Sikh Study Forum
Sikh Martial Arts and the Youth

While neither preaching nor condoning violence, I would like to consider firstly the events of the
recent past and then take a brief look into Sikh history in order to analyse the concept of Sikhs
and the martial arts. The period around 1984 has been and will be subjected to objective and
subjective interrogation. The results and implications of such an investigation are as confusing
as ever. The Sikhs were put under the spotlight during those days. Their martial and spiritual
strengths were tested. Whether they were defeated or got away with it depends on one’s own
value judgements. Fully accepting my limited knowledge of Sikh affairs and subjective
approach, my conclusion is that the Sikhs were humbled. The Sikhs failed to protect their lives,
property, liberty and above all their honour. My remarks may seem derogative, hurtful and
pessimistic, but I’'m sure many Sikhs would agree that they felt that their very existence was
under threat.

What were the reasons for the failings that I have outlined? To begin to answer this question we
must unfold the pages of history and study the heritage of the Sikhs. Authentic historical records
tell us that Guru Angad Dev Ji (2nd Guru) was a very keen wrestler who encouraged people to
keep fit all his life. He institutionalised ‘Akharas’ (gymnasiums) and wanted his followers to
participate in body building exercises and organised games after morning prayers. In this
context it is worth mentioning the name of another prominent Sikh figure, Baba Buddha Ji, who
was alive from Guru Nanak Dev Ji’s (I Guru) time. Baba Buddha Ji was fencing master to
Guru Arjan Dev Ji (5 Guru).

During his imprisonment by the rulers of the day, Guru Arjan Dev Ji issued a ‘hukumnama’ (or
decree) to his followers to learn martial arts and carry weapons. His son Guru HarGobind Sahib
Ji (6" Guru), having taken over his fathers’ seat openly began to arm his followers and arrange
for their training. It was probably at this stage in Sikh history that the martial art of Gatka began
to be taught and widely practised among the Sikhs. The practice of Gatka always went hand in
hand with Nitnem (daily prayers). Guru HarGobind Sahib Ji fought and won at least 5 major
battles in his time. The ninth Guru, Sri Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji was supposedly seen practising
Gatka alone by the Mogul army, his speed and accuracy was both an alarming and surprising
experience for them.

Guru Gobind Singh (10" Guru) is probably the best known among the ten Guru’s for his martial
achievements. It is assured that his father and his followers taught him Gatka from a very young
age. He had great athletic abilities, was an amazingly accurate archer, a master of weaponry and
a superb tactician in the battlefield. With very limited men and weapons he won countless
battles against the rulers of the day. He placed a significant emphasis on martial skills and
always honoured and awarded the Sikhs who excelled in this area. It was Guru Gobind Singh Ji
who outlined the circumstances under which a violent response was justified. He writes, “When
there’s no other course open to man, it is only righteous to unsheathe the sword.” It is
appropriate to point out once again that the addition of martial skills into Sikh lives was not at
the cost of the daily prayers (Nitnem) and meditation.

Hence, the ideal human being was visualised and then presented to the world by the collaborative
endeavours of the ten Gurus during a time span of over two centuries. For the sake of simplicity
it is safe to say that the ideal person embodies the twin-interlinked qualities of saint and a soldier.
Towards this end the Gurus invested heavily in the martial arts and physical fitness programmes
along with the spiritual upliftment of their followers. The goal of spiritual and physical fitness
thus became the Sikh way of life forever. The imbalance between the two has always proved






