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ABSTRACT 

Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji, the Ninth Sikh Guru, occupies a unique position in Indian religious and philosophical history as a 

spiritual mystic, ethical thinker, and fearless defender of human freedom. His Bani, preserved in Sri Guru Granth Sahib, 

presents a profound philosophical vision addressing the nature of Ultimate Reality, the impermanence of the world, the 

discipline of the human mind, and the ideal of liberation while living in society. At the same time, his martyrdom stands as 

a landmark event in the history of India’s plural tradition, symbolizing resistance to religious coercion and the defense of 

freedom of conscience. This paper offers a analytical study of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji by integrating his philosophical 

teachings with his historical role and contemporary relevance. It argues that Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s life and thought 

provide a timeless ethical framework for sustaining pluralism, justice, and human dignity in modern India.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Indian philosophy has traditionally developed in close association with religion, ethics, and social life. Unlike Western 

philosophical traditions that often-separated metaphysics from theology, Indian systems treated spiritual realization, moral 

conduct, and social harmony as interconnected dimensions of truth. Sikhism, founded by Guru Nanak Dev Ji in the 

fifteenth century, emerged as a powerful response to ritualism, caste hierarchy and religious exclusivism. It articulated a 

spiritual vision rooted in the oneness of reality, equality of humanity and ethical responsibility in everyday life. 

Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji, the Ninth Guru of Sikhism, represents a mature and profound phase of this tradition. Though his 

Bani is limited in quantity, it is remarkable for its philosophical depth and existential insight. His hymns address 

fundamental questions concerning the nature of reality, the transient character of the world, the restless human mind and 

the path toward liberation. Simultaneously, his life and martyrdom situate these teachings within a concrete historical 

struggle against injustice and intolerance. This paper seeks to examine Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s philosophical contributions 

and demonstrate their enduring relevance for India’s plural and democratic ethos. 

Sikh Philosophy and the Legacy of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji 

Sikh philosophy does not accept the ultimate authority of the Vedas and stands distinct from both Vedic orthodoxy and 

materialistic traditions such as Charvaka. At its core lies the affirmation of Ik Onkar, the One Ultimate Reality, which is 

eternal, non-dual and all-pervasive.
1
 The Gurus emphasized that true spirituality cannot be confined to rituals or ascetic 

withdrawal but must be realized through ethical living, devotion and social responsibility. 

Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji carried forward the philosophical vision of Guru Nanak Dev Ji while responding to the moral and 

political challenges of his time. His Bani reflects a contemplative temperament deeply engaged with the realities of human 

suffering, fear and impermanence. Unlike speculative philosophy, his thought is experiential and practical, guiding 

individuals toward inner freedom while remaining actively engaged in the world.
2
 

Concept of Ultimate Reality in Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s Bani 

In the hymns of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji, Ultimate Reality is portrayed as eternal, formless, and beyond birth and death. God 

is both transcendent—beyond human comprehension—and immanent—present within all creation. Human intellect alone 

cannot grasp this Reality; realization is possible only through divine grace, devotion, and disciplined living.
3
 

The Guru emphasizes that God is compassionate, benevolent, and fearless. These attributes serve as ideals for human 

conduct. Spiritual realization is not merely an inward experience but is reflected in the transformation of character. A 

realized person remains unaffected by pleasure and pain, praise and blame, gain and loss.
4
 Such equanimity reflects 

alignment with divine will and signifies freedom from ego and attachment. 

The World and the Question of Impermanence 

A central theme in Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s Bani is the transient nature of the world. Using vivid metaphors such as 

dreams, mirages, bubbles of water, shadows of clouds, and walls of sand, the Guru conveys the fleeting character of 
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material existence. Worldly relationships, possessions, and social status are impermanent and unreliable, yet human beings 

remain deeply attached to them. 

However, the Guru does not reject the world as illusory in a nihilistic sense. The world is real as a manifestation of divine 

will but lacks permanence. The problem lies not in the world itself but in human attachment to it. True wisdom consists in 

living responsibly within the world while remaining inwardly detached.
5
 This balanced approach distinguishes Sikh 

philosophy from traditions advocating complete renunciation. 

Human Life, the Mind and Spiritual Discipline 

Human birth occupies a central place in Sikh thought and is regarded as a rare opportunity for spiritual realization. Guru 

Tegh Bahadur Ji repeatedly emphasizes that the purpose of human life is to recognize the divine light within oneself and to 

reunite consciously with its source.
6
 Failure to do so results in the waste of this precious opportunity. 

The principal obstacle on the spiritual path is the human mind, which is unstable, self-centred, and dominated by ego, 

desire, anger, greed, attachment, and pride. The Guru describes the mind as restless and forgetful, easily distracted by 

worldly attractions. To discipline the mind, Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji prescribes remembrance of the Divine Name (Naam 

Simran), ethical living, and association with the holy congregation (Sangat)
7
. 

Through sustained spiritual practice, the mind becomes calm and purified, enabling the seeker to rise above fear and 

illusion. Liberation in Sikhism is conceived as jiwan mukti—freedom attained while living in the world. The liberated 

individual remains fearless, compassionate, and morally responsible, embodying spiritual realization in everyday life. 

Historical Context and the Martyrdom of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji 

The philosophical teachings of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji acquire profound significance when viewed within their historical 

context. Seventeenth-century India, under the rule of Mughal emperor Aurangzeb, witnessed increasing religious 

intolerance and coercive policies aimed at enforcing uniformity. These measures threatened India’s long-standing 

pluralistic social fabric.
8
 Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji emerged as a moral voice against such oppression. His decision to sacrifice 

his life in 1675 to defend the religious freedom of Kashmiri Pandits stands as a defining moment in Indian history. This 

martyrdom was not undertaken for the protection of Sikh interests alone but for the universal principle of freedom of 

conscience. By choosing martyrdom over submission, Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji transformed spiritual conviction into ethical 

resistance.
9
 

Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji and Indian Pluralism 

From its inception, Sikhism affirmed the unity and equality of humanity beyond distinctions of caste, creed, or culture. 

Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s life and teachings strengthened this pluralistic vision. The inclusion of hymns by Muslim Sufi 

saints in Sri Guru Granth Sahib and the historically harmonious relations between Sikhs and Muslims reflect Sikhism’s 

inclusive ethos. 

Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s martyrdom symbolizes the defence of diversity against authoritarian homogenization. His sacrifice 

affirms that pluralism requires active commitment and moral courage.
10 

In this sense, he stands not only as a Sikh Guru but 

also as a national moral figure whose legacy belongs to the entire Indian tradition. 

Contemporary Relevance 

In contemporary India, marked by ideological polarization, identity politics, and challenges to democratic values, the 

teachings of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji retain profound relevance. His philosophy challenges religious exclusivism, social 

injustice, and authoritarian tendencies. It emphasizes that true spirituality upholds human dignity, equality, and freedom. 

Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s life offers a model of ethical leadership grounded in fearlessness and compassion. His teachings 

encourage individuals and societies to resist injustice while remaining rooted in moral and spiritual values.
11

 In an era of 

global uncertainty, his vision provides a timeless framework for peaceful coexistence and social harmony. 

CONCLUSION 

Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji emerges from this study as a profound spiritual thinker and a courageous defender of human 

freedom. His Bani articulates a deep philosophical understanding of reality, impermanence, and liberation, while his life 

exemplifies the highest ideals of ethical action. By integrating contemplation with commitment, Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji 

demonstrated that spirituality attains its fullest expression in the defence of justice and pluralism. His legacy continues to 

inspire not only the Sikh community but also all those committed to the ideals of freedom, dignity, and coexistence in India 

and beyond. 
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