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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the martyrdom of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji (1621-1675), the ninth Sikh Guru, as a pivotal event in
Indian religious history and in the universal struggle for human rights. His execution by Mughal authorities under Emperor
Aurangzeb marked a defining moment in the defense of freedom of conscience and resistance to religious persecution.
Through a historical and philosophical analysis of primary Sikh texts and modern scholarly interpretations, this paper
explores Guru Tegh Bahadur’s principles, his defense of Kashmiri Pandits, and the lasting legacy of his sacrifice in
shaping Sikh identity and universal humanist thought.
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INTRODUCTION

The martyrdom of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji represents one of the most profound acts of moral and spiritual courage in human
history. Executed in Delhi in 1675 for defending the right of Hindus to practice their faith freely, Guru Tegh Bahadur’s
sacrifice transcends sectarian boundaries and stands as a universal declaration of religious liberty ™. His defiance of
Emperor Aurangzeb’s oppressive policies was not motivated by political ambition but by a commitment to human dignity
and freedom of conscience.

Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji born in 1621 in Amritsar, the youngest son of Guru Hargobind Sahib Ji, Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji
combined spiritual depth with martial discipline. Known for his meditative temperament and profound hymns on
detachment, mortality, and truth, he provided a moral compass during one of the darkest periods of Mughal religious
persecution 2. This paper traces the historical background of his martyrdom, his ethical stance, and the enduring influence
of his example. The seventeenth century was a period of significant transformation in the Indian subcontinent. Under
Emperor Aurangzeb (r. 1658-1707), the Mughal Empire reached its territorial zenith but simultaneously suffered moral
and ideological decline. Aurangzeb’s reign was characterized by a revival of orthodox Islamic practices and the
suppression of religious pluralism previously encouraged by emperors like Akbar and Jahangir !, Aurangzeb reimposed
the Jajiya tax on non-Muslims, destroyed temples, and promoted conversions to Islam through coercive means. Among the
worst affected were the Kashmiri Pandits, a community of learned Brahmins, who faced forced conversion under the
governor Iftikar Khan. Faced with annihilation or apostasy, they sought the intervention of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji, whose
reputation as a defender of justice extended beyond the Sikh community .

The Sikh faith, founded by Guru Nanak Dev Ji and developed by successive Gurus, had by this time evolved into both a
spiritual and socio-political movement. Guru Hargobind Sahib Ji’s concept of Miri-Piri—the unity of temporal power and
spiritual authority had instilled in the Sikhs a dual commitment to righteousness and resistance against tyranny . Guru
Tegh Bahadur Ji inherited this legacy and lived by its principles. In 1675, a delegation of Kashmiri Pandits, led by Pandit
Kirpa Ram, arrived at Anandpur Sahib to seek Guru Tegh Bahadur’s protection. They described the systematic destruction
of their temples, the desecration of sacred texts, and the pressure to convert to Islam. Moved by their suffering, Guru Tegh
Bahadur realized that their struggle was not merely a Hindu issue but a fundamental question of human freedom.

According to Sikh chronicles, while the Guru contemplated how to respond, his nine-year-old son Gobind Rai (later Guru
Gobind Singh Ji) observed his father’s concern and asked the reason. Guru Ji explained that to save Dharma, someone of
immense moral stature must be willing to sacrifice his life. Gobind Rai replied, “Father, who else is greater than you to
make this sacrifice?”” "1, These words crystallized Guru Tegh Bahadur’s resolve to defend the principle of religious liberty,
even at the cost of his life.

Determined to confront the Mughal emperor, Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji left Anandpur Sahib with three devoted disciples—
Bhai Mati Das, Bhai Sati Das, and Bhai Dayal Das. They were arrested near Agra (some accounts say near Malikpur
Ranghran) and taken to Delhi under heavy guard ©. Guru Ji was imprisoned in the Kotwali (police station) near Chandni
Chowk, a place that now houses the Gurudwara Sis Ganj Sahib '),
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Aurangzeb sought to persuade Guru Tegh Bahadur to embrace Islam, offering him power and wealth in return. When
persuasion failed, he threatened execution unless the Guru could perform miracles to prove his divinity. Guru Ji rejected
both bribery and intimidation, asserting that faith is a matter of conscience and cannot be altered under compulsion. His
words, recorded in Sikh tradition, express a profound commitment to freedom: “No one can frighten him who has
renounced fear, and he frightens no one who has renounced pride.” (ol

To break the Guru’s resolve, Aurangzeb ordered the public torture of his companions. Their martyrdoms remain among the
most poignant episodes in Sikh history Bhai Mati Das was bound between two planks and sawed alive from head to waist,
reciting Japji Sahib until his final breath. Bhai Dayal Das was boiled alive in a cauldron of water while meditating upon
God’s name. Bhai Sati Das, wrapped in oiled cotton, was burned alive but continued reciting hymns until death .

These brutal executions were intended to terrorize the Guru, but they instead strengthened his resolve. Witnessing their
steadfastness, Guru Tegh Bahadur remained calm and unwavering. His serenity in the face of such horror exemplified his
deep spiritual conviction.

When all attempts to coerce the Guru failed, Aurangzeb ordered his execution. On November 11, 1675, Guru Tegh
Bahadur Ji was publicly beheaded in Chandni Chowk, Delhi. His execution was intended as a warning to all who resisted
imperial authority, but it became instead a moral triumph over tyranny ™. Eyewitnesses described a deep silence as the
Guru’s head fell; his countenance remained peaceful, symbolizing divine transcendence over worldly power. His body was
left exposed in the open square as a deterrent. Yet two devout Sikhs risked their lives to honor him: Bhai Jaita carried the
Guru’s severed head to Anandpur Sahib, while Lakhi Shah Vanjara secretly cremated the body by burning his own house.
Guru Tegh Bahadur’s martyrdom epitomizes the Sikh ideal of the Sant-Sipahi (saint-soldier) one who balances spiritual
devotion with moral courage. His death was not an act of despair but a conscious offering for the defense of righteousness.
His teachings in the Guru Granth Sahib reveal a philosophy of detachment, equality, and fear ™. By embodying this
principle, Guru Ji transformed martyrdom from an act of victimhood into an assertion of spiritual sovereignty. His sacrifice
was a declaration that truth and justice transcend mortal existence. The martyrdom of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji profoundly
shaped the future of Sikhism. His son, Guru Gobind Singh Ji, internalized his father’s example and institutionalized the
Sikh community as the Khalsa in 1699—a collective of spiritually disciplined warriors committed to defending
righteousness. !

In Bachittar Natak, Guru Gobind Singh Ji immortalized his father’s sacrifice:
“For the sake of Dharma, he gave up his head but not his resolve;

He performed a great act in this age of darkness,

To uphold righteousness, he sacrificed himself.” (Dasam Granth)

This transformation of the Sikh community into the Khalsa marked the culmination of Guru Tegh Bahadur’s moral
vision—a society where spiritual faith and social justice are inseparable. His martyrdom thus stands as the foundational
moment that united the Sikh spiritual and temporal mission 4!

While rooted in Sikh faith, Guru Tegh Bahadur’s martyrdom transcends religious boundaries. It represents a universal
struggle for human rights and freedom of conscience. He did not die to promote Sikhism; he died to protect the religious
liberty of others. As Cunningham (1849) observed, “The death of Tegh Bahadur was a pure, sacrifice for the liberty of
conscience—the grandest event in the history of religious tolerance” **!

This universality aligns with Sikhism’s core principle of Sarbat da Bhala—the welfare of all. Guru Tegh Bahadur’s act

remains a model for interfaith solidarity, especially relevant in modern times of sectarian conflict. His martyrdom

anticipates Enlightenment notions of human rights centuries before they were formally articulated in Western political
i [16]

philosophy

The sites associated with Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s martyrdom—Gurudwara Sis Ganj Sahib (where he was executed) and
Gurudwara Rakab Ganj Sahib (where he was cremated)—stand today as enduring symbols of spiritual resistance. His
martyrdom is commemorated annually as Shaheedi Diwas. Sikhs around the world observe the day with prayers, kirtan,
and reflections on his teachings. Modern Indian thinkers, including Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru, recognized
Guru Tegh Bahadur’s sacrifice as a cornerstone of India’s pluralism. Gandhi called him “the protector of freedom of
conscience,” while N I described his martyrdom as “one of the noblest acts in the history of mankind.” His ideals
influenced the secular and democratic ethos enshrined in the Indian Constitution 1*®!
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CONCLUSION

The martyrdom of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji is not merely an episode in Sikh history but a landmark in the global struggle for
human freedom. His fearless stand against Aurangzeb’s religious despotism affirmed the sacredness of individual
conscience and the inviolable right to worship freely. His life and death illustrate the Sikh ideal of living truthfully and
dying fearlessly for righteousness. Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s sacrifice preserved India’s pluralistic spirit and laid the moral
foundation for the Khalsa Panth. His martyrdom continues to inspire millions to uphold justice, equality, and compassion
in the face of oppression. Through this ultimate act of selflessness, Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji became “Hind di Chadar” the
shield of India—whose martyrdom remains a beacon of light for all humanity.
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