the state, they must provide 

incentives to those who want to separate to change their .ands. Moreover, I 

believe that only a minority of Punjabis (including a .anority of Sikhs) 

support secession. If Sikh DUlitant groups still want to pursue secession, 

they must provide the incentives that would entice a majority of Punjabi. to 

suppo~t Ihalistan. (If, however, a majority of Sikhs come to arden~ly 

support secession -- and Punjabi Hindus prefer to remain in India -- another 

partition would, unfortunately, be the only solution). Second, to draw the 

militants into the political process there will have to be a large-scale 

amnesty_ Finally. to overcome the widespread perception that an election 

would not be fair if held under the watch of the Indian Arm" an 

international observer team (preferably under United Nations auspices) 

should be assembled to scrutinize the election. And once the democratic 

process is made free and fair, the government and Sikh separatists alike 
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must accept the democratic will of the people. 

The caretaker government of Chandra Shekar courageously announced in 

the sprina of 1991 that an election would be held in Punjab in the end of 

June 1991. However, the federal election held in May/June 1991 produced a 

new Congress government, which inexcusably' cancelled the Punjabi poll within 

thirty-six hours of yoting. And they subsequently reneged on their own 

promise to hold a poll rescheduled for September 1991. Unfortunately, the 

election that was finally held in February 1992 was a farce. The Congress 

(I) government called the election in Punjab simply to strengthen their 

mUnority standing in the federal parliament. The elections were not free 

because Sikhs were not able to campaign on a aecessionary platfor.. And 

with more than 250,000 Indian security forces in Punjab, most Sikhs did not 

perceive the election to be fair. Virtually all Sikh political parties thus 

boycotted the elections. The Congress (1) 'won' 87 of 117 state assembly 

seats and 12 of 13 federal seats, but with a 21.61 voter turn-out the 

Congress reaime in Punjab has little popular legitiucy. Unfortunatel7 I 

Punjab is Dot moving in a truly democratie direction and is thus nowhere 

near a resolution. 

After 25.000 deaths, the resentment. bitterness. and distrust are 

palpable. The militant movement may well fizzle in the coming years as the 

ever growing death toll undermines its legitimacy. If such an outcome 18 

observed. the government's 'wait-and-see' strategy will have • succeeded , in 

terminating the crisis. but at tremendous human cost and without addressing 

the genuine and reasonable concerns of the Sikh community. Pailure to 

redress the bitterness felt in the Sikh community would be a political 

• injustice, with potentially dire consequences • 
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